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Much of what we know of the
life of a soldier comes from the
remarkable ethnographic studies
of the Aztec civilization by
EBernarding de Sahagiin, a
Franciscan friar who arrived

in Mexico a few years after the
fall of Tenochtitlan. He was
fascinated by Indian customs
and commissionad indigenous
artists to paint images of what
they remembered of their
traditional life ways. The
paintings were then used to
illustrate his masterwork, A4
General History of the Things of
New Spain, also known as the
Florentine Codex. He wrote the
manuscript in the Aztec
language called Mahuatl.
[Author's illustration Trom a
Spanish colonial painting)

AZTEC WARRIOR
AD 1325-1521

INTRODUCTION

A child is sworn to service

IANIMNG BY 1Ly sRE at the middle of the narrow room, the infant’s

father looked on apprehensively as the mid-wite cut the umbilical

cord and bepan w recile w his exhavsted wile: “My beloved
maiden, brave woman, you have remarned from bartle victorious.” Then
she held the baby up and pronounced: “Precious litde jewel, here you are
come into this world, War is your task, You shall give drink, nourishment
and food to the sun and o the earth. There within the baudefield vour
naime will be inscribed.” When news of the hirth spread throughout the
neighborhood thae night, the child’s relatives quickly arvived bearing gifts
and salutations. Then the tonalpouqui was summeoned o read the augury,
“The day of his birth is matlactli cuanhtli, ten eagle and it is a good sign
for a soldicr,” declared the soothsayer after reading from the book of
pictographics, “Ile will have strength and cowrage, He will spur others 1o
valor, He will hwl himself against his foes, smash their ranks, and put
terror into their hearts."(1) And so from the very night he was born,
Canhth was destined for a military career. is life and experiences would
be shared by thousands of boys born under the day sign ten eagle
throughour the 15th century when mandatory military  service
rranstormed what was once a small village of refugees called Tenochutlan
inte the capital of the greatest military empire that the wesiern
hemisphere had ever known.

The story of Tenochtitlan

Cuauhtli would soon be taught the legacy of the Aztec people by his
grandtathers. Aztlan, meaning Place of the Ileron, was the legendary
homeland of Chichimece tribes who miraculously emerged [rom seven
caves located ar the heart of a sacred mountain far to the north. They
enjoved a peaceful existence hunting and fishing until they were divinely
inspired to fulfill a destioy of conguest, They journeyed until one day
they witnessed a wee being ripped asunder by a halt of lighthing. The
seventh and last tribe called the Mexica took the event as a sign that they
were to divide and follow their own destiny. They continued (o wandes
for many more vears, somerimes hunring and somerimes sertling down
tor farm, but never remaining in any onc place for very long. Atter the
collapse of the Toltee capital at Tula, they decided o move south 1o
Lake Texcoco where they seitled on the slopes of a mountain called
Chapultepec. Impovenished and without allies, the Mexica were soon
subjected o attacks by local Tollee warlords who forced them to retreat
to an island where they witnessed a miraculous vision of prophecy; an
eagle standing on a cactus. [t was the sign tor Tenochtitlan, their final
destination. Having lide w offer other than their reputation as fearsome




Using a folding boak or codex,

a tonalpouqui or soothsayer
determines the prophecy of a
child’s future. Pictographs were
composed of one of 20 day signs
and up to 13 numerals. There is
some indication that if the actual
birth date had a poor prophecy,
the tonalpougui could designate
a more favorable time. In effect
this became a means by which
priests assigned life's work to
each member of a calpulli from
birth. Ten Eagle was the 75th day
of the 260-day count of 3 sacred
divine calendar. Given that day
was so propitious for warrors,
there were undoubtedly many
Ten Eagles in Aztec society.
[Author's illustration from the
Florentine Codex)

warriors, the Mexica had no other choice than to hire themselves our
as mercenaries o rival Tolee factions. Eventually they were able to
aftect the balance of power in the region to such a degree that they
were granted roval marriages. By the 15th century, this new Tolieca-
Chichimeca aristocracy were calling themselves Aztecs after their divine
place of origin,

Although Tenochtitlan was officially founded in 1325, it would be
over a cenlury before the city rose to its height as an imperial capital.
Between 1372 and 1428 the Artec huey tlatoque or “grear speakors”
Acamapichtli, Huitzilibuitl, and Chimalpopoca served as the vassals of a
despaoric Tord named Tezoromoe of Azcapotzaleo, Sharing in the spoils
of victory they succeeded in expanding their own domain south and
cast along Lake Texcoon. However, when Tezozomoe died in 1497, his
son Maxila seized power and had Chimalpopoca assassinated. The
Aztecs quickly appointed Chimalpopoca’s uncle, a war captain namced
lecoarl, as datoani. lzeoatl allicd himself with the deposed heir o
the throne of Texcoco, Lord Nezahualcoyotl. Together the twe kings
attacked Azeapotzaleo, The sicee Iasted for over 1 hundred days and only
concluded when Maxtla relingquished his throne and retreated into
exile. Itzcoatl and Nezahualcoyorl then rewarded the Tepanec lords
who had aided them i overthrowing the brant. The three cities of



Tenochiitlan, Texeocn, and Thacopan formulated the new Aste Empire
of the Triple Alliance,

lzeoatl died in 1440 and was succeeded by his nephew Motecuhzoma
Hhuicamina. Matecuheoma 1, as he was later known, charted the course
lor Aztee expansionism for the remainder of the 15th century, As a child,
Cuauhdi would have listened intently o the stories of the campaigns of
his forefathers and the vicious enemies that they had fought To the west
al the Basin of Mexico lay the lormidable Tamascans who dominated a
rich trade in luxury goods thar moved along the Pacific coast by sea-going
ee.;ii]ing rafts from Souith America to the Baja Peninsula. To the south and
east were wealthy confederacies dominated by the Zapotecs, Mixtecs, and
Fastern Nahuas, the latter being kinsmen of the Aztecs but no less bitwe
rivals for domination of the Soathern Mexican highlands, The high
priest Thacaclel counseled Motecuhzoma that the imperial armies would
[air better by fimst cstablishing bases of operation on the peripheries of
these more powertul states. Motecuhzoma therefore initiated campaigns

. mnto M 10 d Cuerre T hic 1% 1 rial armics o ate
The Temple of the Warriors at into Morelos and Guerrero from which his impe -5 could later

Tollan (Tula, Hidalga) the first Faunch sustained attacks for months or even ycars at a time,
Toltee capital. The atlantid Shortly after acceding to the throne, Motccuhzoma had demanded
figures are thought to represent that all the ciestates of the Basin of Mexico prove their lovalty 1o

gither the Chichimes hero Tenochtitdan by comtributing materials and labor for the construction of
Camaxtli-Mixcoat! or his son :

Astakennti i e el sl i the ffﬁ?m _Tf:nlplv dL'[li{.';liln;:ltl ter the 'flncif.'m TU].IL‘II' storm ol '|'L'-I|I:lfl' and
god of the Moming Star. the Chichimec hero Huitzilopochtli. Being allied with both the Mixrecs
{Author's photo) and the Kastern Nahuwa, the citvstate of Chalco refused and this powertul
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kinpdom was subjugated in 1453, Cheoosing o
avoid 2 conflrontation with the Kastern Mahuas of
Tlaxcala directly, the Astees then moved against
the Huaxters and Totonacs of the Adantic Gulf
Coasl. Using a variety of ingenious strategies,
imperial armies soon overran much of northern
Veracruz therchby assuring the empire rich tribure
in exotic shell, collon, cacao, gold, and the
priceless feathers of tropical hirds, Alarmed Iy
these bold encircling maneuvers, the Fastern
Nahua prepared themselves for a direct
attack against Tlaxcala, Huexotzineo, or even the
grear pilgrimage center of the Toltec man-god
Quetcalcoal al Cholula, but the Aztecs bided
their tme. (2}

In AD 1458, an Aztec imperial army inidated
another “end run” marching 500 miles (B0{0km)
south from the Basin of Mexico to lay siege to
the Mixtec kingdom of Coixtlahuaca, Ouaxaca.
According to various accounts the espedition
was organized by Morecuhzoma TThuicamina
to avenge the murder of 160 merchants by
Coixtlahiaca’s Lord Atonal, TTowever, at 300,004,
the invasion force was clearly intended as
more than simply a punitve expediton. Atonal
immediately summoned the help of numerous
Mixter  kingdoms  including  Teposcolula,
Tilantongo, and Tlaxiaco as well as the Fastern
Nahua ;:iljr'-smlv:—:s of Cholula, Huexotzineo,
and Tlaxcala with whom Coixtlahuvaca was
confederated; but the plea was senr oo lare.
Coixtlahuaca was deteated before relicl could
arrive, Atomal was garroted and many of his men
were caplured and later sacrificed before the
Creal Temple of Tenochritlan. Scores of city-stiles
and kingdoms throughout Puebla and Oaxaca
were stunned by the defeat. It was the heginning
of an era of unprecedented
prosperity

of the end
independence and
Mesoamerici.
Motecuheoma was succeeded by his som
Axavacatl in 1468, As a prince, the successor had
proven himsell a capable military commander by
leading an expedition against the Zapotees of
Tehuantepec: now he sought o capilalize on the
conguests of his illustrious Tather by entirely
surrounding the kingdom of Tlaxcala and
expanding imperial control over the TTuaxtecs
and Mixtecs. According 1o legend Axavacatl
anid his unele Tlacaelel commissioned a4 new
monument [or Tenochritan’s central |'::li_l_.';iuus
precinet, a great round stone carved with the

Lhroughout

By AD 750, Teotihuacan, once 8 thriving metropolis of over
100,000 people, lay abandoned. According to legend early
bands of Chichimecs then began to move into the region
under the leadership of man-gods such Mincoatl. Mixcoatl
established the community of Culhuacan, then his son,
Quetzalcoat], Tounded a new capital at Tula 40 miles [G4km)
to the north-west. Eventually factional strife between rival
Tula cults divided the Toltecs and many returmed south to
found new kingdoms along the shores of Lake Texcoco
between AD 1000 and 1100. The last Chichimec tribe to
arrive were the Mexica. After insulting the lord of
Culhuacan, the Mexica were driven ocut on to an island in
Leke Texcoco where they founded their own town of
Tenochtitlan. The Basin of Maxico was subsequently
dominated by the Tepanecs of Azcapotzaleco throughout the
early part of the 15th century and the Mexica thrived as
their mercenaries. When the Tepanec tyrant Tezozomoo
died, the throne was seized by Maxtla. Maxtla executed the
Mexlca king Chimalpopoca. The Mexica then elected
hzcoatl as king. tzcoatl formulated an alliance with
Nezahualcoyotl, the exiled heir to the Acolhua throne of
Texcoco, and the two allies destroyed the Tepanec capital.
Tepanecs loyal to the new order established a capital at
Tlacopan and together the Mezicas, the Acolhuas, and the
Tepanecs founded the Aztec Empire of the Triple Allance.
Hzcoatl's first campaigns were against Morelos in the south.
Eventually the Artecs turmed on the Eastern Nahuas
targeting the ancient city of Chalco. (Author's illustration)



image ol the sun dedicated 1o war and the conquests of the empire, As
tradition dictated they received aid in the form of materials and labar
trom MNezabualcovol of Texcoco, Totquibuaztli of Tacuba, and the
other Aztec city states:

“Omnce this stone had been puein place, all the principal men who
were present discussed the way the festivities would be held for the
inauguration of the Sun Stone and where caplives could be
brought for sacrifice during these ceremonies. Axavacatl and
Tlacaelel requested thal their guests stay another dav in
Tenochtitlan so that they could propose to those allies that a war
be waged against Michoacan.” (Dharan 1994 277)

Michoacan, meaning Place of the Fishes, constituted the center of the
Tarascan empire of over one million people ruled by an hereditary lord
whose capital was located at Tentzaintzan on Lake Patzeuaro. Although
Axavacatl had mobilized an army of over 20000 men he soon
encountered a formidable Tarascan army nearly twice that size.
Apprehensive but not deterred, Axavacarl direcred his froops o atack,
The batde raged throughout the day and well into the night. By the next
morning, with the best of his shock troops dead or severely wounded,
Axayacatl was forced to make a fighting retrear barely reaching
Tenochtitlan with less tuan a Lifth of his army still alive, The Sun Stone did
not receive its promised mibute of hearts and blood and the defeat sent
shock waves throughout the empire. Before long many citysiales were
rsing in anned revolt in order to exploit the chaotic siniation. By 1481,
Axavacatl died, He was succeeded v Tieoo, who ruled brictly bt

ineffectuallv. Many suspect that he was even assassinated by members of

his own court.
In 1486, the tdwone passed o Tizoc™s younger

The island on which the Mexica
settled was originally, divided
between two communities,
Tiatelolco and Tenochtitlan,
During the mign of Axayacatl],
however, Tlateloloo was
subjugated following a dispute
and its ceremontal precinot was
incorporated as Tenochtitian's
principal market center. The city
then became a natural Tortress,
virtually impregnable to cutside
attack. (Author's illustration)

brother, Ahuitzoil, who proved himsell w be
an oulstanding military commander. Ahuitzodl
reorganized the army and soon regained much
of the territory lost under the previous
administrations. He then inigated a program of
long-distance campaigning on an unprecedented
scale. By-passing the Tarascans he succeeded in
conquering much of coastal Guerrero gaining
frec access W the stralegic irade routes along

Mk [

the Pacific Coast through Acapulco. In 1497, he
reconquered much of Oaxaca marching through
Tehuantepee into Chiapas as far cast as the
Guatemalan horder. Fearing  that he would
outdistance his sowurces ot supply he then
attempied o return but found that be had been
betrayed by the Zapotecs. Only when he had
agreed to an unprecedented royal marriage
between the Zapotee king Cocijocza and one his
daughiers, as well as ceding covernorship over the
newly conguered province of the Soconusco, was
prace fnally resolved. Noevertheless the empire
reached its apogee under Ahuitzol dominating as

CUFFOPARN AT LALUALCD

TERQCHDTLAN

WUTETI AR
1 #DaLikan

i

LAKE TEXCOCO




many as 2h million peaple throughout the Mexican highlands. When
Motecuhroma Kocoyolzin gaincd the oone 1502, e too was cager
tor expand to the south and east antacking firse the Mixtec coastal state
of Tulutepec and later sponsoring conguests to the east into Tabasco, By
the rime rhe first Spanish ships of the Cordova expedition of 1517
had been sighted off the Gult Coast, Motccubeoma 1 was cven
contemplating an invasion of the kingdoms of the Mava on the Yucatan

peninsula.

CHRONOLOGY OF PRINCIPAL EVENTS AD 1325-1521

1325

1371

1372

1375-1390

13411417

1417-1425

Tenochtitdan is founded by the
Mexica, a tribe of Chichimen
hunrers, foragers, and expeditionary
traders who had migrated into the
Basin ol Mexico rom the northern
deserts,

Teroeomoe becomes the Tepanec
tatoani of Azcapotzalco and begins to
subjugate rival Tolteca-Chichimeca
ciry states surrounding Lake Texcoco
with the help of the Mexica.
Acamapichdi is made the first tlatoani
of Tenochtitlan. The Culhuacan
prince boasted a roval line extending
directly back to the ancient Toltec
capital of Tollan. He marries as many
as 20 high-ranking Chichimec women
whose children suhsequently estahlish
a class of hereditary Aztec nobility.
The Mexica conguer Xochimileo and
Culabuae, two ancient kingdoms. A
ten-vear series of Xochivaoyotl “Hlower
wars” are waged with Chaleo.
Acarapichui dies and is succeeded
bv 1Iuiezilihuirl. Acring in league

with Azcapotzalco, the Mexica
conguer Naltocan, Texcoco, Chaleo,
and other kingdoms to the east of
Lake Texcocn.

Chimalpopoca, son of Huitzilihuitl
and grandson of Teroromoc accedes
to the throne of Tenochutlan.
lexcoco's king Indileochitl is
execuled on the orders of
Teroromaoc. His son, Newahwalcoyoll,
flees o ' 1laxcala,

1426

1427

1438

1429-1459

14410

1441-1449

14501454

1455-1457

Tezoromoc dies. Chimalpopoca sides
against Maxtla in his allempl Lo usurp
the Tepance throne of Aecapotsalee,
Chimalpopoca is executed by Maxtla.
ltzcoatl is appointed huey datoani.
leecoad allies hinsell withs
Nezahualcovorl. Together they
conguer Arcapotzileo and Tepanee
overlords 1o found the Avtec Empire
ol the Triple Alliance.

ltzooatl initiates campaigns against
ciby-stales in Maorelos and Guerrero o
reassert conol over former Tepanec
tributaries throunghout the region.
ltzeoatl dies and s succeeded by
Motecuheoma [Thuicamina,
Motecuhzoma campaigns in
Guerrern and crygrages ina prodracied
war against Chalco. The Basin of
Mexico sulters a series of natral
disasters inchuding a devastating flood
and a locust plague causing ramprant
food shortages.

A touryear famine devastates
Tenochtithan causing widespread
death by starvation and the
abandonment of the city by much of
the population.

When prosperity returns,
Motecuhzoma and his halt-brother
Tlacaelel mastermind a series of
long-distance campaigns initiating
artacks first against the Hoaxteos and
Totonacs of what 1s today northern
Veracrue, Flower wars are carried on
with Tlaxcala.



1458

1468

1472

1473

1480

1481-1486

14861488

1489-1491

1491-1492

1494

160 merchants arc assassinaled al
Coixtlahuaca. An army of 300,000

is dispatched w punish the Mixtec
kingdom in what would becorne

the .Azt:t{"s first major

long-distance campalgn into
southern Mesoamerica.
Motecuhzoma dics and is succeeded
by Axayacatl,

NtZi{llLlﬁlfﬂ}’ﬂTL Texcnen's brilliant
“scholar”™ king, dies and is succeeded
by his son Mezahualpilli,

Alarmed by the growing power of
Tlatelolcn, Axavacat] kills its Uatoani,
Moquihuix, in personal combat and
incorporates the former “sister” ciny
into Tepochtithan.

The Aztec army sullers 1 devasiating
defeat at the hands of the Tarascans.
The border is fortified and no
suhsequent emperor will ever attempt
a dircet attack against this formidable
foe apgain.

Axayacat] dies and is succeeded by
Tizoc. Tieoc 1s laler assassinated,
Many conguest states declare their
independence from the empire,
Ahnitzorn accedes to the throne,

He iniflaies 4 now series of
campaipgns against the Eastern
Nahuas finally subjugating both
Huexoizineo and Cholula. Tlaxcala
is now entirely et off from all of its
tormer alliance partners,

Ahuitzoil embarks on a series of
campaigns inta coastal fnerrere in
an attempt both to cncirche the
Tarascans and gain access (o the
Incrative Pacific coastal trade
between Central America and the
Baja Peninsula,

The Astec army campaigns in
southern Veracruz. Christopher
Columbus lands at Hispanola
{Laiti—Santo Domingo).

Ahuitzotl leads a long distance
campaign against the Mixtecs
I'L'f:unqut'rlng many rebellions
kingdoms throughout the highlands,

14961497

1499-1500

1502

15031515

1517

1521

Capitalizing on his successes in the
Mixteca Ala, Ahuitzor] moves
against the Zapotecs who eventally
allow his army 10 pass through the
Valley of Ouxaca to Lhe Pacilic

Coast at Tehuanteper,

Ahuitzot] invades coastal Chiapas but
decides not to press an attack against
the Chuiché and Cakchiguel Mava of
highland Guatemala, choosing to
return to Tenochtlan instead,
Ahuitzall dies and is succeeded by
Motecuhzoma Nocovotzin,

The change in administealion
inspires rebellion amaong the Mixtecs.
Successive campaigns of reconguest
are directed against Achiutla,

Jaltepec, Tlaxiaco, Yanhuitlan, Sosala,

Tututepec, and Quetzaliepec among
other kingdoms,

Nezahualpilli, son of Nezahualcovotl
and tatoani of Texcoco, dies,
Maotecuhzoma instigates a war of
annihilation against Tlaxcala but is
driven back in defeat,

Hernandez de Cordoba leads the first
Spanish expeditdon from Cuba to the
Mexican Gulf Coast.

Juan de Grijalva leads the second

Spanish expedirion to the Gult Coast.
Herndan Cortdés invades Veracroe and
marches on Tenochridan using
Tlaxcala as a base of operations.
Moteculieoma s killed, Cortés is
driven from Tenochtitlan and retrears
to Tlaxcala, Cuitlahuac is appointed
huey thatoani but dies from simallpox,
Cuavhtemos then inherits the
throne, Numerous disputes divide the
cire-states of the Basin of Mexico,

In April, Cortés marches on
Tenochtitlan at the head of an allied
Tndian army of over HILOOO troops.
The batde for the city wages
continuously over the course of five
months. Tenochtitlan falls in August
and Cuavhtemoc surrenders hringing
an end to the Aztec Empire of the
Triple Alliance,




An early Aztec king awards a
valiant warrior a xicalcoliuhgqui
shield, a tlahuiztli, a feather back
crnament, and a cape
ornamented with the pictograph
for a star. (Author's lllustration
from Codex Xoloti)

EARLY YEARS - THE GENESIS
OF THE WARRIOR

DNespite the prophecy of his birth, Coachtli would have littde o look
torward to but a vouthful life of toil. His education between the ages of
Uareses aned fifieen was enirusted torhis parents who tanght him all that he
sheuld know of his calpulli {or tewn districe) and the role that he should
play in serving it. At first, Cuauhtli would spend years performing simple
domestic tasks strenpthening his bhody throngh heave labor carrving
wood, water, or supplies and food purchased in the market place at the
center of the cine At seven he was trained o manage his Family's boats
and o fish on Lake Texcoce, When he wasn't participatng in some
ritnal feast, Coauhli was encouraged to subsist on relatively meage:
amounts of food being given only a hall'a cake of maise per meal at age
three, a full cake at age five, and a cake and a half at age twelve, One day
he might have to march for diys without any tood ac all, Punishments for
idleness were severe and ranged from Deatings o stinging with agave
thorns or even having his face and eyes burned with the smoke of
roasted chili peppers.

At 15, Cuauhtli considered applying to the calmercac or remple
school where he wonld he trained Tor a lile in the priesthood, but being
Lorn intoe a commoner family he decided to enter the telpochealli, the
voung men’s house run by masters chosen from amongst the calpulli's
veteran warriors and a quicker route w advancement in the military. The
day he arrived at the school his parents took him before the elpochtlato
or “ruler” of the school and the sacred image of the god of the vouths:

-——

e
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Three contemporary
reconstructions of Aztec dress
by the author. From left to right,
a noble warlord wearing a yellow
feather ehuatl and jaguar helmat,
an otomi rank soldier wearing a
green feather tlahulztil, and the
huey tlatoani Motecuhzoma Il
wearing the distinctive blue royal
cloak or xiuhtlalpilli dyed or
painted with glyphs signifying
turguoise mosaic.

“Here our lord has placed him, Here vou understand, you are
notilied that our lord bas given a jewel, a precious feacher, a child
has arrived, Tn your laps, in the cradle of vour arms we place him.,
And now we dedicate him 10 the lord, shadow, wind, Tezeatlipoca
and pray that he will sustain him. We leave him to hecome a young
warrior, Fle will live hoere in the house of penance where the eagle
warrior and the jaguar warrior are born.”

{adapred from Sahagin [930-1982 Book % 51-54)

In addirion o his daily chores both at home and a the school, Coaohli
was expected o cooperate with reams of other bovs in public works
pacticularly the cleaning and repairing of the aqueducts, canals,
and canseways that crisscrossed e city and provided vital links for
transportation. According to legend, the Mexica had once insulied the
Toliee lord of Culbuacan whoe then drove the tibe out on o the small
island off the western shore of Lake Texcoco, Here the forefathers had
managed o survive by learning to [ish and harvest a seasonal bounty of
wild birds and other foodsiuffs. Later the men of each calpulli organized
themselves into leams and began to construct aroficial fields called
chinampas by cnrtting drainage canals through the marshes, Separate
plots were staked off with poles lashed together with vines and filled with

alternating layers of decomposing plants and ferdle mud from the lake
hed. Willow frees were then planted so that their roos could anchor
vach new plot 1o the lake bottom thereby inhibiting erosion. The
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ECALE chinampas  were  then
—— fertilized by recycling rthe
1 B0 ks, Y i

human  waste  from the
community  itsclf.  This
ingenious  system  of re-

clamartion soon allowed the
Mexica o grow as many as
three crops of corn per

vears and o quadruple the
pslanned’s Jarud mass. The lake
surronnding the asland had
supplied a namral barrier
Lo cremy dttack, 4 strategic
advantage when the Mexica
began to hire themselves
oul as mercenarics during
the dry season. As wealth
and  prosperite increased,
howoever, so did the need
for a more permanent line
of essential supply [rom
trade: with the kingdoms
surrcunding Lake lexcocao,
An agreement was lirst
arranged with Chapultepec

JAPOTEC

by construct an aguedict
that brought fresh water to
the city from where it had
once had to be transported

by canoc, Soon additional

Between AD 1150 and 1450, the
Easterm Mahuas, Mixtecs, and
Zapotecs used royal marriages to
create a confederacy that united
their petty kingdoms throughout
southarn and eastern Mexica.
Calling themselves the “Children
of Quetzalcoat!” they maintained
a great pilgrimage and merchant
center at the city of Cholula (1).
In planning their first
long-distance campaign, the
Artec strategy was to break the
back of the confederacy by first
attacking Coixtlabuaca, the
remotest link in the system, and
then swallowing up the other
kingdoms piecemeal. The

dotted line illustrates the

most likely route of attack.
[Author's illustration)

CAUSEWAYS Were constructed
that linked Tenochtitlan o
both the northern amnd southern shores, but the Mexica had  the
forethought o incorporate a system of bridges that could he removed
during periods of threat from outside attack. In this way the city could be
transformed into a nearly impregnalde forress.

By the middle of the 1ath century, the Mexica were growing rich in
war tribute and the emerging clite sought to increase their rank and
prestige by redistributing this new found wealth through a system of
annual feasts dedicated 1o the pantheon of gods, In order to magnifv the
importance of these festivities thev began to direct the construction of
enormens temple and placa precnets, The complexes served something
like theaters for the reenactment of religious dramas that bound the
families of each calpulli together both rimually and socially and it was
here that both the priestly caliecac for the high born and the warrior
telpochealli for the commoner were located,

Many of the telpochcalli masters were hardly older than Cuoauhtli
hirnself, I was their jolr (o watch and obscrve the new boys, looking out
tor those who were not only physically fit but showed respect and good
judgment as well. Doubtless they intimidated the youths with insults and
physical bullving as drill instructors have done in every army since time:
immemorial, but it was essental 1o determine who would thrive in the lite



and death sitnations of real combac I Cuaahtli persevered he would be
promoted 1o become a master of youths and perhaps later in lite even a
telpochtlarn, a man responsible [ waining an entire generation of
sepsoned wartiors, upon which the empire depended for i survival,
Drunkenness in general was torbidden in Aziec sociery and even
punished wirth death. The most enjoyment a telpochealli student might
hope for throughout his Spartan life was the right to keep a mistress if he
could afford one,

Living at the telpochoalli, Cuauhdi had littde time for the academic
studies and religious exercises that were so important to the training of
the novitiate priests, children of prominent Lamilies that had been sent
to the calmecac. Everything was done strictly to prepare Cuauhtli for war
and back-breaking labor was the means by which he would be ested
throughout each and every day. The only relaxation he could enjoy was
during the evenings spent singing and dancing, exercises that wonld
bond the boys of Cuauhtli's calpulli rogether spiritually as well as
training them in agility and coordination that would become so essential
to both hand-ro-hand combat and troop movement. Many of the songs
were dedicated to the cxploits of the gods, culnire heroes, or warriors of
the calpulli who had accomplished great feats of heroism. Lezcatlipoca,
the school’s parron, was believed W embody the most admirable values
of a soldier. The god was bold and daring. He had used cunning o
omitwit his rival at Tollan, Quetzalcoatl, shaming him belore his people
and hanishing him from his realm. Buat there was a dark side 1o
Tezcatlipoca. cven a sense of fatalism, for he was known to deceive his
followers, instilling in them false pride only o withdraw his divine
protection when they needed it moest and walch as they destroyed
themselves. It was surely no coincidence then that Quetzaleoat] was
venerated as the patron god of the calmecac where the virtuous ideals of
the elite were emphasized throngh scholastic and devolional learning,

Eastern Nahua kingdoms
consisted of dense populations
of paople living in large
communities on the broad plain
of Puabla. Their city-states were
usually governed by a council of
four tlatogque. This
reconstruction illustrates a
typlecal Nahua city center lying
southeast of the Basin of Mexico
with the volcanoes of
Popocateptl and lztac Cihuatl
appearing on the horizon.
lAuthor's illustration)
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TRAINING

Bovs were introduced 1o the actual violence of war through the principal
religions festivals that were held throughout the vear in 'Tenochtitlan’s
central ceremonial precinet. Towards the end of the dry season between
February and April, festhvals dedicated to horh the storm god, Tlaloc,
and the war god, Xipe Totec, were celebrated in lenochutan’s main
ceremonial center hefore the Great Temple, Iere thousands of people
wonld gather o celebrate the conclusion of the “war time” and the onset
of the plantng season with feasting, dancing, and singing. The leatred
events however were the staged bawles during which high ranking
enemies capiured during the previous campaign scason foughit for their
lives in bloody pladiatorial combars against heavily armed opponents, At
other times the smidents of both the calinecac and the telpochealli were
encouraged to participate i mock combars competing as teams aga'mhi
one anather for food, gifts, and other rewards. Veweran warriors of
different ranks and specialization ranght the youths to handle all of the
basic weapons such as shings, bows, arrows and spears. The more
promising students were soon advanced to training in the use of the
sword and shicld.

No less essential to developing agility, speed, and endurance was the
ball game, a sport dating 1o at least the second millennium BC, Once
thev had discovered the resilient propertics of rubber, Mescamericans
created a variety of different versions of the game with competitions
involving anywhere between one and ten men on a side. The game is sill
plaved in parts of Mexico today. The object is intensely territorial with
two Wwams volleving the hall back and forth uniil one side is no longer
able to keep it in the ain AL the point where the ball hits the ground,
referces mark the territory that is Tost to the opposition. The match is
torteit when one team is driven so far into the end zone that they can no
Innger effectively mancuver, By late Aztec times the games bordered on
social mania with elite and peasants alike wagering their entire Tortunes

The rugged mountain terrain of
Dazxaca was not conducive to
dense settlement. Mixtec and
Zapotec populations dispersed
themsehves over landscapes
dominated by isolated royal
palaces constructed on low-lying
hills. During times of Serious
attack, the population often fled
to the protection of more ancient
fortifications bullt atop nearby
mountains. (Author's ilustration)




Students arrive at the
telpochealll or yaung men's
house. Note the father speaking
to a cuahchic about his boy.
[Author's illustration from the
Florentime Codex)

em the outcome of a single game, In some cases matches were actually
played as an adjunce to war, Axavacatl provoked the king of Xochimileo
inte plaving a ball game and wagered the ribute of a number of
kingdoms around Lake lTexcoco. When his opponent won the match,
Axavacatl atracked and executed him.

Omee Cuanhtli had proven himsell both physically and mentally to his
school masters he was recommended for recruitment, Being born during
the reign of Ahuitzod] there would have been ne shortage of oppor-
tunitics Wy prove himself on the hatdefield, Ths first assignment was to
serve as a porter 1o an older boy from the calmecac who had recently
succeeded in capturing a Huaxteo, Achicvement in the Azree Tmperial
army was dependent upon the numhber of captives that one ook in battle
and the status that each captive held among his own people. The
Huaxtecs were frowned upon as relatvely unworthy opponents and so
those who captured them were not granted particularly rich rewards, A
warrior who succeeded in capturing a Tlaxealan on the other hand was
highly revered. Conscquently, Cuaunheli’s mother was worried that this
soldier wasn't experienced enough to protect her son. Evervone in the
calpulli knew that the older bov had [ailed w0 take any captives at all
after participating in three earlier batdes, The school masters had even
forced him o wear the cuexpalchicacpol or “haby's hairlock” in shame,

But there was lirtle thar
Cuauhti's family could dao,

e

_1 as they did not have the

OICICROIONOIOIO

money tn offer a more
experienced warrior like

their wealthier neighbors,
aned so their son would have

4)

1o watch out for himself,

In 1499, Cuauhtli proved

| himself for the frst tme in

~ a Xochivaoyotl or “Flower
Atlixeo, a
kingdom long contended
by both the Astecs and the
Eastern Nahuoas, Cuanhtli
""-\ packed food, clothing, and

three-

War” againsi

4]

supplics  into 2
foothigh (0WHm) carrying
hasker for both himselt and

kY
=
-

the older soldier. Then he
bid his parents goodbye,
picked up his shield and
spear and marched across

the Covoacan causcway

% keeping a respeciful  dis-

tance  behind  the older
J_}_# soldier. The wip south into

Puebla was not partcularly

arduons and the voung
s men were woell fed from

stores strategically located
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High ranking captives were often
given the opportunity to defend
themselves with mock weapans
in gladiatorial combats before
the Great Temple during the
feast of Tiacaxipebualiztli.
{Author's illustration Tram the
Florentine Codex)

in communites all along the
route of advance. By the
time they reached Adixeo
three  davs
Tlaxcalteca  were  already
organized in densely pm*lu_-ﬂ

later,  the

sqpuares ready to launch a
fromtal attack against the
long thin bartalion of Aziec
skirmishers that had just
begun o lorm up. Some
of the cuahehie, or Shom
nes, had already begun to
engage the encmy dllempt-
ing to draw out the
foolhardy and thereby break
open  the dense
[ormation,

The exact function of
the Xochiyaoyoll or Flower
Wars are still debated by
scholars. The Aztecs themselves maintainerd that they were Tonght hoth
Lo tain i soldicrs and (o acquire the much necded human offerings
thar their fearsome gods demanded. Originally the batiles were waged
something along the lines of the European Medieval melée, Empliasis was
more on the display of prowess than the total defeat of the enemy, Novices
foolish or careless enough 1w get capred got what they deserved,
Furthermore, early Aztec politics was factional and any chance of
escalating a Flower War into full combat was to be avoided: this vear's foe
might very well become next year’s ally, The locaton of the contests was
ordinarily predetermined through regular diplomatic channels and
generals from both sides served as referees. By the late 15th century,
however, Ahuitzotl was becoming increasingly desperate o deleat the
Tlaxcalteca and their allies so battles between the rival armies at that time
woere beginning o be waged as "Flower Wars™ in name only. Cuanhili
would have been astonished 1o see the Aztec army in full array at Atlixeo,
each soldier going to great lengths to display his lavishly ornamented
hattle-gear, facial jewelry, and other gifts personally granted by a grateful
emperorn He quickly helped the soldier he was assigned to escort into his
armor, secured the shield o his arm and slipped the knot of his
macuahuitl over his hand. Having performed his tasks dutifully, a senior
captain then directed Cuoauhtli to participate in the battle himselt by
wielding a long tepoztopilli {rom the rear of the line.

WEAPONRY AND PROTECTION

cnemy

The: weaponry with which Cizanhtli was trained had mueh in common
with ancient armies throughout the world, The sons of tarmers, the
majority of the peasant population, would have been sell~rained with
the shng in order to supply the small game thar thrived in the fields for
the household dinner table. The weapon could be simply finger woven
ol maguey fiber, anywhere and at any tme, A fve-Toot (L52m) loop of



cord was passed through a thong to hold the projectile in place. One end
was wrapped around the three index fingers and the other was held
between the forchinger and the thumb, Momentum was built up by
swinging the loop over one’s head [our or more times and releasing the
thurnb at the paint in the are when the thong was oriented woward a
targer. Employed in actual combat, the sling was capable of propelling
small oval stones specifically selected for their aerodynamics straight
through a man's skull in excess of a range of 200 yards,

Being the original weapons of their Chichimec ancestors, boyvs were
trained in the use of the bow and arvow and they practiced their skill in
group hunts held in the surrounding mountains during the religioons
festival of (mecholli. Bows varied in length depending on their
intended use, the longest being up to Ove feel {1.52m). The best were
made of hickory and ash wood, the srings were made from vaw hide or
animal tendons. Arrows were generallv made from viburnum and
straightened by repeated applications of moisture and heat. The “nock”
or end of the shaft had two or three feathers attached to it to direct the
arrow’s flight. A clell was made in the front end of the shaft and the
point was ghied with pitch adhesive and lashed into place. Poings were
made of a variery of chert or fling, but copper and obsidian were nsed
as well Three-pronged bone arrow points ordinarily used for bird
hunting would have inflicted particalarly vicious wounds, Bowmen and
slingers were essentially equal in their capacity to wreak havoo on the
cncmy [tom a distance and were [requently paired in unirs. However
they were seldom emploved as pivotal units for they were prone (o be
overrun and  slaughtered at close range by more heavily armed
opponents. They ordinarily ok their places [orward in order to
shower the enemy with a barrage ar the opening of an attack and then
withdrew to the rear or Hlanks o lay down harassing fire as the troops
began to engage in hand-te-hand combal,

The two shrines situated at
the top of the Great Temple of
Tenochtitlan were dedicated to
the old Toltec storm god
Tialoc {left) and the Chichimec
hero Hultzllopochtll (raght).
(Auther's iNustration from
Codex Borbonicus)
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Unguestionably, Mesoamerica's most ancient weapon was the spear
together with the spear thrower or atlatl, [t now appears that the Clovis
atlatl spear-point radition of Paleo-Indian times was actually introduced
by Solutrian peoples engaged in coastal umiak hunting for walrs and
whale between northern Spain and North Aiserica around 1S,000 B,
The subsequent advaneagre of nsing spear throwers on land was thar they
allowed coordinated groups of hunters w launch repeated debilitating
attacks against large creatures like bison and manunoth withowt having
to engage them physicallv, Aztec spear throwers ranged in size bul most
surviving examples are about two feet {0.61m) in length, The thrower
was grasped by slipping the first and second lingers through two loops
cither carved or lashed to the sides. The burt end of the spear was
cradled into a depression that ran the length ol one side, By casting the
thrower forward with a whip-like motion the spear was launched against
a rarget with as much as 200 imes the force of arm srength alone.

Many were magnificently carved from land wood inoa wide variely of

ormamental designs. Serpents were especially favored and endowed the
instrument with the ﬁpi]"ttu'dl qu:i]imrﬁ of a living heing; and so they are
somelimes described in lepends, Despite s widespread wse by the
Teorihuacanns, Mixtecs, Zapotecs, and Mava, there is some debate as (o
how much the average Aztee soldicr relied on the atlatl, It appears o
have tken considerable practice 1o waster and was therefore considered
more of an elite weapon. Tt is nodable therelore that i APPEArs st
trequently in the hands of Aztec gods.

Clubs and axes were widely employed. Roundhead clubs called
cuauhololli were carved of hard wood, They were fairly easy o produce
and were especially favored by the Huaxtecs, Tarascans and other
torcign peoples, Their intent was o knock a man unconscious untl
he could be hog-tied up and moved to the rear of the line. Axes were
probahly as old as the spear thrower. Utilitarian in their origin, they
appudar in carly Olmec art dating o DO BC as war implements in the
hands of paramount chiefs. Axes were produced either of ground sione
or cast copper and wedged into the perforated aperture of 2 wooden
handle. These heavy weapons appear to have been used in earlier times
as a preferred elite weapon for closing in on an opponent following a
spear light with the adatl, Their employment by later Astec imperial
rroops, however, was probably nor widespread.

The drudgery of daily chores was
relieved through ball-playing and
dancing, activities which
emphasized swilt movement and
coordination. European arlist
Christoph Welditz aketched these
two Aztec players volleying a
solid rubber ball withoul touching
it with their hands. Cortés had
brought them from Mexico to
present to Charles ¥ in 1528,
[Author's llustration from Weiditz)



Codex Mendoza was

commissioned by Mew Spain's first
viceray Tor presentation to Charles
¥, It eventually fell intoe French
hands, possibly through pirates,
and now resides at the University
of Oxford. it includes an excellant
pictorial account of the lives of
soldiers. Here a high ranker is
shown marching with a shiebd
omamented with feathers and a
pointed war stick called a
huitzoctli. He is escorted by a
youth of the telpochcalli carrying
fond and supples for the two as
witll a3 his own weapons in a
heavy woven basket. The third
sobdier ks armed with a
tepoztopilli, something like a
halberd. He carries a cacaxtli, or
carrying frame, to which are
bound additional supplies together
with cane for making arrow

shafts. (Author's lllustration from
Codex Mendoza)

By [ the single most important weapon used by Aztec soldiers was
the macuahuitl, a kind of saw-sword carved of wood and affixed with an
edge of ohsidian razor blades and bitumen adhesive, Most examples were
aboud three and a ball Geet (LOGm) long but others were of such size that
they had to be wielded with both hands. It appears infrequendy if at all in
Mesoamerica during earlier times when war was more of an elite activity,
s0 we presume that its widespread use among the Astecs emerged i
response o the need to arm and main large armies of commoners as
quickly and efliciently as possible, During the Conguest, one Spaniard
described secing “an Indian fuebiing: apainst a mounted man, and te
Indian gave Lho-lmr'rf- of his anragonist, such a hlow in the breast that he
q}pcnr:d-ll to the entrails, and it fell dead on the spot. And the same day 1
saw ancther Tndian give another horse a blow w the neck that stetched
it out dead at his feel” rom such acconunis we learn thar the macnahird
had litde other purpose than to severely maim if not actually dismember
the enemyv. The Asteos also cmploved a closely related weapon called a
tepoztopilli as a halberd. These were carved from wood and featured a
longy, widde, wedge-shaped head lited with a row of obsidian blades much
like the macuahuitl. They varied in length from three o seven feot

(106-2.13m} in length. Cuauhtli would bhave been assigned (o wield
such a weapon during his st bawdelield experiences, It allowed him (o
stand at the rear of the line and shove or jab the weapon, harassing the
encmy from a safe distance while the more experienced warriors foughi
inn hand-to-hand combal at the lront of the line,

The Aztecs did not have so much of 4 Stone Age culture as an

obsidian culture. Obsidian is a voleanic glass tormed by the rapid cooling
and solidification of the silica-rich pares of extoruded lava, Often thick
venls of obsidian are subject 1o erosion, so that concentrations of rolled

and bartered nodules appear in vast surface deposits, the largest ol
which were located around Tulancingo, 65 miles {105km) north-east ol
Tenochtitlan, Easily transporied back w the city, the nodules were
reduced 1o “cores” in the market places and distributed to hundreds of

craft specialists who manufactured arvow points, knife blades, spear
heads, and thousands of micro-blades used both for utilicarian and
military purposes. Obsidian is a disposable technology, the antithesis ol
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expensive and labor inten-

sive  iron or steel, An

obsidian worker can prod
i uce a blade in a maller of

seconds, use it unnl
hecomes dull or broken,
and then simply sirike a
new blade: 10 refit o weapon
under virtually anv kind of
field conditions including
cornbat Tiself,

he  novel WEAPONTY
developed by the Awiecs
[ostered 4 need for equally
ingenious torms of def
ense, For cxample, the
vicions slashing and curting

An axe head cast in solid copper.
[Private collection)

that resulted from  the
macuahuil necessitated the use of much larger shiclds than those used
by earlier cultures, Circulan shichls called chimalli were generally about
30 inches (7bom) in diamerer. The strongest were constructed of [ire-
hardened cane or wooden rods interwoven with heavy cotton. They were
further decorated with a lower [ringe of feather, learher, or cloth SLrips
to provide additional protection o the legs, Others were composed of
solid wood sometimes sheathed in copper, Shields were lavishly painted
or ornamented with featherwork in a wide variety of heraldic designs
that demomstrated the prowess of the owner, the most popular being the
sicaleoliuhgui and cuexvo designs,

There were various forms of head protection and even the standard
warrior's hairstyle or temilou, formed by gathering up the hair of the top
of the head to form a broad topknot, would have impeded any direct
Blosw 1o the skull considerably. Protective caps or hats were also worn
with cortain forms of battle dress. Elite warriors and field commanders
commonly wore helmets of hard wood carved in te Torm of all sorts of
fancifu] creatures iuL‘JLuljng Japuars, emgrles, parrods, monkeyvs, wolves,
and coyotes. They were constructed in such a wav that they totally
enveloped the head, something like an Amcrican foothall helmer,
allowing the face to protrude throngh the opening in the heraldic
patron’s monih i anply that the man was essendally one with his animal
counterpart in religious belief, Nearly all soldiers wore armor jackets of
cotton quilting called ichcahuipilli. As the Spaniards learned shortly
after reaching Hispaiola, metal armor was impractical in the hot, humid
regions of the Caribbean, Mexico, and Central America. The
ichcahuipilli was something more akin o a bullet-prood vest in that it was
not designed to stop the force of a projectile on impact but ratier absorh
it It came in many forms. The open-sewn garment could be worn like a

Jacket and ded in front with luees or ribbons, The closed-sewn garment

was i vest that was pulled on over the head. Appearances of the
icheahuipilli in pictographic books indicate that they were worn in a
variety of lengths from the waist to the calf, Most were left natral but
some were dyed in bright colors. Cotton quilted jackets were frequently
worn under or incorporated inte an clite garment called the ehuatl, a



The author's reconstruction of a
hefty five-foot (1.52m) long
version of the macuahuftl.

The weapon was secured to the
wrist with a slip knot. The
effectiveneas of the sword was
dependent upon razor sharp
blades of obsidian struck from
the platform of a prepared core.

closed sewn winic made of cotton ormamented with animal skin o
feathers. The ehuatl was also distinguished by a skire of leather or cloth
sieips and feathers thar protected the thighs, Aztec CIMPErors were
known to have favored an chuatl of red spoonbill feathers when they
personally ook o the Geld, Avmand wrist bands as well as greaves of
woinl, hark, and learher somenimes sheathed in metal were generally
worn with the chuatl for additional protection,

DRESS AND DISTINCTION

When Cuauhtli joined the battle line ar Arlixen, he must have been
hewildered by the sheer variety of battledress. He would soon learn that
these ritual gurments acmally composed the basis for a sophisticared
system of uniform distinctions. In most culonres, uniforms are used to
differentinte unirs, bur in the Aztec armyv, uniforms served (o
differentiate men with different levels of military expericnce within the
same unit, Nearly evervone in a xiquipili or regiment was closely related
hecause troops were recruited within the same calpulli neighborhood.
Unit morale and mutual responsibilitics were therefore dependent on
tamily ties and it was the sworn duty of the veterans to look out for the
recruits, The display of their lavish uniforms must have been a
tremendous symbol of pride and encouragement o the vouths who
fought alonygside them. When Caanhili joined the army, he had little
more than a brecch clout called a maxtlatl, sandals, and a short cape that
his mother had woven for him, ITe was later tanght from a pictograplhic
book by his teachers what each uniform was called, how it was
constructed, and what it signified,

Rank distinctions in unitorm beeween warriors depended upon how
many captives each individual had taken. A soldier trained in the
telpochealll who had capmired two of the enemy was entitled o wear the
cueslecall, a wophy unitorm derived from the military dress of the
Huaxtecs in commemoration of their defeat under Motecuhzoma [ The
outht consisted of a dghtfitting body suit called a dabuiedi, that was
woven of collon and o which were sewn red, vellow, blue, or green
feathers, A conical hat in matching color was worn as well. A soldier
who succeeded in capluring three of the enemy was awarded a long
icheahwipilli rogether with a back ornament shaped as a butterfly, A
soldier who succeeded in capturing four of the enemy was awarded a

21



22

jaguar suit and helmet, and those who caprured five of the enemy were

awarded a green feather tlahuizdh and a back ornament called the xopilli
or “claw”. Accomplished soldiers who decided to hecome "lifers™ were
given a choice in promotion o a command position, or transfer 1o a
woop of cuahchique, the “herserkers” of the Aztec Imperial army.

The priests of the calmecac were similarly rewarded, When attending
tor their duties at the temples, priests were sworn (o poverty and required
o wear a xicolli, a simple unadorned cotton jacket that tded at the front,
On the bartletield they were rewarded with garments thal were every bil
as luvish as the warriors of the telpochealli. Those who had capred mwo
of the enemy were awarded a white tlahuizeli and a back ornament, in
reality the ritual staft of the goddess Tlazolteotl, Three captives earned
ome the right to wear a green Uabuiali and a pamild or lag painted with
red and white stripes wopped by a panache of priceless green quetzal
feathers. Priests who had capmired four of the enemy were awarded a
cuextecat] in hlack ornamented with white circles representing stars, A
soldier who capturcd five of the enemy wore a red tlahuiztli with a back
ornament consisting of a great tan of scarlet macaw feathers called a
momoyactli. Those Incky enough to achieve six caplures were awarded
covote unitorms of vellow or red leathers and wooden helmers.

Militarv rank was also dependent upon social structure. The great
speaker or hucy tlatoani sat at the apex of Astec societw. By the
15th century the position had become tantamount to emperor. Relow
the datoani was a class of perykings or princes called tetecuhtin
itecuhtli, sing.) drawn from the pipiltn l{pi]li. sing} or lowds, However,
ambitious commaoners called macehualin {macehual, sing. ) could atrain
princely rank duough achievement in warfare il they survived. This was
accomplished by promotion through a seres of officer ranks of which we
know the names of at least 1. In additon there were four commanding
officers (doublless more restricied o the pipilting called the dacatecacl,
the tflacochealeatl, the huitsnahuatl, and the tdeocyabuacatll, Those who
were prometed wothe rank of captain and higher were awarded lavish
uniforms equal o their high status, the most distinctive element being
the large feather back ornaments that enabled them tw be casily seen by
their men as they walked up and down the back of the line shouting out
their commands, Perhaps the most unusual outfit was that of the
Tlacochealcatl or Keeper of the House of Darts. These commanders
were often close relatives of the emperor, in fact liecoall and

By far the three most common
shields awarded to Artec
soldiers were the cuesxyo design
[right], a cuexyo variant featuring
water crescent pictographs (left)
and the xicalooliuhqui or groca
design (center). (Author's
illustration from Codex Mendoza)



Motccubeoma had served as Tlacochealeatl belore
thev were promaoted 1o huey tlatoani. The uniform
included a [rightening helmer that represented
a iwimitl or demon thar was believed o rake
vicious revenge on all enemies,

When not wearing  their bartlefield  gear,
soldiers and officers alike were also entitled to
weir u distinetive cloak called a dlmatli. The capes
ranged in size from four to six feer (1.22-1 83m)
in length and were customarily ded at the rdghe
shoulder and allowed to fall loosely over the body.
Like the military uniforms themsclves the tilmatli
was ornamented in such a way that soldiers
could be recognized for their accomplishinents
tuoughout the city: tor example, a2 commaoner
wha had captured one of the enemy was awarded
a tilmatli ornamented with lowers, wo caplives
carned the right to wear a filmatli dyved orange
with a striped border, Consequently, the higher he
advanced in rank, the more claboraw a dleetli he was enritled o wear.
The richest were woven, dyed, hand painted, and embroidercd with so
much attention to detail that Europeans compared them o the finest
garments of silk.

As Coaubitli stood anxiously in the line, he was conscious of a
towering object moving through the crowd of troops to his right. He
soon recognized it as the emblem of an old war captain named Ocelodl,
Ocelotl moved ourt from the ranks and wrned w address the roops:

“In the words of the legendary Tlacaelel, T wish 10 give more
conrage o those of sirong heart and cmbolden those who are
weak. Know now rthat the Empercor has willed that the golden
garlands. the featherwork, labrets, earrings, armbands, weapons,
shields, insignia, rich cloaks, and breceheloths are nor o he
purchased in the market by brave men. Our sovereign delivers
them personally as paviment for memorable deeds. Upon
recurning trom the war each of you will receive rewards according
to his merits so that von can display proof of your worth to YOUT
families and your gods. I any of vou should think o later *borrow’
such glory, remember that the only reward thar awaits vou is
exceution. 5o fight on, men, and earn your wealth and reputaton
here at this military marketplace!"(3)

The comparison to a market place was more than meraphorical,
Cuauhtli knew that in ancient societies, much like the Mixtecs and
Zapotecs of his own lime, the production and consumption of luxury
pouds in cotton and feathers was resiricted 1o the elite. Commoners like
himsell were even forbidden to wear jewelry. Royal women were the
principal erafl producers and so the kings sought to marry many wives
not only becanse they conld forge new alliances but because they could
enrich themselves by exchanging their artistic creations through dowrs,
brideweallh, and other gifi-giving networks. Considering that a king
might marry as many as 200 limes, cach palace could produce luxury

A shield bearing the feather
cuexyo design illustrating strips
of leather added to the lower rim
to protect the legs. This shield
was reconstructed following the
dimensions of the few surviving
examples at 27.5 inches (T0cm).
Significantly the proportion of
these shields to the human body
was then found to be larger than
what is portrayed in Codex
Mendoza. The feather design
was created using an adhesive,
originally derived from plants

of the orchid family. [Author's
reconstruction)
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goods W be measurcd in
ron nage, By A 1200, roval
palaces  throughout  the
central and southern high

lands Degan w engage in
fiercely competitive recip-
rocity svstems in order o
enhance their posidon in
alliance nerworks. Many

would be quick to perceive
that the preater a royal
house’s ahility o acquire
exotic materials and to crafe

them o exguisiie jewels,
textiles, and featherwork,
the hetter marriages it
could negotiare. The herter
marriapes it could neg-
otiate, the higher the rank
a roval house could achieve

within a confederacy and in
turn the berter access it

wotlld have o more exoric

materials, merchants, and crafts people. In shore, roval marriages A helmet of carved hard wood,

promoied sviodicates, brilliantly painted to represent a
ferocious jaguar. This example is
executed in a traditional style of

: 3 N : s Mexican wood carving directly
their own unigue system of gitt exchange, rewards for military valor that garived fram Pre-Columbian

made the soldiers of the 'unpi:ri;tl ArTies LIL'[JL'ndL'nL upon the emperor antecedents. (Author's
himself for promotion in Aztec society. The outlandish uniforins scen on reconstruction)

the battdefield therefore served as graphic proof of the kind of crushing

tribute demands the Aztec empire could inflict as well. Surviving records

tell us thar no fewer than L0000 cloaks a month were seq 1-1 by the

congquercd provinees o lenochutlan, The prospect of being torced o

subvert their artistic skills to the production of military uniforms thar

were then redistribured 0 an ever more gloryhungry army of princes

and commoners alike must have been a frightening proposition if not an

outright insult to those who would challenge the empire,

As Cuauhtli pondered the words ol the old caplain, he suddenly saw
the cuahchique ahead of him heginning ro morn and head back o the
refuge of their comrades. Their insults had gotten the enemy so angry
that their first rank had formed themselves up into a flving wedge to oy
to smash through the Azrec barileline. Cnanhtli was nervous but felt
prewy sure of himsell standing next to one of his cousins, a burly veteran
wearing an impressive green feather otomi suit. The voung soldier he
had been assigned to serve was visiblv shaken though. He could see the
Beaeds af sweat on the back of his pale neck, Suddenly a barrage of arrows
and sling stones was shot into the air over Cuauhidi’s head and showered
down like Black rain upon the enemy. Scores stumbled and fell into the
long grass but the wedge hurled forward undaunredd.

As the Iightening war cries of the foe grew louder it appearcd to
24 | Cuauhli as if the spearhead of the wedge was heading right for him. He

The Aztec strategy through military congquest was to subwert the
luxury economies of foreign states by forcing them o produce poods for




closed his eves, gritted his teeth, and secured the tepoztopilli against his
chest. Seconds later it felt as it every hone in his hody was shatrering
[rom the impact as the Tlaxcalteca drove themselves through the line.
Cuauhtli opened his eves wide ouly W lind himsell staring inw the [ace
of the young soeldicr in Tront of him, screaming as he was dragged
backwards by the hair into the enemy swarm. Cuauhtli struggled forward
i help his comrade but soon found himself surrounded, e instinctively
swung the butt of his weapon around and smashed one Tlaxcalan yvouth
in the jaw knocking him unconscious. A second swung his macuahuitl ai
Cuanhtli's head, but Cunauhtli ducked. The soldier was about o cawch
him in the neck on the return siroke when suddenlv his face went pale,
he threw his shield into the air and ran oft atr the sight of Cuauhtli’s
cousin advancing forward with a hefly, five-foor (L52m) long, twe-
handed macuabuid of his own, Coavhidi stood dumbfounded as he
walched the velerans close in from the flanks to entrap those too late to
Mee for their lives. Then old Ocelot] called o the men at the back of the
line: “Over here . Cuauhtli's got bis ficst captive!” Two vouths especially
assignied to the task immediately hurried [orward with ropes, hog-tied
the dazed man lving at Cuauhili's feer, fastened a heavy wooden collar
over his neck, and dragged him to the rear of the line, Cuaunhtli had
madde his first capture and now he would stand with the velerans during
the coming lestival of Tlacaxipehualiztli and receive the flower cloak of
a true warrior from the emperor’s own hand,

In addition to distinctions in
ritual dress, warriors were
entitied to wear their hair in
styles appropriate to their rank.
The soldier on the left is wearing
the more typical top-knot
temilotl-style. The cuahchic on
the right has shaved his head to
form a central crest with two
side tufts. [Author's illustration)




A simple cotton quilted armor
jacket was the most basic
warrior garment. Worm under
the tlahuiztli or the ehuatl, it
gave a soldier a formidably
stout appearance. [Author's
reconstruction)

CAMPAIGN AND SUPPLY

In 1305, Cuauhti was singing a song dedicated to the new emperor,
Motecuhzoma Xocoyolein, Logether with the ather soldiers around a
campfire in front of their tents and awnings of woven grass mars. Alter
making his tourth capture he was proud o have earned the right to wear
the nacazmingui, a Mack and yellow cloak with a red ornamental border.
Life had heen good ever since his first battlelield experience in the
Atlixco Flower War, When he had turned 21 the previous meonth,
Cuaulithi had started construction on g honse for himself and his bride
tr live in within his father's compound. He hoped to have a son of his
own when he retarned home lrom this campaign against the Mixeecs of
Tututepee, The rumor wmoenyg the troops was thar the empire had
organized maore than 200,000 men for the campaign. Many thought this
was nothing but exaggeration, rumors spread in advance 1o intimidare
the enemy., Cuanhtli ook one of his wife's mrtillas ant ol his bag and
munched on it while he pondered how the supreme commanders could
have organized such an army.

Although many schaolars question the size o Asiec armnivs described
i Spanish Colondal historical accounts, the face was that such large
armies were indeed [leasible il fon no other reason than the fact tha
the Aztees could amass food and resources unmatched by any other
civilization in the world. We assume that the inequalities between rulers
and ruled, a condition of all carly civilizations, first developed with the
consolidation of social power by ancient tribal "biz men™ these
dominated society by coordinating agriculiural labwr and supervising the
storage and redistribution of crop surpluses, thar insured group survival
against drought. A plant ancestor of maize called
teosinte may have fisl been ourtured in the
wild by prehistoric shamans as “medicine” in the
treatmient of discase as early as 5000 BC.
Eventually human selection encouraged the plane
to evolve inte a supplementary leasting  food
employed by individuals seeking to enhance their
social status as paramount chiefs. Grains of
incipient maize, for example., were too small
lo constitute a staple. Instead it was probably
consumed  as  atole, an  intoxicating  brew
that continues to be used as a celebratory
drink throughour rural Mexico woday. Once
domesticated foods had been established as
staples, however, they became available to any
Pre-Columbian population interested in shifting
frenn hunting and foraging to agriculiire and
sedentary life. Pre-Columbian agriculture allowed
socleties to increase their population, bue this
i toen credled g demand for more intensive
cultivation. The Aztecs met the challenge by
developing a wide variety of agriculiural
technigues,  from  constructing terraces  on
monntam sides o digging hundreds of miles of
canals and even creating artilicial wellands, Maize



A

was the equivalent to wheat in Furope or rice in Asia. What madde the
Mesoamerican dier so spectacularly rich in protein, however, was the
steady diet of maize tgether with beans and squash, nearly precluding
the need for meal.

The only domesticated animals the Aztecs relicd on were the dog and
the wrkey. Once the ficlds had heen planted, the crops naturally lured
deer and peccary (wild pigs) out of the wilderness so that hunters could
kill the animals on the spot or capture them and keep them al home by
tethering, In some arcas people even kept deer and milked them like
domestic animals. Women became the household scientists responsible
for raising animals around the home and breeding and nurturing plants
in nearby gardens. Men spent most of their dme laboring in the fields.
Nowhere in the world was so much energy invested in domesticating
plants and we owe a debt of gratitude o the ancient Aztees for crealing
what would evenmally become the staples of our own dinner tables:
corn, beans, squash, tomatoes and a host of other foods.

The Aztec army depended on two sources of supply, the calpulli itselt
and stores assembled by tibutary kingdoms at designated points along

the route of march. Much of the tood that Guauhtli was eating had been
prepared by his own family or was contributed in tax by the market place
vendors, This was to insure that the army caused as litlde impact on the

Sahagun's Primeros Memoriales
depicts an Aztec captain wearing
an ahuatl or tunic of feathers
sewn to a cotton backing.
Although feathers were certainly
employed to ornament the skirt
far ritual dress, the author's
reconstruction features heavy
leather strips more conducive Lo
battlefield conditions.
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The highest percentage of
warrior outfits demanded by the
Aztec empire in tribute were the
Huaxtec and Jaguar style
uniforms. Hote the variant of the
Huaxtec helmet complete with
false wig and spindie whorls
decorated with un-spun cotton
commemorating a fertility
goddess called Tlazolteotl.
{Author's illustration from Codex
Mendoza)

'munninh:r?;,,

economies of allied natons as possible. Any serious devastation by an
darmy to crops or the men and women who grew them was o be avoided
under all circumstances. Cuauhili's Gather might have heen a craftsman
but he was expected to put in his share of labor in the calpulli's
communal fields as well, Once the harvest was reaped in Octoher, the
matee was husked, dried, and ground in the family compound with
manos and metates of stone. The pulverized meal was then moistened
with water, shaped in six-inch (13cm) round at cakes, and toasted on a
hot, flat ceramic disk. With the onsel of the war season in November,
Coauhdi’s mother, sisters, and wife shared responsibilities in preparing a
host of tortillas, beans, chili peppers and other seasonings as well as jerky
of dried venison, peccary, and turkey, all lovingly packed into a large
baskel o be carried by the telpochealli bov who would serve Coauhili
during the coming campaign. Then Cuauhtli’s family withdrew o spend
tour days fasting and praying to the gods for his safety. Later his tather
would make daily penitential offerings by drawing blood with thorns
from his tangue, cars, arms, and legs to insure that the gods bronght his
son home safely the followinge SPring.

During the first long<distance campaigns, the Triple Alliance had to
rely om porters called tamemehque o transport the bulk of the
provisions and equipment, No [ewer than 1L had accompanied the
troops that attacked Coixtlahuaca in 1458 with each carrving as much as
50 pemnds in materiel. Later, as foreign kingdows throughout southern
and eastern Mexico were subjugated, the empire required that they
IILallnn Latdnt PUFTIEATIENT ATOreS TH he used tr!.' the army when LI'A'L-{'“II.E',
rthrongh their territory. Consequently by 1500, the Astees would have



had litde wouble maintaining armies in the hundreds of thousands i
the lield lor vears at a tme il need be, The Mexica army was mohilized

on the hasis of units of 8,000 men called xiquipilli drawn trom each of

the 20 calpulli of Tenochtitlan. After each xiquipilli had been mobilized
the huwey Ualoani aond his advisors had 1o determine how o most
effectively move it out of the cite. The solution was to space departure
times over a period ol several days so that the movement of the army
would havee the least impact on the ordinary husiness of the city, Onee
the army was outside, it probably averaged anywhere betveen 140 and
20 miles (16-32kim} a day depending upon the urgency of a sitiation or
the necd o make a surprise assanlt. The sheer numbers of men involved
in the march on Tutnepec would have necessitated the need o
designate different departure days fon each xiguipilli. Considering thar
the Tenochtitlan army was then joined by an army of allies in equal
numbers, no fewer than four different routes would have had o be
taken, probably explaining the widely divergent pattern of hatrles
recorded  thremghont seuthern Mexica during the course of the
campaign. The need to divide large invasion armies suggesis that the
Aztecs were relying on something resembling the “Corps d’Armée”
emploved in 18th-and 19th-century Europe in which armies were divided
into selfsutficient bodies of toops that moved en masse alony separate
but parallel routes wward o pre-determined destination. The tactical
assumption was that each corps would be large enough to pin down any
opposing army that got in
its way untl it could be
joined by anorher. When
an encmy had been fully
engaged, the corps comin-
ander would send runners
out to alert the rest of the
artny who then endeavored
to arrive at the scene of
batrle within hours and
attack the enemy’s exposed
flanks or rear. Since all
Artec WETe  com-
posed of “light infamry”,
any corps could mave
siruation

Armies

fast when the
de-mmanded
sirategy particularly effec-
tive in even lhe most
rugged terrain.

making  this

The coordination  of
such massive Woop move-
ITETIES wionld have

depended on a body of
well-trained officers. How
the chain of command
acrually lunctioned remains
unknown however., The
huey tlarpani  was  rthe

From lefl o righl are an olomi
rank suit with the xopilli or
‘iglaw" back device, n tlanateaat!
captain®s outfit with the quaxalotl
back device, and a Uacochoaloatl
captain's outfit with a tzitzimitl
damon helmet. (Author's
illustration from Codex Mendora)
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cormander-in-chiel and often took a personal role in ficld combsl,
especially during the carly days of the empire. Second in command was
the Cihuacoat] or Snake Woman, a position of paramount impor lance in
the priesthood that was first attained by the Motecuhzoma’s younger
halt-brother Tlacaelel and was subscquently passed on to his son and
prandson, The Cihuacoatl was responsible for governing Tenochtitlan in
ihe absence of the cmperor, but could also act as commander-in-chief
on the baulefield as well. Normally the supreme council of four
commanders were directly responsible for the army during campraign.
Fach fulfilled a different wole in terms of organizing supply lines,
planning the routes of march, devising baulelield suategy, and directing
the actual attack. There were officer ranks equivalent to those of major,
colonel, captain and so forth that carried out the plans of the supreme
council. As the son of a commaoner, the highest rank Cuauhtli could
hope to allain was that of a cuauhpilli, somerthing like s commanider with
a knighrhand hut all the respect given a high-born lord.

Once supply lines from Tenachritln itsclf were overextended, the
army had w rely on stores contributed by wibutary cicestates alongr the
designated route of march, The Aztec empire was unique in that it did
ned altempt to secure vast amounts of territory but rather was more
concerned with conrolling strategic locations aleng primary rontes of
commercial exchange. Forcign noblemen placed in high office by the
Aztecs became the most powerful in their realms but they were lorever
indebted w the empire to retain their thrones at tremendons expense to
their people. For this reason the Astecs eventually found it necessacy
Lo assign tax collectors o various kingdoms who were suppurted Ty
permanent garrisons of Aztec troops. Following the conquest of
Coixtlahuaca, the empire had devised o muonber of ingenious strategies
for dividing up the contederacies of Eastern Nahua, Mixtec, and Zapotec
ciny=states. Initial tactics were ruthless. Under Motecuhzoma 1, defeated

Codex Mendors shows B priest
burning copal incense in a ladle-
like burner. Sworn to poverty,
the novitiates wore a simple
shirt-like garment called a xicolli
that tied at the front. When
Fasting they left their hair
unkempl and matbed with blood
from the penitential offerings
they were expectad to make by
piercing their ears. (Right,
author's illustration from Codex
Mendoza; center and laft,
author's reconstruction)




The priest on the left has
captured four of the enemy and
has been awarded a variant of
the Huaxtec uniform. The swirl of
white dots on black signified a
celestial constellation over a
night sky. The priest on the right
has captured five of the enemy
and has been awarded a red
feather tlahuiztli and back
ornament together with a shisld
ornamented with an eagla’s foot.
{Author's Hlustration from Codex
Mendoza)

populations were either sold into slavery or beutally exeeuted before the
Great Temple of Tenochidun. The loss of valued labor was then
replaced by Aztec populations who instituted new govermments modeled
on local prototypes. This was especially true of Huaxyacae (Oaxaca City)
which even appointed its own king. In other cascs, the Aztecs sought Lo
maintain local political systems but subverted them by exploiting
factonal differences within roval families. We tend 10 think of ancient
Mexican kingdoms as stable entities ruled over by omnipotent warlords
who claimed divine rights to their thrones and married many times, not
only to expand their alliance networks but also (o increase their wealdh,
This practice however produced offspring who, more frequently than
not, disputed dtles of inheritance and became embroiled in wars of
succession that dissipated national cohesion. The Artecs became masters
at spotting weaknesses in foreign kingdoms and sclecting their own
candidates o support as claimanis. Pictographic documents from
Coixtlahuaca for example indicate that, following Atonal’s death, an hed
was appointed from a rival dynasty while one of Atonal’s wives was
appointed tax collector. In other cases, those desperate enough o
“bargain with the devil” might actually invite the Aztec army into (hei
termtory in order 1o setle a dispute. On other occasions the disruption
of political instintions could be helped along through more devious
e lods, Aunong the Fastern Nabua, Mixtecs, Zapotecs and their allics,
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royal marriages were ollen
planned  generations  in
advance. Once the Arztecs
had conquered anv single
member of 4 conded-
cration, the huey datoani
or a ranking nohle might
demand a marriage with a
local wormuan of roval blood,
Such acts not only bound
the Aztec roval line to that
of the defeated but also
disrupted predetermined
marriage alliance patterns,
No matter which sirategy
was cinploved the goal was
to continually expand a
network of foreign kings who could best support
anv Avtec army that needed o move through their
territory in the course of a campaign,

S0 far things had run smoothly for Cuaatli's
xiguipilli. The men were well supplied drough
Acatlan, lormerly an ally of Tunmrepec, but ever
since the doomed reign of Ticoc, Mixtec
kingdoms throughout the region had regularly
engaged in both treachery and rebellion. Coanhitli
stood guard thar night nervously listening to the
howls of coyotes in the nearby hills, Suddenly
he heard the sound of foowsteps and challenged
the intruder. Cuauhitli recognized rhe man
and beckoned him forward. He wuas a famous
merchant who had been  leading  wading
eapeditions o the Pacific coast for over 2 years;
but had a reputation for being amonyg the best
of spics, cven affecting disguises il need be. The
merchanl was cold, wet, and injured so he sat
down bv the fire. As Cuanhth tended o his
wounds he began to desoribe what had aken
place in Tututepec. Motecuhzoma Xocovotzin
heard thayr the lapidaries of thar city-state
possessed a special sand with unique propertcs
for polishing precious stones, Ie sent a party of
1M} merchanis 1o investigate, The merchants
ollered the lord of Tumitepec fine cloaks, jewels,
and precious featherwork as a gesture of goodwill. Believing  the
ambassadors to be spying for an Astec invasion ferce, the lord of
Tututeper had the merchants murdered and their bodies thrown into a
river (o conceal the evidence, This man had escaped by teigning death,
Now Tututepec was fully aware of the location of Cuauhilis division and
the rest of the army. They had begun to erect massive fortifications of
ramped earth in no tewer than five consecative walls surrounding the
ciry, All e main roads were blocked with tree trunks, rocks, and

Eagle warriors appear in stone
sculpture and in some
indigenous illustrations such as
the Lignzo de Thaxcala, Such
uniforms were rare and
apparently they were reserved
for a special order of nobles.
{Author's Hustration)



Cuextecat] soldier with tepoztopilli (AD 1500)




Arztec battleline (AD 1500)




An invasion column divides (AD 1450 g
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Artec weaponry and equipment
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Helmets and armor




Banners and flags



An Aztec squadron surpnses the Huaxlecs [AD 1454)
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The siege of Tenochtitlan (AD 1
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brambles. The merchant got up, swilled the last of some hot cacan and
p;'umi_«fcl Cuauhtli that he would cast a spell over the enemy in the

morning that would destroy their spinit o
tight. Cuauvhtli ook this remark very
seriously. Sorcery was a critical element in
Avtec warfare, [Umight appear w be linle
IT1O T lI'IH'II 11:1r'1|\ r]lli'”h 1.‘\'|'||'| 'I'II'.I:'H 1AM
performing ritwals and making burnt
ifferings before the onsel of badle 1w
invoke the gods to punish the enemv. The

plants  like oleander from which  they
_gl:_']lﬂ_“]:{l_t‘l_l ] |_II:H.‘H!|'H!'II"‘{ ‘\TT'IIPL'H‘ r]'li” cansed severe
nausea, vomiting, and even death when sent out on the
wind. Contaminating food and water with discase was a slower
but no less ettective method for defeating an entrenched enemy
wha otherwise appearcd impervious to siege, Palace curers even hecame

Following their conflrmation as killers when assassination was deemed necessary o resolve contlices
tatecuhtin, all Aztec lords were among roval family members. The merchant told Coavhtli that the
sntitled to wear the roval diadem g, 000t vouy (o the main tewple and the 1oyal palace was o head through

or xihultzolll compoesed of a
mozaic of priceless turquoise
tesserae affized with adhasive 1o
& wood or leather backing.

[&uthor's reconstruction) F I E L D co M BAT

the ballcourt north of the plaza. Then he politely asked for a share of the
loot il the attack was successtul, and disappeared back inwe’ the darkness,

When the Aztec army arrivod ar Tunutepeo they were confronted with
what appeared o e oan unpregnable positon, Ihe Pacific coast of
(raxaca was hot, desolate country overgrown by an impenctrable forest
of low trees, brush, and cacms. Tuttepee itself lay on the opposite side
of a wide river swollen by early spring flooding, There the Mixtec army
stood shouting insults in an effort o lare any who were foolhardy
enough to ry o swim tor i. Motecuheoma had now ]}L':mr:.dl'- taken
charge of the offensive. 1le immediatelv ordered his officers 10 locate
trees of balsa wood [rom which o build a flotilla of ratts. Bridges for use
at narrows further up river were constructed by weaving rope nels from
vines and roats. Once these devices were completed the Arecs planned
a night-time crossing so that they would have the entire army assembled
betore the walls of Tumuteper ar daybreak. Cuaunhiel was helped inie his
ornate red feather tlahuizeli by the youth assigned to serve him, He
secured his jaguar helmet to his head, ook up his macuahuid, and
Juined an advance assault group ar the river’s edge.

The Aztecs were not usually concerned with positional war, or war for
the possession of a defined batlelield area unless it served some
particular purpnse. Their goal was o mancuver the enemy into
situations of entrapment and this demanded perfect coordinaton and
timing. The first order of business was o raise a system of battlefield
sipnials, This was achieverd by eseablishing a command post onouan
adjacent hill with a direce sight line to the army. Signals were sent by
relay. Runners wore spaced out at two and a hall mile (4kin) intervals,
Smoke was ettective for communicating at longer distances berween the
xiguipilli, as were “heliographs™ made from polished iron pyrite mirrors,
When engaging in actual combui, hewvever, commuanders relicd on the

darker realitv of their cratt lav with use of




A steward removes uniforms
and weapons from a palace
armory and displays tham
before Motecuhzoma Il.
[Author's illustration from the
Florentine Codex)

coormons orpamental standards waeter with conch shell horns and
drums. Liffing and wming was the principal means of gemng the
attention of the specific unit significd by a particular banner. Variance in
the cadence of e muosical mstrumenes divected the ot o action, Field
ollicers watched and listened for the messages, Once the bauleline had
extended itselt, thev then walked up and down the rear using whistles and
to et their men’s attention and barked out orders of attack or withdrawal
depending on e progress ol combat, Batdes were generally opened with
a good round of insults from barh sides. For this reason the cuahchigue
were fond of wearing their hair in mitts much like professional clowns ancd
even acted oul skits mimicking the cnemy’s weaknesses in their ettorts to
get him to break ranks. The most obscene gestares of all imaginable kinds
woere especially popular and frequently involved exposing the buttocks
and genitals. Tven women and children were welcome o join in if the
appormnity presented itsell. Threats of extreme torture and cannibalism
wore considered especially inflammatory.

lHostlides generally opened with a mutnal barrage of arrows, darts,
and sling bullets at S vards in an eflor o discopl focmations. The Asecs
employed howmen and slingers from conquered provinces who could be
deployed as mobile units either at the front of the line to instigate



combat atter which they retired to the rear, or directed to the flanks
lay down harassing fire, Fromtline veterans were reliant on their superior
armeor and heavy, hroad shields ro wirthsrand the rain of enemy
projectiles; but sutficient injuries were soon inflicted among the
voungest and most lightly armed troops, so that a charge would soom
become a necessily, Azlec war was a ronning war LThe vangoard
depended on sheer inertia to try to smash through the enemy line and
downhill attacks were considered optimal. The subsequent impact must
have been horrific. Once roops on both sides had recovered, however,
combatants would disperse widely inte one-on-one engagements so that
they could swing their deadly weapons unhindered. Slashing and
parrving with the macuahuitl and shield demanded a tremendous
expenditure of energy and so men were circulated every 13 minutes in
order to keep the center strong. Oificers kept a sharp eve out for any

weaknesses in the enemy’s formation and directed "flving™ reserves of

velerans o Ol gaps among their own men as needed. Ullimately, the
Artecs preferred to surround their enmemics and enrrap them by double
envelopment. This tactic could be dangerous as it necessitated
extending the fanks at the expense of maintaining a siong centern The
Aztecs ofl-ser the problem by insuring that they had alwavs fought with
superior numbers. A surrounded and Irightened enemy would [zht o
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Second Wile

In more traditional
Mespamerican societies like the
Mintocs and Zapotecs, the
consumplion of luzury goods was
restricted to the elite who
Inherited their rights to rule by
divine descent. Leaser ranking
royal women and their children
fulfilled the roles of principal
craft producers and merchants
for their royal palaces. The
production capacity of a palace
thereby became dependent upon
how many women a lord could
afford to marry and how wall
each was trained in fine art.
|Author's illustration)

Third Wife
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the death il they thought
their lives were at stake,
Avtce commanders  there
fore rtied o induce
controlled retreats along
prescribed  routes where
pani::ktrd troops could be
exposed o easy slavghier
by reserves concealed
in  adjacent  corn-fields,
wenches, [ox-loles, and
even under piles of loose
grass and leaves,

AL day break, the
Mixtecs awnke ro find that
the Imperial army had
succeeded in fording the
river during the night and
teams of men were already

Above, a page from Codex
Mendoza fllustrates the tribute In
gold, jade, feathers, and military
uniforms collected sach year
from the principal Mixtec
kingdoms of Oaxaca. Below, the
Florentine Codex depicts
Motecuhzoma Il awarding jewels
and clothing to two warriors. In
this way the Aztecs subverted
the production capacity of royal
Mixtec palaces and the value of
luxury goods in the elite
economy. (Author's illustration)

toaring  into the  lower
defensive wall with picks.
Soon Cuauhili was running
headlong  up 4 scaling
platform of hound cane
through a breach. One
burly Mixtec prince shot an
adad dart straight through
his shield coming with-
in inches of his chest
Cuauhtli decapitated the
man before he could even
draw his axe. As the Aztecs
poured into the cty, they
found themselves embroil-
cd n oA vicious street fight
Then just as suddenly the
enemy was nowhere to be
found. Most appeared o
have run oftf into the hills,
Actingr on the advice of the
merchant he had met the night hefore, Cuanhtli directed his squacd
through the ball court to where they spotted the famous House of
Heaven dedicated to the Mixtec man-god Nine Wind. They dashed up
the staircase and into the wmple 1w seize the god’s image and the sacred
bundle containing his holy relics. Then they put the thatch of the roof
to the torch to send a signal to Motecuhzoma and the supreme council
that the city had [allen,

Diriven by the prospect of boory, the Aztec army had broken into a
disorganized mob but the victory celebration was shortdived, Livde did
they know that a second Mixtec army was already re-forming at another
citv 1o the north in hopes of encircling Tumtepec themselves and
trapping the Aztecs within the labyrinth of the streets and houses, When




Soldiers captured on the
battlefield were immediately
bound by hand and foot. Many
were further incapacitated with
heavy wooden collars through
which three-foot (0.81m) long
canes or wooden rods were
seoured with attached rings.
{Author's llustration from
Codex Mendors)

Motecuhzoma was alerted of the danger by his spies, he issued orders for
the Imperial roops to gather outside the city, Cuavhtli and his squad
soon found themsehves m.'dr{'.hing; om the city of O u*lz;ih::[n-r. When they
arrived they immediately recognized that, unlike Tutunepec, this would
be no easy viclory, The Mixiecs had amassed tons ol stones, adobe, logs,
and other debris upon the walls 10 cast down on the besiegers. Thar
night the Mixtecs sang to the Aztecs in order to let them know that they
were wware of their movements thereby Orustrating any chance of a
second surprise attack. When Motecuhzoma realized that the onlv resor
was a prolonged siege the tollowing morning, he addressed his men:

“Courageous Aztecs, Texcocans, Tepanecs, and all the men from
the provinces: there is nothing we can do here but conquer or die.
For this reason we have come. Our enemy shows valor and a brave
heart and has decided to defend rhis ciy. T hep of vou o
demonstrate bravery in this endeavor. Lo die is to live in perpetual
homaor and plory” (Tharsin, 1094 421-422)

While he was speaking, Mixtec wroops began to form outside the
walls. Their joh was to “hit and run” harassing Imperial divisions who
attempted to attack the walls directly and then just as quickly retreating
into the surrounding formarions of natral rock for protection,
Motecuhzoma gave the order for the Astees, Chaleas, and 1labuoiceas o
maove first. As Cuavhdi’'s xiguipilli advanced with scaling ladders they
were soon besel by the Mixtecs from all sides. The fighring lasted all day.
By sunset Cuauhedi had Killed many men but he was badly wounded and
exhausted. He was thankful when he heard thar the Texcocans and
Tepances, reportedly 100,000 strong, were w take the [ield in the
morning. Their efforts were hardly
maore successtul. After six days of
almost continuous fighting, the
Aztecs and their allies  finally
succeeded in taking the first line of
Cuerzaltepec's defenses, Fortifving
themselves against attack from
without they set aboutl tunneling
into the city When a breach was
finally made they waited until night
and then poured into the citv just as
they had at Tutatepee, burning and
looting, Bur again the inhabitants
had fed into the hills where they
remained until 4 peace treary was
negotiated. The campaign had came
to a draw. Cuauhtli had enriched
himself in gold, wrguoise, and
other precious stones that he had
plundered but there would no
chance of aking any wuly worthy
captives from among the Mixiec
princes back to Tenochtitlan that
yisar
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BRINGING HOME THE WAR:
AZTEC RELIGION AND RITUAL

In the years thai followed the Tumiepec campaign, the Tlaxcalieca had
renewed their efforts o expand their sphere of control by fomenting
trouble among disattected ity states throughout Puebla and northern
Oaxaca. Campaigns continued o be waged against many Mixtec
kingdoms as well as the Huexotzinca, Cholulteca, and their Easiern
Nahua allies; always providing Cuanhili with new opportunities o rise
ever further up the ladder of military promaotion. In 15314, the seasoned
veteran stood with his sixth captive before the CGreat Temple. As he
listened to the speeches given by the olid generals he pazed around the
plaza at the multitude of thousands who had come 1o withess the triumph
ol that day. His own family was there. His [ather and uncles were bearning
with pride. His mother knew that she wonld Tive onr her vears in real
comtort after a lite of il But, Cuaoditdi's wite was concerned if he would
choose 1o take a promoton with the ellicer corps, as she hoped, or
whether he would dedicate himself to thar elite regiment sworn to eternal
combat, the dreaded cuahchique.

As Cuaubili got a lirmer grip on the hair of his errified prisoner
kneeling ar his feer he looked upon the shrine of Huirrilopochtdi and
pondered the story of the god to whom he was to pay his debt. In a time
long ago there lived a woman named Coatlicue, Lady Scrpent Skirt,
together with her 400 sons, The woman always performed her penance

dutifully sweeping on Snake Mountain near the ancient Toltec city of

Follan, One day as she was attending (o her chores she gathered up a ball
of feathers, placed them at her waist, and miraculously conceived another
child. When her A{{) sons saw that their mother was pregnant they were
eoraged. Their sister Coyolsauhgui arnved and addressed them all saving:

“My elder brothers, she has dishonored us, we can only kill our
mother, the wicked one who s noaw wath child.”

At first Coatlicue was
terrificd  at what  her
children were plotting.
Then just as suddenly a
YOUNE WATTION SPrang forth
from her womb fully armed.
Huitzilopochtli stood atop
Coatepec ready o defend
his mother against the
coming  onslavghie, Covol-
xauhqui dashed o the wop
of the hill but  [Huoite-
ilopochtli struck her down
with a mighty bline from his
spear thrower and lopped
oll' her head. Her body
rwisred and mirned az it fell
to the ground at the foot of

Musiclans such as these were
stationed with a signal banner
corps o relay messagoes
acroas the battlefield. A
teponaztii, a huehuet!, and a
conch shell trumpet are
featured. [Author's llustration
from the Florentine Codex)



A popular instrument among
many ancient civilizations, the
conch was capable of issuing a
modulated, bellowing sound that
could be heard for milas.

merLain, Fluite-
topochtli cast down the
M
measure, slew them, and

took  their

the

brothers in  equal
FATImMeEnt as
warriors  for himsell in
commemaoration  of  his
COnuest

It was the sworn duty
AFTEN
the

of cach and every
soldier 1o carry on

legacy of the greal
patriarch  Huitzilopochrli,
the iIulrlrlllnqul'ri of the
South; to be ever vigilant,
ever prepared to protect
his farmnily, his calpulli, and his city from those who would destroy all thar
his ancesiors had worked so bard to accomplish. By now the captive had
resigned himsell to his fate, He knew the fortunes of war when he joined
his oen army. “Ciauhili, now 1 go where 1 will wait for you. | go proudly
dand they will sing of me in my homeland” he said. Coauhui whispered in
response; “Today you ... tomorrow me” Then the priests approached
antd Cuauhili made the presentation: “Tlere is my well beloved son,” and

the captive responded: "Here is my revered father,” Now was the time for
the final conflict, the trivmph, the conclusion of battle to he personally
witnessed there in the cenrral precinet by all the Aztee people. Every
caplive walking up those stairs that day represented the hated siblings
who in their jealousy would have slain Huitzilopochtli. Fach would
reenact the role of the cosmic enemy. living proot of the god's
omnipotent power manifest in the abilities of his spiritual descendants,
his mighty warriors, W repay him for his blessings, indeed the very

livelihood that they enjoved, When Cuauhitli’s captive reached the top of

the stairs, he was stretched one on his back over a stone and held down
by four priests, Then a fifth pricst drove a knife into the captive’s chest,
the trauma of the blow killing him nearly instantaneously. Just as quickly
the priestslit the arteries of the heart and lifting the bloody mass into the
air pronounced it w be the "precious cagle cactus fruit”™; the supreme
offering o the Sun god Tonatiuh, The heart was then burned in a special
vessel curved in the shape of an eagle. The lifeless corpse of the captive
wits lossed dewvn the staircase where it came 1o rest next to the stone
image of the decapitated goddess Covolxanhqui.

Among more ancient Mesoamerican societics like the Mavas,
Mixtees, and Lapotees, war was the provinee ol elite factions, close
relatives and kin, that seized cach other's lands and property by
presenting vival claims of legitimacy through descent from divine
ancestors, It was not enough to simply Kill an enemy in a remote field
Successtul usurpers had o display their captives betore assembled
lineage members, to disparch their enemies in accordance with their
exalted positions as divine rulers, and o demonstrate publicly the
institution of a new social order. In today's world we witness war on
television to confirm for ourselves that what our government claims it is
doing 1o cnsure our national security is worth the cost in resources and
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Merchants operating out of their
headquarters in Tlatelolco
served as the vanguard of Aztec
expanslonism. Prosperous as
they were, they were permitted
to travel virtually anywhere in
Mesocamerica where they traded
for goods such as exctic parmot
feathers from Veracruz or gold
and gems from Oaxaca.
Merchants even functioned as
spies going 50 far as W affecl
accants, leam foreign languages,
and craata disguises to
investigate kingdoms on which
they sought to make war
[Author's llustration from the
Floremntine Codex)

human hfe. Ancient socieries had no comparable way o convey the
image of baaetle, so heads of state devised ways of recreating cvents
through fesdvals in order to foster public must. Nowhere did this
practice find greater expression than among the Aztecs.

Thousands of Arsiec people partcipated in these evenis, reassuring
themselves thar thelir investment in supplying food, making weapons and
cquipment, and commitong the bves of their children would grant them
the benefits of conguest that their emperors puaranteed. Warfare, human
sacrifice, and the promotion of agriculioral Tertiliny were inexiricably
linked n religious ideology. Artec songs and stories describe how the sun
was created through the selfsacrifice of a god. Bur the sun god refused 1o
wove Uuougle the sky without an olfering of something egual (o his own
gift. He theretore demanded nourishment in the form of homan hearts
and blood. The people mvented war to feed the sun his holy food and
therelw perpetuale life on earth. The Astecs didn’t use the lerm human
sacrifice nor did they consider their ritual activities inany way conneeted
to such a practice as it was later cast on them by Europeans. For them it
was nextlavalli — sacred debt payment to the gods.

Cathili stood in the patio of his famiby’s compound grecting guests as
they came o compliment him on his promoton wo the (:lelhpipiltin. His
high status not only feed him fom all wibue obligaions 1o the state, but




evern insured a place for his son in the ranks of the Avtec nobilitg, As Cuanhiedi
stared ar the how playing in the garden with the other children, he realized
that b could now afford o send bim o the calmeoas to be edocared as a
scholar. TTe was relieved when he thought of the numerons tmes that he had
almost been slain, captured, or lay badly wounded o some remote field ina
fur distant laned. But there was o darker side to his son’s funare, Shortdy belore
he died, Nezahualpilli, the son of Nezalhiualooyvol and Tlatoanm of Texcoco,
prophesicd an end to the empire, telling Moteruhznmea:

“You must be on guard, vou musl be warned, because T have
discovered that in a very few years our cities will he ravaged
and destroved, We and our children will be killed, our subjects
humbled. Ot all these things vou must not doubt. Before many
days have passed vou will sec signs in the sky that will appear as an
omen of what 1 am saying.” (Durin, 19894: 452)

The Artec people hegan o see the signs of catastrophe evervwhere, In

1517, a tongue of flame rose in the cast and pointed into the heavens like

Merchants provided the Artec
emperor and his war council
with detailled paintings for
military logistics. Here a map is
presented to two tetecuhtin or
high-ranking lords describing
how the defenses of a city,
appaaring in the upper right-
hand corner, can best he
panatrated. (Author's illustration
from the Florentine Codex)
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3 OO0 a  dagger Then  the
Temple ol Huitilopoachtli
mysterionsly burned. A
comet appeared in broad
daylight hurtling  through
the cky like a spear of [ire,
Then the waters of Iake

Texcon h:‘g}'l n o lurn and

Tl and threatened 1o burn
houses along the lake shore,

Sorne praple cven reported
seeing wo-headed monsters

in the streets of the city, but

An @nemy generally admitted
dafeat when the Aztec army
succeeded in burning the temple
of a town's principal god. Note
the Huswotzincan warrior
covering his mouth in
astonishment as @ warrior
torches the temple. (Author's
illustration from the Flarenting
Codex)

Cuauhili knew that often
such stories were made up by
disatfected  individuals, per-
hapﬁ some prince who had
heen suipped of his title in
disgrace  who  hoped 10
iverthronw the government
himselt. But in 1519, there
news of the arrival
of strangers from the cast.
They dressed themselves in
clothing of silver metal and
rodde to war on the backs of

ik

giant deer. Before long, word
reached Motecuhzoma that Gest the Totonacs and then the Tlaxealteca
had declared the leader of this bizarre cnemy 1o be nothing less than the
great god Ouetzaleoatl, now returned 1o reclaim his kingdom from his
mortal enemies, Tezeatipoca and Huitzilopochtli. There were always
prophecies of doom but this one was 1o be considered a serious threat,
The Eastern NWalwas, Mixices, aned Zaporecs all revered the Plumed
Serpeul as their patron god. Their kings and queens were even
acenstomed o calling themselves the “Children of Quetzalcoad”™. The
prophecy of his return in the Azrec vear One Reed would be taken as
nothing less than a call to abanden their petry disputes and to rise up
together as independent nations to overthrow the yoke of Aztec
imperialism forever.,

In realiry, there were hundreds of Coauhtlis in Aztee society, each
destined 1o fight o the death in defense of the empire as it had been
predetermined by the calpulli's tonalpouqui according 1o the date of a
child’s birth. We can only imagine whar became of cach of these highly
trained and fearsome individuals in their war against the Spaniards and
their Indian allies. Many would fall at the battle of Otumba fghting
valiantly with the Cihuacoatl. Others would defend Tenochtitlan o the
man with Cuauhtemoc, the valiant last cmperor of the once omnipotent
Aztec Empire of the Triple Alliance,



Provead of elsel

is the city of Mexico-Tenochiitlan
Here o one fears to die in wvr
Fhas i or glory

This ix your commaried

oft Ceizeer of Lijel

Haue this in mind, ofy princes,
i nol forget 1t

Who could conguer Tenochtitlan

Wi could shake the foundation of heavin 2(4)

NOTES

[Below left) A colossal statue depicts the decapitated
mother of Huitzilopochtli, Coatlicue. The dual snake heads

signify blood gushing from the wound (Author's illustration).

[Below right) Huitzilopochtli appears atop Coatepec or
Snake Mountain dismembering his sister Coyolxauhgui and
her four hundred brothers in the Flareatine Codex. The
religious story was a fusion of history, begend, and cosmic
allegory in which the Aztec hero representing the sun each
day struck down the moon, the lady of the night. (Author's
illustration from the Florentine Codax)

(1) .-"l.L'i:1|':llt'r| from H:-ﬂ‘l:agf]l‘l 19501982, Book 6: 171172, 1749, Boolk 4; 35-54,

(2) In earlier publications | referred to the Eastern Nahua as the Aztec-
Chichimecs or Tolleca-Chichimeca o distinguish them from the Aztecs
of the Buasin of Mexico (Pohl 1991}, Historian James Lockart { 1942)
advocates Eastern Nahiu and [ have found i a useful term,

(3) Adapted [rom a speech atributed o Tlacaclel cited by Durin 1994: 234,
(4} Azrec poem translated from the Nahuatl by Léon-Porulla 1969: BT
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GLOSSARY

atlatl (ot-la-t) = spear-thrower

Artec = "People of Aztlan™ or Place of the Heron. collective name for the
Mahuatl-speaking peoples of the Basin of Mexico

calmecac (call-may-cock) = priest’s school

Camaxtli {ca-maosh-tlee] - name for Mixcoatl, father of Quetzalcost! of legend

chinampa [chee-nom-pa) = an island field tor planting

Coixtlahuaca (co-eesh-tla-waca) = Mitec-Chocho kingdom of Oaxaca

cuahchic (kwa-cheek) = spacial warrior rank

Cuauhtli {co-wow-tlea) = parson named for 15th of the 20 day signs of the sacred
calendar

cuaxtecat] (kway-sh-tay-cot] - special warrior rank

ehuatl {ay-what) = battle tunic worn by noblemen

ichcahuipilli [each-ca-we-pee-lee) - cotton quilted armor

Huaxtec {wash-tek) — Indian pecple of northarn Veracruz

huey tlatoani (way-tla-toe-oni) — great speaksr, i.e. the Aztec emperor

Huitzilopochtli (wheat-zeeloh-poch-tlee) = Humminghbird of the South, patron god of
the Aztecs

macehual (maa-say-wall) = peasant

macuahuitl {ma-kwa-wheat} = sword

Mexica (May-shee-ca) = the Aztec tribe that settled Tenochtitlan

Mixcoatl (meesh-co-ot) = Cloud Snake, Chichimec father of Quetzalcoat!, patron god
of Tlaxaca and Huexctzinco

Mixtec (Meesh-tec) = Indian people of
northarn and western Oaxaca

Motecuhzoma (moe-tay-coo-zoh-ma) =
name for two famous Azter emperons

Nahua (na-wa) — population of Indian people
living throughout central Mezico, the
Artacs were A branch of the Nahoas

Nahuatl [na-wa-t} = language of the Nahuas

Mezahualcoyot! (nez-who-all-coy-oat): famous
tlatoani of lexcoco

nextlauvalli (nesh-tla-wally) = debt-paying,
Arter: tarm for sacrifica

Quetzalcoat! (Kate-zahl-co-ot) = Toltec
cufture hero of kingdoms throughout
central and southern Mesico

Tarascan (tar-ass-can) = Indian peopla of
Michoacan, maors properdy known as
Purepecha

Tenochtitlan (len-ohch-leal-lon) = capital city
of the Mexica Aztec

tepoztopilli (tay-pose-toe-pee-lee) = halbard

tecuhth (tay-coot-lee) = land-cwning lord

telpochealli (tell-poch-ca-lee) = young men's
house-warrior schoal

tilmatli {till-mot-lee) - cape

tlatoani (tla-toe-oni) = “speaker™, high ranking
tecuhtli

tzitzimit! (see-see-meet] = darnan

tonalpouqui (toe-nal-poo-key) = soothsayer

xiquipilli (she-queea-pae-laa) = unit of
5,000 men

Zapotec = Indian people of Oaxaca

The Florentine Codex depicts the execution of war
captives whose hearts were torm from their bodies
and offered to the sun. [Author's illustration)




COLOR ILLUSTRATIONS

FLATE A: CUEXTECATL SOLDIER WITH
TEPOZTOPILLI (AD 1500)

Soldiers who succeeded in capturng twio enemies were
awarded a uniform consisting of a body suit called a
flahuiztl, a tal conical cap called a copili, and a shisld
marked with black designs described as “hawk scratches”,
Tha tlahuiztli was made of sewn cotton. Red, vellow, Blus or
green feathers wers maticulously stitched to the cloth in the
workshops of conguerad city-states and sent to Tencchtitlan
gach year as tibute. The design of the cap (1) was adoptad
as a trophy emblem from the Huaxtees of coastal Voracnz
fallowing Motecuhzoma llhuicemina’s subjugation of the
ragion betwaen 1468 and 1481, The frame was constructed
of cane. The Huaxtec ares held a particular fascination for
the Artecs because it was rich in cotton. The goddess of
eninners and weavers was calicd Tlazolteot!. For this raason

{he soldiers thought it appropriate to wear hanks of un-spun
cotton through their ear spoois (2) a5 well as the yacamaztl
of *nose moon” in gold (3) in bonor of her role as a patron of
the moon. In addition to the battle suit, the emperor
rewarded soldiers with a distinctive cape called a tilmatli that
allowed them to display their rank when off-duty as well (4},
The loin cloth or maxtlatl (5} was hand woven and
embroiderad by the soldier's own wife or mother (5a). The
method of wrapping the cloth around the body and tying the
ends at the front was a distinctive fashion for Aztec men (5b).
The knot was then passed through an opening o the
tlahuirtli. Sandals (G) were woven with thick grass soles Lo
wihich wera stitched a cotton strip to support the ankle and
tigs. Tradtionally uniforms were bumed wpon the pyres of
their owners at death, bul durng Spanish Colonial times
the Indian descendants of great warriors continued to
preserve the gamments as valued objects of inheritance and
even sntitlsment.

Although much of the base of
the platform for the original
Great Temple at Tenochtitlan
was recovered by archaeologists

during the 1880s, one of our
only clues as lo the size and
form of the buildings that
surmounted it comes from
illustrations like this ona
appearing in the Codex
[xtiiixochit!. (Author's illustration)
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PLATE B: AZTEC BATTLELINE [AD 1500)
Two cuahchigue stand forward shouting insults and mocking
the enemy in an effort to provoke the toolhardy to break
ranks and attack the center of their main body. The Aztecs
favored the deployment of troops in extended batllslings
in their efforts to entrap their foes through double
envelopment. The ssemingly haphazard dispiay of military
pageantry is due to the facl thal soldiers of dilfering ranks
have besn purposelully leamed up so thal recreits can hone
their skills in actual combat with the more experienced
valerans. Having provan themselves competent fighters and
eager to earn even greater rewards, the majority of front-line
soldiers are of cuextecat! rank. They are easily identifiabe by
the cone-zhaped copilli headdress, Soldiers of the more
advanced jaguar and otomi ranks have moved foreand
through the mass ot raw recruits gathered at the rear to
prepare for the shook of an impanding  attack. The
magnificent standard rising up over the back of tha battleline
signals the arrival of a captain who will svaluata the
likelibood of an attack and relay the message to the supreme
commandsars who would be cbeerving the situation from an
adjacent promontory.

PLATE C: AN INVASION COLUMN DIVIDES
[AD 1450}

Following the defeat of an Eastern MNahus city-state,
Mezahualcoyotl explains to a Mexica Tlacochealoat! the
nead for dividing troops into two columng of march. The
strategy was intended to conserve local agricultural
rescres by reducing the consumptive impact of armies
that could range upwards of 50,000 men. Nezahualcoyotl
whose name meant “Fasting Coyota” was forced into exila
as & youth after the assassination of his father bdlilxechit] by
lhe haled Tepanec despot Tezozomos. He later succeeded
n formutating an alliance with the Mexica under ltzceatl and
togeather the two tlatoque destroyed the Tepanec capital of
Azcapotzalco. The uniformmn of the Tlacochcalcat! is based on
a plate from Codex Mendoza. Mezahualcoyotls outfit comes
from an illustration sppesning in Codes Delitrochill. He wears

an ehuatl or tunic ormamented with rare tropical bird
feathers, Coyote ears aftixed to his wooden helmet and
tipped with the paper banners of a penitent symbelize his
name, The small huehustl drum slung over his back was
wsed o personully issue balllelield cormmands, High lords
and others who couid efford them wore greaves of metal.
Suldiers on lhe march wore relalively simple clothing,
Rankmgy warnors proudly desplayed The capss gresn Lo them
by the emperor's own hand. The voung men assigned o
them for training were responsible for packing basic
supplies and camrying extra armaments.

One of the very faw Axtec pyramids
with a temple that could be restored
accurately by archaeclogists is
preserved at Santa Cecells Acathtlan
In Mexico Clty. Such pyramids

were located at the center of

every community and served

a5 a last refuge for defense.
{Author's photograph)




PLATE D: THE SIEGE OF COIXTLAHUACA
[AD 1458]
Lord Atonal battles Actec sguadrons amployving broad, light-
weight scaling-tframes of bound cane or timber. The king
himselt wears the turquoise crown of a Toltec tecubtl as well
g3 a long xicolli favored by Mixlec noblamen. The prince with
whom he is defending the ramparts is a Chocho ally who
wears & crown of woven fiber and a special short ichcahuipilli
of quilted gotton. The former is baszed on an image from
the Lienzo Seler || while the latter appears in the Selden
Aol Both manuscripts are pictorial histories aftributed to
Coixtlahuaca artists. Between 1300 and 1450, Coixtlahuaca
had bacome one of the richest kingdoms in Masnamearica by
controlling the principal trade routes that linked
tha Central Meaxican Highlands
with Veracruz, Oaxaca, and
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Chiapas. Every year merchants from all over Mesoamenca
attended this kingdom's great market to trade in godd
turqueoise, tropical bird feathers, cacan, scaret cochinaal dye
anrd even a special fabric made from woven rabhbit hair. Lard
Atonal wielded tremendous political power by negotiating
alliances betwesn the Mixtecs, the Chocho-Popoloca, the
Eastarn Mahua, and half-a-dozen other ethnic groups that
oocupied the region, Searching for an excusa to dismantla
this ancient confederacy, the Artecs accused Atonal of
assassinating a hundred and sy of their marchants.
Maotacuhzama | and Maezahualcoyotl then organized an army
of 300,000 men of whom no fewar than 100,000 served as
porters for what would become the Triple Alliance's first long-
distance campaign. Atonal fought valiantly but the Aziec host
soundly defegtad him befors bis allies could comea Lo his gid,
The doomed king wes garoted and many of hrs mean were
exscuted in rituals betore the Great Temple gt Tenochitlan,

PLATE E: AZTEC WEAPONRY AND
EQUIFMENT

Beiny largely an army of light infantry, the Aztecs maintained
g rolatively  limited  arsenal of offensive weapons in
comparizan to other armies throughout the world. The maost
ancient were the spear thrower (1) and the axe (2], Early
spaar throwers wene compesed of litthe more than a stick
carved with a trough and a hook to secure the shaft (1a)
Maore sophisticated versions featursd special loops Tor
the forefingers {1h). It became a most affactive weapan
for medium-rangs combat in the hands of noble
warriors spacially trained in its use. Being essential to
agricultural production, most prehistoric farers fought
for thalr tribal chiefs with axes of ground stone. The
widaespread adeption of metallurgical technology
fraom South America after AD 900 fostered the
davelopment of the more vicious cast copper
axa head as a special weapon, The bow (3a)
and arrows (3b) were adopted rather late as
hunting tools in Mesocamernca, but in the
hands of the Aztec's Chichimec ancestors
they soon became fundamental to laying
down a barrage of deadly fire prior to
an attack in warfare. The macuahuitl
or sword (4} had been employed by
earlier Mesoamerican civilizaticns. The
Artecs valued its particular ability to
maim an enemy and were the first
to employ it as a general issue
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wespon, Many were carved or paintad with intricate designs
[4a—).

While front-rank warriors engaged in slashing matches
with the macuahuitl, trocps armed with the teportopilli or
halberd (5} harassed an enemy by thrusting or stabbing from
the rear of the line, All Aztec scldiers ware armed with
shields. The few examples that survive in collactions both in
Maxico and Europe are all approximately thirty inchas [Féem)
in diameatar (6. Most are parade shields teaturing remarkabla
heraldic designs in feathers such as the stepped frat (Ba)
based on an example preserved in the Worttembergischas
Landesmuseum, Stuttgart, Germany, and & singing coyote
(Gb) preserved in the Muscum flr Volkerkunde, Vienna,
Austria. The cusxyo shield (6c) is reconstructed from
eyewitness accounts which describe battle shields as being
constructed of resilient woven cane or bamboo with hegwy
double cotton backing, Druems [7) were essential to
coordinating the movements of large units clasing in for the
kill. The axample llustrated is based on a hushuet! presarvad
in Maxico's Mational Mussum of Anthropology. It is throo foot
[0.97m} high and features a scanea carved in relief depicting a
dance of eagles and jaguars.

The Aztec emperors commissioned sculptures and erected
them in and around the temples of the central precinct of
Tenochtitlan to contextualize the architecture with images
from religious stories. Over succeeding centuries many of
these works were rediscovered in the course of excavations
throughout Mexico City. This 19th-century lantern slide of
the original museum at Casa de Moneda (1886-1984)
dapicts several famous carvings including a three-foot
{0.81m) high jaguar cuauxicalli in which the hearts of
executed prisoners were bumed as offerings to the gods.
The colossal diorite portrait in the center is that of
Huitzilopochtli's sister Coyolxauhqui. Just behind the head
of the moon goddess is the S5tone of Tizoc that was
employed for gladiatorial rituals. (Private collection)

PLATE F: HELMETS AND ARMOR

Mearly all warriors were issued with some form aof the
ichcahuipilli (1 and 2). The most basic form of this cotton
quilted armor was g pull-over shirt. It was always worn
under both the tlahuizth snd the ehuatl and gave the soldier
a very muscular appearance, Other examples appearing in
pictographic histories suggest that it was alse worn as a
funic or jacket by itsell among high ranking lords. Many
weare dyed in vibrant hues of red and blue, The ichcahuipil
was perfectly adapted to the hot humid climate that
parvades much of Mexico. The theory behind its use was
mora like a contermporary bullet-prool vest tor abserbing
the blew of a weapan rather than attermpling Lo slop it like
medigval metal armor. Helmets were camnved of hardwoods
like mahogarny. They ware lined with & hoavy cotton cap and
tied securely under the chin with cloth or leather ribbons,
Those issued as awards to soldiers were limited almost
emclusively to the jaguar (3), coynte (4, and tzitzimitl (5) or
“demoen of vengeance" styles. Howsver, high ranking
nobility could commission halmets for themselves in all
sorts of fanciful heraldic forms with eagles, parrots,
vullures, monkeys, bears, wolves, and crocodiles being
especially popuiar,

PLATE G: BANNERS AND FLAGS

The large ornamenls or banners secured to the shoulders
and backs of high ranking soldiers and officers wers
essential to coordinating troop movements. They had ta be
fairy light weight so they were created by artisans from
wicker covered in cloth sewn with hundreds of feathers.
According to Codex Mandoza, the quaxolotl banner (1) was
umbralla-like in shape and was produced in yellow, blua,
and green, The top was crnamenled with the head of a
dog called Xolot whose cars had been ripped off according
to a legand. The tlecocomoctli banner {2) was supposed to
represant a headdress ignited by fire. This example appears
in Sahagln's Primeros Memoriales. The banner worn by the
huiznahuat! captain whose name meant “thorn speech” is
a variation of the most basic signal flag or pamitl (3, The
chimaligviztli or “shield insignia” featured the face of a
qrinning demon (4). The papaiotl insignia (5] was meoant to
represent a butterfly. The caguatonatiuh meant literally the
black and yellow troupial feather sun insignia (6)

Mowhers was the strategic significance of such banners
mare graphically illustrated than during the battle of
Otumba. After they had succeeded in escaping a death trap
in Tenochtitlan, Cortés led his troops nerth around Lake
¥aitocan to Otumba located near the ancient ruins of
Teotihuacan. Crossing a broad open plain, he was suddenly
surrounded by an army of over 10,000 Aztecs. Exhausted
and cutnumbered, Cortés could do little but make a last
stand. Soon he began to realize that the troops wera baing
coordinated by a signal unit under the command of tha
Cihuaceatl or Snake Woman priest (f). Cortés boldly
meounted hiz horse, charged through the oncoming Aztec
army and cut down the Cihuacoatl. The effect was
devastating. Mot only were the Aztec trocps demoralized by
this desperata gambla, bit they appear to have been unable
to coordinate any more effective movement than Lo
withdraw in total confusion. Later the Tlaxcaltecas
presented the principal signal banner called the xopilli or
"Claw"” device to Cortés in hanor of his heroism.



In the years preceding the arrival of the Spaniards, omens
in the form of bizarre celestial phenomena were witnessed
and interpreted as signs of disaster. (Author's illustration
from the Florentine Codex)

PLATE H: AN AZTEC SQUADRON SURPRISES
THE HUAXTECS (AD 1454)

[he Aclecs frequently employed a ruse, pretending to
ralreel in ordder loodrgw B50ensmy inlo @n ared especially
prepared for ambush. When Motecuhzome | faced =&
particularly fearsomea army of Huaxlecs dunng his invasion
of northerm Veracnuz, he ordersd 2,000 troops to dig holes
and conceal thamsalves under strever. The regular army then
executed a successful feint at their center and began 1o
disengage in retreat. The eager Huaxtecs followed in hot
pursuit, Once they had passed into their midst, the socnot
army then literally rase tram the ground and slaughterad the
terrifled enamy. Such war by deception was war by evasion;
it was only executed scvccessfully with careful planning,
affective signaling, and perfact unit mansuverng, The
Huaxtecs spoke a language closaly related 1o that of the
Maya of Central America but linguists still debate when they
actually establizhed themselves on Meaxico's Gulf Coast.
The Artecs described them as frightening in their
appearance with heads purposefully alengated or flattanad
having hed their skulls bound as infants. Some had their
teeth filed to peointz and many sported intricate tattoos.
Many shunned the maxtlatl or breech clout, and they ware

accusad of being lascivious drunkards, According to one
legend Tezcatiipoca seduced the daughter of the King of
Tollan by posing as a Huaxtec chill seller, the "chili" in mind

referring to the Huaxtec's memkber,
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PLATE I: TLAHUICOL DEFENDS HIMSELF IN
GLADIATORIAL COMBAT BEFORE THE
GREAT TEMPLE

Tlahuicol was a Tlaxcalan captain, sworn anamy of the Artecs
and thesr hated empire. He was captured and, dis to his high
rank, torced to participate in the ritual of gladiatoral combat
betore the Great Temple at Tenochtitlan. Armed onby with
muock weapons, his wits, and his fists, he succeadad in single-
handedly killing no fewer than eight haavily armed januar and
eagle wariors, He was subseguently offerad a command
position in tha Imperial anmy. He declined declaring it to be an
insult and voluntarily offered himself in sacrifice to the Aztec
war-god  Huitzilopochill whose temple looms in tha
background. The unusual ritual gark with which Tlahuicol is
dressed is the raiment of a war god known gs Xipe Totec.
Ritual combats were immensely popular. They brought the
raality of combat home to a people who had invested so much
I fesael anct materiel, much less risked the vary lves of their
sons. Large circular stones thought to have been employed
for gladiatorial combat are displayed in Mexico's Mational
Muzeum of Anthropology and the Museurn of the Greal
Tampla. Doth partray imagss of an Artec emperor dressed as
Huitzilopochtli capturing the gods of snamy city states. By
sponsoring festival sculpture of this kind, the buey tlatoani
clearly sought to combine spectacular showmanship with
personadl propaganda by raminding the audience of his rode as
the representative of Tenochiitlan’s mightiast warrior. Military
success packaged in this way appealed to patdotic and
imperialist impulses in the public while providing a potent farm
of entertamment gamering popular admiration and gratitude.

According to legend, Quetzalcoat! (left) founded Tula and ruled
a% high priest there until he fell under the spell of his rivals
Tezeatlipooa and Huitzilopochtli (right). Tricked imto committing
acts of drunkenness and incest, Quetzalcoat! was shamed
bezfore his people and driven out of the city. After founding a
naw oull penter at Cholula, the man-god journeyed to the coast
of Veracruz and embarked on a raft of serpents vowing to
returmn one day and reclaim his kingdom from his rivals. Hero
legerds becarme the maeans by which Mesoamerican elites
cross-cut differences in language and customs among their
people and facilitated international alllance bullding. Bul like all
great religious traditions, the teachings included apocalyplic
prophecies that allowed the disenfranchised to express dissent
as well. (Author's illustration from the Florentine Codexj
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FACIFIC DCEAN

Cortés s presented with the
ritual dress of the god
Quetzalcoat] whose diving
representative he was
proclaimed to be.

{Author's illustration from
the Florentine Codex)

By 1519, the Aztecs had
succeeded in dominating much
of Central and Southern Mexico.
Only Tlaxcala had remained
unconquered. (Author's
Hllustration)



PLATE J: THE SIEGE OF TENOCHTITLAN

|[AD 1521}

After two years of failed negotiations, war, and plague, the
Arters had elected a new emperor. Cusublemos, and
began to fortify Tenochtitian in preparstion for a siege Dy
A0,000 trmoeps from Tlaxcala, Huexotzineo, Cholula, amang
ather city states, together with their Spanish alies. The
enemy attacked the city by both land and watar. But once
thay had broken into the city, they guickly found themselves
trappad within the labyrinth of city strects and canals. Many
wiarez lured into dead ends whare thay were easily crushed to
death by stones and ubbile cast down by troops positionead
on the mofs of buildings. Those who sought to hida or pillage
became lost in the mazes of small ronms and patios of
privatea  dwellings. Here an Aztec strike force has
simullansously broken through the timber roof and plaster
walis of an apartment complex tn marcilassly entrap and
nack a Tlaxcalan and his Spanish ally to pieces. The
Spaniard is a captain and master swordaman. The Tlaxcalan
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wears the red and white head band of a nobleman and holds
equal rank. His steel sword is a prized gift from the Spaniand
While bowmen pin the enemy down from above, two Aztec
warriors have succeaded in breaking through the adobe brick
walls ot the room to surpnse and corner the enemy. One is a
noblemen weanliiable by his ehuatl or tunic. The other is a
warrior dressed in a tlahuizth and helmet representing a
legendary flaming coyote. Such strategic use of the urban
setting forced Cortés to first retreat and then to initiata the
sigge all over again only by dismantling Tenochtitlan house
by house in what would become the longest continuous
battle in history.

The four tlatogue of Tlaxcala seek an alliance by offering
their daughters in marrage together with gifts of dowry to
the Spaniards. Cortés presides over the negotiations
attended by his mistress, La Malinche. [Author's
Mlustration from the Lienzo de Tlaxcala)
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COMPANION SERIES FROM OSPREY

MEMN-AT-ARMS

ELITE

NEW VANGUARD

st ol the workd

CAMPAIGN

An unrivalled source of infor mstion on the onganization, untorms and
cquipment of the world's fiphting men, past and present. The series
convers hundreds of subjocts spanning 5,000 vears of history Fach 48-page
ok inciudes conctse texs packed with specbe infurmatem, sune 4
phitos, maps and diagrams, and etght eolor plaes of uniformed figores.

Diezpiled intprmanoen em che wmifirmes anel imsigoe of e waeld % mos
Farous military firees, Eacly 64-page book contains some 3 photographs
and diagrame, and 12 pages of tull-colar artwork,

Concise, authosizative accounts of history’s decisive military encounters,
Lach Y6-page ook contams over A llustranons inchading maps, arders
ol hattle, cobor plates, and three-dimensamal Tade maps.

ORDER OF BATTLE

“1hee et abeeraibed information ever pubdished an the units which

fought histoeys grear barrles, Each Y6-page book conmins comprehensive
nrganizatinn cdiagrams supportesd by oltradetailed color mapes,

Facl eithe alsas includies o burge fold-oat Tuase oup,

AIRCRAFT OF THE ACES

Focuses exclusively o the elite pilots of major aic cam paigns, and
anlidbes unpese merviews with surevang oees ssarced speaieally foe

vach valwme. Fach ®i-page volume containg uge v 40 apeczally
commissioned artworks, unir lisfings, new scale plane and the beet

archival photagraply avilable.

Comprehensive hesromes of the dessgm, develaproent andd operatiosl
" armonad oluckes wied arcillers. Each $5-page book
containg eight pages of full-color arrwark including a detailed cutaway.,

COMBAT AIRCRAFT

Technical imtorrmation from rthe worlad's leading aviarion writers om the

wrrerall types Mivan, Fach 96 page velume aontares ap o ) specially
conmumissaioned artwonks, undt listings, new scale plans and e best
archival photography available




WARRIOR

AZTEC WARRIOR AD 1325-1521

WARRIOR SERIES

* Engaging insights into the real lives
of history’s fighting men, detailing
the motivation, tactics, weapons,
and armor of soldiers past
and present.

* Specially commissioned full color
artwork, including battle scenes,
cutaways and exploded diagrams,
provides a unigue visual approach.

« Authoritative and accessible for
history enthusiasts of all ages.

According to one popular image, the Aztec army

was a ruthless and efficient war machine, that
established an empire by convincingly overwhelming
its neighbors, sacnficing thousands o bloodthirsty
gods along the way. From a contrasting perspective,
I native warriors were no match for the modern
warring methods of Cortés” greatly outnumbered
Spaniards, who decisively defeated them. The reality
of the Aztee warrior’s ability and effectiveness lies
somiewhere between those two extremes, as this ntle
makes clear. By examining the experiences of a
hypothetical individual, Cuauhth, this meticulously
reseurched book shows that the history of Axtec
warfare is much richer and far more complex than
previously understood, and reveals the close
relationship between social and military matters

in Aztec socicty,

www.ospreypublishing.com
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