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to the priesthood is not known, but we do know that he held the title of predicador 5 
-- an 

honorific title granted only after a certain number of years of active ministry. In 1595 -- when, 
it is thought, he probably was in his forties -- he responded to a call for service in the missions 
ofFlorida. He was one of twelve missionaries sailing from Spain on July 14, 1595 (in the same 
group as Fray Francisco de Verascola). 36 A full month of travel brought the group to Puerto 
Rico, where after a rest they took another vessel heading for San Agustin. During that last lap 
of their voyage they experienced a horrible tropical storm, not uncommon in those waters 
during the month ofSeptember. 37 They arrived at San Agustin on September 23.38 

Shortly after his arrival, Fray Miguel was assigned to Mission Santa Catalina on Guale 
(modern-day St. Catherines Island).39 Originally the site ofa foundation of the Jesuits during 
their short period of service in La Florida, ' 0 this mission had been taken over by the Franciscans 
as a strategic geographical center on the Barrier Islands.41 Fray Antonio de Badajoz was 
deputed to accompany Fray Miguel in this post, which offered good hope of becoming an ideal 
mission-station. Fray Antonio, whose command of the native language was outstanding by 
reason of the ten years he had spent in the Florida mission, 42 was selected for this post so as to 

35"El P. Miguel de Aunon, predicador de la Provincia de Castilla ... " Ibid. 

""'En e anode 1595, por mandado de Su Magestad el rey Filipo segundo, de gloriosa 
memoria, a peticion del capitan Domingo Martinez de Avendano, envio el P. Fr. Francisco de 
Arzubiaga, Comisario General de Indias , dace religiosos par que prosiguiesen en la 
conversion de los indios de La Florida,..Embarcaronse en Espana dia de el glorioso Doctor 
San Buenaventura, 14 de Julio, y fueron escogidos de la Provincia de Castilla, y fue nombrado 
por Superior y Comisario el P. Fr. Juan de Silva, predicador, varon muy religioso y 
prudente .. .Ibid,, Ore, ed. Lopez, 1 :86-87; Geiger, Martyrs, 66. 

37Escobedo, fols. 139v-140r. 

38The twelve missionaries landed at San Agustin, Sept. 23, 1595, "Carta a Su Majestad 
en que le da cuenta de la muerte del gobernador Avendano, y de algunos disturbios que con 
tal motive se han seguido-San Augustin, 23 Enero de 1596," A.LS., 54-5-20, ed. in Ore, ed. 
Lopez, 2:6. 

39Marron wrote: "Llegaron en 23 de Septiembre del pasado.Estan repartidos por los 
puestos, asi de pueblos como de las provincias de Timuca y de Gualec y del agua duze ... " 
Ibid. See also Ore (ed. Lopez) 1:92-93. Ibid. Miguel de Aiion was killed at Guale (St. 
Catherines), September 17, 1597. 

'
0The Jesuit mission in Florida is dated 1566-72. See above, 45-46. Two Jesuits, Fr. 

Juan Bautista de Segura and Antonio Sedeno, were in Guale in· 1568. Segura was among the 
eight Jesuits killed by Native Americans at Jacan, near Fredericksburg, VA, in February, 1571. 
See M. Kenny, S.J. The Romance of the Floridas (New York, 1934), 153-232. 

41See Map. 

42Fray Antonio de Badajoz had come with Pedro de Corpa in 1587. See above, 52-53. 

Page 60 



Th
is

 is
 a

 s
ca

n 
of

 a
n 

or
ig

in
al

 d
oc

um
en

t h
ou

se
d 

in
 th

e 
D

io
ce

se
 o

f S
av

an
na

h 
A

rc
hi

ve
s.

 S
ca

nn
ed

 1
1/

18
/2

01
5.

I' ' 

/I 

assist the venerable priest, Fray Miguel, in restoring the importance of the mission which had 
been largely abandoned for some years after the withdrawal of the Jesuits. Fray Miguel, by his 
gentility and winning manner, shortly had captured the respect and the friendship of the native 
Gualeans. He was "mui querido de los indios," in the testimony of Padre Ore.43 Added to his 
other personal qualities, Fray Miguel was endowed with a singularly pleasant singing-voice, and 
this captivated the Indians perhaps even more than it did the Spaniards. 44 

Frequently, as for example in Ore's Relacion, Fray Miguel is referred to by the title 
comisario. 45 Once used widely in Franciscan organization of the community, that title of 
Commissary lacks a precise connotation. It would indicate some position of responsibility, as, 
for instance, the charge of the Third Order within a provincial unit. Particularly in times past, 
it might be a reference to a position held previously, the title being perpetually associated with 
the person who had served with distinction in a given office. As used in the case ofFray Miguel, 
it seems to be a tribute to some authority which he had previously exercised before coming to 
the Florida mission. Another title which is occasionally used in reference to Fray Miguel is that 
of predicador (preacher). 46 This would indicate that at some time in his career he had 
discharged the office of preaching as his habitual occupation or for some special occasions of 
exceptional solemnity. Once granted, this honorific title was normally retained for life. The 
references to Fray Miguel as predicador help us to perceive the special sense of respect in 
which Fray Miguel was held by his confreres. 

In this connection, Ore tells an interesting story as he begins to describe the slaying of 
Fray Miguel. Shortly after his arrival in La Florida, Miguel was invited by the friars and the 
people of Havana to come to that city to preach to them. Accepting the invitation, he boarded 
a vessel to make the trip which he thought would be a matter of six or seven days. But on 
reaching Cape Canaveral, bad weather made it impossible for the vessel to clear the cape. For 
forty days they were becalmed. Finding in this an expression of God's will for him, he gave up 
his intention of going to Havana, turned around and came back to San Agustin, resolving to 
begin immediately the more important task of preaching to the natives. Determined not to leave 
his Indian charges, he remained faithfully at his post on St. Catherines Island, foretelling that 
he would receive a great gift from heaven in that post. It was there that he was rewarded with 
the grace of giving his life in profession of his faith in Christ.47 

When in mid-September of 1597 the revolt of the Gualeans erupted, the two friars on 

43Ore, ed. Lopez), l :88; Geiger, Marryrs, 68'. 

44El P. Fr. Miguel de Auiion, predicador de la Provincia de Castilla, natural de la 
ciudad de Zaragoza, muy noble en sangre, de solar conocido, de muy grande espiritu y de muy 
buena gracia y voz, amado ly querido de todos cuantos le trataban, tenia condicion para 
todos, y asi era senor de las voluntades de todos, asi religiosos coma seglares." Ibid. 

45Ore, ed. Lopez, I :94; Geiger, Martyrs, 74. 

46See above, n.44. 

47Ore, ed. Lopez, I:88-89; Geiger, Marryrs, 68. 
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Santa Catalina Island were peacefully and surely building the faith in the hearts of their flock. 
The idyllic situation was reflected in the natives' esteem for the two friars. Gratitude for their 
presence was typified by the spirit of the local head-man in his efforts to protect the two 
missionaries from the violent demands issued by the mainland Indians that the friars be put to 
death. The rebels, having slain Fray Pedro at Tolomato and plotting the death of Fray Blas at 
Tupiqui, sent a message to the cacique of Santa Catalina, ordering that he should do away with 
the two friars stationed there. Because of his respect for the religious, the chief refused to 
follow the evil command. Instead, he called Fray Antonio for a conversation, and, telling him 
of the plot to rid the missions of all the fiiars, advised him to flee with Fray Miguel to Mission 
San Pedro on Tacatacoru (Cumberland) Island, where the whole community under the guidance 
of Fray Baltasar Lopez was devotedly attached to the Christian Faith. The cacique promised 
to put at the service of the friars not only canoes but likewise a company of natives to take them 
to safety.48 

In the simplicity of his Franciscan soul, however, Fray Antonio was loath to give 
credence to the threat. And, so as not to disturb Fray Miguel, he did not relay the cacique's 
warning to the priest. The next day the cacique pleaded again unsuccessfully with Fray Antonio 
to flee with Fray Miguel. Once again the simple soul of Fray Antonio could not be brought to 
believe in the seriousness of the threat. 

Shortly a band of the rebel Indians from the mainland appeared on the island. It was 
clear that the fate of the two missionaries was sealed. Realizing what was about to take place, 
the two men of God prepared themselves for death. After Fray Miguel celebrated Mass, he and 
Fray Antonio spent their last four hours in prayer. 

Falling upon the two friars, the rebels killed Fray Antonio, the veteran missionary who 
had spent ten years in the service of the Cause of Christ in La Florida. Then the violent mob 
seemed to lose its courage, for they hesitated to move against the venerable priest. An 
unbaptized Indian, however, came forward and began to beat him with a tomahawk, knocking 
him unconscious. Though a group of the faithful came forward to defend and save him, another 
pagan Indian gave him a final blow which caused his brains to spill out on the ground. It is 
recorded that this Indian within a few days repented of his deed hanging himself from a tree 
with the rope of his own bow.49 

FRAY ANTONIO DE BADAJOZ 

Among the five Servants of God, Fray Antonio de Badajoz is the only one not a priest 
but belonging to the Franciscan Order as a lay friar. Through the centuries of Franciscan history 
the lay brothers have been a distinctive glory in the Seraphic Family. With his special qualities 
of simplicity and his readiness to serve the needs of others, Fray Antonio is a worthy exemplar 
of that glorious tradition. With a great deal of the guilelessness of the legendary Brother Juniper 
of Fioretti fame; with much of the piety of his own contemporary compatriot, St. Paschal 
Baylon; with more than a little of the spirit of humble service to the needs of others which 

48Ore, ed. Lopez, I :94; Geiger, Martyrs, 74. Fray Baltasar Lopez and Mission San 
Pedro are mentioned by Ore, ed. Lopez, l :9 I; Geiger, Martyrs, 71. 

49Ore, ed. Lopez, I :94; Geiger, Martyrs, 75. 
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distinguished his other contemporary, St. Felix of Cantalice -- our Fray Antonio de Badajoz 
eminently displayed those qualities of soul which have made the Franciscan lay brother an 
honored element of the Order's tradition. He joins that glorious company by reason ofhis legacy 
of holiness acquired in and through the notable observance of Franciscan simplicity. 

"De Badajoz" as part of Fray Antonio's designation, far from signifying any hereditary 
gentility of birth, is nothing more pretentious than an indication of the general area of his origin, 
the Province ofBadajoz. That province, which lies south of the Province of Caceres and to the 
north of the Provinces ofHuelva and Seville, is west of historic Cordoba and imperial Ciudad 
Real. The province of Badajoz takes its name from its capital city, located precisely on the 
border with Portugal on the Rio Guadiana, which separates Portugal and Spain at that point. 
Antonio was born, not in Badajoz, but in the neighboring village of La Albuera50 

The friar-poet Escobedo, to whom Fray Antonio was personally known, describes him 
as of "clara estirpe castellana"51 -- by which he intends to describe his natural qualities of soul 
rather than any supposed heritage of worldly prominence. Even to this day La Albuera is an 
unpretentious village situated about twenty-four kilometers west of the capital city ofBadajoz, 
straddling the road that runs from Badajoz through Extremadura to the center of power and 
opulence in Madrid. In the time of the martyr, even as today, La Albuera was an area of 
sheep-raising. More than likely, when the boy Antonio was young and growing, he engaged in 
that occupation, just as in another part of Spain at that same period did the future St. Paschal 
Baylon: the years of these two saintly Franciscan brothers coincide almost exactly. 

At the time of Antonio's youth, Franciscan life in Spain was flourishing. St. Peter of 
Alcantara was the instrument of Divine Providence in reforming and refounding religious 
communities, especially in that part of the country known as Extremadura. Promoted by that 
paragon of penitence and mortification, the Discalced movement had transformed the 
Franciscan Province of San Gabriel into a nursery of Seraphic sanctity, and to that Province of 
San Gabriel the youth from La Albu era sought admission. 52 The asceticism of Peter or 
Alcantara -- who has been called "the second Founder of the Franciscan Order" -- appealed 
deeply to the spirit of the young countryman, accustomed to the hard labor of the fields. A new 
awakening of the apostolic spirit was at the same time surging throughout Spain. And it was 
providential that at that same moment in time there was a new awakening of apostolic ardor, 
as the New World was being opened up to the message of the Gospel. 

Vowed to the strictest self-abnegation as the means of attaining spiritual perfection, 
some years after his profession as a friar and after a period of humble service in the friaries of 
his province, Fray Antonio sought and received permission to go among the infidels of the New 
World who were being evangelized. It was a work of extraordinary sacrifice being carried out 
by Catholic Spain. In the same group of missionaries that included Fray Pedro de Corpa, he 
came to La Florida in 1587, one of twelve friars recruited by Fray Alonso de Reinoso for the 

50See Omaechevarria, "Mitrtires," I 0-11. 

51 Escobedo, fol. I 59r. 

52"El Hermano Fr. Antonio de Badajoz, !ego, de la Provincia de San Gabriel, sabia 
bien la lengua de los indios de Guale .... " Ore, ed. Lopez, I :92; Geiger, Martyrs, 71. 
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struggling mission. The group left San Lucar de Barrameda on July 21 of that year, and after 
a stop in Cuba arrived in San Agustin on October 5. 53 Inflamed with the ideal of associating 
himself with the Redeemer in the salvation of humanity and despite his mature years, 54 the friar 
from Extremadura embraced joyfully the rigors of the primitive existence in La Florida. In the 
words of Escobedo, the friar-poet who also came to the mission in Florida at the same time as 
the future martyrs, Fray Antonio "desired to dedicate his soul to God and win the martyr's palm 
and golden wreath. "55 

Of the specific details of Fray Antonio's earliest years of La Florida, little exact 
information has come down to us. Escobedo records that Fray Antonio, though a lay friar, was 
given the distinctive form of tonsure reserved for clerics, so that he would be accepted more 
readily by the natives. 56 Where precisely he discharged the duties of catechist in the extensive 
area being evangelized ·by the friars is not on record. The friars already had mission-posts 
established at Nombre de Dios, just a short distance from San Agustin, as also at Mission San 
Sebastian and Mission San Antonio, both relatively close to the center of activity. Mission San 
Juan de! Puerto was more distant, and still farther was Mission San Pedro on present-day 
Cumberland Island, the most northerly foundation among the Timucua Indians. In any or all of 
these places Fray Antonio may have served, but it is certain that in whatever place he was 
assigned by obedience, as the humble lay brother that he was, Fray Antonio would make himself 
available not only for catechizing the Indians but likewise for the service of his confreres and 
the native people. 57 

Meanwhile, he was making remarkable progress in his mastery of the native language 
of his people. His facility in communication was to be an important factor in the development 
of the mission system, especially when he was assigned to live and work with the newly arrived 
Fray Miguel at Mission Santa Catalina. Ore in one place says that Fray Antonio knew the 
language of the Indians of Guale very well,58 and, in another place, calls him lengua,59 that is 
"the interpreter" for Fray Miguel. After the notable increase of the number of apostolic workers 
with the arrival of the group in 1595, an ambitious plan was developed for intensifying the work 
of catechizing the natives; and the importance of Mission Santa Catalina was affirmed with the 

53See above, 53. 

54"Tenia ya muchos aiios de habito cuando pas6 a las Indias." Juan de la Trinidad, 
Cr6nica de la Provincia de San Gabriel (Sevilla, 1652) 712 ff. 

55Escobedo, fol. 159r . 

56Ibid., fol. I 59v. 

57Escobedo relates that on the voyage to Florida Fray Antonio cooked the meals for 
everyone. In Florida, Father Reinoso gave him instructions on the proper manner of teaching 
the Divine Law to the natives. Ibid. 

58See above, 63, n.52. 

59Ore, ed. Lopez, I :94. 
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appointment to that post of Fray Miguel and Fray Antonio. 

The quality of Franciscan simplicity ascribed to Fray Antonio is amply attested by the 
account of the martyrdom given by Ore. 60 As already described, 61 on two distinct days (probably 
September 16 and 17) the rampaging Indians, having already killed Fray Pedro in Tolomato and 
Fray Blas in Tupiqui, sent word to the cacique on the island ofGuale (St. Catherines) that he 
should kill Fray Miguel and Fray Antonio, the two friars at that mission. 

Warned on both occasions by the local cacique, Fray Antonio in his simplicity found it 
impossible to believe that the natives, even in rebellion, would do them any harm. Ore's text 
reads: "El fraile lego (Fray Antonio) no quiso creerlo;" and "el fraile !ego (Fray Antonio) no 
pudiendo creer tal cosa, respondi6 Io que Ia primera vez."62 While in his ingenuousness of soul 
Fray Antonio could inadvertently have lost the opportunity of avoiding martyrdom for himself 
and Fray Miguel, the reason was his unshakable belief in the goodness even of his murderous 
enemies who were already plotting his death. In the simplicity of his Franciscan heart he could 
not conceive that they were so vicious as to do bodily harm to the gentle and gracious Fray 
Miguel or to himself, who had done nothing but bring to them the blessings of the loving Lord. 
Like the innocent Lamb of God, the two friars were indeed sacrificed by the malice of their 
tormentors; but it was with the practice of the highest Christian charity on the part of the 
guileless Fray Antonio that the sacrifice was consummated. 

During the course of his Franciscan life, and with special emphasis on the period of his 
service in the Florida Mission, Fray Antonio gave incontestable proof of his deep piety. "He was 
as heroic as Mars," says his contemporary brother-Franciscan, the author of La Florida, 
evoking a hero of classical mythology, "in his fight against all vice, a struggle which commenced 
during the days of his early youth. "63 As a catechist he had been a zealous and valuable assistant 
to the priests in announcing the Kingdom and the saving message of the Redeemer. The spirit 
of faith-inspired piety accompanied and sustained him to the very hour of his death. 

Once Fray Miguel and he learned of the sacrifice that faced them for the sake of the 
Redeemer, they turned to intense prayer as they awaited the final hour, the supreme hour oflife. 
Fray Miguel offered Mass, and then the two friars spent more than four hours in prayerful 
thanksgiving for all the graces which God in His goodness had provided for them: the supreme 
grace was their ultimate and complete sacrifice of earthy life for the sake of the Kingdom of 
God. 

FRAY FRANCISCO DE VEAASCOLA Y SAEZ DE CASTANIZA 

For many reasons the Servant of God, Fray Francisco de Verascola, stands out from 
among his fellow-martyrs of 1597. Though he was united to the others by his vocation and the 
sacrifice of his life for the sake of Christ, the details of his story in many ways set him apart 

60Ibid; Geiger, Martyrs, 74. 

61 See above, 62. 

62Ore, ed. Lopez, 1 :94; Geiger, Martyrs, 74. 

63Escobedo, fol. 159. 
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from the other four. 

Among the Five Martyrs, it is his life and death that have been the most minutely 
researched and described. Especially through the affectionate zeal of his conterraneos -- from 
among the Five Servants of God, only he was a Basque -- his part in the story of the martyrdom 
has been the most minutely researched. His memory is recalled each year by means of an annual 
festival that has been held in his birthplace for almost halfa century. Though his slaying was not 
witnessed by any devoted Christian who could have furnished information about his death, yet 
the knowledge of his agony has been constructed on the basis of contemporary conjectures and 
scattered depositions relating rumors. From those records otherwise unknown details of his 
special personality and his singular story have been extracted by careful study and a good deal 
of intuition. Though Verascola still is a somewhat mysterious figure, withal he comes through 
as a genuine individual and a true hero of the Cross. 

According to records preserved in Gordejuela, a town in the Basque region of Spain, 
he was born on February 13, 1564, the son of Domingo de Verascola and Maria Saez de 
Castaiiiza. An ancient town with the typically Basque affection for tradition, Gordejuela had for 
many years cherished a special attachment and devotion to Saint Francis of Assisi. It was not 
surprising that the firstborn son of the Verascola family, baptized on the very day of his birth, 
should be named in honor of the Patriarch of Assisi. The parish church of San Juan de Molinar, 
in which he received the first oftheSacraments, is still standing, and the record of the ceremony 
may be seen in the four-centuries old Book of Baptisms. 64 

The family of the future missionary and martyr was relatively prosperous. His father, 
who held a minor office in the administration of the community, distinguished himself for his 
active role in social reforms for the benefit of the poor. 65 In his adolescence and 
young-manhood, Francisco must have been a comely youth, with the typically Basque mixture 
of animation and seriousness. Even as a youth he undoubtedly began to display that strength 
and impressive physique which later gained for him the nickname of the "Cantabrian Giant. "66 

Certainly it was in this setting that he acquired his taste and his aptitude for forms of sport, a 
skill he was to use to advantage in winning the friendship and esteem of young people in his 
future missionary life in the New World. 

In time the maturing Francisco sensed a supernatural calling to serve God as a spiritual 
son of his patron Saint Francisco of Assisi. Though no records have been discovered to tell us 
when he was accepted into the Seraphic Province ofCantabria, it very probably was in the early 
I 580's that he made his year of novitiate. In the absence of documentary proof it is idle to 
speculate as to when he received the Sacrament of Holy Orders, but it can safely be presumed 
that it was about the year 1590. Described as "a religious endowed with goodness and 
simplicity," for several years following his ordination the young friar exercised his priestly office 

64Jgnacio Omaechevarria, Sangre Vizcaina en los Pantanos de La Florida (Vitoria, 
Spain: Editorial S. Catolica, 1948), 72-74. 

65Jbid., 69-78. 

66Geiger, Conquest, 82. Cf. Lanning, 89: "giant Friar Francisco." Escobedo had said 
that Fray Francisco could withstand the most ferocious giant. See below, 68, 'n.72. 
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in the general area of Vizcaya. He was known to be a religious who enriched his apostolic 
efforts with acts of penance practiced in private. 67 

Providential circumstances made it possible for Fray Francisco to satisfy his longing for 
even greater sacrifices and penances. Toward the end of the year 1594 a call went out for 
volunteers for the struggling but promising mission in La Florida. A group was to be assembled 
and to depart under the leadership of Fray Juan da Silva, in answer to the request of the 
Governor of La Florida, Don Domingo Martinez de Avendaho. 68 It is significant that, of the 
twelve friars authorized to join the mission at that time, all were members of the Franciscan 
province of Castile, with the one exception of Fray Francisco, a member of the Cantabrian 
Province. Was he perhaps substituted for another friar, who for some reason was unable, 
perhaps at the last hour, to join the group? 

As one of the twelve he set sail from. the port of San Lucar de Barrameda on July 14, 
1595, aboard the vessel called "San Francisco." Incidentally, five of the twelve friars also bore 
the name "Francisco." 

After observing the feast of the Seraphic Saint Francis on October 4, the new arrivals 
dispersed to the various places assigned to each by obedience. 69 To Fray Francisco fell the 
challenging task of starting a new mission on the island called Asao (modern St. Simons Island, 
Georgia). 70 This was the southernmost of the Guale chiefdoms, not far removed from the area 
in the control of the Timucuas, a tribe closely related and allied with the more numerous Guales 
to the north. 

Of all the missionaries assigned to the territory of Guale, at thirty-one or thirty-two 
years of age Fray Francisco was the youngest. As a token to his zeal and enthusiasm he was the 
only one of the newly arrived friars to receive the challenging task of inaugurating an entirely 
new mission. The total impression is given that the new mission on Asao would be an especially 
challenging post -- for which task perhaps Fray Francisco's youth and vitality made him the 
logical choice. 

When Escobedo introduces him in his poem, he calls Verascola "a kindly and learned 
Vizcayan, who had two purposes in life: one was the satisfactory fulfillment of every assigned 
task, and the other was the following in the footsteps of Jesus, joyfully giving himself 
unreservedly to God as Christ had given Himself on the Cross". 71 Verascola's striking stature 

67"EI P. Velascula, sacerdote de la Provincia de Cantabria, vizcaino, religioso dotado 
de bondad y simplicidad, que trataba su cuerpo con grandes pentitencias .... " Ore, ed. Lopez, 
I :90; Geiger, Martyrs, 10 . 

••see above, 60. 

69Omaechevarria, Sangre Vizcaina, p. 84. 

7°Fray Francisco was in charge of the doctrina on Asao (St. Simons) at the time of his 
death, September 1597. Ore, ed. Lopez, 1:103; Geiger,Marryrs, 94. 

71Escobedo, fol. 138v. 
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and his physical strength were endowments which not only impressed the natives but which he 
also knew how to use for evangelical and pastoral purposes. It is in this light that we must 
regard his assignment as the companion of Fray Pedro de Chozas on the dangerous expedition 
to the land of La Tama in early I 597. There is the clear indication that his physical size and 
strength were calculated to make an impression on the warlike natives of that region to the 
north and the west of Guale. 72 

His youth must be seen as an additional factor to win the friendship and good will of his 
flock. Even the more elderly among them, but especially the young would naturally be 
impressed by his athletic ability. Escobedo in his poem La Florida gives a detailed description 
of the Indian game resembling modern soccer. 73 Veniscola's youth alone would be sufficient 
reason for the assumption that he entered willingly into this game. There is further suggestion 
of his competing with the natives in their athletic activities in the statement of the poet 
Escobedo, who says: 

Solo este vizcaino nuestro amigo, 
gano de muchos indios la vitoria, 
luchando contra ellos pecho a pecho, 
y tirando la barra largo trecho. 

("Our friend from Vizcaya vanquished many Indians wrestling with them in bodily contact and 
in throwing the spear at great distance. ")74 In his exuberant prime of life, he was disposed to 
undertake any work, he was prepared to lend his natural abilities to any purpose, that would 
promote the good of the souls he had come to serve. Even a game of soccer can be made the 
occasion of winning souls for Christ. 

Upon his return from the expedition to La Tama, Fray Francisco began to work with 
redoubled zeal to make his Indians more responsive to the Christian spirit. In his zeal to build 
up his mission on the Island of Asao not only in the spiritual sense but likewise by providing a 
worthy place of worship, Fray Francisco had erected a primitive chapel and a crude shelter for 
himself on the northern point of the island. Around this center of worship, dedicated in honor 
of Santo Domingo, by the waters of Altamaha Sound, a small village of neophytes was taking 
shape. The church and the friary needed to be completed'so that the community might be more 
united by a regular routine of organized activities. 

72On the Tama expedition, see Lopez, in his edition of Ore, I :25-35. Escobedo 
describes Fray Francisco as Fray Pedro's protector: 

"Y a Verascola fraile seiialado 
Que acompaiie al varon esclarecido 
Para que ande siempre al diestro !ado, 
Porque por su valor era temido. 
Pues s6lo con su fuerza era bastante 
A rendir la del mas feroz gigante." Fol. 140v, cited by Lopez, Ore, 1:27. 

73 Escobedo, fols. 346v-348r. 

74lbid., fol. I 41 r. 

Page 68 



Th
is

 is
 a

 s
ca

n 
of

 a
n 

or
ig

in
al

 d
oc

um
en

t h
ou

se
d 

in
 th

e 
D

io
ce

se
 o

f S
av

an
na

h 
A

rc
hi

ve
s.

 S
ca

nn
ed

 1
1/

18
/2

01
5.

PART THREE: WITNESSED TO THE TRUTH 

The True Martyrdom of the Servants of God 

Statements and Opinions 

Documentary Sources Recounting the Martyrdom 

The Remains of the Servants of God 
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For that purpose, in early September of 1597 he undertook a journey by canoe to San 
Agustin, there to obtain some needed materials for both worship and construction. In Ore's 
words, he was returning "very glad to divide among his Indians the things he had brought 
along." From the testimony gathered later it became clear that the friar was overpowered as 
soon as he sei foot on the shore, having been taken by surprise. Ore in a few words described 
the slaughter of the friar, the "Cantabrian Giant": "They waited for him and when he 
disembarked, two Indians took him in their arms, while the others arrived and killed him by 
means of blows from an ax. Then they buried him." 75 His body was never found. 

CHAPTER VIII 

THE TRUE MARTYRDOM 

OFTHESERVANTSOFGOD 
THE NOTION OF MARTYRDOM 

The word "martyr" -- from the Greek word for "witness" -- in Catholic theology 
designates one who voluntarily suffers death for refusing to renounce his or her fidelity to Christ 
and His teachings. From the very beginning of the Church the testimony of such witnesses to 
Christ has been recognized as a most convincing argument for the veracity of the 
Gospel-message, and one of the strongest proofs that the Church is God's own foundation for 
the salvation of mankind. The Apostles themselves witnessed to the message of Christianity 
more eloquently by their death in testimony to the teachings ofJesus than they did through their 
preaching. 

Those who in subsequent times do not know Christ in person but know Him through 
faith are, in an extended sense, witnesses to Him and His teaching. Sealed with the shedding of 
their blood, that profession of faith in Christ's Gospel is the highest possible expression of 
acceptance of Him and His teachings. From the earliest era of the Church's history, 
consequently, it has been recognized that the constancy of the martyrs who, when challenged, 
sacrificed life rather than deny any of the truths of Christianity, is an incontrovertible proof of 
fidelity to Him who is the Savior of Mankind. As a miracle of the moral order, moreover, the 
sacrifice oflife by the martyrs attests to the divine source of the Truth in defense of which they 
voluntarily die. No one is willing to give his life for teachings or principles which in his opinion 
may or may not be true. Sealing that profession with the shedding of blood, the martyr gives 

75The only reliable detailed description of the death of Fray Francisco de Verascola is 
contained in the account of Ore, ed. Lopez, I: 103; Geiger, Martyrs, 93-94: "El P. Velascula, 
que en este tiempo estaba en la ciudad de San Agustin, adonde habia ido a traer algunas cosas 
necesarias para su celda y para sus indios, que tenia a cargo la dotrina de Santo Domingo de 
Asao, y volvia muy contento para repartir a sus hijos lo que traia, los cuales ya habian 
prevaricado y apostatado de la fe, sin saber el religioso nada, aguardaron que viviera, y al 
desembarcar le tomaron en brazos dos indios, y los demits llegaron y le mataron a hachazos, y 
luego le enterraron." · 
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the ultimate testimony to Christian truth, to Christ who is Truth. He or she dies, because that 
is the only alternative to the demand of the persecutor that Christ be abandoned or His teaching 
be denied. 

The superhuman courage of the martyr in the totality of his or her sacrifice can be 
explained only as a benign manifestation of the power of God acting in and through the heroism 
of the one who dies in defense of the Truth. Above all else, the willing sacrifice of one's life for 
Christ or His teachings is the supreme proof oflove for Him, the highest practice of the cardinal 
virtue of charity. It is the ultimate seal of Christian perfection. The Second Vatican Council 
assures us solemnly: "Since Jesus, the Son of God, manifested His charity by laying down His 
life for us, no one has greater love than he who lays down his life for Christ and his brothers. 
From the earliest times, then, some Christians have been called upon -- and some will always 
be called upon -- to give the supreme testimony oflove to all men, but especially to persecutors. 
The Church, therefore, considers martyrdom as the highest proof of love."' 

In further comment on this exceptional grace and privilege of martyrdom, the same 
Vatican Council proclaims the glory of the one to whom God vouchsafes the privilege of 
witnessing to the Truth by the sacrifice of temporal life. That gift, ifit is the highest proof of 
the creature's love for the Creator, simultaneously is the greatest sign of God's love for His 
creature. "By martyrdom a disciple is transformed into an image of the Master, who freely 
accepted death on behalf of the world's salvation; he perfects that image even to the shedding 
of blood. "2 The dispositions of the martyr's soul must therefore be conformed with those of the 
Savior, the Divine Prototype. 

That the dying of the victim be a sacrifice in witness to Christ and His faith, there must 
be some form of external manifestation of that disposition on the part of the one being put to 
death. Proof of his or her willing acceptance of death for Christ would be the patience with 
which the victim accepts the persecutor's mistreatment. The immediate preparation for death 
-- by prayer or the reception of the Sacraments, by acts of kindness toward the torturers, as well 
as an expression of forgiveness for the tormentors -- would be signs of accepting martyrdom. 
Though death for Christ must be accepted willingly, it is not required that there be an explicit 
acceptance at the moment ofimmolation: one who habitually intends to preserve the faith at any 
or all cost is properly disposed to accept even death. A clear preparation for the crown of 
martyrdom is a virtuous life, though in causes of martyrs no special investigation of heroic 
virtue is required. The heroism of death for Christ dispenses with any need for further proof 

The persecutor, for his part, must act out of hatred toward Christ or the Christian Faith, 
or in rejection of some Christian virtue. Personal revenge toward the victim for some imagined 

'Lumen Ge11ti11111, 42. 

'Ibid. See also Pope John Paul II, Veritatis :,p/endor, 92: "Martyrdom, accepted as an 
affirmation of the inviolability of the moral order, bears splendid witness both to the holiness 
of God's law and to the inviolability of the personal dignity of man, created in God's image and 
likeness. This dignity may never be disparaged or called into question, even with good 
intentions, whatever the difficulties involved. Jesus warns us most sternly: "What does it profit 
a man, to gain the whole world and forfeit his life? (Mk 8:36)." 
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or real wrong would not constitute hatred for Christ or the Christian Faith. The persecutor may 
be a physical or a moral person, an individual or a collegial body. He can carry out his intention 
personally or by commanding another to do so in his name. He must act freely and with full 
deliberateness. His act can be either a direct one or the result of his placing in motion the events 
which lead to tlie victim's death. The death of the victim need not be instantaneous; it suffices 
that the perpetrator give rise to a cause -- such as a fatal wound or total starvation -- which, of 
set determination, at least mediately but certainly effects the death. 

The persecutor need not be an infidel: he may be a bad Christian, a lapsed believer in 
Christ. He need not be a potentate or a supreme authority. He may be a judge, for instance, 
hiding behind an evil law or a false accusation moved by a hatred of Christianity. 

Death alone does not make the martyr. As St. Augustine teaches, the cause, the motive 
on the part of the perpetrator, is what determines that the death is indeed an act of witness to 

Christ. 

To summarize, for a true martyrdom the following conditions must be realized: 

I. a victim who 
2. for loyalty to Jesus 
3. willingly accepts 
4. immolation at the hand of 
5. a despot who 
6. out of hatred for some Christian value 
7. maliciously inflicts his misguided revenge. 

We submit that Fray Pedro de Corpa and his Four Companions, the Franciscan Martyrs 
of Georgia, gave their lives in defense of the sanctity, the unity and the permanence, of Christian 
Marriage.· 

THE CONTEMPORARY RECORD 

The term "Document" used here signifies the Report on the Death of the Five 
Franciscan Religious which took place in the Province of Guale in September, 1597, and the 
Examination of seven Indian youths in connection with that event, as well as the Sentence of 
Condemnation pronounced against Lucas in July of 1598. It offers a complete and official 
summary of all aspects of the case, drawn up in the course of that month ofJuly of that year. 
Intended for the information of the monarch, King Philip II, and his Council, there can be some 
doubt whether or not it was brought to the personal attention of the King, whose death was to 
occur on September 13 of that year. The original missive is, of course, not available, though it 
is presumed to be in existence still and preserved with other historical documents in Spain. An 
official copy, however, is preserved in the Archivo General de Indias, Patronato 19. That 
authenticated document has been reproduced by modern scholars at least twice: in I 933 
(Relacion Historica de La Florida Escrita en el siglo XVII, Atanasio Lopez, O.F.M., Vol. II, 
pp. 13-23); and in 1955 ("Martires Franciscanos de Georgia, Informes y Relaciones sobre su 
muerte," Ignacio Omaechevarria, O.F.M., in Missionalia HiJpani~a. Aiio XII, Num. 35, pp. 
327-340). Both the Lopez and the Omaechevarria reproductions are in harmony on all essential 
details. 
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It is appropriate to note, however, that the earlier (Lopez) version preferentially utilizes 
all the archaic forms and spellings of the original source, whereas the Omaechevarria 
reproduction uses spellings more consistent with the present-day usage. Certain minor 
orthographic differences also occur ( e.g., dexo as against deja). Antiquated principles of 
capitalization for nouns and pronouns are common in Lopez, who also feels at liberty to omit 
unimportant routine and banal expressions (such as the full titles of some dignitaries who are 
mentioned), as also some minor indications of place or time. In the Lopez version lengthy 
circumlocutions are sometimes compressed or omitted entirely, with no indication that a 
summary is being substituted. In general, the Omaechevarria version is the more satisfactory. 
It is the one used for our analysis. 

The interrogation of the seven youths began on July 20, 1598, and was concluded on 
July 29. Following the determination of the judge that, of the seven young men questioned, only 
Lucas, the son of the cacique ofTupiqui, was clearly implicated in the rebellion and the slaying 
of the five friars. By the judge's sentence, he was hanged in the public square of San Juan de] 
Pinillo. 

THE VICTIMS 

The document establishes the fact that there were five Franciscan friars slain in the 
September, I 597 Revolt. Since a curriculum vitae for each of the five is supplied supra, VII, 
under the title "The Servants of God," at this point it is sufficient to list their names with a 
summary outline of their lives. 

FRAY PEDRO DE CORP A: born in Villabilla, not far from Madrid, circa 1560. 
Professed in the Franciscan Province of Castile probably in the late 1570's.3 Ordained priest in 
the mid-l 580's. Assigned to the mission of La Florida in 1587. Placed in charge of the doctrina 
at Tolomato, the major mission among the Guales. Killed at his mission on September 14, 1597. 

FRAY BIAS RODRIGUEZ: born in Cuacos, in the Plasencia Valley in the mid or late 
1550's. Professed in the Discalced Franciscan Province of San Gabriel in the 1580's. Ordained 
a priest circa 1585. Assigned to the Florida mission in 1590. Placed in charge of the doctrina 
at Tupiqui. Killed at his mission on September 16, 1597. 

FRAY MIGUEL DE ANON: born probably in either the Province of Saragossa or the 
Province of Huesca circa 1540. Entered the Franciscan Province of Castile probably about 
1570. Ordained to the priesthood about 1580. Assigned to the Florida mission in 1595. 
Appointed to the doctrina on Guale (St. Catherines) Island. Slain at his mission oi;i September 
17, 1597. 

FRAY ANTONIO DE BJ\DAJOZ: born in La Albuera, Province of Badajoz. 
Professed as a lay brother in the Discalced Franciscan Province of San Gabriel. Already of 
mature age when sent to the Florida mission in 1587. After various other assignments he 
became an assistant at the doclrina on Guale in 1595, where he was slain, September 17, 1597. 

FRAY FRANCISCO VERASCOLA Y SAEZ DE CASTANIZA: born on February 

3But see above, 52, n.4. 

Page 72 



Th
is

 is
 a

 s
ca

n 
of

 a
n 

or
ig

in
al

 d
oc

um
en

t h
ou

se
d 

in
 th

e 
D

io
ce

se
 o

f S
av

an
na

h 
A

rc
hi

ve
s.

 S
ca

nn
ed

 1
1/

18
/2

01
5.

" _ _j 

I ' 

. : 

13, I 564, at Gordejuela, near Vitoria, in the Viscaya region. Entered the Franciscan Province 
of Cantabria circa 1582. Ordained to the priesthood circa 1590. Assigned to the Florida 
mission in 1595. Put in charge ofa new mission being opened on Asao (St. Simons) Island. 
Treacherously captured by the natives of his mission and slain on an indefinite date in late 
September, 1597. 

THE DESPOT 

When the "victim" refuses to renounce or abjure what he holds to be right and true, 
insisting instead on defending it, his steadfastness may enter into conflict with the determination 
of another who holds the opposing opinion. If at the same time that other person has some 
phsyical advantage, and in the resolve to make his will prevail resorts to the use of force, he is 
known by the unflattering term of "despot." Not hesitating to inflict harm, even grievous harm 
-- of which the extreme form is the taking of the victim's life-- in order to assure that his view 
is not defeated, he will go to any extreme to guarantee the triumph of his will. 

In the history of the Five Martyrs of Georgia the primary despot was Juanillo, the 
nephew of Don Francisco, the cacique of Tolomato. This young brave aspired to the 
caciqueship held by his uncle who, though still active in the life of the tribe, had signified his 
intention to pass the leadership to Juanillo. Such was the not uncommon arrangement in many 
of the native Southeastern cultures, whereby the succession to-the office of chief or cacique was 
matrilineal; the new cacique being the son of a certain designated sister. 

Though Don Francisco was still vigorous and not disposed as yet to give up his position 
of prestige and authority, Juanillo felt aggrieved when his eventual succession met opposition 
from an unsuspected source. For, as we have seen,4 Fray Pedro at Tolomato had not only 
rebuked Juanillo for his marital infidelity but with Fray Blas at Tupiqui had expressed 
opposition to his succession as cacique. The influence of the priests was no more than moral: 
they had no arms, no recognized and absolute power, no accepted authority to impede what the 
natives might decide to do. Yet the opposition offended and threatened the proud young brave 
in his pretensions to the dynasty. Likewise, he could count on the support of many others. For, 
though the village was largely populated by baptized Christians, in the surrounding woods there 
were numbers of natives who had not accepted Christianity. 

Determined to maintain his relationship with the second woman, and deeply irked by 
Fray Pedro's decisive stand in opposing his aspiration to the caciqueship, Juanillo then sought 
the support of two other young braves. According to Ore, these two had likewise adopted the 
same immoral way oflife. Certainly these accomplices must also be considered despots, even 
ifin a lesser degree than Juanillo, for they abetted his flouting of the Christian law and actively 
contributed to promoting the revolt which was to culminate in the slaying of the friars. 

THE MARTYRDOM 

Headed by Juanillo and his two allies, an unspecified number of pagan Indians from the 
surrounding woods under cover of darkness stealthily came to the village of Tolomato on 
Saturday night, September 13. Their bodies painted and smeared with red paste, their heads 
decorated with feathers as a sign of their intention to spill blood, they remained quiet during the 

4See above, 54-56 . 
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night. At dawn on Sunday morning, when the priest was beginning preparations for Mass for 
the faithful, these bloodthirsty braves burst in upon him in his humble abode and, without 
further ado, slew him. 5 Later on some Indians were to testify to the commonly known fact that 
it was the cacique ofSufalate who, at the order of Don Francisco and Juanillo, had actually slain 
Fray Pedro with a stone hatchet. 6 An Indian called Soho Olata, according to testimony given 
at the interrogation of the seven young Indians in July following the massacre, was a major 
figure in fomenting the fury 'of the mob; he was said to have dealt mortal blows of the macana 
to all of the victims.7 Other unidentified Indians had by their presence at least encouraged and 
approved the action of the murderers; to some extent they also were guilty of the crime of 
slaying Fray Pedro de Corpa. 

The slaying of Fray Blas Rodriguez at his mission in Tupiqui is recounted in two slightly 
different versions: one in testimony given by the youth Lucas, son of Don Felipe, the former 
cacique of the place;' the other recounted by Ore in his Relacion de los Mcirtires. 9 In some 
details the two accounts do not agree. Lucas' statement claims that the friar was killed at night 
(September 14/15) immediately upon the arrival at that mission of the band of Indians from 
Tolomato. That account therefore clearly implicates some,, at least, of those who had 
participated in the slaying at Tolomato, 10 The Ore account describes events that were stretched 
out over two days. It gives no indications as to who constituted the murderous group of 
natives, but it may be presumed that it was some or all of those who had so recently taken part 

5"Este cacique y otros dos indios, defectuosos como el en el mismo vicio deshonesto, 
se fueron la tierra adentro entre los infieles sin decir nada ni pedir licencia, como otras veces 
solian hacer, y al cabo de pocos dias volvieron de noche con otros muchos indios infieles, 
embijados y untados de bija colarada y con plumas en la cabeza; y esta es entre ellos seiial de 
crueldades y matanzas. La noche que llegaron no supo el Padre nada, ni los de! pueblo lo 
supieron; y luego por la maiiana, en abriendo la casa de! Padre, fueron alla, y lo hallaron 
rezando, y sin aguardar a razones, le mataron con una hacha de piedra que llaman macana, y 
champi en la lengua de los Ingas del Cuzco. Esto paso en Tolomato, cabeza de aquella tierra; 
y el religioso que matraron, se llamaba el P. Fr. Pedro de Corpa." Ore, ed. Lopez, I :93; 
Geiger, Martyrs, 73-74. 

6Lucas testified in the inquiry: "que a Fray Pedro de Corpa dos caciques de Ufalague y 
Sufalete le mataron de noche, estando durmido en su celda." Proceso (AGI, Patronato, 19), 
ed. Omaechevarria, MH 12 (I 955): 332. Francisco's testimony states that Pedro was killed by 
"un principal cacique de los salchiches," and "oyo decir que el mica de Tolomato y don Juan, 
su heredero, le habian mandado matar. .. " Ibid., p. 333. 

7The record ofBuenaventura's testimony states: "dijo que oyo decir que la principal 
causa fue un indio llamado Soho Olata, el cual los mato a todos por su mano con macanas, y 
que los inducio (sic) a todos a que lo hiciesen ... " Ibid., p. 335. 

8lbid., pp. 331-323, 337-38. 

9Ore, ed. Lopez, I :95; Geiger, Marlyrs, 75-76. 

10See above, n.6. 
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in the slaying in neighboring Tolomato.11 In connection with the earlier slaying of Fray Pedro 
in Tolomato, as well as that of Fray Blas in Tupiqui, Lucas identifies specifically eight caciques: 
those of Asao, Talaxo, Atinehe, Fulo, Tupiqui, Don Juan [Juanillo, the heir of Tolomato], 
Ufalague and Aluste. In a special way he singled out the name of Aliseache, who gave the final 
blow to Fray Blas' head. All must be considered as participants, direct or indirect, in the two 
slaughters. 12 

After slaying the friars at Tolomato and nearby Tupiqui, the revolting Indians moved 
to the village on Guale (St. Catherines) island. Earlier in that bloody week a message from the 
rebels on the mainland had been received on the island: the cacique of the local group was 
ordered to dispatch the two friars living there. Fray Antonio de Badajoz, the veteran lay 
brother, was the assistant to Fray Miguel de Anon, the priest in charge of the mission, who had 
been in Florida hardly two years. Both were deeply loved by the people to whom they 
ministered. 

Receiving the disquieting message over a period of several days, the cacique of Santa 
Catalina ( whose personal name does not appear in any of the sources) had made efforts, but in 
vain, to persuade Fray Antonio of the seriousness of the situation. He pleaded with him, though 
to no avail, that he flee with Fray Miguel to the safety of the mission on distant San Pedro 
(modern Cumberland) island. There among friendly Timucuans the faith-community, well 
established under Fray Baltasar Lopez, would defend and secure the safety of the two venerable 
friars. 

No such measures were taken, and suddenly, on Wednesday, September 17, the peace 
of Mission Santa Catalina was shattered. From the mainland a group of Indians made an 
appearance, saying that they had come to see to it that the local cacique killed the two friars. 
Should he refuse to do so, he himself would be killed. An effort to bribe the messengers having 
failed, the cacique then went to the two friars, apprizing them of the serious situation. Once 
aware of the imminent danger, the priest celebrated Mass. There followed a prolonged 
thanksgiving of four hours' duration preparing them for their ordeal and for their reward. Soon 
they were martyred, first Fray Antonio, then Fray Miguel. 

The only individuals who are singled out as the agents of the deaths at the mission on 
Guale are two unnamed Indians. One of them gave the blow of a macana which rendered Fray 
Miguel unconscious, and the other from the rear gave him the final blow causing his brain to 
spill out on the ground.13 

11Ore, ed. Lopez, I :95; Geiger, Martyrs, 75-76. 

12"Preguntado que diga y declare que se hizo de! dicho Fray Blas, dijo que habra diez u 
once lunas que se juntaron ocho caciques, que son: Asao y el de Talaxo y Atinehe y Fulo y 
Tupqui, don Juan, y Ufalague y Aluste; y Iuego como llegaron, que fue de noche, le mataron 
dandole mano a un indio principal, que se llama Aliseache, para que lo matasen con una hacha, 
con la cual le dio en la cabeza, de la cual herida murio luego a la hora, y que lo enterraron 
despues de muerto en la iglesia." Proceso (AGI, Patronato, 19), ed. Omaechevarria, MH 12 
(1955): 331, 

13See above, 62. 
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Necessarily to be dismissed as purely poetic imagining are the details with which, on 
folios I 56 and I 69 of La Florida, Fray Alonso de Escobedo embellishes the slaying of these 
two Servants of God. 

At the outbreak of the Revolt in Guale the friar in charge of the mission on Asao 
(modern-day St. Simons) island, Fray Francisco de Verascola, was absent in San Agustin. He 
had gone there to obtain certain things needed for his mission, a new mission in the process of 
being established, which was to be named in honor of San Domingo, the founder of the Order 
of Preachers and the Apostolic friend of the Seraphic founder of the Franciscan Order. For the 
construction of the simple chapel of San Domingo, materials not available in the woods, such 
as nails and pulleys and planks, were indispensable. Knowing nothing of the dire events talcing 
place further to the north at Tolomato and Tupiqui and on the island of Guale, by late 
September Fray Francisco was heading back to Asao, heroically paddling his canoe through the 
open ocean and the inland creeks, battling the swarms of insects, enduring the scorching 
September sun. By whose manipulation it is not certain, the village of Asao was already in the 
control of the insurgents. Probably under pressure from the local cacique, who by this time had 
returned from his participation in the slaying of the friars at Tolomato and Tupiqui, a plot 
against Fray Francisco had been devised. On his arrival from San Agustin -- fatigued from the 
punishing effort of rowing that great distance, and drained of vitality from the long exposure 
to the topical sun -- upon reaching the familiar beach of Asao, the exhausted friar was 
ambushed. 

Ore in one long sentence gives the details of the treacherous move. As the friar, with 
unsteady legs, stepped out ofhis canoe, two strong braves grabbed him and wrestled him to the 
ground. That was the signal for others hiding from view to come out and overpower him. 
Despite that physical strength which has gained for him the playful nickname of"the Cantabrian 
giant," Fray Francisco was easily vanquished. They immediately killed him with their hatchets; 
and then they buried his body someplace near the spot where he had been martyred. 14 

At the interrogation of the seven Indian youths which took place in San Agustin in July 
following the slaying, a Christian boy named Pedro from Asao was among them. He was unable 
to add anything to the information already in general circulation, but he did reveal that in the 
community of Asao15 he had overheard plans being discussed for killing Fray Francisco. Upon 
hearing that talk, he said, he fled to the woods. The reason he gave for that reaction -- "como 
era muchacho" -- helps to gave an idea of the special bond uniting the young people of Asao 
and their missionary. Fray Francisco had been the special friend of the young people, a 
sixteenth-century precursor of those Saints oflater times who would discover the particular 
value for the apostolate to be found in the confidence and the loyalty of the younger generation 
created through friendly sports and games. 

Escobedo's account of the slaying of Verascola is highly imaginative, including death 

14See above, 69. 

15"Dijo que cuando quiseiron matar al Padre Berascula, como er muchacho, que fue 
huyendo al monte ... " Proceso (AGI, Patronato, 19), ed. Omaechevarria, MH 12 (1955): 336-
37. 
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by burning on a pyre! The prayer, though imaginary, which the poet puts on the lips of the 
dying martyr (folio 151) expresses a spirit of total abandonment to the will of God, a sentiment 
strengthening the Cantabrian Giant in his last struggle. Echoing the spirit of his Seraphic Father 
St. Francis, he prays: "O Lord, in Thee I trust becauseThou art the One True God on earth and 
in heaven .... Thou who art my only God, grant me patience and the grace of consolation. And 
do Thou grant to my soul an everlasting abode, that it may pray for its persecutor." 

CHAPTER lX 

STATEMENTS AND OPINIONS 

STATEMENTS OF THE PERPETRATORS 

None of the actual perpetrators of the slaughter were ever apprehended and brought to 
trial. For that reason no direct statement from any of them as to their motives in slaying the 
friars is on record. We do, however, have a parallel source of information as to the reasons 
which provoked the slaying of the five missionaries. These statements are found in the 
authenticated record of the trial of seven natives who, even though remotely, somehow were 
involved in the actual slaying. These statements must therefore be considered statements of the 
perpetrators as indirectly preserved. 

The "Informative about the Martyrdom of the Franciscan Missionaries ofLa Florida," 
still preserved in the Archivo General de las Indias (Patronato 19), is an official document which 
includes the record of the lengthy investigation carried out in July of 1598 by order of the 
Governor of La Florida. Twice reproduced in modern times, it may be found in either one of 
the two sources, both readily available: 

0 I - Atanasio Lopez, O.F.M., Relaci611 Historica de La Florida escrita en el siglo.XV/1 
(Madrid, 1933), Vol. II, pp. 13-23; 

02 - Ignacio Omaechevarria, O.F.M., "Martires Franciscanos de Georgia," Missionalia 
Hispanica, Afio XII (1955), Num. 35, pp. 327-340. 

Though the two reproductions of the text of the original process are basically identical, 
the Lopez version retains many now-archaic spellings as well as non-consistent forms of 
capitalization and punctuation as they appear in the original sixteenth-century text. In some few 
instances Lopez introduces ---regrettably without indicating that he is doing so -- a summary 
of the text when it becomes prolix or is not strictly necessary for the substance of the record; 
only a patient comparison ofhis text with the Omaechevarria version will reveal these relatively 
minor variations. Such interpolations are not of the essence, nor do they affect the flow of the 
whole, while they may actually facilitate the perusal of the document. 

The Omaechevarria version uses forms ofcapitalization and punctuation more in accord 
with current-day usage. It likewise adopts modern spelling in place of the archaic original. In 
a preliminary note, on page 291, Omaechevarria explains the adaptations of the original which 
he introduced to facilitate the reading and the understanding of the several documents which 
he presents, including this "Process on the Death of the Religious of the Province of Guale." 
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The trial of the seven natives took place in San Agustin in the presence of the highest 
authority in the land, Gonzalo Mendez de Canzo, Governor and Captain General of the 
Provinces of La Florida, during the period July 20 to July 29, I 598. On the opening day, the 
Governor gave a summary of the happenings of September of the preceding year and told of 
his subsequent fruitless efforts to apprehend the guilty parties. With the explicit intention to 
investigate the slaughter of the religious "to its roots" ("saber de raiz el caso") and to discover 
the reason ("la ocasi6n")' which led to the killing of the friars, he had, as he explained, made 
a long trip to the region of Santa Elena, seeking also to secure the release of Fray Francisco de 
Avila. Returning to the capital city of San Agustin with some Indians -- four of them being sons 
or brothers of caciques -- whom he had taken prisoner, the Governor had wanted, as he pointed 
out, to summon Fray Francisco de Avila, who had been held captive by the Natives for nine 
months, but was now free.2 The Governor's intention was that the friar might make depositions 
as to what he knew about the death of his fellow friars. Fray Francisco, despite the permission 
given him by the Commissary Superior, alleging the canonical prohibition for a cleric to depose 
in cases involving a capital crime, refused to testify, calling attention to the fact that the seven 
Indians in custody would be in a position to furnish any pertinent information. 3 

The interrogation proper of the seven accused began on July 20 after several weeks of 
preliminaries. The first native to be questioned was Lucas, a baptized youth from Tupiqui, the 
son of Don Felipe, the cacique of that place. He testified that eight caciques had conspired to 
kill the friar resident in Tupiqui, Fray Blas Rodriguez. From a blow to his head with a hatchet, 
the friar had died instantly. Questioned as to the motive for such an act, he cited what was 
allegedly by the micos and caciques who had ordered the friar killed, namely, that he was a 
troublemaker (bellaco), had forbidden the natives to have dealings with spirits (hechicerias), 
and had said that they should not have more than one wife.4 Subsequently questioned as to what 
he knew of the reasons for killing the other friars and. the harsh treatment given Fray Francisco, 
he repeated what he had already stated, namely that the 111icos and caciques claimed that the 
friars were bellacos, and that they did not want the natives to have more than one wife, and that 
they corrected and reprimanded the natives. 5 

The second Indian to be interrogated in the Governor's presence was Francisco, a 
baptized youth from Tolomato, related through his mother to the cacique. He testified that Fray 
Pedro de Corpa was killed by blows of a macana, a leading cacique of the Salchiches (a 
neighboring tribe) being the actual assassin. He testified that he had heard it said that the order 

'Proceso (AGI, Patronato, 19), ed. Omaechevarria, MH 12 (I 955): 328. 

2See below, 104. Fray Avila's story is preserved in Ore, ed. Lopez, 1:95-I02; Geiger, 
Martyrs, 76-93. See also Maynard Geiger, Biographical Dictionwy of the Franciscans in 
Spanish Florida c111d Cuba (J 528-1841), Franciscan Studies, 21 (Paterson, N.J .: St. Anthony 
Guild Press, I 940) : 28-30. 

3 Proceso (AG!, Patronato, 19) ed. Omaechevarria. MH 12 ( 1955): 331. 

4Ibid. 

'Ibid., 332. 
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to kill the friar had been given by the mico ofTolomato and his heir Juan (Juanillo ). Questioned 
about the motive (causa) for which the friar was killed, he said it was Juanillo, whose 
wickedness (bellaquerias) ·the friar had reprimanded and censured (reprehendia y renia). He 
also testified that he had heard that Lucas, the son of Don Felipe (cacique in Tupiqui) was 
present at the death there of Fray Blas Rodriguez. 6 

The third Indian brought before the Governor for questioning was Bartolome, a 
baptized young man from Tolomato. Some months earlier, shortly after news of the insurrection 
had reached the authorities at San Agustin, at the orders of the Governor he had been sent to 
Guale to investigate the rumor that one of the friars was still alive. The cacique ofTolomato 
would not allow him to return to San Agustin. His deposition was based on the conversations 
he had heard while he was kept in Guale against his will. He testified he had heard the Indians 
say they had killed the friars. because they, the friars, reprimanded the natives, were 
troublemakers (bellacos), that they (the Indians) did not want anything to do with them (the 
friars), and that they (the friars) would not allow them (the Indians) to have (plural) wives. 7 

An Indian called Buenaventura, a baptized Christian ofTolomato, was the fourth to be 
interrogated. According to what he had heard of the slaying, two caciques from the outlying 
area had killed Fray Pedro de Corpa with macanas while he was sleeping, and then buried his 
body in the same room. The witness further testified that all the friars, except Fray Francisco 
de Avila, who was taken prisoner, were likewise killed with macanas. As to the motive for the 
killings, he reported that the principal agent was an Indian named Soho Olate, who killed them 
all with macanas and induced other natives to join in the slaughter because it was not good to 
have friars, who were troublemakers (bellacos), who took away their law and who did not 
allow them (plural) wives. He further testified that he had heard that Lucas, Don Felipe's son, 
had been present at the death of Fray Blas.8 

The fifth witness was an Indian youth named Alonso, who declared that he was a 
Christian and a native of Ospo. Though he had not been present at any of the slayings, he 
reported what he had heard as to the treatment given to the friars. With exception of Fray 
Francisco de Avila -- saved from death through the intercession of the cacique ofTalapo -- all 
were killed with macanas. Because of his youth he was not present at the slaughter of any of 
the friars, but he had heard that Lucas, Don Felipe's son, was present at that of Fray Blas 
Rodriguez. As to the motive for the slayings, he had heard it said that the natives did not want 
the friars because they were troublemakers ( bellacos): they took away their way oflife (/ey) and 
they would not let them have (plural) wives.9 

The next witness was a pagan Indian, whose name is not recorded, from a settlement 
called Uchilate, near Tolomato. Though he had known Fray Pedro de Corpa, he had no 
information as to how he or the other slain friars had been killed. Not being a Christian, he was 

6Ibid., 332-33. 

7Ibid., 331 -34. 

8 Ibid., 334-35. 

9Jbid., 335-36. 
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ignorant as to the reason why the religious had been put to death. 10 

The final witness to be called to testify was an Indian of Asao by the name of Pedro, a 
youth who was a Christian. He had known all five of the slain friars. Not having been present 
at any of the slayings, he nonetheless had heard that the friars were slain with macanas and that 
the motive for the slayings was that the caciques did not want the friars because the friars 
corrected (re11ia11) them and did not want them to have (plural) wives. 11 

CONTEMPORARY OPINIONS 

Apart from the actual perpetrators of the slaughter -- who in fact never were 
apprehended and cannot have left any recorded statement in regard to the slayings -- those most 
likely to have given any significant expression of opinion in the matter were those judicially 
examined and tried as the result of the crime. Happily, however, their testimony, considered in 
the preceding section, is not the only expression, or even the clearest, of a contemporary belief 
that the five missionaries had given their lives in testimony to Christian doctrine and morality. 
There are contemporary references to the slaying which manifest a conviction that the death of 
the five Servants of God was a true martyrdom. 

In this section we shall adduce evidence that a significant group of well-trained and 
competent churchmen at the time of the event viewed the slaying as a true martyrdom. We shall 
consider as contemporary any significant statement made within the first quarter of a century 
following the slaying in 1597, i.e., before the end of the year 1622. 

STATEMENT OF FRAY PEDRO FERNANDEZ DE CHOZAS 

TO GONZALO DE CANZO, GOVERNOR OF LA FLORIDA 

(ISLA DE SAN PEDRO: OCTOBER 4, 1597) 

On October 4, 1597, less than three weeks after the slaughter, Fray Pedro Fernandez 
de Chozas, the priest in charge of the mission at Puturiba on the Isle of San Pedro, wrote to the 
Governor General ofLa Florida, Gonzalo Mendez de Canzo, apprizing him of the facts (as then 
known) of the slayings. It is significant that this is the very first written reference to the 
martyrdom that was made; it has been textually preserved in an authenticated copy forwarded 
by Mendez de Canzo in his report dated January 12, 1598. The Governor's complete report is 
still preserved in the Archivo General de las lndias, Audiencia de Santo Domingo, 224, in 
Seville. 

The document has been edited and published by Fray Ignacio Omaechevarria, in 
Missionalia Hispanica, No. 35, pp. 291-293. It constitutes the first item in the Governor's 
report dated January 12, 1598, which extends to page 311 of the printed text in Missionalia 
Hispanica, under the rubric "lnformaci6n juridica sobre los sucessos de la provincia de Guale, 
de la rebeli6n de los indios y muerte de cinco religiosos de San Francisco." While the original 

IOlbid., 336. 

"Ibid., 336-37. 
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autographed copy of Fernandez de Chozas is not known to be extant, this authenticated copy 
of the Governor to the King cannot be dismissed as ofless value. 

This letter was the first intimation given to the civil and ecclesiastical authorities in San 
Agustin regarding the tragic events which had taken place in the outlying mission field to the 
north of the capital city. Although not perfectly exact in every last detail (among the friars said 
to have been slain appears the name of Fray Francisco de Avila, while Fray Antonio de Badajoz 
is reported to be alive and in captivity), the information it brought was shocking and ominous. 
Giving vent to his fraternal pain, the writer of the letter expresses his reactions with words of 
deep emotion and faith. One especially moving section is worthy of being cited to show his 
sentiments: 

All told, five religious were martyred. Proof ( of the slaughter) are the precious things 
which they (the slain friars) left them (the Indians who slew them): their cowls and their 
religious habits. Divided into portions, these things the Indians shared among 
themselves, with the same lack of human feeling as (was the case) with the Most 
Innocent Lamb (Jesus)! How they must have been lonely, Seiior General, these little 
lambs, at the moment of martyrdom! The very thought of them overwhelms me, so that 
I am not able to continue. I envy them the crowns of glory which await us in the future. 
In this desert-land I await whatever our divine Lord in His mercy may have prepared 
for me! ... May God be pleased to grant a decent place of burial to these blessed dead 
ones! 

Two things are worthy of note in this portion of Fray Pedro's letter communicating the 
startling news to the Governor, who would be expected to share the contents of the letter with 
the Franciscan community, the religious family of the slain religious. The friar refers to the 
deaths of the slain missionaries by the traditionally consecrated term: they were martyred 
(martirizados); their death was a martyrdom (martirio ). And he refers to the slain religious by 
the term traditionally used and theologically consecrated to refer to those souls who are 
believed to be in God's presence (heatos defimlos) who are judged to have received the crown 
of glory (coronas de gloria). 

STATEMENT OF FRAY PEDRO FERNA.NDEZ DE CHOZAS 

(ISLA DE SAN PEDRO: BETWEEN OCTOBER 17 AND 23, 1597) 

Having received on October 7 Fray Pedro's communication dated October 4, and having 
dispatched that very day a small contingent of soldiers to protect the two missionaries on San 
Pedro (Cumberland Island), within a few days the Governor himself set out for that island, 
where he arrived on October 17. The following day he began his official investigation of the 
happenings, during which various persons gave testimony as to what they knew of the events. 
In addition to some government personnel who had accompanied the expedition from San 
Agustin, local witnesses were also heard: the cacique of San Pedro, Don Juan; the chieflndian 
of the village, Antonio Lopez; and Jusepe, a Christian Indian of some standing in the 
community. These depositions were recorded and form part of the lengthy "Informaci6n juridica 
sobre los sucessos en la provincia de Guale," dated January 12, 1598. The whole extensive 
document covering the visitation is preserved in the Archivo General de las Indias, Audiencia 
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Santo Domingo, 224. It has been edited and published by Father Ignacio Omaechevarria, 
O.F.M., inMissionalia Hi.1panica, Num.35, pp. 291-311. 

A written statement ( certificaci6n) from Fray Pedro de Chozas, which is found on pages 
300-301, was admitted to the official report of the Governor's visitation. Though no date 
appears on this statement, from internal evidence it is clear that it was prepared some time after 
October 17 (for the author mentions the Governor's arrival on that date.) From its inclusion 
amid the other documents connected with the visitation, it is quite certain that it was written 
before the departure of the Governor's entourage on October 24. As a religious, Fray Pedro 
enjoyed the clerical privilege of immunity from the necessity of swearing to his deposition; his 
written report would be equally valid as a sworn testimony. 

In his written statement Fray Pedro describes the October 4 _attack made by the rebel 
Indians on the Island of San Pedro, where he was in charge of the mission at Puturiba, on the 
northern side of the island. He recounts the taunts and the boastings of the rampaging Indians 
who appeared offshore that morning, and the shocking revelation they made that five friars had 
been killed and one other taken hostage. The religious habit and cowl of Fray Francisco de 
Verascola, along with his sombrero, were displayed as proof that the friar in charge of the 
mission on Asao (St. Simons Island) had indeed been killed. 

All these evidences of what had taken place impelled Fray Pedro to communicate what 
he had learned to the Commissary and the Governor in San Agustin. That startling information 
it was that had galvanized the immediate response of the Governor and explained his presence 
now ten days later on San Pedro Island. 

Though writing at the behest of the Governor and under the impact of the disquieting 
events, and in the awareness that he was composing a statement intended primarily for secular 
consumption and non-religious purposes, Fray Pedro did not fail to include a reference to the 
spiritual dimensions of the tragedy and to the sacredness of the friars' deaths: 

From all this I conclude and infer that they (the Indians in revolt) have slain him (Fray 
Francisco de Verascola) as a martyr (haberle martirizado), as also the other (four) 
blessed (beneditos) religious. 

The use of the two words martirizado and beneditos is a clear testimony to the belief 
on the part of the writer, Fray Pedro Fernandez de Chozas, that the slain friars had given their 
lives in testimony to the Faith which they had come to La Florida to announce, and that for their 
sacrificial death they were deservedly to be considered as already crowned with the reward of 
heaven. 

STATEMENT OF FRAY FRANCISCO MARRON AND THE FRIARS OF THE 
CUSTODIA IN LA FLORIDA; TO FRAY FRANCISCO DE ARZUBIAGA; 
COMISARIOGENERALOFTHEFRANCISCANORDERINMADRID,SPAIN(SAN 
AGUSTIN: DATE UNCERTAIN, BUT PROBABLY IN DECEMBER OF 1597 OR 
JANUARY, 1598; CERTAINLY BEFORE FEBRUARY 23, 1598) 

Immediately upon receipt of word of the Revolt in Guale, the friars who had been 
engaged in ministry to the natives in La Florida were summoned by the Comisario to return to 
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the central house in San Agustin. Unaware as yet of the details of the slayings, the friars were 
authorized by Governor Gonzalo Mendez de Canzo to name a delegate who, as their 
representative, would accompany him on the investigatory trip which he would undertake to 
the area of the crime. The friar selected by the group and duly approved by the Governor was 
Fray Blas de Montes, who had been in the Florida mission since 1595. Canzo made it clear to 
him that he was empowered only to gather personal effects of the slain friars, and was not to 
initiate any effort to obtain information or depositions on the scene. Upon the Governor's return 
to San Agustin, on December I the Comisario gathered the friars in a formal Chapter to draw 
up a Report of the happenings, to be sent to the Comisario General in Spain. That report was 
prepared on the basis of the findings of the expedition to Gu ale and the information which the 
several friars were able to offer. The Chapter had as its president the Comisario, Fray Francisco 
Marron, and was attended by all the friars attached to the mission, namely two who had been 
laboring in the mission for a decade or more, Fray Juan de San Nicolas and Fray Baltasar 
Lopez; and six of the friars who had arrived in the group of 1595, namely, Fray Pedro Bermejo, 
Fray Francisco Pareja, Fray Pedro Ruiz, Fray Pedro de Viniegra, Fray Blas de Montes and Fray 
Pedro Fernandez de Chozas. 

Unanimously selected by his confreres to bring the Report to the Major Superior in 
Madrid was Fray Pedro Fernandez de Chozas. The Governor, however, refused to sanction his 
going. A lengthy tussle followed, lasting from early December through mid-January, between 
the Custodio, Fray Marron, and the Governor, Don Gonzalo Mendez de Canzo. Finally the 
Governor protested in writing that the friar was going without the order or the consent of the 
civil authority. It has not been ascertained when exactly Fray Chozas sailed, but the 
documentation published inMissionalia Hfapanica (f'J,um. 35, pp. 312-317) indicates that it was 
some time before February 23, 1598, when the Governor sent a lengthy report to the King, 
discussing the slaying of the Five Friars in September of the previous year. 

It is to be lamented that this Report of the Franciscan Chapter is no longer extant or, 
if extant, that it has not been discovered. As the record of the thinking of the brethren of the 
slain missionaries in regard to the sacrificial nature of their violent deaths, it would be singularly 
valuable. The sad fact of its disappearance, and possibly its irrevocable loss, has deprived the 
Cause of a prime and uniquely valuable testimony from the ranking ecclesiastical authority in 
La Florida at the time of the martyrdom. When the letter was sent, Fray Marron, in addition to 
being the Comisario of the Franciscan missionary enterprise, was also the Vicario Eclesiastico 
of Don Juan Antonio Diaz de Salcedo, the Franciscan Bishop of Santiago de Cuba, whose 
jurisdiction included the extensive territory of La Florida. Obviously the Report -- the tenor of 
which it is not difficult to reconstruct from the surviving documents which treat of the matter 
-- was vested with the highest authority, that of the ranking ecclesiastic in Spain's colony on the 
Florida peninsula. 

It is particularly significant that in this matter the Comisario adopted the rare stance of 
openly contravening the expressed will of the Governor. Equally suggestive is the circumstance 
that, post jactum, the King upheld the action of the friars, telling the Governor that should 
circumstances of similar gravity arise in the future, the friars should not be hindered from going 
to Spain and making a personal report. The boldness and the firmness with which Marron acted 
in the matter indicate how important the Comisario who was at the same time Vicario 
Eclesiastico of the Bishop of Cuba-- viewed the question of putting this Report into the hands 
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of the King, the Pope's vicar by reason of the Patrouato Real. 

REPORT OF THE DEFINITORIUM OF THE CUSTODY OF SANTA ELENA 

TO THE KING (SAN AGUSTIN: OCTOBER 16, 1612) 

After the turmoil of the Revolt had subsided and peace had returned to the land, the 
friars had reason to observe that a singularly propitious period was dawning for the 
evangelization of La Florida. A sign of the happy change was the arrival in July, 1612, ofa 
group of twenty missionaries to serve at the various pueblos and mission-centers, as likewise 
the jurisdictional elevation of the Florida mission. Some time before I 608 -- perhaps as early 
as 1605 -- the group of friars then laboring in La Florida had been raised to the rank of a 
custody, the Custody of Santa Elena, embracing also a number of friars working in Cuba. A 
custody may be regarded as a mini-province, or a future province in the process of being 
formed. And indeed it was not long before that still higher status was decreed for the mission. 
At the General Chapter of the Order held in Rome in 1612 during the season of Pentecost, the 
Custody became the Province of Santa Elena, with headquarters in San Augustin. 

In that era of slow communication -- quite apart from the bureaucratic formalities 
required for Spain's acceptance by the royal placet of a new ecclesiastical entity in its dominion 
-- the effective implementation of the decree had to await the formal promulgation of its 
provisions. Hence it was that, meeting in October of I 612, the governing body of the group in 
La Florida signed their Report as the Definitorium of the Custody of Santa Elena. In part the 
Report read: 

In the early days we experienced great hardships along with threats of death. On various 
occasions they (the natives) tried to kill us -- as indeed in the Province ofGuale they did 
slay five friars and capture others. Though they did not kill them because of doctrine, 
it is certain that they slew them because of the Law of God they were teaching them and 
because of our moral precepts-so contrary to their way of life and their customs. 
Specifically they slew them because we would not consent that any married Christian 
should have more than one wife. It was for that very reason, and no other, that John the 
Baptist was beheaded -- for he had reproved Herod for that very same thing. This is the 
reason which Indians gave and, recognizing their sin, to this day cite for their slaying 
of the friars. 

It is a recognized fact in this land that since the death of these blessed religious the 
native people have been turning more docile and peaceful, attaining their present state. 
It is the pious belief that these blessed ones (the slain friars) are in God's presence, 
interceding for the conversion of this land.12 

In this message to the King the friars give expression to the new spirit of euphoria which 
after more than three decades of hardship and rejection was surging through the group of 
missionaries. They speak not only of their joy over the recent progress of the mission, but even 

12Carta-memorial de los religiosos def Definitorio de la Custodia de Sant Elena de 
La Florida a Su Majestad sobre el es/ado de la conversion de los iudios despues de la muerte 
de los religiosos. San Agustin, 16 de octubre de 1612 (AG!, Audiencia de Santo Domingo, 
232), ed. Omaechevarria, MH 12 (I 955): 367. 
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more enthusiastically they refer to the anticipated growth in the future. 

In their rejoicing over the prospects for expansion of the work which until recently had 
been contending with indifference, opposition and persecution, the friars were mindful of their 
brethren who had given their lives for the sake of the Gospel. In the sacrifice of the martyrs of 
1597 they readily saw and acknowledged the source of heavenly blessings for the work of the 
mission. Recalling the martyrdom -- now fifteen years in the past -- the Definitors gratefully 
recognized that the sacrifice of their confreres had undoubtedly merited an outpouring of graces 
upon the land. They were -- however unconsciously -- repeating what, centuries earlier, 
Tertullian had written: "Sanguis est semen." The blood of the Martyrs of 1597 had become the 
seed of a new and vibrant Christianity. 

Referring to the sacrifice of the Martyrs, the members of the Definitorium gave witness 
to the motive for which their fellow-missionaries had sacrificed their lives: it was for the defense 
of the Law of Christ in respect to the qualities of Christian marriage. As Christ had insisted on 
the absolute fidelity of the spouses one to the other, the slain missionaries had expounded that 
law of Christian marriage, endeavoring to lead their converts to embrace and to observe that 
high ideal. United in the bond of Christian marriage, husband and wife were to practice absolute 
fidelity one to the other. St. Paul, echoing the explicit teaching of the Savior, had told the first 
Christians: "A man shall leave his father and mother and shall cling to his wife, and the two shall 
be made into one" (Ephesians 5.31). 

Just a few decades previously the Council of Trent (1545-63) had solemnly reaffirmed 
the law of Christ prohibiting polygamy and divorce. By their profession the friar-missionaries 
were pledged to defend that law. Emissaries of the King of Heaven, they were also children of 
Catholic Spain. All of them had lived through the period immediately following the 
Reformation, the period which all through Europe had witnessed violent and even bloody 
struggles for and against Catholic doctrine. The question of the nature and the properties of the 
Sacrament of Matrimony was not the least of those struggles. 

Sons of Spain, they had also known of the travail of the Spanish Princess, Catherine of 
Aragon, who, having become Queen of England, for no legitimate reason was repudiated by 
England's King Henry VIII. The tragedy of that story must have impressed on the souls of these 
Spanish missionaries a new sense and a deeper awareness of their obligation to defend the 
sanctity of the bond of Christian marriage. As theologians trained in the spirit of the Tridentine 
reform and motivated for the preaching of the Gospel, they had certainly imbibed the Church's 
conciliar teachings. It was for that reason also that they were propelled to insist that only in the 
teaching of Christ regarding marriage -- difficult for human nature as it might be -- would their 
converts find true fulfillment and eternal life. 
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CHAPTERX 

DOCUMENTARY SOURCES 
RECOUNTING THE MARTYRDOM 

J 
THE PRIMARY SOURCES 

There are three principal sources of information recounting the slaying of the Five 
Franciscan Friars martyred in Georgia (then part of the Spanish colony of La Florida) in 
September 1597. They are: 

A - A document (herein referred to as PM): Proceso sobre Ia muerte de Ios 
religiosos en Ia provincia de Guale y sentencia pronunciada contra Lucas, indio, San 
Agustin, j(dio de 1598 (AGI, Patronato, 19). 

Edited and integrally published inMissionalia Hispanica, 1955, Num. 35, pp. 327-40, 
it is part of the documentary appendix to the study "Martires Franciscanos de Georgia," by 
Ignacio Omaechevarria, O.F.M., which appeared in the preceding number of the same review, 
Num. 34, pp. 5-93. 

The same proceso or inf ormacion de oficio -- with a number of variations, some 
significant but most merely orthographic -- is also found in Vol. II of Ore's Relacion Historica 
de La Florida, pp. 13-23, edited by Atanasio Lopez, O.F.M. (Madrid, 1933). In that edition 
the depository of the document is indicated as AIS, Patronato, 1-1-1/19. 

B - An epic poem (herein referred to as LF): La Florida, by Fray Alonso Gregorio 
de Escobedo. 1 

Written probably between 1606 and 1609, this extended poem exists in a manuscript 
(MS 187) preserved in the rare-book section of the Biblioteca Nacional in Madrid, Spain. The 
manuscript is a bound volume, the folios of which measure 18 x 11 ems. Catalogued as 
composed of 449 folios, there are in fact some significant misnumberings of the folios: there are 
no folios corresponding to the numbers 165 to 176, 261, and 292 to 303, for a total of 
twenty-five numbers which are missing, making a true total of 424 folios. In our citations, we 
shall however use the folio-number that appears on the respective page. The section dealing 
with the Revolt of 1597 and the slaying of the friars extends from folio 149r to 161v. Though 
never published in its entirety, considerable excerpts of the work may be found in various 
publications, of which the following are especially to be noted: 

a) the re-edition or Ore's Relacion, published under the title Relacion Historica de La 
Florida Escrita en el SigloXV/1, by Atanasio Lopez, O.F.M. (Madrid, Vol. I, I 931, pp. 26-35). 

b) "Estado de la Orden Franciscana y sus Misiones," by Jose Pou y Marti, O.F.M. (AIA, 
tomo 27 (1927), pp. 38-92, passim). 

c) Experiencia Misionera en La Florida, by Gregory Joseph Keegan, M.M., and 
Leandro Torma Sanz (Madrid, 1957), passim throughout the volume. 

'See above, 18-19. 
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d) Sangre Vizcaina en los Pantanos de La Florida, by Ignacio Omaechevarria, O.F.M. 

(Vitoria, Spain, 1948), passim throughout the volume. 

A partial prose-translation of this work into English was published under the title: 

Pirates, Indians and Spaniardc Father Escobedo's La Florida, by James W. Covington and 

A F. Falcones (St. Petersburg, Fl., 1963). The section treating the martyrdom is to be found 

on pages 27 to 34. 

C - An extended history of the Franciscan Mission in la Florida during the first 

century of its existence (herein referred to as RM): Relacion tie los Martires que a avitlo 

en las Provincias ,le La Flori,la, by Luys Hieronymo de Ore, Lector de Teologia y 

Comisario de la Provincia de Santa Elena de La Florida e Isla de Cuba. 

This work was published in the first quarter of the seventeenth century, the date of the 

original edition assigned by authorities varying from 1604 to 1620. No copies of the first edition 

are known to exist. A modern re-edition, with an extensive prologue and notes was published 

by Atanasio Lopez, O.F.M., under the titleRelaci611Hist6rica de La Florida escrila en el Siglo 

XVJJ por el P. Fr. Jeronimo de Ore (Madrid, Vol. I, 1931; Vol. II, 1933). 

The Relacion treats of the period from the discovery of La Florida in 1513 by Ponce de 

Leon and extends to the first canonical chapter of the Franciscan Province of Santa Elena 

celebrated on Zapata (Sapelo) Island in mid-December, 1616. In the Lopez edition (that used 

as the basis for the present study) the account of the martyrdom of the five friars is found on 

pages 86 to 93 and page 103 ofVol. I, with one document illustrating the event in Vol. II, pp. 

13-23. A partial translation into English, embodying only the section relating to the Revolt and 

Martyrdom, with extensive notes, a biographical study of the author and bibliographical 

comments referring to the work itself, was edited by Maynard Geiger, 0 .F .M., and published 

as No. 18 of the "Franciscan Studies" series under the title The Martyrs of Florida (New York: 

Joseph F. Wagner, 1936). 

EVALUATION OF THE THREE PRIMARY SOURCES 

In the three sources accepted by the Historical Commission as primary for the 

re-creation of the story of the slaying of the Five Martyrs, there are several shortcomings, 

discrepancies and even contradictions. None of the three treats the story in an exhaustive 

manner or with the detail which modern scholarship would consider indispensable or even 

satisfactory. In all of the three there is lacking that forensic exactitude which would be 

demanded in a modern-day examination of a crime. 

The circumstances under which the three separate sources were compiled help, 

however, to justify their diverse approach to the facts and help partially to explain their eventual 

defects or omissions and even obvious discrepancies. Twentieth-century historiography is a 

decidedly more exacting science than sixteenth and seventeenth-century writers recognized. 

Painfully developed over the centuries, present-day norms and canons in all their rigor cannot 

reasonably be applied in judging records emanating from a period removed by almost four 

hundred years. 

A - "Proceso sabre la Muerte de las religiosos e11 la Pro1•i11cia de Gu ale" (PM). 

The earliest of the three principal sources of information about the martyrdom of the 
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Five Franciscan Friars, PM in one sense enjoys the greatest creditability. It is the official record 

of statements, gathered in July, 1598, with all the formalities customary inthe highly organized 

and bureaucratic administration of a Spanish colony. The Governor, Don Gonzalo Mendez de 

Canzo, presided in person as the depositions were made and recorded, for eventual transmission 

to the King of Spain and the Council of the Indies. A typically legalistic document, the report 

embodies a statement of the facts as supplied by those who either had witnessed the slaying of 

one or other of the Five Martyrs, or who had knowledge of what was commonly being said 

among the natives about the several separate deaths. It basically reflects a legalistic and 

matter-of-fact frame of mind, a less religious or spiritual sense than that to be found in the two 

other accepted sources of information. Its special spirit is the product of the dynastic and 

thoroughly mundane interests of the secular colonizing power. 

The treat to Spanish interests which the uprising of the natives and the subsequent 

slaying of the missionaries represented was real and ominous. By the late sixteenth century the 

conquest of both Mexico and Peru had already been effected with remarkable success. Spain's 

claim to those two overseas empires seemed firm and secure. Yet her need to strengthen her 

hegemony in the Southeast of North America, in the area then known as La Florida, was vital. 

Other European powers, in particular her long-standing rivals, England and France, were 

plotting to dislodge her from her tenuously held position. Coincidentally, that was precisely the 

area in which she was experiencing the greatest difficulties toward solidifying her claims. 

Her galleons bearing to the mother country the gold and other valuable products from 

the west coast of South America and from the viceroyalties of Mexico and those on the Isthmus 

consistently took advantage of the Gulf Stream which sweeps by the Florida coast. In the view 

and the plans of the mother country, the protection of that maritime passage was indispensable 

for the preservation of her whole world overseas. Hence, despite the discouraging results ofher 

persistent efforts to solidify her hold on La Florida, Spain was unwilling to cede her ambitious 

plans to her enemies. A vital element for the domination of this area was the success of the 

work of the missionaries among the natives of La Florida. 

From these facts it is clear that the Governor of La Florida had an urgent need to 

succeed in his responsibility. He sensed a consequent urgency to apprehend and to punish the 

principal figures in the uprising of September, 1597. His drive to do so began immediately upon 

his being informed, on October 7, of the happenings in the outlying area ofGuale. On that very 

day he hastily sent out a small contingent of the military from San Agustin to San Pedro Island. 

Less than two weeks later, on October 18, with an impressive contingent of I 50 soldiers he 

himself was on that island to conduct the first official investigation into the facts of the slayings 

and to press the search for the culprits. 

Though these first attempts to apprehend the persons responsible for the multiple 

massacre demonstrate the serious resolve of the authorities to bring to justice those implicated 

in the affair, their efforts were far from successful. Month after month of intensive search failed 

completely in the objective ofapprehending Juanillo, known to have been the instigator and the 

leader of the revolt. As the search for the principal culprits dragged on for nine months without 

success, the Governor finally decided to bring to trial the few natives who had been taken 

captive. Only one of them had any clear association with the actual slayings, and none had in 

any demonstrable way promoted the revolt; yet, it was seen as essential for restoring and 

re-establishing authority that some punishment be meted out for so serious a threat to the 
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Spanish presence. For the King's representative, it would be at least a token sign ofhis authority 

asserted and vindicated. 

The lengthy document detailing the examination -- it can hardly be called a trial -- of the 

seven Indian youths is preserved in the Archivo General de Indias, Patronato 19, and has been 

reproduced at least twice, as indicated above.' From this officialized account of the questioning 

of the captives, the following facts become evident. 

Of those interrogated, Lucas was the one most seriously implicated. A native of 

Tupiqui, he was the son of Don Felipe, the former cacique of that place. Though he admitted 

having been present at the slaying of Fray Blas Rodriguez at his mission, it was neither alleged 

nor admitted that he had taken an active part in the slaying. Only one other prisoner, Francisco, 

of Tolomato, was even remotely associated with the death of the friar of the mission, Fray 

Pedro de Corpa; no direct participation in the slaying, however, was alleged or demonstrated. 

The other five Indians in custody were mere boys. None of them confessed to an active part in 

the murders. After· several sessions of torture which failed to force from Lucas any further 

admission of guilt, he alone was put to death. On June 29, 1598, he was hanged on the gallows 

at San Juan de Penillo. 

The principal value of this document is not that it clarifies to any great degree the details 

of the various slayings of the five friars. With the one exception of Lucas, none of the Indians 

being questioned was present at any of the sites at which the friars were put to death. The chief 

importance of their testimony is that they were repeating what they had heard, what was 

commonly being said about the case by and among the natives. Clearly, their statements are 

going to contain many and diverse rumors. And since they are speaking exclusively from 

hearsay, some of the details of what they relate will be contradictory or inexact. They 

overwhelmingly, however, concur on one point. It is the central element of their fragmentary 

reports: the missionaries were put to death for no other reason than their defense of the 

Christian teaching in regard to the monogamous character of a valid marriage. 

Of the seven natives apprehended, one anonymous youth proclaimed heknew absolutely 

nothing about the affair. Of the other six who expressed any knowledge of the motives why the 

friars were slain, the depositions are remarkably consistent -- so consistent that the conclusion 

is inescapable: they are bearing witness to the commonly held opinion among their people, the 

Guales. As revealed by the testimony of the six natives -- Lucas, Francisco, Bartolome, 

Buenaventura, Alonso and Pedro, all baptized Christians--the motives (causa, raz6n, ocasi6n) 

for the slayings were the following: 

I) the friars did not allow more than one wife -- the depositions of Lucas, Bartolome, 

Buenaventura, Alonso and Pedro; 

2) the friars were bellacos (troublemakers) -- the depositions of Lucas, Bartolome, 

Buenaventura and Alonso; 

3) the friars renian or reprehendian ( corrected) the natives -- the depositions of 

Francisco, Bartolome and Pedro; 

'See above, 86. 
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4) the friars took away their fey ( customs, way of life) -- the depositions of 

Buenaventura and Alonso; 

5) the friars took away their hechicerias (practices of sorcery or witchcraft) -- the 

deposition of Lucas. 

Thus it is seen that of the six natives who gave witness to the motives assigned by their 
people for the slaying of the missionaries, five explicitly cite the friars' insistence on monogamy 
in Christian life. That was what they had heard from the conversation of their fellow natives. 
only one of the six deponents, Francisco, does not explicitly mention that motive as being 
reported in the talk he had heard, but it is not unreasonable to conclude that this reason is 
implicit in his more general expression that Juanillo slew Fray Pedro because the friar 
reprehended his bellaquerias, his troublesome behavior. Francisco's expression may rightly be 
viewed as another way, perhaps less explicit but certainly an implicit way, of reporting the 
conversations he had heard to the effect that the friar was slain because of his correcting 
Juanillo for his failure to observe the Christian teaching on a monogamous marriage. 

This is not only the most commonly cited reason for the slaying of the five missionaries, 
but it may also be seen as the one reason. All, or most, of the other reasons cited may be viewed 
as a variation of the same theme: the correction of the natives, the taking away by the 
missionaries of their traditional customs or way oflife. 

There can be no question that the natives commonly saw the friars' teaching on a 
monogamous union between a man and his wife as the reason why they were put to death. 

B - La Florida (LF). 

A limited but not negligible source ofinformation about the events of September, 1597, 
the epic poem titled La Florida was composed probably in the first decade of the 1600's. 
Dating from a period close to the martyrdom, and written by a friar who had at least a passing 
acquaintance with the physical conditions of the struggling mission and who had personally 
known some of the victims of the massacre, among the recognized sources for the story it 
enjoys a certain authority. Despite its undeniable drawbacks and deficiencies, it must rank as 
a significant and precious supplement to the two other sources; but it is no more than a 
supplement. 

Little is known about the person and the career of the author, Fray Alonso Gregorio de 
Escobedo. In a document dated July 27, 1587 (AGI, Contrataci6n, 5538, fol. 30), the names 
are recorded of the friars authorized at that time to go to the Florida mission; it is the group of 
which Fray Alonso was a member. He is listed as Fray Alonso de Santa Maria, who had come 
from the friary at Garrovillas, (AIA 31 (1971): 524). A member of the Andaluzian Province 
of the Franciscan Order, he was one of the group of twelve religious recruited in 1587 by the 
veteran promoter of the Florida mission, Fray Alonso de Reinoso. 

For some unknown reason, Reinoso had Escobedo sail from Spain before the other 
members of the contingent, with orders to await their arrival in Havana. On that journey his 
vessel was attacked by English corsairs, who took him prisoner and abandoned him on a small 
and inhospitable island near la Yaguana, a Spanish outpost on the island known as Hispaniola. 
After spending there a month of hardship and privations, he was able to secure travel to Cuba 
on a Portuguese vessel, eventually reaching Havana. After the arrival there of the other 
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members of the group, with them in September of 1587 he continued on to Florida, reaching 

San Agustin soon after the feast of St. Francis, October 4.3 Escobedo was shortly assigned to 

Mission Nombre de Dias, near the struggling town of San Agustin. In his poem (fol. 448v) he 

recounts that in this village he once baptized a hundred men, though he does not indicate when 

exactly this took place. Likewise in his poem (fol. 343v) he relates that on a certain occasion 

he went to "the coast of Carlos" -- identified as the area now known as Charlotte County of the 

west coast of Florida -- as chaplain of a sea expedition intent on capturing a corsair who had 

been attacking Spanish vessels. 

Quite reliably it is thought that Escobedo was not in Florida at the time of the slaying 

of the friars in 1597. Though merely negative, one argument for that supposition is that his 

name does not appear on any list or document relating to the mission at that period. Further 

negative confirmation of this assumption is given by Ore, who in compiling his Relacion had 

official records and lists at his disposal: he says (RH, Vol. 1, p. 91) that when the mission group 

of I 595 arrived in La Florida, seven friars were then working there. He goes on to name the 

seven, and Escobedo is not among them. We may therefore say without any doubt that by 1595 

Escobedo had definitively left the mission in La Florida. But a more pointed argument is his 

own insinuation in the poem (fol. l55r) that he was in Spain when, in July of 1595, the group 

including Fray Miguel de Afion was dispatched by royal authority for the mission in the New 

World. "Thirteen learned Castilians, including (Fray Miguel de) Afion, were sent to the New 

World. I can report this because I was a witness to the fact. Afion departed from Sanlucar for 

the West ... " on July 14, 1595.' 

Exactly where or when the poem was written remains a mystery. Its length alone -- well 

over 400 folios, each folio typically consisting of six strophes of eight lines -- postulates an 

extended period of time for its composition. So detailed are some of the descriptions that it is 

a necessary assumption that the composition of at least many of the sections took place when 

Escobedo had at hand some ready source of information, either written or personal. 

The poem is organized according to topics rather than by chronology. The text 

describing the martyrdom begins on folio 149r and extends to 164v. The story of the several 

slayings is recounted with imaginative flourishes and literary liberty, much of which it is difficult 

to condone under the rubric of poetic license. Corroborating in general the basic facts supplied 

by the more prosaic sources, at the same time the poem introduces some details not elsewhere 

recorded, as well as some which patently are fictions of the poet's imagination. One must 

approach Escobedo's account with a strong attitude of caution, in the realization that the author 

is not endowed with the historian's sense of exact detail but rather with the poet's love for 

colorful and dramatic features. In reading Escobedo, one must not forget that he is intent not 

so much on recording firm and established facts as he is on entertaining, and perhaps edifying, 

the reader by means of colorful and dramatic descriptions of unusual happenings. 

The total absence from the story both of the martyrdom .and even of the name of Fray 

Blas Rodriguez is, among other criticisms, perhaps the most serious that must be leveled against 

3See above, 53-54, 64. 

'See above, 59. 
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LF. That Escobedo was no longer in Florida at the time of the Revolt may be some explanation 
forthis mysterious omission. The poet had arrived in Florida in the same group which included 
Corpa and Badajoz; he had witnessed the departure for Florida of Anon and Verascola. Though 
it is hard to believe that he was confined in his thinking to those four friars whom he had 
personally known or at least seen, that may be a weak explanation for the omission of 
Rodriguez' name. Omaechevarria offers a different suggestion for the absence of the name of 
Rodriguez: the poet did not consider sufficiently heroic the spirit with which that friar at 
Tupiqui faced his agony, since he had endeavored to dissuade the natives from their evil plan 
when they informed him that they had come to take his life. 5 That theory, however, lacks 
convincing power, since Escobedo, by his own statement already far from Florida, could not 
have known the supposed thoughts of the martyr. Disturbing though it is, however, the 
omission of Fray Blas' story is perhaps less mystifying when it is recalled that even in the official 
martyrology used in the Order for centuries after the slaying, there were errors, hardly less 
egregious, in regard to the identification of the friars slain in the Revolt of 1597 . 

More interested perhaps in other pursuits, whether literary or exploratory, Fray Alonso 
Escobedo seems to have left Florida definitively after a stint perhaps as short as a year or two 
and certainly no longer than seven years. No more is heard or recorded of him, though four 
centuries later his single literary creation is a legacy that continues to perpetuate his name. With 
due awareness (and consequent caution) of that special quality of this poetic source of 
information, the value ofLF for reconstructing the story of the martyrdom is immense. 

Escobedo draws on his personal knowledge, brief and limited though it may have been, 
of the physical setting of the tragedy and of the customs and the spirit of the protagonists. "The 
Indian reveres the rainbow," he tells us in words that are pure poetry, "the morning star, the 
terrible noise of thunder, the constellation known as the Seven Stars, the sea, the sky and the 
earth. He adores the mountains, the highlands and the fountains. He wonders at the countless 
grains of sand on the beach ... " (fol. 21 0v). At the same time the poet allows himself the liberty 
of weaving into his narrative dramatic and picturesque details, even though some of them are 
patently the creation of his own imagination. No reader can reasonably be expected to accept 
as literally true his description of the elaborate court-scene preceding the death of Fray 
Francisco de Verascola (fols. 150r to 152r). And yet, the basic historicity of the account is not 
seriously impugned by the more prosaic account as compiled from the two other sources. 

C - Relacion ,le los Martires que a ai•ido en las Pro1•incias de La Florida (RM): 

Of the three sources which the Historical Commission for the Cause of the Georgia 
Martyrs has accepted as primary in reconstructing the events of 1597, for many reasons RM 
enjoys the most authoritative position. It is a serious attempt by a qualified commentator to 
record the growth and development of the Florida mission -- from its antecedents in the failed 
evangelizing efforts of the Jesuits ( I 566-72) to its solidification and climax in the first Chapter 
( canonical meeting) of the Franciscan Province of Santa Elena, held on Zapala (Sapelo) Island 
in December of 1616. This account of that saga highlights the martyrdom as a central and 
decisive happening in the development of the Franciscan Order, and hence of the Church, in La 
Florida. 

5Omaechevarria, "Martires Franciscanos," MH 12 (1955): 21, n.37. See above, 74-75. 
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A synopsis of antecedent events briefly alludes to the discovery of the peninsula by Juan 

Ponce de Leon in 1513 and the early efforts of the Spanish explorers to take effective 

possession of the land in its unknown vastness. The heroic odyssey of Panfilo de Narvaez and 

that of Hernando de Soto constitute the prelude to the story of Spain's efforts to repel the 

pretensions of the French to infiltrate the land. The founding of San Agustin ( I 565) and of 

Santa Elena (I 567) as outposts of Spanish colonization signaled also the definitive efforts of 

the Catholic Church, largely through the instrumentality of the Franciscan Order, to establish 

itselfin the vastness of the territory which the Spanish Crown considered its rightful possession. 

The very title of the work insinuates the view of the author of this history, that the 

martyrdom of the missionaries was a central happening in this earliest period of the Church's 

life in La Florida. The martyrs alluded to in the title include the eight Jesuits slain in February 

of 1571 in the distant area known as Jacan (in present-day Virginia, then considered part of La 

Florida). In the original printing of Ore's Re/aci6n, the mission of the Jesuits and their slaying 

in Jacan are recounted on folios 4r to 5v, which correspond to pages 63 to 68 in the Lopez 

edition. 

The main theme of the Re/aci6n de los Marti res, however, the saga which more directly 

is implicit in the title of Ore's work, has to do with the Franciscan Martyrs of! 597, the Servants 

of God, Fray Pedro de Corpa and his four Companions. Beginning on folio 9r of the original 

printing (page 74 of the Lopez edition) of Ore's work, there is a history of the early Franciscan 

enterprise in La Florida. It serves as the background for the recounting of the martyrdom of the 

Five Servants of God, which (including the long report on the captivity of Fray Francisco de 

Avila) in the original printing runs from folio 14r to folio 23r, and in the Lopez edition from 

page 86 to page 105. 

Written by a trained scholar, who likewise was an experienced administrator and a 

theologian of considerable reputation, RM is one of the author's eight works dealing with 

various aspects of the life of the Church. The Historical Commission for the Canonization of 

the Five Martyrs of Georgia has opted to consider it the basic historical record of the 

Martyrdom of the Five Servants of God. It enjoys a special degree of reliability as it was 

composed by the Commissary appointed by the supreme authority of the Franciscan Order in 

Rome to supervise the establishment of the first Province of the Order in the territory which 

today comprises the United States of America. 

The author, Fray Luis Jeronimo de Ore, was born in Ayacucho, Peru, in 1554. While 

yet a youth, he joined the Franciscan Order in the Peruvian Province of the Twelve Apostles, 

and in the schools of that Province he received his training for the priesthood. After ordination 

at the age of twenty-eight, among the other offices which he discharged in his native Peru was 

that of predicador in Lima, Cuzco, Trujillo, Guanaco and Arequipa. He spent almost fifteen 

years ministering to the native people at Callaguas and Santiago de Coparanque in southern 

Peru. Within the Order he was at various times Guardian of the friaries at Valle de Juaja and 

at Potosi, becoming eventually the Minister Provincial of the Province of the Twelve Apostles. 

After these significant accomplishments in his native Peru, in 1604 he went to Rome, 

where, as also in Spain, he was to render equally notable services in the administration of affairs 

of the Order. Particularly involved in promoting the growth of the missions in Spanish America, 

his name is first significantly associated with the Florida mission when in 1612 he was 
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responsible for recruiting a band of twenty-one friars, who under the leadership ofFray Lorenzo 
Martinez came to the New World. The arrival of that group of new missionaries -- the largest 
up to that time to undertake work in the mission of Florida -- signaled a turning-point in the 
fortunes of that struggling enterprise. 

In 1614 Fray Luis de Ore was himself sent to Florida in the capacity of Commissary, to 
build and organize the mission on the base of the successes and the growth then being 
evidenced. Two years later he was again sent to conduct the first canonical visitation of the 
Province of Santa Elena which had been officially erected in 1612 by the General Chapter of 
the Order held in Rome. Following the initial years of struggles and reverses, with the 
culmination of tragedies in the slaying of the Five Martyrs in 1597, the creation of the new 
province coincided with and signaled the beginning of a period of astounding growth that has 
been referred to as the "Golden Age of the Florida Mission." 

It was during the 1614 visitation, as well as in the second one he made in 1616, that Ore 
zealously gathered from all possible sources the details of the events of September 1597, 
centering around the slaughter of the Five Martyrs. This firsthand information, including the 
recollections of Fray Francisco Marron who had been the Custodio in Florida at the time of the 
martyrdom, he was to incorporate in his RM, along with other more general historical facts 
about that time of tragedy and tensions. 

No copy of the original printing of RM -- which seems to have been published in Spain 
between 16 I 7 and 1620 -- is now known to be in existence. It is believed that there were 
several later printings following the first edition. At least one copy, without an indication of 
which printing it belongs to, exists in Spain, the text of which is presumably identical with the 
original. This exemplar (whether of the very first or some later non-specified printing) is a 
volume of64 folios rand v, for a total ofl28 printed pages, approximately one-third ofwhich 
are devoted to the narration of the story of the uprising of 1597 and the slaughter of the Five 
Martyrs. Although the work includes a lengthy preliminary discussion of the vicissitudes and 
fortunes of the initial conquest and subsequent attempts at the colonization of La Florida, and 
extends the story of the Franciscan enterprise to the first Franciscan Chapter of the Order held 
in the year 1616, it is obvious that, for the author, the high point of that first century of Spanish 
activity in the Florida Peninsula is the martyrdom of 1597. The central importance which he 
attaches to that event is indicated by the very title of the work: Relacion de las Marti res que 
a avido en las Provincias de La Florida. 

That unique copy of RM -- whether of the first edition or of some other non-specified 
edition -- served as the matrix for a modern edition, enriched with a lengthy introduction 
detailing the colonization of La Florida. The work of the distinguished historian of the Spanish 
missionary effort, the late Atanasio Lopez, O.F.M., this modern edition appeared over half a 
century ago under the title Relacion Historica de La Florida Escrita en el Sig/a XVII par el 
P. Fray Jeronimo de Ore, Franciscano (Madrid, Vol. I, I 931; Vol. II, 1933). An English 
translation of the section dealing with the martyrdom was published by Maynard Geiger, 
O.F.M., under the title The Martyrs of Florida (1513-1616), Franciscan Studies Series, No. 18 
(New York, 1936). Both these editions have very valuable notes. 

Named Bishop of Concepcion, Chile, on August 20, 1620, before entering into his new 
responsibilities which were to be the final contribution for his fruitful life in the service of the 
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Franciscan Order and of the Church, Don Fray Jeronimo had seen to the preparation ofhis opus 
for publication. He was consecrated to the episcopacy in Lima in 1621 and took possession of 
his vast and troubled diocese the following year. At the age of seventy-five, having governed 
his missionary church with edifying zeal for more than eight years, he died at Concepcion on 
January 30, 1630 . 

CHAPTER XI 

THE REMAINS OF THE SERVANTS OF GOD 

IMMEDIATE DISPOSITION 

The circumstances of the slaughter of the Five Martyrs were such as to preclude the 
likelihood that their bodily remains would come immediately into the care of any persons 
disposed to treat them with due respect. Still ignorant of the sacral quality ofa baptized person 
as a living temple of the Holy Spirit, the Christian converts -- even ifit had been permitted to 
them -- would hardly have had the inspiration to gather the relics of the slain missionaries as a 
precious token of their union with God. Moreover, those few who were Christian could 
scarcely confront the fury of the rebels bent on the extinction of the new religion. The violent 
spirit of the assassins indeed rendered unthinkable the slightest manifestation of sympathy with 
or honor toward the memory of the slain friars. 

The first report of the slaughter to reach the Franciscan Comisario and the Governor 
in San Agustin came on the morning of October 7. By then it was more than three weeks since 
the outbreak of the Revolt and the slaying of the first of the martyrs. The Comisario, Fray 
Francisco de Marron and the Governor, Don Gonzalo Mendez de Canzo, meeting in conference 
at the Franciscan headquarters in San Agustin, agreed on sending immediately a small military 
force to protect the remaining missionary friars and their converts at the nearest mission, that 
of San Pedro (Cumberland Island), where the rebels had already made an appearance. 

This preliminary provision for the protection of the surviving friars working among the 
natives was soon followed by a more formidable effort. On October 17 the Governor himself, 
despite being ill, with a force of 150 soldiers set out for the scene of the Revolt. The double 
purpose of his expedition was to put down the uprising and to initiate an official investigation 
of the event. Accompanying that expedition was Fray Blas de Montes who had been delegated 
by the Comisario to "search diligently for the bodies of the slain friars ... so that those which 
are found should be brought with all possible respect to the Convento de San Francisco in San 
Agustin." Montes was also charged with gathering and taking possession of any church-objects 
and personal items of the slain brethren which might be found. 1 

THE REMAINS OF FRAY FRANCISCO DE VEAASCOLA 

1/njormaci6n juridica sabre las sucesos de la provincia de Guale, de la rebeli6n di 
las indios y muerte de cinco religiosos de San Francisco (San Agustin, a I 2 de enero de 
1598} (AGI, Audiencia de Santo Domingo, 224) ed. Omaechevarria, MH 12 (1955): 306-07. 
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In the last week of October the expedition headed by Governor Mendez de Canzo and 

including Fray Blas de Montes had reached the area ofGuale, prepared to visit the several sites 

where the friar-missionaries had been slain. During the next two to three weeks several landings 

were made by the party. 

Having learned that there was a concentration of rebels at Ospo (Jekyll Island), the 

expeditionary force made a landing at that site on October 29, notwithstanding a hostile 

reception. There they were able to retrieve some religious articles (a missal, a breviary and a 

chalice-veil) as well as a sombrero and the scalp of a tonsured friar. As the agent of the 

Franciscan Custody, Fray Blas received these relics into his care. 2 

In a preliminary questioning of some natives, held in the Villa de San Pedro 

(Cumberland Island) on October 22, one of them had attested that the body of Fray Francisco 

had been buried in the church of Asao (St. Simons Island).3 This obviously was -a false rumor, 

which seems to have received no credence; there is no record that the Governor visited Asao 

or sent a party there to search for the body. Perhaps there was no follow-through on this 

statement because in reality there was no church on Asao at that time. Fray Francisco was still 

in the process of gathering materials for its construction; for that reason, according to Ore, he 

had gone to San Agustin before the outbreak of the Revolt. 4 

Writing more than a decade after the slaying of the friars, Ore reports that the assassins 

themselves buried Veniscola's body right after he had been killed. Ore gives no indication as to 

where at that time the body was believed to have been buried. 5 Presumably the mutilated corpse 

was buried not too far from the inlet. There is no record that the body was ever found at any 

subsequent date. 

THE REMAINS OF FRAY PEDRO DE CORPA 

On November 2 the expeditionary force under Mendez de Canzo sailed up the Altamaha 

River, anchoring offTolomato. Near present-day Darien, Tolomato was the principal settlement 

of the Guales. There, as a sign ofits recognized importance in the life of the tribe, the Spaniards 

had placed in the bohio, the council-house, an armorial shield on which was painted the 

escutcheon of the King of Spain. 6 It was here in Tolomato that Fray Pedro de Corpa had his 

post. 

When the vessel had anchored, the General and his imposing force of soldiers went 

ashore. Amid the total desolation of the place-- the church, the dwelling of the friar-missionary, 

the council-house, the palm-thatched huts of the natives, all in ruins -- the Governor and his 

expeditionaries remained two days. During that time from the vantage position of the treetops, 

2Ibid., 308. 

3lbid., 305. 

4Ore, ed. Lopez, I: 103; Geiger, Martyrs, 93. See above, 69, 76. 

'Ore, ed. Lopez, I: I 03; Geiger, Martyrs, 94. 

6/11Jormaci611j11ridica ... , ed. Omaechevarria, MH 12 (1955): 297. 
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an invitation was repeatedly called out for the fugitive natives to come in from the woods for 
a conversation with the Governor. With the exception of a few -- who treacherously wounded 
some friendly natives -- no rebel Indians made an appearance. Finally, on November 4, since 
the rebels showed no sign of answering the invitation, Dom Gonzalo gave orders to put the 
torch to all the yet-standing huts of the natives.7 

After the slaying of Fray Pedro at Tolomato, the Indians had engaged in an orgy of 
licentiousness. To signalize their rejection of the Christian religion and its teachings, and as the 
culminating gesture of the fury of the mob, the natives severed the head from the corpse of the 
venerable friar who had been their spiritual father. This gruesome token of their intention to 
reject the religion which the friars,had brought to their land, they put on a pike and set up at the 
water's edge. All passersby in canoes could see the grisly evidence of their rejection of the 
Gospel. The decapitated body of the slain friar, after lying in the sun for some days, was then 
buried in an unmarked site in the woods. Ore says that it was deliberately buried in such a way 
that the Christians would not be able to find it; and in fact it was never discovered. It would 
seem certain that the mortal remains of the friar who was the superior of his fellow-religious 
working in Guale were irretrievably lost. 8 

In the museum maintained at the Fort George Historical Site, near Darien, formerly 
there was on display a human skull identified as of the Mediterranean type. According to the 
accompanying placard, "many believe (it) to be that of Fray Pedro de Corpa, martyred at 
Tolomato in 1597." For several reasons, this supposition was untenable. In addition to 
arguments of an anthropological nature, there is the historical fact, recorded by Ore, that "they 
killed him (Fray Pedro) with a stone-hatchet, which they call macana" ("le mataron con una 
hacha de piedra que llaman macaiia.") 9 The clear implication of this statement is that the rebels 
beat the friar on the head, inflicting on him a mortal wound, from which certainly there would 
result the fracturing of his skull. The skull on display at the museum was almost intact, although 
the area of the nose and the mouth, and the lower right mandible section were missing. 
Currently the skull and the sign are no longer on display, 

Before Canzo's expedition left the site ofTolomato on November 2, there were found 
in the neighboring woods an altar stone for use in the celebration of Mass, and a statue of San 
Antonio de Padua. These sacred objects were given into the custody of Fray Blas de Montes. 10 

THE REMAINS OF ANON AND BADAJOZ 

On November 4 the Governor dispatched a detail of soldiers, under a subaltern, 
Sargento Mayor Alonzo Diaz, to the island of Guale (St. Catherines Island). In the course of 
the full day which they spent on the island the men found the village completely deserted. The 
church and the friars' house were burned almost to the ground. In the mission that for years had 

7Ibid., 309_ 

'Ore, ed. Lopez, I: 93-94; Geiger, Martyrs, 74. 

9Ore, ed. Lopez, I: 93; Geiger, Martyrs, 73. 

'
0Jnformaci6n juridica ... , ed. Omaechevarria, MH 12 (I 955): 309. 
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been tended by the sons of St. Francis, signs of desolation reigned everywhere. 

Near the entrance to the church two graves were discovered, one of which was only 
partially covered with earth. In each of the graves there was a badly abused corpse, which the 
soldiers were able to identify as the bodies of Fray Miguel de Aiion and Fray Antonio de 
Badajoz, the two friars stationed at the doctrina on Santa Catalina at the time of the Revolt. 
Both bodies had been mutilated: their arms and legs had been broken in four places, and their 
legs tied together. Close to one of the graves, half-buried in the ground, was the severed head 
of Fray Miguel, along with some small bones. Stark evidence was seen of severe blows from 
a tomahawk, which had resulted in the cracking of his skull and the spilling of his brains as the 
definitive cause of his death. 

The bodies were already in an advanced stage of putrefaction, and this ruled out the 
possibility of their being taken at that time to San Agustin. The two corpses were then reburied 
in a decent manner at the foot of the large cross which Fray Miguel had erected. A modest 
marker was placed at the graves, so that at a later date they could readily be found. The soldiers 
did, however, take with them the severed head of Fray Miguel, and also some small bones from 
his body. 

That same evening crossing back to where, outside Tolomato, the Governor and his 
force were preparing to set sail, Sargento Diaz gave Don Gonzalo a verbal report (made official 
by a scribe) of their findings. The subaltern official likewise gave the Governor the precious 
relics of Fray Miguel's body which he had brought from the island, and these Don Gonzalo in 
turn handed over to Fray Blas.11 

About six years later -- in 1603, as Ore implies, 12 or in 1605, as Barcia in his Ensayo 
Cronol6gico explicitly says13 

-- the Spaniards exhumed the two bodies and brought them to San 
Agustin. Where precisely in the mission compound these relics of the Servants of God were 
kept has not been ascertained. Significant modifications in the organization of the convento and 
in the life of the friars must have been introduced when, in 1606, the mission status was 
changed to that of a custody, implying a more stabilized form of community life and a more 
formal system of governance. An even more significant development took place after I 612, 
when the General Chapter of the Franciscan Order, held in Rome, decreed that the Custody of 
Santa Elena should be elevated to the status ofa province under the same title. At that time, the 
principal convento in La Florida, "La Concepcion" (sometimes also called "San Francisco"), 
became the house of novitiate. As such, it would have been a place of special recollection and 
prayer, a friary for the training and inspiration of novices. Presumably the relics of the Servants 
of God kept there would have received particular attention and been the object of singular 

11lbid. 

12"Los cristianos enterraron su cuerpo al pie de una cruz muy alta que el mismo habia 
puesto, y pasados seis aiios cuando fueron a buscar los huesos, los hallaron al pie de la cruz, 
como ellos habian dicho." Ore, ed. Lopez, l :94-95; Geiger, Martyrs, 75. 

13 Andres Gonzalez Barcia, Ensayo Cronol6gico par la Historia General de La 
Florida (Madrid, 1723), trans. Anthony Kerrigan, Barcia 's Chro110/ogical History of the 
Continent of Florida (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1951), 188-89. 
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devotion in the religious house which was at once the head and the heart of the first province 

of the Franciscan order established in the territory of the future United States of America. 

No record is known to exist which would indicate where within the area of the friary 

compound these precious relics of the martyrs were kept. The manner of their custody would 

be a determining factor -- perhaps the single most important factor -- in locating these relics 

today. Theoretically there are two possibilities of what took place. The first possibility -- the 

less likely, it would seem -- is that the bones were interred in the camposanto. In that case it is 

less probable-- though not impossible -- that the departing friars in 1763 would have disinterred 

the relics in order to transport them to the friars' place ofrefuge in Cuba. Should this, the less 

likely possibility, be the course that was actually followed, then the chances of discovering and 

unearthing the bones are not very real. For seemingly, the ancient cemetery is now, perhaps 

irreversibly, part of the macadamized parking lot for the Florida State Barracks which occupies 

the old Franciscan site. 

The second possibility -- and the one which would seem to offer the greater probability 

that these relics of the martyred friars might yet be discovered -- is that the religious community 

at the headquarters of the Province of Santa Elena had determined to keep them above ground. 

In the area of the church or convento, in some sort of movable receptacle, such as a strongbox, 

the relics might have been kept with reverence and some outward display of honor and respect. 

In such a case, when in 1763, with the ceding of Spain's rights in La Florida to Britain, the friars 

definitively left San Agustin, they could readily have taken the box with them to Cuba. 

If the bones were in fact kept in a sort of casket above ground -- and we do not know 

whether they were or not -- the receptacle could quite conveniently have been taken to Cuba 

by the departing friars. A search there for the relics remains a possibility. The Cause is 

interested in pursuing the search further and has taken initial steps toward investigating the 

matter. 

THE REMAINS OF FRAY BLAS 

At dawn on the morning of November 5 at the Governor's orders, a detail of soldiers 

set out for Tupiqui. At the doctrina in that native village Fray Blas Rodriguez, missionary in 

La Florida since 1590, according to information received in San Agustin had been slain in the 

upnsmg. 

The exact location ofTupiqui is a subject now being studied and debated. Believed to 

have been in the vicinity of the present-day town of Eulonia, Georgia, the mission is reliably 

thought to have been situated on the banks of the Sapelo River, some fifteen or more miles 

north ofTolomato. 

Both Tupiqui and Tolomato had been the scenes of Franciscan missionary activity for 

some years. In these two missions there was a small but encouraging number of baptized 

converts, who were not strangers to the taunts and' persecution of their more numerous pagan 

neighbors. The relative proximity ofTupiqui to Tolomato made it possible, and even easy, for 

the two friars in charge of these two neighboring missions -- Fray Blas in Tupiqui and Fray 

Pedro in Tolomato -- to meet regularly for mutual support and fraternal counsel. Even easier 

was it for the natives-- children of the forest, accustomed to life in the wilderness -- to traverse 

the marshy land that lay between these two outposts of the Franciscan apostolate. 
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According to the information which had reached Mendez de Canzo in San Agustin, the 
missionary in charge ofTupiqui had been killed in the general uprising. Sweltering in their heavy 
protective clothing -- a defense against the myriad mosquitoes in the swamps as much as against 
the surprise of an ambush -- the soldiers set out for Tupiqui at daybreak on November 5. 
Leading them was Sargenlo Mayor Alonzo Diaz, who on the previous day had conducted the 
expedition to Guale (St. Catherines) Island. 

After a trek of several hours through the subtropical forest, they arrived at the site of 
the mission. It was an appalling scene of destruction. The village was completely abandoned. 
The primitive chapel and the palm-thatched house of the friar were burned almost to the 
ground. So also were the council-house and the dwellings of the cacique and the people. 

In the devastated church the bloated body of Fray Blas was discovered in a shallow 
grave. Disinterred by the soldiers, the decomposing corpse presented a grisly record of the 
atrocity that had taken place some six or seven weeks earlier. The friar's head, still attached to 
the body, was proof of the horrible ending of his protracted torture. His skull had been 
shattered in three or four places, obviously with a stone hatchet. The soldiers reinterred the 
body in the same grave, for it was already in such a state of decomposition that to transport it 
to San Agustin was ruled out. 

Obeying orders received from the Governor, the Sargento had his men put a torch to 
whatever huts were still standing in the village. Their depressing work completed, in the 
deepening darkness of that early November evening, the troop started back through the forest 
to the ship anchored off Tolomato. All that remained of the once-pleasant village of Tupiqui 
on the banks of the river were the smoldering heaps of the torched huts, and in the middle the 
ruins of the simple chapel. 14 

At the trial of certain natives suspected of complicity in the slaying of the friars -- a trial 
which was held in San Agustin in the month of July following the Revolt--the principal suspect 
was the young brave named Lucas, the son of Don Felipe, the former cacique of Tupiqui. 
Having been present at the slaying of Fray Blas, he was able to give some details of the scene 
when his priest was killed. He told of the eight caciques who burst in upon the missionary at 
night. After the friar was tortured and killed, Lucas was present also at his burial in the church. 
It was there that, some seven weeks later, the soldiers had found his badly decomposed body. 

15 

Ore says that at the time he was writing his Relaci611 ( completed seemingly about the 
year 1617) the whereabouts of Fray Blas' bones was unknown. The tradition which he then 
relates, namely that the body was buried in an unspecified place in the neighborhood of the 
mission ofTupiqui, can be reconciled with the earlier affirmation of Lucas and with the findings 
of the detachment of soldiers under Sargento Diaz. The village of Tupiqui, and along with it 
the mission church which was completely abandoned at the time of the soldiers' visit on 
November 5, was never revived. At a later date, an old man, piously mindful of all that Fray 
Blas had done for his people, and desirous of showing respect for the memory of the Servant 
of God, decided to remove the martyr's bones from the profaned ruins of what had once been 

"hiformaci611j11ridica ... , ed. Omaechevarria, MH 12 (1955): 309-10. 

15Proceso, ed. Omaechevarria, MH 12 (1955): 331. 
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the house of God. A more seemly last resting place would be the natural beauty and the pristine 

sanctity of the woods outside the village where he had given his life in witness to the teachings 

of Christ. The bones of the Servant of God were never recovered. 16 

ULTIMATE DISPOSITION 

When in the decades following the Revolt of 1597 peace had returned to Guale, a new 

era in the history of the Franciscan presence in La Florida was inaugurated. There then began 

a notable expansion of missionary activity to the north of San Agustin and in the central and 

western areas of the peninsula. An era was dawning which has been described as "the Golden 

Age of the Franciscan Missions in Florida." 

The growth was preceded by a reorganization of the Franciscan Order in La Florida 

which took place in the first two decades of the seventeenth century. By a General Chapter held 

in Toledo, Spain, in 1606, the Florida mission was raised to the status of a custody 

(vice-province) dependent on the Caribbean Province of Santa Cruz, the headquarters of which 

was in Havana, Cuba. Six years later, in 1612, at the General Chapter of the whole Order, held 

at Pentecost in Rome, it was determined that the Custody of Santa Elena -- embracing seven 

conventos in Florida and three in Cuba -- should be raised to the dignity of an independent 

province, with headquarters in San Agustin. Embracing the friaries and missions in La Florida 

(present-day State ofFlorida, plus Georgia and part of South Carolina), the Province of Santa 

Elena thus became the first canonically erected Franciscan province within the territory which, 

a century and a halflater, was to become the United States of America. 

The act creating the Province of Santa Elena determined that a novitiate for the 

embryonic unit of the Order was to be set up in San Agustin, in the Convento de la Purisima 

Concepcion de Nuestra Senora. As the site ofa novitiate, that friary was to be a house in which 

the faithful observance of the Rule of St. Francis would be the effective way of training and 

inspiring the aspirants to the Order in the spirit of the Seraphic Founder, St. Francis of Assisi 

( 1182-1226). Canonically and traditionally the period of novitiate is a time of intensive 

formation in the ideals and the spirit of the Order and of the respective province to which the 

aspirant will belong. In that sense, an awareness of the history of the Franciscan presence in La 

Florida would be a precious inheritance, an element of vital importance for the growth and the 

flourishing of the new Province of Santa Elena. 

We may see this as the reason why, in 1614, two years after the erection of the Province 

of Santa Elena, a distinguished theologian was sent by the Minister General of the Order to 

orient the new Province of Santa Elena in the vital work of preparing the future friars for the 

growing missionary challenge that was developing in La Florida. As his abiding legacy to the 

future of the infant Province, he wrote and caused to be published the history of the Franciscan 

activity in La Florida. Significantly, to his work he gave the meaningful title: Relacion de los 

Mtirtires que a avido en las Provincias de la Florida. 17 

16Ore, ed. Lopez, I :95; Geiger, Martyrs, 76. 

17See above, 87, 92-95. 
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CHAPTER XII 

THE FAME OF THEIR MARTYRDOM 

THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY 

Within fifteen years of the martyrdom of 1597, various commentators writing and 

publishing accounts in Europe were already referring to the event. Despite some errors and 

confusion as to details -- in particular, as regards the name of one or the other of the Five 

Martyrs, the dates of the slayings, and the mode of their death -- the fact that the martyrdom 

was known and acclaimed beyond the confines of the primitive world of La Florida is truly 

remarkable. Their sacrifice for the Faith was duly recognized as heroic and genuinely worthy 

of being equated with the sacrifice of those who through the centuries had given their lives in 

testimony to the Truth. 

The following compilation will indicate the chief chronicles and other historical records 

which recount the story of the martyrdom, literary works which appeared in Europe during the 

seventeenth century, that is, in the first hundred years after the Five Martyrs gave their lives in 

the New World. Our commentary will indicate the more notable errors which these sources may 

include. From this study it becomes clear that the three Sources which the Cause has accepted 

as the primary depository ofinformation stand out as the basic founts of certitude in the Cause. 

As a preliminary observation, let it be noted that the chronicles of the several Franciscan 

provinces of Spain which sent missionaries to the New World will almost predictably mention 

in the first place, or even exclusively, the names of members of that particular province. Strictly 

not a violation of historical methodology, the phenomenon is rather a reflection of justifiable 

pride in the glorious accomplishments of members of the author's own religious family. Another 

observation to be made concerns the use of the terms bienaventurados or beatos in the text. 

This usage is a reflection of the popular esteem in which the sacrifice of the Martyrs was being 

held. It is worthy of note that the restricting of these terms -to those officially beatified or 

canonized by the Church was not promulgated until the time of Pope Benedict XIV in the 

mid-eighteenth century. 

01 - Fray Antonio Daza. Coronica General de N.P.S. Francisco y su Apostolica 

Orden. Valladolid, 1611 (First edition); 1677 (Second edition). 

In the same province ( of La Florida) there were rewarded with crowns of 

martyrdom at the hands of Indian apostates from the Faith, the blessed Fray 

Miguel de Ocana, preacher of the Province of Castile, Fray Pedro de Corpa and 

Fray Pedro de Velasco, priests of the same Province, Fray Blas Rodriguez, 

priest of the Province of San Gabriel, and Fray Antonio, a lay religious of the 

same Province. They ( were killed) after having preached for two whole years 

in the Province of Guale and in other regions of La Florida. The same Indians, 

apostatizing from the Faith, on Thursday midnight, the day of Our Lady, in the 

month of September of the year 1597, painted as is the custom in that land and 

dressed in (animal) hides, came covered with feathers, their faces painted, with 
bows, quivers and arrows, to kill the friars. The first one whom they intended 

to kill, Our Lord willed that he should remain alive, as a witness to the case. The 
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other (friars) were killed with great cruelty, dragged away and shot with arrows 
for the Faith which they were preaching. 

COMMENTARY 

Daza's account of the martyrdom (here given in translation) is evidence that almost 
immediately after the slaying of the Five Servants of God, their death was viewed as a supreme 
sacrifice in testimony to the Faith. First published only thirteen years after the report of the 
martyrdom had reached Spain, this narrative identifies correctly four of the five friars, and one 
mistakenly. Listed correctly are Fray Miguel de Afton (here called de Ocaiia and Fray Pedro de 
Corpa, both identified as priests of the Province of Castile; and Fray Blas Rodriguez and Fray 
Antonio (de Badajoz), identified as a priest and a lay friar of the Province of San Gabriel. The 
fifth friar listed by Daza, Fray Pedro de Velasco, is said to have been, along with Aiion and 
Corpa, a member of the Province of Castile. All the qualified sources of the story of the slaying 
clearly name the fifth of the Martyrs as Fray Francisco de Verascola, a member of the Province 
of Cantabria. It is possible that the slight similarity of "Verascola" and "Velasco" may have 
contributed to the confusion from which resulted the mistaken identification. No source at our 
disposal lists any friar called Pedro de Velasco as ever having been assigned to the Florida 
mission. It is difficult to determine now the source of this admittedly minor slip in the 
information which Daza presents in the matter. Daza refers to the Martyrs as "blessed" (in 
Spanish bie11avent11rados). The same usage will occur in several of the texts yet to be examined 
in this study (where sometimes the Spanish term may also be beatos) in reference to the Martyrs 
of 1597. This is a popular and non-technical usage of the word. It is to be distinguished from 
the canonical term "Blessed" referring to a Servant of God officially proposed by the Church 
as worthy of being honored in a specified locality or in a limited way in the liturgy. For that 
reason, as used here in its non-technical sense, the term is spelt with a small "b." The meaning 
is approximately akin to that implicit in the "Beatitudes" promulgated by Christ the Savior, as 
recorded in the Gospel according to Matthew (5.3-1 I) and Luke (6.20-22). 

The Daza account is quite specific in designating the time of the martyrdom, but errs 
in its suggestion that all five of the Martyrs were killed on one and the same day and in the same 
place. Trustworthy documents establish the truth that the several slayings took place at four 
different sites and on different days. Moreover, the one day suggested, "Thursday, the feast of 
Our Lady in September," presents a further problem. The most prominent feast of Our Lady 
in the month of September is the ancient feast of Our Lady's Nativity, a-feast still celebrated on 
September 8. In 1597, however, September 8 fell on a Monday and not on a Thursday, the day 
specified by Daza. Possibly he is referring to some other "day of Our Lady" in that month, 
though some subsequent commentators unquestioningly cite that date, and up to relatively 
recent times it was accepted as the true one. 

The specification of two years of apostolic labor in Guale would seem to indicate the 
beginning of that apostolate in the year 1595. While it is true that the year 1595 saw a new 
impetus given to the Guale mission, evangelization among those natives had a considerably 
earlier beginning at Tolomato and Tupiqui (scene of the slaying of Corpa and Rodriguez, 
respectively), as also on Guale (St. Catherines) Island (where Aiion and Badajoz met their 
death). While the implication is probably exact that Afton and Badajoz had been working on 
that island for only two years, evidence is at hand that Badajoz, as well as others of the Martyrs, 
might have worked in different missions in Guale for as long as six or eight years. 
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The reference to the friar whom the natives intended to kill but who was in fact spared 
from death at their hands is to Fray Francisco de Avila. At the outbreak of the Revolt he was 
in charge of the mission at Ospo (Jekyll Island). Wounded and taken prisoner, after months of 
severe physical and spiritual torture, in June of 1598 he was released. By order of his superiors, 
he wrote an account of his ordeal, part of which is reproduced in Ore's Relaci611 de los 
Martires. Ore does not hesitate to call him a martyr, even though he did not give his life, for 
by his fidelity to the Gospel and his profession as a friar he gave witness to the truth of the 
Gospel during the almost ten months he was held prisoner. He is known to have returned to 
Spain, in the early I 600's, and is said to have passed the remaining years of his life in 
recollection, and to be buried in the Convento de los Reyes in his native Avila. 1 

Finally, the explicit statement that the five slain friars were killed by being shot with 
arrows is not substantiated by the testimony which was later given by the Indians. In all cases 
the instrument of death was the more brutal and more effective macana, that crude stone 
hatchet known as the tomahawk used by most tribes of North American natives. 

The defects in Daza's account, while not negligible, do not detract from the importance 
of the fact that, a mere decade and a half after the martyrdom at a remote and little-known area 
of the New World, a distinguished and well-known author should take cognizance of the event. 
As the first-known account of the slaying to be published in Europe, Daza's information was 
quite readily used in later narratives. Later authors will correct his two most egregious errors 
-- the misidentification of one of the Five Martyrs, and his mistaken information about the time 

and the place of the slayings. 

02 - Fray Pedro de Salazar. Coronica y Historia de la Fundacion y Progresso de la 
Pro1•i11cia ,le Castilla. Madrid, 1612; (Modern reprinting in Cronicas Franciscanas de 
Espaiia, Vol. 6; Madrid, 1977). 

Fray Miguel de Afion, a Preacher of the Province, hoping to convert the pagans 
living in La Florida, went with other confreres of the Province to that land. 
There he endured many hardships on land and on the seas. By his preaching 
some pagans were converted (to the Faith). He and his companions were 
martyred and thus they passed from this life to the reward of martyrdom. 

COMMENTARY 

In 1612, one year after the appearance of Daza's book, there was published another 
work which summarily alluded to the 1597 martyrdom. The chronicle and the history of the 
very ancient Province of Castile was composed by that Province's Minister, Fray Pedro de 
Salazar. A distinguished professor of theology, Salazar also held the office of censor 
(calificador) of the Council of the Inquisition. 

Salazar's historical work, directed to an elite audience, is clearly designed to emphasize 
the values of orthodoxy and traditional piety. It was dedicated to the Princess Royal, the Most 
Serene Lady Margarita de Austria y de Cruz, professed nun of the Poor Clare Monastery in 
Madrid. The work abounds in references to caballeros, to las Condes e las Condesas, to 
various Duquesas. This orientation may help to explain why Fray Miguel de Afion is the only 

'See above, 78, n.2. 
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one of the Five Martyrs selected for special mention by name: one remembers that Fray Miguel 
is described by Ore as being muy noble en sangre, de solar conocido, 2 and of him Escobedo 
says, "he was so well trained in theology that he had a great reputation among scholars. "

3 
The 

other member of the Province who was slain in the same revolt of 1597, Fray Pedro de Corpa, 
though in many ways more notable for his part in the story of the Florida mission and the tragic 
slaughter, does not merit explicit recognition by name. Fray Pedro, who entered the Order and 
the Province from the fanning community of Corpa, a village a short distance from Alcala de 
Henares, is presumed to have been of peasant stock. 

Not surprisingly, given the title and the thrust of the history gathered by Salazar, the 
three martyrs belonging to other provinces, likewise receive no mention. Along with Corpa, 
these friars who did not belong to the Province of Castile are anonymously -- and not exactly 
-- described as "otros compaiieros hijos della Provincia de Castilla." While Corpa was "a son 
of the Province," the three other martyrs belonged to two other Franciscan provinces. This 
cavalier treatment of the four unnamed martyrs may likely be the consequence of the fact that, 
though the sto1y of the slaughter in its general outlines may have been quite commonly known 
to the friars, as yet no detailed account had been written or published; it would still be several 
years before anything like a complete description, such as Ore's, would become available. 

No specific time is defined for the slaughter, and the place of the martyrdom is described 
by the general and vague term: the land of La Florida. It is clear that the account is neither 
constructed through the prism of rigorously certain history nor intended to be the definitive 
record of the event in the chronicle of the Province. More realistically, the martyrdom is 
remembered as a triumph of the spirit and a glory in the life of the ancient Province of Castile. 
While as pure history it may fail to be a satisfying narrative, yet it does have a certain power for 
illustrating the spirit of that venerable province which traces its origin, according to tradition, 
to the very days of St. Francis himself. 

It is significant that, of the thirteen friars mentioned in Chapter XXII under the heading 
"Some other Blessed Friars of this Province," Fray Miguel de Anon is the only one who gave 
his life in bloody profession of the Faith. All the other twelve are indeed notable and worthy of 
praise, whether for a life of mortification, for their spirit of prayer, for their zeal in preaching, 
for their power of miracles. In a sense therefore the title of "blessed" attributed to these holy 
friars is most obviously applicable to the martyr among them, for "there is no greater love than 
this: to lay down one's life for his Friend" (cf. John 15.13). 

03 - Fray Juan de Torquemada. Mom1rquia lmliana Sevilla, 1615 (First edition); 
Madrid, 1723 (Second edition); Mexico, 1975 (modern edition in three volumes). 

As the Evil One ... saw that the friars were an obstacle to his worship, he enticed 
the heart of a cacique ... to apostatize from the faith, ... to return to the evil life 
of his ancestors, to a plurality of wives .... He plotted with other young men ... 
to kill the friars .... They came to the village called Tolomato, at night, without 
being perceived .... When the friar (Fray Pedro de Corpa) opened the doors of 

'See above, 59. 

3Escobedo, fol. 13 7b. 
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the church, they slew him ... and cut off his head .... Then the young chief gave 
a long discourse ... (saying) that the reason they had killed that friar was that he 
prevented them from having a plurality of wives and from following their 
pleasure .... 

They then went to where ... Fray Blas de Montes (sic) was, to Tupiqui. ... The 
friar. .. began with Christian arguments to dissuade them from their evil intention 
(and) asked them, since he was about to die, that they allow him to say Mass ... 
and that after his death he would ask them, as his sons, to bury him in the body 
of the church .... As St. Lawrence distributed the treasury of the Church, he 
divided among the poor Indians of the village the few things he had, and 
proceeded to say Mass .... Mass ended, he knelt...and prayed to God .... The 
Indians came forward ... and killed him; and they buried him in the church itself, 
as he had requested. 

The Indians ... sent a message to the cacique of the Island of Guale that they 
should kill the friars ... on that island .... The cacique of that island greatly loved 
the friars ... ; he secretly sent a message to the friars that they should flee to the 
Spaniards' presidia .... The servants who came with that message did not have 
the courage to give that message to the friars .... The friars ... said that they 
would die, as God so wished, that they were happy to accept death for Him and 
for the preaching of His Gospel .... In a short time the Indians arrived at the 
friars' house and, ransacking it, proceeded to kill the friars .... With clubs and 
macanas they beat on the heads and bodies (of the friars). 

Fray Francisco de Veniscola was ... a man of great physical strength, for which 
even the Indians held him in awe .... For this reason they (the Indians) looked for 
a way to kill him after first taking him by treachery .... Thus, as he was coming 
from a distance by canoe or boat, the savages were there, hiding in a clump of 
reeds; grabbing him from behind, some secured him while others beat him with 
clubs and macanas. Thus he died. It is believed that, since he announced the 
Word of God to this people, and serving Him in this holy ministry -- for hatred 
of which the Indians had done this evil -- the same Lord, for whose law he had 
suffered, would have mercy on him; especially since he was an apostolic man, 
very poor and humble, devoted to prayer and all the practices of virtue. 

COMMENTARY 

Of the early accounts of the martyrdom, for many reasons that of Fray Juan de 
Torquemada (c. 1563-1624) enjoys a special distinction. If nothing else, the very length of the 
detailed narrative establishes for it a unique place among the contemporary treatments of the 
slayings. First published in 1615, Torquemada'sMonarquia Indiana was thus in circulation less 
than two decades after the slaying. A century later it was still in sufficient demand to merit a 
second edition. A modern edition was published in three volumes in 1975. In the 1615 (the 
original) printing the story occupies almost four folio pages; in that of 1723 it likewise fills the 
better part of four folios. With the exception of Ore's account in his Relacion de los Mar tires, 
this is by far the most extensive and detailed telling of the events associated with the 
martyrdom. 
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Torquemada's Monarquia Indiana is basically a comprehensive account of Mexico's 
history from the Toltec period (900 AD. to 1200) up to the time of the Spanish Conquest by 
Hernan Cortes in 15 I 9, and then goes on to include in greater detail a description of all the 
important happenings in the Kingdom of New Spain during the first century following the 
introduction of Christianity. That the story ofan event in La Florida should be found in a history 
of geographically distant Mexico is understandable, given the fact that the Florida mission 
maintained some association with Mexico. In addition, there was a very close linkage 
between La Florida and Cuba, even if the foundation in Cuba was juridically part of the 
Mexican Province. Though canonically separate, the Provinces of Santo Evangelia and of Santa 

Elena shared much in common. 

Such interchange between the two missionary entities explains the otherwise unusual 
fact that -- a mere fifteen or twenty years after the slaughter of the martyrs in primitive and 
disorganized Florida -- a detailed description of the event was known in the capital of New 
Spain, had been digested, and was being proclaimed as significant for the wider Franciscan 
Order. The martyrdom was seen as a spiritual event of importance in the life of the Province 
of Santo Evangelia, inasmuch as the Mission of La Florida was its sister-foundation. 

In the Third Part of Monarquia Indiana, Torquemada devotes Chapter XX to the 
Franciscan presence in La Florida, bringing the story up to the establishment of the full fledged 
Province of Santa Elena in 1612. In a long sub-division of that chapter he recounts the death 
of the five friars slain in the uprising of 1597. The detailed facts which he narrates lend some 
strength to the supposition that he had received first-hand reports of the event, not improbably 
from conversations with one or other of the friars who, having previously spent time in Florida, 
later took up work in Mexico. 

His account is characterized by the exact identification of the four places where the 
several slayings occurred. He corrects some of the mistaken information to be found in the Daza 
description (which appeared in Spain at the time this history was being composed in Mexico). 
Torquemada does not, for example, repeat the name ofa non-existent Fray Pedro de Velasco; 
and he does record the death of the sometime omitted Fray Francisco de Verascola (whose 
surname he modifies, calling him "de Velasco"). Though he fails to give the personal name of 
Fray Pedro de Corpa, he describes that friar's part in the story with considerable detail. Such 
features of the Torquemada recounting confirm the surmise that for the composition of his 
account the author had the benefit of a knowing informant. 

Some confusion, however, is caused by the fact that Torquemada calls the friar martyred 
in Tupiqui, not Fray Blas Rodriguez but Fray Blas de Montes. There was indeed, at the time 
of the slaughter, a friar by that name assigned to the Florida mission; he had arrived in La 
Florida in September of 1595, Following the slaying of the five missionaries, Fray Blas de 
Montes was appointed by the Commissary to accompany Governor Canzo on his trip to the 
region of Guale, charged with the task of gathering any objects which had been in the use of 
the slain friars and with seeing to the decent burial of the remains of these martyrs.

4 

The confusion in regard to the surname of the friar slain in Tupiqui can perhaps be 
explained by the fact that Torquemada, who did not personally know the friars in the Florida 

4See above, 96. 
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Mission, in his writing had already referred, and correctly, to Fray Blas de Montes as one of the 

friars who had arrived from Spain in 1595. When shortly thereafter in his account he referred 

to the Fray Blas who was martyred in Tupiqui, mistakenly he may have assumed that it was the 

friar whose coming he had just noted. The confusion may have been compounded by the 

practice quite common within the fraternity to use only the religious name of a fellow-friar 

without his apellido (family surname). it would be an easy mistake to use the surname of 

another friar named Fray Blas, in that way changing Rodriguez into de Montes. 

Fr. Atanasio Lopez points out (Relaci611 Hist6rica de La Florida, I, Page 35, note 2) 

that almost all the historians of the Franciscan Order base their accounts on Torquemada as 

their primary source. It is primarily in virtue of Mo11arq11ia Indiana, his opus magnum, that 

Torquemada is best known. His knowledge of the lore of the native races of Mexico as found 

in the surviving codices and hieroglyphics, and his ability to gather the notable facts ofboth the 

pre-Hispanic and the Hispanic periods, make him deserving of the title that has been bestowed 

on him: "The Livy of New Spain." The modern Franciscan historian, Lino Gomez Canedo, has 

written thatMonarquia Indiana is "absolutely basic for knowledge ofboth the pre-Hispanic and 

Hispanic origins of Mexico. "5 Its account of the martyrdom of 1597 is a most valuable 

testimony to the significance of this event for the growth of the Church being established in the 

New World by Catholic Spain. 

Fray Juan de Torquemada was an outstanding figure in the Mexican Province of Santo 

Evangelia, of which he served as Minister Provincial for a brief period (1614-17). Trusted and 

beloved friend of the natives, he also guided his fellow religious to a sublime vision of spiritual 

generosity in the service of the infant Church in Mexico. The Mexican historian, Miguel 

Leon-Portilla has drawn a profile of this churchman, stating he "stands out preeminently among 

the Franciscan friars"6 of his time. 

04 - Arturus a Monasterio. Martyrologium Frm1cisca111111L Paris, 1638 (First 

edition); Paris, 1653 (Second edition). 

September 8. In Florida the birthday of the blessed martyrs Miguel de Ocania, 

Pedro de Corpa, Pedro Velasco, Blas Rodriguez and Antonio, who for the sake 

of the Christian religion were pierced with arrows by apostate Indians. 

COMJvlENTARY 

Composed by a member of the Recollect Province of Saint Denis in France, Friar Artur 

de Motier (the toponym refers to his birthplace in the historic Archdiocese of Rauen), the 

Martyrologium Francisca1111m was a truly pioneering accomplishment. Patterned basically after 

the Martyrologium Ro111a1111111 which had appeared for the first time in 1584, it too was 

composed in Latin and was intended for choral usage in foundations of the Franciscan Family. 

5Lino Gomez Canedo, "Franciscans in the Americas: A Comprehensive View," in 

Franciscan Presence in the Americas, ed. Francisco Morales (Potomac, MD: Academy of 

American Franciscan History, l 983) 38. 

6Miguel Leon-Portilla, "An Aztec Laud in Praise of Some Famous Franciscans," in 

Franciscan Presence, ed. Morales, 462. 
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The Franciscan Martyrology enumerated not only the Franciscan Saints and Blessed formally 
recognized by the Church, but likewise other Servants of God belonging to the Franciscan 
Family who as yet were not beatified or canonized. The basis for inclusion was that the memory 
of these holy persons was preserved in the Order: martyrs, pontiffs, confessors, virgins and holy 
women, who enjoyed a reputation for sanctity of life or the fame of working miracles. 
Encompassing all the provinces of the diverse branches of the Order of Friars Minor -- the 
Observants, the Discalced, the Recollects, the Conventuals and the Capuchins -- Artur's 
martyrology likewise memorializes members of the Order of Poor Ladies founded by St. Clare, 
as well as those of the Third Order of St. Francis, both Regular and Secular. In retrospect, the 
compilation was an undertaking of herculean proportions. 

So greatly appreciated and accepted was Artur's Martyrologium Franciscanum, that 
in 1653, just fifteen years after its first appearance,a second edition was issued. This second 
edition -- of more than 500 pages -- introduced some corrections and changes, none of which 
however affected the proclamation of the Florida martyrs of 1597. In both the 1638 and the 
1653 editions the wording of the proclamation for those now known as the Martyrs of Georgia 
is identical. The critical apparatus in the footnote gives as sources Daza (vide supra 1) and 
Salazar (supra 2). 

In the later edition the sources cited in the footnote are expanded with a reference to 
the martyrdom of other friars in Florida recalled on May 12. The footnote is further expanded 
in the second edition with a tribute to the zeal of the brethren laboring in La Florida after the 
martyrdom of! 597. It points out that the mission, restored after the Revolt of the natives, grew 
to become, first, a custody and then, by decree of the General Chapter of the Order held in 
Rome in 1612, an independent province. The words of the short decree of erection are cited 
textually. 

Artur's Martyrologium Fra11cisca1111111, of which there have been several editions, and 
which has been translated into various modern languages, to this day continues to be the official 
martyrology of the Order. Since the purpose of this present section of the Report is chiefly to 
demonstrate that, in the first century (1598-1699) following the martyrdom, the sacrifice of 
these Servants of God was devoutly recalled by the Franciscan Order throughout the world, at 
this point the later editions of Artur's work (i.e., after 1700) are not noted. It is sufficient, for 
the time being, to observe that -- constantly perfected and enriched through modern research 
and scholarship -- the awareness of the Five Martyrs of Georgia has not ceased to be 
proclaimed in the oratories of the Order and to live in the memory of the members of the 
Franciscan Family. 

Some details of Artur's encomium as it appears in the original (I 638) edition and 
repeated in the second (1653) edition are worthy of note. The martyrs are referred to as 
"blessed" (Bea/arum), in a usage that was then non-technical, antedating the decree of Pope 
Benedict XIV restricting the word to those holy persons formally beatified by the Church. Yet 
it does express the popular concept that such persons are worthy of the reward of eternal life. 
September 8 is assigned as the date of the martyrdom -- making explicit Daza's "day of Our 
Lady" as the traditional feast of the Nativity of the Blessed Mother of God. Implicitly all five 
Servants of God are said to have died on the one and same day. From Daza is taken also the 
equally gratuitous and erroneous affirmation that the death of the five friars was the result of 
their being shot with arrows. As in Daza, so also here, Fray Miguel is identified as "de Ocania," 
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a designation which may be intended as "de Aiion." Artur's dependence on Daza is further 
illustrated by his listing the name of Fray Miguel in the first place among the five martyrs, and 
following the exact sequence of the names as used in Daza. Another trace of his dependence 
on Daza is the listing ofFray Pedro de Velasco, whose name is unknown in any of the juridical 
accounts of the martyrdom, as indeed in any known source of the history of the Florida mission; 
as in Daza, this name appears in place of that of Fray Francisco de Verascola. 

A high-German version of Artur's Martyrologium Fra11cisca1111m was published at 
Wiirtzburg in I 644, six years after the appearance of the Latin original in Paris, less than fifty 
years after the martyrdom of the five friars in the New World. The work of P. Wolfgang 
Hagner, a friar of the Strassburg Province of Saint Denis, it is essentially a popularization of 
Artur's work, reproducing the main text and omitting the footnotes. In the one-sentence 
proclamation about the Georgia Martyrs, it reproduces the summary contained in the original 
under date of September 8. The Fra11cisca11erisches Martyrologium seemingly was intended 
principally for the use of nuns and pious lay persons in private devotion. 

05- Fr. Fortunatus Hueberus (Weber).Me110/ogiu111seu ... /llumi11atio ... Sa11ctoru111 
Beatorum et ... F1111mlor1111L .. Dei ... ex Trip/ice Ordine. .. per mot/um Mllrtyrologii ... Munich, 
1698. 

In this extended compilation of illustrious Franciscan lives, the author, a member of the 
Reformed Franciscan Province of Bavaria, recounts the story of the martyrdom of the Servants 
of God under date of September 8. Citing Artur and Daza as his sources, he follows the story 
as already promulgated by them: the version which was becoming the standard source of 
knowledge of the affair. The same mistakes are repeated, such as including among the Five 
Martyrs the name of the non-existent Fray Pedro de Velasco. Assigning the martyrdom to 
Thursday, September 8, the account perpetuates the already noted error of time and the implied 
indication that all five friars died in the same place. Adding nothing essential to the account as 
already standardized, the author does however present a glowing summary of the subsequent 
growth of the Province of Santa Elena, the establishment of which by the General Chapter of 
1612 he duly notes. In an individual touch, the author concluded with an original couplet, 
containing a felicitous pun on the name "Florida": 

lnsula Divitiis nunquam tam Florida luxit 
Quam dum Martyrii germina tanta tulit. 

EIGHTEENTH, NINETEENTH, AND TWENTIETH CENTURIES 

In the Franciscan Family there has been a constant and uninterrupted memory of the 
heroic death of the Five Martyrs of Georgia, along with an awareness of the generosity of their 
sacrifice. As we have demonstrated, within a hundred years of their death in 1597, chronicles 
and histories recounting their slaying in testimony to the Faith had appeared and were spread 
far and wide in both the Old and the New Worlds. The result was that the names of the five 
religious who, far removed from the world's attention, had died for the sake of the Faith became 
known throughout the Order in all its units. Especially through the choral recitation of the 
Divine Office -- in the friaries of the three autonomous branches of the Friars Minor, in the 
convents of the various groups of the nuns of St. Clare, and in the numerous religious houses 
of the Third Order Regular of St. Francis, both of men and women -- annually the memory of 
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the sacrificial death of the Five Martyrs of Georgia was piously recalled and cherished. 

Through the later phase also the chronicles of the seventeenth century which we have 
already noted were much sought and widely used. Besides the second edition of Daza's 
Coronica de N. P. San Francisco, which came out in 1677, there was also a second printing 
of Torquemada's Monarquia Indiana in 1723. The Martyrologium Franciscanum, first 
published in 163 8, within fifteen years of its original appearance had a second edition in 1653. 
Indeed, as we shall see further on, it became the basis for successive printings of the Order's 
official martyrology during the next three centuries, each edition a new attempt to detail more 
exactly the story of the martyrdom. 

Further, a look at the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries will demonstrate that, despite 
some extremely adverse historical developments, the memory of the sacrifice of these martyrs 
remained alive in the Church. It was the era following the upheaval of the Reformation, when 
the ideal of voluntary sacrifice for the Truth entrusted to Christ's Church tended to be obscured. 
It was the era of Reason and the French Revolution. It was the era oflndependence and the 
American Revolution. It was the Age of the Enlightenment, equating Faith with the Abdication 
ofReason. The creators of the New Age were men oflittle or no faith, far removed from the 
ancient ideal of following the Savior in bearing testimony to divinely revealed Truth. Martyrs, 
the heroes of Christianity, in such an atmosphere were less likely to be remembered in any 
significant way. That the memory of our Servants of God should have survived at all under 
these particularly unfavorable circumstances demonstrates a special care ofDivine Providence. 

On the Iberian Peninsula at this time in history, the Catholic Church was the object of 
attack and repression. Catholic scholarship was hampered by the prevailing Rationalism which, 
originating in France in the wake of the Napoleonic era, affected in a notable degree the 
neighboring countries, Italy and Spain. The Christian heroes of the past centuries, noted as the 
age of extraordinary missionary expansion, were eclipsed and all but forgotten. In the New 
World also, precisely in the territories where during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
Spain had endeavored to build a new Christian civilization among the native peoples, 
revolutions convulsed the body politic. Spain's hegemony in North America slipped from her 
enfeebled grasp, to be taken over by her great rival, England. Even where their memory was 
not deliberately destroyed, in the new social atmosphere many of the Catholic foundations laid 
out in the previous period were weakened and destroyed. Such was the case with the 
once-flourishing Florida missions. Under the English domination -- which shortly gave way to 
the not dissimilar American spirit following the Independence War of the later I 770's -- the 
missions were completely ignored as the force which had brought civilization, a Christian 
civilization, to the area. 

This confluence of many adverse circumstances was bound to affect the awareness of 
the faithful, in both Europe and the New World, as to the Catholic heritage of the land once 
known as La Florida and now called Georgia in honor of an English King. This wave of history 
helps to explain why several generations of Catholics failed to be informed and inspired by the 
events which had accompanied the life of the Church in the previous centuries. 

Yet there were sporadic and significant signs that the sacrifice of the Martyrs in colonial 
Florida-Georgia was not wholly forgotten. Even during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
the memory of the Five Martyrs of Georgia was not entirely lost. While it may not have 
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flourished there are evidences that an awareness of their sacrifice in 1597 remained alive. A , 
look at the following publications will show that there remained a true conviction that the 
Church in time would recognize the sacrifice made by these Heralds of the Great King, who in 
the very infancy of the Church in the Southeast of the United States had given their lives for His 

teachings and His Law. 

01 - Fr. Francisco de S. Nicolas Serrate. Compendio Historico de los Santos y 
Venerabiles ,le la Descalzes SerajicCL Sevilla, 1729. Pp. 92-94. 

. The author gives a summary of the lives and of the slaying of the Five Martyrs, with 
special reference to Fray Blas Rodriguez and Fray Antonio de Badajoz. He perpetuates the 
mistaken name of Fray Pedro Velasco instead of Fray Francisco de Verascola. The date 
assigned for the martyrdom is September 8. 

02 - Fr. Sigismondo da Venezia. Biograjia Serajica degli Uomini Illustri que 
jiorirono nel Francescano Instituto. Venezia, 1846. P. 536. 

A briefretelling of the story of the martyrdom which correctly identifies all the victims 
with the exception of Fray Francisco de Verascola, who is called Fray Pietro de Velasco. The 
date assigned is the birth-date of the Virgin, September 8. 

03 - (Anonymous). Serap/,isces Martyrologium, Salzburg, 1860. P. 412. 

A martyrology in the vernacular, seemingly intended for the use of pious lay people, 
tells, under the date of November 22, the story of the sacrifice of the Martyrs. Four of the 
Martyrs are correctly identified, while Fray Francisco de Verascola is called Fray Petrus von 
Velasco. The date assigned for the slaying is November 22. 

04 - P. Marcellino da Civezza. Operazione dei Frati Minori circa la Propagazione 
della Fede. Roma. 1861. Pp. 42-43. 

In a lengthy communication from Fr. Panfilo da Magliano (dated October 9, 1861) 
reproduced in its entirety, the surnames of the Five Martyrs are correctly listed (the given, or 
first, names are not used). Details of the several slayings are presented, including the 
place-names (Tolomato, Tupiqui, Guale and Asao ). The impression is created that the author 
of the letter which Civezza reproduces had been informed of these details by someone who was 
conducting research in the matter from the perusal of documents contemporary with the event. 
The whole story is put in a historical context which details the earlier history of La Florida, as 
well as the events following the slaying of the Martyrs. He mentions the conditions in Florida 
at the time of the letter itself. 

05 - A Poor Clare Nun and Fr. Panfilo da Magliano. Tlte Life of Saint Francis of 
Assisi and a Sketclt of tlte Franciscan Order. New York, 1867. P. 572. 

A brief paragraph recounts the martyrdom of 1597 and mentions all five of the martyrs, 
using only their surnames. A mistaken impression may arise from the opening line of the 
paragraph which highlights the city of St. Augustine. The place-names of Tupiqui, the Island 
of Guale and Asao are given. 

06 - Paul Guerin (Director). La Palmier Serapltique ou Vie des Saints et des 
Hommes et Femmes Illustres des Orclens de Saint Franrois. (Mois de Septembre; 
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Tome Neuvieme). Bar-le-Due, 1873. Pp. 125-131. 

Within an historical setting of early Florida history, with a text based primarily on Daza's 
Chro11ica de la Provi11cia de Saint-Gabriel, the article gives a satisfactorily accurate picture of 
the events of the martyrdom. Properly identified by name are the Five Martyrs. Except in the 
case of the martyrdom of Fray Miguel and Fray Antonio, the scenes of the several slayings are 
correctly identified by name. The incorrect date of September 8 given by Daza is repeated for 
the slaying of Fray Pedro de Corpa, with the other deaths vaguely assigned to other days in 
September and October. 

07 - P. Arturus a Monasterio. Martyrologium Fra11cisca11u111. Venetiis, 1879. 

In this third edition of the Martyrologium of Arturus, the story of the martyrdom is 
recounted under date of September 8. First published in 1638, with a second edition in 1653, 
the work had been intended primarily for choral usage; for this reason the extensive historical 
notes which increased the bulk in the previous editions have in this edition been eliminated, The 
text of the proclamation is identical with the two previous editions, perpetuating the mistaken 
notion that all the Five Martyrs were slain on the one day, September 8. The place indicated is 
a vague reference to Florida. Still misleading is the detail that the mode of death was the use 
of bows and arrows. This third edition dispenses with the lengthy and voluminous commentary 
and citations from other sources, making it more convenient for use in the choral recitation of 
the Divine Office. Recently a new edition was published in Paris in 1953. 

08- John Gilmary Shea. The Catholic Church ill Cofo11iaf Days. New York, 1886. 
Pp. 152-155. 

Evidencing his work with the original sources of the history of the Catholic Church in 
the early days of America's growth, the "Dean of American Church History" reveals a 
surprisingly accurate knowledge of the slaying of the Florida Martyrs. Though still mistaken in 
some minor details, Shea accurately identifies the Five Martyrs and the time of the successive 
slayings, Confused by the custom of bringing with them the place-names of their former 
locations as the Indians relocated their mission-sites, Shea yet gives evidence of using all 
available sources to determine the true site of the several slayings. Shea's account is not very 
far from a perfectly accurate retelling of the events of September of 1597. 

09 - P. Peter Paul Ausserer, O.S.F. Seraphisc/1es Martyrologiu11L Salzburg, 1889. 
P. 976. 

Under date of November 22, the author lists five martyrs who died in Florida in I 597, 
correctly identifying all but Fray Francisco de Verascola; in his place he names Petrus von 
Velasco. The implication that all five died on the one day (November 22) shows that none of 
the then-recent corrections had come to his attention. 

l 0 - P. Marcellino da Civezza. Storia U11il>ersale tie/le Missio11i Fra11cesca11e. (Vol. 
VII, Parte 11). Prato, 1891. Pp. 490-493. 

In his notable work on the Franciscan Missions, Civezza published the fruit ofa lifetime 
ofresearch. In telling the story of the Spanish Friars' Florida Mission, he gives due prominence 
to the story of the Martyrdom of 1597. Identifying correctly the Five Martyrs, he cites details 
of their separate tortures and deaths, generally describing the particulars of time and place. In 
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one instance he identifies Blas Rodriguez with Blas de Monte, as indeed do some of the 

chroniclers whom he cites. There is also confusion as to the location of some of the missions. 

This confusion results from the fact that when the missions were moved from their original 

location, they brought to their new site their original name. 

11 - P. Bonaventura Hammer. Die Franciscaner ill ,Len Verei11igten Staaten 

Nordamerica's. Koln, 1892. Pp. 17-18. 

Written by a friar ofan American Province, this popular account of Franciscan history 

in the United States devotes a one-paragraph retelling to the 1597 martyrdom. Using only a 

toponymic designation for the Five Martyrs, the author correctly mentions four of the five, 

erring in calling the fifth Velasco instead ofVeritscola. He likewise errs in identifying Badajoz 

as a priest. Also erroneous is his placing the martyrdom of Corpa in San Agustin -- a mistake 

resulting from the relocation of that mission from its original site in Guale as the effect of the 

pressure from the English along the ·seacoast. 

12 - F[rederick] G. Holweck. "An American Martyrology." The Catholic 

Historical Re,•iew. No 4 (January, 1921) P. 511. 

In this well-intentioned effort -- covering twenty-one pages -- to gather into one 

collection the names of those who some day may be raised to the honors of the altar, the late 

Monsignor Holweck presented the story of the Five Martyrs. The author does, however, err 

in locating Tolomato, Tupiqui and Asopo (sites of the martyrdom of three of the Five Martyrs) 

in the vicinity of San Agustin; it was only decades later that the missions for the Guales were 

moved to that safer area. The martyrology also errs in including as a victim of the 1597 Revolt 

a sixth friar, Fray Juan de Silva. Holweck cites as one of his sources the list in the (old) Catholic 

Encyclopedia (Vol. X, p. 390) naming the missionaries who from the earliest years of the 

history of our country gave their lives while preaching the Gospel. In that list, compiled by the 

renowned American ethnologist, James Mooney, the five Franciscan Martyrs are correctly listed 

(with the relatively minor error that Veritscola is called Velasco.) 

13 - Stanislaus Melchiorri de Cerreto, O.F.M. A11na/es Minoru11L Tomns XXIII 

(1591-1600), P. 293. Quaracchi, 1934. 

In this modern reprinting of Vol. XXIII ( originally issued in 1880), the continuator of 

the Wadding opus magnum under the year 1597, records the slaying of the Five Martyrs. The 

account names only four victims, and one of them so named is in reality not a victim and, in 

fact, seems never to have been a missionary in La Florida. Those correctly included are Pedro 

de Corpa, Miguel de Afion, and Antonio de Badajoz; the non-martyr is Pedro de Velasco. The 

two genuine martyrs whose names are missing are Blas Rodriguez and Francisco de Veritscola. 

Under the year 1595, however, the Anna/es had recorded the death of Fray Blas Rodriguez, 

further confusing him with Fray Blas de Monte. The name of Fray Pedro de Velasco is not 

found in any contemporary Florida document. This account further errs in assigning as the time 

of the slaying "midnight of the feast of the Lord's Nativity," though allowing that September 

8 is also cited. The implication is that all of the victims were killed at the one place and on the 

same day, being crucified and shot with arrows. The name of Francisco de Veritscola is missing 

completely from the account in the A1111ales, unless we assume that Pedro de Velasco is an 

erroneous form of his name as found in some previous account. 
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14 - Fr. Diomede Pohlkamp. "Spanish Franciscans in the Southeast" Report of 

the Eighteenth Annual Meeting of the Franciscan Educational Conference, Washington, 

1936. Pp. 129-131. 

In the context of the apostolic effort carried out in La Florida (now the State of Florida, 

Georgia and part of South Carolina), the paper read at the 1936 meeting of the Franciscan 

Educational Conference held in Santa Barbara, California, obviously would include an account 

of the Revolt of 1597. With an exact chronology finally established, and a definitive list of the 

friars working at that time in the mission of La Florida available to researchers, the recounting 

of the Revolt of 1597 is a wholly satisfactory synopsis of the event. With certain slight 

reservations as to the dating of some of the action described, this is now a definitive record. 

This scholarly summary has been instrumental in incentivating the Process looking to the 

Canonization of the Five Martyrs. At the same 1936 Meeting of the Franciscan Educational 

Conference, another paper, by Fr. Marion Habig ( who was to become a zealous promoter of 

the Cause for the Canonization of the many Franciscans slain in defense of the Faith) included 

an extensive reference to the Martyrs of Georgia (P. 308). Among the Resolutions put to a vote 

by the assembled Conference was one (no. 14) which expressed the hope that "at least some 

of these martyrs may be raised to the honor of the altar." The Cause of the Five Martyrs of 

Georgia was inaugurated in the early I 950's. 

15 - P. Artnrus a Monasterio; PP. Ignatius Beschin et Julianus Palazzolo. 

Martyrologium Fra11cisca11u11L Roma, 1938. Pp. 356-357, 359-360, 361-363. 

In the traditional style for such works, the latest edition of the Martyrologium 

Franciscanum embodies the results of contemporary studies and investigations carried out in 

Spain and the United States. These studies have served to clarify and to establish the details of 

the martyrdom. The dates assigned for the three individual and one double slayings correspond 

to the now-clarified chronology (with the possibly questionable exception in the case of 

Verascola on September 15). An Italian copy of the 1938 edition of the official Latin 

Martyrologium was issued in 1946, printed by the Tipografia Poliglotta Vaticana, which omits 

the citation of sources. It is a somewhat abbreviated version, omitting the footnotes and 

including in the main text of each entry the year of death, which in the original Latin version 

appears in the footnote of sources for each entry. 

CHAPTER XIII 

PRESENT-DAY RECOGNITION 

MORE EXACT KNOWLEDGE 

The twentieth century saw a considerable increase of knowledge about early Franciscan 

missionary activity in the United States. With this enhanced knowledge there has developed a 

new interest in the Cause of the Five Franciscan Martyrs of Georgia. Recent historical 

investigation, carried out both in the Martyrs' native Spain and in the New World, has clarified 

many -- virtually all the essential -- aspects of their martyrdom. In truth, with the passing of 

almost four centuries since their death, their memory is alive today as is that of few of their 

contemporaneous servants of the Church in North America. As the result of studies by scholars 

Page 115 



Th
is

 is
 a

 s
ca

n 
of

 a
n 

or
ig

in
al

 d
oc

um
en

t h
ou

se
d 

in
 th

e 
D

io
ce

se
 o

f S
av

an
na

h 
A

rc
hi

ve
s.

 S
ca

nn
ed

 1
1/

18
/2

01
5.

both within and outside the Franciscan Order, a more exact knowledge of the details of their 
apostolate and martyrdom has emerged. 

Evidence of that progress is seen from a simple comparison of the praeconium as found 
in the first edition oftheMartyrologi11m Francisca1111m and the more detailed statement in the 
most recent edition of the same work. In the version of the Paris edition of 1638, there is a one­
sentence entry under date of September 8, as follows (in translation): "In Florida, the birthday 
of the blessed Martyrs, Miguel de Oceania, Pedro de Corpa, Pedro de Velasco, Blas Rodriguez 
and Antonio, who for the Christian Religion were pierced with arrows by apostate Indians." In 
this short statement there are contained, implicitly or explicitly, no fewer than five errors offact, 
namely: I) that all five were slain on the one day; 2) that all five were martyred in one place 
(though "in Florida;" is a specification so vague as to be quite meaningless); 3)' that all five died 
on September 8, whereas none of them did, and four different dates are involved; 4) that one 
of the martyrs was named "Pedro de Velasco," whereas no friar with that name is mentioned 
in any primary source of the Franciscan history of Florida; and 5) that all five met death by 
being pierced with arrows, whereas all died by being clubbed with a maca11a. 

The accompanying footnote of sources and clarifications is similarly replete with 
misinformation: I) it identifies the non-existent Fray Pedro de Velasco as a member of the 
Province of Castile, whereas the fifth martyred friar, Fray Francisco de Verascola, was a 
member of the Province of Cantabria in the Basque region of Spain; 2) it states that the five 
martyred friars had evangelized Guale and other parts of Florida for two years; in reality three 
of the five had been working in the evangelization for a much longer time (Corpa and Badajoz 
for ten years, Rodriguez for seven); 3) it says the friars were violently dragged from their (one?) 
house by force, whereas no source implies such a dramatic scene at any of the four different 
sites of the slayings; 4) it suggests that all five were put to death at the one site on the one day; 
5) it identifies the date as Thursday, September 8 (the day of the commemoration) of the year 
1597, whereas in that year that date fell on a Monday. 

For all its imperfections, the praeconium found in the first (1638) edition remained in 
official use for three centuries. The second edition (1653) repeated the main text, with an 
expanded footnote. After a lapse of more than two centuries (in I 879) a third edition appeared, 
leaving the original praeco11i11111 intact. As with the original edition, the subsequent editions, 
including that of I 8 79, remained official for the Franciscan foundations which had the obligation 
of the choral recitation of Prime. Thus for three centuries and the first three decades of the 
present century, the essential proclamation about the Five Martyrs of Georgia had remained 
standard -- brief, factual, but unfortunately faulted on many scores. Apart from omitting the 
sources cited by Arturus, the I 879 edition -- in common use until the I 930's -- was identical 
with the first edition, issued less than forty years after the martyrdom itself 

MARTYROLOGIUM FRANCISCANUM, 1938 

The I 938 edition of the Martyrologium Fra11cisca1111m marks a truly significant 
development in the history of the Cause of the Five Franciscan Martyrs of Georgia. Published 
by command of the Minister General of the Order of Friars Minor, Fr. Leonardo Maria Bello, 
it was issued under the imprint of the Antonianum International College in Rome. Patterned 
after Arturus' classical prototype, the new edition not only added the names of the more recent 
Servants of God but, as necessary, revamped the data in the individual entries. The editors, Fr. 
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I 

I -
Ignatius Beschin and Fr. Juliano Palazzolo, were competent scholars, whose contributions to 
Franciscan hagiography were immense. 

For the Cause of the Georgia Martyrs, the Martyrology of 1938 is a milestone. It takes 
cognizance of the considerable research which had clarified all the essential aspects of the 
slayings of I 597. For the first time the death of the individual Servants of God is recorded, as 
historically it did take place, on four different days and in four different localities, each 
identified, of the territory then called La Florida and now known as Georgia. Likewise, for the 
first time in the Franciscan Martyrology the name of Fray Francisco de Verascola is included, 
while that of Fray Pedro de Velasco is expunged. 

All these modifications perfecting the summary of the martyrdom as proclaimed in the 
current Martyrologium Franciscanum are the fruit ofintensive research carried out toward the 
close of the last century and in the first decades of the current one. In this connection, special 
credit is due to the program of the Colegio Cardenal Cisneros in Madrid, the house of historical 
studies founded in 1914 by the friars of the Spanish Provinces of the Franciscan Order. Its 
prestigious review, Archivo Ibero-Americana, since the foundation of the work has greatly 
facilitated the study of the missions in La Florida. The studies of Fr. Atanasio Lopez ( + 1944), 
Fr. Jose M. Pou y Marti (+1961), Fr. Fidel de Lajarza (+1971), Fr. Manuel de Castro and Fr. 
Ignacio Omaechevarria have proven particularly helpful in the task of clarifying the story of the 
Martyrs. Of particular merit and value was the publication by Fr. Lopez, in 1931-33, of the 
modern edition of Ore's Relacion de las Marti res que a avido en las Provincias de La Florida. 
It is the most complete and most detailed account of the martyrdom that has come from the 
period of the events. In the preparation of the Cause of the Georgia Martyrs it has rightly served 
as the basis for the historical analysis. 1 

THE SEVERAL PROCLAMATIONS 

13 Sept. Idibus Septembris, (Page 356) 

Apud Tolema/o pagum, in Florida Americae, Fassio Servi Dei Petri de Corpa, 
Sacerdotis et Martyris, qui dum Missam celebraturus ad ecclesiam ergeret, ab infidelibus 
proditorie impetitus, capite plexus est. 

In the village of Tolomato in Florida, America, the passion of the Servant of God 
Pedro de C01pa, Priest and Martyr, who while he was on his way to the church to celebrate 
Mass was treacherously a/lacked by infidels and beheaded 

This succinct statement is basically an accurate one-sentence summary of the information 
contained in Ore's account 2

. The circumstances of Fray Pedro's death have been described 
above. 3 

The site of the slaying is indicated as the Indian village ofTolomato, further identified 
as being (then) in Florida. Today the area is in the State of Georgia, but the actual site of the 

1See above, 87, 92-95. 

2Ore, ed. Lopez, I :793 Geiger, Martyrs, 73-74. 

3See above, 53-55, 73-74, 97. 
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slaying has not been established with certainty. One possibility is that it was on the Darien Bluff 
near the place which later was to be occupied by Fort King George, at the confluence of the 
Lower Bluff Creek and Black Island Creek at the mouth of the Altamaha River. By another 
hypothesis, the site of the Tolomato mission is on the Sutherland Bluff on the bank of the Sapelo 
River between the White Chimney River and the Bororo River, about three miles due south of 
the Shellman Bluff settlement. Ore makes mention of a foundation in Tolomato and another in 
Tupiqui in the early l 580's.' 

15 Sept. Decimo Kalendas Octobris, Page 359) 

Apud Asao, in Georgia Americae, passio Servi Dei Fra11cisci de Verascola. Sacerdotis 
et Martyris, qui a furie11tib11s i11dige11is crudelissime trucidatus est. 

At A.mo, in Georgia, America, the passion of the Servant of God Francisco de 
Verascola, Priest and Martyr, who was most cruelly slaughtered by raging natives. 

Under date of September 15, the first entry of the day recalls the martyrdom of Fray 
Francisco de Verascola. The personal history, the missionary experiences of Fray Francisco, and 
the circumstances of his death at his Mission on Asao have been adequately described already. 5 

In the Martyrologium Francisca1111111 the day assigned to the slaying of Fray Francisco 
de Verascola is the second in the series of the four separate entries referring to the Five Martyrs 
of Georgia. In our analysis of these four episodes, however, of set purpose we have assigned the 
last place to this happening. By this relatively minor transposition in the chronology, the 
sequence of events as presented in the more carefully organized primary sources -- and 
presumably also in fact -- is better maintained. 

The reason for this suggested modification is, firstly, that Ore's Relacion Hist6rica, the 
most reliable and the best-organized of the sources of our information about the slayings, 
recounts this episode as the last in the series. Moreover, the internal logic of the events demands 
such a sequence. The rebels, having first killed Fray Pedro at Tolomato on September 14, almost 
necessarily would direct their murderous attention to the neighboring mission at Tupiqui before 
moving to either one of the two remaining missions where they were expecting to find victims, 
that is, to Guale (St. Catherines) Island or to Asao (St. Simons) Island. Most telling against the 
sequence of events as suggested by the dating in the Martyrologium -- which would make the 
slaying of Fray Francisco come immediately following that of Fray Pedro at Tolomato -- is the 
matter of logistics. Of all the mission stations Asao was the most distant from the center of 
hostile operations; the time which would have been needed to travel to Asao, the most remote 
of the missions from the center in Guale, would have opened the possibility that the Spaniards 
meanwhile might organize some form of resistance and reprisal, and so the plan to eliminate 
entirely the friars' work would be endangered. For that reason, the rebels logically determined 
to eliminate next Fray Blas at Tupiqui, as Ore's account implies. 

16 Sept. Decimo sex to Kalendas Octobris, (Page 361) 

'Ore, ed. Lopez, I: 76; Geiger, Martyrs, 43. 

5See above, 65-69, 95-96. 
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' ' 

Apud Topoqui pagum, in Florida, passio Servi Dei Blasii Rodriguez de Monte 

Sacerdotis et Martyris, qui, celebrato Missae Sacrificio, coram altari genujlexus, a barbaris 

indigenis immanissime trucidatus est. 

In the village of Tupi qui, in Florida, the passion of the Senm,t of God Blas Rodriguez 

de Monte, Priest and Martyr, who after having celebrated the sacrifice of the Mass, kneeling 

before the altar, was most cruelly slain by barbarian natives. 

In its directness this proclamation of the martyrdom of Fray Blas Rodriguez does not 

contradict, in any notable way, the account given by Ore, though necessarily it omits many 

details which enhance the story. It does not mention the martyr's request, which surprisingly the 

Indians honored, to be allowed to offer Mass, or his loving gesture in distributing among the 

faithful who had gathered around him the small objects he had for his personal use. It omits his 

noble words accepting his imminent death, and his exhortation to the rebels (among whom he 

recognized some of those he had instructed and baptized in the Faith) that they seek God's 

pardon for their evil deed. After two days of preparing for death, according to Ore's account, 

Fray Blas was slain with a blow of a stone hatchet, which caused his brains to spill out on the 

ground. 6 

Cited in the proclamation as the place of the martyrdom is Tupiqui, the Indian village on 

the mainland, only about 15 kilometers from Tolomato, where the first slaying had taken place. 

It is in the present State of Georgia, though at the time of the slaughter the whole region was 

called La Florida by the Spaniards. As was Tolomato, Tupiqui was one of the missions longer 

established in the province of Guale. It is thought to have been situated at a bend of South 

Newport River, not far from Espogaclie, the seat of the chief of the Guale Indians. It is 

tentatively placed in northeastern McIntosh County, directly inland from Oldinar Island and 

Cedar Hammock, near Eulonia. 

It would not have been difficult for the rampaging Indians to go through the woods from 

Tolomato to Tupiqui, to arrive there on September 14, the day following the slaughter of Fray 

Pedro. The date assigned by the Martyrology for the death of Fray Blas, September 16, agrees 

neatly with the description of events supplied by Ore, who speaks of a first encounter ( very likely 

on September 14) between the missionary and his future assassins, and then his actual murder 

two days later (September 16). During the two-day interlude, while the bloodthirsty natives were 

discussing their future actions and laying plans for their conquests, the missionary had time to 

prepare devoutly and calmly for the imminent sacrifice of his life.7 

The name of the Servant of God as given in the Martyrology is Blas Rodriguez de 

Monte. It is only in this Martyrology that we have found the surname of this friar as here 

indicated: Rodriguez de Monte. In no early account is he so called. Seemingly the editors of the 

Martyrologium Franciscanum adopted this solution for a troubling problem traceable to 

Torquemada's account of the martyrdom. The early authors -- Ore, Daza, Serrate -- call him 

Fray Blas Rodriguez; Torquemada calls him Fray Blas de Montes. At the time of the events of 

1597 there was indeed in La Florida a friar by the name of Fray Blas de Montes, who had arrived 

6See above, 74-75; Ore, ed. Lopez, I :95; Geiger, Martyrs, 75-76. 

7Ibid. 
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with the group of new missionaries in that year, 1597. That he was not the martyr, however, we 
know from the fact that he was delegated to accompany Governor Canzo and the military 
expedition which, after the Revolt, set out to discover and apprehend the rebels who had slain 
the five missionaries. 8 

17 Sept. Decimo Quinto Kalendas Octobris, (Page 362) 

In Amelia, insula Floridae, passio Servorum Dei Michaelis de Aiion, sive de Oceania, 
Sacerdotis, et Antonii de Badajoz, Laici, qui iteratis c/avae ictibus in capite percussi, hostiae 
suavissimae ante a/tare pro Christo occubuere. 

On Amelia Island in Florida, the passion of the Servants of God Miguel de Aiion (or de 
Oceania), a Priest, and Antonio de Badajoz, a Lay Brother, who in front of the altar as most 
pleasing victims died/or Christ as the result of repeated blows of a cudgel on the head 

Under date of September 17, in the fifth proclamation of the day, the 1938 edition of the 
Martyrologium Franciscanum cites Fray Miguel de Afion and Fray Antonio de Badajoz. The 
two Servants of God, who were stationed at the one mission, were put to death on the same 
occasion. On the strength of the documents bearing on the Cause, however, it is certain that the 
martyrdom did not take place on Amelia Island, but rather on St. Catherines Island. St. 
Catherines, known also as Guale, is some 50 or 60 kilometers to the North of Amelia and in 
what is now the State of Georgia. The correct indication of place ought therefore to read: "On 
St. Catherines Island in Georgia." 

All the contemporary documents bear out the truth that the slaying of these two friars 
took place on Guale (i.e., St. Catherines) Island. Ore in his Relacion says that the site of this 
double act of violence was Guale Island near Tolomato (la isla de Guale, que estaba cerca); 9 as 
a matter of fact, the northern reaches of St. Catherines Island lie directly east of Tupiqui; and 
Tolomato was on the Sound which,was the water-highway leading to the mission on Guale. Also 
Ore says that the body of Fray Miguel was buried at the foot of the large mission-cross which 
he had erected, and that six years later the bones were removed and taken to San Agustin. 10 

Neither in 1597 nor in 1603 did a mission exist on Amelia. The extensive excavations currently 
being carried out with spectacular success on St. Catherines have proved the presence there for 
many decades of a flourishing mission. 

The date assigned in the Martyrology, September 17, agrees with the best sources. Even 
though no contemporary source explicitly identifies the day and the month, in the sequence of 
the four different acts of violence that date fits in quite neatly and logically. Accepting September 
14 as the time of the slaying of Fray Pedro and the outbreak of the Juanillo Revolt, followed by 
the slaying of Fray Blas on the morning of the 16th, the chronology points to the 17th as the day 
when the rebels landed on Guale (St. Catherines) Island. The time required to travel by canoe 
from Tupiqui to Guale would not have been more than several hours. 

8See above, 95, I 07°08. 

9Ore, ed. Lopez, I :94; Geiger, Martyrs, 74. 

10Ore, ed. Lopez, I :94-95; Geiger, Martyrs, 75. 
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All indications are that the rebels, once on the island, lost no time in dispatching the 

victims, for they had previously sent word to the local cacique that the two missionaries were 

doomed to be killed. The friendly local chief had informed the friars of the plan to kill them, 

urging them to accept his help in heading to the safety of the mission of San Pedro to the south 

(on present-day Cumberland Island). Declining, the priest and the lay brother had calmly 

prepared themselves for death, Fray Miguel celebrating Mass, at which, we presume, Fray 

Antonio communicated the Sacred Host. 11 

The surname of Fray Miguel is here given as de A11011 sive de Oceania. Preferring to cite 

the two ape!ativos which are variously used for this martyr, the editors seem to be resorting to 

a compromise in the face of a persistent dilemma. Among the early sources we find a similar 

ambiguity. In Ore, as edited by Lopez, Fray Miguel is consistently called de A1111011; 

Omaechevarria, however, makes a point of correcting that to de Aiion. We have accepted the 

latter form, de Aiion, as does the Martyrologium which in Latin reads de Anon, presumably de 

Aiion being intended. It has not yet been clarified as to whether that appellation is a family name 

or merely a toponym; if a place-name, the question is further complicated by the fact that there 

seem to be three places in Spain called Aiion -- a municipality in the Province of Saragossa, and 

two villages in the Province of Corufia; as well as one place called Aunon in the Province of 

Guadalajara. And in the Province of Toledo there is a place called Ocana.12 

The immediate circumstances of the double slaying are briefly alluded to in the 

martyrology reading. The text, calling the martyrs "most pleasing victims," adopts a quasi 

liturgical expression to describe the sentiments with which the two friars accepted their 

immolation. Once aware of their impending death, the priest and his associate took part in the 

sacrifice of the Mass and spent more than four hours in prayer -- prayer surely of resignation, 

of faith and hope and love of God. It was a prolonged and most extraordinary thanksgiving after 

Mass and Communion. Though no contemporary account specifies the exact spot of the 

slaughter, the text of the martyrology is undoubtedly right in saying they died "before the altar." 13 

Ore speaks of "one blow of the hatchet-or cudgel" as the proximate cause of Fray 

Antonio's death. As the assassins had such respect for the courtly Fray Miguel that they were 

hesitating in their plan to kill him, a non-baptized Indian came up from behind and knocked him 

unconscious with a blow of a club. When the faithful of the place ran to his defense, another 

pagan Indian came from behind and with an extremely heavy blow of a cudgel split his skull, 

spilling his brains on the ground. 14 

''See above, 62, 75. 

12See above, 59. 

13Cf. Ore, ed. Lopez, 1 :94; Geiger, Martyrs, 75. See above, 75. 

"Ibid. 
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CHAPTER XIV 

HISTORY OF THE CAUSE 

DELAY IN INSTITUTING THE CAUSE 

Though Fray Pedro de Corp a and his Companions were slain as the sixteenth century was 
drawing to a close, the formal inauguration of the Cause for their Beatification and Canonization 
did not take place until well into the twentieth century. The lapse of more than three and a half 
centuries does not, however, imply that the awareness of their sacrifice had been lost sight of. 
As was demonstrated in the preceding chapter of this Report, their story and the memory of their 
heroic witness to the Gospel had been kept alive in diverse chronicles and had continued to be 
recalled in sources directed more to specialized groups than to a general audience. 

Among the several historical reasons for the delay in any organized effort to inaugurate 
a movement for canonizing these heroes of the Catholic missionary history of North America, 
perhaps the most telling was the direct consequence of the geographic location in which their 
martyrdom had taken place. The several sites where these five Servants of God died are in a 
remote section of that State known as Georgia. Even the very name "Georgia" subtly insinuates 
the eclipse of Catholicism by the Protestant ethos: it speaks of the domination by the Protestant 
House ofHanover over the land which once was part of La Florida, the land discovered and first 
settled by Spaniards who called it La Isla de la Pascua Florida. 

The martyrdom of these five missionaries in the sixteenth century took place in the area 
now called Georgia, precisely in that North American state of which the population, even in this 
day, has almost the lowest percentage of Catholics among all the States on the continent. 
The-culture of Georgia for the last two and a half centuries has been quite largely devoid of any 
awareness of its Catholic beginnings, and until a period still in the memory of many was well 
known for anti-Catholic bias and discrimination. 

Georgia tended to ignore -- even ifwe do not want to use the term "to repudiate" -- the 
part which the Catholic Church had in its period preceding the English takeover in 1763. By the 
mid-eighteenth century there had occurred a drastic break with the Catholic beginning of the 
emerging State of Georgia. Almost of set purpose, it might seem, the memory of the early, 
once-flourishing chain of missions, with many thousands of settled Indians, was well on the way 
to near-complete oblivion. In time, even the few Catholics who remained in the State of Georgia 
-- and certainly even more so the general population of that State and even of the United States 
as a whole -- were quite unaware of what in ages past the Catholic Church had been and had 
done in the region. 

Even without any conscious effort to denigrate the Catholic beginnings of the State, in 
such an atmosphere there would be little sympathy toward any and every aspect of Catholic life 
and Catholic traditions. Especially uncongenial would be the notion that heroes of that remote 
and vaguely unpopular Catholic period deserved to be honored in any special way. Ifin Georgia 
among the non-Catholic population there was little or no awareness of the story of the Martyrs, 
certainly there was no ground swell even among the relatively few Catholics of that State to 
propose the Martyrs for the honors of the altar. 

THE MARTYRS' STORY HARDLY KNOWN 
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Prior to the take-over of the former Spanish territory by the Protestant ethos, and 
thereafter even more completely, other untoward circumstances had contributed to lessen the 
awareness of our nation's mission period, at the same time obfuscating the memory of the 
martyrdom of these Servants of God. 

Whatever literature would perpetuate the saga of the friars and their deeds was written 
almost exclusively in Spanish, and for the most part published in Spain. For centuries, Spain has 
had a history of recurrent anticlericalism; and this did not fail to cast its shadow on Spain's 
literary output. In anti-clerical Spain, if the protagonists of any event were priests or religious, 
there was less than enthusiastic acceptance of what should have been recognized as the story of 
heroic living and dying. 

Add to that the fact that the American reading public, in general, shared a widespread 
indifference to things Hispanic. In North American scholarly and intellectual circles, until well 
into the twentieth century, the story of the Spanish colonizing effort in the United States and in 
Latin America occupied a decidedly secondary place. Acerbating that problem, in Spain itself 
interest in those former colonies which had passed to the orbit of AngloAmerican culture was 
not intense. If for commercial or strategic reasons United States interest in Latin America and 
the Philippines did gradually grow, the story of Spain's two centuries in La Florida was rarely 
recalled or expounded. Relatively little resource material treating of Spain's role in our history 
was available to scholars and researchers, while the ordinary reader would have had little or no 
interest in-discovering the full story of our national beginning. 

For an accumulation of these many factors, universities and centers of research and 
scholarship in the United States quite generally were indifferent to, when not deliberately 
disdainful of, the part played by Catholic Spain in the development of the land. 

A CHURCH IN THE CATACOMBS 

Because of the many difficulties which delayed and impeded its development, the 
enterprise of La Florida for decades stood on the brink of being terminated. In the early 1600's, 
even some of the friars were not optimistic about the future of the work centered in San Agustin. 
The Crown was at best ambivalent about persevering in the undertaking, for the great expense 
of maintaining the work seemed to hold little promise ofan adequate return. Compared with the 
wealth that had been discovered and was being extracted from the advanced indigenous 
civilizations ofMexico, Peru, and Yucatan, the material return from the colony of La Florida was 
almost insignificant. True, the importance of the peninsula for protecting the seas and the 
maritime route between the wealth-producing colonies and the mother country was not to be 
despised: but the expense of maintaining that outpost was a constant and ever-heavier drain on 
Spain's resources. At last, in 1763, seemingly without great regrets, after two centuries of heavy 
investment, Spain ceded the territory of La Florida to England. 

Spain's low view of the material importance of the area was to a large degree reflected 
in the relatively scant development in matters ecclesiastical in Florida (including modern-day 
Georgia). Though there had been some passing visits by bishops from Cuba, it was not until 
1735 that an Auxiliary Bishop of Santiago de Cuba, the Franciscan Don Francisco de San 
Buenaventura y Tejada, took up residence in the disintegrating colony. Another century and 
more were to go by before (in 1857) the first ecclesial division, a vicariate apostolic, would be 
established in the peninsula. It is not too far from reality to say that even in Florida's Spanish 
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period due recognition was scarcely given to the early heroes of the Faith who, at the cost of 

great sacrifices, had planted the Church in a land which seemed to offer so little promise for the 

future. 

In the meantime. that area of La Florida now known as Georgia had been effectively 

absorbed by the English colonists infiltrating south from the Carolinas. When in 1763 the whole 

territory of what once was known as La Florida was ceded by treaty to England, after years of 

struggling to stay alive the Catholic Church entered the catacombs. In England itself, from the 

time of the Reformation, there was a virulent hatred and a paranoid distrust of the old Faith. In 

the New World, wherever England became dominant, the same anti-Catholic spirit took root and 

flourished. Georgia followed the same pattern, and in the long years before the area was 

admitted to Statehood in the Republic, its repudiation of the Catholic Faith had grown in 

intensity. It is no wonder that this undeveloped and largely isolated territory was bereft of any 

vital sense of having once been part of the ancient Faith. Certainly there was no notable 

preoccupation with discovering or glorifying the record of the heroic sacrifices once made there 

for establishing the Church. The Church, sadly, was just short of being moribund. And with the 

condition, interest in the Martyrs of 1597 had languished. 

Despite these unfavorable circumstances, on a wider stage the witness which these five 

Servants of God had given to the sanctity of Christian Marriage was not entirely forgotten. In 

diverse ways the knowledge of their sacrifice for the teachings of Christ was kept alive in the 

Church Universal. 

THE ZEAL OF BISHOP VEROT 

In early 1857 the territory of Eastern Florida was made a vicariate, and in the following 

year the first Vicar was named in the person of a French Sulpician who for more than a quarter 

of a century had been working as a missionary in Maryland. In his first pastoral letter ( dated 

August 28, 1858) Bishop Augustin Verot referred to "the purest blood of martyrs" which in 

centuries past had bedewed the soil of Florida. It was an obvious reference to (among others) 

the Five Martyrs of 1597, who in the area of the new ecclesiastical unit had given their testimony 

to Christ. In the same pastoral letter the new bishop paid tribute to the "devoted and self-denying 

missionaries who had set at nought everything that the world holds dear, for the sake of diffusing 

the light of heaven among those who are sitting in the shadow ofdeath." 1 

With the desire to build, if possible, on the labors of those missionaries who for almost 

two hundred years had ministered to the native people of the former Spanish possession, early 

in the administration of his office the zealous bishop sent an emissary to the few remaining 

Indians with an offer to undertake anew the work of their spiritual care. Though the offer was 

refused, it stands as a testimony to his understanding and appreciation of what the missionaries 

of the past had done in their day for the native people. The bishop was in a very deep sense 

aware of what the martyrdom of I 597 had meant for the nascent Church in his missionary 

territory. Though exact historical details were yet to be uncovered, some popular traditions 

persisted as to the persons of the Martyrs, as also in reference to the sites of their apostolate and 

'Pastoral Letter of the Right Reverend Bishop Vero/ to the Catholics of Florida (St. 

Augustine, August 28, 1858), quoted by Michael V. Gannon, Rebel Bishop: The Life and Era 

of Augustin Vero/ (Milwaukee: Bruce Publishing Co., 1964) 27. 
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their sacrifice. Confused though these traditions may have become with the passing of some 

centuries, they prove that there was a certain popular awareness that the martyrs' shedding of 

their blood was a glorious beginning of Christianity in the region. Some fifteen years later, as one 

of the last acts of this singularly zealous bishop, Verot put the new church edifice which he had 

erected at Fernandina under the patronage of St. Michael. This he did for the express purpose 

of honoring the memory of Fray Miguel de Aiion, one of the Five Martyrs. A misunderstanding 

of some historical events had popularly-- and erroneously-- put the site of Fray Miguel's slaying 

on Amelia Island, near Fernandina, in Florida rather than on St. Catherine's Island in present-day 

Georgia, as we now know. The bishop's wish to perpetuate in this manner the memory of one 

of the Five Martyrs shows that he was convinced that the blood of the Martyrs was the seed of 

the Church confided to his care. 2 

THE CONTRIBUTION OF HISTORIANS 

At about the same time that Bishop Verot's gestures were manifesting his recognition of 

the work and the sacrifice of the early missionaries in the territory of old La Florida, scientific 

historians were undertaking the difficult work of unearthing exact details about the deaths of 

these friars. In the preceding chapter of this Report we have already noted the work of Father 

Panfilo da Magliano and John Gilmary Shea in bringing to light hitherto unknown details of the 

1597 slayings. 

Magliano's clarifying of the identity of the victims, and Shea's bolstering of the new 

information on the basis of unassailable documentation, mark a turning point in the history of 

the move to bring to the altars the Martyrs of I 597. 

AN OLD SOURCE REDISCOVERED 

The early decades of the present century saw the publication of various studies which 

served to bolster the hope that a cause for the canonization of the Five Martyrs of Georgia might 

indeed be organized and carried to a happy conclusion. Chief among these studies, is the 

two-volume work: Relacion Hist6rica de La Florida escrita en el Siglo XVII, published in 

Madrid in the early I 930's. This publication, edited by Fr. Atanasio Lopez, O.F.M., is a 

reprinting, with notes and supplementary material, of a work first published within the first 

quarter-century following the slaying of the Five Martyrs of 1597: Relaci611 de los Mar/ires que 

a avido en las Provincias de La Florida. 

The author of the original Relacion was Fray Luis Jeronimo de Ore, O.F.M. 

(1554-1630), in his day a well-known figure in his native Peru and in Florida, as well as in Rome 

and Spain. 

First printed shortly after 1618, Ore's Relacion was lost sight of for many years, when 

only a few copies were known to exist. Father Atanasio Lopez, however, rescued it from this 

undeserved and unfortunate oblivion by.his re-edition of 1931, enriching it with a SO-page 

Introduction. In 1933, a complementary volume was published, consisting of subsidiary 

documents to illustrate the original work.3 

2"Episcopal Acts," 177, cited by Gannon, Rebel Bishop, 243. 

3See above, 87-88, 92-95 .. 
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COOPERATIVE FACTORS IN RESEARCH 

By reason of several new undertakings, in the present century research into the history 
of Franciscan missionary activity in the New World expanded enormously. In this connection, 
perhaps the most significant development was the establishment in Spain ofa center for historical 
studies largely dedicated to that specific theme. 

In 1914 the several Franciscan Provinces of Spain covenanted to maintain a studium 
dedicated to research into all aspects of the Franciscan movement as it developed in, and spread 
from, the Iberian Peninsula to other parts of the world. The seat of the coetus sociontm is in 
Madrid, the national capital. The Colegio Cardenal Cisneros ( so named in honor of the renowned 
15th-century Cardinal-Regent) houses a magnificant library of25,000 volumes related in some 
way or measure to the theme ofFranciscanism in Spain and in other parts of the world to which 
Spanish missionaries brought the Gospel. From that center, there are issued occasional 
monographs and specialized studies that fall within the purview of the Colegio's program. 

In the year ofits founding, the Colegio launched an historical journal which during these 
subsequent decades has maintained the highest standards of scholarship. The Archivo 
/bero-Americano contains articles, documents, notes and reviews, which are a mine of 
information on various themes within the scope of the Colegio's purpose. The Archivo, a 
quarterly, was published without interruption from 1914 to the year 193 6 (First Series), when 
it was temporarily discontinued because of the Spanish Civil War. Renewing publication when 
conditions permitted in 1941 (Second Series), to this day the prestigious review continues to 
bring material of the highest significance for research in the history of Franciscan missionary 
activity. The files of the Archivo Ibero-Americana are exceptionally rich with fundamental 
material for the Cause of the Georgia Martyrs. 

Largely patterned after the Spanish institution, a similar foundation was established in 
1944 by the Franciscan Provinces of the United States. With its seat in suburban Washington, 
D.C., the Academy of American Franciscan History was planned "to investigate in a scientific 
way, and to preserve the record of, Franciscan activity in the Americas." In nearly the half 
century of its existence, especially through its monograph series (which has attained the 
impressive figure of fifty volumes), and less directly through its quarterly review The Americas, 
the purpose of the Academy as specified in its statutes was promoted, with at least some indirect 
benefits for the Cause of the Georgia Martyrs. Relatively little attention was directed to the area 
of the Florida missions as such; yet the interest which the Academy focused on the Spanish 
heritage in the New World has served in a general way to lay the groundwork for the Cause of 
the Georgia Martyrs. 

THE CRYSTALLIZING OF A HOPE 

For three centuries and more, as was demonstrated in a previous chapter of this Report, 
in theMartyrologium Franciscanum the names and the story of the-Five Martyrs of Georgia had 
been recalled with reverent affection. In every Franciscan foundation throughout the world, 
wherever the daily choral chanting of the liturgical hour of Prime included the solemn 
commemoration of the Saints and Blessed and other Servants of God belonging to the Seraphic 
Family, annually the sacrifice of these five friars was recalled and proposed for the edification 
of the sons and daughters of St. Francis. In many places also, at the principal communal meal, 
the daily reading of the martyrology in the vernacular perhaps even more clearly brought to the 
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knowledge of the friars and nuns of the Seraphic Family the story of these heroes of the Cross 
slain in a scarcely known area of the New World. Thus, in that lengthy period of over 300 years, 
if for reasons which have been outlined in the preceding pages no special effort had been made 
to open a formal process looking to their canonization by the Church, their memory was not 
allowed to die but was kept alive by their proudly grateful Franciscan Family. 

THE ROLE OF THE FRANCISCAN EDUCATIONAL CONFERENCE 

Founded in 1919 as an association of members of the three branches of the Friars Minor, 
the Franciscan Educational Conference each year until the early l 970's congregated friars from 
all sections of the United States to discuss selected topics touching on their spiritual and 
professional life. The determined and organized effort to promote the canonization of the Five 
Martyrs of Georgia was largely the result of the meeting of the Conference which was held in 
Santa Barbara, California, in 1936. The theme of that meeting, the eighteenth since the 
establishment of the Conference, was "Franciscan History of North America."4 

The paper titled "Spanish Franciscans in the Southeast" was prepared and delivered by 
Fr. Diomede Pohlkamp, O.F.M. He began his exposition by quoting the highly respected non­
Catholic historian of the California missions, Dr. Herbert Bolton, who had written in the 
American Historical Review (1917, p. 45): "If there were twenty-one missions in California, 
there were ... more in Florida .... At one time the California missions had over 30,000 Indians 
under instruction, but a century and a half earlier the missions of Florida ... had an equal 
number. "5 Father Diomede in his exposition gave due prominence to the story of the 1597 
uprising of the Gu ales and the slaying of the five friars. 6 

Another participant in the meeting was Father Maynard Geiger. In the previous year he 
had finished doctoral studies in Hispanic-American History at the Catholic University of 
America, and as his dissertation had published The Franciscan Conquest of Florida 
(1573-1618). Of the seven chapters into which this extraordinarily thorough work is divided, 
chapter III consisting of 40 pages treats "The Government of Gonzalo Mendez de Canzo and 
the Guale Revolt, 1596-1598."7 Liberally citing documentary sources, the doctoral candidate 
presents the story of the slaying in a setting of historical facts. A concluding section of the 
printed dissertation is titled "Essay on the Sources," and occupies almost thirty tightpacked 
pages of bibliography. 8 It is understood that not all his references deal with the martyrdom, but 
in some way or other all the items give the setting for, and help to clarify, the slaying of 1597. 

4Franciscan History of North America, Franciscan Educational Conference, Report 
of the Eighteenth Annual Meeting, Santa Barbara, Califomia, August 2-4, 1936 (Brookland, 
Washington, D.C.: Franc. Ed. Conf., Office of the Secretary, Capuchin College). 

5Ibid., 124. 

6lbid., 130-31. 

7Geiger, Conquest, 71-115. 

'Ibid., 269-94. 
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At the Santa Barbara meeting, Father Marion Habig, whose future work was to build on 
and reflect his special interest in the promotion of many causes of saintly Franciscans, gave a 
paper titled "The Franciscan Martyrs ofNorth America."9 This well-documented study (which 
in the Report of the meeting comprises over 50 pages) was a pioneer attempt to list all the friars 
slain for the Faith in the United States, Canada, Mexico and Central America. His list of 106 
friars subsequently underwent some modifications, but basically it remains to this day a valid 
enumeration. 10 Included in the paper is a detailed account of the martyrdom of the Five Servants 
of God, Fray Pedro de Corpa and his Companions. 11 On August 4, before the closing of the 
meeting the fifty one friars who had participated signed a petition addressed in Latin to the 
Postulator General of the Order, asking that at least some of the friars on the list, for the glory 
of God and the honor of the Franciscan Order, be considered officially by the Holy See for the 
honors of the altars. 12 What answer was given to the petition is not known. Certainly, however, 
the petition was the beginning of a concerted effort which, in a relatively short time, was to 
crystalize into the official promotion of the Cause of the Five Franciscan Martyrs of Georgia. 

A LESSON FROM FAILURES 

The lack ofan enthusiastic reception on the part of the Franciscan Postulation General 
in Rome was the same fate which attended a similar request made directly to the Holy See by 
the Hierarchy of the United States about the same time. Inspired perhaps by the then recent 
beatification of the 136 English Martyrs of the Protestant Reformation (December 15, 1929), 
as early as the l 930's the bishops of the United States moved for a like favor for this country. 
In 1941 the hierarchy at their annual meeting submitted a petition to the Holy Father to beatify 
118 missionaries -- among them the Five Franciscan Martyrs of Georgia -- who within the 
borders of the country had given their lives for the Faith in the period 1542-1886. What answer 
was given to this request, signed by Cardinal Dennis Dougherty as President of the National 
Catholic Welfare Conference, and transmitted to the Sacred Congregation of Rites by 
Archbishop Amleto Giovanni Cicognani, the Apostolic Delegate, is not of public knowledge. In 
any event, no further developments are known to have followed the request. 

From the failure of these two attempts to institute a corporate Cause of Martyrs who 
among themselves were not associated in place and time, it became unquestionably clear that the 
Franciscan Order should concentrate its efforts on one individual martyr, or on a group of 
martyrs who died at the same time and in the same general geographic area and for the same 
specific reason. A simple and clear provision of the Code of Canon Law then in effect (Codex 
Juris Ca11011ici, 1999-2041) did indeed preclude the grouping together of martyrs from several 
areas and diverse times. The Holy See was not disposed even to consider a precedent-setting 
exception to the norm. 

More and more there began to evolve the conviction that the Martyrs of Georgia --

9Fra11cisca11 Histo,y, 274-329. 

'
0Ibid., 324-29. 

"Ibid., 308-09. 

12Ibid., 322-24, 329-30. 
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' 

members of the one missionary undertaking, slain for the same reason and within the period of 
one week in J 597 -- presented the required oneness. Moreover, thanks to the quiet work which 
historians had been carrying out during the previous several decades, a cursory familiarity with 
the historical sources ofknowledge of their story established aprima-jacie belief that their death 
was an incontestable martyrdom according to the classical understanding that had evolved over 
the centuries. The conviction was growing that a Cause for the Beatification and Canonization 
of the Five Martyrs of Georgia would meet all the requirements of the Church. Their case 
seemingly corresponds with the succinct definition of martyrdom given in the current manuals 
of theology: Mars to/era/a pro fide au/ pro alia virtute christiana (Death accepted because of 
the Faith or another Christian virtue). 

THE CAUSE IS ORGANIZED 

A providential opportunity for promoting the process looking to the canonization of the 
Five Martyrs of Georgia presented itself when in 1947 Father Mathias Faust -- a member of the 
New York Province of the Most Holy Name -- was named Procurator General of the Order of 
Friars Minor. That office, the second-highest in the Order, required that he reside in Rome, 
where, according to the Code of Canon Law then in effect and the then-current General 
Constitutions of the Order, his special duties were to conduct all dealings of the Order with the 
various dicasteries of the Holy See. 

A friar of exceptionally varied administrative experience, Father Mathias had been 
Minister Provincial of Holy Name Province, with headquarters in New York, for four terms 
(I 9 I 9-22, I 922-25, I 931-34, I 934-37). During the years ofWorld War II (1942-46) he had held 
the office of Delegate General for North America. At that time he had fostered the search for 
a selected friar or group of friars from among all the martyrs to be proposed for the honors of 
the altars. Now in his Roman post of greater authority and prestige, he was in an advantageous 
position to perceive the spirit and the practice of the Holy See in handling Causes looking to the 
canonization of Saints. He was thus in a favorable spot to orient the choice of which, from the 
many possible Servants of God, should be selected and proposed first. 

With the consent of the General Definitorium of the Order of Friars Minor, acting in the 
name of Father Pacifico Perantoni, Minister General, and in his own capacity as Procurator 
General of the whole Order, on July 16, 1950, Father Mathias appointed Father Marion Habig 
to the position of Pro-Postulator for the Cause of the Five Franciscan Martyrs of Georgia. 

In pursuit of that objective, in September of that same year the Postulator General of the 
Order, Father Fortunato Scipioni, set up a Commission to collect all available documents which 
would aid the Holy See in the eventual judgment of the Cause. The three members of the 
Historical Commission were (in Spain) Father Ignacio Omaechevarria, and (in the United States) 
Father Marion Habig, resident in St. Louis, and Father Alexander Wyse, Director of the 
Academy of American Franciscan History in Washington, D.C. 

The search for and the investigation of the Spanish sources was committed to Father 
Omaechevarria, a researcher ofrenown, whose popular Sangre Viscaina en las Pa11ta11os de La 
Florida (Victoria, 1947), while focusing specifically on the Basque friar who was one of the 
Five, had already publicized the story of these Spanish missionaries of the sixteenth century. In 
the Archives of the Indies, Seville, he examined the original documents dating from the era of 
the actual slaughter; most of these had already been transcribed by American researchers and 
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were available to students in the form ofphotostats or typescripts in the Manuscript Division of 
the Library of Congress (Stetson Collection) in Washington, D.C. Father Omaechevarria's 
patient study of the pertinent sixteenth and seventeenth century sources was published in a 
critical edition under the title Mar/ires Franciscanos de Gemgia. /nformes Relaciones sabre su 
Muer/e (Madrid, 1955). In addition, these documents with Omaechevarria's commentary were 
issued in the scholarly journal Mi,1;1·io11a/ia Hispanica Vol. XII, nos. 34 and 35 (1955) of the 
Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Cientificas, Madrid. 

In November of 1957, at the annual meeting of the American Hierarchy, Archbishop John 
M. Gannon, of Erie, submitted a proposal that the bishops petition the Holy See for a favorable 
acceptance of the Cause of the Five Martyrs of Georgia, as in 1884 the Fathers of the III Plenary 
Council of Baltimore had done in the Cause of the Eight Jesuit Martyrs of North America 
(eventually beatified in 1925 and canonized in 1930). 

With the zeal and capacity which had made him an outstanding promoter of things 
Franciscan, during the next twenty to twenty-five years, Father Marion labored indefatigably to 
make the Cause known. He issued an historically accurate and attractive brochure, containing 
a prayer authorized by Most Rev. Raymond W. Lessard, Bishop of Savannah, for their 
Beatification. Similarly he published many articles on the topic of martyrdom in different 
magazines. He listed these Servants of God in the appendix of his book, Saints of the Americas 
(Our Sunday Visitor, 1974). With the exception ofa brief period in 1976-77, when a priest of 
the Atlanta Archdiocese, Rev. Richard J. Lopez, was given the office, Father Marion continued 
to hold the title and discharge the duties of Vice Postulator, Father Habig, to whom the Cause 
owes a debt of gratitude, passed to his eternal reward on November 22, 1984. 

THE PROCESS IS INSTITUTED 

Because in his 77th year, Father Marion felt unable to devote to the task the time and 
effort he knew the Cause merited, late in 1979 he requested that another friar, and preferably one 
of Holy Name Province (within which territory the martyrdom had taken place), be appointed. 
With the approval of the Minister Provincial, Father Charles Finnegan, and the Definitorium of 
the Province, Father Alexander Wyse was named Vice Postulator by a decree of the Postulator 
General, Father Antonio Cairoli, the decree dated December 3, 1979. 

Informed of this appointment, Bishop Lessard wrote in January of I 980 to assure the 
Vice Postulator of "full support and cooperation in pursuing the canonical process of this 
Cause." In fulfillment of that promise, Bishop Lessard has proven more than an interested 
Ordinary. He has been gracious in publicly recalling that by the sacrifice of their lives in the 
sixteenth century, the Five Martyrs of Georgia laid the foundations of his Particular Church of 
the Diocese of Savannah. 

The first of several organizational meetings to plan the groundwork for instituting the 
Process took place under the presidency of Bishop Lessard on November I 9, I 980. In addition 
to the Vice Postulator, there were present Father Francis Muller, O.F.M. (who had been asked 
to serve as canonical consultant) and representatives of the clergy of the diocese, namely, Rev. 
Francis J. Nelson (of the Diocesan Chancery), Rev. Joseph A. Costello, S.M., and Rev. John 
Marquand! (pastors of the territory of the separate slayings); for part of the session, Sister 
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Felicitas Power, R.S.M., at that time engaged in archival work in the Diocesan Chancery, also 
participated. The fruit of the meeting was a clearer notion of the steps to be followed in ordering 
the process in all its ramifications. 

New canonical provisions had been introduced after Vatican II by the motu proprio 
Sanctitas Clarior, issued by Pope Paul VI on March 19, I 969. The most notable innovations 
introduced by this document were the determination that only one process need to be initiated 
to gather proofs for opening a cause, as also the right conferred on the local ordinary to institute 
a cause on his own authority with a previous 11ihil obstat from the Holy See. Since seemingly 
all the requirements for soliciting the 11ihil obs/at were satisfied, the decision was made at this 
meeting officially to start the Cause. 

With a view to obtaining the necessary 11ihil obstat, on October 9, 1981, in Rome, the 
Vice Postulator delivered to the Postulator General of the Franciscan Order for transmission to 
the Sacred Congregation for the Causes of Saints, a bulky dossier containing the following 
documentation: 

0 I - the Supp/ex libel/us from Father Cairoli to Bishop Lessard, dated September 11, 
1981 

02 - letter from Bishop Lessard to Cardinal Pietro Palazzini, Prefect of the Congregation 
for the Causes of Saints, dated September 22, 1981 

03 - a brief summary of the martyrdom of the Servants of God 

04 - a total of seventeen postulatory letters from various archbishops, bishops, priests, 
religious and lay groups, including one from Archbishop John R. Roach, President of the 
National Conference of Catholic Bishops, informing the Holy Father that the Administrative 
Committee voted to petition the Holy Father for permission to open the proceedings of the 
Cause 

05 - photostat copies of the documents published as an appendix to the article "Martires 
Franciscanos de Georgia: lnforme e Relaciones sobre su Muerte" by Fr. Ignacio Omaechevarria 
in Missio11alia Hfapa11ica, Ano XII, Num. 35, (Madrid, 1955) 

06 - the !11dice Nominal and the !ndice de Materias for those documents 

07 - photostat copies of the originals of those same documents preserved in the Archives 
of the Indies in Seville, Spain. 

With the approval of the Postulator General, late in 1982 Bishop Lessard had named the 
three-member Historical Commission for the Cause. The members of the said Commission are 
Father Francisco Morales, O.F.M., Ph.D., ViceDirectoroftheAcademy of American Franciscan 
History, Chairman of the Commission; Dr. Edward J. Cashin, Chairman of the Department of 
History, Political Science and Philosophy, Augusta College, Georgia; and Dr. F. Lamar Pearson, 
Professor of History, Valdosta State College, Georgia. It is worthy of special note that Dr. 
Pearson is a non-Catholic, a fact of particular significance in the social composition of the 
population of the State of Georgia. The documentation with which they would be working had 
happily been gathered and published by the learned Spanish friar, Padre Ignacio Omaechevarria, 
so that their work was greatly facilitated. Father Francisco, however, expected to have need and 
the opportunity to carry out some additional investigations to discover any hitherto unknown 
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sources of information, as also to interpret and clarify the content of the sources already found 
or yet to be discovered. 

Meanwhile, the Holy See had undertaken a further revision of the norms governing the 
process involved in the promotion of causes of Saints. On January 25, 1983, Pope John Paul II 
published the Apostolic Constitution Divinus pe1jectio11is Magister, embodying the new 
legislation. By the Norms issued on February 7, l 983, to implement the Constitution Divinus 
pe1jectio11is Magister, the petitioner (The Order of Friars Minor) handles the Cause through a 
legitimately appointed Postulator (no longer called the Vice Postulator). This constitution, with 
its pertinent norms, supplies for the lack, in the new Code of Canon Law, of specific canons 
governing the process of canonization. It is the canonical framework within which the Cause of 
the Georgia Martyrs has been carried forward. 

OFFICIAL OPENING OF THE CAUSE 

On February 22 and 23, 1984, a second organizational meeting was held in the Diocesan 
Chancery in Savannah, at which the Bishop, the Postulator and the Canonical Consultant were 
joined by the three members of the Historical Commission. Also present were Father Patrick 
Adams, as a representative of the Franciscan Order as presently constituted in the State of 
Georgia; and Sister Mary Laurent Duggan, C.S.J., Administrator, and other functionaries of the 
Diocesan Chancery. The meeting of February 22, 1984, proved to be a milestone in the advance 
of the Cause. Divinus pe,jectionis Magister had greatly simplified the canonization process, 
and.in the light of the new Norms it was clear that the Ordinary of the Diocese of Savannah was 
in the position to declare the Cause officially opened. On February 22, at the second session of 
the day, Bishop Lessard formally accepted the petition of the Franciscan order, presented by the 
Postulator, officially opening the process which, it is hoped, will eventually lead to t)le declaration 
by the Church that the Servants of God, Fray Pedro de Corpa and his Companions, are indeed 
worthy of the veneration of all the faithful for having given their lives in defense of the sanctity 
of Christian Marriage. At this meeting the Ordinary also established and administered the oath 
of office to the Tribunal which in due time will pass judgment on the merits of the Cause. Under 
the presidency of the Bishop with Rev. Francis J. Nelson, J.C.L., as his Delegate, the Tribunal 
also includes Rev. Jeremiah McCarthy, J.C.L., Promoter of Justice, and Sister Mary Laurent 
Duggan, C.S.J., Ph.D., Notary. 

NIHIL OBSTATOFTHE HOLY SEE 

As early as September 23, 1981, Bishop Lessard had requested the Nihil obs/at of the 
Holy See to institute the Cause of Fray Pedro de Corpa and his Companions. The requested 
authorization was granted and communicated to him in a letter dated March 7, 1986, from the 
Cardinal Prefect of the Sacred Congregation for the Causes of Saints. 

In the somewhat lengthy interval between the request and the granting, there had taken 
place a historic simplification of the procedure in the promotion of causes of saints. The 
Cardinal's communication alludes to this when he writes: "In accordance with 'The Norms to be 
Observed in Inquiries made by Bishops in the Causes of the Saints,' promulgated on February 
7, 1983, I am pleased to inform you that, on the part of the Holy See there are NO 
OBJECTIONS that the Cause of Pedro de Corpa and 4 Companions be initiated according to 
existing legislation ( cf The Apostolic Constitution 'The Divine Teacher and Model of 
Perfection-' - AAS 75 (1983), 349-355)." 
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The expediting of this official authorization for the process was facilitated by the good 

offices of Father Juan Folguera, O.F.M., who was shortly to succeed Father Cairoli as the 

Postulator General of the Order of Friars Minor. In his company, the Postulator of the Cause, 

while making a studium for persons specializing in the instruction of Causes of Canonization, 

sponsored by the Congregation for the Causes of Saints, on January 21, 1986, visited Father 

Robert J. Sarno, a priest of the Brooklyn Diocese attached to the Congregation for the Causes 

of Saints. At Sarno's request, on January 23 the Postulator presented a curriculum vitae of the 

Five Martyrs. Within the next few days _the two Congregations of the Doctrine of the Faith and 

of Religious and Secular Institutes gave their clearance to the Cause. The Cardinal Prefect's 

letter with that information was issued on the following March 7, 1986. 

Following receipt of the letter advising that the Cause had officially been registered with 

the Sacred Congregation for the Causes of the Saints, and that the nihil obs/at had been issued, 

intensive work was undertaken for preparing the Relatio prescribed by Divinus pe,jectionis 

Magister. On April 18 and 19, 1986, a meeting was held at the Franciscan Friary in Cordele, 

Georgia, at which the main topic discussed was the prescribed Relatio, to be presented to the 

Bishop as the first step in the Diocesan Process (Norm 14, a and b). At that meeting it was 

proposed and agreed to organize a commission of periti in the various disciplines that would be 

involved, experts namely in History, Theology and Canon Law. A tentative list of competent 

clerical and lay scholars was proposed, whom the Postulator duly approached with a request for 

their cooperation in preparing the "accurate and precise Report specified in the New Laws 

(Norm 14 a and b):" Present at the Cordele meeting, besides the host, Fr. Patrick Adams, were 

two Georgia historians, Dr. F. Lamar Pearson and Dr. Edward J. Cashin; a Resident Member 

of the Academy of American Franciscan History, Fr. Francisco Morales, O.F.M.; and the 

Postulator, who presided. A tentative outline for the Report was discussed; on the basis of 

suggestions of the participants, subsequently it was improved and finalized. 

On April 11-16, 1988, a meeting was held in St. Augustine, Florida, to discuss the 

distribution of the various items among the scholars who had signified their readiness to 

collaborate in the preparation of the Report. This meeting was held at Flagler College, with the 

cooperation and part-time participation of Dr. Eugene Lyon. For the meeting the city of St. 

Augustine had been selected in view of the excavations then being carried out at the site of the 

earliest Franciscan convento in the present territory of the United States. For more than a 

century and a half the Convento de la Limpia Concepci6n de la Madre de Dios was the 

headquarters of the first Franciscan Province in our national territory. 

In the following months of 1988 the Postulator entered into discussions with the several 

scholars whose cooperation had been suggested for the preparation of the Posilio, or Report, 

to be submitted to the Bishop of Savannah and his Commission. Recognized authorities in a 

specific field, the scholars who agreed to accept the writing of one or other of the chapters of 

the Report, or who contributed significantly in the over-all effort are the following members of 

the Franciscan Order: Francisco Morales, Francis J. Muller, Conrad L. Harkins, Cyprian J. 

Lynch, Patrick Adams and Capistran Hanlon. In addition two lay historians, Fred Lamar Pearson 

and Edward J. Cashin, were effective members of the group which prepared the Report. 

To be edited and coordinated by the Postulator, the cooperative work, by late 1991, was 

largely completed. For well over another year, through 1992, the Postulator was engaged in the 

final editing of the Positio for submission to the judgment of the Diocesan Tribunal. A 
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professional typist was engaged to prepare a master-copy of the Positio. The result was a typed 
volume of over 260 pages. In all, a total of twelve copies were made, for the use of the Diocesan 
Bishop, the members of the Diocesan Tribunal, the co-authors of the Report and the Archives 
of the Cause. On January 14, 1993,the required number of copies of the Positio were dispatched 
to the Chancery ofSavannah, and on Thursday of the following week, January 21, the Postulator 
met with Bishop Lessard and the members of the Tribunal, in order officially to hand over the 
completed Report. On that occasion, in addition to the Bishop, all the members of the Diocesan 
Tribunal were present: Father Francis J. Nelson, Diocesan Judicial Vicar and Episcopal Delegate 
for the Cause of the Georgia Martyrs; Father Jeremiah McCarthy, Vice Chancellor of the 
Diocese and Promoter of Justice for the Cause; and Father William Leahy, Associate Judge for 
the Cause; with Sister Anna Gaffney, S.S.M.N., Notary for the Cause. 

CHAPTER XV 

ASPECTS OF THE CANONICAL CAUSE 

TIMELINESS OF THE CAUSE 

!fit is asked why the Cause of the Five Franciscan Martyrs of Georgia is being promoted 
now, almost four centuries after their death, several reasons for its timeliness come to mind. By 
raising these Servants of God to the honor of the altars, the Church would assert and reaffirm 
some perennial truths which the spirit of the times tends to forget but which today are needed 

in a special way. 

Firstly, those missionaries died for their defense of the Sanctity of Christian Marriage. 
Today that concept is in eclipse -- lamentably, even among Christians -- with catastrophic 
consequences for the Church itself and for Western civilization. These Servants of God preached 
and died because they believed in the sacredness and the inviolability ofa marriage which reflects 
the union of the Eternal Word with Humanity. Their steadfastness, even in the face of the attacks 
of an uncomprehending society, their willingness to sacrifice life itself rather than to sanction a 
compromise, has to bea powerful reminder to our neo-pagan world that the union ofa man and 
woman has been restored by the Savior to its primal monogamy, which for all time is God's will 
for mankind. The ideal ofa faithful Christian Marriage would be proclaimed and exalted by their 

canonization. 

Secondly, because polygamy proceeds from the social denial .of the equality of women 
with men, the effort of those missionaries, at the very dawn of American history, to eradicate the 
practice of polygamy among their converts was intended to elevate woman to her true dignity. 
That women are not inferior to men is a fundamental and unquestionable principle of the social 
structure and civilization built on the Gospel. To have died in consequence of their maintaining 
and defending the Christian principle that the wife is a co-equal partner in the solemn contract 
of marriage, makes the example of these martyrs a particularly dramatic and inspiring way of 
affirming the Church's teaching that every human being, even those whom society may relegate 
to a lower level of importance, is the cherished creature of God. 

In the third place, it is good to note that the future martyrs had left the opulence of Spain 
which, with the gold flowing in from newly discovered America, was then reaching the pinnacle 
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of material grandeur. They came to the New World, not to find riches for themselves or for 

Spain, but on the contrary to embrace a life of hardship among and for the underprivileged native 

peoples. Years of voluntary privation on their part, as they had opted for the materially base 

standards of life common among their native flock, had prepared them for the supreme sacrifice 

of their lives which they were to make as the crowning expression of their missionary vocation. 

By raising these missionaries to sainthood and thereby recognizing their dedication to the 

materially and spiritually poor, the Church would once more call attention to Christianity's ideal 

of serving the Lord in the least of His little ones. 

In addition, there is this very important consideration. Spanish-speaking peoples from 

many lands, whose diverse cultures in some manner and measure stem from the common source 

in the Iberian Peninsula, are coming to constitute a significant -- and in time, perhaps the most 

significant -- part of the Church's membership in the United States. Since the Martyrs of Georgia 

were Spanish-born, and since they are heroic representatives of that tradition in the early history 

of the United States, to honor them by canonizing their memory and their names among the 

heroes of our land would be a grateful tribute to what Catholic Spain contributed in a positive 

way to the life of our nation. Even more important, however, would be the inspiration and 

encouragement to the growing numbers of Hispanics among us. For these multitudes, whose 

fidelity to their Catholic heritage is increasingly being put to the test by the rampant materialism 

and hedonism of American Society, to have their own Saints and spiritual heroes would do much 

to solidify their adherence to their Faith. 

Nor is it right to forget the need to redress historical injustice. The Catholic heritage of 

the South of the country is a fact of history which, at best, is largely unknown, but also too often 

has been deliberately played down or conventionally obfuscated by the later presence of the 

English-Protestant settlers. To call attention to the truth that -- even on the East Coast and the 

Southeast, in addition to the West Coast and the Southwest -- the Catholic Faith was the 

pioneering force long before the better-known attempts at colonization by Protestant groups, 

would be to redress an historical lie. The State of Florida ( and from Spanish Florida the 

missionaries slain in Georgia were sent to preach the Gospel) will soon be the third most 

populous state in the Union. With this demographic transformation, the Church in the South is 

strengthening herself by the creation of new dioceses and the building of more churches. To 

develop a sense of unity and family among the faithful of Spanish background and heritage, a 

singularly powerful and appealing resource would be to have as patrons some Saints who in ages 

past worked and died and sanctified themselves through fidelity to the Faith in the Southland. 

Finally, there is this further consideration. During the early centuries of American history 

countless missionaries labored for the upbuilding of the Church, and many of them died violently 

in the discharge of their ministries. If for the lack of documentary sources it is not possible to 

demonstrate that all of those who gave their lives in the service and the defense of the Faith were 

truly martyrs in the classical understanding of the name, clearly the Five Martyrs of Georgia are 

outstanding examples of Servants of the Most High who by their clear and uncontestable 

sacrifice bore testimony to Christ's teachings. Raised to the honor of the altars, they would be 

representatives of the scores of missionaries who were slain and of the almost innumerable hosts 

of missionaries in all parts of the Americas who labored to Christianize this New World. The 

Catholic Church was established on this continent five centuries ago, and very shortly thereafter 

came to the territory which is now the United States of America. During the very first century 
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of its life in our territory, Fray Pedro de Corpa and his Four Companions gave their lives in an 
effort to establish the Church, Christ's Mystical Body, on the firm basis of family life as 
determined by Him who is the Light of the World. 

ANTICIPATED BENEFITS FOR THE CHURCH 

Because of growing numbers of Hispanics among the general population of the United 
States, the Church is becoming ev~r more intent on meeting her pastoral responsibility in their 
regard. While estimates of their numbers vary, it is quite generally conceded that there are at 
least twenty million Hispanics in the country. With an increasing influx of immigrants from 
various Latin American countries, and a higher rate of fertility among them than is common 
among the general population, the proportion of Hispanics on the mainland is bound to increase 
notably in the immediate future, predictably more than that of any other ethnic group. With 
reason it is claimed that by the turn of the century, half of the Catholic population of the United 
States will be Hispanic. The Church is aware of this phenomenon and is endeavoring to prepare 

for it. 

Time was when the term "Hispanic" was virtually synonymous with "Catholic." But this 
is no longer so rigorously true. That ethnic group which during the first four centuries following 
the Discovery of the.New World was considered most solidly aligned with the Catholic Faith has 
recently been drifting away from it, and in appalling numbers. Estimates are now current that 
almost one-quarter of the Hispanics in the United States today -- perhaps even more -- having 
abandoned their Catholic heritage, belong to one or other Evangelical Protestant denomination. 
The rate. at which Latins are said to be forswearing their traditional Catholic faith is patently 
growing. Ifwe must assign a single reason for this, seemingly the unfortunate lack ofreligious 
and priestly vocations among them is the first, the consequence of the lack of basic instruction 
in the Faith. No less significant is the absence of that form of ecclesial association which would 
appeal to their specific psychological needs. The typical Latin is a highly personalist being, for 
whom heroes have a special attraction and a unique power to establish bonds of union. 

Aware that this pastoral problem calls for innovative pastoral solutions, the Church has 
been making notable efforts to meet the challenge. The character and special genius of the Latin 
peoples, of Hispanics, demand a more emotional element in forms of worship than that which 
is common to the more traditional forms of American Catholic piety and devotion. In 1983 at 
their November national meeting, the Bishops of the United States issued a pastoral letter in 
which they pledged themselves to work "in creating pastoral visions and strategies which, 
drawing upon a memorable past, are made new by the creative hands of the present." In this lies 
a valuable suggestion. Devotion to the Blessed Mother of God and to the Saints has been and 
continues to be a notable, a salient, feature of Hispanic piety. The personalist element -- which 
is so notable an element in the Latin psyche -- could well be used to assure a more profound 
loyalty and a more intense adherence to the Mystical Body of Christ. By presenting for devotion, 
for admiration, for imitation, for inspiration and for a legitimate sense of pride, the heroes of the 
Hispanic history of the United States, the Church has in her power the opportunity and the 
means of securing more intensely the allegiance of the Hispanic faithful. 

As a move of great pastoral promise, the Beatification and Canonization of some chosen 
figures from their glorious history -- "the memorable past" -- would call to the attention of 
modern-day Hispanics in our midst what their people have done for the Church and the salvation 
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of souls in the past. No group of missionaries has left a more glorious record of dedication and 

accomplishment than the Spanish sons of St. Francis in the territory which is now the United 

States of America. And from among the near countless ranks of these missionaries, from among 

those who died that the Faith might be established in our land, the Five Martyrs of Georgia have 

been selected by their modern-day confreres and successors as outstanding representatives of 

that "Martyrum candidatus exercitus" who gave their lives that Christ the King might reign in 

this Land of Liberty. 

IN THE SPIRIT OF THE II VATICAN COUNCIL 

Vatican Council II, convoked in I 962 by Pope John XXIII and brought to a close in 

1965 by Pope Paul VI, was unquestionably the most significant event in the life of the Church 

in modern times. Thousands of Bishops gathered during its four sessions, with the presence of 

observers from the major religious entities of the world, to discuss under the authority of St. 

Peter's successor the special needs of the Church in our challenging Twentieth Century. 

The lasting monument of the Second Vatican Council is the corpus of sixteen documents 

-- four constitutions, nine decrees, three declarations -- promulgated for the life and growth of 

Christ's Mystical 'Body at this critical juncture of human history. These documents of Vatican 

II give expression to the eternal truths of the Savior as authoritatively interpreted and applied 

by the Church to the world of our day. They bring to the attention of the faithful, and serve to 

embody, many of the fundamental values and eternal verities enunciated in the Gospel of Christ. 

For the post-conciliar Church, the Cause for the Beatification and Canonization of the 

Five Martyrs of Georgia has a special timeliness. Three affirmations of the Second Vatican 

Council are particularly pertinent in this matter. 

Lumen Gentium -- In the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium, 50 -­

which has been called "the most imposing achievement of Vatican II" -- the Council affirmed: 

"The Church has always believed that the Apostles and Christ's martyrs, who have given the 

supreme witness of faith and charity by the shedding of their blood, are quite closely joined with 

us in Christ." The statement accentuates the special value for the faithful deriving from the honor 

which, through the centuries, Catholic piety spontaneously pays to those who, at the cost of their 

very lives, witness to Christ's teachings. "She (the Church) has always venerated them with 

special devotion, together with the Blessed Virgin Mary and the holy Angels. The Church too 

has devoutly implored the aid of their intercession." 

Apostolicam Actuosifafem -- Reaffirming the Savior's teaching on the unity and 

indissolubility of the bond of a Christian marriage ( cf Mat. 5.32; Mark I 0.11-12; Luke 16. I 8), 

in the Decree on the Apostolate of the Laity, Apostolicam Actuositatem, 11, the Council taught 

that "the Creator of all things has established the conjugal partnership as the beginning and the 

basis of human society." Consequently, "it has always been the duty of Christian couples ... to 

manifest and prove by their own way oflife the unbreakable and sacred character of the marriage 

bond .... " Calling the family "the first and vital cell of society," the Council points out the special 

importance of this recognition in those parts of the world where the Church is just being 

established: "At all times and places, but particularly in areas where the first seeds of the Gospel 

are being sown, or where the Church is still in her infancy or is involved in some serious 

difficulty, Christian families give priceless testimony to Christ before the world by remaining 

faithful to the Gospel and by providing a model of Christian marriage throughout their lives." 
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With today's rampant disregard of the sanctity of the marriage-promises, the heroic death of the 
Five Martyrs of Georgia in defense of that teaching is a vivid reminder of the fidelity, even in the 
face of death, expected of Christ's followers. 

Dignilalis H11ma11ae --In what may justly be considered an expression of approval for 
the position taken by the Martyrs when they denounced the scandalous conduct of the young 
heir of the cacique of Guale, the Council pays tribute to the Apostles "(themselves willing 
martyrs) and other witnesses to the truths proclaimed by the Savior. The Declaration on 
Religious Freedom, Dignitatis Humanae, 11, points out that, like the Master Himself and· the 
Apostles, so down through the centuries the faithful messengers of the Gospel "did not hesitate 
to speak out against the governing powers which set themselves in opposition to the holy will 
of God. 'We must obey God rather than men' (Acts 5.29). This is the way along which countless 
martyrs and other believers have walked through all ages and over all the earth." 
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