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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 adventurers, taken with all its strange
and picturesque 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, notwithstanding the seductions of the subject, I have conscientiously
endeavoured to distinguish fact from fiction, and to establish the narrative on as broad a
basis as possible of contemporary evidence . . .
************************
Of all that extensive empire which once acknowledged the authority of Spain in
the New World, no portion, for interest and importance, can be compared with Mexico;—
and this equally, whether we consider the variety of its soil and climate; the inexhaustible
stores of mineral wealth; its scenery, grand and picturesque beyond example; the
character of its ancient inhabitants, not only surpassing in intelligence that of the other
North American races, but reminding us, by their monuments, of the primitive
civilization of Egypt and Hindostan; or lastly, the peculiar circumstances of its Conquest,
adventurous and romantic as any legend devised by Norman or Italian bard of chivalry. It
is the purpose of the present narrative to exhibit the history of this Conquest, and that of
the remarkable man by whom it was achieved.
The country of the ancient Mexicans, or Aztecs as they were called, formed but a
very small part of the extensive territories comprehended in the modern republic of
Mexico. Its boundaries cannot be defied with certainty. . . . All along the Atlantic, the
country is bordered by a broad tract, called the tierra caliente, or hot region, which has
the usual high temperature of equinoctial lands. Parched and sandy plains are
intermingled with others, of exuberant fertility, almost impervious from thickets or
aromatic shrubs and wild flowers, in the midst of which tower up trees of that
magnificent growth which is found only within the tropics. In this wilderness of sweets
lurks fatal malaria, engendered, probably, by the decomposition of rank vegetable
substances in a hot and humid soil. . . . These winds in the winter season frequently
freshen into tempests, and, sweeping down the Atlantic coast, and the winding Gulf of
Mexico, burst with the fury of a hurricane on its unprotected shores, and on the
neighbouring West India islands. Such are the mighty spells with which Nature has
surrounded this land of enchantment, as if to guard the golden treasures locked up within
its bosom. The genius and enterprise of man have proven more potent than her spells.
After passing some twenty leagues across the burning region, the traveller finds
himself rising into a purer atmosphere. His limbs recover their elasticity. He breathes
more freely, for his senses are not now oppressed by the sultry heats and intoxicating
perfumes of the valley. The aspect of nature, too, has changed, and his eye no longer
revels among the gay variety of colors with which the landscape was painted there. . . .

He has entered the tierra templada, or temperate region, whose character resembles that
of the temperate zone of the globe. The features of the scenery become grand, and even
terrible. His road sweeps along the base of mighty mountains, once gleaming with
volcanic fires, and still resplendent in their mantles of snow, which serve as beacons to
the mariner, for many a league at sea. . . . Such are the singular contrasts presented at the
same time, to the senses, in this picturesque region!
Taken from William H. Prescott, The Conquest of Mexico (New York: Bantam Books, 1964), 17, 21–
23.

