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Montezuma (1466–1520)

Montezuma was a rich and powerful man. He was also afraid.

How rich and powerful was Montezuma? Very! He ruled the 
Aztec Empire, which included 5 to 6 million people across 
central Mexico. He lived in a palace, one of the most beautiful 
in the world. In it were gardens, fountains, and waterfalls. It had 
ten rooms just for his birds. He even had his own zoo.

Montezuma never wore the same clothes twice. He wore jewels 
and a crown of beautiful feathers. His sandals were made of gold.  
At meals he chose whatever he wanted from 100 dishes.

The city ruled by Montezuma was one of the biggest in the world. Some say that it was the most 
beautiful, too.

The Aztecs built the city in the middle of a lake. There were gardens that floated on the water around it. 
Three long roads crossed the waters to the island city. Within the city were great markets filled with 
food, cloth, and other goods. Great pyramids painted red and blue reached for the sky.

So what was Montezuma afraid of? His priests had told him about a white-bearded god named 
Quetzalcoatl. The priests said that this god was returning to rule Montezuma’s empire. But there was 
even more for Montezuma to worry about. News came to him of the arrival from the east of strange 
white men with beards. They were terrifying with their guns and horses. The Aztecs had never seen these 
things before.

Almost 500 years ago, Montezuma was right to be so afraid. But it was no god who had come. The white 
men were from Spain. Their leader was named Hernán Cortés. Montezuma would be killed. The Spanish 
soldiers would destroy his capital city. Then a new city would be built on the ruins. It would be called 
Mexico City.

Reflect:

1. What empire did Montezuma rule? How many people did he rule over?

2. What are two details that show how rich and powerful Montezuma was?

3. Why was Montezuma afraid of Quetzalcoatl? What happened to Montezuma when the white men 
from Spain arrived?
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