Chamorro as a Written Official Language in the
Mariana Islands. The Garrido Document of 1799

Carlos Madrid and Jeremy Cepeda

Abstract

This article presents in a comprehensible manner the earliest sample of written
Chamorro/Chamoru language in an official document. Dating from 1799, the text
includes some ancient Chamorro terms no longer in general use, whose meanings
can be inferred as a result of the comparative analysis with the original Spanish
text. The overall context confirms the existing model proposed in 2013, of
continuity of many elements of ancient Chamorro culture, like the language, well
into the 18™ and 19 centuries.

On September 7 1799, the Guam-born Sergeant of the Spanish Army Manuel Tiburcio
Garrido signed a statement after he translated into Chamorro an official account of a military
victory in Mindanao of the Spanish over the British!. Little did Garrido know he was making a
historic declaration. With it, the Chamorro or Chamoru, an oral language of Austronesian roots
that is unique to the Mariana Islands, turned into a written language after 1668, was used in an
official document destined for island-wide dissemination?. Chamoru was on that very date used
for the first time as an official written language of the Mariana islands.

Since then, 220 years ago, and with the ups and downs of history, the language has made
it into the 21 century as a vibrant, revitalized tool of communication for the people of the Mariana
islands and Guam. Upon reading the last paragraph, we realized that Garrido chose to add, besides
the original text he was commissioned to translate, a paragraph in Chamoru which, translated in
English, reads as follows:

It is absolutely faithful and true, the two written versions in local language
and foreign language, in the way in which we understand. And for whoever
is to know in the future, I put my name, Sergeant Manuel Tiburcio Garrido.
Because I am the so-called interpreter in this place [of speaking] in the City
of Agafia, in the 7 of the month of September of Seventeen Ninety-Nine.
Manuel Tiburcio Garrido

That future which Garrido foresaw, “whoever is to know in the future”, came to reality in
2013, at the Micronesian Area Research Center. With the intention of fostering further studies into
the Spanish records and Chamorro language, we started working on it. As it was expected, this

! The original of the document discussed in this paper is located at: Library of Congress of Washington. Records of
the Spanish Colonial Government in the Mariana Islands. Item 11. “Afio de 1800.Dos 6rdenes del superior gobierno
publicadas por Bando en los Idiomas Castellano y Chamorro sobre la victoria conseguida por nuestras armas contra
los ingleses en la Plaza de Zamboanga.” Digital copy found at: Digital Archives of the Northern Marianas
Humanities Council [http://www.nmhcouncil.org/spanish-government-in-the-mariana-islands/] Accessed on March
12,2019.

2 The spelling CHamoru is recommended in Guam by the I Kumision i Fino’ CHamoru yan i Fina’niguen i Historia
yan i Lina’la i Taotao Tano. For consistency with the manuscript we use the spelling Chamorro and Chamoru
thorughout this paper.
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process revealed that some of the indigenous words were not understandable to contemporary
Chamorro speakers. In the process we carefully read the Spanish version and inferred their
meaning. First, we transcribed the original Spanish. Then we translated it into English. Later we
transcribed the original Chamorro, and finally, updated the spelling of Chamorro into
contemporary practice.

Likewise, we translated the original Spanish into English (first column), and then added
our own interpretation of a contemporary Chamoru spelling (second column). The original
Chamorro spelling as recorded in 1799 is included as well (third column), and finally the original
Spanish text (fourth column). We added the footnotes throughout the text to make it easier for
future scholars to trace the process source. Once the findings were consolidated, the resulting paper
is intended to promote further scrutiny and facilitate its diffusion.

Notwithstanding the recommendation of the Kumision i Fino’ CHamoru about the spelling
of the word CHamoru, we favor the traditional spelling (Chamorro or Chamoru), and therefore we
use it throughout this article.

In the abovementioned analysis, many experts and supporters helped us. First and foremost,
cultural advocate Leonard Iriarte accompanied us for most of our meetings and contributed with
many thoughts and encouragement. At different times many experts and scholars joined, like Rosa
Palomo, Fr. Eric Forbes, and Michael Bevacqua, all of whom made contributions in the process of
transcription and interpretation, and to whom we would like to express our gratitude. Most
specially to Malia Angelica Ramirez, who first called my attention to this document twenty years
ago. Any possible errors or oversights in the text are our sole responsibility.

Historic Context

The Mariana Islands have been under different colonial administrations for over 400 years.
The first 300 years by different Spanish regimes, then by Germany, Japan, and the United States.
Chamoru was widely spoken until the second half of the XX century, when it entered a decline out
of which several revitalizing efforts taken by various institutions, cultural groups, and independent
scholars, have been able to take it. Based on the 2010 Census, Chamoru was spoken by 37.646
speakers in the Northern Mariana Islands (11.819) and Guam (25.827).}

The conversion to Christianity by most of the Chamoru people started in 1668, followed
by a period of conflict, wars, and epidemics that lasted for over thirty years and had devastating
consequences for the indigenous population of the archipelago.

Manuel Tiburcio Garrido, author of the Chamoru version of the text, was an officer of the
Spanish army. We argue he was most probably born in Guam because a certain Domingo Garrido,
probably his father, was already listed as an officer in the 1728 census. Based on his use of the
Chamoru language, we believe he was a native bilingual speaker. In Hagatfia, the city of San
Ignacio de Agaia, core of the colonial administration, Chamoru language was not only in use a
century after the end of the conquest, but it was necessary to communicate with the population.

Why was the document written in the first place? On November 3, 1796, the Spanish fleet
of Admiral Ignacio Maria de Alava anchored in Guam waters. The Royal Orders specified that the
fleet was to show to the inhabitants of the most remote Spanish territories, the military forces
destined to their defense and preservation of sovereignty. This practice is known in navy operations

3 Rafael Rodriguez-Ponga (2018), The Economic Value of a Minority Language: Chamorro in the Mariana Islands.
Page 113. http://www.mineco.gob.es/stfls/mineco/ministerio/ficheros/libreria/InfluenciaEspanolING Pdf.pdf
[Accessed on October 30, 2019]
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was “showing the flag”. The fleet left Guam waters three days later, on November 6, from the
Southern village of “Humatac”, as Commander Alava spelled it in his diary.*

Great Britain was at war with Spain and France. In the Asian scenario of that conflict, the

Captain General of the Philippines, Rafael Maria de Aguilar y Ponce de Leo6n, confronted British
navy forces in Zamboanga, the capital of the Southern Philippine island of Mindanao. The victory
our document is referring, took place on January 21, 1798 in the waters of Zamboanga.
For the colonial government of the Mariana Islands, the need to disseminate the victory of the
Spanish forces along with the Filipino native soldiers that supported the operation, was
instrumental, because just a few months before, the fleet commanded by Spanish Admiral Ignacio
Maria de Alava was anchored in Guam. Therefore, the victory represented a unique opportunity
to highlight the alleged benefits of the colonization: defense against foreign enemies, and rewards
for those who contribute in the victorious effort.

Unbeknownst to the people of the Marianas, the absolutist regimes in Europe were already
collapsing by 1796. But even before those regimes were replaced by constitutional ones after a
long period of conflicts, the rulers of the enlightenment era were already applying somewhat
engaging governance practices: the mere fact that the colonial government insisted in spreading
the news of the victory and the corresponding rewards given to the troops that defeated the British
enemies, reveals the logic of addressing the native inhabitants to stress the alleged merits of the
colonization. Having the news translated into the vernaculars implies the determination to
communicate with the subjects whose taxes were being used to provision the Royal ships whenever
they passed by the islands.

To make sure the message was understood, the translation into local vernaculars was
ordered from Manila. It is most likely that Garrido, in charge of the Chamoru translation, learned
to write it in the Jesuit-run Colegio de San Juan de Letran, the oldest educational institution of
Oceania and subsidized by Spanish Queen Mariana de Austria since its opening in 1673. It was
there where Chamoru was expanded into a written language. Thus, the following document came
to be.

4’Antoni0 Laborda (Ed.) Viaje Alrededor del globo realizado por la Escuadra al Mando de Don Ignacio Maria de
Alava, con anotaciones sobre las operaciones de dicha escuadra en los mares de Filipinas, 1795-1803. Editorial La
Hoja del Monte. Paginas 33-34.
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Chamorro as a Written Official Language in the Mariana Islands
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