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FRAY MARCOS DE MENA

PART ONE

What  we  are  about  to  recount  would  be  exaggerated  in  a novel,  and  yet  it  is  absolutely  true.  Our  ancient  history, relegated  for  many  years  to  the  dusty  libraries  of  convents, contains  episodes  that  would  provide  material  for  many entertaining volumes. 

The history of the Spanish conquistadors  is  well  known  and  popular,  but  the  truly romantic  adventures  of  the  many  religious  figures  who, moved  by  the  spirit  of  the  Gospel  and  that  rare  heroism  of converting idolaters to the Christian faith, knew no distances, feared  no  storms,  and  were  not  frightened  by  any  kind  of danger, and when they encountered some of those setbacks so  common  on  long  journeys  in  unknown  lands  strewn  with dangers,  they  referred  everything  to  God  and  died,  not  with the  indomitable  pride  of  bloodthirsty  captains,  but  with  the calm serenity of true believers who see the eternal, diamond-studded gates of heaven open in their final hour. 

We have discussed fleets, and we will have to return to this topic more than once, because the fleets that came from the  Spanish  peninsula  to  Mexico  and  returned  were  most  often either  the  beginning  or  the  end  of  important  events  or  rare adventures. 

Fifty  years  after  the  conquest,  trade  was  already  very active  in  Mexico,  large  shipments  traveled  from  Veracruz  to Chihuahua,  and  every  so  often  the  merchants  from  all  the Spanish  cities  that  had  already  been  founded  would  gather and  set  out  with  their  servants,  and  often  with  their  families, on a trip to the port to sell the fruits of agriculture and buy those from overseas. Some of the mines that later became famous began to pour out their streams of silver,  and  although  the  Holy  Brotherhood  had  cleared  the roads  of  thieves,  adventurers  seeking  fortune  and  crown officials  sent  from  Spain  or  returning  home  traveled  the  roads accompanied by squires and servants armed with large spears and  sometimes  steel  armor,  as  in  times  of  war.  All  this movement  increased  with  the  arrival  or  departure  of  a  fleet from the port of Veracruz. 

In mid-1553, a fleet was about to set sail. The  flagship  was the  largest  ship,  already  armed  for  war  or  belonging  to  the royal  navy.  In  addition  to  the   flagship,  there  were  always other ships with cannons and troops, which served as guards for all the merchant ships that gathered to embark on a long and  uncertain  voyage,  both  because  this  is  always  the  case with  small  sailing  ships,  and  also  because  Spanish  sailors, although daring and determined, did not know as precisely as they  do  today  the  currents,  shoals,  and  reefs  that  dot  the entire  sea  known  as  the  Antilles,  which  is  particularly dangerous during the harsh winter season. 

Perhaps  at  no  other  time  did  so  many  people  come  to Veracruz as they did then. Among masters, servants, porters, and merchants, there were four thousand people, whose main purpose  was  to  buy,  sell,  and  exchange  goods.  Those  who were  knowledgeable  stayed  in  houses,  enjoying  the  warm Spanish  hospitality  that  the  merchants  of  Veracruz  so generously offered their friends, treating them to excellent fish and the most exquisite wines. People with fewer connections and less wealth set up shacks and camps on the outskirts of the city. It was a veritable fair. 

During  the  day,  the  scorching  heat  kept  all  the  guests inside their makeshift rooms, while others in the city occupied their time with business; but when the sun went down, when the  gentle  waves  began  to  lap  monotonously  at  the  fiery sands,  and  when  the  breeze  blew,  at  intervals,  those perfumed  and  comforting  gusts  that  give  life  in  tropical regions, everything began to come alive and take on an air of joy  and  movement.  Lights  were  lit  in  all  the  barracks,  and music,  dancing,  games,  and  conversation  began,  and  the mysterious sounds of nature formed a strange accompaniment  to  the  bustle  and  noise  of  men.  The  nights passed in this way until the rigged fleet announced that it was only  waiting  for  a  good  wind  to  set  sail.  We  have  not  been able  to  ascertain  from  history  who  the  general  of  the  fleet was. We have read the name of  Corso  in some authors, but this  historical  inquiry  is  of  little  interest  to  the  rest  of  our narrative. 

After waiting several days, a beautiful, clear dawn broke clear;  soon  a  favorable  wind  began  to  blow.  The  anchors  were raised,  the  white  sails  billowed,  and  that  multitude  of  ships  that had been gloomy and sad, rocking alongside Ulúa with the tide, suddenly  seemed  to  transform  into  a  joyful,  white  flock  of seabirds. 

The  commotion  in  the  port  was  beyond  description.  More than  a  thousand  people  of  all  sexes  and  ages  who  were traveling rushed to the dock with the rest of their luggage, and almost  risking  falling  into  the  water,  they  jumped  into  the boats,  kicking  and  throwing  suits  when  they  couldn't  do  so, and believing, because such was their eagerness, that if they lost a minute could stay on land. Relatives and friends came to say goodbye at  the  docks,  and,  as  might  be  expected,  there  were  tears, caresses,  and  hugs,  promises  and  blessings,  because  a thousand  people  who  leave  always  leave  behind  at  least  as many who love them and care about their fate. 

Among the people on the beach, almost everyone focused their attention on one woman. She arrived at the pier dressed luxuriously  in  silk,  as  if  she  were  going  to  attend  a  ball,  her throat  and  fingers  adorned  with  diamonds  and  exquisite colored stones. She was tall, dark-skinned, with her head held high  and  proud.  Her  upper  lip,  slightly  thick  and  disdainful, was  shaded  with  a  light  fuzz,  and  her  large  black  eyes seemed  to  command  and  demand  submission  and  respect. 

This lady was followed by an indigenous maid and four black men.  She  arrived,  imperiously  pushing  aside  those  who blocked  her  path,  at  a  large  boat  that  was  undoubtedly prepared for her, and the sailors, who were also black, stood up  and  saluted  as  soon  as  they  saw  her,  some  jumping ashore to clear the way and help her board. The maid entered first, carrying a small sandalwood chest in her hand. then the lady  resolutely  took  a  step,  despite  the  rocking  of  the  boat, and  jumped  firmly  onto  one  of  the  benches,  standing  for  a moment,  her  gaze  sweeping  over  the  crowd  covering  the beach,  who  were  also  staring  at  her  because  of  her  agility, her  beauty,  and  the  richness  of  her  jewels.  When  the oarsmen  had  settled  themselves  and  steered  the  boat  away from the dock, the lady sat down at the stern, took the helm, and  said  aloud,  "To  Farfán's  ship."  The  conversation  turned, for  the  moment,  to  the  lady's  manners  and  beauty.  Some thought  they  knew  her,  others  mistook  her  name,  others claimed that the Friendship  and  certain  considerations  forced  them  to  remain silent.  Without  knowing  the  origin  or  reason,  word  spread  that this woman, so arrogant and determined, could very well be the devil  in  disguise,  and  cause  them  harm  on  the  voyage.  Many laughed,  but  others  took  this  superstitious  idea  on  board  the ships and communicated it to the other passengers. 

The solemn tolling of a bell in the square and a cannon shot fired by the  flagship  announced that the fleet was departing, and indeed, little by little, one after another, the ships left the canal, taking  the  long  way  out  and  moving  away,  until  at  dusk  they were lost in the reddish mists of twilight. 

At night, the cheerful camp of the previous day was silent and  dark.  The  residents  and  merchants  of  Veracruz,  weary and  sad,  retired  early,  and  the  next  day  crowds  of  travelers returning  to  Mexico  filled  the  roads.  That  fleet  carried  vast treasures  of  gold,  silver,  and  pearls,  and  perhaps  no  other fleet  ever  carried  such  a  large  number  of  wealthy  and prominent  people.  Among  the  passengers  were  five  monks: Fray Hernando Méndez, Fray Diego de la Cruz, Fray Juan de Mena, Fray Juan Ferrer, and Fray Marcos de Mena, all from the convent of Santo Domingo in Mexico. 

While  the  ships  sail  towards  Havana,  we  must  say  a  few words  about  the  lady  on  whom  we  have  probably  also focused our attention. 

The haughty, beautiful, and proud lady we saw embarking at Veracruz was named Doña Catalina. We have searched in vain for  her  surname  and  homeland  in  ancient  narratives.  It  seems that she was a native of Mexico City itself, the product of one of the  marriages  between  the  conquistadors  and  the  beautiful noble  Indian  women,  and  this  could  not  be  doubted  when  one looked at the color of her complexion,his slanted and black eyes and  her  exaggeratedly  small  hands  and  feet.  This  young woman married, we do not know when, Juan Ponce de León, a  Spaniard  with  many  connections  and  influence  in  the  city, and rich from the products of an encomienda in Tecama. 

Outwardly,  the  couple  lived  peacefully  and  happily  in  one of  the  main  houses;  they  were  served  by  black  men  and women, ate from silver tableware, had the finest collection of Flemish furniture and large Venetian screens; they tasted fine wines,  attended  all  the  festivities  and  ceremonies,  and  their house  was  visited  by  the  most  prominent  gentlemen  in Mexico.  Among  the  most  frequent  and  intimate  visitors  was Don  Bernardino  Bocanegra,  a  noble,  rich,  and  prominent gentleman,  somewhat  of  a  rake  and  handsome,  who,  like most of the sons of the conquistadors, always carried a sharp rapier and a long dagger. This character, restless and daring by  nature,  was  a  close  friend  of  the  Marquis  del  Valle  and took an active part in all the adventures and conspiracies that we  have  described  in  previous  articles.  Malicious  tongues said that Bocanegra's visits to the house of the encomendero of  Tecama  were  not  entirely  innocent,  and  furthermore,  the children  that  Ponce  had  had  before  with  another  woman,  as can be inferred from the legends, did not look kindly on Doña Catalina. Whatever the case may be, the fact is that this was how this family lived, and that perhaps during the years 1550 to  1553  no  notable  incidents  occurred,  and  everyone  kept their conjectures and suspicions to themselves. 

One night when neither Ponce de León nor Bocanegra  or  any  other  visitors  had  arrived,  Doña  Catalina called for a black slave she had, who was quite lively and, let's say,  mischievous.  His  name  was  Francisco,  a  common  name given to Africans in Mexico, and he was completely trustworthy. 

"I  am  going  to  ask  you  to  do  something  for  me,"  she  said, "and I would not ask anyone else but you, because I know how much you love me." 

"I  love  my  mistress  very  much,"  replied  the  black  man,  "my mistress  commands  and  Francisco  will  give  his  life  and everything for her." 

Perhaps it won't be necessary, but whatever happens, even if they put you in jail and torture you, don't say a single word. 

The black man, hearing the word "torture," which filled the inhabitants with terror, remained silent. 

"Here," said Doña Catalina, handing him a handful of silver coins. "I just wanted to test whether you truly loved me, but I don't need you at all, and you may leave now." 

Doña  Catalina  turned  her  face  away  in  anger,  and  the black man, moved and at the same time keeping his money, knelt before his mistress. 

"Francisco loves you very much. Francisco will let himself be killed.  Francisco  will  say  nothing.  My  mistress  commands,  and Francisco will do everything. 

"Get up and don't be afraid, for this is all nonsense. When Don  Bernardino  Bocanegra  comes  to  visit,  you  will  stand  by the door of the hallway, you will not let anyone in unless I tell you to, and when I tell you, you will open the door quickly and let Bocanegra out. 

Do you understand? 

"My mistress commands, I do everything; my mistress trusts Francisco. 

"If  for  any  reason  you  are  ever  asked  about  any  of  this, you  will  say  nothing,  and  you  can  count  on  me  to  give  you your  freedom  and  all  the  money  you  want;  but  understand that even under torture you must confess nothing." 

The black man again promised his mistress that he would do everything she had commanded, and withdrew, always a little sad, thinking of the torment; but not understanding how they could in any case put him in jail and torture him for merely opening and closing
the door of his mistress's house. 

Two  and  three  weeks  passed,  and  Francisco  carried  out Doña  Catalina's  orders  with  meticulous  precision.  If  anyone knocked on the door, Francisco immediately said:

"My master and mistress are asleep, and I will not open the door." 

Doña Catalina had barely spoken to him when Francisco, ready,  opened  the  door  to  Don  Bernardino  Bocanegra,  and the  only  thing  that  caught  his  attention  and  reminded  him  of his  torment  was  that  his  master,  Don  Juan  Ponce  de  León, entered  his  house  as  soon  as  the  churches  rang  the  death knell,  while  Don  Bernardino  Bocanegra  left  at  two  or  three and  sometimes  four  in  the  morning.  Francisco  made  a thousand calculations in his head, and finally calmed himself by saying:

"Sleep two, then sleep or talk three." 

One  night,  shortly  after  midnight,  Doña  Catalina  went  out onto  the  balcony  and  called  out  to  Francisco  in  a  visibly trembling  and  broken  voice:  "Francisco,  open  carefully  and quietly,  and  check  if  anyone  is  passing  by  on  the  street." 

Francisco, who had received the same order on other nights, opened  the  shutter  gently,  poked  his  black  head  out  into  an even  blacker  night,  looked  around  everywhere,  and  then withdrew and closed it again, saying:

—A lonely, dark street. 

"Open the door for Don Bernardino." 

Francisco opened the door and Don Bernardino came out, wrapped  up  to  his  eyes  and  staggering  as  if  he  had  been drinking wine. 

"Don  Bernardino  drunk,"  said  the  black  man;  but  feeling something wet on his hand when it bumped into Bocanegra's as  he  opened  the  door,  he  approached  a  lantern  burning  on the  stair  landing,  in  front  of  an  image  of  the  Virgin,  and noticed that it was blood. 

"Torment Francisco," said the black man in horror. "Of three, one will die. Mistress no, Don Bernardino no. Master Ponce"  and,  unable  to  utter  a  word,  he  sat  down  on  a  step  of  the staircase so as not to fall. 

The house, except for the flickering light of the lantern, was gloomy  and  dark.  The  other  servants,  relegated  and  locked away  at  the  opposite  end,  as  usual,  were  fast  asleep. 

Francisco  was  afraid,  and  as  soon  as  he  thought  of screaming, he thought of running away and leaving the house abandoned;  but  his  ideas  had  to  change  suddenly.  Doña Catalina,  half-dressed,  half-naked,  with  her  long  hair  loose and spread out like a black velvet cloak on her back, with her large,  threatening  eyes,  appeared  before  Francisco  with  a long rapier in her hand. 

"Look, slave of Lucifer," she said, brandishing the sword,  "if  you  scream  or  if  you  don't  blindly  do  as  I  command,  I'll tear your heart to pieces; on the contrary, if you obey me, I'll give you money, lots of money." 

Francisco  wanted  to  kneel  but  couldn't;  he  wanted  to speak, but the words stuck in his throat. Doña Catalina, who saw in the dim light of the lantern that Francisco was stunned, changed her tone. 

"Don't be afraid, get up; calm down and listen to what I have to say." 

Francisco, calmer now, was able to stand up and listen. 

"The master is dead. It must be said that the thieves killed him and wounded you. 

"They didn't wound me." 

"Yes, you will see," said Doña Catalina, and she slashed his cheek with her sword. The black man cried out and put his hand to his face. 

"It's  nothing,  and  be  quiet.  I've  cut  you  just  enough  to  draw blood.  Later  I'll  treat  you  and  give  you  money,  but  for  now  you must stay here and pretend to be unconscious. 

The  cut  was  neither  serious  nor  deep,  but  the  black  man had no need to feign; the shock and loss of blood caused him to faint. 

"Good,"  said  Doña  Catalina,  looking  at  the  black  man  and throwing the weapon, which was a common, ordinary rapier with no markings, onto a step. "Now for the rest." And with that, she went to the door, opened it slightly, and leaned out into the thick darkness of the night, beginning to shout and call for justice. 

In  those  years  there  was  such  a  plague  of  thieves  that  at eight  o'clock  at  night  one  could  not  walk  in  the  town  without being  armed  with  pitchforks  and  followed  by  half  a  dozen armed servants. 

The bailiffs patrolled the streets and the police kept watch, so within half an hour Doña Catalina's cries had been heard, and a handful of bailiffs, led by the mayor, arrived at the door. 

"My  husband  has  been  murdered,  and  my  slave  too,  my jewels  stolen,  please,  please,  gentlemen!"  cried  Doña Catalina; and as we have said that her dress was very similar to that of our first mother, the bailiffs hastened to help her and believe everything she told them. They entered the house and found Francisco lying on the landing in a pool of blood. They went  upstairs  and  noticed  the  furniture,  the  clothes, everything  in  disarray  and  with  visible  signs  of  having  been handled  and  rummaged  through.  They  entered  the  bedroom and found Juan Ponce de León in bed, stabbed to death and swimming  in  blood.  A  sword  and  a  rapier  lying  on  the  floor showed that Ponce had tried to defend himself. 

Doña  Catalina  told  them  what  she  thought  was appropriate,  they  took  away  Ponce's  body,  and  would  have done  the  same  with  the  black  man's,  but  having  noticed  that he  was  moving  and  that  his  wound  was  not  serious,  they suddenly left him in the care and responsibility  of  Doña  Catalina,  who,  as  a  beautiful  and important lady, was treated with the utmost consideration. 

What  actually  happened  was  known  only  to  Bocanegra, Doña  Catalina,  and  God.  Did  Ponce  and  Bocanegra  quarrel, or  did  the  lover  and  the  lady  kill  the  husband?  That  was something no one ever wanted or was able to find out. 

As  Ponce  was  wealthy  and  well  connected,  the  event caused a great stir in the city. Doña Catalina dressed all the servants in mourning clothes and shut herself away, refusing to  be  seen  by  anyone.  Francisco,  having  recovered  from  his cut,  remained  in  the  house  at  Doña  Catalina's  request, obliged  only  to  appear  before  the  courts  when  summoned. 

Investigations  began,  but  for  many  weeks  they  proved fruitless. 

It occurred to the mayor who had helped Doña Catalina to ask about Bocanegra, and it turned out from inquiries that he had  not  been  seen  on  the  street  since  the  night  of  the incident.  An  order  was  given  to  arrest  him,  but  he  was  not found  at  home  or  anywhere  else.  Then  Francisco  the  black man  was  summoned,  and  he  was  put  in  jail.  Unwilling  to confess  anything,  he  was  tortured,  and  during  the  torture  he confessed  what  had  happened  in  relation  to  the  door,  but nothing else. The courts began to take action, but since then and now the laws do not apply to the powerful, Doña Catalina, by  force  of  money,  managed  to  have  the  case  closed, sentencing  her  to  exile  from  the  Indies  and  to  pay  ten thousand  pesos  to  each  of  Ponce's  children,  whom  history does not say how many there were. Doña Catalina settled her affairs, packed up her house, and gathered her jewels, which her  maid  carried  in  a  small  sandalwood  chest.  The  slave Francisco,  with  his  mark  on  his  face  and  half  broken  by torment, but free, also had to make the journey. Such was the lady  who  embarked  on  Gonzalo  de  Farfán's  ship  bound  for Spain. 

The fleet's voyage must have taken place during the terrible and dangerous months of September or October. The next day, the weather  turned  bad  again,  and  so,  with  rough  seas,  a  leaden sky,  and  laborious  sailing,  as  the  wind  was  generally  blowing from  the  bow,  the  squadron  arrived  in  Havana  after  fourteen days.  It  remained  there  for  a  week,  some  passengers disembarked,  others  embarked,  and  to  the  great  riches  carried by  the  ships  were  added  some  treasures  belonging  to  the wealthy speculators who then populated the islands. 

Before  the  fleet  left  Havana,  Farfán  entered  the  lady's cabin. 

"Doña  Catalina,"  he  said,  "since  we  left  Veracruz,  we  have had terrible weather. We sailors are like that, and I declare that I will not take you on board anymore. Do not force me to tell you the reasons. Come on, it's just an idea. 

Doña  Catalina,  furious,  insisted  on  staying  on  the  ship;  but the sailor was inflexible, and went so far as to tell her that if the bad  weather  continued  when  they  returned  to  sea,  he  would have her thrown overboard if she was still on board.  The proud woman  sent  one  of  her  slaves  to  find  passage,  and  she  was refused  on  two  or  three  boats,  until,  at  the  request  of  the  five Dominican priests, she was admitted to the same boat they were traveling on. 


PART TWO

The  fleet  finally  left  the  beautiful  bay  of  Havana  without  the weather  improving;  it  rounded  the  rock  now  called  El  Morro, and it took four days to enter the Florida Channel; such were the  winds  that  pushed  it  toward  the  Gulf  of  Mexico,  from which it was trying to escape. On the fifth day, the sky became more terrible and threatening. 

Thick, purple, dense clouds seemed to rise from the waters and fill  the  horizon  with  a  sinister  darkness.  The  sea  appeared  to have  little  swell,  but  it  boiled  as  if  there  were  a  cauldron  at  the bottom, and without knowing why, the ships suddenly shook, as if the back of a whale were passing under their keels. This is a phenomenon  perhaps  peculiar  to  the  Gulf  and  the  entire Caribbean Sea, so that sometimes strong jolts are experienced, while  the  waves  barely  rise  half  a  yard  on  the  moving  surface. 

The  Captain  gave signals, and all the ships, which were perhaps thirty  and  were  sailing  in  convoy,  began  the  maneuver;  some lowered  their  sails  completely  and  remained  pitching,  dragged by the fast waters of  the Gulf Stream, others kept their mainsail, and others, more daring, set all sails, as sailors say, and fast as the  alcyones  began  to  sink  and  emerge  successively  from  the abysses  that  were  already  beginning  to  form  with  the  strong wind.  The  Florida  Channel  is  full  of  cays,  islets,  reefs,  and  low, treacherous  shores,  and  the  danger  was  that,  as  night  fell  and they were swept along by the waves and wind, the ships would run  aground  on  some  reef.  Night  fell,  not  only  dark,  but  full  of that  floating  darkness  that  causes  so  much  fear  at  sea,  and which one does not know if it is the vapors rising from the water or  the  vapors  falling  from  the  sky;  the  fact  is  that  one  can physically  see  that  the  ship  has  to  make  its  way  through  that deep and endless darkness that is becoming increasingly black and terrifying. The  Captain  lit a lantern at the stern and another at  the  bow,  while  the  other  ships  lit  only  one  at  the  bow,  and  a cannon shot announced that danger was drawing ever closer. 

The stormy and threatening night passed without incident, however, and the passengers greeted the first rays of sunlight with  a  kind  of  frenzy.  For  a  moment,  the  sun  broke  through the layers of clouds and illuminated the choppy surface of the ocean,  that  immense  ocean  whose  waves  lash  the  lush  and fertile  shores  of  America  and  the  scorching  sands  of  the African  coast.  All  the  ships  had  maintained  a  convenient distance from each other, and it was possible to see through the  telescope  that  the  squadron  was  complete.  Most  of  the captains, even though the wind was blowing a quarter to the northeast  and  was  strong,  took  advantage  of  the  sun  and began  to  unfurl  their  sails.  Only  Farfán's  ship  kept  only  the foresail  and  weathered  the  wind.  The  day  passed  in  this manner, but at sunset, yellow and blood-red reflections visible in  some  parts  of  the  horizon  alarmed  the  captains,  who decided  to  lower  their  sails  and  wait  out  the  wind  with  their masts bare. Farfán's ship was gaining ground, while the ship carrying  the  Dominican  priests  seemed  to  be  visibly  pushed toward  the  reefs.  Other  ships  were  still  unable  to  avoid  the same  course.  At  around  eleven  o'clock  at  night,  the  wind picked up and began to blow with unprecedented fury. All the ships turned on their lights, and those that were armed began to  signal  and  fire  a  number  of  cannon  shots,  in  accordance with naval regulations, to warn the others of the danger. 

It is not easy to describe the confusion, the tears, or the terror  of  those  on  board  each  ship.  We  have  already  said  that there  were  more  than  a  thousand  people  distributed  among vessels  that  today  we  would  call  miserable  little  boats,  and among  them  were  many  women,  children,  slaves,  and  also some  Indians  who,  as  servants,  accompanied  their  masters  to Spain.  On  the  ship  carrying  the  Dominican  friars,  a  scene unfolded even  more  terrible.  The  passengers  and  sailors,  who  were convinced that Doña Catalina was the devil incarnate, or at least the  cause  of  the  storm,  went  down  to  the  cabin  and  found  the lady  overcome  by  seasickness  and  terror  of  imminent  death. 

They  seized  her  and  brought  her  up  on  deck,  determined  to throw  her  into  the  sea.  The  woman,  who  at  first  did  not  know what was happening, allowed herself to be led away, but warned by  the  black  man  Francisco  of  the  danger  she  was  in,  and regaining her strength and energy, she knocked down those who were  leading  her  and  ran  to  seek  refuge,  falling  at  the  feet  of Fray  Marcos  de  Mena  and  embracing  his  knees.  He  remained calm  and  resigned  in  the  midst  of  the  storm,  praying  and entrusting  his  life  and  that  of  his  companions  to  the  Lord  who calms the seas and silences the fearsome noise of the winds. 

Fray Marcos kindly welcomed Doña Catalina, with With  gentle  and  persuasive  words,  he  calmed  the  sailors' fears and anger, telling them that they were all in God's hands and that neither Doña Catalina nor anyone else had any evil influence  over  the  winds  and  the  sea.  The  fury  of  the  storm left no room for further conversation. A wave crashed against the  side  of  the  ship,  throwing  Fray  Marcos,  Doña  Catalina, and  those  nearby  onto  the  deck,  destroying  part  of  the superstructure  and  sweeping  away  everything  in  its  path. 

Another  wave  followed,  and  then  another,  and  rain  poured down  as  if  the  floodgates  of  heaven  had  opened,  forcing  all the  passengers  to  descend  into  the  narrow  cabin.  There  the monks  began  to  pray,  and  everyone  fell  to  their  knees imploring forgiveness for their sins and God's mercy. 

The     currents,     the     wind,     the     terror     that had been taken  hold  of  the  sailors  after  three  days  of  such  harsh weather,  perhaps  causing  them  to  steer  poorly;  the  fact  was that  the  ships  were  getting  closer  and  closer  together,  and you could hear the     lamentations,     the     curses     and     the cries     that     gave mutually  the  pilots  to  prevent  the  ships  from  crashing  into each  other.  One  ship  was  coming  straight  at  them  with  such speed  that  it  seemed  as  if  Satan  himself  were  pushing  it  to crash  into  the  Dominicans'  ship,  but  in  its  path  another  ship crossed, thrown by a wave, and the two collided. There was a loud crash, and within five minutes the ocean had swallowed the ships, masts, passengers, everything, as if the dark throat of some monster had opened and closed again, devouring its prey. The monks, who had come up on deck for a moment, let out a cry of horror and began to absolve the shipwrecked and commend their souls to God's mercy. 

The wind grew stronger and stronger, and the waves higher and  more  threatening.  The  scene  we  have  just  described  was repeated,  and  the  ships  were  wrecked  on  each  other,  others were  smashed  to  pieces  against  the  reefs,  and  others  ran aground  in  the  darkness  and  horror  of  this  terrible  night  on  the coast  of  Florida.  Farfán's  ship,  Corso's  ship,  and  four  or  five others  were  able  to  reach  the  open  sea,  maneuvering  with  skill and energy, and were saved. 

It  seemed  that  the  storm  had  had  no  other  purpose  than  to destroy  the  fleet,  for  as  soon  as  all  the  ships  had  either  run aground  or  been  broken  up  and  sunk,  the  wind  died  down,  the waves  subsided,  and  the  turbulent  and  conflicting  currents  took their  natural  course.  The  sun  of  the  new  day  shone  on  the shipwrecked  survivors,  who  found  themselves  a  short  distance from land. With the help of ropes, nails, and broken planks from the  stranded  ships,  they  were  able  to  build  some  rafts,  and  as the  sea  was  now  calm,  they  gradually  disembarked  the passengers  with  part  of  the  luggage,  although  wet,  and  a quantity more than sufficient  provisions.  Of  the  more  than  1,500  people  who  were traveling  in  the  fleet,  only  about  300  were  saved,  along  with those  who  were  traveling  in  Farfán's  ships  and  the  others  who, as  we  have  said,  escaped  the  disaster.  Among  the  three hundred  who  reached  land,  we  count  the  five  Dominican  friars, Doña  Catalina,  and  her  maid,  who  did  not  abandon  the  little sandalwood chest. As for poor Francisco, the black man, he was surely  carried  away  by  a  wave  during  the  night  without  anyone noticing;  the  fact  is  that  he  was  not  found  among  the passengers. 

The  immediate  danger  of  the  sea  left  the  unfortunate castaways no time to reflect, but once they were safe, another risk,  one  they  had  not  considered,  presented  itself  to  their imagination. Those lands would surely be full of barbaric and indomitable tribes, and it would not be long before they were attacked  by  them.  The  coast  was  deserted,  but  many ventured inland to explore the country and found no traces or signs  of  any  inhabitants.  This  suddenly  reassured  the unfortunate  colony,  which  had  been  suddenly  thrown  by  the waves onto that inhospitable coast, and they decided, before making  any  further  decisions,  to  set  up  a  kind  of  camp.  The women  set  about  gathering  the  hams,  biscuits,  tins  of  food, and other provisions that had been saved and washed up by the  tide.  The  men  examined  all  the  wreckage  from  the shipwreck to make use of the wood and rigging to build some barracks,  and  the  clergy  tried  to  maintain  order  by  ensuring that  the  provisions  were  distributed  equally  and  that  there were no disputes or disorder in the camp. In this work, a week passed  as  peacefully  as  possible,  and  those  who  had  lost their  wealth  began  to  console  themselves  with  the  fact  that they had gained enough by saving their lives and keeping their limbs intact complete. 

Hope  and  happiness  reigned  among  those unfortunate people, because the country was picturesque and fertile,  and  the  mild  climate  had  helped  them  regain  their strength  and  health.  One  morning,  at  the  end  of  the  week,  a large  gathering  of  Indians  appeared  in  the  distance.  The colony  was  naturally  alarmed,  but  as  they  drew  nearer,  it became  clear  that  they  came  in  peace,  for  they  carried  their bows  lowered  and  many  fish  in  their  hands,  which  they offered to the shipwrecked men with visible signs of joy. With fear  but  also  with  pleasure,  they  were  welcomed  by  the colony, and the women hurried to take the fish and, lighting a fire, began to cook and roast them on the coals. Indians and whites  sat  down  in  perfect  harmony  to  enjoy  this  sudden banquet of fresh and tasty seafood. The general of the fleet, whose  name,  we  repeat,  we  have  been  unable  to  ascertain, distrustful,  however,  secretly  gathered  the  most  courageous men, gave them the weapons that had been saved, consisting of  two  crossbows  and  some  rapiers  and  swords,  and  waited for  the  outcome.  When  the  shipwrecked  men  were  most confident and were savoring the fish that seemed delicious to them, the Indians suddenly rose, let out a terrible scream, and shot their arrows at that gathering of defenseless women and children.  The  general,  at  the  head  of  the  armed  Spaniards, charged  vigorously  against  the  Indians,  wounding  them  with swords  and  crossbows,  and  even  the  women,  armed  with sticks  and  whatever  else  they  could  find,  cooperated  in  the defense.  After  nearly  an  hour  of  combat,  which  was  full  of shouting  and  confusion,  the  savages  fled  and  disappeared into  the  jungle,  leaving  several  people  badly  injured  and carrying their wounded and dead with them. 

This incident caused consternation in the camp, and everyone began to think and discuss seriously about the decided  which  course  to  take,  and  resolved  to  set  out  and follow  the  coast  to  Pánuco  (Tampico),  which  they  firmly believed to be three days' journey away. Today, knowing the distance  from  Florida  to  our  coast  of  Tamaulipas,  we  can clearly  see  the  serious  geographical  error  they  made.  Panic had taken hold of the colony. Every noise in the forest, every whistle  of  the  wind,  every  wave  crashing  on  the  beach seemed to them to be the fatal cry of the barbarians, and they wanted  to  flee  at  all  costs  from  that  place  where  they  were sure  of  a  disastrous  death.  At  dawn  the  next  day,  the distraught  people,  without  taking  any  precautions,  without taking any of the food that still existed, without collecting the wood  that  had  been  washed  up  by  the  waters,  fled,  half-naked and barefoot, some carrying their small children, others carrying  them  on  foot,  despite  the  orders  of  the  general  and the  pleas  and  exhortations  of  the  Dominican  friars.  The teacher Agustín Dávila Padilla says:

Everyone was walking, most of them barefoot, many almost naked, and  some  completely  naked.  The  women  and  children  suffered most on the journey, and the occasion forced them all to lengthen their stride. They felt hunger and fatigue, the heat of the sand was distressing,  and   there  was  fire  in  their  heads  and  fire  in  their  feet. 

The  children  cried,  their  mothers  were  moved  to  pity,  and  they  all marched  with  great  sorrow,  trying  to  remedy  it  by  discovering Christian land and hurrying to find it. 

They walked like this for five or six days, and there is little to add  to  the  pathetic  account  we  have  copied,  written  by  the apostolic  man  who  authored  the   History  of  the  Province  of Santiago de México. The Indians, who were now certain that the white men had no firearms, came out of the forests and began to pursue  the  unfortunate  men,  shooting  them  with  arrows  and harassing  them  in  every  way  they  could.  The  general  of  the annihilated fleet, who still retained some authority over his men, he ordered the march. The Dominican friars took the lead and explored  the  way,  gathering  some  shellfish,  herbs,  and anything else they thought could be used for food. They also looked for freshwater sources, dug wells in the sand, and set up  camp  for  the  night  in  the  most  comfortable  place.  They worked  all  day,  encouraging  the  weary,  comforting  the unfortunate  women,  carrying  children  in  their  arms  for  long distances, placing tree trunks across swamps and streams; in short,  they  were  the  guardian  angels  of  those  poor  people abandoned  in  the  endless  deserts  of  North  America.  Fray Marcos de Mena, younger, stronger, and more active than the other  monks,  was  invested  with  authority  by  all  the  pilgrims, so  that  after  the  general,  he  was  the  only  one  they  obeyed and respected. The women, children, and elderly were placed in  the  center,  and  the  rear  was  covered  by  the  general,  with the strongest men carrying the crossbows and weapons. The Mexicans  and  indigenous  people  who  were  part  of  the expedition, armed with a kind of mace made from tree trunks, served  as  agile  scouts,  running,  swimming,  and  recognizing the  cunning  of  their  enemies,  providing  everyone  with services  of  great  value.  It  was  necessary  to  engage  in continuous  combat  with  the  savages  during  the  day,  and  at night  it  was  necessary  for  most  of  the  armed  men  to  remain awake so as not to be taken by surprise. Anyone who reads these  lines,  which  simply  refer  to  this  disastrous  pilgrimage, can imagine the terror and suffering of those people on dark, stormy nights, exhausted from fatigue, shivering from the cold and  damp,  some  wounded  by  arrows,  and  all  ravenous  with hunger and, above all, thirst; for most of the time they had to content themselves with the brackish water they found. 

Thus,  amid  these  endless  hardships,  they  reached  the banks of a mighty and murky river, which, dragging its heavy waters  through  whirlpools  and  low,  sad  banks,  seemed  to block their path once and for all. They named this river  Bravo, and  it  surely  cannot  be  other  than  the  Mississippi;  and  the belief that once they had crossed that river they would find the Pánuco  a  short  distance  away  gave  them  new  vigor  and hope.  They  camped  on  the  banks,  quenched  their  thirst  with that  fresh  and  healthy  water,  although  some,  according  to Master Dávila, died from drinking too much; They bathed and healed  their  wounds,  and  with  strange  vigor,  encouraged  by the  general,  and  above  all  by  Fray  Marcos  de  Mena,  they began the construction of a large raft, using some axes, tools, and  ropes  that  had  been  collected  by  the  sailor,  who  was more  sensible  and  more  foresighted  than  the  others.  They spent nearly two weeks cutting down trees, carving them, and finally  forming  a  couple  of  solid  rafts  with  which  to  cross  the river,  and  during  that  time  they  lived  meagerly,  setting  traps for  birds  and  gathering  some  shellfish,  dividing  these resources  economically  among  themselves.  The  Indians  had disappeared  a  few  days  earlier,  and  the  pilgrims  conceived the  idea  that,  finding  themselves  very  close  to  Pánuco,  their enemies would have given up on the idea of bothering them. 

With this flattering hope, they crossed the great river, but they suffered the irreparable misfortune of a clergyman on the raft throwing  a  bundle  of  old,  dirty  clothes  he  no  longer  needed into the water, which landed on top of the crossbows, leaving them  with  only  a  few  blunt  and  nicked  blades  that  had  been used for various tasks. 

The day after crossing the river, and continuing the  direction  of  the  coast,  they  noticed  that  more  than  a hundred Indians were following them at a distance. While they had crossed on rafts, the savages had done so in their canoes. 

For  two  days,  the  enemies  kept  their  distance,  but  when they realized that the Spaniards did not have crossbows, they approached  and  shot  their  arrows  for  over  an  hour  without interruption. Several women and children were wounded, and three Spaniards who tried to stop the fury of the Indians with their meager weapons were wounded and taken prisoner. As soon as they seized them, they let out a cry of fierce joy and took them to a nearby thicket of bushes, where they tied them up  with  leather  straps  they  untangled  from  their  waists  and began  to  torture  them.  It  was  already  late  in  the  afternoon, and  night  fell  quickly.  The  Indians  lit  bonfires  around  their victims  and  began  to  dance,  making  diabolical  gestures  and contortions.  Tired  from  dancing,  the  younger  ones  shot  their arrows,  using  the  eyes  and  mouths  of  the  Spaniards  as targets.  After  a  while,  they  returned  to  begin  their  infernal dance and stoke the fires, and when the dance was over, they tried  to  cut  off  the  tongues  or  arms  of  their  prisoners  with crude  flint  knives,  cauterizing  the  blood  and  wounds  with burning  embers.  This  took  place  in  full  view  of  the  pilgrims who, seized with terror, did not dare to move or utter a word. 

Doña  Catalina,  whom  we  had  forgotten  to  mention  in recounting these strange adventures we  have  forgotten,  had  retained  her  energy  and  pride throughout  the  journey  to  the  crossing  of  the  great  river. 

Having saved some of her rich luggage, she always appeared dressed  in  silk,  and  even  though  her  dresses  were  wet  and battered,  they  gave  her  a  certain  air  of  elegance,  so  that many of those who were able to remain in good spirits called her  the  queen,  while  others,  who  always  considered  her  the cause  of  all  their  misfortunes,  refused  her  any  kind  of  help and even the scarce  food  that  was  distributed.  Doña  Catalina  endured fatigue, rain, and cold with truly heroic courage, and as far as food was concerned, she was perhaps the one who had fared best.  The  small  sandalwood  chest  that  the  maid  always carried had been her lifeline, as it contained her jewels. One day she gave a diamond the size of a chickpea for two crabs, another day a beautiful ruby for a fish and a handful of herbs, another day an emerald for a few shrimp, and another day a beautiful string of pearls for a little brackish water. Among the pilgrims,  as  might  be  expected,  there  were  people  who sought,  in  exchange  for  precious  stones,  to  serve  Doña Catalina  in  spirit,  always  hoping  to  arrive  alive  and  with valuable  jewels  at  the  longed-for  Pánuco.  When  Doña Catalina  opened  her  large  eyes,  which  seemed  to  penetrate the  distant  forests  with  their  light,  and  observed  the  cruel torments  of  the  Spaniards,  her  energy  and  resolve abandoned her, and, flooded with tears, she fell at the feet of Fray Marcos, confessed all her sins, and made a solemn vow that  if  she  escaped  with  her  life,  she  would  give  all  her possessions to the poor, take the religious habit, and devote the rest of her days to penance and prayer. 

"God disposes all things and is the master of our lives," said Friar Marcos in a soft voice, giving her his blessing. "If  it  is  determined  that  we  suffer  the  same  martyrdom  as  our companions, let us suffer it with resignation, let us offer our souls to the Lord, and the gates of heaven will open for us." 

Many others followed Doña Catalina's example, and those good  religious  men,  regardless  of  their  fatigue  and  their  own sorrows, heard confessions, absolving and encouraging those disconsolate  creatures,  while  the  prisoners,  tied  up  in  the bushes,  died  in  the  midst  of  the  most  cruel  pains;  and  the Indians danced  and  danced  until  the  bonfires  went  out  and  the  light  of the  new  day  came  to  illuminate  this  scene  of  horror  and desolation. 



PART THREE


The savages, shouting and laughing diabolically, disappeared into  the  jungle;  but  from  that  moment  on,  the  pilgrims'  spirits were  so  low  that  they  did  not  even  have  the  strength  to provide  themselves  with  the  necessary  sustenance.  Mothers clutched  their  children  to  their  breasts,  and  many  of  these creatures,  wounded,  thirsty,  and  feverish,  moaned  pitifully. 

They  all  had  to  continue  their  march  because  there  was  no other choice, and a remnant of hope and illusion made them see,  as  if  it  were  heavenly  glory,  the  longed-for  ranch  of Pánuco. The savages reappeared two days later with cheerful and  pleasant  expressions  on  their  faces.  They  seized  two men  who  had  fallen  behind  due  to  fatigue,  and  instead  of tying them up and leading them to martyrdom, they began to undress  them,  and  once  they  were  naked  as  Adam,  they  let them go without harming them further. It was a ray of light, an inspiration  for  the  unfortunate  men.  Offering  their  clothes  in exchange for their lives was nothing. 

The Indians approached again and the pilgrims signaled  to  them  to  ask  if  they  wanted  the  clothes,  to  which they  also  replied  affirmatively  with  gestures,  and  then  they entered  the  camp.  They  suddenly  came  across  a  stuttering man from Vizcaya, who with visible disgust took off his pants; but  it  was  not  possible  for  him  to  willingly  hand  over  a  red   jacket   he  was  wearing.  The savages became furious, shot him with many arrows, and left him dead on the ground, tearing his jacket to shreds and dividing the fragments among themselves.  With this example on the one hand, and threatened by the savages who were drawing their bows, men,  women,  children,  even  the  clergy  had  to  strip  naked, their  enemies  not  allowing  them  to  keep  even  a  rag  or  a handkerchief to cover themselves. 

What a strange pity [says Master Dávila Padilla] it would be to see those poor people persecuted, hungry, naked, ashamed, wounded, and suffering so many evils that there are hardly any Christian ears that can hear them without feeling great sorrow. Some women fell down dead, and although there were other causes for this, much of it  must  have  been  due  to  the  shame  of  seeing  themselves  so lacking in the honest shelter that nature so strongly teaches them. 

The  Indians  laughed,  mocked,  and  celebrated  the invention,  so  they  saw  all  the  pilgrims  completely  naked  and began to dress themselves in Spanish clothes. Doña Catalina had to hand over her silk dresses to an Indian woman, who in turn  undressed  and  adorned  herself  ridiculously  with  the  rich lady's clothes. The maid suffered the same fate, but she was able to hide the sandalwood chest in the sand, and the jewels it contained allowed them to live for a few more days. 

The  Indians  suddenly  withdrew,  not  without  firing  a  few arrows, and the castaways had to continue their painful journey in  search  of  Pánuco,  which  seemed  to  be  constantly  receding and was at the end of the earth. 

It  seems  that  from  the  time  the  shipwrecked  sailors  left Florida until the cruel adventure we have just recounted took place, perhaps sixty days had passed. The chronicle does not specify how they crossed the rivers of Texas and the one now called the North Bravo, and it points to a fatal day on the Las Palmas  River,  referring  to  it,  more  or  less,  in  this  way:  The unfortunate  people  crossed  a  country  entirely  devoid  of drinking water, and their thirst was already so great that.

When someone spotted a scarce spring on a rock, they would run like mad, devouring the little water there was, along with the mud, sand, and pebbles. Their only hope of not dying the most horrible death was rain, but either it did not fall from the sky, or when it did, it was impossible for them to collect it, and they  watched  in  horror  as  the  burning  sand  sucked  up  the drops  that  would  have  given  them  life.  Thus,  the  strongest and most courageous were able to reach the River of Palms, for  the  weak  and  sickly  had  been  scattered  along  the  way, some dying of hunger and thirst, others from the wounds and sores  that  the  insect  bites  and  the  sun  had  inflicted  on  their bodies;  for  it  must  not  be  forgotten  that  they  made  this  last part  of  the  pilgrimage  completely  naked.  When  they  saw  a wide,  sweet,  crystal-clear  river,  they  threw  themselves voraciously  into  its  cold  waters  to  drink,  and,  exhausted  and sweaty, they found death where they thought they would find life.  Added  to  this  was  another,  even  more  terrible  attack  by the  Indians,  who  may  or  may  not  have  been  the  same  ones who had pursued them from Florida, or others, for that entire coast was full of fierce hunting tribes that the Spaniards were never able to conquer or reduce to a civilized life. The barrage of  arrows  and  blows  was  so  intense,  and  the  women  so extremely  weak,  that  they  all  perished  on  the  banks  of  this river,  and  there  were  cases  in  which  children  were  left abandoned,  crying  beside  the  bloody  corpses  of  their mothers,  and  then  probably  died,  either  killed  by  the  Indians or  from  hunger  and  neglect.  It  is  difficult  to  imagine  any shipwreck  involving  such  a  series  of  horrific  adventures.  In addition to the women, more than fifty men also died, and the few who remained, with order no longer possible and mutual aid useless,    desperate and
frantic, they scattered through the woods, trying to save their lives or end them quickly. 

Unable  to  deal  with  all  the  individuals  and  their  sufferings due  to  a  lack  of  details,  we  will  not  omit  to  mention  what  we know  about  the  characters  who  have  featured  most prominently in this narrative. 

The  five  religious  men  we  have  mentioned  embarked  on the  fleet,  going  to  Spain  on  what  we  might  call  spiritual business, that is, to procure the powers and means to convert the  infidels  and  civilize  them.  Providence  chose  to  test  their fortitude,  and  they  suffered  their  fate  and  their  lot  without complaint, blessing the hand of God until the very last hour. 

Fray  Diego  de  la  Cruz  was  Spanish,  and  Fray  Hernando Méndez was Mexican, a robust young man, a good student, and endowed  with  the  simple  and  admirable  virtues  inspired  by Christianity.  When  the  savages  attacked  the  pilgrims  on  the banks of the Las Palmas River, the two religious men wanted to defend  the  women  and  especially  save  the  children,  at  least from  martyrdom.  Thus,  with  a  courage  that  only  true  virtue  can give,  they  threw  themselves  into  restraining  and  exhorting  the barbarians;  but  it  was  all  in  vain,  because  those  children  of  the jungle did not understand the language, and on the other hand, it seems  that,  having  learned  of  the  atrocious  behavior  of  the conquerors toward the indigenous race, they desired bloody and marked revenge. The monks were seriously wounded, and with arrows  stuck  in  their  flesh  and  leaving  a  trail  of  blood,  they  left that  field  of  desolation  and  managed  to  reach  a  lonely  place where they could die. 

"Brother   ," said   , Friar   Hernando   Méndez, " few hours of life. We must resign ourselves to God's will and confess  our  sins,  and  mine  are  very  great,  because  on  this sad journey, the last of our  short  life,  I  have  sometimes  murmured  against  God  and doubted his mercy and protection. 

"Life, brother," replied Friar Diego in a muffled voice, "is a valley  of  tears.  We  have  not  come  into  it  to  enjoy  ourselves, but  to  suffer,  and  the  pains  and  torments  we  are  going through will open the gates of the heavenly kingdom for us, if in this trance we bless the Lord our Father who is in heaven and trust in his infinite mercy." 

The two monks, leaning against the old, gnarled trunk of a large tree, began to shed tears of repentance and remove the thorns and flints from the painful wounds on their bodies. 

Then  they  found  the  strength  to  kneel,  listen  to  each other's  confessions,  and  open  the  gates  of  heaven  with forgiveness. 

"Brother,"  said  Friar  Hernando  Méndez,  "while  our  strength allows,  we  will  dig  our  graves  and  bless  them.  The  earth consecrated with our blood will receive our bodies, and God our souls. 

The  two  monks,  in  silence  and  with  sticks  they  found  in  the forest, made a supreme effort and began to dig their graves. 

It was a splendid day, the birds were singing, jumping on the branches,  and  sometimes,  curious  and  alarmed,  they  flew around those two bloody and silent skeletons who continued to dig their graves with effort and silence. 

The  forces  of  Fray  Diego  de  la  Cruz  prevented  him  from completing  the  last  task  of  his  life,  and  he  fell  to  the  ground dying. Fray Hernando Méndez, younger and stronger, rushed over, took his brother in his arms, said his last prayers, closed his eyes, blessed him, and laid him gently and tenderly in the grave as if he were a sleeping child. 

Having finished digging, he covered the grave with sand, cut some wild flowers, and scattered them over the saint's tomb. 

Then, exhausted, he returned to the gnarled tree trunk to await his final hour. Suddenly, the face of a friend appeared in that solitude; it was Francisco Vázquez, a native of Villanueva in Spain, a wealthy and respected man in Mexico, and a close friend of the religious, who, like them, had participated in the disasters of the expedition.  The monk received this visit as if an angel had descended from heaven. Vázquez carefully removed the splinters and flints from his wounds, washed away the coagulated blood, and treated him with medicinal herbs he knew, taking him to another place that seemed better. The two walked for several days, says Master Dávila, sustaining themselves on roots and leaves of trees, until shortly afterwards the force of the wounds ended the life of the monk, and the layman buried him as best he could. Vázquez, after burying him and shedding tears that tears the common misfortune oer that holy and unknown grave, instead of continuing on his way to Pánuco, where everyone met their death, he had the incredible energy to undertake the return journey to the point of the shipwreck. Heaven rewarded his perseverance and his excellent heart, for two or three days later, a ship sent by the Mexican government to rescue the shipwrecked picked him up and took him to Veracruz, from where he went to the capital. The sad story we have presented to the reader is taken in part from the accounts of this character.  Fray Juan de Mena, Fray Ignacio Ferrer, and Fray Marcos de Mena consulted on what to do and decided to follow the fate of the survivors, determined to help them until their strength failed them. They then headed for a river that lies before the Panuco, according to the chronicle, and it is very difficult, on a coast so full of estuaries and diverse currents, to designate the locations with any accuracy; but this is not really important in terms of adding to the sad and bloody  colorfulness  of  these  paintings,  where  the  desert, hunger,  enemies,  and  even  insects  contributed  to  increasing the horror. 

When they reached the river at dusk, the monks sat down on the bank and, looking at each other with their bodies covered in sores, their feet torn apart, and with no strength or support other than  that  inspired  by  their  energetic  and  religious  souls,  they began  to  shed  tears  in  silence.  They  looked  at  the  wide  and impetuous current of the river and could not conceive how they would  cross  it.  Fray  Marcos  de  Mena  moved  away  a  little, walked  along  part  of  the  bank,  and  in  a  hidden  bend,  among aquatic plants, found a boat with two oars that had undoubtedly been left there by the indigenous people. He considered it, and rightly so in that situation, to be a miracle, and after informing his companions,  they  all  embarked  and  began  to  row  toward  a blackish rock in the middle of the water that looked like an island to  them.  They  approached  it,  trying  to  disembark  to  catch  their breath and think about where on the opposite shore they would go  to  avoid  another  encounter  with  the  savages.  Fray  Ignacio Ferrer disembarked, but as soon as he set foot on the island, it moved and thick jets of water spurted from what they had taken to be a rock. 

They were two whale calves that had come in from the sea, and as Master Dávila states, their  heads  covered  with  water  and  the  rest  of  their  bodies exposed, so that they looked like small islands. When they sensed people approaching, they raised their heads and, throwing a great spray  of  water  through  their  blowholes,  swam  downstream  toward the sea. 

Fray  Ignacio  was  rescued  by  his  companions,  who  handed him  an  oar  before  he  sank,  and  after  this  incident,  they continued  their  voyage  until  they  came  upon  a  real  island where they spent the night. Early the next  day,  they  reached  the  riverbank  and,  leaving  the  boat, set out to explore the terrain until they found the unfortunate people  they  were  searching  for.  After  walking  a  short distance,  they  came  across  a  corpse,  then  another  and others,  and  some  wounded  and  pierced  by  arrows,  who barely had the strength to ask for water. 

That  night  [says  our  chronicler],  the  three  friars  remained  among the dead and wounded, waiting for hours for death. After midnight, they  began  to  walk  quickly,  following  the  beach  all  day  long,  until nightfall, when they discovered the other Spaniards who had gone ahead and thus escaped death until then. They continued on their way  together,  always  close  to  the  beach,  sustaining  themselves only  on  seafood,  which  was  very  meager.  They  continued  at  this pace  for  almost  twenty  days  without  seeing  any  Indians,  although they  found  some  Spaniards  who  had  been  shot  with  arrows  and others who were dead, because as the situation was dire, each one sought  to  remedy  it  as  best  they  could,  and  some  separated  from the  others,  each  trying  to  get  ahead  in  order  to  reach  Christian lands  more  quickly.  Finally,  the  friars  and  the  rest  of  the  people reached a large river before the Pánuco, and they began to make arrangements  to  cross  it  on  rafts,  no  longer  concerned  about seeing  Indians.  But  the  Indians  were  not  concerned  about  the Spaniards,  and  they  took  advantage  of  their  absence  to  restock their arrows and make up for the time the Spaniards had gained on them. 

The  result  of  this  maneuver  by  the  Indians  was  a  terrible and fierce battle. Some of the Spaniards tried to flee and hide, others defended themselves with the few weapons they had, which  were  nothing  more  than  tree  trunks  or  gnarled branches,  and  others  succumbed.  The  friars,  with  no possibility of saving or even helping their companions, tried to hide  in  some  bushes.  The  first  sight  that  met  Fray  Marcos's eyes  was  Doña  Catalina,  her  body  pierced  with  arrows,  her beautiful eyes and breasts eaten away by vultures. The monk looked  away  from  this  horrible  sight  and,  together  with  his companions, took refuge in a thicket where  the  Indians  could  not  discover  them,  although  they passed  very  close  by,  shouting  and  screaming.  After  an  hour, they  began  to  feel  sharp  ant  bites,  and  a  moment  later  these voracious animals came in such numbers that they covered the bodies  of  the  monks,  and  their  continuous  efforts  to  remove them with branches and leaves from the plants were not enough. 

The  plants  themselves  were  also  covered  with  thick  layers  of these  animals.  Their  torment  reached  such  a  degree  that  they preferred  to  surrender  to  the  Indians'  arrows,  and  they  left  that thicket,  ran  to  the  riverbank,  and  threw  themselves  into  the water,  the  only  possible  means  of  getting  rid  of  the  voracious insects.  When  they  came  out  of  the  water,  they  immediately found  a  band  of  Indians  who  had  spied  on  them  and  were waiting for them. Fray Juan de Mena was struck by an arrow that pierced  his  lung,  and  he  fell  dead  on  the  spot;  Fray  Ignacio Ferrer  was  killed  by  being  struck  on  the  head  with  a  thick  tree trunk;  and  Fray  Marcos  de  Mena  was  struck  by  seven  arrows, including  one  in  the  tear  duct  of  his  right  eye.  The  three, swimming in blood, fell to the ground, and the savages left them for  dead  and  continued  searching  for  the  other  Spaniards  who had hidden nearby, killing all those they found passed      that      fateful      day,      and      the      savages withdrew believing they had completed their bloody mission. 

The instinct of self-preservation led some of these unfortunate men  to  hide,  either  in  the  water  at  the  river's  edge  or elsewhere; the fact was that some still escaped the slaughter, and  near  nightfall,  seeing  that  the  savages  had  withdrawn, they  cautiously  came  out  to  explore  the  field  and  were horrified  to  see  it  covered  with  corpses.  They  focused  their attention  on  the  three  religious  men,  and  since  they  had  not only veneration but also a immense  gratitude  for  the  services  they  had  rendered  them, they  could  not  help  but  shed  abundant  tears  and  decided  to bury  them.  They  dug  shallow  graves,  because  they  had neither time nor tools to make them deep, and placing those bloody and venerated bodies there, they threw a light layer of earth on top, said a prayer, and entrusting themselves to God, they  continued  their  pilgrimage,  always  in  search  of  Pánuco, which was for them the promised land. 

A  cool  rain  fell  during  the  rest  of  the  night.  The  next morning  was  clear  and  beautiful.  When  the  first  rays  of sunlight  appeared,  Friar  Marcos  de  Mena  thought  he  was  in the  midst  of  a  nightmare. He  felt  a  great  weight  on  his  body and a black veil covering his face; but instead of feeling pain, he  experienced  a  kind  of  comfort,  as  if  his  body  had  been anointed  with  balm.  He  made  an  effort,  got  up,  and  easily shook  off  the  little  dirt  with  which  his  compassionate  friends had  covered  him.  He  looked  around  and  saw  nothing  but bloody,  disfigured  corpses  that  were  already  beginning  to  be eaten by birds of prey. He commended himself to God, made a  supreme  effort,  and  got  up,  encouraged  by  the  idea  that many  others  like  him  might  still  be  alive,  and  that  he  would help them get away from that grim graveyard. The earth and sand  in  which  he  had  been  buried,  cooled  by  the  rain,  had undoubtedly  served  as  a  medicine  to  alleviate  the inflammation  of  his  wounds  and  insect  bites,  and  suddenly  it seemed that an unknown and supernatural vigor animated his already  emaciated  and  bloody  skeleton.  One  by  one,  he examined his fallen and unburied companions, among whom he  found  some  mothers  who,  from  hunger,  fear,  and exhaustion,  had  died  clutching  their  children  in  their  arms. 

In  that  desert,  where  all  traces  of  human  existence  had  just disappeared,  those  disfigured  and  unburied  corpses,  whom death  had  surprised  in  sinister  positions  that  cause  pain  and despair,  would  have  instilled  fear  in  any  other  man.  Our religious, on the contrary, animated by the sublime sentiment of charity,  fulfilled  his  last  duties  in  that  remote  wasteland  and buried  as  many  as  he  could,  so  that  the  remains  of  the Christians  would  not  be  devoured  by  wild  beasts.  He immediately searched for some food, but could find nothing but roots. Gathering pieces of wood, he lit a fire when night fell and remained watching over those lonely, mournful graves. 

The  next  day,  he  left  that  place  and  went  to  the  shore  to gather some shellfish, but the sun scorching his naked body, the  movements  he  had  to  make  to  find  food,  and  the  lack  of care caused his wounds to become inflamed again to such an extent  that  it  was  impossible  for  him  to  move.  With  great effort,  he  left  the  seashore  and  sought  a  place  further  inland where he could breathe his last breath. 

He  stopped  at  a  kind  of  grotto,  formed  by  chance  by  the lush vegetation of that coast. There was a soft bed of moss, and  some  trees  that  seemed  to  have  been  placed  there  on purpose  formed  a  hut.  Nearby,  he  could  hear  the  peaceful sound of a small fountain, and birds had chosen that place as their  love  nest.  Either  because  the  place  was  extremely pleasant  and  picturesque,  or  because  the  monk  could  not take  another  step,  he  decided  to  stay  there,  and  he  thanked the  Lord  for  having  led  him  to  that  spot,  where,  blessing  the works  of  nature,  he  could  peacefully  surrender  his  soul.  He was  able  to  reach  the  water  source,  quenched  his  burning thirst, and immediately lay down on a bed of leaves. 

He  who  would  have  believed  himself  prepared  by  the guardian angel of the lonely abused man. Lying down on the bed and letting a sweet and beneficial sleep take hold of his eyelids, everything became one. Who knows how many hours our friar lay there, remembering that during this time, he had thought  he  heard  sweet,  unknown  melodies  in  glory,  as  well as seeing the devil before him, "proposing to him, with crazy thoughts, that the divinity of the Redeemer was not true, but a deception of Christians." 

When  he  awoke  from  his  sleep,  he  saw  a  strange  figure  in front  of  him,  and  suddenly  believed  it  was  a  terrible  reality.  He rubbed his eyes, thought for a moment, and then noticed that a black  woman,  kneeling  with  her  eyes  filled  with  tears,  was looking  at  him  with  veneration  and  tenderness.  This  creature was  one  of  the  many  victims  of  the  shipwreck  who,  fleeing  in confusion,  had  escaped  the  ferocity  of  the  savages  and managed  to  live  in  the  forests.  The  excellent  woman  told  the priest  about  her  adventures,  which  were  similar  to  those  of  the others.  Hunger,  cold,  sores,  endless  fatigue,  scorching  heat, dangers  from  savages,  wild  animals,  torrents,  and  loneliness itself.  This  series  of  incidents  had  made  up  the  lives  of  all  the shipwrecked  people,  until  they  gradually  died.  Never  had  the good priest experienced a pleasure equal to that which the sight of  that  ugly  black  woman  produced  in  him,  made  even  more monstrous by her disordered, woolly hair and her exhausted and emaciated limbs. 

The  black  woman  ran  to  the  fountain,  and  in  the  rind  of  a wild fruit,  she  washed  the  monk's  wounds  and  assured  him  that  she knew  several  places  where  he  could  find  edible  herbs  and roots,  and  that,  with  God's  help,  she  could  also  provide  him with  some  seafood.  Indeed,  for  twelve  or  fifteen  days,  the black woman appeared punctually, bringing          some     food, accompanying   the   lonely man some  times,  prayed  with  him,  healed  him,  and  disappeared again, spending the hours of his absence seeking the help that he could barely wrest from that wild nature. 

One  day,  the  appointed  time  arrived,  which  was  usually midday,  and  the  black  woman  did  not  appear.  Friar  Marcos waited  anxiously,  and  so  the  night  came  and  went  without  the black  woman  showing  up.  Two  days  later,  having  lost  all  hope, Fray Marcos, driven by hunger and the pain and inflammation of his wounds, which had become infested with worms, decided to make  one  last,  supreme  effort  and  set  off  for  Pánuco,  that fabulous  Pánuco  he  had  seen  nearby  since  the  day  of  his shipwreck,  and  which  almost  no  one  had  ever  been  able  to reach. He was able to crawl, rather than walk, to the bank of a river,  where  he  lost  his  strength  and  fell  to  the  ground, commending  his  soul  to  God.  He  opened  his  eyes  at  that moment,  to  close  them  forever,  and  saw  two  handsome  young men of tall stature and gallant bearing who, although naked, had no bows or arrows. 

He made a sign to them, the last effort he was capable of, and He buried his face in the ground, unable to bear the intensity of the  light.  The  young  men  jumped  into  a  boat  that  was  in  the river,  took  out  a  white  sheet,  lifted  Fray  Marcos  off  the  ground, wrapped  him  in  it,  and  gently  placed  him  in  the  boat,  rowing swiftly  toward  a  Spanish  village  thirteen  leagues  away  on  the opposite bank. There they took him out with the same care, gave him  water  and  a  "thin  cake  of  local  bread,  very  white  and  very well seasoned," covered him well with the sheet, and pointing to the  town,  which  was  only  a  few  steps  away,  they  said  to  him, "Tampico,  Tampico,"  and  disappeared,  leaving  him  absorbed and convinced that only the intervention of angels could have saved his life. 

The  monk  was  welcomed  with  enthusiasm  that  is  difficult  to describe  in  the  small  Spanish  town.  He  recounted  his adventures  and  blessed  the  families.  The  families  feted  him, nursed  him  back  to  health,  and  pampered  him  with  singular affection until he was able to set out on his journey to Mexico, where he arrived at the doors of his holy convent, leaving the monks  astonished  with  the  narration  of  his  rare  adventures, and  everyone  was  convinced  that  without  the  special intervention of providence, it would have been impossible for him  to  endure  such  fatigue  and  survive  the  dangerous wounds in the desolation of the infinite solitude of the deserts he had crossed. 

Some time later, he had to undergo a painful operation, as the  wounds  had  closed  incorrectly  and  he  had  pieces  of rockrose  and  flint  inside  his  body,  which  the  doctors  had  to remove. He survived for twenty-three years, although he was always  pale,  thin,  and  suffering  from  various  ailments  as  a result  of  his  unprecedented  suffering.  When  Viceroy  Don Martín Enríquez left New Spain for the Viceroyalty of Peru, he was  accompanied  by  Master  Fray  Bartolomé  de  Ledesma and Fray Marcos de Mena. The former was elected bishop of Oaxaca,  while  Fray  Marcos  de  Mena  did  not  want  to  make another journey and remained in the convent in the city of Los Reyes, where he died a holy death in 1584. 
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 MOCTEZUMA II [1] 

I

It was midnight. A deep silence reigned in the great capital of the Aztec  empire,  and  the  stars  of  a  clear,  cloudless  sky  were reflected in the calm waters of the lakes and canals of the city. 

A handsome young man who acted as a divinity, and who was  therefore  called   Izocoztli,  kept  silent  and  reverent  vigil atop the temple of the god of war. 

Suddenly his eyes close, his head tilts, and leaning back on a mysterious and symbolically carved stone, he has a sinister dream. He opens his eyes, tries to remember something, and cannot  even  vaguely  explain  what  has  happened  to  him.  He goes  out  onto  the  temple  platform,  looks  up  at  the  heavens, and  observes  with  amazement  a  large  red  star  in  the  east with  an  immense  white  tail  that  seems  to  cover  the  entire expanse  of  the  empire.  No  sooner  had  he  looked  at  this terrible phenomenon in the sky than he fell face down on the ground,  and  thus,  almost  lifeless,  he  remained  until  the  first rays of the sun gilded the towers of the temple. Izocoztli then looked up at the heavens, and the star had disappeared.[2]

II

At midday, Izocoztli went to the emperor's palace. 

"Fearsome and powerful lord," he said, "last night I saw a great star of fire in the heavens." 

Moctezuma hesitated, but remained thoughtful all day. At night, he himself remained on watch on the roof of his palace, and at around eleven o'clock he suddenly saw the fatal red star appear. 

The  next  day,  he  summoned  all  the  fortune  tellers  and sorcerers  in  the  city.  None  of  them  had  seen  anything.  No  one dared to interpret the mysterious appearance in the heavens. 

Moctezuma summoned the magistrates. 

Lock  up  all  these  soothsayers  and  astrologers  in  cages,  he  told them,  and  give  them  neither  food  nor  drink.  It  is  my  will  that  they die of hunger and thirst. 

Then  go  throughout  my  kingdom  and  have  the  houses  of sorcerers  and  soothsayers  ransacked  and  burned,  and  drag through  the  streets  by  the  neck  all  those  who,  having  the  duty  to observe the heavens and interpret the signs of the gods, have seen nothing and said nothing to their king. 

The  order  was  carried  out.  The  sorcerers  of  Mexico  died ravenous  with  hunger  and  thirst  in  their  cages,  and  within  a few  days  the  schoolboys  were  dragging  the  diviners  of  the provinces by ropes tied around their necks, leaving the bloody pieces  of  their  limbs  on  the  corners  of  the  city.  Thus  was fulfilled the will of the great and powerful lord Moctezuma II.[3]

III

One afternoon, perhaps with the intention of going to the court of  Texcoco,  the  emperor  went  to  the  lake;  but  at  that  very moment thick clouds covered the sky, lightning flashed across the  horizon,  illuminating  it  with  an  ominous  light,  and  the waters of the lake began to churn and boil, as if there were a great cauldron of fire at the bottom. 

Moctezuma  retired  to  his  palace,  sad  and  dejected.  He imagined  appeasing  the  wrath  of  the  gods  and  ordered  a  large sacrificial stone to be brought, which he had previously ordered to be carved with great care. As the stone passed by The  Xoloco  bridge,  built  with  strong  beams,  suddenly creaked, and the enormous stone sank into the water, taking with it the high priest and most of those who were carrying it. 

On that day, an earthquake shook the main temple as if it were a leaf on a tree, and a large bird of strange shape flew over the city, uttering sinister cries. Once again, a black storm descended upon the city. Lightning set the temple on fire. 

Moctezuma  could  no  longer  control  his  anxiety  and  fear, and he sent for the wise king of Texcoco. 

The  powerful  and  magnificent  kings  of  Mexico  and  Texcoco held a solemn meeting. 

Netzahualpilli  was  an  elderly  king  full  of  justice,  kindness, and  wisdom.  He  interpreted  dreams  and  natural  phenomena and  had  the  gift  of  prophecy.  He  came  before  Moctezuma, took  a  seat  opposite  him,  and  for  a  long  time  the  two remained taciturn and silent. 

"Sir," said Moctezuma, breaking the silence, have you seen the big red star with a huge burst of white light? 

"I have seen it," replied the king of Texcoco. 

"Does it herald famine, plague, or new wars?" 

"Something  even  more  terrible,"  said  the  Texcoco  king gravely. 

Moctezuma, pale and almost breathless, trembled, unable to utter a word. 

"That sign from the heavens is already old," continued the king of Texcoco in  a  solemn  voice, "and it is strange that the astrologers have told you nothing. Before the star appeared, a hare ran for many hours through the fields until it entered the hall  of  my  palace.  This  sign  was  a  precursor  to  the  more ominous one. 

"What,  then,  does  the  star  foretell?"  asked  Moctezuma  in  a voice that barely escaped his throat. 

"There will be great calamities and misfortunes in our lands and  domains,"  continued  the  king  of  Texcoco.  "No  stone  will be left upon  a  stone;  there  will  be  countless  deaths,  and  our domains  will  be  lost,  and  all  will  be  by  the  permission  of  the Lord of the Heights, the Lord of Day and Night, the Lord of Air and Fire." 

Moctezuma  could  no  longer  contain  his  emotion,  and  he burst  into  tears,  saying:  "O  Lord  of  creation!  O  mighty  gods, who  give  and  take  life!  How  could  you  allow  that,  after  so many kings and powerful lords have come and gone, I should be the one to suffer the unfortunate destruction of Mexico and witness the death of my wives and children? Where can I flee? 

Where can I hide? 

"In  vain  does  man  seek  to  escape,"  replied  the  king  of Texcoco sadly, "from the will of the gods. All this must happen in  your  time,  and  you  must  see  it.  As  for  me,  this  will  be  the last  time  we  speak  in  this  life,  for  as  soon  as  I  return  to  my kingdom, I will die. 

The two kings spent the whole day locked away discussing serious  matters,  and  at  night  they  parted  with  great sadness. [4]  Netzahualpilli did indeed die the following year. [5]

IV

November  8,  1519,  was  a  day  of  surprise,  admiration,  and strange events in the great city of Mexico. 

At about two in the afternoon, a troop of Europeans, some on  horseback,  others  on  foot,  all  clad  in  shining  armor  and steel  helmets,  and  armed  in  a  formidable  manner,  made  the stones and tiles resound of the main road with the horseshoes of their steeds, and the sound of their bugles and drums echoed from street to street. 

The  banners  bearing  the  arms  of  Castile  waved  in  the  wind, and  at  the  head  of  this  troop,  followed  by  a  Tlaxcaltecan army,  came  the  very  powerful  and  formidable  captain Hernando Cortés. 

The  rooftops  of  all  the  houses  were  covered  with  people, canoes and boats collided in the canals, and crowds gathered in  the  streets,  jostling  and  even  risking  their  lives  to  get  a closer look at the sons of the sun and touch their armor and horses. 

Moctezuma,  dressed  in  his  royal  robes  adorned  with emeralds  and  gold,  accompanied  by  his  nobles,  went  out  to welcome  Captain  Hernando  Cortés  and  lodged  him  in  a single-story  building  with  a  spacious  courtyard,  several towers, and a bastion or upper floor in the center. It was the palace of his father Axayácatl. Moctezuma, after greeting his guest,  retired  to  his  palace.  The  next  day,  he  ordered  a sacrifice to be made to the  Tlaloques  gods on the mountain. 

Some  prisoners,  who  were  always  reserved  for  such occasions,  were  sacrificed,  but  the  gods  seemed  even  more angry. The  White Woman  trembled, and from the roof of his palace, the Aztec emperor watched in fear as dark, fantastical clouds covered the high peaks of the giants of Anáhuac. 

V

Eight  days  after  Hernando  Cortés  arrived  in  Mexico,  the Aztecs,  irritated  by  the  presence  and  pride  of  their  enemies, the  Tlaxcaltecs,  and  by  the  excesses  committed  by  the Spanish  soldiers,  showed  visible  signs  of  hostility  and displeasure.  Cortés  did  not  know  whether  to  stay,  abandon the capital,  or  position  himself  on  the  roads.  He  spent  two  days gloomy  and  pensive,  and  on  the  third  day  he  summoned  his captains. "I have decided to arrest Emperor Moctezuma," he told them,  "and  bring  him  to  this  palace.  His  life  is  responsible  for ours;  whatever  else  may  follow  is  entrusted  to  the  protection  of God and Saint James." 

The  next  morning,  after  the  entire  Spanish  army  had attended Mass, kneeling and with exemplary devotion, Cortés spoke and said:

Today we are going to undertake one of our greatest feats, which is to capture the monarch in the midst of his people and his warriors. 

We  Spaniards  are  a  handful  who  could  disappear  with  a  breath from the Indians, but God and the Virgin are with us. I have chosen you  to  help  me  bring  this  risky  adventure  to  a  successful conclusion. 

With  that,  he  pointed  to  Pedro  de  Alvarado,  Gonzalo  de Sandoval, Francisco de Lujo, Velázquez de León, and Alonso de Ávila, and these knights, followed by some soldiers, all covered in  full  armor,  made  their  way  to  the  palace  of  the  emperor  of Mexico. 

VI

Moctezuma  tried  to  appear  calm  and  affable  before  his subjects,  but  all  he  could  think  about  was  how  to  keep  the Spaniards happy and get them to leave the city quickly. 

The  room  he  was  in  was  spacious,  upholstered  with  fine cotton  blankets,  embroidered  in  various  colors  and  with exquisite designs. The floor was covered with fine palm mats. 

At the back, the monarch was reclining among cushions, and around him were some nobles and a girl of about sixteen, with black eyes and hair, dark skin, and a cheerful smile, revealing two white, even rows of teeth between her red lips. 

The Spaniards introduced themselves at that moment. 

The  heavy  footsteps  of  the  captains,  their  spurs  clanging on the pavement, their fierce and imposing air, and the sight of  them  followed  by  a  few  soldiers,  inspired  fear  in Moctezuma;  he  turned  slightly  pale,  but  controlled  his emotions and greeted Cortés and his captains with a smile on his  lips.  "I'm  going  to  try  one  last  resort,"  he  thought  to himself; and turning to Cortés, he said:

"Malinche", I had a great desire for you and your captains visit me, and I was thinking about it, because I had prepared some jewels and treasures from my kingdom to offer you. 

The  ministers  and  magnates  who  were  nearby  presented Cortés  with  colorful  painted  trays,  many  exquisitely  carved gold  figures  such  as  frogs,  snakes,  and  rabbits,  as  well  as emeralds,  shells,  hummingbird  feather  mosaics,  and  other marvels of indigenous art. 

Cortés,  concerned,  barely  glanced  at  the  objects  and bowed his head mechanically. 

Moctezuma,  who  was  observing  the  Spanish  captain's expression, became increasingly alarmed. 

Olid,  Sandoval,  and  Alonso  de  Ávila  examined  the  gifts more  closely;  the  others  remained  silent,  surreptitiously reaching for the hilts of their swords. 

The monarch mastered his pride. 

"Malinche,"  he  said,  "I  have  a  jewel  for  you  that  is  more valuable  than  all  the  gold  in  my  kingdom.  The  jewel  I  am going to give you is my heart. 

And with that, he stood up, took the beautiful girl by the hand, and introduced her to Cortés. "This is my daughter, Malinche, a daughter whom the gods have made beautiful, and whom I give to you to be your wife and to be a token of my faith and affection. 

Cortés'  eyes  fixed  on  the  girl.  His  gaze  expressed  the tenderness inspired by the king's words, but he reflected for a moment and changed his mind. 

"Sir  and  king,"  said  the  captain,  bowing  respectfully,  "my religion allows me to have only one wife and not many, and I am already  married  in  Cuba.  I  thank  you  and  return  your  beautiful daughter to you." 

Moctezuma  was  saddened  and  embarrassed;  the  girl blushed when she was rejected, and Cortés, after a moment, made an effort and abruptly changed his tone. 

"I have come, sir," he said with a grim face, "to tell you that my  soldiers  have  been  killed  on  the  coast,  and  my  captain Escalante  mortally  wounded,  all  because  of  the  treachery  of Cuauhpopoca, who is your subject. I have therefore decided that  until  that  traitor  is  brought  to  justice  and  given  the punishment he deserves, I will take you to my quarters, where you will remain under my guard." 

Moctezuma turned pale, but soon, remembering that he was king, he rose in a rage and exclaimed energetically:

"Since  when  has  it  been  heard  that  a  prince  like  me  should abandon  his  palace  to  surrender  himself  as  a  prisoner  into  the hands of foreigners? 

Cortés controlled himself and gently tried to persuade the monarch that he was not being taken prisoner and would be treated  with  respect,  but  Velázquez  de  León,  impatient  with the delay, said:

"Why  are  we  wasting  time  arguing  with  this  barbarian?  We have come too far to turn back now. Let us arrest him, and if he resists, we will pierce his chest with our swords." 

Everyone then reached for their swords or daggers.[6]

Cortés restrained them. 

Moctezuma lowered his eyes, and two thick tears rolled down his cheeks. 

"Let's go," he said to Marina, who had explained, albeit gently, the threats of the Spaniards. 

The next day, the Mexican monarch was a prisoner of Cortés. 

VII

One  beautiful,  sunny  day,  amid  the  busy,  bustling  streets,  a huge  procession  appeared.  It  was  a  richly  dressed  chieftain, carrying  slaves  on  a  litter.  He  was  followed  by  his  son  and fifteen  nobles  from  the  province.  This  chieftain  was Cuauhpopoca,  the  same  man  who  had  killed  the  Spanish soldiers and defeated Juan de Escalante. 

The  procession  made  its  way  to  Moctezuma's  palace,  and shortly  thereafter  left  and  entered  with  the  same  pomp  the palace of Axayácatl, where Cortés still had his headquarters. 

Cortés  and  his  captains  received  the  chief,  who  was already  sad,  crestfallen,  and  dressed  in  a  coarse  henequen tunic. 

"Chief,"  Cortés  said  in  a  terrible  voice,  "are  you  a  subject  of Moctezuma? 

"What other lord could I serve?" replied the chief. 

"That's  enough,"  Cortés  replied  curtly,  and  turning  to  the soldiers, he said, "Tie up those pagans and prepare the bonfires. 

The  arrows,  javelins,  and  clubs  stored  in  the  main  temple  will serve as firewood." 

The  soldiers  promptly  carried  out  the  orders,  and  soon seventeen bonfires were prepared in the palace courtyard of  the  palace.  On  each  pyre  was  one  of  the  nobles,  bound hand and foot. The chief stood opposite his son. 

The indigenous people, mute in fear, nor did they try to defend themselves or uttered a single word. With stoic resolve they allowed themselves to be subjected to the horrific torture. Cortés directed thenthen to the piece where he Moctezuma.

"Monarch," he said with a fierce accent, "you deserve death; but  I  want  to  punish  your  crime  forever,  for  you  are  the  main perpetrator  of  the  infamy  committed  against  the  Spaniards. Soldier, carry out the order I have given you." 

A soldier who had followed Cortés approached Moctezuma and roughly put a pair of shackles on his feet. 

Muffled  sobs  escaped  from  the  monarch's  chest.  His servants  shed  tears.  Cortés  turned  his  back  on  the  king  and left the room. 

When  he  reached  the  courtyard,  thick  columns  of  smoke rose  from  the  bonfires.  The  crackling  of  roasting  flesh  and bones  could  be  heard.  A  mournful  groan  escaped  from  the chests of those unfortunate souls. 

The  Spaniards,  weapons  at  the  ready,  and  the  artillerymen, fuses in hand, witnessed the torment. When the wind dispersed the  black,  foul-smelling  columns  of  smoke,  seventeen  twisted, deformed, blackened, charred skeletons could be seen. 

VIII

This grim event was followed by others, but the most serious of all was the arrival of Pánfilo de Narváez in Veracruz. 

Cortés, as on all occasions, took an extreme decision; he left  the  guard  of  Moctezuma  and  the  city  to  Pedro  de Alvarado,  Tonatiuh  (the  sun),  as  the  Indians  called  him,  and marched violently to meet his rival. 

In  May,  the  Aztecs  used  to  hold  a  solemn  festival,  which they  called   Téxcatl,  in  memory  of  the  transfer  of  the  god  of war to the main temple. They approached Tonatiuh, who gave them permission, on condition that they did not carry weapons or make human sacrifices. 

Some six hundred nobles attended the ceremony, dressed in their  richest  garments  covered  with  gold  and  emeralds.  They danced their dances and  areitos, as the Spaniards called them, and  gave  themselves  over  to  joy,  when  Alvarado  entered  the temple, followed by fifty armed soldiers. 

"Tonatiuh  is  falling  upon  us;  Tonatiuh  is  killing  us!"  cried several voices. Everyone fled and tried to escape, but they were met  by  the  pikes  of  the  soldiers  guarding  the  doors.  Alvarado and  his  men  killed  indiscriminately  until  there  was  no  one  left. 

Blood  flowed  and  cascaded  down  the  temple  stairs  like  a  red waterfall.  The  Spaniards  tore  the  jewels  from  the  mangled  and bloody  limbs  of  the  Aztec  nobility.  Alvarado  withdrew  with difficulty to his quarters. The entire population rose up en masse, furious  and  desperate,  determined  to  put  an  end  to  their murderers. 

IX

Hernando  Cortés,  after  defeating  Narváez,  took  him  prisoner and  incorporated  him  into  his  troops,  returned  to  Mexico  and saved Alvarado, who was already on the verge of succumbing. 

The  fighting  continued  unabated.  The  Spaniards  made sorties,  sweeping  away  the  compact  masses  of  indigenous people  with  artillery,  who  closed  ranks  again  and  charged  with slings, clubs, and stones, each time with greater fury. The piles of  corpses  blocked  the  streets,  the  wounded  moaned  pitifully, and even the women ran frantically to help in the attack. After a few  days,  the  Spaniards  found  themselves  at  their  last  resort. 

They  could  not  leave  the  city,  nor  capitulate,  nor  surrender, because they would have been sacrificed to the idols, and their strength to fight was exhausted. Everyone began to distrust and murmur against their captain. 

Cortés  asked  Moctezuma  to  intervene  with  his  subjects  and end the war. 

"What am I to do with him, Malinche?" he replied in despair, sinking back onto his cushions. 

Marina,  Peña,  and  Orteguilla,  who  were  his  favorites, Father  Olmedo  and  Olid  interceded  and  persuaded  him  to show  himself  and  speak  to  his  people.  Moctezuma  agreed, dressed in his richest royal attire, and climbed to the ramparts or main floor of the palace, allowing himself to be seen in the most  prominent  part.  As  soon  as  the  crowd  noticed  the presence  of  their  monarch,  the  noise  and  shouting  ceased; the  warriors  suspended  their  attack,  and  many  prostrated themselves  and  fell  face  down  on  the  ground.  There  was  a deep  silence.  Moctezuma  spoke,  but  he  had  to  apologize, declare  himself  a  friend  of  the  Spaniards,  and  intercede  on their  behalf.  This  suddenly  changed  the  people;  their  fury redoubled, and they shouted at him angrily:

"Vile  woman,  unworthy  monarch,  degraded  Aztec,  shame  of your ancestors, we no longer want you to rule us, nor even see you for a single moment." 

An Aztec nobleman, fantastically dressed as a bird of prey, approached the rampart, brandished his bow angrily, and shot an arrow at the king. That was the signal for the new battle. A terrifying  scream  came  from  the  whole  town  as  if  from  a single  mouth;  a  cloud  of  arrows,  stones,  and  rocks  rained down on the Aztec army. 

bow, and shot an arrow at the king. That was the signal for the new  battle.  A  terrifying  scream  came  from  the  whole  town  as  if from  a  single  mouth;  a  cloud  of  arrows,  stones,  and  darts clouded the air for a moment, and Moctezuma, wounded in the neck by a stone, fell unconscious on the roof. 

X

Moctezuma  was  picked  up  by  two  soldiers  from  the  barracks roof and taken to his room, where he remained unconscious for several  hours.  When  he  came  to,  his  despair  and  resentment knew  no  bounds.  The  insults  he  had  received  from  the Spaniards  were  nothing  compared  to  what  his  own  people  had done  to  him,  disowning  him  as  their  lord  and  turning  their weapons  against  him.  He  tore  the  bandage  from  his  head  and sought a weapon with which to end his days, but the nobles who accompanied him tried to calm the physical and moral pains that tormented him, and soon he fell into a gloomy despondency. his eyes wandered over the walls of the room and the sad faces of those who accompanied him; he then closed his lips, which had opened only to ask the gods for death, and did not utter another word,  resolutely  rejecting  the  food  presented  to  him  and  Father Olmedo's suggestions that he receive baptism. 

As  soon  as  the  initial  wave  of  fury  from  the  Aztec  people had passed and  saw  the  king  being  carried  away,  apparently  dead,  their rage turned to terror. The officers who had fired on him threw down  their  weapons,  others  prostrated  themselves  on  the ground,  and  the  crowd,  silent  and  overwhelmed,  slowly dispersed through the streets. 

Cortés  turned  to  Olid.  "The  death  of  Moctezuma,"  he  said,"has  filled  these  barbarians  with  fear.  We  must  take  advantage of the moment and leave the city. Immediately convene a council of war." 

Olid summoned all the officers, and while some remained to  guard  the  fortress,  others  entered  the  hall  where  Cortés was staying. 

The  council  was  tumultuous,  like  that  of  a  crew  on  a  ship about to sink. There was heated discussion about whether the retreat  should  take  place  by  day  or  by  night;  everyone shouted and argued to the point of putting their hands on the hilts  of  their  swords.  Cortés  had  to  impose  silence  and  glare fiercely at the most insolent officers. 

In  a  moment  of  silence,  the  soldier  Botello,  known  as  the astrologer,  raised  his  voice:  "Captain,"  he  said,  "I  announce that you will be reduced to the utmost misery, but afterwards you  will  have  great  honors  and  fortune.  As  for  the  Spanish army,  I  say  that  it  is  necessary  to  leave  this  cursed  city  as soon as possible, but it must be at night." The dispute ceased as  soon  as  the  astrologer's  opinion  was  heard,  and  those fierce  but  superstitious  people  obeyed  the  will  of  the  simple soldier. 
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