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eyes the dispositions made on the opposite quarters for
its defence. He had no occasion to prolong his stay
in Tacuba, the vicinity of which to Mexico must soon
bring on him its whole warlike population.

Early on the following morning he resumed his
march, taking the route pursued in the former expe-
dition north of the small lakes. He met with less an-
noyance from the enemy than on the preceding days;
a circumstance owing in some degree, perhaps, to the
state of the weather, which was exceedingly tempest-
uous. The soldiers, with their garments heavy with
moisture, ploughed their way with difficulty throngh
miry roads flooded by the torrents. On one occasion,
as their military chronicler informs us, the officers
neglected to go the rounds of the camp at night, and
the sentinels to mount guard, trusting to the violence
of the storm for their protection. Yet the fate of Nar-
vaez might have taught them not to put their faith in
the elements.

At Acolman, in the Acolhuan territory, they were
met by Sandoval, with the friendly cacique of Tezcuco,
and several cavaliers, among whom were some recently
arrived from the Islands. They cordially greeted their
countrymen, and communicated the tidings that the
canal was completed, and that the brigantines, rigged
and equipped, were ready to be launched on the bosom
of the lake. There seemed to be no reason, therefore,
for longer postponing operations against Mexico.-—
With this welcome intelligence, Cortés and his vic-
torious legions made their entry for the last time into
the Acolhuan capital, having consumed just three weeks
in completing the circuit of the Valley.

CHAPRTRER IV,

CONSPIRACY IN THE ARMY.—BRIGANTINES LAUNCHED.—
MUSTER OF FORCES.—EXECUTION OF XICOTENCATL.—
MARCH OF THE ARMY.—BEGINNING OF THE SIEGE.

1521,

At the very time when Cortés was occupied with
reconnoitring the Valley, preparatory to his siege of
the capital, a busy faction in Castile was laboring to
subvert his authority and defeat his plans of conquest
altogether. The fame of his brilliant exploits had
spread not only through the Isles, but to Spain and
many parts of Europe, where a general admiration was
felt for the invincible energy of the man who with his
single arm, as it were, could so long maintain a con-
test with the powerful Indian empire. The absence
of the Spanish monarch from his dominions, and the
troubles of the country, can alone explain the supine
indifference shown by the government to the prosecu-
tion of this great enterprise. To the same causes it
may be ascribed that no action was had in regard to
the suits of Velasquez and Narvaez, backed as they
were by so potent an advocate as Bishop Fonseca,
president of the Council of the Indies. The reins of
government had fallen into the hands of Adrian of
Utrecht, Charles’s preceptor, and afterwards Pope,—a
man of learning, and not without sagacity, but slow
and timid in his policy, and altogether incapable of
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that decisive action which suited the bold genius of his
predecessor, Cardinal Ximenes.

In the spring of 1521, however, a number of ordi-
nances passed the Council of the Indies, which threat-
ened an important innovation in the affairs of New
Spain. It was decreed that the Royal Audience of
Hispaniola should abandon the proceedings already
instituted against Narvaez for his treatment of the com-
missioner Ayllon; that that unfortunate commander
should be released from his confinement at Vera Cruz;
and that an arbitrator should be sent to Mexico with
authority to investigate the affairs and conduct of Cortés
and to render ample justice to the governor of Cuba.
There were not wanting persons at court who looked
with dissatisfaction on these proceedings, as an HuR-
worthy requital of the services of Cortés, and who
thought the present moment, at any rate, not the most
suitable for taking measures which might discourage
the general and perhaps render him desperate. But
the arrogant temper of the bishop of Burgos overruled
all objections; and the ordinances, having been ap-
proved by the Regency, were signed by that body,
April 11, 1521. A person named Tapia, one of the
functionaries of the Audience at St. Domingo, was
selected as the new commissioner to be despatched to
Vera Cruz. Fortunately, circumstances occurred which
postponed the execution of the design for the present,
and permitted Cortés to go forward unmolested in his
career of conquest.”

But, while thus allowed to remain, for the present at

: Herrera, Hist. general, dec. 3, lib. 1, cap. 1 5, —Relacion de Alonso
de Verzara, Escrivano Piblico de Vera Cruz, MS., dec, 2I.
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Jeast, in possession of authority, he was assailed by 4
danger nearer home, which menaced not only his
authority, but his life. This was a conspiracy in the
army, of a more dark and dangerous character than
any hitherto formed there. It was set on foot by a
common soldier, named Antonio Villafafia, a native of
Old Castile, of whom nothing is known but his share
in this transaction. He was one of the troop of Nar-
vaez,—that leaven of disaffection, which had remained
with the army, swelling with discontent on every light
occasion, and ready at all times to rise into mutiny.
They had voluntarily continued in the service after
the secessionof their comrades at Tlascala ; but it was
from the same mercenary hopes with which they had
originally embarked in the expedition,—and in these
they were destined still to be disappointed. They had
little of the true spirit of adventure which distinguished
the old companions of Cortés; and they found the
barren laurels of victory but a sorry recompense for all
their toils and sufferings.

With these men were joined others, who had causes
of personal disgust with the general ; and others, again,
who looked with distrust on the result of the war. The
gloomy fate of their countrymen who had fallen into
the enemy’s hands filled them with dismay. They felt
themselves the victims of a chimerical spirit in their
leader, who, with such inadequate means, was urging
to extremity so ferocious and formidable a foe ; and
they shrank with something like apprehension from
thus pursuing the enemy into his own haunts, where he
would gather tenfold energy from despair.

These men would have willingly abandoned the
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enterprise and returned to Cuba ; but how could they
do it? Cortés had control over the whole route from
the city to the sea-coast; and not a vessel could leave
its ports without his warrant. Even if he were put
out of the way, there were others, his principal officers,
ready to step into his place and avenge the death of
their commander. It was necessary to embrace these,
also, in the scheme of destruction ; and it was pro-
posed, therefore, together with Cortés, to assassinate
Sandoval, Olid, Alvarado, and two or three others
most devoted to his interests. The conspirators would
then raise the cry of liberty, and doubted not that they
should be joined by the greater part of ‘the army, or
enough, at least, to enable them to work their own
pleasure. They proposed to offer the command, on
Cortés’ death, to Francisco Verdugo, 2 brother-in-law
of Velasquez. He was an honorable cavalier, and not
privy to their design. But they had little doubt that
he would acquiesce in the command thus in a manner
forced upon him, and this would secure them the pro-
tection of the governor of Cuba, who, indeed, from his
own hatred of Cortés, would be disposed to look with
a lenient eye on their proceedings.

The conspirators even went so far as to appoint
the subordinate officers, an alguaci/ mayor in place of
Sandoval, a quartermaster-general to succeed Olid, and
some others.? The time fixed for the execution of the
plot was soon after the return of Cortés from his ex-

2+ Hazid Alguazil mayor & Alférez, y Alcaldes, y Regidores, y Con-
tador, y Tesorero, y Ueedor, y otras cosas deste arte, y aun repartido
entre ellos nuestros bienes, y cauallos.” Bernal Diaz, Hist. de la
Conquista, cap. 146.
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pedition. A parcel, pretended to have come by a fresh
arrival from Castile, was to be presented to him while
at table, and, when he was engaged in breaking open the
letters, the conspirators were to fall on him and his
officers and despatch them with their poniards. Such
was the iniquitous scheme devised for the destruction
of Cortés and the expedition. But a conspiracy, to
be successful, especially when numbers are concerned,
should allow but little time to elapse between its con-
ception and its execution.

On the day previous to that appointed for the per-
petration of the deed, one of the party, feeling a natural
compunction at the commission of the crime, went to
the general’s quarters and solicited a private interview
with him. He threw himself at his commander’s feet,
and revealed all the particulars relating to the conspir-
acy, adding that in Villafafia’s possession a paper would
be found, containing the names of his accomplices.
Cortés, thunderstruck at the disclosure, lost not a
moment in profiting by it. He sent for Alvarado,
Sandoval, and one or two other officers marked out by
the conspirator, and, after communicating the affair to
them, went at once with them to Villafafia’s quarters,
attended by four alguacils.

They found him in conference with three or four
friends, who were instantly taken from the apartment
and placed in custody. Villafafia, confounded at this
sudden apparition of his commander, had barely time
to snatch a paper, containing the signatures of the con-
federates, from his bosom, and attempt to swallow it.
But Cortés arrested his arm, and seized the paper. As
he glanced his eye rapidly over the fatal list, he was

ok
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much moved at finding there the names of more than
one who had some claim to consideration in the army.
He tore the scroll in pieces, and ordered Villafafia to
be taken into custody. He was immediately tried by
a military court hastily got together, at which the gen-
eral himself presided. There seems to have been no
doubt of the man’s guilt. He was condemned to death,
and, after allowing him time for confession and abso-
lution, the sentence was executed by hanging him from
the window of his own quarters.3

Those ignorant of the affair were astonished at the
spectacle ; and the remaining conspirators were filled
with consternation when they saw that their plot was
detected, and anticipated a similar fate for themselves.
But they were mistaken. Cortés pursued the matter
no further. A little reflection convinced him that to
do so would involve him in the most disagreeable, and
even dangerous, perplexities. And, however much the
parties implicated in so foul a deed might deserve
death, he could ill afford the loss even of the guilty,
with his present limited numbers. He resolved, there-
fore, to content himself with the punishment of the
ringleader.

He called his troops together, and briefly explained
to them the nature of the crime for which Villafaiia
had suffered. He had made no confession, he said,
and the guilty secret had perished with him. He then
expressed his sorrow that any should have been found
in their ranks capable of so base an act, and stated
his own unconsciousness of having wronged any indi-

3 Bernal Diaz, Hist. de la Congquista, cap. 146.—Oviedo, Hist, de las
Ind., MS,, lib. 33. cap. 48.—Herrera, Hist. general, dec. 3, lib. 1, cap. 1.
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vidual among them; but, if he had done so, he in-
vited them frankly to declare it, as he was most anxious
to afford them all the redress in his power.* But there
was no one of his audience, whatever might be his
grievances, who cared to enter his complaint at such
a moment ; least of all were the conspirators willing
to do so, for they were too happy at having, as they
fancied, escaped detection, to stand forward now in
the ranks of the malecoritents. The affair passed off,
therefore, without further consequences.

The conduct of Cortés in this delicate conjuncture
shows great coolness, and knowledge of human nature.
Had he suffered his detection, or even his suspicion,
of the guilty parties to take air, it would have placed
him in hostile relations with them for the rest of his
life. It was a disclosure of this kind, in the early part
of Louis the Eleventh’s reign, to which many of the
troubles of his later years were attributed.s The mask
once torn away, there is no longer occasion to consult
even appearances. The door seems to be closed against
reform. The alienation, which might have been changed
by circumstances or conciliated by kindness, settles
into a deep and deadly rancor. And Cortés would
have been surrounded by enemies in his own camp
more implacable than those in the camp of the Aztecs.

As it was, the gtilty soldiers had suffered too serious

% Herrera, Hist. general, ubi supra.

s So says M. de Barante in his picturesque rifacimento of the ancien
chronicles: * Les procés du connétable et de monsieur de Némours,
bien d'autres révélations, avaient fait éclater leur mauvais vouloir, ou
du moins leur peu de fidélité pour le roi; ils ne pouvaient donc douter
qu'il désirat ou complotat leur ruine.” Histoire des Ducs de Bour-
gogne (Paris, 1838), tom. xi. p. 16g.
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apprehensions to place their lives hastily in a similaz
jeopardy. They strove, on the contrary, by demon-
strations of loyalty, and the assiduous discharge of their
duties, to turn away suspicion from themselves. Cortés,
on his part, was careful to preserve his natural de-
meanor, equally removed from distrust and—what was
perhaps more difficult—that studied courtesy which in-
timates, quite as plainly, suspicion of the party who is
the object of it. To do this fequired no little address.
Yet he did not forget the past. He had, it is true,
destroyed the scroll containing the list of the conspir-
ators. But the man that has once learned the names
of those who have conspired against his life has no need
of a written record to keep them fresh in his memory.
Cortés kept his eye on all their movements, and took
care to place them in no situation, afterwards, where
they could do him injury.®

This attempt on the life of their commander excited
a strong sensation in the army, with whom his many
dazzling qualities and brilliant military talents had
made him a general favorite. They were anxious to
testify their reprobation of so foul a deed, coming from
their own body, and they felt the necessity of taking
some effectual measures for watching over the safety of
one with whom their own destinies, as well as the fate
of the enterprise, were so intimately connected. It
was arranged, therefore, that he should be provided
with a guard of soldiers, who were placed under the
direction of a trusty cavalier named Antonio de Qui-

§ “ ¥ desde alli adelante, aunque mostraua gran voluntad 4 las per-

sonas que eran en la cojuracio, siempre se rezelana dellos,” Bernal
Diaz, Hist, de la Conquista, cap. 146.
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fiones. They constituted the general's body-guard
during the rest of the campaign, watching over hh.n
day and night, and protecting him from domestic
treason no less than from the sword of the enemy.

As was stated at the close of the last chapter, the
Spaniards, on their return to quarters, found the con-
struction of the brigantines completed, and that they
were fully rigged, equipped, and ready for service.
The canal, also, after having occupied eight thousand
men for nearly two months, was finished.

It was a work of great labor; for it extended half a
league in length, was twelve feet wide, and as many
deep. The sides were strengthened by palisades of
wood, or solid masonry. At intervals, dams and locks
were constructed, and part of the opening was through
the hard rock. By this avenue the brigantines might
now be safely introduced on the lake.”

Cortés was resolved that so auspicious an event should
be celebrated with due solemnity. On the 28th of
April, the troops were drawn up under arms, and the
whole population of Tezcuco assembled to witness tl_l‘e
ceremony. Mass was performed, and every man in
the: army, together with the general, confessed and
received the sacrament. Prayers were offered up by
Father Olmedo, and a benediction invoked on the little
navy, the first—worthy of the name—ever launched on

7 Ixtlilxochitl, Venida de los Espafioles, p. 19.—Rel. Terc. de
Cortés, ap. Lorenzana, p. 234.—" Obra grandissima,”’ exclaims the
Cangueror, ‘ y mucho para ver,”—!* Fuéron en guarde de estos ber-
gantines,’ adds Camargo, ' mas de diez mil hombres de guerra con
los maestros dellas, hasta que los arméron y echdron ¢n el agua y
laguna de Méjico, que fué obra de mucho efecto para tomarse Méjico.”
Hist, de Tlascala, MS.

¥
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American waters.® The signal was given by the firing
of a cannon, when the vessels, dropping down the
canal, one after another, reached the lake in good
order; and, as they emerged on its ample bosom, with
music sounding, and the royal ensign of Castile proudly
fioating from their masts, a shout of admiration arose
from the countless multitudes of spectators, which
mingled with the roar of artillery and musketry from
the vessels and the shore !¢ It was a novel spectacle
to the simple natives; and they gazed with wonder on
the gallant ships, which, fluttering like sea-birds on
their snowy pinions, bounded lightly over the waters,
as if rejoicing in their element. It touched the stern
hearts of the Conquerors with a glow of rapture, and,
as they felt that Heaven had blessed their undertaking,
they broke forth, by general accord, into the noble
anthem of the Z¢ Dewm. But there was no one of
that vast multitude for whom the sight had deeper in-
terest than their commander. For he looked on it as
the work, in a manner, of his own hands; and his
bosom swelled with exultation, as he felt he was now
possessed of a power strong enough to command the
lake, and to shake the haughty towers of Tenochtitlan.*

8 The brigantines were still to be seen, preserved, as preclous
memorials, long after the conquest, in the dock-yards of Mexico,
Toribio, Hist. de los Indios, MS., Parte 1, cap. 1.

9 “Dada la sefial, solté la Presa, fuéron saliendo los Vergantines,
sin tocar vno 4 otro, i apartindose por la Laguna, desplegdron las
Vanderas, tocd la Misica, dispardron su Artilleria, respondié la del
Exéreito, asi de Castellanos, como de Indios.” Herrera, Hist. gene-
ral, dec. 3, Iib, 1, cap. 6.

10 Thid., ubi supra.—Rel. Terc. de Cortés, ap. Lorenzana, p. 234.—
Ixtlilxochitl, Venida de los Espafioles, p. 1g.—QOviedo, Hist. de las
Ind., MS., Iib. 33, cap. 48.—The last-mentioned chronicler indulges
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The general’s next step was to muster his forces
in the great square of the capital. He found they
amounted to eighty-seven horse, and eight hundred
and eighteen foot, of which one hundred and eighteen
were arquebusiers and crosshowmen. He had three large
field-pieces of iron, and fifteen lighter guns or falconets
of brass.™ The heavier cannon had been transported
from Ver Cruz to Tezcuco, a little while before, by the
faithful Tlascalans. He was well supplied with shot
and balls, with about ten hundred-weight of powder,
and fifty thousand copper-headed arrows, made after a
pattern furnished by him to the natives.”™ The number
and appointments of the army much exceeded what
they had been at any time since the flight from Mexico,
and showed the good effects of the late arrivals from
the Islands. Indeed, taking the fleet into the account,
Cortés had never before been in so good a condition
for carrying on his operations. Three hundred of
the men were sent to man the vessels, thirteen, or
rather twelve, in number, one of the smallest having
been found, on trial, too dull a sailer to be of service.
Half of the crews were required to navigate the ships.
There was some difficulty in finding hands for this,
in no slight swell of exultation at this achievement of his hero, which
in his opinion throws into shade the boasted exploits of the great Se-
sostris. *‘ Otras muchas é notables cosas, cuenta este actor que he
dicho de aqueste Rey Sesori, en que no me quiero detener, ni las
tengo en tanto como esta tranchea, 6 canja que es dicho, y los Ver-
gantines de que tratamos, los quales diéron ocasion 4 que se oviesen
mayores Thesoros é Provincias, € Reynos, que no tuvo Sesori, para la
corona Real de Castilla por la industria de Hernando Cortés.” Ibid.,
lib. 33, cap. 22.

1 Rel, Terc. de Cortés, ap. Lorenzana, p. 234.
13 Bernal Diaz, Hist, de la Conquista, cap. 147.




