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PREFACE.

~ As the Conquest of Mexico has occupied the
pens of Solis and of Robertson, two of the ablest
historians of their respective nations, it might
seem. that little could remain at the present day
to be gleaned by the, historical inquirer. - But
Robertson’s marrative is necessarily ' brief, | forming
‘only part of a more extended work ; and neither
the British, nor the Castilian author, was provided
with the important materials for relating this event,
which have been since assembled by the industry
of Spanish scholars. The scholar who led the
way in these researches was Don Juan Baptista
~ Mufioz, the celebrated historiographer of the In-
dies, who, by a royal edict, was allowed free access
to the national archives, and to all libraries, public,
private, and monastic, in the kingdom and its col-
onies. The result of his long\ labors was a vast
body of materials, of which unhappily he did not
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live to reap the benefit himself. * His manuscripts
were deposited, after his death, in the archives of
the Royal Academy of History at Madrid; and
“that collection was subsequently augmented by the

manuscripts of Don Vargas Ponge, President of

the Academy, obtained, like those of Mufioz, from
different quarters, but especially from the archives
of the Indies at Seville. -
~ On my application to the A(':ademy,‘iﬁf 1838,
for permission to copy that part of this inestima-
ble collection relating to Mexico and Peru, it was
freely acceded to, and an eminent ‘German schol-
ar, one"of their own number, was appointed to
superintend the - collation and “transcription/'of ‘the
manuseripts ;- and - this, it may be added, before
I had any claim on the courtesy of that respecta-
ble- body, as one of its associates.  This conduct
shows the advance of a liberal spirit in the Pen-
insula since the time of Dr. Robertson, who com-

plains that he was denied admission to the most

important public repositories. The favor with which
my own application' was regarded, however, must
chiefly be attributed to the kind offices of the ven-
erable President of the Academy, Don Martin Fer-
’ B S
-nandez de Navarrete ;- a scholar whose personal
‘character has secured to him the same high con-
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 sideration at home, which his literary labors have
obtained abroad. 'To this eminent person I am
under still further obligations, for the free use which
he has allowed me to make of his own manuscripts,
——ihe fruits of a life of accumulation, and the
" basis of those valuable publications, with which he
has at different times illustrated the Spanish colo-
nial history. o

From these three magnificent collections, the re-
sult of half a century’s careful researches, I have
obtained a mass of unpublished documents, relat-
ing to the Conquest and Settlement of Mexico and
~ of Peru, comprising altogether about eight thou-
sand folio pages. . They consist of -instructions of
the Court, military and private journals, corres-
pondence of the great actors in the scenes, legal
iﬁstruments, contemporary chronicles, and the like,
drawn from all the principal places in the exten-
sive colonial empire of Spain, as well as from the
public archives in the Peninsula.

I have still further fortified the collection, by
gleaning such materials from Mexico itself as had
been overlooked by my illustrious predecessors in
_thesé researches. For these I am indebted to the
courtesy of Count Cortina, and, yet more, to that
of Don Lucas Alaman, Minister of Foreign Affairs
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in Mexico; but, above all, to my. excellent friend,

-Db_n\ Angel Calderon de la Barca, late Minister

,Plenipotentiary to that country from the Court. of
Madrid, — a gentleman whose high and estima-
ble qualities, even more than his station, secured
him the public confidence, and gained him free
access to every place of interest and importance in
Mexico. | ) L

-1 have also to acknowledge the very kind offices
rendered to me by the Count Camaldoli at Naples;
by the Duke of Serradifaleco in Sicily, a nobleman,
whose science gives additional lustre to his rank;

and by the Duke of Monteleone, the present rep-

 resentative of Cortés, who has_courteously opened
" -the;archives’ of his family to my inspection. To
these names must also be added that of Sir Thom-
as Phillips, Bart., whose precious collection of man-
uscripts probably surpasses in extent that of any
private gentleman in Greaf Britain, if not in Eu-
‘rope; that of Mons. Ternaux&Compans; the pro-
prietor of the valuable literary collection of Don
Antonio ‘Uguina, including the papers of Mufioz,
the fruits of which he is giving to the world in
his excellent translations; and, lastly, that of my
friend and countryman, Arthur Middleton, Esg.,
late Chargé d’Affaires from the United States at

&

ot
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the 'Court of Madrid, for the efficient aid he has
afforded me in prosecuting my inquiries in that
capital.

In addition to this stock of original documents
obtained through' these various sources, 1 have dili-
gently provided myself with such printed works as
‘have reference to the subject, including the mag-
nificent publications, which have appeared both in
France and England, on the Antiquities of Mexi-
co, which, from their cost and colossal dimensions,
would seem better suited to a public than to a
private library. | ‘
“.Having thus stated the nature of my. materials,
and the sources whence they are derived, it remains
~for me to add a few observations on the general
plan.and composition of the work. — Among the
remarkable achievements of the Spaniards in the
sixteenth century, there is no one more striking to
the imagination than the conquest of Mexico. The
subversion of a great empire by.a handful of ad-
venturers, taken with all its strange and pictur-
esque accompaniments, has the air of romance
rather than of sober history; and it is not easy to
treat such a theme according to the severe rules
prescribed by historical criticism. But, notwith-
standing the seductions of the subject, I have con-
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scientiously endeavoured ‘to distinguish" fact . from
fiction, and to establish the narrative on as broad
a basis as possible of conteihporary evidence ; ‘and
I have taken occasion to corioborate the. text by.
ample citations from authorities, usually in the orig-
inal, since few of them can be very accessible to
the reader. In these extracts I have scrupulously
conformed to the ancient orthography, however ob-
solete and even barbarous,  rather ‘than  impair. in
~ any degree the integrity of the original document.
- Although the subject of the work is, properly,
only the Conquest of Mexico, I have prepared the
way for it by such 'a view of the Civilization of
the ancient Mexicans, as might acquaint the reader
with the character of this extraordinary race, and
enable him to understand the -difficulties which the
Spaniards had to encounter in their subjugation.
This Introductory part of the work, with the essay
~in the Appendix which properly belongs to the
Introduction, although both together making only
half a volume, has cost me as much labor, and
nearly as much time, as the remainder of the his-
tory. If I shall have succeeded in giving the read-
er a just idea of the true nature and extent of the
civilization to which the Mexicans had attained, it
will not be labor lost.
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é .. The story of the Conquest terminates with the
i ~ fall .of the capital. Yet I have ‘preferred to con-
é | tinue the narrative to the death of Cortés, relying
o ~ on theinterest which the development of his char-
}} ~ acter in his military career may have excited in the
i | reader. I am not insensible to the hazard I incur
! by such a course. The mind, previously occupied
1 with one great idea, that of the subversion of the
! | capital, may feel the prolongation -of the story be-
yond that point superfluous, if not tedious ; and may
find it difficult, after the excitement caused by wit-
nessing a- great national catastrophe, to take an
interest -in the adventures of a private individual.
Solis took the more politic. course of concluding his

narrative with the fall of Mexico, and thus leaves
his readers with the full impression of that memo-
rable event, undisturbed, on their minds. To pro-
long the narrative is to expose the historian to the
error so much censured by the French critics in

some of their most celebrated dramas, where the

author by a premature dénouement has impaired the

J, - interest of his piece. Tt is the defect that neces-

% sarily attaches, though in a greater degree, to the

history of Columbus, in which ‘petty adventures

among a grdup of islands make up the sequel of

a life that opened with the magnificent discovery
VOL. L B

IR T
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| of a-‘World ; ‘a defect, in short, Whlch has- reqlured

all the genius .of Irving and the magical ,charm' of |

his style perfectly to. overcome. :

. Notwithstanding these ObJeCtIODS, I have been_

induced to continue the narrative, partly from defe-
re;lée to the opmion of several Spanish scholars,
who considered that - the biography of Cortés had
not been fully exhibited, and partly from the cir-
cumstance -of my having such .a body of original
. materials for this biography at my command. And
I cannot regret- that I have adopted this course;
gince, whatever lustre the Conquest may reflect on
Cortés as a military achievement, it- gives .but-.an
imperfect idea of his enlightened  spirit, and of his
comprehensive and versatile genius. "
“To the eye of fthe_cﬁtic there may seem some
ineongruity in a plan which combines objects so
dissimilar as thosef embraced by the present history;
where the Introduction, roccupied with the -antiqui-
ties and origin of a nation, has ‘somewhat the char-
acter of a pldlqsophic theme, - Wh_ile the conclusion

is strictly biographical, and the two may be sup-

posed to match indifferently with the main body,
or historical portion of the work. But I'may hope
that such objections will be found to have less
Welght in - practlce than in theory ;- and, if proper]y

B 1
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managed, that the general views of the Introduc-
tion will 'prepare the reader for the particulars of
the Conquest, and that the great public events
narrated in this will, without violence, open the
'way to the remaining personal history of the hero
who is the soul of it. Whatever incongruity may

exist in other respects, [ may hope that the wnity

of* interest, the only unity held of much importance
by modern critics, will be found still to be pre-
served.

The distance of the present age from the period
of the narrative might be presumed to secure the
historian from undue. prejudice or partiality. Yet
to American and. English - readers, acknowledging
so different a moral standard from that of the six-
teenth century, I may possibly be thought too in-

dulgent to the errors of the Conquerors; while

to a Spaniard, accustomed to the undiluted pane-
gyric of Solis, I may be deemed to have dealt too
hardly with them. To such I can only say, that,
while, on the one hand, I have not hesitated to
expose in their strongest colors the excesses of the
Conquerors ; on the other, I have given them the
benefit of such mitigating reflections- as might be
suggested by the circumstances and the period in
which. they lived. I have endeavoured not only to
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present a picture true in itself, but to place it in
its proper light, and to : put the spectator in a
proper pbim» of view for seeing it to_' the best ad-
vantage. I have endeavoured, at the expense of
~some repetition, to surround him with ‘the spirit
of vthe times, and, ;ln a word, to make him, if I
may so express myéelf a 'conter.nporary of the six-
teenth century. Whether, and how far, I have suc-
ceeded in this, he must determme.

For one thing, before I conclude, I may reason-
'ably ask the reader’s indulgence. OWing to the
state of my eyes, I have been obliged to use a
writing-case made for the  blind, ‘which does not
permit the writer to' see his own manuscript.  Nor
have I ever corrected, or even read, my own origi-
._nal draft.” As the chlrography, under these disad-
vantages, has been too often careless and obscure,
‘occasional erro_rs, even with the utmost. care of
my secretary, must have necessarily occurred in the
transcription, somewhat increased by the barbarous
phraseology imported from my Mexican authorities.
I cannot expect that these errors have alWays been -
detected even by the. vigilant eye of the perspica-
cious critic to whom the proof-sheets have been

subjected. e | o

In the Preface to the « HlStOl‘y of Ferdmand and
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Tsabella,” I lamented, that, while occupied with

that subject, two of its most attractive parts had
engaged the attention of the most popular of Amer-
ican authors, Washington, Irving. By a singular
chance,‘som'ething‘ like the reverse of this has ta-

 ken place in the composition of ‘the present his-

tory, and I have found myself unconsciously taking
up ground which he was preparing to occupy.
It was not till T had become master of my rich
collection of materials, that I was acquainted with
this circumstance ; and, had he persevered in his
design, I should unhesitatingly have abandoned my
own, if not from courtesy, at, least from policy ; .
for, though armed with/ the weapons of 'Achilles,
this could give me no hope of success in a com-
petition with Achilles himself. But no sooner was
that distinguished writer informed of the prepara-
tions I had made, than, with the gentlemanly spirit
which will surprise no one who has the pleasure
of his acquaintance, he instantly announced to me
his intention of leaving the subject open to me.
While I do but justice to Mr. Irving by this state-
ment, I feel the prejudice it does to myself in the
unavailing regret I am exciting in the bosom of
the reader. |
I must not conclude this Preface, too long pro-
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~tracted as it is already, without a word of ac-
knowledgment to my friend George Ticknor, Esq.,
—the friend of many years,—for his patient re-
‘vision of my manuscript; a labor of love, the worth

of which those only can estimate, who are aequaint-

ed with his extraordinary erudition and his nice
critical taste. If I have reserved his name for the

last in the list of those to whose good_ offices I

am indebted, it is most assuredly not because I
value his services least. | e
| - WILLIAM H. PRESCOTT.
Bostor, ‘Octobér 1, 1843. | EE

\‘.,
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