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LEARNING TARGETS
1. Explain who Hernan Cortes and the Spanish conquistadors were and how they reached the Aztec island capital of Tenochtitlan in 1519.
2. Describe what the soldier Bernal Diaz saw and felt on the causeway approach to Tenochtitlan, using his eyewitness account.
3. Explain that the Spanish did not conquer the Aztecs alone - tens of thousands of Tlaxcalan allies and a devastating smallpox epidemic were decisive in the fall of Tenochtitlan in 1521.

SECTION 3
Tenochtitlan: the Aztec island capital
A great city on a lake
Tenochtitlan was the island capital of the Aztec (Mexica) empire, built on a lake.
It was an island city on a lake, connected to shore by raised roads.
The Aztec ruler Montezuma (Moctezuma II) led the empire when the Spanish arrived in 1519.
 
SECTION 5
Cortes reaches the causeway (November 1519)
Who came, and how
A conquistador was a Spanish soldier-explorer who conquered lands in the Americas for Spain.
The Spanish marched to the city on a causeway, a raised road built across the water.
Cortes and his troops first entered Tenochtitlan in 1519, marching along the causeway.
On the way they passed Iztapalapa, a lakeside city, before reaching the capital.
 
SECTION 6
A soldier's wonder on the causeway
What Diaz saw and felt
The foot soldier Bernal Diaz marched with Cortes and described the causeway approach.
They compared the sight to the legend of Amadis, a tale of knights and magic.
The amazed soldiers asked whether it was not a dream, as if the city were unreal.
 
SECTION 7
The Spanish did NOT conquer alone
Two decisive factors
The first decisive factor was tens of thousands of Tlaxcalan allies, enemies of the Aztecs, who fought alongside the Spanish.
The second decisive factor was a devastating smallpox epidemic that swept the city before it fell.
The Spanish did not conquer alone; they were a small part of a much larger Indigenous war.
 
SECTION 8
The siege and fall of Tenochtitlan (1521)
From wonder to fall
A siege means surrounding and cutting off a city to force it to surrender.
The Aztec capital fell when the defenders surrendered on August 13, 1521.
Weakened by smallpox, the city finally fell in 1521, when its defenders surrendered.
 
SECTION 9
People and place vocabulary
Terms 1-5
Tenochtitlan was the island capital of the Aztec Empire, built on a lake; today it is Mexico City.
A causeway is a raised road built across water, connecting the island city to the lakeshore.
The Aztec (Mexica) were the people who ruled a large empire in central Mexico from Tenochtitlan.
Montezuma (Moctezuma II) was the Aztec ruler when the Spanish arrived in 1519.
Hernan Cortes was the Spanish conquistador who led the expedition against the Aztec Empire.
 
SECTION 10
Conquest and legend vocabulary
Terms 6-10
A conquistador was a Spanish soldier-explorer who conquered lands in the Americas for Spain.
The Tlaxcalans were an Indigenous people, enemies of the Aztecs, who allied with Cortes by the tens of thousands.
Amadis was a popular Spanish tale of knights and magic; soldiers compared Tenochtitlan to its enchantments.
Iztapalapa was a lakeside city of grand palaces and gardens that the Spanish passed on the way to Tenochtitlan.
A siege means surrounding and cutting off a city to force surrender, as Cortes did to Tenochtitlan in 1521.
 
SECTION 11
Reading Diaz as a source
One soldier, one moment
Diaz wrote his history decades after 1519, so his account is a memory, not an on-the-spot report.
His wonder is a personal, eyewitness impression of one moment, not neutral reporting.
It leaves out the decisive factors: the Tlaxcalan allies and the smallpox epidemic.
 
SECTION 12
Building a precise account
Name every part
A precise account states the city fell after a siege, surrendering on August 13, 1521.
Name the tens of thousands of Tlaxcalan allies as decisive, not the Spanish alone.
Always include the smallpox epidemic that helped bring the city down.
 


KEY TAKEAWAYS
★ Tenochtitlan was the Aztec island capital; Cortes reached it in 1519.
★ Bernal Diaz compared his first sight of the city to the legend of Amadis.
★ The city fell after a siege, with the surrender on August 13, 1521.
★ The Spanish did not conquer alone - Tlaxcalan allies and smallpox were decisive.
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