
 

Bernal Díaz del Castillo, The True History of the Conquest of New Spain, c. 1567 

The Spaniard Bernal Díaz (c. 1498–1580) served as a soldier under the command of 

Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés during the conquest of the Aztec Empire. Fifty 

years after the event, Díaz resolved to compile an account of the conquest because of his 

concern that other accounts were inaccurate.  The resulting work offers a window into 

the life of a sixteenth-century soldier-adventurer and provides one of the most vivid 

eyewitness accounts of both the Aztec Empire and its destruction at the hands of the 

Spanish.   

Source: Bernal Díaz del Castillo, The True History of the Conquest of New Spain, vol. 2, trans. Alfred Percival 

Maudslay (London: The Hakluyt Society, 1910), pp. 41–44, 55–59. 

 

 

When Cortés was told that the Great Montezuma was approaching, and he saw 

him coming, he dismounted from his horse, and when he was near Montezuma, they 

simultaneously paid great reverence to one another. Montezuma bade him welcome and 

our Cortés replied through Doña Marina
1
 wishing him very good health. And it seems to 

me that Cortés, through Doña Marina, offered him his right hand, and Montezuma did not 

wish to take it, but he did give his hand to Cortés and then Cortés brought out a necklace 

which he had ready at hand, made of glass stones, which … are called Margaritas, which 

have within them many patterns of diverse colors, these were strung on a cord of gold 

and with musk so that it should have a sweet scent, and he placed it round the neck of the 

Great Montezuma and when he had so placed it he was going to embrace him, and those 

great Princes who accompanied Montezuma held back Cortés by the arm so that he 

should not embrace him, for they considered it an indignity. 



 

Then Cortés through the mouth of Doña Marina told him that now his heart 

rejoiced at having seen such a great Prince, and that he took it as a great honor that he had 

come in person to meet him and had frequently shown him such favor. 

Then Montezuma spoke other words of politeness to him, and told two of his 

nephews who supported his arms, the Lord of Texcoco and the Lord of Coyoacan, to go 

with us and show us to our quarters, and Montezuma with his other two relations, the 

Lord of Cuitlahuac and the Lord of Tacuba who accompanied him, returned to the city, 

and all those grand companies of Caciques
2 
and chieftains who had come with him 

returned in his train.… Thus space was made for us to enter the streets of Mexico, 

without being so much crowded. But who could now count the multitude of men and 

women and boys who were in the streets and on the azoteas, and in canoes on the canals, 

who had come out to see us. It was indeed wonderful, and, now that I am writing about it, 

it all comes before my eyes as though it had happened but yesterday. Coming to think it 

over it seems to be a great mercy that our Lord Jesus Christ was pleased to give us grace 

and courage to dare to enter into such a city; and for the many times He has saved me 

from danger of death, as will be seen later on, I give Him sincere thanks, and in that He 

has preserved me to write about it, although I cannot do it as fully as is fitting or the 

subject needs. Let us make no words about it, for deeds are the best witnesses to what I 

say here and elsewhere. 

Let us return to our entry to Mexico. They took us to lodge in some large houses, 

where there were apartments for all of us, for they had belonged to the father of the Great 

Montezuma, who was named Axayaca, and at that time Montezuma kept there the great 

oratories for his idols, and a secret chamber where he kept bars and jewels of gold, which 



 

was the treasure that he had inherited from his father Axayaca, and he never disturbed it. 

They took us to lodge in that house, because they called us Teules, and took us for such, 

so that we should be with the Idols or Teules which were kept there. However, for one 

reason or another, it was there they took us, where there were great halls and chambers 

canopied with the cloth of the country for our Captain, and for every one of us beds of 

matting with canopies above, and no better bed is given, however great the chief may be, 

for they are not used. And all these palaces were [coated] with shining cement and swept 

and garlanded. 

As soon as we arrived and entered into the great court, the Great Montezuma took 

our Captain by the hand, for he was there awaiting him, and led him to the apartment and 

saloon where he was to lodge, which was very richly adorned according to their usage, 

and he had at hand a very rich necklace made of golden crabs, a marvelous piece of work, 

and Montezuma himself placed it round the neck of our Captain Cortés, and greatly 

astonished his [own] Captains by the great honor that he was bestowing on him. When 

the necklace had been fastened, Cortés thanked Montezuma through our interpreters, and 

Montezuma replied  — ―Malinche, you and your brethren are in your own house, rest 

awhile,‖ and then he went to his palaces which were not far away, and we divided our 

lodgings by companies, and placed the artillery pointing in a convenient direction, and 

the order which we had to keep was clearly explained to us, and that we were to be much 

on the alert, both the cavalry and all of us soldiers. A sumptuous dinner was provided for 

us according to their use and custom, and we ate it at once. So this was our lucky and 

daring entry into the great city of Tenochtitlan, Mexico.… 

Thanks to our Lord Jesus Christ for it all. …  



 

Let us leave this talk and go back to our story of what else happened to us, which 

I will go on to relate. … 

The next day Cortés decided to go to Montezuma’s palace, and he first sent to 

find out what he intended doing and to let him know that we were coming. … 

When Montezuma knew of our coming he advanced to the middle of the hall to 

receive us, accompanied by many of his nephews, for no other chiefs were permitted to 

enter or hold communication with Montezuma where he then was, unless it were on 

important business. Cortés and he paid the greatest reverence to each other and then they 

took one another by the hand and Montezuma made him sit down on his couch on his 

right hand, and he also bade all of us to be seated on seats which he ordered to be 

brought. 

Then Cortés began to make an explanation through our interpreters Doña Marina 

and Aguilar, and said that he and all of us were rested, and that in coming to see and 

converse with such a great Prince as he was, we had completed the journey and fulfilled 

the command which our great King and Prince had laid on us. But what he chiefly came 

to say on behalf of our Lord God had already been brought to his [Montezuma’s] 

knowledge through his ambassadors, Tendile, Pitalpitoque and Quintalbor, at the time 

when he did us the favor to send the golden sun and moon to the sand dunes; for we told 

them then that we were Christians and worshipped one true and only God, named Jesus 

Christ, who suffered death and passion to save us, and we told them that a cross (when 

they asked us why we worshipped it) was a sign of the other Cross on which our Lord 

God was crucified for our salvation, and that the death and passion which He suffered 

was for the salvation of the whole human race, which was lost, and that this our God rose 



 

on the third day and is now in heaven, and it is He who made the heavens and the earth, 

the sea and the sands, and created all the things there are in the world, and He sends the 

rain and the dew, and nothing happens in the world without His holy will. That we 

believe in Him and worship Him, but that those whom they look upon as gods are not so, 

but are devils, which are evil things, and if their looks are bad their deeds are worse, and 

they could see that they were evil and of little worth, for where we had set up crosses 

such as those his ambassadors had seen, they dared not appear before them, through fear 

of them, and that as time went on they would notice this. 

The favor he now begged of him was his attention to the words that he now 

wished to tell him; then he explained to him very clearly about the creation of the world, 

and how we are all brothers, sons of one father, and one mother who were called Adam 

and Eve, and how such a brother as our great Emperor, grieving for the perdition of so 

many souls, such as those which their idols were leading to Hell, where they burn in 

living flames, had sent us, so that after what he [Montezuma] had now heard he would 

put a stop to it and they would no longer adore these Idols or sacrifice Indian men and 

women to them, for we were all brethren, nor should they commit sodomy or thefts. He 

also told them that, in course of time, our Lord and King would send some men who 

among us lead very holy lives, much better than we do, who will explain to them all 

about it, for at present we merely came to give them due warning, and so he prayed him 

to do what he was asked and carry it into effect. 

As Montezuma appeared to wish to reply, Cortés broke off his argument, and to 

all of us who were with him he said: ―with this we have done our duty considering it is 

the first attempt.‖ 



 

Montezuma replied  — ―Señor Malinche, I have understood your words and 

arguments very well before now, from what you said to my servants at the sand dunes, 

this about three Gods and the Cross, and all those things that you have preached in the 

towns through which you have come. We have not made any answer to it because here 

throughout all time we have worshipped our own gods, and thought they were good, as 

no doubt yours are, so do not trouble to speak to us any more about them at present. 

Regarding the creation of the world, we have held the same belief for ages past, and for 

this reason we take it for certain that you are those whom our ancestors predicted would 

come from the direction of the sunrise. … 

 … Then Cortés and all of us answered that we thanked him sincerely for such 

signal good will, and Montezuma said, laughing, for he was very merry in his princely 

way of speaking: ―Malinche, I know very well that these people of Tlaxcala with whom 

you are such good friends have told you that I am a sort of God or Teul, and that 

everything in my houses is made of gold and silver and precious stones, I know well 

enough that you are wise and did not believe it but took it as a joke. Behold now, Señor 

Malinche, my body is of flesh and bone like yours, my houses and palaces of stone and 

wood and lime; that I am a great king and inherit the riches of my ancestors is true, but 

not all the nonsense and lies that they have told you about me, although of course you 

treated it as a joke, as I did your thunder and lightning.‖ 

Cortés answered him, also laughing, and said that opponents and enemies always 

say evil things, without truth in them, of those whom they hate, and that he well knew 

that he could not hope to find another Prince more magnificent in these countries, and 

that not without reason had he been so vaunted to our Emperor. 



 

While this conversation was going on, Montezuma secretly sent a great Cacique, 

one of his nephews who was in his company, to order his stewards to bring certain pieces 

of gold, which it seems must have been put apart to give to Cortés, and ten loads of fine 

cloth, which he apportioned, the gold and mantles between Cortés and the four captains, 

and to each of us soldiers he gave two golden necklaces, each necklace being worth ten 

pesos, and two loads of mantles. The gold that he then gave us was worth in all more than 

a thousand pesos and he gave it all cheerfully and with the air of a great and valiant 

prince. 

 

1
A Nahua slave of a Maya cacique, she was given to Cortés by the Maya after 

their defeat at Potonchan. Speaking both Nahuatl and Yucatec Maya, she (and the ex-

Maya captive Gerónimo de Aguilar) became crucial interpreters for Cortés as he entered 

the world of the Mexica. She was also the mother of Cortés’s illegitimate son, Martín. 

See Stuart B. Schwartz, ed., Victors and Vanquished: Spanish and Nahua Views of the 

Conquest of Mexico (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2000), 251. [Schwartz’s note.] 

2
A Taino word meaning ruler, brought from the Indies to Mexico by the Spanish 

and used to refer to native rulers in Mexico and Latin America in general. See Schwartz, 

Victors and Vanquished, 254. [Schwartz’s note.] 

 

QUESTIONS 

1. How did the Spanish and the Aztec deal with their religious differences during 

their first meeting? 

2. What is the most astonishing aspect of the encounter for the Spanish? 



 

3. In what ways does Díaz feel superior to the Aztecs? How does he seem to consider 

them equals? 

 


