
Bernal Díaz del Castillo

Arrival in the Splendid City of Tenochtitlan, 
1568

During the morning, we arrived at a broad Causeway and continued our

march towards Iztapalapa, and when we saw so many cities and villages

built in the water and other great towns on dry land and that straight and

level Causeway going towards Mexico, we were amazed and said that it

was like the enchantments they tell of in the legend of Amadis, on account

of the great towers and cues and buildings rising from the water, and all

built of masonry. And some of our soldiers even asked whether the things

that we saw were not a dream. It is not to be wondered at that I here write

it down in this manner, for there is so much to think over that I do not

know how to describe it, seeing things as we did that had never been heard

of or seen before, not even dreamed about.

Thus, we arrived near Iztapalapa, to behold the splendour of the other

Caciques who came out to meet us, who were the Lord of the town named

Cuitlahuac, and the Lord of Culuacan, both of them near relations of

Montezuma. And then when we entered the city of Iztapalapa, the appear-

ance of the palaces in which they lodged us! How spacious and well built

they were, of beautiful stonework and cedar wood, and the wood of other

sweet-scented trees, with great rooms and courts, wonderful to behold,

covered with awnings of cotton cloth.
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When we had looked well at all of this, we went to the orchard and

garden, which was such a wonderful thing to see and walk in, that I was

never tired of looking at the diversity of the trees, and noting the scent

which each one had, and the paths full of roses and flowers, and the

many fruit trees and native roses, and the pond of freshwater. There was

another thing to observe, that great canoes were able to pass into the

garden from the lake through an opening that had been made so that

there was no need for their occupants to land. And all was cemented and

very splendid with many kinds of stone [monuments] with pictures on

them, which gave much to think about. Then the birds of many kinds

and breeds which came into the pond. I say again that I stood looking at

it and thought that never in the world would there be discovered other

lands such as these, for at that time there was no Peru, nor any thought

of it. Of all these wonders that I then beheld today all is overthrown and

lost, nothing left standing.

Let us go on, and I will relate that the Caciques of that town and of

Coyoacan brought us a present of gold, worth more than two thousand

pesos.

Early next day we left Iztapalapa with a large escort of those great

Caciques whom I have already mentioned. We proceeded along the

Causeway which is here eight paces in width and runs so straight to the

City of Mexico that it does not seem to me to turn either much or little,

but, broad as it is, it was so crowded with people that there was hardly

room for them all, some of them going to and others returning from
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Mexico, besides those who had come out to see us, so that we were hardly

able to pass by the crowds of them that came; and the towers and cues

were full of people as well as the canoes from all parts of the lake. It was

not to be wondered at, for they had never before seen horses or men such

as we are.

Gazing on such wonderful sights, we did not know what to say, or

whether what appeared before us was real, for on one side, on the land,

there were great cities, and in the lake ever so many more, and the lake

itself was crowded with canoes, and in the Causeway were many bridges at

intervals, and in front of us stood the great City of Mexico, and we—we

did not even number four hundred soldiers! and we well remembered the

words and warnings given us by the people of Huexotzingo and Tlaxcala,

and the many other warnings that had been given that we should beware of

entering Mexico, where they would kill us, as soon as they had us inside.

Let the curious readers consider whether there is not much to ponder

over in this that I am writing. What men have there been in the world

who have shown such daring? But let us get on, and march along the

Causeway. When we arrived where another small causeway branches off

[Acachinango, leading to Coyoacan, which is another city] where there

were some buildings like towers, which are their oratories, many more

chieftains and Caciques approached clad in very rich mantles, the brilliant

liveries of one chieftain differing from those of another, and the causeways

were crowded with them. The Great Montezuma had sent these great

Caciques in advance to receive us, and when they came before Cortés they

bade us welcome in their language, and as a sign of peace, they touched
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their hands against the ground, and kissed the ground with the hand.

There we halted for a good while, and Cacamatzin, the Lord of

Texcoco, and the Lord of Iztapalapa and the Lord of Tacuba and the Lord

of Coyoacan went on in advance to meet the Great Montezuma, who

was approaching in a rich litter accompanied by other great Lords and

Caciques, who owned vassals. When we arrived near to Mexico, where

there were some other small towers, the Great Montezuma got down

from his litter, and those great Caciques supported him with their arms

beneath a marvellously rich canopy of green-coloured feathers with much

gold and silver embroidery and with pearls and chalchihuites suspended

from a sort of bordering, which was wonderful to look at. The Great

Montezuma was richly attired according to his usage, and he was shod

with sandals, the soles were of gold and the upper part adorned with pre-

cious stones. The four Chieftains who supported his arms were also richly

clothed according to their usage, in garments which were apparently held

ready for them on the road to enable them to accompany their prince, for

they did not appear in such attire when they came to receive us. Besides

these four Chieftains, there were four other great Caciques who supported

the canopy over their heads, and many other Lords who walked before

the Great Montezuma, sweeping the ground where he would tread and

spreading cloths on it, so that he should not tread on the earth. Not one

of these Chieftains dared even to think of looking him in the face, but

kept their eyes lowered with great reverence, except those four relations,

his nephews, who supported him with their arms.
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