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Warlords of ancient Mexico

‘Under the code of this new, foreign battle 
strategy, Fire Born would be able to bring his 
own ancestors to the portal of Uaxactún. He 
and his descendants would rule not only the 
people of the city but their venerated ances-
tors as well. It was an act of audacity beyond 
imagination: war to take not only the king 
but also his portal—and if possible to hold 
that portal captive. For as long as Fire Born 
and his kin reigned, the people of Uaxactún 
would be cut off from the loving guidance of 
their ancestors, a people stripped of their very 
gods.7

Fire Born promptly extended his control 
to the surrounding cities, dominating the 
Mayan heartland of the northern and eastern 
Peten. In the next year, he installed the son of 
Spearthrower Owl, Yax Nuun Ayiin I (First 
Crocodile or Curl Snout) on the throne of 
Tikal.  Since Curl Snout was still a minor, Fire 
Born acted as regent.  Curl Snout continued 

to recognize Fire Born as his overlord until 
the latter’s death some almost twenty years 
later.  He himself continued to rule until his 
death in 404. He married a royal woman 
of the previous dynasty, thus cementing his 
legitimacy and that of his son, Stormy Sky.  
Spearthrower Owl outlived his son to die in 
AD 439, a reign equivalent to Ramses II.

Curl-Snout is vividly depicted on the stela 
of his son in the full war regalia of the Tlaloc-
Venus cult, so powerful was the propaganda 
value and symbolism of Tikal’s glory. He 
was in every respect a Teotihuacáno warrior, 
bearing Teotihuacáno weapons, the spear-
thrower, and wearing ‘shell platelet head-
dresses, a pyrite hip disk, a whole shell collar, 
and coyote tails. His. . . shield portrayed a 
figure with goggles, whole shell earspools, 
a nosebar, and the “tassel headdress” that 
identifies the highest ranking Teotihuacános 
abroad.’9  

The Realm of Star Wars: from Teotihuacán to Tikal.
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ToPilTzin QuezAlcoATl, ouR loRd THe feATHeRed SeRPenT (TenTH cenTuRY)  

the Mayan historical sense of the man: ‘They 
say he was favorably disposed, and had not 
wife or children, and that after his return he 
was regarded in Mexico as one of their gods 
and called Quetzalcoatl; and they also consid-
ered him a god in Yucatan on account of his 
being a just statesman.’19

How Many Quetzalcoatls?
The preceding pages have reflected a tradi-
tional understanding of the Quetzalcoatl leg-
ends. However, the historian Nigel Davies has 
presented another conclusion—that Topiltzin 
was not the first ruler of great  Tollan but rather 
almost the last, some two centuries later. The 
confusion revolves around the name—Quet-
zalcoatl, for the god, as a title, and for a par-
ticular individual. Adding to the confusion 
were the different year count systems used by 
various pre-Conquest sources. By the time of 
the Conquest, some 400 years after the fall of 
Tollan, the three had become entangled in a 
Gordian Knot of legend, myth, and history.

away. Carved Feathered Serpents and 
warriors are everywhere. Most tell- 
ing was the forest of columns supporting a 
great hall at the base of the Temple of the War-
riors, an unmistakable and grander reproduc-
tion of one of the most important temples at 
great Tollan, Pyramid B. Each column was 
carved with the likeness of an individual war-
rior, bringing to mind the atlantes in great 
Tollan. Was this evidence of the yearning of 
the disposed Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl to replace 
his lost kingdom with a splendid replica? Was 
this conquering Toltec warlord indeed the 
same Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl who founded 
the glory of great Tollan, left an indelible 
imprint on an entire civilisation, shepherded 
a nation on a great  migration, and then led 
them to carve out a new empire? If so, then 
nothing was beyond this man.

Like Alexander, with whom an ear-
lier analogy was made, the memory of 
 Quetzalcoatl-Kukul-can remained positive 
in the memory of those he conquered. The 
Spanish chronicler, Bishop Landa, wrote of 

The Toltec World.
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not Tezozomoc’s policy to finish off Ixtlilx-
ochitl in one campaign. He had humbled his 
only rival and would peel off his remaining 
loyal towns one by one. Texcoco remained far 
too strong to attack directly. Ten years after 
the victory at Itztallopan, Tezozomoc struck 
again at one of Texcoco’s most loyal allies, the 
nearby city of Huexotla to the south along the 
lake. For the first time, the Tepanec armies 
and their vassals came by water, in a great fleet 
of canoes. The scene is vividly described by 
Frances Gillmor:

 ‘Then the sun rose one morning on the 
lake covered with canoes of the enemy. They 
had come by Huexotla. And the water of the 
lake was red that day as the eagle and tiger 
warriors fought. The water was foul with the 

internal security. So much so that Tezozomoc 
was able to raise an army from his western 
and southern vassals and march secretly into 
Texcocan territory before Ixtlilxochitl could 
raise and concentrate an army. The Tepanec 
army attacked the loyal Texcocan vassal city 
of Itztallopan in the southern part of the 
kingdom. The attack began in the morning, 
and after a day-long battle, overwhelmed it. 
Tezozomoc’s campaign continued as he sub-
dued more of Texcoco’s vassals to the north: 
Otompan, Acol-man, Tepechpan, and Tol-
lantzinco. Although the war ended without 
the conquest of Texcoco, Ixtlilxochitl had 
been clearly defeated. The altars of the gods 
in Azcapotzalco and Tenochti-tlan ran red 
with the blood of Acolhua captives. It was 

Anáhuac: The world of the Valley of Mexico 



The lineage of the kings of Texcoco. Ixtlilxochitl is No. 3; Nezahualcoyotl is No. 4
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nezAHuAlcoYoTl, THe PoeT WARloRd (1402-1472)

The overthrow of the Tepanec Empire, 1428

great raptors and the spotted hunting cats. 
Brilliant blue-green quetzal feathers shim-
mered from the helmets of kings and lords, 
as did the turquoise, jade, and gold and the 
rainbow of colours of their clothing and 
armour. From their backs on wicker frames, 
floated their standards worked in exquisite 
feather work and multi-coloured cloth, 
tricked out with gold and precious stones. 
And strewn throughout this rainbow river 
of fighting men were the sharp, glittering 
black obsidian spear points and sword edges. 
But in all this stream of colourful splen-
dour, only the men of Texcoco were humbly 
dressed in plain white cotton. And they were 
not happy about it. 

‘Does he mean to belittle us in the eyes of 
all men that we should go so ill equipped to 
war? That we should go in white, unadorned, 
while our allies march in their companies in 
colour?’ With that fine touch of leadership 
that breathes a natural and contagious confi-
dence, he walked among them. His pride in 
them was manifest.

‘I feel happy and amused to see you among 
such an array, brilliant with every colour; it 

seems as if I was in a garden filled with a variety 
of flowers, and in which you, the fragrant blos-
soms of the jasmine, with no more adornment 
than a simple whiteness, are supreme among 
the blooms. External decorations do not 
increase the valour of those who sport them, 
but that of the enemy, whose greed drives him 
to victory, to obtain the spoil.’7

‘In this battle, you will win the adorn-
ments you seek. Look at the splendor of your 
enemies that now only weighs them down in 
battle. When the war is over, their splendor 
shall be yours.’8

And when he had finished, they were 
 suddenly proud of their efficient simplicity.

With that settled, the army pushed off into 
the lake in thousands of canoes to approach the 
shorefront of Azcapotzalco. They had achieved a 
complete surprise. In turn, they were surprised 
by the new shorefront fortifications that made a 
landing impossible. Still, their operational sur-
prise overcame the tactical surprise they had met. 
They simply landed north of the city. Maxtla, 

Mexica Jaguar knight
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THRee HARd Men of TenocHTiTlAn (1428-1469) 

come here to conquer or die, since this is your 
 mission in life.’46

The Mexica warrior’s code, like the 
Bushido of the Samurai that it so closely 
resembled, also left considerable room for 
cunning. That night, 2,000 men of the Otomi 
and Cuachic knightly orders were assembled 
from all the contingents of the army—Mexica, 
allies, and vassals alike. Ordered to lie on the 
ground with their arms, they were covered 
with grass before the sun rose. Over 75 years 
later, the ferocious appearance and war cries 
of the Huaxteca remained fixed in Mexica 
memory. Noses were pierced with large plugs 
of crystal or precious stones, bodies and faces 
were painted with bright colours, and hair 
was festooned with feathers. The Huaxteca 

The Mexica must have viewed the cam-
paign with some trepidation. This would 
be the first time that they would campaign 
 outside Anáhuac against people of different 
culture and language. The Huaxteca were also 
a warlike and numerous people. Their ances-
tors had once campaigned in Anáhuac itself 
in the time of Quetzalcoatl, to sack and burn 
brilliant Tollan itself. Now the Mexica, who 
claimed the imperial mantle of Tollan, would 
repay the visit. The night before the battle, 
an old captain reminded the Mexica of their 
duty in words saved by Durán that breathed 
the Mexica warrior’s code: ‘You have arrived 
at a place where you may perish, like wild 
grass when it is set on fire. Contemplate your 
death and think of nothing else. . . . You have 

The Campaigns of Motecuhzoma I
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THe MigHTY  gRAndSonS of MoTecuHzoMA i (1469-1502)

The Campaigns of Axayácatl
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THe MigHTY  gRAndSonS of MoTecuHzoMA i (1469-1502)

eager to march off to war, but he was prudent 
enough to prepare carefully. He first ordered 
his allied and subject kings to accompany 
him on this campaign. That would keep them 
loyal and encourage the performance of their 
contingents. The mobilisation and approach 
march were both rapid and efficient; he was 
determined to deliver a surprise attack before 
his enemies could prepare. The first leg of the 
march took the army 165 kilometres through 
friendly territory in five to nine days. The ruler 
of one vassal city offered his palace to Ahuítzotl 
for the remainder of the campaign if he wanted 
to leave the command to others. Ahuítzotl 
bristled at the suggestion that he leave his 
troops. ‘It is not fitting for a good king and a 
brave captain to leave his own encampment.’20

This time he addressed the army himself. 
At an age when most young Mexica were 

feast, though he does say that there was much 
foolishness after wild mushrooms were freely 
distributed.19 All of this had been intended to 
overawe all the royal enemies of the Mexica, 
but now it was spent on their allies and vas-
sals, and the deliriously happy nobles from 
Cholollan and Yopitzinco.

Tlacaélel saw the emptiness of the show, 
though. Where once these kings would have 
flocked to Tenochtitlan at his invitation, 
now only a handful of their courtiers could 
be expected. There was much to repair. Some 
days later, he informed the tlatoani that the 
Huaxteca of the Gulf Coast had rebelled.

Ahuítzotl leaped at the opportunity to lead 
another campaign. There was now no question 
of his being a figurehead. He would com-
mand his armies in person in this campaign 
year of 1487-88. The tlatoani may have been 

The Campaigns of Ahuítzotl, 1485-1500
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fancy of each guest. Motecuhzoma thereafter 
invited his enemies to three great feasts a year. 
The Tlaxcallans invited him in turn, but he 
seldom attended in person.

Hammering Oaxaca

The rich Mixtec region of Tototepec along 
the coast of Oaxaca had been under assault 
by the Mexica for several generations and had 
been much reduced in size. Motecuhzoma 
saw continued gains to be made after his 
coronation and directed his first campaigns 
there. On most of them, he led the army in 
person, determined to excel the reputation 
of Ahuítzotl as a commander and as a brave 
warrior.

His first target, however, was chosen more 
by greed than policy. In 1503 he heard of a 

predecessors. This time, though, not even 
the kings of Texcoco and Tlacopan, his the-
oretical equals in the Triple Alliance, were 
informed. The coronation was celebrated 
with a four-day feast, and each night there 
was a great dance in which the enemy kings 
participated. Before they emerged from their 
apartments, every light in the palace was put 
out, and they danced only to the shadowy 
glow of braziers. When they finished to disap-
pear into their apartments, the torches were 
relit to make the palace glow like midday. 
On the fifth day, the sacrifice of prisoners in 
their thousands began. The final event was a 
mass hallucinogenic party as the thousands 
of dignitaries in attendance fed on mush-
rooms. After everyone had recovered, the 
enemy kings departed in secret and under 
escort, laden with rich gifts, designed for the 

The Campaigns of Motecuhzoma II
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his ambassador and said, ‘my fate has been 
ordained and the Lord of All Created Things 
is venting his ire against me. Let his will be 
done since I cannot flee.’ He could see what 
lay ahead. I beg a favour of you: after the gods 
have come and I have received death at their 
hands, and I know that they will kill me, I beg 
you to take charge of my children. . . . In the 
belief that I have surrendered the nation to 
the strangers, the Aztecs will take vengeance 
on my wives and children.’28 He moved out of 
his great palace and returned to his princely 
mansion. Finally, he resolved to meet his fate 
with dignity, as Sahagún relates. ‘[Motecuh-
zoma] only awaited the Spaniards; he made 
himself resolute; he put forth great effort; he 
quieted, he controlled his heart; he submitted 
himself entirely to whatever he was to see, at 
which he was to marvel.’29

While messengers sped back and forth to 
the coast from Tenochtitlan, Cortés entered 
the Totonac city of Cempoallan and easily 

suggested that it was unworthy to refuse to 
receive the ambassador of a great king. In the 
end, Motecuhzoma decided that everything, 
short of war, was to be done to ensure that 
the strangers did not come to Tenochtitlan. It 
was a fatal compromise. He then sent more 
embassies loaded with food and the finest gifts, 
including the great gold and silver wheels. He 
also dispatched a crowd of sorcerers to see if 
magic would drive the Spaniards away but 
to no avail. The ambassadors also bore the 
repeated message not to come to Tenochtitlan 
because the journey was too arduous and dan-
gerous. Motecuhzoma had not reckoned that 
the very richness of the gifts would inspire the 
Spaniards to defy the hardships and dangers to 
reach the source of such wealth.

By this time Motecuhzoma had essen-
tially surrendered to what he considered the 
inevitable. He was particularly terrified of 
the reports that the Spaniards asked con-
tinually what he looked like. He thanked 

The Mexica Empire in 1519



Tenochtitlan in 1519
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eagle-feather tassels’.51 For brief moments as 
the dance line snaked through the square, a 
shimmering snake of colour and movement, 
‘the singing resounded like waves breaking’, 
and the full splendour of Mexica glory 
unfolded. The Mexica had not paid much 
attention to the Spaniards and Tlaxcal-
lans assembling at the gate and around the 
dance area, closing off escape. As the dance 
reached a crescendo of ecstasy, the Mexica 
did not hear Alvarado shout, ‘Mueran!’ (‘Let 
them die!’). The first  to die was the young 
dancer who led the great procession. The 
next to die were the  priest drummers. A 
Spaniard leaped forward and sliced off the 
old man’s hands at the great drum, and as he 
staggered back stunned, his stumps spurting 

Temple and the Temple of Tezcatlipoca. 
Bound by the south gate, calpulli build-
ings, the skull rack, and a few other temples, 
the area was easily sealed off. Durán states 
that ‘Cortés had earlier requested Motecuh-
zoma to summon the cream of the Mexica 
nobility and the most courageous men to 
show themselves at the festival.50 As many as 
800 of the young seasoned warriors danced 
to the music of the huehuetl and teponaztli 
drums, flutes, fifes, and conch shell horns, as 
several  thousand more clapped and sang in 
 accompaniment. The seasoned warriors were 
the elite of the Mexica; each had taken four or 
more prisoners in hand-to-hand combat and 
wore the most prized of all military insignia, 
the long lip-plugs and the headbands with 

The centre of Tenochtitlan
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O Mexica, courage! 
(1520-1525)

Cuitláhuac: The Mexica Find a 
Warlord (1520)
It was a gloriously beautiful morning in April 
of 1520. A buzz of excitement ran through-
out Tenochtitlan as the city was about to cel-
ebrate the first day of the Toxcatl festival in 
honour of Huitzilopochtli and Tezcatlipoca. 
Within Axayácatl’s Palace, the captive Mexica 
lords sensed something altogether different. 
The Spaniards and their Tlaxcallan creatures 
were palpably nervous and fully armed. In the 
morning, most of them left the compound to 
attend the festival. The remaining Spaniards 
were even more tense. These captive lords, 
perhaps 20 to 30, had all been arrested in 
January for plotting with Cacamatzin, king 
of  Texcoco, and second city of the Triple Alli-
ance, to destroy the Spaniards. Motecuhzoma 
himself had permitted and even helped the 
Spaniards arrest them and done nothing while 
they were all shackled to the same long, heavy 
ship’s chain. With Cacamatzin was also the 
king of Tlacopan, the third city of the Triple 
Alliance. Even Cuitláhuac,1 the tlatoani’s own 
brother and likely heir as captain general - 
 Tlacochcalcatl, had not been immune.

They may have been talking about pre-
vious Toxcatls where they had danced to 

ecstasy for Huitzilopochtli, when the Span-
iards burst in upon them with drawn daggers 
and swords. The defenceless lords died quickly, 
all except Cacamatzin, who fought so furiously 
that the Spaniards had to stab him 47 times.2 
Only a few were spared, including Cuitláhuac 
and the Cihuacoatl, the empire’s chief minister. 
At the same time, Motecuhzoma witnessed 
the slaughter of most of his own household 
and attendant nobles.3 In the nearby Sacred 
Square, thousands of Mexica nobles and war 
leaders were being butchered.

Obsidian-edged sword and Mexica shield with device.

Battles preceding the siege of Tenochtitlan, 1520 -1521



248

Warlords of ancient Mexico

should not be sacrificed but given back as a 
gesture of accommodation. It was also a time 
for greatness. And to this greatness, the son 
of Ahuitzotl, the Lion of Anahuac, rose. To 
the assembled Eagle Council, the lords, and 

the captains he spoke, hiding nothing of 
their danger. The whole land was marching 
upon them; their enemies had united, and 
their friends had deserted them. ‘I charge you 
now to remember the bold hearts and spirits 

The siege of Tenochtitlan




