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Abstract: This article re-evaluates Spanish–Japanese relations during the seventeenth century 

by showing how previous scholarship regarding Spanish and Portuguese policies towards Japan 

has incorrectly applied the same conclusions to both groups. Instead Spanish policies were 

aimed at protecting the Pacific trade, which included the maintaining of Manila, rather than trade 

with the Japanese and the propagation of the Christian faith in Japan that has been associated 

with Portuguese policies. Spanish–Japanese interactions during the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries can be divided into three periods, each with a specific theme. This article focuses on 

the period between 1609–1616, which was the height of Spanish–Japanese relations, and 

demonstrates how officials who were in Spain, the Americas and Manila influenced the policies 

adopted by the Spanish.  

 

 

Scholars have used the term ‘Christian Century’ to denote the period of 

Japanese history that began with the arrival of Portuguese merchants and 

Catholic missionaries in Japan in 1543 and ended with their eventual expulsion in 

1640.1 This term is used to emphasise the introduction, proselytising and 

prohibition of Christianity, and the trade maintained by the Portuguese with 

Japan. However, part of this periodisation also denotes the involvement of the 

Spanish who were based in Manila. In examining Portuguese and Spanish 

relations with Japan, there is a tendency to combine the two into a singular 

Iberian experience where conclusions have been universally applied to both. 

There appears to be three main reasons for this. First, there is a lack of 

scholarship on Spanish–Japanese relations due to the small number of 

interactions between them in comparison to the Portuguese and other 

Europeans. Second, the notion exists that there were several similarities 

between the Spanish and Portuguese because of the unification of the kingdoms 

under the Hapsburg monarchy from 1580 to 1640, and the proselytising efforts of 
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the various Catholic orders, specifically the Jesuits, Franciscans, Augustinians 

and Dominicans. Last, contemporary scholarship largely continues to cite 

seminal secondary works, particularly those by C. R. Boxer, which have 

perpetuated the idea of Spanish and Portuguese similarities.2

While the Portuguese wanted to maintain their relationship with the Japanese 

during the ‘Christian Century’, the Spanish pursued different policies that 

fluctuated depending upon whether or not they felt the Japanese could support 

their legitimacy in maintaining control of Manila. Ronald Toby argues that the 

Tokugawa bakufu used its diplomatic relationships to enhance its own authority 

and legitimacy and that the Catholic expulsion was in essence a choice of 

security and legitimacy for the Tokugawa regime over unrestricted trade.3 This 

asserts that the Japanese chose to end relations with the Portuguese and the 

Spanish because the evangelising of the Catholic orders jeopardised the 

Tokugawa bakufu’s authority. However, placing the Spanish within this ‘Christian 

Century’ paradigm implies that both Iberian powers wished to be engaged in 

relations with Japan. But Spanish–Japanese relations are contrary to the 

implication of what the ‘Christian Century’ has come to mean, namely, that 

European relations with Japan were implemented to support trade and 

missionary activities, which eventually ended because the Japanese saw these 

relations as a threat to their authority. Instead, Spanish–Japanese relations were 

dictated by terms set forth by both the Spanish and Japanese. 

My aim in this article is to re-evaluate Spanish–Japanese relations and argue 

that the Japanese did not dictate the terms of the relationship, but rather these 

were based on both Spanish and Japanese policies. Ultimately, the Spanish–

Japanese relations were based on the Spanish desire to secure the Pacific trade. 

Furthermore, the Spanish adopted policies that were set in place by their other 

regional authorities not in Asia, such as those in New Spain and Castile. By 

taking a global perspective and considering how Spanish officials influenced their 

affairs with the Japanese, an examination of Spanish–Japanese relations can 
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occur which places this relationship outside of the rubric of the ‘Christian 

Century’, and which frames the interaction within a Japanese context. First I will 

discuss the historiography of Spanish–Japanese relations to demonstrate why 

Portuguese and Spanish relations with Japan were not similar. Once these 

differences have been established I will examine Spanish–Japanese relations at 

their pinnacle between 1609 and 1616, and demonstrate that the policies of this 

period were aimed at protecting the Pacific trade, which included the maintaining 

of Manila, and not trade and the propagation of the Christian faith in Japan. 

Finally I conclude with a discussion of why there needs to be a move away from 

the term ‘Christian Century’ Spanish–Japanese relations. 

Re-evaluating Spanish and Portuguese relations with the Japanese  
Most scholarship has relied upon seminal works written by Boxer, who coined the 

phrase ‘Christian Century’ sixty years ago.4 Boxer is relied upon because he is 

widely known for the many works he has written regarding Portuguese expansion 

and Portuguese–Japanese relations. These books continue to be referred to in 

modern scholarship, but many of the assertions regarding the Spanish are 

inaccurate.5 The most widely accepted assertion is that Spanish authorities 

combined their economic and religious policies towards Japan, meaning that 

merchants and religious orders shared a symbiotic relationship.6 Boxer states: 

‘both Portuguese and Spaniards combined God and Mammon in their religious 

and economic beliefs’ and that Spanish merchants and friars worked ‘shoulder to 

shoulder’ in Japan. Though this is correct for Portuguese–Japanese relations, it 

is incorrect for Spanish–Japanese relations as Spanish officials had different 

aims than the Portuguese. 

Portuguese policies revolved around the mutual relationship that Portuguese 

merchants and the Jesuits shared. Portuguese merchants and Jesuits arrived 

toward the end of the warring state period (sengoku, 1467–1568). Many daimyo 

were willing to accept missionaries into their domains, as they hoped that 

Portuguese merchants would soon follow. The Japanese and Chinese made 
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substantial profits from this trade with the Portuguese, who acted as the 

middlemen and facilitated the exchange of Chinese silk for Japanese silver as 

the Japanese were prohibited from direct trade with China. During the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries Japan was the second largest producer of silver in the 

world. The growth of precious metal mines was a result of warring daimyo that 

were trying to increase their resources to fund their military efforts. The majority 

of this silver went to the Chinese market where it was highly sought after, 

especially after the single-whip reform was enacted.7 Between 1560 and 1640 

approximately 10,000 metric tons of Japanese silver ended up in China via the 

Portuguese who exported around 20 metric tons annually between 1580 and 

1600 and 150–200 metric tons annually between 1600 and 1615.8 In exchange 

for silver, Chinese silk was sent back to Japan where, because of arbitrage, a 

100 per cent profit could easily be made.9 The Portuguese doubled their 

investment easily, which made the Macao–Japan route one of the most profitable 

Portuguese routes in Asia.10 The Jesuits continually made the argument that 

being involved in trade was important for the mission given that they needed the 

funds to help support their large number of converts who were poor, and 

because there had not been an increase in funding for the mission despite 

several promises.11 While there is some truth to this, according to Michael 

Cooper the main reason for the symbiotic relationship between the merchants 

and the Jesuits was due to the latter’s fear that the Japanese would no longer 

tolerate them if the steady stream of Chinese silks to Japan ceased.12 

Alessandro Valignano, the Visitor to the Chinese, Indian and Japanese Jesuit 

missions and a supporter of the trade activities, complained that the Jesuits in 

most instances had become nothing more then ‘bullion brokers’.13  

Michael Cooper, George Elison and Huebert Cieslik have written extensively 

about the symbiotic relationship between Portuguese merchants and the Jesuits, 

yet they have each applied the same conclusion to the Spanish.14 However, this 

was not the case for the Spanish merchants and the friars of the Mendicant 

orders. While the Portuguese served as the middlemen in transporting Japanese 
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silver from Japan to China, the Spanish simply relied on their own silver mines in 

their colonies in the Americas, which proved to be more lucrative. During the last 

fifteen years Dennis O. Flynn and Arturo Giráldez have written extensively 

regarding the importance of Manila’s establishment, which they have marked as 

the ‘birth of world trade’.15  This is because a large majority of the silver 

discovered in the Americas made its way to China via the Pacific. Flynn and 

Giráldez have concluded that Manila served ‘no other purpose than the silver–

silk trade’ for the Spanish.16 The Spanish, just like the Portuguese, made 

substantial profits from the Chinese demand for silver. The profit margin for 

sending silks from Manila to the Americas varied by location, but the average 

profit margin seems to have been between 100 and 300 per cent of the initial 

investment, with some sources stating that a profit of 400 per cent could be 

made.17 An example of this is that in 1620 a person could buy 60.5 kg (1 picul) of 

raw silk in Manila for 200 pesos and sell it in the Americas for 1,950 pesos.18 

With these huge profits Spanish efforts to establish large plantations and mining 

operations in the Philippines were abandoned to support this trade. This is why 

between 1600 and 1640 only 14 Spanish ships made official calls to Japanese 

ports, compared to 93 Portuguese ships.19  

Because of the profits generated from the Pacific trade with China, few Spanish 

merchants were interested in trade with Japan, and this forced the Mendicant 

orders to rely upon the Japanese for funding their activities. Though the friars 

relied upon Japanese ships as their means of transportation between the islands, 

the major source of income for the friars was the generosity of the Japanese. 

Various daimyo and other officials had given gifts of land and money to the 

Mendicant orders to support their activities. In 1606 Tokugawa Ieyasu gave the 

Franciscans a tract of land in Uraga and some financing for the construction of a 

church on that site.20 However, this support was based on the Japanese hope 

that the friars would bring Spanish merchants to engage in trade, similar to the 

Jesuits. Ieyasu was said to have been disappointed when no Spanish ships 

arrived and the Franciscans were worried that they would lose the financing they 
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were receiving from Ieyasu.21 Another example was that several Dominicans had 

been given land for the construction of a church and permission to proselytise in 

Satsuma. The hope was that they would bring Spanish ships, even though they 

said they could not promise that they would come. In 1609 the Dominicans were 

expelled from the Satsuma domain after no Spanish ships came.22 While various 

authorities gave grants of land and financing in hope of the arrival of Spanish 

ships, an additional source of financing was from Japanese converts. The 

Franciscans were highly admired for their extreme level of poverty. The ‘barefoot 

friars’ were able to receive most of their support from peasant communities 

whom they converted and who proved to be their companions even as martyrs. 

Juande Medina in History of the Augustinian Order in the Filipinas Islands (1630), 

states that the Mendicant orders were moved to send missionaries to Japan 

especially during the heights of religious persecution, because the Japanese 

were willing to provide funds for their support, which also included the building of 

churches and transportation costs.23 These communities housed and took care 

of the friars and provided support for them instead of profits from foreign trade. 

Boxer’s argument that Spanish merchants and friars of the Mendicant orders 

were reliant upon each other is questionable. He does not evaluate the role of 

Manila or the Spanish within a world context and continues to place Spanish–

Japanese relations within the context of either the ‘Christian Century’ or in 

Japanese terms.24 By not evaluating Spanish authorities in Manila, New Spain 

and Castile and their policies towards the Japanese, Spanish–Japanese relations 

have been misunderstood and linked with those of the Portuguese because the 

Spanish appear to be similar at first glance. 

Spanish–Japanese relations: an overview 
Spanish–Japanese relations during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries can 

be divided into three sub-periods, each with a specific theme, that show how 

Spanish policies toward the Japanese were focussed on protecting the Pacific 

trade. The first of these began in 1592 when Toyotomi Hideyoshi sent a 
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threatening letter to Manila requesting that Spanish ships go to Japan to trade.25 

The policies of this period reflect the Spanish authorities’ views of Japan as a 

possible threat to Spanish control of Manila. During this period, Spanish 

authorities issued regulations dictating the amount of goods and the number of 

Japanese ships coming to Manila. In 1596, the seizing of the San Felipe only 

reinforced these policies. Here, 26 Christians were martyred for their 

proselytising in Japan, amongst whose ranks was Friar Pedro Baptista Blázque, 

the official Spanish representative from Manila in Japan. Antonio De Morga, a 

Lieutenant Governor-General of Manila, in his report on the conditions in the 

Philippines stated: 

All Japanese coming hither in their vessels would be better sent back 

to Xapon. Not one should be allowed to settle in this Kingdom… 

Those already here should be banished to their own country, for they 

are of no benefit or utility; but, on the contrary, very harmful.26

The authorities in New Spain felt compelled to follow his suggestions and though 

the Japanese community already established in Manila was not expelled it was 

isolated and given quarters located outside of the major fortified areas where key 

institutions and administrations were located.27 This was the reason why Manila 

Governor–General Fransisco Tello’s letter to Philip II, stated that they were 

constantly prepared for a possible attack by the Japanese.28  

The second sub-period began in 1609, when there was a reversal in Spanish 

policies. More specifically, this period highlights how Tokugawa Ieyasu wanted to 

gain knowledge regarding mining, ship construction and cartography from the 

Spanish, while the Spanish hoped to gain a suitable port to help service galleons 

on their voyage back to the Americas and to stop the growing influence of the 

Dutch and English in East and Southeast Asia. This is discussed later in more 

detail. 



Eras Edition 11, November 2009 – http://www.arts.monash.edu.au/publications/eras 

The last shift in policies ran from 1616 until the eventual end of relations in 1639. 

Spanish authorities established policies that called for trying to win Japanese 

favour as an ally against increasing threats from the Dutch and English. Alonso 

Fajardo de Tença, a Governor–General of Manila during this period, believed 

that one way to gain the shogun’s favour was to present him with gifts. He stated 

in his letter to Philip III that gifts were sent to Japan in order to maintain 

friendship with the Japanese and that this was the manner that the Dutch had 

used to win their support.29 Another way Spanish authorities in the Philippines 

and New Spain thought of to gain favour with the Japanese was to restrict the 

travel of those friars wishing to go to Japan to proselytise. The Japanese had 

officially banned Christianity in 1614, and Spanish officials believed that the friars 

were doing more harm than good for the Spanish. Despite Spanish efforts to gain 

favour with the Japanese, further relations failed and ultimately the Spanish 

ended relations with the Japanese to protect the Pacific trade. Spanish 

authorities in Manila tried to make an attempt to establish relations in 1626. A 

ship was sent to the port of Nagasaki cautiously requesting certain military 

supplies for Manila. After several days of waiting they were notified that they 

must return to Manila without trading at all and that it should be known that any 

ship that comes from the Philippines to Japan will suffer ‘pain of death’ because 

of the religion which they conveyed.30 However, in 1632 a Japanese ship arrived 

in Manila wishing to engage in trade and open formal relations with the Spanish. 

At first these ships were welcomed, but the Spanish started to grow suspicious of 

Japanese intent as many of these ships carried a large number of Japanese 

Christians who were fleeing Japan. These Japanese Christians described their 

persecution and the Japanese hatred for the Spanish. An unknown Spanish 

official in Manila stated, 

This year [1632] they [Japanese] have begun again to send ships to 

trade and traffic, and asked that our ships should go to Japon. But 

we are holding back here, because they wish to seize our property, 

which might be in the vessels and put the Castilians to the sword.31
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The Spanish had become worried these Japanese ships were only mapping the 

coast and making notes of Spanish fortification in planning a possible future joint 

invasion with the Dutch upon Manila.32 The Spanish turned down Japanese 

requests for direct trade and relations were stagnated. At the end of 1633, the 

last of these ships would arrive in Manila. In 1639 Iemitsu expelled the 

Portuguese from Japan. After receiving news of the Portuguese expulsion, Philip 

IV ordered that any further Spanish interaction with Japan was prohibited. 

Though Spanish authorities had promoted policies to try and maintain friendship 

with Japan, it was the Spanish that ended relations with the Japanese. The 

Japanese had maintained a policy limiting Spanish interaction with Japan even 

stating that any more Spanish who came to Japan would be put to death. This 

reversal in policy and the stories of Christian persecution would have raised 

concerns for the Spanish and tainted their image of the Japanese.33 The Spanish 

authorities in Manila suspected that the Japanese were planning a joint invasion 

of the city with the Dutch, and concluded that there was no possibility of a 

Spanish–Japanese alliance against the Dutch and the English. Simply, the 

Spanish authorities in Manila felt that Japanese relations were not essential to 

protect the Pacific trade. 

In order to further demonstrate the importance of policies established by Spanish 

authorities the remainder of this article focuses on the period between 1609 and 

1616. This period was the height of interaction between the Japanese and 

Spanish authorities. More importantly it demonstrates that Spanish policies were 

aimed not at an increase of trade or propagation of the Christian faith, but rather 

were centered on how to best preserve and increase support for the Pacific 

trade. It is these policies that distinctly make the Spanish encounter in Japan 

different and why it cannot be joined with the Portuguese to form a single Iberian 

experience. 

 
 



Eras Edition 11, November 2009 – http://www.arts.monash.edu.au/publications/eras 

Spanish–Japanese relations, 1609–1616 
Beginning in 1600, Japan started to become more politically stable after 

Tokugawa Ieyasu emerged victorious in the Battle of Sekigahara. Ieyasu was 

largely interested in gaining technical knowledge from the Spanish that he could 

not obtain from other European powers. Even though he was living in a time of 

relative peace, Ieyasu’s ‘war time’ mentality led him to believe that increased 

knowledge in mining, ship construction and world cartography were all matters 

that could enhance his political position within Japan and East Asia. It was also 

during this period that the English and Dutch arrived in East and Southeast Asia 

leading to a fight for control over trade within these regions. The Spanish started 

to implement policies that they thought would protect the Pacific trade and allow 

for peaceful relations with the Japanese. These policies had two particular goals: 

the establishment of a port in Japan for Spanish ships traveling back to 

Acapulco; and the removal of the English and Dutch from Asia.  

 
In 1609 Rodrigo de Vivero, who had previously been Governor–General of 

Manila, became shipwrecked in Japan off the coast of the Kantō region. 

Previously, Spanish authorities had been cautious of the Japanese because of 

the actions of Toyotomi Hideyoshi which involved the threat of a possible 

invasion and the martyrdom of Catholic missionaries in Japan. Upon hearing of 

the former Governor–General’s landing, Ieyasu, whose request for Spanish ships 

to trade with Japan had been denied for several years, asked to have an 

audience with him. After meeting with Ieyasu and Tokugawa Hidetada, Vivero 

presented a document with three requests to Ieyasu. These were, the protection 

of all friars of the various orders working in Japan, mutual friendship between the 

Spanish and Japanese, and expulsion of the Dutch from Japan.34 In his reply 

Ieyasu said he could fulfill them all, but the third request could not be undertaken 

as a negotiation had already been agreed upon between the Dutch and the 

Japanese. After spending almost a year in Japan an official agreement was 

accepted containing the following points: 
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1) Ships from Mexico would be given a port in Japan, chosen by the 

Spaniards, where residences for the Spanish would be built. 

2) Friars from the various orders would be able to go anywhere in 

Japan. 

3) Ships from the Philippines, on their way to New Spain, could use 

any Japanese port as needed. 

4) In case of a Spanish ship needing repairs, materials would be sold 

to the Spanish at a reasonable price.  

5) Spanish ambassadors and envoys would be well received in 

Japan. 

6) Japanese ships that sailed to Mexico/New Spain would be well 

received. 

7) Merchandise brought to Japan for trade would be sold at fair 

prices.35 

This agreement specified that Vivero had to consult with the Spanish monarch 

and the Viceroy of New Spain for final approval of these clauses and that none of 

them were a guarantee or a promise.36 Ieyasu seemed to be in agreement with 

these statements and wanted to establish a trade route that would allow 

Japanese ships to sail across the Pacific and trade with the Spanish. On 1 

August 1610, Vivero left on a ship built by William Adams, the San 

Buenaventura, bound for New Spain. Franciscan Alonso Muñoz was appointed 

to act as the official representative of Ieyasu and carried the treaty agreement 

and letters from Ieyasu and Hidetada that were to be taken to the Spanish court 

and presented to Philip III. In addition to this, 23 Japanese merchants were 

onboard the San Buenaventura to learn what they could about New Spain and 

future economic ventures.37

Under this agreement, Ieyasu hoped to gain knowledge regarding how to build 

Western-style ships, better exploit Japanese mines, and create more accurate 

maps and charts by having Spanish experts come to Japan to teach this 
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information.38 Vivero was very knowledgeable about mining and in meeting with 

Japanese officials knew that certain methods utilised by the Spanish in the 

Americas could be adopted and used by the Japanese. Particularly, the 

Japanese had hoped to utilise the mercury amalgamation process, which could 

be used to extract a larger amount of silver. Ieyasu also wished to acquire 50–

200 Spanish miners to help teach this process. The next two items that he 

wished to learn about were similarly related, these being the construction of 

Western-style ships and world cartography. Prior to the Spanish and Portuguese 

arrival, the Japanese had very little knowledge of the Pacific. Though Japan is a 

country that relied heavily upon its seas for food and commerce, the Japanese in 

the early modern period were greatly reliant upon Chinese and Korean sailors to 

be able to travel the local seas because they lacked navigators who could do so 

successfully.39 This meant that the Japanese needed to acquire ship designs 

and maps that gave details concerning ocean currents and where bodies of land 

were in order to even consider a trans-oceanic voyage. Ieyasu had Adams 

construct a Western-style ship and teach the Japanese how to build these 

themselves. But Adams, who had only a vague idea of the manner to construct 

these ships, did not impress Ieyasu with his efforts and the Portuguese did not 

want to share this knowledge either.40 The Portuguese merchants, Jesuits and 

English provided some maps and other information regarding the Indian Ocean 

and the Chinese coast, but beyond that they did not provide any further data. 

This left the Spanish as a potential resource to provide technical knowledge. 

Vivero aimed at gaining access to a port in Japan that could be used to help the 

Pacific trade and serve as a hub for further exploration in the Pacific. On the 

route from Manila to Acapulco ships did not have a place to stop and take on 

more provisions and fix any damage. This was something of great concern for 

those invested in Pacific trade. Philip III sent a letter to Pedro Bravo de Acuña, a 

Governor–General of the Philippines, stating that the Spanish should establish a 

way station in the port of Monterrei (Monterey) along the California coast for 

ships to not have to stop at Japan on their return leg. This was due to the 
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seemingly inhospitable nature of the Japanese towards the Spanish, according to 

previous reports.41 However, Vivero and those who heard of the envoy in New 

Spain realised that this was an opportunity to establish a port in Japan in 

conjunction with Monterrei. By establishing this way station in Japan, the Spanish 

hoped that it would allow them to discover the Rica de Oro ye de Plata (‘Islands 

of Gold and Silver’), which could further serve as a point to explore the Pacific. 

For the Spanish, the key was the protection and servicing of the Pacific trade. 

Spanish authorities in New Spain were optimistic about the use of a Japanese 

port to help support the Pacific trade. Luis de Velasco Vizcaíno, Viceroy of New 

Spain, sent his son Sebastián Vizcaíno as ambassador to Japan. Vizcaíno’s 

mission had three specific aims: to return 4,000 ducats loaned to Vivero for the 

purchase of provisions for his voyage; to return the 23 Japanese merchants; and 

to embark on a secret mission to discover the ‘Islands of Gold and Silver’.42 The 

last aim was one that had been planned for some time by the Viceroy, and the 

mission to Japan provided a pretext to navigate and chart the area around Japan 

without drawing suspicion.  

Vizcaíno arrived in Japan in 1611 and a letter was sent to Ieyasu stating he was 

the ambassador of the Viceroy and wished to return the 4,000 ducats loaned and 

to pay for the San Buenaventura which was not seaworthy for the return trip. 

When it was time for him to meet Ieyasu and Hidetada there was great 

controversy when Vizcaíno learned of Japanese court protocol, which he 

believed to be degrading to a representative of the King of Spain. After he 

threatened to return to New Spain if Spanish customs were not permitted, the 

Japanese finally gave in and a formal meeting took place. After this meeting, 

Vizcaíno gave a list of three requests: the use of a temporary port in order to 

discover an adequate port for the Spanish fleet and the right to purchase 

supplies at fair market price; the right to sell Spanish goods in Japan duty free; 

and permission to build a ship and load it with Japanese goods to take back to 

New Spain.43 The first request was designed to gain permission to map the 
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Japanese coastline and surrounding areas to not only find a future port for 

Spanish ships, but to find staging areas from where the Spanish could also 

further explore the Pacific and look for the ‘Islands of Gold and Silver’. The 

second and third requests were aimed at trying to see if Japanese markets could 

perhaps provide goods that would prove to be profitable in the Americas, but the 

main purpose was to divert a small amount of the Pacific trade to the Japanese 

market so that the Spanish presence in Japan would be more desirable than the 

Dutch. These two requests were closely related to a fourth request of the 

expulsion of the Dutch from Japan, which Ieyasu had turned down.  

Spanish animosity and the desire to oust the Dutch from Japan seemed to have 

done more harm than good. The source of this hostility originally derived from 

William I of Orange’s revolt against Philip II in 1568. However, during the early 

sixteenth century a war in the Netherlands where the Pro-Calvinist North fought 

against the Spanish-allied South only reignited animosity. The conflict concluded 

with a truce that recognised the independent Dutch Republic. The Spanish 

authorities in New Spain and Castile became annoyed when the Dutch expanded 

their commercial and colonial interests in the Caribbean and South America. In 

1610 the Dutch launched their first assault against Manila in an attempt to seize 

the city. This assault was part of the reason why Spanish authorities wanted to 

remove the Dutch from East and Southeast Asia because they were afraid that a 

continuation of assaults on Manila would further disrupt trade and increase the 

cost of repairing defensive fortifications, which would lead to a decrease in profits 

for Spanish merchants. Vizcaíno and members of the Mendicant orders in Japan 

made numerous attempts to discredit the Dutch and have them expelled. 

Vizcaíno even went as far as to push the Japanese into having to choose 

between the Dutch and the Spanish.44  

While the push to have the Dutch expelled from Japan proved to be more of an 

annoyance to Ieyasu and Hidetada, both of them also started to be wary of the 

Spanish once Vizcaíno’s intention of searching for the ‘Islands of Gold and Silver’ 
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became known. Preparations were made for Vizcaíno’s ‘return’ voyage to New 

Spain, and letters were collected from Ieyasu and Hidetada addressed to the 

Viceroy. But his ship had to return to Japan within a month after being severely 

damaged in a storm and unable to make the trip back to New Spain. Adams 

learned and informed Ieyasu that the Spanish were actually searching for the 

‘Islands of Gold and Silver’ and that this envoy was a pretext for its discovery. 

According to Spanish sources, Adams informed Ieyasu that these islands could 

serve as a staging area for an invasion of Spanish forces and this is why his 

request for Spanish miners had not been met.45 Spanish sources further state 

that Adams had informed Ieyasu that the Spanish had been able to gain control 

of the Americas and the Philippines through military force and the Spanish 

perhaps had similar plans for Japan.46   

The remainder of Vizcaíno’s stay in Japan and his treatment by the Japanese 

had a direct influence on policies adopted by the Spanish monarch. Vizcaíno 

made petitions for aid from Ieyasu and Hidetada to help fund another ship that he 

could use to return to New Spain, however they did not fulfill his request. Ieyasu 

and Hidetada having learned the real intent of Vizcaíno’s voyage denied his 

request to have an audience with him. After five months in Japan, Vizcaíno was 

able to gain some help from Date Masamune, a powerful daimyo in the Tōhoku 

region. Masamune was interested in financing the construction of a ship to 

perhaps entice Spanish ships and merchants to his domain. He had allowed the 

Franciscans to preach freely in his domain and provided financial support for 

their activities. Friar Luis Sotelo impressed upon Masamune that if he was 

allowed to go to Spain and petition Philip III and the Pope directly, that Spanish 

merchants would come to his domain because of his support of the order’s 

efforts.47 Vizcaíno accepted Masamune’s offer and constructed the ship, 

eventually leaving Japan at the end of the tenth month of 1613. Once the ship 

was on its way to New Spain, Vizcaíno was forced to give up any power or 

authority he had to Sotelo, becoming a mere passenger. When Vizcaíno arrived 

back in New Spain he reported his ill treatment to the Viceroy of New Spain and 
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in a series of letters to his powerful father, Luis de Velasco Vizcaíno.48 The latter 

sent a letter to the Governor–General of the Philippines, Juan de Silva, stating 

that the Spanish authorities in Manila needed to be cautious with the Japanese.49 

Luis de Velasco Vizcaíno was also friends with Antonio de Morga and helped 

finance the first edition of de Morga’s history of the Philippines, Sucesos de las 

Islas Filipinas.50 Luis de Velasco Vizcaíno agreed with de Morga’s view of 

limiting interaction with the Japanese and set into place many of the policies that 

de Morga had recommended when he was Viceroy of New Spain. His son’s view 

of being mistreated by the Japanese as an official ambassador of the Spanish 

monarch only reinforced the policies that he had put in place before.  

In Ieyasu’s letter to the Viceroy, he thanked him for the gifts, and made one 

specific request with which the Spanish agreed to comply. Ieyasu requested that 

the Spanish should stop sending friars to Japan as Christianity was at odds with 

Japanese religions.51 It was at this time that Ieyasu started to apply more 

pressure on Christianity by closing churches and reclaiming their land. One of the 

reasons why Ieyasu started to become wary of Christianity is because Adams 

had informed him that converting people to Christianity was part of the Spanish 

process of taking over a region. Vivero had in fact presented just such an idea to 

Spanish officials. His idea was that after Ieyasu’s death the friars should lead 

their converts to revolt against the Japanese government and place Spanish 

officials in charge.52 However, Spanish officials knew that an invasion of Japan 

would be too difficult as other reports described Japan as well fortified and 

armed.53 Despite what Spanish leaders thought, they recognised that they 

needed to comply with the Japanese demand and stop sending friars to Japan. 

Previous to Vizcaíno’s departure from Japan to New Spain, the Province of San 

Gregorio in the Philippines had issued a recall to Manila of all Franciscans and 

Spanish subjects not authorised to be in Japan because of increasing 

persecution. Some chose to stay in Japan because of their zeal. 
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Vizcaíno’s report of his ill treatment and Ieyasu’s request for restrictions to be 

placed on friars going to Japan forced the Viceroy to send a letter to Philip III.  

This requested further orders from the Spanish court regarding how they should 

pursue relations with the Japanese. The Council of the Indies debated for some 

time about what policies should best be adopted regarding Japan. Prior to this 

Philip III issued an order stating that an annual ship should be sent to Japan in 

order to promote good relations. However, this was never carried out by Viceroy 

Diego Fernández de Córdoba, as Vizcaíno arrived shortly after with news of his 

mission. The monarch ultimately decided to remove the clause of an annual ship 

and to have the return envoy to Japan express friendship only. The former was 

no longer needed because there was no desire for the Japanese to learn how to 

conduct the trans-Pacific voyage or gain other ‘secrets’ that they had not yet 

learned.54 Thus the Council of the Indies and the Spanish monarch had no 

intention of fulfilling the original Japanese request for knowledge in mining, ship 

construction and world cartography. They believed that by restricting friars from 

going to Japan and allowing Japanese ships to come to Manila for trade were 

acts of friendship that would alone allow Spanish ships access to a Japanese 

port on their voyage to the Americas.  

Ultimately relations would fail because of the time needed for correspondence to 

take place between the Spanish court and New Spain, making a return envoy 

unable to leave until April of 1615. During this period, Ieyasu in the eleventh 

month of 1614 collected and expelled 96 missionaries from various orders 

sending them to Macao and Manila.55 Franciscan Diego de Santa Catalina led 

the Spanish embassy and upon his arrival to Japan was met by Ieyasu, but was 

ill-received. Hidetada refused to meet with the envoy altogether. After the death 

of Ieyasu in the seventh month of 1616, Catalina had expected more favorable 

attitudes to the Spanish embassy by Hidetada. However another audience 

request with Hidetada was turned down, even though permission was given to 

Catalina to return to New Spain with some Japanese merchandise. Upon 

Catalina’s departure Hidetada would limit foreign trade to the ports of Hirado and 
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Nagasaki. When Catalina arrived in the Americas, he informed the Viceroy and 

the Council of the Indies of the ill-fated mission and that Spanish–Japanese 

relations had broken down and were unsalvageable.  

With the Spanish goal of obtaining a port in Japan looking unlikely, authorities in 

Spain set forth policies to continue maintaining their friendship with the 

Japanese. Spanish authorities believed that by having the Japanese on good 

terms they were less likely to invade Manila. The safety of Manila was essential 

to protecting the Pacific trade, and with the arrival of the Dutch and the English, 

Spanish authorities became more concerned about an attack against Manila. 

Conclusion 
Identifying Spanish–Japanese relations within the term ‘Christian Century’ is 

inaccurate, as all of the implications associated with this term do not apply to the 

Spanish. As I have argued, Spanish–Japanese relations have largely been 

misunderstood. Placing the Spanish within the ‘Christian Century’ insinuates that 

they maintained similar policies as the Portuguese, namely wanting to have 

relations solely for the purpose of trade and the propagation of the Christian faith. 

Instead the Spanish were actively engaged throughout this period in establishing 

policies with the Japanese that they thought would best provide security for 

Manila and the Pacific trade. Manila was unlike any other Spanish settlement in 

the empire because all of Spain’s policies focused on the necessity of Manila’s 

survival to support the Pacific trade. The Spanish in Manila were alone in Asia 

and did not have a series of way stations or friendly ports like the Dutch, English 

and Portuguese. Because of this they had to constantly change their allegiances 

to survive and it is of no surprise that after the 1640s, when all hopes of a 

Japanese relationship were lost, the Spanish openly traded with the Dutch and 

the English in Manila, when such activities would once have been heretical 

throughout the Spanish sphere of influence.56  

Trying to find a new term to redefine Spanish–Japanese relations is complex. 

When looking at Spanish policies it is easy to focus on the preservation of the 



Eras Edition 11, November 2009 – http://www.arts.monash.edu.au/publications/eras 

Pacific trade. However, renaming this period as the ‘Pacific Trade Century’ is 

problematic as it places Japanese policies within a Spanish framework. In 

studying cross-cultural exchanges it is perhaps best to not use terms to define 

the interaction to avoid potential problems. Because of this, the term ‘Christian 

Century’ should not be used to highlight the introduction, proselytising, and 

prohibition of Christianity in Japan. It does not accurately describe the period, 

especially in regards to Spanish–Japanese relations. Instead the focus of 

European–Japanese relations during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

needs to take a global approach. This should concentrate on which political, 

social, cultural and economic conditions enabled foreign cultural elements to 

cross cultural boundaries.  
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