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Spanish Conquests in Mexico

In 1519, as Magellan embarked on his historic voyage, a Spaniard named
Hernando Cortés landed on the shores of Mexico. After colonizing several
Caribbean islands, the Spanish had turned their attention to the American mainland.
Cortés marched inland, looking to claim new lands for Spain. Cortés and the many
other Spanish explorers who followed him were known as conquistadors (con-
querors). Lured by rumors of vast lands filled with gold and silver, conquistadors
carved out colonies in regions that would become Mexico, South America, and the
United States. The Spanish were the first European settlers in the Americas. As a
result of their colonization, the Spanish greatly enriched their empire and left a mark
on the cultures of North and South America that exists today.




image3.jpeg
La Malinche *





image4.png
151:253 miion

Native Population of
Central Mexico, 1500-1620
b L~
=

1525 1o millon

154863 miin

1605 10 millon

w0 s ses 1em
Year

‘Source: The Population of Latin
‘Amenca: A History

SKILLBUILDER: Interpreting Graphs

1. Drawing Condlusions By what
percentage did the native population
decrease between 1519 and 16057

2. Making Inferences How did the sharp
dedline in the native population, due
greatlyto disease, affect the Spaniards”
attemps to conguer the region?

Cortés Conquers the Aztecs Soon after landing in Mexico,
Cortés leamed of the vast and wealthy Aziec Empire in the
region's interior. (See Chapter 16.) Afier marching for weeks
through difficult mountain passes, Cortés and his force of
roughly 600 men finally reached the magnificent Aziec capi-
tal of Tenochfitlin (ch-NawCH*tee*TLAHN). The Aztec
emperor, Montezuma I, was convinced at first that Cortés
was a god wearing armor. He agreed o give the Spanish
explorer a share of the empire’s existing gold supply. The con-
quistador was not satisfied. Cortés admitted that he and his
comrades had a “discase of the heart that only gold can cure.

In the late spring of 1520, some of Cortés's men killed
many Aztec warriors and chiefs while they were celebrating
a religious festival. In June of 1520, the Aztecs rebelled
against the Spanish intruders and drove out Cortés’s forces.

The Spaniards, however, struck back. Despite being
greatly outnumbered, Cortés and his men conquered the
Atees in 1521. Several factors played a key role in the stun-
ning victory. First, the Spanish had the advantage of supe-
rior weaponry. Aztee arrows were no maich for the
‘Spaniards’ muskets and cannons.

Second, Cortés was able to enlist the help of various
native groups. With the aid of a native woman translator
named Malinche, Cortés learned that some natives resented
the Aztecs. They hated their harsh practices, including
human sacrifice. Through Malinche, Cortés convinced
these natives to fight on his side.

Finally, and most important, the natives could do litle to
stop the invisible warrior that marched alongside the

‘Spaniards—disease. Measles, mumps, smallpox, and typhus were just some of the
discases Europeans were to bring with them to the Americas. Native Americans had
never been exposed to these diseases. Thus, they had developed no natural immu-
nity to them. As a result, they died by the hundreds of thousands. By the time Cortés
launched his counterattack, the Aztec population had been grealy reduced by small-
pox and measles. I ime, European disease would truly devastate the natives of cen-
tral Mexico, killing millions of them. &

Summarizing
® what factors:
enabled the
Spanish to efeat
the Atecs?
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‘GEOGRAPHY SKILLBUILDER: Interpreting Maps

1. Movement How many diferent voyages did Columbus make to the Americas?

2. Region Which general region did the Spanish and Portuguese explre? Where did the
Engiish, Dutch, and French explore?





