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Series Prologue

The  history  of  the  Indigenous  peoples  of  Mesoamerica  has  been
told, for far too long, through the eyes of the conqueror. This series
is born of the conviction that only by understanding the worldview,
science, art, and social organization of the Mexica from within their
own  internal  logic  can  we  come  close  to  their  greatness  and  the
tragedy of their fall.

Ancestral  Legacy:  History  of  Mexico  is  the  result  of  exhaustive
academic research drawing on primary sources —the codices— and
on  the  foundational  works  of  Mexican  anthropology  and
archaeology:  Jacques  Soustelle,  Miguel  León-Portilla,  Alfredo  López
Austin,  and Ross  Hassig,  among others.  This  is  not  another  tale  of
sacrifices and wars, but a deep immersion in the civilizational fabric
that built the Empire of Anáhuac.

The  thesis  holding  these  twelve  volumes  together  is  clear:  the
greatness  of  Mexica  culture  did  not  lie  solely  in  its  military  might,
but in its exceptional capacity to create a civilizational synthesis. In
barely  two  centuries,  the  Mexica  forged  a  complex  imperial  state
that  articulated  a  structured  religious  worldview,  a  social
engineering  of  castes  and  guilds,  a  meticulously  recorded  tribute
economy, and a deeply ritualized everyday life —all of it in the lake
environment of Tenochtitlan. Its fall was not the end of a barbarian
culture, but the abrupt murder of a civilization in full development,
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whose legacy endures in Mexican identity today.

Each  volume  of  the  series  explores  one  chapter  of  that  story  in
depth:  the  origin  and  founding,  the  prodigious  city,  religious
thought, the pantheon and sacrifice, the state, society, tribute, daily
life,  science  and  war,  the  codices,  the  conquest,  and  finally  the
legacy. Each book includes its own index, illustrations, a glossary of
Nahuatl terms, a timeline, and an annotated bibliography, so it can
be read on its own or as part of the whole.

May this work help vindicate the memory of  a people murdered in
the fullness of  their  development,  and may new generations come
to know —with rigor and with pride— the roots of Mexico.

Research: Esteban Gutiérrez A.

Edited by EGA
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Chapter 1. Aztlan: The Place
of Whiteness

Every  civilization  needs  a  beginning,  and  the  beginnings  of
civilizations  are  rarely  simple  facts:  they  are  stories  a  people  tells
itself  to  explain  who  it  is.  The  Mexica  —the  people  who  founded
Tenochtitlan  and  built  the  empire  Europeans  would  call  "Aztec"—
placed  their  origin  in  a  place  called  Aztlan,  a  mysterious  island
wrapped  in  whiteness  from  which  they  departed,  guided  by  their
god,  toward  a  destiny  it  would  take  them  two  centuries  to  reach.
Aztlan  is  not  merely  a  place-name  in  the  codices:  it  is  the
cornerstone  of  Mexica  identity,  the  zero  point  of  their  historical
memory, and at the same time one of the most persistent enigmas
of Mexican archaeology and ethnohistory. No one has found Aztlan
on a modern map with certainty; yet its presence in tradition is so
solid  that  for  centuries  scholars,  travelers,  and  scientists  have
sought  its  traces  from  western  Mexico  to  the  present-day
southwestern United States. This chapter explores what the sources
say about Aztlan, what its name means, what academic debate has
proposed about its location, and why —beyond geography— Aztlan
matters:  because  a  people  that  knows  itself  to  be  pilgrim  walks
differently.

The name and its meaning

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 6



Aztlan is a Nahuatl word, and like almost all Nahua place-names, its
anatomy  is  transparent  to  anyone  who  knows  the  language.  It
consists  of  a  root  plus  a  place  suffix:  -tlan,  "place  of,  beside,
among."  The  root  has  fueled  centuries  of  discussion.  The  most
widespread  interpretation  links  it  to  aztatl,  "heron":  Aztlan  would
then  be  "the  place  of  herons,"  a  lake  island  populated  by  those
long-legged white birds that still inhabit the lakes of western Mexico
today. The second, equally defended interpretation derives the root
from iztac, "white": Aztlan would be "the place of whiteness." Both
readings  point  to  the  same  thing:  a  bright  island,  luminous,
surrounded by water, inhabited by white birds —a landscape that in
the Mesoamerican imagination equals the original paradise.

It  is  no  accident  that  this  series'  glossary  records  both  meanings
—"place of herons" or "place of whiteness"— because tradition itself
seems to have played with the ambiguity.  In Nahuatl,  whiteness is
not  just  a  color:  it  is  a  moral  and  sacred  quality.  What  is  white  is
pure, original,  uncontaminated. That the Mexica people came from
the "place of  whiteness"  amounts  to  asserting a  purity  of  origin,  a
primordial  legitimacy  no  later  defeat  could  take  from  them.  And
here  appears  the  first  great  lesson of  this  book:  in  Mexica  history,
myth  is  not  the  opposite  of  truth;  it  is  the  form  in  which  truth
becomes habitable.

The  people's  collective  name  derives,  according  to  tradition,  from
that  same  place.  Sixteenth-century  sources  record  that  those  who
left Aztlan were called "Aztecs" —that is, "the people of Aztlan." In
time,  already  in  the  lands  of  the  Anahuac,  the  god  Huitzilopochtli
would give them a new name: Mexica. The word "Aztec," which the
whole world uses today for this people and their empire, is actually
an  exonym  popularized  by  nineteenth-century  European  scholars,
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particularly  Alexander  von  Humboldt  and  his  successors.  The
protagonists  of  this  story  called  themselves  Mexica,  and  that  is
what  we  will  call  them  in  this  book,  reserving  "Aztec"  for  uses
consecrated by custom —as in "Aztec empire" or "Aztec calendar"—
where avoiding it would be pedantic.

There is a linguistic nuance worth retaining. The suffix -tecatl means
"native  of,  person  from":  aztecatl  is  "the  native  of  Aztlan."  So
"Aztec"  designates  not  an  ethnicity  in  the  biological  sense,  but  a
provenance.  And  provenance,  in  the  Mesoamerican  world,  was  a
political declaration: to say "we come from Aztlan" was to assert a
lineage, a right, and a mission. The Mexica were not the only ones
to  claim  that  origin.  Tradition  holds  that  seven  groups  left  Aztlan,
each with its own sacred bundle and patron god: the Mexica and six
other Nahua peoples —the Xochimilca,  Chalca, Tepaneca, Acolhua,
Tlahuica,  and  Tlaxcalteca—  the  same  peoples  who  centuries  later
would populate the Central Highlands and star, as allies or enemies,
in the empire's history. That all shared the same mythical origin did
not  stop  them  from  warring  against  one  another;  but  it  reveals
something profound about Nahua culture:  legitimacy was inherited
from the common past, and the common past was narrated.

The mythical island: what the sources say

What  do  the  sources  tell  us  about  Aztlan?  The first  thing  to  say  is
that no intact pre-Hispanic source describes Aztlan in the detail of a
modern chronicler,  because the Mexica did not write history in the
European sense: they painted memory. The Strip of the Pilgrimage,
known as the Boturini Codex —a pictographic manuscript on amate
paper produced around 1530–1540, barely a decade after the fall of
Tenochtitlan—  opens  its  narrative  with  an  unforgettable  vignette:
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an  island  amid  water,  with  a  curved  hill  at  its  center  from  whose
summit sprouts the water glyph, and on either side the temples and
houses of the seven neighborhoods. From that island departs a trail
of footprints: the road. Beside the island, a kneeling priest receives
from  the  god's  hands  the  order  to  depart.  That  first  plate  of  the
Boturini  is,  in  a  sense,  the  pictorial  birth  certificate  of  the  Mexica
people.

Other  sixteenth-century  alphabetic  sources,  written  under  Spanish
rule but  gathered from Indigenous informants,  expand the picture.
The  Historia  de  los  mexicanos  por  sus  pinturas,  the  Crónica
Mexicayotl  of  Hernando  de  Alvarado  Tezozomoc  —himself  a
descendant  of  Mexica  royalty—,  the  memorials  of  Domingo
Chimalpahin,  and  the  work  of  Fray  Diego  Durán  agree  on  the
essentials:  Aztlan  was  an  island  in  a  large  lagoon  or  lake,  to  the
north or northwest, a place of abundance where the people lived by
fishing and chinampa agriculture, organized in neighborhoods, until
their  tutelary  god  ordered  the  departure.  Chimalpahin,  the  most
chronological  of  the  Indigenous  historians,  places  the  departure  in
the  year  1110  of  the  Christian  era  —the  date  this  series'  timeline
adopts as the traditional reference— although other counts propose
1111  or  nearby  dates.  Two  centuries  separate,  in  the  traditional
count, the departure from Aztlan from the founding of Tenochtitlan
in 1325.

One detail is worth pausing over: the codices do not present Aztlan
as a mere geographical starting point, but as a place of fullness. In
the  Boturini,  the  island  appears  orderly,  its  temples  and  houses
arranged  in  harmony;  it  is  an  image  of  a  complete  society,  not  a
provisional  camp.  This  has  a  precise  ideological  meaning.  By
painting  Aztlan  as  a  miniature  lake  city,  the  tlamatinime  —the
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Mexica sages— were saying: we are not upstarts without a past; we
come from a civilization. The humility of origins —fishermen from a
distant island— was compensated by the dignity of provenance: an
orderly, pious people, capable of building.

There  is,  moreover,  an  element  modern  historiography  has
underscored:  the  departure  from  Aztlan  is  also  a  story  of  rupture.
The god orders the abandonment of abundance for a promise. The
people obey and become pilgrims. That structure —abandonment of
the safe land, crossing of the desert, promised land at the end— is
not exclusive to the Mexica; it belongs to the universal repertoire of
foundation  myths.  But  in  the  Mexica  case  it  has  a  particular
resonance,  because  the  pilgrimage  was  real:  for  generations,  the
ancestors  of  the  Tenochca  walked,  settled,  were  expelled,  and
walked again. The Aztlan myth did not invent the migration; it gave
it meaning.

The  informants  of  Fray  Bernardino  de  Sahagún,  gathered  at
Tlatelolco in the mid-sixteenth century, contributed another nuance:
they  described  the  ancestors  as  Chichimecs  —that  is,  as
non-urbanized northerners, hunters with bow and arrow, dressed in
skins.  This  Chichimec characterization of  origins contrasts with the
orderly  urban  image  of  the  Boturini,  and  the  contradiction  is
revealing. The fifteenth-century Mexica, lords of an empire, needed
a dignified origin —the white, orderly island—; but popular memory
also preserved the less glamorous recollection: they were, at some
point,  the  barbarians  of  the  north,  the  newcomers  whom
established cities looked down upon. Both memories coexisted, and
their  tension runs through all  of  Mexica history:  the pride of  origin
and  the  shame  of  uprooting,  the  legitimacy  claimed  and  the
legitimacy denied.
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A final source detail deserves attention: tradition insists the Mexica
did not travel alone under a generic god, but guided personally by
Huitzilopochtli, their patron god, whose image the priests carried in
a  sacred  bundle.  The  god-bearers  —the  teomamaque—  led  the
column,  and  it  was  the  god  who,  through  his  priests'  mouths,
ordered where to halt and when to depart. The pilgrimage was thus
a  permanent  religious  act:  two  centuries  of  liturgy  in  motion.  This
fact  will  be  fundamental  in  the  next  chapter,  because  without
Huitzilopochtli there is no pilgrimage, and without pilgrimage there
are no Mexica.

The Nahuatl of Aztlan: language as baggage

There is one piece of baggage the Mexica carried from Aztlan that
no  desert  could  take  from  them:  their  language.  Nahuatl  —the
"clear-sounding  language,"  by  one  etymology—  traveled  with  the
pilgrims  for  two  centuries  and  reached  Lake  Texcoco  essentially
intact, enriched along the way with borrowings from the languages
encountered.  The  history  of  the  pilgrimage  is  therefore  also  the
history of a language on the march, and it deserves a section.

Nahuatl  belongs  to  the  Uto-Nahuan  family,  a  group  of  related
languages  stretching  from  the  present-day  southwestern  United
States  to  Central  America.  This  affiliation  is  the  linguistic  proof  of
the  northern  origin:  Nahuatl's  closest  sister  languages  —Cora,
Huichol—  are  spoken  in  western  Mexico,  and  the  most  distant
—Shoshone,  Comanche—  in  the  north.  The  family's  diversification
took  millennia,  but  the  Nahuan  branch  preserves  archaic  features
that let linguists reconstruct its past. When the Mexica entered the
Valley  of  Mexico  in  the  thirteenth  century,  their  language  was
already  fully  Nahuatl,  though  with  dialectal  particularities
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distinguishing them from the valley's other Nahua groups.

The language of the road was not just a means of communication: it
was an archive. The place-names the Mexica imposed on each way
station  —Coatepec,  Chapultepec,  Tizapan—  are  Nahuatl  phrases
describing  the  place:  "serpent  hill,"  "grasshopper  hill,"  "place  of
gypsum."  Each  name  was  a  memory  card:  anyone  who  knew
Nahuatl  could  read  the  landscape  as  a  text.  Songs  and
huehuetlatolli  —the  "discourses  of  the  elders,"  moral  maxims—
were  transmitted  orally  from  generation  to  generation,  and  their
metric,  parallelistic  form  —diphrasisms,  saying  two  things  to
express  a  third:  "flower  and  song"  for  poetry,  "water  and  hill"  for
city— aided memorization. Language was the codex that could not
be burned: Itzcoatl might order the amoxtli destroyed, but he could
not destroy what lived in the elders' mouths.

Contact  with  other  peoples  enriched  the  pilgrims'  Nahuatl  without
denaturing  it.  From  Otomi  —the  language  of  the  valley's  ancient
inhabitants—  they  took  place-names  and  agricultural  terms;  from
Toltec  —the  prestigious  Nahuatl  of  Tula  and  Culhuacan—  they
adopted the elevated register, tecpillatolli —"palace speech"— with
its  reverentials  and  metaphors.  This  diglossia  —one  language  for
the  people,  another  for  the  court—  would  characterize  imperial
Nahuatl:  the  macehualtin  spoke  common  Nahuatl;  the  pipiltin  and
priests commanded the elevated register as well, full of diphrasisms
and  mythological  allusions.  Language,  like  society,  became
stratified.

And there is a final linguistic legacy of the pilgrimage: the people's
very  name.  "Mexica"  —derived,  by  tradition,  from  the  guide-god's
name— is a word that only makes sense in Nahuatl and only makes
sense after  the road:  before  the pilgrimage there  were no Mexica,
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there  were  Aztecs.  Language  recorded  the  birth  of  identity:  the
ethnonym  is  the  birth  certificate.  When,  centuries  later,  the
Spaniards asked the valley's inhabitants who they were, they would
answer  "Mexica"  —and  the  Spaniards,  who  did  not  distinguish,
would call them "Aztecs." The onomastic confusion that lasts to this
day was born of that answer: a people that had named itself on the
road.

The Boturini Codex: a people's pictorial charter

Before  continuing,  it  is  worth  knowing  closely  the  most  important
witness to everything this chapter tells: the Strip of the Pilgrimage,
known  as  the  Boturini  Codex  after  the  Italian  collector  Lorenzo
Boturini,  who  rescued  it  in  the  eighteenth  century.  It  is  a
pictographic  manuscript  painted  on  amate  paper  —pulped  fig
bark—  folded  screen-style,  some  twenty  meters  long  when  fully
unfolded,  produced  around  1530–1540,  barely  a  generation  after
the  fall  of  Tenochtitlan.  Its  author  or  authors  were  tlacuilos
—painter-scribes—  trained  in  the  pre-Hispanic  tradition,  working
under  the  colonial  regime  but  with  fresh  memory  and  probably
copying  or  continuing  a  pre-conquest  original.  The  Boturini  is  not,
then,  a  colonial  document  about  the  Mexica:  it  is  a  Mexica
document in colonial times.

Its  writing  system is  that  of  central  Mexican  codices:  place  glyphs
—hills,  waters,  plants,  buildings—  combined  with  footprints
indicating  movement  and  direction,  stylized  human  figures,  and
calendrical  glyphs  dating  events.  There  is  not  a  single  alphabetic
word in the original: everything is read with the eyes. The narrative
advances by plates, each plate a scene: the island of Aztlan with its
seven  neighborhoods,  the  departure  by  canoe,  the  way  stations
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marked by their  toponymic  glyphs,  the years  elapsed indicated by
the xiuhpohualli. To read the Boturini is to witness the exodus: the
footprints never stop, and the reader —like the pilgrims— advances
without knowing exactly how much road remains.

Most remarkable about the Boturini is its tone. It is no triumphalist
panegyric:  it  records  hardships,  divisions,  and  expulsions  with  the
same  ink  as  prodigies.  When  the  Mexica  are  defeated  at
Chapultepec,  the  codex  shows  it;  when  they  are  expelled  from
Culhuacan, the codex shows it. This narrative honesty —unusual in
the  official  histories  of  any  era—  suggests  the  document  was  not
composed to flatter a tlatoani, but to fix the people's memory: their
misfortunes  were  as  constitutive  as  their  glories.  The  tlamatinime
who  guarded  this  strip  understood  something  modern
historiography  would  rediscover  centuries  later:  an  identity  built
only on victories is fragile; one built on survival is indestructible.

The  Boturini  breaks  off  abruptly:  the  final,  unfinished  plate  shows
the  Mexica  reaching  the  lake  basin,  and  the  narrative  cuts  before
the founding of Tenochtitlan. Specialists debate whether the original
manuscript continued and was lost,  or whether the tlacuilo died or
was  interrupted  before  finishing.  The  interruption,  whatever  its
cause,  has  something  poetic:  the  document  of  the  exodus  ends
where the exodus ends, on the city's threshold. As if the pilgrimage,
once fulfilled, no longer needed painting: the city itself was its final
plate.

Alongside  the  Boturini,  other  pictorial  and  alphabetic  sources
complete  the  picture:  the  Aubin  Codex  —also  a  strip  of  annals,
which does reach colonial times—, the Historia de los mexicanos por
sus  pinturas,  Chimalpahin's  memorials,  Tezozomoc's  Crónica
Mexicayotl, and the great compilations of Durán and Sahagún. None
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of  these  sources  is  "objective"  in  the  modern  sense:  all  were
produced by interested actors —Mexica legitimizing their past, friars
seeking  souls,  mestizos  claiming  privileges.  The  historian's  work
—and this  book's— is  to  make  them converse,  contrast  them with
archaeology,  and  extract,  from  the  choir  of  interested  voices,  the
most probable melody of what happened. In Aztlan's case, the choir
agrees  on  the  essentials:  there  was  an  island,  there  was  a
departure,  there  was  a  guiding  god.  On  the  rest  —the  exact
location, precise dates, road details— the voices disagree, and that
disagreement is also information: it tells us which parts of the story
were  living  memory  and  which  were  already,  in  the  sixteenth
century, matter for debate.

The debate over its location: where was Aztlan?

If Aztlan was a real island, where was it? The question has occupied
chroniclers  and  archaeologists  for  four  centuries,  and  the  honest
answer is that we do not know. But the debate itself is instructive,
because  it  reveals  how  historical  knowledge  is  built  when  sources
are scarce and imagination abundant.

The first clue comes from the sources themselves: Aztlan lay north
or  northwest  of  the  Valley  of  Mexico,  in  a  region  of  lakes  and
lagoons.  Sixteenth-century  Indigenous  informants  described  the
north  as  Chichimec  land,  a  semi-arid  vastness  populated  by
hunter-gatherers.  Hypotheses  have  pointed  there  since  the
seventeenth century. The Jesuit historian Francisco Javier Clavijero,
in  his  Historia  antigua  de  México  (1780),  placed  Aztlan  in  the
northwest,  in  what  is  now  Nayarit  or  Sinaloa,  drawing  on  the
region's  peoples'  traditions.  This  northwestern  hypothesis  found
powerful  twentieth-century  echo:  the  island  of  Mexcaltitlan,  in
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Nayarit's  coastal  lagoon  —a  circular  lake  island,  inhabited  since
ancient  times,  whose name evokes  the  Mexica— was proposed by
several scholars as historical Aztlan. The Mexican government even
placed a commemorative monument there in the twentieth century.
Mexcaltitlan  is  suggestive:  it  is  an  island,  in  a  lagoon,  its  urban
layout  concentric  like  the  Boturini's  Aztlan.  But  archaeology  has
found no conclusive evidence there of an occupation matching the
twelfth-century  Nahua  migrants'  era  and  culture,  and  the  name's
resemblance, though tempting, is no proof.

A  second  family  of  hypotheses  looks  farther  north,  toward  the
present-day  southwestern  United  States:  Arizona,  Utah,  New
Mexico.  Its  defenders  argue  from linguistics:  the  Nahua  languages
belong  to  the  great  Uto-Nahuan  (or  Uto-Aztecan)  family,  whose
sister  languages  —Shoshone,  Comanche,  Hopi,  Papago—  are
spoken precisely in that region. If the Nahuas' linguistic cradle was
in the north,  is  it  not reasonable to seek the mythical  cradle there
too?  The  argument  is  elegant  but  has  a  timescale  problem:  the
Uto-Nahuan  family's  dispersal  occurred  millennia  before  the
twelfth-century  Mexica  migration.  That  the  Nahuas'  remotest
ancestors came from the north does not prove the tradition's Aztlan
—the  island  the  seven  groups  left—  was  in  Utah.  It  confuses,  as
critics have noted, a language's origin with a story's origin.

A third, more sober current proposes placing Aztlan in the Bajío or
the western Mexican lake basins —Michoacán, Guanajuato, Jalisco—
a  lake  zone  (Cuitzeo,  Pátzcuaro,  Chapala)  compatible  with  a
lake-island  description  and  lying  on  the  natural  migration  route
toward the Central Highlands. This hypothesis has geography in its
favor:  it  is  the  corridor  through  which  Nahua  groups  effectively
advanced toward the valley in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.
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But  it  too  has  produced  no  definitive  find:  no  excavation  has
identified  a  site  that  can  proclaim  itself,  without  controversy,  "the
Aztlan."

Against these searches, contemporary ethnohistory —led by Miguel
León-Portilla  and  Alfredo  López  Austin—  has  proposed  a  deeper
rereading: perhaps Aztlan should not be sought on the map, but in
memory. López Austin has insisted that Mesoamerican origin stories
operate  in  a  mythical  time  that  does  not  coincide  with  linear
chronology: Aztlan would be less a geographical place than a "place
of memory," an archetype of origin each generation rewrites. In this
reading,  "where  was  Aztlan?"  is  the  wrong  question;  the  right
question  is  "what  did  the  Mexica  need  an  Aztlan  for?"  And  the
answer  is  political  and  existential  at  once:  they  needed  an  origin
that made them equals of the Toltec-lineage peoples who despised
their newcomer status; they needed a white island to have departed
from  so  their  arrival  at  Lake  Texcoco  —another  island,  another
lake— would read as a return, not an invasion.

An  intermediate  position,  which  this  book  adopts,  should  not  be
discarded, however: Aztlan may have been a real place —a western
or  northern lake island,  today unrecognizable  or  submerged under
centuries  of  change—  whose  memory  the  tlamatinime  reworked
until  it  became  archetype.  History  and  myth  do  not  exclude  each
other: myth is interpreted history, and history, when a people tells it
about  itself,  tends  toward  myth.  What  we  can  affirm  on  the
evidence  is  this:  around  the  eleventh  and  twelfth  centuries,
Nahuatl-speaking groups advanced from the north and west toward
the Central Highlands; their material culture was modest compared
to  the  declining  Toltec  cities';  and  their  tradition  preserved  the
memory  of  a  departure  from  a  lake  land.  Everything  else  —the
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whiteness, the seven neighborhoods, the divine mandate— belongs
to memory's work, which does not lie: it means.

There  is  an  archaeological  corollary  worth  mentioning.
Archaeologists  have  sought  for  decades  the  material  correlate  of
the  Nahua  migration:  ceramics,  settlement  patterns,  routes.  The
record  does  show  population  movements  toward  the  Highlands  in
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries,  coinciding with Tula's  fall  and
the early Postclassic political rearrangement. But no archaeological
marker says "Mexica" clearly before their arrival in the valley. This
does not refute tradition; it simply recalls its limits: the codices tell
the story of  a lineage and a god, not of  a ceramic type. Expecting
archaeology  to  "prove"  or  "refute"  the  Aztlan  myth  asks  of  a
discipline  what  it  cannot  give.  Archaeology  excavates  soils;  myth
dwells in people.

Chicomoztoc: the other origin, the seven caves

Aztlan is not the Nahua tradition's only place of origin. Alongside the
white island appears, in many sources, Chicomoztoc —"the place of
the seven caves"— a perforated mountain  from which the peoples
emerged.  In  some  accounts,  Chicomoztoc  is  a  pilgrimage  way
station:  the  Mexica  passed  through  and  rested;  in  others,  it  is  the
true starting point, with Aztlan relegated to an earlier memory. The
doubleness has puzzled more than one scholar, but it has a cultural
explanation:  Mesoamerican  peoples  conceived  their  origins  in
complementary pairs —island and cave, water and earth, light and
darkness—  and  Mexica  memory  preserved  both  images  without
feeling the need to choose.

The  seven  caves  are,  moreover,  the  subterranean  counterpart  of
Aztlan's  seven  neighborhoods:  seven  groups,  seven  caves,  seven
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destinies. The number seven structures the cosmovision: seven are
the  underworld's  levels  in  some  counts,  seven  the  cosmos's
directions  counting  the  center.  That  peoples  emerged  from  seven
caves equals  saying they emerged from inside the earth,  the dark
matrix where all life gestates. If Aztlan is the luminous origin —the
white  island—  Chicomoztoc  is  the  telluric  origin  —the  mother
mountain—.  A  people  claiming  both  origins  says:  we  come  from
light and earth, water and stone; we are complete.

Archaeology  and  ethnography  have  found  living  echoes  of
Chicomoztoc: in several  contemporary Nahua communities,  certain
caves  and  ravines  are  venerated  as  places  of  origin,  and
rain-petition  rituals  include  remembrance  of  the  ancestral
emergence.  The  cave,  in  Mesoamerica,  is  not  just  a  geographical
accident:  it  is  a  sacred  threshold,  the  mouth  through  which  the
underworld  communicates  with  the  surface,  where  the  dead  are
buried  and  the  gods  petitioned.  Placing  origin  in  a  cave  links  the
people to the dead —the ancestors inhabiting earth's interior— and
to fertility —the earth that births peoples as it births harvests.

Must  we  choose  between  Aztlan  and  Chicomoztoc?  Current
historiography  tends  not  to:  both  are  "places  of  memory,"
archetypes  of  origin  organizing  identity,  not  geographical
coordinates.  But  note  a  tonal  difference:  Aztlan  is  an  exclusive
origin  —the  seven  Nahua  groups  left  from  there—  while
Chicomoztoc  appears  in  many  peoples'  traditions,  including
non-Nahua  ones.  Aztlan  founds  Mexica  particularity;  Chicomoztoc
founds Mesoamerican brotherhood. The Mexica needed both: to be
unique  and  to  be  part  of  the  world.  Their  genius  was  sacrificing
neither for the other.

There is a final detail linking both origins to Tenochtitlan's founding

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 19



that  the  tlamatinime  did  not  miss:  the  islet  city  also  had  its  cave.
Tradition  holds  that  beside  the  sign's  cactus  there  was  a  cave  or
spring,  and  the  Great  Temple  —as  twentieth-century  archaeology
would  show—  was  built  over  and  around  cavities  conceived  as
underworld  entrances.  The  city  reproduced,  in  miniature,  the
origin's  sacred  geography:  island  on  water  —Aztlan—  and  cave
beneath the temple —Chicomoztoc—. Founding Tenochtitlan was, in
this sense too, a return: the people came to inhabit,  at once, their
two places of origin. The circle closed.

The glyph of Aztlan: reading the origin with the
eyes

The  Nahua  did  not  write  "Aztlan"  in  letters:  they  painted  it  as  a
glyph, and that glyph deserves close reading, because it condenses
into  one  image  everything  this  chapter  has  explained  in  words.  In
the  Boturini  Codex,  Aztlan's  glyph  shows  an  island  amid  water
—represented by the water sign, atl, with its scrolls— with a curved
hill at its center from which a current sprouts, and on the island, the
temples and houses of the seven neighborhoods arranged in order.
It is a toponymic glyph —it says "this place is called Aztlan"— and at
once a narrative vignette —it says "from here we departed."

Each glyph element means. The water surrounding the island is no
ornament: it is the phonetic and semantic determinative —the -a of
atl— and the assertion that Aztlan is, essentially, an aquatic place.
The curved hill —its bent summit— is the colhuacan glyph, "place of
ancestors," appearing in other origin toponyms: the curve indicates
antiquity,  venerability.  The  seven  clusters  of  houses  and  temples
represent  the  seven  calpullis,  each  with  its  god:  the  island  is  no
wasteland,  but  a  miniature  city,  complete  and  orderly.  And  the
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footprints departing the island toward the next plate are the scene's
verb: to leave, to walk, to depart.

Reading the glyph teaches something about Mesoamerican writing
that letters cannot give: simultaneity. An alphabetic text says things
one after another —first the island, then the departure—; the glyph
says them all at once —the island is the departure, the departure is
in  the  island.  The  tlacuilo  did  not  illustrate  a  story:  he  painted  a
complex concept —origin-departure-people-god— in a single image.
Reading  codices  means  learning  to  think  in  simultaneous  images,
and  that  is  one  of  the  skills  this  book  hopes  to  convey:  to  look  at
Aztlan's  glyph  until  you  see  in  it,  at  once,  the  water,  the  hill,  the
seven houses, and the road.

The glyph also had an afterlife: the colonial scribes who transcribed
place-names  into  the  alphabet  worked  from  glyphs  like  this  one,
and modern historians debating Aztlan's location work —though not
always acknowledging it— from this image. All scholarship on Aztlan
—the  Nayarit,  Bajío,  northern  hypotheses—  is,  at  bottom,  an
attempt  to  find  on  the  map  what  the  glyph  shows  on  amate:  an
island surrounded by water with a hill at its center. The glyph is the
primary  document;  the  hypotheses,  its  footnotes.  And  like  every
primary document, the glyph resists simplistic readings: it shows an
island, yes, but an island painted by those who needed to believe in
it. The image is true as testimony of a belief, not as a photograph of
a place.

That a people's origin survives in a twenty-centimeter drawing —an
island, a hill, some footprints— says much about the Mesoamerican
economy  of  memory:  the  essential  fits  in  little  space,  if  you  know
how to paint.  The Mexica needed no treatises on Aztlan: the glyph
sufficed.  And  we,  five  centuries  later,  keep  returning  to  that  first
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Boturini plate, because everything is in it: the water, the whiteness,
the  seven  departing,  and  the  god  awaiting  them on  the  road.  The
rest of this book is the unfolding of that glyph.

The seven who departed and the meaning of the
departure

Back  to  the  story.  Tradition  holds  that  seven  groups  left  Aztlan,
each  with  its  god  and  sacred  bundle.  The  names  vary  slightly  by
source,  but  the  canonical  list  includes  the  Mexica,  Xochimilca,
Chalca,  Tepaneca,  Acolhua,  Tlahuica,  and  Tlaxcalteca.  Seven  is  a
loaded  number  in  the  Mesoamerican  cosmovision:  seven  are  the
caves  of  Chicomoztoc  —the  Nahua  peoples'  other  great  place  of
origin,  "the  place  of  the  seven  caves"— and  the  coincidence  is  no
accident.  Aztlan  and  Chicomoztoc  overlap  and  blur  in  several
sources,  as  if  memory  had  fused  two  origin  traditions  into  one
image:  the  island  and  the  cave,  water  and  earth,  the  luminous
beginning and the subterranean beginning.

The order of departure also means. In the Boturini, the groups leave
in procession, and the Mexica —the protagonists— occupy the place
of  honor,  last  to  depart  or  first  depending  on  the  plate,  always
under the god's direct gaze. The Strip of the Pilgrimage is, let us not
forget, a Mexica document: it tells history from the fifteenth-century
victors'  viewpoint,  already  lords  of  the  Anahuac  when  it  was
painted.  That  the other  six  groups appear  as  companions in  origin
and  later  as  tributaries  or  enemies  of  the  empire  is  an  irony  the
tlamatinime  recorded  without  shame:  common  origin  did  not
prevent domination, and domination did not erase common origin.

Why  did  they  leave?  The  sources  offer  several  reasons,  and
probably  all  contain  part  of  the  truth.  The  sacred  reason:  the  god
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ordered it.  The practical  reason some chronicles hint at:  the island
no  longer  sufficed  for  everyone,  or  internal  disputes  made  it
uninhabitable.  The  reason  comparative  history  suggests:
demographic  and  political  pressures  in  the  regions  of  origin,  the
attraction  of  the  south's  rich  lands  after  Tula's  fall  left  a  power
vacuum  in  the  Highlands.  None  of  these  reasons  excludes  the
others. A people can obey its god while fleeing hunger; sacred and
material motives usually travel together, though the codices record
only the first.

One  departure  detail  deserves  emphasis  for  its  beauty  and
meaning:  before  leaving,  the  Mexica  received  —or  gave
themselves— a new name. Tradition, gathered by Durán and other
chroniclers, holds that Huitzilopochtli spoke through his priests and
told the people that henceforth they would not be called Aztecs, but
Mexica. The name change marks the changed condition: they cease
being "the people of Aztlan" to become "the people of Mexi" —Mexi
being  one  of  the  god's  own  names,  or  the  guiding  chieftain's,
depending  on  the  version.  A  people  that  changes  its  name on  the
march  is  a  people  inventing  itself.  The  Mexica  were  born,  strictly
speaking,  during  the  pilgrimage:  Aztlan  produced  Aztecs;  the  road
produced Mexica.

This  is  the  legacy  of  their  history's  first  chapter:  an  origin  at  once
luminous  and  unverifiable,  a  name  that  is  a  program,  and  a
certainty  that  accompanied  them  for  two  centuries  of  road  —the
certainty that a god walked with them. With that certainty as their
only baggage, the Mexica plunged into the desert. What they found
on the road is the next chapter's matter: two hundred years of way
stations,  prodigies,  rejections,  and  learnings,  at  whose  end  they
would  no  longer  be  the  same  as  those  who  departed.  They  would
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be, for good and ill, the people who would found Tenochtitlan.

The date of departure: 1110 and the traditional
chronology

This  series'  timeline  fixes  the  departure  from  Aztlan  in  1110,
following  Chimalpahin,  the  most  systematic  Indigenous  chronicler.
But  what  does  a  date  like  "1110"  mean  in  Mexica  historiography?
This  section  examines  the  traditional  chronology:  how it  was  built,
how  reliable  it  is,  and  why  —though  approximate—  it  deserves
respect.

The Mexica did not count years in a continuous era like the Christian
one:  their  calendar  combined  the  xiuhpohualli  —the  365-day  solar
year— with the tonalpohualli —the 260-day ritual cycle— and years
were named for their opening day —1-Reed, 2-Flint, etc.— within a
52-year cycle —the xiuhmolpilli, "binding of years." To fix a remote
event,  the  tlamatinime  counted  backward  in  bindings  of  years,
anchoring  the  sequence  to  memorable  events  —foundations,
enthronements,  eclipses.  Chimalpahin,  working  in  the  seventeenth
century  with  access  to  pictorial  annals  now  lost,  correlated  these
counts  with  the  Christian  era  and  arrived  at  1110  —or  1111,
depending on the version— for the departure.

The apparent precision deceives: counting 52 years backward over
two  centuries  accumulates  errors,  and  pre-Hispanic  annals  did  not
always distinguish mythical from historical years. Modern specialists
accept  the  date  as  traditional  —that  is,  as  the  date  the  Mexica
themselves claimed— rather than as verified fact. Archaeology, for
its  part,  places  Nahua  movements  toward  the  Highlands  between
the  eleventh  and  thirteenth  centuries,  a  range  compatible  with
1110 but incapable of confirming it. The date, in short, is plausible
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but unproven: it belongs to the category of "memory dates," true as
tradition, uncertain as chronometry.

Does  the  uncertainty  matter?  Less  than  it  seems.  What  the  1110
date  communicates  is  not  an  exact  day,  but  a  duration:  two
centuries  of  pilgrimage.  And  that  duration  —eight  generations— is
the  historically  significant  datum,  because  it  explains  the  people's
transformation:  no  migrant  band  preserves  its  identity  for  two
centuries  without  formidable  organization  and  ideology.  Whether
the  departure  was  in  1050  or  1150,  the  prodigy  is  the  same.
Civilizations'  foundation  dates  —Rome's  founding  in  753  BC,  the
Hegira in 622— share this status: they are memory milestones, not
notarial  deeds.  Demanding  laboratory  exactness  of  them
misunderstands their function.

There  is,  moreover,  a  calendrical  aspect  the  tlamatinime  tended:
departure  and  foundation  years  were  set  in  ritually  meaningful
years —Reed years,  House years— as if  history should rhyme with
the cosmos. The foundation in 2-House (1325) and the departure in
a  1-Reed  year  two  centuries  earlier  compose  a  multiplied  52-year
symmetry:  history  as  calendrical  poetry.  This  aestheticization  of
time  is  not  a  defect  of  the  sources:  it  is  their  message.  For  the
Mexica, that an event occurred in the right year mattered as much
as that it occurred: well-ordered time proved the gods agreed.

Huehuetlatolli: the word of the elders

How  was  Aztlan's  memory  preserved  during  the  centuries  when
there were —or were few— codices to record it? The answer lies in
an  institution  the  Nahua  cultivated  with  care:  the  huehuetlatolli,
"the discourses of the elders," a corpus of moral maxims, counsels,
exemplary  stories,  and  philosophical  reflections  transmitted  orally
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from generation to  generation.  The huehuetlatolli  were the Mexica
people's  wall-less  university:  in  them  the  young  were  taught  who
they were, where they came from, and how to behave.

The  huehuetlatolli's  form aided  memorization:  parallelism —saying
each  idea  twice  in  different  words—  diphrasisms  —"flower  and
song"  for  poetry,  "water,  hill"  for  city—  rhythm  and  repetition.  An
elder  could  recite  the  people's  history  for  hours  without  forgetting
an episode, because form sustained content. Sahagún's informants
—Tlatelolca  elders  who  had  learned  the  discourses  in  their  youth,
before the conquest— dictated dozens of these texts to him, which
the  friar  transcribed  in  amazement  at  their  eloquence.  Thanks  to
them  we  know  Nahua  moral  philosophy  from  inside:  not  as
foreigners imagine it, but as the elders themselves spoke it.

In  the  pilgrimage's  context,  the  huehuetlatolli  served  a  vital
function: they were the glue of identity in motion. Each camp, each
night by the fire, the elders repeated the stories: the departure from
Aztlan, the road's trials, the god's words. Children grew up hearing
they were the chosen people, that their ancestors had suffered for
them, that destiny awaited.  This pedagogy of  narrative —repeated
over  eight  generations—  produced  a  people  that  knew  its  own
history by heart before knowing how to read it in codices. When the
tlacuilos  painted  the  Strip  of  the  Pilgrimage,  they  were  not
inventing: they were illustrating what everyone knew.

The counterpart  of  this  prodigious memory is  its  vulnerability:  oral
tradition  dies  with  its  speakers.  The  Spanish  conquest  —with  its
epidemics,  which  killed  elders  in  devastating  proportion—  broke
transmission  chains  centuries  old.  The  huehuetlatolli  Sahagún
rescued  are  a  fraction  of  those  that  existed;  most  died  with  their
bearers.  This  loss measures what the conquest destroyed:  not just
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cities  and  temples,  but  memories,  a  people's  living  libraries.  That
we preserve Aztlan's story is almost a miracle: it survived the road,
the  empire,  and the  conquest.  Treating  it  with  respect  is  the  least
we owe those who preserved it.

Aztlan in the modern imagination: from myth to
symbol

Aztlan's  story  did  not  end  in  the  sixteenth  century.  Like  all  great
foundation  myths,  it  outlived  its  original  believers  and  was  reborn
with  new  meanings.  The  most  notable  case  is  the  Chicano
movement in the United States: since the 1960s, Mexican-American
activists, artists, and intellectuals have adopted Aztlan as name and
symbol  of  the  Mexican  people's  spiritual  homeland  in  the  north
—the  American  Southwest,  Mexican  territory  until  1848.  The
Spiritual  Plan  of  Aztlan,  proclaimed  in  Denver  in  1969,  declared
Aztlan  "the  land  of  our  fathers"  and  made  it  the  Chicano  pride
banner.  That  a  pre-Hispanic  origin  myth  became,  four  centuries
later,  a  social  movement's  political  program  says  much  about
symbols'  vitality:  Aztlan  no  longer  designates  an  island,  but  a
belonging; no longer a place, but a dignity claim.

Academia has not been immune to the fascination. Each generation
of  archaeologists  has  proposed  its  candidate:  besides  Mexcaltitlan
and the American Southwest, Lake Cuitzeo's basin, the La Quemada
region  in  Zacatecas  —with  its  imposing  pre-Hispanic  hilltop  city—
and even sites as far north as the Pueblo cultures zone have been
suggested.  No  hypothesis  has  achieved  consensus,  and  probably
none  will:  as  we  have  seen,  the  question  itself  may  be  wrongly
posed.  But  the  search  has  not  been  sterile:  it  has  stimulated
archaeological exploration of Mexico's west and north, regions long
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neglected  beside  the  center's  splendor,  and  produced  valuable
knowledge  about  Postclassic  migration  routes  and  cultural
exchanges.

In  Mexican  popular  culture,  Aztlan  lives  differently:  in  murals,
literature, film, the names of streets, schools, and sports teams. It is
the name invoked when one wants to say "origin" with a capital O.
And  in  official  discourse,  the  foundation's  eagle  —the  sign  born  of
the promise made in Aztlan— graces the flag: every time a Mexican
looks at the national shield, they look at the road's end that began
on  the  white  island.  The  foundation  myth  fulfilled  its  highest
function: it stopped being history and became identity.

One  reflection  on  mythical  truth's  status  remains  to  close  this
chapter. The demanding reader might ask: after all this, did Aztlan
exist?  This  book's  answer  is  nuanced:  it  existed,  undoubtedly,  as
memory,  symbol,  and  political  program;  it  probably  existed,
moreover, as a real place of the west or north —a lake island from
which  Nahua  groups  departed  southward  in  the  eleventh  and
twelfth  centuries—;  and  it  certainly  existed  as  the  masterpiece  of
Mexica  ideology,  the  origin  legitimizing  destiny.  Denying  its
geographical  reality  does  not  make  it  false:  foundation  myths  are
not  geographical  hypotheses,  they are acts  of  spiritual  foundation.
Aztlan is true in the only sense that matters for a people's history:
the  Mexica  believed  in  it,  walked  for  it,  and  built  an  empire  in  its
shadow.  And  an  empire  built  in  a  myth's  shadow is  as  real  as  the
sheltering myth.

The Toltec mirror: what Tula meant to the
northern peoples

Long before the Mexica reached the Valley of  Mexico,  they carried
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in  their  memory  a  city  they  had  never  seen:  Tollan  —Tula—  the
Toltec  capital,  the  golden  age's  seat.  The  Toltecs  had  dominated
central  Mesoamerica between the tenth and twelfth centuries,  and
by  the  time  the  Mexica  pilgrims  passed  through  the  region,  Tula
was already in decline, perhaps in ruins. But its prestige was intact,
even  magnified  by  distance  and  nostalgia:  Tollan  was,  in  Nahua
imagination, what Rome was for medieval Europe —the measure of
civilization,  the  city  of  sages,  artisans,  and  legitimate  kings.
Understanding what Tula meant to the Mexica is understanding the
deepest ambition of their entire history: to be recognized as Tollan's
heirs.

The  Toltec  myth  —for  by  the  thirteenth  century  Tula  was  already
half  myth—  told  of  a  city  where  the  arts  flourished:  featherwork,
goldsmithing,  monumental  sculpture,  the  calendar's  wisdom.  Its
kings  —above  all  Topiltzin  Quetzalcoatl,  the  priest-king—  were
models  of  virtue  and  knowledge.  Its  fall  —attributed  to  internal
discord,  to  the  sorcerer  Tezcatlipoca's  intrigues  against
Quetzalcoatl— was the archetype of civilizational catastrophe: even
the  perfect  city  could  fall.  Every  later  altepetl  measured  itself
against Tollan and found itself wanting; every dynasty sought to link
its  blood  to  Toltec  lineage.  Legitimacy,  in  the  Nahua  world,  had  a
name: Toltecayotl —"the Toltec thing," the Toltec legacy.

The  Mexica,  northern  Chichimecs,  had  the  worst  credentials  for
claiming  that  legacy:  they  were  barbarians  in  the  eyes  of  the
valley's  peoples,  bowmen  from  the  desert,  without  cities  or  kings.
And  yet,  from  early  on,  they  pursued  Toltec  legitimacy  with
obsessive determination.  The request  for  a  Culhua prince to  found
their  dynasty  —Acamapichtli  in  1376—  was,  at  bottom,  a  Toltec
operation:  Culhuacan  prided  itself  as  Tula's  most  direct  heir,  and
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Culhua blood carried  the  Toltec  link  the  Mexica  lacked.  Each  royal
marriage,  each  genealogy  the  tlamatinime  rewrote,  each  ritual
imitating Toltec models, was a step toward the same goal: ceasing
to be Chichimecs and becoming Toltecs by adoption.

The  paradox  is  that  they  succeeded.  By  the  fifteenth  century,
Tenochtitlan  presented  itself  —and  was  accepted—  as  Tollan's
legitimate heir: its kings married into Toltec-descended lineages, its
artisans  revived  Toltec  styles,  its  sages  claimed  Quetzalcoatl's
wisdom. The Chichimecs from the north had become the guardians
of the Toltec flame. It was a cultural appropriation of colossal scale,
and  it  worked  because  it  was  sincere:  the  Mexica  did  not  fake
admiration  for  Tula;  they  felt  it.  The  pilgrims  who  passed  by  the
ruins —or the declining city— of Tollan looked at its fallen columns
and saw their future: a city like that, but theirs. Tula was the mirror
in  which  the  Mexica  saw  what  they  wanted  to  be.  And  a  century
later,  travelers would look at  Tenochtitlan the way the Mexica had
looked at Tula.

There  is  a  final  reflection  on  the  Toltec  mirror:  civilizations  need
golden ages. The Mexica could have founded their legitimacy on the
pilgrimage alone —on Huitzilopochtli, on the sign— but they wanted
more:  they  wanted  antiquity,  roots,  the  prestige  of  the  ancient.
Tollan gave them what Aztlan could not: a civilized past. Aztlan was
the  origin  of  the  people;  Tollan,  the  origin  of  the  civilization.  The
Mexica  needed  both,  and  built  both  —one  remembered,  one
appropriated. It is not cynicism: it is how identities are made. Every
nation  invents  its  ancestors;  the  Mexica,  with  unusual  honesty,
invented  Toltec  ones  and  then  worked  for  a  century  to  deserve
them.
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Reading the desert: the Chichimec world the
Mexica left behind

What  did  the  Mexica  leave  when  they  left  Aztlan?  The  question
matters,  because the pilgrimage is  usually  told as a march toward
something  —the  promised  land—  and  rarely  as  a  flight  from
something.  The  sources  are  reticent:  tradition  emphasizes  the
divine  mandate,  not  the  material  causes.  But  ethnohistory  and
archaeology  allow  a  reconstruction  of  the  northern  world  of  the
twelfth  century,  and  with  it,  a  hypothesis  about  why  a  people
abandons its island.

The  Gran  Chichimeca  —the  vast  arid  and  semiarid  region  north  of
Mesoamerica—  was  in  the  twelfth  century  a  world  in  crisis.  The
climatic  optimum  that  had  allowed  the  northern  agricultural
frontier's expansion —the Chalchihuites culture, La Quemada— was
ending;  prolonged  droughts  contracted  the  farming  zones
southward, and sedentary peoples abandoned cities. The Chichimec
hunter-gatherers  —among  them  the  proto-Mexica—  saw  their
territories  shrink,  their  waterholes  dry,  their  game  grow  scarce.
Migration,  in  that  context,  was  not  a  divine  caprice:  it  was  an
ecological  necessity.  The  god  may  have  ordered  the  departure;
hunger signed the order.

Chichimec  life  —as  Sahagún's  informants  describe  it,  with  the
mixture of admiration and condescension of the civilized toward the
barbarian— was hard and free:  hunting deer  and rabbits  with  bow
and  arrow,  gathering  tunas,  mesquite,  roots,  and  wild  honey,
sleeping in caves or brush shelters, wearing skins, knowing no kings
but  chieftains,  no  temples  but  the  open  sky.  The  Nahua  word
chichimecatl  —probably  "those  of  the  dog's  lineage"  or  "eagle
people," by debated etymologies— designated the northern nomads
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as the civilized world's opposite: the barbarian. The Mexica, in their
imperial  phase,  would  be  embarrassed  by  that  origin  and  would
rewrite  it  —the  tlamatinime  softened  the  Chichimec  past,
presenting the pilgrims as already civilized. But the embarrassment
is  itself  revealing:  the  Mexica  never  forgot  they  came  from  the
desert,  and their  ambivalence —pride in  their  hardiness,  shame at
their rusticity— marked their culture forever.

The desert taught the Mexica what the lake peoples never learned:
radical  self-sufficiency.  The Chichimec hunter reads the land like a
book:  knows  where  water  hides,  which  plants  nourish,  how  game
moves, when the sky announces rain. That knowledge —ecological
literacy—  traveled  with  the  pilgrims  and  served  them  at  every
station:  in  the  desert  stages  it  was  survival  itself;  in  the  valley,  it
became  the  base  for  learning  chinampa  agriculture  —a  different
ecology, same attentiveness. The Mexica were never mere passive
recipients of Mesoamerican civilization: they were observers trained
by  the  desert,  and  they  learned  fast  because  they  knew  how  to
look.

There is a final legacy of the desert, the most subtle: the valuation
of hardship. Peoples born in abundance —the valley's altepetl, with
their assured harvests— tend to comfort; peoples forged in scarcity
develop a moral of effort. The Mexica carried the desert's ethic into
the  empire:  austerity  as  virtue,  work  as  worship,  softness  as
corruption.  The  tlamatinime's  moral  discourses  —the
huehuetlatolli—  are  full  of  warnings  against  comfort,  praise  of  the
hard life, nostalgia for the ancestors' simplicity. It was ideology, yes,
but ideology with roots: the old men who warned against cacao and
fine  mantles  remembered  —or  believed  they  remembered—
grandparents  who  had  drunk  from waterholes  and  slept  under  the
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stars. The desert, two centuries later, still legislated in Tenochtitlan.
The  empire's  moralists  were  the  pilgrimage's  grandchildren,  and
their severity was the road's inheritance.

The merchants before the city: trade in the
northern world

The  Mexica  are  remembered  as  warriors,  but  before  they  were
warriors  they  were  traders  —or  rather,  the  northern  world  they
came  from  already  knew  trade,  and  the  pilgrimage  sharpened  it.
This  section  recovers  that  mercantile  dimension,  often
overshadowed  by  the  epic  of  arms,  because  Tenochtitlan's
commercial  greatness  —the  pochteca,  the  great  tianguis—  had
roots on the road.

The  Gran  Chichimeca  was  not  an  isolated  void:  it  was  crossed  by
exchange  routes  linking  the  Mesoamerican  north  with  the  desert.
Salt  —from the northern salt  flats— turquoise, hides, feathers,  and
slaves moved south; ceramics, obsidian, textiles, and cacao moved
north.  The  proto-Mexica  participated  in  those  circuits  as
intermediaries,  carriers,  and  producers:  salt  and  hides  were  their
currency. The sources say little, but the logic is clear: a people that
survived two centuries of migration did not live by hunting alone; it
traded,  and  trade  requires  knowledge  —of  routes,  of  prices,  of
languages.

On  the  march,  commerce  adapted  to  mobility:  the  Mexica  carried
light,  high-value  goods  —feathers,  salt  cakes,  worked  obsidian—
easy to transport and always negotiable. Each station was a market
opportunity: local products were bought cheap and sold dear at the
next.  The  column's  women  —weavers—  produced  textiles  that
served  as  currency;  the  hunters,  surplus  hides.  It  was
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micro-commerce,  but  it  taught  the  essentials:  calculating  value,
negotiating  with  strangers,  managing  risk.  The  pochteca  of  the
fifteenth  century  —with  their  caravans,  their  spies,  their  courts—
were  the  institutionalization  of  what  the  pilgrims  had  practiced
informally for generations.

There  is  a  final,  subtler  point:  trade  taught  the  Mexica  the  world's
diversity. The merchant —unlike the warrior— needs to understand
the  other:  their  language,  their  tastes,  their  taboos.  The  pilgrims
who traded at twenty stations learned twenty ways of life, and that
learning  fed  the  cultural  flexibility  this  book  has  celebrated:  the
Mexica  adopted  what  worked  because  they  had  seen  it  work
elsewhere.  The road's market was a school  of  anthropology.  When
the imperial pochteca returned from Oaxaca or the Maya zone with
reports  on  distant  peoples,  they  were  practicing  an  art  their
grandparents  had  learned  bartering  salt  for  maize  at  some
forgotten station. Commerce, like war, was a pilgrimage inheritance
—and the empire used both.

The name "Aztec": who invented it and why it
matters

Modern readers know this people as "the Aztecs" —but the Mexica
never called themselves that. The term's history is a lesson in how
names  shape  memory,  and  it  belongs  in  this  chapter  because  it
concerns the very identity of those who left Aztlan.

"Aztlan" gives "Aztec": "those from Aztlan," the place of origin. The
Mexica  used  it  occasionally  in  early  sources  —some  codices  say
"Azteca" for the migrants— but after the name change on the road,
"Mexica"  prevailed:  they  were  the  Mexica,  Huitzilopochtli's  people,
and "Aztec" survived only as an archaism, a memory of  what they
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had been before the god renamed them. The imperial sources —the
ones  the  tlamatinime  rewrote  under  Itzcoatl—  prefer  "Mexica"  or
"Tenochca": the victors' names.

The  modern  "Aztec"  was  resurrected  by  European  scholarship:
Alexander  von  Humboldt  popularized  it  in  the  early  nineteenth
century, and from him it passed to the museums, the textbooks, the
encyclopedias.  The  reasons  were  practical  —"Aztec"  was  exotic,
memorable,  distinct  from  "Mexican"—  but  the  effect  was  a
distortion:  it  froze  the  people  in  their  origin,  naming  the  empire's
builders by the island they had left seven centuries earlier. It is as if
we called the Romans "Trojans" because Aeneas came from Troy.

The  distortion  matters  because  names  carry  programs:  "Aztec"
suggests a people defined by a mythical homeland, while "Mexica"
suggests  a  people  defined  by  their  god  and  their  city.  The  first  is
romantic  and static;  the second,  historical  and dynamic.  This  book
uses  "Mexica"  for  the  people  and  "Tenochca"  for  Tenochtitlan's
inhabitants,  reserving  "Aztec"  for  the  pre-name-change  migrants
—as the sources themselves do. It is a small precision, but precision
is respect:  calling them by their  chosen name honors the god who
renamed them on the road. They left Aztlan as Aztecs; they arrived
at  the  lake  as  Mexica.  The  name  is  the  journey  —and  every  time
this  series  writes  "Mexica,"  it  honors  the  choice  those  pilgrims
made: to be defined not by the island they left  behind,  but by the
god who walked beside them and the city they had not yet built.
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Chapter 2. The Pilgrimage:
Two Centuries Under the
Hummingbird's Guidance

Between the departure from Aztlan and the founding of Tenochtitlan
lie,  by  the  traditional  count,  just  over  two  centuries:  from 1110  to
1325. Two hundred fifteen solar-calendar rounds. Eight generations.
No pilgrim who left the island saw Lake Texcoco's islet; no founder
of Tenochtitlan had been born in Aztlan. The Mexica pilgrimage was
not some people's journey: it was a people's crossing through time,
a  migration  in  which  the  walkers  renewed  themselves  while  the
road  remained.  This  chapter  reconstructs  that  long  exodus  from
what  codices  and  chronicles  preserve:  the  guide-god's  figure,  the
road's  way stations,  the  encounter  with  Coatepec —the sacred hill
where the god was born—, two centuries of rejection by established
peoples,  and  the  slow  transformation  of  a  migrant  band  into  a
people with an imperial destiny.

Huitzilopochtli: the god who walked with his
people

To understand the pilgrimage one must first understand its leader.
Huitzilopochtli  —"left-handed  hummingbird"  or  "southern
hummingbird," by the etymologies— was the Mexica's tutelary god,
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their exclusive patron, the numen distinguishing them from all other
Nahua  peoples.  Each  of  the  seven  groups  that  left  Aztlan  had  its
own  patron  god;  the  Mexica's  was  this  warrior  hummingbird,  and
the  choice  is  no  accident:  the  hummingbird,  in  Mesoamerican
nature,  is  a  tiny  bird  of  prodigious  ferocity,  able  to  face  far  larger
birds  defending  its  territory,  of  iridescent  coloring  that  seems  to
enclose  sunlight.  The  Nahua  saw  in  it  the  sun  in  miniature,  the
perfect warrior: small, swift, lethal, luminous.

Huitzilopochtli was, in Mexica theology, the sun in its warrior aspect:
the  star  that  daily  fights  its  battle  against  darkness  and  is  reborn
victorious  in  the  east.  His  birth  myth,  to  be  told  in  the  volume  on
religion,  presents  him  born  armed  on  Coatepec  hill  to  defend  his
mother,  the  goddess  Coatlicue,  from  hostile  siblings.  But  what
matters for this chapter is his historical function: Huitzilopochtli was
no distant god prayed to in a fixed temple; he was a portable god, a
campaign  god.  His  image  —a  sacred  bundle,  a  ritual  wrapping
containing his insignia— was carried on the backs of bearer-priests,
the  teomamaque,  who  marched  at  the  column's  head.  Where  the
bundle  halted,  the  people  camped;  when  the  bundle  rose,  the
people  marched.  The  migration's  direction  was  decided  by  no
council  of  elders  or  military  chieftain:  the  god  decided,  speaking
through his priests' mouths.

This  mechanism  —the  ambulant  theocracy—  has  profound
implications.  First,  it  made  each  journey  stage  a  liturgical  act:
departing and halting were obedience, not convenience. Second, it
concentrated  authority  in  the  priesthood,  which  thus  became  the
Mexica  people's  oldest  and  most  continuous  institution,  predating
kingship  itself:  there  were  priests  of  Huitzilopochtli  two  centuries
before there was a tlatoani in Tenochtitlan. Third, it made the god a
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direct  participant  in  history:  victories  were  his,  but  so  were  the
road's hardships. When the people hungered in the desert, it was no
geographical  accident:  it  was  a  trial  imposed  by  the  god.  This
theology  of  suffering-as-trial  would  remain  constant  in  the  Mexica
mentality until the empire's end.

The  sources  vividly  describe  consultations  with  the  god.  Before  a
crossroads  —do  we  take  this  valley  or  continue?—  the  priests
withdrew,  fasted,  drew  their  own  blood  ritually,  and  returned  with
the  answer:  the  god  had  spoken.  The  modern  reader  may  wonder
whether  the  priests  decided  and  attributed  their  decision  to  the
god;  the  question  is  legitimate,  but  for  the  Mexica  it  was
meaningless:  the entranced priest was the god, without metaphor.
What we can observe, with a historian's eyes, is the result: a people
able to maintain cohesion over two centuries of  migration, without
fixed  territory,  without  secure  harvests,  surrounded  by  enemies.
Few  peoples  in  universal  history  have  achieved  such  a  feat  of
collective  discipline.  The  secret,  if  it  can  be  called  that,  was
Huitzilopochtli: a god who walked on foot, at his people's pace.

One pilgrimage episode illuminates the god-people relationship like
no  other:  the  abandonment  of  Malinalxochitl.  Tradition  holds  that
Huitzilopochtli's  sister,  the  sorceress  Malinalxochitl,  marched  with
the migrants, but her power and character caused divisions; the god
then ordered, through his priests, that she be abandoned asleep at
night, and the people obeyed, leaving her behind with her followers.
Malinalxochitl would later found Malinalco. The episode is disturbing
—abandoning  a  sleeping  woman in  the  desert— but  its  ideological
meaning is clear: not even blood ties stand above divine mandate,
and  the  people's  unity  demands  sacrifices.  Mexica  tradition  does
not  hide  its  god's  harshness;  it  exhibits  it  as  proof  of  his  exacting
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nature. A comfortable god forges no empires.

Another,  even  more  significant  episode  is  the  already-mentioned
name change:  at  some point  on  the  road,  the  god  announced  the
"Aztecs" would henceforth be called "Mexica." Sources disagree on
the exact place —some set it at Coatepec, others at later stations—
but  agree  on  the  fact.  The  new  name  bound  them  to  the  god
himself:  Mexi  was  one  of  his  calendrical  names,  the  god-chieftain
guiding  them.  From  that  moment,  the  people's  identity  and  the
god's  identity  were  soldered:  to  be  Mexica  was  to  be
Huitzilopochtli's  people,  and  Huitzilopochtli  was,  exclusively,  the
Mexica's god. This fusion of ethnic and religious identity —a warrior
god's  chosen  people—  would  be  the  fifteenth-century  imperial
expansion's  ideological  engine,  and  its  roots  lie  here,  on  the  road,
not in Tenochtitlan's palaces.

The sacred bundle: a portable god

The image of Huitzilopochtli that marched at the column's head was
no monumental  statue:  it  was a  sacred bundle,  a  wrapping of  fine
cloths  containing  his  insignia  —probably  a  mask,
hummingbird-feather  ornaments,  miniature  weapons—  that  only
priests  could  touch.  The  bundle  was  kept  in  a  chest  or  litter  and
carried on backs during marches; at camps, a provisional shrine was
raised  for  it  and  offered  the  first  fruits,  the  hunt's  first  blood,  the
first fire. The god traveled, literally, on his priests' backs: the phrase
is not metaphorical.

This portability of the sacred is one of early Mexica religion's most
original  features  and  deserves  reflection.  Most  Mesoamerican
peoples  had  fixed  gods:  their  temples  were  anchored  to  a  hill,  a
cave,  a  city.  Their  gods  did  not  move,  so  their  faithful  could  not
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move  without  losing  them.  The  Mexica  inverted  the  relation:  their
god moved with them, so they could move without losing their god.
Theology produced mobility, and mobility produced history: without
a portable god, no two centuries of pilgrimage; at most, a flight and
a settlement.

The  bundle's  bearers  —the  teomamaque,  "those  who  carry  the
god"—  formed  a  priestly  elite  of  enormous  prestige  and
responsibility. Carrying the god was an honor, but also a risk: if the
bearer  stumbled,  if  the  bundle  fell,  it  was  a  dire  omen  that  could
halt  the  march  for  days  of  expiation.  Sources  tell  that  the
teomamaque  relieved  each  other  in  shifts,  fasted  before  carrying,
and  slept  beside  the  bundle  at  camps.  In  time,  this  bearer
brotherhood  would  produce  Tenochtitlan's  high  priestly  hierarchy:
the Great Temple's high priests were the institutional heirs of those
who carried  the  god through the  desert.  The  continuity  is  moving:
the same shoulders, two centuries later, upheld the same cult at the
empire's summit.

The bundle also had a political function not to be underestimated: it
was  the  visible  symbol  of  the  people's  unity.  In  a  column  of
thousands, divided into calpullis with their own chiefs and interests,
the  bundle  was  the  only  indisputable  center.  Disputes  between
neighborhoods were settled "before the god"; decisions to leave or
stay  were  announced  "by  the  god's  mouth."  The  bundle  turned
religious  authority  into  political  authority  without  coercion:  no  one
argued  with  Huitzilopochtli.  When,  centuries  later,  Tenochtitlan's
tlatoanis  wanted  to  legitimize  decisions,  they  would  use  the  same
mechanism:  the  god  —now  installed  in  his  temple—  would  keep
speaking  through  his  priests'  mouths.  The  road's  ambulant
theocracy  became  the  empire's  sedentary  theocracy  without
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changing logic.

There  is  a  final  aspect  of  the  bundle  illuminating  the  Mexica
mentality:  the  traveling  god  is  a  god  sharing  his  people's  fate.
Huitzilopochtli  hungered when the people hungered,  thirsted when
the people thirsted, froze on desert nights. He was no Olympian god
contemplating  from  above:  he  was  a  marching  comrade.  This
intimacy  between  god  and  people  —this  theology  of
accompaniment— explains the fierce devotion the Mexica professed
him  to  the  end:  on  the  Noche  Triste,  as  the  Spaniards  fled
Tenochtitlan, the Mexica rescued Huitzilopochtli's bundle before the
gold. The god who had walked with them two centuries could not be
left  behind.  That  episode  —belonging  to  the  conquest  volume— is
understood only in the road's light: Huitzilopochtli was not a Mexica
belief; he was their oldest companion.

The way stations: from the island to the highlands

The Strip of the Pilgrimage records, with its system of place glyphs
and  footprints,  the  exodus's  stations.  Specialists  have  identified
over twenty stops, though exact correlation with modern geography
is in many cases conjectural. What follows does not pretend to be a
GPS  itinerary,  but  a  reading  of  the  road  as  historical  experience:
what  the  people  lived,  by  their  own  memory,  between  the  island
and the lake.

The  first  stages  unfold  in  the  north  and  west:  lands  of  growing
aridity,  where  the  column  learned  survival's  arts  —hunting  with
bow,  gathering  tunas  and  mesquite,  reading  the  waterholes.  The
Boturini  shows  these  stations  with  glyphs  of  hills,  waters,  and
plants:  a  visual  language any sixteenth-century  Nahua could  read.
Each  stop  was  a  microcosm:  huts  raised,  what  could  be  sown,
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awaiting the god's signal to depart. Some stays lasted years; others,
generations. The pilgrimage was no continuous march, but a series
of temporary settlements interrupted by departures.

One  station  stands  out  for  its  sacred  charge:  Coatepec,  "serpent
hill."  Tradition  places  Huitzilopochtli's  mythical  birth  at  Coatepec:
there,  atop  the  hill,  the  goddess  Coatlicue  —"she  of  the  serpent
skirt"— was impregnated by a ball of feathers and gave birth to the
armed god, who defeated his sister Coyolxauhqui —the moon— and
his  brothers,  the  Four  Hundred  Southerners  —the  stars.  When  the
pilgrims reached a hill tradition identified as Coatepec —probably in
the  Tula  region—  they  were  not  merely  camping:  they  were
returning to where their god was born. The road closed on itself: the
god  had  guided  them  to  his  own  cradle.  The  Coatepec  stay  was
long, and there, by some versions, the name change from Aztecs to
Mexica occurred. If Aztlan was origin in space, Coatepec was origin
in sacred time: the point where the god's foundation myth and the
people's history touched.

From  Coatepec  the  column  advanced  toward  Tollan  —Tula—  the
great  Toltec  city  already  in  decline.  The  encounter  with  Tula  was
decisive for a cultural reason: the Mexica, northern Chichimecs, met
Mesoamerican  urban  civilization  for  the  first  time  in  its  most
prestigious form. Tula, even in relative ruin, was the measure of all
things: its palaces, monumental sculptures, fame as a city of sages
and  artisans.  The  Mexica  learned  there  a  lesson  they  would  not
forget: true power lay not in bow and arrow, but in the city, tribute,
and legitimacy.  From Tula  they inherited,  moreover,  an  obsession:
linking themselves to Toltec lineage, the ancient kings' blood, which
they  lacked  and  would  seek  —and  obtain—  when  founding  their
dynasty.  Toltecayotl  —veneration  of  Tula  as  a  golden  age— would
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be one of Mexica ideology's guiding threads, and it was born at this
road station.

The  southward  advance  brought  them,  toward  the  late  thirteenth
century,  to  the  Valley  of  Mexico's  lake  basin:  the  Anahuac,  "land
beside the water." And here the pilgrimage changed character. Until
then,  the  Mexica  had  walked  through  relatively  empty  lands  or
lordships willing to tolerate them; in the Anahuac they found a full
world: a constellation of city-states —the altepetl— jealous of their
lands,  chinampas,  and  trade  routes,  ruled  by  ancient  dynasties
seeing  the  newcomers  as  nuisance  and  threat.  The  road's  final
stretches  —Chapultepec,  Culhuacan,  Tizapan—  were  no  triumphal
march, but an obstacle course that nearly exterminated them.

Coatepec: the hill where the god was born

Among the pilgrimage's stations, one deserves a section of its own,
because there the road met myth:  Coatepec,  "serpent  hill."  Nahua
tradition holds that Huitzilopochtli's birth occurred atop that hill, and
the story —gathered by Sahagún from his  informants'  mouths and
preserved  in  several  versions—  is  among  Mesoamerican
mythology's most powerful.

Coatlicue, "she of the serpent skirt," goddess of earth, was one day
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sweeping the summit temple when a ball  of  fine feathers fell  from
the sky. She picked it  up and tucked it  in her bosom; finishing her
task she reached for it, but it had vanished: she was with child. Her
children  —the  Four  Hundred  Southerners,  the  stars,  and  her
daughter  Coyolxauhqui,  the  moon—  judged  her  dishonored  and
resolved to kill her. But the prodigy's son spoke from the womb: "Do
not fear, mother; I know what I must do." When the armed brothers
reached  the  summit,  Huitzilopochtli  was  born  already  adult  and
already warrior:  with the xiuhcoatl  —the fire  serpent— as weapon,
he  dismembered  Coyolxauhqui  and  cast  her  down  the  hill,  and
scattered the Four Hundred across the sky. Since then, each dawn,
the  sun  —Huitzilopochtli—  defeats  moon  and  stars  and  rises
victorious.

The  myth  is,  on  its  surface,  a  cosmogony:  it  explains  dawn.  But
specialists  —López  Austin  in  particular—  have  shown  its  deeper
layers:  it  is  also  a  legitimating  charter  of  Mexica  power  —the  god
who defeats his siblings is the people who will defeat its enemies—
a justification of sacrifice —the cosmic war demands nourishment—
and  a  metaphor  for  a  state's  birth  —order  imposing  itself  on
fraternal chaos. That the pilgrims halted long at the hill identified as
Coatepec  was  no  religious  tourism:  it  was  the  myth's  physical
appropriation.  By  camping  where  their  god  was  born,  the  Mexica
declared  the  myth  was  their  history  and  they  were  the  myth
continued.

Archaeology  has  identified  tradition's  Coatepec  with  a  hill  in  the
Tula  region,  and  excavations  have  revealed  an  important
ceremonial  center  there.  But  beyond  precise  identification,  what
matters  is  the  gesture:  the  thirteenth-century  Mexica,  northern
Chichimecs,  halted  to  venerate  the  place  where  —they  believed—
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the  sun  was  born  armed.  And  on  that  hill,  by  several  sources,  the
name  change  occurred:  from  Aztecs  to  Mexica.  If  the  datum  is
correct,  its  symbolism  is  perfect:  the  people  were  reborn  where
their  god was born.  Coatepec was the Mexica's  second birth,  after
Aztlan. The third would be Tenochtitlan.

There is an echo of Coatepec that would resonate for a century atop
the Great Temple: the great dismembered Coyolxauhqui sculpture,
found  by  archaeologists  in  1978  at  the  foot  of  Huitzilopochtli's
stairway,  reproduces  the  hill's  myth  in  stone.  Each  god's  festival
was a reactualization of the primordial combat. Myth was no tale of
the past: it was the present ritual's script. And its first staging was
not  in  Tenochtitlan,  but  on  the  road:  the  pilgrims  who  climbed
Coatepec  carried  the  myth  in  memory  and  inscribed  it  on  the
landscape.  When,  two  centuries  later,  their  descendants  sculpted
Coyolxauhqui at the Great Temple's foot, they were closing a circle
opened on the pilgrimage: the road's hill  had become the capital's
pyramid.

Chapultepec and Culhuacan: rejection by the
established peoples

Around  the  1280s,  the  Mexica  settled  at  Chapultepec
—"grasshopper  hill"—  a  crag  with  freshwater  springs  on  Lake
Texcoco's western shore. It was strategic: drinking water, defensive
position,  nearness  to  lake  routes.  They  remained  some  twenty
years,  and there  nearly  vanished.  The  neighboring  lordships  —led,
by  the  chronicles,  by  a  coalition  of  lakeshore  altepetl—  viewed
those upstarts' growth with alarm and declared war. Tradition holds
the  Mexica  were  defeated,  their  chieftain  Huitzilihuitl  the  Elder
captured  and  sacrificed,  and  the  survivors  scattered.  Chapultepec
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was  Mexica  history's  first  great  catastrophe,  and  its  memory  was
branded: the people who would be empire first knew total defeat.

The survivors sheltered where they could. One group found asylum
at  Culhuacan,  the  ancient  city  of  Toltec  prestige  then  ruled  by
Coxcoxtli. The Culhua, who prided themselves as Tula's most direct
heirs,  accepted  the  Mexica  as  vassals  and  assigned  them  a
marginal  territory:  Tizapan  —"place  of  gypsum"—  a  stony,
unproductive  land  infested  with  venomous  serpents.  It  was
calculated  contempt:  giving  them  the  useless.  But  the  Mexica,
accustomed  to  the  road's  hardness,  turned  insult  into  resource:
they  hunted  the  serpents  and  ate  them.  The  anecdote,  preserved
by chroniclers, is more than picturesque: it is the first manifestation
of  a  quality  that  would  always  accompany  them,  the  capacity  to
prosper  in  impossible  conditions.  From  Tizapan's  stony  ground
would come, a century later, the lords of the Anahuac.

At Culhuacan, the Mexica entered the valley's political system logic
for  the  first  time:  vassalage.  They  paid  tribute,  rendered  military
service,  and  learned  the  game's  rules.  Their  baptism  of  fire  as
mercenaries  came  when  Coxcoxtli  ordered  them  to  fight  the
Xochimilca,  Culhuacan's  enemies.  The  Mexica  complied  with  an
efficiency  that  astonished  their  lords  —and  began  worrying  them.
But  the  episode  sealing  their  break  with  Culhuacan  was  religious
and  political  at  once:  the  Mexica  requested  the  Culhua  tlatoani's
daughter's  hand  to  make  her  a  goddess  —to  enthrone  her  as  a
divinity's incarnation— and when the father attended the ceremony,
he  found  his  daughter  sacrificed,  her  skin  worn  by  a  priest.
Coxcoxtli's  horror  —and  any  modern  reader's—  needs  no
explanation;  in  Mexica  ritual  logic,  however,  the  act  had  meaning:
turning the princess into a goddess was the supreme honor, and her
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sacrifice  sealed  a  sacred  alliance.  The  Culhua  did  not  see  it  that
way. War was immediate, and the Mexica, expelled once more, fled
to  the  lake's  reed  beds.  It  was  their  darkest  hour:  without  land,
without allies, with no refuge but the marshes.

Let us pause at this moment, because it is crucial to understanding
what follows. Around 1320, the Mexica had lost everything twice: at
Chapultepec  and  at  Culhuacan.  They  were  a  people  of  marsh
refugees,  living  among  reeds,  fishing  and  hunting  to  subsist,
despised  by  all  the  valley's  lordships.  No  contemporary  observer
would  have  bet  on  their  future.  And  yet,  in  that  mud,  among  the
rushes, the priests consulted the god, and the god spoke of a sign:
an  eagle  perched  on  a  cactus,  on  a  lake  islet.  The  promise  was
delirious: to found a city there. Obedience was total. The pilgrimage
was  about  to  end,  but  the  greatest  trial  —turning  a  swamp into  a
capital— was just beginning.

The calendar on the march: the pilgrim's time

A  people  walking  two  centuries  needs  to  measure  time,  and  the
Mexica  carried  with  them  one  of  the  ancient  world's  most
sophisticated  calendrical  systems.  This  section  explains  how  the
calendar  ordered  the  pilgrimage,  because  time  —for  the  Nahua—
was no neutral frame: it was an actor.

The  system  combined  two  cycles:  the  tonalpohualli,  of  260  days
—20  signs  by  13  numbers—  of  ritual  and  divinatory  use,  ruling
births, festivals, and omens; and the xiuhpohualli, of 365 days —18
months  of  20  days  plus  5  ill-fated  days—  of  agricultural  and  civil
use,  marking  sowings,  harvests,  and  tributes.  Both  cycles  ran
simultaneously,  each  day  having  a  unique  identity  from  both
combinations —like a date with weekday and month-day. Every 52
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years  the  cycles  coincided  again:  the  xiuhmolpilli,  "binding  of
years,"  celebrated  with  the  New  Fire  ceremony,  in  which  all  fires
were extinguished and a new one kindled on a victim's chest atop
Huixachtepetl. If the fire did not catch, the world would end.

On  the  road,  the  calendar  was  clock  and  moral  compass  at  once.
The  priest-astronomers  —the  tonalpouhque—  watched  the  sky
nightly:  Venus,  the  Pleiades,  the  Great  Bear  marked  seasons  and
ritual  moments.  The  xiuhpohualli's  festivals  were  celebrated
wherever the column was: the god did not wait for a temple. Births
were consulted in the tonalpohualli: a child born on a 1-Rabbit day
would have a different destiny than one born on 1-Serpent, and the
calendrical  name  would  accompany  them  for  life.  Ritual  time
enveloped  every  act:  departing  on  a  propitious  day,  halting  on  an
ill-omened one, consulting before each important decision.

The year count —the bindings' record— was the people's historical
memory: every 52 years the balance was struck, the past recalled,
the  pact  with  the  gods  renewed.  Two  centuries  of  pilgrimage  are
four  bindings  of  years:  four  New  Fires  kindled  on  the  road,  four
renewals  of  commitment.  Tradition  preserves  no  detail  of  those
traveling ceremonies, but their existence is certain: a Nahua people
did not let a binding pass uncelebrated, not even in the desert. The
road's  New  Fire  —kindled  on  any  hill,  far  from  every  temple—
proved  the  sacred  traveled  with  them:  time,  like  the  god,  was
portable.

And  there  is  a  calendrical  legacy  of  the  pilgrimage  reaching  the
empire:  the  Mexica  obsession  with  ritual  exactness.  The  imperial
calendars  —which  Tenochtitlan's  priests  would  handle  with
astronomical  precision—  were  forged  in  the  road's  need:  when
survival  depends  on  knowing  when  to  sow at  an  unknown station,
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you  learn  to  read  the  sky.  The  exodus's  tonalpouhque  were  the
empire's astronomers' teachers. Time, for the Mexica, was never an
abstraction: it was a survival tool before becoming a science.

Women on the pilgrimage: guardians of continuity

The pilgrimage chronicles speak mostly of  men: chieftains,  priests,
warriors.  But  a  people  on  the  march  for  two  centuries  does  not
survive without women, and the sources —read attentively— reveal
their  central  role,  though  traditional  historiography  has
underestimated it. This section attempts to restore their place.

First, demography: a migrant column needs births not to extinguish
itself  in  two  generations.  Mexica  women  gave  birth  on  the  road,
nursed on the march, carried children along with baggage. Sources
give no figures,  but  the arithmetic  is  implacable:  for  the people to
reach the lake with enough numbers to found a city, natality must
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have  stayed  high  throughout  the  exodus,  meaning  women
—subjected  to  the  road's  hardships—  literally  sustained  the
demographic  future.  Every  Mexica  born  in  Tenochtitlan  descended
from an unbroken chain of mothers who gave birth in the desert.

Second, the domestic economy: at long stations, women sowed the
camp  milpas,  ground  maize  on  the  portable  metate,  wove  cloth,
prepared food, and kept the fire. The Nahua sexual division of labor
—men  in  hunting,  war,  and  heavy  labor;  women  in  domestic
agriculture,  weaving,  and  cooking—  held  on  the  road,  adapted  to
mobility.  The  metate  —the  grinding  stone—  traveled  with  the
column:  grinding  maize  was  daily,  non-negotiable,  and  without
tortillas  there  was  no  people.  Cooking,  on  the  pilgrimage,  was  an
unrecognized  state  institution:  it  fed  the  warriors  defending  the
march.

Third,  cultural  transmission:  mothers  and  grandmothers  taught
children  the  language,  songs,  huehuetlatolli,  plant  names,  and
remedies.  Formal  education  —the  calmecac  and  telpochcalli—  did
not yet exist; school was the maternal lap and the hearth. If Nahuatl
survived the road, if myths were preserved, if children learned to be
Mexica,  it  was  largely  women's  work.  The  fifteenth-century
tlamatinime —male, lettered— recorded wisdom; the road's women
had preserved it.

The  sources  keep  names  of  exodus  women:  Malinalxochitl,  the
god's abandoned sister, founder of Malinalco; the princesses sealing
marriage  alliances  at  stations;  the  midwives  and  healers  tradition
remembers  for  their  crafts.  And  on  the  divine  plane,  goddesses
walked with the people: Coatlicue, the god's mother; Coyolxauhqui,
the vanquished moon; the earth and water goddesses petitioned for
protection  at  each  camp.  The  road's  religion  was  not  exclusively
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male:  the  feminine  —earth,  moon,  mother—  was  as  necessary  as
the masculine —sun, war.

The  lesson  for  the  modern  reader  is  double:  first,  that  the
pilgrimage's history —like all history— is incomplete if it counts only
men;  second,  that  Mexica  greatness  —discipline,  language,
memory—  was  the  whole  people's  work,  not  its  chieftains'.  When
this book celebrates Itzcoatl or Tlacaelel, let it also be remembered
the anonymous women who ground the road's maize: without them,
there  would  have  been  no  warriors  to  command  nor  empire  to
found.

The economy of the road: how a people on the
march survived

One  question  the  attentive  reader  will  have  asked:  what  did  the
Mexica live on during two centuries of pilgrimage? A people on the
march  sows  no  long-term  crops,  builds  no  granaries,  accumulates
nothing. The sources' and historical logic's answer combines several
strategies,  and  their  ensemble  reveals  notable  economic
adaptability.

The base was direct subsistence: hunting, fishing, gathering. In the
north,  the  Mexica  lived  as  Chichimecs:  hunting  deer,  rabbits,  and
birds  with  bow  and  arrow,  gathering  tunas,  mesquite,  roots,  wild
honey.  Sahagún's  informants  describe  skin-clad,  bow-armed
ancestors —the classic Chichimec image— and there is no reason to
doubt that was indeed their economy in the desert stages. Reaching
the  lake  zones,  fishing  and  waterfowl  hunting  —ducks,  herons—
became  central,  complemented  by  gathering  spirulina,  ahuautle
—aquatic  fly  eggs— and axolotls.  It  was  a  varied  diet,  surprisingly
protein-rich in lake zones.
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The second strategy was  rainy-season agriculture  at  long stations.
When the god ordered halting for years, the Mexica cleared, sowed
maize,  beans,  squash,  and  chile  in  summer  rains,  and  harvested
before  departing.  It  was  no  surplus  agriculture:  camp  agriculture,
enough  to  complement  hunting  and  fishing.  But  it  served  an
additional  function:  it  kept  agricultural  technique  and  collective
labor  organization  alive,  so  the  people  did  not  "de-agriculturalize"
on  the  road.  When  they  reached  Lake  Texcoco  and  adopted  the
chinampa, they did not start from zero: they brought two centuries
of itinerant agricultural knowledge.

The  third  —and  most  revealing—  strategy  was  exchange  and
service. The Mexica did not walk through a void: they crossed other
peoples'  territories,  and  with  them  traded  and  negotiated.  They
offered what they had: hides, feathers, salt from northern salt flats,
seasonal  labor,  and  above  all,  in  time,  military  services.  The
mercenary  phase  —documented  at  Culhuacan  and  later
Azcapotzalco—  was  not  born  from  nothing:  the  Mexica  had  spent
generations selling their spears to the highest bidder. Each foreign
war they fought in gave booty, tribute in kind, and, most valuably,
knowledge:  mental  maps  of  the  valley,  siege  techniques,  alliance
networks.  Mercenary  service  was  their  military  university,  and  it
paid for itself.

The  fourth  strategy  was  inverted  tribute:  at  stations  where  the
Mexica  submitted  as  vassals  —Culhuacan,  Azcapotzalco—  they
received  in  exchange  protection,  land  access,  and  participation  in
the  lord's  trade  circuits.  Vassalage,  economically,  was  a  bad
long-term bargain,  but  short-term it  guaranteed survival:  better  to
pay tribute and eat than be free and starve of hunger. The Mexica
understood  this  arithmetic  without  sentimentality,  and  applied  it
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with discipline for decades.

These  strategies'  ensemble  draws  the  resilient  people's  economic
portrait:  diversified,  mobile,  with  no  fixed  assets  to  defend  and
therefore  no  vulnerable  points.  An  established  altepetl  could  be
besieged  and  starved;  a  marching  column  could  not  be  besieged,
because  it  had  nothing  to  besiege.  This  "advantage  of  the
dispossessed"  —mobility  as  strategy—  would  accompany  the
Mexica  to  the  founding:  even  in  Tenochtitlan,  the  lake  economy
—canoes,  chinampas,  markets—  would  keep  the  road's  spirit:
diversify,  move,  depend on no single  source.  The fifteenth-century
empire, with its tribute network from all Mesoamerica, would be the
road  economy's  large-scale  version:  never  put  all  kernels  in  one
granary.

Those who stayed on the road: the splits

Not  all  who left  Aztlan  reached Lake Texcoco.  The  pilgrimage,  like
every  prolonged  migration,  was  also  a  story  of  splits:  groups  that
separated,  settled  definitively  at  a  station,  merged  with  other
peoples,  or  simply  vanished  from  the  account.  This  section
remembers those who did not arrive, because their absence is also
part of history.

The  most  famous  case  is  Malinalxochitl's,  the  god's  abandoned
sister,  whose  followers  founded  Malinalco  in  the  mountains
southwest  of  the  valley.  Malinalco  —"place  of  twisted  grass"—
would  become  an  important  ceremonial  center,  famous  for  its
monolithic rock-carved temple. Its inhabitants preserved memory of
their  Mexica  origin  but  developed  their  own  identity:  they  were
relatives,  not subjects.  When the empire expanded in the fifteenth
century,  Malinalco  would  be  subdued  like  any  other  altepetl,  and
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the irony would escape no one: the abandoned ones' descendants,
conquered by the abandoners' descendants.

Other splits were less dramatic:  groups that at some station found
good  lands  and  decided  not  to  continue,  bands  that  joined
established peoples through marriage, whole calpullis that settled in
the Bajío or the volcanoes' skirts. Tradition does not record them in
detail  —history  is  written  by  those  who  arrive—  but  demographic
logic  demands them: a column walking two centuries  loses people
at  each  stage,  to  settlement,  marriage,  death.  The  Mexica  who
founded  Tenochtitlan  were  the  descendants  of  the  most  stubborn,
those who never accepted a station as destiny.

These  losses  had  a  paradoxical  effect:  they  purified  identity.  Each
split removed those least committed to the god's project, leaving an
ever more cohesive, more zealous core. At the road's end remained
the  irreducible:  those  who  had  chosen,  again  and  again,  to  keep
walking. That selection —harsh, involuntary— produced a people of
extraordinary  determination:  Tenochtitlan's  founders  were  no
representative sample of those who left Aztlan; they were its most
resolved  fraction.  The  pilgrimage  was  a  filter,  and  what  passed
through was steel.

One final reflection: those who stayed on the road did not fail. They
founded  towns,  tilled  lands,  lived  full  lives  far  from  the  promised
destiny. History forgets them because they founded no empires, but
its  forgetting  is  unjust:  they  made  possible,  by  their  leaving,  the
cohesion  of  those  who  continued.  Every  epic  has  its  anonymous
extras; the Mexica's had thousands. That this book mentions them
is  minimal  justice:  the  road  also  belongs  to  those  who  decided  to
stop walking.
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Two centuries that forged a character

Before crossing to the founding, it is worth taking stock of what the
pilgrimage  gave  the  Mexica  people,  because  Tenochtitlan  is  not
explained  without  the  road.  Historiography  —from  Soustelle  to
López Austin— has noted several legacies of the exodus.

The first is cohesion. Two centuries of migration without dispersing
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are  an  extraordinary  organizational  achievement.  Two  institutions
sustained  it:  Huitzilopochtli's  priesthood,  providing  direction  and
meaning,  and  the  calpulli  —the  clan  or  neighborhood—  providing
the base social structure. The calpulli was at once extended family,
territorial  unit,  religious  corporation,  and  military  squadron:  its
members  bound  by  real  or  fictive  kinship,  sharing  a  minor  patron
god,  a  neighborhood  temple,  and  communal  lands.  On  the  march,
the  calpulli  was  the  unit  that  camped  together,  sowed  together,
fought  together.  When  the  Mexica  founded  Tenochtitlan,  they  did
not  have  to  invent  their  social  organization:  they  wore  it  already.
The  city  was  divided  into  calpullis  because  the  people  had  been
divided into calpullis since the road.

The  second  legacy  is  militarization.  A  migrant  people  in  hostile
territory  lives  on  permanent  war  footing:  each  camp  must  be
defended,  each  harvest  protected,  each  neighbor  a  potential
enemy. The Mexica reached Lake Texcoco as experienced warriors,
hardened  by  generations  of  conflict.  Their  fame  as  mercenaries
—earned in Culhuacan's wars— was their principal political capital:
the  only  thing  the  valley's  lordships  respected  in  them  was  their
military  capacity.  This  reputation  would  open  doors  —and  close
others—  and  in  time  become  their  ascent's  instrument:  whoever
needs swords ends depending on whoever wields them.

The third legacy is religious and cultural flexibility. On the road, the
Mexica adopted gods,  rites,  and techniques from the peoples  they
lived with: they learned chinampa agriculture from the lake peoples,
assimilated  the  ritual  calendar,  incorporated  divinities  into  the
pantheon.  Far  from  a  doctrinally  pure  people,  the  Mexica  were
cultural sponges: whatever served, they made their own and put at
Huitzilopochtli's  service.  This  synthesis  capacity  —taking  each
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tradition's best and articulating it into their own system— is, as this
series'  prologue  holds,  Mexica  civilization's  true  greatness.  And  it
was born on the pilgrimage, not at court.

The  fourth  legacy  is  subtler:  the  memory  of  suffering  as  identity.
The  Mexica  remembered Chapultepec  and Culhuacan,  the  desert's
hunger,  Tizapan's  serpents.  That  memory  was  not  self-pitying:  it
was proud. Having survived all that proved the god's favor and the
people's  hardness.  When,  at  power's  summit,  the  tlamatinime
rewrote  history  —as  we  will  see  in  chapter  4—  they  carefully
preserved  the  hardships'  account:  an  empire  founded  by  a  people
who  had  it  hard  has  more  legitimacy  than  one  founded  by  the
fortunate. Suffering, in Mexica ideology, was a title of nobility.

And the fifth legacy, perhaps decisive: the promised land's idea. For
two centuries, priests had repeated that the god would show them
the definitive  place,  the unequivocal  sign.  That  promise kept  hope
alive  in  the  worst  moments  and  simultaneously  prevented  the
people  from  settling  definitively  anywhere:  Chapultepec  and
Culhuacan  were  stations,  not  destinies,  because  destiny  was
reserved. When the sign appeared —the eagle on the cactus— the
people recognized it instantly, because they had spent two hundred
years  awaiting  it.  Tenochtitlan's  founding  was,  in  this  sense,  the
pilgrimage's  final  act:  not  a  new  story's  beginning,  but  an  ancient
promise's consummation.
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Diplomacy on the march: marriages, mercenaries,
and pacts

A  people  walking  two  centuries  through  populated  lands  cannot
survive  on  the  god's  favor  alone:  it  needs  diplomacy.  The  Mexica,
whom  tradition  paints  as  perpetual  wanderers  guided  by  visions,
were  in  practice  skilled  negotiators,  and  the  pilgrimage's  stations
are also a record of pacts, marriages, and mercenary services. This
section reconstructs that hidden diplomacy, because without it  the
exodus is inexplicable.

The  basic  instrument  was  marriage  alliance.  At  various  stations,
Mexica  chieftains  took  wives  from  local  lineages  —or  gave  their
daughters  to  local  lords—  sealing  pacts  of  coexistence.  Each
marriage  was  a  treaty  written  in  blood:  the  children,  of  mixed
lineage, bound both peoples, and the allied altepetl gained warriors
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while the Mexica gained lands and legitimacy. The sources preserve
names  of  some  of  these  princesses  —though  the  Itzcoatl-era
rewriting surely pruned the list— and their  function is  transparent:
the  Mexica  wove,  station  by  station,  a  kinship  network  that  made
them less foreign wherever they went. By the time they reached the
valley,  they  were  already  relatives  of  half  the  region:  the
"barbarians from the north" had local uncles and cousins.

The second instrument  was mercenary  service,  already mentioned
but  deserving  deeper  analysis.  The  Mexica  sold  their  spears  to
whoever  would  hire  them:  they  fought  for  Culhuacan  against
Xochimilco, for Azcapotzalco in its early wars, for any lord needing
shock troops. The price was booty, supplies, and —most valuable—
permission  to  camp  in  the  employer's  territory.  But  mercenary
service  had  a  second,  less  visible  yield:  military  intelligence.  Each
war  the  Mexica  fought  as  auxiliaries  taught  them  the  valley's
political map: who hated whom, which cities were strong, where the
granaries were, how sieges were conducted. When they rebelled in
1428,  they  knew  Azcapotzalco's  military  system  from  the  inside,
because  they  had  served  it.  No  spy  network  could  have  provided
what  a  generation  of  mercenary  service  gave  them:  the  enemy's
manual, learned with the spear in hand.

The  third  instrument  was  the  calculated  pact:  submission  in
exchange  for  survival.  At  Culhuacan,  at  Azcapotzalco,  the  Mexica
accepted vassalage —tribute, obedience, humiliation— because the
alternative  was  extermination.  This  pragmatism —bending  without
breaking—  is  one  of  the  pilgrimage's  great  lessons:  the  Mexica
knew  when  to  fight  and  when  to  kneel,  and  they  knelt  without
shame  when  kneeling  guaranteed  the  people's  continuity.  The
tlamatinime  later  rewrote  these  submissions  as  strategic  patience
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—"we  obeyed  while  the  god  prepared  us"—  and  the  rewriting
contains  truth:  vassalage  was  never  accepted  as  destiny,  only  as
tactic. The difference between a slave and a strategist is what each
does  while  obeying:  the  Mexica,  while  paying  tribute,  learned,
married, multiplied, and waited.

This diplomacy's balance is impressive: in two centuries, the Mexica
were  never  exterminated,  though  they  were  several  times  on  the
brink.  They  lost  battles,  were  expelled,  saw  chieftains  sacrificed
—but  the  people  survived,  and  each  catastrophe  left  them  better
connected,  better  informed,  better  armed.  Chapultepec's  defeat
taught them the valley's military arithmetic; Culhuacan's vassalage
taught  them  its  politics;  Azcapotzalco's  taught  them  empire's
mechanics. The pilgrimage was a school, and its tuition was paid in
humiliations. The diploma —the Triple Alliance— would be collected
in 1428.

The last camps: the marshes before the islet

Between  the  expulsion  from  Culhuacan  and  the  founding  of
Tenochtitlan  lie  some  of  the  pilgrimage's  darkest  years  —around
1320 to  1325— of  which sources say little,  perhaps because there
was  little  glorious  to  tell.  The  Mexica,  expelled  from  Tizapan  after
the sacrificed-princess scandal, took refuge in the lake's reed beds:
the  marshes,  the  shallows,  the  islets  nobody  claimed.  It  was  the
exodus's  nadir:  without  land,  without  allies,  without  a  destination
—for  the  sign  had  not  yet  appeared.  This  section  attempts  to
imagine those years, because in them the founding was decided.

Life in the marshes was amphibian: families in tule huts on piles or
on  the  few  firm  islets,  moving  by  canoe,  living  from  fishing,
waterfowl hunting, gathering spirulina and ahuautle. It was a return
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to  the  most  primitive  subsistence  —more  primitive  than  the
desert's,  for  the  desert  at  least  was  firm ground.  The  lake's  damp
rotted everything: clothes, huts, bodies. Children died; the old died;
the priests consulted the god and the god —by the account— kept
silent,  or  spoke  of  a  sign  still  unseen.  It  was  the  pilgrimage's  true
test:  not  hunger  in  the  desert,  but  despair  in  the  swamp,  with  no
promised land in sight.

And  yet,  in  those  marshes,  the  Mexica  learned  the  lake.  They
learned its  currents,  its  winds,  its  fish's  habits,  its  birds'  routes,  its
waters'  flavors  —brackish  here,  fresh  there.  They  learned  to
navigate  by  night,  to  read  storms,  to  build  on  water.  That
knowledge —acquired  in  misery— would  be  the  capital  with  which
they  founded  Tenochtitlan:  when  the  sign  appeared  on  the  islet,
they  did  not  see  a  swamp,  but  a  known  environment,  a  mastered
element.  The  marshes  were  the  university  where  the  lake  people
were  forged:  the  degree  was  suffering,  the  profession,  the
chinampa.

Tradition  holds  that  in  those  years  the  priests  scouted  the  lake
systematically,  searching  for  the  announced  sign:  an  eagle  on  a
cactus.  Each  islet  was  examined,  each  cactus  inspected.  It  was  a
sacred geography survey: the god's promise required human feet to
verify  it.  And one day —in  1325,  in  the  2-House year— the scouts
returned with the news: on a rocky islet,  beside a spring,  a cactus
grew,  and  on  the  cactus  an  eagle  had  perched.  The  people  wept.
The  priests  confirmed:  it  was  the  sign.  The  marshes'  years  were
over; the city's years began.

There  is  a  final  reflection  on  these  last  camps:  they  explain  the
Mexica's  later  relationship  with  the  lake.  Tenochtitlan  was  never  a
city that tolerated water: it was a city that knew water, respected it,

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 61



feared  it,  and  used  it.  The  great  hydraulic  works  —the  dikes,  the
aqueducts,  the  causeways—  were  designed  by  people  who  had
lived  in  the  marshes  and  knew what  the  lake  could  do.  The  islet's
founders  were  not  engineers:  they  were  survivors.  But  survivors
learn,  and  what  they  learned  in  the  reeds  —between  1320  and
1325—  sustained  a  city  for  two  centuries.  The  founding's  true
prologue was not written in the desert, but in the mud.

The god's voice: how Huitzilopochtli spoke

We have said the god guided the pilgrimage, speaking through his
priests.  But  how,  concretely,  did  a  god  speak  in  the  thirteenth
century?  This  section  examines  the  mechanisms  of  divine
communication,  because  they  reveal  the  Mexica  religion's  inner
workings —and the priesthood's power.

The  sources  describe  several  channels.  The  most  solemn  was  the
ritual consultation: the priests withdrew to a secluded place, fasted
for days, drew their own blood —piercing ears, tongue, thighs with
maguey spines— burned copal, and ingested —by some accounts—
ritual  substances;  in  trance  or  dream,  the  god  spoke.  The  priest
returned with the message: depart, halt, offer, wait. The community
obeyed  without  discussion:  questioning  the  message  was
questioning the god. The mechanism's effectiveness lay in its cost:
no  one  fasts  and  bleeds  for  days  to  invent  a  whim;  the  suffering
guaranteed —in the believers' eyes— the message's authenticity.

The second channel was the omen: the god spoke through nature.
An eagle's  flight,  a  serpent's  crossing,  a  dream's content,  a  birth's
anomaly —everything could be a sign for those trained to read. The
tonalpouhque  —the  day-counters—  were  the  professional  readers:
they interpreted the tonalpohualli's combinations and applied them
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to decisions. Departing on a 1-Flint day was not like departing on a
1-Rabbit  day:  the  calendar  qualified  time,  and  the  priests  read  its
qualifications.  The  road  was  thus  walked  in  dialogue  with  the  sky:
each dawn offered its verdict.

The  third  channel  —the  most  human—  was  the  priestly  council's
deliberation  attributed  to  the  god.  The  modern  historian  suspects
—reasonably—  that  many  "divine  messages"  were  the  priests'
collective  decisions  presented  as  revelations:  the  mechanism
allowed  the  leadership  to  decide  without  appearing  to  decide,
transferring  responsibility  to  the  god.  But  this  reading,  though
plausible,  should  not  be  cynical:  for  the  priests  themselves,
deliberation under fasting and blood was genuinely a consultation;
the  god  spoke  in  the  council's  consensus.  The  distinction  between
"the priests decided" and "the god spoke" is ours, not theirs.

What  matters  historically  is  the  system's  result:  two  centuries  of
coherent  decisions.  Whatever  the  mechanism's  psychology,  it
produced  a  leadership  capable  of  maintaining  direction,  resolving
disputes,  and  adapting  to  the  unforeseen  —all  in  the  god's  name.
The  theocracy  worked.  And  its  logic  survived  the  pilgrimage:
Tenochtitlan's tlatoanis would keep consulting the gods before each
war,  each  foundation,  each  succession.  The  empire's  decisions
—like  the  road's—  were  taken  in  dialogue  with  the  divine.  The
modern  reader  may  see  superstition;  the  historian  sees  an
institution:  the  mechanism  that  turned  uncertainty  into  authority,
and authority into two centuries of march.
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Chapter 3. The Prophetic
Sign and the Founding of

1325

Some  images  found  nations.  The  eagle  perched  on  the  cactus,
serpent in its talons, is one: today it flies on Mexico's flag, presides
over  the  national  shield,  and  appears  on  coins,  seals,  and  official
documents.  Few  of  the  world's  patriotic  symbols  have  so  ancient
and precise an origin: it  was born, by tradition, on a Lake Texcoco
islet  in  1325,  when a refugee people  saw in  the sky the sign their
god  had  promised  two  centuries  earlier.  This  chapter  tells  that
moment  and  what  followed:  the  founding  of  Mexico-Tenochtitlan,
the twin city  of  Tlatelolco,  the first  steps of  urban life  on the islet,
and the creation of the dynasty that would give kings to the empire.

The eagle, the cactus, and the serpent: anatomy
of a sign

Tradition  is  unanimous  on  the  essentials  and  varies  in  details,  as
befits a story transmitted for generations before being written. In its
canonical version —gathered by Durán, Tezozomoc, and Sahagún's
informants— the Mexica priests, guided by Huitzilopochtli's visions,
ventured into the lake and found a rocky islet where a cactus grew.
On the  cactus,  a  splendid-plumaged eagle  had  perched,  and  in  its
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talons  or  beak  it  held  a  serpent.  It  was  the  announced sign:  there
the city must be founded.  The pilgrims wept with joy,  thanked the
god, and took possession of the islet.

Let us pause on each sign element, because none is decorative. The
eagle —cuauhtli— was in Nahua symbolism the emblem of the sun,
the  daytime  sky,  victorious  war;  the  empire's  most  prestigious
warriors  would  in  time  be  the  eagle  warriors.  The  nopal  cactus
—nochtli—  was  the  desert  plant  made  emblem:  resistant,  fruitful,
able  to  give  sweet  tunas  on  the  most  thankless  soil;  its  red  fruit
evoked  the  heart,  and  its  stacked  pads  suggested  the  cosmos's
structure.  The  serpent  —coatl—  represented  earth,  water,  the
chthonic  and  feminine:  it  was  Quetzalcoatl's  animal  and  the  earth
goddesses'.  The  ensemble  —solar  eagle  on  earthly  cactus
devouring  the  serpent—  composed  a  complete  cosmogony:  sky
dominating earth, sun defeating dark powers, order imposing itself
on  chaos.  Founding  a  city  under  that  sign  declared  the  city
participated in cosmic order.

Modern scholarship has added important nuances.  The first:  in  the
sign's oldest pre-Hispanic renderings —notably the Codex Mendoza,
painted  around  1541—  the  eagle  holds  no  serpent,  but  the
atl-tlachinolli,  the  "burnt  water"  glyph,  symbol  of  sacred  war:  a
water-and-fire scroll issuing from its beak. The serpent in the talons
appears forcefully in later colonial  art  and consolidates as emblem
in  the  viceregal  centuries,  reaching  independent  Mexico's  national
shield. Contradiction? Not necessarily: symbols live and change, and
Mexica tradition knew both versions. What matters is that the core
—the  eagle  on  the  cactus  on  the  islet— is  constant  in  all  sources.
The serpent, whether pre-Hispanic or colonial reworking, expresses
the same idea: the solar order's triumph.
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The  second  nuance  is  topographic:  the  islet  was  no  ordinary  lake
spot.  Tradition  specifies  the  cactus  grew  on  a  rock  —tetl—  amid
waters,  and  beside  the  islet  there  was  a  cave  or  spring.  Some
accounts  add  the  Copil  episode:  Copil,  Huitzilopochtli's  unruly
nephew who had tried to rouse the lake peoples against the Mexica,
was  defeated,  and  his  heart  was  cast  into  the  lake  by  the  priests;
from the heart the cactus was born. The story belongs to the sacred
register  —not  verifiable  nor  pretending  to  be—  but  its  function  is
transparent:  the  islet  was  not  chosen  for  convenience,  but
consecrated  by  sacrifice;  the  city  was  born  of  a  buried  heart.  The
Mexica founded by killing and burying: ritual violence turned space
into place.

The third nuance is calendrical: the founding is dated to the Mexica
calendar's 2-House year, corresponding to 1325 CE. The precision is
notable  and  probably  reworked  —Mesoamerican  cities'  foundation
dates were usually adjusted to calendrically meaningful years— but
archaeology  supports  it  substantially:  the  islet's  oldest  occupation
levels,  excavated  in  present-day  Mexico  City's  heart,  date  to  the
fourteenth  century's  first  decades.  Tradition  and  stratigraphy,  for
once,  agree:  Tenochtitlan  was  born  in  the  fourteenth  century's
second quarter.

There  is  a  final  question  historiography  does  not  dodge:  did  the
Mexica  really  see  an  eagle  on  a  cactus,  or  was  the  sign  a  later
construction  legitimizing  the  founding?  The  prudent  answer
distinguishes  two  planes.  On  experience's  plane,  it  is  perfectly
possible explorers found an islet with a cactus and a perched eagle:
Lake  Texcoco  was  full  of  islets,  cacti,  and  fishing  eagles.  On
meaning's  plane,  the  "sign"  was  undoubtedly  elaborated  by  the
tlamatinime  into  theophany:  what  may  have  been  coincidence
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became revelation.  But  this  distinction,  valid  for  the historian,  was
irrelevant to the Mexica: for them, the god speaking through nature
was the normal, not the exceptional. The world was full of signs for
whoever knew how to read them, and the priests knew.

The islet in 1325: founding a city on water

Let us set foot on the islet. What the Mexica found in 1325 was no
developable  parcel:  a  crag  surrounded  by  marshes,  in  a
brackish-water  lake,  mosquito-infested,  with  no  nearby  drinking
water,  no farmland,  no quarries.  Any sensible  urbanist  would have
sought  another  site.  But  the  Mexica  sought  no  sensible  site:  they
sought the sign. And the sign was there. Tenochtitlan's founding is,
from the practical viewpoint, an act of madness; from the religious
viewpoint,  an  act  of  perfect  obedience.  That  tension  between  the
place's impracticality and what rose there is Mexica history's central
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mystery.

The  first  years  were  of  extreme  precariousness.  Sources  describe
reed-and-tule  huts,  a  humble  branch  oratory  to  Huitzilopochtli,
families living by fishing, waterfowl hunting, and gathering spirulina
—tecuítlatl—,  insects,  axolotls.  The  islet  produced  nothing;
everything  had  to  come  by  canoe  from  shore.  The  neighboring
lordships, which had expelled the Mexica from dry land, left them in
peace  for  a  simple  reason:  nobody  wanted  the  islet.  It  was  the
valley's only place nobody claimed, because nobody wanted it. The
Mexica founded their city in the only available space: the leftover.

And  yet,  in  that  misery  lay  a  seed  of  greatness.  The  lake,  which
seemed  a  condemnation,  was  also  protection:  a  natural  moat
making  the  city  impregnable  to  dry-land  armies,  as  the  Spaniards
would  discover,  to  their  grief,  two  centuries  later.  The  lake  was,
moreover,  a  communication  route:  canoes  moved  goods  with  an
efficiency  no  land  porter  could  match,  and  lake  trade  would  be
Tenochtitlan's  first  wealth  source.  And  the  lake,  above  all,  was
cultivable: the shore peoples had since ancient times practiced the
chinampa, the agricultural platform built on water with mud, reeds,
and stakes, of prodigious fertility and multiple yearly harvests. The
Mexica,  who  had  learned  the  technique  in  their  vassalage  years,
applied  it  with  unprecedented  scale  and  system:  they  turned  the
lake  into  farmland.  The  city  born  without  lands  ended  feeding
hundreds  of  thousands  with  floating  gardens.  The  paradox  is
perfect:  the  worst  place  to  found a  city  proved,  once  its  logic  was
mastered, among the best.

The  settlement's  initial  organization  followed  the  calpulli  mold.
Tradition  holds  the  city  was  divided  from  the  start  into  four  great
wards  or  campan  —Moyotlan,  Zoquiapan,  Cuepopan,  Atzacualco—
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each subdivided into calpullis, and each calpulli received lands —or
rather,  waters—  to  build  its  chinampas.  At  the  center,  space  was
reserved for the sacred precinct, where Huitzilopochtli's first temple
rose: a reed hut, humble as its faithful, but canonically oriented and
destined  to  grow  into  the  Great  Temple.  The  city's  layout
—quadripartite,  centered  on  the  sacred—  reproduced  the
cosmovision:  Tenochtitlan  was  a  microcosm,  an  image  of  the
universe ordered around its god.

The  city's  name  deserves  analysis.  "Tenochtitlan"  is  traditionally
interpreted  two  ways:  as  "Tenoch's  place"  —Tenoch  being  the
chieftain  or  priest  who  led  the  founding—  or  as  tetl-nochtli-tlan,
"place  of  the  cactus  on  stone."  Both  etymologies  may  be  true  at
once:  Nahua  toponyms  usually  have  a  literal  and  a  historical
reading,  and  tradition  saw  no  contradiction  in  the  city  being  both
"place  of  the  stone  cactus"  and  "place  of  Tenoch."  The  full  name,
Mexico-Tenochtitlan,  adds  the  ethnonym:  "the  Tenochtitlan  of  the
Mexica."  In time,  "Mexico" would designate the entire country:  the
city lent its name to the nation, as Rome lent hers to an empire.

The first  decades were slow. Tenochtitlan did not become a power
overnight:  for  half  a  century  it  was  one  more  marsh  village,
tributary  to  the powerful,  barely  surviving.  Its  growth was organic:
more  chinampas,  more  canoes,  more  trade,  more  people.  The
Mexica  attracted  migrants  —other  Nahua,  Otomi,  landless  folk—
with  the  promise  of  work  and  protection,  and  the  city  grew  by
alluvium.  Toward  the  fourteenth  century's  end,  the  islet  was
unrecognizable:  where  reeds  had  been,  causeways  were  under
construction;  where  huts  had  been,  adobe  houses;  and
Huitzilopochtli's humble oratory was becoming a stone temple. The
sign's madness was starting to look like a plan.
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The chinampa: turning the lake into farmland

Tenochtitlan's founding is usually told as a religious miracle; it was
also an agronomic miracle. Without the chinampa —the agricultural
platform built on the lake— the islet city would have been unviable:
a  crag  feeds  no  one.  With  the  chinampa,  the  lake  became
Mesoamerica's  most  fertile  farmland.  This  section  explains  the
technique, because without it neither Tenochtitlan's survival nor its
later demographic growth is understood.

The  chinampa  was  built  thus:  in  the  lake's  shallow  waters,
ahuehuete stakes were driven forming a rectangle; between stakes
a  lattice  of  reeds  and  branches  was  woven;  over  the  lattice,
alternating  layers  of  lake-bottom  mud  —nutrient-rich—  aquatic
vegetation, and earth accumulated until a platform emerged half a
meter  above  water;  at  the  edges,  ahuehuetes  or  willows  were
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planted whose roots fixed the structure. The result was an artificial
rectangular  island,  some  five  meters  wide  by  fifty  or  a  hundred
long,  separated  from  neighbors  by  canoe-navigable  canals.  Lake
water —brackish at Texcoco, fresh at Xochimilco and Chalco— rose
by  capillarity  keeping  constant  moisture;  mud  supplied  renewable
fertility:  each  year  the  canal  was  dredged  and  silt  returned  to  the
platform.

Yield was prodigious: up to three and four yearly harvests of maize,
beans,  squash,  chile,  amaranth,  chia,  flowers,  with  no  need  for
fallow or extra irrigation. Modern agronomists studying Xochimilco's
surviving  chinampas  calculate  per-hectare  productivities  several
times  those  of  dry-land  temporal.  A  family  could  sustain  itself  on
one  or  two  chinampas  and  produce  market  surpluses.  Multiply  by
thousands of chinampas —chronicles speak of tens of thousands in
the  imperial  era—  and  it  is  understood  how  a  landless  city  fed
hundreds of thousands of mouths.

The  Mexica  did  not  invent  the  chinampa:  the  lake  peoples
—Xochimilca, Chalca, Culhua— had practiced it for centuries. What
the  Mexica  did  was  apply  it  with  unprecedented  scale  and
organization.  Chinampa  construction  was  collective  labor  directed
by  the  calpullis:  each  neighborhood  expanded  its  territory  gaining
land from the lake, year after year, generation after generation. The
city  literally  grew over  its  surrounding water:  the  1325 islet  was  a
minimal  fraction  of  1519's  Tenochtitlan.  Each  new  chinampa  was
field and foundation at once: on the oldest, most consolidated ones
houses rose, and the city advanced over the lake like an expanding
dry-land stain.

The chinampa modeled Tenochca society in profound ways. First, it
made  the  calpulli  an  economic  as  well  as  social  unit:  the
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neighborhood  owned  its  chinampas  communally  and  distributed
them  among  families,  and  calpulli  membership  gave  right  to  land
—or  water.  Second,  it  created  a  collective  hydraulic  labor  culture:
maintaining  canals,  dredging  mud,  repairing  stakes  demanded
coordination  only  communal  organization  could  sustain,  and  that
water  discipline  transferred  to  all  public  works:  causeways,
aqueducts,  dikes. Third, it  generated marketable surpluses feeding
the  tianguis  and,  with  it,  the  pochteca  class  —long-distance
merchants: without chinampas no surplus, without surplus no trade,
without trade no empire.

There  is  a  historical  irony  not  to  be  missed:  the  technique  that
made  Tenochtitlan  possible  was  learned  from  the  same  peoples
who  had  despised  the  Mexica.  The  Xochimilca  and  Chalca,  master
chinamperos,  watched  in  amazement  as  their  former  vassals  and
enemies turned their technique into a domination instrument —and
would  end,  in  the  fifteenth  century,  paying  tribute  in  chinampa
products  to  the  islet  city.  Mexica  history  is  full  of  these  reversals:
pupil surpasses master, vassal subdues lord, the despised becomes
indispensable.  The  chinampa is  the  first  of  them,  and  perhaps  the
most decisive: without it, the eagle's sign would have been a death
sentence by starvation.

The urban grid: a city as cosmogram

Tenochtitlan  did  not  grow  at  random:  from  its  first  decades,  its
layout obeyed a cosmological plan. The city was a cosmogram —an
inhabited map of the universe— and understanding its geometry is
understanding  its  founders'  mentality.  This  section  describes  the
early grid, the pre-imperial  city's,  because in it  was fixed the mold
imperial Tenochtitlan would inherit.
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The  organizing  principle  was  quadripartition:  the  city  divided  into
four  great  wards  or  campan  —Moyotlan  ("place  of  mosquitoes")
southwest,  Zoquiapan  ("place  of  mud")  southeast,  Cuepopan
("place  of  flowers")  northwest,  Atzacualco  ("place  of  water")
northeast—  each  subdivided  into  calpullis.  The  four  campan
corresponded to  the  Nahua  cosmos's  four  directions,  each  with  its
color,  god,  meaning:  east  —the  rising  sun's  region—  north  —the
dead's  region—  west  —the  warrior  women's  region—  south  —the
thorns'  region.  Inhabiting  a  ward  was  inhabiting  a  universe
direction: urban geography was built theology.

At the exact center —the navel— the sacred precinct was reserved,
with Huitzilopochtli's temple as axis. From the precinct, causeways
—raised  embankments  over  the  lake—  departed  toward  the  four
directions:  north  to  Tepeyac,  west  to  Tlacopan,  south to  Coyoacan
and Iztapalapa. The causeways were at once communication routes,
hydraulic  works  —regulating  lake  currents—  and  ritual  axes:
processions traveled them at festivals, armies departed by them to
war.  The city,  seen from above, was a cross on water:  the cosmos
drawn in chinampas and stone.

Each  calpulli,  within  its  campan,  reproduced  the  structure  on
smaller  scale:  its  neighborhood temple —to its  minor patron god—
its  school  —telpochcalli—  its  government  house  —calpulco—  its
communal  chinampas.  The  calpulli  was  a  miniature  city,
self-sufficient in essentials: it produced its food, educated its youth,
venerated  its  gods,  supplied  its  warriors.  This  fractality  —the  part
reproducing the whole— characterizes Mesoamerican organization:
the altepetl was a confederation of calpullis, and the empire would
in  turn  be  a  confederation  of  altepetl.  The  structure  repeated  at
each scale, like a drawing enlarged without changing shape.
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The grid had, moreover, a defensive dimension the lake multiplied:
the  island  city,  water-surrounded  and  communicated  by
drawbridged  causeways,  was  practically  impregnable  to  an  army
without  a  fleet.  The  Mexica  —who  had  suffered  the  open  camp's
vulnerability—  designed  their  city  as  a  fortress:  each  causeway
could  be  cut  removing  bridges,  each  ward  defend  itself
independently, and war canoes patrolled the canals. Two centuries
later,  Cortés  would  need  land-built  brigantines,  thirteen  thousand
Indigenous allies, and a months-long siege to take it. The 1325 grid
already  contained  1521's  fortress:  the  founders,  unknowingly,
designed their world's hardest city to conquer.

The sacred precinct: from reeds to stone

At the islet's center,  from day one, stood a shrine: a reed-and-tule
hut  dedicated  to  Huitzilopochtli,  canonically  oriented,  with  the
sacred  bundle  inside.  It  was  humble  —the  people's  humblest
construction— but the founding's symbolic center: the city was laid
out  from  it,  the  calpullis  distributed  in  relation  to  it,  future
causeways  would  point  toward  it.  This  section  tells  the  precinct's
metamorphosis: from hut to Great Temple, the architectural history
of Mexica ambition.

The first stage —1325 to 1376, approximately— was the provisional
oratory's:  perishable-material  structures,  periodically  renewed,
without monumental pretensions. The city was poor and the temple
reflected it: a poor people's gods live in poor houses. But orientation
and  location  were  already  definitive:  the  precinct  occupied  the
islet's  center,  at  its  highest  point,  and  its  axis  —east-west,  with
calendrical  deviations—  was  what  all  later  constructions  would
keep.  Humility  was  material,  not  symbolic:  the  place  was  sacred
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from day one.

The  second  stage  began  with  the  dynasty:  Acamapichtli  and
successors  drove  the  precinct's  petrification  —reeds  replaced  by
adobe and stone— financed with trade and tribute's first surpluses.
Each  tlatoani  enlarged  or  remodeled  Huitzilopochtli's  temple,  each
enlargement  a  political  declaration:  see  how  we  have  grown.
Architecture became propaganda: the temple grew with power, and
power  was  measured  by  the  temple.  By  1428,  the  precinct  was
already  a  stone  complex  with  several  structures,  though  modest
beside what would come.

The  third  stage  —the  imperial,  belonging  to  the  next  volume—
would see the Great Temple's construction as we know it: the great
dual  pyramid  to  Huitzilopochtli  and  Tlaloc,  with  its  seven
superimposed  enlargements,  each  enveloping  the  last  like  onion
layers.  The  Great  Temple  Project's  archaeology  —begun  in  1978—
has  revealed  this  prodigious  stratigraphy:  each  generation  built
over the last without destroying it, so the temple is a stone archive
of  Tenochca  history.  Inside  have  been  found  offerings  from  all
Mesoamerica  —jade,  turquoise,  copal,  marine  animal  skeletons—
testimony of the empire's tribute and trade network.

But  this  volume's  essential  is  the  principle:  the  temple  grew  with
the city because the temple was the city in miniature. Each sacred
precinct  enlargement  corresponded  to  a  Tenochca  power
enlargement:  petrification  under  Acamapichtli,  to  the  dynasty;
expansion under Itzcoatl,  to the Triple Alliance; monumentalization
under  Moctezuma  Ilhuicamina  and  successors,  to  the  empire.
Reading  the  Great  Temple's  stratigraphy  is  reading  Tenochtitlan's
political history written in stone. And it all began with a reed hut on
an islet nobody wanted: Mexica architecture, like its history, proves

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 75



greatness  needs  no  prestigious  foundations,  but  a  fixed  idea  and
two centuries of patience.

The twin: Tlatelolco, city of merchants

A  few  years  after  Tenochtitlan's  founding  —around  1337,  by
tradition— a dissident  Mexica group settled on the islet's  north,  at
Xaltelolco  —"place  of  the  sandy  mound"—  which  would  become
Tlatelolco. The sources tell the split as political disagreement: some
calpullis, dissatisfied with Tenochtitlan's leadership, chose their own
destiny  a  few  hundred  meters  away.  The  two  cities
—Mexico-Tenochtitlan  and  Mexico-Tlatelolco—  shared  islet,
ethnicity,  and origin,  but developed distinct identities and a rivalry
lasting  a  century  and  a  half,  until  Axayacatl  subdued  Tlatelolco  in
1473.

Tlatelolco's foundation is historically significant for several reasons.
First, because it shows Mexica political culture's vitality: dissent was
resolved not with civil  war,  but with separation —founding another
city.  It  was  the  road's  same  logic:  if  you  disagree  with  the  group,
you walk away and found. Tlatelolco was Tenochtitlan's sibling and
shadow:  what  Tenochtitlan  could  have  been  had  the  founding
fractured.

Second,  because  Tlatelolco  developed  its  own  economic
personality: it became the commercial city par excellence. Its great
tianguis  —the  market  Sahagún  and  Díaz  del  Castillo  describe  with
wonder— was  among  Mesoamerica's  largest:  tens  of  thousands  of
merchants,  goods from all  known lands,  a judicial  and surveillance
system  making  it  a  model  of  pre-Hispanic  commerce.  Tlatelolco's
pochteca  —long-distance  merchants—  were  as  famous  as
Tenochtitlan's  warriors:  two  powers,  two  vocations.  The  empire
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would in  time need both:  the army conquering and the merchants
trading, two imperial expansion's instruments.

Third, because the twin cities' relationship anticipates Triple Alliance
politics:  cooperation  and  competition,  shared  origin  and  separate
destinies.  Tenochtitlan  and  Tlatelolco  allied  against  common
enemies,  shared  the  lake,  and  sometimes  warred  —as  in  the  brief
war  ending  with  Tlatelolco's  subordination.  Their  dynamic  is  a
duality model —the Nahua cosmos's characteristic pattern: sun and
moon,  eagle  and  jaguar,  Huitzilopochtli  and  Quetzalcoatl—
embodied in politics: two cities, one destiny.

Tlatelolco's  end  as  independent  —its  incorporation  into  the
Tenochca  empire  in  1473—  belongs  to  the  next  volume;  what
belongs  here  is  its  founding's  lesson:  Mexica  identity  was  never
monolithic.  From  the  first  decades,  there  were  two  ways  of  being
Mexica: Tenochtitlan's warrior way and Tlatelolco's mercantile way.
The empire would articulate both under one hegemony, but duality
persisted:  to  the  conquest's  eve,  Tlatelolcas  maintained  their
identity,  their  memory,  their  pride.  Cuauhtemoc,  the  last  tlatoani
—Tlatelolca  by  mother—  would  defend  the  twin  cities  as  one.
Founding a city is an act of will; founding two is a people's wealth.

Acamapichtli and the birth of the dynasty

Tenochtitlan  was  founded  as  a  theocratic  republic  of  sorts:  power
rested with the priests and calpulli  chiefs, without a supreme king.
But  the  valley's  political  system  knew  only  one  language  —the
altepetl  ruled  by  a  tlatoani  of  noble  lineage—  and  the  Mexica
understood  that  to  be  taken  seriously  they  needed  what  they
lacked:  a  dynasty.  The  solution  was  as  pragmatic  as  it  was
humiliating: ask Culhuacan —the city that had expelled them— for a
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prince  of  its  lineage  to  reign  in  Tenochtitlan.  In  1376,  by  the
traditional  date,  Acamapichtli  —"handful  of  reeds"—  ascended  the
Tenochca throne: the first tlatoani, founder of the dynasty.

The act's logic deserves careful analysis, because it reveals Mexica
political  intelligence.  The  Mexica  were  newcomers  without  royal
blood; the valley's altepetl were ruled by dynasties claiming descent
from Tula's Toltecs. Without that blood, no alliance, no marriage, no
recognition was possible: the Mexica would be perpetual outsiders.
By  requesting  a  Culhua  prince  —whose  lineage  combined
Culhuacan's  prestige  with  the  coveted  Toltec  link—  the  Mexica
bought legitimacy at the price of recognizing Culhuacan's symbolic
superiority.  It  was  a  master  move  disguised  as  submission:  the
throne's  occupant would be Culhua by blood,  but  Mexica by reign;
his  children,  born  of  Tenochca  mothers,  would  be  Mexica;  and  in
one  generation,  the  dynasty  would  be  theirs.  Legitimacy,  like  the
chinampa, was cultivated: imported, planted, harvested.

Acamapichtli  reigned  some  nineteen  years  —1376  to  1395,  by
traditional  dates—  and  his  reign  was  one  of  consolidation:  the
sacred precinct's first petrification, chinampa zone expansion, trade
network development, and above all, the dynasty's reproduction: he
took  wives  from  the  principal  Tenochca  calpullis  —and  from
neighboring  altepetl—  weaving  a  kinship  network  binding  the  islet
city's  elite  to  his  blood.  Each marriage was a  political  treaty;  each
son, a guarantee of continuity. When he died, succession passed to
his  son  Huitzilihuitl  —"hummingbird  feather"—  without  crisis:  the
dynasty worked.

His  successors  —Huitzilihuitl  (1396-1417)  and  Chimalpopoca
(1417-1427)—  continued  the  work  under  increasingly  difficult
conditions: Tenochtitlan was a vassal of Azcapotzalco, the Tepanec
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power  dominating the valley,  and its  tlatoanis  governed under  the
shadow  of  Maxtla,  the  Tepanec  lord  demanding  ever  heavier
tributes.  Chimalpopoca  died  in  murky  circumstances  —tradition
speaks  of  murder  or  forced  suicide  at  Maxtla's  hands—  and  his
death  precipitated  the  crisis  that  would  lead,  under  Itzcoatl,  to
rebellion and the Triple Alliance. But that is the next chapter's story.

What  matters  here  is  the  dynastic  institution's  meaning.  With
Acamapichtli,  Tenochtitlan  ceased  being  a  refugee  camp  and
became  an  altepetl  in  full  form:  with  a  tlatoani,  a  royal  lineage,  a
court, a protocol. The theocracy of the road gave way to monarchy:
priests  kept  their  power,  but  now  beside  —and  beneath—  a  king.
The transition was not without tensions —which would resurface in
each succession— but it gave the city what it needed: a visible head
to negotiate with other heads,  a name to sign treaties,  a house to
marry into. The Mexica had learned the valley's language: they now
spoke it with a Culhua accent, but they spoke it.

There  is  a  final  irony  in  the  dynastic  founding:  the  Mexica,  who
would  become  the  valley's  masters,  began  by  begging  a  throne
from their former expellers. It is the same pattern as the chinampa:
taking from others what they lack and turning it into an instrument
of  power.  The  Mexica  genius  was  never  originality  in  the  romantic
sense  —inventing  from  nothing—  but  appropriation:  seeing  what
works in others, adopting it, perfecting it, and turning it against its
inventors.  They  learned  the  city  from the  lake  peoples,  legitimacy
from  the  Culhua,  war  from  the  Tepanecs.  When  they  no  longer
needed teachers, they dismissed them —by force if necessary. It is
not  a  sympathetic  portrait,  but  it  is  an  effective  one:  that  is  how
empires are built.
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Itzcoatl and the history rewrite

With Itzcoatl —"obsidian serpent"— who reigned from 1428 to 1440,
Tenochtitlan  ceased  being  a  vassal  and  became  a  power.  But
Itzcoatl did something more lasting than winning a war: he ordered
the past  rewritten.  The chronicles  —Sahagún,  Durán,  Tezozomoc—
preserve  the  famous  episode:  Itzcoatl  commanded  the  ancient
painted  books  burned  and  history  rewritten  under  the  direction  of
his  counselor  Tlacaelel.  The  stated  reason  was  that  the  old  books
contained lies and it  was necessary to establish the truth; the real
reason,  transparent,  was  political:  the  new  power  needed  a  past
justifying its present.

This  episode  is  among  Mesoamerican  historiography's  most
debated,  and  deserves  a  nuanced  treatment.  First,  what  was
burned: not "all  books,"  as sometimes simplified,  but the historical
annals  —the  xiuhamatl—  kept  by  the  priesthood;  the  ritual,
divinatory,  and  calendrical  books  were  preserved,  because  the
reform was political, not religious. Second, what was rewritten: the
official  narrative  of  the  pilgrimage,  the  founding,  and  the  Tepanec
war,  purged  of  episodes  embarrassing  to  the  new  dynasty  and
enriched  with  those  legitimizing  its  hegemony.  Third,  who  did  it:
Tlacaelel  —Itzcoatl's  nephew and  counselor,  the  grey  eminence  of
three reigns— the true architect of the imperial ideology.

The  rewritten  history's  effects  are  visible  in  the  sources  we  have:
the  Mexica-centric  vision  —the  pilgrimage  as  a  march  toward  a
manifest  destiny,  Huitzilopochtli  as  supreme god,  the  Tepanecs  as
tyrants whose defeat was liberation— bears the reform's stamp. The
tlamatinime  did  not  invent  from  nothing:  they  selected,  ordered,
emphasized,  and  silenced.  Modern  ethnohistory  —León-Portilla,
López Austin, Graulich— has learned to read Mexica sources against
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the grain, detecting the seams of Itzcoatl's reworking: episodes too
convenient, genealogies too clean, enemies too villainous.

But  it  would  be  a  mistake  to  see  the  reform  as  mere  falsification.
Every  state  rewrites  its  history:  Rome  with  its  founding  myths,
modern nations with their patriotic narratives. What Itzcoatl did was
what  all  founders  of  power  do:  give  his  people  a  usable  past.  And
the rewritten past worked: it gave the Mexica a coherent identity, a
manifest destiny, a legitimating ideology that sustained a century of
expansion.  Propaganda  is  not  the  opposite  of  history:  it  is  history
put to work.

The  episode's  lesson  for  this  book's  reader  is  methodological:  the
sources  we use —codices,  chronicles— are not  innocent  mirrors  of
the  past,  but  artifacts  of  fifteenth-century  politics.  Reading  them
requires  constant  vigilance:  asking  who  wrote,  for  whom,  against
whom.  This  volume  has  tried  to  practice  that  vigilance:
distinguishing  tradition  from  archaeology,  myth  from  event,
ideology  from  fact.  But  it  has  also  tried  to  respect  the  sources:
behind  Itzcoatl's  reworking  there  is  a  real  past  —a  real  exodus,  a
real founding, a real war— that the tlamatinime adorned but did not
invent. The historian's task is not to choose between "all true" and
"all  false,"  but  to  inhabit  the  productive  tension  between  memory
and power. That is what we have attempted.
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Daily life on the islet: the first Tenochcas

What was life like for an ordinary family in 1350s Tenochtitlan? The
sources  —focused  on  kings  and  gods—  say  little,  but  archaeology
and analogy with  later  periods  allow a  reconstruction.  This  section
attempts  it,  because  history  is  not  only  of  the  great:  it  is  also  of
those who ground maize while kings negotiated.

The  house  was  of  adobe  or  wattle-and-daub,  with  a  flat  or  gabled
tule  roof,  one  or  two  rooms  around  a  small  patio.  Furniture  was
minimal:  petates  —palm  mats—  for  sleeping  and  sitting,  wooden
chests  for  belongings,  the  metate  in  a  corner,  the  tlecuil  —the
three-stone  hearth—  at  the  center.  The  house  stood  on  a
consolidated  chinampa  or  on  a  stone  platform  above  lake  level:
living  on  water  demanded  constant  vigilance  against  damp  and
floods. Each house had its canoe moored at the door: the canoe was
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the Tenochca's horse, cart, and tool.

The  family  was  extended:  parents,  children,  grandparents,
sometimes  married  siblings  with  their  offspring,  all  under  the
authority of the eldest. The sexual division of labor was strict: men
fished,  hunted  waterfowl,  worked  the  chinampa,  built,  and  in  time
went to war or trade; women ground maize, cooked, wove, cared for
children, tended the home garden. Children helped from early age:
boys accompanying their father in the canoe, girls learning to grind
beside  their  mother.  Formal  education  did  not  yet  exist  —the
calmecac  and  telpochcalli  would  come  with  the  empire—  but  the
home was a school: the father taught the son to fish and fight, the
mother taught the daughter the domestic arts, and both taught the
huehuetlatolli,  the  elders'  discourses,  moral  maxims  transmitted
orally.

Diet  was  lake-based:  maize  in  tortillas,  tamales,  atole;  beans,
squash, chile,  amaranth; fish —whitefish,  charales— in abundance;
ducks  and  herons  hunted  with  nets  or  bow;  axolotls,  frogs,  water
insects;  spirulina  —tecuítlatl—  gathered  from  the  lake  surface,
protein-rich;  salt  from Texcoco's  salt  flats;  and,  as  a  luxury,  cacao
—imported— and pulque —regulated. It was a varied, balanced diet,
superior to many peasant diets of the ancient world: the lake was a
generous pantry for those who knew how to read it.

Community  life  revolved  around  the  calpulli:  collective  work  on
chinampas and canals  —the cuatequitl— neighborhood festivals  to
the  patron  god,  the  market  —tianguis—  as  meeting  point,  mutual
aid  in  births,  marriages,  and  deaths.  Religion  marked  time:  the
xiuhpohualli's  eighteen  festivals  punctuated  the  year  with
processions,  dances,  offerings,  and  —already—  sacrifices,  though
on a smaller scale than the imperial era's. Death was domestic: the
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dead were buried beneath the house floor  or  in  the patio,  keeping
the ancestors near; offerings of food and objects accompanied them
on their journey to Mictlan.

And  above  this  humble  life,  the  gods  and  kings:  the  priests
announced  festivals,  the  calpulli  chiefs  organized  labor,  and  from
1376,  the  tlatoani  reigned  from  his  palace  —still  modest—
dispensing  justice  and  receiving  tribute.  The  ordinary  Tenochca
rarely  saw  the  king,  but  felt  his  presence  in  taxes,  levies,  and
festivals. It was not an egalitarian society: from the start there were
nobles  —pipiltin—  and  commoners  —macehualtin—  and  distance
between  them  would  only  grow.  But  in  the  founding's  first
generations,  precariousness  leveled:  all  were  poor  together,  all
worked  the  mud  together.  Nostalgia  for  that  primitive  equality
would  persist  in  Tenochca  memory  as  a  moral  ideal,  invoked  by
reformers  and  lamented  by  moralists.  The  islet's  first  Tenochcas,
without  knowing  it,  were  creating  the  model  of  the  good  Mexica:
hardworking,  pious,  austere.  The  empire  would  remember  them
when the empire itself ceased to be any of those things.

1325: a founding among foundings

Tenochtitlan  was  not  the  only  city  founded  in  the  fourteenth
century, nor the only island city in history. This final section places
the  founding  in  comparative  perspective,  because  comparison
illuminates what is unique and what is universal.

In Mesoamerica, the fourteenth century was an age of foundations
and  refoundations:  Tlatelolco  (1337),  the  consolidation  of
Azcapotzalco  as  Tepanec  capital,  Texcoco's  growth  under  the
Acolhua,  the  highland  lordships'  expansion.  Tenochtitlan  was  one
altepetl  among  many,  and  for  decades  the  least  promising.  Its
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uniqueness lay not in being founded —all were— but in where and
how:  on  an  unwanted  islet,  by  a  refugee  people,  under  a  divine
sign.  Other  altepetl  were  founded  on  fertile  lands  by  established
lineages;  Tenochtitlan  was  founded  on  water  by  the  dispossessed.
That original  difference marked its character:  the Tenochcas never
forgot  they  had  started  from  nothing,  and  that  memory  fueled  an
ambition other peoples —comfortable in their lands— did not feel.

In universal history, island cities founded on lagoons are a recurring
type:  Venice  —founded  by  refugees  fleeing  barbarians  in  the  fifth
century—  is  the  inevitable  parallel.  Venice  and  Tenochtitlan  share
the refugee origin, the hostile environment turned into fortress, the
maritime —or lacustrine— trade as wealth base, the transformation
from  marginal  settlement  to  maritime  power.  The  differences  are
equally  instructive:  Venice  was  mercantile  and  republican,
Tenochtitlan  warrior  and  monarchical;  Venice  expanded  by  trade,
Tenochtitlan  by  conquest.  But  the  structural  rhyme  is  real:  both
prove that the worst places —lagoons nobody wants— can become,
in  determined  hands,  the  best  fortresses  and  the  richest  ports.
Geography is not destiny: it is raw material.

And  there  is  a  final  comparison,  the  most  audacious:  with  Rome.
Both  cities  founded  —by  tradition—  on  inauspicious  sites,  both  by
peoples  of  mixed  and  marginal  origin,  both  with  a  founding  myth
involving  a  divine  sign  —Romulus's  vultures,  the  Mexica's  eagle—
both growing from village to empire in a few centuries, both falling
to  foreign  invaders  after  centuries  of  dominance.  The  parallel  has
limits  —Rome  was  never  Tenochtitlan's  hydraulic  city,  nor
Tenochtitlan  Rome's  legal  one—  but  it  captures  something
essential:  the  city  founded  in  adversity  develops  a  hardness  and
ambition  comfortable  cities  do  not  know.  "Ex  nihilo"  is  no  one's
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motto, but it could be both cities': from nothing, everything.

Tenochtitlan in 1325 was a crag with reeds. In 1519 it would be the
largest city in the Americas. Between those dates lies the story this
series tells. But the founding's lesson is already complete: a people
that chooses its place by a sign and not by convenience, that turns
a  swamp  into  farmland  and  a  crag  into  a  fortress,  has  already
decided to be great. The rest —tribute, empire, the Great Temple—
is consequence. The cause was the islet, the eagle, and the will. In
1325,  on  Lake  Texcoco,  the  Mexica  stopped  walking.  They  had
arrived. What followed would change the history of a continent.

Water: the lake as friend and enemy

Tenochtitlan was a city on water, and water was its blessing and its
curse.  This  section  examines  the  lake  as  the  early  Tenochcas
experienced  it  —not  as  landscape,  but  as  daily  interlocutor—
because  without  understanding  water,  neither  the  city's
achievements nor its vulnerabilities are understood.

The blessing was evident: the lake fed, transported, and defended.
It  fed with fish, birds, insects,  algae —a protein pantry no dry-land
city  possessed.  It  transported:  the  canoe  was  faster,  cheaper,  and
more  capacious  than  the  human  porter,  and  the  lake  network
connected Tenochtitlan with every shore town, making it  a natural
commercial hub. It defended: the water surrounding the island was
a  moat  no  army  could  cross  without  boats,  and  the  Mexica
—masters  of  the  war  canoe—  controlled  it  absolutely.  The  lake
made the poor islet viable, then rich, then impregnable.

But the curse was equally real, and the first generations suffered it
without  the  hydraulic  technology  the  empire  would  later  develop.
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The  lake  flooded:  in  rainy  years,  water  rose  and  inundated
chinampas,  houses,  the  sacred  precinct  itself.  The  lake  was
brackish:  Texcoco's  waters  were  undrinkable,  and  the  city
depended  on  springs  and  —from  early  on—  on  importing  fresh
water by canoe from Chapultepec, until the aqueducts solved it. The
lake  bred  disease:  mosquitoes,  damp,  waterborne  infections
decimated  children.  And  the  lake  was  capricious:  storms  could
destroy  in  hours  the  work  of  months,  sweeping  away  chinampas,
canoes, huts.

The  Tenochcas'  response  was  the  slow  invention  of  hydraulic
engineering:  dikes  to  separate  brackish  from  fresh  waters,
causeways  that  doubled  as  breakwaters,  canals  with  floodgates,
and above all the great aqueducts —first of wood and earth, then of
stone—  bringing  Chapultepec's  spring  water  to  the  city.  The  most
famous  work  —Nezahualcoyotl's  albarradón,  the  great  dike
separating Texcoco's salty waters from the fresh western lagoons—
belongs  to  the  mid-fifteenth  century,  but  its  logic  was  born  in  the
founding's  first  decades:  the  lake  must  be  governed,  not  suffered.
Each flood taught a lesson; each lesson, a work.

There  is  a  profound  cultural  dimension  to  this  hydraulic  struggle:
the  Mexica  developed  a  water  theology.  Tlaloc  —the  rain  god—
shared  the  Great  Temple's  summit  with  Huitzilopochtli:  the  city's
two  supreme gods  were  war  and  water,  the  spear  and  the  rain.  It
was  a  theological  declaration:  Tenochtitlan  lived  by  war  and  by
water,  and  both  required  worship.  The  lake's  festivals  —to
Chalchiuhtlicue,  goddess  of  lakes  and  rivers—  punctuated  the
calendar; the aqueducts were inaugurated with sacrifices; the dikes
were maintained as religious duty.  Water was not infrastructure:  it
was  divinity.  And  the  engineers  who  governed  it  —the  calpullis'
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hydraulic chiefs— were priests of a practical cult.

The final irony: the lake that made Tenochtitlan would be destroyed
by those who conquered it. The Spaniards, who did not understand
the  hydraulic  system,  let  dikes  break,  canals  silt  up,  waters
stagnate;  they  drained  the  lake  over  centuries,  turning  the  island
city into a dry capital plagued by floods —the worst of both worlds.
Modern Mexico City —sinking, thirsty, flooding— is the price of that
incomprehension. The Mexica knew how to live with the lake; their
conquerors only knew how to kill it. Five centuries later, the water is
still collecting its debt.

The neighbors' gaze: how the valley saw the
newcomers

We have told the founding from the Mexica viewpoint: the sign, the
islet,  the  chinampas.  But  what  did  the  valley's  altepetl  see?  This
section attempts the reverse shot —the neighbors' gaze— because
the  Mexica  did  not  found  in  a  void,  and  their  early  decades  were
shaped by how others perceived them.

What the shore lordships saw, around 1325, was a band of ragged
newcomers  occupying  an  islet  nobody  wanted.  They  were  not
alarmed:  the  lake  was  full  of  marginal  groups  —fishermen,
reed-gatherers—  who  lived  in  the  interstices  of  power  without
threatening  anyone.  The  Mexica  were  classified,  mentally,  as
another lake rabble: useful as occasional mercenaries, contemptible
as  neighbors,  irrelevant  as  a  polity.  That  contempt  was
Tenochtitlan's first protection: nobody crushes what nobody fears.

The perception changed slowly, in stages. First,  the Mexica proved
to  be  unusually  effective  mercenaries:  the  Culhuacan  and
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Azcapotzalco wars showed a discipline and ferocity that impressed
their employers —and began to worry them. Second, the islet grew:
more  chinampas,  more  canoes,  more  people,  and  —toward  the
century's end— a stone temple and a dynasty. Growth commanded
a new look: this was no rabble, but an altepetl  in formation. Third,
the Mexica began to behave as a power: they negotiated as equals,
demanded  marriage  alliances,  and  —under  Huitzilihuitl  and
Chimalpopoca—  played  the  Tepanec  succession's  game.  By  1400,
the  neighbors'  gaze  had  changed  from  contempt  to  calculation:
Tenochtitlan was a piece on the board.

The Mexica  managed others'  perception  with  deliberate  skill.  They
presented  themselves  as  humble  when  humility  protected  them
—paying  tribute  without  protest—  and  as  formidable  when
formidability served —in war, in ritual. They cultivated the image of
the pious people —devoted to Huitzilopochtli, rigorous in festivals—
which  earned  priestly  respect,  and  the  image  of  the  loyal  vassal
—which earned lords' confidence. Both images were true, and both
were  masks:  behind  the  pious  vassal,  the  future  hegemon  was
being  prepared.  It  was  the  diplomacy  of  the  weak,  masterfully
executed:  smile,  obey,  learn,  grow  —and  when  the  master
stumbles, strike.

There  is  a  final  lesson  in  the  neighbors'  gaze:  empires  are  born
invisible.  No  one  in  1325  —no  Culhua  sage,  no  Tepanec  lord,  no
Texcocan poet— predicted the islet's destiny. The great powers saw
only  the  present:  a  marsh  village.  They  did  not  see  the  future,
because  the  future  was  being  built  in  silence  —chinampa  by
chinampa,  canoe  by  canoe,  marriage  by  marriage.  When  they
finally  looked  with  attention,  around  1428,  it  was  too  late:  the
village had become a power, and the power was already marching
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against  them.  History's  greatest  surprises  are  prepared  in  the
shadows  of  contempt.  Tenochtitlan  is  the  proof:  nobody  feared  it
until everyone had to.

The first tribute: how the islet paid its way

The islet  produced nothing,  and everything had to be earned.  This
section  examines  the  early  Tenochca  economy  —the  decades
between  1325  and  1400—  because  in  it  were  invented  the
mechanisms  that  would  later  finance  the  empire:  the  market,  the
tribute, and the mercenary wage.

The base was the lake's direct production: fish, birds, insects, algae
—consumed and exchanged. But the surplus that bought the city's
growth  came  from  three  sources.  The  first  was  the  chinampa's
agricultural surplus: as the platforms multiplied, maize, beans, and
vegetables  exceeded  subsistence  and  flowed  to  the  tianguis  —the
market—  where  they  were  exchanged  for  what  the  lake  did  not
give: salt, lime, cotton, ceramics, obsidian. The market —from early
on,  the  city's  economic  lung—  attracted  shore  producers  and
became a regional exchange node: the islet nobody wanted became
the place everyone traded.

The  second  source  was  the  mercenary  wage:  the  Mexica  rented
their  spears  to  the  valley's  powers  —Culhuacan,  then
Azcapotzalco—  and  were  paid  in  kind,  booty,  and  camping  rights.
Each  war  was  an  economic  campaign:  the  warriors  returned  with
captives —for sacrifice and ransom— mantles, cacao, luxury goods.
War, for the early Tenochcas, was industry: the most profitable. The
reputation earned in those wars —ferocity,  discipline— raised their
price:  by  1400,  Mexica  mercenaries  were  the  valley's  most
expensive, and most feared.
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The  third  source  —paradoxical—  was  the  tribute  they  paid.
Vassalage  to  Azcapotzalco  cost,  but  it  bought  peace  on  the  trade
routes  and  access  to  the  Tepanec  commercial  circuits:  the  tribute
was an investment with returns. The Mexica understood what many
vassals  do  not:  that  paying  can  be  profitable  when  the  hegemon
guarantees the market. They paid without love and profited without
gratitude,  accumulating the capital  —economic and military— with
which they would one day stop paying.

The balance of these decades is the portrait of an economy without
assets:  no  lands,  no  mines,  no  inherited  wealth  —only  labor,  the
lake,  and  the  spear.  And  yet  it  worked:  the  city  grew,  the  temple
was petrified, the dynasty was founded. The lesson is the same as
the chinampa's: wealth is not what you have, but what you do. The
Tenochcas  did  —fished,  sowed,  traded,  fought—  and  doing  made
them rich. When the tribute began flowing in the opposite direction
—after  1428—  the  mechanisms  were  already  oiled:  the  city  knew
how to exact because it had known how to pay.
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Chapter 4. From Tributaries
to Empire: Azcapotzalco,
Itzcoatl, and the Triple

Alliance

The  Tenochtitlan  of  1400  was  a  tributary  city:  it  paid  tribute  to
Azcapotzalco,  the  Tepanec  capital  that  dominated  the  Valley  of
Mexico, and its tlatoani governed under the shadow of Tezozomoc,
the most powerful lord of his time. The Tenochtitlan of 1450 was the
head of  the  Triple  Alliance,  the  hegemonic  power  of  Mesoamerica,
exacting  tribute  from dozens  of  peoples.  Between those  dates  lies
the  most  vertiginous  transformation  in  pre-Hispanic  Mexican
history: a vassal's rebellion, a war of liberation, and the construction
of  an  imperial  system that  would  last  a  century.  This  chapter  tells
that  half-century:  the  Tepanec  yoke,  the  crisis  of  1426-1428,
Itzcoatl and Tlacaelel's revolution, the Triple Alliance's birth, and the
ideology that turned victory into destiny.

The Tepanec yoke: Tenochtitlan under
Azcapotzalco

To understand 1428, one must understand what preceded it: nearly
a  century  of  Tepanec  hegemony.  Azcapotzalco  —"place  of  the  ant
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hills"— capital  of  the Tepanecs,  was in  the late fourteenth century
the  Valley  of  Mexico's  dominant  power.  Its  great  tlatoani,
Tezozomoc  —"angry  flint"—  who  reigned  for  decades  (tradition
gives  him  an  improbable  longevity,  dying  around  1426  at  a
legendary  age),  built  a  tribute  system  encompassing  much  of  the
basin: Tenochtitlan among its vassals, paying in chinampa products,
labor, and military service.

The  vassalage's  nature  deserves  precision.  It  was  not  slavery  nor
occupation:  Tenochtitlan  kept  its  tlatoani,  its  gods,  its  internal
government.  It  was  subordination:  annual  tribute,  obligatory
participation  in  Tepanec  wars,  and  above  all,  political  obedience
—no  alliance,  no  war,  no  royal  marriage  without  Azcapotzalco's
approval.  The  yoke's  weight  varied  with  Tezozomoc's  will:  in  good
years,  bearable;  in  bad,  humiliating.  Mexica  tradition  remembers
the  Tepanec  period  as  one  of  vexations:  ever-growing  tributes,
arrogant Tepanec officials, the Tenochca tlatoani treated as a minor
lord.  The  memory  may  be  magnified  by  later  propaganda  —the
liberators needed tyrants to liberate from— but its core is plausible:
hegemony always humiliates, even when moderate.

Tenochtitlan's  position  under  the  yoke  was  paradoxical:  it  was
simultaneously  victim  and  beneficiary.  Victim,  because  it  paid
tribute and obeyed; beneficiary, because Tepanec peace —the pax
tepaneca—  protected  lake  trade  routes,  and  Mexica  mercenaries
fought in Tepanec wars gaining booty,  experience,  and reputation.
The Mexica learned war serving Azcapotzalco: each campaign under
Tepanec  command  was  a  master  class  in  logistics,  siege,  and
coalition management. When they rebelled, they knew how empires
worked because they had served one. The pupil metaphor returns:
the  Mexica  learned  domination  from  the  Tepanecs  as  they  had
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learned  the  city  from  the  lake  peoples  and  legitimacy  from  the
Culhua. Every master was later surpassed.

Tezozomoc's  figure  dominates  this  period  like  a  colossus.  The
chronicles paint him as a shrewd, long-lived, ruthless politician: he
wove marriage alliances binding the valley's dynasties to his blood,
eliminated  rivals  with  calculated  patience,  and  kept  the  vassals
divided.  His  longevity  —real  or  exaggerated— gave  his  hegemony
an air of permanence: generations of Mexica were born, lived, and
died  under  Tepanec  shadow.  When  he  died  around  1426,  the
system  trembled:  succession  fell  to  his  son  Maxtla  —"loincloth"—
whose  arrogance  and  violence  alienated  vassals  Tezozomoc  had
managed  with  skill.  The  crisis  was  not  born  of  Mexica  rebellion
alone:  it  was  born  of  the  hegemon's  internal  decomposition.
Empires  rarely  fall  to  external  attack  alone;  they  fall  when  the
center stops knowing how to rule.

The crisis of 1426-1428: murder, fear, and
decision

Tezozomoc's  death  opened  a  succession  struggle  in  Azcapotzalco
between  Maxtla  and  his  brother  Tayatzin,  and  the  valley's  vassals
watched,  calculating.  In  Tenochtitlan  reigned  Chimalpopoca
—"smoking  shield"—  grandson  of  Tezozomoc  through  his  mother,
which placed him in an ambiguous position: vassal of Azcapotzalco
and  at  once  relative  of  its  lords.  Maxtla,  consolidating  power,
viewed  with  suspicion  any  vassal  with  Tepanec  blood  and
independent  ambitions.  Tradition  holds  that  Maxtla  ordered  —or
provoked—  Chimalpopoca's  death:  the  Tenochca  tlatoani  died  in
1427 in  murky  circumstances,  some say  murdered,  others  that  he
took  his  own  life  before  the  dishonor.  With  him  died  the
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accommodation policy: the yoke's party had lost its head.

What followed was Tenochtitlan's most dramatic moment since the
founding:  a  debate  dividing  the  city  between  war  and  submission.
The sources —Tezozomoc,  Durán— dramatize it  as  a confrontation
between  the  young  war  party,  led  by  Tlacaelel  —Chimalpopoca's
nephew—  and  the  elders  who  feared  Azcapotzalco's  power  and
counseled  patience.  The  elders'  arguments  were  reasonable:
Azcapotzalco was immensely stronger; rebellion was suicide; better
to  endure  and  wait.  Tlacaelel's  response  —in  the  chronicles'
dramatization— was a  masterpiece  of  political  oratory:  he  shamed
the  cowards,  invoked  Huitzilopochtli,  and  offered  his  own  life  as
guarantee:  if  the  war  was  lost,  they  could  kill  him.  The  assembly
chose war.

Let  us  pause  on  this  episode,  because  it  condenses  the  Mexica
political mentality. First, the decision was collective: the tlatoani did
not impose war; the city's council —nobles, priests, calpulli chiefs—
debated  and  voted.  Tenochtitlan  was  a  monarchy,  but  not  an
absolutism:  great  decisions  required  consensus,  and  the  tlatoani
who lost it could be abandoned. Second, the decisive argument was
not strategic but moral and religious: honor, the god's mandate, the
ancestors'  memory.  The  Mexica  went  to  war  against  a  superior
power  not  because  victory  was  probable,  but  because  submission
was intolerable.  It  is  the same logic  as  the founding:  obedience to
the  sign  above  convenience's  calculus.  Third,  the  leader  who
emerged  —Tlacaelel—  was  not  the  tlatoani  but  the  counselor:  the
grey eminence, the ideologue. Mexica power always had two heads:
the king who reigns and the sage who thinks. That duality —Itzcoatl
and Tlacaelel— would be the empire's engine.

The  new  tlatoani,  elected  in  crisis,  was  Itzcoatl  —"obsidian
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serpent"— Chimalpopoca's uncle,  a mature man of  proven energy.
His first act was to seek allies: alone, Tenochtitlan could not defeat
Azcapotzalco.  He  turned  to  Texcoco  —where  Nezahualcoyotl,  the
dispossessed Acolhua prince, also had scores to settle with Maxtla—
and to Tlacopan —a minor Tepanec altepetl willing to change sides.
The Triple Alliance was born as a war coalition: three cities against
the hegemon. It would become an empire's structure, but its origin
was a rebellion's necessity.

The Tepanec War: 1428

The war was brief and decisive. The sources give few tactical details
—pre-Hispanic  chronicles  are  sparing  with  military  specifics—  but
the  outcome  is  clear:  in  1428,  the  allied  forces  defeated  Maxtla,
took  Azcapotzalco,  and  destroyed  the  Tepanec  hegemony.  The
city's fall  was total: tradition holds the allies razed it so thoroughly
that  later  generations could barely  find its  site,  and its  lands were
divided  among  the  victors.  Maxtla  died  —sacrificed,  by  some
versions, by his own hands— and the valley had new masters.

The  victory's  significance  transcends  the  military:  it  was  the
Mexica's second birth —after Aztlan and Coatepec, the third would
be Tenochtitlan; this was the fourth. A people that had been vassals
for  a  century  discovered  they  could  defeat  their  masters:  the
psychological  effect  was  immense  and  permanent.  The  Mexica
entered  the  war  as  rebels  and  emerged  as  hegemons:  in  months,
the  valley's  political  map  was  redrawn,  and  Tenochtitlan  —the
marsh  city  nobody  had  wanted—  was  its  center.  The
transformation's  vertigo  is  hard  to  exaggerate:  in  1427,  the
Tenochcas debated whether to endure the yoke; in 1429, they were
distributing the Tepanec empire's spoils.

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 96



The  spoils'  distribution  reveals  the  new  order's  architecture:
Tenochtitlan  received  the  lion's  share  —two-fifths  of  tributes  and
lands—  Texcoco  nearly  as  much  —two-fifths—  and  Tlacopan  a
smaller  portion  —one-fifth.  The  formula  —2-2-1—  would  be  the
Triple  Alliance's  economic  base  for  a  century:  each  conquest's
tribute divided by that proportion. But the political  reality was less
balanced  than  the  arithmetic:  Tenochtitlan,  by  its  central  position,
its  demographic  growth,  and  its  military  dynamism,  would
progressively  dominate  the  alliance  until  reducing  Texcoco  and
Tlacopan  to  junior  partners.  The  1428  equality  was  real  but
transitory: hegemony, once tasted, is not shared.

Nezahualcoyotl's  figure  deserves  special  mention.  The  Texcocan
prince  —poet,  engineer,  legislator—  had  lived  as  a  fugitive  under
Maxtla's persecution; the alliance restored him to Texcoco's throne,
where he would reign until  1472, making his city a cultural  capital
rivaling Tenochtitlan. His presence in the alliance gave it legitimacy
and  luster:  Texcoco  contributed  the  Acolhua  tradition's  prestige
—law,  poetry,  engineering—  balancing  Tenochca  militarism.  The
Triple Alliance was not  a Mexica empire with two vassals:  it  was a
genuine  coalition  of  three  political  cultures,  and  its  richness  came
from that diversity. That Tenochtitlan ended dominating it does not
erase  the  original  design:  three  cities,  three  traditions,  one
enterprise.
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The Triple Alliance: architecture of a hegemony

Victory  posed  a  new problem:  how to  organize  power.  The  Mexica
—advised  by  Tlacaelel—  designed  a  system  of  remarkable
sophistication: the Triple Alliance, or Excan Tlahtoloyan —"the three
places  where  one  speaks"—  a  permanent  confederation  of
Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, and Tlacopan for war and tribute distribution.
This section analyzes its architecture, because in it lies the secret of
the fifteenth-century empire's functioning —and its limits.

The Alliance's basic principle was the division of functions: the three
capitals  jointly  decided  war  and  peace  —each  with  veto  power,  in
theory— and shared conquests'  tribute  by the 2-2-1  formula.  Each
capital  kept  its  internal  government,  its  gods,  its  dynasty:  the
Alliance  was  no  unitary  state,  but  a  hegemonic  confederation.
Conquered  altepetl  were  not  annexed:  they  became  tributaries,
keeping their tlatoanis and customs, under obligation to pay tribute,
supply  warriors,  and  accept  garrisons  or  calpixque  —tribute
collectors—  when  required.  It  was  indirect  empire:  domination
without administration, power without bureaucracy.

This  model  had  enormous  advantages.  First,  economy:  ruling
without administering is cheap; the Alliance needed no imperial civil
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service,  no  standing  occupation  armies,  no  cultural  assimilation
policy.  Second,  flexibility:  each  conquered  altepetl  negotiated  its
terms, and the system adapted to Mesoamerica's political diversity.
Third, stability: keeping local tlatoanis gave the dominated a face of
continuity; rebellion was against the tribute, not against an foreign
governor.  The model worked for a century and extracted immense
wealth:  the  Matrícula  de  Tributos  —preserved  in  the  Codex
Mendoza—  lists  dozens  of  tributary  provinces  sending  to
Tenochtitlan  maize,  beans,  cacao,  cotton,  feathers,  gold,  warriors'
costumes, and luxury goods.

But  the  model  had  structural  limits  that  would  prove  fatal.  First,
loyalty  was  transactional:  the  altepetl  obeyed  while  tribute  was
bearable and punishment credible; when the center weakened —as
in  the  conquest's  crisis— defections  were  massive  and immediate.
Second,  the  system  generated  no  political  integration:  the
conquered  never  became  Mexica,  never  participated  in  power,
never  identified  with  the  empire;  they  were  the  milked,  not
partners.  Third,  expansion  had  diminishing  returns:  each  new
conquest  demanded  more  warriors  to  control  previous  ones,  and
the  empire's  military  machine  —formidable—  lived  on  permanent
mobilization. The Triple Alliance was a tribute-extraction machine of
great  efficiency  and  nil  political  creativity:  it  dominated  without
governing, and that difference would cost it dearly.

Tenochtitlan's  progressive  dominance  within  the  Alliance  is  a  case
study  in  hegemonic  dynamics.  Formally,  the  three  capitals  were
equals;  really,  Tenochtitlan  grew  faster  —demographically,
militarily,  economically— and  its  tlatoani  became the  Alliance's  de
facto  head.  Texcoco kept  cultural  prestige and a  real  power  quota
under  Nezahualcoyotl,  but  after  his  death  in  1472  its  influence
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waned; Tlacopan was from the start  a minor partner,  rewarded for
its  timely  betrayal  with  a  fifth  of  the  spoils.  By  1500,  "the  Triple
Alliance" was a diplomatic fiction covering a Tenochca empire:  the
allies were consulted, but Tenochtitlan decided. Hegemony, like the
chinampa,  was  cultivated  gradually:  each  war,  each  tribute,  each
royal marriage added a handful of earth to Tenochca power.

Tlacaelel: the empire's architect

Behind Itzcoatl —and behind his three successors— stood the most
fascinating figure in Mexica history: Tlacaelel —"manly heart"— son
of  Huitzilihuitl,  nephew of  Itzcoatl,  counselor  of  four  tlatoanis,  who
refused  the  throne  several  times  preferring  power  without  crown.
The  chronicles  —especially  Tezozomoc,  his  descendant—  present
him  as  the  imperial  ideology's  true  author:  the  strategist  of  the
Tepanec war, the author of the history rewrite, the designer of the
Triple  Alliance,  the  promoter  of  Huitzilopochtli's  elevation  to
supreme  god,  the  impulsor  of  the  great  conquests.  If  the  Mexica
had a Richelieu, a Kautilya, a Metternich, it was Tlacaelel.

His  biography —insofar  as  sources  allow reconstructing  it— is  that
of  power's  intellectual.  Born  into  the  royal  house,  he  distinguished
himself in the 1428 crisis as the war party's orator; under Itzcoatl he
became cihuacoatl —"woman serpent," the tlatoani's counselor and
vicegerent  title—  the  empire's  second  highest  office;  he  kept  it
under  Moctezuma  Ilhuicamina,  Axayacatl,  and  Tizoc,  dying  around
1487, having served some sixty years.  He refused the throne —by
the chronicles— arguing his  place was beside the king,  not  on the
throne:  power's  modesty  or  supreme  ambition's  lucidity  —ruling
without  reigning's  risks.  Whatever  his  motive,  the  result  was
institutional:  the cihuacoatl  became the empire's second head, the
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tlatoani's necessary counterweight.

Tlacaelel's  reforms  —attributed  by  sources  with  an  admiration
bordering  on  cult—  redefined  Mexica  civilization.  The  religious
reform:  elevation  of  Huitzilopochtli  to  the  pantheon's  summit,
displacing  or  subordinating  ancient  gods,  and  systematization  of
human  sacrifice  as  cosmic  necessity  —the  sun  must  be  nourished
with  blood.  The  educational  reform:  the  calmecac  and  telpochcalli
as state institutions forging the new nobility and the warrior people.
The  legal  and  social  reform:  sumptuary  laws  marking  rank
differences,  the  pipiltin  and  macehualtin  distinction's  rigidification,
the  imperial  protocol's  codification.  The  historical  reform:  the
already-mentioned  burning  and  rewriting  of  annals.  Each  reform
served the same end:  turning a city-state into an empire's  capital,
giving the new power  the ideological  and institutional  apparatus  it
needed.

Modern  historiography debates  how much of  this  is  attributable  to
one man and how much is the sources' personification of collective
processes in a hero. The prudent position —Davies, Graulich, López
Austin— recognizes  Tlacaelel  as  historical  and  influential,  but  sees
the  "reforms"  as  the  work  of  a  generation  —the  1428  victors'—
projected onto its most visible figure. It matters little for this book's
purposes:  whether  one  man  or  a  group,  the  fact  is  that  in  the
decades  after  1428  Mexica  civilization  redefined  itself  from  top  to
bottom,  and  that  redefinition  bears  a  coherent  authorial  stamp.
Someone  —or  someones—  thought  the  empire  before  building  it.
Tradition  gives  the  glory  to  Tlacaelel;  history  can  accept  the
homage while distributing the merit.

Tlacaelel's most controversial legacy is the ideology of sacrifice: the
doctrine that the sun —Huitzilopochtli— needs human blood to rise
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each dawn, and that the Mexica, as the sun's chosen people, have
the  cosmic  mission  of  providing  it  through  "flowery  wars"
—xochiyaoyotl— ritual  wars  whose  purpose  was  capturing  victims.
This  doctrine  —which  the  next  volume  will  examine  fully—  turned
war into liturgy and the empire into a sacrificial machine. Its human
cost was enormous; its ideological function, transparent: it justified
permanent  expansion  and  gave  the  warrior  nobility  a  sacred
purpose.  Tlacaelel,  if  the  attribution  is  correct,  created  the  most
formidable  —and  most  terrible—  war  ideology  in  the  Americas.
Admiring  his  genius  does  not  require  absolving  his  consequences:
history's greatness is often inseparable from its horror.

The ideology of the chosen people

Victory  needed  meaning:  the  Mexica  had  defeated  Azcapotzalco,
but  why  did  they  deserve  to  rule?  The  answer  the  tlamatinime
elaborated  —under  Tlacaelel's  direction,  by  tradition—  was  the
ideology  of  the  chosen  people:  the  Mexica  were  Huitzilopochtli's
people, the sun's people, and the cosmos's order depended on their
fulfilling their mission. This section analyzes that ideology, because
it  is  the  key  to  a  century  of  expansion  —and  to  the  empire's  final
catastrophe.

The  ideology's  components  were  several.  First,  the  cosmological:
the  universe  was  unstable,  the  suns  had  perished  four  times,  the
fifth sun —the current— would also end unless nourished; the gods
had sacrificed themselves to  set  it  in  motion,  and humans owed a
blood debt.  Second,  the elective:  among all  peoples,  the gods had
chosen  the  Mexica  as  the  sun's  feeders;  the  pilgrimage,  the  sign,
the victories were proofs of the election. Third, the militant: election
entailed  mission  —waging  war,  capturing  prisoners,  feeding  the

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 102



sun— and the mission justified dominion: whoever feeds the cosmos
has  the  right  to  rule  the  earth.  Fourth,  the  pessimistic:  despite
everything,  the  fifth  sun  would  end;  the  Mexica  fought  not  for
eternity, but for a glorious present before the inevitable twilight. It
was  an  ideology  of  heroic  despair:  maximum  effort  in  the  face  of
certain doom.

This ideology's power as political motivation is undeniable: it turned
each  warrior  into  a  cosmic  hero,  each  battle  into  a  liturgy,  each
conquest  into  a  religious  duty.  The  Mexica  army  did  not  fight  for
booty  alone  —though  booty  mattered—  but  for  the  world's
salvation:  that  conviction  made  it  fearsome.  And  as  imperial
legitimation  it  was  equally  effective:  tribute  was  not  theft,  but  the
cosmic  order's  material  base;  the  dominated  peoples  participated
—as  victims—  in  the  universe's  salvation.  It  was,  in  its  way,  a
universalist ideology: all  peoples had a place in the cosmic drama,
even the lowest.

But  the  ideology  had  a  dark  reverse.  First,  it  dehumanized  the
enemy:  the  prisoner  was  not  a  fallen  warrior  but  raw  material  for
sacrifice,  and  that  logic  eroded  all  war  restraint.  Second,  it  made
peace  impossible:  if  the  sun  needs  daily  blood,  war  cannot  cease;
the  empire  was  condemned  to  permanent  expansion,  with  its
growing costs. Third, it isolated the Mexica: the peoples saw in them
not  liberators  but  predators,  and  when  the  Spaniards  arrived,  the
hatred  accumulated  by  a  century  of  sacrifices  and  tributes
translated  into  massive  Indigenous  alliances  against  Tenochtitlan.
The chosen people's ideology created the empire —and created the
coalition that would destroy it.

The modern reader may find this ideology repugnant, and repulsion
is  legitimate.  But  the  historian's  task  is  also  to  understand  its
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internal  coherence:  for  the  Mexica,  sacrifice  was  not  cruelty  but
necessity, not sadism but piety. The warrior who offered his captive
believed he was saving the world; the victim —in the ideal version—
accepted his role as cosmic honor. We need not share the belief to
recognize  its  seriousness:  it  was  theology,  not  excuse.  And  its
seriousness  is  what  makes  it  terrible:  the  worst  atrocities  are
committed not by cynics, but by believers. Tlacaelel's ideology —if
his  it  was— is  the supreme example:  a  perfectly  coherent  system,
perfectly argued, serving perfectly organized horror.

The calpulli and the altepetl: the social building
blocks

Empires  are  built  with  institutions,  and  the  Mexica's  were  ancient:
the  calpulli  —the  clan-neighborhood—  and  the  altepetl  —the
city-state.  This  section  describes  them  in  their  mature  form  —the
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fifteenth  century's—  because  they  are  the  bricks  with  which
Tenochtitlan  built  its  power,  and  their  logic  explains  the  empire's
functioning better than any battle narrative.

The  calpulli  —"big  house"—  was  the  basic  social  unit:  a  group  of
families bound by real or fictive kinship, sharing a territory, a patron
god, a temple, a school, and communal lands. Each calpulli had its
chiefs —the calpulleque— its priests, its warriors, its artisans; it was
a miniature society, self-sufficient in essentials. Membership was by
birth, and gave rights: to land usufruct, to education, to protection,
to participation in festivals. The calpulli  was at once family, parish,
guild,  and regiment:  modern categories  do not  apply,  because the
calpulli preceded and encompassed them all.

Tenochtitlan's organization into calpullis —grouped in the four great
campan—  was  the  city's  social  skeleton.  Each  calpulli  supplied  a
warrior  squadron  to  the  army,  a  labor  quota  for  public  works,  a
tribute  share;  in  exchange  it  received  lands,  protection,  and
identity.  The system was of  remarkable efficiency:  it  mobilized the
population  without  bureaucracy,  because  mobilization  passed
through kinship and neighborhood —the strongest ties. The Mexica
army was not a mass of individuals: it was a federation of calpullis,
each  fighting  beside  its  own,  under  its  own  insignia,  for  its  own
honor. That cohesion made it formidable.

The  altepetl  —"water-hill,"  the  city-state—  was  the  sovereign
political  unit:  a  territory  with  its  capital,  its  tlatoani,  its  gods,  its
dynasty.  Mesoamerica  was  a  mosaic  of  altepetl:  dozens  in  the
Valley  of  Mexico  alone,  hundreds  in  the  whole  cultural  area.  Each
altepetl was a complete world: it produced its food, governed itself,
warred  with  neighbors,  sealed  marriages  and  alliances.  The  Triple
Alliance did not abolish the altepetl: it superimposed a tribute layer
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upon them, leaving their internal structure intact. It was imperialism
without annexation: the altepetl remained, but paid.

The  calpulli-altepetl-Alliance  articulation  was  the  empire's
institutional  secret:  three  nested  levels,  each  with  its  logic,  each
reinforcing the others. The calpulli gave cohesion and mobilization;
the  altepetl  gave  legitimacy  and  government;  the  Alliance  gave
scale  and  wealth.  No  level  could  function  without  the  others:
without  calpullis,  no  warriors;  without  altepetl,  no  tribute  base;
without  Alliance,  no  imperial  project.  The  system's  elegance  is
undeniable  —and  its  fragility  too:  breaking  one  level  —as  the
conquest broke the Alliance— collapsed the whole. But for a century
it  worked,  and  produced  the  most  powerful  political  formation  in
pre-Hispanic American history.

The pochteca: merchants as the empire's
vanguard

If  warriors  were  the  empire's  arm,  the  pochteca  —long-distance
merchants—  were  its  eyes  and  ears.  This  section  is  dedicated  to
them,  because  Mexica  historiography  —focused  on  war—  has
sometimes underestimated the commercial dimension of Tenochca
power, which was as decisive as the military.

The pochteca were a hereditary corporation —organized in calpullis
of  their  own,  notably  Tlatelolco's— enjoying privileges and bearing
obligations. They traveled in armed caravans to distant lands —the
Gulf,  Oaxaca,  the  Maya  zone,  even  Central  America—  carrying
manufactured  goods  —obsidian  blades,  copper  bells,  textiles,
ceramics—  and  returning  with  luxuries:  jade,  turquoise,  fine
feathers  —quetzal—  cacao,  gold,  jaguar  skins.  Their  trade  fed  the
nobility's luxury economy and the ritual's: without quetzal feathers
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no  warrior  costumes,  without  copal  no  offerings,  without  cacao  no
palace  drink.  Commerce  was  not  peripheral:  it  was  the  court  and
temple's material base.

But the pochteca were more than merchants:  they were spies and
diplomats. Each caravan was an intelligence mission: the merchants
observed  routes,  counted  warriors,  assessed  wealth,  mapped
alliances,  and  reported  to  the  tlatoani  on  return.  Many  conquests
were  preceded  by  pochteca  reports:  the  army marched  where  the
merchants  had  already  been.  And  in  foreign  lands,  the  pochteca
acted  as  Tenochca  power's  unofficial  ambassadors:  their  presence
announced  the  empire's  reach,  their  mistreatment  could  serve  as
casus  belli  —tradition  holds  some  wars  began  as  reprisals  for
murdered  merchants.  Trade  and  war  were  two  faces  of  the  same
expansion: the pochteca opened, the warriors harvested.

The  pochteca's  social  status  was  ambiguous  and  fascinating:
immensely rich, they were technically macehualtin —commoners—
though  their  wealth  rivaled  the  nobility's;  sumptuary  laws  forbade
them from displaying it  publicly  —they hid  their  riches inside their
houses— but at their festivals they displayed a splendor the pipiltin
envied. They had their own gods —Yacatecuhtli, "nose lord," patron
of  travelers—  their  own  courts,  their  own  hierarchy.  They  were  a
state  within  the  state:  indispensable,  feared,  never  fully  trusted.
The  tlatoani  needed  them  and  watched  them:  merchant  power
—mobile, informed, rich— was always potentially subversive.

Tlatelolco's  market  —the  pochteca  system's  heart—  deserves  its
closing  image:  tens  of  thousands  of  souls  trading  under  strict
judges'  vigilance,  goods  from all  known lands,  a  commercial  order
Sahagún describes with an admiration bordering on nostalgia. That
market  was  the  empire's  economic  lung:  there  the  tribute  was
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redistributed, the surplus commercialized, the wealth made visible.
When the Spaniards saw it —Díaz del Castillo's account is famous—
they  were  stunned:  they  had  never  seen,  not  in  Salamanca  nor
Constantinople,  such  a  concert  of  commerce.  The  market  was  the
empire's  peaceful  face:  the  same  power  that  sacrificed  prisoners
fed  peoples.  Both  faces  were  true;  neither  alone  explains
Tenochtitlan.

From city to empire: the first conquests

The  Triple  Alliance's  first  decades  were  of  vertiginous  expansion:
under  Itzcoatl  (1428-1440)  and  Moctezuma  Ilhuicamina
(1440-1469),  the  allies  subdued  the  Valley  of  Mexico,  then
advanced  toward  Morelos,  Puebla,  the  Gulf,  Oaxaca.  This  section
sketches  that  expansion's  map,  because  in  it  the  empire's  shape
was fixed —though its detailed history belongs to the next volume.

The  first  phase  —Itzcoatl—  was  the  valley's  consolidation:  the
rebellious  Tepanec  lordships  were  reduced,  Coyoacan,  Xochimilco,
and  Cuitlahuac  fell,  and  the  lake  basin  passed  entirely  under
Alliance  control.  It  was  a  war  of  pacification:  eliminating  the  old
hegemony's  remnants  and  securing  the  base.  The  second  phase
—Moctezuma  Ilhuicamina,  "angry  lord,  archer  of  the  sky"—  was
exterior  expansion:  Cuauhnahuac  (Cuernavaca)  and  the  Morelos
valleys,  rich  in  cotton and maize;  the Puebla-Tlaxcala  corridor;  the
first advances toward the Gulf and Oaxaca. Each conquest followed
the  pattern:  demand for  submission  and  tribute;  if  refused,  war;  if
defeated,  incorporation as tributary.  The empire grew by alluvium,
like  the  chinampa  city:  each  year  a  new  province,  each  province
new tribute.

The  expansion's  engine  was  triple:  economic  —tribute  fed  the
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capital's  growth— ideological  —the sun needed blood,  war  needed
captives— and social —the warrior nobility needed wars to ascend:
rank, in the Mexica system, was won in battle, capturing prisoners.
A  young  macehualli  could  become  noble  —quauhpilli,  "eagle
noble"—  by  martial  merit:  war  was  the  social  elevator,  and  the
empire  needed  the  elevator  always  moving.  These  three  engines
reinforced each other: more conquests, more tribute, more warriors,
more wars. It was a virtuous circle —for the Mexica— and a vicious
one  —for  the  dominated.  It  worked  while  there  were  lands  to
conquer; when expansion reached its logistic limits —toward 1500—
the machine began consuming itself.

The  conquests'  human  cost  is  incalculable  and  must  not  be
minimized:  thousands  dead  in  battle,  entire  populations  displaced,
tribute  burdens  impoverishing  the  dominated,  the  sacrificial
machine devouring captives. Mexica sources celebrate victories; the
vanquished's  sources  —where  they  exist—  tell  another  story:  the
Tlaxcalans,  the  Tarascans,  the  Mixtecs  remembered  Tenochca
domination as oppression, and acted accordingly in 1519. This book
does  not  celebrate  the  empire  uncritically:  it  explains  its
construction,  admires  its  achievements,  and  records  its  costs.  The
greatness and the horror are inseparable; whoever wants only one
does not understand the Mexica —nor any empire.

The warriors' path: how a Mexica earned his rank

The empire was built by warriors, but warriors were not born: they
were  made.  This  section  describes  the  Mexica  military  career
—already  functioning  in  the  Tepanec-war  generation—  because  it
explains the army's quality and the society's values: in Tenochtitlan,
rank was earned in blood.
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The  base  was  universal  male  training:  every  boy  —noble  or
commoner—  learned  the  bow,  the  spear,  the  shield,  and
hand-to-hand  combat,  first  at  home,  then  in  the  telpochcalli  —the
"young  men's  house"—  the  calpulli's  school.  At  fifteen  or  sixteen,
the  youth  went  to  war  as  a  porter  or  auxiliary;  his  baptism of  fire
came  in  his  first  battle,  where  he  was  expected  to  capture  —not
kill—  an  enemy:  the  captive  was  the  currency  of  prestige.  The
warrior who took his first prisoner cut his hair in the warrior's style
—the temillotl— and entered the ranks.

Promotion  followed  a  rigorous  scale:  one  captive  made  a  warrior;
two, three, four raised him through grades with distinctive insignia
—mantles,  earplugs,  lip  plugs— each marking a visible  status.  The
great  warriors  —those  with  many  captives—  entered  the  military
orders:  the  eagle  warriors  —cuauhtin—  and  jaguar  warriors
—ocelomeh—  elite  corps  with  their  own  temples,  vows,  and
privileges.  A  commoner  who  distinguished  himself  extraordinarily
could  be  ennobled  —quauhpilli,  "eagle  noble"— breaking  the  birth
barrier by martial merit: war was the social elevator, and the empire
kept it moving.

The system's genius was motivational: it aligned individual ambition
with collective need. The young warrior wanted glory, insignia, land,
wives  —and  the  empire  wanted  captives,  conquests,  tribute.  Each
battle served both: the warrior's prestige and the state's expansion
were  the  same  act.  The  ideology  of  sacrifice  —the  sun's  need  for
blood—  sanctified  the  arrangement:  capturing  was  not  ambition,
but  piety.  It  was  a  perfectly  designed  machine:  personal  desire
fueling imperial machinery, machinery rewarding personal desire.

The cost was permanent militarization: a society where the highest
value is the captive is a society condemned to war. Peace —for the
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Mexica—  was  not  an  ideal  but  a  pause  between  campaigns;  the
"flowery  wars"  —xochiyaoyotl—  guaranteed  captives  even  without
territorial  expansion.  The  machine  could  not  stop:  stopping  meant
the warriors' frustration, the nobility's stagnation, the sun's hunger.
The empire expanded until it could expand no more —and then, as
the next volume will tell, the machine began to devour itself. But in
1428,  the  warriors'  path  was  the  future:  every  Tenochca  youth
dreamed  of  the  temillotl,  the  insignia,  the  glory.  The  army  that
defeated Azcapotzalco was an army of believers —in the god, in the
tlatoani, and in the promotion that awaited the brave.

Epilogue: the islet become center of the world

Let  us  return  to  the  islet.  In  1325,  a  refugee  people  camped  on  a
crag nobody wanted,  under an eagle's  sign.  In  1428,  that  people's
grandchildren  defeated  the  valley's  greatest  power.  In  1450,  their
children exacted tribute from dozens of peoples. The transformation
—from vassals to hegemons in one generation— is among the most
extraordinary  in  universal  history,  comparable  to  Rome's  rise,  the
Mongols', the Arabs'. And like all great transformations, it needs no
miracles  to  be  explained:  it  needs  institutions  —the  calpulli,  the
priesthood,  the  dynasty—  leadership  —Itzcoatl,  Tlacaelel,
Nezahualcoyotl— ideas  —the  chosen  people,  the  cosmic  mission—
and  the  human  material  the  pilgrimage  had  forged:  a  hard,
disciplined, ambitious people.

This  volume has  told  the  first  half  of  the  story:  from Aztlan  to  the
Triple Alliance, from myth to empire. The second half —the imperial
century,  from Moctezuma Ilhuicamina to  Cuauhtemoc— belongs to
the  next  volume:  the  Great  Temple's  construction,  the  great
conquests, the internal tensions, the encounter with the Spaniards,
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the  fall.  But  the  foundations  were  laid  here:  the  portable  god,  the
road's  discipline,  the  islet's  madness,  the  sign's  promise,  the
rebellion's  audacity.  Everything  after  —the  empire's  glories  and
horrors— is consequence of what these pages have told.

There  is  a  final  image  to  close:  the  eagle  on  the  cactus.  Today  it
flies  on  Mexico's  flag,  and  millions  see  it  daily  without  thinking  of
the islet. But the image carries the whole story: the northern island,
the  two  centuries  of  road,  the  marsh  refuge,  the  1428  rebellion.
Each feather is a generation; each talon, a victory; the serpent, the
dominated chaos. Mexico's shield is not a decoration: it is a history
book  in  miniature.  Whoever  looks  at  it  knowingly  sees  Aztlan,
Coatepec,  Chapultepec,  the  islet,  Azcapotzalco.  Sees,  in  sum,  this
volume:  the  mythic  origin  and  founding  of  Tenochtitlan,  the  root
from which a nation grew.

And the story does not end here. The next volume of this series will
take up the thread in 1428: the imperial century, the great tlatoanis
—Moctezuma Ilhuicamina, Axayacatl, Ahuizotl— the Great Temple's
construction,  the  conquests  that  carried  the  eagle's  shadow  from
the  Gulf  to  the  Pacific,  the  internal  tensions  of  a  system  built  for
war,  and  the  encounter  —foretold  by  no  sign—  with  men  from
across the sea. The islet became the center of the world; the world,
in  turn,  would  come  to  the  islet.  The  colibrí  —Huitzilopochtli,  the
hummingbird— guided his people to the lake. The eagle stayed. And
here we are, seven centuries later, still under its shadow.

Tezozomoc: the long-lived hegemon

Every  revolution  needs  its  tyrant,  and  the  Mexica  found  theirs  in
Tezozomoc  —"angry  flint"—  tlatoani  of  Azcapotzalco,  the  Tepanec
hegemon  who  dominated  the  Valley  of  Mexico  for  decades.
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Tradition gives him an extraordinary reign —some sources suggest
he died around 1426 at a legendary age, having ruled for the better
part of a century— and though the figures are surely exaggerated,
the  core  is  solid:  Tezozomoc  was  the  valley's  great  power-builder,
the architect of the system the Mexica would inherit  by destroying
him.  Understanding  him  is  understanding  what  1428  overthrew
—and what it preserved.

Tezozomoc's  method  was  the  patient  weaving  of  power:  marriage
alliances  binding  the  valley's  dynasties  to  Tepanec  blood  —his
daughters and granddaughters married into Tenochtitlan,  Texcoco,
Tlatelolco—  combined  with  calculated  military  pressure  against
whoever  resisted.  He  rarely  destroyed:  he  subordinated.  Each
vassal  kept  its  tlatoani,  its  gods,  its  pride  —and  paid  tribute  to
Azcapotzalco.  It  was  the  indirect  empire's  model,  the  same  the
Triple  Alliance  would  adopt:  Tezozomoc  invented  the  formula  the
Mexica  would  perfect.  The  pupil  metaphor  applies  once  more:  the
Mexica learned hegemony serving its inventor.

His longevity —real or legendary— was a political fact: generations
were  born  and  died  under  his  shadow,  and  his  permanence  gave
the  Tepanec  system  an  air  of  natural  order.  The  Mexica  who
rebelled in 1428 had known no other world: their grandparents had
paid  tribute  to  Tezozomoc,  their  parents  had  fought  his  wars.
Rebelling against Azcapotzalco was rebelling against the only order
they  had  known  —which  is  why  the  1426-1428  debate  was  so
dramatic:  it  was not  a  war  against  a  foreign enemy,  but  a  rupture
with the world itself. Tlacaelel's oratory had to convince the Mexica
to imagine the unimaginable: a valley without Tezozomoc's heirs.

Modern  historiography  debates  the  reign's  chronology  —the  dates
do not quite add up, and the "century of reign" is surely a narrative
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compression— but agrees on the structural fact: around 1400-1426,
Azcapotzalco was the valley's hegemonic power, and its system was
the Triple Alliance's direct precedent. The Mexica did not invent the
2-2-1 tribute division,  the indirect  rule,  or  the marriage diplomacy:
they  inherited  them from Tezozomoc  and  turned  them against  his
house.  There  is  justice  —poetic,  if  not  moral—  in  the  fact:  the
master craftsman of hegemony forged the tools of his own house's
destruction. Maxtla, his son and successor, lacked the father's skill
and  alienated  in  months  what  Tezozomoc  had  woven  in  decades.
But the tools remained, and the Mexica picked them up.

Tezozomoc's  final  lesson  is  about  power's  temporality:  no
hegemony  is  eternal,  but  every  hegemony  teaches  its  successor.
Azcapotzalco  fell  in  1428;  its  system  lived  a  century  more  under
Tenochca  direction.  The  Tepanecs  lost  the  valley;  their  political
invention  conquered  Mesoamerica.  It  is  history's  irony:  the
vanquished  survive  in  the  victors'  institutions.  When  the  Mexica
exacted  tribute  by  the  2-2-1  formula,  they  were  speaking
Tezozomoc's language. The tyrant died; his grammar remained.

Nezahualcoyotl: the poet-king ally

The Triple Alliance was not a Mexica solo: its second voice belonged
to  Nezahualcoyotl  —"hungry  coyote"—  prince  of  Texcoco,  poet,
engineer,  and  legislator,  one  of  pre-Hispanic  America's  most
fascinating figures. His story —persecution, exile, restoration— runs
parallel  to  the Mexica's,  and his  presence in  the Alliance gave it  a
cultural  dimension  Tenochtitlan  alone  could  not  provide.  This
section is his due, because without him 1428 is incomplete.

Nezahualcoyotl was heir to Texcoco's Acolhua throne when Maxtla's
Tepanecs murdered his father and seized the city. The young prince
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lived as a fugitive —tradition tells his escapes with novelistic detail:
hiding in forests, protected by loyalists— while Azcapotzalco hunted
him. It  was a youth of  danger and poetry:  the verses attributed to
him  —on  life's  brevity,  on  power's  vanity,  on  the  unknown  god—
were composed, by tradition, in those years of exile. Whether all are
authentically  his  is  debated;  that  they  express  a  sensibility
—melancholic,  reflective,  profound— is  certain.  The  fugitive  prince
became the philosopher-king.

When Itzcoatl sought allies against Maxtla, Nezahualcoyotl was the
natural  partner:  he  had  the  motive  —revenge  for  his  father—  the
legitimacy  —Acolhua  royal  blood—  and  the  base  —Texcocan
loyalists awaiting his return. The alliance restored him to the throne
in  1428,  and  he  reigned  until  1472:  forty-four  years  in  which
Texcoco  became  the  Alliance's  cultural  capital.  He  codified  laws
—famous  for  their  severity—  built  the  great  dike  that  protected
Tenochtitlan  —the  albarradón  bearing  his  name—  designed
Chapultepec's aqueduct and the Texcotzingo gardens —a hydraulic
and botanical wonder— and gathered poets and sages at his court.
While  Tenochtitlan  built  the  empire's  military  machine,  Texcoco
built its cultural soul.

The  Tenochtitlan-Texcoco  relationship  was  the  Alliance's  most
productive  tension:  two  models  of  power  —the  warrior  and  the
sage,  the  spear  and  the  verse—  cooperating  without  merging.
Nezahualcoyotl  never  submitted  to  Tenochca  cultural  hegemony:
Texcoco  kept  its  gods,  its  style,  its  pride,  and  its  tlatoani  treated
with  Tenochtitlan's  as  an  equal  —while  equality  lasted.  After  his
death  in  1472,  Texcoco's  influence  waned,  and  Tenochtitlan's
dominance  became  overwhelming;  but  for  four  decades,  the
Alliance  was  genuinely  dual-headed,  and  its  richness  came  from
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that duality.

Nezahualcoyotl's  poetry  —preserved  in  the  Cantares  mexicanos—
deserves  the  closing  word,  because  it  expresses  what  the  Mexica
epic  sometimes  forgets:  the  consciousness  of  transience.  "I,
Nezahualcoyotl, ask: do we truly live on earth? Not forever on earth:
only  a  brief  moment  here."  The  warrior  ideology  promised  cosmic
glory;  the  poet-king  remembered  that  all  glories  pass  —including,
though  he  did  not  say  it,  the  Triple  Alliance's.  His  verses  survived
the conquest; the empire did not. There is a lesson the Mexica did
not learn, and the poet knew: what lasts is not power, but the word.
Seven centuries later, we read Nezahualcoyotl; the tribute lists are
archaeology.  The  coyote  was  hungry  —and  his  hunger  was  for
eternity.
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Glossary of Nahuatl Terms

Aztlán  —  "Place  of  herons"  or  "place  of  whiteness."  Mythical
homeland of the Mexica.

Calmécac — School of the nobility, where priests, rulers, and judges
were trained.

Calpixque — Official in charge of tribute collection in the provinces.

Calpulli  —  Clan  or  ward;  the  basic  unit  of  social  and  territorial
organization.

Chinampa  —  Agricultural  platform  built  on  the  lake;  "floating
garden."

Cihuacóatl — "Serpent Woman." Second-in-command of the empire,
in charge of internal administration.

Codex (plural:  codices) — Pictographic manuscript on amate paper
or deerskin.

Cuauhtli — Eagle; the military order of the eagle warriors.

Huehuetlatolli  —  "Discourses  of  the  elders."  Moral  maxims  and
philosophical reflections.

Huitzilopochtli  —  Patron  god  of  the  Mexica;  the  sun  in  its  warrior
aspect.

Macehualtin  —  The  common  people;  the  agricultural  and  artisan
base of society.
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Mexica — The name the so-called "Aztecs" gave themselves.

Mictlan — The underworld, place of the dead.

Nahuatl  —  Language  of  the  Mexica,  still  spoken  by  over  a  million
people.

Ocelotl — Jaguar; the military order of the jaguar warriors.

Ometeotl — "Dual God." The supreme creator principle, abstract in
nature.

Pipiltin — The hereditary nobility.

Pochteca  —  Professional  long-distance  merchant;  also  spy  and
ambassador.

Quetzalcóatl — "Feathered Serpent." God of wisdom, wind, and life.

Telpochcalli  — School  of  the common people,  where warriors were
trained.

Tezcatlipoca — "Smoking Mirror." God of night, magic, and destiny.

Tianguis — Marketplace.

Tlacotin  —  Slave;  a  status  neither  hereditary  nor  necessarily
permanent.

Tlaloc — God of rain and water.

Tlamatinime  —  "Those  who  know."  Sages  guarding  memory  and
knowledge.

Tlatoani — "He who speaks." The supreme ruler.

Tonalpohualli — Ritual calendar of 260 days.

Triple  Alliance  —  Pact  of  Tenochtitlan,  Texcoco,  and  Tlacopan
(1428), the empire's foundation.
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Xiuhpohualli — Solar calendar of 365 days.
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Timeline

1110  (tradition)  —  Departure  from  Aztlán;  the  Mexica  pilgrimage
begins.

1325  —  Founding  of  Mexico-Tenochtitlan  on  the  islet  in  Lake
Texcoco.

1376 — Acamapichtli, first tlatoani of Tenochtitlan.

1428 — Defeat of Azcapotzalco and formation of the Triple Alliance
(Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, Tlacopan).

1440–1469  —  Reign  of  Moctezuma  Ilhuicamina;  expansion  of  the
empire.

1450–1454  —  The  great  famine;  the  Flower  Wars  become
institutionalized.

1486–1502  —  Reign  of  Ahuitzotl;  the  empire  reaches  its  greatest
extent.

1502–1520 — Reign of Moctezuma Xocoyotzin.

1519 — Hernán Cortés lands at Veracruz; alliance with Tlaxcala.

1519 — The Spaniards enter Tenochtitlan (November 8).

1520  —  La  Noche  Triste,  the  Night  of  Sorrows  (June  30);  death  of
Moctezuma.

1521 — Fall of Tenochtitlan (August 13); end of the Mexica empire.
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1521–1821 — The viceregal era; Nahuatl becomes the lingua franca
of New Spain.

1821  —  Independence  of  Mexico;  the  eagle  of  the  founding  myth
inspires the national coat of arms.

1910–1920  —  The  Mexican  Revolution;  the  Indigenous  past  is
revalued.

1978 — A chance discovery launches the Templo Mayor Project.

1978–2026  —  Excavations  of  the  Templo  Mayor  in  the  heart  of
Mexico City.

Today  —  Over  1.5  million  Nahuatl  speakers;  the  chinampas  of
Xochimilco still in production.
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