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The figure of Hernán Cortés is often presented to the reader surrounded by gunpowder, feathers, and gold. It is easy to imagine him at the head of his troops, advancing into Tenochtitlán, negotiating and threatening in the name of Charles I of Spain and V of Germany, or dispatching shiploads of treasure to Europe. However, before becoming one of the most famous and controversial names in world history, Cortés was, for many years, simply the son of a provincial nobleman, born in a corner of Extremadura that barely featured in the great decisions of the kingdom. Understanding these origins, the social environment that surrounded him, and the expectations placed upon a young man of his station is essential to comprehending the man who would later lead the conquest of Mexico.

In the Castile of the late 15th century, the world seemed to be opening up suddenly. The fall of Granada in 1492 had culminated the long enterprise of the Reconquista. That same year, the expedition of Christopher Columbus, sponsored by the Catholic Monarchs, Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Castile, had revealed the existence of new lands across the Atlantic. Castilian society was experiencing a moment of transition: monarchical power was consolidating, noble structures were being reorganised, and forms of control over the cities were intensifying. At the same time, a segment of the population, particularly low-resource hidalgos, looked with hope and anxiety towards this newly discovered world, perceived as an opportunity to make a name and fortune for themselves, something increasingly difficult to achieve on the peninsula.

It is precisely in this context that the birth of Hernán Cortés takes place. He was born in the town of Medellín, in the present-day province of Badajoz, between 1485 and 1486, although sources do not agree with complete precision on the exact date. Medellín was then a modest but strategically located locality in the La Serena region, a historic frontier area marked by medieval conflicts and a nobility accustomed to war and the administration of extensive estates. Cortés was not born into absolute poverty, but neither was he born into opulence: his family belonged to the hidalgo class, that is, a lesser nobility that retained prestige and certain fiscal and social privileges, but which, in many cases, lacked large properties or sufficient income to ensure the well-being of all its descendants.

His father, Martín Cortés de Monroy, and his mother, Catalina Pizarro Altamirano, came from hidalgo lineages in Extremadura. They were families with a certain tradition of military and local service, proud of their pure bloodlines and their status, but at the same time subject to severe economic constraints. Like many other hidalgo households of the time, Cortés’s family lived in anticipation of the advancement opportunities that might open up for their son: a military career, an administrative post, a advantageous connection with a major noble house, or access to studies that would allow him to serve as a jurist or letrado in the service of the king or an ecclesiastical institution. Hernán’s childhood thus unfolded in a universe where honour was of central importance and where surname and appearance weighed as heavily as the actual means of subsistence.

The Extremadura in which the future conqueror grew up was a harsh land, with an extreme climate, cold winters, and scorching summers. The economy was fundamentally based on agriculture and livestock farming, with frequent harvest fluctuations that affected the population’s well-being. At the same time, the region was relatively distant from the Crown’s major urban centres, which limited the possibilities for social advancement. Nevertheless, from this same land would emerge several of the most prominent figures of the American enterprise: besides Hernán Cortés, other conquerors like Francisco Pizarro, Pedro de Valdivia, or Vasco Núñez de Balboa shared this Extremaduran origin, marked by the harshness of the environment and the scarcity of opportunities. It is no coincidence that so many adventurers came from the same region: the combination of hidalgo pride, relative poverty, and a limited horizon of expectations constituted an ideal breeding ground for many young men to look towards the Atlantic with hope.

At home, Hernán must have grown up listening to tales of military campaigns and a life of service to great lords, but also complaints about the lack of rewards and the difficulty of securing a reasonable inheritance for all children. In many hidalgo families, the firstborn could aspire to inherit the bulk of the estate, while the younger sons were forced to seek their path in the military, the Church, or the administration. Although we lack a detailed intimate portrait of Cortés’s childhood, later chronicles and testimonies concur in pointing out an alert, ambitious character with notable intelligence. Some chroniclers, such as Francisco López de Gómara, biographer and admirer of Cortés, emphasise his mental quickness and ability to learn rapidly, qualities that would later manifest in his skill for negotiating, improvising, and managing complex situations in an environment completely different from his childhood.

The next step in the formation of a young, aspiring hidalgo was often access to some form of formal education. In the case of Hernán Cortés, the family decided to send him to study at Salamanca, one of the most prestigious universities in Europe at that time. The Salamanca of the late 15th and early 16th centuries was a leading intellectual centre, where theology, canon and civil law, medicine, and arts were studied. For a young man like Cortés, coming into contact with this environment meant much more than memorising texts on Roman or canon law: it implied integrating into a social network where students from across the Hispanic Monarchy coexisted, and where ideas, news, and aspirations of all kinds circulated.

Sending Hernán to Salamanca reveals several things about his origins and the expectations placed upon him. On the one hand, it demonstrates that his family, despite their economic constraints, had sufficient resources and the will to invest in his education, aware that a degree, or at least legal training, could open doors to a profitable occupation. On the other hand, it indicates that from a very young age he was perceived as someone with talent for studies, although later sources have emphasised his facet as a man of action more than as an intellectual. However, this stay in Salamanca was not long. Chronicles indicate that Hernán did not complete formal studies, and that after some time – accounts vary between one and two years – he left the university.

The reasons for this abandonment have been a matter of conjecture. Some chroniclers suggest that Cortés was bored with academic life, that his restless temperament found no place in the classrooms, where scholastic teaching based on repetition and commentary on texts predominated. Others point rather to economic or family circumstances, or even some health problem. What is certain is that, beyond the anecdote, this brief time in Salamanca left him with a foundation of legal and Latin knowledge, as well as a certain command of rhetoric and formal writing, which would become evident later in his famous ‘Letters of Relation’ addressed to the Emperor Charles I. Although not a career jurist, Cortés demonstrated an awareness of the weight of law and written formality when legitimising his actions overseas.

Once back in his family environment, Hernán found himself facing the same reality as many young hidalgos of his time: poor prospects for advancement locally, and a lofty, wary nobility. The military career on the peninsula, following the completion of the Reconquista, no longer offered the opportunities of yore. The possibility did arise, however, of participating in new military ventures in Italy or North Africa, but their organisation and access were mediated by high lineages and patronage networks that did not always include modest provincial hidalgos. The horizon, consequently, seemed rather narrow, unless one was willing to take a greater leap into the unknown.

In those years, news of the ‘Indies’ – the name generically used for the lands discovered by Columbus and subsequent expeditions – was already circulating widely throughout Castile. Stories of islands abundant in gold, of indigenous peoples, of new encomiendas and governorships mixed with tales of dangers, shipwrecks, and disease. Not everything in these accounts was bright, but the contrast between the scarcity of resources on the peninsula and the possibility of venturing into an almost limitless space was attractive to many. In taverns, squares, and hidalgo houses, they spoke of those who had ‘made it in the Americas’ – although the expression is later – or at least of those who had achieved a different way of life from what awaited them in their village or town of origin.

For a young man like Hernán Cortés, endowed with ambition, intelligence, and a certain pride, the idea of embarking for the New World must have grown strong. We do not know in detail the intimate process that led him to make the decision, but we can reconstruct the environment in which that decision took shape. The Crown offered licences to travel to the Indies, although there were controls on the departure of the population, especially women, Jewish converts, Moors, and certain groups considered undesirable. For hidalgos, the access barrier was mainly economic: one needed to have the means to pay for passage and the minimum necessary equipment, as well as, if possible, some recommendation or contact that would facilitate integration into colonial society.

Sources agree that Hernán was around eighteen or nineteen years old when, after some hesitation, he decided to attempt the leap to the Indies. This initial attempt, however, was not so straightforward. According to some chronicles, his first plan was to sail to the island of Hispaniola, the main hub of Spanish colonisation in the Caribbean at that time. Several encomenderos, administrators, and men-at-arms serving the Crown were already settled there, and it was the destination for many who wished to seek their fortune. Nevertheless, before it could materialise, this project faced unforeseen events that have fuelled the legend surrounding his youthful years.

One of the anecdotes repeated about Cortés’s youth is that of an accident suffered in Medellín a few days before he was to embark. Some sources speak of a fall from a wall while he was on his way to say goodbye to a young woman with whom he had a romantic relationship; others, of a quarrel or brawl on a similar occasion. Be that as it may, it is said that the incident caused him serious injuries that prevented him from sailing with that first expedition. As with many biographical episodes of 16th-century figures, it is not easy to completely separate reality from later dramatisation. Nevertheless, the story illustrates a key trait: the figure of Cortés was always surrounded by tales that presented him not only as an audacious man, but also as one given to amorous adventures and unforeseen incidents that marked his destiny.

While he recovered from this setback, the world around him continued to change. New expeditions were organised towards the Antilles; news of riches and dominions in the Caribbean and the mainland became more frequent, although accounts also began to arrive about the depletion of the first mines and the harshness of colonial life for those who did not receive a favourable distribution of encomiendas. In this context, Hernán’s decision to persist and embark on a second attempt reveals a determination that would become a constant in his biography. It was not enough to dream of the Indies: one had to persevere, make contacts, gather resources, and, when the time came, risk almost everything on the voyage.

Finally, around 1504, at about nineteen years of age, Hernán Cortés managed to make his departure for the New World a reality. He left from the port of Sanlúcar de Barrameda or perhaps from another on the Andalusian coast, on one of the many ships that, each year, crossed the Atlantic under the auspices of the Casa de la Contratación in Seville, the institution that regulated trade with the Indies. At that moment, Cortés was not yet a captain, nor a governor, nor a famous conqueror: he was just a young hidalgo who, like so many others, embarked with the hope of changing his fortune. He carried with him little more than his name, his character, and expectations that, in his eyes, seemed impossible to satisfy by staying in Extremadura.

The transatlantic voyage, in those years, was an intense, dangerous, and transformative experience. The ships, relatively small, faced long crossings subject to the whims of winds and currents. Space was limited, food monotonous and often scarce, and sanitary conditions precarious. For those travelling for the first time, the mix of fear, curiosity, and hope must have been overwhelming. In the holds, alongside various goods, men from different origins were crammed together, united by the desire to find something better on the other side of the ocean. Life on these ships involved not only discomfort, but also learning the hierarchies and codes of conduct that would later be reproduced on land.

It is important to emphasise that, at this point in his life, Hernán did not stand out from other young men undertaking the same journey. He had not yet demonstrated his skills as a strategist, nor his talent for diplomacy and manipulating indigenous alliances. Neither had he been subjected to the immense pressures that would later characterise his actions in Mexico. Instead, he was defined by uncertainty and personal commitment: leaving behind the relative security of his native environment to face an unknown land, where the chances of failure were as great as those of success. This tension between risk and opportunity would mark his entire life’s journey in the Indies and helps explain why, in critical situations, he would often prefer to advance and risk everything, rather than retreat and return empty-handed.

The decision to go to the Indies also had an emotional and familial dimension. For his parents, saying goodbye to a son embarking for distant lands meant accepting the possibility of never seeing him again. The Atlantic was, in practical terms, a frontier that could become definitive if fortune did not favour him. At the same time, the family harboured the hope that this ambitious and gifted son might achieve in the New World what was denied to him in Extremadura. In this mixture of anticipated grief and expectation, the drama of many 16th-century hidalgo households was reflected, who saw in the movement towards America a partial solution to their problems of excess children and scarce resources.

As for Hernán, the leap to the Indian world also implied a process of redefining his identity. On the peninsula, he was one among many hidalgos, subject to rigid hierarchies and a well-established system of lineages. In the Indies, on the contrary, social structures were still fluid and therefore provided a greater margin for manoeuvre. The young Cortés could perceive, very early on, that in this formative space noble origin was not enough: initiative, adaptability, the brutality to impose oneself when necessary, and the cunning to obtain favours from the governors and, through them, from the Crown, were immediately valued.

Although in this chapter we still follow him only to the gates of the New World, the intersection between his personal biography and the great historical process in which he is embedded is already discernible. The destiny of Hernán Cortés is understood not only as the story of a particularly ambitious and gifted individual, but also as the result of a social system that pushed thousands of young men to seek outside the peninsula what they could not find within it. The combination of impoverished nobility, a culture of honour, imperial expansion, and the discovery of new territories generated the breeding ground from which the conquerors emerged. Among them, Cortés would be one of the most notorious, but in his origins he shares much with the rest: a home that could not offer him the future he desired, a harsh region that accustomed one to effort and resignation, and an Atlantic horizon that promised, at least, the possibility of attempting a different fate.

Aboard the ship that carried him towards Hispaniola, Hernán must have mentally reviewed what he was leaving behind: the family home, the streets of Medellín, the Extremaduran fields, youthful friendships, and the truncated academic projects in Salamanca. At the same time, he imagined a new world about which he knew little and about which often contradictory stories circulated. Some voices spoke of lands rich in gold and silver, others recalled the diseases, indigenous uprisings, and miseries of those who failed to integrate into local power networks. This tension between illusion and fear would accompany many emigrants to the Indies, but in Cortés’s case, it would have a singular outcome: the convergence of his story with that of the great Mesoamerican empires, with profound and, in many respects, irreversible consequences.

The experience of the voyage and the arrival in the Caribbean constituted, in short, the definitive bridge between the ‘poor hidalgo’ and the ‘man of the Indies’. The young Extremaduran, who had grown up surrounded by noble modesty and limited horizons, was entering a stage where an individual’s worth could multiply if he knew how to manage, with intelligence and audacity, the opportunities and dangers that surrounded him. The personal qualities that had been hinted at in his childhood and adolescence – ambition, strength of character, ability to learn from circumstances – would begin to acquire decisive relevance in this new context, where the line separating success from disaster was extremely thin.
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When Hernán Cortés arrived in the Indies, the epic tone that would later envelop his name was still far from taking shape. He did not disembark as a chieftain, but as just another young man, without fortune or position, who arrived in a colonial society still in formation, marked by tensions, promises, and frustrations. This first stage in the New World was decisive, because there his character was tempered, his ambitions sharpened, and he learned the unwritten rules of an environment where violence, cunning, and proximity to power were crucial for prospering.

The island of Hispaniola, present-day territory of the Dominican Republic and Haiti, was the main centre of Castilian presence in the Caribbean at the beginning of the 16th century. From there, expeditions were organised towards other islands and the continental coast, encomiendas of indigenous people were administered, and much of the traffic in gold, sugar, and other products that were beginning to be exploited for the benefit of the Crown and the conquerors was concentrated. Upon arriving, Hernán found a colonial society that had already overcome the initial phase of absolute improvisation, but which remained unstable and harsh. The traces of the first waves of conquest, indigenous enslavement, and mining exploitation were visible in the demography and the landscape.

For a newcomer, the priority was to find a place in this framework. Cortés did not yet have a weighty surname in the Indies nor solid connections, so he had to rely on his ability to relate to others, make himself useful, and adapt quickly. Very soon, like other young hidalgos, he aspired to obtain a land grant or, even better, an encomienda of indigenous people. The institution of the encomienda – by which a Spaniard was granted the right to receive tribute and labour from a group of indigenous people in exchange for their ‘protection’ and Christian indoctrination – was a central piece of the early colonial system. Although its legal formulation spoke of guardianship, in practice it implied a harsh exploitation that radically transformed the lives of the native populations.
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