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INDIAN OCEAN TRADE IN THE EARLY MODERN PERIOD:SOME DEFINING FEATURES 

Om Prakash  

THE GEOGRAPHY 

1. As far as the geographical coverage of the Indian Ocean is concerned, one ordinarily starts at 
Cape Agulhas, the southernmost tip of South Africa, goes around the East African coast, 
including the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf further north, past the west coast of India, enters 
the Bay of Bengal, covers the two littorals of the Bay, and then enters the straits of Melaka or 
the Sunda strait. 

a. The Sunda Deep of the Java Trench off the southern coast of Java, which is 7,450 
metres deep, forms a bathymetric [measurement of depth of water in oceans/seas 
etc.] boundary which separates the Southeast Asian maritime region from the Indian 
Ocean. 

b. But this region, together with major southeastern Chinese ports such as Guangzhou 
(Canton) and Quanzhou (Zayton) in the South China Sea, formed an integral part of a 
maritime trading complex with intimate links with the Indian Ocean proper.  

c. Indeed, in the 16thcentury, building on earlier connections, the Portuguese private 
traders further extended this network via Macao all the way to Nagasaki in Japan.  

2. The trading connections and networks that this volume seeks to explore cannot really be 
analysed meaningfully unless one considers this entire region together with the Indian Ocean 
as a unified maritime trading complex. This complex can be described as the Indian Ocean—
South China Sea maritime trading complex. Consequently, several contributions covering the Malay-

Indonesian archipelago as well as the South China Sea and even the Rykyuku islands lying between China and 
Japan have been included in the volume.  

3. This represents a conscious departure from traditional historiography, where an analysis of 
the Indian Ocean trading networks was confined to the two principal constituent maritime 
regions of the Ocean, namelythe western Indian Ocean including the Red Sea and the Persian 
Gulf, and the Bay of Bengal defined to include the straits of Melaka 

4. However, according to Om Prakash, in the early modern period, there were clearly 
identifiable three segments or zones in the Indian Ocean trading complex consisting of 
important blocks of ports across which a large amount of trade was carried on.  

a. The western or the Arabian Sea zone included ports in the Persian Gulf, the Red Sea, 
those on the East African coast, and on the west coast of India.  

b. The Bay of Bengal network included ports in Sri Lanka, the Coromandel coast, Bengal, 
Burma, Thailand, Malaya and Aceh in Sumatra.  

c. Ports such as Guangzhou (Canton) and Quanzhou (Zayton) in the South China Sea had 
extensive contacts both with the ports in the Indonesian archipelago, as well with 
Melaka and other ports in the straits of Melaka.  

5. Within each of these zones, there were also clearly identifiable subzones. To take an 
example, in the west the ports of Aden, Hormuz, Cambay and Calicut formed one such sub-
zone, while those of Kilwa, Mogadishu, Aden andJiddah constituted another. 

TRADE 
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6. Trade across zones involved the creation of significant long-distance trade flows in the Indian 
Ocean and beyond.  

7. A trading network which often, though not always, revolved around an individual mercantile 
community spread over different parts of the region, could be co-terminal with a zone or a 
sub-zone or could cut across it.  

a. For example, there was a major trading network based at Cambay in Gujarat and run 
for all practical purposes by the Gujarati merchants themselves.  

i. An important part of this network connected Cambay to Aden and Mocha.  
ii. Another connected Cambay with East African ports such as Mogadishu and 

Kilwa.  
iii. Yet another component of this network stretched all the way from Cambay to 

Melaka via the Bay of Bengal. 

DEFINING FEATURES 

8. The essential unity of the Indian Ocean—South China Sea maritime trading complex, 
underlying the need to consider the complex a unit, is strongly suggested by certain defining 
features. We will consider,in some detail, the four most important of these namely 

a. Europeans in the Indian Ocean trade;  
b. Precious metal flows;  
c. Trade in Indian textiles; and  
d. State and maritime trade.  

EUROPEANS IN THE INDIAN OCEAN TRADE 

1. The two great discoveries of the closing years of the 15thcentury that were instrumental in the 
incorporation of the Indian Ocean into the early modern world economy were –  

a. “Discovery”of the New World and  
b. “Discovery” of the all-water route to Asia via the Cape of Good Hope,  

2. The three principal segments of this economy, namely Europe, the New World, and Asia, now 
came together in an interactive relationship for the first time.  

3. The agencies that brought the two oceans—the Atlantic and the Indian Ocean—into direct 
contact with each other were the European corporate enterprises—the Portuguese in the 
16thcentury, and the Dutch, the English and the French in the 17thcentury. 

THE PORTUGUESE ESTADO DA INDIA AND THE PRIVATE TRADERS 

1. Since it was the Portuguese who had discovered the Cape route, they promptly monopolized it 
and even asked the Pope to legitimize the arrangement. The result was that for a whole century, 
until this arrangement was successfully challenged by the Dutch and the English in the 1590s, the 
only merchant group engaged in trade between Europe and Asia along the all-water route was 
the Portuguese Estado da India. 

IMPACT OF THE PORTUGUESE ON INDIAN OCEAN TRADE 
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2. Was thePortuguese trade on this route a net addition to the Euro-Asian trade in spices and other 
goods, or did it largely represent a diversion of the trade along the long-established water-cum-
land route via the Levant?  

3. There is very little doubt that inthe early years of the 16thcentury, Portuguese policies were 
indeed instrumental in spelling almost a total disaster for the trade along the old route.  

a. The attempt at monopolizing the spice trade was unambiguous. It called for a total 
exclusion of Asian shipping from the Persian Gulf and the Red Sea: the instructions to 
Pedro Alvares Cabral, in charge of the first major commercial voyage to India that left 
Lisbon in March 1500, included the initiation of steps designed at blockading the passage 
to the Red Sea.  

b. The rest of the Indian Ocean trade would be regulated to exclude trade in spices. The 
instrument used to implement this policy was the cartaz, a safe-conduct that all Asian 
ships were obliged to carry on pain of seizure in the event of non-compliance. The 
document obliged the Asian ship to call at a Portuguese-controlled port and, following the 
establishment of the Portuguese customs houses there, to pay customs duties before it 
proceeded on its voyage. Enemies of the Portuguese and banned goods such as spices 
were not to be carried.  

4. There is some evidence that an equivalent of the cartaz existed in the Asian seas before the 
arrival of the Portuguese, but there can be little doubt that the scale on which this restrictive 
measure was used by the Portuguese was unprecedented. The measure indeed represented an 
institutional constraint on the freedom of navigation on the high seas. 

5. According to Om Prakash, the policy of exclusionof the merchants fromCalicut, Cambay, and 
other ports on the west coast of Indiafrom the Red Sea and the Persian Gulfwas highly successful. 

a. Hormuz, at the entrance to the Persian Gulf, was captured in 1515. 
b. The failure to captureAden was made up for by the dispatch each season from Goa of a 

fleet to lie off the entrance to the Red Sea, usually cruising between Aden and Bab-el-
Mandeb and returning to Hormuz in April.  

c. Raids on departing fleets at Calicut were common, and the result was practically a 
ruination of the spice trade with the Persian Gulf and the Red Sea.  

d. It was reported as early as 1504 that the Venetian galleys calling there found no spices at 
either Alexandria or Beirut. Two years prior to that, concerned at the loss of the 
substantial revenues that the spice trade used to bring him, the Mamluk of Egypt had 
sought the good offices of the Pope to try and dissuade the Portuguese from choking the 
flow of spices through the Red Sea! 

6. The dislocation in the spice trade, however, proved only temporary. By the second decade of the 
16thcentury, cracks had already begun to appear in the Portuguese system. A series of 
circumstances combined to produce this result.  

a. A key element in the situation was the financial priorities and compulsions of the Estado 
da India. Given the rather precarious state of the finances of this body, it was imperative 
that no opportunity of taxing Asian shipping by making it call and pay duties at 
Portuguese controlled ports such as Melaka, Goa and Diu be missed.  

b. Hormuz, taken in 1515, was one such strategically located port. Pepper and other spices 
passing through the port and destined for consumption within West Asia posed no 
problem: the choice between tax revenue and the cost of the infringement of the 
European monopoly arose only in respect to that part of the cargo that would eventually 
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reach Venice or Genoa via Aleppo. The choice was made in favour of the tax revenue 
[though not everyone agrees]and, as Niels Steensgaard has suggested, between 1524 and 
1543, an average of 90,000 xerafins (f.210,000) was earned as customs duties per annum 
at Hormuz. 

c. From the late 1530s onward, the Red Sea spice trade also began to revive. After an initial 
vigorous and successful phase, the Portuguese blockade of the Bab-el-Mandeb became 
increasingly ineffective. The Estado simply lacked the resources in men and ships to 
sustain an effective blockade of the Red Sea year after year. It seems that considering the 
expense and the poor rate of success, the Portuguese abandoned the Red Sea 
expeditionsaround 1569, clearing the way for a full-fledged revival of the Red Sea traffic 
in pepper. C.R. Boxer, who has traced this revival, is of the opinion that the volume of 
Aceh pepper reaching Jiddah at the end of the 16thcentury was larger than what the 
Portuguese were taking to Lisbon by the Cape route. 

7. Throughout the 16th century and the first half of the 17thcentury, trade between Portugal and 
Asia remained the raison d'étre of the Portuguese enterprise in the East.  

8. But that should not lead us to lose sight of the fact that trade within the Indian Ocean was also a 
very important component of the Portuguese commercial presence in Asia. This trade was 
carried on primarily by the private Portuguese traders.  

a. The bulk of these private traders operated under the jurisdiction and the patronage of the 
Estado da India.  

b. While each of the components of the Estado settlements community— government 
officials, soldiers, ecclesiastics, Jews and New Christians—is known to have participated in 
the Indian Ocean trade, by far the most important group would seem to have been that of 
the casadosmoradores or married settlers.  

9. The casado traders were also a major, though by no means the only, beneficiary of the 
concession system introduced in the 1550s. A concession conferred on the grantee the right to 
make a voyage between two specified ports of the Indian Ocean and/or the South China Sea. 

a. An analysis of the Goa-Melaka-Macao-Nagasaki concession voyage brings out certain 
interesting details.  

i. The voyage, started in the 1550s, resumed the practice of a single voyage 
connecting all the three geographical segments of Indian Ocean trade, namely the 
western Indian Ocean, the Bay of Bengal and the South China Sea—a tradition that 
had been lost ever since the cessation of the Zheng-He voyages in the 1430s.  

ii. Until 1618, the annual voyage consisted of a single large carrack of between 1,200 
and 1,600 tons, making it one of the largest ships engaged in the Indian Ocean 
trade.  

iii. The voyage consisted of three segments—Goa-Melaka, Melaka-Macao and 
Macao-Hirado/Nagasaki. Different rates of return marked the three segments, 
often a characteristic feature of long-distance trade. 

b. On the Goa-Melaka segment, the outward voyage was not particularly profitable, 
probably because of the competition faced. The Melaka-Macao segment presented other 
problems because the Captains of Melaka had the exclusive right to trade in pepper and 
other spices on this route. This often necessitated cooperative arrangements between 
the Captain of Melaka and the concession-holder of the voyage.  
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c. The real profit was made on the Macao-Nagasaki sector, and on the return trip from 
Nagasaki to Goa. The Macao-Nagasaki sector was, in principle, a monopoly sector, but 
other vessels are known to have plied this route, probably with the permission of the 
concession-holder.  

d. The volume of trade carried on by the 'great ship' between Macao and Hirado/Nagasaki 
was quite substantial. AsBoxer has noted, the chief of the Dutch factory at Hirado, 
Jacques Specx, reported in 1610 that 

... the ship coming from Macao usually has about 200 or more merchants on board who go 
ashore at once, each one of them taking a house wherein to lodge with his servants and 
slaves; they take no heed of what they spend and nothing is too costly for them; and 
sometimes they disburse in the seven or eight months they stay in Nagasaki more than 
250,000 or 300,000 taels, through which the populace profit greatly; and this is one of the 
reasons why they are still very friendly to them.  

10. What implications did the Portuguese trade and policies have for the Indian Ocean trade of the 
Indian merchants? 

11. Let us look at this issue region wise: 

THE WESTERN INDIAN OCEAN 

a. Gujarat,  
i. one finds that after an initial resistance, the response of the local merchants was 

one of acquiescence in the Portuguese system.  
ii. By the middle of the 16thcentury, all Gujarati ships leaving the ports of the Gulf of 

Cambay were obliged to call at Portuguese-controlled Diu and pay duties there. 
This involved an additional fiscal burden of around 5% of the value of the goods 
carried.  

b. The 16thcentury also witnessed a certain amount of reorientation of the Gujarati 
merchants' trade, with the share of the Red Sea sector in the total trade perhaps going up 
substantially. 

c. On the Malabar coast, 
i. Given the Portuguese policy of monopolizing the trade in pepper, it is not 

surprising that a situation of conflict with the Pardesi merchants developed very 
early in the history of Portuguese contacts with the region.  

ii. The pepper fleets from Calicut, Kollam and Cannanore to the Red Sea were 
systematically attacked by the Portuguese squadrons, both off the Malabar coast 
and at the entrance to the Red Sea. 

iii. The relations with the Mappilas [the local Muslim merchants allegedly of mixed 
Arab and Indian parentage], however, were generally cordial at this time, and they 
were indeed used as intermediaries and brokers in the procurement of pepper. 

BAY OF BENGAL[INCLUDING SOUTH EAST ASIA] 
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12. The Portuguese involvement in this region’s trade began almost immediately after the capture of 
Melaka in 1511.  

a. Casado and other private Portuguese trading groups had begun to settle down at Pulicat 
and the neighbouring port of São Tomé de Mylapore on the Coromandel coast in the 
1520s. In the 1530s, another important Portuguese settlement had arisen at 
Nagapattinam.  

b. The monopolistic nature of some of the carreira routes to Coromandel notwithstanding, 
private Portuguese merchants' as well as Indian merchants' trade between Pulicat and 
Melaka is known to have continued on an important scale throughout the 1520s, 1530s 
and 1540s.  

c. Nevertheless, as Crown shipping gave way to the concession voyages to Coromandel on a 
reserved-route basis, the Indian merchants found themselves almost totally excluded 
from the Pulicat-Melaka run. They were now obliged to hire freight space aboard the 
concession-holders' ships[impact on Indian merchants].  

13. However, Pulicat itself began to decline and by the end of the 16thcentury, the port was only a 
shadow of its former self. 

14. Factors that led to this decline included an increase in the import duty at Melaka, combined with 
a rise in the freight charges.It appears, that this situation, together with the decline of the 
imperial city of Vijayanagar, led to an irreversible decline in the fortunes of the port of Pulicat.  

15. The port that succeeded Pulicat as the premier port of the Coromandel coast was that at 
Masulipatnam, which until the middle of the 16thcentury was a relatively minor port.  

a. The rise of Masulipatnam was in part related to the consolidation of the Sultanate of 
Golconda under Ibrahim Qutb Shah (1550-80). 

b. But it also had a good deal to do with the emergence of an alternative network of trade in 
the Bay of Bengal. This basically represented the Indian merchants' response to the 
Portuguese stranglehold over the Pulicat-Melaka sector. 

c. The other constituent ports of the newly emerging network - all of which had taken on an 
anti-Portuguese character - were  

i. Aceh 
ii. Malay peninsular ports such as Perak and Kedah, and  

iii. The Burmese ports of Pegu, Bassein, Tavoy and Martaban 
d. In the 1590s, two or three ships regularly left Masulipatnam for Pegu (Burma), laden with 

textiles and yarn.  
e. The links with Aceh were even stronger. In exchange for Coromandel textiles and rice, 

Aceh provided horses and elephants, Southeast Asian pepper and spices, and the gold 
and copper of Minangkabau and the Far East. Aceh had turned out to be a worthy 
successor of Melaka as a major entrepôt port in the region.  

f. The other Coromandel port that traded with Aceh extensively was that of Nagapattinam. 
16. The rise of the alternative network greatly alarmed the Estado, which tried very hard to destroy 

it.  
a. Through official or unofficial armadas, attempts were made to disrupt trade both at Aceh 

and at Masulipatnam.  
b. The merchants of the latter port, who freely navigated without seeking the Portuguese 

cartazes, were sought to be countered by the grant of licences by the Estado to privateers 
to lie in wait outside Masulipatnam with ships with a view to capturing the local shipping. 
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c. But these attempts were not particularly successful at any point: indeed, there were 
occasions when Portuguese captives from such attempts had to be ransomed from 
Masulipatnam by private Portuguese citizens. 

17. To sum up,from the standpoint of the Indian maritime merchant,  
a. the Portuguese cartaz system, insofar as it entailed only a small additional fiscal burden, 

was indeed no more than a minor irritant.  
b. But to the extent that this device was used to keep the Indian merchants out of trade in 

specific commodities or on specific routes, the Portuguese were indeed at least partly 
instrumental in forcing certain changes in the structure of Indian maritime trade.  

c. One such change was an alteration in the relative stature of various Indian ports. 
i. Striking cases include the decline of Calicut and Cannanore in Malabar, 

accompanied by the rise of Cochin, and  
ii. the replacement of Pulicat by Masulipatnam as the principal port of the 

Coromandel coast.  
d. The Indian merchants, however, generally adjusted quite well to the evolving situations, 

and did not allow the changes forced by the Portuguese to overwhelm them. Probably the 
best example of this resilience is the emergence of an alternative network of trade in the 
Bay of Bengal centred on Masulipatnam, Aceh, and several Malay and Burmese ports 
which had assumed an anti-Portuguese character. 

THE DUTCH EAST INDIA COMPANY 

1. The early years of the 17thcentury marked a sharp discontinuity in the volume and the value of 
the seaborne trade between Asia and Europe. This was the directoutcome of the successful 
challenge posed by the Dutch and the English to the Portuguese monopoly of this trade. 

2. The lead provided by these two countries was followed almost immediately by the Danes, though 
on a very modest scale, and, later in the century, by the French. The first half of the 18thcentury 
also witnessed the entry into the fray of motley groups of merchants from Ostend and other 
places, trying to find ways and means of evading the great East India Companies' monopoly of 
this trade. 

3. On the whole, the two centuries witnessed  
a. not only a tremendous expansion in the volume and the value of the Euro-Asian trade, 

but also  
b. an enormous diversification in the composition as well as the origin of the cargo arriving 

from Asia into the ports of Northwestern Europe.  
c. A related development was the near wiping out, early in the 17thcentury, of the water-

cum-land route between the two continents that had been in use for centuries. 
4. The Dutch East India Company was founded in 1602 by a charter granted by the States-General, 

the national administrative body of the Dutch Republic. The other major trading company 
engaged in the Euro-Asian trade was the English East India Company, established in 1600. 

5. One might note that the central characteristic feature of Euro-Asian trade, namely the necessity 
for the Europeans to pay for Asian goods overwhelmingly in precious metals, remained 
unchanged throughout the entire period between the 16thand the 18thcenturies. 
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a. This particular phenomenon has sometimes been ascribed to the rigidity of consumer 
tastes in the East, which rendered the Asian markets for European goods extremely small 
and static.  

b. Alternatively, it has been suggested that the absorption of precious metals by India or 
China reflected the hoarding habits in these societies.  

c. But perhaps a more convincing explanation for this phenomenon is the inability of Europe 
to supply Western products with a potential market in Asia at prices that would generate 
a large enough demand for them to provide the necessary revenue for the purchase of 
the Asian goods. 

6. Europe at this time probably had an overall superiority over Asia in the field of scientific and 
technological knowledge, but as yet did not have the cost advantage that came with the 
Industrial Revolution in the 19th century.  

a. This put the Asian, and particularly Indian, producers, with their considerably lower 
labour costs and a much longer history of sophisticated skills in handicrafts of various 
kinds, in a position of advantage over their European counterparts in the production of a 
variety of manufactured goods.  

b. The only major item Europe was in a position to provide to Asia was precious metals. The 
growth of the Euro-Asian trade, therefore, was critically dependent upon an increase in 
the availability of these metals. In this context, the working of the South American silver 
mines and the enormous import of American silver into Europe during the 16thand the 
early 17thcenturies was a development of critical significance. 

7. An analysis of the Dutch and the English East India companies' exports to the Indian Ocean region 
over the 17thand the 18thcenturies testifies to an unambiguous pattern, where precious metals 
dominated the total exports throughout the period.  

a. In the case of the Dutch Company, the precious metals received from home were 
supplemented to a considerable extent by the profits earned through an extensive 
participation in port-to-port trade within the Indian Ocean. 

b. Throughout the 17thcentury, not only were these profits considerable, but a large part of 
them was earnedin precious metals.  

c. Indeed, the one characteristic feature that more than any other distinguished the Dutch 
Company from the other European enterprises operating in Asia was its large-scale official 
involvement in a highly profitable network of intra-Asian trade. 

8. The starting point of Dutch participation in the trade of the East Indies was, of course, the 
procurement of pepper and other spices for the European market. 

a. They realized from the very beginning that if the spice trade was to continue to be highly 
profitable, they muststrive to gain control of both  

i. the total amount reaching Europe and  
ii. the cost price in the Indies.  

b. The ultimate aim was to eliminate the rivals in this trade—the Portuguese, the English 
and the Asian merchants. 

i. The control exercised by the Company on the Spice Islands enabled it to procure 
spices other than pepper at incredibly low prices. This ensured a very high rate of 
gross profit on these spices, often exceeding 1,000%. 

ii. Between 1605 and 1609, the Company managed to wrest from the authorities in 
Amboyna and Ternate agreements obliging the producers to supply their cloves 
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exclusively to the Dutch. A similar agreement was concluded in 1605 with the 
Banda group of islands regarding the procurement of nutmeg and mace. The latter 
agreement was renewed after the conquest of the islands by the Company in 
1621. 

DUTCH PORT-TO-PORT INTRA ASIAN TRADE 

9. Before the arrival of the Dutch, the Indonesian spice growers had been used to exchanging their 
wares for Indian cloth, rice, and other necessities brought to them by Indian and other Asian 
merchants, as well as by the Portuguese. The Company could have obtained theIndian textiles—
by far the most important medium of exchange in the Spice Islands—at Aceh  
and other places in Indonesia, but its acute business instinct drove it to their source, the 
Coromandel coast, where four factories were established between 1606 and 1610 covering both 
the northern and the southern stretches of the coast.  

10. Gujarat, on the west coast of India, the other major Indian region supplying textiles to the 
Indonesian archipelago, was reached in 1618 with the establishment of a factory at Surat. Thus 
began the Company's participation in the port-to-port trade within the Indian Ocean, which in 
course of time assumed important proportions and became an object of as much concern as the 
Euro-Asian trade itself. 

11. The Company's strategy was to invest the precious metals brought from home in the 
procurement of Indian textiles, and exchange them in Indonesia against spices. A part of the 
spices would be sent home, while another part would be used in theport-to-port trade in the 
Indian Ocean to obtain a variety of goods in exchange.  

a. The most important among these was Chinese raw silk, which was in great demand in 
Japanand could be sold there against precious metals. 

b. The discovery and working of new silver mines in the 16thcentury had turnedJapanintothe 
second largest producer of silver in the world, next only to the Spanish American mines in 
the New World.Afactory was, therefore, established at Hirado in southwestern Japan in 
1609.  

c. A part of the silver obtained from Japan in exchange for Chinese silk was then invested in 
getting not only the next round of silk in Taiwan, but also the gold needed chiefly for the 
crucial Coromandel textile trade. 

d. Goldwas procured in Taiwan rather than directly in Japan until the former was lost to the 
forces to Coxinga[a Ming supporter war-lord] in 1662. This was done chiefly to take 
advantage of the very different gold/ silver parity in the two places until 1637,favouring 
the procurement of gold in Taiwan. 

e. From 1641, in any case, the export of gold from Japan was banned. This was a sequel to 
the 1636 closure of the country to all foreigners except the Chinese and the Dutch, the 
latter being required in May 1641 to move to the islet of Deshima in the Nagasaki 
harbour. 

f. In the meantime, efforts had been going on to further widen the supply base of the raw 
silk and silk textiles required for the Japan trade. From the early 1640s on, Bengal 
emerged as a major supplier of raw silk for Japan. 
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12. Efforts to reach the other major Asian source of precious metals, namely the Red Sea and the 
Persian Gulf region at the other extremity of the great arc of Asian trade, had also been initiated 
quite early, using the Company's establishment at Surat as the base. 

a. As early as 1616, attempts were made to establish trade relations with Mocha. But in 
1624, following problems arising out of the seizure of two ships belonging to the port of 
Dabhol[Recall AshinDas Gupta’s article relating to Indian Merchants in the Western Indian 
Ocean] on the Konkan coast, the Company had no option but to abandon the factory for 
good.  

b. As far as Persia was concerned, a factory was established at Gombroon (Bandar Abbas) in 
1623. Initially, Persia was in fact a net absorber of precious metals rather than a net 
supplier. The principal item procured there at this time was raw silk, in exchange for 
goods such as pepper and other spices, Japanese copper and Indian textiles, and precious 
metals. But this pattern lasted only for a brief while, and from 1643 Persia emerged as a 
net supplier of silver abassies and gold ducats, which were smuggled out on a regular 
basis, often by concealing them in cavities made into the bales of raw silk.  

13. Thus, by about the middle of the 17thcentury, the Dutch East India Company had become a major 
participant in the port-to-port trade in the Indian Ocean, with trading links all along the great arc 
of Asian trade.  

14. What impact did this trade have on the fortunes of the Indian and other Asian merchants 
engaged in the Indian Ocean trade? 

a. By using the device of the pass (cartaz) , the Company tried to hinder, or at least to 
regulate, these merchants' trade with areas where it enjoyed monopoly privileges. By the 
early 1620s, the VOC had acquired monopoly rights in the Moluccas, where the major 
spices were procured. Indian and other Asian merchants were successfully excluded from 
the area. 

b. It was only at the port of Makassar in Celebes that trade was still possible, and this link 
was used by Indian merchants, particularly those from Coromandel, to break the Dutch 
control of the eastern archipelago. But this particular opening also came to an end in 
1669 with the Dutch conquest of the port city.  

15. In the meantime, the capture of Melaka in 1641 by the VOC had occasioned a major dislocation 
in the Indian merchants' tradewith the Malay peninsula.  

a. From the very beginning, the Company tried to divert as much of the Asian merchants' 
trade with the region as possible to Melaka. This would bring in a certain amount of 
revenue (a 10% duty on imports and a 5% duty on exports was to be levied at Melaka) 
but, more importantly, would enable the Company to control and direct the Asian 
merchants' trade with the region to its advantage.  

b. However, already in November of 1641, the Dutch governor of Melaka pointed to the glut 
of Indian cloth in the area, as a result of which the Company's own sales had suffered. The 
following year, the factors in Ayutthaya ascribed the poor sale of Indian textiles to the 
large imports by the merchants from Bengal and Coromandel. The situation was even 
worse at Perak, where the Company's sale of textiles hadpractically been brought to a 
halt.  

c. Batavia's response to this situationwas a two-fold one. 
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i. On the one hand, instructions were issued to the factors in India to require all 
merchants granted passes for the Malayan ports to call first at Melaka and pay the 
duties there. For one whole year, the Surat factors even managed to oblige the 
Surat shipping granted passes for the region to pay the Melaka duties at Surat 
itself before sailing out. The factors at Melaka were to offer to buy the textiles 
brought in by the Indian ships at the market price. Sufficient stocks of goods that 
these merchants might want to buy at Melaka were also to be maintained in the 
Company's warehouses.  

ii. At the same time, these [Indian] merchants were to be prevented from operating 
in some of the more important markets in the region. This was sought to be 
achieved by the Company entering into exclusive contracts with the local rulers. 
Such contracts were madewith Kedah (June 1642), Phuket (March 1643) and 
Bangeri (January 1645). The Kedah contract stipulated that 50% of the total supply 
of tin would be made available to the VOC at a fixed price against cash or cotton 
textiles. Indian merchants' ships would be allowed in only if they carried Dutch 
passes and produced evidence that they had first called at Melaka and paid duties 
there. A similar stipulation was made in the Phuket contract. The Bangeri contract 
was even more wide-ranging. The entire supply of tin was to be sold to the VOC 
and no textiles were to be bought from any foreign vessel. 

16. The Indian merchants from Gujarat, Coromandel, Bengal, and other places sought to counter this 
by shifting their operations to Aceh. The extensive trade carried on by Aceh merchants with 
Sumatran and Malayan ports made Aceh a large market for Indian textiles, as well as a major 
procurement point for items such as pepper and tin. It was in this context that the Company 
imposed a blanket ban on the Indian merchants' trade with Aceh as well as the Malay peninsular 
ports. 

a. Since Perak had refused to enter into an exclusive contract with the Company along the 
lines of its northern neighbours, the Perak river was blockaded. The immediate sufferers 
were the Aceh merchants, whose tin trade with Perak was brought to an end. Perak was, 
therefore, ordered by the queen of Aceh to enter into an agreement with the VOC, which 
was done in August 1650. The tin trade of Perak was henceforth to be shared between 
the VOC and the merchants of Aceh to the exclusion of everyone else.  

b. The VOC factory at the mouth of the Perak river was attacked in 1651, but in December 
1655 the 1650 treaty was reconfirmed. Soon thereafter, differences cropped up again, 
and a fleet was despatched against both Perak and Aceh.  

c. It was only in June 1659 that a comprehensive treaty was finally concluded with the 
queen of Aceh. The Indian merchants were again to be granted passes for Aceh, although 
the Malay peninsular ports were to remain out of bounds for them. The tin trade of Perak 
was to be divided equally between the VOC and the merchants of Aceh.From about 1660 
or so, Dutch passes were issued liberally for both Aceh and Melaka.  

17. The Indian merchants made the most of the trading opportunities at Aceh, but by no means gave 
in to the Dutch demand to stay away from the Malay peninsular ports. 

a. Kedah, which was just outside the Dutch blockade system and, though not a producer of 
tin, was a major provider of it because of the existence of an efficient network of coastal 
trade with the neighbouring producing region, became an importantport of call for 
shipping from Coromandel. Further north, a considerable amount of shipping went to 
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Bangeri and Phuket in addition to the Thai port of Tenasserim and the Burmese port of 
Pegu.  

b. After the conclusion of the second Anglo-Dutch war in 1667, obtaining an English 
Company pass became yet another device to evade Dutch control. Goods were also 
freighted on English ships going to the Malayan ports. At times, English Company ships 
flying the English flag were also hired to transport the Indian merchants' goods to the 
region. 

c. The Dutch conquest of Banten in 1682, followed by the exclusion of Indian shipping from 
the port, did indeed involve the loss of the important Java market for Indian, particularly 
Coromandel, textiles. The procurement of Chinese and Japanese goods, particularly 
copper, which used to be obtained mainly at Banten, also suffered in the process. But a 
part of this loss was made up for by increased sailings to ports such as Johor, Lama and 
Pankor.  

d. The Dutch Company's attempts to make the sultan of Johor restrict Indian shipping to his 
ports were not particularly successful. 

18. The available evidence would seem to suggest that from the closing years of the 
17thcenturyonward, there was a distinct decline in the Indian merchants' trade with the Malay 
archipelago. But this decline would seem to be related in the main to political and economic 
developments inthe relevant Indian region and/or in the partner ports. The role of the VOC 
policies or trade in this regard would seem to be of no particular consequence.  

a. A case in point is the eastward trade from the Bengal ports of Hooghly and Balasore. This 
trade consisted essentially of four sub-branches: the trade with Arakan and Pegu; the 
trade with Siam with Tenasserim as the principal port; the trade with the Malay peninsula 
and Sumatra, the principal ports of call in the area being Phuket (Ujang Salang) , Kedah, 
Perak, Melaka and Aceh; and the trade with Manila in the Philippines.  

b. Evidence available in the Dutch shipping lists for theports of Hooghly and Balasore, 
relating to departures for and arrivals from the eastward ports on the account ofIndian 
and other Asian merchants, suggests a pattern of marked decline in this trade between 
the last years of the 17thcentury and about 1720. 

c. There would seem, however, to have been no connection between this development and 
the policies of the VOC. If one disaggregated the nature of the decline of the 
Bengaleastward trade, it turns out that it was ascribable entirely to the withdrawal from 
high-seas trade by Mughal state officials engaged in trade, in addition to their other 
activities.  

d. [On the other hand]The volume of eastward trade carried on by the ordinary merchants 
registered no particular decline. It would be highly unlikely that in a situation where 
ordinary merchants could survive the Company's trade and pass policies, state officials 
with a substantial resource and power base would have been obliged to withdraw from 
trade by the Company policies.  

e. This conclusion finds strong support in the history of the trade between Bengal and the 
Maldive Islands. During the closing years of the 17thand the early years of the 
18thcentury,while this branch of trade registered an increase, the participation of state 
officials in it declined markedly. If these officials practically withdrew from a growing 
trade which, in addition, was characterized by the lack of Company competition and the 
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absence of a restrictive pass policy, their withdrawal from the eastward trade must also 
be viewed as having had nothing to do with the policies of the VOC.  

19. If the VOC was by and large unable to disrupt the Indian merchants'eastward trade on any long-
term basis, what about their [Indian merchants’] trade with Sri Lanka, the other major Asian 
region where the Dutch enjoyed exclusive rights? 

a. Traditionally, a considerable amount of trade was carried on between the ports in Bengal, 
the Coromandel coast, Malabar and the Kanara coast on the one hand, and those in Sri 
Lanka on the other.  

b. In 1670, the VOC monopolized the Sri Lanka trade in all major commodities, the only 
exception being rice.  

c. Among the export [from Sri Lanka] goods, the commodities monopolized were cinnamon, 
elephants, ivory, areca-nuts and chanks [shankh- .conch shell] 

d. The major import goods declared monopoly items were cotton textiles, pepper, tin and 
zinc. The import of rice was not monopolized because the island depended heavily on the 
import of this provision from India on a continuing basis, and the shipping capacity 
available to the Company could simply not take care of the island's requirements.  

e. The trade restrictions inevitably led to some decline in the Indian merchants' trade with 
the island, but given the vast coastline, which it was impossible to police effectively, a 
great deal of trade in the prohibited items continued on a clandestine basis. 

f. As far as trade carried on legally was concerned,given the important role of Bengal as a 
supplier of provisions such as rice, sugar, clarified butter and oil, the restrictive provisions 
were enforced in her case only from about 1684 onward, when it was considered 
necessary to contain the competition in the sale of cotton textiles.  

g. These textiles were consequently excluded from the list of 'permitted' goods specified in 
the passes issued. A similar step was taken with respect to cinnamon in 1696.  

h. That these restrictive measures cast a great damper on the volume of the legally 
conducted Bengal-Sri Lanka trade is suggested quite unambiguously by the information 
available in the Dutch shipping lists for the period between the late 1690s and about 
1720.  

i. The trade between south India and Sri Lanka was carried on from a number of 
ports,stretching from Kanara round the Cape Comorin to north Coromandel. The 
restrictive measures of 1670 affected this trade quite adversely, but by the 1690s 
recovery would seem to have taken place. This process was further helped by the 1697 
removal of restrictions on the trade in textiles and areca nuts.  

j. However, increased competition in the sale of cotton textiles again obliged the Company 
to prohibit their import. The Indian ships were henceforth also required to confine their 
trade to the Dutch-controlled ports of Colombo, Galle and Jaffna, where areca nuts would 
be sold to them directly by the Company. These measures again tended to depress the 
trade without, of course, affecting in any way the volume of the substantial clandestine 
trade in this sector.  

20. To sum up,  
a. The Dutch East India Company's attempts at controlling and redirecting the Indian 

merchants' trade with the Malay archipelago and Sri Lanka were by and large quite 
ineffective.  
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b. In the case of Sri Lanka, the Company was never really able to make up its mind regarding 
the precise course of action to follow. The policy of indecision significantly limited the 
adverse effects of the restrictions imposed on the Indian merchants' trade with the island.  

c. It was also found impossible to control the large-scale smuggling trade with the island.  
d. As for the Malay peninsula, it was only during the late 1640s and the 1650s, when the 

Company was willing to resort to violence,if necessary, to prevent what it perceived as a 
grave threat to its long-term commercialinterests in the region, that it succeeded in 
keeping the Indian merchants out of a number of Malay ports. 

e. For the rest, it was indeed a question of these merchants adjusting to the pressures 
generated by the Company by shifting their trade to another port in the area, rather than 
by reducing the scale of their operations. 

THE ENGLISH PRIVATE TRADERS 

1. As far as participation in the port-to-port trade within the Indian Ocean was concerned, the story 
of the English was very different from that of the Dutch. The English East India Company's 
involvement in this (port-to-port) trade was extremely marginal: indeed, in 1661 a decision was 
taken to withdraw from it completely. But in order to ensure that the English presence in various 
parts of Asia did not cease altogether, it was decided at the same time to legalize the trade 
carried on by the Company servants and the free merchants. By a series of 'indulgences' issued in 
the late 1660s and the 1670s, these two groups were formally allowed to engage in trade with all 
parts of Asia, the only places excluded being Tonkin [Vietnam] and Taiwan. 

2. The private English merchants' trade embraced both the westward and the eastward sectors of 
the maritime trade from India. In addition to the ports on the west coast of India itself, the 
westward sector included the ports in the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf. The eastward trade 
embraced, in addition to the two littorals of the Bay of Bengal, the Melaka Straits, ports in the 
Indonesian archipelago, the Philippines and the south China coast. It was common for these 
traders to carry, in addition to their own goods, Indian merchants' goods on freight. 

3. The English private traders operated from ports on both the east and the west coasts of India. 
Over the 17thand the early years of the 18thcentury, the  

a. Coromandel ports witnessed English trading activity on a much larger scale than did ports 
in Bengal. Masulipatnamwas the principal port used on the Coromandel coast, but around 
the turn of the century, more and more private English shipping moved on to Madras.  

b. In Bengal, the principal port used was Hooghly, until it was replaced by Calcutta in the 
early years of the 18thcentury. In course of time, Calcutta emerged as the most important 
port of English private trade from India.  

c. On the west coast, English private trade began at Surat in the early years of the 
17thcentury, but moved on to Bombay in the 18th century. 

4. Among the important private English tradersoperating from Coromandel during the second half 
of the 17thcentury were the governors of Madras. Two of these, Elihu Yale and Thomas Pitt, were 
particularly active, and are known to have amassed huge fortunes, estimated in the case of Yale 
at a massive £200,000. Other governors with significant private trading interests included Edward 
Winter, William Langhorn, Streynsham Master, Gulston Addison, Edward Harrison and Joseph 
Collet. Among the chiefs of the English factory at Masulipatnam, major private traders included 
William Jearsey, Richard Mohun and Robert Freeman.  
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5. While the bulk of the English private trade from Coromandel would seem to have been carried on 
on the account of individual merchants, there were several alternative patterns in use as well.  

a. Some of the governors of Madras organized 'joint stocks', that is, large syndicates of 
investors who would buyshares in one or more ships under the governor's management.  

b. A large segment of the English community had a stake in Madras' shipping, either as part 
owners or as lenders of respondentia loans. Such loans were secured on the cargo of a 
ship at a rate adjusted to the risk and the length of the voyage, the risk being on the 
lender. 

c. Partnership ventures among two or more individual merchants were also quite common. 
Thus Richard Mohun, Matthew Mainwaring and George Chamberlain are known to have 
been partners in trading ventures based on a 4/9, 3/9 and 2/9 share, respectively. 
Another noteworthy partnership was that between William Monson and Nicholas Morse, 
who traded on equal shares from Madras. On occasions, a vessel was owned jointly by 
several persons, the profit earned from its trips being shared proportionately. Thus, in 
1675, the ‘Indulgence’ was reported to have been owned to the extent of 1/3rdby Richard 
Mohun, and the remaining 2/3rdjointly by William Langhorn, Harris, Matthew Mainwaring 
and Robert Fleetwood. 

6. The decline of Madras shipping was in part a direct consequence of the rise of English shipping at 
Calcutta (founded in 1690). The private English trade in Bengal had started out late in the 
17thcentury at the Hooghly and Balasore ports. Following the founding of Calcutta in 1690, the 
bulk of the English trade had begun shifting to that port. 

7. The principal trading links of the Calcutta shipping at this time were westward—with Surat, the 
Persian Gulf and the Red Sea—with the principal export goods being textiles and sugar. Carrying 
Indian merchants' freight cargo was an important component of the enterprise. Ships were 
operated on individual account as well as on partnership basis.  

8. In the 18thcentury, the Governor and the Council had also managed to set up a large joint stock 
enterprise involving several 'freight' ships. There is also evidence of Indians lending money to the 
English merchants on respondentia, and some instances of their having shares in English-owned 
ships. The early years of the 18thcentury witnessed a remarkable growth in the volume of English 
private shipping at Calcutta. The fleet consisted of about 20 ships in 1715: by 1730 the number 
had doubled.A buoyant westward trade was largely responsible for the growing prosperity of the 
private English ship-owning merchants of Calcutta. 

9. The private English merchants' trade from the west coast of India was carried on mainly from the 
port of Surat in the 17thcentury, and increasingly from that of Bombay in the 18th century. In 
addition, a certain amount of trade was carried on from the Malabar ports of Anjengo and 
Tellicherry.  

10. As on the rest of the Indian seaboard, persons holding senior positions in the Company hierarchy 
dominated the trade. This group included George Oxenden, Gerald Aungier and John Child, each 
President at Surat between the 1660s and the 1680s. The growth of the private English shipping 
based at the ports of western India was much slower than it was either on the Coromandel coast 
or in Bengal. Until the 1770s or so, the orientation of private English trade from the western 
Indian ports was almost entirely westward—ports on the Red Sea and in the Persian Gulf.  

11. But the kind of mastery and control that the Calcutta shipping was able to establishover the 
westward trade from the region in the early part of the 18thcentury always eluded the 
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Surat/Bombay shipping. The westward trade from western India remained firmly in Asian hands, 
with the share of the English shipping remaining limited. 

12. As far as the eastward trade carried on by the private English merchants was concerned, it 
consisted essentially of three segments—Southeast Asia, the Philippines and China. The first of 
these stretched from ports such as Pegu, Tenasserim/Mergui, Phuket, Kedah and Aceh—all on 
the eastern littoral of the Bay of Bengal—to Ayutthaya in the Gulf of Siam. The port frequented in 
the Philippines was Manila and that in China Canton.  

13. In an analysis of the English private trade with the region, it is useful to distinguish between the 
period before about 1760 and that after. This is because the second half of the 18thcentury 
witnessed a substantive growth in the relative weight of the eastward trade in the overall trading 
operations of private English merchants from India. Holden Furber has described this turning 
from the west to the east as an important element in the 'commercial revolution' in the Indian 
Ocean. The great expansion in the eastward trade in the post-1760 period, carried on by private 
English merchants, was basically the outcome of a substantial growth in the trade with Canton, 
which in turn was related in a large measure to the growth of English power in the Indian 
subcontinent.  

14. The English had become the actual rulers of Bengal, they were the dominant power on most of 
the Coromandel coast, and they had strengthened their position in western India. The special 
position of the English Company, and by association of that of the private English merchants, vis-
á-visthe suppliers and producers of goods in regions such as Bengal, significantly increased the 
margin of profit from private trade. This was reflected in a sharp increase in the volume of trade 
in high-value commodities such as Bengal opium, which, together with Bombay cotton,provided 
the basis of the enormous increase in the trade with China. This trade, incidentally, also served as 
an important vehicle for the transmission home of the large private English fortunes made in 
India.  

15. The newly found power and the expanded resource base had now enabled private English 
shipping to go beyond the Asian networks within which it had until then operated, and create 
new ones of its own.Thechanging destination pattern of the eastward trade had its counterpart 
in the changing relative weight of the various Indian ports where English shipping directed at the 
region originated.  

a. Over the 17thand the first half of the 18thcentury, the bulk of the English trade with 
Southeast Asia, which accounted for an overwhelming proportion of the total trade with 
the eastward region, was carried on from the Coromandel coast. This picture underwent a 
complete overhaul in the second half of the 18thcentury when Madras shipping essentially 
took a back seat, and the bulk of the eastward trade was carried on by the English 
shipping based at Calcutta and Bombay. 

b. A rough idea of the growth as well as the changing destination pattern of the private 
English merchants' eastward trade from India can be formed by reference to the fact that 
while in the period 1700-1750 the Dutch at Melaka recorded a maximum of 10 English 
private ships heading east through the straits in any one year, the number had gone up to 
24 in 1764, and to as many as 50 in 1774. Simultaneously, more ships were going through 
the Sunda strait. While a large part of this would be ascribable to the growth of the China 
trade, it also reflects a more thorough penetration of the Southeast Asian markets by the 
English private traders.  
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c. The Dutch control of Melaka as of 1641 and their special position in the 

archipelagonotwithstanding, it had always been possible to do a certain amount of 
trading in the region in items such as opium, tin and pepper, which the Dutch by and large 
had sought to reserve for themselves. The Dutch control over the Malay sultans' trade 
had always been tenuous, and English country captains, by paying higher prices and with 
the aid of some discreet bribery,had found it possible to trade even at Melaka itself. But 
in the post-1760 period, it was no longer necessary to be discreet, and the Dutch claims of 
monopoly could be countered quite openly. 

d. Until 1750, by far the most important destination for private English shipping from India 
was Southeast Asia, and the principal Indian port from which shipping was directed at the 
region was Madras. The principal ports called at were Pegu, Tenasserim/Mergui and 
Ayutthaya, Kedah, Aceh and Melaka, besides Banten and Batavia. At Batavia, the English 
ships were obliged to operate under stringent restrictions as to the commodities in which 
they traded, while the trade to Banten was lost as of 1682 when the port was taken over 
by the Dutch and declared closed to others.Pegu remained an important destination, but 
trade with the port was subject to vigorous competition by the Indian merchants. 

e. At the Siamese ports of Mergui and Tenasserim in the Bay of Bengal, and Ayutthaya in the 
Gulf of Siam, the private English traders encountered the dynamic trading organization of 
the king of Siam. The trade between Madras and Mergui/Tenasserim was dominated 
throughout by Asian merchants. A large number of Chinese junks regularly called at 
Ayutthaya, making it an important meting point between the east and the west. 

f. Other important Southeast Asian ports frequented by English shipping included Kedah 
and, above all, Aceh. Chinese junks regularly called at Aceh, making it an important source 
for Far Eastern goods. The exports to Aceh included Coromandel textiles, rice and slaves, 
besides fair quantities of Bengal opium. The imports into Madras included camphor, 
benzoin, wax and pepper, besides goods of Far Eastern origin. 

16. Until the 1760s, the private English merchants' eastward trade was practically non-existent from 
Bombay, and relatively quite small from Calcutta. However, this changed dramatically in the 
context of the 'commercial revolution' in the Indian Ocean. This revolution, completed by the 
1780s, consisted  

a. in the first place of a clear domination of trade in the Indian Ocean and the South China 
Sea by private English shipping based at Calcutta and Bombay, and in the  

b. second, of an increasingly central, and indeed dominant, position of the trade with China 
and Malaya in the private English merchants' trade from India. 

c. This was the consequence of a variety of factors at work, both economic and political. 
These ranged from  

i. the growing popularity of Chinese tea in the European market and  
ii. the growing prosperity of the private English traders engaged in country trade,  

iii. the wresting of formal political control by the English East India Company in 
Bengal  

iv. Considerable political leverage in western India. 
17. An approximate idea of the orders of magnitude involved in the growth of the China trade could 

perhaps be formed by reference to the fact that between 1774-82 and 1785-86, the imports by 
the English country ships at Canton had doubled. By 1797-98, these had nearly trebled again. The 
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two principal items carried to Canton were Gujarat cotton and Bengal opium. On an average, 
over the last quarter of the 18thcentury, cotton accounted for approximately 50% of the total 
English exports to China. 

18. The bulk of the cotton exports from Bombay were on the account of the private traders. The 
principal Bengal commodity carried to China was opium. Value-wise, Bengal opium did not 
overtake Indian cotton until 1823, but from the perspective of the private traders, opium had 
already superseded cotton as the most lucrative item by the early years of the 19thcentury. 

FRENCH PRIVATE TRADERS 

1. Although a few Frenchmen, living mainly in Chandernagore, are known to have occasionally 
engaged in a certain amount of trade in the period prior to 1719, the real beginnings of French 
participation in the Indian Ocean port-to-port trade ought to be traced to that year when the 
newly organized Compagnie des Indes decided to enter the field. It was, however, immediately 
obvious to the factors at Pondicherry that the Company' s financial and other resources were 
simply not adequate to allow a meaningful participation in the Indian Ocean trade entirely on its 
own. A decision was therefore taken to invite the Company's employees as well as other traders, 
both Indian and European, to collaborate with the Company in the venture.  

2. The life span of this unique venture lasted for about 20 years between 1722 and 1741. During the 
1720s, the Company took the lead in organizing voyages out of Pondicherry, but the sums 
invested on the account of the Company were strictly limited. By the end of the decade, French 
Company employees operating in their private capacity would seem to have become the 
dominant element in the enterprise. Thus, while in the Soucarama, sent from Pondicherry to 
Manila in 1724, the contribution by the Company and by the employees was 51.7% and 18.6%, 
respectively (the remainder being put up by Indian and other European traders), the respective 
share of the two groups had altered to 9.4 per cent and 65.6% in the Pondicherry sent to Mocha 
in 1729. The Company employees and other French traders also operated independently of the 
Company. 

3. It was usual for the French to form 'societies' or 'associations' which undertook one or more 
voyages. Each participant in the venture, which could be an independent merchant or an 
organization, put up a certain amount of money. The voyage of the Pondicherry mentioned 
above had been initiated in Pondicherry, but the shortage of capital there had persuaded the 
organizers to invite employees and other traders at Chandernagore to participate. A sum of Rs 
4,000 had also been subscribed on behalf of the Ostend Company, on which a profit of 50% was 
reported to have been made. 
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4. There was a great deal of cooperation between French shipping based at Chandernagore and 
that based at Pondicherry in organizing voyages, both westward and eastward. The bulk of the 
cargo as well as the freight for westward destinations such as Basra generally originated in 
Bengal, and the cargo originating in Pondicherry was picked up on the way by the ship that had 
started out in Chandernagore. The trip to Mocha was based mainly on the Company's demand 
for coffee for Europe, which was paid for in Pondicherry in silver. A ship usually sailed from 
Coromandel each year with freight and a cargo of textiles, pepper and Chinese porcelain to be 
sold against coffee. Another important branch of trade involving a relatively low investment and 
the possibility of making several trips a year was that to the Maldives. 

5. The eastward destinations covered Southeast Asia, Manila and, to a limited extent, China. In 
Southeast Asia, the principal ports of call were Aceh, Mergui and Pegu. The principal goods 
carried there included Coromandel textiles, Bengal opium, saltpetre and firearms, which were 
exchanged against goods such as pepper, teak, eaglewood, rubies and rice. Further east, Manila 
was probably the most important eastward port of call for the French shipping. Between 1720 
and 1750, a ship from Pondicherry is known to have called at this port each year but four. 
Probably because of the larger capital investment required, the trips to China were much less 
frequent. Thus, over the same period of 30 years, no more than seven voyages were made 
between Pondicherry and Canton, and the profit made was not particularly high. 

6. At least some of the French private traders are known to have done very well for themselves. 
Mahe de la Bourdonnais is believed to have left Asia with more than three million livre tournois 
(approximately f.1.5 million) and Duvelaer with more than five million. The most well-known of 
them, although perhaps not the one to have made most money, however, was Joseph Francois 
Dupleix, the head of the Chandernagore factory between 1731 and 1741.  

a. Immediately on arrival in Chandernagore, Dupleix had established a 'society' for trade. His 
associates ranged from direct participants in his ventures to providers of loans on an 
ordinary or respondentia basis. His principal Dutch associate was the chief of the Dutch 
factory in Hooghly, Jan Albert Sichterman, who is reported to have invested no less than 
Rs 87,000 in the Francois sent by Dupleix to Basra in 1736. In 1739, he was under debt of 
Rs 42,000 to Dupleix. Yet another group of European merchants deeply involved in 
Dupleix's ventures was that of the employees of the dissolved Ostend Company. These 
included Pierre Strebel, John Ray, LeendeertMeynders and, above all, Frangois de 
Schonamille. Schonamille had been a free trader on the Coromandel coast between 1719 
and 1723, and had associated with the French at Pondicherry. Just before the dissolution 
of the Ostend Company in 1731, Schonamille had been appointed the chief of the factory 
at Bankibazar. It was on the basis of his private trading ventures, mainly in association 
with Dupleix, that Schonamille formally kept the Ostend factory going until 1744.The list 
of persons providing loans for Dupleix's ventures was a long one, and included persons 
such as the Jagat Seth. The respondentia loans carried a minimum of 18% interest, 
although it could be much higher. A major component of Dupleix's business was the 
carrying of freight cargo belonging mainly to the Armenian and Muslim merchants. The 
rate charged normally varied between 7% and 10% of the value of the cargo carried.  

b. Between 1731 and 1741, Dupleix organized or participated in about 91 voyages. An 
overwhelming bulk of these—as many as 79—went westward, including 16 to Surat and 
14 to Basra. The other westward destinations (apart from Pondicherry) included the 
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Maldives and Mozambique, Malabar, Mocha and Jiddah, and Bandar Abbas. The eastward 
destinations included Aceh (two), Pegu and Melaka (one each), Manila (six) and Canton 
(two). Steady profits were made on most of these trips. Dupleix continued to transfer his 
savings to France through both legitimate and unauthorized channels. In 1741, his capital 
in Pondicherry and Chandernagore was reported to have amounted to about Rs 550,000. 

7. The withdrawal of the French East India Company from intra-Asian trade in 1741, followed by the 
outbreak of hostilities between the English and the French in 1744,practically put an end to 
French participation in the Indian Ocean trade.There was, however, a remarkable revival in 
French private trade from Bengal in the 1750s. In the 1780s and the 1790s, French participation 
in the Indian Ocean trade was based chiefly on Mauritius. While only six French vessels were 
recorded as having called at Cochin in 1785-86, the number had gone up to 17 in 1791-92. Nearly 
all of these ships were trading between Mauritius and Mahé, Pondicherry, the Maldives and 
Colombo. Only one of these ships had made a China voyage, and only two had gone to Bengal. 

8. To Conclude: 
a. The Euro-Asian encounter over the 300-year period between 1500 and 1800 was a 

historical process with extremely significant and wide-ranging implications for both sides.  
b. As far as the trading world of the Indian Ocean was concerned, these centuries witnessed 

a tremendous increase in the participation of various European trading groups —both at 
the level of corporate enterprises as well as at that of private traders operating in their 
individual capacity—in the trade of the Ocean.  

c. Throughout this period, different corporate enterprises made attempts to monopolize 
trade along particular branches and in specific commodities. But given the general 
resilience and resourcefulness of the Asian merchants, these attempts did not lead to any 
significant dislocation in their trade.  

d. It was only from the late 18thcentury onward, with the establishment of colonial rule in 
various parts of Asia, that the negative implications of the European presence in the 
Indian Ocean became overwhelming. 

EUROPEAN DOCUMENTATION AS SOURCE MATERIAL 

1. A by-product of the long and substantial European presence in the Indian Ocean was the 
generation by corporate enterprises as well as private traders of an extensive amount of 
documentation, which is now preserved mainly in archives in Lisbon, London, The Hague and Aix-
en-Provence.  

2. This documentation contains an enormous amount of material on Indian Ocean trading networks 
during the early modern period. While the principal concern of the European documentation is 
understandably the Euro-Asian and intra-Asian trade carried on by each of the enterprises, it 
nevertheless contains an astonishingly rich amount of material on Asian trading networks. This is 
particularly true of the documentation of the Dutch East India Company among the corporate 
enterprises, and of the English traders in the European private trader category.  

3. As we have seen, the Dutch East India Company was the only European corporate enterprise to 
engage in a vast amount of trade within the Indian Ocean, in addition to its intercontinental 
trade, as an integral part of its overall trading strategy. This documentation is of a highly 
variegated nature, and consists of assessment reports, occasional reviews of the trading practices 
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of Asian merchants, comments on particular branches of Indian Ocean trade with reference to 
specific episodes within a given branch of trade, and so on.  

4. A particularly important source of information available in the Dutch East India Company 
documentation is the so-called 'shipping lists' pertaining to the Asian merchants' trade in the 
Indian Ocean. In order to be able to closely monitor the trading activities of their Asian 
competitors, details regarding the arrival and departure of Asian ships were noted down by 
Dutch factors from the customs house records of the port they were stationed at. Sometimes, 
this was done by bribing the relevant officials. 

5. These details included the name of the vessel and its size, the port of origin/destination, the 
name of the owner as well as that of the captain of the vessel, and the cargo carried by it. Such 
information can be invaluable in reconstructing a history of the Asian merchants' trade. 

6. Private European traders' papers can be equally illuminating with respect to both their own 
substantial participation in the Indian Ocean trade, and the Asian merchants' involvement in this 
trade. This documentation often also contains extremely valuable material on the commercial 
infrastructure in the Indian Ocean trade, particularly with reference to credit and freight 
arrangements, etc.  

7. A particularly valuable set of papers in this category are those of Robert Cowan, governor of 
Bombay in the 1720s and 1730s, who engaged in an extensive amount of trade on his private 
account in the western Indian Ocean. These are preserved in microfilm in the Oriental and India 
Office Collection at the British Library in London. Another example would be the Walker of 
Bowland papers in the National Library in Scotland. These contain extensive commercial 
information on western India. These are just two examples of what one can expect to find in this 
genre of documentation. 

8. In the matter of the availability of source material, this is in sharp contrast to the period before 
1500 CE. For that period, while a certain amount of written documentary evidence is available 
with respect to many of the networks (the Jewish Geniza letters pertaining to the 11th and 12th 
century trade between the Red Sea and the west coast of India, made accessible through the 
outstanding researches of S.D. Goitein, is an important case in point) , usually substantial reliance 
has to be placed on archaeological, epigraphic and numismatic evidence.  

9. This evidence is often quite rich, but by its very nature usually facilitates only a broad 
reconstruction of the mercantile communities, the commodities traded, the ships used, the ports 
called at in a given network, and so on. A detailed and specific analysis, particularly one with a 
quantitative orientation, is ordinarily ruled out by such evidence. It is, therefore, not surprising 
that scholarly research on the trading connections and networks in the Indian Ocean-South China 
Sea maritime trading complex has concentrated mainly on the early modern period (1500-1800). 
Hence the concentration on that period in the present volume, too.  

10. However, in order to situate the developments during the period in perspective, two 
contributions analysing the major issues and trends during the earlier period in an outline form 
have also been included. One of these deals with the western segment of the Indian Ocean trade, 
while the other is concerned with the eastern segment. 

PRECIOUS METAL FLOWS 
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1. The Indian Ocean-South China Sea maritime trading complex was both one of the most 
important absorbers of precious metals in the world, and a provider of these metals next in 
importance only to the New World.The principal absorbing countries of the region were India 
and China while the principal provider within the region was Japan, with a more modest role 
being played by West Asia, essentially on the basis of the supplies received from Europe via the 
Levant. Of the absorbing countries, we will only look at India in some detail. 

2. India has traditionally been a marginal producer of gold and silver, and over the centuries her 
need for these metals for currency and other purposes has overwhelmingly been met through 
imports by sea and overland. Over a long period of time, Venetian and Italian trading currencies 
are known to have regularly gravitated towards India.  

3. Some sub-Saharan gold had traditionally travelled to the Indian Ocean via the Mediterranean. 
The state of Mutapain southeast Africa was also an important provider of gold.  

4. Much larger quantities of precious metals evidently came in from within Asia, both by sea and 
land. 

a. By far the most important single Asian source of these metals was West Asia, which in 
turn received its own suppliesin a large measure through trade channels from southern 
and eastern Europe via the Levant. Both Yemen and Persia provided significant quantities 
of gold and silver to the west coast of India, where the leading ports were Cambay (later 
Surat) and Calicut. The inflow through the land route via northwestern India was 
evidently also quite large, although in the present state of our knowledge, it is more 
difficult to quantify the latter than the former. 

b. Southeast Asia was another important source of precious metals. Silver and some gold 
are known to have been mined in Pegu in eastern Burma, and fair quantities of the 
former metal are known to have arrived through regular commercial channels into 
Bengal, and, to a smaller extent, the Coromandel coast.  

c. Also, John Deyell has drawn our attention to the regular import into Bengal of silver from 
Yunnan [South West China]from the 13thcentury onward, both overland and by sea.  

5. The situation with respect to the global output and the flows of precious metals across the world 
underwent a dramatic transformation in the 16thcentury.  

a. This was the outcome essentially of the discovery of the Americas, and the intensive 
working under Spanish auspices of the rich silver mines in Mexico and Bolivia.  

b. An overwhelming part of this newly mined gold and silver arrived, to begin with, at the 
port of Seville in Spain via the Atlantic.  

c. It is remarkable, however, that even though the Dutch were not permitted to trade in 
Spanish ports from 1585 onward and, in any case, there was a general prohibition on the 
export of precious metals from Spain, a good proportion of the South American silver 
coming into Spain eventually found its way to Amsterdam, mainly via Hamburg. This 
made the Dutch the undoubted masters of the European bullion trade, and Amsterdam 
the leading world centre of the trade in precious metals. 

6. The substantial accretion in the 16thcentury in the stock of precious metals available to Europe 
constituted a key elementin the rise of the early modern world economy.  

7. The other key element was the prospect of a significant expansion in the value of Euro-Asian 
trade, traditionally based on the purchase by Europe of Asian goods against precious metals, 
opened up by the discovery of the all-water route between Europe and Asia via the Cape of Good 
Hope.  
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a. Ever since the 14th century, the output of precious metals in Europe had by and large 
been stagnant, raising fears of deflationary tendencies cropping up.  

b. This, coupled with the bullionist inhibitions regarding the export of precious metals, 
would almost certainly have created a situation where the non-availability of significant 
additional quantities of precious metals for export to the East would by and large have 
rendered the opportunities opened up by the availability of the Cape route quite 
redundant. 

c. It is in this context that one mustappreciate the critical significance of the two great 
discoveries, those of the New World and of the Cape route to the East Indies, having 
taken place almost simultaneously. 

PRECIOUS METALS FROM THE NEW WORLD 

8. American silver reached the Indian Ocean via one of three alternative routes:  
a. via the Cape of Good Hope,  
b. via the Levant and West Asia and, finally,  
c. via the Pacific and Manila.  

9. The quantities involved in the last mentioned of these routes are not easy to determine,and in 
any case were not destined for India, except perhaps at the margin. But each of the other two 
circuits was important. 

a. The agencies through which silver was transported along the Cape route were exclusively 
European—the Portuguese during the 16th century and the early part of the 17thcentury, 
and the Dutch, the English and the French during the 17thand the 18thcenturies.  

b. As far as the Levant-West Asia route was concerned, it was mainly the Indian merchants 
who acted as couriers of silver into the subcontinent, although the Dutch East India 
Company also operated on this sector. 

10. The quantitative profile of the precious metal flows between Europe and India both via the Cape 
route and via West Asia can be reconstructed only partially. Unfortunately, the work of both 
Artur Attman and Ward Barrett, pertaining to the European import of precious metals from the 
New World as well as the outflow of these metals to the East via the Cape and the Levant, suffers 
from serious limitations. The outflows via the Levant are particularly problematic. Barrett's 
unchanging figure of 50 tonnes of silver and silver equivalent as the annual average value of the 
precious metal exports to the Levant between 1601 and 1780 does not inspire a great deal of 
confidence.There is then an added problem: since a good part of the supplies reaching the Levant 
would have been absorbed within West Asia, only a part of the total would eventually have 
found its way to India. This problem could be taken care of only if direct data were available on 
the actual imports from the region into the subcontinent. 

11. On the basis of the documentation of European corporate enterprises, a reasonably complete 
reconstruction of the flows into India via the Cape of Good Hope appears possible. A more 
limited reconstruction can also be attempted from the same documentation with respect to the 
inflows from West Asia, both by the Indian merchants and by the Europeans.  

12. As far as the Cape route is concerned, with regard to the Portuguese, MagalhãesGodhinhohas 
suggested for the 1580s a silver export figure of between 180,000 and 210,000 cruzados per 
annum. Based on data from Luis de FigueiredoFalcão (c. 1610), Niels Steensgaardhas suggested 
for the years between 1588 and 1592 an average annual export figure to Asia of 250,000 



24 

 

cruzados. The silver component of this figure at the end of the century was between 150,000 and 
200,000 cruzados.The work of James C. Boyajianalso points to an extremely large volume of 
trade between Asia and Europe being conducted over the period 1680 to 1740 by private 
Portuguese merchants, most of whom were New Christians. If Boyajian is right, these merchants 
would also have imported large quantities of silver from Portugal via the Cape of Good Hope. But 
all this notwithstanding, there can indeed be very little doubt that, at this point, the imports from 
West Asia through the agency of Indian merchants were substantially larger. According to the 
testimony of the Portuguese chronicler Diogo do Couto, as many as 12 to 15 ships operated each 
year between Gujarat and the Red Sea. One of these vessels, operating on the account of 
Emperor Akbar, reportedlycarried on its return voyage from the Red Sea in 1582 precious metals 
worth as much as 1.2 million rupees. 

13. With the establishment of the English and the Dutch East India companies at the beginning of the 
17thcentury and of the French East India Company in 1664, the relative weightage of the Cape 
route and the West Asia route as conduits for American/ European silver reaching India changed 
substantially in favour of the former, although overall the West Asia route continued to be more 
important than the Cape route for a long time. The exports by each of the three companies to 
Asia consisted overwhelmingly of precious metals—both coined and un-coined. Between 1660 
and 1720, for example, goods accounted, on an average, for only 20.6% of the total English 
exports to Asia.In the case of the Dutch East India Company, too, this figure ordinarily fluctuated 
between 10% and 20% . 

14. While the Dutch Company had started out substantially ahead of its English rival, this situation 
was reversed by the 1670s, after which the English nearly always exported more precious metals 
than the Dutch. The average annual value of the treasure exported by the English East India 
Company to Asia peaked at 7.78 million florins in the decade of 1751-60. The corresponding 
figure in the case of the Dutch East India Company was 5.89 million florins.The fact that the 
Dutch nevertheless remained ahead of the English for a long time to come in terms of the total 
value of Asian goods imported into Europe is to be explained essentially in terms of the 
substantial quantities of precious metals the former managed to obtain within Asia. We will 
come back to this later.  

15. Details regarding the distribution of the metals received from Europe across the different Asian 
trading regions are not available on a complete basis, but there can be very little doubt that in 
the case of both companies, an overwhelming proportion of the total precious metals received 
from home was invested in India.  

16. It is useful to remember in this regard that in the case of both companies, as much as 40% of the 
total Asian cargo procured originated at the turn of the 18thcentury in just one trading region of 
India, namely Bengal.  

17. As far as the French East India Company is concerned, information regarding the export of 
precious metals to Asia is available only with respect to the period between 1725 and 1769. Over 
this period, the average annual value of the precious metals exported varied between a low of 
f.1.49 million during 1755/6 to 1764/5, to a high of f.4.93 million during 1745/6 to 1754/5. The 
proportion of total treasure earmarked for India varied between 74% and 92%.  

18. And then, of course, there were the private European traders operating on the Cape route with 
or without the consent of the relevant national chartered monopoly company. Unfortunately, 
systematic data regarding the value of the precious metals imported by this group are not 
available. But stray bits of information would seem to suggest that the amounts involved were 
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not altogether insignificant. Thus, of the total of f.1.62 million worth of capital brought in by the 
Englishinto Surat in 1651, more than 50%, namely f.0.87 million worth, was on the private 
account of the English factors. 

19. As for the import of American/European precious metals into India via the Levant and West Asia, 
although the quantitative profile that one can extract from the documentation for the 17th and 
the 18thcenturies is much more sparse, the continuing importance of this route comes through 
unambiguously. The principal [receiving] port at which silver from this region arrived into Mughal 
India was Surat. An analysisof the imports arriving at this port aboard Indian ships suggests that 
the specie imported by Indian merchants from the Red Sea consisted almost exclusively of silver, 
with the role of gold being absolutely marginal. It is also established that through the 
17thcentury, the Red Sea was a much bigger source of precious metals than the Persian Gulf.  

20. In addition, large quantities were imported by the Indian merchants as freight on the ships of the 
Dutch and English companies. In 1645, for example, the Dutch director at Surat noted that the 
annual import of gold and silver from Persia into Surat was of the order of about 3 million florins. 
Since the amount imported on Indian ships that year was no more than 0.3 million, it is highly 
probable that the remainder was brought in as freight. 

21. Finally, one must also take into account the fact that while Surat was clearly the most important 
of the Indian ports receiving precious metals from West Asia, the Kanara and Malabar ports on 
the west coast, and the Coromandel and Bengal ports on the east coast also received specie from 
West Asia on a fairly regular, though limited, basis.  

22. West Asia was also one of the sources that the Dutch East India Company tapped in its quest to 
obtain supplies of precious metals within Asia to the extent possible. The Company had obtained 
trading rights in Persia in 1623, and from 1643 onward, it had emerged as an important supplier 
of silver abassies and gold ducats, which were smuggled out by the Company on a regular basis, 
often by concealing them in cavities made into the bales of raw silk imported from there. The 
resultant loss in the value of silk was evidently an acceptable price to pay for getting hold of the 
silver and gold coins. From a comparatively modest sum of f.235,000 in 1642-43, the value of 
these coins had come to exceed a million florins in 1649-50. The average annual value of the 
coins smuggled out over the following decade was f.660,712. However, over the rest of the 
17thcentury, the sums involved were extremely modest, and it was only around 1700 that, for a 
few years, Persia again became a major—in fact the most important—Asian provider of precious 
metals to the Dutch East India Company. 

23. On the basis of the limited statistical evidence available, what can one say about the relative role 
of the Cape and the West Asia routes in the transmission of American/ European silver to India? 
As noted earlier, the position would seem to be quite unambiguous as far as the 16thcentury is 
concerned, when the West Asia route was clearly the dominant one. By and large, the same 
situation would seem to have continued into the 17thcentury, although the gap was fast 
narrowing. By the 1720s or so, however, the Cape route had evidently emerged as the dominant 
route. In the context of the severe disruption that the Indian merchants' trade with West Asia 
underwent from about this time on, it is highly unlikely that the European companies' import 
figure of around f.15 million per annum via the Cape in the 1720s would have been anywhere 
near being matched by the imports from West Asia. Through the remaining part of the 
18thcentury, this gap would seem to have widened even further. It is also useful to recall that 
American silver also reached the Indian Ocean-South China Sea complex via the Pacific and 
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Manila. However, as pointed out earlier, the overwhelming bulk of this silver was absorbed by 
China. 

24. What we have established so far is the central role of the Indian Ocean—South China Sea 
maritime trading complex in the international precious metal flows as a major, and probably the 
most important, consumer of the world output of silver andgold, large quantities of which were 
mined in the New World and carried to this complex via Europe or the Pacific.  

JAPAN: THE PRODUCER WITHIN THE CONSUMPTION AREA  

25. However, the involvement of the Indian Ocean-South China Sea complex in the global flows of 
precious metals did not end with domination of their consumption. In addition to being an 
absorber, the complex, defined to include Japan, was also a major provider of precious metals, 
next in importance only to the New World. The only difference was that while the New World 
output was used overwhelmingly outside the producing area, the Asian output was all used 
within the Indian Ocean—South China Sea complex, although in an important way outside the 
immediate country of production. 

26. The immediate country of production was Japan, which had emerged in the 16thcentury as the 
largest Asian provider of precious metals by virtue of the discovery there of major new mines of 
both gold and silver. In the early stages of the rise of Japan to this position of pre-eminence, the 
key role in promoting the trade in Japanese silver was filled by the Chinese merchants, who 
exchanged increasing quantities of Chinese raw silk and other goods in Japan mainly against the 
locally produced silver. They were soon joined by the Portuguese. The total quantities of silver 
carried out of Japan by the Chinese and the Portuguese merchants together was quite substantial 
in value: a figure of an average annual outflow of 33,750 to 48,750 kilograms has been suggested 
for the period 1560 to 1600.  

27. Following the expulsion of the Portuguese and the promulgation of the 'closed country' era in 
1639, the only two foreign trading groups allowed to operate in Japan were the Chinese and the 
Dutch. The Dutch used this differential privilege to its maximum and procured large quantities of 
precious metals in Japan in exchange for commodities such as raw silk. Together with the spice 
monopoly in the Indonesian archipelago, the exclusive access among the Europeans to Japanese 
precious metals was the principal factor behind the Dutch domination of both Euro-Asian and the 
intra-Asian trade during the 17thcentury. Information regarding the amount of precious metals 
obtained by the Dutch in Japan is available only from 1621 onward. This information suggests 
quite unambiguously that in the matter of the supply of precious metals to the Eastern 
headquarters of the Dutch East India Company at Batavia, there was a clear and substantial lead 
for Japan over Holland between the late 1630s and the end of the 1670s.  

28. An overwhelming proportion of both the gold and silver obtained by the Dutch Company in Japan 
would seem to have been sent on to India for investment there in goods for both Europe and 
Asia. It is instructive to note in this regard that in 1667, as much as 84% of the total silver brought 
in by the Company into Bengal was of Japanese origin, the remainder having being imported 
from Holland. 

a. The ban on the export of silver in 1668 obliged the Company to confine its procurement 
of precious metals in Japan to gold.  

b. Additional restrictions placed on the Company's trade in the country in the 1670s and the 
1680s climaxed with the debasement of the gold koban in 1696, with its gold content 
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being reduced from 85.69 to 56.41 per cent without any reduction in its silver price of 6.8 
taels.  

c. In the absence of a major alternative Asian source of gold, the Company did continue to 
procure small quantities of gold koban occasionally until the middle of the 18thcentury, 
but the critical role of Japan as a major Asian source of precious metals for the Dutch had 
come to an end in 1696. 

TRADE IN INDIAN TEXTILES 

1. Next to precious metals, the commodity that served to bind the Indian Ocean—South China Sea 
maritime trading complex together more than any other commodity was Indian textiles. One 
could legitimately argue that in the early modern period, Indian textiles structured long-distance 
commercial relationships across the Indian Ocean.  

2. The central role played by India in the structure of Indian Ocean trade was determined to a large 
extent by her capacity to put on the market large quantities of textiles at highly competitive 
prices.  

3. While these [textile] included high value varieties such as the legendary Dhaka muslins and the 
Gujarat silk embroideries, the really important component for the Indian Ocean markets was the 
coarse cotton varieties manufactured primarily on the Coromandel coast and in Gujarat.  

4. There was a large-scale demand for these varieties both in the eastern markets of Indonesia, 
Malaya, Thailand and Burma, and in the markets of the Red Sea, the Persian Gulf and East Africa.  

5. While it is impossible to determine precisely what proportion of the total domestic demand for 
mass consumption textiles in these societies was met by imports from India, the available 
evidence would seem to point in the direction of this being fairly substantial. India's capacity to 
manufacture these textiles in large quantities and to put them on the market at highly 
competitive terms made it in some sense the 'industrial' hub of the region, surrounded by West 
Asia on one side and Southeast Asia on the other. 

6. At the root of India's 'industrial' capability was the availability in the subcontinent of a 
sophisticated infrastructure of institutions and services, which rendered the system of 
production and exchange highly efficient, dynamic, and fully market responsive.  

7. The principal constituent elements of this infrastructure were things such as  
a. a high degree of labour mobility and the existence of a labour market,  
b. merchant groups capable of collective defence and good organization,  
c. development of accountancy skills,  
d. highly developed and price-responsive marketing systems, and  
e. a sophisticated monetary and credit structure. 
f. A highly developed exchange and trading network—both internal and external— served 

as a vital link between the agrarian and the non-agrarian sectors of the economy.  
i. Land revenue had traditionally accounted for an overwhelming proportion of state 

finance in Mughal India, and adjustments in the procedures for assessing and 
collecting this revenue were a routine feature in all administrations. But under 
Akbar (r. 1556-1605), these adjustments were rather extensive and, among other 
things, involved a continuing shift away from the collection of land revenue in kind 
to that in cash.  
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ii. Both at a qualitative and at a quantitative level, this innovation [collecting revenue 
in cash] served to promote in an important way the growth of a money economy. 
Quite clearly, the land revenue paying peasants would have been marketing a 
certain proportion of their gross output in any case.  

iii. But under the new dispensation of compulsorily having to generate a rather large 
cash flow to meet the revenue demand which could be upto 40% of the gross 
output, the volume of monetized transactions entered into by the peasants would 
have gone up significantly.  

iv. This would have necessitated a continuously rising supply of money and perhaps 
an increase in its velocity of circulation. 

8. The Mughal Indian coinage consisted of the gold muhr, the silver rupee, and the copper dam or 
paisa.  

a. Given thealmost total absence of domestic productionof precious metals, the supply of 
gold and silver available for coinagedepended almost exclusivelyon the volume of their 
import into the country. This was also true of copper, though to a smaller extent.  

b. [As we have already seen] acontinuing import of these metals, overwhelmingly from West 
Asia in the pre-European trade phase and, thereafter, increasingly also from Europe and 
Japan, had thus assumed the role of almost a precondition to the successful functioning 
of the monetary system and the exchange networks [in India].  

9. It was essentially on the basis of the continuing inflow of the khalisa revenue—the share of the 
imperial government in the total land revenue— in cash that the elite in the heartland of the 
empire around Agra/Delhi could afford to constitute an important market for the industrial and 
other products of the outlying regions of the empire.  

a. By the same token, these regions, such asGujarat and Bengal, would have found it 
impossible to generate the revenue to be sent to Agra/Delhi without the heartland 
providing a substantial and continuing demand for their products, enabling them to buy 
back, as it were, the cash flowing to the north as 'tribute'. 

10. A highly developedcredit organization also contributed to the efficient working of the system.  
a. Merchants could raise short-term loans at remarkably low rates of interest. 
b. The institution of the respondentia loans was also quite widespread. 
c. Funds could be transferred from one place to another relatively inexpensively by using 

the hundi, which could also double as an instrument for raising short-term credit. 
11. The sarrafswho ran the creditand the banking structure were also indispensable to the working 

of the currency and the monetary system.  
a. The Mughal coinage system, with its uniform imperial standards of weights and 

measures, was imposed throughout the empire over dozens of local monetary systems.  
b. Centrally appointed functionaries of the imperial mints accepted bullion or coin from local 

sarrafs or other private individuals. The system of free minting ensured that the Mughal 
coins retained their high degree of fineness without any known debasement for nearly 
two centuries. 

12. Coming back to the Indian Ocean trade in Indian textiles, the available evidence permits a fairly 
detailed reconstruction of the textile trade between India and the Indonesian archipelago in the 
early modern period. This serves to underline the role of Indian textiles in the economy and 
society of the archipelago, as reflected in the extent and pattern of consumption of these textiles 
there. In Indonesia, textiles have reigned as a dominant aesthetic for centuries, and have played 
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an important role in various ceremonies in the islands. Foreign textiles, mainly of Indian origin, 
were quickly assimilated to fit local sensibilities [in Indonesia], and subsequently were encoded 
with indigenous meaning. 

13. There is also evidence that clothes produced in Indonesia were affected by Indian influence. This 
influence was manifested in terms of designs, motifs, materials, and techniques of production. As 
already noted, Indian textiles had traditionally served as the principal medium of exchange for 
the most coveted product—both within the Indian Ocean and internationally—of the region, 
namely exotic spices including pepper, cloves, nutmeg and mace. Among other Indian merchant 
groups, Gujarati merchants from the port of Cambay carried large quantities of Indian textiles to 
Melaka from the 16thcentury onward, where these textiles were exchanged against Indonesian 
spices and other goods carried there from China and the Malay archipelago. That is what made 
the Portuguese traveller Tomé Pires remark early in the 16thcenturythat 'Malacca could not live 
without Cambay, nor Cambay without Malacca'. 

14. The export of Indian textiles to Southeast Asia received a further fillip from the early years of the 
17thcentury onward when the Dutch East India Company embarked upon a large-scale 
participation in the Indian Ocean trade. The special privileges obtained from the petty rulers in 
the Indonesian archipelago enabled the Company to earn considerably more than the usual rate 
of profit on Indian textiles. In fact, in a number of treaties the Company concluded in the 
archipelago, one of the clauses specified the rate of exchange between the particular commodity 
in which it had been granted monopsonistic privileges, and important varieties of Indian textiles 
that it proposed to import. 

15. Another index of the crucial role of Indian textiles is the unquestioned domination of these 
textiles in the mix of goods the Indonesian and Malay traders carried out of Batavia, where they 
had obtained them from the Company in exchange for a variety of goods. 

16. The Company had a nearly captive market in the Spice Islands, and exploited this advantage in 
full by charging prices that were considerably higher than those that other traders used to charge 
earlier. In fact, in 1618 these prices were reported to be so high as to be almost 
counterproductive, insofar as they adversely affected the delivery of cloves in the Moluccas.With 
a brisk procurement of Indian textiles by the Chinese, Malay, and other traders, the sales in the 
Java market picked up considerably from the 1630s. The average rate of profit around this time 
was reported to be between 60% and 100%. The 1641 conquest of Melaka helped, and the 
subsequent decades witnessed a considerable increase in the trade in Coromandel textiles in 
Southeast Asia. Indeed, until the 1680s, this market continued to be supplied overwhelmingly 
byCoromandel. 

17. The only other Indian region supplying textiles for Southeast Asia in any reasonable quantity was 
Gujarat. The bulk of the supplies received from Gujarat at Batavia were sent on to the Spice 
Islands and Malaya, A large part of these supplies consisted of coarse cotton, although fine 
cottons, silk piece-goods, as well as piece-goods made of a mixture of silk and cotton yarn were 
also exported. The profitability in Indonesia was reasonable: in 1679, Surat chintz were reported 
to have yielded a gross profit of 100-128 per cent, while the following year canicans were sold at 
a profit of 70%. 

18. The last quarter of the 17thcentury in some sense represented the peak of the Dutch East India 
Company's trade in Indian textiles in Southeast Asia. The overwhelming bulk of these textiles 
originated in Coromandel. Thus, of the total of f.1.26 million worth of textiles the Batavia Council 
ordered for this market for 1696 from Coromandel, Bengal and Gujarat together, the respective 
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shares of the three sources were 93%, 4%, and 3%. It was only from about this time onward that 
the Company was confronted by the problem of growing competition in Java by the locally 
produced cheaper supplies of painted textiles. In Southeast Asia, the Company was now 
concentrating more and more on the relatively captive markets ofJava, southern Celebes and the 
Moluccas, and increasingly opting out of places such as Aceh,Johor, Kedah, Tenasserim and Pegu, 
where the competition by Asian merchants was turning out to be crippling. A report written by 
the outgoing chief of the Dutchestablishment in Coromandel in 1757 pointed out that port of 
Porto Novo alone, the textiles exported by Indian merchants to ports such as Manila, Melaka, 
Aceh, Arakan, Pegu, Mocha, and those in Persia and other places amounted each year to 200,000 
pagodas (or approximately f.1 million). 

19. A part of the Indian textiles brought in by the Dutch East India Company into Batavia was used by 
the Company itself. Such uses included the manufacturing of sailcloth for the Company's ships, 
the production of uniforms for mounted cavalry and guards, and for use by the Company's 
personnel on ceremonial occasions such as processions of various kinds, conducting of funeral 
rites, and so on. Another major use to which Indian textiles were put was to clothe the slave 
population, which was obliged to wear distinct clothing provided by the Company. While Guinea 
cloth was part of this distinct set in the 17thcentury, in the 18ththe qualifying varieties included 
only garras, fotas and niquanias, all of which were manufactured from coarse cotton. It has been 
suggested by F.W. Stapel that over the 200 years of its existence, the Company provided more 
than one million pieces of clothing to its slave population. 

20. The employees of the Company at Batavia and other places all over the Indonesian archipelago 
were often paid a part of their salary in Indian textiles. In the Moluccas, for example, where 
between 2,000 and 3,000 individuals served the Company, half the salary was paid in cash and 
the other half in textiles. One might also note that following the extensive and long-standing 
usage of luxury textiles from India in gift-giving in the Indonesian archipelago, the Company had 
also adopted the practice on a fairly large scale. According to de Korte, the Company spent a 
total of f.19 million in gift-giving in Asia over the 177 years of book-keeping. Since luxury textiles 
constituted the core of these gifts, probably many thousands of pieces of cloth would have been 
gifted away annually. The fact that Indian luxury textiles were at the head of the list of the most 
desirable gifts would be corroborated by the fact that according to an entry in the Batavia Dagh 
Register of 1648, a Chinese delegation presented the Dutch GovernorGeneral with Indian rather 
than Chinese textiles. 

21. An overwhelming proportion of the Indian textiles imported by the Company would, of course, 
have been sold in the market. The single largest market for the purpose was Batavia itself from 
where, according to the evidence in the Dagh Registers, the bulk of the textiles would have been 
transported by the buyers to all parts of the archipelago. The result was that Indian textiles 
reached the remotest parts of the archipelago. While the luxury varieties remained confined by 
and large to the coastal and the urban areas, the ordinary varieties reached everywhere and 
constituted the everyday wear of the ordinary consumer.  

22. As pointed out earlier, the basic advantage that the ordinary Indian textiles enjoyed over their 
domestically produced counterparts was that of availability at a cheaper price for comparable 
quality. It is in that context that one can best appreciate situations arising out of interruptions in 
the supply of Indian textiles due to whatever reason, leading to an immediate resumption of the 
domestic production of the broadly substitute varieties. This is precisely what happened in 1617 
when three of the Company's ships, the Aeolius, the Middelburgh and the Duyve—the latter two 
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from Surat—on their way to the archipelago got shipwrecked with large consignments oftextiles 
aboard. 

23. The point to emphasize is that while the capability of producing mass wear textiles for 
consumption certainly existed in the domestic system, at least to a certain extent, this capability 
was ordinarily not used because of the availability of cheaper and better textiles imported from 
India. It was essentially only when the supply of Indian textiles was interrupted that the domestic 
production capacity was activated. 

24. While the main use to which the ordinary imported Indian textiles were put was everyday mass 
wear, the story was quite different with respect to the considerable body of luxury textiles 
imported from India into the Malay-Indonesian archipelago. While these varieties were also used 
overwhelmingly for wearing purposes, the occasions on which this was done were essentially 
ceremonial—marriages, death ceremonies, and so on.The use of decorative gold thread for 
borders and stripes constituted a very important element in the overall status-enhancing role of 
these textiles. Indeed, the possession of such textiles became a measure of one's wealth, class, 
status and power.  

25. Consequently, these textiles were often also used as a store of value. Further, as pointed out 
above, the use of luxury Indian textiles for purposes of gift giving was quite widespread. In 
Ambon, dancing girls invited to perform on special occasions are known to have been paid in 
Indian textiles. The ritual importance of Indian textiles only underscored the material reality of 
exchange that deepened the structures of inter-regional trade in the Indian Ocean. States, and 
political authorities could hardly afford to be indifferent or impervious to the importance of the 
maritime factor. 

THE STATE AND MARITIME TRADE 

1. Historically, in the multiple regions on the vast littoral of the Indian Ocean-South China Sea 
maritime trading complex, the relationship between the ruling authority and maritime trade has 
been at a variety of levels and marked by a great deal of diversity. There have been cases where, 
for political or security considerations,  

a. States have banned their subjects from engaging in maritime trade;  
b. Others have sought to impose a variety of restrictions on foreign merchants seeking to 

Trade at ports under their territorial jurisdiction.  
c. But the norm has been one of states supporting, and indeed promoting, maritime trade 

from their ports.  
d. In many cases, rulers and their officials have also sought to partake in the profits from 

maritime trade by participating in it in their individual and private capacity. 
2. One might begin by drawing attention to the well-established tradition of foreign merchants 

being welcome at the Indian Ocean ports, since they were perceived as providers of additional 
business to the local economies and merchants, and of additional income by way of customs 
duties, etc., to the ruling authorities.  

3. The visiting as well as resident foreign merchants were, by and large, left to manage their affairs 
themselves, including the arrangements they might make with their local counterparts, their 
business dealings in the market, and so on, without the administration unduly interfering in their 
decision-making processes. 
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a. The Indian Ocean port at which such autonomy was allowed in the most unconstrained 
fashion was probably that of Melaka, which in the course of the 15thcentury had emerged 
as a major centre ofinternational exchange and a meeting point of traders east and the 
west.  

b. Foreign merchants resident in, and operating from, this port [Malacca] could broadly be 
divided into four groups: (a) the Gujaratis; (b) other Indian merchant groups and 
merchants from Burma; (c) the merchants from Southeast Asia up to and including the 
Philippines; and (d) the merchants from East Asia, including the Chinese, the Japanese 
and the Okinawans.  

c. Each of these four groups was even allowed to have a shahbandar of its own, who 
managed the affairs of that particular community autonomously of the local authorities. 

4. The wide prevalence in the Asian ports of a broad state policy of supporting and promoting 
maritime trade as long as it did not involve any specific obligations or costs on the state is fully 
testified to by the evidence relating, for example, to Mughal India. 

a. Infrastructural support in the form of elements such as a highly efficient coinage system 
was only one part of the story. The benefits that the growth of trade entailed for the 
economy were fully recognized by the administration. More immediately, the resultant 
increase in the customs revenue, which in the case of the Mughal empire accrued directly 
to the central treasury and probably constituted a head of revenue in importance next 
only to land revenue, was an important consideration.  

b. An equally important consideration would seem to have been the overwhelming 
dependence of the empire on imported bullion for coinage and other purposes.  

i. A small incident from the late 1650s would broadly illustrate this. In 1656, a vessel 
sent out by Prince Shah Shuja, the subahdar of Bengal, to Kedah—one of the 
restricted Malay peninsular ports—refused on its way back to pay the so-called 
Melaka toll charged by the Dutch East India Company at that port. A forced 
confiscation from the vessel of tin worth Rs 1,631 coupled with the refusal by the 
Dutch factors stationed at Hooghly to provide naval assistance to the government 
for the proposed campaign against Arakan, infuriated the prince to the point of 
threatening to raise the rate of the customs duty payable by the Dutch at Hooghly 
from the usual 4% to as much as 20%.  

ii. The point of the story, however, is that the threatened increase [in customs duty] 
explicitly exempted the precious metals that the Company imported into the port. 
Evidently, the prince was fully cognizant of what the imported precious metals 
meant to the empire, and was careful not to earn the wrath of his father, Emperor 
Shah Jahan, by his proposed action. As it turned out, a mutually acceptable 
solution was found and the threatened increase in the customs duty not carried 
out.  

MARCHANTS’ PROTECTION AND THE STATE 

5. To what extent was the Mughal Indian state able to provide protection to the maritime merchant 
against piracy or other hostile actions on the sea? 

6. It is true that on the east coast, the Mughals maintained a small flotilla at Dhaka, while on the 
west coast, the Sidis maintained a small fleet at Janjira near Bombay for the purpose. But these 
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were at best capable of providing assistance against the odd pirate vessel from 
Arakan/Chittagong or from the Malabar coast.  

7. A hostile action by a European ship against an Indian vessel was a different matter 
altogether.European ships were much better armed than their Indian counterparts. 

a. A glaring example of this disparity was provided in April 1612 when 6 English ships 
congregated off the Arabian coast and hijacked, in succession, 15 passing Mughal ships 
from India, culminating in the capture of the great 1,000-ton vessel Rahimi, which 
belonged to the mother of the Mughalemperor. The prizes were taken to a nearby 
anchorage and plundered at will. It is true that the Rahimi was armed with some 15 
pieces of artillery and that the soldiers aboard her carried muskets, but these were 
merely anti-personnel weapons.  

8. [So the question may be asked why did the Indian Ships not carry cannons or other heavy 
weaponary?]  

a. Indian vessels, which often relied on rope and wooden nails to hold their planks in place, 
lacked the strength both to withstand heavy artillery bombardment from without and to 
absorb the recoil of large ordinance firing from within. The fact that the English could do 
this with impunity reflected not only the vulnerability of the Indianmercantile vessels, but 
also the total ineffectiveness of the Mughal navy, such as it was. 

b. It was indeed not without reason that in 1662, on being approached on behalf of the king 
of the Maldive Islands to use his good offices to persuade Emperor Aurangzeb to impose 
a ban on English and Dutch shipping to the islands, the faujdar of Balasore pointed out 
that even if the emperor could be persuaded to oblige the king, he was in no position to 
do so since he was 'master only of land and not of the sea’. 

9. While in the matter of state policythe Mughal Indian model, being supportive of maritime trade, 
would go through as generally representative of the situation in the Indian Ocean—South China 
Sea maritime trading complex, certain exceptions need to be noted. 

a. The first Ming ruler Zhu Yuanzhang (1368-98) forbade all private Chinese trade with 
foreign countries. Following the cessation of the Zheng He expeditions in 1433, the 
haijin[lit. sea ban] or maritime prohibitions on private Chinese trade were re-imposed. 
But, as noted earlier, private Chinese traders settled in the Malay archipelago were able 
to find ways to render these prohibitions quite ineffective. 

b. The case of Japan was quite different and in a class by itself, being the only example 
where severe restrictions were placed on the trading activities of the visiting foreign 
maritime traders.  

i. The beginnings of the rise of a non-market governed commercial regime in Japan 
can be traced to 1604 when, under a new arrangement termed the Pancado, the 
Portuguese were obliged to sell their principal import into Japan, namely Chinese 
raw silk, at a price determined arbitrarily by a guild monopsony consisting of a 
group of merchants from the five imperial cities of Edo (Tokyo) , Osaka, Kyoto, 
Sakai and Nagasaki. In 1631, when they protested against the arrangement, the 
Portuguese were told that they were free to leave the country. 

ii. In 1633, they actually had to sell at prices lower than even the Pancadoprice.That 
same year the Pancado arrangement was extendedto cover a part of the Chinese 
raw silk brought in by the Dutch East India Company as well.  
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iii. Following the promulgation, in June 1636, of thesakoku or 'closed country' edict 
and the expulsion of the Portuguese in 1639 consequent on the suspected 
involvement of their Catholic missionaries in the Shimabara rebellionin 1637, the 
Dutch, together with the Chinese, became the only two foreign merchant groups 
to be allowed to operate in Japan. 

iv. In May 1641, the Dutch were ordered to move to the islet of Deshima in Nagasaki 
harbour, to which they were henceforth confined, besides being subjected to a 
range of commercial restrictions. These included  

1. A ban on the export of gold;  
2. The prescription of days on which the Company could offer its goods for 

sale, until which time they had to be kept in sealed warehouses; and  
3. The extension of the Pancado system to the entire lot of Chinese raw silk 

the Company imported into Japan.  
v. The 1672 introduction of the system of shih shobai, Ghichthe Dutch translated as 

taxatie-handel (appraised trade) , effectively extended the Pancadosystemto all 
imports.On the basis of the samples collected Dutch factors, the different 
commodities imported were evaluated unilaterally by selected members of the 
Nagasaki Chamber of Commerce. This arrangement had an immediate and 
substantial adverse effect on the profitability of the trade, and in 1675 the Batavia 
Council wrote to the governor of Nagasaki that although the Company traded with 
'all corners of the globe', it had 'never yet found a single other place where the 
purchaser fixed the price'.  

vi. The appeal that the 'appraised trade' system be withdrawn, however, fell on deaf 
ears, and the Dutch chief at Nagasaki, MartinusCeaser, could do little but express 
his frustration as follows,  

'But it seems that the Japanese have finally laid aside all sense of honour and decency whilst 
we perforce must dance to their piping in everything'. 

vii. The fact that the Japan trade was nevertheless of enormous value for the [Dutch] 
Company through the 17thcentury only serves to underscore the critical role that 
bullion played in the early modern Asian trade. 

10. An important dimension of state involvement in the Indian Ocean maritime trade was the direct, 
and in many cases substantive, participation by the ruler (and often also by his senior officials) in 
this trade in his personal capacity.  

a. Rulers of several Malay states who had strong trading links with Indian regions such as 
the Coromandel coast figured rather prominently in such ventures. The port state of 
Melaka, where revenues from foreign trade accounted for an overwhelming proportion of 
the total state revenues, was one such state. The sultans of Melaka participated in 
maritime trade in an important manner, owning ships and operating on major routes in 
the Bay of Bengal.  

b. Other such states included Aceh on the northern tip of Sumatra, Kedah, Perak and Siam.  
c. The rulers of all these states participated extensively in the trade of the Bay of Bengal, 

with the logistics of their participation being looked after by designated important local 
merchants. In states such as Aceh, Kedah and Perak, this local merchant-cum-official 
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carried the designation of the royal merchant (saudagar raja), and was almost always 
recruited from the ranks of the Chulia merchants who had migrated to the region from 
southern India and constituted a major diaspora group in the Malay world. 

11. The maritime trading community engaged in coastal and high seas trade from the Indian 
subcontinent also often included royalty and senior state officials. But there were significant 
variations in the pattern of such participation across the three principal maritime trading regions 
of the subcontinent, namely Gujarat, Bengal, and the Coromandel coast. 

a. In the 17thcentury, the port of Surat in Gujarat was probably the most important of the 
subcontinent's ports, and the principal importer of precious metals from West Asia.  

b. Information available in the archives of the Dutch East India Company relating to two 
years in the mid-17thcentury facilitates a detailed reconstruction of the composition of 
the maritime merchant community operating from this port, as well as of the origin and 
the composition of the cargoes imported into the port.  

i. The shipping season of 1643-44 witnessed the arrival into Surat of 8 vessels on the 
account of the Indian merchants.  

1. One of these was from Bengal and carried no precious metals.  
2. Six of the vessels were from the Red Sea (three from Mocha, two from 

Hodeida, and one from Jiddah) carrying precious metals worth Rs 604,000,  
3. while the 8th vessel was from Gombroon in the Persian Gulf with precious 

metals worthat modest sum of Rs 20,000. 
ii. Information regarding ships arriving at Surat during 1654-1655 suggests that all 29 

ships came from West Asia, comprising 12 from the Red Sea and 17 from the 
Persian Gulf.  

1. Of the total of Rs 3.06 million worth of precious metals brought in, the 
share of the vessels from the Red Sea was Rs 1.87 million,  

2. with the remaining Rs 1.19 million being accounted for by the ships 
returning from the Persian Gulf. 

12. What an analysis of this evidence establishes quite unambiguously is the prominent role played 
by the Mughal royalty in the trade between Surat and the Red Sea.  

a. Thus, of the total of Rs 604,000 worth of precious metals that arrived at Surat from the 
Red Sea in 1643-44, as much as Rs 264,000 worth was brought in by the ship from Jiddah, 
which was a pilgrim vessel owned by Emperor Shah Jahan.  

b. The evidence from the year 1654-55 is even more telling. Of the total of Rs 1.87 million 
worth of precious metals brought in by the 12 vessels from the Red Sea, as many as five 
belonged to Emperor Shah Jahan, accounting for as much asRs 1.79 million worth (or 
more than 95%) of precious metals. A part of these metals might, of course, have been 
carried on freight.  

13. The reason behind the choice of the Surat-Red Sea sector by the Mughal royalty for participation 
in maritime trade had obviously a great deal to do with the pilgrim traffic to Jiddah. Providing a 
transport service for the hajj brought both piety and profit.For the purpose, members of the 
royalty, including the emperor himself, had no particular objection even to seeking passes for 
their vessels from the Dutch or the English East India Company.  

14. The Surat-Red Sea sector was without any question the most lucrative one in the entire network 
of seaborne trade from the subcontinent.  
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a. Considering the substantial royal involvement as well as the involvement of major 
maritime merchants such as Mulla Abdul Ghafur(who was, without any question, the 
richest merchant operating from Surat, and who is reported to have bequeathed on his 
death assets worth Rs 8.5 million) in the operations on the sector, there was not much 
room left for senior state officials to participate in the trade in the sector in any important 
way.  

b. Given this group's [state officials] almost total reliance on brokers and agents to play the 
role of entrepreneur on its behalf, it would certainly not have been easy to compete with 
professionals such as Mulla Abdul Ghafur. 

15. The position was very different in Bengal, the other major maritime trading region in Mughal 
India.  

a. The relative absence of substantial maritime merchants in the region, comparable in any 
sense to those operating from the port of Surat, made it that much more possible, as well 
as profitable, for senior state officials to participate in the trade from the region's ports 
such as Hooghly in Bengal and Balasore and Pipli in Orissa, in an important manner.  

b. These officials engaged in maritime trade on the side and took full advantage of their 
official position to maximize the returns from their investment. 

c. Through the 17thcentury, the trade with Southeast Asia, for example, was completely 
dominated by this group, which included people like Prince Shah Shuja, Nawab Shaista 
Khan, Nawab Mir Jumla, Nawab Inoriya Muhammad of Orissa, Diwan Malik Beg of Orissa, 
Faujdar Ahmed Beg of Hooghly, and Faujdar Nawazish Khan of Rajmahal.  

d. Indeed, the domination was so complete and so striking that once these officials 
withdrew from participation in maritime trade towards the end of the 17thcentury, the 
Bengal—Southeast Asia trade virtually collapsed.  

16. The situation on the Coromandel coast was more complex.As in the case of Bengal, there indeed 
were a number of important state officials participating in trade from the region.  

a. A case in point was that of Mir Muhammad Sayyid Ardestani, a Persian adventurer who 
made a fortune in the diamond trade and rose to the office of sāri-khail of the Sultanate 
of Golkonda. In 1643, he was appointed mirjumla and nawab of the southern conquests. 
He successfully combined his high office with an active participation in high-seas trade 
from the Coromandel ports. Indeed, he extensively used his political power to extract 
concessions from the Dutch East India Company and successfully defy its requirement to 
obtain passes for sending ships to specific ports in the Malay-Indonesian archipelago. In 
the mid-1650s, he defected to the Mughal empire, and continued to participate in 
Bengal's high-seas trade when he held the office of subahdar of the province in the early 
1660s. 

b. However, what was probably unique in the case of Coromandel was the fact that 
substantial maritime merchants simultaneously engaged in economic activities other than 
trade. An important consideration behind such diversificationof economic activity and 
asset-holding wasrisk minimization. 

c. Thus, many maritime merchants simultaneously assumed the role of a revenue farmer 
with respect to land revenue and/or customs and transit duties.  

i. The 17thcentury witnessed an increased recourse to revenue farming as a device 
for realizing land revenue, both in northern and southern India. These rights were 
publicly auctioned, and an important group that offered bids for these rights in 
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southern India were prosperous merchants, including ship-owning merchants. 
Insofar as the merchants made additional profit by selling the rice realized 
together with cash as revenue, their rate of return from this investment was quite 
attractive.  

d. Farming of port and transit duties was another route of diversification that the maritime 
merchants often took.  

i. Thus, the well-known Balija Chetty brothers, Malaya and Chinnanna, controlled 
extensive tax farms along the coast up to Nagapattinam, including important ports 
such as Devanapatnam and Tranquebar. To the north ofMadras, they farmed the 
Pulicat taxes, with the Dutch as their tenants. 

GOING BEYOND THE TRADITIONAL ISSUES 

17. Perhaps we can conclude this introductory chapter by suggesting that the volume intends to go 
beyond the familiar domain of Indian Ocean studies that has looked at trade and commercial 
enterprise primarily. It is nevertheless useful to recognize the importance of this scholarship, 
which has in fact enabled us to explore other issues that help theorize the larger question of 
treating the Indian Ocean as a civilization in the way Braudel had posited for the Mediterranean. 
The individual contributions would suggest that the trading world of the Indian Ocean shared 
several important features in common, and that gave their agents an identifiable unity of 
practice and precept. 

a. The volume has drawn from empirical case studies based on primary archival research as 
well as from broad surveys to identify long-term patterns that were embedded in 
commercial enterprise and organization, and to suggest new areas of enquiry and 
research. What the volume has hoped to address is  

i. At one level to engage with the ongoing debates in the area of commercial 
enterprise in the Indian Ocean, and  

ii. At another to consider new questions that involve a more social and sociological 
understanding of Indian Ocean trade and politics. The chapters that have looked 
at specific merchant networks are a case in point, as they raise issues of trust and 
risk and locate them within the larger context of state power, or statelessness, as 
the case might be. 

iii. Similarly, the chapters that look at social conditions and everyday practices on 
board shipssuggest immense possibilities of looking at the world of the Indian 
Ocean from a cultural prism, which was deeply and intimately informed by the 
rhythm of the material conditions of production, distribution and exchange.  

iv. On the other hand, the volume also sets up a conversation with existing debates 
on the Indian economy, the impact of early colonialism, and thereby opens up the 
pre-colonial period for further scrutiny.  

v. Finally, incorporating the scholarship on the eastern Indian Ocean and the South 
China Sea has been intended to expand the historical geography of the Indian 
Ocean, which, as K.N. Chaudhurihas demonstrated in his earlier work, was a 
largescale example of the Mediterranean. 


