
ARTICLE

The shift from indirect to direct trade between China
and South Asia, 1684–1740
Ryan Holroyd

Research Center for Humanities and Social Sciences, Academia Sinica, No. 128, Section 2, Academia Rd, Nangang District,
Taipei City, 115, Taiwan
Corresponding author. E-mail: reh222psu@gmail.com

Abstract
This article will examine the structural evolution of China’s maritime trade with South Asia from 1684, the
year in which the Qing dynasty legalized private commercial voyages, until about 1740. It concludes that,
initially, most of the Chinese goods that entered the Indian Ocean destined for South Asian markets were
first exported by Chinese merchants to Southeast Asian ports, and were then relayed from there to the
Indian Ocean. The two most important hubs in this indirect trading system were Ayutthaya and
Johor. However, between about 1715 and 1725, political changes in these two centres, combined with
a short-lived Qing ban on Southeast Asian trade, encouraged South Asian-based merchants to increase
the number of direct voyages they made to China each year. The result was an expansion of direct trade
between South Asia and China at the expense of the indirect routes.
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This article examines the growth of Chinese exports to the Indian Ocean from 1684 until the mid
eighteenth century. It argues that from that year until about 1715 the bulk of the Chinese goods that
eventually entered the Indian Ocean were channelled through Southeast Asian entrepôts. Around
1715 this situation began to change. During the decade that followed, several disparate factors com-
bined to encouragemoremerchants based in South Asia to sail directly to Chinese ports. The growing
number of these direct voyages shifted commerce away from the indirect entrepôt system by prompt-
ing the development of trade routes that bypassed Southeast Asian port cities.

The crucial context in which trading links between China and South Asia began to redevelop in
the latter part of the seventeenth century was the expansion of maritime commerce in both
regions. The mid to late seventeenth century saw a boom in Indian Ocean trade, marked by
the emergence of several important entrepôts that dominated commerce in their own sub-regions,
including Surat in Gujarat, and Madras, Porto Novo, and San Thome on the Coromandel coast.1

In these centres, groups of Hindu, Muslim, and Christian Armenian merchants expanded their
trading networks to the shores of the Persian Gulf, the Red Sea, and the western edge of the Bay of
Bengal. These traders were also joined by private European merchants who had become a respect-
able force in the region’s systems of exchange by the last quarter of that century.2 On the other side
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of the Malay peninsula, the critical factor was the Qing Kangxi emperor’s decision to legalize mar-
itime trade in 1684. This move prompted an almost immediate surge in the numbers of Chinese
merchant vessels sailing abroad, initially primarily to Japan and Luzon, but within a few years to a
number of important commercial hubs in Southeast Asia as well. These hubs formed the basis of a
new trading network in the region that distributed goods from China to other markets within
Southeast Asia and beyond it.3

After 1684, the two Southeast Asian cities that became instrumental in channelling Chinese trade
goods into the Indian Ocean were Johor, a sultanate at the southern tip of the Malay peninsula, and
Ayutthaya, the capital of Siam. Both were major centres within the western part of the post-1684
Chinese maritime system in Southeast Asia, and at the same time they were connected to the trading
networks of the Indian Ocean. Vessels based out of Xiamen, Guangzhou, and Ningbo sailed to the
two places to acquire Southeast Asian products in exchange for their Chinese goods, which included
tea, porcelain, silk, zinc, and copper. Some of the Chinese goods were consumed within Siam and
Johor themselves, while others were re-exported to their smaller surrounding markets in the Melaka
Strait region, western Borneo, the upper Malay peninsula, and Cambodia. Another portion of the
goods were traded to South Asian-based merchants who came either directly to Johor and
Ayutthaya or to secondary centres within their sub-regions, such as Aceh and Mergui. These goods
were then reshipped into the Indian Ocean, destined for the consumer markets of South Asia.

From 1684 onwards, small numbers of ships sailing from South Asia also began to arrive in
China to trade directly for goods. These ships were initially primarily British-owned private vessels
from Madras, and their numbers were usually limited to two or three per year. However, around
1715 a number of factors converged to prompt a growth in this direct trade and a diversification in
the origins of the South Asian-based ships. First, there were political changes in both Johor and
Siam that undermined their abilities to act as emporia. Johor became the object of a three-way war
that involved a dangerous amount of maritime raiding, while the management of foreign trade in
Siam fell under the control of a venal bureaucrat. Second, in 1716, the Qing Kangxi emperor pro-
hibited Chinese ships from sailing to most of Southeast Asia. The ban was only rigorously
enforced from 1717 to 1722, but the absence of Chinese ships during these years encouraged other
merchant groups to step into the breach. Finally, the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–14)
ended, which increased the availability of silver for European companies and private merchants,
while also making the sea routes to and through Asia much safer.

Consequently, direct trade between China and South Asia began to grow rapidly, while indirect
trade through Johor and Ayutthaya stagnated or declined. The private (meaning non-East India
Company) British merchants from Madras, who had had the direct trade more or less to themselves
from 1684 to about 1715, were joined by several other groups after the mid 1710s. Private British
merchants based out of other parts of South Asia, especially Bombay, noticed the success of their
counterparts in Madras and sought to emulate their business in China. Macau’s merchant commu-
nity also began to use Madras as a base in South Asia to collect silver and cargoes of Southeast Asian
goods, while buying pepper for the China market on the Malabar coast as well. Likewise, French
traders, mostly based out of Pondicherry, entered the fray by beginning almost annual voyages to
Guangzhou in the early 1720s. Other national groups contributed to a lesser extent, and together
these merchants gradually built up a trading system based on the direct transport of goods between
China and South Asia that continued through the course of the eighteenth century.

In making these arguments, this article consciously attempts to transcend the boundaries of
traditional regionalization and see the evolution of the trading patterns between China and
South Asia from a global historical perspective.4 Despite a growing appreciation for the new

3Ryan Holroyd, ‘The Rebirth of China’s Intra-Asian Maritime Trade, 1670–1740’ (PhD diss., 2018), chaps 3–4.
4It partly follows the approach taken by J. Bohorquez in a recent article examining the circuits of trade and finance that

organized the eighteenth-century Portuguese slave trade. Bohorquez argues that the traditional Atlantic-centred histories of
the Portuguese slave trade obscured the investments of groups from other regions, especially the Indian Ocean, and that only
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possibilities that global historical perspectives bring to the questions of trade and other sorts of
economic entanglement, relatively little work has been done tracing trans-regional connections
from China’s shores to the Indian Ocean during the early modern period.5 The most significant
work is still that of K. N. Chaudhuri, who took Fernand Braudel’s study of the Mediterranean as
his model and sought to describe the deeper structures of interaction that bound together a greater
Indian Ocean, stretching from the Cape of Good Hope to Japan, over the longue durée.6 Since
Chaudhuri, very few studies have attempted to bring both early modern maritime China and
South Asia into one narrative. Thanks to the pioneering works of Leonard Blussé, Anthony
Reid, and other Southeast Asianists, the commercial impact of Chinese trade across that region,
especially after 1684, is now widely appreciated.7 A smaller number of South Asianists and
Southeast Asianists have also shown how merchants from the Coromandel coast, Gujarat, and
Bengal began to trade in various parts of Southeast Asia at the same time.8 However, the tendency
to focus on a particular group of merchants rather than the flow of goods and silver has meant that
the ways in which China and South Asia were connected through Southeast Asia are rarely
analysed. This article seeks to bridge the gap between these separate regional perspectives by
showing how the interactions between a number of different groups across the three regions
(private merchants in Madras and Bombay, the Macanese, the Qing government, Bugis invaders
in Johor, Siamese officials charged with managing trade, and so forth) interacted with one another
and transformed trans-regional trading patterns.

Although the article follows Chaudhuri’s call to find the connections between the far-flung
parts of maritime Asia, it is explicitly not a study set in a Braudelian longue durée. The key argu-
ment here is that a very specific series of events combined to create the economic connections
between maritime China and South Asia at the end of the seventeenth century and beginning
of the eighteenth, starting with the Qing empire’s decision to legalize maritime trade in 1684.
The processes that began to connect the two regions were unique to that historical moment,
and were the product not of deeper structural forces re-emerging, but of the particular political
and economic conditions existing in China, South Asia, and Southeast Asia.

by taking a larger global perspective could we begin to recognize the complexity of the relationships that organized the trade
system. J. Bohorquez, ‘Linking the Atlantic and Indian Oceans: Asian Textiles, Spanish Silver, Global Capital, and the
Financing of the Portuguese–Brazilian Slave Trade (c.1760–1808)’, Journal of Global History 15, no. 3 (2020): 19–38.

5By contrast, Chinese–Indian Ocean connections before 1500 CE have recently received much more attention. See for
example Hyunhee Park, Mapping the Chinese and Islamic Worlds: Cross-Cultural Exchange in Pre-modern Asia
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012); and Angela Schottenhammer, ‘China’s Increasing Integration into the
Indian Ocean World Until Song 宋 Times: Sea Routes, Connections, Trades’, in Early Global Interconnectivity Across the
Indian Ocean World, Volume I: Commercial Structures and Exchanges, ed. Angela Schottenhammer (Basingstoke:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 21–52.

6K. N. Chaudhuri, Trade and Civilisation in the Indian Ocean: An Economic History from the Rise of Islam to 1750
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985); and K. N. Chaudhuri, Asia Before Europe: Economy and Civilisation of
the Indian Ocean from the Rise of Islam to 1750 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990).

7Leonard Blussé, ‘Chinese Century: The Eighteenth Century in the China Sea Region’, Archipel 58 (1999): 112. For his
original study arguing for the importance of Chinese trade for the Dutch company’s headquarters in Batavia, see Leonard
Blussé, Strange Company: Chinese Settlers, Mestizo Women, and the Dutch in VOC Batavia (Dordrecht: Foris
Publications, 1986), chap. 7. See also Anthony Reid, ‘Flows and Seepages in the Long-Term Chinese Interaction with
Southeast Asia’, in Sojourners and Settlers: Histories of Southeast Asia and the Chinese in Honour of Jennifer Cushman,
ed. Anthony Reid (St Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 1996), 15–49; James Kong Chin, ‘Merchants and Other
Sojourners: The Hokkien Overseas, 1570–1760 (PhD diss., University of Hong Kong, 1998); and Carl A. Trocki, ‘Chinese
Pioneering in Eighteenth-Century Southeast Asia’, in The Last Stand of Asian Autonomies: Responses to Modernity in the
Diverse States of Southeast Asia and Korea, 1750–1900, ed. Anthony Reid (Basingstoke: MacMillan Press, 1997), 83–101.

8See for examples Sinnappah Arasaratnam, ‘The Coromandel–Southeast Asia Trade, 1650–1740: Challenges and Responses
of a Commercial System’, Journal of Asian History 18, no. 2 (1984): 113–35; Daniel Perret, ‘From Slave to King: The Role of
South Asians in Maritime Southeast Asia (from the Late 13th to the Late 17th century)’, Archipel 82 (2011): 159–99; and
D. K. Bassett, ‘British “Country” Trade and Local Trade Networks in the Thai and Malay States, c. 1680–1770’, Modern
Asian Studies 23, no. 4 (1989): 625–43.
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In regard to the question of globalization itself, the growth and transformation of the trading
patterns between China and South Asia described in this article can be compared to the develop-
ment of trade between Europe and other parts of Asia in the same period. The current debate over
the question of globalization, summarized nicely by Jan de Vries in 2010, is primarily focused on
the connections between Europe and Europe’s American colonies, Asia, and Africa. The debate is
over the questions of when and if these connections between Europe and the rest of the world were
sufficient to be considered an early modern ‘globalization’.9 Proponents of a ‘hard’ definition of
globalization, especially Jeffrey Williamson, Kevin O’Rourke, and Peter Lindert, claim that, in the
case of Europe’s connections to Asia, although there was an intensification of trade over the course
of the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, the prices of different products in the two regions did not
converge until the nineteenth century. In their view, this lack of price convergence meant that
these spatially separated markets were insufficiently integrated for the trade to be considered a
globalization. According to them, price convergence failed to happen partly because the
trade was dominated by monopolistic European companies who managed the supply of
high-value-per-bulk Asian goods in their home markets in order to maintain a healthy mark-
up on prices, and partly because the imported Asian goods usually did not compete with local
European products.10 Historians arguing for an earlier ‘soft’ definition globalization admit the lack
of price convergence between Europe and Asia before the nineteenth century, but argue that a
broader definition of globalization is more useful. Essentially, rather than relying on one statistical
measure, such as price convergence, they look for sustained economic interaction between
different parts of the world that ‘deeply and permanently linked them’.11

In the case of the trade that developed between China and South Asia after 1684, the fact that it
was dominated by private merchants from a wide variety of backgrounds rather than the large
record-obsessed companies means that demonstrating a hard globalization through price conver-
gence will be extremely difficult. This article focuses on the development of trade routes and does
not attempt an analysis of prices or consumption patterns. However, it shows that during the late
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries the growing diversity of participation in the trade and
the absence of monopolies meant that the primary reason why Williamson and his co-authors
believe that price convergence did not happen between early modern Europe and Asia does
not apply to the China–South Asian trade. If the monopolization of imports by companies
was truly the primary obstacle to price convergence between Europe and Asia, then trade between
China and South Asia may have come closer to satisfying the criteria for the advent of a harder
globalization. At the very least, the emergence of regular direct trade between China and port cities
in several different parts of South Asia (Madras, Bombay, Surat, and Cochin, especially) indicates
that there was a sustained economic interaction at least equivalent to the soft globalization
processes occurring between Europe and China, and Europe and South Asia.

Before proceeding to the body of the article, I need to acknowledge its debts to the earlier
studies of two historians. First, I rely on George Bryan Souza’s examination of Macanese traders
in Southeast Asia and the Indian Ocean to evaluate their contribution to the development of direct
Chinese–South Asian trade. Souza shows that the traditional Macanese trade in East and
Southeast Asia was badly compromised by the legalization of private Qing trade in 1684. The
Macanese therefore began searching for new markets and products that would allow them some
competitive space as importers to and exporters from the Chinese market. One solution they hit
upon was to focus a substantial part of their activity carrying trade between the coast of China and

9Jan de Vries, ‘The Limits of Globalization in the Early Modern World’, Economic History Review 63, no. 3 (2010): 710–33.
10Peter H. Lindert and Jeffrey G. Williamson, ‘Does Globalization Make the World More Unequal?’, in Globalization in

Historical Perspective, ed. Michael D. Bordo, AlanM. Taylor, and Jeffrey G.Williamson (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
2003), 232; and Kevin H. O’Rourke and Jeffrey G.Williamson, ‘OnceMore: When Did Globalisation Begin?’, European Review
of Economic History 8, no. 1 (April 2004): 115–16.

11Dennis O. Flynn and Arturo Giráldez, ‘Born Again: Globalization’s Sixteenth Century Origins (Asian/Global Versus
European Dynamics)’, Pacific Economic Review 13, no. 3 (2008): 360.
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the Indian Ocean, where Chinese ships did not sail.12 Souza’s analysis, though focused exclusively
on the Macanese, illustrates one example of the shift from indirect to direct trade between China
and South Asia. In the present article, I will attempt to situate his findings within the development
of the larger patterns of trade between China, Southeast Asia, and the Indian Ocean, and show
how South Asian-based merchants joined the Macanese in the development of direct trading
routes between the two macro-regions.

Second, the article draws upon and modifies Sinnappah Arasaratnam’s description of the basic
changes occurring in the organization of trade between Southeast Asia and the Coromandel coast
beginning in the 1720s. According to Arasaratnam’s assessment, in that decade a triangular trade
developed between the Coromandel coast, China, and Southeast Asia, in which merchant ships,
especially British ones, began to sail in increasing numbers directly to China to purchase goods for
South Asian markets. In the meantime, merchants from the Coromandel coast participated by
trading in Southeast Asia for local products, especially tin, which were then brought back to their
home ports and sold for re-export on the British ships headed to China.13 Arasaratnam’s general
description of this new system is well supported by the evidence, but he offers little in the way of
explanation of the specific mechanisms that brought about these changes in Asia’s trade. The goal
of this article, therefore, is the identification of those mechanisms within the political and
economic histories of China, South Asia, and western Southeast Asia. It also concludes that
the shift probably began a bit earlier than Arasaratnam’s conservative estimate of the 1720s,
and that, although direct trade from the Indian Ocean to China did begin primarily with
British ships sailing from the Coromandel coast, participation quickly became more diverse.

The eclipse of the indirect routes through Southeast Asia
In the late seventeenth century Ayutthaya, the Siamese capital, and the sultanate of Johor on the
tip of the Malay peninsula became critical trading emporia for both Indian Ocean merchants and
the Chinese trading network. Johor was probably the more important of the two routes. It was an
extremely attractive destination for China-based merchants because it was then the commercial
hub of the Melaka Strait sub-region. Short-distance traders connected it to the major pepper- and
tin-producing areas on the east coast of Sumatra, the Malay peninsula, and the islands between
them, making these two types of highly marketable goods readily available to the Chinese ships
that docked in its harbours. Johor’s link through the Strait of Melaka to the port city of Aceh on
the north-western tip of Sumatra was its other major advantage. Aceh was a relatively large market
by Southeast Asian standards, and it was also an emporium in its own right, linking Southeast Asia
to the Indian Ocean. In the late seventeenth century, some of the Chinese goods that were
unloaded in Johor each year were typically reshipped to Aceh on smaller vessels commonly
operated by ethnic Chinese merchants based in the Melaka Strait region. There, South Asian
merchants would trade for the Chinese goods and then reship them to their home markets
on the Coromandel coast, the Malabar coast, Bengal, or Gujarat.14

For Johor, this advantageous position between the South China Sea and Aceh meant that, as
long as its rulers were able to maintain a stable commercial environment, the Johorese were able to
control much of the trade passing between the two oceans. Despite occasional political upheaval,
from the late 1680s until the late 1710s the stability of the commercial environment in Johor seems
to have endured. However, the situation changed in 1718 when a pretender to Johor’s throne,
known in history as Raja Kecil, invaded from Sumatra. Had this pretender been able to establish
his rule swiftly and firmly in Johor, the old patterns of trade might have continued with only

12George Bryan Souza, The Survival of Empire: Portuguese Trade and Society in China and the South China Sea, 1630–1754
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986).

13Arasaratnam, ‘Coromandel–Southeast Asia Trade’, 134–5.
14Anthony Reid, ‘Introduction’, in Last Stand of Asian Autonomies, ed. Reid, 11–14; and Reid, ‘Flows and Seepages’, 42.
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a short interruption. Unfortunately for him, and for all the merchants who had a stake in the
region’s commerce, his invasion began a long and destructive struggle for control of the sultanate’s
former territory between his forces and those of a number of opportunistic Bugis warlords who
had immigrated from Sulawesi and established themselves in the southern Malay peninsula.15

Both sides committed piracy, hampering commerce in general, and, according to a
nineteenth-century Malay history of the Bugis rule of Johor, Raja Kecil himself actively attempted
to disrupt trade in an effort to deny his opponents its benefits.16 Raja Kecil was finally defeated in
1728, and the same Malay history tells us that, from that time, Johor once again began to prosper
as a commercial hub.17 A Chinese guide to foreign lands published in 1730 agrees that there was
then enough trade annually to accommodate the business of three or four long-distance trading
vessels from China.18

However, this recovery in Johor does not seem to have undone all the damage that the decade
of warfare in the region had caused. In particular, the once crucial trade with Aceh never revived.
In part this may have been because of political turmoil that occurred in Aceh around 1727, when a
separate group of Bugis took power there as well.19 But the Bugis takeover was probably not the
main reason; European and South Asian ships continued to arrive in Aceh during the 1720s and
1730s despite the unsettled political situation.20 The problem seems to have been that the logic of
Asia’s maritime trade had changed by the end of the long war for control of Johor. When the
British East India Company employee Charles Lockyer visited Aceh in 1704, he found the city
glutted with Chinese products, and suggested that the company could purchase them there.21

Two decades later it was the British who were selling rather than buying Chinese goods in
Aceh. A memorandum from 1719 or 1720 in the notes of the private Madras-based merchant
John Scattergood lists Chinese goods that he intended to buy in Guangzhou for resale in Aceh.22

The absence of Chinese goods in Aceh and Melaka is also attested to by an essay on Bengal’s
trade with other parts of Asia written by an anonymous employee or associate of the Ostend com-
pany sometime in the late 1720s or early 1730s. According to this writer, for South Asian-based
merchants Aceh supplied gold, pepper, benzoin (an incense made from tree resin), camphor, and
other drugs, while Melaka could supply tin, rattans, benzoin, dammer (a tree resin used in place of
pitch), camphor, pepper, gold, and goods that had been brought from Batavia. In neither case does
the writer mention Chinese goods or the participation of Chinese merchants, and tellingly there is
no discussion of Johor in his essay at all.23 Even as late as the 1760s, when Johor had once again

15The best summary of this conflict can be found in Leonard Y. Andaya, The Kingdom of Johor, 1641–1728 (Kuala Lumpur:
Oxford University Press, 1975), chap. 10.

16Raja Ali al-haji, ‘Silsilah Melayu dan Bugis dan Sakalian Raja-raja-nya’, trans. Hans Overbeck, Journal of the Malayan
Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society 4, no. 3 (December 1926): 363.

17Ibid., 366.
18Chen Lunjiong 陳倫炯, Hai Guo Wen Jian Lu 海國聞見錄 (A Record of What Was Seen and Heard in the Ocean

Countries), ed. Li Changfu 李長傅 (Zhengzhou: Zhongzhou gu ji chu ban she, 1985 [1730]), 54.
19Raden Hoesein Djajadiningrat, ‘Critisch Overzicht van de in Maleische Werken Vervatte Gegevens over de Geschiedenis

van het Soeltanaat van Atjeh’ (‘Critical Review of Data on the History of the Aceh Sultanate Contained in Malaysian Works’),
Bijdragen to t de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde van Nederlandsch-Indië (Contributions to the Linguistics, Geography and
Ethnology of the Dutch East Indies) 65 (1911): 197–8.

20The best records we have are from British Madras and French Pondicherry, but there were likely ships from various
other ports in South Asia that visited Aceh more or less regularly. Records of Fort St. George: Diary and Consultation
Book, 1720–1740 (Madras: Superintendent, Government Press, 1922–31), passim; and Catherine Manning, Fortunes à faire:
The French in Asian Trade, 1719–48 (Aldershot: Variorum, 1996), 237–42.

21Charles Lockyer, An Account of the Trade in India (London, 1711), 35.
22‘Transcripts, etc., of papers of John Scattergood (1681–1723)’, Add. MS 43731, vol. 2, fol. 433–4, British Library, London

(hereafter cited as BL).
23‘Richtlijnen voor Bengalen wat de vrachten en beheer van deMoorse bestuur betreft. Rapport over de handel van Bengalen naar

verschillende havens in India’ (‘Guidelines for Bengal Regarding the Freight andManagement of theMoorish Administration. Report
on Trade from Bengal to Various Ports in India’), ‘Memoirs for the Trade from Bengal to Several Ports of India’, Generale Indische of
Ostendse Compagnie, Varia I. 1720–1734, 24, unpaginated, FelixArchief, Antwerp.
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become a major emporium for Chinese trade, Aceh was still outside the Chinese maritime trading
network in Southeast Asia. Thomas Forrest, who visited Aceh intermittently in the late eighteenth
century beginning in 1762, states that he never saw any Chinese in the city, and suggests that
this may have been because they had been commercially outcompeted by Muslim South Asian
merchants.24 His statement implies that Aceh had been cut off from even the ethnic Chinese
immigrant communities in Southeast Asia who had previously been responsible for carrying
much of the trade between Johor and Aceh.

There were several reasons, therefore, that trade between Johor and Aceh did not recover.
Increasing commercial activity in South Asia during the mid eighteenth century probably
reoriented Aceh’s economy away from the Chinese trading network towards the Indian
Ocean, as Forrest suggests.25 Raja Kecil and his followers were also a persistent problem for trade
through the Melaka Strait. Despite his defeat and withdrawal to eastern Sumatra in 1728, the pre-
tender remained a threat to the new regime in Johor until the 1740s, frequently raiding its terri-
tories from Sumatra.26 Consequently, lightly armed merchant vessels operating out of Johor would
have found the passage north through the strait to Aceh much riskier in 1730 than they had in
1710. Finally, Aceh’s potential role as an entrepôt that made Chinese goods available for South
Asian-based merchants was greatly reduced by a large increase in direct trade between Guangdong
and various South Asian ports that occurred after the 1710s, as we will see.

In Siam, Ayutthaya was also an important emporium visited by both Chinese and South Asian
merchants after 1684.27 In the kingdom there was no political or military disturbance in the early
eighteenth century that disrupted trade comparable to what occurred in Johor. The obstacle to the
relay of Chinese goods through Ayutthaya towards the Indian Ocean that arose in the second
decade of the eighteenth century came from the state’s administration of trade. The main culprit
was an ethnic Chinese phraklong, or harbourmaster,28 who gained his office thanks to the favour
of the Siamese king Somdet Phrachao Sua (r. 1703–09), but achieved the height of his power
during the reign of Sua’s successor, Thai Sa (r. 1709–32). During Thai Sa’s reign, this phraklong
used his position as the principal authority over both foreign relations and the administration of
trade to shift the relatively fair and open policies that had prevailed before the Thai Sa period to
ones that made business difficult for certain merchants and merchant groups. Dutch and French
observers accused him of a national bias, claiming that he championed the interests of Chinese
merchants at the expense of traders from other regions.29

24Thomas Forrest, A Voyage from Calcutta to the Mergui Archipelago, Lying on the East Side of the Bay of Bengal (London:
J. Robson, 1792), 59. For the loss of Aceh’s Chinese connection, see also Bassett, ‘British “Country” Trade’, 627–8.

25See Arasaratnam, ‘Coromandel–Southeast Asia Trade’, 124-5. Arasaratnam believes that in the eighteenth century the
commercial world of the Coromandel coast became more oriented towards trade with Southeast Asia than it had been in
earlier periods.

26Diane Lewis, ‘The Dutch East India Company and the Straits of Malacca, 1700–1784: Trade and Politics in the Eighteenth
Century’ (PhD diss., Australian National University, Canberra, 1970), 160–1.

27Dhiravat na Pombejra, ‘Ayutthaya at the End of the Seventeenth Century: Was There a Shift to Isolation?’, in Southeast
Asia in the Early Modern Era: Trade, Power, and Belief, ed. Anthony Reid (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), 263–5.

28For a description of this office, see Suebsaeng Promboon, ‘Sino-Siamese Tributary Relations, 1282–1853’ (PhD diss.,
University of Wisconsin, 1971), 13–22.

29General Missive by Governor-General and Council, 14 January 1715, in Generale missiven van gouverneurs-generaal en
raden aan Heren XVII der Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie (General Missives of Governors-General and Councils to the
Heren XVII of the Dutch East India Company), ed. W. P. Coolhaas, Jurrien van Goor, Judith Schooneveld-Oosterling,
and H. K. ’s Jacob (’s-Gravenhage: M. Nijhoff, 1960–2007), 7:141; and Monsieur de Cicé to Monsieur Hébert, 1714, in
Adrien Launay, Histoire de la Mission de Siam, 1662–1811. Documents historiques II (Paris: Missions étrangères de Paris,
1920), 98–100. For the rise and fall of Chinese power in the Ayutthaya court, especially during the reign of Thai Sa, see
Dhiravat na Pombejra, ‘Princes, Pretenders, and the Chinese Phrakhlang: An Analysis of the Dutch Evidence Concerning
Siamese Court Politics, 1699–1734’, in On the Eighteenth Century as a Category of Asian History: Van Leur in Retrospect,
ed. Leonard Blussé and Femme Gaastra (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1998), 107–30.
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Despite these accusations, the phraklong was probably not primarily a Chinese chauvinist.
He was an investor in maritime trade himself, and his primary goal was likely not an expression
of Chinese solidarity but the promotion of his own commercial interests at the expense of his
potential competitors.30 He was interested in promoting trade between China and Siam because
his own ships were among those plying that trade route, as the British East India Company
discovered in 1715 after a British merchant seized a ship that happened to belong to the phraklong
in Xiamen’s harbour.31 He appears to have had a similar stake in trade with Japan. The crew of a
Dutch Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie (VOC) ship reported to the interpreter in Nagasaki
that the phraklong was already using his position in the Siamese government to dominate the
animal hide trade to Japan with his own vessels by 1707, presumably to the detriment of both
the Dutch company and other Chinese merchants who traded in Nagasaki.32

In some cases, certain non-Chinese traders seem to have benefited from the phraklong’s
interests. Alexander Hamilton, a private British merchant who visited Siam in 1719, claimed
(without referring to the phraklong directly) that the administrators of trade there had colluded
with John Powney, another private British merchant who was serving as the agent of Joseph
Collett, the president of the East India Company’s establishment in Madras. According to
Hamilton, their plot was to make trade in Siam prohibitively expensive to all British merchants
not affiliated with Powney and Collett.33 Powney, as it happened, was then Collett’s representative
in the negotiations concerning the seizure of the phraklong’s ship in Xiamen in 1715. Collett was
hoping to arrive at a mutually acceptable settlement with the phraklong, and had thus authorized
Powney to offer him compensation for the loss of his ship. For the phraklong, the desire for
compensation was an obvious inducement to maintain a good relationship with Powney, but
it did not give him any reason to encourage Hamilton or other any private British merchants.34

This favouritism, whether on behalf of Chinese or European affiliates of the phraklong, appears
to have been bad for trade with the Indian Ocean’s merchants in general. Despite Siam’s relatively
large population and deep markets, there was rarely more than one British merchant fromMadras
or Bengal that came to Siam each year.35 The VOC’s agents in Ayutthaya frequently complained
that operating their factory in the kingdom almost always brought a net loss, but they acknowl-
edged that the British and ‘Moor’ (Muslim South Asian) merchants were generally treated even
worse than they were.36 French missionaries in Siam likewise reported to their compatriots in
Pondicherry that under the phraklong’s regime there was little hope for successful French trade
in Siam.37 The consequence was that, while trade between Siam and China remained healthy
during Thai Sa’s reign, fewer South Asian-based ships visited Siam compared to earlier periods.
This circumstance meant that Ayutthaya’s function as a conduit for Chinese goods into the Indian
Ocean did not expand and may well have declined during Thai Sa’s reign when the phraklong had
a free hand in the management of the kingdom’s foreign trade.38

30For this incident, see Joseph Collet, Thomas Frederick, William Jennings, Richard Horden, Thomas Cooke, John Legg,
Joseph Cooke, and Randall Fowke, Fort St. George General, 17 August 1717, BL, India Office Records (hereafter cited as IOR),
E/4/2, 110.

31Ibid.
32Hayashi Shunsai 林春齋, Hayashi Hoko 林鳳岡, and Ren’ichi Ura 浦廉一, ed., Kai Hentai 華夷變態

(Chinese–Barbarian Transformation) (Tokyo: Toyo Bunko, 1958–59), 3:2493–4.
33Alexander Hamilton, A New Account of the East Indies (Edinburgh: John Mosman, 1727), 1:362–3, 2:182.
34Francis Hastings, Richard Horden, Thomas Cooke, Randall Fowke, Nathaniel Turner, Richard Benyon, John Emmerson,

Joshua Draper, and Thomas Wright, Fort St. George General, 20 January 1721, BL, IOR/E/4/2, 291; and Records of Fort St.
George, 1726, 120. See also Bassett, ‘British “Country” Trade’, 633–4.

35Records of Fort St. George, 1700–28, passim.
36General Missive by Governor-General and Council, November 28, 1715, in Coolhaas et al., Generale Missiven, 7:176.
37Monsieur de Cicé to Monsieur Hébert, 1714, in Launay, Histoire de la Mission de Siam, 98–100.
38The basic argument I make here in regard to Siam (that Siam’s role as an entrepôt between the Indian Ocean and China

declined in the early eighteenth century) has been advanced before by Kennon Breazeale and Anthony Reid. See Kennon
Breazeale, ‘Thai Maritime Trade and the Ministry Responsible’, in From Japan to Arabia: Ayutthaya’s Maritime Relations
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As Johor and Ayutthaya’s roles as entrepôts for trade between South Asia and China became
limited for these internal reasons, the Qing Kangxi emperor also unintentionally prompted the
shift away from indirect trade with South Asia in the last years of his reign. Concerned about
the possibility of anti-Manchu conspiracies being hatched between overseas Chinese traders
and Europeans, as well as the export of rice and ships, the emperor placed a ban on all voyages
by Chinese vessels to Southeast Asia in late 1716. The ban was only strictly enforced until the
emperor’s death in 1722, but it naturally disrupted the trading system that had developed after
1684.39 Consumers across Southeast Asia who had come to rely on annual deliveries of Chinese
goods found themselves suddenly cut off, while merchants in China were unable to export their
cargoes. Despite the emperor’s concern about Europeans working to undermine his government,
their ships, as well as South Asian ones, were still allowed to dock in Qing ports. So naturally the
problems in Johor and Siam and the sudden absence of Chinese merchant ships in the late 1710s
all combined to limit the flow of trade goods from China to South Asia through Southeast Asian
emporia, and this consequently encouraged South Asian-based traders to increase the intensity of
the direct trade between the two regions.

The growing dominance of direct shipping after 1715
The decline in the abilities of Johor and Siam to link the economies of China and South Asia in the
second decade of the eighteenth century coincided with an expansion of direct trade between the
two regions. Three main national groups of long-distance merchants appear to have been instru-
mental in this expansion. The first two were British and French private merchants based in South
Asia. They both benefited from the end of the War of the Spanish Succession, which made sea
lanes safer and increased the availability of American silver to European traders. Macau’s
merchant community also took advantage of these circumstances and used its position at the edge
of the Qing empire to profit from the demand for Chinese goods in South Asian markets, as well as
the demand for some South Asian goods, especially pepper, in China.

Of these merchant groups who became the connective tissue between the economies of China
and South Asia, the most important from the late seventeenth century to the nineteenth were the
British. In a recent article, Jessica Hanser has shown how the dominance of private British trade
between China and South Asia reached its apogee in the latter half of the eighteenth century, after
the British conquest of Bengal in 1757.40 Long before the Battle of Plassey though, there were
private British ships arriving in China whose crews were taking the first steps in forming the con-
nections that Hanser describes. In fact, private British ships began arriving in Xiamen from
Madras in larger numbers than the British East India Company’s own vessels almost immediately
after the 1684 legalization of maritime trade in the Qing empire. Chinese captains and crews from
that port reported the arrivals of British ships to the Chinese interpreters in Nagasaki in all but
three years between 1684 and 1700 for a total of thirty-eight ships (see table 1), about four times as
many as the number of documented company voyages to China in the same period.

From 1700 to about 1720, Madras was still the main centre for private British trade to China.
Sitting along the Coromandel coast, it had the best possible location for voyages from the
subcontinent to Chinese ports. It also lay within a trading network that stretched across the

with Asia, ed. Kennon Breazeale (Bangkok: Foundation for the Promotion of Social Sciences and Humanities Textbooks
Project, 1999), 43; and Anthony Reid, Charting the Shape of Early Modern Southeast Asia (Singapore: Institute of
Southeast Asian Studies, 2000), 98.

39For examinations of the ban, see Gang Zhao, The Qing Opening to the Ocean: Chinese Maritime Policies, 1684–1757
(Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2013), chap. 8; and Guo Chengkang 郭成康, ‘Kang qian zhi ji jin Nan Yang an
tan xi’ 康乾之際禁南洋案探析 (‘An Analysis of the Prohibitions on the South Seas from the Kangxi to Qianlong
Periods’), Zhong guo she hui ke xue 中國社會科學 (Social Sciences in China) 1 (1997): 184–97.

40Jessica Hanser, ‘British Private Traders Between India and China’, in The Private Side of the Canton Trade, 1700–1840:
Beyond the Companies, ed. Paul A. Van Dyke and Susan E. Schopp (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2018).
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Bay of Bengal, giving it access to some of the Southeast Asian products that were marketable in
China, such as tin and ivory.41 In 1717, Robert Hedges, the East India Company’s president in
Bengal, wrote that ‘Madras has the China, Syam, Tonqueen, Pegu, Manilha, Java, and Sumatra
trades most to themselves’, highlighting the city’s control of trade with both China and much
of Southeast Asia.42 Hedges’ statement also hints at the other major attraction that Madras held
for businessmen interested in sending their ships to China, which was the ready supply of silver it
offered. Besides the silver that the East India Company imported from Europe, Madras enjoyed
regular shipments from Manila in the Spanish Philippines.43 Because silver remained the
most reliably acceptable import for the Chinese market, this gave Madras-based merchants an
advantage in the South Asian–Chinese trade.

Between 1702 and 1716, Madras’s access to silver from the Philippines was especially important
because the East India Company was suffering from a shortage in its European supply of bullion,
almost certainly as a result of the War of the Spanish Succession.44 Within a few years of the war’s
conclusion, trade between Spain and Britain recovered, and the East India Company began
pouring greater volumes of silver into its South Asian outposts.45 This inflow of silver attracted
even more private merchants interested in the China trade to Madras, and in 1723 the presidency

Table 1. Yearly arrivals of British ships at Xiamen, 1684–1700

Year Company ships
All ships according to

Chinese reports Kai Hentai references

1684 1 1 1:425
1685 1 2 1:463
1686 3 1:707, 708
1687 3 5 1:800
1688 3 2:1032
1689 3 2:1139, 1173, 1186
1690 3 2:1311, 1315
1691 3 2:1406
1692 1 2:1511
1693 1 2:1622
1694 1 3 2:1716
1695
1696 0 3:1849
1697 2 3:1988
1698 2
1699 1 2 3:2062
1700 1 6 3:2134
Totals 10 38

Sources: For the ‘All ships according to Chinese reports’ column, the references are from Hayashi
Shunsai, Hayashi Hoko, and Ren’ichi Ura, eds., Kai Hentai. For the ‘Company ships’ column, the
numbers are from Hosea Ballou Morse, The Chronicles of the East India Company Trading to China,
1635–1834 (Taipei: Ch’eng-Wen, 1966), vol. 1.

41Arasaratnam, ‘Coromandel–Southeast Asia Trade’, 132. For a memorandum written by the Madras-based merchant John
Scattergood, listing the numerous Southeast Asian goods he planned to take on a voyage to China in 1718, see ‘Transcripts,
etc., of papers of John Scattergood’, vol. 2, fol. 254.

42Robert Hedges to company, 20 December 1717, BL, IOR/E/4/2, 147.
43See Holroyd, ‘Rebirth of China’s Intra-Asian Maritime Trade’, 188–99; and Serafin D. Quiason, English ‘Country Trade’

with the Philippines, 1644–1765 (Quezon City: University of the Philippines Press, 1966), 67–76.
44K. N. Chaudhuri, The Trading World of Asia and the English East India Company, 1660–1760 (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 1978), 163–4.
45Artur Attman, American Bullion in the European World Trade, 1600–1800 (Göteborg: Kungl. Vetenskaps, 1986), 60.
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even began encouraging private commerce with China through their port by offering resident
merchants generous loans in silver bullion explicitly for that purpose.46

In the meantime, the company’s other establishments on the subcontinent were enjoying easier
access to silver after the end of the war. Charles Boone, the president of Bombay from 1715 until
1722, consciously attempted to make his port imitate Madras’s success trading with China. His
efforts revealed that Bombay actually had some advantages in the China trade.47 The Bombay
merchant fleet’s gradual penetration of the trading network of the western Indian Ocean during
the first decades of the eighteenth century opened new markets for Chinese goods. In addition, the
growing Guangdongese demand for raw cotton, a product that was widely cultivated in Gujarat,
encouraged private merchants to begin regular voyages to Guangzhou directly from Bombay.48

By the mid 1730s, these factors had helped Bombay surpass Madras as the main British port
for private trade with China (see table 2).

While Bombay gradually became the centre of British private trade to Guangzhou, Madras
retained its connection to China thanks to the increasing activity of Macanese merchants in
the Indian Ocean. The story of Macanese trade in the western Pacific and Indian oceans has
been told in exquisite detail by George Bryan Souza. Here, it will suffice to demonstrate how this
history fits into the development of Chinese–South Asian trade in the eighteenth century. Souza’s
reconstruction of Macau’s commercial development shows that, across Southeast Asia, the
Macanese traders were shouldered aside by Chinese merchants in the decades following

Table 2. The origins of private British ships in Guangzhou, 1720–40

Year Madras Bombay Bengal Surat Unknown

1720 1 1 2
1721 2
1722 2
1723 3
1724 4 1
1725 4
1726 1
1727 1 1
1728 1 1
1729 1 1
1730 2 1
1731 1 1 1
1732 1 1
1733 1 1
1734 1
1735 1
1736 1
1737 1
1738
1739 1
1740

Sources: BL, IOR/G/12/8, IOR/G/12/21–48; Records of Fort St. George, 1720–1740; Morse,
Chronicles of the East India Company, vol. 1., ‘Table of English Ships which Traded to
China for the East India Companies, from 1635–1753’.

46Records of Fort St. George, 1723, 38, 55; Records of Fort St. George 1725, 88; Records of Fort St. George, 1726, 84; and
Records of Fort St. George, 1728, 87. For the original proposal to sell silver at easy rates to merchants sending ships to
China, see Records of Fort St. George, 1718, 88.

47Timothy Davies, ‘British Private Trade Networks in the Arabian Seas, c. 1680–c. 1760’ (PhD diss., University of Warwick,
2012), 85–7.

48Robert B. Marks, Tigers, Rice, Silk, and Silt: Environment and Economy in Late Imperial South China (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2004), 172; and Holden Furber, Bombay Presidency in the Mid-Eighteenth Century (New York:
Asia Publishing House, 1965), 9.
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the 1684 legalization of maritime trade in the Qing empire. East of the Strait of Melaka, the
Macanese were relegated to secondary roles in the trade from China to Batavia and a number
of other less important ports by the 1690s.49 This situation of course prompted the Macanese
to look for ways to maintain the commercial relevance of their port. The most successful strategy
they employed was sending ships farther afield, beyond the extent of the newly arisen Chinese
trading system. Macanese ships could sail beyond Melaka into the Indian Ocean, which was some-
thing no Qing-based vessels did, and this afforded them opportunities to trade without competing
directly with Chinese merchants.

The Macanese sent ships semi-regularly to Goa and other Portuguese-controlled ports in the
Indian Ocean, but these do not appear to have been their most commercially important destina-
tions in the early eighteenth century. Instead, after about 1710 Madras became a common port of
call for the Macanese in South Asia. From that year up until the end of our period, the Fort St
George council diary records the arrival or departure of at least one ship for Macau almost every
year until the end of our period (see Table 3). The council in Madras, writing in defence of their
openness to foreign traders, told the company’s directors in 1739 that ‘As to the MaccaoMen, they
sold their China Cargoes & took in their returns here, This is a trade which has been carried on
longer than any one of us can remember.’50

Macanese merchants also began trading in several other South Asian ports around the same
time, including Cochin and Tellicherry on the Malabar coast, and Galle on Ceylon. Of these,
Cochin was likely the most important. Souza, using shipping lists kept by the Dutch factors in
Cochin between 1720 and 1742, shows that in almost every year from 1723 to the end of the period
there were between two and six Portuguese ships that arrived there.51 These would have included
both Macanese ships and those from other Portuguese ports, but the testimony of Jacobus Canter
Visscher, a Dutch chaplain in Cochin, suggests that the Macanese were consistent visitors before
Souza’s list begins. Visscher wrote that, while he was in Cochin between 1717 and 1723, ‘The
Macao merchants have for some years kept up a brisk intercourse with Batavia, the Chinese junks
having kept aloof. But not more than one or two ships visit Goa during the course of the year,
and these part with most of their cargo, consisting principally of Chinese luxuries, as silks, tea,
sweetmeats, and sugar, at Cochin and Ceylon.’52

Visscher’s mention of the absence of Chinese ships at Batavia during the late 1710s hints at the
reason why the trade between Macau and the Malabar coast became significant then. The Chinese
merchants were of course not just ‘keeping aloof’. They were not sailing to Batavia during this
period because of the Qing ban on voyages from China to most of Southeast Asia from 1717 until
the end of the ban’s enforcement in 1723. The ban did not apply to the Macanese, which gave
them the opportunity to step into the breach and dominate the Batavia–China trade route during
those years. It also allowed them to temporarily become the major pepper and sandalwood
suppliers for Guangdong, and perhaps the rest of China as well. Both of these trade goods were
available on the Malabar coast, and trading for them in Cochin or Tellicherry also allowed the
Macanese merchants to become important suppliers of Chinese goods to that part of India as
the traditional flows through Siam and the Melaka Strait region were ebbing.53

The last major group to take advantage of the decline in the westward trades of Johor and
Ayutthaya were the French merchants based out of Pondicherry on the Coromandel coast.

49Souza, Survival of Empire, chap. 6.
50Records of Fort St. George, 1739, 97.
51Souza, Survival of Empire, 159.
52Jacob Canter Visscher, Letters from Malabar, ed. Heber Drury (Vepery: Gantz Brothers, 1862), 37.
53This basic trading pattern survived for decades. The Dutch governor of Cochin, writing in 1781, reported that every year

there were two or three ships from Macao in his port delivering Chinese goods, and these were then re-exported across the
western Indian Ocean to ports as far away as Muscat. Adriaan Moens, ‘Memorandum on the Administration of the Coast of
Malabar’, in Selections from the Records of the Madras Government, Dutch Records No. 13: The Dutch in Malabar, ed.
A. Galletti, I. C. S., A. J. van Der Burg, and P. Groot (Madras: Government Press, 1911), 217–22.
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French ships began arriving in Guangzhou in 1698, and continued to visit that port intermittently
through the course of the War of the Spanish Succession. Several of these sailed across the Pacific
Ocean, delivering silver fresh from the mines of Peru.54 No French ships that visited Guangzhou
before the 1720s appear to have come from Pondicherry or any other South Asian port though;

Table 3. Ships sailing between Macau and South Asia, 1700–40

Year
Ships arriving from
Macau in Madras

Ships departing from
Madras for Macau

Ships arriving in
Cochin from Macau

1700 0 1
1701 3 1
1702 2 1
1703 1 1
1704 0 0
1705 0 0
1706 0 0
1707 0 0
1708 0 0
1709 0 0
1710 2 0
1711 2 2
1712 1 1
1713 2 1
1714 1 0
1715 1 1
1716 1 1
1717 0 1
1718 0 1
1719 1 0
1720 0 0
1721 0 0
1722 1 0
1723 1 1
1724 2 1 1
1725 0 1 2
1726 1 0 3
1727 0 0 1
1728 2 2 2
1729 3 3 1
1730 0 0 1
1731 1 2 2
1732 1 1 3
1733 0 0 0
1734 0 0 2
1735 1 1 3
1736 1 2 3
1737 2 2 2
1738 2 2 3
1739 2 4 2
1740 0 0 2

Sources: For the first two columns, Records of Fort St. George, 1700–1740; for the third
column, Souza, Survival of Empire, 159.

54Louis Dermigny, La Chine et l’occident. Le commerce a Canton au XVIIIe siècle, 1719–1833 (Paris: S.E.V.P.E.N., 1964),
1:152–3; and Donald C. Wellington, French East India Companies: A Historical Account and Record of Trade (Lanham, MD:
Hamilton Books, 2006), 45–7. The governor-general of Guangdong and Guangxi, Yang Lin楊琳, reported annually on foreign
ships arriving in Guangzhou to the Kangxi emperor between 1715 and 1722. He typically summarized the types of import
cargo they brought, but, in the case of the French ships, in no case did he ever mention any type of good other than silver.
Kangxi chao Han wen zhu pi zou zhe hui bian 康熙朝漢文硃批奏摺彙編 (The Collected Chinese-Language Memorials with
Vermilion Rescripts of the Kangxi Emperor), 8 vols (Beijing: Dang an chu ban she, 1984–85), passim.

Journal of Global History 97

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1740022820000157 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1740022820000157


sea lanes through the Indian Ocean were too dangerous, and European silver supplies were too
unreliable during the war. It was only after the declaration of peace in 1714 that the French were
able to participate significantly in intra-Asian trade. In 1719 they founded a new East India
company, the Compagnie des Indes, and joined the British and Macanese ships sailing directly
between South Asia and China.55

The Compagnie des Indes initially hoped that its own ships could monopolize trade between
Pondicherry and Guangzhou, so it disallowed private traders from participating until 1728. One
company ship made the voyage every year between 1723 and 1727 (see table 4). After 1727 the
company discontinued its voyages from South Asia to China. A five-year hiatus followed in which
no French ships sailed between the subcontinent and China, and then French private traders
began sending their own vessels to Guangzhou, mostly from Pondicherry, but occasionally from
Madras.56 From 1727 on, private French merchant vessels joined British and Macanese ones as
regular participants in the direct Sino-South Asian trade route.

Along with the French, Macanese, and British, several other national groups with footholds in
South Asia took advantage of the declining business environments in Ayutthaya and Johor and
the effects of the short-lived Qing ban on domestic trade to Southeast Asia. None participated as
consistently as the three main groups outlined above, but all helped to strengthen the direct trade
route between the two major economic regions. On at least two occasions in the first half of the
eighteenth century, there was a ship owned by Armenian merchants sent to China from South
Asia. This ship, called the London in British records, was reported as arriving in Guangzhou in
1722 and again in 1723 by the British company’s agents.57 In addition, ships from the Malabar coast
sent by local rulers or merchants to trade pepper arrived on at least two occasions in Guangzhou
during the 1720s.58 Finally, the most prominent non-European participants in Sino-South Asian

Table 4. French Intra-Asian trading voyages to China, 1723–40

Year Name Tonnage Origin Destination Additional reference

1723 St François Pondicherry Guangzhou
1724 St Joseph 500 Pondicherry Guangzhou BL, IOR/G/12/25, 6
1725 St Louis Pondicherry Macau
1726 Pondichéry Pondicherry Macau?
1727 St Pierre 250 Pondicherry Guangzhou BL, IOR/G/12/26, 19
1733 ? Madras Guangzhou?
1734 ? Macau Machilipatnam
1736 St Benoit 500 Pondicherry Guangzhou BL, IOR/G/12/40, 93
1738 St Benoit 500 Pondicherry Guangzhou
1739 St Benoit 500 Pondicherry Guangzhou BL, IOR/G/12/47, 16
1739 St Dominique Madras Guangzhou BL, IOR/G/12/46, 23
1740 St Pierre Pondicherry Guangzhou BL, IOR/G/12/48, 54

Source: Manning, Fortunes à faire, 236.

55Manning, Fortunes à faire, 26–7; Wellington, French East India Companies, chaps 7–8.
56Manning, Fortunes à faire, 184–5.
57BL, IOR/G/12/21, 42; and BL, IOR/G/12/24, 27. After the period under study in this article, Armenian voyages from South

Asia became much more frequent, with most of their China trade taking place in Macao. See Carl T. Smith and Paul A. Van
Dyke, ‘Armenian Footprints in Macao’, Review of Culture, International Edition 8 (2003): 20–39.

58‘Diary & Consultation Book : : : ’, BL, IOR/G/12/24, 28; and Yongzheng chao Han wen zhu pi zou zhe hui bian雍正朝漢

文硃批奏摺彙編 (The Collected Chinese-Language Memorials with Vermilion Rescripts of the Yongzheng Emperor) (Jiangsu
sheng xin hua shu dian, 1989–91), 6:60. In the memorial written by the governor general Yang Lin, the ship is referred to as a
‘Mabalasi guo yang chuan 嗎吧喇嘶國洋船’.
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trade after the 1710s were the Surat-based family of the famous merchant Abdul Ghafur.59 Ghafur
and his successors sent ships to Guangzhou in 1715, 1716, 1719, 1722, 1724, 1727, 1731, 1738, and
1739, or about three a decade during our period.60 In the remainder of the eighteenth century, Surat-
based merchants continued to send ships to China on a semi-regular basis, likely benefiting from the
Guangdongese demand for cotton, just as the Bombay merchants did.61

Conclusions
The rising importance of the direct trade routes between China and South Asia in the early
eighteenth century was matched by the growing importance of direct trade between China
and Europe. The standardization of the Qing empire’s administration of trade in
Guangzhou, as described by Paul Van Dyke, helped both types of commerce to grow after
about 1715.62 This expansion of direct trade reduced the roles played by Thai and Malay
centres that had previously been instrumental in the relay of goods between the two larger
economic regions. From the 1720s onwards, Johor’s and Ayutthaya’s contributions were pri-
marily a supply of Southeast Asian products (tin, ivory, and sappanwood, among other
things) to South Asian ports for re-export to China.

At the same time, it should be recognized that the reduction of Johor’s and Siam’s role in Sino-
South Asian trade was not indicative of a decline in the overall importance of Southeast Asia
within the early modern global economy. Although the Qing empire’s domestic trade fleets
became marginal in the chain of supply leading from Chinese production centres to South
Asian markets during the ban from 1716 to 1722, they quickly recovered their role as the domi-
nant force in trade between every major Southeast Asian region and their home markets
afterwards.63

The narrative offered here therefore does not suggest that either Johor or Ayutthaya became
closed ports or even became less important commercial hubs within Southeast Asia over the lon-
ger term. In Siam, there is every indication that the relative decline in participation by South Asian
and European merchants (who never entirely ceased trading there anyway) was matched by a
growth in trade between Siam and China, thanks to the machinations of the Chinese phraklong
and the ethnic Chinese business communities along the Chao Phraya river. Similarly, after more
than a decade of warfare in the Melaka Strait, Johor recovered under Bugis rule in the 1730s. Both
Chinese and South Asian ships began to call again, drawn by the availability of pepper and tin
from nearby production centres on the peninsula and Sumatra.64

Instead, the larger argument here is that Indian Ocean commerce in the early eighteenth cen-
tury was becoming enmeshed in a global trading system that did not respect distance or regional
boundaries in the same way that previous commercial networks had. A collection of factors,
including a greater demand for luxury goods in South Asia, an increased availability of
American silver, and an opening of the Chinese market to foreign trade after 1684, encouraged
the development of long-distance transcontinental trade routes at the expense of intermediary

59Ashin Das Gupta, Indian Merchants and the Decline of Surat, c. 1700–1750 (Wiesbaden: F. Steiner, 1979).
60For the ships from 1715 to 1722, see Kangxi chao Han wen, 6:429, 7:356, and 8:588, 903. For the rest see BL, IOR/G/12/25,

8; BL, IOR/G/12/26, 20; BL, IOR/G/12/31, 70; BL, IOR/G/12/44, 115; BL, IOR/G/12/45, 58; BL, IOR/G/12/46, 23; and BL, IOR/
G/12/47, 16.

61Ghulam A. Nadri, Eighteenth-Century Gujarat: The Dynamics of Its Political Economy, 1750–1800 (Leiden: Brill, 2009),
54–60; and Ghulam Ahmad Nadri, ‘Commercial World of Mancherji Khurshedji and the Dutch East India Company: A Study
of Mutual Relationships’, Modern Asian Studies 41, no. 2 (2007): 340.

62Paul A. Van Dyke, The Canton Trade: Life and Enterprise on the China Coast, 1700–1845 (Hong Kong: Hong Kong
University Press, 2006).

63Blussé, ‘Chinese Century’, 107–29.
64Lewis, ‘Dutch East India Company’, 161–2.
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entrepôts. Johor and Ayutthaya would thus likely have gradually lost their roles as emporia
between the two oceans as the century progressed even without the situations described in this
article. But the approximate coincidence of the rapacious Siamese phraklong, the Johorese war, the
Qing ban on voyages to Southeast Asia, and the increase in silver imports to the Indian Ocean
after the War of the Spanish Succession effectively made the period from about 1715 to 1725 a
turning point in the way that Asia’s maritime trade functioned.
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