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cHAPTER ELEVEN

PEPPER FOR OPIUM VIcE VERSA

From about 1650 until 1663, the Dutch struggled and ultimately succeed-
ed in expelling the Portuguese from the Malabar coast. It was not an easy 
job. The first Dutch merchants, who had appeared in Surat and on this 
coast fifty years earlier, were caught by the Portuguese and hanged in 
Goa. The managers of VOc Malabar did not accept this and initiated the 
first skirmishes against the Portuguese.1 It took sixty years before they 
definitely kicked out their competitor from this region, while the 
Portugese retained the northern coast with the capital of their empire, 
Goa. 

The Dutch headquarters of the Malabar coast was located in cochin. 
The trade carried out by the Dutch was the same as for the Portuguese: 
export of pepper (64%), rice (10%) and cardamom (6%). Indeed, for all 
East India companies, pepper was the product which had the highest pri-
ority until the 19th-century, and Malabar pepper was considered the best. 
It is important to state that from a recent investigation into the Portuguese 
pepper business in the 16th and 17th centuries, no relationship with opi-
um was discovered.2

The Dutch expectations about the profits with this pepper, however, 
were overly optimistic. Van Goens, the admiral who expelled the 
Portuguese, wrote to the VOc Directors in Amsterdam, the Seventeen 
Gentlemen, that four million pounds of pepper were available annually 
on the Malabar market. He wanted to buy this with goods worth not more 
than 150,000 Dutch florins. He expected to make at least a 100% profit, 
and thus a pound of pepper should be purchased for 1½ stuiver (five cent 
piece). Van Goens expected to sell one and a half million pounds of 

1 See for the general data about the Malabar period, H. Terpstra, chapter IV symptom-
atically titled ‘The Fighting corner. The Dutch on the Malabar coast’; S. Gaastra, p. 52 ff.; S. 
Subrahmanyam (1993), passim and, of course, the long introduction to Kerala, p. xxii-lxv 
written by H. K. s’Jacob. It is a pity that the Dutch economic historians, De Vries and Van 
der Woude, did not understand at all what was going on in these Asian regions. See, for 
instance, J. de Vries, A. van der Woude, p. 499 ff.  

2 For the Portuguese pepper trade, which was “liberated” in 1570 in the sense that their 
monopoly was negated and German and Italian business people could join the business, 
see the article of P. Malekandathil.
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 pepper in Surat, ceylon, Persia or Bengal, and the rest could be shipped to 
Europe. At very least, he needed a pepper monopoly along the Malabar 
coast.3 But the situation became much more complicated than testing all 
these propositions, which was difficult enough.

I could not discover who made the first decision to create a close com-
mercial link between pepper and opium. In hindsight, this decision 
became the pivotal element in the whole history of opium. In the Generale 
Missiven (GM), the most important VOc documents, I discovered opium 
(amphioen) listed for the first time in the 1641 data. Apparently, it was not 
worth mentioning earlier, although opium was purchased by the Dutch 
before that date. In addition, it was also directly connected to pepper in 
the following way:

To increase the already attracted capital and to get more pepper we have 
ordered director croocq in Surat ... to deliver a quantity of amphioen and 
similar goods, which are appreciated by the Malabarians ... (12-12-1641)4

This, however, seems to be only a way of pleasing political or commercial 
partners with a present, which we know was the usual method of smooth-
ing deals for the Portuguese. It is very different from what happened ten 
years later when we read for the first time that 

ships have to bring rice from Bengal to ceylon, while the yacht Sperwer has 
to bring 480,000 pound powdered sugar to Surat, destined for Persia and 
20,000 pound opium to buy pepper in Malabar.5

3 Kerala, p. xlvii.
4 GM, II, p. 145. The meaning of the quotation is not very clear, unless one studies the 

background extensively, which is not possible or necessary here. For instance: ‘the already 
attracted capital’ is my translation of the old-Dutch aengetogen capitael, but what opium 
had to do with this kind of capital is not clear. The attention given in the GM to opium is 
worth mentioning in all its thirteen voluminous books published so far. The first volume 
(ed. W. coolhaas) was published in 1960, the last volume in 2007. I guess that another five 
volumes will be published. One may hope that one of them covers the many omissions, 
etc. See Both, introduction of P. Rietbergen, p. 12, 13. The first volume covers the years 1610-
1638 in which “amphioen (opium)” never appears in the extensive indexes. In the follow-
ing volumes this is 6 times (1639-1655), 14 (1655-1674), 70 (1675-1685), 77 (1686-1697), 58 
times (1698-1713), 63 (1713-1725), 31 (1725-1729), 55 (1729-1737), 56 (1737-1743), 82 (1743-1750), 
50 (1750-1755) and in volume thirteen 55 times (1756-1761). This suggests that “amphioen 
(opium)” is mentioned every time less, but that is not the case, because the volumes cover 
fewer years every time! In proportion to volume two covering 16 years, the trend should be 
quite different: 6, 12, 112, 112, 62, 84, 124, 110, 150, 188, 160, and 176 times. This reflects better 
the attention the product got in these basic VOc writings.

5 GM, II, p. 447.
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In the same year we hear of another ship which brought 7,000 pound of 
amphioen from Bengal to Malabar.6 And more precise, at the time the 
Dutch controlled the Malabar coast in 1663:

As elsewhere the VOc tried to pay for this Malabar export as much as pos-
sible without money; it was extremely economical with gold and silver 
money and species. Opium was the main import product and the main 
means to exchange with pepper.7 

What did this mean in the daily practice? First, that elsewhere the normal 
use of opium as a present for the authorities continued or that opium was 
only one unimportant trade item among many others.8 

In Malabar, however, the Dutch negotiated with the local rulers (rajas) 
not only an export monopoly (pepper, etc.), but also an import monopoly 
(amphioen = opium). And indeed, most of the rajas promised to deliver 
pepper and prohibited the import of amphioen to all others except the 
VOc. With Ali Raja, the Muslim merchant ruler of cannanur, north of 
Malabar, the VOc had to make special deals. The merchants of cannanur 
were the main opium traders with the Middle East, and they mostly 
imported it via Surat. 

6 Idem, p. 507.
7 Kerala, p. lvi.
8 See, for instance GM, II, p. 349, 622, 754 or Idem, III, p. 202 (1658), p. 547 (1667), p. 695 

(1669), p. 807 (1672) about ‘amphioen and other small things’, etc.

Ill. 9. Destruction of three Portuguese galleons at the Malabar coast, September 1639
Source: c. Boxer (1977), p. 23. Portuguese attacked in the Bay of Goa by a Dutch VOc–

squadron. Painting by Hendrick van Anthonissen (1653), Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam. 
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As early as 1664, the VOc Governor of ceylon, Hustaert, complained to 
his commander on the Malabar coast that the costs of the war against the 
Portuguese were so high that profits from merchandise could not com-
pensate this. In addition, the competition with the “Moors” (the Middle 
Eastern Muslim traders from Turkey, Egypt, Persia, and north Indian cit-
ies like Surat or cannanur) and the English had not been eliminated. The 
Malabar rulers were dishonest, notwithstanding the pepper monopoly 
the Dutch had received in most areas. Now even the import monopoly 
(opium) was complicated:

[From the import side] amphioen came by sea and from the land in abun-
dance, so that we did not gain a profit on the main merchandise, but 
remained ... 30,000 lb unmarketable in the VOc warehouses ... so that we 
are obliged to think about how all our means can be invested to increase 
the advantages in the trade.9 

After making changes in the Dutch management, Hustaert ordered 
aggressive negotiations with the Muslim merchant-king Adersia now that 
the VOc had ousted the Portuguese: while it was a new arrangement that 
he must decrease his imports of amphioen, he should already be aware 
that any pepper or copper found on his ships would be considered smug-
gled and confiscated. The Dutch intended to take the same measures 
against the amphioen delivered by the Zamorin: if he tries to sell it over-
land to countries like cochin, etc. ‘it shall be declared a good booty’.10 

The strategic importance of opium is explained through the following 
section in the instructions of Hustaert (6-3-1664):

As a good merchant one has to accommodate to different times and cir-
cumstances, in which the merchandise becomes cheaper or more costly, 
like it happened with the amphioen. Two years ago it realized not 100 but 
110 lb pepper but now, thanks to the smuggling of a large quantity by sea 
and over land in several places, it brings not more in than 2½ rixdaalders 
per lb. This should have been avoided so that such a huge quantity as 30,000 
lb not remains unmarketable in the warehouses. Now also 16,000 lb came 
in from Bengal, we have to sell it against pepper even if the price has to 
decrease until 60 lb pepper, otherwise the amphioen will wither and be 
spoiled.11 

9 Kerala, p. 15. One (Amsterdam) lb is 498 grams.
10 Idem, p. 19. The Zamorin had refused to give the VOc an opium monopoly, because 

he asked customs from the Muslim traders of the north (Surat, etc.) who smuggled the 
opium to/from elsewhere. The VOc now hoped to get an opium monopoly in Surat itself.

11 Idem, p. 27.
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Hustaert’s colleague, Godske, wrote a long memorandum to his successor 
four years later (5-1-1668) in which again the relationship between pep-
per and opium is stressed. He had quarreled about it with his boss, 
Admiral Van Goens and had, therefore, to leave his Malabar position for 
an appointment in Persia. Thanks to this, we can follow a large chapter of 
the history of the stock of opium in the previous quotation.

Godske complains about the substantial “smuggling” practices over 
land, but feels they are the result of the price policy of the VOc and, in 
particular, of Van Goens: They ‘have no other origin than the price of 
amphioen and other merchandise at a fixed and too high level ...’12 It 
would take too much space to recount the whole conflict between the 
gentlemen,13 but the following substantiation of Godske is illuminating:

What a serious damage the company suffered by fixing the price of amphi-
oen at a too high level and by keeping it during four or five years in the 
warehouse, can be proved as in the previous year in cochin from a parcel 
of 10,000 lb 5,000 lb. were cleared with the offices of calicoijlan and coi-
jlan: earlier they were willing to pay 90 lb pepper per lb amphioen, while 
now with pain in cochin and in both offices only 40 [lb pepper per lb 
amphioen] could be received. And if this parcel had to remain in stock 
another year, it was not even worth a stuiver [a five cents piece].14 

Godske, furthermore, points to another fundamental difficulty of all early 
imperialist adventures: the Portuguese, Dutch, etc, were quite able to 
control the coast, sack cities most cruelly to obtain a monopoly position 
from some ruler, but they could not stop the continuous “smuggling” 
overland. In addition, the controlling was also a costly affair. In this case, 
the result was selling even the VOc’s ‘new perfect Bengal amphioen’ for 
50 lb of pepper to one lb of opium. Godske proposed:

no better means is possible [to avoid all the trouble with pepper/amphioen 
in warehouse and smuggling] to distribute and to make profits both by sea 
and along the land roads through a proper [and free] marketing ...15

He was right, and within a year (November 1669) he got it when it was 
announced that “smuggling” would be counteracted by lowering the price 

12 Idem, p. 52.
13 Later Van Goens defends himself ambiguously through a letter of two friends to the 

VOc government (see Idem. p. 78-81) in which they even deny that the opium had to be 
sold at a fixed price: from the beginning of his appointment, Godske could have lowered 
the price if necessary (p. 81).

14 Idem, p. 52.
15 Idem, p. 53. Literally taken, my translation is probably ambiguous, but Godske’s 

(Old) Dutch is less clear than, for instance, Hustaert’s or Van Goens’.
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of opium: from 100 lb of pepper per pound of opium, the price decreased 
to 40 p.p.p.p.o., which is nearly the price of the private “smugglers” (35 
p.p.p.p.o.). We assume that the “smuggling” stopped, but free competition 
was not even considered.16 

This points to another characteristic of all imperialist and colonialist 
policies of Western powers: whatever they say about themselves as pro-
tagonists of “free trade”, they always try and succeed to undermine all free 
marketing of products in a fair competition. They achieve monopolies for 
areas or whole countries or exclusive rights for dealing in specific prod-
ucts, which means that “free” is used only in the sense of “free for me, but 
forbidden for you”. 

Along the Malabar coast (as elsewhere), the antagonism of “free mar-
ket” versus monopoly with fixed prices popped up time and again. The 
local Malabar merchants knew how to handle the existence of the monop-
olies and how to use the passports they received from the VOc. In a very 
long memorandum with many annotations by other people, a VOc 
Governor of ceylon, Van Reede, writes to his officials in cochin (1681-82) 
about problems in the city of Kayamkulam, south of cochin:

With the amphioen it is nearly the same as with pepper, because they are 
imported by sea and over land and, thus, difficult to keep to their fixed price. 
Therefore, one has to follow the market when selling. The merchants of 
calicoilan are warned to keep to their contract which was made with them 
in 1674. However, they insist that they are merchants of the company and, 
therefore, have the same rights as those the company itself received from 
the rajas: to be allowed to freely trade in all pepper and amphioen, while 
preventing others from doing the same.17 

In this way the VOc received a dose of its own medicine. It did not accept 
this because the consequence was, indeed, a really free market. This was 
the same as smuggling for the VOc and even worse, the merchants (Baba 
and Poelicare) had sold amphioen and pepper to the English: ‘thanks to 
this disturbance, the amphioen received a very low market [price]’ (Van 
Reede). 

16 GM, III, p. 699.
17 Kerala, p. 186 -188. Around 1700 there were still many VOc complaints about this 

city south of cochin: trade with the English from which it now buys amphioen (Idem, p. 
373), while north of cochin, in calicut, the seat of the Zamorin, the English have a fixed 
trading post. Not only they, but all kinds of Muslim merchants from Surat, etc. as well as 
the French (Idem, p. 366). The Dutch had lost their hegemonic position on the Malabar 
coast. 
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Three years later, further information was given about the amphioen 
stock in cochin. On the orders of his boss in ceylon, the main VOc official 
in town, Huijsman, strongly advised his senior merchant to sell as much 
amphioen as possible against a lower price. Why? Because

the present contracting parties want to deliver nearly no pepper because 
they have enough amphioen, which was imported with 20 little Muslim 
ships from Surat(ta), while also the price of the pepper was increased ... But 
the main reason and problem was that we, the VOc itself, had about 20,000 
lb of bad Bengal amphioen in stock, which shall not improve in quality but 
grows bad ... 18 

He argues, furthermore, to bring as much bad amphioen on the market so 
that the price of the smuggled opium collapses.

In 1698 in a memorandum from the VOc official in cochin, Zwaarde-
croon, new characteristics of the pepper + amphioen trade are revealed:

The amphioen from Surat(ta) is a product which is rather popular on the 
Malabar coast, but its quality is not as good as the Bengal one. Still, it can 
be used as compensation for perishable Bengal amphioen which is to the 
disadvantage of the VOc. Therefore, it cannot be seen as contraband or 
confiscated upon orders of the VOc, nor can the Muslim merchants from 
Surat(ta) be seen as smugglers. However, the Bengal amphioen never 
received as high prices in our [monopoly] pepper contracts with the [Mal-
abar] rulers as in Batavia and in the east. In addition this, the Bengal amphi-
oen earlier gave rise to fraud and quasi-profits, in particular, when it was 
used in exchange for pepper, while later this pepper had to bought anyway 
for cash ... it should be best, therefore, to write off the Bengal amphioen in 
the future and that the VOc should profit from high market prices [for the 
Bengal amphioen] elsewhere. ...
 It may be known ... that we decided not to sell the last ten chests of 
[Bengal] amphioen to cochin. 
 Apart from all the considerations above, the Malabar coast is flooded by 
amphioen sold by the pirate William Kidd for next to nothing, while even 
the English and the Danes ... imported amphioen ... if foreign Europeans do 
this, we cannot avoid it ... So, it seems the best option to send the ten chests 
to Batavia …19 

Apparently, Zwaardecroon was reacting to complaints by VOc Bengal, 
which sold opium to VOc Malabar, but did not get its money. The case 

18 Idem, p. 206, 207. 
19 Idem, p. 335, 336. Originally the Scottish William “captain” Kidd (1645-1701) was 

hired by aristocrats to catch pirates. Thanks to many debts, he became a famous one him-
self. In the end he was arrested in New York, extradited to London and hanged. Earlier (p. 
306) Zwaardecroon reported that Kidd imported more than 100 chests of amphioen.
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demonstrates how many difficulties were connected with trade in general 
and, in particular, with the exchange of pepper against opium. The follow-
ing table shows how in about half a century of the Malabar pepper trade, 
the payment consisted of an estimated half a million lbs of opium. It is not 
only a “proof of the argument”, but a good introduction to the following 
chapter as well.

Table 9. Bengal Opium Exported to the Malabar coast, 1657-1718 (selected years; in 
Dutch pounds)20

Year Quantity Year Quantity Year Quantity

1657  6 238 1669 11 844 1683  8 421
1659    --- 1671 N.A. 1688  3 280
1661  6 800 1673 22 713 1690 17 835
1663 16 048 1675  8 555 1692 50 025
1665 N.A. 1677 N.A. 1705  2 900
1667 11 560 1681 22 910 1710  2 610

Total 1657-1666  55 198 + 3 estimates of 4 760 = 69 478
Total 1667-1676 153 753 + 1 estimate of 8 500 = 162 253
Total 1677-1686  57 721 + 7 estimates of 8 400 = 116 521
Total 1687-1696 153 821 
Total 1697-1718   6 960 + 1 estimate of 1 450 = 8 410
Total 1657-1718 427 453-510 483

 

20 calculated according to O. Prakash (1985), p. 171; see also E. van Veen, L. Blussé (ed.), 
p. 285 for quite ambiguous data: exports to Malabar are only given in the form of textiles 
after 1701; p. 288 ff. only exports from Bengal to Europe are given, etc.
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