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EYEWITNESS DESCRIPTIONS
OF MESOAMERICAN SWORDS

“And it came to pass that thousands . . .
did take up their swords in the defence of
their freedom, that they might not
come into bondage.” (Alma 62:5)

Recent scholarship on Book of Mormon warfare sug-
gests that the Mesoamerican weapon, the macuahuitl,
fits the criteria for the Book of Mormon “sword.”! Recent
critics of this position have argued that the comparison is
faulty. The macuahuitl, they argue, was merely a club stud-
ded with obsidian. “Such flexible interpretations,” insists
one recent critic, “suggest a lack of methodological rigor
on the part of those already certain of the Book of
Mormon’s ancient historicity.”2 It is noteworthy that early
chroniclers of Mesoamerican culture such as Duran and
Clavijero unashamedly describe this weapon as a sword.
Modern Mesoamerican historians commonly use similar
terminology.3 In order to shed additional light on the
issue I have provided extracts from Spanish accounts of
those who encountered this weapon in battle. As these
examples clearly demonstrate, these witnesses almost
universally describe the macuahuitl as a “sword,” and in
some cases these same witnesses distinguish between sev-
eral kinds of swords.
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Christopher Columbus

The Admiral thanked God for having shown him in a
moment samples of all the goods of that country without
exertion or exposing his men to any danger. He ordered
such things to be taken as he judged most handsome and
valuable, such as . . . long wooden swords with a groove on
each side where the edge should be, in which cutting
edges of flint were fixed with thread and bitumen (these
swords cut naked men as if they were of steel).4

Bernal Diaz

Many bands of Indians came along the coast from the
town of Champoton, as it is called, wearing cotton
armour to the knees, and carrying bows and arrows,
lances and shields, swords which appeared to be two-handed,
slings and stones.

Then they attacked us hand to hand, some with lances
and some shooting arrows, and others with their two-
handed cutting swords.

They were carrying their usual weapons: bows, arrows,
lances of various sizes, some of which were as large as
ours; shields, swords single and double handed, and slings
and stones.

Then they attacked us with their two-handed cutting
swords.

When we met the enemy bands and companies, . . . they
were armed with large bows and arrows, spears and
shields, swords like our two-handed swords, and slings and
stones.

They carried two-handed swords, shields, lances, and
feather plumes. Their swords, which were as long as
broadswords, were made of flint which cut worse than a
knife, and the blades were so set that one could neither
break them nor pull them out.
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They put up so good a defence that they wounded some
of our horses with their swords and lances.

These Indians put up a good fight with their arrows and
fire-hardened darts, and did wonders with their two-
handed swords.

But the passage was very difficult, for the Indians’
shooting was extremely good, and they did us great
damage with their spears and broadswords.

We did not dare break our formations, however, for any
of our soldiers who was bold enough to break ranks and
pursue their swordmen or captains was immediately
wounded and in great danger.

While we were at grips with this great army and
their dreadful broadswords, many of the most powerful
among the enemy seem to have decided to capture a
horse. They began with a furious attack, and laid hands
on a good mare well trained both for sport and battle.
Her rider, Pedro de Moron, was a fine horseman; and as
he charged with three other horsemen into the enemy
ranks—they had been instructed to charge together for
mutual support—some of them seized his lance so that
he could not use it, and others slashed at him with their
broadswords, wounding him severely. Then they slashed
at his mare, cutting her head at the neck so that it only
hung by the skin. The mare fell dead, and if his mounted
comrades had not come to Moron’s rescue, he would
probably have been killed also.

Their swordsmen and spearmen pressed us hard, and
closed with us bravely, shouting and yelling as they
came.

Their charging swordsmen were repelled by stout thrusts
from our swords, and did not close in on us so often as in
the previous battle.

Then their swordsmen made a sudden attack on the
fourth side, in the positive certainty that they would be
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able to carry off some of our men for sacrifice. But God
provided otherwise.

Cortes gave them a mild answer. . . .“When I remember
seeing us surrounded by so many companies of the
enemy, and watching the play of their broadswords at
such close quarters, even now I am terrified. When they
killed the mare with a single sword-stroke we were
defeated and lost, and at that same moment I was more
aware of your matchless courage than ever before.”

Montezuma had two houses stocked with every sort
of weapon; many of them were richly adorned with gold
and precious stones. There were shields large and small,
and a sort of broadsword, and two-handed swords set with
flint blades that cut much better than our swords.

Then they described the weapons which the Mexicans
used: . . . flint-edged two-handed swords.

At a difficult pass they attacked us with their broad-
swords, killing two of our soldiers and one horse, and
wounding almost all the rest.

And the dogs fought back furiously, dealing us
wounds and death with their lances and their two-
handed swords.

The Tlascalans became like very lions. With their
swords, their two-handed blades, and other weapons
which they had just captured, they fought most val-
iantly and well.

Some of their captains carried scythe-like lances made
from the swords they had captured from us during the
slaughter on the causeway; others had long straight
gleaming lances, which were also made from captured
swords. Then there were archers and warriors with
double-headed javelins, and with slings and stones,
and their two-handed swords.

The soldier Olea had been badly wounded by three
sword-cuts and was losing blood.
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The ensigns waved their banners and standards, and all
carried bows and arrows, two-handed swords, javelins,
and spear-throwers. Some also had double-edged swords
and long or short lances.

The Mexicans had erected many barricades and ramparts,
so that it was impossible to cross except by swimming.
Whenever an attempt was made hosts of warriors were
waiting for our men with arrows and slings and their
various kinds of swords and lances.

Many Indians were attacking us, with swords captured
when Cortes was defeated or with flint-edged broad-
swords, trying to prevent us from rescuing the launch.?

Antonio de Solis y Rivadeneyra

They had likewise long Swords, which they used with
both Hands, as we do our Scimitars or Falchions, made
of Wood, in which they fixed sharp Flints.6

Andres de Tapia

As the Spaniards tried to capture one of them to find out
where they were from, the Indians with two blows of
their swords killed two horses, and also wounded two
Spaniards, and so defended themselves that not one of
them was taken alive.

The marqués ordered all the arms taken out of the arsenal
we have mentioned, which were bows and arrows,
spears and slings, and wooden swords with flint blades.
There were about five hundred cartloads, and he had
them burned.”

Juan Diaz

This Indian gave us signs of a place with many islands
where there were caravels and men like ourselves,
except they had large ears, and he said they had swords
and shields, and that there were many other provinces
there.8
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Hernan Cortes

Two horsemen who had gone on in front of me perceived
several Indians wearing the feathers which they are
accustomed to wear in time of war, together with swords
and shields.? '

They had neither arrows, darts nor stones with which to
resist us, and they were fighting against our allies armed
with swords and shields.10

Francisco de Auguilar

They used . . . cudgels and swords and a great many
bows and arrows. . . . One Indian at a single stroke cut
open the whole neck of Cristébal de Olid’s horse, killing
the horse. The Indian on the other side slashed at the
second horseman and the blow cut through the horse’s
pastern, whereupon this horse also fell dead.

As soon as this sentry gave the alarm, they all ran out
with their weapons to cut us off, following us with great
fury, shooting arrows, spears and stones, and wounding
us with their swords. Here many Spaniards fell, some
dead and some wounded, and others without any injury
who fainted away from fright.11

The Anonymous Conquistador

They have swords that are like broadswords, but their hilts
are not quite so long and are three fingers wide; they are
made of wood with grooves into which they fit hard
stone blades which cut like a Tolosa blade. One day an
Indian I saw in combat with a mounted horseman struck
the horse in the chest, cutting through to the inside and
killing the horse on the spot. On the same day I saw
another Indian give a horse a sword thrust in the neck
that laid the horse dead at his feet.

In another part they cut the stones for knives and swords,
which is something very interesting to see, and they also
make swords and shields.12
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Research by Matthew Roper, originally published in the
Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 5/1 (1996): 150-58; for
more information on Mesoamerican swords, see his “Swords and
‘Cimeters” in the Book of Mormon,” Journal of Book of
Mormon Studies 8/1 (1999): 34-43.
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