HERNANDO CORTES
Life before becoming an Explorer
Hernándo Cortés was born in 1485 in Spain.  His was an upper class family, though his parents weren't wealthy.  He was somewhat sickly as a child, and the family's only son.

At the age of 14, his parents sent him to the University to study law, but he wasn't happy at school;  he did not want follow the rules.  He did learn a little Latin, and became good at writing.  After two years he returned home, but wasn't happy there either.  As stories began to come in about the mysterious "New World", Cortes wanted to be a part of it.

After a time of doing not much, he decided to follow the life of a soldier.   He was about to leave for the New World when he had a accident…..was involved in an affair with a married local girl.  One night he was climbing a wall to get to her apartment, and the wall gave way.  He crashed down, buried under the rubble, and was stuck in bed recovering until after his ship had departed. 

Finally, in 1504, Cortes boarded a ship departing for the west. Once in the New World, Cortes farmed a piece of land for a time.  He didn't entirely settle down, though.  He was involved in the military. He was also often in duels over one girl or another.
Over the next few years, Cortes took part in conquests of Cuba, and received more land and native slaves.  He became an important man in the colony of Cuba
On to Mexico!
Mexico was just newly discovered when Cortes was allowed to lead a small expedition to explore.  The Governor actually changed his mind and cancelled the expedition, but Cortes went anyway.  

With a few cannon, sixteen horsemen, and roughly 400 infantry soldiers, Cortes made for the Gulf coast. While there, Cortes then ordered his small fleet of ships burned to persuade those under his command to accept his authority.
Cortes did not want to explore, his goal was nothing less than the conquest of  Mexico. 
Cortes heard of a great empire run by people called the Aztecs.  The Aztecs had gained control over a large area by conquering their neighbors.   Cortes began to seek out native allies who hated to the Aztecs to ask them to join him. Cortes marched his troops along a route designed to recruit as many volunteers and supporters to the Spanish cause as possible. Cortes soon won their support.
Arriving at the Aztec capital

Cortes arrived on the outskirts of the Aztec capital city, called Tenochtitlan.  The Aztec people believed Cortes to be the descendent of the white-skinned god Quetzalcoatlin of Aztec religion. Aztec religion taught that Quetzalcoatlin had left Mexico hundreds of years earlier, but would return to reclaim his authority over the Aztecs. The Aztec Emperor, Moctezuma, saw Cortes' arrival as the return of their god and welcomed him warmly, presenting the Spaniards with gifts.
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After courteous meetings with Moctezuma, relations between the Spaniards and the Aztecs went bad. Cortes kidnapped Moctezuma and made him a prisoner. This stunned the Aztecs into surrender and the Aztecs began collecting treasure as ransom. 
In the meanwhile Cortes left the capital to engage a military expedition sent by the Cuban Governor who had sent an army to arrest Cortes. After stopping the forces sent by the Cuban Governor, Cortes returned to the Aztec capital; to find that his Spanish troops had massacred a crowd at a religious ceremony thus provoking a massive riot.
Cortes turned to his prisoner, Moctezuma, in hopes that the sight of their emperor would put down the riots. Unfortunately, Moctezuma was struck in the head by a stone and died three days later. 
Cortes' only option was to retreat. After regrouping, and with help from enemies of the Aztecs, the Spanish returned to surround the Aztec capital The Spanish and their allies blocked the city, denying the population food and water. An outbreak of smallpox killed many in the city. Cortes finally pushed his way into the city and destroyed all of the Aztec buildings so that hardly a trace of the city remained. 
