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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

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 5



Chapter 1. The Chinampas:
The Floating Gardens

When  Hernán  Cortés  and  his  men  first  gazed  upon  the  Valley  of
Mexico  from  the  mountain  pass,  what  they  saw  was  not  a  wild
landscape  but  an  impossible  geometric  order:  thousands  of  green
rectangles  traced  upon  the  water,  canals  straight  as  streets,  and
among them canoes coming and going loaded with maize, flowers,
and  vegetables.  That  vision,  which  the  soldiers  compared  to  the
gardens of classical mythology, was the most intensive agricultural
system in the Americas: the chinampa. Without iron plows, without
draft  animals,  and  without  chemical  fertilizers,  the  peoples  of
Anahuac  had  turned  the  shallow  lakes  into  a  granary  capable  of
feeding the most populous city in the Western world of its time.

The  chinampa  was  not  a  Mexica  invention.  When  the  newcomers
settled  on  the  islet  of  Tenochtitlan,  the  lakeshore  peoples  —the
Xochimilca,  the  Chalca,  the  Xaltocan—  had  been  building  these
agricultural  platforms  for  centuries.  What  the  Mexica  did  was  take
the  system  to  an  imperial  scale:  they  organized  production,
integrated it into the tribute system, and turned it into the material
base  that  sustained  the  expansion  of  the  Triple  Alliance.  To
understand the chinampa is, at bottom, to understand the economic
root of the empire.
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The Lake as the Empire's Granary

The  Valley  of  Mexico  in  the  sixteenth  century  was  a  closed  basin
occupied  by  a  lake  system  of  five  interconnected  lakes:  Texcoco,
the  largest  and  brackish;  Xaltocan  and  Zumpango  to  the  north;
Xochimilco  and  Chalco  to  the  south,  with  fresh  water.  That
difference  in  salinity  is  no  minor  detail:  geography  decided  where
the chinampas would flourish. The brackish waters of Texcoco, the
lake that bathed Tenochtitlan, were useless for intensive cultivation;
that  is  why  the  chinampa  zones  concentrated  in  the  freshwater
lakes of the south, above all Xochimilco and Chalco, and along the
freshened eastern shores.

The word "chinampa" comes from the Nahuatl chinamitl, which can
be  translated  as  "hedge  or  fence  of  reeds."  The  name  already
describes the technique: an earthen platform delimited by a vegetal
palisade.  They  were  not,  as  is  sometimes  lightly  said,  drifting
floating  islands.  They  were  fixed  constructions,  anchored  to  the
lakebed,  built  to  last  decades.  Their  resemblance  to  a  floating
garden  was  only  apparent:  beneath  the  green  surface  lay  a
carefully calculated work of hydraulic engineering.

The  demographic  context  explains  their  importance.  Modern
estimates of Tenochtitlan's population —the work of Edward Calnek
and William Sanders, among others— place it between two hundred
thousand  and  three  hundred  thousand  people  around  1519.  To
grasp  the  figure:  it  was  larger  than  London  or  Seville  at  the  same
time,  and  comparable  to  the  greatest  cities  of  Europe.  No  city  of
that  size  can  be  sustained  by  rain-fed  agriculture  in  a  semi-arid
valley. The hillside maize, grown with the digging stick in temporal
milpas,  was  insufficient  and  unreliable:  a  late  frost  or  a  drought
could  ruin  an  entire  year's  harvest.  The  chinampa  offered  what
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rain-fed farming could not: permanent water, renewed fertility, and
up to three harvests a year.

The  Mexica  state  understood  that  advantage  perfectly  and
administered  it  as  a  strategic  resource.  The  chinampa  zones  paid
tribute in kind on a regular basis, and the canoes that docked each
morning  at  Tenochtitlan's  landing  stages  —loaded  with  tender
maize, beans, squash, chile, tomato, amaranth, chia, and flowers—
were as vital to the empire as the columns of warriors. War, which
this volume studies in its central  chapters, conquered tributes; but
the  chinampa produced them predictably,  year  after  year,  with  no
campaigns  needed.  In  the  empire's  political  economy,  the  lake's
intensive  agriculture  was  the  safe  income,  and  war  the
extraordinary income.

The Construction Technique

Building  a  chinampa  was  collective  work  that  began  in  the  water.
First  the  rectangle  was  staked  out:  ahuejote  stakes  —Salix
bonplandiana,  a  native  willow  with  deep  roots  and
moisture-resistant  wood— were  driven  into  the  lakebed,  forming a
frame between two and four meters wide and twenty, forty, even a
hundred meters long. The ahuejote was no casual choice: its roots,
as  they  grew,  wove  a  living  mesh  that  held  the  platform  from
within,  and  its  crowns,  planted  at  the  corners,  marked  the
boundaries and gave shade.

Over  that  frame,  alternating  layers  of  mud  dredged  from the  lake
bottom, aquatic vegetation —tules, lilies, algae— and manure were
laid  down.  The  lake  mud  was  an  extraordinary  natural  fertilizer:
centuries of organic sedimentation had loaded it with nutrients. The
vegetation,  decomposing  layer  upon  layer,  generated  heat  and
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organic  matter.  When  the  platform  rose  about  fifty  centimeters
above the water level, it was left to rest and settle; then the edges
were reinforced with more stakes and the definitive ahuejotes were
planted.

The result was a raised plot, surrounded by water on all four sides,
with  two  decisive  advantages.  The  first,  capillary  moisture:  lake
water  rose  through  the  chinampa's  porous  soil  and  kept  the  roots
hydrated  even  in  the  dry  season.  The  second,  continuous  fertility:
every so often the farmers dredged the canals —extracting the rich
mud from the bottom— and spread it over the surface as fertilizer.
It was a closed, sustainable system: the lake fertilized the land, and
the land, needing no fallow rest, returned its surplus to the lake.

Irrigation was done by hand, with vessels, or by infiltration from the
canals;  in  the  more  elaborate  chinampas,  small  internal  ditches
were  opened.  And  planting  followed  an  intensive  calendar:  while
one  strip  was  being  harvested,  another  germinated  in  almácigos
—protected  seedbeds—  and  a  third  was  prepared  with  freshly
dredged  mud.  There  was  no  dead  season.  The  chinampa  farmer,
unlike the rain-fed farmer waiting on the rains, worked all year.
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The Agricultural Calendar: What Was Grown on
the Chinampa

The  chinampa  was  an  intensive  garden,  and  like  any  garden,  its
wealth  lay  in  diversity.  The  base  was  the  Mesoamerican  triad
—maize,  beans,  squash— but  around  it  grew a  repertoire  of  crops
that would put any European kitchen garden of the time to shame.

Maize was king, and the chinampa farmers treated it as such. They
did  not  plant  "maize"  in  the  abstract:  they  managed  dozens  of
varieties  selected  over  centuries  —white,  yellow,  blue,  and  red
maizes,  big-kerneled  cacahuazintle  for  pozole,  early-maturing
maizes  for  short  cycles.  Seed  selection  was  an  art:  from  each
harvest  the  best  ears,  those  with  the  fullest,  most  even  kernels,
were  set  aside  for  the  next  planting.  That  empirical  genetic
improvement,  sustained  over  millennia,  is  the  origin  of  the
extraordinary  diversity  of  Mexican  maize  today,  with  its  59
recognized native races.

Beans —black, bayo, pinto— were planted at the foot of the maize
so  they  would  climb  its  stalk,  fixing  nitrogen  in  the  soil.  Squash
covered the ground with its broad leaves, conserving moisture and
smothering weeds. That association, which modern agronomists call
"synergistic  polyculture,"  Mesoamericans  had  practiced  for  three
thousand years.

Around  the  triad  grew  chile  —multiple  varieties,  from  serrano  to
poblano—,  tomato,  amaranth  or  huauhtli  —so  important  it  had  its
own  festivals,  and  which  the  Spaniards,  associating  it  with
"idolatrous"  rites,  tried  to  ban—,  chia,  huauzontle,  quelites
—half-domesticated  wild  greens—,  epazote,  purslane,  and  flowers:
marigold for offerings,  but also edible and ornamental  flowers sold
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in the markets of Tenochtitlan and Tlatelolco.

The  almácigo  technique  deserves  special  mention.  Instead  of
sowing  directly  in  the  chinampa,  farmers  germinated  seeds  in
dense,  protected  seedbeds  —sometimes  on  mud  rafts  or  raised
beds— and transplanted the seedlings when they reached the right
size. That staggered transplanting allowed continuous use of space:
as soon as one strip was harvested, seedlings were already ready to
occupy it. It was precision agriculture without precision instruments,
based on the accumulated observation of generations.

The  calendar  never  stopped.  With  the  lake's  permanent  water,
dry-season  planting  was  possible  where  rain-fed  farming  would
have  failed:  while  the  hillside  milpas  rested  waiting  for  rain,  the
chinampas  produced.  Some  calculations  speak  of  two  maize
harvests  a  year  and  up  to  seven  rotations  of  vegetables  and
flowers.  The  chinampa  turned  time  —agriculture's  scarcest
resource—  into  an  ally:  every  month  of  the  year  something  was
being sown, something growing, something harvested.

The Lords of the Lake: Xochimilca, Chalca, and the
Politics of Water

The Mexica did not invent the chinampa, and it matters to say who
did: the lakeshore peoples who had dominated the southern valley
for  centuries  while  the  Mexica  were  still  pilgrims.  The  Xochimilca
—"the people of the flower field"—, the Chalca, the Culhuaque, and
the  Xaltocan  had  turned  the  freshwater  lakes  into  an  agricultural
landscape  long  before  1325.  The  chinampa  was  their  technology,
their heritage, their identity.

The  relationship  between  the  Mexica  and  those  peoples  was,  at
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first, one of dependence. Tenochtitlan, founded on a brackish islet,
could not feed itself: it needed the maize, beans, and vegetables of
the  lacustrine  south.  The  first  tlatoque  understood  this  and  acted
accordingly:  Itzcoatl,  after  the  defeat  of  Azcapotzalco  in  1428,
directed his campaigns against Xochimilco and Coyoacan, subduing
the lords of the lake. It was not a brutal war of extermination: it was
a  political  annexation  that  respected  —and  needed—  local
knowledge.  The  Mexica  could  not  afford  to  destroy  what  they
wanted to use.

The  subjugation  of  Xochimilco,  around  1430,  is  a  case  study  in
Mexica imperial  policy.  The Xochimilca kept their  local  rulers,  their
lands, and their techniques; in exchange, they accepted tribute and
the  hegemony  of  the  Triple  Alliance.  Xochimilca  engineers  and
farmers  —the  true  chinampa  experts—  went  to  work  within  the
imperial system, and their knowledge spread to new zones. It was a
conquest  that  multiplied  the  conquered  technology  instead  of
destroying it: the empire grew because it knew how to absorb.

That absorption had a cultural cost. The lakeshore peoples, proud of
their  antiquity  —the  Xochimilca  considered  themselves  older  and
more  refined than the  Mexica  upstarts— watched their  technology
become the  foundation  of  their  subjugators'  power.  The chronicles
record tensions, intermittent rebellions, and a dull  resentment that
would  surface  in  1521,  when  many  southern  towns  joined  the
Spaniards  against  Tenochtitlan.  The  politics  of  water  —who
controlled  the  lakes,  who  set  the  tributes—  was  always  also  a
politics of resentment.

One  technical  detail  reveals  the  sophistication  of  that  politics:
control  of  lake levels.  The Mexica built  dikes and causeways —like
Nezahualcoyotl's  albarradón,  which  separated  Texcoco's  brackish
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waters  from  the  freshwater  east—  not  only  to  protect  against
flooding  but  to  shield  the  chinampa  zones  from  salt  intrusion.
Hydraulic  works  were  at  once  civil  engineering  and  food  strategy:
every dike defended harvests.

The  lesson  is  that  the  chinampa  was  never  just  an  agricultural
technique:  it  was  a  political  object.  Whoever  controlled  the
chinampas  controlled  food;  whoever  controlled  food  controlled  the
city;  whoever  controlled  the  city  controlled  the  empire.  The
Xochimilca  knew  it  first;  the  Mexica  learned  it  later;  and  the
Spaniards,  in  draining  the  lakes,  destroyed  without  understanding
the hydraulic foundation of the whole system. The politics of water,
in Anahuac, was the politics of power.

Yield and Productivity: An Agricultural Miracle

How productive was the chinampa, really? The Spanish chroniclers,
impressed, spoke of perpetual harvests, but modern agronomy has
put  numbers  on the table.  The experimental  studies  carried out  in
the  twentieth  century  —when  Mexican  researchers  rebuilt
chinampas  and  measured  their  yields  with  scientific  methods—
produced  figures  that  still  astonish:  between  two  and  four  times
more  maize  per  hectare  than  the  rain-fed  milpa,  and  up  to  seven
harvests a year when short-cycle crops like vegetables and flowers
are combined.

The secret lay in diversification. The chinampa was no monoculture:
on  a  single  platform,  maize,  beans,  and  squash  coexisted  —the
Mesoamerican  triad,  where  beans  fix  nitrogen,  squash  covers  the
soil,  and  maize  provides  support—  along  with  chile,  tomato,
amaranth,  chia,  huauzontle,  quelites,  and  flowers  like  marigold.
That  polyculture  reduced  pests,  used  every  inch,  and  guaranteed
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that  if  one  crop  failed,  others  compensated  the  loss.  It  was
agricultural insurance built into the design.

Let  us  make  a  rough  calculation,  of  the  kind  archaeological  data
allows.  It  is  estimated that at  the time of  the conquest there were
around  twelve  thousand  hectares  of  chinampas  in  the  basin.  With
intensive  yields  and  several  harvests  a  year,  that  surface  could
produce enough food to  sustain  a  substantial  share  of  the  valley's
population,  complemented  by  rain-fed  milpas,  provincial  tribute,
and the lake's own products:  fish,  frogs,  axolotls,  ducks,  algae like
tecuitlatl,  and  aquatic  insects  like  ahuautle,  the  "Mexican  caviar."
The  Anahuac  diet  was  more  diverse  and,  in  many  respects,  more
balanced than that of contemporary Europe.

The  organization  of  chinampa  labor  also  deserves  attention.  The
chinampas  were  mostly  owned  by  the  calpullis  —the  clans  or
wards— and passed down by inheritance within families. The state
did not administer them directly, but it regulated the canals, settled
boundary  disputes,  and  above  all  guaranteed  the  peace  such  a
delicate  system  needed  to  function.  An  abandoned  chinampa
deteriorates in a few years: edges crumble, canals silt up. Keeping
twelve thousand hectares productive demanded constant hydraulic
administration,  and  that  administration  was  one  of  the  Mexica
government's silent but essential functions.

The conquerors, coming from a Europe where agriculture depended
on  the  plow and  fallow,  had  no  categories  for  understanding  what
they saw. Bernal Díaz del Castillo, in his True History, describes the
markets  and crops with  amazement,  though without  fully  grasping
the  system.  What  they  could  not  know  was  that  they  were
contemplating  one  of  the  most  efficient  agricultural  solutions  ever
designed:  farming  without  massive  deforestation,  without  erosion,
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without  soil  exhaustion,  capable  of  feeding  a  metropolis  for
centuries.

The Axolotl and the Lake's Fauna

Lake  Texcoco  and  its  freshwater  siblings  harbored  a  unique  fauna
that  the  peoples  of  Anahuac  knew  in  detail.  The  most  famous
resident  was  the  axolotl  —from  the  Nahuatl  axolotl,  "water
monster"—  the  amphibian  that  keeps  its  gills  into  adulthood  and
can  regenerate  amputated  limbs,  a  biological  prodigy  modern
science  studies  with  fascination.  For  the  Mexica,  the  axolotl  was
food —eaten roasted or in tamales— and also symbol:  legend said
the god Xolotl, fleeing sacrifice, transformed into an axolotl and hid
in the lake.

Alongside  the  axolotl  lived  the  acocil  —a  small  shrimp-like
crustacean—, various species of  whitefish and charal,  frogs,  toads,
turtles,  and  a  multitude  of  waterfowl:  ducks,  herons,  cranes,
pelicans  migrating  each  year.  Bird  hunters  used  nets,  blowguns,
and  traps,  and  knew  the  migratory  routes  with  ornithological
precision.  Those  birds'  feathers  —above  all  the  colorful  ones— fed
tribute and the featherworker's art.

That  lacustrine  biodiversity  was  the  thermometer  of  the  system's
health:  while  the  lake  lived,  fauna  thrived;  when  the  Spaniards
began  draining  it,  species  started  to  vanish.  Today  the  axolotl
barely survives in Xochimilco's canals, critically endangered, and its
rescue is also the rescue of the lake's memory. Every axolotl  is an
ambassador of Anahuac: an animal the Mexica ate, venerated, and
named, which the modern world is only beginning to understand.

The Lake as Pantry: Fishing, Hunting, and
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Gathering

It  would  be  a  mistake  to  think  the  chinampa  was  the  lake's  only
food source. The Valley of Mexico's lake system was itself a gigantic
pantry  that  the  peoples  of  Anahuac  exploited  with  exquisite
ecological knowledge. The Mexica diet came not only from the land:
it came from the water.

Fishing was a specialized activity.  The lakes held whitefish,  charal,
local  trout  —endemic  species— caught  with  nets,  traps,  harpoons,
and  sometimes  with  barbasco,  a  technique  that  stunned  fish  with
plant  extracts.  Fishermen  knew  reproductive  cycles,  spawning
grounds,  and  customary  closed  seasons:  sustainable  fisheries
management with no written regulations needed.

But  most  surprising  to  the  European  palate  was  what  we  would
today  call  "lake  cuisine":  ahuautle,  the  roe  of  the  axayacatl  water
insect,  considered a delicacy —the "Mexican caviar"—; tecuitlatl,  a
spirulina algae gathered with fine nets, sun-dried, and sold in loaves
at markets, with extraordinary protein content; frogs, axolotls —the
Xochimilco  endemic  amphibian,  critically  endangered  today—,
acociles  —tiny  crustaceans—,  ducks  and  waterfowl  hunted  along
the shores. The lagoon provided animal protein with no livestock, in
an economy without cows, pigs, or sheep.

That  integral  exploitation  of  the  lake  explains  a  datum  that
astonishes  modern  nutritionists:  the  common  macehualli's  diet
—maize,  beans,  squash,  chile,  quelites,  fish,  insects,  algae—  was
nutritionally  more  complete  than  that  of  the  contemporary
European  peasant,  tied  to  bread,  oats,  and,  with  luck,  some  pork.
Skeletal  studies  suggest  the  height  and  dental  health  of
pre-Hispanic Mesoamericans were, on average, superior to those of
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their European contemporaries. The lake fed well.

The  organization  of  that  exploitation  was  sophisticated  too.  There
were  specialized  fishing  towns  with  customary  rights  over  lake
zones;  salt  gatherers  on  Texcoco's  brackish  shores  —salt  was  a
strategic  resource  and  an  important  tribute—;  bird  hunters  with
nets  and  blowguns.  And  it  all  converged  on  the  markets:
Tlatelolco's,  which  the  Spaniards  described  with  amazement,
offered  daily  fresh  fish,  ahuautle,  tecuitlatl,  frogs,  and  ducks
alongside chinampa produce.  The lake was a natural  supermarket,
administered by millennia of ecological knowledge.

That  intimate  relationship  with  the  lake  makes  its  disappearance
more  tragic.  The  draining  of  the  lake  system  —begun  by  the
Spaniards with the valley's desagüe and completed in the twentieth
century—  erased  not  just  a  landscape:  it  extinguished  a  complete
food  system.  The  axolotl  barely  survives  in  Xochimilco's  canals;
ahuautle  is  a  rarity;  tecuitlatl,  a  memory.  When  we  speak  of
rescuing the chinampas, we speak also of rescuing the memory of a
lake that fed an empire.

The Salt of Texcoco: The Valley's White Gold

On Lake Texcoco's brackish shores, a resource as strategic as maize
was  exploited:  salt.  Women —for  it  was  women's  work— gathered
the  nitrous  earth  of  the  shores,  washed  it  in  vats,  evaporated  the
water  in  the  sun,  and  obtained  loaves  of  salt  sold  in  markets  and
paid as tribute to the state. Texcoco salt supplied the whole valley
and was exported to the provinces.

Salt was strategic for three reasons: it preserved food —fish, meat—
in  a  world  without  refrigeration;  it  was  essential  to  human  and
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animal diet; and it served as currency. The salt towns —like those of
the eastern shore— enjoyed privileged economic status, and control
of  the  saltworks  caused  wars  before  and  during  the  empire.  The
Mexica, dominating the valley, secured the salt monopoly: another
silent state income.

The  Spaniards,  finding  a  salt  industry  in  full  operation,  kept  and
expanded  it:  salt  would  prove  essential  for  silver  refining  by  the
amalgamation method. The lake's "white gold" ended up financing,
indirectly,  colonial  mining.  And  Texcoco's  saltworks,  though
diminished,  kept  producing  into  the  twentieth  century:  five
centuries of technological continuity.

The Water Causeways: Dikes, Aqueducts, and
Hydraulic Control

The  chinampas  did  not  float  in  a  pristine,  untouched  lake:  they
floated in an administered lake. The Mexica —and before them the
Tepaneca  and  Acolhua—  had  turned  the  lake  system  into  a
hydraulic  machine  with  dikes,  causeway-dikes,  sluices,  aqueducts,
and  drainage  canals.  Without  that  infrastructure,  the  chinampas
would not have survived floods or salt intrusion.

The  crowning  work  was  Nezahualcoyotl's  albarradón:  a
sixteen-kilometer  dike  crossing  Lake  Texcoco  north  to  south,
separating  the  brackish  western  waters  —where  Tenochtitlan
stood—  from  the  freshwater  east.  Built  under  the  direction  of  the
great  Texcocan  tlatoani  Nezahualcoyotl  in  the  fifteenth  century,
with labor from the whole Triple Alliance, the albarradón had sluices
regulating water flow and protected the city from floods, frequent in
the rainy season. It was at once a wall against water and a frontier
between two ecologies.
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The  causeway-dikes  —Tacuba,  Iztapalapa,  Tepeyac—  served  a
double  function:  they  were  the  avenues  into  the  lake  city  and,
simultaneously,  dikes  with  drawbridges  and  sluices  controlling
water  circulation.  Each  causeway  was  an  engineering  work  the
Spaniards  admired:  straight,  wide,  passable  even  in  the  rainy
season, with permanent maintenance by organized crews.

The  Chapultepec  aqueduct  —already  discussed  as  a  public-health
work—  was  also  a  work  of  power:  bringing  fresh  water  to  a  city
surrounded  by  brackish  water  was  a  demonstration  of  technical
mastery.  And  the  city's  canals  —the  "water  streets"  the  Spaniards
compared to  Venice— served transport,  drainage,  and irrigation of
the  urban  chinampas:  Tenochtitlan  itself  had  chinampas  in  its
outlying wards.

Maintaining  all  that  system  demanded  permanent  hydraulic
administration:  dredging  crews,  dike  inspectors,  repair  crews  after
each rainy season. It was a "hydraulic state" in historians' sense of
the  term:  a  political  power  whose  legitimacy  depended  on  water
control.  When  the  Spaniards,  after  the  conquest,  stopped
maintaining the dikes —and then decided to drain the lakes— they
changed not just a landscape: they destroyed the material base of
intensive  agriculture  and  condemned  the  city  to  the  floods  that
would afflict it for three centuries.

The water causeways remind us that the "science" in this volume's
title  included  engineering:  the  Mexica  not  only  knew  how  to  plant
and heal, they knew how to build. And that their art of war included
hydraulic  warfare:  cutting  an  enemy's  water,  flooding  their  fields,
using dikes as fortifications. The lake was crop field, transport route,
wall, and weapon: all at once.
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The Tlatelolco Market: The Empire's Showcase

If  the  chinampas  were  the  factory,  the  Tlatelolco  market  was  the
showcase.  Every  day  —and  with  special  intensity  every  five  days,
on market day— tens of thousands converged on Tlatelolco's great
plaza,  the  twin  city  of  Tenochtitlan,  to  buy,  sell,  barter,  and  look.
The  Spaniards,  who  knew  the  fairs  of  Medina  del  Campo  and  the
souks of Seville, said they had seen nothing like it.

Bernal  Díaz  del  Castillo  described  it  with  the  amazement  of  one
seeing  a  civilization  in  full  operation  for  the  first  time:  market
streets  dedicated  to  each  merchandise  —maize,  birds,  game,  fish,
medicinal  herbs,  pottery,  textiles— everything  ordered,  everything
abundant.  Cortés,  in  his  Cartas  de  Relación,  estimated  sixty
thousand souls on a market day. And Sahagún, with his informants,
described  the  vendors:  the  maize  seller,  the  tamale  woman,  the
pulque seller, each with their place, their cry, their clientele.

The  market  had  its  laws:  judges  —the  tianquizpan  tlayacanque—
who watched transactions, punished fraud, and settled disputes on
the  spot.  It  had  its  currency:  cacao  beans  for  small  purchases,
cotton mantles for medium ones, gold dust in quills for large ones.
And it had its police: crews keeping order in the multitude.

For  the  chinampas,  Tlatelolco  was  the  final  destination:  canoes
unloaded  at  dawn,  and  by  noon  the  produce  was  sold,  converted
into  cacao,  mantles,  salt.  The  market  was  the  mechanism  turning
agricultural  surplus  into  circulating  wealth,  and  circulating  wealth
into  power:  the  pochteca  bought  there  for  their  caravans,  the
calpixque  collected  part  of  the  tribute  there,  artisans  sold  their
works there.

The  fall  of  Tlatelolco  —which  resisted  alongside  Tenochtitlan  until
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the siege's last day— was also the market's fall: the Spaniards shut
it  down,  replaced  it  with  their  own,  and  the  indigenous  trade
network disarticulated. But the tianguis memory survived: Mexico's
popular  markets  —La  Merced,  Sonora,  every  town's  tianguis—  are
Tlatelolco's direct heirs. Every time a Mexican haggles in a market,
they practice a five-century-old economy.

The Green Tribute: Chinampas and Imperial
Economy

The chinampas did not just feed: they paid tribute. And that tribute
in  kind  —maize,  beans,  chile,  cotton  mantles  from the  hot  lands—
was the blood of  the imperial  economy. The Matrícula de Tributos,
the codex recording with accountant's precision what each province
delivered  to  Tenochtitlan,  devotes  many  of  its  pages  to  the  land's
products:  fanegas of  maize,  loads of  beans,  baskets of  chile,  bales
of  cotton.  The  southern  valley's  chinampa  zones  —Xochimilco,
Chalco,  Culhuacan— appear  as  regular  contributors  of  fresh foods,
the most perishable and therefore deliverable only from nearby.

The system worked like this:  each calpulli  and each tributary town
had  an  assigned  quota,  collected  by  the  calpixque  —the  imperial
officials—  and  stored  in  state  granaries.  Those  reserves  served
three  functions:  feeding  the  bureaucracy,  the  army  on  campaign,
and  the  priests;  sustaining  the  population  in  bad  harvest  years
—the  Mexica  state  practiced  strategic  reserve  policy—;  and
financing  the  great  ceremonies,  where  food was  distributed to  the
people. Tribute was not mere plunder: it was a redistributive system
giving the state its legitimacy.

The  visible  destination  of  that  production  was  the  markets,  above
all Tlatelolco's, the continent's largest. Bernal Díaz del Castillo, who
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saw  it  with  his  own  eyes,  devoted  amazed  pages  to  describing  it:
tens of thousands of people, merchandise ordered by streets —one
for maize, another for birds, another for medicinal herbs—, market
judges settling disputes instantly,  and a price system expressed in
cacao beans,  mantles,  and gold  dust.  Chinampa canoes docked at
dawn at the landing stages and unloaded produce that by noon was
already sold.

The  pochteca  —the  long-distance  merchants—  completed  the
circuit:  they  carried  the  valley's  surpluses  —mantles,  dried
chinampa  products,  salt—  to  distant  provinces  and  brought  back
Soconusco  cacao,  Guatemalan  quetzal  feathers,  Oaxacan  jade,
Guerrero  gold.  They  were  at  once  traders,  diplomats,  and  spies:
their  caravans  opened  the  routes  armies  would  later  follow.  The
Mexica  economy  did  not  separate  trade  from  war:  they  were  two
instruments of the same state.

And  there  was  regulation.  Market  judges  watched  weights  and
measures,  punished  fraud,  and  set  reference  prices  in  times  of
scarcity. The state intervened to prevent speculation in basic foods:
in  famine  years  —like  the  terrible  one  of  1454,  which  the  annals
record  with  horror—  the  granaries  were  opened  and  maize
distributed. That intervention was not charity: it was politics. A state
that let its people starve lost the mandate of gods and men.

The  chinampa's  economic  lesson  is,  at  bottom,  a  lesson  in
statecraft:  intensive  agriculture  generated  the  predictable  surplus
that  allowed  planning  —tributes,  reserves,  campaigns—  and
planning  turned  surplus  into  power.  Without  the  chinampas,
Tenochtitlan  would  have  been  a  large  village;  with  them,  it  was  a
metropolis  capable of  sustaining an empire.  The green tribute —of
earth  and  water—  was  the  silent  foundation  on  which  everything
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else rose.

The Chinampa in Art and Cosmovision

For the peoples of Anahuac, the chinampa was not just a means of
production:  it  was an image of  the world.  The lake,  land emerging
from  water,  vegetation  sprouting  from  fertile  mud  —all  of  it
resonated  with  the  founding  myth  of  the  Mesoamerican
cosmovision:  the  earth  itself  had  emerged  from  the  primordial
waters,  and  each  chinampa  repeated,  in  miniature,  that  creative
act.

The codices depict chinampas with a characteristic glyph: the green
rectangle  furrowed  with  lines,  sometimes  with  sprouting  plants.  In
the Matrícula de Tributos and the Codex Mendoza, the place-names
of  chinampa  towns  are  written  with  that  sign,  and  agricultural
tributes are illustrated with ears  of  maize,  baskets,  and bales.  The
chinampa was so central to life it had its own writing: a sign legible
to anyone who could read the codices.

Agricultural metaphor permeated ritual language. The ruler was he
who  "made  prosperity  sprout";  the  people  were  the  tlatoani's
"seedbed";  wars  were  sometimes  described  as  "harvests"  of
prisoners  —the  flowery  war,  recall,  was  a  "flower."  That  fusion  of
agriculture and war in  language is  no accident:  both were ways of
"cultivating" the empire,  one with the digging stick,  the other with
the macuahuitl. The Mexica conceived their state as a great garden
to be sown, watered, and defended.

The  agricultural  calendar's  festivals  —the  bulk  of  the  eighteen
veintenas—  revolved  around  planting,  growth,  and  harvest.  The
feast of Huey Tozoztli celebrated maize germination; Tlaxochimaco,
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the flowers; Ochpaniztli, the harvest and the ritual sweeping of the
fields.  Each festival  combined the agricultural  with the warlike and
the  religious:  there  were  no  watertight  compartments.  The  farmer
planting in the chinampa took part in the same cosmic cycle as the
warrior capturing prisoners: both fed, in their way, the continuity of
the world.

That  integrated  vision  has  a  consequence  for  us:  we  cannot
understand the chinampa as technology alone, nor war as violence
alone. They were parts of a system of meaning in which producing
food  and  making  war  were  two  ways  of  serving  the  same  cosmic
order.  Anahuac  did  not  separate  economy  from  religion,  nor
technique from poetry: everything was woven into the same fabric.
And the chinampa —that green rectangle on the water— was one of
the most beautiful knots in that weave.

The Chinampero: Portrait of the Lake Farmer

Behind  every  chinampa  stood  a  man  —and  a  family—:  the
chinampero,  the  most  productive  farmer  in  the  preindustrial
Americas.  His  day  began  before  dawn:  checking  the  platform's
edges,  dredging  canal  mud,  transplanting  the  almácigos,
hand-watering  strips  that  needed  it,  harvesting  what  was  ripe.  At
noon,  the loaded canoe departed for  the market;  in the afternoon,
maintenance: repairing stakes, pruning the ahuejotes, preparing the
next planting.

The chinampero was no ordinary peasant: he was a technician. He
knew water cycles, seed varieties, crop associations, pest remedies
—ash, chile, repellent plants. His knowledge, passed from father to
son, was as specialized as the warrior's or the ticitl's. And his status
reflected  it:  chinampero  families,  owners  of  their  land  within  the
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calpulli, were the prosperous middle class of Anahuac.

His  year  had  no  vacations:  the  chinampa  demanded  continuous
attention.  But  neither  did  it  hold  the  anguish  of  rain-fed  farming:
water  was always there,  the harvest  was certain,  the surplus sold.
The chinampero  lived  better  than the  hillside  farmer,  and knew it:
his trade was a pride, not a sentence.

Today,  the remaining chinamperos  —fewer  and older  every  year—
are the last keepers of that knowledge. When one of them teaches
a young person to dredge the canal or select seed, they transmit a
millennia-old technology. The chinampero's portrait is the portrait of
Anahuac's  science  in  its  purest  form:  knowledge,  labor,  and  land
—or better: knowledge, labor, and water— turned into life.

Xochimilco Today: The Battle for Water

Today's Xochimilco is a battlefield: not of warriors, but of visions. On
one  side,  the  advancing  city  —irregular  settlements,  water
extraction, pollution—; on the other, the resisting chinamperos, the
defending ecologists, the revaluing chefs. The chinampas' future is
decided today, every day.

The problems are grave:  the water  table  drops from extraction for
the city; canals are polluted with wastewater; urbanization devours
farmland; the young migrate. Chinampas are lost every year: some
become soccer  fields,  others  dumps,  others  are  simply  abandoned
and silt up. The World Heritage landscape deteriorates amid official
indifference.

But  there  is  resistance.  Chinampero  cooperatives  grow  organic
vegetables  for  city  markets;  haute-cuisine  restaurants  buy  directly
from Xochimilco, paying fair prices; researchers restore abandoned
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chinampas  with  traditional  techniques;  schools  take  children  to
plant.  The  movement  is  small  but  real:  the  chinampa  as  the
agriculture of the future, not a relic of the past.

The  battle  for  water  is  also  a  battle  for  memory:  every  chinampa
saved  is  an  argument  against  the  idea  that  progress  demands
destruction. The Mexica knew it: the lake was life. Xochimilco today
asks whether we have learned the lesson, or whether we will repeat
—by other means— the draining the Spaniards began. The answer,
as always in history, is in our hands.

Xochimilco: The Living Legacy

Five centuries later, the chinampas survive. In Xochimilco, south of
Mexico  City,  hundreds  of  chinampas  remain  in  production,
navigated by the canals that tourist trajineras ply every weekend. In
1987 UNESCO declared Mexico City's historic center and Xochimilco
World  Heritage,  recognizing  precisely  that  living  agricultural
landscape: a pre-Hispanic system that never stopped working.

But  the  legacy  is  at  risk.  Groundwater  extraction  to  supply  the
megalopolis  has  sunk  the  water  table;  urbanization  devours
farmland;  canal  pollution  threatens  crops;  and  young  Xochimilca,
like  young  farmers  everywhere,  migrate  to  the  city.  Every
abandoned chinampa is a burning library: millennia of accumulated
agronomic knowledge lost.

Fortunately,  a  revaluation  is  underway.  Agronomists,  chefs,  and
urban-agriculture  movements  rediscover  the chinampa as  a  model
of  sustainable  farming:  zero  deforestation,  organic  fertilization,
efficient water use, biodiversity. In a twenty-first century anguished
by  climate  change  and  food  security,  the  "technology"  that  fed
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Tenochtitlan  is  vanguard  again.  The  Xochimilca  who  still  dredge
their  canals  each  morning  do  not  just  preserve  a  heritage:
unknowingly, they practice the agriculture of the future.

And  one  symbol  sums  up  that  continuity:  maize.  The  native
varieties planted in Xochimilco today descend from the same ones
the  Mexica  selected  for  centuries.  Every  ear  is  a  living  genetic
archive.  When  a  Xochimilca  farmer  buries  seed  in  canal-dredged
mud,  they  repeat  a  gesture  their  ancestors  repeated  millions  of
times before Tenochtitlan existed, during its splendor, and after its
fall.  The  chinampa outlived  the  empire  it  made great,  and that,  in
the history of civilizations, is the highest form of victory.
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Chapter 2. Herbal Medicine
and Healing: The Art of

Curing

If  the  chinampa  fed  the  empire's  body,  medicine  cared  for  it.  And
here  the  Mexica  possessed  a  knowledge  the  Europeans,  at  first
disdainful  then  fascinated,  took  centuries  to  match:  a  systematic
knowledge  of  medicinal  plants,  a  practical  surgery  of  surprising
efficacy,  and  a  network  of  specialists  —midwives,  surgeons,
herbalists—  serving  the  population  with  an  organization  that
anticipated public health in many ways.

Mexica  medicine  was  not  primitive  magic,  though  it  included  the
magical-religious  like  all  medicine  of  its  time  —including  the
European, which still bled patients and prescribed mummy powder.
It was a dual system: on one hand, the supernatural explanation of
disease  —a  god's  anger,  the  loss  of  the  tonalli,  the  malignant
"air"—; on the other,  an empirical  corpus of  remedies proven over
generations,  transmitted  rigorously  and  recorded  precisely.  That
duality  should  not  scandalize  us:  modern  medicine  also  lives  with
the placebo effect and the psychosomatic dimension of healing.

Empirical Knowledge and the Sacred

The  medical  specialist  par  excellence  was  the  ticitl,  a  term
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encompassing physician, midwife, and herbalist alike. Their training
was no improvisation:  knowledge was transmitted in  the calmecac
and in family lineages, and the codices recorded plants'  properties
with  a  glyph  system  combining  the  plant's  image  with  usage
indications.  When  the  Spaniards  burned  whole  libraries,  a
pharmacopoeia  centuries  in  the  compiling  was  lost;  what  survived
did so thanks to indigenous informants and curious friars.

Mexica  diagnosis  began  from  a  cosmovision  in  which  the  human
body  was  a  microcosm.  The  tonalli  —one  of  the  animic  entities,
seated in the head— could be "lost" through fright or distress, and
its  loss  caused  illness.  Treatment  then  combined  the  ritual
—callings-back  of  the  tonalli,  offerings,  limpias—  with  the
pharmacological:  infusions,  poultices,  steam baths.  To  the  modern
observer, the ritual part looks like superstition; but it served a real
therapeutic  function:  it  reduced  the  patient's  anxiety,  reintegrated
them  into  the  community,  and  activated  their  own  healing
resources.  Mexica  medicine,  unknowingly,  practiced  a  form  of
psychosomatic medicine.

Alongside  the  ticitl  stood  the  tlamatquiticitl,  the  midwives,  whose
expertise  astonished  even  the  Spaniards.  Childbirth  was  managed
with  precise  techniques:  upright  positions,  massages,  temazcal
baths  before  and  after,  and  a  specific  obstetric  pharmacopoeia
—plants  to  hasten  labor,  to  stop  hemorrhages,  to  stimulate  milk.
Maternal  mortality,  though  high  by  our  standards,  was  probably
lower than in contemporary Europe, where birth was attended with
far less hygiene and practical anatomical knowledge.

The temazcal  —the steam bath— deserved a chapter of  its  own in
any  history  of  Mesoamerican  medicine.  That  small  stone  or  adobe
chamber, heated with red-hot stones over which herb-infused water
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was  poured,  served  for  childbirth,  muscle  pain,  ritual  purification,
and respiratory illness. It  was hospital,  sauna, and temple at once.
The  Spaniards,  who  viewed  it  suspiciously  for  its  association  with
"pagan"  rites,  were  slow  to  understand  they  faced  a  therapy  of
notable efficacy.

The Health Specialists: The Ticitl and Their Trades

Mexica  medicine  was  no  diffuse  lore  in  the  hands  of  improvised
healers:  it  was  a  profession  with  specialties,  training,  and
hierarchies. The term ticitl designated the physician in general, but
under  that  umbrella  were  well-differentiated  trades,  each  with  its
field and prestige.

There was the tepatiani,  the general  physician who diagnosed and
prescribed;  the  texoxotiani,  the  surgeon  who  treated  wounds  and
fractures  and  performed  therapeutic  bloodletting;  the  teixpati,  the
oculist treating eye ailments —frequent, as noted, from smoke and
dust—; the tlamatquiticitl,  the midwife,  among the most respected
trades;  and the papiani,  the herbalist  specializing in gathering and
preparing  plants.  There  were  also  temazcal  specialists,  dislocation
reducers,  snakebite  treaters.  It  was,  in  miniature,  a  health  system
with division of labor.

Training  combined  family  transmission  —medical  trades  often
passed from father  to  son— with calmecac schooling,  where noble
youths  learned,  among  other  things,  the  rudiments  of  ritual
medicine and herbalism.  But  the real  learning was practical:  years
of shadowing a master, memorizing plants, practicing on real cases.
Sahagún's  informants  describe  examinations  and  tests:  the
apprentice  had  to  prove  knowledge  of  plants,  doses,  and  dangers
before practicing on their own.
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Midwives  deserve  a  special  place.  The  tlamatquiticitl  managed
pregnancy, birth, and postpartum with a detailed protocol: temazcal
baths  in  the  preceding  weeks,  massages  to  position  the  fetus,
upright positions during delivery —the woman leaning on a helper's
shoulders  or  kneeling  on  mats—,  cord  cutting  with  an  obsidian
knife,  and  newborn  care  including  the  first  ritual  bath.  They  knew
maneuvers  for  difficult  births,  remedies  to  stop  hemorrhages,  and
galactagogue plants to stimulate milk. The Spanish chroniclers, little
given  to  praising  indigenous  customs,  recognized  Mexican
midwives'  expertise;  some  of  their  practices  —upright  birth,
immediate  mother-child  contact—  are  what  modern  obstetrics
rediscovered in the twentieth century.

The  war  surgeon,  the  texoxotiani,  was  another  key  figure.  They
accompanied  armies  on  campaign  —connecting  this  chapter  with
those  to  come—  and  treated  veterans  in  the  wards.  Their
instruments  included  obsidian  knives  of  various  sizes,  bone  or
maguey-thorn  needles,  vegetal-fiber  or  hair  thread,  cupping
vessels,  probes,  and  wooden  splints.  They  could  take  a  pulse,
observe  urine,  palpate  the  abdomen:  an  empirical  semiology  that,
without  modern  anatomical  theory,  reached  surprisingly  fine
diagnoses.

And  above  all,  there  was  a  professional  ethic.  The  huehuetlatolli
included  counsel  for  physicians:  be  diligent,  never  abandon  the
patient, never promise impossible cures, charge fairly. The ticitl who
erred  through  negligence  lost  their  reputation,  which  was  their
capital.  There  were  no  colleges  or  licenses,  but  something  equally
effective:  community  oversight,  which  knew  its  physicians  and
judged their results.
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Healing Plants of Anahuac

The heart  of  Mexica medicine was its  vegetal  pharmacopoeia.  And
here  the  documentation  is  exceptional,  because  two  monumental
works  survived.  The  first  is  the  Cruz-Badiano  Codex  of  1552:  a
herbal written in Latin by the indigenous physician Martín de la Cruz
and translated by  Juan Badiano,  both  of  the  College of  Santa  Cruz
de  Tlatelolco.  It  describes  185  medicinal  plants  with  their  uses,
illustrated  in  color.  It  is  the  first  book  of  medicine  written  in  the
Americas, and it is the work of indigenous hands.

The second is friar Bernardino de Sahagún's Historia General de las
Cosas  de  Nueva  España,  whose  informants  —Nahua  elders,
physicians, and herbalists— dictated hundreds of remedies. And the
third  great  source  is  the  expedition  of  Francisco  Hernández,  Philip
II's  physician,  who  between  1570  and  1577  traveled  New  Spain
cataloguing  more  than  three  thousand  plants,  with  their  Nahuatl
names and medicinal uses. Hernández died without seeing his work
published,  but  his  manuscripts  fed  European  botany  for  two
centuries.

What  did  that  pharmacopoeia  contain?  A  brief  selection  gives  the
measure of its breadth. Epazote, an intestinal antiparasitic modern
medicine  confirmed  as  effective.  Toloache,  datura,  used  with
extreme  caution  as  analgesic  and  anesthetic  —the  ticitl  knew  its
toxicity  and  dosed  precisely.  Peyote  and  ololiuhqui,  of  ritual  and
therapeutic  use  in  controlled  doses.  Cacao,  not  only  food  and
currency  but  vehicle  for  remedies  and  tonic.  Copal,  an
anti-inflammatory  and  antiseptic  resin.  Mexican  arnica,  for  blows
and bruises, which modern laboratories study today. Tepezcohuite,
whose  bark  regenerates  skin  and  which  the  cosmetics  industry
rediscovered  in  the  twentieth  century.  Marigold,  antiparasitic  and
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digestive.  Chicalote,  for  skin  and  eye  ailments.  Yoloxochitl,  the
Mexican  magnolia,  for  the  heart.  And  dozens  more:  muicle,
gordolobo,  rue,  rosemary  —the  latter  already  mestizo—,  aloe,
nopal, maguey.

What  is  notable  is  not  just  the  list  but  the  method.  The  ticitl
distinguished  each  plant's  useful  part  —root,  leaf,  flower,  bark—,
the gathering season, the preparation method —infusion, decoction,
maceration,  poultice,  incense—  and  the  dosage.  They  knew  which
plants  were  incompatible  and  which  potentiated  each  other's
effects. That is the profile of a mature empirical pharmacology, not
improvised superstition.

The Cruz-Badiano Codex: The Herbal That Crossed
the Ocean

One  book  alone  sums  up  the  meeting  —and  the  mismeeting—  of
two  medicines:  the  Cruz-Badiano  Codex,  the  Libellus  de
medicinalibus indorum herbis. Its story deserves telling in detail, for
it is the story of indigenous science claiming its place.

In 1552, at the College of Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco —the Franciscan
institution educating the indigenous nobility— the Nahua physician
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Martín  de  la  Cruz  wrote  in  Nahuatl  a  herbal  of  his  tradition's
remedies.  His  colleague  Juan  Badiano,  also  indigenous  and  a
College-trained  Latinist,  translated  it  into  Latin.  The  manuscript,
illustrated with 185 color-painted plants, was sent to King Charles I
of  Spain  as  proof  of  the  natives'  intellectual  capacity  and,
pragmatically, as a useful gift: an arsenal of American remedies for
the court.

The  book  is  organized  by  ailment  —head  to  foot,  following  the
classical  order—:  remedies  for  headache,  eyes,  ears,  teeth,  chest,
stomach,  gout,  wounds,  childbirth.  Each  entry  describes  the  plant,
its  preparation,  and  its  application  with  a  precision  revealing
centuries  of  observation.  It  is  no  magical  recipe  book:  it  is  a
systematic pharmacopoeia.

What  is  extraordinary  is  threefold.  First,  authorship:  it  is  the  first
book  of  medicine  written  in  the  Americas,  and  the  work  of  two
indigenous  men,  not  a  European  describing  from  outside.  Second,
fusion: the format —the Latin herbal,  the naturalistic illustrations—
is  European,  but  the  content  —the  plants,  uses,  doses—  is
Mesoamerican. It is a mestizo book in the best sense: two traditions
collaborating. Third, destiny: the manuscript slept four centuries in
European libraries —the Vatican's included—, ignored, until  Mexico
recovered  it  in  1990  and  deposited  it  in  the  National  Library  of
Anthropology and History, where it can be consulted today.

The  Badiano  did  not  stand  alone:  it  belonged  to  a  larger  rescue
effort  of  indigenous  knowledge,  driven  by  friars  like  Sahagún  and
physicians like Francisco Hernández. But its singularity remains: it is
the  ticitl's  direct  voice,  with  no  European  intermediaries,  speaking
of  their  science  in  the  language of  European science.  Martín  de  la
Cruz,  in  writing  it,  did  something  revolutionary:  he  proved

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 34



indigenous  knowledge  could  be  expressed  in  universal  formats
without losing its identity.

Today  the  Cruz-Badiano  Codex  is  studied  by  botanists,
pharmacologists,  and  historians.  Several  of  its  plants  have  been
validated  by  modern  research;  others  await  their  turn  in
laboratories. And its historical message is clear: Anahuac's medicine
was no lore condemned to vanish with the conquest, but a scientific
corpus  that,  translated  and  transmitted,  keeps  bearing  fruit  five
centuries  later.  The  herbal  that  crossed  the  ocean  in  1552  is  still
sailing.

Tonalli, Teyolía, and Ihiyotl: The Body in the
Cosmovision

To understand Mexica medicine you must understand its idea of the
body, for the ticitl treated no "organism": they treated a microcosm
animated by three entities. Modern anthropology, following Alfredo
López  Austin,  has  reconstructed  them  in  detail:  the  tonalli,  the
teyolía, and the ihiyotl.

The tonalli —"that which is under the sun," the irradiation— resided
principally  in  the  head  and  gave  the  individual  vigor,  vital  heat,
destiny.  It  was partly  received at  birth —the ritual  calendar day of
one's birth marked one's tonalli— and strengthened through rites of
passage.  Losing  the  tonalli  —through  grave  fright,  a  fall,  a  strong
impression— meant falling ill: the body cooled, weakened, dimmed.
Treatment included the "callings-back of the tonalli," ceremonies in
which the healer invoked the lost entity's return, sometimes at the
very  place  where  the  fright  occurred.  What  modern  psychiatry
would call post-traumatic stress disorder, the Mexica treated with a
ritual of psychic reintegration. And it worked, on its terms, because
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it returned to the patient the narrative of their own healing.

The  teyolía  —"that  which  gives  life  to  the  heart"—  resided  in  the
heart  and  was  the  entity  traveling  to  the  beyond  after  death:  to
Mictlan, the solar paradise, or Tlalocan, according to the manner of
dying.  It  was  the  closest  to  what  the  West  calls  "soul."  Its  health
depended on moral conduct:  excesses, transgressions, ritual  "filth"
damaged it.

The  ihiyotl  —"the  breath"—  resided  in  the  liver  and  manifested  in
gases,  belches,  the  body's  emanations.  It  was  the  "lowest"  entity,
associated with passions, anger, lust. A disordered ihiyotl produced
ailments of the belly and the mood.

This  tripartite  model  was  no  philosophical  curiosity:  it  organized
diagnosis.  The  ticitl  observed  symptoms  and  determined  which
entity was affected: if the patient had suffered a fright, the tonalli; if
they had transgressed a norm, the teyolía; if  they suffered in belly
and mood, the ihiyotl. And treatment combined the corresponding:
ritual  for  the  tonalli,  confession  and  expiation  for  the  teyolía,  diet
and  plants  for  the  ihiyotl,  plus  the  general  pharmacopoeia  for
symptoms.

Seen  with  modern  eyes,  the  system  has  notable  coherence.  It
distinguished  —without  naming  them—  psychosomatic,
moral-existential, and organic disorders, and offered each a specific
treatment  including  the  psychological  component.  Western
medicine took until  the twentieth century to rediscover that illness
has  psychological  and  social  dimensions;  the  Mexica  had  always
known it, because their body model was, from the start, a model of
the whole person.

That  integral  vision  also  explains  the  importance  of  the  "limpia"

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 36



—the  ritual  sweeping  with  herbs,  egg,  or  copal—  surviving
throughout  Mexico  today.  The  limpia  does  not  "cure"  in  the
pharmacological  sense:  it  symbolically  reorders  the  person,  marks
the  illness's  end  and  the  return  to  normality.  Dismissing  it  as
superstition  misses  that  healing,  in  every  culture,  has  a  ritual
dimension. The Mexica had simply systematized it.

The Temazcal Pharmacy: Steam, Herbs, and
Childbirth

The  temazcal  —from  the  Nahuatl  temazcalli,  "house  of  steam"—
deserves close treatment,  for  it  condenses like no other institution
Anahuac's  integral  medicine:  it  was  hospital,  sauna,  temple,  and
birthing room at once. To understand the temazcal is to understand
how  the  Mexica  joined  body,  plant,  and  the  sacred  in  a  single
therapeutic act.

The  structure  was  simple  and  effective:  a  small  stone  or  adobe
chamber  with  a  hearth  where  stones  were  heated  red-hot.  Water
infused with medicinal herbs —rosemary, American eucalyptus, wild
chamomile,  pirul—  was  poured  over  the  stones,  generating  vapor
laden with active principles, inhaled and absorbed through the skin.
The patient, seated or reclined in the hot gloom, sweated profusely
while  the  healer  massaged  them  with  herb  bundles.  The  session
ended with a cool or temperate bath and rest.

Its  uses  were  many.  For  respiratory  ailments  —so  frequent  in  a
valley  of  smoke  and  dust—  herbal  steam  was  a  natural
bronchodilator.  For  muscle  and rheumatic  pain,  heat  and massage
were  the  era's  physiotherapy.  For  childbirth  —its  most  important
use—  the  temazcal  prepared  the  pregnant  body  in  the  preceding
weeks: relaxing musculature, easing pain, and after delivery aiding
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recovery  and  stimulating  lactation.  Midwives  directed  those  baths
with a precise protocol of temperatures, herbs, and times.

But the temazcal was also ritual space. Before entering, permission
was  asked  of  the  steam  goddess  —Toci,  "our  grandmother"—
prayers were offered, the act's sacred character marked. Sweat was
not  just  sweat:  it  was  the  expulsion  of  the  sickly,  the  impure,  the
heavy. Whoever left the temazcal was not just clean: renewed. That
symbolic  dimension  —purification—  explains  why  the  Spaniards
eyed  it  suspiciously:  they  saw  a  "pagan"  rite  where  there  was  a
therapy.

Colonial suspicion nearly exterminated it: friars banned it in several
regions,  associating  it  with  idolatry  and  promiscuity  —steam  and
nakedness offended European modesty.  But the temazcal survived
in  rural  clandestinity  and  resurfaced  in  the  twentieth  century  as
traditional-medicine practice and,  more recently,  wellness therapy.
Today  there  are  temazcales  in  luxury  spas  and  indigenous
communities,  and  medical  research  is  beginning  to  study  its
cardiovascular and respiratory effects with modern methods.

The temazcal leaves a methodological lesson: Mexica medicine did
not  separate  the  physical  from  the  symbolic,  and  that  was  its
strength,  not  its  weakness.  Steam  opened  bronchi  while  prayer
calmed  anxiety;  massage  loosened  muscles  while  ritual  gave  pain
meaning.  It  was  a  medicine  of  the  whole  person,  five  centuries
before  Western  medicine  invented  the  concept.  The  temazcal
pharmacy  —water,  stone,  herb,  and  word—  still  works  where
practiced with respect.

Pain and Anesthesia: The Mexica Management of
Suffering
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All  surgery  must  manage  pain,  and  the  Mexica  had  developed  a
repertoire  of  vegetal  analgesics  and  anesthetics  the  European
pharmacopoeia  envied.  Chief  was  toloache  —datura—  a  most
powerful and dangerous plant: in precise doses it produced sedation
and analgesia; in excess, delirium and death. The ticitl dosed it with
a knowledge only generations of experience could give: they knew
the plant's age, the useful part, the exact preparation.

Alongside  toloache  were  peyote  —used  in  ritual  and  therapeutic
doses—,  ololiuhqui  —morning-glory  seed—  and  a  series  of  lesser
plants with sedative effects. For localized pain, herb poultices were
used —Mexican arnica, toloache externally applied— and for minor
interventions, the surgeon's sheer speed: a clean obsidian cut hurt
less than a sawn one.

Pain  management  also  included  the  psychological:  the  rites
accompanying  intervention  —prayers,  copal,  family  presence—
reduced  anxiety  and,  with  it,  pain  perception.  Modern  medicine
recognizes pain's psychological component; the Mexica treated it as
part of protocol.

It  is  important  not  to  idealize:  Mexica  anesthesia  was  not  modern
general  anesthesia,  and  many  interventions  must  have  been
terribly painful. But compared to European surgery in 1519 —which
operated with no anesthesia at all, the patient held by assistants—
Anahuac's  was  at  no  disadvantage.  Toloache  dosed  by  an  expert
ticitl  was  probably  the  closest  thing  to  anesthesia  existing  in  the
world then.

Surgery: Trepanation, Sutures, and Fractures

Mesoamerican  surgery  is  one  of  the  most  surprising  chapters  of
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pre-Hispanic  medicine,  and  also  one  of  the  worst  understood.  The
archaeological  evidence  —skulls  with  healed  trepanations,  that  is,
from  patients  who  survived  the  operation—  proves  that  cranial
surgery  was  practiced  in  Mesoamerica  for  therapeutic  ends:  to
relieve trauma, treat chronic headaches, and possibly conditions we
would  today  call  neurological.  The  instruments  were  obsidian,
whose  edge  —sharper  than  modern  surgical  steel—  allowed  clean
cuts, and polished stone.

One  qualification  matters:  trepanation  is  better  documented  in
Oaxaca  —Monte  Albán  has  yielded  the  most  famous  examples—
than  in  central  Mexico,  and  its  frequency  among  the  Mexica  was
probably lower. But knowledge circulated throughout Mesoamerica,
and  Mexica  surgeons  commanded  a  solid  surgical  repertoire:
fracture  reduction  with  wooden  splints  and  bandages,  wound
suturing  with  maguey  fiber  or  human  hair,  cauterization,  abscess
drainage,  and  extraction  of  foreign  bodies  —an  essential  skill  in  a
warrior society.

War-wound  treatment  deserves  special  attention,  for  it  connects
this  chapter  with  those  to  come.  Mesoamerican  weapons  —the
obsidian-bladed macuahuitl, arrows, atlatl spears— produced deep,
clean cuts, and Mexica surgeons had developed protocols for them:
cleaning  with  water  and  antiseptic  herbs,  layered  suturing,
application  of  healing  poultices,  bandaging.  Survival  rates  for
wounds  that  in  Europe  would  have  been  fatal  by  infection  were
notable,  and  the  Spaniards  noticed:  several  chroniclers  admit
indigenous surgeons treated certain wounds better than the host's
barber-surgeons.

Dentistry also existed as a practice: decorative dental filing —more
ritual  than  therapeutic—,  extraction  of  damaged  teeth,  and  jade
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and  turquoise  inlays  demanding  astonishing  precision  with  stone
instruments.  And  empirical  ophthalmology  treated  eye  ailments
—frequent from hearth smoke and valley dust— with plant collyria.

None of this was miraculous or infallible: Mexica medicine knew no
germ  theory,  practiced  no  asepsis  in  the  modern  sense,  and  its
surgery had evident limits.  But compared to European medicine in
1519 —which still explained disease by humors, bled systematically,
and knew few American plants— it did not come off worse. It was a
coherent  system,  effective  within  its  limits  and,  above  all,
accessible: there were ticitl  in every ward, and basic knowledge of
home remedies was every family's heritage.

Medicinal Pulque: The Maguey as Pharmacy

The  maguey  —agave—  was  for  the  Mexica  what  the  olive  is  to
Mediterranean  peoples:  a  total  plant.  From  its  leaves  came  ixtle
fiber  for  textiles  and  cordage;  its  thorns  served  as  needles  and
nails;  its  roasted  leaves  were  food;  and  from  its  fermented  heart
came pulque,  the ritual  drink  par  excellence.  But  the maguey was
also a pharmacy.

Pulque  —octli—  had  precise  medicinal  uses:  prescribed  to  new
mothers  to  stimulate  milk,  to  convalescents  as  a  tonic,  to  the
elderly as nourishment. The goddess Mayahuel, of the maguey, also
patronized  fertility  and  medicine:  her  iconography  shows  her
nursing,  feeding.  Aguamiel  —the  fresh  unfermented  juice—  was
used for digestive ailments and as a restorative.

But pulque was strictly regulated: public drunkenness was severely
punished  —up  to  death  for  repeat  noble  offenders—  and  only  the
elderly,  new mothers,  the sick,  and participants in certain festivals
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could drink it freely. That regulation was not moralism: it was public
health. The Mexica had understood that alcohol, useful as medicine
and  ritual,  was  destructive  as  habit.  Their  drug  policy  —strict
regulation,  permitted  medicinal  uses,  punishment  of  abuse—  was
more rational than that of many modern societies.

The maguey leaves an ethnobotanical lesson: a single plant can be
fiber,  food, medicine, ritual  drink, and building material.  Anahuac's
"pharmacy"  was  not  in  a  building:  it  was  in  the  landscape.  And
medicinal pulque —revalued today for its probiotics— is another of
those  bodies  of  knowledge  modern  science  is  rediscovering  with
amazement.

The Empire's Public Health: Hygiene, Diet, and
Prevention

Mexica  medicine  was  not  only  curative:  it  was  preventive.  And  in
that  field  —public  health—  Tenochtitlan  surpassed  any  European
city  of  its  time,  a  datum  the  conquerors  themselves  recorded
without fully grasping its importance.

Start with the visible: cleanliness. Bernal Díaz and other chroniclers
describe  Tenochtitlan's  streets  with  amazement:  swept  daily,  no
garbage, no animal excrement —there was no loose livestock— with
personnel  in  charge  of  public  cleaning.  There  were  public  latrines
and  a  waste-collection  system  turning  refuse  into  chinampa
fertilizer: the cycle closed. Compare London or Paris in 1519, where
waste was thrown into the street and epidemics were endemic: the
Mexica capital was, literally, a healthier city.

Drinking  water  was  another  masterpiece.  The  Chapultepec
aqueduct  —double-channeled,  so  one  could  be  cleaned  without
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interrupting supply— carried fresh water to the city from the sacred
forest's  springs.  There  were  public  fountains,  water  carriers
distributing it by canoe, and a daily-bathing culture that scandalized
the  Spaniards  —accustomed  to  bathing  rarely—  and  which  friars
tried  unsuccessfully  to  suppress,  associating  it  with  "lascivious
customs."  The  temazcal,  already  discussed,  was  the  common
people's bath: hygiene and therapy in one enclosure.

Diet,  as  seen,  was  varied  and  balanced:  nixtamalized  maize  —the
lime-cooking  process  releasing  niacin  and  preventing  pellagra—,
beans,  squash,  chile,  quelites,  fish,  insects,  algae.  Nixtamalization
deserves  underscoring:  a  brilliant  food  technology  Europeans  took
centuries to adopt —when maize reached Europe and Africa without
nixtamalization, it  caused pellagra epidemics.  The Mexica knew no
vitamins, but their cooking preserved them.

Physical  exercise  was  part  of  life:  the  ballgame —with  its  rigorous
training—,  marching,  farm  labor,  ritual  dance.  And  there  was  a
culture  of  moderation  preached  by  the  huehuetlatolli:  against
drunkenness  —severely  punished,  especially  in  the  young  and
nobles—,  against  gluttony,  against  excess.  Pulque,  the  maguey's
fermented  drink,  was  regulated:  allowed  to  the  elderly  and  at
festivals, forbidden in daily life for most.

And  epidemics?  There  were  some,  of  course:  the  historical  record
mentions  plagues  and  famines.  But  nothing  like  what  would  come
with  the  Europeans:  smallpox,  measles,  influenza  —Old  World
diseases  against  which  Americans  had  no  defenses—  killed  a
catastrophic  share  of  the  population  in  the  sixteenth  century.  The
irony is bitter: the cleanest city of its time was razed by the filthiest
city's microbes.
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Mexica  public  health  was  no  ministry-designed  system:  it  was  the
sum  of  urban  hygiene,  traditional  diet,  ritual  bathing,  drink
regulation,  and the ticitl's  preventive medicine.  But  it  worked.  And
its  memory  —daily  bathing,  home  herbalism,  distrust  of  excess—
survived  in  Mexican  popular  culture  to  this  day.  Every  time  a
grandmother  recommends  an  herbal  tea  or  a  temazcal  bath,  she
practices, unknowingly, the public health of Anahuac.

Medicinal Chocolate: Cacao as Remedy

Cacao —cacahuatl— was currency, ritual drink, and medicine: three
functions  in  a  single  seed.  As  medicine,  the  ticitl  used  it  in  ways
modern pharmacology is beginning to validate.

Cacao  butter  served  as  a  vehicle  for  remedies:  medicinal  plants
were  dissolved  in  it  for  poultices  and  ointments.  The  cacao  drink
—bitter,  foamy,  mixed  with  chile,  vanilla,  or  flowers—  was
prescribed  as  a  tonic  for  convalescents,  a  stimulant  for  the
exhausted,  a  restorative  for  new  mothers.  Sahagún's  informants
describe  dozens  of  recipes  where  cacao  is  the  base  ingredient  or
the excipient.

Modern  chemistry  proves  them  right:  cacao  contains  theobromine
—a  mild  stimulant—,  antioxidant  flavonoids,  magnesium,  iron.
"Medicinal  chocolate"  was  no  metaphor:  it  was  a  prescription  with
biochemical foundation, though the ticitl knew no molecules.

The Spaniards adopted cacao enthusiastically —Cortés carried it to
court,  where  it  was  sweetened  and  became  European  chocolate—
but  separated  its  functions:  they  kept  the  pleasure  and  forgot  the
medicine. Today, when cardiologists recommend dark chocolate for
its  flavonoids,  they  —unknowingly—  prescribe  what  the  ticitl
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prescribed  five  hundred  years  ago.  Medicinal  cacao  is  another  of
those  bodies  of  knowledge  that  traveled  the  world  to  return  to  its
starting point.

Sahagún's Informants: How the Knowledge Was
Saved

If  today  we  know  Mexica  medicine  in  such  detail,  we  owe  it  to  a
Franciscan  and  his  indigenous  informants:  friar  Bernardino  de
Sahagún and the team of Nahua elders, physicians, and sages who,
between 1547 and 1577, dictated the monumental Historia General
de  las  Cosas  de  Nueva  España.  Without  them,  Anahuac's
pharmacopoeia would have been almost entirely lost.

Sahagún's method was, for his time, revolutionary: he gathered his
informants —principals,  elders,  ticitl—, showed them paintings and
questionnaires,  collected  their  answers  in  Nahuatl,  had  them
illustrated by tlacuiloque, then translated them into Spanish. It was
collaborative  ethnography  four  centuries  before  anthropology
existed.  And  his  informants  were  no  improvisers:  they  were  the
keepers  of  pre-Hispanic  knowledge,  men  who  had  learned  from
fathers and grandfathers before the conquest.

Book  XI  of  the  Historia  General  —on  "natural  things"—  is  a
pharmacopoeia  encyclopedia:  hundreds  of  plants  with  Nahuatl
names, descriptions, medicinal uses. Book X describes diseases and
remedies; Book VIII, the trades, physicians included. The quantity of
information is overwhelming, and its precision —verified by modern
botany in many cases— proves the informants were not inventing:
they transmitted a real corpus.

But  the  rescue  had  a  cost.  Sahagún  wrote  within  the  evangelizing
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project: his ultimate aim was to know indigenous culture in order to
extirpate  "idolatry."  His  informants  knew  it,  and  negotiated:  they
delivered medical and natural knowledge —useful, "neutral"— while
protecting  the  most  sacred.  The  result  is  an  immense  but  filtered
archive:  we  know  the  plants  better  than  the  rites,  the  remedies
better  than  the  cosmologies.  The  medicine  that  reached  us  is  the
one the colony allowed to be saved.

Other  rescuers  deserve  mention:  the  aforementioned  Francisco
Hernández,  whose  1570–1577  botanical  journey  catalogued  three
thousand  plants;  the  novohispanic  physicians  who  incorporated
indigenous  remedies  into  their  formularies;  and  above  all  the
generations of anonymous healers who transmitted knowledge from
father  to  son  outside  books,  in  the  clandestinity  of  popular
medicine.  Without  them, the Badiano and Sahagún would be dead
letters:  herbalism  lives  because  it  is  practiced,  not  because  it  is
archived.

The  historiographical  lesson  matters:  what  we  know  of  Mexica
medicine  is  a  fraction  of  what  existed.  Every  unrecorded  plant,
every undictated remedy, every ticitl who died without transmitting
their  knowledge  is  an  irreversible  loss.  And  yet  what  was  saved
suffices  to  affirm  the  essential:  that  Anahuac  had  a  systematic,
effective  medicine  worthy  of  study.  Sahagún's  informants,  in
dictating  their  knowledge  to  a  foreign  friar,  saved  their  science's
memory for posterity. We owe them this chapter.

Anahuac's Diseases: The Epidemiological Profile

What  sickened  the  Mexica  before  the  Europeans  arrived?  The
question matters, because the Columbian exchange of diseases was
asymmetric:  the  Old  World  brought  the  New  smallpox,  measles,
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influenza, typhus —livestock diseases against which Americans had
no defenses;  the New World gave the Old,  probably,  syphilis  —the
debate remains open— and little more.

The  pre-Hispanic  epidemiological  profile  included  the  universal
diseases:  gastrointestinal  —from  water  and  food—,  respiratory
—from  hearth  smoke—,  parasitic  —epazote  was  no  luxury  but
necessity—,  infected  wounds,  childbirth  complications.  There  were
also  American  endemic  diseases:  some  hepatitis  forms,  Chagas
disease  in  certain  regions,  pinto  —a  skin  condition.  And  periodic
famines, weakening the population and making it vulnerable.

What did not exist —or existed in less virulent forms— were the Old
World's  great  plagues:  with  no  domesticated  livestock  in  close
coexistence  —no  cows,  pigs,  or  sheep—  the  Mexica  had  not
developed  the  zoonoses  decimating  Europe.  That  "advantage"
became  a  mortal  trap:  when  smallpox  and  measles  arrived,  they
found  a  population  with  no  immunity  at  all,  and  mortality  was
catastrophic:  Mexico's  indigenous  population  is  estimated  to  have
fallen ninety percent during the sixteenth century.

The  ticitl  faced  the  new  diseases  with  their  pharmacopoeia,  and
failed:  no  herbal  remedy  stopped  smallpox.  Indigenous  medicine's
impotence  before  European  plagues  was  one  of  the  conquest's
hardest  psychological  blows:  if  gods  and  physicians  could  not
handle disease, what remained? The epidemiological crisis was also
a crisis of legitimacy.

The lesson for the history of medicine is sober: no medical system,
however  sophisticated,  withstands  the  shock  of  entirely  new
pathogens. Anahuac's medicine was excellent for its world; but the
conquest  brought  another  world,  with  other  microbes.  And  those
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microbes —more than cannons— decided history.

What the Spaniards Adopted

The conquest destroyed much, but it also produced one of history's
most important medical transfers. The Spaniards, pragmatic before
disease in an unknown land, quickly adopted indigenous remedies.
The  process  was  so  intense  that  within  decades  the  novohispanic
pharmacopoeia  was  a  mestizaje:  American  plants  described  in
European  categories,  Nahua  recipes  translated  into  Latin,  ticitl
working alongside peninsular physicians.

The Hospital de Jesús, founded by Cortés in 1524 —the continent's
oldest—  treated  from  its  beginnings  with  remedies  from  both
traditions.  Novohispanic  protomédicos  incorporated  epazote,
American sarsaparilla, guaiacum, and dozens more plants into their
formularies.  Nicolás  Monardes,  from  Seville  and  never  having
crossed the Atlantic,  wrote his  Historia  medicinal  de las  cosas que
se traen de nuestras Indias Occidentales from American informants,
and his work spread knowledge of American drugs through Europe.

The Cruz-Badiano Codex is the perfect symbol of that encounter: an
indigenous  physician  writes  in  Nahuatl,  an  indigenous  translator
renders it into Latin, a friar sends it to the King of Spain as proof of
the natives' intellectual capacity. The manuscript slept centuries in
European libraries until Mexico recovered it in 1990. Today it is kept
in the National Library of Anthropology and History: 185 plants, 185
testimonies that Anahuac's science needed no European permission
to exist.

And  the  legacy  continues.  Mexican  herbalism  lives  on  in  the
markets  —Sonora's,  in  the  capital,  is  its  cathedral—,  in
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grandmothers'  recipes,  and  in  laboratories  today  validating  with
clinical  trials  what the ticitl  knew by experience:  that  tepezcohuite
regenerates skin, that epazote expels parasites, that Mexican arnica
reduces  inflammation.  The  World  Health  Organization  estimates
that in developing countries up to eighty percent of the population
turns to traditional medicine as a first health option; in Mexico, that
traditional medicine has a name: it is the ticitl's inheritance.
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Chapter 3. War as Institution

If  agriculture  and  medicine  sustained  the  empire's  life,  war
sustained  its  power.  But  reducing  Mexica  war  to  a  succession  of
bloody battles is to understand nothing: for the Mexica, war was a
total  institution  —religious,  economic,  and  social—  organizing  the
calendar,  moving the economy, and defining every male's  destiny.
The American historian Ross Hassig,  in  his  Aztec Warfare:  Imperial
Expansion  and  Political  Control,  proposed  the  interpretation
dominating academia today: Mexica war did not seek, like Rome's,
permanent  territorial  occupation,  but  political  control  and  tribute
extraction.  That  thesis  —debated,  nuanced,  but  fundamental—  is
this chapter's thread.

To understand it,  abandon the European gaze.  The Mexica did  not
make war like the Spaniards, nor like the Romans, nor like anyone
else:  they  made  it  their  way,  with  an  internal  logic  combining
religious  cosmovision,  the  tribute  state's  needs,  and  warriors'
aspirations.  Three  dimensions,  inseparable,  which  this  chapter
examines separately only for expository clarity.

The Religious Dimension: Sacred War

In the Mexica cosmovision, the universe was a precarious balance.
The sun —Tonatiuh— needed to feed to complete its  daily  journey
and be reborn each morning; without that nourishment, the cosmos
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collapsed  and  the  era  ended.  The  sun's  food  was  the  blood  and
hearts  of  warriors  captured  in  combat.  War,  therefore,  was  no
political option: it was a cosmic necessity. Not to make war was to
let the sun die.

The Mexica's tutelary god, Huitzilopochtli —"hummingbird left," the
sun in its warrior aspect— embodied that fusion of war and religion.
His  temple  crowned,  alongside  Tlaloc's,  the  great  pyramid  of
Tenochtitlan:  the  sacred  mountain  where  war  and  rain  joined,  the
two forces sustaining life. Every military campaign began with rites,
fasts,  and  divinatory  consultations;  every  victory  was  celebrated
with  ceremonies;  every  defeat  was  read  as  a  divine  message
demanding expiation.

Warriors  dead  in  combat  or  sacrificed  after  capture  did  not  go  to
Mictlan, the common underworld: they accompanied the sun on its
journey, transformed into hummingbirds and butterflies, in a warrior
paradise.  That  belief  was  no  rhetorical  comfort:  it  was  a  real
incentive  making  combat  a  path  of  transcendence.  The  Mexica
warrior did not fear death in battle as the European soldier did; he
feared  it  less,  because  his  religion  had  taught  him  that  dying
fighting was the best possible death.

This religious dimension also explains the apparent "irrationality" of
certain practices, such as preferring to capture enemies rather than
kill them. By European logic, in battle you kill; by Mexica logic, the
living prisoner was worth more than the dead enemy: he would feed
the sun and honor his captor. The flowery war, studied in the next
chapter,  took  that  logic  to  its  purest  expression:  prearranged
combats whose explicit objective was ritual capture.

None of this means religion "explained" all of Mexica war, as some

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 51



old  interpretations  claimed,  seeing  in  the  Mexica  a  crazed
theocracy. Religion was the language in which war was expressed,
its cosmic justification and incentive system; but decisions of whom
to attack,  when, and with what objective were made by pragmatic
rulers  calculating  costs  and  benefits  coldly.  Religion  and  raison
d'état did not contradict: they reinforced each other.

The Economic Dimension: The Hassig Thesis

Ross  Hassig  revolutionized  the  study  of  Mexica  war  with  a  simple
question: if the Mexica were so powerful, why did their empire look
so  different  from  Rome's?  The  answer,  documented  through
analysis of campaigns, logistics, and the tribute system, is that the
Mexica  did  not  seek  to  annex  territories,  install  permanent
governors,  or  found  colonies.  They  sought  something  more
profitable and less costly: that defeated lordships accept the Triple
Alliance's hegemony and pay tribute regularly.

The  mechanism  worked  as  follows.  A  campaign  began  with  an
embassy:  the  target  lordship  was  demanded  to  accept  Mexica
sovereignty and fix a tribute.  If  it  accepted, there was no war;  if  it
refused, the army marched. The decisive battle —generally a single
major engagement— settled the matter: the defeated accepted the
tribute and often kept their local rulers. The empire did not occupy;
it  intimidated,  collected,  and  withdrew.  That  is  why  the  Mexica
"empire's"  map  looks  like  an  archipelago  of  tributary  lordships
rather  than  continuous  territory:  because  that  was  exactly  what  it
was.

This system had impeccable economic logic. Maintaining permanent
garrisons  in  dozens  of  lordships  scattered  across  Mesoamerica
would have been enormously expensive and logistically impossible
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without  draft  animals  or  the  wheel.  Instead,  a  periodic
demonstration  of  force  —a  punitive  campaign  when  a  tributary
rebelled—  sufficed  to  keep  the  flow  of  blankets,  maize,  cacao,
feathers,  gold,  and  jade  toward  Tenochtitlan.  The  Matrícula  de
Tributos, that codex recording with accounting precision what each
province  delivered,  is  the  empire's  most  eloquent  economic
document:  war  produced  a  measurable,  predictable,  administrable
income.

Hassig also analyzed logistics, and his conclusions are revealing. A
Mexica army on campaign —tens of thousands of warriors— needed
to feed itself on the march. Without Roman-style supply trains, the
solution  was  twofold:  each  warrior  carried  his  own  provisions
—tortillas,  pinole,  toasted beans— for  the first  days,  and the army
advanced  along  routes  where  allied  or  subjected  towns  were
obliged  to  supply  it.  That  imposed  a  natural  limit  on  campaigns'
reach:  the  army  could  not  stray  too  far  from  base  nor  operate  in
territories  without  logistical  support.  Hence  Mexica  expansion,
though spectacular, had frontiers: distance and food commanded.

The  war  calendar  was  also  economic.  Campaigns  launched  after
harvest,  when  surpluses  could  feed  armies  and  when
farmer-warriors could leave their plots. War and agriculture did not
compete:  they took turns.  And spoils  —though less important than
regular tribute— rewarded warriors and funded ceremonies.

Hassig's  thesis  has  been  nuanced:  some  researchers  note  that  in
zones near  the valley  the Mexica did  exercise  more direct  control,
with  garrisons  and  colonists;  and  that  the  distinction  between
"hegemony" and "territory" is not always sharp. But his argument's
core  stands:  Mexica  war  was,  before  anything,  an  instrument  of
rational  economic  extraction,  not  a  blind  religious  crusade  nor
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European-style  territorial  conquest.  Understanding  this  is
understanding  why  the  empire  could  grow  so  fast  —in  under  a
century— and why,  at  the same time,  it  was fragile:  it  sufficed for
tributaries to perceive weakness at the center for the entire system
to  wobble.  The  Spaniards,  unknowingly,  would  exploit  exactly  that
fragility.

Tribute in Feathers: The Economy of Splendor

Among the empire's most valuable tributes was one that neither fed
nor  clothed:  feathers.  The  quetzal,  the  scarlet  macaw,  the
hummingbird —their  feathers  reached Tenochtitlan as tribute from
the  hot  lands  and  became  the  material  of  imperial  splendor:
headdresses,  mosaics,  warrior  costumes,  banners,  priestly
ornaments.

The  feather  economy  was  global:  birds  were  raised  in  captivity  in
some  regions  —the  Totonacs  were  famous  for  their  breeding
houses—  hunted  in  others,  and  the  feathers  traveled  hundreds  of
kilometers  to  the  capital.  The  amantecas  —the  feather  artisans—
transformed them into artworks: Moctezuma's headdress —today in
Vienna, object of a century-old claim— is the most famous example,
but there were thousands of pieces.

Why  would  a  warrior  empire  exact  tribute  in  feathers?  Because
splendor  was  power:  the  eagle  warriors'  feathered  costumes,
captains'  headdresses,  temples'  mosaics  were  hegemony's  visible
image.  War  produced  the  tribute;  feather  tribute  produced  the
image;  the  image  produced  the  prestige  preventing  new  wars.  It
was  a  virtuous  cycle:  the  economy  of  splendor  as  instrument  of
deterrence.
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The  Spaniards,  dazzled,  looted  the  feather  treasures  —most  were
lost—  but  some  mosaics  survived  and  are  exhibited  in  museums
today. Every feather was a tax paid in beauty: the most pragmatic
empire in the Americas understood that power also dresses up.

The Pochtecas: Merchants, Diplomats, and Spies

No  army  marches  without  information,  and  the  Mexica  had  their
secret  service:  the  pochtecas,  the  long-distance  merchants,  who
were at once traders, diplomats, and spies.

Organized  in  a  hereditary  guild  headquartered  in  Tlatelolco,  the
pochtecas  traveled  the  empire's  trade  routes  and  beyond:  to
Soconusco for cacao, to Guatemala for quetzal feathers, to Oaxaca
for  jade,  to  the  coast  for  cotton.  Their  caravans  —porters  with
tumplines, armed escorts— were Mexica foreign trade's arteries.

But  their  strategic  function was espionage:  in  each foreign market
they  observed  defenses,  counted  warriors,  evaluated  wealth,
sounded loyalties. Their reports —rendered before the tlatoani and
his council— decided campaigns: where to attack, when, with what
forces. They were the empire's eyes beyond its borders.

The pochtecas had a paradoxical status: immensely rich from trade,
but  obliged to  discretion  —sumptuary  laws forbade them flaunting
wealth  publicly.  And  they  risked  their  lives:  a  merchant-spy
discovered  in  enemy  territory  did  not  return.  Their  guild  was,  at
bottom,  America's  first  intelligence  agency:  commerce  and
espionage as two faces of one trade.

When the Spaniards arrived, the pochtecas were among the first to
grasp  the  danger's  magnitude:  their  reports  described  unknown
weapons,  monstrous  animals,  limitless  ambition.  But  information,
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without  a  command  able  to  use  it,  does  not  suffice:  the  empire
knew  they  were  coming,  and  did  not  know  what  to  do.  The
continent's best intelligence could not save it.

The War Tribute: The Matrícula as Accounting
Spoils

If  war  was  the  instrument,  tribute  was  the  product.  And  the
document best revealing Mexica war's economy is the Matrícula de
Tributos:  a  sixteen-leaf  codex  where  each  tributary  province  is
recorded  with  its  toponymic  glyph  and,  beside  it,  the  exact
quantities owed each year —or every six months—: so many loads
of blankets, so many fanegas of maize, so many baskets of cacao,
so many gold pieces, so many warrior costumes.

The Matrícula is, at bottom, the empire's accounting balance sheet.
Each  figure  represents  a  campaign,  a  negotiation,  a  fulfilled  or
avoided  threat.  The  38  tributary  provinces  it  records  —from  the
Valley of Mexico to Soconusco— are the map of a century of wars,
translated  into  merchandise.  To  read  the  Matrícula  is  to  read  the
empire's  military  history  in  economic  key:  here  a  province
delivering  quetzal  feathers  —conquered  in  the  Maya  zone;  there
one delivering cacao —subdued on the coast; yonder one delivering
warrior costumes and shields —militarized frontier.

The  system  had  a  carefully  calibrated  incentive  logic.  Provinces
paying punctually kept their rulers, laws, and gods; those rebelling
suffered punitive campaigns whose cost —in lives and extraordinary
tributes— served as warning to the rest. It was no "just" system in
the  modern  sense,  but  it  was  predictable:  and  predictability,  in  a
world  of  violence,  is  a  form  of  order.  Many  lordships  preferred
regular  tribute  to  the  permanent  warfare  among  neighbors
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characterizing the previous period.

Tribute  goods  were  classified  by  function.  Foods  —maize,  beans,
chile,  cacao—  sustained  the  capital  and  the  army.  Textiles
—blankets  of  all  sizes—  clothed  the  bureaucracy  and  served  as
currency.  Luxury  goods  —feathers,  jade,  gold,  turquoise—  funded
ceremonial  splendor  and  rewarded  distinguished  warriors.  And
military  goods  —warrior  costumes,  shields,  weapons—  directly
equipped  troops.  War  financed  itself:  each  successful  campaign
generated resources for the next.

Administering  that  flow  was  a  bureaucratic  feat.  The  calpixques
—imperial collectors— resided in the provinces, watched deliveries,
and  reported  to  Tenochtitlan.  There  were  state  storehouses  —the
trojes— where reserves were kept. There were accountants keeping
records  in  codices.  And  there  was  a  tribute  calendar  synchronized
with  the  agricultural  and  military  calendar:  deliveries  arrived  after
harvests, and campaigns launched when storehouses were full.

That  machinery  is  what  Hassig  had  in  mind:  Mexica  war  as  a
rational,  measurable,  administrable  extraction  system.  It  was  not
the blind fury of "barbarians": it was the accounting of a state that
had converted violence into income. And when that income stopped
—when the provinces saw Tenochtitlan could no longer punish— the
empire crumbled as fast  as it  had risen.  The Matrícula records the
apogee; the conquest, its cancellation.

The Social Dimension: War as Destiny

Every  Mexica  male,  from  birth,  had  a  destiny  marked  by  war.
Newborns' umbilical cords were buried in the symbolic battlefield; in
the  telpochcalli  —the  commoners'  youth  school—  and  in  the
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calmécac  —the  nobility's—  military  training  was  central  to
education.  Learning  to  handle  the  chimalli  and  macuahuitl  was  as
basic as learning ritual chants. Mexica society was, in this sense, a
militarized society from childhood.

But  war  was  not  only  an obligation:  it  was  the  principal  avenue of
social  mobility.  A  macehualli  —a  common  man—  capturing
prisoners  in  combat  could  rise  in  the  warrior  hierarchy,  receive
lands,  tributes,  and  titles,  and  give  his  children  a  better  future.
Military  ranks  —studied  in  chapter  5—  rewarded  demonstrated
valor, not just birth. In an otherwise stratified society, war was the
ladder.

That promise of ascent had a reverse: social pressure on the warrior
was  immense.  Cowardice  in  combat  was  punished  with  public
dishonor  and,  in  extreme  cases,  death.  The  huehuetlatolli  —the
"elders'  discourses"—  insisted  the  male  must  be  brave,  enduring,
loyal;  the  supreme  virtue  was  "face  and  heart"  firm  before  the
enemy.  The  fleeing  warrior  dishonored  not  only  himself:  he
dishonored his calpulli, his family, his ancestors.

Women  also  shared  war's  social  dimension,  though  they  did  not
fight  —with  legendary  exceptions.  They  were  the  ones  bidding
warriors farewell, weaving the tribute blankets war secured, raising
future  combatants  with  the  elders'  discourses.  And  in  the  rear,
midwives  and  healers  tended  returning  wounded.  War  was  all
society's affair, not a professional army's separate from it.

This  triple dimension —religious,  economic,  social— is  what makes
Mexica war a unique phenomenon. It  was not the European war of
professional  armies  and  mercenaries;  not  the  tribal  war  of
vengeance  raids;  it  was  a  complex  state  institution  articulating
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cosmovision, tribute economy, and social structure. Whoever would
understand the Mexica empire must understand its war, because its
war was, in large measure, its form of government.

The Roads of War: Highways, Bridges, and
Messengers

An empire moves on its roads, and the Mexica had a road network
the  Spaniards  used  —and admired— through  the  colonial  era.  The
valley's  causeways  —Tacuba,  Iztapalapa,  Tepeyac—  were  the
arteries;  the  dirt  roads  —the  otli—  connected  the  valley  with  the
provinces; and bridges —wooden, drawbridges in strategic zones—
crossed ravines and rivers.

Maintenance  was  state-run:  work  crews  repaired  roads  after  each
rainy  season,  and  riverside  towns  were  obliged  to  conserve  their
assigned  stretch.  The  roads  were  also  commercial  and  military
corridors:  along  them  marched  armies,  tributes  circulated,
pochtecas traveled.

The  system's  jewel  was  the  messengers:  the  painani  —"the
runners"—  trained  athletes  relaying  messages  at  running  speed.
The relay system transmitted news from the frontier to Tenochtitlan
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in  days:  a  communication  network  that,  proportions  kept,  fulfilled
the  telegraph's  function.  Moctezuma  learned  of  the  Spaniards'
arrival through his runners long before seeing them: information, in
the empire, traveled on foot but without pause.

The  Spaniards  kept  the  roads  and  the  messenger  system  —the
Andean  chasquis  were  its  equivalent—  for  decades.  The  empire's
road  infrastructure  survived  its  fall,  like  the  chinampas  and
herbalism:  further  proof  that  Anahuac's  "science"  was  also  civil
engineering.

Texcoco and Tlacopan: The Triple Alliance's Allies

Mexica war was not Tenochtitlan's alone: it was the Triple Alliance's
—the  Excan  Tlahtoloyan—  the  confederation  of  Tenochtitlan,
Texcoco, and Tlacopan founded in 1428 after Azcapotzalco's defeat.
Understanding the alliance is understanding how a newly liberated
people  became,  in  under  a  century,  Mesoamerica's  hegemonic
power.

The  division  was  clear:  Tenochtitlan  contributed  the  military  bulk
and  supreme  command;  Texcoco,  cultural  legitimacy  —it  was
Anahuac's  Athens,  Nezahualcoyotl's  city,  the  center  of  learning—
and  a  first-line  military  contingent;  Tlacopan,  the  junior  ally,
contributed  troops  and  received  a  proportionally  smaller  share  of
spoils.  Tribute  division  reflected  it:  two-fifths  for  Tenochtitlan,
two-fifths for Texcoco, one-fifth for Tlacopan. It was an unequal but
stable  alliance,  sustained  by  common  interest  and  dynastic  ties
among the reigning houses.

Nezahualcoyotl  —"hungry coyote," Texcoco's tlatoani from 1431 to
1472—  deserves  a  special  place  in  this  story.  Poet,  legislator,

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 60



engineer  —the  albarradón  was  his—  Nezahualcoyotl  represented
the  alliance's  power's  other  face:  culture  as  instrument  of
hegemony.  His  Texcoco  was  the  Nahua  world's  intellectual  center,
with  its  library,  botanical  gardens  —America's  first—  and  court  of
sages.  The  alliance  stood  not  only  by  arms:  it  stood  because  it
offered  a  civilizational  project  subjected  lordships  could  admire,
though they paid for it in tribute.

On  campaign,  the  alliance's  armies  marched  together  but  formed
separately:  the  center  for  Tenochtitlan,  the  wings  for  Texcoco  and
Tlacopan. That formation was not only tactical: it was political. Each
city saw its warriors in their place of honor, and spoils were divided
as  agreed.  Tensions  existed  —Texcoco  never  stopped  considering
itself  Tenochtitlan's  cultural  equal—  but  the  system  worked  for
nearly a century.

The alliance met its final test in 1519–1521, and failed it. When the
Spaniards  arrived,  Texcoco  split:  one  faction  backed  the  Mexica,
another  —led  by  Ixtlilxochitl—  allied  with  Cortés,  providing  troops,
canoes,  and  above  all  the  operations  base  for  building  the
brigantines  deciding  the  siege.  Without  the  Texcocan  defection,
Tenochtitlan's siege would have been impossible. The Triple Alliance
died  by  the  same  door  through  which  it  was  born:  politics  among
lordships.

The strategic lesson is permanent: no military alliance survives if its
members  perceive  cost  exceeding  benefit.  Tenochtitlan,  at  its
apogee,  treated  Texcoco  more  as  subordinate  than  partner;  and
when  crisis  came,  the  partner  became  enemy.  The  art  of  war
includes  the  art  of  alliance,  and  in  that  final  art  the  Mexica  failed.
Their  empire  did  not  fall  only  to  Spanish  arms:  it  fell  because  its
coalition broke from within.
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Logistics: How an Army of Forty Thousand Moved

The question Hassig asked —and every student of Mexica war must
ask— is brutally practical: how do you feed forty thousand warriors
on  the  march,  with  no  draft  animals,  no  wheel,  no  supply  trains?
The  answer  reveals  logistics  as  sophisticated  as  tactics,  and
explains the empire's geographic limits better than any map.

The  first  principle  was  individual  self-sufficiency.  Each  warrior
carried  his  own  provisions  for  the  march's  first  days:  toasted
tortillas,  pinole  —toasted  maize  flour—,  cooked  dried  beans,  chile,
and  water  in  gourds.  The  ration  was  light,  calorie-dense,  and
designed  to  last:  pinole,  particularly,  was  the  campaign  food  par
excellence,  an  energy  concentrate  the  messenger  runners  —the
painani— also  used  in  their  relays.  A  Mexica  army  was,  in  its  first
days, forty thousand individual backpacks in motion.

The  second  principle  was  the  allied  supply  network.  Campaign
routes  were  planned  to  pass  through  subjected  or  allied  towns
obliged  to  provide  food,  water,  and  lodging.  That  obligation  was
part of the tribute pact: not improvised pillage but a preset logistical
tax.  The  calpixques  —the  collectors—  coordinated  stages  and
deliveries  with  military  chiefs.  An  army  on  the  march  was  also  an
itinerant  inspection  of  the  tribute  system:  towns  fulfilling  supply
demonstrated loyalty; those refusing became the next target.

The  third  principle  was  the  limit.  Hassig  calculated  that,  by  these
methods,  a  Mexica  army  could  operate  effectively  some  two  or
three  weeks'  march  from  its  base  —about  two  to  three  hundred
kilometers—  and  not  much  farther.  Beyond,  supply  lines  became
impossible: the porters —the tlameme, carrying up to twenty-three
kilos on their  backs with the tumpline— themselves consumed the
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provisions  they  transported,  a  classic  preindustrial  logistics
problem.  Hence  distant  campaigns  —to  Soconusco,  to  Oaxaca—
were exceptional and required enormous preparation, with forward
depots and intermediate alliances.

That  logistical  limitation  explains  two  of  the  empire's  traits.  First,
why they never conquered the Tarascans of  Michoacán: they were
far,  in  mountainous  terrain,  with  a  well-organized  enemy  and
—decisive detail— bronze metallurgy giving them superior  arms in
some respects.  The logistical  cost  of  a definitive campaign against
Tzintzuntzan  exceeded  the  expected  benefit.  Second,  why  the
empire  was  a  tributary  archipelago  and  not  continuous  territory:
only  what  could  be  reached,  supplied,  and  periodically  punished
could be controlled.

The  march  itself  was  a  complex  operation.  The  army  advanced  in
columns,  scouts  ahead,  the  bulk  in  the  center,  the  rear  guarded.
Priests  and  bearers  of  the  divine  standards  marched  in  places  of
honor.  Camps  were  made  where  there  was  water,  fortified  with
improvised palisades, night watches kept. Messengers ran between
the columns and the capital:  Tenochtitlan could receive front news
within  days  thanks  to  the  relay  system,  a  communication  network
the Spaniards admired and exploited.

And  when  the  army  reached  its  objective,  logistics  became
psychology: the mere sight of forty thousand formed warriors, with
their banners and drums, often sufficed for the besieged lordship to
accept  tribute  without  fighting.  Mexica  war,  in  its  most  effective
expression,  was  the  war  that  did  not  need  fighting:  the  show  of
force as collection instrument. Hassig was right: it was an economic
system with weapons, not a purposeless killing machine.
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Spoils and Their Division: The Economy of Plunder

Beyond regular tribute, war produced extraordinary income: spoils.
And  their  division  was  regulated  with  the  same  precision  as
everything else in the Mexica empire.

Taking  a  city,  the  army  seized  the  defeated's  goods:  jewels,
feathers, textiles, cacao, ritual objects. One part —the tlatoani's, the
"royal  fifth"  avant  la  lettre—  went  to  the  state  and  funded
ceremonies and public works. Another was divided among captains
by  rank  and  feats.  And  another,  among  common  warriors:  spoils
were the "bonus" compensating the campaign's risk.

But  the  most  valuable  spoils  were  not  objects:  they  were  people.
War  prisoners  —distinct  from  those  destined  for  sacrifice—  could
become tlatlacotin, slaves by capture, working nobles' lands or sold
in  markets.  Mexica  slavery  —less  brutal  than  Europe's,  with  rights
and manumission paths— was also a product of war.

Spoils division had a political function: it bound warriors to the state
through  material  interest.  The  veteran  who  had  won  lands  and
slaves  in  campaigns  defended  the  system  that  gave  them.  And  it
had an economic function: it injected wealth into the capital, funded
luxury  consumption,  sustained  artisans.  War,  once  again,  was  an
economic mechanism: regulated plunder as fiscal policy.

The Enemies Who Never Surrendered: Tarascans
and Tlaxcalans

Every empire is defined as much by what it conquers as by what it
cannot  conquer.  The  Mexica  had  two  limits  never  surpassed  —the
Tarascans  to  the  west  and  the  Tlaxcalans  to  the  east—  and
understanding  why  is  understanding  their  art  of  war's  structural
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limits.

The  Tarascans  —Michoacán's  Purépechas—  were  the  most
formidable  rival.  Their  state,  capital  at  Tzintzuntzan,  was
Mesoamerica's only one comparable in organization to the Mexica:
a centralized government, a standing army, its own tribute system.
And  they  had  a  decisive  advantage:  bronze  metallurgy.  While  the
Mexica  fought  with  obsidian  and  wood,  the  Tarascans  smelted
copper and bronze for axes, points, and bells —not steel swords, but
a metal superior to stone for certain arms and tools.

Axayacatl tried: around 1478 he launched a great campaign against
the  Tarascans  and  was  defeated  with  terrible  losses  —sources
speak of tens of thousands of casualties, though the exact figure is
debated.  It  was  the  worst  Mexica  military  defeat  before  the
Spaniards'  arrival,  and  left  a  lesson  the  following  tlatoque  did  not
forget:  Tzintzuntzan  was  impregnable  with  available  means.
Thereafter, the western frontier became a zone of forts and mutual
vigilance, not conquest. The Mexica, pragmatic, accepted the limit.

Tlaxcala  was  a  different  case.  The  Tlaxcalan  confederation  —four
allied lordships— sat enclaved in the heart of the Mexica influence
area,  a  hundred  kilometers  from Tenochtitlan.  The  Mexica  tried  to
subdue it several times and never fully succeeded. Why? Historians
propose  combined  reasons:  mountainous  terrain  favored  defense;
the Tlaxcalans,  formidable warriors,  fought with the desperation of
those defending independence; and —the most interesting reason—
the Mexica found it convenient to keep a nearby enemy.

That  convenience  was  threefold.  First,  Tlaxcala  served  as  a
permanent  training  ground:  the  flowery  wars  kept  Mexica  warriors
sharp without total war's cost. Second, it served as an escape valve
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for  internal  tensions:  an  external  enemy unifies.  Third,  the  cost  of
definitive  conquest  —besieging  a  mountainous,  warlike
confederation— exceeded the benefit, especially when tribute could
be obtained from more docile provinces.

The  calculation  was  rational...  until  it  ceased  to  be.  For  Tlaxcala
preserved,  thanks  to  that  independence,  three  things  fatal  to  the
Mexica:  an  intact,  experienced  army,  a  deep  hatred  fed  by
generations  of  flowery  wars,  and  a  political  structure  able  to  ally
with  a  third  party.  When Cortés  arrived,  he  found exactly  what  he
needed: a strong, motivated state available for alliance. The Mexica
had unwittingly raised their empire's executioner.

There  were  other  frontiers:  Guerrero's  Yopis,  never  fully  subdued;
Tehuantepec,  in  dispute;  the  Huasteca,  intermittently  rebellious.
The  empire's  map,  we  insist,  was  an  archipelago  with  seas  of
independence  between  tributary  islands.  That  geography  was  no
accident:  it  resulted  from  a  century  of  cost-benefit  calculations,
where  each  campaign  was  decided  by  expected  profitability.  The
Mexica  were  no  romantic  conquerors:  they  were  accountants  with
macuahuitl. And their accounting, brilliant for a century, had a blind
spot: it had not foreseen that one day an enemy would appear who
did not accept the tribute game's rules.

War and the Calendar: The Warrior Festivals

Mexica  war  had not  only  its  logistics  and tactics:  it  had its  liturgy.
The ritual calendar of eighteen veintenas —twenty days each— was
sown  with  warrior  festivals  marking  the  military  year's  rhythm:
when to depart on campaign, when to celebrate victories, when to
honor the fallen.
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The feast of Tlacaxipehualiztli —"the flaying of men"— in the second
veintena,  honored  Xipe  Totec,  the  flayed  god  of  renewal:  warriors
who  had  captured  prisoners  dressed  in  their  feat's  insignia  and
paraded  before  the  people.  It  was  valor's  public  graduation:  the
community  saw  who  had  fought  well  and  who  had  not.  The  Huey
Tecuilhuitl  feast  celebrated  veteran  warriors  with  banquets  and
songs.  Panquetzaliztli  honored  Huitzilopochtli  with  a  military
procession through the city.

Each  festival  combined  the  military  with  the  agricultural  and
religious: there were —we insist— no watertight compartments. The
warrior parading in Tlacaxipehualiztli had sown his chinampa before
departing on campaign; the prisoner sacrificed in the feast fed the
sun that would grow the maize. The calendar was the score where
war, agriculture, and religion played together.

The Campaign Map: A Century of Expansion

The  Triple  Alliance's  military  expansion  was  vertiginous.  In  1428,
with  Azcapotzalco's  defeat,  the  Mexica  were  a  newly  liberated
people;  in  1519,  they  dominated  —directly  or  tributarily— most  of
central  and  southern  Mesoamerica,  from  the  Gulf  to  the  Pacific,
from the Bajío  to  Soconusco.  No American empire  had ever  grown
so fast.

Itzcoatl  (1428–1440)  gave  the  initial  impulse,  consolidating  the
Valley  of  Mexico.  His  successor,  Moctezuma  Ilhuicamina
(1440–1469), carried arms south and east: Oaxaca, the Gulf coast,
the  Totonac  region.  Axayacatl  (1469–1481)  extended  dominion
westward, colliding with Michoacán's Tarascans —the only rival the
Mexica  could  never  subdue—  and  southward.  Tizoc  (1481–1486)
had  a  brief,  less  militarily  successful  reign.  And  Ahuitzotl
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(1486–1502), the great conqueror, brought the empire to maximum
extent:  Soconusco,  on  the  Guatemalan  frontier;  the  Pacific  coast;
nearly  all  Oaxaca.  Moctezuma  Xocoyotzin  (1502–1520)  inherited
that empire at its apogee and administered more than expanded it,
concentrating  on  quelling  rebellions  and  the  flowery  wars  against
Tlaxcala.

The resulting map was, as said, an archipelago: tributary provinces
separated  by  independent  or  rebellious  lordships.  Tlaxcala,  the
great  never-subdued  enemy,  sat  enclaved  in  the  heart  of  Mexica
influence  territory,  barely  a  hundred  kilometers  from Tenochtitlan.
The Tarascans contained expansion westward. And on the empire's
frontiers,  garrisons and military colonies watched the trade routes.
It  was  a  hegemonic,  not  territorial,  empire;  powerful,  but  with  its
seams showing.

That political geography explains the Spanish conquest better than
any  other  factor.  When  Cortés  landed,  he  found  no  monolithic
empire  to  defend,  but  a  network  of  resentments:  dozens  of
lordships  paying  Tenochtitlan  tribute  with  rancor,  seeing  in  the
Spaniards  —few,  but  with  unknown  weapons  and,  above  all,  a
political  proposal—  the  chance  to  shake  off  the  Mexica  yoke.  The
Tlaxcalans,  Totonacs,  dissident  Cholulans:  the  army  besieging
Tenochtitlan  was,  in  its  immense majority,  indigenous.  Mexica  war
had  built  an  empire;  its  tribute  logic  had  simultaneously  built  the
coalition that would destroy it.
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Chapter 4. The Flowery
Wars: Ritual Combat

Of all Mexica war's institutions, none has fascinated and puzzled so
much  as  the  xochiyaoyotl,  the  "flowery  war."  Combats  agreed
beforehand  between  enemies,  with  rules,  dates,  and  an  explicit
objective:  capturing  live  prisoners  for  sacrifice,  without  seeking
territorial conquest. To the European mentality, accustomed to war
serving  to  win  lands  or  spoils,  the  flowery  war  seemed  ritual
absurdity.  To  the  Mexica,  it  was  one  of  their  civilization's  most
refined expressions.

Origin and Meaning

The  sources  —Sahagún,  Durán,  the  Ramírez  Codex—  place  the
flowery wars' origin in Moctezuma Ilhuicamina's reign, mid-fifteenth
century,  and  attribute  their  institution  to  the  political  genius  of
Tlacaelel, the counselor who shaped the Mexica state. According to
the  traditional  account,  after  a  great  famine,  priests  demanded  a
constant  flow  of  sacrificial  victims  to  appease  the  gods,  and
Tlacaelel  proposed  formalizing  encounters  with  neighboring
lordships  —Tlaxcala,  Cholula,  Huejotzingo—  as  a  permanent
prisoner source.

Modern  historians  nuance  the  account:  the  flowery  wars  probably
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did not spring from a single decree, but evolved from earlier warrior
practices. But the phenomenon's core is well documented: from the
fifteenth  century  there  existed  periodic,  prearranged  clashes
between  the  Triple  Alliance's  armies  and  those  of  their
Puebla-Tlaxcala valley rivals, with the declared purpose of obtaining
captives for sacrifice.

The  name  itself  is  revealing.  Xochiyaoyotl  combines  xochitl,
"flower,"  with  yaoyotl,  "war."  The  "flower"  alludes  to  valorous
combat's  beauty  and,  in  Nahuatl  poetry,  death  in  battle  or  on  the
sacrificial stone is described as a flower opening: the flowery death.
It  was  no  euphemism  hiding  violence:  it  was  the  expression  of  a
warrior  aesthetic  in  which  valor,  skill,  and  dedication  had
transcendent  meaning.  The  warrior  taken  prisoner  in  the  flowery
war  was  no  failure:  if  he  had  fought  bravely,  his  capture  was
honorable, and his later sacrifice joined him to the sun.

It  must  be  said  clearly:  the  flowery  war  was  neither  game  nor
theatrical performance. They fought for real, wounded for real, died
for real. What was prearranged was not the outcome but the frame:
the  place,  the  moment,  the  basic  rules.  It  was,  if  you  will,  the
Mesoamerican equivalent of the European medieval tournament or
the formal duel: real violence within a shared ritual.

Cholula and Huejotzingo: The Other Flowery Rivals

Tlaxcala was not alone in the flowery wars: Cholula and Huejotzingo
—lordships  of  the  Puebla  valley—  regularly  participated  in  the
prearranged combats, sometimes as Tlaxcala's allies, sometimes as
rivals  among  themselves.  The  system  was  more  complex  than  a
simple  Mexica-Tlaxcalan  duel:  it  was  a  network  of  ritualized
rivalries.
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Cholula  —Quetzalcoatl's  sacred  city,  pilgrimage  center—  had
special status: it was the Altiplano's sanctuary, and its participation
in  the  flowery  wars  had  a  particularly  ceremonial  character.
Huejotzingo,  in  contrast,  oscillated:  sometimes  Mexica  ally,
sometimes Tlaxcala's, its loyalty a variable Tenochtitlan's diplomats
handled carefully.

That  network  of  shifting  alliances  explains  why  the  conquest  was
also  a  diplomatic  war:  Cortés  did  not  only  fight,  he  negotiated.
Cholula  —after  the  massacre  the  Spaniards  perpetrated  there  in
1519,  one  of  the  conquest's  darkest  episodes—  was  subdued;
Huejotzingo  allied  with  the  Spaniards;  Tlaxcala,  as  we  know,  was
the decisive ally. The flowery wars had woven a web of hatreds and
loyalties the Spaniards knew how to unravel in their favor.

The  multiple-rival  system  had  a  virtue  for  the  Mexica:  no  enemy
concentrated all  hatred or all  danger. But it  had a fatal flaw: when
an  outside  enemy  arrived,  each  lordship  separately  calculated  its
interest, and most calculated that allying with the newcomers beat
continuing to pay Tenochtitlan tribute. The flowery war's diplomacy
—brilliant  in  stable  times—  had  no  answer  for  a  new  actor's
irruption.

Tlacaelel: The Flowery War's Architect

Behind  every  institution  stands  an  architect,  and  the  flowery  war
had the Nahua world's greatest statesman: Tlacaelel —"he who lifts
the spirit"— counselor to four tlatoque, reformer of the Mexica state
and,  by  tradition,  the  flowery  wars'  inventor.  His  figure,  between
history and legend, deserves a portrait.

Tlacaelel  lived  approximately  from  1397  to  1487:  ninety  years
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spanning  the  empire's  founding.  He  was  Huitzilihuitl's  son,
Moctezuma  Ilhuicamina's  brother,  Axayacatl's  uncle:  the  dynasty's
éminence  grise.  He  refused  —the  sources  say—  the  throne  on
several  occasions,  preferring  the  counselor's  power  to  the
monarch's.  His  office,  the  cihuacoatl  —"woman  serpent"—  made
him the empire's second, in charge of internal administration while
the tlatoani directed war.

His  reforms  were  structural:  he  reorganized  the  tribute  system,
codified  sumptuary  laws  —who  could  wear  what,  by  rank—  drove
the  Templo  Mayor's  construction,  reformed  the  priesthood  and,
above  all,  rewrote  official  history:  he  ordered  the  ancient  codices
burned  and  the  Mexica  people's  memory  rewritten  as
Huitzilopochtli's chosen people. He was an ideologue in the modern
sense:  he  understood  power  needs  a  narrative,  and  built  the
empire's narrative.

The  flowery  wars'  institution  —if  we accept  the  tradition— was  his
political  masterpiece.  With  a  single  instrument  he  solved  several
problems:  guaranteed  the  prisoner  flow  for  the  sacrifices  his  own
religious  reform  demanded;  kept  the  army  trained;  channeled  the
warrior  nobility's  aggressiveness;  and  ritualized  the  rivalry  with
Tlaxcala,  avoiding a total  war of  uncertain outcome. It  was politics
turned liturgy.

Historians  debate  how  much  of  Tlacaelel  is  history  and  how much
later  construction  —Sahagún's  and  Durán's  informants  wrote  a
century  later,  with  interest  in  magnifying  the  statesman.  But  the
core  seems  solid:  a  reformer  of  that  name  existed,  held  the
cihuacoatl  office  for  decades,  and  his  era  coincides  with  the
empire's  institutional  consolidation.  However  it  was,  Tlacaelel's
figure  represents  something  real:  the  existence,  in  Anahuac,  of
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strategic  political  thought,  of  the  capacity  to  design  long-term
institutions.

Tlacaelel  died  elderly,  venerated,  having  seen  the  empire  he
designed born. He did not live to see its fall, a century later. But his
work  —flowery  wars  included—  survived  to  the  end:  when
Cuauhtemoc  defended  Tenochtitlan  in  1521,  he  fought  with  the
institutions  Tlacaelel  had  created.  The  architect  had  died;  the
building stood, resisting the most terrible siege in its history.

The Ritual Combat's Rules

What  do  we  know  of  the  rules?  The  sources  are  fragmentary,  but
allow  reconstructing  the  essential.  The  contenders  agreed  on  the
battlefield —often a plain between both territories— and came with
formed  armies.  Combat  developed  through  individual  or
small-group  encounters:  one  warrior  challenged  another,  they
measured  forces,  and  the  objective  was  capture,  not  killing.
Weapons  were  used  to  wound,  fell,  and  immobilize;  the  supreme
feat was taking the enemy alive,  binding him, and carrying him to
one's own camp.

Conventions existed: no night attacks, no pursuing a routed enemy
beyond  a  certain  point,  truces  respected  to  collect  the  wounded.
Ambassadors  circulated  between  both  sides  before  and  after
encounters.  And  most  notably:  the  same  warriors  could  face  each
other  in  a  flowery  war  and,  years  later,  fight  as  allies  against  a
common enemy —as would happen, paradoxically, when Tlaxcalans
and  Mexica  found  themselves  on  opposite  sides  during  the
conquest.

The Mexica's principal counterpart in these wars was Tlaxcala, with
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Cholula  and  Huejotzingo  as  frequent  participants.  The  rivalry  also
had  a  practical  dimension  historians  do  not  overlook:  keeping  a
nearby, never fully subdued enemy served as a permanent training
ground  for  Mexica  warriors  and  as  a  pressure  valve  for  internal
tensions.  Some  researchers  even  suggest  the  flowery  war's
"arranged  peace"  was  a  form  of  limited  war  avoiding  the  cost  of
Tlaxcala's  total  conquest  —a  conquest  the  Mexica,  moreover,
attempted several times without definitive success.

However  it  was,  the  flowery  war  worked  for  decades  as  a  stable
institution.  It  generated  a  regular  prisoner  flow  for  sacrifices,  kept
warriors'  arms  and  valor  sharp,  and  ritualized  a  rivalry  that  would
otherwise have demanded wars of extermination. It was war turned
liturgy: predictable, honorable, and —within its logic— necessary.

The Ballgame: The Other Ritual War

The flowery war was not Anahuac's only ritual combat: the ballgame
—tlachtli—  was  its  symbolic  twin.  Understanding  the  game  is
understanding,  by  contrast,  war:  both  were  regulated clashes  with
cosmic  meaning,  but  the  game  took  ritualization  a  step  further,
turning sport into myth.

Tlachtli was played on an "I"-shaped court —like those archaeology
has  found  throughout  Mesoamerica—  with  a  solid  rubber  ball
players struck with hip, elbows, and knees, using neither hands nor
feet.  The objective was passing the ball  through stone rings set  in
the side walls: a rarest feat ending the game instantly. Players wore
padded protection —solid rubber striking the naked body could kill—
and  the  match  was  a  mass  spectacle,  with  betting,  music,
ceremonies.
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The  symbolism  was  cosmological:  the  court  represented  the
universe, the ball the sun or moon, the game the struggle between
day and night, light and darkness. Players' movements reproduced
the stars' course; one team's triumph, order's victory over chaos. It
was no decorative metaphor: for participants, the game was truly a
rite sustaining the cosmos, as necessary as sacrifices.

And here comes the datum connecting with war: on some occasions
—the  sources  are  debated,  but  the  tradition  persists—  the  ritual
game  ended  with  the  losing  team's  captain  sacrificed.  The  Maya
Popol  Vuh narrates the foundational  myth:  the hero twins descend
to  the  underworld  to  play  ball  against  the  death  lords.  The  game
was, at its deepest level, combat against death itself.

Tlachtli's relationship with the flowery war is kinship: both ritualized
violence, both produced an uncertain outcome within a prearranged
frame, both fed cosmic order. But the game was sublimated war: no
armies,  no  campaigns,  no  tributes;  only  body,  ball,  and  gods.
Warriors  played  —tlachtli  was  also  physical  training  and  temper
school—  and  spectators  saw  in  the  court  a  reflection  of  the
battlefields.

The  Spaniards  banned the  game,  as  they  banned so  many things:
they  saw  in  it  an  idolatrous  rite  and,  pragmatically,  a  focus  of
betting  and  gathering.  But  tlachtli  survived  in  popular  forms
—ulama,  still  played  in  Sinaloa—  and  its  memory  endures  in  the
archaeological courts visitors walk today. Anahuac's other ritual war
needed  no  prisoners:  a  rubber  ball  and  the  sky  as  scoreboard
sufficed.

Capture as the Measure of Valor
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In  Mexica  warrior  ethics,  killing  the  enemy  in  combat  was
honorable; capturing him alive was glorious. The difference was no
minor  thing:  it  defined  careers,  ranks,  destinies.  The  warrior
presenting  prisoners  before  his  captains  demonstrated  not  only
strength  but  technical  mastery,  cool  blood,  moral  superiority:  he
had  won  without  needing  to  kill,  had  imposed  his  will  over  the
other's.

The  reward  system  was  precisely  codified.  The  Mendocino  Codex
—that  extraordinary  document  recording  the  empire's
organization—  illustrates  the  costumes  and  insignia  corresponding
to  each  feat:  the  warrior  capturing  one  prisoner  received  certain
distinctions;  capturing  two,  others;  reaching  four  or  more  entered
the  elite.  Warrior  costumes  —the  tight  tlahuiztli,  eagle-  or
jaguar-shaped  helmets,  feather  banners—  were  not  decoration:
they were a visible résumé, a capture record anyone could read on
the battlefield.

Capture  demanded  specific  technique.  The  Mexica  warrior  trained
to fell without killing: blows with the macuahuitl's edge, trips, holds,
using  the  chimalli  to  push  and  unbalance.  Taking  an  armed,
desperate  enemy  prisoner,  amid  combat's  chaos,  was  among
military skill's hardest tests. Hence veterans with multiple captures
were venerated: they had demonstrated, again and again, a combat
mastery few reached.

The  prisoner,  once  captured,  entered  a  peculiar  status.  He  was
neither slave nor hostage in the European sense: he was a defeated
warrior  treated  with  ritual  respect.  He  was  fed,  decently  clothed,
allowed  a  certain  decorum  before  sacrifice.  In  some  cases,  captor
and captive developed an almost filial relationship: the captor called
the prisoner "son," and he called him "father." That relationship did
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not prevent the final sacrifice —the captive's destiny was decided—
but reveals a conception of the enemy quite different from modern
hatred:  the  prisoner  was  an  equal  whom war's  fortune  had placed
on the losing side, and his ritual death honored him as much as his
captor.

The Flowery War's Diplomacy: Ambassadors and
Pacts

The flowery wars were not improvised: they were prearranged. And
prearrangement  demanded  diplomacy:  ambassadors  crossing  the
lines,  messengers  agreeing  dates  and  places,  negotiators  fixing
rules. Ritual war had its chancellery.

Mexica  ambassadors  —the  tlatoleros— were  orators  trained  in  the
calmecac, experts in ceremonial language. Before the rival lordship,
they  pronounced  the  challenge  discourse:  a  rhetorical  piece
combining  threat  with  courtesy,  demand  with  respect.  The  rival
answered  with  another  discourse,  and  between  them  the  terms
were  agreed:  the  field,  the  day,  the  approximate  number  of
combatants, the conventions.

That  diplomatic  protocol  reveals  something  essential:  the  flowery
war's  enemies  mutually  recognized  each  other  as  legitimate
interlocutors.  They  were  no  "barbarians"  to  exterminate,  but
honorable  rivals  with  whom  one  could  pact.  That  pact  culture
—agreement among enemies— is one of Mesoamerican war's most
civilized  expressions,  and  contrasts  with  the  war  of  extermination
the Spaniards practiced.

Pacts also included truces: agreed periods without combats, during
which  traders  and  messengers  circulated.  And  rules  of  humanity:
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not  attacking  the  wounded,  respecting  ambassadors,  returning
illustrious  fallen's  bodies.  It  was  an  unwritten  but  effective  law  of
war, sustained by mutual interest and prestige.

When  the  Spaniards  arrived,  they  tried  —at  first—  to  use  that
diplomacy:  Cortés  sent  ambassadors  to  Moctezuma,  and
Moctezuma  answered  with  gifts  and  discourses.  But  the  two  sides
spoke  incompatible  diplomatic  languages:  the  Mexica  made  pacts
among  equals;  the  Spaniard  demanded  submission.  The
misunderstanding was total, and the war that followed had none of
the flowery war's rules: it  was a war without pacts, without truces,
without  reciprocal  humanity.  Anahuac's  diplomacy  did  not  survive
the clash.

War Songs: The Flower and the Song

The  flowery  war  was  not  only  fought:  it  was  sung.  Nahuatl  poetry
—cuicatl—  is  full  of  warrior  songs  celebrating  valor,  mourning  the
fallen,  reflecting  on  dying  in  combat's  meaning.  Those  poems,
collected  in  the  Cantares  Mexicanos  and  the  surviving  Cantares
manuscript,  are  the  most  intimate  voice  remaining  of  Mexica
warrior ethics.

The  central  concept  is  in  xochitl  in  cuicatl  —"the  flower  and  the
song"—  the  Nahuatl  metaphor  for  poetry  and,  by  extension,  the
spirit's highest expression. Death in battle was "the flowery death":
the  fallen  warrior  was  a  flower  opening,  a  song  rising.  The  poems
describe  warriors  adorned  like  flowers,  with  feather  costumes  and
insignia,  marching  to  combat  as  one  goes  to  a  feast.  It  is  no
frivolity:  it  is  the  aesthetic  of  a  culture  that  had  decided  the  most
beautiful way to die was fighting.
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A recurring theme is fleetingness. "Is it true one lives on earth? Not
forever on earth: only a little while here," says a famous poem. That
consciousness  of  life's  brevity  —so  like  the  classical  carpe  diem—
grounded warrior ethics: if all is transitory, the only thing remaining
is  valor's  fame.  The  warrior  sought  not  the  body's  immortality,
impossible,  but  memory's  immortality:  that  his  name  be  sung  in
future generations' cuicatl.

The songs also served as propaganda and historical memory. They
celebrated  victories,  named  heroes,  recalled  campaigns.  At
festivals,  veteran  warriors  sang  their  feats  before  the  young,
transmitting not only pride but tactical knowledge: each battle song
was also a lesson. And at great captains' funerals, mourning songs
—the icnocuicatl,  "orphanhood songs"— expressed a  genuine grief
humanizing a society sometimes caricatured as insensitive.

One poem, attributed to Tlaxcala's tradition, sums the flowery war's
spirit better than any chronicle: the warrior bids his mother farewell,
adorns  himself  with  insignia,  marches  to  the  appointed  field,  and
asks  the  gods  to  grant  him  a  beautiful  death.  He  does  not  ask  to
win: he asks that his death, if  it  comes, be worthy of song. That is
valor's measure in Anahuac: not the outcome, but the form.

The  conquest  silenced  those  songs,  but  did  not  erase  them.  They
survived  in  manuscripts,  in  Nahua  peoples'  memory,  in  Mexican
poetry  that  —from  Nezahualcoyotl  to  contemporary  poets—  still
drinks  from the flower  and the song.  When today we speak of  the
flowery  wars,  we  speak  also  of  a  literature:  proof  the  Mexica  not
only made war, but thought about it with a philosophical depth few
peoples have reached.

The Prisoner: From Battlefield to Stone
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We  have  spoken  of  capture  as  feat;  let  us  speak  now  of  the
captured. For the flowery war —and Mexica war in general— did not
end on the battlefield: it continued in a ritual itinerary transforming
the  prisoner  from  defeated  enemy  into  sacred  offering.
Understanding that itinerary, without sensationalism or prejudice, is
essential to understanding the system's internal logic.

The  war  prisoner  —the  malli—  entered,  upon  capture,  a  precise
juridical and ritual status. He ceased to be an enemy combatant to
become a sacred person:  his  future death would no longer  be just
any death,  but  a  ritual  death  with  cosmic  meaning.  Hence he was
treated with  a  respect  that  perplexed Europeans:  he  was well  fed,
decently clothed, allowed to walk under guard. It was no hypocrisy:
it was the coherence of a system in which the sacrifice's victim had
to be worthy of the gods.

The captor-captive relationship was that  status's  heart.  The captor
called the prisoner "beloved son," and he called his captor "beloved
father."  That  ritual  filiation  —documented  by  Sahagún  in  detail—
created  a  genuine  bond:  the  captor  took  responsibility  for  the
captive's  wellbeing,  presented  him  at  ceremonies,  accompanied
him  on  his  final  itinerary.  And  yet  that  bond  did  not  prevent  the
outcome:  the  ritual  father  delivered  his  ritual  son  to  sacrifice.  The
paradox is only apparent: in Mexica logic, giving the gods the most
valuable —a brave warrior, cared for like a son— was the supreme
offering.

The  prisoner's  itinerary  varied  by  rank  and  destiny.  Common
captives  were  sacrificed  at  the  ritual  calendar's  festivals,  in
collective  ceremonies.  Distinguished  warriors  —enemy  captains,
veterans of  many battles— received special  honor:  the gladiatorial
sacrifice,  the tlahuahuanaliztli.  Tied to  the round temalacatl  stone,
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armed  with  edgeless  wooden  weapons,  the  prisoner  successively
faced  truly  armed  Mexica  warriors.  If  he  defeated  several
—something rarest— he won freedom and honors;  normally he fell
fighting, and his death was celebrated as a hero's by both sides.

The sacrificed's skulls were displayed on the tzompantli —the "skull
wall"—  a  ritual  structure  the  Spaniards  described  with  horror  and
archaeology  has  confirmed  beside  the  Templo  Mayor.  For  the
Mexica, the tzompantli was no macabre trophy: it was a monument
to the alliance between men and gods, visible proof the cosmic pact
was fulfilled. Each skull was a warrior feeding the sun.

We  must  say  it  with  academic  honesty:  Mexica  human  sacrifice
existed, was on occasion massive —sources speak of thousands at
great  festivals,  though  exact  figures  are  debated—  and  is  morally
unacceptable  to  us  from  our  perspective.  But  two  nuances  are
obligatory.  First,  historical  comparison:  the  Europe  of  1519
practiced heretic-burning,  judicial  torture,  religious massacres,  and
mass  slavery;  ritual  violence  was  no  American  monopoly.  Second,
internal  understanding:  for  the  Mexica,  sacrifice  was  no  gratuitous
cruelty, but the mechanism keeping the universe running. Judging it
without  understanding  is  as  useless  as  understanding  without
judging.  This  volume  has  chosen  the  first  without  renouncing  the
second:  explaining  the  system's  logic  rigorously,  while  recognizing
the moral distance separating us from it.

The  flowery  war's  prisoner,  in  short,  was  the  link  joining  war  with
the cosmos:  the Mexica warrior  captured him with  valor,  cared for
him like a son, and delivered him to the gods as the most precious
offering.  That  cycle  —capture,  care,  sacrifice—  was  the  empire's
ritual  engine.  And  its  end,  with  the  conquest,  was  not  just  a
practice's  end:  it  was  a  complete  cosmovision's  end,  which  the
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modern world is only beginning to study without prejudice.

The Flowery Wars' End

The  flowery  wars  ended  as  they  had  lived:  in  combat.  But  not  in
prearranged combat; in the conquest's total war, which recognized
no rules or rituals.

The  last  flowery  combats  were  fought  in  the  years  before  1519:
sources  record  clashes  with  Tlaxcala  up  to  the  eve  of  the  Spanish
arrival. Then the system crumbled: Tlaxcala allied with Cortés, and
the former ritual  rivals  became military allies against  Tenochtitlan.
The irony is perfect: the institution created to ritualize rivalry ended
up providing the enemy the ally it needed.

Was there a "last" flowery war? Not that we know: the system was
not abolished, it dissolved. When war became existential —when it
was  no  longer  about  capturing  prisoners  but  surviving— ritual  lost
meaning.  The  Mexica  fought  Tenochtitlan's  siege  without  pacts  or
rules: it was war without flowers.

But  the  flowery  wars'  memory  survived  in  poetry,  songs,  Nahuatl
philosophy.  The  "flowery  death"  poems  kept  being  sung  in  the
colony, increasingly as elegy for a lost world. And modern historians
—from Soustelle to Hassig— study them as one of universal military
history's  most  original  institutions:  proof  that  war  can  also  be  a
language.

The  flowery  wars'  end  leaves  a  reflection:  the  rituals  humanizing
war  depend  on  all  contenders  accepting  them.  When  an  actor
appears who does not play —who does not pact, does not respect,
exterminates—  ritual  becomes  useless.  Anahuac's  lesson  is
universal:  war's  civilization  lasts  as  long  as  the  agreement  among

Colibrí Digital Biblioteca · 83



warriors.

The Noche Triste: When Ritual Broke

The  night  of  June  30,  1520  —the  Noche  Triste—  was  the  moment
Mexica war showed its true face, stripped of ritual:  a night of total
combat,  without  pacts  or  rules,  in  which  the  Mexica  nearly
annihilated the Spaniards.

The  context:  the  Spaniards,  after  the  Templo  Mayor  massacre
perpetrated  by  Pedro  de  Alvarado  during  the  Toxcatl  festival  —a
treachery  violating  all  norms,  even  European  ones—  found
themselves  besieged  in  Axayacatl's  palace.  Moctezuma  had  died
—murdered by the Spaniards or by his own, the debate continues.
The  conquerors  decided  to  flee  by  night  along  the  Tacuba
causeway, carrying the treasure's gold.

The  Mexica  discovered  them  and  attacked  with  everything:  from
canoes, from rooftops, on the cut causeway. It was a slaughter: the
Spaniards lost hundreds of men —most of those they had— all  the
artillery, the horses, the gold. Bernal Díaz described it as the worst
night  of  his  life.  Eagle  and  jaguar  warriors  led  the  attack;  the
cuachicqueh, faithful to their vow, did not retreat.

The Noche Triste proves two things.  First,  Mexica military capacity
in  non-ritual  combat:  without  flowery  wars  or  pacts,  the  Mexica
were a formidable enemy, able to maneuver by night —something
their  doctrine  normally  avoided—  to  coordinate  attacks  from
multiple directions, to exploit terrain. Second, that capacity's limits:
after the tactical victory, the Mexica did not pursue the fugitives to
annihilation  —a  decision  historians  debate:  overconfidence?
Respect for rules forbidding total pursuit? Disorganization after their
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chiefs' deaths?

However it was, the Spaniards escaped to Tlaxcala, recovered, and
returned. The Noche Triste was the greatest Mexica military victory
against the Europeans, and it  did not suffice. Military history is full
of battles won by the side that lost the war: the Noche Triste is one
of them. But as testimony of Mexica art of war —of what they were
capable when fighting without ritual bonds— it is priceless.

The Warrior's Social Ascent

The flowery war, like all Mexica war, was a social-mobility machine.
The  macehualli  who  distinguished  himself  in  combat  —and  the
flowery  wars  offered  regular  opportunities  to  distinguish  oneself—
could receive from the state lands, a house, tribute exemptions, and
a place in the military hierarchy. His children inherited part of that
status.  In  a  society where birth determined almost  everything,  the
battlefield was the exception: there, merit ruled.

The upper ranks —captains, the military orders' chiefs, the tlatoani's
counselors—  were  fed  by  proven  warriors.  The  tlacochcalcatl  and
the tlacateccatl,  the two supreme military chiefs after the tlatoani,
were  veterans  of  dozens  of  campaigns.  And  though  hereditary
nobility  —the  pipiltin—  started  with  advantage,  history  records
cases of humble-born men reaching the summit by valor. War was,
in  the  Mexica  empire,  the  closest  thing  to  a  meritocracy  that
existed.

That  meritocracy  had  limits,  of  course.  The  highest  dignities
remained  reserved  to  nobility,  and  the  system rewarded  above  all
those  already  belonging  to  military  structures.  But  compared  to
contemporary  European  societies  —where  military  command  was
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the  blood  aristocracy's  near-absolute  monopoly—  the  Mexica
offered real opportunities. A calpulli youth dreaming of glory did not
dream  in  vain:  the  path  was  traced,  it  was  hard,  and  it  passed
through the flowery war as much as through conquest campaigns.

The  flowery  wars'  final  paradox  is  that  their  greatest  indirect
beneficiary  was  the  enemy.  Tlaxcala,  remaining  independent  and
warlike  partly  thanks  to  these  prearranged  combats,  preserved  its
autonomy, its sharpened arms, and its hatred of the Mexica. When
the  Spaniards  arrived,  they  found  in  Tlaxcala  not  a  subdued,
disarmed people,  but  a  proud,  militarized state  eager  for  revenge.
The  flowery  wars  had  unwittingly  trained  the  ally  deciding
Tenochtitlan's fall. History, as we see, has a highly developed sense
of irony.
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Chapter 5. Eagles and
Jaguars: The Military Orders

In  popular  iconography,  the  Mexica  warrior  is  the  eagle  warrior  or
the  jaguar  warrior:  the  helmet  with  raptor's  beak  or  feline's  jaws,
the  tight  feather  or  spotted-skin  costume,  the  macuahuitl  in  hand.
Those images, taken from the codices, are no fantasy: the cuauhtin
and  ocelotl  military  orders  existed,  were  the  Mexica  army's  elite,
and  embodied  the  war-religion  fusion  this  volume  has  been
describing.  This  final  chapter  studies  who  they  were,  how  they
organized, with what weapons they fought, and how they fought.

Cuauhtin and Ocelotl: The Eagle and Jaguar
Orders

The  two  great  military  orders  —cuauhtli,  the  eagle;  ocelotl,  the
jaguar—  gathered  the  empire's  most  distinguished  warriors.  They
were  not  "regiments"  in  the  modern  sense:  they  were  warrior
brotherhoods  with  their  own  temples,  initiation  rites,  internal
hierarchies, and a powerful symbolic identity. Joining them was the
highest honor a warrior could aspire to, achieved only with a proven
combat-capture record.

The  symbolism was  no  arbitrary  thing.  The  eagle  —cuauhtli—  was
the sun's bird, the animal flying highest and facing the star directly;
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it  embodied diurnal,  luminous, celestial  war.  The jaguar —ocelotl—
was  the  night  and  jungle's  great  feline,  the  silent  predator;  it
embodied  nocturnal,  terrestrial,  telluric  war.  Together,  the  two
orders represented the warrior cosmos's totality: day and night, sky
and earth, sun and darkness. The eagle warrior and jaguar warrior
were  not  just  elite  soldiers:  they  were  living  incarnations  of  the
universe's forces.

Their costumes —the tlahuiztli— were ritual-craft masterpieces. The
eagle  warrior  wore  a  feather  costume  with  an  eagle-head-shaped
helmet, open beak included; the jaguar warrior, a costume imitating
the feline's  spotted skin,  with open-jawed helmet.  These costumes
were made with quetzal, macaw, and other precious birds' feathers
—provincial tribute— skins, cotton, and gold. They were enormously
costly,  and for  that very reason a privilege:  wearing the eagle's  or
jaguar's  tlahuiztli  was  displaying,  before  the  whole  army,  that  the
state had recognized you as one of its own.

Alongside the two great orders existed other warrior brotherhoods:
the  Otomies  —otomitl—  the  cuachicqueh  —"the  shorn  ones,"
distinguished by their haircut and their vow never to retreat— and
various orders associated with particular gods. Each had its insignia,
temples, traditions. The Mexica army, seen up close, was a mosaic
of warrior brotherhoods competing in valor, not a uniform mass.

The  orders'  temples  —like  the  one  archaeology  uncovered  beside
the Templo Mayor, with its eagle and jaguar sculptures— were cult
and  training  centers.  There  the  banners  were  kept,  initiation  rites
celebrated,  the  warrior  gods  worshipped.  The  order  was,  at  once,
military  unit,  religious  brotherhood,  and  elite  school:  a  total
institution, like war itself.
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The Cuachicqueh: The Shorn Ones Who Never
Retreated

Among  the  warrior  orders,  one  stood  out  for  radicality:  the
cuachicqueh  —"the  shorn  ones"—  so  called  for  their  distinctive
haircut:  the head shaved save a long lock over  the ear.  Their  vow
was simple and terrible: never to retreat in combat. They were the
empire's  praetorian  guard,  the  last  to  withdraw  and  the  first  to
attack.

The cuachicqueh recruited among the most proven veterans: joining
required  demonstrating  an  exceptional  capture  record  and
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unshakeable  temper.  Their  function  was  double:  in  battle,  they
formed the shock reserve, the unit thrown where the line wavered;
in  peace,  they  served  as  the  tlatoani's  guard  and  as  the  warrior
ideal's living example.

Their  hair  distinction  was  no  decoration:  it  was  a  public
commitment.  The  long  lock  was  the  vow's  visible  reminder:  its
bearer could not flee without dishonoring himself before the whole
army. That commitment psychology —publicly binding oneself  to a
conduct—  is  a  military-cohesion  technique  every  army  has  used,
from the Spartans to modern ones.

The  cuachicqueh  fought  in  the  empire's  decisive  battles,  including
Tenochtitlan's final defense. Their end, like the other orders', came
with the conquest: there were no more wars in which not to retreat,
no more empire to serve. But their memory —the shorn one with his
lock, the never-retreat vow— endures as one of the Mexica warrior
ideal's purest symbols: honor above life.

The Warrior's Forging: From Telpochcalli to
Battlefield

No one was born an eagle warrior: they were forged. Mexica military
training began in childhood and was one of the preindustrial world's
most  demanding  educational  systems.  Understanding  it  is
understanding  where  those  warriors  who  astonished  —and
terrified— the Spaniards came from.

Everything  began  at  home.  At  a  male's  birth,  the  midwife
pronounced the ritual words marking his destiny: "you have come to
earth  for  war."  The  umbilical  cord  was  symbolically  buried  on  the
battlefield  —in  reality,  in  a  designated  place—  and  the  child  was
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gifted a small shield and small toy macuahuitl. From earliest years,
the father taught the son rudiments: how to hold the chimalli, how
to throw darts, how to endure pain. The huehuetlatolli —the elders'
discourses—  the  father  recited  to  the  son  insisted  on  warrior
virtues: bravery, endurance, loyalty, contempt for softness.

At  fifteen,  the  youth  entered  school:  the  telpochcalli  if
common-born,  the  calmecac  if  noble.  Both  taught  the  military  art,
but with different emphases. The telpochcalli —"house of youths"—
formed  practical  warriors:  weapons  handling,  tactics,  physical
endurance,  collective  work.  Discipline  was  Spartan:  physical
punishments, fasts, vigils, cold-water baths at dawn. The calmecac
—"house of the row of houses," the elite's school— added command
training:  strategy,  campaign  history,  astronomy  for  planning,
rhetoric to harangue troops, and the priestly knowledge every chief
had to possess.

Military  education  included  endurance  tests  we  would  today  call
brutal:  piercing oneself  with maguey thorns until  bleeding —a way
of  growing  accustomed  to  pain  and  offering  blood  to  the  gods—
spending  nights  awake  in  the  wild,  fasting  for  days.  It  was  no
sadism: it was the conviction that the warrior must master his body
before facing the enemy.  A man who could  not  bear  hunger,  cold,
and pain could not hold formation under a rain of darts.

The baptism of fire came with the first campaign. The young warrior
marched  as  part  of  his  calpulli's  contingent,  under  veterans'  eyes.
His  initial  mission  was  modest:  carrying  provisions,  serving  as
messenger, joining skirmishes. But he was expected to seek his first
capture:  veterans  tested  him,  pushed  him  into  combat,  evaluated
his  temper.  The  first  capture  was  a  rite  of  passage:  the  youth
ceased  to  be  "boy"  to  be  "warrior,"  won  the  right  to  his  first
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distinctions and, above all, his community's respect.

From there,  the  career  was  a  ladder  of  merit.  Each  campaign  was
an  opportunity;  each  capture,  a  rung.  The  veterans  —the  "old
eagles,"  as  they  were  respectfully  called—  became  instructors,
captains,  counselors.  And  the  most  outstanding,  after  years  of
service  and  multiple  captures,  were  invited  into  the  eagle  and
jaguar  orders.  The  system  continuously  produced  an  experienced,
cohesive military elite loyal to the state that had formed it.

That  integral  training  —physical,  technical,  moral,  religious—
explains  the  Mexica  warrior's  quality.  He  was  no  hastily  armed
peasant: he was the product of fifteen or twenty years of deliberate
training.  When  the  Spaniards  faced  Tenochtitlan's  veterans  during
the siege, they found an enemy who maneuvered, adapted, learned
from  mistakes  with  disconcerting  speed.  The  telpochcalli's  forging
had  worked:  it  had  produced  front-line  warriors.  What  no  training
could  compensate  was  the  technological  difference  —steel,
gunpowder, horses— and above all, smallpox.

Hierarchy and Ranks: The Valor Ladder

The  Mexica  army  had  a  clear  hierarchy,  combining  functional
command with merit recognition. At the summit stood the tlatoani,
supreme  army  chief  on  campaign  —Moctezuma  Xocoyotzin,  for
example,  had  been  an  outstanding  warrior  before  ascending  the
throne.  He was followed by the  tlacochcalcatl  —literally  "he of  the
house of darts," chief of the arsenal and army— and the tlacateccatl
—"he who commands men," chief of troops in battle. These offices
were  held  by  veterans  of  proven  capacity,  and  their  authority  on
campaign was absolute.
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Below them unfolded a structure of  captains and unit  chiefs.  Basic
units organized by calpullis —warriors of one ward fought together,
under their own chiefs— giving the army formidable social cohesion:
each  warrior  fought  beside  kin  and  neighbors,  and  cowardice's
shame  fell  on  the  whole  community.  Over  that  base  overlapped
merit  hierarchies:  the  ranks  rewarding  captures,  visible  in  the
Mendocino Codex's costumes and insignia.

The  valor  ladder  worked  thus:  the  young  warrior  —the  "novice"—
fought  with  simple  weapons  and  no  distinctions;  with  his  first
capture he won the right to certain ornaments; with the second and
third,  to  more  elaborate  costumes;  with  four  or  more,  he  entered
the elite and could aspire to the eagle and jaguar orders. Each level
had  its  tlahuiztli,  helmet,  banner.  The  Mexica  battlefield  was,
visually, a parade of hierarchies: at a glance, any warrior knew who
was who and what they had done.

This  system  had  a  concrete  military  virtue:  it  identified  natural
leaders. Captains were no improvised aristocrats, but veterans who
had  proven  valor  dozens  of  times.  And  it  had  a  political  virtue:  it
bound the most  capable  warriors  to  the  state  with  bonds of  honor
and  reward.  The  empire  did  not  fear  its  own  victorious  generals
—every  militarized  society's  great  danger—  because  the  rank
system integrated them into the power structure instead of leaving
them out.

The Chimalli: Anatomy of a Shield

The chimalli  —the Mexica shield— deserves its  own analysis,  for  it
was  far  more  than  a  board  for  stopping  blows:  it  was  an  active
defensive weapon, a heraldic canvas, and an identity symbol.
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Its  construction:  a  frame  of  interwoven  rods  —otate  or  reed—
covered with deerskin  or  hardened cotton cloth,  sometimes with a
feather-mosaic  layer  on  the  front.  They  came  round  and  oval,  of
various  sizes:  large  ones  for  line  infantry,  small  ones  for  officers.
The  edge  was  reinforced  with  thick  leather;  the  center  bore  an
umbo —a boss— to deflect impacts.

Its  combat  use  was  active:  the  warrior  did  not  hide  behind  the
chimalli, he handled it. With it he deflected enemy macuahuitl cuts,
pushed  the  adversary  to  unbalance  him,  covered  his  advance,
protected  his  comrade.  Training  insisted  on  shield-weapon
coordination:  the  chimalli  opened  the  guard,  the  macuahuitl
punished.  It  was  an  integral  combat  system,  not  two  separate
objects.

And  its  front  was  a  message:  the  feather  mosaics  drew  the
emblems  of  rank,  order,  calpulli.  The  enemy  saw  coming  not  an
anonymous  shield  but  a  veteran's  insignia:  heraldry  as
psychological  warfare.  The  Spaniards  described  chimallis  "so
beautiful it was a pity to use them in war" —and then verified that,
besides  beautiful,  they  were  effective:  they  stopped  steel  swords
better than many European bucklers.

The  chimalli  sums  up  Mexica  military  art:  technique,  beauty,  and
meaning  in  a  single  object.  A  shield  that  protects,  identifies,  and
intimidates: three functions, one piece of warrior craft.

The Atlatl: The Physics of the Spear-Thrower

The atlatl —the spear-thrower— deserves technical analysis, for it is
an  applied-physics  masterpiece.  The  principle  is  simple:  a  wooden
lever about fifty centimeters long, with a hook at the end, extending
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the thrower's arm. In throwing, the atlatl multiplies the dart's —the
tlacochtli's— speed to ranges over a hundred meters and an impact
energy capable of piercing the ichcahuipilli.

The key is flexion: the long, flexible dart bends during the throw and
recovers  its  shape  on  release,  like  a  bow's  arrow.  Expert  atlatlists
—and  there  were,  trained  from  childhood—  achieved  surprising
precision:  they  could  hit  a  man-sized  target  at  fifty  meters.  The
points —obsidian, bone, sometimes poisoned— did the rest.

The atlatl was millennia old: used in Mesoamerica for thousands of
years,  the  Teotihuacans  had  brought  it  to  its  apogee.  The  Mexica
inherited  it  and  perfected  it  as  an  opening  weapon:  the  dart  rain
preceding  the  infantry  clash  disorganized  enemy  ranks,  sowed
terror, softened resistance. It was the Mexica army's "artillery."

The Spaniards,  who knew the  sling  and crossbow,  were  impressed
by  the  atlatl:  several  chroniclers  describe  its  power  with
amazement. And though gunpowder made it obsolete, the physical
principle —the lever multiplying force— is still taught in schools. The
atlatl  is  proof  that  Anahuac's  "science"  included  mechanics:  the
Mexica  knew  no  formulas,  but  mastered  throwing  physics  with
engineers' precision.

Banners, Drums, and Signals: Command in
Combat

An  army  of  tens  of  thousands  of  warriors  is  useless  without
command  and  control.  The  Mexica  solved  the  problem  —how  to
transmit  orders  in  combat's  din,  with  no  radio  or  bugles—  with  a
visual-and-sonic signal system as elaborate as their weapons.

The  visual  instrument  par  excellence  was  the  pantli,  the  banner.
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Each unit —each calpulli, each military order, each corps— marched
under its own banner: a mast crowned by a feather, gold, and cloth
emblem identifying the troop. Banners served cohesion: the warrior
knew where his unit was by its pantli, and chiefs moved banners to
order  advances,  withdrawals,  envelopments.  Capturing  the  enemy
banner was a major feat; losing one's own, a dishonor. In combat's
fray,  with  dust  and  shouting,  the  pantli  was  the  reference  point
preventing rout.

Alongside  banners  were  sonic  signals.  The  huehuetl  —the  vertical
wooden  drum,  beaten  with  the  hands—  marked  the  march's  and
combat's  rhythm:  a  deep,  continuous  roll  warriors  felt  in  their
chests.  The  teponaztli  —the  two-toned  horizontal  drum—
transmitted  coded  signals:  rhythmic  patterns  meaning  "advance,"
"halt,"  "envelop  right."  The  marine  conches  —the  atecocolli—
sounded  for  great  signals:  the  attack's  start,  general  retreat.  And
war cries —each unit had its own— completed the symphony.

Combat  command  fell  to  field  chiefs  —the  tlacateccatl  and  his
subordinates— positioned on high ground or in the immediate rear,
whence  they  could  observe  the  battle's  development  and  move
reserves.  Mexica  tactics  explicitly  provided  for  reserves:  not  the
whole  army  entered  combat  at  once;  fresh  bodies  were  kept  to
exploit  ruptures  or  plug  breaches.  That  doctrine  —as  old  as
organized war— demands command able to read the battle in real
time, and Mexica captains did it.

The  night  before  battle,  chiefs  held  the  war  council:  terrain  was
studied,  positions  assigned,  signals  agreed,  scouts  designated.
Spies —the quimichtin— had reported on the enemy: their number,
disposition,  chiefs.  Nothing  was  left  to  chance,  or  as  little  as
possible: improvisation was for the desperate, not professionals.
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This  command  system  explains  why  Mexica  armies  could  execute
complex maneuvers —envelopments, feigned retreats, coordinated
attacks  from  several  directions—  which  Spanish  chroniclers
recorded with surprise. They were no hordes: they were armies with
doctrine,  communications,  and  professional  command.  The  final
defeat  was  not  due  to  lack  of  organization,  but  to  factors  no
doctrine  could  overcome:  the  alliance  of  nearly  all  their  tributary
enemies  with  the  Spaniards,  firearms  and  steel,  horses...  and
smallpox,  which  killed  more  warriors  than  all  battles  together,
including the tlatoani Cuitlahuac himself.

The Weaponry: Macuahuitl, Chimalli, and Atlatl

Mexica weapons, forged without metal —bronze existed but was not
used for armament— were the product of lithic technology brought
to perfection. And they were lethal. The Spaniards learned it in their
own  flesh:  Bernal  Díaz  tells  how  a  single  macuahuitl  cut  could
decapitate  a  horse,  and  chroniclers  insist  on  the  terror  those
wooden swords with obsidian blades inspired.

The macuahuitl —"wood in the hand"— was the signature weapon:
a  flat  hardwood  club,  about  eighty  centimeters  to  a  meter,  with
obsidian  blades  set  into  both  edges.  Obsidian,  volcanic  glass,
fractures  into  edges  only  a  few  molecules  thick  —sharper  than
surgical  steel;  a  well-handled  macuahuitl  cut  flesh,  leather,  even
mail  with terrifying ease. Its weak point was fragility:  blades broke
on impact with hard surfaces, and the weapon demanded constant
maintenance.  But  in  expert  hands,  in  the  close  combat  it  was
designed for, it was devastating.

The chimalli —the shield— was its inseparable complement. Circular
or  oval,  woven  of  rods  and  covered  with  leather  or  cotton  cloth,
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sometimes  decorated  with  feather  mosaics  indicating  its  owner's
rank.  It  was  no  mere  protector:  it  was  actively  used  in  combat  to
deflect  blows,  push  the  adversary,  and  create  the  opening  for  the
macuahuitl's cut. Mexica warrior training insisted as much on shield
handling as on offensive-weapon handling.

The atlatl —the spear-thrower— was the ranged weapon: a wooden
lever multiplying the arm's force, launching darts —tlacochtli— with
surprising power and precision, able to pierce cotton protections at
dozens  of  meters.  Darts  bore  obsidian  or  bone  points,  some
poisoned.  The  atlatl  was  millennia  old  in  Mesoamerica,  and  the
Mexica  had  perfected  it  as  combat's  opening  weapon:  a  dart  rain
disorganized enemy ranks before the hand-to-hand clash.

Completing  the  arsenal  was  body  protection:  the  ichcahuipilli,  a
densely  quilted  cotton  vest  hardened  with  brine,  stopping  arrows
and cushioning cuts —the Spaniards adopted it enthusiastically, for
it protected better than their metal cuirasses under the tropical sun;
wooden or leather helmets; and arm and leg protections. The elite
Mexica  warrior,  with  his  feathered  tlahuiztli  over  the  ichcahuipilli,
decorated  chimalli,  and  macuahuitl,  was  a  war  machine  as
sophisticated  as  any  European  knight,  adapted  to  a  theater  of
operations without cavalry or gunpowder.
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The Sling and the Bow: The People's Weapons

Not  all  Mexica  warriors  bore  macuahuitl  and  feathered  costumes:
most  fought  with  simpler  weapons  —the  sling  and  the  bow—  the
people's weapons, cheap, effective, within any macehualli's reach.

The sling —the temalacachtli— was an ancient, fearsome weapon: a
leather  or  ixtle  strap  launching  stones  at  great  speed.  An  expert
slinger could hit a man at a hundred meters and fracture his skull at
fifty.  Mexica  armies  included  slinger  contingents  —often  youths,
often  from  allied  towns—  harassing  the  enemy  before  the  main
clash. It was the guerrilla's weapon: cheap, portable, deadly.

The  bow  —the  tlahuitolli—  was  less  prestigious  than  the  atlatl
among  the  Mexica  —the  northern  Chichimecs  were  the  great
archers—  but  was  widely  used,  especially  in  hunting  and  skirmish
warfare.  Arrows  —mitl—  bore  obsidian  points  and  sometimes
poison.  Its  range  was  shorter  than  the  atlatl's,  but  its  rate  of  fire
higher: the archer was the Mexica army's light infantry.

These "plebeian" weapons remind us the Mexica army was not just
the codices' feathered elite: it was a mass of common combatants,
farmer-warriors  contributing  their  hunting  arms  to  the  state's  war.
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And  they  also  remind  us  of  war's  economy:  an  empire  is  not
sustained  by  luxury  arms  alone,  but  by  the  capacity  to  arm
thousands of men with modest means. The sling and bow were the
military pyramid's base; the macuahuitl and atlatl, its apex.

The Ichcahuipilli and the War of Costumes

We  have  described  the  weapons;  let  us  speak  now  of  protection
and, above all, of what made it unique: the insignia system turning
the Mexica army into a legible parade of hierarchies. The Mendocino
Codex devotes several plates to warrior costumes, and those plates
are a military-heraldry manual.

The  protective  base  was  the  ichcahuipilli:  a  densely  quilted  cotton
vest, hardened with brine, covering the torso. Its efficacy surprised
the  Spaniards:  it  stopped  arrows  and  atlatl  darts,  cushioned
macuahuitl  cuts, and was far cooler than steel cuirasses under the
valley  sun.  The  conquerors  adopted  it  massively  —there  are
testimonies they preferred the indigenous ichcahuipilli to their own
armors— and its  use spread throughout colonial  America.  It  is  one
of  the few cases where American military technology was adopted
by Europeans unmodified.

Over  the  ichcahuipilli  went  the  tlahuiztli,  the  insignia  costume:  a
tight  tunic,  often  of  feathers  or  decorated  cloth,  with  the  rank's
colors and emblems. Each feat had its costume: the novice warrior
dressed in simple white; capturing a prisoner won ornaments; two,
a  more  elaborate  costume;  three  and  four,  the  orders'  costumes.
The  helmets  —wooden,  shaped  as  eagle,  jaguar,  coyote,  or
monsters— completed  the  ensemble.  The  Mendocino  Codex  draws
them  with  military-tailor  precision:  each  costume,  a  résumé;  each
feather, a campaign.
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That  "war  of  costumes"  had  practical  functions.  In  combat,  it
instantly  identified  each  combatant's  rank:  captains  knew  where
their veterans were, the young knew whom to follow. In ceremony,
it displayed the state's power: a parade of eagle and jaguar warriors
was  a  show  of  force  more  eloquent  than  any  speech.  And
personally,  it  motivated:  each  warrior  saw  in  his  superiors'
costumes the future awaiting him if he fought bravely.

Those  costumes'  making  was  a  ritual  industry.  The  feathers
—quetzal,  macaw,  hummingbird—  arrived  as  tribute  from  the  hot
lands;  the  feather  artisans  —the  amantecas—  wove  them  with  a
technique the Spaniards deemed superior to painting: pre-Hispanic
Mexico's  feather  mosaics  are  artworks  preserved  in  museums
worldwide  today.  Each  warrior  costume  was,  besides  a  uniform,  a
masterpiece.

The  Spaniards,  who  at  first  mocked  the  feathered  "disguises,"
learned to fear them: where there was an eagle or jaguar costume,
there was a veteran of multiple captures, a formidable enemy. The
war of costumes was, at bottom, psychological warfare: the uniform
as warning. And it worked: the terror the jaguar warriors inspired on
the Noche Triste is recorded in the Spanish chronicles themselves.

Tactics on the Battlefield

How  did  a  Mexica  army  actually  fight?  The  sources  —codices,
Spanish and indigenous chronicles— allow reconstructing a flexible,
pragmatic  tactical  art,  far  from the "horde" charging without order
stereotype.

Battle  began  before  dawn,  with  armies  formed  in  order:  at  the
center,  Tenochtitlan's  troops;  on  the  wings,  Texcoco's  and
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Tlacopan's, the Triple Alliance's allies. Chiefs harangued their men;
priests  performed  propitiatory  rites;  drums  —the  vertical  huehuetl
and horizontal teponaztli— marked the pulse. Combat signals were
given  with  drums,  conches,  banners,  agreed  shouts:  an  effective
communications  system  for  armies  of  tens  of  thousands  without
radio or metal bugles.

The  opening  was  the  projectile  duel:  atlatl  darts,  arrows,  sling
stones crossed the space between lines. Then, at a signal, the first
lines  clashed  with  macuahuitl  and  chimalli.  Mesoamerican
hand-to-hand  combat  was  individual  within  the  collective:  each
warrior  sought  his  rival,  tried  to  fell  and  capture  him,  while
comrades  covered  his  flanks.  Discipline  meant  holding  formation
without breaking it in pursuit: an army dispersing after fugitives lay
exposed to counteroffensive.

Favorite  tactics  were  ambush  and  envelopment.  The  Mexica  were
masters  at  feigning  retreats  to  draw  the  enemy  onto  prepared
ground, where hidden forces fell on their flanks. They also practiced
dawn attack, nocturnal spy infiltration —the "quimichtin," so called
for  their  mouse-like  stealth—  and  terrain  use:  narrow  passes,
bridges,  causeways.  The  Noche  Triste,  paradoxically,  showed  both
the  efficacy  and  limits  of  these  tactics:  the  Mexica  nearly
annihilated  the  Spaniards  on  the  Tacuba  causeway  with  a
coordinated  attack  from  canoes  and  rooftops,  but  subsequent
disorganization kept them from finishing the victory.

Siege  was  another  specialty.  Tenochtitlan  itself,  with  its  cut
causeways  and  drawbridges,  was  a  fortress;  and  the  Mexica  knew
how  to  besiege  enemy  cities:  they  cut  water  and  food  supplies,
harassed with raids, awaited surrender. They built no siege engines
—they needed none in a world without European-style stone walls—
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but their strategic patience was proverbial.

And there was a golden rule Mexica captains repeated: no fighting
at  night  —darkness  belonged  to  the  gods  and  disordered
formations—  nor  prolonging  campaigns  beyond  what  logistics
allowed.  The  Mexica  command's  prudence,  which  the  Spaniards
sometimes mistook for  indecision,  was  really  calculation:  a  hungry
army far from base was a lost army, however brave.

The Veterans: The Warrior's Old Age

What  awaited  the  Mexica  warrior  surviving  the  campaigns?  Unlike
the modern soldier, there was no "retirement" in the administrative
sense:  there  was  an  itinerary  of  honors  turning  the  veteran  into  a
community pillar.

The warrior accumulating captures and years of service rose in the
hierarchy  as  far  as  his  merit  took  him:  captain  of  his  calpulli,
instructor  of  youths  in  the  telpochcalli,  member  of  the  eagle  or
jaguar  orders,  military  counselor.  The  most  outstanding  reached
high  commands  —tlacochcalcatl,  tlacateccatl—  or  functional
nobility:  the  state  rewarded  valor  with  lands,  assigned  tributaries,
city houses, the right to wear insignia and sit in councils.

But  even  the  veteran  not  reaching  the  summit  had  an  honorable
place:  the  old  warrior  —the  "old  eagle"—  was  respected  as
experience's keeper. He taught the young, recounted campaigns at
festivals,  joined the rites.  The huehuetlatolli  exalted the elder  who
had  served  well:  his  old  age  was  proof  of  a  correct  life.  And  the
state sustained him: there was rudimentary social  provision —food
distributions, exemptions— for disabled veterans.

The most  honorable destiny,  for  the veteran,  was dying as he had
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lived: in combat or ritual sacrifice. But Mexica culture also honored
the old warrior's natural death: he was buried with his insignia, his
feats  sung,  his  name  passing  into  the  calpulli's  memory.  The
veteran's death was a festival of memory, not a formality.

There is an instructive contrast with the Europe of the time, where
the discharged soldier —especially the mercenary— often ended in
beggary  or  banditry.  The  Mexica  system,  integrating  the  veteran
into  the  social  structure  —as  instructor,  counselor,  respected
elder—  avoided  that  human  waste.  It  was,  in  its  way,  a  veterans'
policy:  the  state  cared  for  those  who  had  defended  it,  because  it
needed their example to form the next generation.

The  empire's  last  veterans  died  in  1521,  defending  Tenochtitlan.
Those  surviving  the  siege  saw  the  world  that  had  given  them
meaning destroyed:  their  orders  dissolved,  temples  razed,  insignia
banned. Some adapted —served as auxiliaries, informants, memory
keepers; others faded into silence. But their legacy —the idea that
valor  deserves  honor  and  service  deserves  care—  endures  in
Mexico's historical memory, which still  celebrates Cuauhtemoc, the
last of the veterans, as symbol of dignified resistance.

The Last Battle: Otumba and the Siege of
Tenochtitlan

Mexica  art  of  war  was  put  to  the  test,  for  the  last  time,  between
1519 and 1521. And it testifies to its quality that, even defeated, it
forced  on  the  Spaniards  the  most  difficult  campaign  of  the  entire
conquest of America.

The  first  great  test  was  Otumba,  July  7,  1520.  The  Spaniards  fled
Tenochtitlan  after  the  Noche  Triste  —decimated,  without  artillery,
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carrying Moctezuma's treasure gold— when a Mexica army caught
them on the Otumba plain. The Spaniards were lost: a few hundred
against  thousands.  But  Cortés  understood  Mexica  command
doctrine  —every  army revolved  around its  chief  and  banner— and
launched his cavalry at the enemy command. The Mexica general's
death  disorganized  the  army  and  the  Spaniards  escaped.  Otumba
was a Spanish victory born of understanding —and exploiting— the
Mexica command system: the strong point turned weak point.

The  second  test  was  Tenochtitlan's  siege,  May  to  August  1521:
seventy-five  days  of  siege  military  historians  compare  with
universal history's great battles. The Mexica, under Cuauhtemoc —a
young  tlatoani  of  barely  twenty-five—  defended  their  city  with  a
tenacity astonishing their enemies. They cut the causeways, raised
barricades, fought house by house, rooftop by rooftop. War canoes
harassed  the  Spanish  brigantines  on  the  lake.  Eagle  and  jaguar
warriors  led  counterattacks  that  several  times  nearly  broke  the
encirclement.

The  Spaniards,  for  their  part,  applied  systematic  annihilation
strategy:  with  their  Tlaxcalan  allies  —tens  of  thousands—  they
demolished the city block by block, cut the Chapultepec aqueduct's
drinking  water,  blocked  supplies.  And  smallpox  did  the  rest:  the
epidemic,  which  had  already  killed  Cuitlahuac,  decimated  the
besieged  population,  dying  more  of  hunger  and  disease  than
wounds.

On August 13, 1521, Cuauhtemoc was captured trying to break the
encirclement  by  canoe.  The  city  lay  in  ruins;  its  defenders,
exhausted.  Cortés,  by  the  chroniclers'  account,  recognized  the
defeated's  valor.  And  the  Mexica,  even  in  defeat,  left  a  lesson:  no
European army had offered such resistance with such technological
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disadvantage.

Why  did  they  lose?  The  honest  answer  combines  several  factors,
none  sufficient  alone.  Technology  —steel,  gunpowder,  horses,
crossbows—  gave  each  Spaniard  enormous  individual  advantage,
though  not  decisive  by  itself:  on  the  Noche  Triste,  the  Mexica
proved  they  could  defeat  the  Spaniards  on  their  own  ground.  The
indigenous  alliance was  decisive:  without  the  tens  of  thousands  of
Tlaxcalans,  Totonacs,  and  other  Mexica  enemies,  the  few  hundred
Spaniards  could  never  have  besieged  Tenochtitlan.  Smallpox  was
catastrophic:  it  killed  an  enormous  share  of  the  population,
disorganized command —the tlatoani died— and sowed terror. And
the  empire's  tribute  logic,  as  seen,  had  created  the  coalition  of
resentful ones Cortés knew how to use.

But there is one more factor, philosophical: the Mexica fought within
their  cosmovision  —capture,  not  exterminate;  fight  by  day,  not
night; respect certain rules— while the Spaniards fought a total war
of  annihilation.  Mexica art  of  war was superior  in  its  internal  logic;
but it  faced an enemy not playing by its  rules.  The bitter lesson is
that no military art survives the clash with a form of war that does
not recognize it.

Women and War: Those Who Held the Front

Mexica war was men's business on the battlefield,  but all  society's
in  the  rear.  And in  that  rear,  women sustained the  war  effort  with
work without which no army would have marched: they wove, fed,
healed, educated, and bade farewell.

Start  with  the  most  tangible:  the  blankets.  Imperial  tribute  was
largely  paid  in  textiles  —cotton  blankets  of  various  sizes  and
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qualities—  and  women  wove  them  on  the  backstrap  loom.  Each
blanket  represented  weeks  of  work:  spinning  the  cotton,  dyeing  it
with  cochineal  grana,  indigo,  or  purple  snail,  weaving  it  with
designs. Those blankets clothed warriors —the quilted ichcahuipilli,
ceremonial  tlahuiztli—  served  as  currency  and  tribute,  and  their
production was a domestic  industry of  imperial  scale.  War dressed
in women's hands.

Women  also  sustained  daily  logistics:  they  prepared  campaign
provisions —toasted tortillas, pinole— tended chinampas and milpas
while  men  marched,  and  ran  the  households.  On  long  campaigns,
contingents  of  women  accompanied  armies  as  cooks,  porters,
healers:  the  Mexica  "troop"  included  a  female  rear  without  which
the vanguard would not have eaten.

On the symbolic  plane,  women were the warrior  ethic's  guardians.
The  huehuetlatolli  addressed  to  mothers  ordered  them  to  raise
brave  sons;  warriors'  farewells  were  domestic  ceremonies  where
mother or wife handed the combatant his arms and blessings. And
there existed a sacred category equating women with warriors: the
cihuateteo —women dead in childbirth— who in Mexica cosmovision
accompanied  the  sun  on  its  evening  journey,  exactly  as  warriors
dead  in  combat  accompanied  its  morning  journey.  Childbirth  was
women's battle, and dying in it was dying like a warrior: with honor,
with solar destiny, with song.

Did  women  fight?  Sources  are  scarce  but  there  are  indications:  in
Tenochtitlan's  defense  during  the  siege,  chroniclers  on  both  sides
mention  women  hurling  stones  and  darts  from  rooftops,  carrying
water  and munitions  to  combatants,  fighting as  the city  crumbled.
They  were  no  regular  units,  but  their  participation  in  the  extreme
hour is documented. And in mythology, the warrior goddesses —like
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Coyolxauhqui,  the moon dismembered by Huitzilopochtli— recalled
that war also had a feminine face.

Military history usually forgets those sustaining war without bearing
arms. This chapter wanted to remember them: the blanket weavers,
the  warriors'  mothers,  the  cihuateteo,  the  rooftop  defenders.  The
Mexica empire was not built  by eagle and jaguar warriors alone: it
was  also  built  by  the  hands  weaving  their  costumes,  the  wombs
bearing their soldiers, the songs bidding them farewell. The science
and art of war, in Anahuac, were a whole people's work.

Epilogue: The Empire's Two Sciences

This  volume  has  traveled  two  worlds  that,  at  first  glance,  seem
opposed: the peasant dredging canal mud at dawn and the warrior
brandishing the macuahuitl  at  noon.  But  they are the two faces of
the  same civilization.  The chinampa and the  flowery  war,  the  ticitl
and the jaguar warrior, the seedbed and the atlatl: all answer to one
logic, that of a people converting necessity into system and system
into greatness.

Anahuac's  science  —its  intensive  agriculture,  pharmacopoeia,
surgery—  proves  the  Mexica  were  no  "barbarians"  to  whom
civilization arrived from outside: they were empirical scientists who
solved,  with their  environment's  materials,  problems Europe would
take  centuries  to  solve.  And  their  art  of  war  —their  total  military
institution,  their  sacred  chivalric  orders,  their  flexible  tactics—
proves they were no improvisers: they were strategists who built, in
under a century, pre-Columbian America's most extensive empire.

Both  sciences  died  with  the  conquest,  or  nearly.  The  chinampas
survived  as  landscape;  herbalism,  as  a  persecuted  then  revalued
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tradition;  Mexica  war,  only  as  memory  in  the  codices.  But  their
legacy  runs  deeper  than  nostalgia:  it  is  proof  that  in  Anahuac
flourished  a  complete  civilization,  able  to  feed  hundreds  of
thousands  and  to  organize  human  violence  within  a  cosmic  order.
Knowing it is no erudition exercise: it is an act of historical justice.

May  this  volume  serve  to  remember  that,  before  Mexico  existed,
Anahuac existed; and that Anahuac, in its science and its art of war,
reached summits the world is only beginning to recognize.
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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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