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Mindanao is the second largest island of the Philippines. The name “Mindanao” also 
refers to the Southern Philippines region which includes Palawan, Basilan, Sulu, Tawi-Tawi, 
Sarangani and Camiguin. These islands were once ruled by ancient kingdoms based in Min-
danao and are traditionally considered part of the territory. The region has a combined land 
area of 116,895 square kilometers. The Europeans who first came to Mindanao in the 15th 
century through the 18th century were struck by its amazing wealth and beauty. They came 
looking for spices but found much more: an undiscovered paradise where the explorers got 
sick from eating too much cinnamon that grew wild, where gold was so plentiful that natives 
used it to make pots and kitchen utensils and gladly exchanged it for iron bars. 

The Philippines have two lines of historical development. The first line, which is the 
oldest, came to develop in Mindanao and Sulu. And this refers to the Muslim line of histori-
cal development. External factors swept into the country and brought the second line. The 
Hispanized Filipinos were central to the development of this second line. This is the product 
of the great historical experiences of the Filipino people under western rule. After conquest of 
the Philippine archipelago in the late 16th century, Spanish colonizers launched a sweeping 
social program designed to bring about dramatic religious, political, and economic changes.  

Spanish rule in Mindanao was very unstable as the native inhabitants, both the 
Lumads and the Moros, resisted Spanish efforts to resettle them and make them pay trib-
utes. On the other hand, the barter system effectively stimulated trade between China and 
Mindanao. It became extensive in the 10th century and reached its peak in the 14th century 
[1, p. 41]. 

During the 16th century Spain and Portugal were locked in a relentless tug of war over 
the Philippines. The Portuguese laid claim to the archipelago on the ground that it was lo-
cated on their side of the demarcation line established by Pole Alexander VI. The Spaniards 
insisted it was open territory by virtue of a papal decree allowing exploration and acquisition 
of lands “not occupied by some other Christian prince”. And the Portuguese, they claimed, 
were not in full and actual possession of the Philippines. In a sense, the Spaniards were right 
because the only island that seemed to interest the Portuguese at the time was Mindanao. 
They considered it a part of the Moluccas group on account of the short sailing distance be-
tween the two places and similarities in language, traditions and cultural practices [1, p. 
177]. 

Indeed long before the Europeans came to South-East Asia, the people of Mindanao 
and the Moluccas were already closely bound by intermarriage, trade, political and military 
alliances. These ties were further reinforced by a common belief in Islam, which Muslim 
preachers from the Moluccas introduced in Mindanao as early as 1465. Mindanao chiefs also 
paid tribute to the powerful Moluccan Kings, not as vassals but in exchange for military as-
sistance and protection. The mutual defense pacts were in force for generations and in the 
16th and 19th century the Sultans of Sulu and Maguindanao frequently invoked them when 
the European colonizers invaded their domains. 

In 1512 Francisco Serrano, a Portuguese naval officer stationed in Malacca, discovered 
Mindanao after being shipwrecked in the Turtle Islands. This was 9 years before Ferdinand 
Magellan (1480–1521) reached the Philippines. The Portuguese Governor of the Moluccas, 
Tristan de Atayde, sent a certain Captain Pinto, on a mission to investigate the possibility of 
trade with the people of Mindanao and adjacent lands. Once friendly relations were estab-
lished, Pinto was able “to dictate the price for his merchandise, and to buy or trade them for 
as much provisions as he wished” [1, p. 178]. 

In 1538 another Portuguese Governor of the Moluccas, Antonio Galvan, dispatched a 
missionary to proselytize the pagan and Muslim communities of Mindanao. For lack of a 
regular priest, he sent Francisco de Castro, a Catholic layman from Malacca who had done 
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extensive religious work in remote places around Southeast Asia. In Surigao de Castro suc-
ceeded in baptizing the King, his two daughters and 150 subjects. Aided by the new con-
verts, de Castro then traveled to Butuan and Camuguin, where he reportedly brought several 
locals chiefs and their followers into the fold of the Catholic Church. 

However, the Portuguese never bothered to set up a military or naval base in the 
Philippines or to augment their forces with local mercenaries because the Moluccas was more 
important to them in the spice trade. They sent warships from the Moluccas or assign sol-
diers to go on Moluccan raiding vessels. The Portuguese found it more expedient and effec-
tive to incite Philippine natives of Mindanao against the Spaniards. As a result of their in-
trigues, the islanders resisted the expeditions of Loaisa (1525), Saavedra (1528) and Villa-
lobos (1542) and prevented them from coming ashore or buying food. 

In the middle of the 16th century, Europeans were vaguely aware of Mindanao King-
doms. Mindanao Island was unexplored territory and information about the island was based 
mostly on hearsay, speculation or imagination. Butuan was said to be the wealthiest because 
of its abundant gold, and Maguindanao the strongest because of its large navy and vast ter-
ritory. Having neither wealth nor military power, Bisaya was considered the weakest but 
nonetheless dangerous if provoked [1, p.192–193]. The seat of these 3 states was supposed to 
be somewhere around the Davao Gulf, so a Spanish explorer Ruy Lopez de Villalobos (1500–
1544) avoided the area and went directly to Sarangani Island where he hoped to find the 
people more friendly. Villalobos gave the Philippines their name, after calling them “Las Islas 
de Felipenas” in honor of Felipe (or Philip) of Austria, the Prince of Asturias at the time, 
who was to become King Philip II of Spain and King Philip I of Portugal. Through 300 years 
of Spanish rule, the name evolved from Felipenas to Filipinas. In 1898 the Americans angli-
cized it to “The Philippine Islands” or “The Philippines” for short. 

When the Spanish occupation finally took hold of the islands, it was the Augustinian 
friars who accompanied the colonizers. In 1595 a systematic division of the archipelago into 
distinct missionary territories was promulgated through a royal order of King Philip II, 
which was communicated through a letter to the Governor General of the Philippines at that 
time, Gomez Perez Dasmariňas Aranjuez. In 1622, the Augustinian Recollects began their 
missionary work in Mindanao. The majority of the Jesuit missions in the late 1500s and mid-
1700s were in the Visayas and Mindanao. They established parishes in Zamboanga, Misamis 
and Iligan. 

The full conquest of Mindanao was held back by the colonial authorities ensconced in 
Manila owing to a number of factors including “the high cost of maintaining land forces and 
naval outposts” and the fact that “the national capital was being threatened constantly by 
pirates and other European powers” [2, p. 26]. But the time came when the Spanish monar-
chy and its governance system could no longer continue providing adequate financial support 
to its colonies. It became more urgent for the local officials in the colonies to look for ways 
and means of expanding the revenues, primarily in terms of tribute. So they looked further 
from the areas that had already been colonized. Davao Gulf (then known as Taglooc Bay 
and Seno de Davao) was of particular interest to them as it was already known to be a loca-
tion where trade thrived. 

The Moro people (mainly Tausogs) were the main settlers along Taglooc Bay at this 
time. However, Christian traders regularly came from the east coast to engage in trade. 
What might have finally pushed the Spanish colonial masters in Manila to decide to colonize 
Davao and set up a Christian settlement was the Moro’s attack on “San Rufo”, a veteran 
trading vessel that reached Davao Gulf but was burned. Its cargoes were pillaged and the 
traders and crew members were killed [2, p. 27]. 

Located in such an isolated location, Davao was not a place that settlers, including 



 
 «Ученые заметки ТОГУ» Том 8, № 1(2), 2017 

 

 

http://pnu.edu.ru/media/ejournal/articles-2017/TGU_8_81_1.pdf 102

Spaniards, wanted to make their home. Because of its isolation, Davao became a penal colo-
ny or the dumping ground of deserters and various kinds of offenders from other parts of the 
Philippines. After 50 years of occupation, the Spaniards abandoned Davao in 1899, and the 
Americans took over. 

The Americans succeeded in imposing their hegemony in Davao and transformed it in-
to huge abaca and coconut plantations. It was during American rule that more settlers came 
to Davao. As American plantations expanded, more workers were needed. Since local indige-
nous people could not be enticed to work for them, the Americans dealt with the acute labor 
shortage by recruiting labor from other parts of the country, including the Japanese workers 
who were finishing their construction work along the Kennon Road in Mt. Province. The 
first batch of 23 Japanese workers arrived in Davao in 1903. In 1905 there were 154 Japanese 
workers more [2, p. 45]. 

The Japanese would progress from being plantation workers to actual plantation own-
ers. In succeeding years, enterprising Japanese managed to own land and increased their hold 
on the abaca industry by buying out the Americans. 

Responsible for bringing Japanese workers to Davao was Ohta Kyozaburo who would 
later form the Ohta Development Corporation to engage in planting. He encouraged many of 
the Japanese laborers to work on the farms under the so-called “pakiao” system. In this ar-
rangement, Ohta remained the landowner, charging 5 % of the harvest from the Japanese 
farmers [4, p. 32]. The penetration of the Japanese settlers deep into tribal territory would 
rouse tribal resentment. Later, there would be many intermarriages between the Japanese 
and local women. 

Despite initial American obstruction to the Japanese presence, the Japanese were able 
to expand their number and enlarge their business interests. Through discipline and good 
management practices, they would become the leading abaca planters by 1918, with 71 plan-
tations against the Americans’ 34. In land area, the Japanese controlled 55, 906 hectares, the 
Americans 20, 129 hectares, and the Filipinos 15, 624 hectares [4, p. 32–33]. In fact, the Jap-
anese were already beginning to buy out some of the American planters. They expanded into 
the northern and eastern section of the Gulf. 

Like their Filipino counterparts, the Japanese of Davao in 1918 also encountered acute 
shortage of women. By this time, the Japanese numbered 5,612, of whom only 200 were wom-
en. This number already included children and 70 prostitutes. Japanese men, particularly the 
Okinawans who could not hope to find a woman of their own ethnic group, had to settle with 
a Lumad wife. Intermarriages and common law arrangements were common. According to the 
first official report, 20 Japanese-Bagobo intermarriages were listed in 1911. Tribal customary 
law relating to marriage served as no obstacle to Japanese intermarriage into the Bagobo soci-
ety because their society is basically exogamous [3, p. 32]. 

These intermarriages produced many children who grew up in their hometowns as 
Japanese-Filipinos in possession of either Japanese or Filipino citizenships. According to the 
National Census report of 1939, there were 269 Filipinas in Davao who were married to Jap-
anese nationals and 487 Japanese-Filipino children were listed as citizens of the Philippine 
Commonwealth, while 267 Japanese-Filipino children were listed as Japanese citizens [3, p. 
32–33]. 

By 1920, the Japanese community had become so established that Davao was known 
as “Davao-kuo.” To control the Japanese, a new public land law was passed in 1918 allowing 
only corporations with 61% ownership of either US or Filipino citizens to acquire agricultural 
lands, effectively shutting out the Japanese [4, p. 33]. However, this law was modified several 
times in such a way that the Japanese could retain their existing landholdings. 

As the Japanese business interests soared, those of the Americans deteriorated. The 
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early enthusiasm of the latter and the productivity of plantations were not sustained as they 
encountered all kinds of labor, marketing and productivity problems. Many were forced to 
sell their plantations to the Japanese. By 1928, only 24 American plantations had remained 
whereas there were still 62 under the Japanese. The other plantations were under the Filipi-
nos (106), Chinese (13) and one – Spanish [2, p. 46]. 

To get around the restriction on ownership, the Japanese used dummies to buy land 
for them. Several Filipinos were only too willing to work for the Japanese. Compared to how 
migrant workers were treated by the Americans, the Japanese treated Filipinos more decent-
ly and provided better social welfare. This was another factor that drew more migrants to 
work in Japanese plantations. 

Another method used by the Japanese to acquire land was to marry tribal women, 
particularly datu lineage. The result of this aggressive acquisition of land was the disposses-
sion of the natives who began to resist Japanese intrusion into traditional tribal lands. The 
Constabulary had to launch a campaign to confiscate the guns and knives of the Bagobos. 
By 1938, the tribal people had killed 600 Japanese [4, p. 33]. 

Japanese interests expanded to timber and coconut, even as they set up banks, stores 
as well as schools and hospitals. At the time 12 Japanese schools were operating in the prov-
ince of Davao. There were 1,899 students, 208 of whom were Japanese matzos of Visayan, 
Bagobo, Bilaan, Mansaka, or Mandaya mothers [3, p. 33].  

In the 1930s, Japanese control of Davao was complete, particularly in the Guianga Dis-
trict. The Japanese dictated both the economic and political life of the town. As Japan was 
becoming a world power, fears were raised about Japanese intentions in the country especially 
as the Philippines would soon get its independence. Japan had already annexed Korea in 1906 
and Manchuria in 1931. 

During the Constitutional Convention in 1934, Davao Delegate Pantaleon Pelayo Sr 
denounced the control of the Japanese in Davao and their unlimited acquisition of land. The 
issue became a national concern so that Davao was made into a chartered city with appoin-
tive officials instead of elective officials. It was the first elected Assemblyman of Davao, 
Romualdo C. Quimpo, who filed an act creating the city of Davao. It was signed into law by 
President Manuel Quezon in 1936. In 1939, the Japanese population in Davao stood at 
17,888 [4, p. 34]. 

During the Second World War, the Japanese settlers supported the Japanese war ef-
fort. Some Japanese settlers turned out to be military officers. A group of Japanese formed 
the Japanese Settlers Corporation whose members sought out pro-American Filipinos. Their 
first targets were those who confiscated and looted Japanese property upon the outbreak of 
the Japanese-American War. Some 16,000 Japanese had been interned by the Americans, 
with some abuses committed against them [4, p. 34–35]. 

For a long time after the war, many Filipinos harbored hatred for the invading Japa-
nese forces because of their cruelties during the war. The most feared name at that time was 
the Kempeitai, whose task was to maintain law and order. The abuses worsened when the 
defeat of the Japanese became imminent in 1945. Many Japanese soldiers went on an orgy of 
killing and rape [4, p. 35]. The Japanese defeat in World War II spelled the end of Japanese 
presence in Davao. Their land was taken over by the government and distributed to most of 
the Filipino settlers. 
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Footnotes 

 
1. Hispanization – adoption of Hispanic culture or lifestyle; assimilation into Hispanic 

culture. 
2. The Moluccas Islands. Moluccas (Indonesian Maluku) also known as Spice Islands, 

Indonesian islands of the Malay Archipelago, lying between the islands of Celebes to the west 
and New Guinea to the east. The Portuguese established themselves on the islands in 1512, 
beginning many decades of conflict that caused great losses of life. The first major confronta-
tion was between the Portuguese and the reigning sultans or Ternate and Tidore. Later, the 
Spanish, English, and Dutch wrestled for control of the islands. Eventually, the Dutch 
emerged victorious, and they earned large profits from their enterprise in the Moluccas. By 
the end of the 18th century, however, the spice trade had greatly diminished, and the islands 
had become an economic backwater. After World War II in 1945 Indonesia declared its inde-
pendence, and the Moluccas joined the new republic. 

3. The city of Surigao is located at the north-easternmost tip of Mindanao and the 
capital of the province of Surigao del Norte. It is one of the oldest port towns in Mindanao. 

4. Moro people is a coined term for the population of Muslims in the Philippines, 
forming the largest non-Catholic group in the country, and comprising about 5.1 % of the 
total Philippine population. 

5. Abaca is a species of banana native to the Philippines, grown as a commercial crop. 
The plant, also known as Manila hemp, has great economic importance, being harvested for 
its fiber. It was originally used for making twines and ropes. Europeans first came onto con-
tact with it when Magellan made land in the Philippines in 1521, as the natives were culti-
vating it and utilizing it in bulk textiles already. By 1897, the Philippines had been exporting 
almost 100,000 tons of abaca, and it was one of the three biggest cash crops, along with to-
bacco and sugar 


