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In late November 1574, the notorious Limahong and his pirates arrived 

in the Philippine archipelago. Previous studies have focused on their 

infamous Manila raid. Cross-examining Ming Chinese and Spanish sources, 

the present study examines the campaign to capture them in Pangasinan 

in 1575, which reveals a temporary tripartite Sino–Spanish–Luzonese 

antipiracy alliance that is occluded in contemporary sources. This study 

highlights global history based on transregional linkages as embodied by 

Limahong’s marauding pirates who, as nonstate actors, precipitated state-

to-state contact between South China and the Philippine archipelago but 

whose escape in August 1575 unraveled early Sino–Spanish relations. 
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I
n 1576 a pair of governors general stood at the maritime frontier 
of two early modern empires. Writing to their respective monarchs 
about seaborne raiders, Fujian Grand Coordinator1 Liu Yaohui and 
Spanish governor general of the Philippines Francisco de Sande 
left a lasting impact on the history of early Sino–Spanish relations. 

Given that both Liu and Sande reported through official correspondence, 
one may safely assume that neither expected a large public audience for his 
dispatches. Nevertheless, a number of possible factors—including, but not 
limited to, misreporting by subordinates, imperial perspectives, or a lack of 
previous historical relations—may have influenced how the two reported 
the events.2 As a result, for over four centuries an incomplete narrative has 
persisted about the Pangasinan campaign against the pirates led by Limahong 
(Lin Feng, Lin-a-fen), following their infamous raid on Manila in late 1574.

Since the 1580s historians have compiled conflicting histories of 
the siege in Pangasinan. These histories have argued that either Spanish 
conquistadors and Luzonese soldiers or, alternatively, Ming Chinese and 
Luzonese forces battled the raiders. Beginning with Juan Gonzalez de 
Mendoza’s (1903, 91–125) oft cited The History of the Great and Mighty 
Kingdom of China (1586), Spanish histories have failed to identify the 
contribution of Ming naval forces. Contrastingly, Chinese histories, such 
as the seventeenth-century Wanli wugong lu (Record of Wanli’s Military 
Accomplishments) by Qu Jiusi (2002), have perpetuated the silencing of 
the Spanish contribution (ibid., 234; Guo 2014, 919–20). Focusing more 
on either Spanish or Ming documents, subsequent histories have regularly 
endorsed one of these divergent views.3 By cross-examining previously 
underutilized historical documents, I aim to contribute some clarity about 
the actors and events in Pangasinan during 1575.

Historical Background
Since at least the 1520s, a smuggling trade had flourished in the seas from 
the Straits of Melaka to the Japanese archipelago, with people from South 
China playing a key role as intermediaries. Responding to Ming subjects 
illegally engaging in maritime trade, the Jiajing Emperor in 1548 ordered 
a tightening of overseas travel bans (haijin) and the breaking up of coastal 
smuggler markets. Faced with an existential threat to their commercial 
activities, the smuggling syndicates of the early sixteenth century turned into 
piratical coalitions (Chin 2010, 43–58; Antony 2003, 23–27). Between 1548 

and 1570, maritime violence exploded in South China with over five hundred 
coastal raids reported (Elisonas 1991, 249–50).

Responding to the surge in coastal raiding, the Ming government 
repeatedly authorized antipiracy campaigns. By the early 1560s, these 
operations had pushed the centers of illicit activity southward. Domestically, 
they resulted in southern Fujian and eastern Guangdong natives, such as, 
among others, Zhu Liangbao, Wu Ping, and Lin Daoqian, becoming the 
newest generation of piratical leaders. Internationally, military campaigns 
drove the smuggler-pirates increasingly into Philippine waters (Igawa 2010, 
79–80). The pirates under Limahong mirrored their contemporaries.

In general, information about Limahong’s crew remains relatively 
sparse. First, like many piratical bands, they were known to be multiethnic. 
The Japanese captain Sioco was one of the few individuals identified by 
name. Also, the group included either Portuguese or individuals who could 
speak Portuguese because crew members reportedly translated Spanish 
curses hurled at them in Manila. Second, while likely hailing from various 
locations in South China and abroad, they appeared to have a special 
relation with Chaozhou in eastern Guangdong province. Limahong 
came from Raoping county in the southeast of the prefecture (Zhou 1893, 
38.36b). They repeatedly raided near the prefecture (Gu 1962a, 584), and 
when their final surrender came they negotiated with and surrendered to 
local officials rather than provincial-level officials in Guangzhou or Fuzhou. 
Third, although reports of their numbers ranged from several hundred to 
upwards of 10,000, officials ultimately reported that 1,712 individuals and 
688 captives surrendered in 1576 (ibid., 179–80, 646; Gu 1962b, 1313–14). 
Yet, with the sole exception of a letter attributed to Limahong, which the 
Spaniards or overseas Chinese merchant-traders in Manila translated and 
transcribed, I have uncovered no historical documents created by the pirates 
to provide personal insights into their experience. Thus, much—if not nearly 
all—information has been refracted through the lens of the officials, like Liu 
and Sande, who confronted them.

Historiography

Historians such as Nicholas Tarling (1963), Kwan-wai So (1975), James 
F. Warren (1981), Dian Murray (1987), and Robert J. Antony (2003) paved 
the way for the study of piracy in the waters of East and Southeast Asia. 
However, Robert J. Antony and Sebastian R. Prange (2012, 455) have noted 
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that generally piracy is “an often-overlooked dimension of Asian maritime 
enterprise in the early modern period.” Recently, our knowledge of maritime 
predation in Asia has expanded rapidly. This study is most concerned about 
the connections between states and piracy, an issue uppermost among recent 
historiographical advancements.4

Although the importance of littoral raiding to regional state development 
has been long acknowledged,5 what concerns the present article most are state 
responses to piracy, which could be either nonviolent or violent. From the 
perspective of nonviolent responses, one recent trend has focused on how 
maritime predation has the potential to influence governing policies, ultimately 
resulting in adjustments in government policy. Regarding Ming-Qing China, 
these changes can be seen in the impact of piracy on maritime trade policies 
and states transitioning from expanding to governing empires (Li 2010; Wang 
2014). From the perspective of violent responses, antipiracy campaigns and 
maritime defense are an emerging area of discussion for both regional and 
global comparisons (Sim 2017; Ōta 2018). Visible in the arguments proposed 
by historians of Atlantic piracy is the insight that campaigns to eliminate 
pirates contributed to the expansion of empire, delineation of sovereignty, 
and establishment of international law (Thomson 1994; Benton 2010; Hanna 
2015). As Jonathan Chappell (2018, 473–92) has argued recently, however, 
within the Southeast Asian region in the nineteenth century, competing 
centers of political power complicated the organizing of antipiracy activities. 
The present study fits in between these trends by focusing on how Limahong’s 
pirates brought about the first exchanges between two regional states.

This article examines what happened when maritime predation brought 
the Spanish and Ming Chinese states into contact with one another and 
how their representatives, with different world-ordering principles, presented 
the interactions. Unlike later British and Qing concerns with piracy, the 
Spanish and Ming empires found in Limahong’s pirates a concrete reason to 
cooperate. However, exchanges between these empires did not result in the 
establishment of international law, delineation of maritime sovereignty, or 
even official ties. In a little over one year, they made first contact, exchanged 
initial embassies, and ended official ties. Although a broader history of the 
personal interactions between the officials would benefit historiography, 
this article aims to show that the pirates resided at the confluence of global 
history6 and history from below. At this point, it is important to emphasize 
the dual definitions of “global history” as synonymous with the study of world 

history as well as history based on transnational or transregional linkages. In 
this article, I utilize the latter meaning, casting Limahong’s pirates as the 
linkage between the Ming and Spanish empires. Ideally this study reveals 
the initial steps toward a system of international relations from below that 
characterized early modern Sino–Spanish interactions.

Sources

Examining early modern texts is no easy task, particularly at a historical 
moment when two early modern empires first came into contact. In his 
analysis of sixteenth-century biographies Resil B. Mojares (1993, 455) has 
advised that “in the historical reading of texts . . . one pays attention not only 
to what is included but to what is excluded. More important, one attends to 
how the processes of inclusion and exclusion create problematic texts which, 
between the said and the unsaid, are themselves a form of saying something 
about their present and our past.” Bringing together underutilized sources, 
I argue that Spanish conquistadors, Ming sailors, and Luzonese warriors all 
contributed to the—albeit ill-fated—campaign to capture the seaborne raiders.

In attempting to show the multifaceted contributions to the Pangasinan 
campaign, this article relies primarily on two types of historical sources. As 
already alluded to, letters and memorials crafted by officials in the Philippines 
and South China constitute some of the most important documents used 
in this study. On the Spanish side, the author located these documents 
in Blair and Robertson’s The Philippine Islands, 1493–1803 and the more 
recent La China en España: Elaboración de un Corpus Digitalizado de 
Documentos Españoles Sobre China de 1555 a 1900 (Folch et al. 2006). On 
the Chinese side, the records came primarily from the Ming shilu (Ming 
Veritable Record; Gu 1962a, 1962b). Additionally, Geoff Wade’s (2005a) 
English-language translations, found in Southeast Asia in the Ming Shi-lu, 
proved invaluable resources. Furthermore, the collected writings of officials 
provided further Chinese-language memoranda. The limitations of the 
compiled materials, however, lead to the conclusion that editorial decisions 
contemporaneous with the event or afterwards might have perpetuated 
inadvertently the continuation of an incomplete narrative. At this point 
incorporating a second type of historical source material becomes necessary.

The second set of sources, although not compiled when Limahong’s 
pirates operated, consists of early modern Spanish and Chinese histories, 
such as those previously mentioned by Mendoza and Qu. These sources 
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provide essential background and contextual information, allowing the 
historian to place the events of 1575 in the historical moment. As will be 
shown, analyzing them reveals the initial development of the narrative 
surrounding the Pangasinan campaign. Nevertheless, due to their temporal 
and spatial distance from the event, one must meticulously read them against 
one another, along with the letters and memorials, mindful of contradictions 
and inconsistencies.

With a view to balancing the perspectives in the sources, I divide the 
article in two sections. The differing nature of the sources, however, also 
results in stylistic variations between the two parts. Relying mainly on 
Spanish sources, the first section, “A View from the South,” utilizes historical 
narrative that is contextualized by recently recovered and seldom used 
documents. The first section thus establishes the general historical narrative. 
The second section, “A View from the North,” turns to a cross-examination of 
source documents, in this case primarily Ming-era memorials, early modern 
military histories, and a “travel guide” to maritime Asia. Finally, considering 
the local and global aspects, I offer a few possible paths for future research 
and implications of Limahong’s pirates for early Sino–Spanish relations.

A View from the South
As has already been noted, multiple bands of sea robbers and coastal raiders 
operated in the waters of Southeast Asia during the mid-sixteenth century 
(Antony 2003, 16). Limahong’s crew began raiding at least as early as 
1568. Their first recorded attack occurred in Shenquan town in southern 
Guangdong province (Zhou 1893, 38.36b). While other roving gangs began 
to disappear, they remained active into the 1570s. Because they were one of 
the last major mid–sixteenth-century piratical bands, the Ming government 
organized a large-scale elimination campaign against them. On 4 March 
1574, the Ministry of War wrote to the Wanli Emperor’s court that the coalition 
had attacked again the coastal prefectures in eastern Guangdong.7 Then 
after setting anchor at Nan’ao island, they sought negotiated pacification. 
Rejecting calls for amnesty, the court approved a request that Liangguang 
Military Commander Yin Zhengmao and Fujian Grand Coordinator Liu 
Yaohui organize a joint provincial elimination campaign (Gu 1962a, 584). 
The raiders, however, refused to wait passively for reprisals.

Continually disappearing into the blue and reappearing to raid, 
Limahong’s pirates pillaged coastal settlements over the summer of 1574. 

The Ming shilu noted that on 28 June Liu informed the emperor’s court that 
the coalition had fled eastward from Fujian waters (ibid., 646). On 5 August, 
it recorded that the pirates had once again attacked Qinglan Port on Hainan 
island (ibid., 673). Then, on 3 November, provincial officials reported that 
the coalition had fled from the Penghu islands to Wang Port on Taiwan. 
Regional Commander Hu Shouren and Assistant Regional Commander 
Hu Liangpeng pursued them and even sought help from the indigenous 
Taiwanese to coordinate an attack. During the ensuing confrontation, the 
pirates lost many ships but still evaded elimination. After battles in Penghu 
and Taiwan, Limahong and his crew fled once again (Gu 1962b, 731–32). 
Sailing south, they arrived in the north of the Philippine archipelago in 
late November and seized a vessel returning to Fujian. After the captured 
mariners spoke of the wealth contained in Manila, Limahong ordered his 
crew members to set out to assault the Spanish settlement (Sande 1903, 24).

Ignoring warnings from the locals, the Spaniards failed to prepare for 
an attack. Master of the Camp Martín de Goíti believed the raiders to have 
been Borneans, who could not have traveled to Manila due to seasonal 
easterly winds (ibid., 28). Sailing from the northeast, however, the raiders 
were propelled by the winds toward their destination. On 30 November, the 
raid on Manila commenced. Arriving early in the morning with between 700 
and 800 men, Captain Sioco brought many fighters ashore quietly and in an 
orderly fashion; the Spaniards failed to notice them until they had already 
breached Manila’s defenses (Alburquerque 2006). The invaders went first to 
Goíti’s residence, where his wife, Lucia Corral, hurled curses at them, which 
the Portuguese speakers among the pirates reportedly translated. Now aware 
of the residents’ importance, they set fire to the house, killed Goíti, and left 
Lucia Corral, badly wounded and naked, for dead. The assault continued for 
several hours, resulting in the burning of the town. After sacking Manila but 
failing to penetrate the Spanish palisade, the coalition sailed across the bay 
to Cavite to rest (Sande 1903, 35; Mendoza 1903, 103).

Returning on 2 December, the pirates launched their second assault on 
Manila, which proved costly for them. Local defenses benefited from the 
arrival of Capt. Juan de Salcedo. From his estate, Fernandina in northern 
Luzon, Salcedo and his men had witnessed the pirates capture a Spanish 
galliot, prompting them to quickly set sail to defend Manila. However, their 
vessels traveled at a slower pace than their adversaries’ ships and only arrived 
in Manila on 1 December, after the initial battle had ensued (Mendoza 



SHUTZ / LIMAHONG AND EARLY SINO–SPANISH RELATIONSPSHEV  67, NOS. 3–4 (2019) 323322

1903, 96, 102). With Goíti dead, Gov. Gen. Guido de Lavezaris8 promoted 
Salcedo as the new master of camp. Salcedo immediately began reinforcing 
the defensive perimeter from the beachhead to the Pasig River. Spanish 
sources recorded that, in the second raid, the attackers lost around 200 men, 
while only a few Spaniards perished (Sande 1903, 35; Mendoza 1903, 103). 
After failing to seize the fort, Limahong ordered the occupation of Manila, 
but the crew refused and fled (Loarca 2006, ch. 1, f. 115 [136]a). 

As March 1575 came to an end, the Spaniards launched a campaign 
to locate and defeat the invaders, who had constructed their own makeshift 
fortifications near the mouth of the Agno river in Pangasinan (Lo 1976, 918). 
On 23 March 1575, Juan de Salcedo set out with a joint Spanish–Luzonese 
force. In 1576 recently appointed Gov. Gen. Francisco de Sande (1903, 38) 
reported to Philip II that Salcedo took about 256 Spaniards and 2,500 locals 
from the Manila region to Pangasinan; but, in his A History of the Great and 
Mighty Kingdom of China, Mendoza (1903, 106) recorded that Salcedo took 
250 conquistadors and 500 Luzonese. In the seventeenth century Gaspar de 
San Agustín (1975, 423) wrote that Salcedo went with between 2,000 and 
3,000 Luzonese led by Tondo chieftain Lakandula. Capt. Miguel de Loarca 
(2006, ch. 2, f. 115 [136]b), who personally participated in the campaign, 
noted that Salcedo commanded 800 Castilians and 1,000 Luzonese. Clearly, 
discerning the specifics of the Pangasinan campaign requires careful analysis 
of historical sources.

Spanish documents recorded a complex battle strategy in the assault 
on the hideout. Arriving in Pangasinan on 30 March, the Spaniards first 
established a quarantine by blockading the river. Next, Salcedo ordered a 
pincer attack on the settlement. Ascending the river in their ships, Capts. 
Pedro de Chaves and Lorenço Chacon commanded forty soldiers each, 
while Capt. Gabriel de Ribera led another column overland (Mendoza 
1903, 107). Exceeding expectations, the Spaniards reported burning thirty-
five ships and capturing over 100 men and at least seventy women (Sande 
1903, 39). Overtaking the makeshift fort, however, proved an arduous task. 

Like the Spaniards in Manila, the pirates immediately reinforced their 
defenses. Both Mendoza (1903, 109) and San Agustín (1975, 431) recorded 
that the pirates quickly deployed artillery, arquebuses, and culverins. Sande 
(1903, 39; Loarca 2006, ch. 2, f. 117 [138]a) reported that the burning of the 
ships destroyed many supplies. Limahong’s personal secretary deserted the 
pirates and informed the Spaniards that the former still held a large supply 

of gunpowder, shot, and enough food to withstand a blockade of several 
months. With the battle stalemated, the two sides had to devise a different 
strategy to resolve the situation.

Next, the combatants turned to negotiation. In their accounts both 
Loarca (2006) and San Agustín (1975) included letters exchanged between 
the Fujianese trader Lin Bixiu (S. Sinsay)9 and Limahong, while San Agustín 
also included an additional letter from Salcedo to Limahong. Attempting to 
coax surrender, Lin Bixiu wrote of the favorable treatment those friendly 
with the Spaniards received in Manila. He contrasted these enticements 
with an elaboration on the Spanish military strength, particularly noting a 
supposed “800 Castilians, 1000 Indians, and 80 pieces of artillery” brought 
to Pangasinan. Ultimately, Lin Bixiu urged Limahong to surrender with 
promises that the Spaniards would return the captured women and men 
(Loarca 2006, ch. 2, f. 116 [137]b; San Agustín 1975, 432). For a group now 
pursued by the military forces of multiple empires, it easily could have been 
an attractive offer.

While there are slight variations between the transcriptions made by 
Loarca and San Agustín, the letters generally mirror one another, with San 
Agustín’s appearing slightly more elegantly worded, perhaps a refinement 
due to its later production date. In his response Limahong revealed a key 
clue to the presence of the Spaniards in Pangasinan:

Looking out from my land, it goes without saying I see people there, 

and I regret not knowing about you. I have come here because the 

King [the Wanli Emperor]10 harassed me. The day that the Spaniards 

entered, I was very disheveled, and if the houses were burned and 

they entered the fort, I do not know what damage they would have 

received. I am grateful to you for the good will with which you write 

me, and if you can make a peace concert with the Master of the Field, 

I will be very glad; and it is to be this manner that the Master of the 

Field and his people first go to Manila, and then I will go with three or 

four ships to kiss their hands and pay due regard to Manila. And if the 

Master of the Field desires that the ships and houses be burned and 

that I surrender to him, I do not intend to do it, and is this to conclude 

as one who passes through the edge of the sword; has it come to this? 

If the Master of the Field has many brave people, I also have them, 

well-experienced, because with them I escaped from more than a 



SHUTZ / LIMAHONG AND EARLY SINO–SPANISH RELATIONSPSHEV  67, NOS. 3–4 (2019) 325324

hundred [folio 116 (137) b] thousand men of China, and to the natives 

of this land for, innumerable as they are, I do not esteem them in 

anything. And I am now like a tiger that is ambushed, and everyone 

wants to capture it. They do not know if the tiger will kill the people or 

the people will capture the tiger. Each of the parties should think well 

what suits them, but with this I conclude my reasons and writings. 

And if these conditions were accepted, I will take it. Limahon complies 

with You. (Loarca 2006, ch. 2, f. 116 [137]b–117 [138]a; San Agustín 

1975, 432–33)

While neither transcription by Loarca or San Agustín is the original letter, 
Limahong’s statement, equating himself with a tiger, mirrors analogies 
used by Ming officials to discuss those engaged in maritime predation. 
For example, on 3 October 1572, the Ming shilu noted a memorial from 
Regional Guangdong Inspector Yang Yigui. Concerned about the potential 
pacification of Limahong, Yang wrote: “[Lin] urges the government to 
arrange negotiated pacification, but still appears and disappears, plundering 
and killing as he goes. In such a situation, wanting to pacify him through 
negotiation again is like raising a tiger, and will lead to future calamities” (Gu 
1962a, 179–80; Wade 2005b). I argue that the use of a common narrative 
trope not only testifies to the original letter likely having been written by 
Limahong, but its transcription also places the Spanish at the negotiations 
in Pangasinan.

Although other versions of Loarca’s transcription did not appear until 
later, the one quoted here is housed in the Real Academia de la Historia 
and dates to 1575. For the sake of argument, let us question the authenticity 
of the letter: could someone else acquainted with Ming Chinese concerns 
have crafted it? Although the portrayal as sympathetic victims of the 
emperor accords with Orientalist depictions of Asian despotism, it would 
be an odd choice to fabricate letters showing Limahong’s willful defiance 
of the Spaniards, a discourtesy that ultimately went unchecked. Lin Bixiu’s 
letter describes a formidable military force amassed by the Spaniards and 
Luzonese, but in the end the pirates skillfully eluded them (Loarca 2006 
ch. 2, f. 116 [137]b). In my opinion, the unpunished challenge posed to 
the Spaniards within the letters attests to their authenticity. Limahong’s 
letter provides only one clue needed to decipher the actors involved in the 
Pangasinan campaign.

In the Biblioteca de El Escorial, Juan Francisco Maura (2004, 1–26) has 
recently uncovered an anonymous manuscript entitled, Relación del suceso 
de la venida del tirano chino sobre este campo y de las demás cosas sucedidas 
acerca dello (Relation of the incident of the coming of the Chinese tyrant on 
this camp and the other things that happened about him). The manuscript 
deals with the sack of Manila, the lead up to the counterattack, and the initial 
success the Spaniards achieved. Maura (ibid., 2) argues that then Governor 
General Lavezaris ordered it written in 1575, making its creation slightly 
earlier than but still roughly contemporaneous with Loarca’s account. If 
Maura is correct and Spanish officials crafted the manuscript under the 
order of Lavezaris, then it predates Sande’s arrival in Manila in August 1575, 
an easy conclusion to make since Sande replaced Lavezaris as governor 
general. The importance of these facts is twofold. First, the manuscript once 
again identifies 23 March 1575 as the date when Master of Camp Juan de 
Salcedo and his forces departed for Pangasinan (ibid., 23). Second, since 
it also notes the importance of Lin Bixiu and other local overseas Chinese 
in the defense of Manila, the limited amount of information following 
the initial assault does not read like a silencing of Chinese participation. 
Instead, the manuscript comes across as memorializing Spanish successes 
immediately following the arrival of reports from the battlefield. Following 
the assault on Manila in November 1574 and subsequent local uprisings, the 
quick battlefield success would likely have been very welcome news. The 
manuscript adds another piece of valuable evidence to support an argument 
for the presence of the Spaniards. Fortunately for historians, multiple parties 
recorded these events.

As we have already seen, Loarca’s (2006) Relacion del viaje que hezimos 
a la China desde la ciudad de Manila en las del poniente año de 1575 años, 
con mandado y acuerdo de Guido de Lavazaris governador i Capitan General 
que a la sazon era en las Islas Philipinas (Relation of the trip that we made 
to China from the city of Manila in the Western year of 1575, with order 
and agreement of Guido de Lavazaris governor and Captain General who 
at that time was in the Philippine Islands) provides an indispensable and 
heretofore underutilized source of information about the siege. On the one 
hand, in the early twentieth century, Blair and Robertson included excerpts 
from Loarca’s work in their collection of Spanish colonial documents, but 
they focused on his description of the Philippines (Loarca 1903). In South 
China in the Sixteenth Century, C. R. Boxer (2010) translated Friar Martín 
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de Rada’s (2010) account of the Spanish mission to Fujian in the summer 
of 1575 and read it against Loarca’s observations. Given that Boxer’s work 
included several other contemporaneous accounts, incorporating notes by 
both Rada and Loarca would have been an extensive amount of information. 
On the other hand, omitting the entirety of Loarca’s account from either 
collection limited its distribution, likely resulting in many details of the 
siege of Pangasinan being overlooked in twentieth- and twenty-first-century 
histories. As shown in Limahong’s letter, Loarca provided new and valuable 
insights.

Unlike Sande and Mendoza, Loarca personally participated in the 
Pangasinan campaign. Early in his account, Loarca noted that, while 
in the port of Bolinao at the northwestern end of the Lingayen Gulf, he 
encountered a Ming scout ship searching for Limahong. After a few days, 
Squad Leader Wang Wang-gao’s command ship arrived. Then, joining the 
Spaniards in Pangasinan, the Ming commander and the Spanish master of 
field (presumably Salcedo) discussed the rewards promised to those who 
assisted in the capture of Limahong. As historian Manel Ollé Rodriguez 
(2002, 52–53) has noted, the offer presented the Spaniards with the type of 
opportunity for official Sino–Spanish relations that they sought. Stimulated 
by the potential benefits of a joint campaign, the master of field encouraged 
Wang to travel to Manila and meet with Lavezaris. Although he accepted the 
invitation, Loarca (2006, ch. 3, f. 117 [138]b; Mendoza 1903, 113) recorded 
that, rather than take his own ships, he sailed to Manila “on a small ship 
of the islands with the Captain Pedro Chaves”; the local Luzonese ships 
had been transporting the Spaniards between Manila and Pangasinan.11 
Symbolically inaugurating the tripartite alliance, Wang stood aboard the 
Luzonese vessel, commanded by a Spanish captain, en route to Manila. Yet, 
a looming question remains. What happened to the two Ming ships?

While Loarca made no further mention of the vessels until a Spanish 
embassy to Fujian embarked in June, other sources made it clear that they at 
least remained near the Lingayen Gulf, if not in Pangasinan itself. Mendoza 
(1903, 113, 119), in fact, addressed the location of the Ming command ship; 
he wrote that, although it attempted to travel to Manila, “this ship returned 
to anchor at the river whence they had set out” due to a storm. Later, he 
identified the port as Bolinao. Sande (1903, 46) recorded that a “large vessel 
belonging to [Wang] was left in Pangasinan with thirty or forty Chinese; 
[Wang] said that he did so, in order that they might be of service to the 

camp.” The ships disappeared from the discussion until Sande noted that 
one vessel remained after Wang and the Spaniards had set off for Fujian. 
Having already located their target, the Ming commander would not have 
sent away the first ship. Before the embassy departed for Fujian, a more 
tactically astute choice would have been for both vessels to remain in the 
Lingayen Gulf, either in the port of Bolinao or Pangasinan itself. Engaging in 
a blockade might appear to be of little significance to the overall campaign, 
but as Sande (ibid., 43–47) noted the Ming soldiers arrived soon after the 
initial attack, and only occasional skirmishes occurred over the following 
months. 

In between early April and August, when the pirates broke the blockade 
and fled to sea, the Ming soldiers likely contributed as much as either the 
Spaniards or Luzonese to capturing them. According to Loarca (2006, ch. 
2, f. 116 [137]b), Wang arrived in Manila on 8 April 1575. This date would 
place his meetings with Loarca and Salcedo within a few days of the initial 
attack on 30 March. Ignoring the contribution of the Ming forces, coupled 
with their ongoing campaign, only perpetuates previous historical oversights.

A View from the North
Reflecting the silences in the Spanish histories, Ming accounts also 
obfuscated the actions of the Spaniards. In the Wanli wugong lu, Qu Jiusi 
(2002, 234) recorded that “Liu Yaohui sent emissaries Wang Wanggao, 
Zhou Ying, and others to order Luzon to recruit 5,000 foreign soldiers. They 
attacked [Pangasinan] harbor with the plan to burn [Lin] Feng’s ships. Only 
40 ships remained. [Lin] Feng was not able to patrol the town in self-defense. 
He again went to Chaozhou.” Similarly, in the Yue daji (Large Grand Record 
of Guangdong), Guo Fei (2014, 919) wrote that “Fujian Grand Coordinator 
Liu Yaohui dispatched people to inform the Luzonese king to assemble 
foreign soldiers to attack them. The lair and ships were burned down.” In 
these and other accounts, there is no distinction between the Luzonese and 
Spaniards. Like their Spanish counterparts, the compilers produced their 
accounts based on the limited available information. Given that officials 
compiled these texts in the early seventeenth century, is it possible to trace 
the origins of the Spanish absence?

The earliest available Ming report of the events in Pangasinan appeared 
in Liu’s correspondence with the Wanli Emperor’s court. Liu’s memorial 
both further reinforced the presence of the Ming navy and failed to directly 
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identify the Spaniards. On 27 September 1576 the Ming shilu noted that 
Liu memorialized, “The yi troops of Luzon defeated the bandit Lin Feng 
at sea, burnt ships and took heads. However, Feng burst through the cordon 
and fled. The Squad Leader Wang Wang-gao and others then took more 
heads” (Gu 1962b, 1264; Wade 2005c). In a full-length memorial, Liu 
(1997, 400) reported that multiple officials in Fujian and Guangdong had 
conducted investigations into the actions of Limahong. In the investigations, 
two prisoners, Xu San and Zheng Hongchai, corroborated the burning of the 
pirate’s ships by the Luzonese and the subsequent escape from Pangasinan: 

prisoner Xu San confessed that Lin Feng went beyond the pale to 

attack Luzon. Then Luzon foreign people burned the thieves’ ships. 

Within six months, Lin Feng rebuilt 33 ships and fled to Haimen [in 

Chaozhou] with nearly 1000 thieves . . . prisoner Zheng Hongchai . . . 

confessed that Lin Feng when hiding in Luzon suffered an attack by 

Luzonese people that killed 1000 thieves, so he issued a command to 

come to Chaozhou. (ibid.) 

Clearly, both Spanish and Ming accounts corroborate the burning of the 
ships and the refitting of the vessels to escape from Luzon. Nevertheless, 
some parts of Liu’s memorial require further examination.

Liu’s writing helps illumine the importance of meticulously reading 
the sources against one another. First, rather than interpret the memorial 
as intentionally silencing the Spanish contribution, Liu’s identification 
of the Luzonese as attacking the raiders reveals limitations in the flow of 
information in early modern maritime Asia. Prior to 1575, there had been no 
official contact between the Spanish and Ming empires. In June 1575 Wang 
brought the first Spanish embassy, including Loarca and Rada, to Fuzhou to 
meet Liu. Consequently, identifying them as Luzon people seems a natural 
conclusion as the Ming Empire historically was acquainted with Luzon but 
not with the Spanish Empire. Despite earlier voyages through Southeast 
Asian waters, Spaniards only began actively colonizing the archipelago in 
1565. Spanish Gov. Gen. Miguel Lopez de Legazpi had christened Manila 
only on 24 June 1571 (Riquel 1903, 173). Mistaken identities would 
appear to be a natural development from a rapidly changing geopolitical 
situation. A sixteenth-century guide to the peoples of Southeast Asia will 
help demonstrate the prevalence of these misidentifications.

As a high-ranking official monitoring South China in the 1570s, Cai 
Ruxian observed firsthand the issues confronting the Ming government 
in the southeast littoral. Completed in 1586, Cai’s (1996) Dongyi tuxiang 
(Images of Eastern Foreigners) and Dongyi tushuo (Descriptions of Eastern 
Foreigners) provide valuable insights into the state of information about 
Luzon specifically and maritime Asia generally. Like the anonymous 
compiler(s) of the famous Boxer Codex, created in Spanish Manila, Cai likely 
intended the texts to inform his contemporaries about regional neighbors 
(Souza and Turley 2015, 13). Unlike the work ordered by the Spanish 
officials, Cai (1996) reported on peoples with whom the Ming Empire at 
least maintained tentative historical relations.

Despite these connections, however, Cai’s compendium reveals 
limitations in the flow of information about contemporaneous Southeast 
Asia. For example, Cai’s (ibid., 413, 415) image of a Luzonese person (fig. 
1) looks less like other peoples from the region and more like a Folangji 
(Portuguese) (fig. 2). The depiction of the Luzonese person carries a striking 
resemblance to a Spaniard. The bowler hat, jacket, and pants all betray 
European fashion. In the Dongyi tushuo, Cai (ibid., 426) recorded that 
“Luzon is in the sea to the southwest. Their customs, clothing, food, and 
marriages are virtually the same as the Folangji.” After providing a list of local 
Luzonese products, Cai acknowledged that “in Yongle year three [1405], 
Luzon dispatched a royal embassy” to the Ming court.12 In neither the artistic 
renderings nor written description did Cai suggest any differences between 
the indigenous Luzonese and the Spaniards. Rather he asserted a historical 
continuity between the Luzonese of the early fifteenth and late sixteenth 
centuries, even though anyone fitting the visual depictions and some of the 
written content only arrived in the early to mid-sixteenth century. Evidently, 
a lack of information about Luzon existed, at least, into the second decade 
of the Spanish period.13

Cai Ruxian’s official position only increased the significance of these 
misidentifications. In 1574 Cai held the title of chief supervising secretary 
in the Office of Scrutiny for War that proposed the joint Fujian–Liangguang 
(Guangdong–Guangxi) campaign against Limahong. In fact, the Ming shilu 
directly identified Cai and Regional Guangdong Inspector Zhang Shouyue 
as the drafters of the proposal (Gu 1962a, 584). Cai’s work provides an 
essential piece to understanding the state of knowledge about Luzon. As 
historians of early Sino–European relations are well aware, the Portuguese 
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Fig. 1 Illustration of a Luzonese

Source: Cai 1996, 413

Fig. 2 Illustratinon of a Folangji 

(Portuguese)

Source: Cai 1996, 415

capture of Melaka caused quite a stir among Ming officialdom and only 
added to early conflicts following initial contacts between the two empires 
(Wills 2011, 45–52). Yet, no comparable discussion coincided with the 
Spanish conquest of the Philippines. In my opinion, the lack of concern 
likely stemmed from the absence of recent official interactions. In fact, the 
last tribute mission from Luzon, specifically Pangasinan, had arrived in 1410 
(Li 1962, 1411). As historian Birgit Tremml-Werner (2015, 190) has pointed 
out recently, “Official Chinese interest in improving their knowledge 
of the new rulers of Luzon or the origin of the new Barbarians remained 
limited. Rare official Chinese policies oscillated between anachronism 
and ignorance.” With recent official interaction nonexistent, it is at least 
conceivable—if not likely—that Liu also misidentified the Spaniards as the 
indigenous Luzonese people. Consequently, his failure to directly identify 
their participation in Luzon or Pangasinan should not be taken as evidence 
of their absence. Rather, the misidentifications further reveal the prevalence 
of missing information within the historical record. At this point, we need to 
address concerns about terminology and exaggeration within these sources.

Multiple memorials and histories record that Wang “recruited” (zhao) 
Luzonese into the campaign against Limahong. In the Wanli wugong lu, 
Qu Jiusi (2002, 234) specifically placed the overall number at 5,000 foreign 
soldiers. On the one hand, as the Spanish sources note, the Spaniards and 
Luzonese assaulted the hideout on 30 March 1575, before the Ming ships 
arrived in Luzon. On the other hand, none of the Chinese sources that I have 
examined provides dates for when the Ming sailors arrived in the archipelago. 
Hence, we have no date from which to confirm or contest those provided 
in the Spanish sources. Clearly, understanding the Spaniards to have been 
“recruited” into a campaign in which they already were participating would 
require a certain level of finagling. A more appropriate approach may be to 
recall how the events in Pangasinan marked the first contact between the 
two empires. Similar to how Sande attempted to minimize the contribution 
of the Ming sailors, whom he regarded as weak, writing that Liu or Wang 
“recruited” the Luzonese would, at least rhetorically, place them in a 
secondary role and maintain the preeminent position of the Ming Empire 
as the leader in these international interactions.

Additionally, the large number of foreign soldiers reported by Qu in the 
Wanli wugong lu also appears to be a suspect or exaggerated claim, as James 
Chin expressed to me via WeChat on 20 January 2019. First, 5,000 soldiers 
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would be roughly double the largest numbers recorded by the Spaniards, as 
already noted. Sande (1903, 38) and San Agustín (1975, 423) reported that 
Salcedo took between 2,000 and 3,000 Luzonese to Pangasinan. Second, 
in her work on disease and depopulation in the early Spanish Philippines, 
geographer Linda Newson (2009, 119) estimates the indigenous population 
in the Tondo region (near Manila) to have been around 33,000 in 1570. 
The total population climbs to approximately 43,000, if one includes the 
hill areas. Furthermore, reporting on the Spanish conquest of Tondo in 
1570, Martin de Goíti wrote that chieftains Ladyang Matanda and Rajah 
Soliman only mustered between 10,000 and 12,000 fighters in defense 
(AGI 1572 cited in Newson 2009, 119). To assume that Wang, a foreign 
military commander, recruited roughly half as many local soldiers as 
reportedly participated in the defense of Tondo and between 11 and 15 
percent of the total population would seem to put one in a tenuous position. 
Rather, like the “recruiting” of foreign soldiers, it may be more beneficial 
to understand the claim as indicative of how Ming Chinese international 
interactions were ideally supposed to function, i.e., a military commander 
could travel to a tributary state like Luzon and organize a large-scale military 
operation. Nevertheless, the sources reinforce that to some extent Luzonese, 
Ming Chinese, and Spanish soldiers cooperated to capture the pirates in 
Pangasinan. However, the pirates rebuilt around thirty ships and broke the 
blockade in early August.

After the pirates’ escape, Sino–Spanish official relations quickly came 
to an end. Returning an embassy of Spanish envoys from South China to 
Manila in October, the Ming representatives spent around six months in the 
colonial capital but refused to transport a second Spanish embassy to Fujian. 
Instead, the sailors marooned the potential mission in northern Luzon 
(Sande 1903, 49–50). Sailing off to the north, Wang Wang-gao seemingly 
guaranteed that information about the Spaniards in Luzon would flow 
primarily through unofficial channels.

Over the coming centuries, the amount of information, like the people 
themselves, streaming between Luzon and South China drastically increased. 
By the time the Qing Empire compiled the Ming shi (Ming History) in 
the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the knowledge base 
had expanded dramatically. Noting the early missions from Pangasinan to 
the Ming court, the section “Foreign Countries” also provided a detailed 
account of Luzon. Up to the late–nineteenth-century Guangxu edition, 

however, the history identified fellow Chaozhou native Lin Daoqian, 
rather than Limahong, as having attacked Manila, revealing the persistence 
of confusion or lack of information. These misidentifications have taken 
centuries to disentangle (Zhang 1877, 13b).14 

Conclusions
Mirroring recent arguments on the development of illicit and licit operations 
in Manila and the Philippines, the Pangasinan campaign demonstrates 
how antipiracy operations were simultaneously both local and global (cf. 
Igawa 2010, 97–110; Tremml-Werner 2015, 19). These two aspects were 
closely intertwined in the events of 1574 and 1575, but, reflecting the recent 
expansion in studies of maritime predation in Asia, historians are only 
beginning to fully tease out their significance.

Local Potential

Like all historical sources, the accounts of the events in Pangasinan 
provide a limited amount of information from only a few perspectives. Out 
of the early reports by Sande and Liu grew one-sided narratives wherein 
either Spanish conquistadors or Ming Chinese soldiers cooperated with the 
Luzonese to capture the invaders. However, as Michel Trouillot (2015, 29) 
notes in his invaluable study of historical silences, “The play of power in the 
production of alternative narratives begins with the joint creation of facts 
and sources.” While the representatives of the Spanish and Ming empires 
recorded their own participation, neither source set provides insights into 
the role of the Luzonese, despite, according to the sources, the local people 
providing the majority of the fighting force. As Mojares (1993, 452) astutely 
notes, creating texts inherently constitutes a political act. In this case, while 
Limahong made a blanket dismissal of any threat posed by the Luzonese, the 
two imperial powers failed to provide details about the indigenous historical 
experience.

Consequently, multiple paths remain open for future research, which 
may include but also easily extend beyond which Luzonese groups engaged 
in the campaign. Spanish sources contain contradictory accounts, wherein 
local chieftains Lakandula and Rajah Soliman, both, or neither commanded 
the Luzonese contingent. Uncovering who led the Luzonese may provide 
further insights into the state of Spanish consolidation of control in 
the archipelago. Following the question of leadership, a second line of 
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questioning emerges: why did the Luzonese join the Pangasinan campaign? 
Multiple Spanish documents recorded uprisings in Luzon, Cebu, and 
Mindoro following the raid on Manila (Ollé 2002, 55; Sande 1903, 35–36). 
Were these the same people that supported the subsequent battle? If so, did 
participation constitute a public declaration of support for the Spaniards or 
were there other rewards to be gained?

A third line of questioning could address whether local Luzonese styles 
of warfare influenced the campaign itself. With the Luzonese providing 
most of the soldiers in Pangasinan as well as the transportation vessels, the 
Pangasinan campaign appears to be an excellent case study of how local 
warfare may have impacted not only an event of regional significance but 
also one with potential global implications. Given the nearly four-month 
blockade and its ultimate failure, an analysis of the comparative strengths 
and weaknesses of Luzonese, Ming Chinese, and Spanish naval technology 
appears to be a potentially fruitful area for further exploration.15 In the 
struggle against the pirates, three regional players contributed. Yet, up to 
now, historians have only really accounted for the role played by two of them.

Global Implications

As has been shown, the tripartite alliance constitutes an important 
piece of global history. With their connection hinging on the Pangasinan 
campaign, early Sino–Spanish official relations sat in an uncertain position, 
as reflected in the common—but seemingly unsupported—narrative of the 
Spaniards failing to acquire a Macau-esque trading post in southern Fujian 
because of the pirates’ escape (Boxer 2010, xlix; Wills 2011, 72). When 
the blockade failed, early official Sino–Spanish relations did, in fact, stall 
after the return of the Spanish embassy to Manila in October 1575. I think 
the cessation of official relations resulted in the Spaniards being subsumed 
within the Ming documents as the Luzonese. Even the gifts they gave to 
Liu Yaohui in Fuzhou appeared as Luzonese “tribute goods” in the Ming 
shilu (Gu 1962b, 1264). I, however, also argue that limiting the discussion of 
international interactions to the exchanges between the Ming and Spanish 
officials misses the importance of what initially brought them together. 
Consequently, I encourage a reassessment of early Sino–Spanish relations.

The precariousness of the relationship reveals a convergence of global 
history and history from below in international relations. While global history 
is predicated on the existence of linkages between seemingly disparate peoples 

or locales, history from below identifies how actors other than the state or 
elites have driven historical change. In these first official interactions, the 
link between representatives of the Spanish and Ming empires resided not 
in a shared culture, imperial ambitions, or economic exchanges but in the 
mostly anonymous pirates. As long as Limahong’s crew remained in Luzon, 
each side had incentive to collaborate with the other. The Spaniards sought 
to leverage them to obtain better trading relations. Ming officials sought 
to subdue lawbreaking subjects. Once the group escaped, however, the 
Spaniards lost their bargaining chips, and the Ming government seemingly 
returned to the traditional standards for interactions. As previously noted, in 
the case of Luzon, these relations had historically resulted in extremely rare 
official exchanges. The Spaniards had not arrived at the Tiger’s Gate16 like 
the Portuguese did in 1514, and bureaucrats in Fujian could tax the junk 
trade without official relations between Manila and Beijing. Nevertheless, 
exchanges between the Spanish Philippines and Ming China persisted.

Taking a view from below or, adopting a more regionally apt concept, 
looking at the “intertidal history,”17 we can see that the core of early Sino–
Spanish interactions resided not in the offices of Manila or Beijing, Fuzhou 
or even Haicheng county, from where Manila-bound junks departed. 
While intergovernmental interaction gradually expanded in the succeeding 
centuries, the most important linkage for early Sino–Spanish relations 
lay elsewhere. As we have seen, the initial exchanges hinged on a largely 
anonymous group of pirates, who plagued the Southeast Asian littoral, 
and the overseas Chinese merchant-traders, such as Lin Bixiu, who sailed 
between the empires. Similarly, in the following decades and centuries, the 
impetus for Sino–Spanish relations came not from above but from below, 
not from the land but from the sea, either in the guise of the pirates preying 
on an expanding Fujian–Manila exchange or littoral traders, sojourners, 
and overseas Chinese sailing between South China and the Philippine 
archipelago.
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1 	 Translations of Chinese official titles have been derived from Hucker 1985. 

2 	 For a discussion of ethnocentrism and early Sino–Iberian interactions, see Ollé (2006, 201–9). 

Junker (1999, 30, 358) raises related points about the historical and cultural context impacting 

accounts of Philippine history in Chinese and Spanish sources.

3 	 For a few representative examples, see Caro y Mora 1898; Wang 1959, 21–41; Callanta 1989, 

45–57; Tang 2012, 4365.

4 	 Although ongoing developments in the field should be fully acknowledged, an expansive 

historiography lies beyond the scope of the present article. For a few notable edited volumes 

representative of recent developments, see Antony 2010; Sim 2014; Andrade and Xing 2016.

Glossary

Cai Ruxian 蔡汝賢

Chaozhou 潮州

Dongyi tushuo 東夷圖說
Dongyi tuxiang 東夷圖像

Dufu shuyi 督撫疏議

Fujian 福建

Fuzhou 福州

Grand Coordinator 巡撫

Guangdong 廣東

Guangzhou 廣州

Guo Fei 郭斐

Haijin 海禁

Haimen 海門

Hainan island 海南島

Hu Liangpeng 呼良朋

Hu Shouren 胡守仁

Jiajing Emperor 嘉靖皇帝

Liangguang 兩廣

Limahong / Lin-a-fen / Lin 

Feng 林阿奔 / 林鳳

Lin Bixiu / Sinsay 林必秀

Lin Daoqian / Vintoquián 林

道乾

Liu Yaohui 劉堯誨

Luzon 呂宋

Manila 馬尼拉

Military Commander 提督

Mingshi 明史

Ming Shenzong shilu 明實錄

Nan’ao island 南澳島

Pangasinan 玳瑁港 / 譯邦阿

西楠

Penhu islands 澎湖群島

Qinglan Port 清蘭港

Qu Jiusi 瞿九思

Raoping 饒平

Recruit 招

Regional Inspector 御史

Shenquan 神泉

Sioco 蕭柯

Squad Leader 把總

Taiwan 臺灣

Wang port 網港

Wang Wang-gao 王望高

Wang Zhi / Wang Wufeng 王直 

/ 汪直 / 王五峰

Wanli Emperor 萬曆皇帝

Wanli wugong lu 萬曆武功錄

Xu San 許三

Yin Zhengmao 殷正茂

Yue daji 粵大記

Zhang Shouyue 張守約

Zheng Hongchai 鄭洪儕

Zhou Ying 周瑛 

5 	 See Reid 1980, 244–45; for the Philippine archipelago in particular, see Junker 1999, 336–69. 

Recent studies focusing on histories residing at the maritime periphery of the region or placed 

within the global context have seen similar developments. Recent historiographical developments 

surrounding the seventeenth-century Zheng family have been particularly fruitful; see Cheng 

2013 and Xing 2016. For the global context, see Amirell and Müller 2014.

6 	 I would be remiss if I did not express my deep gratitude to Jean Quataert for introducing me to 

the broader world of global history.

7 	 Dates from Ming Shenzong shilu have been checked against Academia Sinica’s Liangqian nian 

Zhong Xi li zhuanhuan (Two Thousand Years China–Western Calendars Conversions); cf. http://

sinocal.sinica.edu.tw/.

8 	 “Lavezaris” is the common spelling of his name, but in the titles of some primary sources his name 

appears as “Lavazaris.”

9 	 Spanish sources identify Sinsay as a prominent Fujianese merchant-trader in Manila who assisted 

the Spaniards in their interactions with Limahong and Squad Leader (bazong) Wang Wang-gao. 

Examining an extremely rare copy of Liu Yaohui’s Dufu shuyi (Governor General’s Recommendation 

Assessments), Hok-lam Chan (2001, 339) identifies Haicheng county native Lin Bixiu as the 

individual who aided Ming general Wang Wang-gao (S. Aumon, Oumoncon) in his interactions with 

the Spaniards.

10 	 While the 1575 version only states that “the king” harassed Limahong, San Agustín’s translation 

clarifies the meaning as referring to the king of China.

11 	 Due to the design, local ships proved far more capable than Spanish vessels in Philippine waters 

long after 1575 (Mallari 1989, 412–39).

12 	 I thank Jiajun Zou (2017) for bringing Cai’s work to my attention.

13 	 Qiong Zhang (2015, 90) has noted recently that Cai also placed Calicut and Folangji (Portugal) in 

the “southwestern seas” (hai zhi xinan).

14 	 For discussions to disambiguate the actions of the two historical figures, see Chang 1930, 1473–

91; Li Chang-fu 1931, 1869–71; Li Kuang-ming 1931, 2061–81.

15 	 For a recent study advocating the study of local warfare cultures within regional contexts, see 

Charney and Wellen 2018.

16 	 The Tiger’s Gate (Humen) sits at the mouth of the Pearl River Delta, near present-day Hong Kong, 

Macau, and Zhu Hai.

17 	 According to Gaynor (2016, 45), “Intertidal history, a notion anchored in the sources, provides a 

way to think about the geography of interactions in the region’s maritime past [and] about the vital 

role that maritime people played in trade and war.”
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