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13.0	 OBJECTIVES 
In this Unit, you will study the expansion of oceanic trade under the Delhi 
Sultanate. Later under the Mughals, several interrelated developments occurred 
in this trading nexus.

After going through this Unit, you should be able to:

•	 understand the pattern of oceanic trade under the Delhi Sultanate and  
	 the Mughals,

•	 know about the major merchant groups involved in these trading activities,

•	 understand that the opening of the sea-route between Europe and Asia marked  
	 a period of great importance,

•	 examine the fact that the monopoly over sea-borne trade was introduced by  
	 the Portuguese during this period,

•	 analyze the role of Portuguese in the Indian Oceanic trade – including the  
	 financial mechanism and nature of this trade,

•	 recognize the change introduced in the structure of Indian Oceanic trade by  
	 the cartaz system,

* 	Prof. Shireen Moosvi,  Centre of Advanced Study in History, Aligarh Muslim University, Aligarh;  
Prof. K.S. Mathew, Department of History, Pondicherry University, Pondicherry; and Prof. A. R. 
Khan, and Prof. Abha Singh, School of Social Sciences, Indira Gandhi National Open University, 
New Delhi; The present Unit is taken from IGNOU Courses EHI-03: India: From 8th to 15th 
Century, Block 6, Unit 21, and EHI-04: India from 16th to mid-18th Century, Block 1, Units 4, Block 
6, Units 23 and 25.
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Economy and Society •	 list the main commodities of import and export, 

•	 list the important ports comprising this network of trade,

•	 examine the pattern of India’s seaborne and coastal trade, and

•	 discuss the impact of arrival of European companies in the Indian Ocean  
	 region.

13.1  INTRODUCTION    
The Indian overseas trade can be studied in two segments: coastal trade and 
high-seas trade. The former was conducted with two maritime zones of the Indian 
Ocean. These were the western coast and the eastern coast of India. The western 
coast of India stretched from Sind to Malabar, was linked with the ports of the 
Persian Gulf, Red Sea and East Africa. The eastern coast stretched from Bengal 
to Coromandel but including the Malabar ports, was linked with the South-east 
Asia and China (Haider, 2011: 164). The three principal items of export from India 
in the 14th and 15th centuries were spices, textiles and indigo, as mentioned in the 
previous Unit. In addition to the vibrant merchant communities of India engaged 
in these trading networks such as the Bohras of Gujarat, foreign merchants were 
settled at different coasts of India such as Arab merchants from Cairo who were 
settled in Gujarat. Ibn Battuta also found large communities of Chinese merchants 
settled in Malabar ports.

The late medieval and early modern period of Indian history was marked chiefly 
by the arrival of European trading companies as well as private traders into the 
Indian Ocean trade. Other defining features of the Indian Oceanic trade during 
this period were: the extensive precious metal flows, trade in Indian textiles, and 
the nexus between state and maritime trade (Prakash, 2011: 1). This region was 
marred by its unique trading system which is not only confined to the economic 
realm, but has also left an impact on the social and cultural ethos of the people 
thriving here. 

In this Unit, we are confined to a discussion on the nature of trade carried in the 
Indian Ocean region under the rule of Delhi Sultanate and the Mughals. This 
shall include the important commodities of trade, i.e. imports and exports; the 
mechanisms of conducting this trade via established trading networks and some 
that were being formed; the merchant communities participating in this trading 
network; arrival of European and private trading companies in the Indian Ocean; 
the nexus between state and communities engaged in this trade; and a sample study 
of the Portuguese Advent in the Indian Oceanic trade. This study shall enable us 
to understand the larger nature of Oceanic trade during the period of our study. 

13.2	 OCEANIC TRADE UNDER THE DELHI 
SULTANATE 

During the Sultanate period, overseas trade was in a flourishing state.

13.2.1	 Seaborne and Coastal Trade
Seaborne Trade

The Khalji annexation of Gujarat must have enlarged trade relations between the 
Delhi Sultanate and the Persian Gulf and the Red Sea. Gujarat was connected 
with the Persian Gulf as well as the Red Sea. Hormuz and Basra were the chief 
ports for the ships passing through the Persian Gulf, while the ports of Aden, 
Mocha and Jedda along the Red Sea were important for Gujarat. Through these 
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Oceanic Tradeports, commodities moved on to Damascus and Aleppo, on the one hand, and 
Alexandria on the other. Aleppo and Alexandria opened upto the Mediterranean 
Sea with linkages to Europe. Merchandise of Gujarat were also carried towards 
the East – the port of Malacca situated at the Malacca straits and Bantam and 
Achin in the Indonesian archipelago.

Map 13.1: The Major Seaports in the 13th-15th century 
Source: EHI-03: India: From 8th to 15th Century, Block 6, Unit 21, p. 26

A European traveller Tome Pires, who came to India in the first decade of the 
16th century, comments on the trade of Cambay as follows:

Cambay chiefly stretches out two arms: with her right arm she reaches out towards 
Aden, with the other towards Malacca...

Pires further says:
Malacca cannot live without Cambay, nor Cambay without Malacca, if they are to be 
very rich and very prosperous. If Cambay were cut-off from trading with Malacca, it 
could not live, for it would have no outlet for its merchandise.

The main export from Gujarat to Malacca was the coloured cloths manufactured 
in Cambay and other Gujarat towns. These cloths were in demand in these places. 
In exchange, the Gujarati merchants came back with spices grown there. This 
pattern of ‘spices for coloured cloths’ continued even after the Portuguese advent 
in the Asian waters.

Varthema, an Italian traveller, who came to India during the first decade of the 
16th century says that about 300 ships (annually?) of different countries come 
and go from Cambay. He adds that about 400 ‘Turkish’ merchants resided at Diu.

The Il Khanid court historian Wassaf reports that 10,000 horses were annually 
exported to Ma’bar and Cambay from Persia. The Broach coin-hoards containing 
the coins of the Delhi Sultans along with the gold and silver coins of Egypt, 
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overseas trade.

The ports of Bengal had trading relations with China, Malacca and Far East. 
Textiles, sugar and silk fabrics were the most important commodities exported 
from Bengal. Varthema noted that about fifty ships carried these commodities 
annually to many places, including Persia. Bengal imported salt from Hormuz 
and sea-shells from the Maldive islands. The latter were used as coins in Bengal, 
Odisha and Bihar.

Sindh was yet another region from where seaborne trade was carried on. Its 
most well-known port was Daibul. This region had developed close commercial 
relations with the Persian Gulf ports more than the Red Sea zone. Sindh exported 
special cloths and dairy products. Smoked-fish, too, was its specialty.

Coastal Trade

It was natural for the coastal trade to flourish right from Sindh to Bengal, 
touching Gujarat, Malabar and Coromandel coasts in between. This provided 
an opportunity for exchange of regional products along the coastal line distinct 
from inland inter-regional trade.

13.2.2	 Imports and Exports
The two principal items of import were: (a) horses – that were always in demand 
for cavalry since superior horses were not bred in India and Indian climate was not 
well-suited to Arabian and Central Asian horses. They were primarily imported 
from Zofar (Yemen), Kis, Hormuz, Aden and Persia; (b) precious metals viz. 
gold and silver, especially silver that was not at all mined in India but for which 
there was a high demand not only for metallic currency but also for fashioning 
luxury items. Brocade and silk stuffs were imported from Alexandria, Iraq and 
China. Gujarat was the major centre from where the luxury articles from Europe 
used to enter.

The Sultanate India mainly exported grain and textiles. Some of the Persian 
Gulf regions totally depended on India for their food supply. Besides, slaves 
were exported to Central Asia and indigo to Persia along with numerous other 
commodities. Precious stones like agates were exported from Cambay.

13.2.3	T he Portuguese Advent
In spite of brisk trading activities, Indian merchants’ share in the overseas trade 
was negligible. Only a small section of Gujarati Banias, Chettis of the South and 
domicile Indian Muslims used to take part in this large trading activity. Though the 
Indian Ocean trade throughout the medieval period was the preserve of Muslims, 
Arabs, Persians, Indians and to a lesser extent, Chinese, trade was mainly in the 
hands of the Arab Merchants for more than half a millennium. They were the 
main body of merchants operating from the Persian Gulf, although some foreign 
Muslim merchants were also settled in the region (Indian Ocean: bahr al-Hind 
in Arabic). During the early medieval period, the Arabs had taken possession of 
all the crucial gold producing and gold collecting areas of their feeder routes. 
They brought vast amounts of gold and other precious metals into circulation 
in these trading networks. The phenomenon of armed trading, control of sea 
passages and other forms of piracy were known in the Indian Ocean long before 
the arrival of the Portuguese.

With the landing of the Portuguese at Calicut in CE 1498 after the rounding of the 
Cape of Good Hope, a new dimension was added to the Indian seaborne trade, that 
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armed with cannons, the Portuguese soon imposed their commercial hegemony 
over the trading world of Asia, including the Indian seas, especially in Western 
part. This curtailed the Arabs’ share of the Indian trade, though they survived in 
the Eastern part, especially at Malacca along with the Indian merchants.

The Portuguese took Goa in 1510 which became their headquarters, Malacca fell 
in their hands in 1511. Hormuz in 1515, and Bassein and Diu in 1534 and 1537 
respectively. Goa, under their patronage, soon developed as a major centre for 
import and export. The Portuguese well understood the strategic importance of 
Goa, which in their opinion, was essential to the maintenance of their position in 
India. But the Portuguese possession of Goa was unfavourable to other Western 
Indian ports. Tome Pires had rightly observed that the Muslim rulers of the Deccan 
and Gujarat had ‘a bad neighbour in Goa’. Many ports on the west coast fell 
into decay during the hundred years of the Portuguese domination in the Indian 
waters. This happened as a result of the aggressive policies of the Portuguese: 

i)   	 they controlled the sea-routes,

ii)  	 controlled the type and volume of cargo carried by other merchants, and

iii) 	 they introduced the system of issuing cartaz (from Persian qirta = paper 
sheet) which was a kind of permit to ply ships in the Asian waters without 
which the ships were liable to be confiscated and the cargo plundered. A fee 
was charged for issuing a cartaz. 

No wonder, then, all these policies adversely affected the seaborne carrying trade 
of the Indians as well as of the Arabs (details on the nature of Portuguese trade 
are discussed in Section 13.4).

Check Your Progress-1 

1)	 Write a short note on the role of Arab merchants in the Indian Oceanic trading 
network.

		 ........................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

		 ........................................................................................................................

	 ........................................................................................................................

2)		 List the major items of trade during the 13th-14th centuries. 

		 ........................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

		 ........................................................................................................................

	 ........................................................................................................................

3)		 Discuss the nature of oceanic trade, under the Delhi Sultanate, before the 
advent of the Portuguese. 

		 ........................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

		 ........................................................................................................................

	 ........................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................
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The significant feature of the period was the entry of few prominent European 
countries in the trading arena of India. The Portuguese had already settled in the 
Western parts of India by early 16th century. In the 17th century, the French, Dutch 
and English also participated in large-scale trading activities. 
A number of uncertainties and risks were involved in long-distance sea voyages. 
These uncertainties gave rise to a new practice called ‘avog’ or bottomry. It was a 
type of speculative investment which was quite popular during the period of our 
study. In Bottomry, money was lent at high rates ranging between 14 to 60 per 
cent. The money was lent to be invested in a cargo for a particular destination. 
The rate of interest depended on the risks involved. The lenders were to bear all 
the risks of voyage.

13.3.1	 Coastal Trade
Because of long distances and slow moving transport system interregional trade 
was also conducted through the sea route involving large number of coastal areas. 
This coastal trade was most prominent on the western coast. The eastern coast 
also had substantial trading operations. The trading operations on the two coasts 
were organized in different ways. Piracy on the western coast was rampant. As 
a result, most of the traffic here was conducted through convoys. While on the 
eastern coast small boats plied throughout the year.
On the western coast between May and September the merchant boats in convoys 
under protection plied two or three times between Goa and Cochin and Goa 
and Cambay. The Cambay convoy would have around 200-300 boats and ships 
of various sizes. They carried stuffs like wheat, oil, pulses, sugar, textiles and 
miscellaneous other items. The convoy between Cochin and Goa were not so large 
but carried a big range of commodities. Ships coming from Malacca and the east 
were usually joined somewhere off Ceylon by coasting boats from Bengal and the 
Coromandal coast, and the whole fleet was convoyed under protection to Cochin.
Boats laden with copper, zinc, tin, tobacco, spices and chintz came from 
Coromandal coast to the coastal towns of Bengal. Coromandal coast in turn 
received copper, mercury, cinnabar, pepper etc., from Gujarat, and spices from 
Malabar. The coastal towns of Odisha also had links with Coromandal and Malabar 
coasts. Cloth, foodstuffs, iron, steel and other metals brought from Vijaynagar 
and Golconda reached Bengal via Coromandal. Rice, textiles and various other 
items from various towns from coast of Bengal reached to the western coast. The 
movement of coastal trade was most prominent between Sind-Cambay; Gujarat-
Malabar; Bengal-Coromandal; and Malabar-Coromandal.
Silk cloth from Gujarat and Bengal also occupied a prominent place. Beside 
woven cloth, there was a demand for cotton and silk yarn also. Moreland estimates 
that the demand of the English Company alone was 200,000 pieces in 1625; 
1,50,000 pieces in 1628 and around 1,20,000 pieces in 1630. The famines of 
Gujarat in the 1630s affected the supply, but during 1638-41 the shipment from 
Surat carried more than 50,000 pieces per year. After 1650, the east coast was 
also explored and the supply from Madras was around a lakh pieces or more per 
year. The Dutch demand was also more than 50,000 pieces a year. An account of 
1661 estimates that the Armenians bought cotton textiles worth 10 lakh rupees 
to be sent to Persia. 
The above figures give only rough estimates for the exports, nevertheless, they 
provide an idea about the large scale textile exports. 
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The sea routes on both the Arabian Sea and the Bay of Bengal were well 
frequented. Before the discovery of the sea route via the Cape of Good Hope, 
the most frequented sea routes in the north were:

a)	 from Cambay, Surat, Thatta to the Persian Gulf and Red Sea;

b)	 from other parts like Dabhor, Cochin and Calicut to Aden and Mocha. At 
Mocha certain commodities were carried via Red sea and then through 
overland route to Alexandria via Cairo. Alexandria was another point of 
distribution of commodities into European countries. With the rounding of 
the Cape of Good Hope, the European countries got new openings. Now 
they no more depended on Alexandria or Aleppo. Instead, they dealt directly 
with India and South Asian countries. An account of 1661 eatimates that the 
Armenians bought cotton textiles worth 10 lakh rupees to be sent to Persna.

As for Eastern seas, since long the Indian merchants were having seaborne trade 
with China and the Indonesia Archipelago. From Hugli, Masulipatnam and 
Pulicat, commodities were sent directly to Achin, Batavia and Malacca. Through 
the Malacca straits, merchants used to go as far as Macao and Canton in China. 
(for Coastal, Overseas and Overland foreign trade see Map 12.2). 

Check Your Progress-2 

1)	 Write a short note on the Coastal trade conducted under the Mughal rule.

		 ........................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

		 ........................................................................................................................

		 ........................................................................................................................

2)	 List the main overseas trade routes under the Mughals. 

		 ........................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

		 ........................................................................................................................

		 ........................................................................................................................

3)		 What was the significant feature that marked oceanic trade under the 
Mughals? 

		 ........................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

		 ........................................................................................................................

		 ........................................................................................................................

13.4   THE COMING OF THE PORTUGUESE    
We have already discussed coming of the Portuguese in Indian waters in Section 
13.2.3. In this Section we will discuss major commodities of exports and imports 
and how was the Portuguese trade financed, and the nature of the Portuguese 
Indian trade.      

13.4.1	 Commodities of Export and Import
The chief aim of the Portuguese in discovering the sea-route connecting the East 
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than from the hands of the intermediaries like the Italian or the Muslim traders. 
Pepper became a necessary ingredient in European food. The demand for pepper 
went on increasing, especially for the sake of preserving meat. Besides, ginger, 
cinnamon, cardamom, mace, nutmeg and several exotic herbs from the east had 
a market in Europe. A special variety of textiles like Muslin, chintz, etc. and few 
animals like elephants, too, found their way to Portugal.

The Portuguese did not have enough commodities to exchange for those available 
in the East. Their commodities had a limited market among the eastern nobility. 
Hence precious metals, especially silver, minted or in bullion, were brought to 
the East from the West for buying goods.

Malabar and Konkan Coasts

Pepper occupied the first place among the commodities traded from Malabar 
and the Konkan coasts. In the initial stage pepper from Malabar was considered 
to be far better in quality than that from Malacca, Java and Canara. Towards the 
second half of the 16th century and the beginning of the 17th century, pepper from 
Canara began to be exported in larger quantity than before. It is estimated that 
the Portuguese exported from Malabar about 25,000 to 30,000 quintals of spices 
of all sorts annually to Lisbon in the first decade of the 16th century. By the end 
of the century, the contractors were given a targeted export of 30,000 quintals 
of pepper from the Malabar coast to Lisbon. The records of the first half of the 
16th century show that 36,664 quintals of pepper was sent to Portugal from the 
Malabar and Konkan coasts in 1546.

Ginger constituted another bulk item of trade from the Malabar coast. It was 
available as conserve, too, for export. Cinnamon was another commodity exported 
from Malabar, though its quality was not as good as that from Ceylon. White 
and red sandalwood also found their way to Portugal from the Malabar coast.

Besides these, Myrobalans of all sorts were collected from Malabar, Dabul, 
Vijaynagar and Deccan in general for export to Portugal. Similarly, sealing wax, 
indigo, spikenard, tamarind, arecanut, textiles, ivory and turmeric were other 
items that were exported in varying quantity to Portugal from the Malabar and 
Konkan coasts. Slaves, too, became a commercial commodity for export.

The request made by the Zamorin of Calicut in 1498 to Vasco da Gama gives a 
clue to the commodities that were imported into the Malabar and Konkan coasts. 
He had asked for gold, silver, coral and scarlet. Afonso de Albuquerque, the 
Portuguese governor of Goa, gave a list of commodities to the king of Portugal 
in 1513 that could be marketed in India. This included items like coral, copper, 
quicksilver, vermilion, brocades, velvet, carpets, saffron, rose-water and cloths 
of various kinds. All these items were not from Portugal, but the Portuguese 
started procuring them from various places, like Flanders, Germany, England 
and other European countries. For example, damask, lead, cinnabar, gold from 
Soffala, French and English linen clothes, alum stone, tin, opium, steel, Genoa 
velvet, scarlet from Florence, red cloth from London, cloths from Holland, 
raw and worked corals, etc. were brought to India. Minted coins of various 
denominations were included in this list. All these were brought to Cochin which 
was the commercial headquarter of the Portuguese in India. From there they were 
later sent to various parts of India. When the Portuguese headquarter was shifted 
to Goa, most of the important articles like gold, silver and cash were taken there 
and distribution was done from there.
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Indigo, textiles of various types, silk and items like handicrafts made of tortoise 
shells, etc. were collected from the North-western India for export to Portugal. 
Taffeta was one of the expensive export varieties. Satin, chintz, malmal, striped 
cotton cloths, cambric-muslin, silk scarf, Golconda muslins and various other 
varieties of silk products available in Chaul, Dabhol and the ports of Gujarat 
were exported to Portugal. Among these items silks were produced in places like 
Burhanpur and Balaghat, chintz in Cambay, calico in the vicinity of Daman and 
Guingao in Cambay and Balaghat. The volume of textile products increased in 
the 17th century.
Copper, broadcloths and cash in various denominations were sent to the North-
western coast. In addition to this, a few products such as pepper and other spices 
from the South were also taken to North-Western India for the purchase of textiles.
Eastern Coast
Textiles of various kinds constituted the chief export from the eastern coast of 
India. Sandalwood from the Coromandel was an important item of export to 
Portugal. Spikenard was cultivated in Bengal and this was brought to Cochin 
to be exported to Portugal. The most expensive item of export from this region 
was pearl, chiefly collected from the pearl fishery coast. Cotton and silk textiles 
and embroideries from Bengal were exported by the Portuguese. Ginger in 
conserve, myrobalans, butter, oil, wax and rice were the other commodities that 
were collected from Bengal.
The Portuguese brought to Bengal brocades, damasks, satins, taffetas, cloves, 
nutmegs, mace, camphor, cinnamon, pepper, chests, writing desks, valuable 
pearls and jewels. Most of these were from Malacca, China, Borneo, Ceylon and 
Malabar coast. Sea-shells or cowries from Maldives, white and red sandalwood 
from Solor and Timor were also taken to Bengal by the Portuguese.
South-East Asia
Various types of spices were collected from Ceylon and other South-East Asian 
regions; for example, Malacca and Java furnished pepper for export. Moluccas 
produced good variety of cloves. The best sort of cinnamon was furnished by 
Ceylon for export to Lisbon. Timor and Tennaserim produced good variety of 
sandalwood which was carried by the Portuguese to Lisbon. Sumatra provided 
sealing wax for Portuguese consumption. Borneo, Sumatra, Pacem and China 
furnished good variety of camphor for export to Lisbon. Benzoin from Pegu was 
also taken by the Portuguese to Portugal. Rhubarb was carried by the Portuguese 
from China and musk from Pegu.
In return, the Portuguese took cash, silver, gold and textiles to South-East Asian 
regions. Most of these textile goods were manufactured in India.

13.4.2	 Finances of the Portuguese Trade
Taking into account the details of the Portuguese enterprise on the Malabar coast 
in the period between 1500-1506, an Italian estimated in 1506 that the total 
investment needed for conducting trade with the East was 170,000 ducats every 
year. The king of Portugal provided only 1/4th of this amount and the rest was 
raised by the merchants and financiers who collaborated with the Portuguese 
king. In 1500, he issued an order permitting native as well as foreign merchants 
to fit out their own vessels to the East. Revenues collected in the form of booty, 
tributes and taxes levied on ships of the private merchants also provided funds 
for the conduct of trade with India.
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Italians, especially the Florentines, occupied an important position among the 
financiers in the 16th century. Most of the Italian financiers concluded contracts 
with the Portuguese king. They supplied cash or materials to the king at Lisbon. 
The king used them to purchase pepper and other commodities from India. These 
commodities were given to these financiers at Lisbon in view of the contracts 
signed. However, some of the financiers also sent their own factors to India. 
Cash or commodities were always sent under the supervision of the Portuguese 
authorities to the East.

Indian commodities also attracted the German financiers and merchants. The 
Portuguese king welcomed them with open arms for he himself was finding it 
difficult to finance the Oriental enterprise on his own. Since copper was given 
in part-payment for Indian commodities, especially pepper and other spices, 
large quantity of copper was needed for transactions. Some of the German 
merchant-financiers like the Fuggers had a monopoly over the production of 
copper in Europe. This turned out to be of great use for trade with India. The 
German financiers could fit out their vessels, entrust cash and commodities to 
the India House in Lisbon to be taken to India under the Portuguese flag and 
buy the commodities from Lisbon according to the terms and conditions of the 
contracts signed.

During the second half of the 16th century, both the Welsers and Fuggers joined 
the consortium along with Giraldo Paris and Juan Battista Rovalesco for the 
purchase of 30,000 quintals of pepper directly from India and agreed to send an 
amount of 170,000 crusados to India annually. Thus, the firms of Welsers and 
Fuggers continued to be closely associated with the trade of India.

Apart from the Fuggers, other firms like those of Herwarts and Imhof were 
interested in trading various sorts of precious stones and diamonds from 
Vijaynagar.

There were a few Portuguese merchants who in their private capacity participated 
in the trade with India during the 16th century. State officials posted in India 
were also allowed to participate in the India trade. According to their position 
in the hierarchy, they had some rights to take certain quantity of commodities to 
Portugal, in lieu of remuneration in cash. The details of their entitlements were 
spelt out in their appointment orders and this formed part of their emoluments.

Indian Merchants and Rulers

Several Indian merchants supplied commodities to the Portuguese on credit when 
the latter did not have cash or commodities to furnish in exchange. The merchants 
of Cochin, especially the Marakkars, were of great help to the Portuguese in this 
respect and their services were gratefully remembered by the Portuguese officials. 
Sometimes, the Portuguese king was persuaded to grant some privileges to such 
merchants. Khwaja Shamsuddin Gilani, who had settled down in Cannanore 
after his services to the kingdom of Bijapur, was often helpful to the Portuguese 
in finding necessary funds on loan.

Some of the local rulers stood surety for the Portuguese when they did not have 
money to pay to the merchants for the commodities bought by them. For example, 
the king of Cochin came forward to help the Portuguese several times making 
the required volume of commodities available to them on credit.

The Portuguese had armed vessels plying in the Indian Ocean and the Arabian 
sea. Ships carrying commodities which were not given passes (cartaz) by the 
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sizeable source of income which was again invested in trade. Defeated rulers were 
compelled to pay tributes to the Portuguese, either in cash or kind. This source 
was also exploited by them several times for investment. The persons interested 
in sending their ships to other parts of India or to Asian countries were required 
to take passes (cartaz) from the Portuguese for which a fees was charged. Though 
this was quite negligible in itself, such ships were obliged to visit any of the 
ports in India where the Portuguese had customs houses, and to pay taxes. This 
was another source of income for the Portuguese. Thus, in a variety of ways, the 
Portuguese organized funds for the running of their trade.

13.4.3 	 Nature of the Portuguese Trade with India
Right from the time Portuguese arrived at Calicut they had demanded that 
other merchants, Indian as well as foreign, should be ousted and a complete 
monopoly over trade be granted to them. Portuguese ships equipped with arms 
and ammunitions threatened other merchants and confiscated their merchandise 
and vessels. By 1501, the Portuguese king assumed a grandiloquent title evincing 
his proprietary right over the Indian Ocean regions. The title proclaimed him Lord 
of Navigation, Conquest and Commerce of Ethiopia, Arabia, Persia and India. In 
1502, the Portuguese demanded an exclusive right over trade at Calicut to which 
the Zamorin, the king of Calicut, did not yield. Vasco da Gama declared war on 
all ships plying in the Arabian Sea and Indian Ocean. He introduced an expedient 
under which those ships which carried a cartaz duly signed by the Portuguese 
authorities, namely the royal factor, were not to be attacked. This certificate was 
first issued in 1502.

Indian merchants, rulers and all those engaged in maritime trade, had to take cartaz 
from the Portuguese. While issuing such passes, it was specifically mentioned 
that certain items like pepper, horses, ginger, coir, ship pitch, sulphur, lead, 
saltpetre, cinnamon, etc. were not to be loaded on their ships. All these were 
monopoly items of the Portuguese. Routes and destinations of such ships were 
also sought to be controlled. Rulers like Akbar, and his successors, Nizam Shah 
of Ahmadnagar, Adil Shah of Bijapur, kings of Cochin, the Zamorins of Calicut 
and the rulers of Cannanore purchased passes from the Portuguese to send their 
ships to various places.

Monopoly Trade

Till the end of the 15th century, merchants from various quarters of the world were 
found on the coastal regions of India engaged in trade and commerce. As Vasco 
da Gama reported in 1498, there were merchants from Mecca, Tenasseri, Pegu, 
Ceylon, Turkey, Egypt, Persia, Ethiopia, Tunis and various parts of India at the 
port of Calicut. It is well-known that Chinese merchants as well as merchants 
from the Red Sea areas used to frequent the Indian ports. There is no record of 
any group of merchants demanding exclusive right of trade, in general, nor of 
any attempt made to declare a few or all commodities set apart for any one. But, 
with the arrival of the Portuguese, this state of affairs underwent considerable 
change. Kings were pressurized to forbid other merchants from trading with their 
ports. Similarly, certain commodities were declared forbidden to be traded by 
others. In other words, the Portuguese demanded monopoly of trade. The treaties 
concluded with the Indian rulers specifically mentioned this. The setting up of 
Portuguese fortresses at strategic places, surveillance by their patrolling vessels, 
and the insistence on passes for other ships were the attempts made to establish 
monopoly of trade in the Asian waters.
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The Portuguese attempts at establishing total monopoly did not bring about a 
situation in which trade conducted by the Indian rulers and merchants was totally 
uprooted. The king of Cannanore, for instance, used to collect passes from the 
Portuguese to send his vessels laden with commodities to Cambay and Hormuz. 
He imported horses from the above mentioned places, though this was identified 
by the Portuguese as a monopoly item. Sometimes such vessels ran the risk of 
being confiscated by the Portuguese. The same was the case with the kings of 
Tanur, Challe and Calicut on the Malabar coast. The nobles of Gujarat continued 
their trade despite the Portuguese monopoly. Malik Gopi, Malik Ayaz, Khwaja 
Sofar and others interested in trade plied their ships with or without passes from 
the Portuguese.

Besides, the local and foreign merchants settled in India carried on their trade 
with or without cartaz. It was estimated that out of the 60,000 quintals of pepper 
produced annually in the area between Calicut and Cape Comorin, only 15,000 
quintals were delivered to the Portuguese factories and the remaining 3/4th was 
taken to other ports. This was termed illegal by the Portuguese. The Portuguese 
were not willing to enhance the price of pepper agreed upon in 1503 even after 
several decades. Hence, the producers of pepper did not have any alternative 
other than supplying it to the merchants who might buy it and send it to other 
centres of trade without the knowledge of the Portuguese. Moreover, several 
Portuguese officials conducted their own private trade in various commodities 
without the knowledge of their government. In fact, Portuguese monopoly was 
never effective in the Red Sea zone.

Trade and Production

Overseas trade conducted in the 16th century in Asia in general and India in 
particular was, by and large, of long-distance in nature involving the Asiatic ports 
on the one side and the Atlantic ports on the other. The commodities exported 
from India reached various parts of Europe. There were a number of elements 
in the pattern of this trade, as explained earlier, which distinguished it from just 
‘peddling’ trade.

In view of the greater demand for pepper, the cultivators strove to increase the 
production. It is calculated that the production of pepper in the Malabar area went 
up by 200 to 275 per cent in the period between 1515 and 1607. As there is no 
reliable account of the volume of production before the arrival of the Portuguese, 
it is rather difficult to make a comparison and assert with certainty the exact 
percentage of increase in production. At any rate, it is reasonable to conclude 
that the production of pepper in India increased after the Portuguese advent. But 
it must be borne in mind that the internal demand for pepper from the Mughal 
Empire and the external one from the Safavi Empire also might have contributed 
to the increase in pepper production in India.

13.5  THE INDIAN RULERS AND THE EUROPEAN 
COMPANIES    

The evolution of Nation States in Europe broke the European ‘unified single 
economic system’. This coincided with the agricultural and industrial revolutions 
in Europe. Mercantilism also played its own role. All these factors created the 
need to look for new markets. With home markets having limited scope for 
consumption, foreign markets were the only answer. However, as you have 
already read, at that time the merchants of Venice and Genoa were enjoying 
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European merchants to break their monopoly, and hence the search for alternative 
routes to the East. This was possible because of great advance in shipbuilding 
and navigational technologies. It ultimately resulted in the discovery of a new 
route to the East via the Cape of Good Hope. This led to the European monopoly 
over the seas – first by the Portuguese and later by other European powers (the 
English, Dutch and French). In the late 18th century, India had become the theatre 
of conflict among European trading companies. Besides the Portuguese, Dutch, 
English and French, there were other European nations also who were interested 
in the Eastern trade. But their trading activities were on a much smaller scale. In 
this Section, the details of armed confrontations between the European companies 
and Indian states are omitted. Unlike the previous Section where we studied the 
details of the nature and conduct of Portuguese trade with India, here we will 
shed light on the nature of relationship between the state and European companies 
that entered the Indian Oceanic trade during this period.

The Mughals and the Indian rulers were interested in the development of India's 
overseas trade. They wanted it as it would have increased their revenue resources. 
Therefore, in spite of all odds, the Mughal Emperors and the local Indian rulers, 
in general, welcomed foreign merchants. However, the Mughals and other Indian 
rulers were weak on the seas. To ensure smooth sailing of the Indian ships it was 
necessary for them to align with one or the other powerful European power who 
were masters of the seas. You will notice so long as the Mughals were strong, the 
European merchants followed the policy of seeking concessions through petitions 
and presents. The Companies also combined trade and diplomacy with war and 
control of the territory where their factories were situated. With the weakening 
of the Mughal power, the European Companies started imposing their will on the 
Indian rulers to get monopolies and concessions. They also took full advantage 
of the internal conflicts.

The Dutch

The Dutch East India Company was formed in 1602 through a charter. The Dutch 
were primarily interested in spice trade. Therefore, they paid more attention 
to the Far East. India was just a trading depot for them. They established their 
first factory at Petapuli in North Coromandal in 1606, followed by another at 
Masulipatam in the same year. They established their factories at Pulicat (1610), 
Cambay (1620), Surat and Agra (1621), Hariharpur (1633), Patna (1638). Dacca 
(1650), Udaiganj (1651), Chinsura (1653), Qasimbazar, Baranagore, Balasore 
and Negapatam (1659-60).

The Dutch got favourable response from the rulers of Golconda. They granted 
them concessions to trade on payment of 4% customs duty on their exports and 
imports. The Company was also given exemption from duty on cloth (which 
amounted to about 12%). In 1612, the duty of 4% was commuted into a fixed 
payment of 3000 pagodas annually.

The chief feature of the Company’s relation with the Indian rulers was that in 
spite of getting concessions from the Indian rulers, the local officials constantly 
used their power to evade the orders and imposed duties on Company’s trade. 
It frequently resulted in clashes with the local officials. In June 1616, the Dutch 
had to close down their factory at Petapuli owing to the exorbitant demands of 
the local havaldar. In 1619 also, the Dutch were virtually on the brink of closing 
down their factory at Masulipatam owing to the local havaldar’s oppression, but 
the Golconda ruler acted promptly and replaced Mir Qasim, the local havaldar. In 
1636, the Dutch had to abandon their factory at Hugli owing to harassment by the 
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in 1645-50). They were also exempted from the custom dues at Masulipatam on 
payment of 3000 pagodas. In 1657, they got from the Golconda king the right 
to mint coin in the Pulicat mint. They collected the mint duty of 5.38%. By the 
farman of 1676, the Golconda ruler granted the Dutch complete freedom from 
tariffs in Golconda.

In the 1680s, the Dutch had to resort to arms owing to their conflict with the 
Golconda minister Akanna. In 1686, they occupied the port of Masulipatam. The 
siege continued for two months. Ultimately Golconda had to come to terms, and 
the king agreed to restore all previous privileges.

In 1690, the Nayak of Tanjore allowed the Dutch to pay only half of the toll in all 
parts of his kingdom. They also got the right to keep other Europeans out from 
the ports of Tanjore. They also received the right to mint coins at Nagapatam. 
The Bijapur ruler also confirmed all the privileges granted to them by the Nayak 
of Jinji in 1651.

For trade along the west coast, the Dutch succeeded in getting a farman from 
the Mughal Emperor Jahangir. They were exempted from tolls from Burhanpur 
to Cambay and Ahmadabad. Shah Jahan also issued two farmans granting them 
permission to trade in Bengal (1635) and at Surat. In 1638, the Company got 
another farman from Shah Jahan to trade in saltpetre as well. In 1642, Shah Jahan 
exempted the Dutch from the payment of transit duties along the Pipli-Agra 
route. In 1662, Aurangzeb confirmed all the privileges granted by Shah Jahan 
to the Dutch in Bengal. This was followed by another farman in 1689 by which 
Aurangzeb permitted all the concessions enjoyed by the Dutch in Golconda which 
was shortly occupied by the Mughals. 

Shah Alam (1709) even reduced customs duty from 3½ % to 2½ % at Surat and 
Hugli. He also granted total exemption to the Company from paying transit dues 
throughout the Mughal Empire. But, owing to the hindrances posed by the local 
officials, the Dutch factors sometimes could not avail of the rahdari exemptions. 
Similarly, to oblige the local officials, they had to spend a handsome sum. But the 
Company often misused their privilege of carrying duty-free goods. Instead of 
carrying their own goods, the Company often helped Indian merchants in evading 
customs at Hugli. In 1712, Jahandar Shah confirmed all the privileges granted 
by Aurangzeb in Coromandal. However, the local authorities were not ready to 
surrender the privileges granted by Jahandar Shah. A major conflict broke out 
at Palakottu and Drakshavaram in 1725-30, and the Dutch factory was attacked 
and plundered (1728).

The English

In 1599 the ‘English Association of the Merchant Adventurers’ was formed to 
trade with the East. This company (popularly known as the East India Company) 
got a Royal Charter with her trade monopoly in the East by Queen Elizabeth 
on 31 December 1600. In 1608 the English merchants decided to open their 
‘first’ factory at Surat. By 1619, they succeded in establishing factories at Agra, 
Ahmadabad and Broach.

In the South, the English opened their first factory at Masulipatam in 1611. In 
1626, another factory was opened at Aramgaon. In 1639, they got Madras on lease 
from the local Raja. Soon, they fortified it which came to be known as Fort St. 
George. They acquired the island of Bombay in 1668 and fortified it soon after. 
It was soon to supercede Surat (by 1687) as the headquarters of the Company 
on the west coast.
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in 1633. In 1651, they got permission to trade at Hugli. Soon they also opened their 
factories at Patna (Bihar) and Qasimbazar (Bengal). In 1690, an English factory 
was opened at Sutanati which was later (1696) fortified. In 1698, the English 
acquired the zamindari of Sutanati, Kalikata and Govindpur, where they built 
the Fort William. Soon it grew into a big city and came to be known as Calcutta.

It was during Jahangir’s reign that the first English envoy reached the Mughal court 
and received a royal farman in 1607. In 1608, when the English established their 
first factory at Surat, Captain Hawkins was sent to Jahangir’s court for securing 
trading concessions. Jahangir, initially, welcomed the English envoy and a mansab 
of 400 zat was bestowed on him by the Emperor. Though in 1611 Hawkins got 
permission to open trade at Surat, later, under the Portuguese influence, he was 
expelled from Agra. The English realised that if they wanted any concessions 
from the Mughal court, they had to counter the Portuguese influence. It resulted in 
armed conflict between the two at Swally near Surat (1612, 1614). It bore fruits. 
The Mughals wanted to counter the Portuguese naval might by joining hands with 
the English. Besides, they also wanted benefits for Indian merchants who could 
aspire to gain better profits in case of competition between the foreign merchants. 
Soon, Captain Best succeeded in getting a royal farman to open factories in the 
west coast – Surat, Cambay, Ahmadabad and Goa.

In 1615, Sir Thomas Roe was sent to Jahangir’s court. He tried to take advantage 
of the naval weakness of Indian rulers. They harassed the Indian traders and ships. 
These pressures resulted in the issue of another farman by which the English 
merchants got the right to open factories in all parts of the Mughal Empire. The 
English success led to an English-Portuguese conflict from 1620 to 1630 to the 
advantage of the English. After that, the Portuguese gradually lost almost all of 
their Indian possessions except Goa, Daman and Diu. In 1662, they gave the 
island of Bombay to king Charles II of England in dowry.

During the closing years of Jahangir’s reign when the English Company tried 
to fortify their factory at Surat, they were imprisoned by the Mughal officers. 
When the Company’s rival group of English merchants attacked Mughal ships, 
the President of the Company at Surat was imprisoned by the Mughals and could 
only be released on payment of 1,80,000 pounds.

In 1651, the English East India Company got a nishan from Prince Shuja, the son 
of Shah Jahan, the then governor of Bengal. By this nishan they received trading 
privileges in return for a fixed annual payment of Rs. 3000. By another nishan 
in 1656 the English Company was exempted from custom dues. However, after 
Shuja’s withdrawal from Bengal his successors ignored his orders for the obvious 
reason that it affected the treasury. But later Shaista Khan (1672) and Emperor 
Aurangzeb’s farman finally ensured a custom-free English trade.

During Aurangzeb’s reign, we notice some changes in the Mughal-English 
Company’s relations. By this time the English Company with fortified settlements 
at Madras and Bombay felt stronger. Aurangzeb himself was busy in his Deccan 
campaigns. Now they could well think of abandoning their role as humble 
petitioners. By the use of force, they could now dictate prices and acquire a free 
hand in trade. They were planning to establish trade monopoly by gradually 
driving out all other European powers from competition.

In 1686, the English declared war against the Mughal Emperor and sacked Hugli. 
However, they were highly mistaken in assessing the Mughal might. Unlike their 
counterparts in South India, the Mughals were more than a match to a small 
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possessions in Bengal. Their factories at Surat, Masulipatam and Vishakhapatam 
were seized and their fort at Bombay was besieged.

Realising the Mughal might they again went back to their old policy of ‘petition 
and diplomacy’. They again turned humble petitioners and agreed to trade under 
the protection of the Indian rulers.

Soon, the Mughals pardoned them considering the advantage of increasing foreign 
trade. Aurangzeb granted them permission to trade on payment of Rs. 1,50,000 
as compensation. In 1691, the English Company succeeded in getting exemption 
from the grant of custom duties in Bengal on an annual payment of Rs. 3000. In 
1698, the English king sent a special envoy Sir William Noris to Aurangzeb’s 
court to secure the formal grant of the trading concessions and the right to exercise 
full English jurisdiction over the English settlements. In 1714-17 another mission 
was sent under Surman who was able to procure three farmans from Farrukh 
Siyar that exempted them from paying custom dues in Gujarat and Deccan as 
well. In Bengal so long as Murshid Quli Khan and Ali Vardi Khan remained on 
the scene, they strictly checked the corruption of any of the privileges granted to 
the Company. But immediately after their departure (1750s), the Company got 
an opportunity to intrigue and soon succeeded in defeating the Nawab of Bengal 
in 1757 at the battle of Plassey.

The rulers of Golconda also maintained friendly relations with the English 
Company. In 1632, the ruler of Golconda issued a farman by which they were 
allowed to trade freely in the ports belonging to Golconda on payment of 500 
pagodas irrespective of the volume of trade. This certainly gave a great boost to 
English trade in the Coromandal region.

The French

The French were late comers to the Eastern trade. The French East India Company 
was founded in 1664. The first French factory was established at Surat in 1668. 
In 1669, the French established their second factory at Masulipatam. In 1673, 
they got Pondicherry, and in 1674 the Nawab of Bengal granted them a site near 
Calcutta where in 1690-92 they built the town of Chandranagore.

The French had to face the wrath of the Marathas (Shivaji) as early as 1677. 
French commander (later Director General of French affairs in India) Martin 
readily acknowledged the authority of Shivaji and agreed to pay him an amount 
in lieu of a licence to trade in his dominions. Shivaji accepted the French request 
on the condition that they would not participate in military operations against him. 
In 1689, the French got the permission to fortify Pondicherry (from Sambhaji). 
The French also succeeded in getting a farman from Aurangzeb as early as 1667 
to open their factory at Surat. In 1688 the Mughal Emperor Aurangzeb ceded 
Chandranagore village to the French. The French maintained close ties with Dost 
Ali, the Nawab of Carnatic. On the basis of a strong recommendation by him 
the Mughal Emperor Muhammad Shah issued a farman granting permission to 
the French to mint and issue gold and silver currency bearing the stamp of the 
Mughal Emperor and the name of the place of minting.

A change in the political situation in South provided the French with an opportunity 
to interfere in the internal affairs of Indian rulers. In 1738 civil war broke out at 
Tanjore following the death of Venkaji’s grandson Baba Sahib. Sahuji, another 
claimant to the throne, approached the French Governor M. Duman for help. In 
return the French got Karikal and Kirkangarhi. Sahuji’s reluctance to cede the 
promised territory provided the opportunity to Chanda Sahib, (son-in-law of Dost 



289

Oceanic TradeAli, Nawab of Carnatic) to act promptly and he promised the French Karikal and 
Kirkangarhi if they allowed him to occupy parts of Tanjaur. But soon Chanda 
Sahib had to face the wrath of the Marathas which compelled him to seek the 
French help. Muhammad Shah on hearing about the successful French resistance 
to Marathas granted M. Dumas the title of Nawab and bestowed upon him a 
mansab of 4500/2000. The French involvement in the affairs of the principalities 
of South India ultimately resulted in Carnatic wars (1746-1748; 1749-1754; 
1758-1763) and the defeat of the French.

Check Your Progress-3 

1)	 List the main commodities of imports and exports in Indian Oceanic trade 
carried by the Portuguese.

		 ........................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

		 ........................................................................................................................

	 ........................................................................................................................

2)	 Describe the role played by varied financers in conducting the Portuguese 
trade. 

		 ........................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

		 ........................................................................................................................

	 ........................................................................................................................

3)		 Examine the nature of Portuguese trade with India, especially in the light of 
monopoly trade. 

		 ........................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

		 ........................................................................................................................

	 ........................................................................................................................

4)		 Describe the historical context in which European merchants searched for 
trade routes to the East. Give example. 

		 ........................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

		 ........................................................................................................................

	 ........................................................................................................................

13.6	  SUMMARY  
In this Unit, we have discussed the nature of trading activities through maritime 
trade. There was long distance trade connecting India with various parts of 
the South East Asian countries and West Asia. However, direct maritime trade 
relations with Europe, especially with the countries bordering the Atlantic Ocean, 
were not in existence. The Portuguese emerged as an important naval power in 
Indian waters especially after their occupation of Goa in 1510.

After the initial breakthrough made by Vasco da Gama, organized attempts 
were made by the Portuguese to utilize the commercial potentialities of Asia in 
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factories and other infrastructural facilities needed for the development of trade 
and commerce. In some cases, fortresses were also established. 

We have seen in this Unit how the arrival of the Portuguese generated some new 
trends in the trading world of Asia, especially in the context of India. Maritime 
trade, so far open to everyone, was claimed now as the monopoly of the Portuguese 
and, to effect this, they built factories and fortresses. Introduction of passes for 
other ships lest they should be attacked was something unheard of till the dawn 
of the 16th century. The Portuguese after establishing themselves on the coastal 
regions of India reaped large profits by conducting trade in spices. For the first time 
in the history of international trade, commercial treaties with Indian rulers were 
concluded. The production of cash crops, especially spices, kept its stride with 
the increasing demand. It should also be emphasized that agricultural production 
had become enormously market oriented, with an eye to international trade.

With the discovery of the new sea-route via the Cape of Good Hope, the Eastern 
trade was thrown open to all the European nations. During this period, the 
Portuguese, Dutch, English and French merchant Companies established their 
factories in Africa and Asia. The European Companies were interested in gaining 
more and more concessions from the Indian rulers. 

13.7	 KEYWORDS 
Bahr al-Hind	 The Indian Ocean in Arabic

Bohras	 Muslim trading community of Gujarat

Cartaz 	 A kind of permit issued by the Portuguese to ply ships  
		  in the Asian waters without which the ships were liable  
		  to be confiscated and the cargo plundered

Eastern Coast of India	 It stretched from Bengal to Coromandel but including  
		  the Ma’bar, ports was linked with the South-east Asia  
		  and China

Western Coast of India	 It stretched from Sind to Malabar, was linked with the  
		  ports of the Persian Gulf, Red Sea and East Africa

13.8	 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS 
EXERCISES 

Check Your Progress-1

1)	 See Sub-section 13.2.1

2)	 See Sub-section 13.2.2

3)	 See Section 13.2

Check Your Progress-2

1)	 See Sub-section 13.3.1 

2)	 See Sub-section 13.3.2 

3)	 See Section 13.3

Check Your Progress-3 

1)	 See Sub-section 13.4.1

2)	 See Sub-section 13.4.2



291

Oceanic Trade3)	 See Sub-section 13.4.3

4)	 See Section 13.5
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