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AZTEC WAR

onceptions and stereotypes abound concerning the Aztecs at war.
Tea often Mesoamericans are seen as little more than bizarre savages who
fought tn hordes solely to facilitate human sacrifice on a vast scale, cap-
tive-takers whose queer rules of engagement preempted real killing on the
battlefield. More recently, apologists have reinvented them as New World

Greeks whose impressive architecture symbolized an enlightened and

progressive civilization that did not really sacrifice or eat fellow humans,

and saw no reason to craft military technology they did not need. In fact,

the Aztecs were neither Greeks nor savages, but shrewd theo

rialists who had rathlessly created a Ioosdv knit political empire based on
ﬂon of terror, baai\cd up by a deadly army, and fueled by a vast
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ired murder in its pwry right. Ahuitzotl’s kilting rate
mintte over the ninety-six-hour bloodbath far excee
record at either Auschwitz or Dachau. The presence
tables—so arranged that the victims coyl
Pyramid—turned human sacrifice into an

panics of fresh execuittioners periodically replaced those exhausted from
the repeated obsidian-blade strokes, to ensure that the entire train of vic-
tims could be dispatched duri ng the festival. We do not know the number
of victims atherwise sacrificed under normal conditions, but surely it was
in the thousands, Ixtlibxochit! believed that one of every five children of
Mexica tributaries was killed each year, though Bishop Don Carlos
Zumdrraga’s lower estimate 0l 20,000 a year is more plausible, Oddly, few
scholars have ever likened the Aztec Propensity to wipe out thousands of
their neighbors through carefully organized killing to the Nazj extermi-
nation of Jews, Gypsies, and other eastern Europeans.
Although under dire circumistances Aztecs could fight to the death,
the warrior’s training in the methods of stunning, binding, and passing
captives through the ranks would prove an impediment against the
Spanish. Scholars who argue that the Aztecs quickly dropped their no.-
tions of ritual fighting against Cortés are correct, but they must concede
that years of such military training were hard for many warriors to djs-
card in a few monthsmespecially when pitted against Spanish swordsmen

and pikemen who had drilled since adolescence in the art of killing with
a single stroke.

To what degree such rituals were predicated on technological con-
straints we cannot he sure, but the tools of Aztec warfare-—oak, stone,
thnt, obsidian, hide, and cotton-—were incapable in themselves of killing

WarTiors in any great numbers. Broadswords (machuahuitl) and spears

(tepoztopilli) were wooden, with flakes of obsidian embedded aleng their
double cutting edges. Both could match the sharpness of metal, but only
for a few strokes before chipping or losing their edge. Aztec swords were
without points, while the stone heads of lances likewise made them poor
thrusting weapons,
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eapons that might Penetrate the un-

s of Cortés’s men. A pecaliar type of
spear-thrower (atlarl ) was made from a wooden stick about two feet in

length, with grooves and hook at one end in which to place the projectile.
Fire-hardened darts (tlacochti) were occasionally Aint-tipped; when used
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with the atlatl these missiles could achicve accurate ranges of 150 feet. But
they were essentially useless against metal armor and at great distances in-
capable of tearing even through layered cotton. The Aztecs used simple,
rather than composite, bows { tlahuitolli). While they could achieve a
rapid raie of fire with more than twenty arrows {yaomit]) per quiver, such
weapons lacked the penetrating power and distance of European models
that since classical antiquity had been fabricated from ghlued hotn, hide,
and wood.

Many accounts testify to the danger of Aztec stone missiles; and while
native slingers were without metal bullets and sophisticated slings, never-
theless they were able to wound unprotected flesh at ranges approaching
a hundred yards. The Aztecs’ wood, hide, and feathered shields, like cot-
ton war suits, might ward off Mesoamerican stone blades but were of no
value against Toledo steel, metal crossbow bolts, or harquebus shot. 1t is
an accurate generalization that Montezuma’s arms were of an inferior cal-
iber to the artillery, missile weapons, body armor, and offensive arma-
ment of Alexander the Great’s army some eighteen centuries priorn

Mexico had ali the natural resources necessary for a sophisticated

arms industry. There was no shortage of plentiful iron ores at Taxco.
Copper was in abundance in Michoacin. The volcano Popocatépetl fur-
nished supplies of sulfur. Indeed, within. a year of the conquest Cortés
himself, against the edicts of the crown, was producing gunpowder and
casting muskets and even large cannon in the former domains of the
Aztecs. Why amid such a cornucopia of ingredients for munitions did the
Mexicas produce only clubs, blades of obsidian chips, and javelins and
bows and arrows? The most popular explanations suggest need. Because
Aztec warfare was designed largely to capture rather than kill, stone blades
were sufficient against similarly armed Mesoamericans. The implication
is that the Aztecs could have fabricated weapons comparable to the
Europeans), but saw no need for such additional expense in their brand of
ritually crafted warfare whose aim was to stun rather than cause death. Yet
such claims of latent technological know-how are preposterous for a cul-
ture without a sophisticated rational tradition of natural inquiry. The op-
posite is more likely to be true: the Aztecs had no ability to craft metals or
firearms and so wete forced to fight ritual wars with weapons that would
targely wound and not easily kill. Against a large and fierce army such as
the Tlaxcalans, it is bard to envision how the Aztecs, despite vast numeri-
cal superiority, might have waged a war of annihilation with nonmetatlic
weapons—explaining why Tiaxcala was largely autonomous, and settled
its disputes with the Aztecs through quasi-ceremonial flower wars.

Tenochtitlin, June 24, 1520—August 13, 1521 197

i/

Aztec battle, like Zulu fighting or the attacks of Germanic tribes, was
one of envelopment. Swarms of warriors systematically attemnpted t{; su‘ 5
round the enemy, the front lines mobbing and stunning their adverﬁariers-
befo:je passing them through the rear ranks to be bound and led 01;f Thci
ensuing need to march prisoners back with the army also contribﬁt.ed t
the Aztecs’ inability to campaign at. large distances, since the cambineg
thr(?ng of victors and defeated only increased logistical requirement
While there was a national Aztec army, in fact local contingents thron eii
around their own captains and might exit the field altogether should thgeir

iﬂcadelrs or standards go down. Francisco de Aguilar relates the desperate
ighting at Otumba, after the Noche Triste:

f\h.‘ Cortés battled his way among the Indians, performing marvels in sin-
gh.ng out and killing their captains who were distinguishable by their gold
shields, and disregarding the commen warriors, he was able to reach tieir
Acaylair; general and kil} him with a thrust of a lance. . . . While this was go--
ing on, we foot soldiers under Diego de Ordaz were completely surrom\lded
by Indians, who almost had their hands on us, but when Captain
Herndndo Cortés kitled their captain genera] they began Lo retreat and give

way to us, so that few of them pursued us. (P de Fuentes, Conguistadors
156) ’ ’

Relays of soldiers might enter the fray every fifteen minutes or so, as
iher.e was no concept of decisive shock battle in which heavily armed f;)ot
soldiers sought to collide head-on with the enemy at the first encount
Ranks and files were nonexistent; warrioss failed to charge a\ad :etre:t {:1
stTep or on command; missiles and arrows were not launched in volleys
Nor were missile troops used in concert with infantry charges With(:}t'
horses, Aztec batile doctrine was largely 2 nne—dimensiona;affair, in

- which the greater training '
g ining and numbers of the emperor’s warriors, to-

gether with the pomp and circumstance of feathered warriors and sta
dardsT were enough to collapse or scare off resistance. ‘ o
Finally, Aztec society was far more ranked than even aristocratic six-
teenth-century Spain. The weapons, training, armor, and posiﬁoﬁ in ll)z;t-
tle (?f most Mexica warriors were predicated on birth and status. In a
qr‘chcal pattern of cause and effect, such greater innate advantages; av;
aristocrats predominance on the battlefield in taking captives whici i
turn provided proof of their martial excellence—and then 1;3;3 again ;2
even more privilege. The Spanish were a class-bound society as will but
during the invasion, a variety of lowly conquistadors mounted hors’m :; |
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