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Introduction
Manila, the vibrant capital of the Philippines, stands today as a testament to centuries
of history, cultural synthesis, and resilience. Located at the mouth of the Pasig River,
on the shores of Manila Bay, it is a city forged in the crucible of history—shaped by
conquest and commerce, suffering and renewal. Its streets and structures tell the
story of ancient trade, intense battles for supremacy, dramatic transformations, and
the unyielding spirit of its people.

Long before Manila rose as the political and economic heart of the Philippines, its site
was already distinguished by its significance in regional trade networks. The earliest
records, such as the Laguna Copperplate Inscription from 900 AD, hint at a community
alive with transactions, diplomacy, and a cosmopolitan interaction across the seas.
Throughout the centuries, the original settlement of Maynila, named after the local
"nilad" plant, became a point of convergence for various cultures—Austronesian,
Chinese, Indian, Arab—and a microcosm of the greater currents flowing through
Southeast Asia.

The city’s destiny, however, was forever altered with the arrival of the Spanish in the
sixteenth century. The Spanish transformed Manila into the center of colonial power,
building the mighty walls of Intramuros and launching the famed Manila-Acapulco
Galleon Trade. The confluence of East and West was nowhere more evident than in
Manila, where Chinese traders, Spanish friars, and indigenous leaders
coexisted—sometimes peacefully, often tensely—within the bustling port metropolis.
The patterns laid down during these centuries continue to influence the social,
political, and economic life of the city to this day.

Manila’s story is also one of adversity and survival. The city has suffered
invasions—first by Chinese pirates, then British forces, and much later, Japanese
troops during the Second World War. Each occupation left scars, but also indelible
imprints on Manila’s identity. Perhaps no moment was more destructive than the
Battle of Manila in 1945, which left the city in ruins and its people in mourning. Yet, in
the aftermath, Manila rebuilt itself, striving to reclaim its former glory while adapting
to the realities of the modern world.

This book, "A History of Manila," aims to trace the city’s evolution, chapter by chapter,
from its earliest known communities to its current status as a megacity facing the
immense challenges and opportunities of the twenty-first century. It seeks to uncover
not only the major events and personalities that have shaped Manila, but also the
daily life, aspirations, and resilience of its people throughout the ages.
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By exploring Manila’s layered past—with all its triumphs, tragedies, and
transformations—this history seeks to provide a fuller understanding of what it means
to be part of this ever-changing city. Through these pages, we hope to gain new
insight into Manila’s identity, its place in world history, and the enduring spirit that
defines it today.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Origins of Maynila: The Pre-
Colonial Settlement
Before the grand stone walls of Intramuros stood sentinel, and long before European
ships navigated its bay, the area now known as Manila was a thriving, dynamic
settlement nestled at the confluence of a great river and a vast bay. Its story doesn't
begin with the arrival of foreign powers, but rather with indigenous communities who
recognized the immense potential of this strategic location and built a society
connected by water and trade. The very first whispers of its existence in written
records paint a picture of a place already integral to regional networks.

The earliest tangible evidence we have of sophisticated activity in this region dates
back astonishingly far – to the year 900 AD, thanks to the Laguna Copperplate
Inscription. Discovered near the mouth of the Lumban River, which flows into Laguna
de Bay, this inscription is a remarkable artifact detailing a settlement with a social
hierarchy, legal system, and economic transactions, mentioning names and places
connected to what would become the greater Manila area. It speaks of a society with
established rules and interactions extending beyond the immediate locale.

This inscription, though found inland, strongly suggests that the area around the
mouth of the Pasig River, where it meets Manila Bay, was already inhabited by
communities participating in a wider network of settlements and principalities. The
Pasig River itself served as a vital artery, flowing from the large freshwater lake of
Laguna de Bay and providing a direct link to the rich resources and settled
communities in the interior of Luzon. It was a natural highway facilitating movement
and commerce.

The settlement that would later grow into the prominent city we know today was
situated precisely at this critical junction. The strategic advantage of controlling
access between the vast resources and populations around Laguna de Bay and the
lucrative maritime trade routes of Manila Bay was clearly understood by the early
inhabitants. This geographic reality shaped the destiny of the settlement, ensuring its
importance as a hub.

The name by which this settlement was known reflects its intimate connection with
the local environment. It was called "Maynila," a name believed to be derived from the
"nilad" plant, a type of mangrove that likely grew in abundance along the marshy
banks of the river delta. The name itself, "May-nilad," essentially translates to "there is
nilad" or "place of nilad," rooting the settlement firmly in its natural surroundings.
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Maynila was not merely a collection of huts; it was a fortified trading quarter. The local
inhabitants, primarily from the Tagalog ethnic group, had established a settlement
capable of both engaging in extensive commerce and defending itself. They
understood the importance of security in a region frequented by traders and
potentially rivals, choosing the river mouth as a defensible position naturally protected
by water on multiple sides.

Before becoming a prominent, independent entity, the area around Maynila was part
of a larger political structure, the kingdom of Namayan. This ancient kingdom,
centered along the Pasig River, held sway over a number of settlements in the region,
indicating a degree of political organization and shared identity among communities
along the river and the bay. Maynila’s growth marked a shift in this political landscape.

Over time, as Maynila’s importance as a trading hub grew, it appears to have
developed into a more independent polity, eventually referred to by some historical
sources as the Sultanate of Maynila. While the extent of its Islamic influence and the
nature of its "sultanate" status are debated by historians, this designation highlights
its growing prominence and its connections to the wider Malay world, where Islam was
a significant cultural and political force.

The people who lived in Maynila during this pre-colonial era were skilled and
resourceful. While trade was central to the settlement's identity, the inhabitants also
relied on the fertile lands and abundant waters around them. They engaged in
agriculture, cultivating crops in the surrounding areas, and were adept at fishing the
waters of the bay and the river, providing sustenance for the community.

Beyond farming and fishing, they were also skilled craftspeople. Archaeological
findings and historical accounts suggest the production of pottery, weaving,
metalwork, and other crafts. These items were not only for local use but also formed
part of the goods exchanged in their extensive trade networks, indicating a diversified
economy that supported the trading activities.

Trade was, however, the lifeblood of Maynila. Its strategic location made it a natural
convergent point for commerce, attracting merchants from far and wide. Local
products, including gold from the mountains of Luzon, pearls from the coasts, and
agricultural surplus, were exchanged for a variety of foreign goods, integrating
Maynila into a complex regional and international economy.

The trade networks of Maynila were remarkably extensive for the time. Merchants
from other parts of the Philippine archipelago, particularly those from the Visayas and
Mindanao, would journey to Maynila to trade their goods. This inter-island commerce
was crucial for distributing resources and products across the archipelago, and
Maynila was a key node in this internal network.
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Even more significantly, Maynila was a crucial participant in the vibrant maritime trade
of Southeast Asia and beyond. Historical records and archaeological evidence show
clear interactions with merchants from neighboring regions such as Borneo, Sumatra,
Java, and Malacca, who brought spices, textiles, and other goods to the settlement,
further enriching its economy and cultural tapestry.

The reach of Maynila’s trade extended even further afield. Chinese merchants were
particularly frequent visitors. Junks laden with silk, porcelain, pottery, and other
valuable commodities regularly sailed into Manila Bay, eager to trade with the local
inhabitants and other merchants gathered there. The presence of Chinese ceramics
found in archaeological sites throughout the Philippines attests to the intensity of this
trade.

Merchants from India and the Middle East also found their way to Maynila, bringing
their own unique goods and cultural influences. This cosmopolitan mix of traders from
various parts of Asia turned Maynila into a true melting pot of cultures, ideas, and
commodities long before the arrival of Europeans, fostering a diverse and dynamic
environment.

The goods traded were diverse. From Maynila and the surrounding areas came
valuable commodities like gold, beeswax, civet musk, pearls, and trepang (sea
cucumber), which were highly sought after in foreign markets. These were exchanged
for products like iron, tin, ceramics, silk, beads, and other manufactured goods that
were not available locally, showcasing the complementary nature of the trade.

The river itself played a pivotal role in facilitating this commerce. The Pasig River
allowed boats to transport goods inland from the bay to communities around Laguna
de Bay, and conversely, brought resources from the interior out to the trading port.
This inland connection vastly expanded Maynila’s economic hinterland, making it a
central point for trade originating from a wide geographic area within Southern Luzon.

The fortifications of Maynila, described as a palisade constructed from palm logs with
emplacements for cannons (or possibly indigenous swivel guns known as lantaka),
underscore the competitive and sometimes volatile nature of trade in the region.
Protecting the settlement and its valuable goods from pirates or rival groups was
essential for its continued prosperity and survival.

These defenses were a clear indication that Maynila was not just a passive trading
post but an active and powerful entity capable of asserting itself in the regional
landscape. The presence of fortifications suggests a degree of military organization
and a recognition of the need for security in a bustling port.

The political structure appears to have involved a chieftain or ruler, often referred to in
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later Spanish accounts as a "rajah" or "sultan," who oversaw the affairs of the
settlement, regulated trade, and likely commanded its defenses. These leaders played
a crucial role in maintaining order and fostering relationships with visiting merchants
and neighboring polities.

Life in pre-colonial Maynila was closely tied to the natural rhythms of the river and the
sea. The daily activities of fishing, farming, crafting, and trading were dictated by the
seasons and the tides. The community likely lived in houses built on stilts along the
riverbanks or the bay, adapted to the watery environment.

The culture of Maynila was a rich fusion of indigenous traditions and influences
absorbed from its extensive interactions with foreign traders. While the primary
language was Tagalog, exposure to Malay, Chinese, and possibly Indian and Arab
traders would have introduced new words, customs, and ideas into the community.

Religious beliefs likely encompassed a mix of indigenous animism, ancestor worship,
and possibly elements of Hinduism and Buddhism, which had spread through parts of
Southeast Asia via trade. The later emergence of a "sultanate" suggests the adoption
of Islam by the ruling class, further highlighting the diverse cultural currents flowing
through the settlement.

The community was likely organized into barangays, the traditional social and political
units of the Philippines, possibly federated under the rule of the chieftain or sultan.
Social status would have been influenced by factors like lineage, wealth accumulated
through trade, and prowess in war.

Despite the absence of extensive written records from the period produced locally,
accounts from early European visitors and the persistence of place names and
traditions offer glimpses into this vibrant pre-colonial society. They describe a well-
organized settlement with sophisticated trading practices and a complex social
structure.

The Maynila encountered by the Spanish in the 16th century was therefore not a
primitive village, but a flourishing port city with a history of trade, political
organization, and cultural exchange spanning centuries. It was a recognized entity in
regional networks, with established relationships and a strategic importance that was
immediately apparent to the newcomers.

The resilience that would become a defining characteristic of Manila was perhaps
already being forged in this early period, as the inhabitants navigated the complexities
of regional politics, defended their settlement, and adapted to the constant influx of
new people and ideas brought by trade. This foundation laid the groundwork for the
city’s future.
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The indigenous Tagalog people of Maynila had successfully harnessed the natural
advantages of their location, creating a prosperous trading center that served as a
vital link between the interior of Luzon and the wider maritime world. Their knowledge
of the local environment and their skills in navigation, trade, and defense were key to
the settlement’s success.

The strategic control of the Pasig River mouth meant that Maynila could regulate the
flow of goods and people between Laguna de Bay and Manila Bay, giving it significant
economic and political leverage over other communities in the region. This control was
a primary source of its power and wealth.

Interactions with foreign traders were not limited to economic exchange. They also
facilitated the transfer of technology, knowledge, and cultural practices. New tools,
materials, and ideas would have been introduced, influencing local craftsmanship,
agricultural techniques, and potentially even political organization and belief systems.

The diverse origins of the visiting merchants also contributed to the development of a
somewhat cosmopolitan outlook in Maynila. Exposure to different languages, customs,
and ways of life would have broadened the horizons of the local inhabitants and made
them more adaptable to interactions with outsiders.

While the exact size and population of pre-colonial Maynila are difficult to determine
definitively from the available evidence, it is clear that it was a significant settlement,
large enough to function as a major trading hub and to warrant fortifications for its
defense. Its influence extended over the surrounding territories.

The pre-colonial history of Maynila is a crucial, though often less documented, period
in the city's narrative. It highlights the ingenuity and enterprise of the indigenous
people who first recognized the potential of this location and built a thriving
community that was already integrated into regional and international networks.

The name Maynila, rooted in the local flora, serves as a poignant reminder that the
city's origins are deeply embedded in the natural landscape of the Pasig River delta.
The "nilad" plant, resilient and thriving in brackish water, perhaps offered an early
metaphor for the city's own ability to adapt and endure.

Understanding this pre-colonial foundation is essential for appreciating the subsequent
layers of history that were built upon it. The patterns of trade, the strategic
importance of the location, and the resilience of the inhabitants were all established
long before the arrival of any colonial power.

Maynila was not an empty land waiting to be discovered; it was a vibrant, established
community with its own history, culture, and connections. Its transformation under
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colonial rule would be dramatic, but the echoes of its origins as a pre-colonial trading
hub at the mouth of the Pasig River would continue to resonate through the centuries
of its existence.

The Laguna Copperplate Inscription stands as a solitary but powerful witness to the
depth of this history, pushing back the curtain on a past that was complex and
organized. It serves as a crucial anchor, demonstrating that sophisticated societies
existed in this area long before the more commonly cited starting points of Philippine
history tied to European arrival.

The narrative of Maynila’s origins is a testament to the dynamism of pre-colonial
Philippine societies, showcasing their ability to engage in long-distance trade, develop
political structures, and adapt to their environment. Maynila was a shining example of
this ingenuity, strategically positioned and actively participating in the currents of the
pre-modern Asian world.

Its location at the junction of fresh and saltwater, connecting inland resources to
oceanic trade routes, made it a natural magnet for commerce. This geographic
advantage was the primary driver of its early growth and importance, a fundamental
truth that would remain constant throughout its history, regardless of who held sway.

The story of Maynila's beginnings is one of indigenous innovation and the power of
location. It is a narrative of a community that looked outwards to the sea for trade and
inwards to the land for sustenance, creating a unique identity shaped by both local
resources and international connections.

The political landscape around Maynila was likely fluid, with alliances and rivalries
shifting among different barangays, chieftainships, and kingdoms in the region.
Maynila's rise suggests its increasing power relative to its neighbors, allowing it to
assert more control over the lucrative trade passing through its port.

The Sultanate of Maynila, as referenced in some sources, highlights the influence of
Islam in the maritime trading world of Southeast Asia. Adoption of Islamic titles and
customs by rulers often signified participation in wider trade networks and a certain
level of political sophistication recognized by other powers in the region.

The inhabitants were skilled navigators, familiar with the currents and winds of Manila
Bay and the surrounding seas, enabling them to participate actively in the trade
themselves, not just as hosts to foreign merchants. Their boats, such as the karakoa,
were capable of long-distance travel.

The wealth generated by trade would have supported a ruling class and allowed for
the accumulation of resources, potentially leading to social stratification within the
community. The fortifications further suggest a society capable of organizing labor and
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resources for collective defense.

The bustling port would have been a vibrant place, filled with the sights, sounds, and
smells of different cultures converging. Languages from across Asia would have been
spoken, goods from distant lands displayed, and ideas exchanged, making Maynila a
truly cosmopolitan center.

Even before the Spanish arrived and formalized the Manila-Acapulco Galleon Trade,
Maynila was already operating as a significant entrepôt, facilitating the transshipment
of goods between different regions. This established role made it an attractive target
for powers looking to control regional commerce.

The natural environment played a significant role, not just in providing resources and
a strategic location, but also in shaping the daily lives and challenges of the
inhabitants. The monsoon seasons, tides, and the potential for typhoons were realities
they had to contend with.

The legacy of this pre-colonial period is subtle but enduring. The patterns of trade
established, the recognition of the location's importance, and the inherent resilience of
the population were all foundational elements upon which the subsequent history of
Manila would be built.

While much of the physical evidence of pre-colonial Maynila was lost due to
subsequent development and destruction, the fragments that remain, like the Laguna
Copperplate Inscription, and the accounts recorded by early visitors, offer tantalizing
glimpses into a complex and dynamic past.

The story of Maynila's origins is a vital first chapter in the long and layered history of
the city. It reminds us that Manila's identity is not solely defined by its colonial past,
but also by the ingenuity, resilience, and global connections forged by its indigenous
inhabitants centuries ago.
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