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This paper examines extracts relating primarily to the period 1636–

1638 on Taiwan, when the Spanish occupied up to two settlements 

on the northern tip of Taiwan, one of them being abandoned in 1637. 

These fragments have not previously been distributed in any widely 

available volume, nor have Spanish Franciscans, the protagonists of 

these excerpts, been the focus of any similar study. These fragments 

reveal fresh perspectives on Taiwan as a stepping stone between the 

Philippines, the Ryukyu islands, and mainland China, giving rare 

first-hand accounts of the perils of journeys to these places from 

Taiwan’s Spanish settlements in the 1630s. The extracts also reveal 

fresh aspects to Spanish relationships with Taiwan’s indigenous 

people. These descriptions add to arguments that the indigenous 

people had a significant influence on the departure of the Spanish 

from the island. The fragmentary details in these texts also give 

further evidence of the multinational exchange that took place during 

those years. To analyse these fragments, a thematic analysis places 

them at the centre of discussions, to explore what they add to existing 

knowledge about the settlements during those years. 
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1. Introduction 

Between the years 1626 and 1642, the Spanish occupied up to two 

sites in northern Taiwan, in Keelung and Tamsui, during what has 

been called their ‘mercantile intermezzo’ on the island (Heylen, 2012: 

12). Documents relating to this period have been anthologised, most 

notably in Borao Mateo’s Spanish and English-language Spaniards 

in Taiwan (Borao Mateo, 2002, 2014) and Lee Yu-chung’s Spanish 

and Mandarin-language A Compilation of Historical Materials 

Relating to Taiwan and Spain (Lee, 2008, 2013, 2015), with the 

former being used primarily in this paper. According to its 

introduction, by Ts’ao Yung-ho, the former work aims to present an 

‘exhaustive’ collection of Spanish documents (Borao Mateo, 2014: 

xii), relating particularly to the Spanish settlements on Taiwan. Ts’ao 

Yung-ho notes in addition, however, that there is an issue even with 

this most definitive of collections: ‘If scholars have to rely only in 

these materials they cannot satisfy the need for further studies’. The 

available source documents, as Ts’ao Yung-ho suggests, do not paint 

a complete picture of the Spanish period in Taiwan. 

Due to the existence of the Spanish settlements on Taiwan, however, 

some of the earliest documents describing the island and its 

indigenous people were created, particularly, in the Spanish case, in 

relation to its settlements on the northern tip of the island. As such, 

the Spanish documents, although fragmentary, add to the earliest 

documented history of the island, offering evidence for one of the 

first significant waves of colonisation in the modern history of the 

island and also giving us some early glimpses of its indigenous 



people at that crucial moment when colonisation processes, which 

would only build over the following centuries, began in earnest. 

Amongst the currently unearthed sources very few voices dominate, 

with two principal contributors being the missionaries Diego Aduarte 

and Jacinto Esquivel, with their reports and histories of the island, 

quoted throughout this paper. Other sources include second-hand 

reports, administrative lists and the official documents, written by the 

Philippines’ authorities or by the Spanish governors and officials on 

Taiwan, but there are notably few contributors giving contemporary, 

eye-witness accounts of life on the island. Other than those by 

Aduarte and Esquivel, some of the remaining significant 

contemporary contributions include a report by a missionary Teodoro 

de la Madre de Dios (de la Madre de Dios, 1639: 300) and the ‘self-

exonerating’ (Borao Mateo, 2014: xxv) letters of the last governor of 

the island Gonzalo Portillo as he gives up hope for the future of the 

settlement (Portillo, 1642: 372). Although not insignificant, these are 

considerably shorter than Aduarte and Esquivel’s contributions. 

In this light, any additional fragments, particularly fragments 

detailing daily life on Taiwan by eye-witnesses, can only add to the 

richness of the sources available about the Spanish in Taiwan. They 

offer, as Peel states with reference to missionary sources in particular, 

a point of view that is ‘close to the originating experience’ (Peel, 

1996), adding valuable depth and detail to the few sources that 

already exist. The sources, such as they are, contain only part of the 

story however. The indigenous peoples of Taiwan left no written 

record of their meetings with the Spanish, so any descriptions of the 

island, of the Spanish time on the island and their interaction with the 



people can only been seen through the lens of Spanish souces. 

Knowledge produced by the Spanish must be biased, as Jenco and 

Tremml-Werner state, referring to the issue of Spanish representation 

of the people they met: ‘This risks registering indigenous peoples 

only as objects of colonial intervention or reformation by a dominant 

(typically European) power.’ (Jenco & Tremml-Werner, 2021: 240) 

To account for this, as discussed in the following section, this paper 

actively challenges the version of truth created by the sources, not to 

discount them but to consider them from as broad an epistemelogical 

standpoint as possible. Due to the focus on Franciscan documents, 

the fragments are all written from the point of view of this particular 

group. Indeed, missionary documents dominate all of the doucuments 

about Spanish Taiwan. Missionary work was one of the main ways in 

which the Spanish justified their settlements on Taiwan to themselves, 

with missionary work on the island beginning almost immediately 

after the Spanish invaded, leading to the building of up to [???] 

churches in various villages until enthusiasm for the Taiwanese 

settlements began to wane back in the Philippines and missionary 

work tapered off, until the Spanish were ejected from the island by 

the Dutch, supported by the local indigenous people, in 1642. 

Methodology and Literature Overview 

This paper looks at a number of fragments which have not previously 

been anthologised outside religious archives. These fragments 

discuss the Franciscan missionaries who stayed on Taiwan between 

1632 and 1642, generally passing through as they travelled between 

the Spanish colony on the Philippines and mainland China. The 

Dominicans were the main group of missionaries to work on Taiwan 



(Andrade, 2009). Those two principal chroniclers of the Spanish on 

the island, for example, Diego Aduarte and Jacinto Esquivel, were 

both from that religious order. Franciscans took a lesser role on the 

island, but they nevertheless visited and worked on Taiwan. The 

Franciscan experience has not been the focus of any previous such 

studies relating to Taiwan. 

The additional fragments used in this paper were unearthed during 

explorations of one of the more overlooked archives with regards to 

sources: the Franciscan Ibero-Oriental Archive in Madrid, Spain. The 

sources used here may have previously been discounted because they 

are in a document which is primarily about mainland China, whereas 

research is often focussed on the seat of the Spanish empire in the 

area, the Philippines. The principal subject of the document is given 

in its full title: A relation of the journey to the kingdom of Great 

China, and of what happened during that mission, and of what I saw; 

for the honour and glory of God, our Lord, and of our sacred 

religion. Taken at the request of our provincial brother Fr Vicente 

Argent (hereafter: The Journey to China). Despite Fr Vicente Argent 

being named in the title, the document is signed by Francisco de 

Jesús Escalona who appears to be the main protagonist in the first-

person descriptions in the documents. 

Another reason why this document may have been overlooked is 

because it is contained in a volume whose principal language is Latin, 

its Latin title being Sinica Franciscana [Franciscan Chinese]. 

Although much of the text in the wider volume is Latin, the original 

language of the principal document referred to here is Spanish. 



The unearthed texts do not paint a complete picture of Spanish 

Taiwan. The fragmentary nature of these sources also means that 

they lack enough details for a traditional narrative history to be 

composed from them. Bearing these inherent limitations in mind, in 

order to give some structure and significance to the fragments, 

therefore, a thematic analysis, as proposed by Braun and Clarke 

(2006) was undertaken using the fragments. To put the analysis in a 

historical context, the thematic analysis took into account Robert 

Darnton’s version of cultural history as proposed in his work The 

Great Cat Massacre and Other Episodes in French Cultural History 

(Darnton, 2010). Darnton’s methodology is described here by Burke: 

‘[Darnton] places incidents in a series of contexts […]. In this way he 

[…] makes the incident a point of entry into a lost world’ (Burke, 

2008: 39). In the case of this paper, the ‘incidents’ can be seen in 

parallel with ‘themes’. As such these incidents/themes give us 

glimpses into the ‘lost world’ of Franciscan missionaries on Taiwan, 

in particular during the years 1636–1638. Nevertheless, it should be 

stressed that due the fragmentary nature of the sources, as Darnton 

states with reference to his field, he does not try to create ‘a single, 

seamless account of eighteenth century French culture,’ because, he 

adds that, in the past: ‘I do not believe that any such thing existed.’ 

(Darnton, 2010: xvii) 

Darnton has acknowledged the influence of anthropology, and Geertz 

in particular on his work (Darnton, 2010: xvii), and himself points 

out that his methodology has boundaries, stressing the need to 

‘deploy evidence in a manner that supports a compelling 

interpretation’, (Darnton, 2010: xvii) These comments appear to react 



to criticism of his methodology for being populist and unfocussed 

(Lane, 1985: 275). It is due to such criticism, and Darnton’s thoughts 

on the matter, that this paper uses the thematic analysis alongside 

Darnton’s cultural analysis, emphasising the ‘incident/ theme’ aspect 

of Darnton’s methodology, not least in order to give further structure 

to the placing of ‘incidents/themes’ in various contexts.  

The themes extracted from the fragments will be analysed alongside 

other Spanish sources, to place them in context. As such, for the 

purposes of this paper, the ‘new’ fragments and other already-extant 

source documents about Taiwan will delineate the limits of this 

analysis, in this way using the already-extant documents to highlight 

where these fragments add richness to the already anthologised 

sources. 

In order to investigate fragments as thoroughly as possible for the 

purposes of this paper, we will, as Eagleton states referring to 

Foucault, analyse the them with the assumption that the ‘facts’ that 

they contain cannot be as value-free as an empiricist might like to 

assume (Eagleton, 1996: 125). They all exist within a specifc context: 

that of a 17th century missionary. This will be the starting point of 

the analysis, particularly with regards to, as Munslow states ‘how 

societies [and particularly missionaries in our case] interpret, imagine, 

create, control, regulate and dispose of knowledge, especially 

through the claims of disciplines to truth, authority and certainty’ 

(Munslow, 1997: 134). 

The title of this paper states that it is an attempt to ‘contextualise’ the 

fragments that have been unearthed. The context, in this case, is the 

descriptions of Spanish Taiwan contained in the sources and in 



researchers’ interpretation of those sources. In this light, the context 

of the Spanish in the Pacificfor example, is delineated in a work such 

as The Spanish Lake (Spate, 2004), which examined early Spanish 

exploration of hte Pacific, leading to the colonisation of the 

Philippines and, eventually, the attempted colonisation of Taiwan. 

The Spanish empire’s putative attempts to settle Taiwan is described 

and defined in a work such as Tonio Andrade’s How Taiwan Became 

Chinese (Andrade, 2009) which contains two chapters summarising 

the Spanish time on the island, focusing particularly on the 

coloniser’s point of view. Borao Mateo, the principal anthologist of 

Spanish sources, also wrote a comprehensive monograph on Spanish 

Taiwan, approaching the subject from many angles in The Spanish 

Experience in Taiwan (Borao Mateo, 2009). He has published papers 

on the subject such as The aborigines of northern Taiwan according 

to 17th century Spanish sources (Borao Mateo, 1993), Observaciones 

sobre traductores y traducciones en la fronteral cultural del mar de 

la China [Observations about translators and translations on the 

cultural frontier of the China seas] (Borao, 2005) and Contextualising 

the Pampangos (and Cagayano) soldiers in the Spanish fortress in 

Taiwan (Borao Mateo, 2013). Before these works were published, 

the definitive volume on the subject was Álvarez’s Formosa: 

geográfica e históricamente considerada [Formosa: Considered 

Geographically and Historically] (Álvarez, 1930), the gap between 

these principal accounts of Spanish Taiwan in themselves revealling 

the paucity of studies on the subject. 

Those are the principal narrative accounts and analyses of Spanish 

Taiwan as a whole, and they, in turn, refer back to the same limited 



set of source documents that has been well defined for many decades, 

particularly since they were anthologised in Borao Mateo’s 

Spaniards in Taiwan. Since that attempt to create a definitive 

collection of sources was published, further source documents have, 

however, been unearthed which have added to our knowledge of the 

Spanish and Taiwan during the 16th and 17th century. Not least, two 

images of Taiwanese indigenous people from the late 16th century  

have been noted in a document referred to as The Boxer Codex 

(Souza & Turley, 2016), the Taiwanese aspect of this document 

having been analysed by Chen (2013). With Borao Mateo having 

focused on the Spanish sources, and particularly on the Spanish 

settlements on themselves, other researchers have looked further 

afield in their investigations to find fresh perspectives the Spanish 

and Taiwan. For example, Fang, in papers such as Linen Export of 

the Chinese Southeast Coast and Taiwan in the Mid and Late 17th 

Century (2010) and Naufragio, colonización y comercio: relaciones 

entre Filipinas y Taiwán en los siglos XVI y XVII [Shipwrecks, 

Colonisation and Commerce: Relations between the Philippines and 

Taiwan in the 16th and 17th Centuries], moved the timeframe away 

from the 1626–1642 dates of the settlement on Taiwan itself to find 

out further information about Taiwanese relations with the Spanish 

colonies on the Philippines throughout the 16th and 17th centuries. 

Lee (2006) looked towards the Philippines to deepen our knowledge 

of the Spanish settlements in Taiwan, using colonial buildings on the 

Philippines to suggest, for example how the buildings of the Spanish 

settlement could have looked. Archaeological work by Berrocal and 

colleagues on the site of Keelung’s Spanish settlement has also added 

depth to our historic knowledge of the area (Berrocal et al., 2018). It 



is notable, however, that amidst these wide-ranging studies, since 

Borao Mateo published his compilation of documents, no further 

sources have been published referring to the time of the Spanish 

settlements specifically, nor have there been any new first-hand 

accounts of events, close to that ‘originating experience’, describing 

life on the island. The fragments explored in this paper therefore 

supplement this context, which we will delineate in more detail later 

in this paper. 

1636–1638 on Taiwan 

The principal events in these fragments take place between 1636 and 

1638, although other years are mentioned. The 1626–1642 Spanish 

settlements on Taiwan were brief, so it can be argued that any 

specific years during these 16 years were significant. However, the 

1636–1638 brief period is particularly consequential and source 

documents about this period are disappointingly spare. In Borao 

Mateo’s compilation of documents, 1636 begins the section 

described as ‘The Decline (1636–1641)’ (Borao Mateo, 2014: lvi). 

By 1633 those principal chroniclers of Spanish Taiwan, the 

missionaries Esquivel and Aduarte, had both left the island, with the 

former dying during an attack on his way to Japan in 1633 (Ocio & 

Neira, 2000: 138), and Aduarte dying in the Philippines in 1636 at 

the age of 67 (Ocio & Neira, 2000: 64). They had both spoken about 

the potential of Taiwan in their documents, but, by 1636, the Spanish 

had been on Taiwan for ten years, both these principal advocates had 

died, optimism was waning, and detailed descriptions of life on the 

island became much more sparse. 



The main events in the documents as compiled in Spaniard in 

Taiwan during 1636 and 1638 began in 1636 with the death of two 

missionaries, Váez and Muro, at the hands of groups of indigenous 

people in separate incidents in the second Spanish settlement at 

Tamsui. This settlement was, at this time, only one year away from 

being abandoned. Váez’s death in particular is much analysed (Chen, 

2013; Kang, 2006; Liu, 2010) not least because Aduarte’s account of 

the event is perhaps the most concrete description of the local people 

initially appearing to be friendly but then turning against the Spanish. 

Muro was also killed soon after, during an attempt to reconcile with 

the local people after his predecessor’s death. 

As mentioned, in 1637, Sebastián Hurtado de Corcuera, the 

Philippines’ governor, in a letter to Taiwan’s governor, ordered the 

destruction of the Tamsui settlement: ‘Bring the artillery from the 

said fort of Tamchuy [Tamsui] to the island’s main fortress [in 

Keelung], ordering the destruction of the natives and of the 

abovementioned [Tamsui] fortification. Set the wood [the wooden 

constructions] afire so that nothing may be left for the natives or 

other enemies to use’ (Hurtado de Corcuera, 1637: 272). It is clear 

that few officials on the Philippines saw any reason to maintain any 

settlements on Taiwan, as illustrated in a document gathering 

together opinions from high-ranking men about the future of the 

settlements: ‘Experience shows that the post in Isla Hermosa [Taiwan] 

is of little or no benefit to His Majesty, and that the exorbitant 

amount that is continually spent on the ships, people, provisions and 

money offer no considerable gain’ (N/A, 1637: 268). 



Nevertheless, around this time there is some positive news about the 

Spanish settlements, at least from a Spanish perspective. After 

leaving his post as the governor of Taiwan in 1635 Alonso García 

Romero stated: ‘I […] subjected the natives in the vicinity to our 

power, an accomplishment that my predecessors had not achieved in 

eight years. Over a thousand converted to Christianity; the other 

towns asked for priests […] and the commerce, my lord, I established 

in a way that […] cloth and silk of all types were put to use in two 

years’ (García Romero, 1636: 258). This relatively rare positive news 

about the Spanish settlements is corroborated by a missionary, 

Teodoro de la Madre de Dios, in his 1639 letter to his superiors in 

Manila: ‘During the time of Sergeant Major Alonso García Romero, 

the natives and sangleys were well treated and the land was 

prosperous’ (de la Madre de Dios, 1639: 302). 

One 1638 letter between the crown’s accountant on Taiwan and the 

governor of the Philippines, contains descriptions of life on the island 

at the end of this 1636–1638 period. Despite beginning with positive 

news about the latest governor (‘Your Lordship could not have sent a 

better man than Sergeant Major Pedro Palomino to manage the things 

the way they are now’ (de Herrera, 1638)) the letter soon descends 

into defensive denunciations of a missionary who excommunicated 

the governor when he would not do as the missionary requested, 

adding ‘I believe that Your Lordship will be told about some of these 

matters. You will see how each person exaggerates his complaint’ 

(de Herrera, 1638 p. 286). The governor, Pedro Palomino himself, 

alludes to these events in his own 1638 letter to the Philippines’ 

governor, stating: ‘God knows what I have gone through. Your 



Lordship understands how it is to quarrel with members of religious 

orders when they want to have their way’ (Palomino, 1638: 290). The 

accountant, in his letter eventually points to a the severe financial 

issues in the settlements: ‘financial aid fell extremely short’ (de 

Herrera, 1638:286). Despite de la Madre de Dios’ optimistic 

assertions about a prosperous land and well-treated natives, in that 

short period missionaries had been killed, one settlement was 

dismantled, there were squabbles between the Spanish and the 

financial situation was poor: it was clear that the Spanish settlements’ 

best days, such as they were, had passed. 

There is one final quotation from Borao Mateo’s collection of 

sources which links these years to the fragments we are going to 

discuss. Although it has not generally been commented, the years 

1636–1638 appear to have been amongst the years of most 

significant Spanish interchange between Spanish Taiwan and 

mainland China. Until that point, Portuguese Macau had been one of 

the principal entry points of Spaniards into mainland China, as is also 

mentioned in the following quotation. These words, written by the 

governor Pedro Palomino, allude to people and events related to 

Taiwan as that aforementioned stepping stone into China. 

Two of the order of St Francis came from China. When the 

sampan returned, another (priest) left because they can easily 

go. And on 26 September this year [1638], as I began to 

write this letter, a sampan from China came with four friars 

on board: two Dominicans and two Franciscans. They were 

fleeing from China because there is much persecution there. 

They were so battered by whips and clubs that they arrived 



more dead than alive. I trust that God will restore them to 

health. Their names are Fr Juan de San Marcos, Fr Onofre de 

Jesús, Fr Pedro de Chaves, and another named Fr Antonio de 

la Torre, who entered China through Macao. (Palomino, 

1638: 290) 

Introducing the fragments 

Taiwan during the time of the Spanish settlement is often 

characterised as a ‘stepping stone’. For example: ‘Taiwan is located 

where the sea current of Eastern Asia gather north and south at the 

Tropic of Cancer, it is a prime cultural exchange and transfer region, 

a stepping stone between Northeast Asia, Southeast Asia, and the 

Pacific’ (Blundell, 2009: 405). Referencing other researchers, 

Berrocal links this ‘stepping stone’ role specifically to trade over 

many centuries: ‘Taiwan had been part of the East Asian and 

Southeast Asian trade systems since the early tenth century (Liu and 

Wang 2017; Sakai 2015)’ (Berrocal et al., 2018). Taiwan has also 

been portrayed specifically as a ‘stepping stone’ for missionaries on 

their way to Japan and China: ‘Unlike secular officials, [Spanish 

missionaries] were devoted to Formosa [Taiwan], which they saw as 

a steppingstone toward the spiritual conquest of China and Japan’ 

(Andrade, 2009). Missionaries at the time explicitly described 

Taiwan in these terms: ‘There is a great need for good preachers of 

the Gospel. Isla Hermosa [Taiwan] is perfect for this purpose, as it is 

a close neighbor of the Great China, and located a short distance 

from Japan’ (Aduarte, 1640a: 209). 



Despite this clear conclusion, few if any first-hand examples of this 

Taiwanese role in the Spanish context have been widely published. 

The fragments here, however, give direct evidence of Taiwan’s 17th 

century role in this regard, constructing it not just as a place being 

colonised by the Spanish, but also as: ‘an entrepot for trade and the 

gateway for missionaries to China and Japan’ (Borao Mateo, 2014: 

xi). The fragments analysed in this paper contain some of the earliest 

first-hand accounts of people sailing from a Spanish settlement on 

Taiwan to the Ryukyu islands, to mainland China, and to the 

Philippines, along the way giving glimpses of the perils of Taiwan’s 

seas at the time. 

One of the most significant episodes in the fragments depicts the 

poor relations between the Spanish and the indigenous people in the 

area of Keelung in 1636. Initially, this appears to be a rather 

gruesome description by a censorious missionary. However, a close 

analysis of the event’s context, looking at it particularly through the 

lens of Foucauldian power play (O’Farrell, 2013: 170), sheds further 

light on the relationship between the Spanish and the indigenous 

people of Taiwan at this significant point in the history of the 

settlement. 

Finally, Spanish documents previously anthologised occasionally 

glance at the relations between the Spanish and mainland Chinese 

traders, known in Spanish documents as sangleys. Whereas in the 

widely published source documents they are almost always 

mentioned collectively, in these fragments there is a rare example of 

interaction between a Spaniard and a specific person from mainland 



China, allowing us to give more focus to the relations and the roles of 

both groups of people. 

All of the fragments here are taken from the volume Franciscan 

Chinese, volume II, which contains numerous source documents in 

Spanish with Latin prologues. The full fragments are in the Appendix 

to this paper. As well as the fragments from the document The 

Journey to China (see: Appendix fragments 1–4) there are three 

additional extracts of note in Franciscan Chinese with regards to 

Taiwan. One is from 1632, the second is from 1634 and the third is a 

biographical detail referring to the years 1635–1637 (see: Appendix 

fragments 5–7). The first two extracts add intriguing details to our 

current knowledge, but they only appear in a Latin prologue to a set 

of letters. The prologue summarises Franciscan history, but as such 

cannot perhaps be considered a primary source. The third detail 

appears as a biographical footnote to The Journey to China. This 

footnote is also in Latin, and also possibly cannot be said to be a 

primary source. As well as adding to the information given here, 

these three fragments offer hints for possible avenues of further 

investigation. 

From The Journey to China (Appendix fragments 1–4): 

1636: This year contains the richest set of events, which involve 

details on life on Taiwan, an attempted voyage to the Ryukyu islands, 

conflict with indigenous people, followed by a perilous trip to the 

Chinese mainland. 

1638: A missionary escapes to Taiwan after being attacked on 

mainland China. 



1638–1642: Further fragments contain details about journeys 

between mainland China and Taiwan. In China, a Chinese trader 

saves the life of a missionary who had helped him on Taiwan. 

Three Additional Fragments (Appendix fragments 5– 7): 

1632: Missionaries are sent from the Philippines to Taiwan before 

going to China. 

1634: Returning from Taiwan to Manila, a Spanish ship is 

shipwrecked in a storm. Its men are captured by the Dutch. 

1635–1637: A Portuguese missionary lives on Taiwan. 

2. Taiwan and the dangers of the sea 

One striking aspect of the fragments, despite their brevity, is the 

quantity of journeys they contain both to and from Taiwan. In total 

there are 11 specific journeys mentioned, and although some may 

overlap, other journeys can also be implied. 

The journeys in these brief fragments highlight that role of Taiwan as 

a stepping stone during those years, not least because the journeys are 

not just between Taiwan and the Philippines; nor do they only 

involve Spanish missionaries. Various numbers of men, missionaries, 

soldiers, Spanish and Chinese, participate in these journeys. These 

include including a boat containing two men escaping mainland 

China to find refuge in Taiwan’s Spanish settlements, another 

journey from Taiwan to mainland China takes place in a vessel 

skippered by Chinese men, with missionaries cowering below decks 

as they are attacked by pirates, while a third journey involves a small 



ship of soldiers and a missionary leaving Keelung for Manila only to 

be captured by the Dutch after bad weather leaves them drifting. 

One of the key journeys in these fragments is a failed attempt to 

reach the Ryukyu islands. This perilous voyage took place in 1636: 

We sailed along a current that would in a short time lead to 

Japan’s Lequios [Ryukyu islands], it being possible to see, 

together with Santiago [The Spanish settlement in Keelung, 

Taiwan], the land within the island, when there was such a 

wind and storm that those who were taking us did not want to 

continue ahead, even though one of the religious men was of 

such fervid spirit that he insisted, saying that no-one should 

go back and that we should wait to continue the journey, that 

the merchants risked their lives for mere material goods, so 

why should we, for eternal rewards, not persevere even 

though we should lose what was material? Our Father is a 

merchant – why not use our souls to such a good example? 

But, due to the bad weather, and moreover our inability, we 

returned to Hermosa island [Taiwan] (Appendix: 4). 

In this case, the missionaries are forced to return to the Spanish 

settlement on Taiwan. This account, brief but vivid, is perhaps the 

only first-hand account of the Spanish attempting such a journey 

from to the Ryukyu islands during those years. It is also interesting to 

note the mention of merchants, and the possible allusion to this 

voyage between Taiwan and these neighbouring islands being part of 

a trade route, involving a known sea current, in that phrase ‘the 

merchants risked their lives’, shedding light on an underexplored 

aspect to life in northern Taiwan in the early 1600s. 



The most detailed account of a journey in these fragments covers a 

successful attempt by the same writer to sail between Taiwan and 

mainland China. The missionaries involved do make it to the 

mainland, in another vivid account, which is perhaps the only first-

hand Spanish account of a journey from this era. This fragment 

explicitly describes the dangers en route: 

Along the way, our Lord challenged and rewarded us with 

trials, of storms of the sea and the weather, and due these 

were born others amongst the Chinese sailors who took us. 

They turned against us, saying that we were so evil that the 

sea and the sky – and thieves – all rose against them because 

we were with them. We were closed up in the hatch, and they 

passed by, spitting at us and insulting us, nevertheless we 

gave our thanks to God, left alone by his holy will. 

(Appendix: 4) 

The Chinese men take the missionaries to China, but soon turn on the 

Europeans, blaming them for the bad weather and other ever-present 

dangers. Although these details are from the missionary’s point of 

view, it is clear in the following passage that the Chinese themselves 

are the victims of pirates: 

A boat of Chinese thieves approached us, and we only 

escaped due to God’s mercy. The Chinese were desperate, 

throwing almost all they had into the sea in order to catch the 

windward gusts and escape. And that is what they did, 

dishevelled and calling out to their idols; but the Lord 

showed his great mercy and with other indescribable trials 



we managed to touch land in China and Focheu, passing an 

infinity of boats without any harm. (Appendix: 4) 

Lest we forget the point of view of the protagonist here, it is notable 

that although the ‘desperate’ Chinese throw everything they can into 

the sea while ‘calling out to their idols’, it is the missionary’s ‘Lord’ 

who is thanked for his eventual arrival on the mainland. 

The third journey involves a missionary escaping the mainland for 

Taiwan, in 1638: 

When the bailiffs saw how ill I was, unable to take a step 

forward either on foot or horseback, and worst of all, being 

left by them with not even a real, they decided as secretly as 

possible to put me in a boat and send me to Hermosa island 

[Taiwan], because they knew they would have to leave me 

dying on a bank. Brother Fr Onofre, seeing me dying in the 

boat, escaped as he could, and at night he went where I was 

and, raising sails, he accompanied me to Hermosa island. […] 

In the month of April [1638] he [God] brought me to this 

Hermosa island half dead. (Appendix: 5) 

Although there are fewer details here than in the previous quotation, 

the journey here seems to involve a small sailboat and no other men 

than the two missionaries. Two further fragments document the 

return of Fr Onofre to China after leaving the protagonist on Taiwan, 

and then himself returning to Taiwan just two months later. Despite 

the abovementioned dangers, such to-ing and fro-ing alludes to the 

relative ease of trips between the mainland and Taiwan. 



The remaining principal journey, in contrast, shows the difficulties of 

the journey the Spanish settlements on Taiwan to the Philippines. 

This journey is mentioned in the prologue to a separate set of 

documents in Franciscan Chinese, as mentioned previously. The 

prologue quotes a primary source (and offers an opportunity for 

further research). It refers to a dramatic event involving the Dutch 

and, most probably, their settlement on southwestern Taiwan. This 

journey began in February 1636, when a missionary, father Antonio, 

the third-person protagonist of this passage, was sailing in a small 

ship with soldiers from Taiwan to Manila. Along the way, however 

there are severe storms: 

On the first night, however, the winds howled and a great 

storm began, the boat was completely wrecked. The boat, 

which was only small, was broken open on both sides, so that 

it was necessary to use ropes to pull it together so that it 

would not completely split apart. […] During all of that day 

it was impossible to find relief for the boat, which, due to the 

weight of the mast was shaken continually and almost 

drowned by the huge waves. Therefore, the sailors cut down 

the mast with their axes, and it fell into the sea. The storms 

did not abate and were almost constant. […] The half-open 

boat, without a keel, without a mast, without sails, was 

driven by the storm on rough waves, until it reached a certain 

port of the Belgian-Dutch, who threw the soldiers and the 

Franciscan into a sort of deep dungeon, and all but buried 

them alive there. 



The next morning, when the Franciscan was brought out 

alone, putting him in front of two of their heretical leaders, 

either to debate with them or to be imprisoned and 

condemned by these heretics. [...] Hurling insulting words at 

the Franciscan, they drove him away as quickly as possible, 

and the next day they put him in a ship, which had already 

been unloaded, and took him to Batavia, near Malacca, 

where they landed in a certain large prison. With more than 

300 people, moors, gentiles, heretics, and a few good 

Christians, the Franciscan, and the soldiers lay bound with 

iron chains. (Appendix: 2) 

This quotation brings in another aspect of the Spanish settlements’ 

relationship with the outside world. We have already witnessed 

pirates and have seen storms on the way to the Ryukyu islands and to 

mainland China. Here there are more storms are on the way to 

Manila, but there is one further peril on this particular route: the 

Dutch. The threat that the Dutch pose towards the Spanish it deftly 

illustrated in this quotation, when, after barely surviving their 

shipwreck, the Spanish soldiers and missionary are unceremoniously 

thrown into prison and are then deported to the principal Dutch 

settlement in the area: Batavia, the colony at today’s Jakarta, 

Indonesia. 

Bad weather is not unique in Spanish documents referring to Taiwan, 

with the first documents in Borao Mateo’s Spaniards in Taiwan, for 

example, relating the results of a 1582 shipwreck on Taiwan after a 

typhoon and further inclement weather (Borao Mateo, 2014: 3). 

Nevertheless, these fragments give specific examples of the influence 



of the weather during the peak time of Spanish transport to and from 

Taiwan. Moreover, these fragments contain unique first-person 

examples of trips from Taiwan to the Ryukyu islands and mainland 

China during these times, along with rare concrete examples of 

piracy taking place and of the Dutch capturing and imprisoning the 

Spanish travelling from Taiwan. All together, they help to place 

Taiwan in its wider context at the times, facing outwards to its 

nearest neighbours, a role which will be explored further in the next 

section. 

3. The roles and the relationships of Taiwan 

We have examined the wide-ranging journeys documented in these 

few fragments, and the perils they involved, placing the Spanish 

settlements in Taiwan at the centre of their 17th century Asia-Pacific 

ambit. In this way we have already, for example, shown how the 

fragments add to our understanding of Taiwan as a stepping stone 

during the years of the Spanish settlement. 

As noted, 1636–1638 was a period when, colonially and militarily, 

the failure of the Spanish settlements – from the Spanish point of 

view – began to crystalise. The Spanish empire’s attempt to assert its 

power over Taiwan was failing, but, during these years the Spanish 

settlements are nevertheless constructed in the Franciscan fragments 

as more than just a stepping stone or a military endeavour. It is 

constructed as a place of trade, learning, and even as a place of 

refuge, perhaps reflecting the last gasps of an attempt for Spanish 

Taiwan to find its raison d’etre. 



One aspect of Taiwan’s role during those times that has not been 

commented upon is reflected in the first the fragments examined here. 

It appears in a post script to the main body of The Journey to China 

and was written by father Alenda, who was the protagonist here 

(Appendix: 5). The incident refers to that escape from mainland 

China to Taiwan previously mentioned. Father Alenda was, in his 

own words, ‘half dead’ as his colleague father Onofre, joined him on 

the voyage to Taiwan in a small sailboat. 

Father Alenda goes on to make it clear that it is very likely that he 

‘would already be dead’ (Appendix: 5) if it had not been for the aid 

he received on Taiwan. However, Alenda then goes one step further, 

stating: ‘May our brothers see how important this house is for such 

occasions, even though the devil insists that it is of little importance, 

for the love of God may our brothers not lose heart from such things: 

with beginnings come difficulties’. Although the events here took 

place around Easter 1638 it is unclear when the comments were 

written about the events. Nevertheless, by insisting that Taiwan was 

valuable as a place of aid on ‘such occasions’, he alludes to the 

waning interest in Taiwan and the slow demise of its Spanish 

settlements. At this time it was left to missionaries, such as Alenda in 

this case, to insist on their value, despite the ‘devil’s’ contention that 

it was worthless. The notion of conquering the north of the island 

seems to be set aside, rather, here, the missionary just asks that the 

‘house’ be maintained as a place of refuge for those escaping the 

mainland: ‘May religious men come to this island. I have brought 

books, a teacher, and what is needed for the language’. The use of 

Taiwan as a place to escape and recover from problems on the 



mainland is an early example of a role for Taiwan which resonates 

down the years. 

Another aspect to the previous quotation links to the next rarely 

mentioned role of Taiwan during those times: as a place of learning. 

Although such a role, and indeed any role involving the Spanish, 

exists within the context of colonisation directly or indirectly, the 

role of Taiwan with regards to learning is quite specific in the 

Franciscan fragments. Language learning for the Spanish was always 

a key issue on Taiwan, with linguistic issues often arising in 

documents describing life on the island, as alluded to by Aduarte, for 

example. Language learning, Aduarte states, was ‘The first and the 

most difficult part of the task of conversion’ (Aduarte, 1632: 191). In 

a separate quotation about the early days of missionary work on 

Taiwan, Aduarte adds: ‘Our priests experienced their most arduous 

ministry, learning a new and extraordinary language, without 

grammar or vocabulary […] At that time, the task was dry and barren’ 

(Aduarte, 1640b: 219). 

Language learning for the Franciscans plays a key part in the island’s 

role as a stepping stone towards the mainland. Two quotations from 

the fragments confirm this. The first is from 1632: ‘Father Antonio, 

having already received the letters of obedience for the Japanese 

mission, along with father Francisco [...] was sent to the island of 

Formosa [Taiwan], so that they could both learn the Chinese 

language there, taught by the Dominican fathers’ (Appendix: 1). The 

second quotation refers to that principal group of Franciscan 

missionaries who attempted a trip to the Ryukyu islands before 

heading to mainland China. From 1636: ‘The rest of us stayed 



studying the language with the Dominican fathers in the location of 

Quimaurri’ (Appendix: 4). The specific languages being taught here 

are not mentioned in detail, but as they were heading to today’s 

Fujian and to the Ryukyu islands, and were living on a linguistically 

diverse island (Blundell, 2009: 71–72), it is clear that many language 

choices would have to be made. 

This variety of languages hints at international exchange that took 

place in Taiwan at the time, as confirmed in the Franciscan fragments. 

Such exchange can be noted in previously published sources, with 

the following quote succinctly illustrating this phenomenon. This 

episode, in Tamsui in 1632, was written by Aduarte: 

[The presence of our soldiers] would prevent those natives 

from slaughtering people who are shipwrecked near their 

ports, as what happened this year (1632) to a sampan of the 

Crown that sailed from here to Manila during the Holy Week. 

There were around 80 people in the boat: Spaniards, sangleys 

and Japanese, whom they all put to the knife. Then, to punish 

them, about 30 Spaniards and some Cagayan natives burned 

up to seven small hamlets, killing in the process 10 or 12 

natives. (Aduarte, 1632: 163) 

While at first glance it is the violence of the events that stands out 

here, a further look reveals a notably multinational picture of the 

Tamsui area at the time. Five groups of people are directly mentioned 

in total, which includes the indigenous people of Taiwan, the Spanish, 

the Chinese, the Japanese, and another often overlooked group with a 

presence on the island at that time, Philippines indigenous people 

(‘Cagayans’). 



The Franciscan fragments here add further nationalities to this mix. 

We have previously mentioned the allusion to the trade that took 

place with the Ryukyu islands. There is one further nationality, 

however, in the guise of a Portuguese missionary who stayed on the 

island 1635–1637 (Appendix: 3). This brief mention of Pedro de 

Chaves’ nationality, and his two year stay on the island, all point 

towards a Portuguese history of Taiwan. The relationship is most 

notable in the island’s first European name – Formosa, the 

Portuguese word for beautiful – but there are also part of those early 

Portuguese accounts of a shipwreck on Taiwan in 1582 (for example, 

Pirez, Undated: 12). 

The mention of the sangleys in the previous quotation is quite typical 

of discussions of the Chinese traders who visited Taiwan at the time. 

They are mostly treated as a generic group, principally participating 

trade, for example: ‘There is another sulphur mine in Taparri, where 

the natives used to get huge quantities to sell to the sangleys before 

the arrival of the Spaniard’ (Esquivel, 1632b: 168). In the Franciscan 

fragments, however, we have a rare example of a trader’s direct 

interaction with a Spanish missionary. The following curious episode 

takes place on mainland China but hinges on the detail that the 

sangley and the Franciscan missionary met on Taiwan: 

It happened to this same religious man that when he was 

heading, captive, from the town of Nintehiem to the city of 

Focheu, that an old sangley, of medium aspect, while on 

Hermosa island [Taiwan], pleaded for brother Fr Onofre to 

intercede during a dispute, which he did, and which helped 

him a lot. The said sangley, who was travelling seated, 



seeing that the fathers were captive, got down and made 

brother Fr Onofre get on in gratitude for the said intercession. 

(Appendix: 7) 

This is all we know about this event, but the implication is that the 

sangley rescues the captive missionary by letting him enter his 

vehicle, because the latter had previously interceded during a dispute 

on Taiwan. There are other rare examples of such sangleys as 

individuals being discussed by the Spanish, not least in the case of 

Icoa, a sangley mentioned by the governor Portillo in a letter (Portillo, 

1641: 331)), but this case of mutual help between a sangley and a 

missionary alludes to a friendly relationship between the two groups 

specifically because of the Taiwan connection. 

Amidst all the non-Taiwanese nationalities, one of the most 

significant of the Franciscan fragments contains an episode which 

discusses the relationship between missionaries and the indigenous 

people of the island, particularly in the area neighbouring the main 

Spanish settlement, an indigenous settlement called Quimaurri. 

Missionaries’ relationships with indigenous people are, by definition, 

very important to them: converting the locals is amongst the principal 

reasons for their stay on the island. The success or failure of 

missionary work on Taiwan was crucial to the development or the 

demise of the settlement from its earliest days, and is subject to 

constant comment in the source documents. 

We have already quoted Governor Alonso García Romero stating in 

1936 that ‘over a thousand converted to Christianity’. Contrast this, 

however, with a statement from that 1637: ‘As regards the 

conversion of these natives to the Catholic religion, their numbers 



had been so low that they hardly reached a hundred, without counting 

their own children’ (N/A, 1637: 263). 

Even after the settlement was abandoned, the debate continued 

during a trial of the Philippines governor over its loss. Regarding the 

conversion of indigenous people – one of many issues considered – 

the prosecution and the defence put forward opposing points of view 

for comment by witnesses: The prosecution: ‘The Catholic religion 

lost over 1,800 souls who had received religious instruction from the 

fathers of St Dominic and St Francis’. The defence: ‘Contrary to 

what was expected, there was neither conversion to the faith among 

the natives nor trade with the sangleys’. Corcuera, the governor of 

the Philippines at the time, was eventually convicted on a total of 59 

charges, and was fined and sent to prison for five and a half years. 

Although this may add weight to the prosecution’s point of view, the 

complexities of the case are reflected in Corcuera’s eventual pardon 

(Borao Mateo, 2014: xiii–xiv). 

The Franciscan fragment that follows, therefore, is particularly 

interesting because it adds further depth to our understanding of the 

relationship between indigenous people and the Spanish missionaries 

in 1636, at that crucial moment in the settlement’s history when its 

biggest advocates, those optimists Esquivel and Aduarte, were long 

gone (in 1632) and Corcuera was about to announce the 

abandonment of Tamsui (in 1637). 

From there F. Fr Juan García and I, under orders, went to the 

locality of Santiago [the Spanish settlement on Keelung], and 

administered the doctrine of the Dominican fathers. And the 

two of us having been there some time, the said father 



admonished and reprimanded the indians on various 

occasions, telling them to take away some 14 heads on sticks 

from the front of the church and other parts of indians that 

they had killed in other places, which had led to great dances 

and drunkenness, of both Christians and the unfaithful. 

(Appendix: 4) 

As this anecdote begins, the protagonist is in Quimaurri, working 

with the Dominicans. That work is not going well. Father Juan 

García has ‘admonished’ the indigenous people a number of times. 

Nonetheless, this display of heads on sticks in front of the church 

stands out as a particularly potent gesture of disdain towards the 

priests. 

F. Fr Juan García and I having agreed to go and end those 

superstitions and drunken binges, the prelates called F. Fr 

Juan to the island, and although I remained alone I did not 

waver, rather I did what we had agreed for the honour and 

glory of God. (Appendix: 4) 

The protagonist is left alone in Quimaurri. He goes into detail about 

these ‘superstitions’: 

And it is the case that those indians have the ancient and 

celebrated custom of going at night to other villages of 

enemies and cutting off their heads, and he who has most 

success, having cut off most heads, hands or feet, etc, he is 

the most noble and brave, etc. And bringing the heads to the 

village, for each one they create a fictitious body of board, 

putting on it the head and, after making a hole in the crown, 



placing a small flag, which is always waving in the slightest 

breeze. And the happiness and contentment of the village 

consists in looking at those heads in the mornings, taking 

pleasure in refreshing the memories of their wickedness, and 

each month they dance around them and they get drunk, even 

making drunk those who do not want to, and the women even 

more, the devil shows great ingenuity with them, many being 

the offences against God that are committed. (Appendix: 4) 

The protagonist constructs this anecdote in many ways which we 

might expect. He points out any gruesome details he can find, 

emphasising their depravity, pitting ‘the honour and glory of God’ 

against the ‘superstitions and drunken binges’ of the local people and, 

almost inevitably, bringing the devil into the battle. Having described 

the problem, the missionary constructs himself as the solution: 

And I, to rid myself of the pain by which the Majesty of God 

is so offended, and of seeing the bestiality and blindness of 

those miserable people, with no care for my life, at night I 

went and I removed 14 statues of heads, some fictitious, 

some real, hands, feet, and other members. I toppled and 

broke up the painted boards of men, I broke the flags and 

dolum et aram evert [overthrew the altar]. In the morning, 

when they noticed the heads were missing, they knew I was 

behind it, and though angered they did not kill me. 

(Appendix: 4) 

Passages which focus on ‘superstitions’ in opposition to a 

missionary’s beliefs are not rare in missionary documents from this 

period, but, in Spanish Taiwan, they are only found in this detail in 



the documents of those principal chroniclers and advocates of 

Spanish Taiwan, Esquivel and Aduarte. In describing such events, 

these missionaries are fulfilling their duties. This scene in particular 

constructs the missionary as the brave hero, risking his life, fighting 

against the barbarity of the local people, and in many ways this is the 

type of teleological story that the missionary’s primary audience, the 

authorities who give their approval for such endeavours, want to hear. 

Nonetheless, looking at such events against the grain, particularly 

taking the year and the location of these events into account, most 

notable here is the lack of any positive relationship between the 

Spanish and their local neighbours in Quimaurri. This is noteworthy, 

particularly, in the light of Esquivel’s optimism only four years 

earlier: ‘The residents of Quimaurri already have constructed a 

church […] The natives of Taparri and Senar […] [in Tamsui] 

already have a church and a priest’ (Esquivel, 1632: 181). 

Quimaurri is the centre of indigenous Christianity on the island, 

being the first place to have a church and the nearest settlement to the 

Spanish in Keelung. However, this Franciscan anecdote is notably 

more pessimistic than Esquivel’s, from only four years before. The 

church that Esquivel mentions in Quimaurri is now adorned with the 

body parts of the local people’s enemies, and even the locals who 

have apparently converted to Christianity take part in the 

missionary’s hated dancing and drunkenness. In this light, the 

missionary’s defiant destruction of the local people’s adornments 

seems a somewhat petulant act: who is in charge at this moment, the 

colonist or the colonised? The muted anger of the local people, in the 

meantime, foreshadows future events. 



In 1641, the Dutch attempted their first invasion of what was the last 

remaining Spanish settlement, on its island stronghold in Keelung 

harbour. Gonzalo Portillo, the last Spanish governor on Taiwan, 

noted that the indigenous people in Quimaurri, across the water, were 

not cooperating: ‘I have not been able to bring them [indigenous 

people] to this island, and they left their town [Quimaurri] 

undefended, positioning themselves on a high hill where they met 

and spoke with the Dutch. […] They are godless people, lawless, and 

if they tell Your Lordship another thing, they lie, for I report the truth 

of the whole matter’ (Portillo, 1641b: 329). Portillo’s disdain for the 

indigenous people also reveals his loss of hope. The Spanish 

stronghold’s nearest neighbours were openly meeting with the 

Spanish enemies. Although it would be another year before the Dutch 

eventually took over the remaining Spanish settlement, the 

Franciscan fragments add weight to arguments that the indigenous 

people contributed to the ousting of the Spanish, with their consistent 

lack of cooperation with the Spanish, and in developing relatively 

favourable relations with the Spaniards’ mortal enemy, the Dutch. 

4. Conclusion 

From these unearthed fragments, a complete history of Spanish 

Taiwan from 1636 to 1638 cannot be created. Yet, as has been shown, 

the prevously written story can be adapted in numerous ways, when 

those fragments are groups together to reveal themes which can 

illuminate a range of aspects of life in 1630s Taiwan. The fragments 

analysed here add to the incidents that were already documented 

during the period, 1636–1638, which can be said to mark the 



beginning of the end of the Spanish settlements on Taiwan. We 

already knew that Váez and Miro, two missionaries, were killed by 

indigenous people in Tamsui during those years; further accounts 

mention squabbling between Taiwan’s Spanish governor and a 

missionary, and allude to the settlement’s financial issues. 

With its cultural history-influenced thematic analysis, this paper has 

added numerous events and emphases to this sparsely documented 

period. We have first-hand evidence of a Spanish journey between 

Taiwan and the Philippines; a particularly rare instance of travel 

between Taiwan and the Ryukyu islands, and another journey the 

Chinese mainland. Despite being contained in Spanish documents, 

those journeys did not just contain Spanish stories: we also read 

about the widsom and the worries Chinese sailors, and about the 

Chinese pirates who attacked them; we saw how the Dutch both 

rescued and remanded the Spanish sailing between Taiwan and the 

Philippines. The fragments also contain a specific interaction with a 

Chinese sangley, and even an early Portuguese visits to the island, 

giving us a much more complete picture of Taiwan’s role at the time 

as a stepping stone between its various neighbouring empires. 

Those were the outsiders. By considering the specific point of view 

of a missionary, and looking at the sources against the grain, we have 

been able to reveal the power struggles that were taking place 

between the missionaries and indigenous people living in the closest 

indigenous village to the Spanish. This analysis looks past the 

superficial, stereotypical missionary accounts of barbarism to 

consider another perspective, upending cliches of indigenous 

acquiescence in the face of inevitable Spanish victory to show what 



colonisation looks like, particularly from the local perspective, when 

the colonisers are not succeeding. We see that the indigenous people 

did have some agency in this colonial scenario, with their flagrant 

disregard and disdain for the coloniser’s religion foreshadowing and 

possibly even contributing to the eventual demise of the Spanish 

settlements.  

These fragments show that the indigenous people by 1636 – ten years 

into the life of the settlement and only six years before its demise – 

had not acquiesced and entered the colonial system as the Spanish 

would have liked. In this light, it comes as even less of a surprise that, 

during this crucial period, the officials on the Philippines all but gave 

up hope for the future of Spain’s failing settlements on the northern 

tip of Taiwan. 

This paper’s thematic analysis and cultural history combined these 

initially unpromising and rather random-seeming fragments together 

to reveal other themes: the perils of the seas around Taiwan, along 

with its role as a place of learning, or refure and of international 

exchange, giving us fresh points of emphasis in the history of 

Spanish Taiwan. 

According to Heylen, ‘Generally speaking, there is agreement that 

studies on the intercultural interactions between Chinese, Aboriginals, 

Japanese and Europeans during Taiwan’s early history are still in the 

incipient stage’ (Heylen, 2010). These fragments show that there are 

discoveries yet to be made about the Taiwan in the 17th century,  
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7. Appendix 

All fragments are contained in: 

Van den Wyngaert, Anastasius (ed.) (1933) Sinica Franciscana 

[Franciscan Chinese], Florence: Iochim Bonardi. 

Page numbers after each fragment.  

Fragments Translated from Spanish from The Journey to 

China 

1. 1636: Missionaries sent from Manila to Taiwan; work in 

Quimaurri and Tamsui; an attempt to sail to the Ryukyu 

islands; confrontation with Taiwanese local people; 

crossing the Taiwan Strait to mainland China. 

Chapter 1: How six religious men of our seraphic Saint Francis and 

Saint Dominic left the city of Manila for greater China. 

1. Leaving Manila for China or Japan under obeyance of our 

brother, Fr Jeronimo del Espiritu Santo, in the year of 1636, 

we arrived at Hermosa island – because it is so near that in 

24 hours we can go there – brothers Fr Gaspar Alenda, Fr 

Onofre, Fr Domingo Urquicio, Fr Juan de San Marcos, and 

my unworthy self, with some other Dominican fathers and on 

the first occasion came brother Fr Gaspar Alenda, 

commissary, and Fr Jan de San Marcos, Layman. 

2. The rest of us stayed studying the language with the 

Dominican fathers in the location of Quimaurri, while 

ministering to the soldiers, curing them, confessing them and, 



also, at times four boats of people from the province of 

Tanchui [Tamsui], accompanying them among the enemies 

in armed encounters against those of Pulaguan and Pantao; 

and helping the Dominican fathers with the administration of 

those natives. In this time all of our desires were to go to 

Japan, which is the direct vocation that brought us from 

Castile, and with this aim we seven religious men had been 

preparing ourselves in Manila, looking into the community 

and studying the Japanese language for this purpose. With 

orders and embarkation, brother Fr Onofre Pelleja, Fr 

Domingo Urquicio, and F. Fr Francisco Diaz, a Dominican, 

and my unworthy self, set sail from the place of Santiago on 

Hermosa island to go to Japan. We took with us our 

collections for saying mass and our Chinese clothes. We 

sailed along a current that would in a short time lead to 

Japan’s Lequios [Ryukyu islands], it being possible to see, 

together with Santiago [The Spanish settlement in Keelung, 

Taiwan], the land within the island, when there was such a 

wind and storm that those who were taking us did not want to 

continue ahead, even though one of the religious men was of 

such fervid spirit that he insisted, saying that no-one should 

go back and that we should wait to continue the journey, that 

the merchants risked their lives for mere material goods, so 

why should we, for eternal rewards, not persevere even 

though we should lose what was material? Our Father is a 

merchant – why not use our souls to such a good example? 

But, due to the bad weather, and moreover our inability, we 

returned to Hermosa island [Taiwan]. From there F. Fr Juan 



García and I, under orders, went to the locality of Santiago 

[the Spanish settlement on Keelung], and administered the 

doctrine of the Dominican fathers. And the two of us having 

been there some time, the said father admonished and 

reprimanded the indians on various occasions, telling them to 

take away some 14 heads on sticks from the front of the 

church and other parts of indians that they had killed in other 

places, which had led to great dances and drunkenness, of 

both Christians and the unfaithful. F. Fr Juan García and I 

having agreed to go and end those superstitions and drunken 

binges, the prelates called F. Fr Juan to the island, and 

although I remained alone I did not waver, rather I did what 

we had agreed for the honour and glory of God. And it is the 

case that those indians have the ancient and celebrated 

custom of going at night to other villages of enemies and 

cutting off their heads, and he who has most success, having 

cut off most heads, hands, or feet, etc, he is the most noble 

and brave, etc. And bringing the heads to the village, for each 

one they create a fictitious body of board, putting on it the 

head and, after making a hole in the crown, placing a small 

flag, which is always waving in the slightest breeze. And the 

happiness and contentment of the village consists in looking 

at those heads in the mornings, taking pleasure in refreshing 

the memories of their wickedness, and each month they 

dance around them and they get drunk, even making drunk 

those who do not want to, and the women even more, the 

devil shows great ingenuity with them, many being the 

offences against God that are committed. And I, to rid myself 



of the pain by which the Majesty of God is so offended, and 

of seeing the bestiality and blindness of those miserable 

people, with no care for my life, at night I went and I 

removed 14 statues of heads, some fictitious, some real, 

hands, feet, and other members. I toppled and broke up the 

painted boards of men, I broke the flags and dolum et aram 

everti [overthrew the altar]. In the morning, when they 

noticed the heads were missing, they knew I was behind it, 

and though angered they did not kill me. 

Chapter II: How six religious men of our beatific father Saint Francis 

and Saint Dominic passed from Isla Hermosa [Taiwan] to China. Of 

the way of living and exercises and what occurred on the way. 

1. In this season, the two commissaries of the two religions sent 

a call for religious men to go to China. Having been granted 

permission and having found embarkation, with many 

difficulties, set sail Fr Onofre, Fr Domingo and my unworthy 

self, the barefoot sons of our father Saint Francis, and 

another three of Saint Dominic. Along the way, our Lord 

challenged and rewarded us with trials, of storms of the sea 

and the weather, and due these were born others amongst the 

Chinese sailors who took us. They turned against us, saying 

that we were so evil that the sea and the sky – and thieves – 

all rose against them because we were with them. We were 

closed up in the hatch, and they passed by, spitting at us and 

insulting us, nevertheless we gave our thanks to God, left 

alone by his holy will. 



2. A boat of Chinese thieves approached us, and we only 

escaped due to God’s mercy. The Chinese were desperate, 

throwing almost all they had into the sea in order to catch the 

windward gusts and escape. And that is what they did, 

dishevelled and calling out to their idols; but the Lord 

showed his great mercy and with other indescribable trials 

we managed to touch land in China and Focheu, passing an 

infinity of boats without any harm (p. 244–249). 

2. 1638: Escape from China to Taiwan. 

Chapter VI: Of the great persecution that was raised against the said 

religious men as they passed through Linkiam settlement to the place 

of Tingteu, from where they had left. 

Footnote: P Alenda, in a most esteemed post script added: On holy 

Wednesday [of 1638], while in the house of the said Christian, a 

Mandarin of that villa attacked us at eight in the evening, where all of 

the Franciscans were, other than those who were away. Loading the 

ministers with many trunks of books and medicines, we saved the 

most valuable items. They took brother Fr Juan de San Marcos and 

the Master of the House as prisoners. And I, as I was so ill, and Fr 

Francisco de Escalona, were left with guards until one following day 

they took us all to the sea, which is how Fucheu, the metropolis is 

reached. When the bailiffs saw how ill I was, unable to take a step 

forward either on foot or horseback, and worst of all, being left by 

them with not even a real, they decided as secretly as possible to put 

me in a boat and send me to Hermosa island [Taiwan], because they 

knew they would have to leave me dying on a bank. Brother Fr 

Onofre, seeing me dying in the boat, escaped as he could, and at 



night he came to where I was and, raising sails, he accompanied me 

to Hermosa island. And arriving, he left me in the convent and 

returned to China with help for those religious men. I remain thus of 

such work that I do not know if I will remain a person, that if it were 

not for the charity and gift of F. Fr Antonio, commissary of this 

island, I would already be dead. May our brothers see how important 

this house is for such occasions, even though the devil insists that it 

is of little importance, for the love of God may our brothers not lose 

heart from such things: with beginnings come difficulties. May 

religious men come to this island, that I have brought books, a 

teacher, and what is needed for the language. May God, our Lord, 

shed light for our brothers to see what is most important for your 

holy service, keeping many years, Amen. In the month of April he 

brought me to this Hermosa island half dead (p. 270–272). 

3. [1638] Journeys between mainland China and Taiwan. 

11. With this harvest having grown so much, father Fr Onofre 

returned from Hermosa island [Taiwan], Fr Gaspar Alenda having 

stayed there, and soon after arriving with the alms of the Misericordia 

of Hermosa island, he became sick and we went with him to Tingteu 

to meet there without being returned or captured. [...] 

12. After two months or more, Fr Onofre decided to go to Hermosa 

island and take with him brother Fr Juan de San Marcos, and this he 

did. Fr Pedro de Chaves, Fr Antonio de la Torre, Dominicans, also 

left China, such that of the 11 religious men of both religions who 

had been there, only two of us stayed, Fr Juan García and I, 

remaining at the foot of the flock. Each one left when possible, and 

they went scrabbling away (p. 274–276). 



4. [1638–1642?] In China, a Chinese man saves a missionary 

who had helped him on Taiwan. 

11. It happened to this same religious man that when he was heading, 

captive, from the town of Nintehiem to the city of Focheu, that an old 

sangley, of medium aspect, while on Hermosa island [Taiwan], 

pleaded for brother Fr Onofre to intercede during a dispute, which he 

did, and which helped him a lot. The said sangley, who was 

travelling seated, seeing that the fathers were captive, got down and 

made brother Fr Onofre get on in gratitude for the said intercession. 

12. This same religious man was on the island of Hermosa within 24 

hours and brought with him from the Misericordia, which was 

founded there, 100 pesos for the conversion of the China by religious 

men (p. 287). 

Fragments translated from Latin: 

5. 1632: Missionaries are sent to Taiwan before going to 

China. 

At the end of 1632, father Angelo Cocchi, working in China for the 

conversion of non-believers, after the death of his only colleague, 

Tomás Sierra, wrote to his superiors based in Manila asking them to 

send missionaries to China. Father Antonio, who had already 

received the letters of obedience for the Japanese mission, along with 

father Francisco Mother of God Alameden, was sent to the island of 

Formosa [Taiwan], so that they could both learn the Chinese 

language there, taught by the Dominican fathers. But soon after, 

father Antonio and father Juan Baptista de Morales OP wrote to 

Angelo Cocchi, who was still in China, asking him to receive them at 



the residence in Foungan when they safely arrived in China. They set 

out on the 23rd of June 1633 and on the 2nd of July they arrived at 

Foungan with father Angelo (p. 318). 

6. 1634–1636: Returning from Taiwan to Manila, a Spanish 

ship is shipwrecked in a storm. Its men are captured by 

the Dutch. 

In November of the year 1634, two new missionaries arrived in 

Foungan, namely father Francisco Diez, and father Francisco Mother 

of God Alameden, and by mutual agreement the Dominicans 

ministered the Foungan Christians while the Franciscans worked 

with those in Tingteou. [...] 

In the meantime the profit of this work increased. In order to 

maintain their security of conscience, the Dominican and Franciscan 

fathers noted the things they had seen and heard, and two 

missionaries namely Francis Diez OP and Antony Caballero were 

sent to the Philippines to explain these to the theologians meeting 

there. In February of the year 1636, they reached the island of 

Formosa [Taiwan], where the Dominican remained with the original 

document while father Anthony sailed to Manila, “and with some 

soldiers he was crossing over to Luzon. On the first night, however, 

the winds howled and a great storm began, the boat was completely 

wrecked. The boat, which only small, was broken open on both sides, 

so that it was necessary to use ropes to pull it together so that it 

would not completely split apart. It was no longer possible to return 

to port, and the sea rose and swelled. During all of that day it was 

impossible to find relief for the boat, which, due to the weight of the 

mast was shaken continually and almost drowned by the huge waves. 



Therefore, the sailors cut down the mast with their axes, and it fell 

into the sea. The storms did not abate and were almost constant, day 

and night, during that time. Again and again, during 20 nights and 

days the rays of the sun of the sun could not be seen due to the dense 

clouds. The half-open boat, without a keel, without a mast, without 

sails, was driven by the storm on rough waves, until it reached a 

certain port of the Belgian-Dutch, who threw the soldiers and the 

Franciscan into a sort of deep dungeon, and all but buried them alive 

there. 

“The next morning, when the Franciscan was brought out alone, 

putting him in front of two of their heretical leaders, either to debate 

with them or to be imprisoned and condemned by these heretics. [...] 

Hurling insulting words at the Franciscan, they drove him away as 

quickly as possible, and the next day they put him in a ship, which 

had already been unloaded, and took him to Batavia, near Malacca, 

where they landed in a certain large prison. With more than 300 

people, moors, gentiles, heretics, and a few good Christians, the 

Franciscan, and the soldiers lay bound with iron chains” (p. 321–322). 

7. 1635–1637: A Portuguese missionary on Taiwan. 

Peter de Chaves, a Portuguese man, part of the Dominican order, 

landed in the Philippines in 1635, and shortly after sought the island 

of Formosa [Taiwan]. From there in 1637 he went to China. 

Returning to the Philippines, he remained there for several years, and 

in 1660 his soul returned to his creator (p. 263). 
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