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CHINESE COMMODITIES ON THE INDIA ROUTE
IN THE LATE 16TH – EARLY 17TH CENTURIES

Rui Manuel Loureiro
Centro de História de Além-Mar & Instituto Superior Manuel Teixeira Gomes

Abstract

This text briefly covers some of the issues related to the movement of Chinese 
goods on the India route – the Carreira da Índia – in the late 16th and early 17th cen-
turies. Essentially it raises issues concerning more practical aspects of the trade in 
goods originating in China, from their shipment in Malacca until they reached the 
European ports, having travelled a very long distance by sea, a journey that could 
take as long as two years, with shorter or longer stopovers in Macao and Goa. Many 
of the records referring to this maritime trade disappeared without a trace. Most were 
engulfed by the infamous Lisbon earthquake of 1755 which destroyed the India House 
– or Casa da Índia – and its priceless archives. Alternative sources have then to be 
sought, a process that is attempted in this survey.

Resumo

Este texto cobre brevemente algumas das questões relacionadas com a circulação 
de bens chineses na Carreira da Índia no final do século XVI e no início do século XVII. 
Essencialmente, levanta questões respeitantes a aspectos mais práticos do comércio de 
bens originários da China, desde o seu embarque em Macau até chegarem aos portos 
europeus, depois de percorrerem uma longuíssima distância por mar, uma viagem que 
podia demorar até dois anos, com paragens mais ou menos demoradas em Malaca e em 
Goa. Muitos dos registos referentes a este comércio marítimo desapareceram sem deixar 
rasto. A maioria desapareceu no terramoto de 1755 que destruiu a Casa da Índia e os 
seus valiosos arquivos. Fontes alternativas têm, então, de ser procuradas, num processo 
que é ensaiado neste estudo.

要旨（アブストラクト）

本稿は16世紀後半から17世紀初期における、インドルート　－インド航

路－　による中国物品の流通に関する何点かの主題を簡略に網羅する。

本質的には、中国産物品貿易の実際的局面に関する問題を取り扱う。 
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それは、マカオでの船積みからヨーロッパの港に到着するまでの貿易で

あり、航路では並ならぬ長旅を要した。期間に長短はあるが途中、マカ

オとゴアでしばらく停泊し、二年の歳月を費やす航程であった。この航

路貿易を言及する記録の大部分は、形跡を残すことなく消滅した。1755
年のあの忌まわしいリスボン大震災は、当時、貴重な書庫を所蔵してい

たインドハウス　－カーザ　ダ　インディア－を破壊し、関連記録の多

くを飲み込んだ。そのため、代わりの資料を捜し出す必要があり、その

過程をこの調査に試みる。
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The oldest Portuguese reference to goods from China appears to be the 
one figuring on the famous Cantino Planisphere. This beautiful world map 
– today in Italy but recently on display in Lisbon at the Museu Nacional de 
Arte Antiga during the exhibition Encompassing the Globe – was drawn in 
1502 by an anonymous Portuguese cartographer.1 It summarised the infor-
mation then available in Lisbon about the oriental regions with which the 
Portuguese had been in contact for about five years, since Vasco da Gama’s 
inaugural voyage.2 It should be noted that in 1502 the Portuguese armadas
had not yet sailed east of India but had managed to obtain a considerable 
amount of information in the Indian ports about the more distant Asian 
regions. A caption on the Cantino map next to the Malay Peninsula does in 
fact contain the following list:

“Malacca, in this city are all the goods that come to Calicut, such 
as cloves and benzoin and agarwood and sandalwood; styrax and 
rhubarb and ivory and very valuable precious stones; and pearls 

1 On the Cantino Planisphere see João Garcia, “World map, known as the ‘Cantino Plani-
sphere’, in Encompassing the Globe: Portugal and the World in the 16th and 17th Centuries –
Reference Catalogue, ed. Jay A. Levenson (Washington, D.C.: The Arthur M. Sackler Gallery 
– Smithsonian Institution, 2007), 14-15.

2 On the first phase of Portuguese expansion in Asia see Sanjay Subrahmanyam, The Portu-
guese Empire in Asia, 1500-1700 (London: Longman, 1993), passim; and also Luís Filipe Barreto, 
Lavrar o Mar: Os Portugueses e a Ásia, c. 1480-c. 1630 (Lisbon: Comissão Nacional para as 
Comemorações dos Descobrimentos Portugueses, 2000), passim.
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and musk and fine porcelains; and many other goods. All or most 
of them come from abroad, from the land of the Chinese.”3

It is possible retrospectively to identify some of the most important 
Chinese products at once. From a European point of view, China – the Land 
of the Chins, as it was then styled – was the place of origin of rare and valu-
able goods. It was this image of trade abundance that helped attract the 
Portuguese navigators to the Chinese ports, right after Afonso de Albuquerque 
had conquered Malacca in 1511. Two years later Jorge Álvares was travelling 
on a Malay junk to the islands off the coast of the Chinese province of Guang-
dong. He engaged in very profitable business, exchanging natural products 
from tropical regions (such as pepper, cloves, benzoin, sandalwood) for 
Chinese goods (such as silk, porcelain, seed pearls, sulphur and saltpetre). 
The expression “negócio da China” still used in Portuguese today is synony-
mous with very lucrative trade and probably originated in those first Portu-
guese and Asian voyages to the coast of the southern provinces of the Celestial 
Empire.4

The apothecary Tomé Pires, who was in Malacca in 1512-1513, later 
wrote a lengthy treatise on Asian geography, the Suma Oriental, summarising 
the trade movement that crossed the South China Sea, in which the Portu-
guese took part either officially through voyages organised by the Estado da 
Índia (State of India) from Goa, or unofficially, by setting up partnerships 
with Asian entrepreneurs. As they had done in other oriental parts, the Portu-
guese immediately plied the existing trade routes and practices in the seas 
extending east of the strait of Singapore, acquiring local nautical and carto-
graphical know-how. As regards China, Tomé Pires submitted a very detailed 
picture of the exchanges made at the anchorages off Canton. Foreign ships 
arrived laden with goods such as pepper, camphor, Indian fabrics, rosewood, 
Brazil wood, sandalwood, cloves and nutmeg. On their return to Malacca 
they mainly transported “raw white silk in great quantities and assorted cuts 
of many coloured silks, in quantity”. But there were other goods involved in 
these shipments: seed pearls, musk “in powder or sacks”, medicinal camphor, 
alum, saltpetre, sulphur, copper, iron, rhubarb and also large quantities of 
coffers and abanos léquios (Ryukyu fans, which the Portuguese would style 

3 Portugaliae Monumenta Cartographica, ed. Armando Corteão & Avelino Teixeira da Mota, 
6 vols. (Lisbon: Imprensa Nacional-Casa da Moeda, 1987), vol. 1, est. 5 (I have translated and 
modernised the quotation).

4 On this first period of Portugal’s relations with China see Rui Manuel Loureiro, Fidalgos, 
Missionários e Mandarins: Portugal e a China no Século XVI (Lisbon: Fundação Oriente, 2000), 
191-336.
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‘leques’). As for porcelains, according to the Suma Oriental “no mention is 
made of quantities” for it was a very abundant commodity.5

After the mid-16th century and following the first Portuguese contacts 
with Japan, Macao became a strategic Portuguese base in the South China 
Sea with the consent of the Chinese authorities. 6 From then on the maritime 
routes used by the Portuguese stabilised, with a few variations here and there 
at the whim of certain events. Two moments of rupture can be identified: one, 
around 1580, at the time of the Iberian Union, through which the crowns 
of Portugal and Spain were united under Philip II. From then on and until 
1640, Manila – occupied by the Spanish in the 1570s – became a centre of 
collaboration but also of rivalry with Macao. Another moment of rupture, to a 
certain extent linked to the first, appeared in the 1590s when the English and 
the Dutch began openly to oppose Portuguese navigation, first in the Atlantic 
and soon after in the eastern seas, where they sought to impose themselves 
as active partners, both in the inter-Asian trade circuits and in the intercon-
tinental routes.7

Taking the port of Macao as the centre we can identify several trade 
routes that gained consistency throughout the 16th century:

•	 	In the first place, the Macao – Canton route through which the
Chinese goods that interest us here were moved and then introduced 
into the international circuits. The Portuguese sent silver, pepper, 
incense, sandalwood and ambergris upriver; in exchange they loaded 
raw and woven silk, porcelains and many other products such as seed 
pearls, camphor, musk, China ink, furniture and copper. As far as the 
16th and 17th centuries are concerned this route is still little known 
and would merit more in-depth research.8

•	 	In the second place, the Macao – Japan route which, after several 
attempts, settled in Nagasaki from 1570 onwards. Until 1639 it was 

5 Tomé Pires & Francisco Rodrigues, A Suma Oriental de Tomé Pires e o Livro de Francisco 
Rodrigues, ed. Armando Cortesão (Coimbra: Imprensa da Universidade, 1978), 366-367 (I have 
translated and modernised the quotations). On Tomé Pires see Rui Manuel Loureiro, “O Sudeste 
Asiático na Suma Oriental de Tomé Pires”, Revista de Cultura / Review of Culture (Macao), no. 4 
(2002), 107-123.

6 On the Portuguese settling in Macao see Rui Manuel Loureiro, Em busca das origens de 
Macau (Macao: Museu Marítimo de Macau, 1997), passim.

7 On these issues see Rafael Valladares, Castilla y Portugal en Asia (1580-1680) (Leuven: Leuven 
University Press, 2001).

8 See Jorge Manuel Flores, “Macau e o Comércio da Baía de Cantão (séculos XVI e XVII)”, 
in As Relações entre a Índia Portuguesa, a Ásia do Sueste e o Extremo Oriente – Actas do VI Semi-
nário Internacional de História Indo-Portuguesa, ed. Artur Teodoro de Matos & Luís Filipe F. Reis 
Thomaz (Macao: n. e., 1993), 21-48.
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used for Chinese silks and Japanese silver as well as many other 
goods which mainly included porcelain, gold and guns.9 The Namban 
screens portray the golden age of this route travelled by the large 
Portuguese ships. Later these ships were replaced by smaller galleons 
in response to the competitive pressure of the Dutch.10

•	 	In the third place, the Macao – Manila route, mainly developed in the 
period of Iberian Union. This route has been quite well studied but 
indirectly led Chinese goods to Europe on the annual voyage of the 
Manila galleon, via Mexico, from which came endless shipments of 
American silver.11

•	 	Finally, the Macao – Malacca route to Southeast Asia and from there 
to India, carrying a collection of Chinese products that were in great 
demand for decades and even centuries. It is perhaps one of the least 
known routes. From about 1550 a substantial part of the trade move-
ment was centralised on the so-called Japan voyage which annually 
connected Goa to Nagasaki via a large Portuguese ship. Innumer-
able vessels travelled this maritime route taking goods to Malacca 
that were eventually shipped to Indian ports. In any case the port of 
Malacca – which stayed in Portuguese hands until 1641 when it was 
conquered by the Dutch – is the essential hub on the long itinerary 
travelled by the Chinese goods reaching Lisbon. Whilst the trade 
life in Malacca has been quite well studied,12 there is still room to
investigate the mechanics of the trade which linked Macao to Goa, 
the capital of the Portuguese Estado da Índia, through this Portu-
guese-Malay port.

The Carreira da Índia, which began to take shape with Vasco da Gama’s 
first voyage, was the name given to the long maritime route linking Lisbon 
to the ports on the west coast of India, in particular Cochin and Goa. We 
are reasonably familiar with the type of ships that travelled this route (cara-

9 On the Macao-Japan trade see Charles R. Boxer, The Great Ship from Amacon: Annals of the 
Old Japan Trade, 1555-1640 (Lisbon: Centro de Estudos Históricos Ultramarinos, 1963).

10 See Rui Manuel Loureiro, “The Macau – Nagasaki Route (1570-1640): Portuguese Ships and 
their Cargoes”, in Shipping and Economic Growth 1350-1850, ed. Richard W. Unger (Leiden: 
Brill, 2011), 189-206.

11 See, respectively, Benjamin Videira Pires, A Viagem Macau – Manila nos Séculos XVI a XIX 
(Macao: Centro de Estudos Marítimos de Macau, 1987), and William L. Schultz, El galeón de 
Manila, ed. Leoncio Cabrera & Pedro Ortiz Armengol (Madrid: Ediciones de Cultura Hispánica, 
1992).

12 See Luís Filipe F. Reis Thomaz, Early Portuguese Malacca (Macao: Comissão Territorial 
de Macau para as Comemorações dos Descobrimentos Portugueses & Instituto Politécnico de 
Macau, 2000).
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vels, carracks – or naus –, galleons), the schedules of the voyages, arrival 
and departure statistics, the range of goods transported, the volume of many 
of the deals closed, the rate of the shipwrecks.13 However, we know little 
about the loading and unloading systems at the ports of call, on the detailed 
contents of the shipments or how the various goods on board were stowed. 
The protagonists of the Carreira da Índia were the great Portuguese ships 
which in the 16th century gradually increased in tonnage until they achieved 
truly gigantic proportions. In 1498 Vasco da Gama’s ships displaced between 
100 and 120 tonnes, a century later the average tonnage of the ships travelling 
between Lisbon and Goa was in the region of 1000 or 1200 tonnes.14 Repre-
sentations of these ships appear in contemporary iconography, in particular 
in Memória das Armadas, an anonymous album of drawings dating from the 
1560s;15 however, the details of the respective architecture are still the subject 
of intense speculation today.16 Let us consider some of the episodes and some 
of the sources we can use when trying to find the Chinese component of the 
shipments carried on the Carreira da Índia.

The Dutchman Jan Huygen van Linschoten lived for some years in Goa, 
between 1583 and 1588, as secretary to archbishop D. Vicente da Fonseca. 
In the capital of the Estado da Índia, he was able to collect considerable 
items of news on the oriental world, from geography, botany, ethnography, 
and even politics, trade and shipping. In 1596, following his return to the 
Low Countries, he published in Amsterdam his lengthy Itinerario, Voyage 
ofte Schipvaert (the Itinerary, Voyage or Navigation to the East or Portuguese 
Indies), containing an organised compilation of all overseas novelties. Not 
only did Linschoten provide important data on the ships and the goods travel-
ling the various oriental routes, he also gave interesting news about loading 
methods used in many of the ships leaving India for Europe. He explained, 
for instance, that after the ballast, filling the bottom of each ship, pepper was 

13 See Rui Landeiro Godinho, A Carreira da Índia: Aspectos e Problemas da Torna-Viagem 
(1550-1649) (Lisbon: Fundação Oriente, 2005).

14 See Maria do Rosário S. Themudo Barata A. Cruz, O Sistema de Distribuição das Cargas nas 
Armadas da Índia (Lisbon: Instituto Nacional de Investigação Científica, 1988), and Geneviève 
Bouchon, Navires et Cargaisons: Retour de l’Inde en 1518 (Paris: Société de l’Histoire d’Orient, 
1977). On a later period see Niels Steensgaard, “The Return Cargoes of the Carreira da Índia 
in the 16th and Early 17th Century”, in Indo-Portuguese History: Old Issues, New Questions, 
ed. Teotónio R. de Souza (New Delhi: Concept Publishing Company, 1985), 13-31.

15 See Memória das Armadas, ed. Luís de Albuquerque (Macao: Instituto Cultural de Macau, 
Museu Marítimo de Macau & Comissão Territorial de Macau para as Comemorações dos Desco-
brimentos Portugueses, 1995). On the analysis of the different types of vessels see Francisco 
Contente Domingues, Os Navios do Mar Oceano: Teoria e empiria na arquitectura naval portu-
guesa dos séculos XVI e XVII (Lisbon: Centro de História da Universidade de Lisboa, 2004).

16 See Filipe Vieira de Castro, The Pepper Wreck: A Portuguese Indiaman at the Mouth of the 
Tagus River (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2005).
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the first to be loaded into the two lower decks, poured into holds that were 
then hermetically sealed. The only other goods stored on these two decks 
were food supplies to be consumed during the voyage.

The next deck contained not only compartments for “gunpowder, bis-
cuits, sails, cloths and other ship’s things”, but also the cabins of the ships’ 
officers where they could take the respective quintaladas, specific private 
goods carried free of duties and freight charges. Alternatively, these spaces 
could be rented to private merchants.17 Some slightly later diagrams pre-
pared by Manuel Fernandes for his Livro de Traças de Carpintaria (1616) and 
by Luís de Figueiredo Falcão for his Livro em que se contém toda a fazenda 
(1617), are a good illustration of the Dutch traveller’s descriptions, show-
ing the divisions within the various decks of a Portuguese ship.18 Still in 
accordance with the Itinerario, all remaining decks and free spaces on the 
ship were “loaded by the traders with all types of goods” packed in “boxes, 
barrels, bales and packages”. Linschoten adds that practically the entire 
ship including the forecastle and the quarterdeck was filled with “large jars, 
barrels, boxes and chicken coops”. The Itinerario also gives details of the 
stowage on board the Portuguese ships, underlining that although great 
care was taken with the cargo inventory those in charge of this process were 
frequently bribed by traders who wished to guarantee a secure place on board 
for their goods.19 The global image transmitted by this Dutch source is that 
the Portuguese ships left Goa for Europe with fully-laden holds and with an 
enormous quantity of containers of the most varied goods stored in all the 
available spaces. This circumstance, in fact, was behind many of the disasters 
at sea that occurred at that time.

Once the Iberian Union was in place, the Portuguese ships returning 
from India began increasingly to be harried in the Atlantic by English vessels. 
England had decided to include the Portuguese ships in the list of economic 
targets in the open war it was waging with Spain.20 On August 1592, the 
gigantic ship Madre de Deus was captured in the Azores by an English armada 
under Sir John Burgh (or Burrowes), who awaited the arrival of the ships 

17 Jan Huygen van Linschoten, Itinerário, Viagem ou Navegação de Jan Huygen van Linschoten 
para as Índias Orientais ou Portuguesas, ed. Arie Pos & Rui Manuel Loureiro (Lisbon: Comissão 
Nacional para as Comemorações dos Descobrimentos Portugueses, 1997), 310-312 (I translate 
all quotations from the Portuguese version).

18 See Manuel Fernandes, Livro de Traças de Carpintaria, ed. Rogério de Oliveira (Lisbon: 
Academia de Marinha, 1989); and Luís de Figueiredo Falcão, Livro em que se contém toda a 
fazenda e real patrimonio dos Reinos de Portugal, Índia e Ilhas Adjacentes, e outras particulari-
dades (Lisbon: Imprensa Nacional, 1859).

19 Linschoten, Itinerário, Viagem ou Navegação, 311.

20 See Jan Glete, Warfare at Sea, 1500-1650: Maritime Conflicts and the Transformation of Europe 
(Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2000), 145-185.
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from the east.21 According to English information published by Richard
Hakluyt a few years later, the Portuguese vessel had seven decks and a 1600 
tonne capacity, 900 corresponding to the cargo and the rest occupied by 32 
pieces of artillery, between 600 and 700 passengers, foodstuffs and other 
tackle that was customary on board ships. The truly gigantic dimensions of 
this ship were greatly admired in England, to where it was taken and the 
respective shipment valued at about 150 thousand pounds sterling. Hakluyt 
published a summary of the goods found on board:

“The principal wares after the jewels […] consisted of spices, drugs, 
silks, calicos, quilts, carpets and colours, &c. The spices were pepper, 
cloves, maces, nutmegs, cinnamon, green ginger. The drugs were 
benzoin, frankincense, galingale, myrobalans, aloes from Socotra, 
camphor. The silks, damasks, taffetas, sarcenets, altobassos,
that is, counterfeit cloth of gold, unwrought China silk, sleeved silk, 
white twisted silk, curled cypress. The calicos were book-calicos, 
[…] broad white calicos, fine starched calicos, coarse white cali-
cos, brown broad calicos, brown coarse calicos. There were also 
[…] carpets like those of Turkey; whereunto are to be added the 
pearls, musk, civet, and ambergris. The rest of the wares were many 
in number, but less in value; as elephants’ teeth, porcelain vessels 
of China, coconuts, hides, ebon-wood as black as jet, bedsteads of 
the same, […].”22

It could be said in passing that the value of the goods on the Madre de 
Deus contributed overwhelmingly to encourage the first English voyages to 
the East that took place a few years later. The share in the spoils of this seizure 
caused great confusion in England but what is really interesting is that the 
ship carried huge quantities of Chinese goods in particular silks of different 
species, gold thread and porcelain wares. However, whilst it has been 
possible to identify various types of silk, nothing specific was concluded about 
the porcelains, quantities or respective typologies.23

21 See details in C. Lethbridge Kingsford (ed.), “The Taking of the Madre de Dios Anno 1592”, 
in The Naval Miscellany, ed. Sir John Knox Laughton, vol. II (London: Navy Records Society, 
1912), 85-121; and in Edward Edwards, The Life of Sir Walter Raleigh, vol. II – Letters (London: 
Macmillan & Co., 1868), 59-75; for a contextualisation of the period see Fernand Braudel, 
La Mediterranée et le Monde Mediterranéen à l’Époque de Philippe II, 2 vols. (Paris: Librairie 
Armand Colin, 1976), vol. I, 276-280.

22 Richard Hakluyt, “The Taking of the Madre de Dios”, in The Principal Navigations, Voyages, 
Traffiques and Discoveries of the English Nation, 12 vols. (Glasgow: James MacLehose and Sons, 
1903-1905), vol. 7 (1904), 105-118.

23 On the origins of English expansion see the old but still useful work by William Foster, 
England’s Quest of Eastern Trade (London: Adam & Charles Black, 1966); and also K. N. Chau-
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In addition to the English, the Dutch also began to harass Portuguese 
navigation from the first years of the 17th century in an attempt to occupy stra-
tegic positions in the oriental trade.24 It might be worth recalling two famous 
episodes of Portuguese-Dutch confrontations. The first occurred on the island 
of Saint Helena in March 1602, and is retold by Melchior Estácio do Amaral, 
in a report published in Lisbon two years later, the Tratado das batalhas e 
sucessos do galeão Santiago. This ship was returning from India heavily laden 
with goods and it was captured by three Dutch vessels which took her to 
the island of Fernão de Noronha where the cargo was transhipped. Está-
cio do Amaral, who was responsible for investigating the incident, says that 
the Santiago was carrying “in the hold alone four thousand hundredweights 
of pepper”; but “in the body of the ship, and under the bridge, and on top of 
it, on the first deck, the forepeak, the skiff, in the place of the capstan and 
on the deck, there were so many crates of fabric and bales”, that “there was 
room for not a single person”. There were even bales on the outside, along the 
“gunwales and the backstay stools and cabins formed in the manner of all 
these ships that it is impossible to store the sails there”.25

There is no specific mention of Chinese goods in this list; however, the 
Tratado das batalhas mentions that a Florentine travelling on board brought 
with him many pieces of porcelain decorated with the arms of the Grand 
Duke of Tuscany, which he had acquired during a stay in Macao some time 
earlier. This man was Francesco Carletti and in the report he prepared on 
his voyage of circumnavigation (1594-1606), which was not published at the 
time, he provided a detailed description of his visits to Macao and Canton 
where he had the opportunity to acquire miscellaneous Chinese goods, whose 
prices he mentions. So, in addition to silk fabrics and gold thread in large 
quantities he also bought considerable quantities of porcelain, including a 
complete blue and white service with 700 pieces and five large jars which 
he was bringing to Europe filled with preserved ginger, rhubarb and musk. 
As his goods were also seized by the Dutch, the Florentine travelled with 
them to the Low Countries to try and get them back.26

The second episode between the Portuguese and the Dutch occurred 
with the ship Santa Catarina, which was intercepted by the Dutch off Patane 

dhuri, The English East India Company: The Study of an Early Joint-Stock Company, 1600-1640 
(London: Franc Cass & Company, 1965).

24 See André Murteira, “O Corso Neerlandês contra a Carreira da Índia no Primeiro Quartel 
do Século XVII”, Anais de História de Além-Mar, vol. IX (2008), 227-264.

25 Melchior Estácio do Amaral, “Tratado das batalhas e sucessos do galeão Santiago”, in Giulia 
Lanciani, Sucessos e Naufrágios das Naus Portuguesas (Lisbon: Caminho, 1997), 480-481.

26 See Francesco Carletti, Voyage autour du monde de Francesco Carletti (1594-1606), ed. Paolo 
Carile & Frédérique Verrier (Paris: Chandeigne, 1999), passim.
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on the east coast of the Malay Peninsula, when she was sailing from Macao to 
Goa. This is, of course, outside the context of the India route but a significant 
part of the cargo carried on board this ship was destined for the European 
markets where it did in fact arrive intact. When the Santa Catarina was
captured by Admiral Jakob van Heemskeerk in February 1603, she was 
carrying 900 people on board in addition to a shipment that was later taken 
to the Low Countries and sold for approximately 3.5 million guldens, a truly 
astronomical figure, corresponding at the time to half the capital of the 
recently founded VOC, the Dutch East India Company.27

Contemporary Dutch sources described in some detail the cargo that 
had been seized and was later sold at auction in Amsterdam. It included: 
“1,200 bales of raw Chinese silk; chests filled with coloured damask […], 
taffetas and silk; large amounts of gold thread; cloth woven with gold thread; 
[…] thirty last (approximately sixty tonnes) of porcelain comprising dishes 
‘of every sort and kind’; substantial quantities of sugar, spices, […] musk; 
wooden beds and boxes, some of them beautifully ornate with gold; and a 
‘thousand other things, that are produced in China’.28 Although this ship-
ment caused great amazement in the Low Countries, the goods carried by 
the other big Iberian ships that travelled through the South China Sea did 
not differ much. However, it is quite likely that many of these goods were 
destined for the Indian markets, in particular the Chinese silks, of which 
only a tiny part came to Europe, and also the 10 thousand pieces of porcelain 
carried on board. As it is well known, the Portuguese were deeply ingrained 
in inter-Asian traffics.

Portuguese sources are not very explicit regarding these issues of ship-
ments, for we only know details for a few of the voyages of the India route, 
one in 1518, when relations with China were still not regular, and another in 
1587. The manifest for one of these ships mentions the transport of 140 boxes 
of Chinese silk and says nothing further about Chinese goods.29 All other 
known documentation is either later or indirect, but provides very important 
information. Included among the goods of unequivocal Chinese origin which 
travelled from Goa to Lisbon between 1580 and 1640 in terms of quantity 
there were two large groups: on the one hand, a great variety of silk textiles 

27 See Peter Borschberg, “The Seizure of the Sta. Catarina Revisited: The Portuguese Empire 
in Asia, VOC Politics and the Origins of the Dutch-Johor Alliance (1602-c.1616)”, Journal of 
Southeast Asian Studies (Singapore), vol. 33, no. 1 (2002), 31-62. For a more general overview 
of Portuguese-Dutch conflicts see Ernst van Veen, Decay or Defeat? An inquiry into the Portuguese 
decline in Asia, 1580-1645 (Leiden: Research School of Asian, African and Amerindian Studies, 
2000).

28 Borschberg, “The Seizure of the Sta. Catarina Revisited”, 38.

29 Steensgaard, “The Return Cargoes of the Carreira da Índia”, 18-19. 
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which were packaged in bales or in boxes, corresponding to about 6% of the 
total cargo volume; on the other, an extensive number of minor goods which 
overall did not exceed 2% of the total cargo. This second group included the 
following: items of porcelain which were carried in wooden barrels or crates 
or in large Martaban jars (an annual average of 20 hundredweight valued 
at 10 thousand cruzados); musk, which was measured in ounces (about 
15 thousand ounces per year, valued at 200 thousand cruzados); cabinets, 
writing desks and boxes (several hundred per year), whose compartments 
were often filled with small pearls, gold jewellery or precious fabrics; and 
small amounts of Chinese drugs such as rhubarb, medicinal camphor and 
China root (Smilax China), which could be carried in jars of various sizes.30 
Although somewhat disappointing, these facts enable us to place Chinese 
merchandise in a more global commercial context. The fact is that only a 
minute fraction of the products that the Portuguese exported from Macao 
reached the Cape route, whilst most were in fact destined for the inter-Asian 
trade circuits.

Although no Portuguese iconography exists showing the goods being 
loaded onto the ships of the Carreira da Índia a parallel can be established 
with the many graphic representations alluding to the Portuguese ships 
depicted in the Nanban screens, which gave extremely realistic and obviously 
true details about the goods unloaded at Nagasaki.31 It is very interesting to 
attempt to establish the possible correspondences between the goods listed 
on the existing documents and the innumerable bales, rolls, boxes, packages 
and recipients that are regularly depicted on these Japanese screens. This is, 
naturally, no more than an exercise of the imagination, for little or nothing 
can be gleaned from the available sources on the different forms of packaging 
and baling used in Macao for export. We might even speculate as to whether 
the goods unloaded from the nau do trato were as elaborately packaged as 
suggested by the screens or whether this was merely a subjective artistic 
representation influenced by the traditional Japanese art of packaging and 
wrapping.32

The first containers seen in the Nanban screens are the enormous
Martaban jars used throughout all maritime Asia. These celebrated items of 

30 See Steensgaard, “The Return Cargoes of the Carreira da Índia”, 13-31; and also James
Boyajian, The Portuguese Trade in Asia under the Habsburgs, 1580-1640 (Baltimore: The Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1993), passim.

31 See Yoshitomo Okamoto, The Namban Art of Japan (New York & Tokyo: Weatherhill & 
Heibonsha, 1972); and Maria Helena Mendes Pinto, Biombos Namban (Lisbon: Museu Nacional 
de Arte Antiga, 1993).

32 See an attempt at dealing with this issue in Rui Manuel Loureiro, “Navios, Mercadorias e 
Embalagens na Rota Macau – Nagasáqui”, Revista de Cultura / Review of Culture (Macao), no. 24 
(2007), 33-51, containing some bibliographical references.
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ceramic, manufactured in many regions of the interior of South-East Asia, 
were mainly exported from the Burmese port of Martaban, from which they 
took their name. The Portuguese soon adopted their use on board ship and 
also in the daily life of the many oriental entrepôts where they settled.33 
Because they were made of watertight stoneware, Martaban jars were used 
for all types of foodstuffs, such as drinking water, olive oil, olives, wine, arak 
(urraca or palm-tree brandy), peppercorns, cloves, dried fruit, etc. The mouth 
could be sealed with lacquer, greased paper and/or clay, so that the products 
were preserved for longer periods. The larger jars were even used to trans-
port porcelain in its interior with the addition of straw. Meanwhile, to enable 
them to be handled easily, the Martaban jars were placed in coir or sisal 
netting which not only cushioned any falls but made it easier to transport 
them using bamboo canes. Various Nanban screens show these large jars 
either on board small boats or else carried on the shoulders of the servants of 
the Portuguese, specifically with bamboo canes.

Depicted on board the ships in some of the screens and also in the hands 
of crew members coming ashore were rolls of patterned cloth, probably silks 
of the very best quality. It is not likely that these rolls of extremely valuable 
merchandise should have travelled loose as suggested in the screens. Rather 
they were probably packed into larger containers, which were off-loaded at 
the port of destination. Evidently, boxes of all shapes and sizes can be seen 
in the Japanese screens, many of which no doubt contained raw or manufac-
tured Chinese textiles. In addition to coloured and decorated silks, the known 
inventories mention many other textiles from the Chinese market, such as 
satin, damask, taffeta, denim and sometimes raw silk. The Nanban screens 
show some images of bales which can clearly be identified with a variety 
of “woven and twisted silk which the Portuguese call retrós”, mentioned in
Linschoten’s Itinerario.34

Some of the packages shown probably contained porcelain as the 
services comprised a large number of different pieces such as teacups, 
teapots, plates, dishes, tureens and bowls of varying shapes and sizes. Given 
their relative fragility, these pieces would have to be properly packed inside 
containers of different shapes with the help of insulating or shock-absorbing 
material such as straw, for instance. In addition to the Martaban jars already 
mentioned, also used to transport porcelain, porcelain could also be exported 
from Macao in wooden or vegetable fibre boxes. More valuable pieces, such 
as teapots, vases or incensories, for example, requiring a more individualised 

33 See Rainer Daehnhardt, Potes de Especiarias nas Naus das Carreiras das Índias do Século XV 
ao Século XVIII (Lisbon: Grupo de Amigos do Museu de Marinha, 1997).

34 Linschoten, Itinerário, Viagem ou Navegação, 133.
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treatment, could be stored in smaller boxes which often acquired the shape 
of the piece for which they had been made. The screens also show individ-
ual items of porcelain, which stood out for their material value or aesthetic 
qualities.35

A detail in one of the Namban screens shows a sailor exiting a cabin 
on the quarterdeck of the nau do trato carefully holding a red package in 
his hands. Could it be a box with a book printed in Macao? The fact that 
this scene is supervised by a Jesuit missionary inclines us to think so. This 
representation immediately calls to mind the episode of the Portuguese ship 
Madre de Deus which, as already mentioned, was captured by English ships 
in the Azores in 1592. Richard Hakluyt does in fact mention that on board 
this Portuguese ship was a very special Chinese production, a volume printed 
in Latin, which was discovered “inclosed in a case of sweete cedar wood and 
lapped up almost an hundred-fold in fine Calicut cloth, as though it had been 
some incomparable jewell.”36 This was a copy of the work De missione lega-
torum japonensium by Duarte de Sande, published in Macao only two years 
previously at the instigation of Father Alessandro Valignano, by the Jesuit 
press in that city. The English compiler later published a translation of the 
chapter dedicated to China in the second edition of his work, The Principal 
Navigations, Voyages, Traffiques and Discoveries of the English Nation, under 
the title, “An excellent treatise of the kingdome of China, and of the estate and 
government thereof.”37 This is a brief testimony on a certain type of Chinese 
merchandise that was also highly prized in Europe.

*
*     *

Normally we speak of the trade and movement of Chinese goods in a 
somewhat abstract manner. We say, for instance, that the Portuguese partici- 
pated in the trade in spices, silks, porcelain and other products between 
China and Europe. We add quantities and prices; we study shipping routes 
and schedules; we characterise the type of ships used; we also identify some 
of the protagonists of this movement. The surviving textiles and porcelain are 
subjected to detailed investigation. However, we know almost nothing about 

35 Loureiro, “Navios, Mercadorias e Embalagens”, 33-51.

36 Richard Hakluyt, “An Excellent Treatise of the Kingdome of China”, in Asia on the Eve of 
Europe’s Expansion, ed. Donald F. Lach & Carol Flaumenhaft (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-
Hall, Inc., 1965), 100-115 (102).

37 Richard Hakluyt, The Principal Navigations, Voyages, Traffiques and Discoveries, vol. 6, 1904, 
348-377. See Rui Manuel Manuel Loureiro, Um Tratado sobre o Reino da China dos Padres Duarte 
Sande e Alessandro Valignano (Macau, 1590) (Macao: Instituto Cultural de Macau, 1992).
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the logistics of this important traffic linking East and West since the early 
16th century. How did the products traded reach Canton? How were they 
acquired and later carried on board the light vessels sailing to Macao? How 
were they packaged and stowed? What types of containers were used for the 
different goods? How were the goods transhipped at the successive ports? 
Where and how were they stored at the ports of call? How was the shipment 
of these goods organised and distributed in the larger ships? And how were 
they unloaded at the ports of destination?

The fact is that much still remains to be investigated concerning the 
movement of Chinese goods, by resorting to a great variety of textual and 
iconographic sources. In the meantime, this brief survey enables us to extract 
a firm conclusion. Of the goods carried on board Portuguese ships plying 
the Carreira da Índia in the later 16th and early 17th centuries, Chinese goods 
were in an obvious minority both in terms of volume and in terms of value, 
although they enjoyed high visibility. Of all the textiles imported from the 
East, Chinese silks represented a mere 5-6%. Similarly, porcelain was a 
sporadic shipment on the great ships that left Goa for Lisbon, largely exceeded 
by smaller items such as musk, for instance, in terms of value of the goods. 
How to explain this somewhat surprising fact when confronted with the 
extraordinarily positive image of China and Chinese products in the Euro-
pean culture of the period? Apparently, the China business that made the 
fortunes of the Macao traders was mainly made in the East itself, within 
the scope of minor inter-Asian trade movements. These facts must now be 
compared with the movement of Chinese goods travelling to Europe via 
Manila after 1571, on Spanish ships, or with the Dutch from 1595 onwards 
through the Cape route.


