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Abstract 

 

This thesis explores the role of Hindu merchants in the Portuguese Estado da Índia 

from 1730 to 1850 and their myriad processes of engagement with the colonial state. 

It seeks to understand and account for the extent to which Hindu merchants were 

dominant commercial and political actors in the colonial economy of the Estado, and 

how they became indispensable mercantile and political actors for the Portuguese 

colonial state in India. Although their relationship has been one characterised by 

'mutual dependency', this thesis is concerned with illuminating the extent to which it 

was mutually reciprocal by analysing how, why, and to what effect, Hindu merchants 

sought to profit and derive substantial benefits from their status as Portuguese 

colonial subjects. The eighteenth century heralded radical alterations in the political, 

economic and socio-cultural landscape of Portuguese India. Thus, the impact of these 

structural reforms on its Hindu mercantile community and the dynamics of their 

responses to it will also be analysed, in order to elucidate the impact of Portuguese 

colonialism from the ground up.  

Although the commercial dominance of Hindu merchants has been widely noted, we 

know little of their modus operandi and the mechanisms and institutions that 

undergirded their trade. This thesis therefore seeks to examine the full scope of their 

modus operandi and the influence of family and kinship bonds in order to provide a 

more systematic and detailed account of their commercial success. Given the fact that 

the scope of their commercial network went far beyond the boundaries of the Estado, 

the manner in which they built, consolidated and managed a global network of cross-

cultural mercantile partners will also be analysed. By examining the dominance and 

agency of Hindu merchants, it will demonstrate the continued importance and 

resilience of local mercantile actors in the global economy of the Indian Ocean, 

adding further nuance to our understanding of the dynamics of European colonialism 

on the subcontinent, and the complexity of the engagement between Asian and 

European actors during this period.  
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Introduction 
 

'Ponderouse tambem que do pouco comercio que ha presentemente neste pais, se tem 
infelismente apoderado os Gentios, por não haver hum so mercador Portuguez, nem 

natural a terra que tenha cabedal para entrar em negocio de consideração.'1 

Ponder as well that of the little commerce that has been presented in this country, it 
has unfortunately been appropriated by the gentiles, for there is not one Portuguese 

merchant, nor native of this land, that has the assets to enter into considerable 
business. 

 - Viceroy Marquêz do Alorna, 31st of January 1757.  

 

'Sendo a fazor de um ajuste tao antigo e de huns vassalos tão obedientes, que não tem 
faltado com os seus cabedaes em toda a occazião de necessidade que se offerecem 

nesse Estado, dando quantias consideraveis para as guerras.'2  

Being in favour of a convent so old and of Vassals so obedient, who have not faltered 
in offering their assets in all occasions of necessity to this State, giving considerable 

quantities for the wars.   

- Dom Pedro II to the Viceroy Caetano de Melo e Castro, 13th March 1704.  

 

The Hindu merchants of Goa occupied a paradoxical and mercurial position in the 

eyes of the Portuguese colonial administration during the eighteenth century. As the 

above statements indicate, on the one hand, their commercial dominance was 

lamented and viewed as unfair and disproportionate; on the other, they were highly 

regarded as obedient, valuable and dutiful subjects who had come to the aid of the 

Portuguese Estado da Índia during times of need. Indeed, these combined statements 

reflect the contradictory nature of the relationship between the Hindu merchants of 

Portuguese India, a relationship that was contested and conflictive but, importantly for 

both parties, mutually beneficial. On the part of the Portuguese, the extent to which 

they regularly expressed their resentment of the commercial dominance of the Hindu 

mercantile community in Goa, whilst pragmatically acknowledging the fact that they 

were essential for the survival of the Estado, accurately encapsulates the weaknesses 

and limitations of the Portuguese colonial state during the eighteenth century. Hindu 

merchants derived a host of benefits from their status as fixed subjects of Portuguese 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 BN PBA, Códice 742, fls.132.  
2 AHU, Índia, Cx 134, Doc 94.  
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India and their collaboration with the colonial state was both advantageous and 

profitable. The political, administrative, judicial and commercial frameworks of the 

Estado afforded them with degree of stability and protection during an era of 

profound geopolitical transformations, and the structure of the Portuguese overseas 

empire enmeshed them within a vast trade network affording them access to lucrative 

markets, supply chains, localities of procurement and production, and commercial 

agents that may otherwise have been out of their reach. Without ever leaving Goa, the 

Hindu merchants analysed here were able to cast their commercial net as far as the 

ports of Rio de Janeiro, Lisbon and Macau. Operating within, along, and beyond the 

commercial arteries of the Portuguese overseas empire they procured high-demand 

and lucrative commodities such as textiles, spices, tobacco, opium and slaves to the 

Estado, which they re-distributed to the various ports within Asia, Europe and Brazil, 

all from their fixed position in Goa.  

Indeed, the undisputed dominance of Hindu merchants over the colonial economy of 

the Estado has been widely recognised, as has the dynamic of 'mutual dependency' 

that characterised the relationship between the Portuguese colonial state and its Hindu 

mercantile community.3 It has been firmly established that they were a dominant force 

at almost every level of the commercial and political system of the Estado: as tax-

farmers, as suppliers of basic provisions to the hospitals, military and other integral 

institutions of the Portuguese colonial state, as brokers and important country traders, 

and as global merchants and mediators highly involved in the emerging global 

economy of the Indian Ocean. The overviews outlining the commercial activities of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Celsa Pinto, for example, has characterised this factor of mutual dependency as a 'mutual dependency 
nexus', see Trade and Finance in Portuguese India: A Study of the Portuguese Country Trade, 1770-
1840 (New Delhi: Concept Publishing Company, 1994), 100.  For discussions of the dominance of 
Hindu merchants in the colonial economy of the Estado during the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, see, for example, Teotónio de Souza, "Glimpses of Hindu Dominance of Goan Economy in 
the 17th Century," Indica 12 (1975): 27-35; M.N. Pearson, "Indigenous Dominance in a Colonial 
Economy: The Goa Rendas, 1600-1670,” Mare Luso-Indicum 2 (1972): 61-73, idem, "Goa-based 
seaborne trade, 17th-18th centuries" in Teotónio de Souza (ed.), Goa Through the Ages: An Economic 
History (New Delhi: Concept Publishing Company, 1984); Geoffrey V. Scammel, "The pillars of 
empire: indigenous assistance and the survival of the 'Estado da Índia', c.1600-1700," Modern Asian 
Studies 22, no.3 (1988: 472-489; Celsa Pinto, Trade and Finance in Portuguese India: A Study of the 
Portuguese Country Trade, 1770-1840 (New Delhi: Concept Publishing Company, 1994) and A 
Commercial Resurgence, 1770-1830: Situating Indo-Portuguese Trade History (Tellicherry: Institute 
for Research in Social Sciences and Humanities, 2003); and Philomena Sequeira Antony, "Hindu 
Dominance in the Goa Long-Distance Trade," in Stephen S. Jeyaseela (ed.) The Indian Trade at the 
Asian Frontier (New Delhi, Gyan Publishing House, 2008), 225-256.  
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Hindu merchants during the eighteenth century are clear in accounting for the scope 

of their commercial networks, the specific commodities that they traded and with 

whom, as well as the various financial services that they provided to the Portuguese 

colonial state, the French Company and other private merchants. However, what we 

presently lack is a coherent narrative of how Hindu merchants were able to secure 

their commercial dominance in the first place. Moreover, further significant questions 

that help to account for this dominance, and which enable us to construct a more 

nuanced and detailed understanding of these powerful indigenous commercial actors, 

still remain. How were they able to construct such a vast web of commercial 

networks, contacts and influence? How did they consolidate their dominance? How 

did they manage and organise their trade, and what were the main mechanisms, 

institutions and strategies of their overall modus operandi? What are the broader 

implications of this dominance- the dominance of a discriminated colonial subject 

over an established European power- on our understandings of the dynamics and 

tensions of Portuguese colonial power in India, and the position of indigenous 

commercial actors vis-à-vis European powers more broadly? The fundamental 

question that emerges, therefore, is how did the changing dynamics and consolidation 

of Portuguese rule affect and impact the commercial dynamics and socio-cultural and 

religious lives of these merchants and vice-versa?   

These questions merit attention not only because they provide a more finite and 

nuanced analysis of the nature of Portuguese colonialism in India, but also of the 

spectrum of European and Asian encounters in the early modern period, and how the 

shaping of this encounter was a dual and mutually reinforcing process. As studies on 

the role of indigenous commercial and political actors and communities in India and 

their engagement with the Euro-Asian interchange have demonstrated, local society 

played a 'determining role in configuring the imperial apparatus' but this has often 

been overlooked.4 The formidable agency and dominance of Hindu merchants in Goa 

thus contributes greatly to underscoring the determining role of local society in the 

exercise of European colonial power and to delineate the limitations to which this 

power could be applied and enforced.  Their mutually beneficial relationship of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Lakshmi Subramaniam, "Seths and sahibs: negotiated relationships between indigenous capital and 
the East India Company," in H.V. Bowen, Elizabeth Mancke and John G. Reid (eds.), Britain's 
Oceanic Empire: Atlantic and Indian Ocean Worlds, c.1550-1850 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2012), 338.  
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dominance vis-à-vis Portuguese colonial state and their close, long-standing and 

equally advantageous partnerships with European private merchants and companies, 

further dismantles the strict dichotomies between indigenous mercantile actors and 

European actors.  

 To say that Hindu merchants were able to derive substantial commercial benefits 

from the consolidation of Portuguese colonial rule on the subcontinent is not to 

obscure the fact that this was achieved amidst widespread discrimination. As C.A. 

Bayly, in his discussion of merchant family firms in North India during the period of 

British expansion has concluded, the emerging colonial state set both limits to the 

development of local capitalists, whilst providing them with access to new legal forms 

and commercial security.5 Moreover, it is not to deny that Portuguese colonialism had 

widespread negative consequences for these merchants and other Hindu 'gentile' 

subjects, especially in regards to their social, cultural and religious lives. Indeed these 

consequences and the manner in which they navigated, negotiated and resisted this 

discrimination and their status as 'gentile' subjects is the core focus of chapter three. 

The fact that they were able to achieve this in spite of this culture of intolerance and 

establish themselves as invaluable commercial and political actors by this period is 

testament to their own resilience and agency and the reduced strength and agency of 

the Portuguese colonial state.  Moreover, it emphasises that they are crucial examples 

who speak to the broader resilience, enduring importance and agency of indigenous 

commercial actors active in the Indian Ocean region more broadly. As such, they 

yield a myriad of important insights for historical debates that seek to understand the 

role of local commercial actors in the evolution of the emerging global economy in 

the Indian Ocean during the eighteenth century, the wider commercial and political 

changes that accompanied the expansion- or in the case of the Estado the survival- of 

European colonial rule in the region, and the contribution and collaboration of 

indigenous capitalists in this process. 

 However, what is unique and exceptional about the Hindu mercantile community of 

Portuguese India is the extent to which they stand as a rule to the general conclusions 

of such broader debates, but also as a key exception. In one important respect, Goa, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 C.A. Bayly, Rulers, Townsmen and Bazaars: North Indian Society in the Age of British Expansion, 
1770-1880 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 448. 
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like other Portuguese port cities were, with regard to merchant communities, was 

atypical in that unlike others in the Indian Ocean world they hosted no important 

Muslim groups due to the Portuguese antipathy towards Muslims in general.6 This 

held important consequences for the Hindu mercantile community in Goa, the 

majority of whom were drawn from a Brahman sub-caste community known as the 

Saraswats, who were left with more advantageous conditions with which to conduct 

their business.  As a result, there was a more visible Hindu presence in Goa, and 'its 

internal economy was dominated by a caste of Saraswat Brahmins and its main 

financiers were banias from Gujarat'.7  That the survival of the Portuguese Estado 

over the course of the eighteenth century was predicated, to a significant extent, on 

the crucial role of Hindu merchants in generating the capital and acumen to keep its 

economy afloat, is an example of how European colonial rule in India was in many 

respects dependent on the collaboration and cooperation of pre-existing and emerging 

native elites. The collaboration of local commercial elites was itself calculted on the 

perceived benefits of this alignment, as they sought to capitalise on the potential 

commercial and political opportunities that accompanied the changing geopolitical 

mosaic of the subcontinent. In this respect, the Hindu merchants of the Estado were 

not all that different from the Anglo-Banian order of Surat and Bombay, whose 

bankers and merchants formed a mercantile and political order distinguished by 

mutually beneficial cooperation with the English East India Company that was central 

to its dislocation of Mughal political authority in these regions in favour of the 

British.8  

Unlike Banian merchants in Surat and Bombay, however, the Hindu mercantile 

community in Goa was not collaborating with an incipient European colonial state in 

the process of expanding its presence on the subcontinent. Rather, they had firmly 

established a relationship of mutual dependency with a colonial power whose 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 M.N. Pearson, “Markets and Merchants in the Indian Ocean: Locating the Portuguese," in Francisco 
Bethencourt and Diogo Ramada Curto (ed.), Portuguese Oceanic Expansion, 1440-1800 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007), 100.  
7 Pearson, “Markets and Merchants,” 100.  
8 For an important discussion on the central role of the Anglo-Banian order and indigenous credit in the 
expansion of British colonial rule in western India, see Lakshmi Subramaniam,"Banias and the British: 
the Role of Indigenous Credit in the Process of Imperial Expansion in Western India in the Second 
Half of the Eighteenth Century," Modern Asian Studies 21, no.3 (1987): 437-510 and idem, "Capital 
and Crowd in a Declining Asian Port City: the Anglo-Bania Order and the Surat Riots of 1795," 
Modern Asian Studies 19, no.2 (1985): 205-237.   
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authority by the eighteenth century had already been established for more than two 

hundred years. Moreover, their dominance of the colonial economy was already 

apparent by the mid seventeenth century, as demonstrated by their predominance as 

merchants and their extended dominance over the fiscal administration of the state in 

their role as tax farmers.9 The Luso-Hindu order- to borrow from Lakshmi 

Subramaniam's terminology- was thus a long-standing arrangement and one that was 

equally a 'relation of symbiosis-an alliance based on reciprocity and mutual 

advantage.'10 The Hindu merchants of the eighteenth century Estado were inheritors 

of this working alliance, but were able to further exploit an ailing colonial state in 

greater need of it is indigenous mercantile order than ever before.  

The first half of this thesis thus outlines the setting in which their networks emerged 

and operated, starting with an overview of the Estado da Índia and the regional geo-

political context in chapter one, then moving to the global commercial arena of the 

Indian Ocean and the networks of the Portuguese overseas empire as employed by 

these merchants in chapter two. The extent of the weaknesses of the Portuguese 

colonial state in India and the persistent phenomenon of 'decline' that has coloured 

narratives and clouded judgements of the eighteenth century Estado will also be 

scrutinised in chapter one. The limitations of the colonial state, the primary exigencies 

that fuelled the dynamic of mutual dependency, which in sum generated a greater 

pragmatism on the part of the Portuguese colonial authorities, will be also outlined in 

this first chapter. It will begin by delineating the major concerns of the metropole 

from the period of the mid-eighteenth century onwards, the main internal problems 

afflicting the Estado, and the wider Portuguese overseas empire, and how this 

provoked a fundamental program of reform. This program of reform, sparked by the 

Marquis of Pombal sought to restructure the Portuguese overseas empire and revive 

the colonial economy in direct and exclusive benefit of the metropole. As such, there 

were concerted efforts to stimulate commerce in Asia with the aim of proportioning 

the revenues of this trade in order to strengthen the national economy.11 Importantly, 

these reforms had a direct impact on the political, commercial and socio-cultural lives 

of Hindu merchants in the Estado. A systematic analysis of the dynamics of reform 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Souza, "Glimpses of Hindu Dominance of Goan Economy," 32-34.  
10 Subramanian, "Banias and the British,” 474.  
11 Maria de Jesus dos Mártires Lopes, Nova História da Expansão Portuguesa: O Império Oriental 
(1600-1820) Tomo 1 (Lisbon: Editorial Estampa, 2006), 341. 



	  

7	  

	  

during this period, and their key objectives and consequences as they impacted Hindu 

merchants will thus be elaborated. Importantly, this first chapter will make more 

salient, the fundamental reasons ways as to why the Portuguese colonial state and 

empire was in flux and necessitated the capital and acumen of its indigenous 

mercantile class in the first place.  

Given that the eighteenth century was a century of profound transition within the 

wider geopolitical context that surrounded the Estado, these main forces of change 

and the emerging threats to Portuguese sovereignty in the region will also be assessed. 

Hindu merchants were also affected by the geo-political dynamics of this period and 

suffered commercial losses as a result of the bellicose actions of Indian regional 

powers such as the Marathas and the Bonsulos against the Estado. Despite such 

threats, however, the Portuguese presence on the subcontinent continued and the 

territorial make up of the Estado even increased as a result of the absorption of the 

Novas Conquistas (New Conquests) during the latter half of the eighteenth century. 

The Nova Conquistas with their predominant Hindu populations compelled the 

Portuguese colonial state to adopt an attitude of further pragmatism and lesser 

intolerance, further benefitting the Hindu subjects of the Velhas Conquistas (Old 

Conquests). As a result, given their unique position as colonial subjects of an 

established European colony they were, to a significant extent, buffered from the 

sweeping changes and politico-economic crises affecting large swaths of the 

subcontinent during this period.12 At risk of belabouring the point as to the extent to 

which commercial concerns were hegemonic, it is only by underscoring the centrality 

of commerce to the Portuguese and the objectives of other European and other 

indigenous mercantile actors, that can we understand how they quickly and adroitly 

responded to the momentum and exigencies of global trade in the Indian Ocean region 

during this period. An overview of their global commercial networks and the extent to 

which they responded to the exigencies of trade in the Indian Ocean maritime space 

will thus be the subject of chapter two. This chapter will delineate and contextualise 

their commercial activities on a geographical basis, reverting to the existing 

scholarship as to their networks and filling any gaps in the existing historiography. In 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 This has also been partly noted by Celsa Pinto who noted that they lacked the 'vulnerability 
displayed by merchants along the west coast of India and elsewhere in Asia due to unpredictable shifts 
of official policy offering a threat to the very continuity of their business houses', see Pinto, Trade and 
Finance, 99.  
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sum, it will clearly demonstrate the extent to which Hindu merchants were veritable 

local, regional and global mercantile actors.  

In emphasising their agency and status as global mercantile actors, it will also 

underscore the fact that Hindu merchants were not merely in service to the political, 

commercial and fiscal needs of the Portuguese colonial state. As previously 

mentioned, this was a mutually beneficial alignment aimed at primarily serving their 

individual and familial commercial interests. Having calculated the benefits that could 

be wrought from a strategic relationship of collaboration with the colonial state, they 

were equally cognizant of how the position and infrastructure of Goa as a global port 

in the Indian Ocean further allowed them to participate and capitalise from the 

growing importance of India in global trade, and the shifting of European trade 

eastwards. As fixed subjects of the Estado, not only did this shield them from the 

disruptive, volatile and shifting political and commercial dynamics that were to affect 

the Indian subcontinent throughout the eighteenth century, it allowed them to further 

exploit the advantageous position of Goa as a global port.  Indeed, the extent to which 

Goa retained its position as an important port and its significance as a commercial 

entrepôt has been greatly marginalised in the existing historiography of the Indian 

Ocean during this period. By extension, this neglect has deflected attention on its 

Hindu mercantile community and obscured their contributions to narratives focusing 

on the critical function and contributions of local traders in the world economy more 

widely. As merchants, brokers and providers of vital commercial acumen, with Goa 

as their nodal link, their networks spanned the major ports of the Indian Ocean and 

Asian maritime space, but they were also able to reach the extent of the Portuguese 

global overseas empire from Rio de Janeiro to Macau.   

Despite the role and resilience of local traders in the face of European expansion, 

India's merchant world went through 'a complex and gradual process of redeployment, 

as merchants and bankers largely lost their functions, acquired in the eighteenth 

century.'13 Unlike many other indigenous political and commercial classes who had 

aligned themselves with British, for example, but who found the terms of this once 

mutual alliance shifting, becoming less advantageous and more oppressive over the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Claude Markovits, The Global World of Indian Merchants, 1750-1947: Traders of Sind from 
Bukhara to Panama (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 13. 
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course of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the terms of their relationship 

with the Estado were more or less set.  Even though this relationship was also shifting 

in accordance with the changing political and commercial dynamics and exigencies 

affecting the colonial state, and the metropole, it was tilting increasingly in their 

favour. These exigencies created the conditions for Hindu merchants to retain their 

role as dominant merchants, brokers and revenue farmers who continued to assist in 

the generation, collection and transfer of state revenues and the wider generation of 

capital. As chapter two will further demonstrate, the Portuguese colonial state, for 

example, specifically sought the commercial acumen of Hindu merchants in the 

compilation of detailed shipping and price lists of imports coming into Goa. 

Moreover, they also continued to rely on them as brokers and intermediaries between 

the Estado and other local traders, particularly those from nearby Bijapur. 

  We can contextualise these merchants within these broader narratives and spaces but 

we cannot account for their position in them without understanding the origins of 

these merchants, their modus operandi and the factors that structured their mercantile 

identity, organisation and community identity. As such, chapters three, four, five and 

six, are a direct response to the call urging for investigations and concrete cases of 

long-term merchant dynasties that functioned on the basis of kin, class, caste 

community and locality.14 The merchants analysed are Hindu and belongded to a sub-

caste of Brahmans known as the Saraswats; this caste identity was central to their 

community identity and their status as elites within the indigenous local society of the 

Estado.  Indeed, a significant gap in our knowledge of these merchants is the little we 

know about their socio-cultural identity, their engagement with the public culture of 

local Goan society, and the manner in which they sought to extract greater religious 

freedoms from their indispensability to a more flexible and pragmatic colonial state.  

These questions are the main subjects of inquiry in chapter three.  In yet another 

demonstration to the extent to which these merchants were always an exception and a 

rule, although their Brahmanhood would have afforded them a high ritual status, this 

status was highly contested amongst the wider Brahman community of the 

subcontinent during this period. The reasons for this contestation, the attempts to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Bhaswati Bhattacharya, Gita Dharampal-Frick and Jos Gommans, "Spatial and Temporal 
Continuities of Merchant Networks in South Asia and the Indian Ocean (1500-2000)," Journal of the 
Economic and Social History of the Orient 50, no. 2/3 (2007): 93.   
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resist it and consolidate an orthodox Brahmanical status within the Saraswat 

community will also be analysed. How exactly did they seek to consolidate their 

claim to Brahmanhood? Did this contested identity influence their commercial 

aspirations, and can their immobility be accounted for in an attempt to subscribe to 

more orthodox ideals of Brahmanhood? Such questions are complicated even further 

by the fact that these merchants also had to negotiate the added burden of their status 

as gentios or 'gentiles', a label forced upon them by the Catholic impulses of the 

Portuguese colonial state. Furthermore, as will be demonstrated, these merchants did 

not willingly accept the limitations enforced upon them and fought against the 

curtailment of their cultural and religious rights. Moreover, cognizant of the 

slackening of religious intolerance, the simultaneous entrenchment of their 

relationship of mutual dependency, and seizing upon the growing climate of 

pragmatism, they sought to consolidate their community and Brahamnical identity 

through more visible and public expressions of their religious rights. This was most 

evident through their litigation for the enhancement and proper enforcement of their 

religious freedoms-although this will be considered in greater detail in chapter five, 

through the act of temple building and by fighting for the preservation of their 

surviving temples.  

 Our limited knowledge of their modus operandi and the internal dynamics that 

structured this mercantile community is evidenced by our scant knowledge of how 

these merchants organised amongst and within themselves, and how this mode of 

organisation was crucial to the management of their trade. As a result, it will also be 

demonstrated in chapter three, that kinship bonds and the family unit were the 

fundamental basis upon which these merchants organised their trade. Moreover, the 

centrality of the family unit as the locus for commercial activity also permeated into 

their political activities and structured their role as intermediaries, as administrative 

posts were inherited along the patrilineal line and retained within certain families for 

significant periods of time. However, the family unit was not hegemonic but a base of 

operations that allowed Hindu merchants to pursue trade individually. Crucially, 

however, as will be demonstrated it also tided the risks and failures of these individual 

ventures. That the bonds of kin and the family unit were the loci of their commercial 

activities is evidenced by commercial disputes amongst kin and family members 'who 

lived in society' that were brought before the colonial courts for conflict resolution. 
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Indeed, that Hindu merchants sought the juridical authority of the colonial state to 

intervene in such disputes foreshadows the discussions undertaken in chapter six, 

which argues that Hindu merchants substantially benefited from the formal legal 

institutions and mechanisms of the colonial state. Their ability to appeal to these 

formal institutions and mechanisms for protection and enforcement, for arbitration as 

conflict and dispute resolution, and to lobby for their commercial and political 

interests through petitions was a significant aspect of their overall modus operandi.  

Before outlining this 'formal' aspect of their modus operandi, one that necessarily 

stresses the role of the colonial state, the equally important role of 'informal' 

mechanisms and factors within their commercial strategies will first be analysed. 

Despite their mutually beneficial relationship with the state, as already stated, these 

Hindu merchants did not only align their interests with the 'official' objectives or 

priorities of the Portuguese. In accordance with the argument set in chapter two, these 

merchants were highly entrepreneurial and quick to take advantage of the host of 

commercial and political opportunities that emerged around them. As such, they were 

also intent in broadening the horizons of their commercial network, expanding their 

chain of contacts and diversifying their portfolios beyond the boundaries of the 

Estado. Operating beyond the commercial networks of the Portuguese empire was 

made possible through the global network that these merchants generated, and the 

long-standing commercial partnerships that they established with a host of cross-

cultural mercantile actors, namely private Portuguese traders active in the Indian 

Ocean space. The existence of such a global scope of commercial operations as 

mediated through partnerships with other private merchants was most visible in the 

network of the Mhamai Kamat family, whose private archive and business 

correspondence allows us to see the importance of 'informal' mechanisms at work, 

specifically such factors as trust, reputation, social capital and mutual reciprocity. A 

case study of the Mhamai Kamat family will thus form the basis of chapters four and 

five, as a means of demonstrating the complex modus operandi of Hindu merchants 

and the manner in which they adeptly managed the exigencies, conventions and 

potential pitfalls of engaging in cross-cultural trade.  

That we can use the private archive of the Mhamai Kamat family to build a case study 

that reconstructs and charts the history of a prominent Hindu merchant house and its 
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substantial network has been noted. However, the rationale and significance of this 

archive, the fact that it has been recurrently used as a historical resource, as well as its 

act of preservation have not yet been sufficiently appreciated in the existing 

historiography.  Situating an analysis of the significance of the Mhamai Kamat family 

archive as a valuable historical resource and a site of analysis in itself seeks to engage 

with debates of the 'archival turn' and reflections on how and why archives 

themselves should be the focus of investigation. That this private archive was not a 

colonial archive but partly structured by the exigencies of their status as colonial 

subjects of the Estado and structured by European conventions and practices, is a 

tension which will also be analysed in the first half of chapter four. What, for 

example, was the rationale for the creation and preservation of their archive in the 

first place? What does its preservation mean for the ways in which Hindu merchants 

and other indigenous traders organised their commercial and political activities, and 

how was this archive shaped by the prevailing circumstances of the period?  

The perspective will then shift from an analysis of the archive to an overview of their 

network from the archive insofar as it can be constructed from the correspondence, 

commercial and legal papers written primarily in Portuguese, but also French and 

English. Undoubtedly, given the sources used that do not include the papers written in 

Kanadevï or Gujarati, it is only a partial reconstruction of their network but one that is 

sufficient in joining the links between the disparate existing references of their 

commercial contacts with a more rigorous analysis to turn the current variegated 

picture that currently exists into a more coherent whole. Moreover, it is a 

reconstruction of a significant sphere of their commercial operations that overlapped 

and was closely intertwined with, the interests and commercial activities of the elite 

private Portuguese, Luso-Anglo, English, French, Parsi, Banian and Jewish traders 

that comprised of their cross-cultural merchant network. In weaving a link between 

the commercial activities of this prominent mercantile family and the commercial 

interests of the Portuguese metropole and colonial state in India, it will also further 

underscore the alignment of these merchants with the efforts of two biggest 

Portuguese commercial companies established by Lisbon-based private traders active 

in the Asian trade during this period. The first company was known as the Socidedade 

de Ribeiro e Hubens (the Society of Ribeiro and Hubens) and was formed in 1783 by 

the merchant Francisco Henriques Hubens and members of the prominent Ribeiro and 
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Loureiro families. After its dissolution in 1795, a second company known as the  

 Socidedade de Colffs, Loureiros e Guimarães (the Society of Colfs, Loureiros and 

Guimarães) was formed whose partners included José and Domingos Loureiro and 

the  Francisco Antonio Colfs and José. The existence and commercial ventures of 

these companies are clear examples as to the extent to which the creation of a 

mercantile elite and the fostering of private merchant interests in the metropole had 

tangible results. However, that the operations of these companies in the Indian Ocean 

region resulted in an alignment of elite mercantile interests in Goa, as indicated by the 

entanglement of the Mhamai Kamat family with these companies and the creation of 

long-standing and close relationships with core members, is further evidence of the 

consolidation of private merchants as a ruling force in the Portuguese overseas empire 

more broadly. Moreover, the mutually beneficial and mutually dependent aspects that 

characterised the relationship between Hindu merchants and the Portuguese colonial 

state also characterised, to a significant extent, their relationships with the community 

of Portuguese elite merchant-administrators during this period.  

Having established the scope of their commercial activities, the focus will then shift 

to the specific characteristics of their network, analysing how it was created, 

expanded, consolidated and maintained. Whilst the commercial activities generated 

by these private networks were also entangled with the interests of the empire and the 

metropole, and often entered into the purview of its legal and administrative 

institutions, the creation, management and control of this network was self-generated 

and relied on 'informal' and intangible factors such as trust, mutual reciprocity, 

reliability and a good reputation, amongst others. How did Naraena and Venkatesha 

Camotin, the two brothers who headed the commercial activities of the Mhamai 

Kamat family during the eighteenth century, and their diverse web of close and long-

standing partners and secondary acquaintances generate this network in the first 

place? How were these durable and close relationships created, and how was the 

network at large regulated though these complex and intangible factors and 

mechanisms? Indeed, these 'intangible' attributes of their network are only evident to 

us through the 'tangible' corpus of the archive itself. This further underscores the 

importance of analysing the skeleton of this historical source prior to embarking on a 

survey of the material contained therein.   
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Again, we have a broad idea of the nature and scope of their network, as well as the 

commercial, financial and political services that circulated within it and which, 

specifically Naraena and Venkatesha Camotin, as the nodal links of this network in 

Goa, performed for their associates outside of the Estado. However, as already 

mentioned, these are scattered references and what we lack is a more finite and 

nuanced analysis of the complex range of mechanisms that undergirded this network, 

which were crucial to its functioning and which formed an important aspect of the 

overall modus operandi of these merchants.  In sum, what chapters four and five hope 

to demonstrate is the adroitness of Hindu merchants in adapting and responding to the 

exigencies of cross-cultural trade-albeit, one that was predominantly structured by 

European norms and standards of correspondence and exchange- and the various 

similarities which they shared in common with other merchant networks across the 

globe. However, as Francesca Trivellato has concluded, while cross-cultural trade 

created ample opportunities for communication and cultural exchange, it did not 

dissolve legal and social barriers.15 This was especially true for the Hindu merchants 

of the Estado, who despite their seamless adaptation to the requirements of cross-

cultural trade, were subject to significant cultural and religious barriers and also 

bound by the legal norms and standards of the Portuguese colonial state.  

However, to say they were only bound by the legal norms and institutions of the 

Estado and indeed the metropole is to understate and mischaracterise the engagement 

of Hindu merchants with the colonial legal sphere. Indeed, chapter five, as the final 

chapter that bridges the 'informal' and 'formal' aspects of their modus operandi 

focuses on the specific ways they organised and protected their commercial and 

political interests, and analyses their use of the judicial institutions, mechanisms and 

channels of the Portuguese colonial state. The judicial framework of the Estado 

provided a range of regulatory and enforcement mechanisms, as well as the channels 

and forums for legal recourse and conflict mediation. It will be demonstrated that 

their employment of the colonial legal sphere was not necessarily the outcome of their 

being bound to the authority of the state as subjects. On the contrary, their role as 

active and persistent litigants suggests that this was a carefully calculated and rational 

component of their overall commercial strategy. Indeed, the legal mechanism most 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 Francesca Trivellato, The Familiarity of Strangers: The Sephardic Diaspora, Livorno, And Cross-
Cultural Trade in the Early Modern Period (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 19.  
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employed by Hindu merchants to protect and advocate for their commercial interests 

was the petition. As a result, they form the core of the analysis in chapter five and are 

the prism through which we can explore the ways in which Hindu merchants were 

active and persistent litigants, and the consequences of their petitioning during this 

period.  

Through petitions, Hindu merchants appealed for privileges and honors, petitioned for 

the protection of their religious and cultural rights, for the appointment of specific 

political and administrative posts, articulated grievances or concerns, appealed for 

clemency, applied for legal redress, or appealed for the state to intervene in 

commercial and familial disputes. Moreover, drawing from the overarching tenets of 

mutually dependency, greater intolerance and practical pragmatism, these petitions 

offered a further space for them to assert their agency and clearly articulate the extent 

to which they had contributed to the Estado's survival. As already illustrated, whilst 

there was a widespread consciousness of this mutual dependency, articulating the 

dynamics of this relationship and confronting the colonial state with it in a 

straightforward and forthright manner would have been unacceptable. As a result, 

Hindu merchants employed the formula of what I have termed as 'peformative 

subjecthood'. This expression has been formulated to convey the extent to which the 

process through which Hindu merchants claimed their rights as colonial subjects and 

affirmed their supposed values as virtuous and loyal subjects was a complex and 

carefully calculated performative act. Within the context of their petitions, 

'performative subjecthood' thus acted as a kind of discursive scaffolding that allowed 

them to strongly assert their agency and commercial worth, whilst remaining within 

the formal parameters and tone required in the act of petitioning. It was a complex 

and subtle maneuvering process by which their self-referencing as invaluable 

subjects, and the emphasis on their important political, financial, and commercial 

contributions was made starkly clear, but counter-balanced by the appropriate 

measure of deference and humility, and the invocation of the benevolent and gracious 

authority of the state. Furthermore, this counterbalancing was further secured by 

framing such statements in a way that made it seem as if their material contributions 

were a natural and given part of their selfless service to the state as dutiful subjects.  
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The act of petitioning and the formula of 'performative subjecthood' reveal a number 

of illuminating and crucial insights. Firstly, the wholesale affirmation of their status 

as subjects of the Portuguese crown in India underscores their unique position as fixed 

subjects of an established European colonial state in India by the eighteenth century, 

and that the process of adapting to such circumstances went beyond commercial 

collaboration. In responding to the imposition, and by the mid-eighteenth century, the 

consolidation of the political and legal institutions of the Estado, these merchants 

carved out their own space within these administrative spheres, and once again, used 

them to their own advantage. Secondly, petitions were not just used for remedial and 

counteractive purposes, i.e. for conflict and dispute resolution, but they were also 

generative mechanisms that allowed Hindu merchants to lobby for their political and 

commercial interests and articulate cultural and religious claims. As such, they were 

tools of political communication that offered a direct channel to the highest levels of 

authority in the Estado and the metropole. The effectiveness of the act of petitioning 

is not only reflected in the success of Hindu merchants in securing outcomes in their 

favour, but also in their success in consistently securing an audience for their claims 

in the first place. In a similar vein to other local merchants and elites in their 

engagement with the colonial enterprise, they strategically appropriated the functions 

of the state to their own objectives and benefit, and helped shape these institutions in 

the process.16 

Indeed, the effectiveness of petitioning by Hindu merchants and the receptiveness to 

the claims, grievances, insights and concerns articulated in these petitions is further 

evidence of the agency and value of these merchants and the pragmatism, flexibility 

and porousness of the Portuguese colonial state during this period. Petitions submitted 

by Hindu merchants were given significant consideration and attention in both Goa 

and Lisbon; this is demonstrated by their remittance back to Lisbon to be heard and 

deliberated in such bodies as the Conselho Ultramarino (Overseas Council) and the 

carefully considered and lengthy responses that followed. Put simply, by virtue of the 

commercial dominance of these merchants, and cognizant of the fact that the 

information provided in them could be of value to the state, the authorities in both 

Lisbon and Goa could not afford to ignore and dismiss these petitions and were 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 Lauren Benton, Law and Colonial Cultures: Local Regimes in World History, 1400–1900 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 128.  
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themselves conscious of this fundamental fact.  Importantly, to use the words of 

engagement with the colonial state is revealing of more than just an collaboration of 

mutual commercial interests. Indeed, the Portuguese, in a similar manner to the 

British during this period, recognised the value in maintaining the pragmatism of 

dialogue and a system in which both sides adapted to and adopted one another in 

relatively equal exchange.17 

As a result, the materiality of these petitions are clear evidence of the employment of 

the legal institutions of the colonial state by Hindu merchants to codify, secure and 

enforce their numerous commercial transactions and were thus a significant 

component of their commercial strategy. However, as the act of ‘performative 

subjecthood’ suggests, these petitions were multilayered sources infused with a host 

of tangible and intangible threads of discourse with the colonial state through which 

expressions of agency and identity were also articulated. As such, they are a rare 

opportunity with which to 'hear' the voices and agency of Hindu merchants during this 

period and to assess their prevailing commercial, political and socio-cultural and 

religious concerns. In sum, therefore, they offer us a window into the complex 

political, commercial and socio-cultural terrain of the eighteenth century Estado, and 

the processes of negotiation, mutual dependencies and reciprocities that helped to 

ensure the survival of the Portuguese presence in India during this period.   

The final chapter foregrounds the discussion in the conclusion as to how then, 

drawing from all that has been discussed and concluded about the Hindu merchants of 

Goa, do we 'classify' and position them as formidable indigenous traders, 

entrepreneurs and capitalists, and what more does this say about the limits of 

Portuguese hegemonic power in India during this period. How does the modus 

operandi, 'informal' and 'formal' strategies of these merchants and their full use the 

spectrum of political, administrative, commercial and legal institutions of the 

Portuguese colonial state contribute to the histories of local business communities and 

their strategies, the dynamics of colonised society, public culture and the exigencies 

and application of colonial law during this period? Furthermore, how does the fact of 

their complex and contested relationship but mutually beneficial relationship with the 

colonial state, and their vast cross-cultural trading networks allow us to develop a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Subramaniam, “Seths and sahibs,” 338.  
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more nuanced understanding of the impact of colonial governance in eighteenth 

century India and the negotiated nature of colonialism in the periphery, as well as the 

expansion of Western economic dominance over the region?  These questions will be 

assessed in the conclusion of this thesis. The chronological end point of his thesis- 

1850- corresponds to the demise of the Mhamai Kamat family business house after 

their gradual downfall beginning in the first decade of the nineteenth century after 

they had been declared debtors to the state in 1818.18  

What should be stressed from the onset, however, are the full potentials of this local 

case study of the Hindu mercantile community of the Estado. That it is possible to 

construct, through a range of colonial and non-colonial sources, a micro-history of the 

Hindu merchants of Goa from the top down and the ground up, and that this analysis 

can contribute to macro historical and global narratives and processes that affected the 

Indian subcontinent and wider Indian Ocean region during this period are testament to 

the value of their study in the first place.  

 

 

 

 
	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 In my analysis of the Mhamai Kamat family archive, it appears that the last piece of outgoing 
correspondence was dated on the 22nd of March 1847 and sent by Vittoba Camotin to a Senhor Appa 
Ganapatt in Nova Goa, (XCHR (Portuguese), Outgoing Correspondence, 22nd March, 1747). 
However, Celsa Pinto in her short analysis of the Saraswat Hindu merchant community in Goa 
references a letter dated on the 24th of November 1849, which would suggest that their commercial 
activities continued past this date and would have survived, at the very least, into the period of1850, 
see Pinto, Trade and Finance, 81.  
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1. The Estado da Índia of the Eighteenth Century 
 

The Hindu merchants of Goa of the eighteenth century Estado were subjects 

of a colonial state in flux. The Estado da Índia from the mid-eighteenth century 

onwards underwent a fundamental program of reform that sought to further anchor 

the Portuguese presence on the subcontinent and improve the political, administrative 

and economic condition of the Estado and its inhabitants.  This program of reform 

was part of wider sweeping changes initiated by the Marquis of Pombal Sebastião 

José de Carvalho e Mello (1750-1777) in 1755 and continued in the post-Pombaline 

era by the Secretary of State for the Navy and Overseas Territories Dom Martinho 

Melo e Castro (1770-1795) sparked fundamental structural reforms in both the 

metropole and the overseas empire. Pombal's fundamental drive to transform Portugal 

into a self-sufficient, commercially and politically strong country on par with its 

European counterparts, a process that was to be facilitated by increasing the 

productivity of its overseas empire. Pombal, deeply influenced by his experience in 

Great Britain, the ideas of the Enlightenment and a strong adherent of mercantilism, 

placed commerce at the centre stage of his program of reform.19 As a result, a series 

of key institutional, administrative, commercial and fiscal reforms were instituted that 

sought to liberalise commerce and stimulate greater intra-colonial commercial 

activity, as well as strong initiatives and concessions granted to foster the interests of 

private merchants both in Lisbon and the empire.  

Indeed, these sweeping changes were of direct benefit to the Hindu merchants 

of Goa and to a significant extent altered their commercial and socio-political 

landscape. Moreover, as fixed colonial subjects of the Estado who remained 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 I will not seek to engage here with an assessment of Pombal as a statesman, his legacy as an autocrat 
and role as de facto 'prime minister' in his emergence to power after the earthquake of 1755, or the 
extent to which Pombal veritably reflected the values of the Enlightenment. For literature regarding 
Pombal, his time in power and his contested legacy, see for example, Kenneth Maxwell, Pombal, 
Paradox of the Enlightenment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); Nuno Gonçalo 
Monteiro, "Pombal e a Aristocracia," Camões: Revista de Letres e Culturas Lusófonas no.15/16 
(2003): 35-141, idem, D.José: Na Sombra de Pombal (Lisbon: Temas e Debates, 2008) and, idem,  'O 
Tempo de Pombal (1750-1777),' in Rui Ramos (coord.), Bernardo Vasconcelos e Sousa, Nuno Gonçalo 
Monteiro, História de Portugal (Lisbon: A Esfera dos Livros, 2009), 357-377; João Lúcio de Azevedo, 
O Marquês de Pombal e a sua Época (Lisbon: Texto Editores, 2009) and Camilo Castelo Branco, 
Perfil do Marquês do Pombal (Lisbon: Alêtheia Editores, 2015).  
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permanently within the boundaries of the Portuguese colonial state, they were 

undoubtedly affected by any changes to its administrative, judicial and commercial 

structures and had to adapt themselves and respond accordingly. Practically speaking, 

legislative and administrative changes to export and import rights, customs duties, 

shipping and other duties and tariffs, for example, would have had a direct impact on 

the ease, feasibility and profitability of conducting trade. Moreover, given the extent 

to which they were enmeshed in the networks of the overseas empire, the 

liberalisation of commerce through the restructuring of commercial, especially 

customs regulations that facilitated the import and export of goods, and the 

stimulation of intra-colonial commercial trade, substantially increased the benefits 

that could be extracted as subjects of the Portuguese colonial state in India. Moreover, 

these changes were not short-lived and Pombal's reforms set the foundation for further 

reforms instituted in the latter decades of the eighteenth century that 'acted as a 

catalyst for commercial revival in the empire' and led to a 'commercial resurgence' 

that lasted into the beginning of the nineteenth century.20 One of the key overarching 

arguments of this analysis is that although Hindu merchants were indispensable to the 

survival and the recovery of the economy of the Estado, it was also in their own 

interests to contribute to the survival of the Portuguese colonial state. Aligning 

themselves closely with the key commercial and political interests of the Portuguese 

was thus a mutually beneficial process as they were able to extract substantial 

commercial, political and social gains in the process. In order to assess how and why 

they were able to fill the weaknesses and vacuums left by the colonial state, we must 

first examine what its limitations during this period actually were, and how this forced 

a greater flexibility and practical pragmatism both in Goa and the metropole. In doing 

so, we can better understand how Hindu merchants were able to bend this flexibility 

even further to their advantage, capitalise from the fiscal and commercial weaknesses 

or limitations of the colonial state and thus compound their dominance over the 

colonial commercial economy, all of which in sum, consolidated the 'mutual 

dependency nexus.'  

 Importantly, this program of reform not only directly benefitted Hindu 

merchants by creating conditions that were more conducive to commerce but the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 Machado, Ocean of Trade, 29.  
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overarching attitude of pragmatism in which it was cast, influenced by Pombal's 

belief in the Enlightenment tenants of 'reason' and 'rationalism' and his privileging of 

economic development above all else, fundamentally altered the attitude of the 

Portuguese colonial state in India towards its non-Christian subjects. Thus, not only in 

commercial but also in socio-cultural and religious terms, Hindu merchants benefitted 

greatly from the state moving, to use the words of Celsa Pinto, ‘towards a new 

pragmatism.’21 This new pragmatism that can be described as a a kind of practical 

pragmatism- practical in the sense that it was geared towards the more 'practical' and 

utilitarian concerns of the metropole and empire- led to a slackening of rigid cultural 

and religious intolerance towards its gentio population. Importantly, in a further 

reflection as to the extent to which the empire, broadly speaking, was to be in service 

to the metropole, this practical pragmatism was fuelled also by the necessity to 

generate the revenue needed to rebuild Lisbon in the wake of the 1755 earthquake. 

However, Pombaline reforms which overwhelmingly privileged commerce as the 

route to progress and the return of the 'glory' of the Portuguese nation and empire, 

perhaps somewhat paradoxically, greatly enabled the consolidation of the dominant 

position of Hindu merchants as indispensable subjects of the colonial Estado.  

This chapter will therefore set the scene in trying to account for this 

dominance by firstly, establishing the immediate context in which the Hindu 

merchants of Goa lived and operated. Outlining their institutional, political and 

commercial contexts as set by the contours of the Portuguese colonial state in India, is 

crucial to better understand the landscape that these merchants negotiated on a daily 

basis, and how they responded to the changing dynamics and new exigencies that 

characterised this important turning point in the history of the Estado. This outline 

will systematically assess the main thrust of legislative reforms that had a direct 

impact on the commercial activities of the Hindu mercantile community in Goa, and 

how the wider rationale of Pombaline reforms affected their commercial and socio-

cultural and religious lives. Moreover, it will also assess the extent to which these 

changes affected the broader position of Hindu merchants in the Estado and their 

relationship vis-à-vis the Portuguese colonial state. In addition, the changing wider 

geo-political context one that was broadly characterised by the dissolution of the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 Pinto, Trade and Finance, 85.  



	  

22	  

	  

Mughal Empire and the emergence of Indian regional power such as the Marathas, 

and the encroaching presence of the British and the French, will also be taken into 

account. For the Estado, the political and territorial aspirations of these emerging 

regional potentates were a constant source of anxiety and affected the commercial 

networksof the Portuguese colonial state and wider maritime space. This further 

fuelled the need for the Portuguese to consolidate their position on the subcontinent, a 

process that could only be achieved if the Estado remained a viable commercial and 

political entity.  Whilst the commercial activities of Hindu merchants were similarly 

disrupted by such hostilities, they were also able to take advantage of the changing 

geopolitical context by servicing the political and commercial needs of the French 

Company and acting as their agents in Goa, and the private commercial interests 

fuelling the growth of the British port of Bombay.  

The nature and scope of Pombaline institutional reforms both in the metropole 

and in the various territories that comprised of the Portuguese overseas empire were 

vast and complex and it would be impossible to discuss them here at length.22 The 

focus here is on the Estado and the manner in which Pombaline reforms were 

structured to the exigencies and particularities of the Portuguese position in India and 

the wider geo-political context. Furthermore, given the immensity of the scope and 

consequences of the program of reform that touched almost every aspect of the 

Estado- from the office of the Viceroy to aspects of village administration- only 

aspects that are deemed to have had a direct impact on the lives and business of Hindu 

merchants in Goa will be analysed.  Before beginning this discussion, however, it is 

worth dwelling for a moment on the methodological difficulties in constructing this 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 Brazil, for example, due to its precious commodities such as gold, sugar and wood, and its position 
as the only Portuguese colony in South America, was the focus of intense metropolitan attention during 
this period. It has been argued that this dominance turned the colonial gaze away from the Estado 
resulting in Brazil being the "unquestioned heart of the empire", see Stuart Schwartz, "The Economy of 
the Portuguese Empire," in Francisco Bethencourt and Diogo Ramada Curto (ed.), Portuguese Oceanic 
Expansion, 1440-1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 21-35. For more on Brazil 
during this period and for the nature of Pombaline structural and commercial reform for Brazil, see for 
example, Stuart Schwartz, Sovereignty and Society in Colonial Brazil: The High Court of Bahia and Its 
Judges 1609-1751 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973); idem, Sugar Plantations in the 
Formation of Brazilian Society: Bahia, 1550-1830 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985); 
Kenneth Maxwell, Conflicts and Conspiracies: Brazil and Portugal, 1750-1830 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1973); A.J.R. Russell-Wood, "Colonial Brazil: The Gold Cycle, c.1690-
1750," in Leslie Bethel (ed.), The Cambridge History of Latin America: vol. 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1984), 547-600; Francisco Bethencourt & Kirti Chaudhuri (direc.) História da 
Expansão Portuguesa Volume 3: O Brasil na Balança do Império (1697-1808) (Lisbon: Temas e 
Debates e Autores, 1997).  
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narrative in the first place, and secondly, how this endeavour requires us to divorce 

ourselves, to a significant extent, from a reliance on the records of the time as the 

primary basis with which to construct this narrative.  Furthermore, the wholesale 

neglect of the eighteenth century Estado in the historiography concerned with the 

history of the expansion of European colonial power on the subcontinent and the 

wider Indian Ocean, more broadly, has served to obscure the commercial and political 

activities of Hindu merchants as collaborators, resistors, brokers and agents of 

European colonial rule on the subcontinent. 

The Neglect of the Eighteenth Century in the History of the Estado da 

Índia  

The task of constructing an overview of the Estado during the period at hand 

is hampered by the paucity of secondary literature concerned specifically with 

eighteenth century Portuguese India and to an even lesser extent, the nineteenth 

century.23 Furthermore, the widespread neglect of the Portuguese in the 

historiography of the eighteenth century in India and European expansion in the 

region more broadly compounds this difficulty.24  Indeed, this is a fact that has been 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 Indeed, in regards to the nineteenth century, there is very little history and historiography written on 
the Portuguese Estado da Índia during this period and at present the literature is mainly limited to only 
short discussions and chapters in anthological texts on the history of Portugal or that of the overseas 
empire more broadly. However, in addition to Maria de Jesus dos Mártires Lopes’ coordinated volume 
O Império Oriental (1600-1820) on the Portuguese empire in Asia, which stops at the beginning 
decades of the nineteenth century, for some emerging discussions and historiography that touch upon 
the Estado during this period, see for example, Rochelle Pinto, Sidh Losa Mendiratta and Walter 
Rossa, "Reframing the Nineteenth Century," Revista Crítica de Ciências Sociais no.115 (2018): 93-
112; Remy Dias, The Socio-Economic History of Goa with Special Reference to the Communidade 
System: 1750-1810, Doctoral Thesis, Taleigao, University of Goa, 2004; Rochelle Pinto, Between 
Empires: Print and Politics in Goa (New Delhi, Oxford University Press, 2007); Cristiana Bastos, 
"Race, Medicine and the late Portuguese Empire: The role of Goan colonial physicians," Journal of 
Romance Studies 5, no.1 (2005): 23-35; Sandra Ataíde Lobo, "O desassosego goês: cultura e política 
em Goa do liberalism do acto colonial" Unpublished Doctoral Thesis, Faculdade de Ciências Sociais e 
Humanas da Universidade Nova de Lisboa (Lisbon: 2013); idem, "O sujeito, o cidadão e o colonizador 
na Goa dos séculos XIX-XX," in Ângela Barreto Xavier and Cristina Nogueira da Silva (eds.), O 
governo dos outros: poder e diferença no império português (Lisbon: ICS: Imprensa de Ciências 
Sociais da Universidade da Lisboa, 2016), 293-322; idem, "The Languages of the Goan Periodical 
Press, 1820-1933" in José Garcia, Filipa Subtil, Chandrika Kaul, Alexandra Santos (eds.), Media and 
the Portuguese Empire (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 69-86; Joana Passos, "Resistência e 
assimilação colonial na prosa goesa do século XIX," Portuguese Literary and Cultural Studies 
no.17/18 (2010): 99-115.  
24 P.J. Marshall, for example, in his wide ranging analysis of the eighteenth century in Indian history, 
makes only passing references to the Portuguese presence on the subcontinent and oversimplifies their 
complex relations with the British claiming, for example, that 'Portugal, and its colonies were virtual 
satellites of Britain', see P.J. Marshall, (ed.) The Oxford History of the British Empire, vol. II: The 
Eighteenth Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 21. 
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widely noted. As M.N. Pearson has noted, the perceived decline of the empire during 

the seventeenth century meant that the following eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

have been neglected by historians who have concluded that nothing of interest could 

be written about the Portuguese in India.25  The supposed 'devastating decline' 

suffered by the Estado in the first half of the century seventeenth fuelled a purported 

redundancy in engaging with the century that followed, meaning that 'generations of 

Portuguese historians simply turned their backs on the period, while foreign scholars 

focused on the English, the Dutch and the French.'26  

Indeed, with very few exceptions, most notably Maria de Jesus dos Mártires 

Lopes' monograph Tradition and Modernity in Eighteenth-Century Goa and her 

edited volume Nova história da expansã portuguesa 1660-1820, as well as Celsa 

Pinto's Trade and Finance in Portuguese India: a Study of the Portuguese Country 

Trade 1770-1840 and Situating Indo-Portuguese Trade History: A Commercial 

Resurgence, 1770-1830, there exist no synthesis that focus specifically on eighteenth 

century Portuguese India.27 Although both Lopes and Pinto offer both a fundamental 

and invaluable basis with which to construct an overview of the structure of the 

Estado and the nature and impact of reforms, and, especially in the works of Pinto, 

their consequences for Hindu merchants, there still remain fundamental gaps in our 

knowledge of this period. Moreover, the spectre of the ideas of 'decline',  'decadence', 

and 'degeneration' of the Estado continue to colour interpretations of this period of 

transition. Such anxieties were not particular to the Estado but were a result of the 

'consciousness of Portugal's backwardness that was often times qualified as 

decadence.'28 

Moreover, the pervasiveness of the idea of decline is substantiated by the 

records of the period, which overwhelmingly describe a deep state of 'decline' and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 M.N.Pearson, The New Cambridge History of India Vol. I, Part 1: The Portuguese in India 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press: 2008), 144.  
26 A.R. Disney, A History of Portugal and the Portuguese Empire: From Beginnings to 1807, Volume 
2: The Portuguese Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 299.  
27 See also, Bethencourt, “O Estado da Índia,” 250-269; António da Silva Rego, O Ultramar Português 
no século XVIII (1700-1833) (Lisbon: Agência-Geral do Ultramar, 1967); Fritz Hoppe, A África 
Oriental no tempo do Marquês do Pombal (1750-1777) (Lisbon: Agência-Geral do Ultramar, 1970); 
A.R. Disney, "Holding on in India: The Late Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries," in Disney, A 
History of Portugal and the Portuguese Empire, 299-330; M.N. Pearson, "Towards Reintegration" in 
Pearson, The Portuguese in India, 144- 162.  
28 Monteiro, “O Tempo de Pombal,” 358.  
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'decadence'. However, as mentioned previously, constructing a more nuanced analysis 

of the eighteenth century Estado requires maintaining a degree of scepticism vis-à-vis 

the historical records of the period and we must remain cautious in assessing the 

extent to which such emphatic declarations of outright decline were more rhetorical 

appeals to draw attention to the cause of the Estado as a means of justifying deep 

structural change.  As will be argued in the following chapter, purely from an 

economic standpoint, the idea that the Estado suffered complete commercial decline, 

and that Goa was a defunct port is erroneous and contradicted by evidence that proves 

its sustained importance as a global port and entrepôt.  While these rhetorical appeals 

were not entirely unjustified- the Estado did face considerable challenges- historical 

hindsight and deeper analysis make clear that the pervasive anxiety of decline, whilst 

not without grounds also had a clear purpose and helped undergird the agenda of 

reform. As Maria de Jesus dos Mártires Lopes has concluded, although the 

phenomenon of decadence is referred to quite frequently in the documentation, it is 

certainly more moral and institutional rather than politico-military in nature.29 Indeed, 

as the survival and subsequent commercial resurgence of the Estado would suggest, 

decline and decadence were not its only set of circumstances. The Estado in the 

eighteenth century, and even right through into the twentieth century, was important 

for the metropole economically but also in non-economic areas and it was the part of 

the empire where Portugal’s contact was the longest and most extensive.30  

Nevertheless, the phenomenon of decline has clouded judgements regarding 

the actual political and commercial condition of the Estado during this period. Thus, 

before assessing the actual political and commercial context of the Estado during this 

period, it is worth dwelling for a moment on the pervasiveness of the anxiety of 

'decadence' and 'decline.' Importantly, for Hindu merchants, allusions to the 'decline' 

and 'decadence' were powerful rhetorical appeals in their petitions in which they 

lobbied for their interests, articulated grievances, or called for the intervention of the 

state on their behalf, as a means of underscoring how their commercial and fiscal 

contributions were part of the project of all alleviating the 'miserable' state of the 

Estado. However, how did such anxieties fuel and legitimise the wider program of 

reform? To what extent, if any, were Hindu merchants implicated in the perceived 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 Lopes, Tradition and Modernity, 24. 
30 Pearson, The Portuguese in India, 152.  
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decline of the Estado?  Finally, how did commerce emerge as the antidote to the 

decadence of the Estado, and how did this create the conditions for an extended role 

for Hindu merchants?  

The Anxiety of 'Decadence' and 'Decline'  
	  

In 1758 the Viceroy Conde de Saldanha (1758-1765) wrote to the Secretary of 

the State and the Navy and the Overseas that: 

 ‘I find this Government in the most sad situation that is possible, without a 

marina, without troops, almost extinct of commerce, completely finished of 

manufactures, and a people full of misery, who do not live from more than the alms 

and stipends of your Majesty.'31  

The Conde de Saldanha's conclusions sum up quite neatly the perceived state 

of Goa and the main aspects of its decline. In addition to its internal struggles, Goa, 

once 'the Rome of the Orient' had been 'diminished successively in its vitality by the 

Dutch, French, and the English, amputated of the profitable Provínçia do Norte, 

languishing in a commerce gradually ruined by the strength of the other ports and the 

instability of the seas.'32 In sum, what the Portuguese concluded at the time to be the 

main sources threatening the Estado were: the actions of its European competitors, the 

loss of territory, the decline of commerce and the inhospitality of the wider maritime 

space that posed a significant barrier to trade. However, there was an added 'internal' 

force challenging Portuguese hegemony in the Estado and that was the commercial 

dominance of its local, gentio mercantile community. As argued previously, Hindu 

merchants occupied a paradoxical and ambiguous position in the eyes of the colonial 

administration, regarded as both the means to an end, and the cause for such means to 

be undertaken in the first place.  

Indeed, there were widely articulated accusations that Hindu merchants held a 

disproportionate control over the economy of the Estado and that they had caused the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 António de Sousa e Vasconelos Simão de Saldanha, As Cartas de Manuel de Saldnha 1˚ Conde da 
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subsequent decline of the Portuguese merchant in particular. The proposal written by 

Viceroy the Marquêz of Alorna (1744-1750) sent for deliberation in Lisbon, to 

support an application by an Armenian merchant Zacharias Joannes to establish a 

commercial company in Goa, strongly accused Hindu merchants of having an unfair 

dominance on commerce and of forcing out Portuguese merchants who could no 

longer compete.33 It was asked that the counsellors called upon to review the 

application 

 ‘ponder as well that of the little commerce that has been presented in this 

country, it has unfortunately been appropriated by the gentios’ and that ‘as there 

is not one Portuguese merchant, nor native of this land that has the cabedal to 

enter into business of consideration and it is found here only three or four 

people in the service of His Majesty that can promote and take it from the hands 

of the gentios, who with their exorbitant usury make quicker the fall, instead of 

the flourishing, as perhaps would be experimented by the merchants of 

Lisbon.’34 

However, despite the ubiquity of the discourse of 'decline' and 'decadence', 

there was also a strong belief that the Estado must be conserved. However, for this to 

be viable, it had to be strengthened and purged of the internal vicissitudes and 

obstacles afflicting it.  The assuredness that their presence in the region must be 

maintained stemmed from feelings of nationalistic pride that were linked to Portugal's 

status as maritime and colonial power and also, that the entrenched interests of settled 

Portuguese merchants, functionaries and casados had to be protected. As the Conde 

de Saldanha affirmed: he had a ‘firm and inalterable intention to conserve what exists’ 

and ‘to take advantage in better conjuncture the great means that I still have- with the 

advantage over the bigger part of the European nations- to re-establish in Asia, the 

glory of my Crown.’35 Indeed, the Portuguese presence in the Persian Gulf had been 

effectively eliminated by the 1650 after the conquest of Masqat in 1663, by the 

Omanis, and the losses of Cochin and Cannor to the Dutch in 1663 further curtailed 

their dominance in the coastal littoral of the subcontinent. As a result, the Estado 

remained the last significant toehold in the region. Nevertheless, there was a measure 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 BN PBA, Códice 742, fls.131.  
34 BN PBA, Códice 742, fls.131-132.  
35 Saldanha, As Cartas da Manuel Saldanha, 16. 
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of confidence and solace to be found in their 'unique' position as the first established 

European presence in Asia and that the program of reform in the Estado was also 

regarded as return to this foregone era.36  

The Geo-political Context of the Estado da Índia During the Eighteenth 

Century 

Unfortunately for the Portuguese, conserving what existed of the Estado and 

reviving the glory of the Portuguese Crown during this period necessitated grappling 

with the expansionist aspirations of other European powers, ambitions that had a 

direct impact on the Estado. Despite pursuing a policy of containment, shifts in the 

wider political landscape and balances of power in the Deccan and the Konkan had a 

direct impact on the territorial composition of the Estado during the eighteenth 

century and presented severe obstacles to trade.  The eighteenth century heralded 

radical configurations for the Estado and was a new era that forced tension and 

competition with surrounding and emerging powers, as well as the dynamic of war.37 

The Portuguese faced numerous challenges to their sovereignty in light of the 

dissolution of the Mughal Empire, which had energised the territorial ambitions of the 

British and the emerging Indian regional potentates such as the Marathas, Angrias and 

the Bhonsulos.38  These groups not only opposed the presence of the Portuguese in 

these waters, but they also challenged British attempts to control maritime movement 

and trade, signalling an increase in the militarisation of coastal politics and society.39  

The British and the Marathas either wished to completely marginalise the Portuguese 

on the subcontinent or absorb the territories of the Estado within their own. Acutely 

aware of these ambitions and recognising the limitations of both the Estado and the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 Hoppe, A África Oriental, 51.  
37 Bethencourt, “O Estado da Índia,” 250. 
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Crown to pursue similar territorial ambitions without fundamentally risking the entire 

colony, the emphasis on this period was on conservation and minimising the risk of 

hostilities with their neighbours.40 As a result, unlike other European powers, the 

Portuguese, in a further demonstration of the pragmatism of the period, did not pursue 

overt political or territorial expansionist ambitions aimed at augmenting their political 

and commercial presence in the region. Nevertheless, conflicts between the British 

and the French in Europe had manifested themselves in the Indian Ocean, similarly 

affecting the flow of commercial traffic in and out of Goa, and forcing the Portuguese 

to evaluate their position amongst these hostilities.  

These upheavals also affected Hindu merchants in Goa whose trade networks 

mirrored that of the Estado and who were partially dependent on the ships of the 

Carreira, the Naus da Viagem as well as private ships of Lisbon-based merchants, for 

the import and export of their goods to Europe, Brazil, Mozambique and elsewhere in 

the empire. Their lucrative contracts for commodities such as pepper, textiles and 

spices, as well as their near monopoly of the sale of tobacco in the Estado all 

depended on the regular ability of ships to touch in the port of Goa. If Goa were 

blockaded, these merchants would also suffer significant commercial losses; in 

Vencatexa Camotin, for example, petitioned the king to help retrieve a cargo of rice 

originating from Mangalore that had been seized by the Bonsulo near Angediva.41   

Concomitantly, Hindu subjects of the Estado were drawn into responding and 

managing these hostilities, occupying positions as translators, diplomatic 

intermediaries and key figures in the military as sepoys, and merchants provisioned 

the diplomatic envoys sent on negotiation missions and visiting envoys that had 

travelled to the Estado. Moreover, the revenue needed to sustain the military 

responses to these hostilities was also extracted from their capital. As a declaration 

authored by a group of 'gentio vassals' from the Islands of Goa and the provinces of 

Salsete and Bardes remarks, these merchants 'giving all proof of their loyalty, paying 

not just the due foros and Rights of the Real Fazenda, but contributing always to the 

tributes and pensions imposed in the functions of war' as they had done 'in the wars of 

the Maratha Bonsulo in the year 1739' which was a 'considerable sum' and for which 
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41 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, undated.	  
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they had 'suffered much inconvenience in its satisfaction.'42 As a result, they asked the 

king that they should be 'relieved' of an additional tax known as the xendi tax, which 

had been imposed due to a lack of revenue generated in the Estado.'43  

In short, the regional powers, who at one point or another, directly threatened 

the Estado during this period were the Marathas and the various clans and families 

linked to the Maratha Confederacy such as the Angrias, as well as the Sawants of 

Wadi (also referred to as the Bonsulos), the Siddis of the princely state of Janjira 

along the Konkan coast and the kingdom of Mysore in the Deccan under Hyder Ali 

Khan and Tipu Sultan. Persistent attacks by the Marathas, and the various clans and 

families linked to the Maratha confederacy such as the Angrias in the South and the 

Sidis of Janjira to the North were direct threats to the sovereignty of the Estado and 

affected its terrestrial and maritime trade networks. There were strong fears in both 

Goa and Lisbon that the outcome of these geopolitical conflicts would be the loss of 

the feitorias cutting them off from important supply routes, threaten the interests and 

activities of private merchants, and force the introduction and competition of foreign 

and national goods all of which would reduce customs revenues.44 The Marathas, in 

particular, were a major threat to the Estado and major confrontations, skirmishes and 

provocations were the norm between the two powers over the course of the eighteenth 

century.45 Under the leadership of Shivaji (1627-1680) of the Bhonsale clan, the 

Marathas emerged as a powerful force in the Deccan and the first direct clash between 

the Estado and Maratha forces occurred in 1667 when Shivaji launched a raid against 

the Goan district of Bardez.46 After securing recognition from Delhi in 1719 over the 

majority of the Deccan, which included, amongst other privileges, the right to collect 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 The merchants who had co-signed this declaration were: Gopalla Poy, Vassu Poy and Pondolica Poy; 
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44 Lopes, Tradition and Modernity, 79.  
45 For more on the Marathas and the full extent of their territorial and political ambitions, as well their 
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taxes, the Marathas followed a policy of expansionism whose objective consisted of 

submitting other powers into tributaries of their empire, as was their objective with 

the Estado.47 By the late decades of the seventeenth century, the Marathas controlled 

all the territory bordering the Estado as far north as Daman: by the early eighteenth 

century and between 1723 and 1732, the areas of Daman, Bassein, Chaul and Goa 

were all attacked or threatened by Maratha marauders and the viceroy was subjected 

to repeated demands for chauth.48 Indeed, the 1730s represented a decade of severe 

loss for the Portuguese to the Marathas. The loss of Bassein and Chaul and the 

complicated set of alliances that the Marathas had established with the English and 

the Dutch resulted in a dramatic decrease in power of the Siddis of Janjira. The Sidi 

fort on the Konkan coast, which was held in their contral for more than one hundred 

years, was besieged by the Marathas and led to the further marginalisation of the 

Portuguese enclaves of Goa and Daman.49 In 1740, the Portuguese suffered a heavy 

defeat at sea when the chief of the Maratha navy, the ‘pirate’ Kanhoji Angria, 

destroyed the Goan fleet.50 Moreover, the Luso-Maratha war of 1737-1740 was 

particularly costly to the Portuguese and it took a heavy toll on their shipping and 

property and the loss of the Província do Norte (the Northern Province), particularly 

the loss of the province of Bassein in 1739 during the Battle of Vasai was also a 

commercial, fiscal (the rendas of these villages were significant), political and moral 

blow.51  

 In September 1740, a peace treaty was signed between the Portuguese and the 

Marathas in which they committed to paying heavy restitution costs and were forced 

to formally acknowledge the loss of the Província do Norte; the Marathas in return, 

withdrew themselves from Salsette, Bardez and the fort of S. Jerónimo in Daman.52 

As we shall see over the following chapters, the merchant Upea Camotin who will be 

a recurring figure as both merchant and political intermediary was also involved in 
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brokering this peace deal.53 During the 1740s and 1750s, the Marathas gradually 

began to shift their attention to the north of India and in 1761 they suffered a 

disastrous defeat at the hands of a largely Afghan army and became weakened and 

divided. Nevertheless, by the 1760s, the Portuguese also had to contend with the 

growth of other regional powers that had begun to replace the Marathas, particularly 

the kingdom of Mysore under Hyder Ali Khan (1761-1783) and then Tipu Sultan 

(1783-1799).54 Moreover, the British often had a stake and common interest in 

'allowing' these combined forces to weaken the position of the Portuguese in India. 

Despite the appeals of the viceroy in Goa, the British did not, for example, come to 

the aid of the Portuguese during the Luso-Maratha wars.55  

Indeed, attacks by the Marathas in particular had a detrimental impact on 

commerce and created obstacles for potential 'foreign' investors interested in 

establishing their commerce in the Estado. For example, the preamble of the proposal 

and plan that was sent to the Junta da Fazenda in Lisbon for consultation by the 

Marquês de Távora on the 31st of January 1751, explained the difficulties faced by 

the Armenian merchant Zacharias Joannes, who wished to establish himself in Goa 

and create a company aimed at trade with Bengal and the Coromandel Coast. It was 

elaborated, that Joannes had attempted to establish a commercial presence in the 

Estado five years earlier in 1746, and had freighted goods on his own account on the 

Nau Conceição, but this ship had been 'taken by the Marathas.'56 Given the five-year 

gap in Joannes' efforts, it appears that he was sufficiently deterred by the seizure of 

the ship upon which he had freighted goods, to at least give pause in his attempts to 

establish himself in Goa. Given that Joannes was, according to the Viceroy, 'a person 

of credit, with houses of commerce established in Surat on the Coromandel Coast and 

in Bengal' and the strong support for his plans given 'the decadence in which 

commerce is found, and how useful and necessary its reestablishment is for the 
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conservation of this State', it was considered to be quite a significant loss for the 

Estado.57   

Despite the blow of the loss of the Província do Norte, from 1747 onwards, 

the Portuguese were able to stabilise their position in India and even embarked on a 

brief campaign of territorial expansion between 1747 and 1763-the greatest ever in 

the history of the Estado, which expanded its borders through the incorporation of the 

territories of the Novas Conquistas (New Conquests).58  Indeed, the redrawn territorial 

boundaries of the Estado after the incorporation of the Novas Conquistas roughly 

constitute the boundary lines of the state of Goa today. Once again, in a 

demonstration of the overarching attitude of pragmatism and containment, the 

acquisition of the of the territories of the Novas Conquistas was achieved not through 

a purposeful and aggressive campaign of conquest, but through a diplomatic process 

in which the territories were ceded through treaties and concessions from the King of 

Sunda. The King of Sunda, after witnessing half of his territories being annexed by 

the forces of Hyder Ali Khan of Mysore, requested the Portuguese for assistance and 

sought refuge in Goa in January 1764 and in exchange for this protection, he was 

forced to cede the provinces of Ponda, Zambaulim, Canacona and Cabo da Rama to 

the Portuguese.59  These territories were not restituted and were integrated into the 

territories of the Crown creating a territorial corridor that acted as an intermediary 

zone of protection or buffer between the Velhas Conquistas and neighbouring Indian 

powers.60 In sum, this burst of expansionism achieved through a 'combination of 

military action and diplomatic bargaining' resulted in the Estado being 'transformed 

into a more coherent and manageable territorial entity.'61 Importantly, the 

incorporation of these territories with their majority Hindu population had, as we shall 

see later in this chapter, an impact on the religious and socio-cultural policies in the 

periods following their addition, with the Portuguese adopting a more pragmatic and 

tolerant approach to the pre-existing Hindu practices of the populace. As a result, 

there was a 'permissive' policy introduced by the Viceroy the Conde de Alva Luís de 
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Mascarenhas, which allowed for religious ceremonies and the construction of Hindu 

temples, but this was later reversed by Pombal. 

This period of expansion however was an anomaly for the Portuguese and the 

Estado who, as underscored earlier, followed a policy of stabilising, conserving and 

protecting the territories already in their control. Indeed, under strict instructions from 

Pombal, authorities in Goa were only to pursue external policies that were 

fundamentally defensive and non-expansionary, and the preservation and 

development of the existing Estado was the top priority.62 However, despite their 

desire to avoid open hostilities and antagonisms with other powers and the a slight 

abatement in the threat posed by the Marathas, the Portuguese still had to contend 

with another emerging regional power and the British political campaign in India was 

a constant and major source of anxiety the Portuguese.63 The Conde de Saldanha 

reported to the king that ‘the only big problem resides in the English Nation who, 

whilst being ally, has been the biggest infestation and the most prejudicial to the 

dominions' and stressed that their main intention was to 'come to ruin your 

commerce.’64 

 Although it has been argued that outright British hegemony in the Indian 

Ocean was only ever established between 1830 and 1914, their earlier aspirations in 

the region had clear consequences for the Portuguese.65 The arrival of the English 

East India Company (hereafter referred to as the EEIC) directly threatened centres of 

Portuguese commercial activity in the region, particularly the feitorias along the 

Malabar and Coromandel coasts, and their commercial and strategic interests in the 

Bay of Bengal. For example, the EEIC and the establishment of their factories in 

Bombay, Vengurla to the north of Goa and Carvar to the south of the Cabo da Rama 
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was a direct conflict of interest to the Portuguese and threatened Goa’s monopoly 

over the production of pepper.66 The British also threatened what remained of the few 

Portuguese possessions on the Coromandel Coast, principally the settlement of São 

Tomé de Meliapor. The Portuguese had occupied and settled Meliapor after its 

conquest from the Qutb Shahi of the Golconda dynasty in 1662.67 On the 5th of 

February 1750, the Viceroy the Marquis of Alorna wrote to the king and the Conselho 

Ultramarino (Overseas Council) regarding the ‘power of the English’ and their 

‘violent usurption' of São Tomé de Meliapor after its occupation by the British in 

1749.68  A clear ‘insult’, the Viceroy advocated for the restitution of S.Tomé as a pre-

emptive action to ‘avoid the consequences that may follow.’69 Presumably, he was 

cautioning against the prospect that the takeover of Meliapor would act as a catalyst 

for the full-scale British conquest of all other Portuguese possessions in South Asia 

and their subsequent expulsion from the region.  

Despite the Viceroy's warnings however, S. Tomé de Meliapor was not 

returned having been incorporated into British Madras in 1749. Nevertheless, his 

prediction that it would lead to the ultimate ruin of the Portuguese in Asia also did not 

materialise.  The clearest manifestation of British dominance over the Portuguese was 

the occupation of Goa by British forces during the Napoleonic Wars between 1799-

1813, the ostensible aim of which was to deny France a political foothold in India.70 

The Portuguese could do little about the situation and Lisbon had no realistic 

alternative to the English alliance which had become a political sine qua non, 

considered vital to the interests of the metropolis and empire, whatever its immediate 

practical limitations in India and the wider region.71 Despite a resentment of their 

'subaltern position vis-à-vis Britain' they were practical reasons to maintain this 

alliance, described as ‘antiquissimo’ that established ‘a firm alliance, peace, unity and 
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reciprocal friendship between the two crowns.’72 The forced political sine qua non 

and the efforts to maintain the alliance, despite objections to British domination were 

a pragmatic acceptance of their own limitations and a clear manifestation of the policy 

of preservation and conservation over antagonism and open hostility.  

As we shall see in chapter two, British dominance over the Bay of Bengal 

ultimately curtailed aspirations on the part of the authorities in Lisbon and Goa to 

establish themselves as a major commercial presence in the region. Nevertheless, Goa 

continued to remain as 'the emporium for exports from Bengal to Europe.'73 It also did 

not eliminate the interests and activities of private traders whose ships continued to 

touch down in the region on the journey to and from Goa. Moreover, several resident 

communities of Portuguese also chose to remain, aligning themselves with the British 

as a means of rooting themselves further.74 The rapid growth and transformation of 

Bombay as a major port overshadowing Goa was also a clear signal of the growing 

dominance of the British in India. However, as will be demonstrated in chapters two, 

four and five, Hindu merchants and Portuguese private traders were able to capitalise 

on this growth and took advantage of its burgeoning economy, forming close 

partnerships and commercial links with English, Parsi, Banian and other private 

traders resident in Bombay and also Mangalore, the latter which was annexed by the 

British in 1799.  

The Portuguese were also forced to contend with French aspirations in the 

Indian Ocean, but they were not viewed as fundamentally threatening as the British 

and relations were generally less antagonistic. It has been argued that the French 

invariably dismissed the Portuguese and Luso-Indian communities as of little 

significance but regarded them as practical and useful allies.75 The nomination of 

Joseph Francois Dupleix as governor of French India in 1741 signalled a new stage in 

the process of the expansion of European companies in the subcontinent, and like the 
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British and the Marathas, they sought to take advantage of the slow disintegration of 

Mughal Empire to impose their presence on the rich provinces of the Deccan.76 The 

Portuguese, for their part, adopted a policy of neutrality and caution in their relations 

with the French. Indeed, Prince Pedro’s rejection in 1670 of Jean Baptiste Colbert’s 

inducement to join an anti-Dutch alliance marked the beginning of a long-standing 

Portuguese tradition of maintaining de facto neutrality with other European powers in 

the region so as not to threaten the Anglo-Portuguese alliance.77 The French on their 

part, tapped into the private networks, expertise and structure of the Portuguese 

empire in India and during the first half of the eighteenth century official contact 

between the two nations were generally warm with the French offering help in the 

form of emergency marine supplies, money, men or arms to help in Goa’s 

confrontations with the Marathas.78 The arrival of the French also signalled new 

opportunities for Hindu merchants and a further European power whose political and 

commercial interests they serviced as brokers.79 By the end of the eighteenth century, 

after the suppression of the Compagnie des Indes in 1769, French territories in Asia 

were reduces to the Mascarene islands (Reunion and Mauritius), a factory in 

Madagascar and scattered settlements on the coasts of India: Mahé, Carical, 

Pondicherry, Ianon and Chandernagore.80 

It has been argued that the British of French did not make concerted attempts 

to eliminate the Portuguese from the region, as they did not dominate spaces 

considered vital to the construction or consolidation of their respective commercial 

empires.81 Nevertheless, the Portuguese 'tradition' of maintaining de facto neutrality 
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served them well and despite the occasional hostile confrontation, over the next 

century, actual war was always carefully avoided and there were no further losses of 

Portuguese possessions in Asia to European rivals.82 The policy of neutrality 

combined with the fact that the Portuguese strenuously reaffirmed their continued 

presence in the region helped to ensure the survival of the Estado and stabilised the 

political and commercial frameworks in which Hindu merchants operated. Moreover, 

Hindu merchants benefitted from the fact that survival necessitated reform and these 

reforms were deliberately targeted to be advantageous to commercial actors.  The 

great impetus to reform is obvious from the abundant legislation concerning the 

Estado and the fact that it followed Brazil in regards to the volume of expenses and 

even revenue, largely surpassing the Portuguese African colonies.83 In order for 

Portugal and its empire to hold steady in the face of growing regional and global 

competition, one of Pombal's central aims was 'to promote rational growth and 

development but at the same time reduce the influence of foreigners and assert 

economic control over the empire more firmly from Lisbon.'84  

Pombaline Reforms and the Estado da Índia During the Eighteenth 

Century 

In order to achieve 'rational growth' and to assert firmer economic control over 

the disparate territories of the empire, structural reform was needed especially to 

increase the efficiency with which the colonies could generate capital and 

economically exploited to their fullest extent. In order for this to occur, the 

bureaucracy and institutions responsible for extracting the capital output of the 

colonies generated through customs revenues, taxes and other profits from trade, had 

to be made more efficient, transparent, free of corruption and other illegal practices 

that diverted capital from the royal coffers. To guarantee the exclusivity of the 

revenue of the empire for the metropole, Pombal also sought to curtail foreign 

commerce with the Portuguese colonies.85 As such, the reforms that were decreed for 

the Estado were intimately related with others ordained for the metropole and the 
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other overseas possessions, especially Brazil, with whom the authorities sought to 

stimulate and consolidate inter-colonial commerce.86  

In order to improve the colonial bureaucracy and the administrative systems 

upon which the colonies were governed, it was first determined that the structure of 

the Portuguese overseas empire and its component parts required greater cohesiveness 

and territorial integrity. This was no small feat: the Portuguese empire was a vast, 

global administrative and economic system, one that was undergirded by a wide and 

complex web of competing official, private and clandestine interests.87 There was an 

attempt, therefore, to transform the structure of the network of territorial stopovers 

that formed part of the network of maritime routes-the defining characteristic of the 

Portuguese empire in the East-into autonomous entities that were economically, 

strategically and politically viable in themselves and not just by virtue of being part of 

said network.88 Pombal, greatly influenced by the theory of the colonial pact- a theory 

that affirmed that the colonies existed only to ensure a favourable trade balance for 

the metropolis- established dictates that sought to eradicate ‘colonial dualism’ and to 

make each territory directly dependent on the central government.89 It was thought 

that this would further allow each colony to continue at its own pace of development 

without letting the supposed decadence of one affect the other.90 As a result, there was 

an administrative separation of Mozambqiue from Goa and the Estado in 1752, and of 

Macao and Timor in 1844.91 The creation of the Erário Regio (Royal Treasury) by 

royal decree on the 22nd of December 1761 sought to centralise the financial 

administration of Portugal and its colonies, especially in the control of taxes.92 There 

was a strong belief that a veritable mercantilist and productive colonial economy 

could not properly function or sustain itself if the bureaucracy and administrators who 

were to regulate it were corrupt and inefficient. Pombal, wary of nepotism within the 

colonial administrations, and of the corruption that diverted capital away from the 
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Fazenda Real, sought to strengthen the judiciary and in 1757 prohibited commerce on 

the personal account of colonial administrators.93  

However, despite the urge towards greater centralisation to the metropole, 

there were some concessions granted to the peripheries in allowing local colonial 

administrations to articulate their own reforms and enact legislation according to their 

own discretion.94 Whilst the Viceroy had a degree of freedom in defining the interests 

of the Portuguese, especially in managing their relations with other powers, forging 

alliances or mounting counter-attacks, for example, the structural problems caused by 

the geographical distance was still an issue.95 In an effort to remedy this 

dysfunctionality, a royal charter issued on the 9th of April 1778 established a 

Legislative Board as in the British colonies, with a Governor, three high court judges 

and a secretary which had the powers to establish any provisional alterations and 

reforms, as well as proposals deemed fit for the Estado as only in loco could the case 

be known better.96 Nevertheless, in a clear demonstration to which the Estado and the 

overseas empire were in a state of flux and that often, the colonies served as a 

laboratory for the success and failure of certain policies, a letter written to the 

Viceroy, presumably written by a group of merchants in the Estado (although this is 

unclear due to a lack of clear authorship of the document) demonstrates the extent to 

which legislation enacted in the metropolis, without a great appreciation of the 

particular conditions of the colonies, could do more harm than good. Highlighting the 

dissonance that often marked relations between the metropole and periphery the 

Viceroy's letter emphasised that even though free commerce had been declared, it was 

redundant if not properly enforced.97 According to the letter, the Governor of the 

coast had ordered the Vedor (Treasurer/Chief Financial Officer) of the ports in Senna, 

Sofala and Inhambane and the Fort of Mozambique itself  ‘which were the most 

useful to business’ to increase tributes, especially of those goods that are increased 

such as that of having to pay for each slave eleven cruzados and the other of 4 ½% for 
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customs rights’ that it has made ‘commerce so heavy that today we find this city in 

the ultimate decadence.’98 It was therefore requested of the Viceroy 'take the 

convenient and favourable resolution for this Estate that is the most prejudiced and 

dependent on the aforementioned commerce.'99  

More finite administrative reforms implemented in the Estado touched several 

areas of public life and generally endeavoured to establish norms for bookkeeping, set 

criteria for revenue collection, the cutback of offices and expenses and to impose 

rules for uniformity in public law.100 The aim to centralise and instil greater 

coherency also established a system and policy of set customs duties and uniformity 

of weights and measures.101 Despite the multivalent program of reform, the general 

feature of the political framework and government of the Estado did not radically 

change and remained more or less stable. The political framework and administration 

based in Goa, which consisted of the Viceroy or governor, the Archbishop, the Vedor 

da Fazenda, the Chanceler (Chief Justice of the High Court), the Secretário do 

Estado Secretary of State) the tribunals, councils, the juntas (commission boards)  and 

the religious orders, generally maintained themselves as routine.102 Moreover, it has 

been argued that there was little disruption to the pre-existing, ‘traditional’, mainly 

village based structures that pre-dated the arrival of the Portuguese which, although 

increasingly integrated into the colonial administrative fold as evidenced by the 

publication of a novo regimento  (instruction) in 1735, nevertheless still maintained 

key features of their pre-Portuguese mode of government.103 

The administrative infrastructures that witnessed a substantial level of 

legislative reform was the commercial sphere, and it was this sector that had the most 

direct and beneficial impact on the Estado’s community of Hindu merchants. 

Moreover, such structural reforms and the extent of their impact was not limited to 

those implemented in the Estado but restrictions, customs duties and regulations in 

the other colonies such as Brazil, for example, could have greatly limited the 

movement and entry of the commodities of Hindu merchants into these ports. The 
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removal of such barriers was thus directly advantageous to their commercial 

activities. Importantly, Hindu merchants were able to capitalise on the growing and 

inextricable link between its political and commercial spheres, which allowed them 

further transform themselves into important political and administrative actors as 

well. Which main thrust of legislative reforms in the commercial sector, therefore, 

had the most direct benefit for Hindu merchants?  

The Benefits of Pombaline Commercial Reforms for Hindu Merchants in Goa 

Concerns regarding the economic health of the Estado and Portugal's 

commercial strength in the Indian Ocean region also manifested themselves towards 

the end of the seventeenth century. In this vein, the Portuguese grappled with the 

reality that although they were 'first' to take advantage and exploit the considerable 

sums of money to be made from the Asia trade, unlike many other European powers 

in the region, they were now the ones deriving the least lucrative profits.104  In 1745, 

for example, the viceroy Marquês do Castelo Novo informed the Secretary of State, 

that India would only be able to conserve itself through force and through 

commerce.105 Similarly, Pombal affirmed that 'the balance of commerce makes that of 

power'; reinstituting the Estado as a commercial power was thus a means of 

equalising Portugal’s place amongst the emerging European powers in the region, and 

indeed in Europe.106 Importantly- and to the great advantage of Hindu merchants in 

the Estado, the series of orders and royal decrees that formed part of the new 

legislation designed to liberate and stimulate commerce both in context and spirit.107  

In both Lisbon and Goa, it was considered that the keys to the survival of the 

Estado were: the regeneration of its commercial economy, the improvement of the 

military, marina and navy to increase its fortification, the protection and better 

management of commercial maritime traffic, increasing agriculture and the 

establishment of factories for the production of textiles in order to generate greater 

self-sufficiency.108 Regenerating the commercial economy of the Estado required 

reforming the institutions and regimes of commerce, the liberalization of trade, the 
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(limited) creation of monopolistic companies, and the stimulation and structural 

support of the activities of private traders. The extent to which Pombal, influenced by 

how the cultivation of private enterprise had benefited both Great Britain and 

Holland, vehemently sought to support a strong private mercantile elite in Lisbon and 

privileged the activities of certain private traders, was reflected in the granting of 

monopolies and licences to prominent traders such as Felix von Oldenburg, to 

conduct trade in Asia.109  Pombaline reforms led to an overhaul of the customs 

administrative system and the Alfândega de Goa (Customs House of Goa) and a range 

of measures were implemented to try and improve the actual functioning of the 

Alfândega, and the overall customs and tax regime. The ultimate goal was to 

incentivise commercial activity by improving and modernising the collection of 

revenue and to promote the interests of private merchants by ‘removing the extortions 

and vexations which overwhelm the traders.’110 In line with the overarching 

preoccupation of 'decadence' and 'decline', it was assessed that the ‘degradation of the 

public revenue collection’ and the ‘corruption of its agents’ required intense 

restructuring and purging.111 In April 1771, for example, all perceived sources of 

inefficiency and corruption were rooted out and the staffing pattern restructured; this 

process was to be continued over the next three years.112 Pombal’s most significant 

impact in the customs administrative system was his Regimento of the 20th of January 

1774 which dealt the arrival and departure of ships how they should enter the ports, 

the manner of unloading and loading cargoes, a system to curb smuggling and other 

measures, and significantly, fixed import and export duties at 5 per cent and 2 per cent 

respectively.113 However, despite these sweeping changes aimed at streamlining the 

customs regiment, it appears to have resulted in greater inconveniences and 
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restrictions for merchants as manifested in a fall in State customs revenues, which 

was only overcome when the Regimento was amended in 1780.114  

One of the key tenants of Pombaline commercial reform was the liberalisation 

of commerce, a goal that was highly conducive to the commercial activities of Hindu 

merchants. Between 1755 and 1768, trade was progressively liberalised across the 

overseas empire; commerce in Asia was liberalised between 1760 and 1768 and to 

stimulate trade with the east African territories, Lisbon authorised the free movement 

of ships from Goa, Diu and Daman who wanted to conduct direct trade in the 

dependent ports of Mozambique.115  Liberalising commerce also required reducing 

the barriers to intra-colonial trade and the movement, import and export of 

commodities between the overseas territories.  In 1775, towards the end of Pombal's 

ministry, regulations were relaxed enough to permit more or less unrestricted and 

direct trade between Bahia and Goa and this was further enabled by widespread 

reductions in customs duties and other tariffs that were introduced at the ports of the 

Estado.116 During the reign of D. Maria I (1777-1816), Luso-Brazilian commerce and 

navigation to the Estado was particularly encouraged. Given, as we shall see in 

chapter two, the sheer profitability of intra-Asian or country trade, and that of intra-

colonial trade with Mozambique and Brazil in particular for Hindu merchants, such 

measures were highly beneficial to their trade. Several merchants based in Lisbon 

were granted transhipment rights and facilities and mercês that provided for increased 

privileges and/or customs exemptions from the Crown that permitted the free 

movement of their ships to India and other ports in Asia.117 Fom 1760 onwards 

residents of Goa, Daman and Diu were allowed to trade whichever commodity at 

whichever Port without reservation or exception.118  

In 1757, with the declaration of free commerce, the limits to the trade in 

textiles were removed and imports to Mozambique in particular substantially 

increased.119 Furthermore, a series of alvarás between 1783 and 1811 were instituted 
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aimed specifically at stimulating commerce in the Estado by boosting and facilitating 

the re-export of textiles through Goa, Daman, Diu and Surat to Portugal and the rest 

of the empire; export duties on goods from Goa were lowered and transhipment fees 

set at the rate of 4%.120 Textiles, as will be elaborated in greater detail in chapter two, 

formed a significant bulk of the re-export trade of Hindu merchants, especially to 

Lisbon and Brazil. Such measures thus greatly lowered the economic barriers to 

Hindu merchants engaging in overseas trade and made the enterprise of pursuing 

trade with the metropole a much more attractive prospect. For both Lisbon and the 

Estado, maritime commercial traffic into Goa, Daman and Diu contributed vital funds 

for the coffers of the Estado: between 1748 and 1749, income from customs duties 

only provided 8% of all total revenues but this figure rose to 16% in 1759, 30% in 

1786, and by 1810, revenue generated from customs duties had reached 48%.121 

Merchants were also aided by other concessions such as the granting of trans-

shipment facilities for goods, the improvement of port, depository and warehouse 

facilities, and greater freedom for the docking of ships.122 Moreover, the 1 per cent tax 

levied on merchants, which was used for the reconstruction of the city of Goa, and 

which was particularly burdensome when combined with the 5 per cent tax they 

already had to pay at customs, was lifted after the King acceded to the argument that 

they should not be afflicted with one tax from whom other 'social classes' were 

exempt. Prior to the 1770s, export and import taxes were fixed at 6 percent and 9 

percent respectively but in January 1774, the new tax structure reduced import duties 

to 5 per cent and export duties to 3 per cent and certain commodities such as rice, 

wheat, salt and cattle were exempted from customs duties at all.123   

Alongside policies aimed at fomenting and supporting private trade, there 

were continued attempts to form monopolistic commercial companies; these were not 

state-led attempts but they were to be bankrolled and funded by private merchants but 

were to be stimulated and given preferential treatment through the granting of state 

sanctioned monopolies. Indeed, there was strong held belief that the recuperation of 

commerce depended on the creation of a company, taking as an example the 
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successes of the English Company and the Dutch VOC.124 Such a conviction was not 

novel to the eighteenth century and there were already attempts to form commercial 

companies in Portugal and the Estado in the previous century. Between 1628 and 

1633, the short-lived Companhia da Índia or India Company, was created to resolve 

the problems associated with the Carreira da Índia by easing the strain on royal 

resources by attracting private investment but this level of investment for the Asian 

enterprise was never achieved.125  In 1753, under the initiative of Pombal and the 

prominent merchant Felix von Oldenburg, the Companhia de Comércio da Ásia was 

formed to further private trade between Asia and the other colonies, specifically 

Brazil and held a ten-year monopoly of all the commerce of Asia between Lisbon and 

Goa.126 Reflective once again of Pombal's strong belief in the importance of private 

trade and traders, he stressed that this initiative could only be successful with the 

input of those merchants who were 'very versed, in the practice of Oriental 

commerce.'127 The Company, however, was a failure, the primary reasons for which 

was the loss of ships anchored in the Tagus estuary during the earthquake of 1755 and 

was liquidated by Oldenburg in 1760.128 After the failure and incapability to establish 

a general Portuguese India Company, several attempts were made to create smaller, 

regionally oriented companies such as the Companhia de Bengala and the Companhia 

de Macau; in both cases, as will be discussed in greater detail in chapter two, Hindu 

mercantile capital, knowledge, investment and participation was encouraged. With the 

aim of stimulating the commerce of the Brazilian captaincies of the state of Grão Pará 

and Maranhão and Pernambuco e Paraíba, two monopolistic commercial companies 

were created: the Companhia Geral de Comércio de Grão Pará e Maranhão (the 

General Company of the Commerce of the state of Grão Pará and Maranhão) founded 

in 1755, and the Companhia Geral de Comércio de Pernambuco e Paraíba (the 

General Company of the Commerce of the state of Pernambuco e Paraíba) founded in 

1759. As we shall see in the following chapter, Hindu merchants in Goa had direct 
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links with both these companies and were involved in the commerce they conducted 

between Brazil and Goa.  

It has been argued that Hindu merchants enjoyed monopolies that would have 

been affected by the creation of companies who would then be conceded these rights, 

monopolies that were indispensable to their private profits.129 Despite the fact that 

these merchants had the most economic resources and that there was a lack of 

Portuguese capital available in Goa, the authorities took a cautionary route and 

deemed it prudent, in the face of the apparent disinterest demonstrated by Hindu 

merchants, not to exert any official pressure on them to either form or invest in 

commercial companies fearing their exodus from the city.130  However, as will be 

further demonstrated in chapter two, Hindu merchants were significant investors and 

owned considerable stocks in commercial companies formed in Goa, and played an 

important role in the administrative structure of these companies.  The Count of Ega 

declared that due to the ‘decadence in which the habitants of this city are found’ and 

according to Royal Orders, as part of the establishment of commerce was the 

formation of a Company for the coast of Bengal was confirmed, with privileges and 

liberties granted to those interested.131 The Companhia de Bengala formed in 1760 

consisted of a mixed group of eighty seven merchants who invested stocks- fifty of 

whom were Portuguese and twenty-nine of whom were Hindu.132 It was hoped that 

the Companhia, by tapping into the lucrative trade to Bengal, would not only increase 

customs revenue but also encourage further commerce to the ports of Africa and 

China.133 Despite these high hopes, however, in line with the fate that followed most 

such attempts, the Companhia de Bengala was liquidated by order of the king in 

1768. Fritz Hoppe, for example, has proposed how plans fed since 1751 in Portuguese 

India to set up a company for the commerce with Bengal were extinguished due to the 

lack of capital and for threats made to Goa by the English and Indians.134 The failure 

of these companies as collective, state sponsored bodies of commercial action coupled 

with the reduced economic power of the state, consolidated the already significant and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
129 Magalhães, “As tenativas de recuperação asiática,” 52. 
130 Lopes, NHEP, 231.  
131 HAG MR 200-148A, fls. 113.  
132 HAG MR 200-148A, fls. 113.  
133 Saldanha, As Cartas de Manuel Saldanha 27.  
134 Hoppe, A África Oriental Português, 225.  



	  

48	  

	  

dominant role of private traders in the commerce of the Estado and the wider Asian 

trade. 

Amongst other state-led efforts to generate greater self-sufficiency and 

economic development, measures put forward to establish manufacturing in the 

Estado by setting up textile factories to reduce their reliance on importing valuable 

textiles and cloth from manufacturing centres such as Surat. The tenent of self-

sufficiency was fundamental to Pombal's mercantilist vision; generating raw materials 

and goods that could be finished in the metropole or elsewhere would diminish the 

expenses of obtaining them and the materials needed to produce them would be paid 

for by the finished product.135 Textile factories, such as the famous one in Combarjua, 

were also opened in the regions of Tana, Bettim and Porpangim, as well as Goa, 

Daman and Diu, with the aim of producing cloth for export to Brazil, Lisbon, the 

African coast and also India itself 136 To further stimulate this sector of the colonial 

economy, there were several protectionist measures put in place; for example the 

textiles produced by these factories were exempt from customs duties both in Goa and 

the Kingdom.137 Alongside implementing the actual means and structure for these 

factories, the authorities in Goa understood that they both needed to foment the skills 

and knowledge needed for manufacturing cloth, as well as the raw materials. There 

was thus an attempt to attract skilled workers and artisans to settle in Goa and a plan 

to expand cotton plantations.138  

In 1753, for example, the Viceroy issued an order to the Vedor Geral da 

Fazenda, to send six people who were nominated to travel from Goa to the officio in 

Diu, accompanied by a royal soldier and with a monthly stipend of ten xerafins for 

themselves and four xerafins for their families in Goa, in order for them to learn the 

'skill of printing and that of painters of cotton cloth.'139 It was stressed by the Viceroy 

the Marquez de Tavora on the 5th of January, 1753, that the 'main point of this 

business is that these apprentices are made capable to become Masters and that they 

come to establish here a factory of his Majesty's wish' and that they too 'would be able 
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to facilitate the lessons and exercise of others.'140  However, in a similar manner to the 

factors that had caused the failure and short-lived nature of the commercial 

companies, structural problems and a lack of interest on the part of private traders to 

invest meant that these factories were largely unsuccessful ventures. Despite the 

efforts of the authorities in Lisbon and Goa and momentary periods of success that 

saw the increased production and improvement in the quality of the cloth, these 

results did not last long and their expenses were often higher than the revenue 

generated thus forcing the closure of the factories.141 The Fabrica de Combarjua, for 

example, which was the primary factory for textile production, ran at a loss and others 

at Betim. Taleigão, Mandur, Divar, Talaulim and Mapusa were also closed either due 

to a shortage of cotton or other reasons.142 Moreover, in 1752, there was a public call 

or invitation for potential investors for the creation of a factory for white cotton cloth 

in Goa but the authorities had trouble in finding people who were interested and 

willing to commit their capital.143  

More beneficial to the commercial interests of Hindu merchants, self-

sufficiency was to be supported by increased agricultural production, a policy that 

was partly influenced by the beliefs of the viceroys and governors of the Estado, such 

as the Conde de Ega (1758-65) and José Pedro da Câmara (1774-9), who had been 

influenced by Physiocratic ideas and were eager to improve agriculture.144 The Conde 

de Ega, Viceroy between 1758 and 1765, in a bid to encourage greater self-

sufficiency, made considerable efforts to instruct the people on how to cultivate the 

land and both he and his successors subsidized municipal councils, made 

improvements and encouraged people to develop uncultivated land and undertake 

traditional agricultural and others deemed suitable.145 Indeed, the territories of the 

Estado already produced agricultural products such as coconuts, coconut based 

products such as coir, as well as other products such as areca but it relied heavily on 

imports of rice, spices and other commodities. As such, conflicts with neighbouring 

powers as described previously that disrupted vital lines of supply of commodities 

such as rice from the kingdom of Kanara were a particular cause of concern.  
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As the Estado was a primarily agrarian society it was thus not a sector that 

could be ignored; from the 1770s onwards, the Governor José Pedro da Câmara 

introduced a vigorous program of agricultural development, a major objective of 

which was to make Goa self-sufficient in rice production.146 This program of 

agricultural development continued in the following decades. From the 1780s 

onwards, there were attempts to produce cotton and pepper; both were lucrative items 

for export but cotton was particularly prized for the Indo-Portuguese commerce of 

cotton to Macau and China that became predominant during the 1780s.147 Despite 

once again, high hopes of the revolutionary potential of these reforms, the Estado did 

not become wholly self-sufficient nor a prime exporter of agricultural commodities 

beyond what had been produced in the previous years. Although between 1770 and 

1790, for example, there was a considerable increase in the production of rice- 

increasing 136% between 178-1791 alone- and there was moderate success in the 

cultivation of other foodstuffs such as coffee and manioc, the results were not as 

successful as expected.148 As will be demonstrated in chapter two, Hindu merchants 

exported a number of agricultural commodities and food stuffs such as mangoes, 

coconuts and coconut based products such as coir rope and husked rice to ports such 

as Bombay and Mozambique.  Improvements in the agricultural sector thus facilitated 

the range and quality of goods that they could export.  

The Impacts of Pombaline Commercial Reform 
	  

As we have seen, the program for commercial reform during this period was 

vast and ambitious and whilst it is difficult to concretely measure the total outcome(s) 

of these policies, there are clear indicators that it did, to the direct benefit of Hindu 

merchants, have a host of positive and concrete outcomes for the commerce and 

economy of the Estado. In this vein, there were periods in which commerce grew and 

expanded and the Estado and private Portuguese and Hindu traders, both Hindu 

merchants in Goa and Banian traders active in Mozambique, Daman and Diu, were 

able to successfully capitalise on the liberalised conditions of trade.149 Maritime 
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commercial traffic between Portugal and Asia expanded sharply, increasing from just 

one or two ships a year to as many as twenty by the mid 1780s150 One further firm 

indication that trade and commerce grew during this period was the increase in 

revenue for the Fazenda Real. As Lopes has outlined, commercial revival in Goa 

manifested itself in the budget of the Estado: before 1770 and especially during the 

period between 1743 and 1769, the Fazenda Real registered a deficit but the situation 

changed after 1780, and between 1820, there was a balance.151 Furthermore, between 

1748-1749, customs revenues consisted only 9% of the total revenue of the state but 

rose to 16% in 1759, 30% in 1786 and 48% by 1810, thus indicating the importance 

of trade and the fact that the Estado remained a commercial empire during this 

period.152 Hindu merchants in Goa and the considerable capital that they generated 

through the import and export of goods contributed greatly to the increase in customs 

revenues.  

Concomitantly, the fact that trading conditions were stable and that trade was 

increasing stimulated greater incentives for these merchants to engage in 

entrepreneurial commerce and boosted incentives for investment.  Indeed, it appears 

that the efforts to stimulate private trade was successful as between the period 

between 1770-1830, Lisbon-based merchants trading to Asia sent a year minimum of 

3-4 private ships which was double the annual average number of Carreira ships. 

Lisbon once again began to attract European commodities for the Asia trade; it also 

grew in importance as a port for traders, especially private British merchants and 

firms who direct access to various markets and goods in India and the Far East 

without having to make direct contact with India, and as a redistribution point to the 

Mediterranean.153 Lisbon's growing status as a commercial entrepôt was greatly aided 

by its policy of neutrality during the Napoleonic wars during the late 1790s whereby 

it maintained itself as a neutral port, and as a result it became a key distribution centre 

of Indian cottons and textiles, as well as a significant re-supplier of bullion.154 As we 
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shall see in the following chapters, Hindu merchants were major players in the 

Lisbon-Goa trade link and one of the primary exporters of cloth, which they often 

consigned on the private ships of their Portuguese trading partners and thus had 

firstly, much to gain from Lisbon’s renewed importance and a significant role in 

helping to consolidate its status as significant global port. Moreover, Hindu merchants 

such as the Mhami Kamat family, as we shall see in chapters four and five, 

established strong links with Lisbon-based private traders and were keen importers of 

goods produced in the metropolis, which they re-exported from the Goa.   

A further outcome of the extent to which commerce was hegemonic in the 

Pombaline program for reform was, as mentioned previously, the growing sense of 

practical pragmatism and increasing socio-religious tolerance that accompanied it. 

Commercial reforms and the drive towards regenerating the economy depended to a 

significant extent on the participation, input, capital and acumen of local Hindu 

merchants. Indeed, it is telling that the many state led initiatives elaborated above, 

particularly the failure of certain companies and the closure of the textile factories 

failed where Hindu mercantile interest in them was low. In turn, this necessarily 

overrode concerns to forcibly convert these gentiles and assimilate them into the 

Catholic fold. Pombal, influenced by the secular ideals of the Enlightenment and an 

underlying suspicion of the power of religious bodies such as the Jesuits was critical 

to creating such environment of lesser intolerance.155 As will be further analysed in 

chapter three, Hindus in the Estado still fought and litigated for their socio-religious 

and cultural rights as these were still limited and forcibly curtailed by the Portuguese 

colonial state. It was believed that the disproportionate power held by the Jesuits 

created a barrier of fear between the Portuguese and their indigenous subjects was 

contrary to the enforcement of a proper mercantilist system, which would require 

productive commercial classes and the regular circulation of goods and capital.156 

Importantly, the combined forces of practical pragmatism, the dominance of 

commercial reform and a desire to limit the power of religious bodies such as the 

Jesuits created conditions that allowed for a gradual and piecemeal expansion in the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
155 The suppression of the Jesuits and Pombal's anti-Jesuitism was long standing and intimately linked 
to events in Brazil, specifically apprehensions regarding Jesuit power and influence vis-à-vis Guarani 
Indians in the missionary territories of the Sete Povos and as a reaction to Jesuit criticisms against the 
creation of the monopolistic commercial company the Companhia Geral do Comércio do Grão Pará e 
Maranhão, see Monteiro, "O Tempo do Pombal'," 61-362. 
156 Hoppe, A África Oriental, 163-164.  



	  

53	  

	  

limited socio-religious and cultural freedoms afforded to Hindu merchants and other 

Hindu subjects of the Estado; this will be analysed in greater detail in chapters three 

and five.  

Socio-cultural and Religious Reforms in the Estado da da Índia During the 

Eighteenth Century 

The extent to which commerce should be prioritised over questions of 

religious and cultural intolerance, was, as reflected in the documentation of the time, a 

subject of recurring debate throughout this period and was often an issue of conflict 

between the administrative and commercial branches of the of the Estado, and the 

ecclesiastical orders. The latter was often particularly resistant to measures proposed 

to allow greater religious liberties and virulently expressed their opposition to any 

such proposals. A letter dated the 26th of August 1752, from the Viceroy the Marques 

de Tavora to the Meza de Santo Offício (Holy Office) for example, stressed 'the 

decadence in which the assets and revenue the Praça of Daman is found' would be 

alleviated if 'if it augments its attenuating Commerce it could subsist on its Own 

Revenues without dispensing from the Erario of this State.'157 In order for this to be 

achieved, the Viceroy proposed that 'he would invite to move to that port some great 

merchants' of 'whom all (gentiles) of good will who have offered to move but with the 

condition that they would be allowed to build temples and be publicly allowed to 

peform their Rights/Rites in the same form as they are permitted in Diu.'158 The 

Viceroy was supportive of this request, but the Santo Offício, whilst agreeing with the 

pressing need for Daman to increase its commercial revenue and become self-

sufficient, disagreed with his plan and its rationale. They responded that 'a spirit so 

Catholic as that of Your Excellency having undetermined the concession of a 

condition which has as a consequence the cult of Idolatry', the Viceroy 'should not 

admit this Condition' despite 'the profits that make the independent conservation from 

the aid of the Erario Real.'159  

Despite opposition from the Santo Officio and the appeal of the Archbishop to 

the Viceroy's own faith and religious conviction, in a keen demonstration of how 
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commerce could take precedence over containing 'the cult of idolatry', these concerns 

were pragmatically overruled.  Hindu subjects, especially in the territories of the Nova 

Conquistas, enjoyed greater religious and cultural freedoms. In a further 

demonstration of the practical pragmatism at the time, and the utility of Hindu 

subjects in the eyes of the Estado, the strategy of demonstrating an acceptance of the 

usages and customs of the majority Hindu inhabitants of the newly annexed territories 

of the Nova Conquistas and showing goodwill to their religious practices, was to 'win 

them over' and persuade them to settle and populate these areas.160 This policy of 

tolerance was sanctioned in an official declaration of 1763 made by the Conde de Ega 

to the inhabitants of the provinces of Ponda, Canacona and the other ceded territories, 

all their traditional rights and freedoms.161 Indeed, as a letter to the Viceroy from the 

King as far back as 1756 demonstrates, there was a 'desire to augment the population 

and advance the culture of the lands conquered from the Sar Dessai Ramachandra 

Saunto Bonsulo' and 'by the order of the 24th of November of 1754, that the Gentios, 

in them who wish to establish and rebuild their temples, be given the public use of 

their Religion, persuading-you that that liberty be useful until the end.'162  

Furthermore, two of the most striking and dramatic aspects of Pombaline 

religious and social reforms were the extinction of the Goa Inquisition in 1774 and the 

expulsion of the Jesuits from the Estado in 1773.163  Pombal sought the separation of 

the activities of the clergy from that of colonial administration, levelling the power of 

the former by instituting the same level ofs renuemration for secular and clergy public 

servants.164 The extinction of the Inquisition was influenced by a belief that the 

church should have utilised gentler means to uproot the 'vices of gentilism.'165 

However, given powerful opposition to this decision and continued support for the 

mission of the Inquisition, it was briefly and partly restored during the post-

Pombaline period before definitively coming to an end in 1812.166 Nevertheless, a 

brief respite in the spectre of the Inquisition was a visible reflection of the fact that the 

Estado was tangibly enforcing an enhanced sense of tolerance by removing such an 
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oppressive and violent tool of religious oppression. Indeed, It is interesting to note 

that some contemporary Goan writers reflecting on the impact of Pombaline reforms 

on the Estado viewed the extinction of the Inquisition as a primary indicator that the 

authorities were privileging tolerance.167 Furthermore, the visibility of the public 

spectacle that accompanied the expulsion of the Jesuits is said to have stimulated a 

change in official attitudes regarding discrimination and disparagement, which was 

greatly beneficial to local, converted Christians and Hindus.168 Continuing the trend 

of what had occurred in the metropolis, as well as Brazil and Mozambique, the 

authorities in Goa seized, inventoried and remitted back to Portugal, the possessions 

of the Jesuits of the Orient and expelled them from the Estado.169 Pombaline efforts to 

integrate local Christians into the religious clergy and recruit local Oratorians for a 

greater public role was also aided by the removal of the Jesuits whose members where 

overwhelmingly European.170  

 Of course, while Hindu merchants who remained 'gentiles' would not have 

directly benefitted from such reforms, nor would they have even sought the clerical 

posts newly opened to local Christians, they undoubtedly benefitted from the 

incremental and progressive slackening of rigid and discriminatory attitudes and 

policies, especially in the context of their religious, social and cultural lives. As we 

shall see in chapter five, Hindu merchants, using and making note of their commercial 

importance and worth to the state, took advantage of this changed atmosphere and the 

increasingly tolerant attitude of the state and consistently tried to augment and secure 

greater religious and cultural freedoms such as the right to conduct their weddings 

with full ceremonial rights.  Nevertheless, given the fact that they already exerted a 

strong hold over the economy of the Estado in the seventeenth century, and that this 

dominance only continued to increase during the period at hand, the oppressive 

restrictions imposed on their socio-cultural lives do not appear to have had a 

significant impact on their commercial activities.  
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Conclusion 
	  

The Hindu merchants of Goa were thus subjects of a Portuguese colonial state 

in flux, but a state whose pragmatism, steadfast and 'rational' belief in the centrality of 

commerce consolidated the acute consciousness of the value of indigenous mercantile 

actors and created an environment and the institutional mechanisms that were highly 

conducive for their trade. As previously stated, one of the aims of this chapter was to 

understand why Hindu merchants were able to fill the vacuums left by the colonial 

state. However, in the process of analysis, it appears that rather than their dominance 

being a novel phenomenon of the eighteenth century, what these shifting attitudes 

resulted in was a more open, pragmatic and tangible acknowledgement of this 

dominance, and the systematic, concerted implementation of the concrete means to 

make this dominance work in favour of the Estado, the rest of the empire and, 

ultimately, the metropole. 

M.N. Pearson, in assessing the outcome of Pombal's reforms has concluded 

that they were more of a gentle breeze than the cyclone he intended by the time they 

had reached India. Metropolitan-led attempts at radical change were also tempered 

and structured to local conditions and, especially in the area of religious reform, there 

was often stringent opposition. Local reactionary forces were able to avoid or delay 

the implementation of various elements of Pombal's reform program; the particularly 

stubborn and conservative church hierarchy, for one, long maintained its opposition to 

permitting Hindu temples in the Old Conquests, a move that was only allowed in the 

1830s, for example.171 Even if only some of the measures implemented produced only 

some of the desired effects intended, it appears that at least the instant shipwreck of 

Portuguese India was prevented at the time of the English high tide in the Indian 

Ocean.172 Pombaline reforms and the momentum of change that they sparked, 

stimulated commerce and revived the economy, helping to stem the haemorrhaging of 

funds from the Royal coffers to keep the Estado afloat allowing it to be self-sufficient 

as intended. As the spark, Pombal’s impulse set the motions for greater commercial 

reform and in the early 1780s trade was liberalised even further and policies were 

introduced that sought to stimulate Portuguese and also Brazilian trade with Asia until 
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the 1830s and 1840s.173 For Hindu merchants, the relative stability of their immediate 

political, commercial and institutional frameworks allowed for the predictability and 

security that is central to commerce. Moreover, the increased flexibility and the 

gradual slackening of intolerance towards its gentio subjects on the part of the 

colonial authorities helped, as will be demonstrated in chapter five, Hindu merchants 

in the piecemeal and litigious process of attaining greater socio-cultural and religious 

freedoms.  

In further benefit to their commercial activities, the stabilisation and the 

preservation of the Estado greatly stabilised trading conditions and transformed Goa 

and Lisbon into attractive and significant global ports. For Hindu merchants in the 

Estado, attempts to stimulate and liberalise intra-colonial trade within the Portuguese 

empire, coupled with the growing significance of Goa as a port and entrepôt within 

the emerging global economy, greatly boosted the profitability of their existing 

commercial activities and opened up new commercial horizons. In addition, the rise 

of Lisbon as an equally significant global port opened up a lucrative European market 

for the export of their goods and also boosted opportunities to establish profitable 

trading partnerships with Lisbon-based traders looking to capitalise on the Asia trade. 

In sum, therefore, Hindu merchants capitalised on a culmination of factors of firstly, 

the internal changes within the Estado that prioritised commerce, secondly, similar 

changes within overall structure of the Portuguese overseas empire and the growth in 

intra-colonial commercial traffic, and thirdly, the emergence of the global economy 

with its appetite for goods and commodities produced in Asia. It was the convergence 

of these forces, rather than one isolated factor, that contributed to their commercial 

success.  The following chapter will therefore focus on the ways in which the 

emergence of the global economy, and the trading world of the Indian Ocean, was 

crucial to the commercial activities of Hindu merchants. In turn, it will underscore 

how these merchants, as a still powerful indigenous mercantile force, highlight the 

sustained contributions and agency of non-European and local traders in the Indian 

Ocean during the long eighteenth century. 
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2. The Global Trading World of Hindu Merchants 
 

The trading networks of the Saraswat Hindu merchants of Goa were 

fundamentally premised on the parameters established by the pluricontinental and 

intra-colonial trading networks of the Portuguese overseas empire. As discussed 

previously, reforms to stimulate and support trade and private commercial interests 

and the relative stability of the political, administrative and judicial spheres of the 

Estado were all directly beneficial to Hindu merchants in Goa.  Whilst some, such as 

the Mhamai Kamat family ventured beyond the boundaries of the Portuguese overseas 

empire and established private trade links with ports such as Bombay, it is evident 

that these merchants were primarily exploiting the commercial opportunities provided 

by the exigencies and official trading networks of the Estado. Fixed in Goa as their 

nodal point, Hindu merchants were a major lynchpin within the colonial economy and 

establishing long-distance trading networks that radiated outwards from Goa to the 

surrounding ports of the Indian Ocean and the China Seas, and across the Atlantic to 

Brazil and Lisbon. The further contextualization of these merchants within the intra-

colonial structure of the pluricontinental and maritime Portuguese empire not only 

demonstrates the inter-locking nature of this system but the extent to which the 

policies of Pombaline and post-Pombaline commercial reform, specifically those 

seeking to liberalise and stimulate intra-colonial trade, could be successful. In sum, in 

addition to their already stated importance as invaluable local commercial actors of 

the Estado, the vast scope of their trading world demonstrates their ability-and by 

extension the ability of other local mercantile actors- to cultivate a strong regional and 

global 'presence' as well. 

 

The aim of this chapter is thus two-fold: first, it is concerned with extending the 

contextualisation established in chapter one, by situating the scope of the commercial 

world of these merchants within the wider geographical context, and changing 

political and commercial dynamics, of the Indian Ocean as experienced by Goa 

during the long eighteenth century. In doing so, it will seek to reflect on the impact of 

these wider geo-political processes on the commercial economy of Goa and the 

manner in which both the Estado and its Hindu merchants responded to these 



	  

59	  

	  

changing dynamics. It is only after establishing these broad contours can we 

understand the place of the Hindu merchants in Goa within them, and substantiate the 

argument that they were strong regional and global commercial actors.  Through this 

analysis it will assess the extent to which Goa and its Hindu mercantile community fit 

within, or were an exception to, these broader patterns. Secondly, it will 

systematically outline the main transoceanic and transcontinental trading links that 

linked Goa to markets, commodities and commercial agents within the wider Indian 

Ocean, South China Sea and the Atlantic. The final part of the chapter will focus 

specifically on the commercial activity of Hindu merchants, charting the principal 

destinations of their trade and the extent to which their networks paralleled those of 

the Portuguese overseas empire.174 Goa’s commercial and financial dynamism 

belonged securely in the hands of mainly Hindu mercantile groups, from small 

shopkeepers to the great businessmen who controlled the main circuits of credit.175 

This bird’s eye view will thus focus firstly on their role in the local context including 

their underappreciated role as botica owners, moving out to the regional context and 

their participation in regional or country trade and then further to the global 

perspective and their links with Brazil and Lisbon. Plotting their commercial activities 

along these connections will rely on the existing literature that has referenced where 

Hindu merchants in Goa conducted commerce and with whom, but it will also seek to 

fill any gaps in the historiography. In doing so, it will allow for an extended and more 

finely drawn picture of their commercial world and their contribution to the larger 

commercial and political forces at work.  

This fresh perspective of the global trading world of the Hindu merchants of 

the Estado also contributes a renewed perspective on the vitality of Goa as a global 

port. The immobility of these merchants and their ability to cast such a wide 

commercial net further indicates that the position of Goa, the connections and 

infrastructure of the Portuguese overseas empire were sufficient in enabling them to 

establish a global reach. This in turn demonstrates the significance and enduring 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
174 In analysing the extent to which the networks of Hindu merchants ran parallel to those of the 
Portuguese overseas empire, I will only be assessing the parts of the Portuguese overseas empire with 
which they established commercial contact: Macau, Brazil, Mozambique and Timor, as well as the 
metropole, Lisbon.   
175 Diogo Ramada Curto, "Notes on a Project for the City of Goa," in Liam Brockey (ed), Portuguese 
Colonial Cities in the Early Modern World (Farnham Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2008), 211-
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importance of Goa as a commercial ecumene and its role as a as vibrant trading 

centre, not only for the Portuguese but for European and non-European commercial 

actors alike. Underscoring this enduring importance is crucial by virtue of the fact that 

the phenomenon of 'decline' and 'decadence' as critically assessed in chapter one, have 

also collectively conspired to dismiss Goa as a significant port and commercial centre 

in the Indian Ocean. As a result, these long-standing assumptions have led to it being 

continuously sidelined in historical accounts concerned with maritime trade and the 

changing nature of the global economy of the Indian Ocean, the expansion of 

European colonialism in India and the history of the encounter between European and 

Asian mercantile actors during this critical juncture. As already stated, this has also 

diverted attention on its formidable Hindu mercantile community. Although largely 

unexamined within the broader narratives concerned with the Indian Ocean during the 

long eighteenth century, as will be demonstrated, Goa and its community of Hindu 

merchants stand as both an exception and a rule to the conventional debates and 

assumptions that have shaped our understanding of the India and the Indian Ocean 

during this period.176  

Foregrounding Goa and the argument of it's enduring commercial potential 

and claim as a ‘global port’ against the general politico-economic dynamics of the 

Indian Ocean in the eighteenth century, will also make more salient the more finite 

questions pursued in the following chapters. How and to what effect were Saraswat 

Hindu merchants able to accommodate themselves within these shifting landscapes? 

What were the mechanisms and modalities of their trade, and what more can the 

nature of their commercial relationships with the Portuguese colonial state and private 

European merchants tell us about the dynamics of cross-cultural trade and the nature 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
176 For exceptions and generalized discussions that take into account the Portuguese and Portuguese 
India in the Indian Ocean during the eighteenth century, see, in addition to the already referenced 
works of Celsa Pinto, Maria de Jesus dos Mártires Lopes and Pedro Machado, see also Celsa Pinto, 
"Lisbon Investment in the Indian Textile Commerce: The Surat Feeder," Mare Liberum 9 (1995): 217-
33; Afzal Ahmad, Os Portugueses na Ásia (Lisboa: Imprensa Nacional- Casa Moeda, 1997); Rudy 
Bauss, "A Legacy of British Free Trade Policies: The End of the Trade and Commerce between India 
and the Portuguese Empire, 1780-1830," The Calcutta Historical Journal 6, no.2 (1982): 81-115; M.N. 
Pearson, "Goa-based seaborne trade, 17th-18th centuries," in Teotónio de Souza (ed.), Goa Through 
the Ages: An Economic History (New Delhi: Concept Publishing Company, 1984); M.N. Pearson 
"Markets and Merchant Communities in the Indian Ocean: Locating the Portuguese," in Francisco 
Bethencourt and Diogo Ramada Curto (eds.), Portuguese Oceanic Expansion, 1400-1800 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007), 88-108; and George Bryan Souza, The Survival of Empire: 
Portuguese Trade and Society in China and the South China Sea, 1630-1754 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1986).  
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of European colonialism during this period? As Sanjay Subrahmanyam has 

concluded, ‘the histories of merchant communities are thus not their histories alone; 

they are equally the histories of assumptions concerning their contexts.’177 This 

micro-history of their trading world, one that necessarily engages and is entangled 

with, the macro-historical processes affecting the Indian Ocean space, speaks to the 

proper contextualisation of Goa as a global port, and the critical role of local traders 

in long-distance commercial networks, especially those servicing European colonial 

interests. The 'revisionist' angle of this chapter therefore is not only aimed at 

advocating for the enduring importance of Goa as a key contribution to the studies of 

the Indian Ocean during the eighteenth century, but in offering the important case 

study of the dominance of the Saraswat Hindu merchants of Goa in the colonial 

economy of the Estado, of the importance of local merchants as commercial 

intermediaries in the wider regional economy of the Indian Ocean. Moreover, they 

exemplify the ability of local partners in responding to these larger global economic 

imperatives whilst beeing rooted to their immediate context to participate in what may 

be called an important early modern moment of cosmopolitanism.178 Finally, they 

help to counteract historiographical assumptions regarding indigenous decline by 

stressing the relative agency and commercial weight of Indian traders vis-à-vis the 

emerging European powers, and the mutually beneficial relationships that have 

resulted.  

The Eighteenth Century as a Critical Juncture and the Contribution of 

Goa 

At present, the inclusion of Goa within narratives concerned with either India 

or the Indian Ocean during the eighteenth century remains a desideratum for several 

reasons.  Firstly, as we have seen in the previous chapter there is a dearth in the 

literature concerned with eighteenth century Portuguese India in particular; this has 

served to obfuscate clarity regarding its position and engagement with the broader 

geographical, political and commercial context(s).  Secondly, despite the fact that the 

eighteenth century is 'classically seen as a moment of profound transition for the 

Ocean as an economic system', compared to existing work on the sixteenth, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
177 Sanjay Subrahmanyam in Sanjay Subrahmanyam (ed.), Merchant Networks in the Early Modern 
World (Aldershot, Variorum, 1996), xiv.  
178 Subramaniam, ‘"Seths and sahibs," 311.  



	  

62	  

	  

seventeenth and nineteenth centuries, there is also a dearth of synthetic works 

concerned specifically with the Indian Ocean during the eighteenth century 179 Sugata 

Bose, for example, has highlighted the fact that whilst the Portuguese presence in the 

Indian Ocean during the sixteenth century and the Dutch role during the seventeenth 

century are the subject matter of very interesting revisionist work, insightful work on 

the Indian Ocean as an inter-regional area after 1750 and especially after 1830, is still 

in its early stages.180  This chronological neglect in the historiography, however, has 

impacted our understanding of the impact of the Portuguese and overall European 

presence in the region. As Sanjay Subrahmanyam, has argued the ‘thorny question of 

the extent of continuity and discontinuity between Portuguese, and later Dutch and 

English, expansion in Asia’ cannot be fully answered 'without taking the eighteenth 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
179 For exceptions and discussions that take into account the Indian Ocean during the eighteenth 
century, but not always exclusively, see for example, Prassanan Parthasarathi and Giorgio Riello, 
"India Ocean in the Long Eighteenth Century," Eighteenth Century Studies, 48 no.1 (2014): 1-19; 
Ashin Das Gupta, "Trade and Politics in 18th-Century India," in D.S. Richards (ed.), Islam and the 
Trade of Asia (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1970), 181-214; idem, "India and the 
Indian Ocean in the Eighteenth Century," in M.N. Pearson and Ashin Das Gupta (ed.), India and the 
Indian Ocean (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 134-143; idem, "Indian Merchants and the 
Trade in the Indian Ocean, c.1500-1750" in Tapan Raychaudhuri and Irfan Habib (eds.), The 
Cambridge Economic History of India. Vol. I: c.1200-c.1750 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1982), 407-433; K.N. Chaudhuri, The Trading World of Asia and the English East India Company, 
1660-1760 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978); idem, Asia before Europe: Economy and 
Civilization in the Indian Ocean from the Rise of Islam to 1750 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1990) ; idem, "The Structure of Indian Textile Industry in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth 
Centuries," in Tirthankar Roy (ed.), Cloth and Commerce: Textiles in Colonial India (New Delhi: 
Sage, 1996), 33-36;  Sinnappah Arasaratnam, Maritime Trade, Society and European Influence in 
South Asia, 1600-1800 (Aldershot: Variorum, 1995); Kenneth McPherson, Sinnapah Arasaratnam, 
Holden Furber and Sanjay Subrahmanya (eds.), Maritime India (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2004); Sushil Chaudhury and Michael Morineau (eds.), Merchants Companies and Trade: Europe and 
Asia in the Early Modern Era (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007); Om Prakash "Co--
Operation and conflict among European Traders in the Indian Ocean in the Late Eighteenth Century," 
Indian Economic and Social History Review 39, no. 2/3 (2002): 131-48; Rene Barendse, Arabian Seas 
1700-1763 Volume 1: The Western Indian Ocean in the Eighteenth Century (Leiden: Brill, 2009); Torri 
Michelgugliemo, "Trapped Inside the Colonial Order: The Hindu Bankers of Surat and Their Business 
World during the Second Half of the Eighteenth Century," Modern South Asian Studies 25, no.2 
(1991): 39-79; Pedro Machado, "Cloths of a New Fashion: Indian Ocean Networks of Exchange and 
Cloth Zones of Contact in Africa and India in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries," in Giorgio 
Riello and Tirthankar Roy (eds.), How India Clothed the World: The World of South Asian Textiles, 
1500-1850 (Leiden: Brill, 2009) 53-84; Richard B. Allen, "The Mascarene Slave Trade and Labour 
Migration in the Indian Ocean during the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries" in Gywnn Campbell 
(ed.), The Structure of Slavery in Indian Ocean Africa and Asia (London: Frank Cass/Routledge, 
2004), 33-50; and Indu Banga (ed.), Ports and their Hinterland in India (1770-1950) (New Delhi: 
Manohar Publications, 1992).  
180 Sugata Bose quoted in C.A. Bayly and Leila Tarazi (ed.), Modernity and Culture: From the 
Mediterranean to the Indian Ocean (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), 368.  
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century into account.181 Thus, in order to fully account for the history of the European 

presence on the subcontinent and the responses to this expansion, as well as the 

interaction between European and Asian mercantile actors, we must also recognise 

that the Portuguese continued to play a much more significant - if admittedly 

diminished- role than has otherwise been appreciated.  

Furthermore, the fact that the bulk of the historical scholarship is concentrated 

on the impact of the rising British factor has also contributed to Goa’s marginalization 

in the existing literature.  The relative weakness of the Portuguese vis-à-vis other 

European powers in the region, coupled with their supposed submersion in the face of 

this competition has undermined interest in their sustained and enduring presence on 

the subcontinent. Anne Bulley, for example, has claimed that by the end of the 1770s 

neither Dutch nor Portuguese ships offered any real competition to the rapidly 

expanding English fleet and that Asian and Portuguese shipping had declined during 

the same period.182 Whilst Portuguese shipping did indeed decline, it was in no way 

comparable to the steep decline experienced by the Dutch in India, for example.  As 

we shall see, this is evidenced by the fact that private Portuguese merchant ships were 

still a presence in these waters, as were the Naus da Viagem that continued to embark 

from Lisbon on the Carreira da Índia.  Similarly, whilst indigenous shipping was in 

decline, ships owned and operated by local mercantile actors, especially Muslim 

merchants did not disappear either.183 Moreover, what many have considered to be the 

complete turn of the colonial gaze towards Brazil and the subsequent abandonment of 

Goa, coupled with the conclusion that ‘Portugal’s Estado da Índia withered and 

Lisbon’s eastern trade declined’ during the first half of the seventeenth century, have 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
181 Sanjay Subrahmanyam, The Portuguese in Asia, 1500-1700: A Political and Economic History 
(Chichester, West Sussex: John Wiley & Sons Ltd, 2012). As we can see, Subrahmanyam’s own work 
stops at the turn of the eighteenth century.  
182 Anne Bulley, The Bombay Country Ships: 1790-1833 (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 2000), 3.   
183 For discussions on the resilience of indigenous shipping and the continued role of local merchants in 
the Indian Ocean's carrying trade in the eighteenth century, see for example, Abdul Sheriff, Slaves, 
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bolstered claims of Goa’s continued irrelevance in the eighteenth century.184 As 

already established, the Estado was still a strong focus of the metropole and such 

conclusions are far too simplistic and overlook the complex and nuanced processes of 

adaption and change that characterised the Estado during this century of transition, as 

well as the differential impact and multifaceted nature of the eighteenth century on the 

subcontinent more generally. Importantly, as will be demonstrated later in this 

chapter, they do not actually correspond to the evidence that we have to the contrary.  

The broader commercial and political forces affecting the Indian subcontinent 

and Indian Ocean overlapped and intersected with the local exigencies of the Estado 

and forced it to adapt or take advantage of these transitions. For example, it has been 

argued that the revival of trade between Lisbon and Goa in the final decades of the 

eighteenth century, whilst owing something to Pombal's reforms as outlined in the 

previous chapter, was mainly a by-product of the contemporaneous rapid growth in 

global markets.185  It is thus important to tease out the intersecting points at which the 

diverse web of global and regional political and commercial forces conversed in Goa, 

in order to determine the extent of this process of adaptation and change, a process in 

which Hindu merchants played a critical role. Indeed, the Estado is the ideal site from 

which to observe and assess these broader forces. Given Goa’s status as a long-

standing colony in a region experiencing profound change, it has the possibility of 

giving us a unique insight into- and an opportunity with which- to add further nuance 

to existing debates. On the one hand, it follows the grain of historiographical 

narratives that structure conceptual frameworks of discussion regarding the European 

factor in the region during this period. The Estado was a competing European power 

with a colonial apparatus, but one with a high degree of dependency on its local 

mercantile classes thus reflecting the complexities and nuances of colonial rule during 

this period and the importance of commercial relationships established between 

Europeans and Indian traders, as well as the agency and leverage of indigenous 

mercantile actors. In short, the complexity of Goa is itself reflective of the overall 

complexity of the eighteenth century in India and the Indian Ocean more generally.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
184 Donald Lach & Edwin J. Van Kley (ed.), Asia in the Making of Europe: A Century of Advance, Vol. 
III (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1993), xxxix-3.   
185 Pinto, A Commercial Resurgence, 20.   
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The process of charting the commercial world of the Hindu merchants of Goa 

in the latter half of this chapter, will also seek to underscore the interconnected nature 

of the Atlantic and Indian Ocean worlds of the Portuguese empire and how this 

interconnectedness was of direct benefit to the largely immobile Hindu mercantile 

subjects resident in the Estado. The extent to which the colonial markets in Goa, east 

Africa and Brazil interlocked demonstrates that there was a high degree of interaction 

between these different imperial zones and that Goa still acted an important nodal 

point between them. Recent critical assessments of the strict division of the Atlantic 

and Indian Ocean systems in the prevailing historiography have pushed for a more 

global framing of these two political and commercial arenas, stressing the greater 

density of links between the Atlantic and Indian oceans in the long eighteenth 

century.186 As an empire with two important footholds in both these zones, the 

Portuguese colonial framework blurs the strict division of the Atlantic and Indian 

Ocean worlds- arguably more so than the British oceanic empire during this period. 

The pluricontinetnal and transoceanic of the Portuguese overseas empire thus linked 

its indigenous Hindu mercantile community with ports, markets and actors which may 

have otherwise been out of their reach.  

India and the Indian Ocean During the Eighteenth Century 
	  

In order to assess the extent to which Goa went against or corresponded with 

the wider historical trends affecting the subcontinent and Indian Ocean region during 

the eighteenth century, it is necessary to briefly outline what these broad patterns 

were. Changes in the political order had a significant impact on commercial spaces, 

which led to the displacement and reorientation of pre-existing trading circuits and the 

creation of new ones, which influenced merchant behaviour and practices. As we 

have seen from the previous chapter, the Portuguese were forced to adapt and reckon 

with the political impact of the gradual dismantling of Mughal rule across the 

subcontinent and its wide-ranging but variegated impact across the subcontinent, 

particularly the rise of Maratha regional power and the expansionist ambitions of the 

British and French in the region.187 It is well-established fact that the collapse of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
186 Parthasarathi and Riello,"The Indian Ocean in the Long Eighteenth Century,"11-12.  
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Mughal rule did not cause all out anarchy on the subcontinent, and that these political 

and economic changes were uneven, but the decline of the 'old order' and the eventual 

decline or princely and military regimes did affect some merchant firms who were 

trying to adjust to the instabilities of external trade.188 The cumulative effects of this 

political instability in certain regions that followed was compounded by the growth of 

British private trade in 1730s and 1740s and had a profoundly unsettling effect, and in 

some areas threw into disarray the export operations of many Indian merchants on 

both sides of the Indian Ocean.189 The causes for this decline have been radically 

revised to consider the disintegration of Mughal Empire as one of a polity collapsing 

under the weight of its internal contradictions, rather than one subdividing like a 

growing cell as its economic activity became more and complex.190  

As concluded in chapter one, Hindu merchants were, to a significant extent, 

buffered from the fundamental politico-commercial crises that followed the 

dissolution of the Mughal empire and did not see their commercial activities as 

fundamentally disrupted as other mercantile communities. In Surat, for example, the 

impact of this political instability was most acutely felt by the resident community of 

local traders and brokers; whilst some groups were able to devise ways to adapt to the 

changing circumstances, others were unable to adapt.  Ashin Das Gupta, has noted the 

impact of decline of major ports such as Surat, considered to be the greatest port 

within the Mughal empire, and Sinnapah Arasaratnam has charted how merchant 

groups located in Gujarat and the Coromandel Coast suffered as a result of these 
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Léonard Blussé and F.S. Gaastra (eds.), On the Eighteenth Century as a Category of Asian History: 
Van Leur in Retrospect (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1998); Seema Alavi (ed.), The Eighteenth Century in 
India: Debates in Indian History and Society (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2005); Irfan Habib, 
"Colonization of the Indian Economy 1757-1900" in Irfan Habib, Essays in Indian History: Towards a 
Marxist Perception (London: Anthem Press, 2002); Irfan Habib "The Eighteenth Century in Indian 
Economic History," Léonard Blussé  and F.S. Gaastra (eds.), On the Eighteenth Century as a Category 
of Asian History: Van Leur in Retrospect (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1998), 217-236;  
P.J. Marshall (ed.), The Eighteenth Century in Indian History: Evolution or Revolution? (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2003.), C.A. Bayly, Rulers, Townsmen and Bazaars: North Indian Society in 
the Age of British Expansion 1770-1870 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983) and Ghulam 
Nadri, Eighteenth Century Gujarat: the Dynamics of its Political Economy, 1750-1800 (Leiden: Brill, 
2009).  
188 Bayly, Rulers, Townsmen and Bazaars ,448.   
189 Lakshmi Subramaniam, "Merchants in Transit: Risk-Sharing Strategies in the Indian Ocean," in 
Himanshu Ray and Edward Alpers (eds.), Cross Currents and Community Network: A History of the 
Indian Ocean World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 269.  
190 Manning, Fortunes à Faire, xi.  
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political shifts.191 Das Gupta, has argued that the general crisis which overwhelmed 

the Indian empire of the Mughals led to the decline of the older ports and the 

undermining of the mercantile classes that were to a significant extent the results of 

the political breakdown as understood in its broadest sense.192 In a similar vein, 

Michelguglielmo Torri in his analysis on Hindu bankers in Surat during the second 

half of the eighteenth century, argues that ‘the rising colonial order appears to be an 

alien and fundamentally hostile force which ruthlessly manipulated and progressively 

devastated the traditional society.'193 As referenced previously, Lakshmi 

Subramaniam, on the other hand, has highlighted the mutually beneficial aspects of 

the Anglo-Banian order in Surat and how Bania support, as indispensable 

collaborators, was crucial to the political existence of the English Company in 

western India and their consolidation of the Company's control over the port.194  

Notwithstanding the subsequent revival of the commercial space of Surat and 

the fortunes of Gujarati local merchants, the instability and initial contraction of their 

political and commercial ecumene contrasted with that of local Hindu merchants in 

Goa. The preservation of Portuguese colonial authority throughout this period, 

coupled with the relative stability of internal political conditions and the subsequent 

revival of the commercial economy of the Estado fixed an environment for private 

traders that was conducive to trade.  Moreover, whilst we have seen how the 

Portuguese grappled with the geopolitical implications of European aspirations in the 

region as elaborated in chapter one, the growing European presence served to broaden 

the commercial and political horizons of Hindu merchants in Goa. Unlike other 

indigenous mercantile communities, Hindu merchants were not eclipsed or sidelined 

by the expansion of European colonial rule but found themselves at the centre of this 

process; either contributing directly to the survival of the Estado, supplying the 

commercial demands of private European traders and the growth of port cities such as 

Bombay and brokering the interests of the French Company, responses which will be 

further elaborated upon in chapter four. Most famously was the relationship between 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
191 See for example, Ashin das Gupta, Indian Merchants and the Decline of Surat, c.1700-1750 
(Beiträge zur Südasienforschung, Südasien-Institut, Bd. 40, Wiesbande: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1979) 
and Sinnappah Arasaratnam, Merchants, Companies and Commerce on the Coromandel Coast (Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 1986).  
192 Das Gupta, Merchants of Maritime India, 181.  
193 Torri, “Trapped inside the Colonial Order," 370.  
194 Subramaniam, "A trial in transition," 274.  
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the French governor of Mahé Picot La Motte and the Mhamai Kamat family, which 

resulted not only in a long-standing commercial partnership, but also through which 

the Kamats became political intermediaries of the French or 'brokers of the French 

Nation in India.'195   

Situating Goa in the Ambiguous Century: Reassessing the Impact of the 

European Factor and the Argument of Decline 

In one of the most classic summations of the dynamics of the eighteenth 

century in India, Ashin Das Gupta described it as an 'ambiguous century', an 

ambiguity compounded by fact that the 'arithmetic of decay and growth is particularly 

difficult to work out in the Indian subcontinent.'196  The notion that the eighteenth 

century was one of ambiguity is a result of the conceptual challenge of balancing and 

reconciling the emerging dominance of the European presence in the region with a 

recognition of the continuity of pre-colonial commercial and socio-political factors, 

the persistence and endurance of pre-European trade networks, and the continued 

strength and importance of indigenous mercantile communities.  Despite his 

recognition of the complexity of this period, Das Gupta, nevertheless argued that the 

relative importance of the European factor was such that it is a characteristic of the 

century that at its end the Indian Ocean was dominated by the European.197  

Undoubtedly, by the mid-eighteenth century 'the progressive acquisition of 

European political power did put them in a position of differential advantage over 

their Asian competitor', but this was a piecemeal and variegated process.198  Indeed, 

this ambiguity is compounded by the fact that the growth - and in the case of Estado 

its very survival- of European trade as one aided on a complex relationship of 

interdependence and collaboration of indigenous actors.199 Indeed, it this very 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
195 Picot after his reappointment to the post of governor of Mahé in 1774 also became a significant 
merchant by 1779 and owned six shops supplied with goods bought almost exclusively from the 
Kamats in Goa, see Carreira, Globalising Goa, 209.  
196 Das Gupta "India and the Indian Ocean in the Eighteenth Century,"133.  
197 Ibid., 132.  
198 Das Gupta, "India and the Indian Ocean in the Eighteenth Century," 132; Prakash, Bullion for 
Goods, 41,  
199 For more on the complex relationship of European dependence on local mercantile actors and the 
outcomes of this engagement, in addition to Lakshmi Subramaniam's already referenced works, see 
also Lakshmi Subramaniam "Banias and the British: the Role of Indigenous Credit in the Process of 
Imperial Expansion in Western India in the Second Half of the Eighteenth Century," Modern Asian 
Studies 21, no.3 (1987): 473-510; idem, "Capital and Crowd in a Declining City: The Anglo-Bania 
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complex relationship of European dependency on indigenous actors, exemplified by 

the Portuguese dependency on Hindu merchants and their capital, for their ability to 

procure commodities, their commercial acumen and as local agent-brokers mediating 

between the Estado and with other indigenous mercantile groups, that further 

challenges the idea of European dominance.  

During the first half of the eighteenth century in particular, Europeans were 

not the dominant presence in the region and they were dependent on the commercial 

acumen and services of indigenous mercantile actors and inserted themselves in the 

trade networks and commercial structures that had existed long before their presence. 

English Company servants, for example, made fortunes on Indian capital.200As such, 

as Das Gupta has concluded, 'they participated, with varying success, in an on-going 

structure.'201  Relationships of interdependence, which reached its peak by the mid 

eighteenth century and occurred across the spectrum of the European presence in the 

subcontinent, amongst the English and French Companies and within the formal 

colonial structure of the Portuguese Estado. Importantly, an emphasis on 

interdependence, mutual reciprocity and symbiosis further challenges ideas and 

narratives surrounding the decline and death of Asian mercantile actors who 

demonstrated a remarkable degree of resilience and held their own in terms of their 

commercial weight and agency vis-à-vis the Europeans. The fact that in the 

Portuguese case, the eighteenth century witnessed a consolidation and increase in the 

colonial state’s dependency and collaboration with its indigenous mercantile classes, 

is again both evidence of the fact that the Estado and its Hindu mercantile community 

fit within the patterns followed by other European powers during this time, but in 

many ways diverged from the historical tangent that was to follow.  The Portuguese, 

English, and French, necessarily entered into relationships of commercial and 

political dependence on Indian intermediaries, which in turn inculcated in these 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Order and the Surat Riots of 1795," Modern South Asian Studies 19, no.2 (1985-204-237); Blair B. 
Kling and M.N. Pearson (eds.), The Age of Partnership: Europeans in Asia Before Dominion 
(Honolulu: University Press of Hawaii, 1979); Sanjay Subrahmanyam (ed.), Merchant Networks in the 
Early Modern World (Aldershot, Variorum, 1996); Christine Dobbin, Asian Entrepreneurial 
Minorities: Conjoint Communities in the Making of the World Economy, 1570-1940 (Richmond, 
Surrey: Curzon Press Ltd., 1996); Ghulam Nadri, "The Maritime Merchants of Surat: a Long-Term 
Perspective," Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 50, no.2/3 Spatial and 
Temporal Continuities of Merchant Networks in South Asia and the Indian Ocean (2007): 235-238.  
200 Arasaratanam, "Trade and Political Dominion,” 23.  
201 Gupta and Pearson, India and the Indian Ocean, 1.  
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middlemen a degree of political leverage and influence as well.202 As such, although 

the terms of trade had been substantially altered, this century of transition left 

sufficient operation space was left for Asian traders in trade and finance,  who 

deployed their skills and capital- cultural and financial to adapt to the changing 

situation and the new spheres that were linked or owed their existence to the growing 

European presence.203  The Hindu merchants of Goa, therefore, were part of a diverse 

mosaic of resilient and entrepreneurial indigenous local traders and communities who 

adapted and in some cases flourished in the changing political and commercial milieu 

of the eighteenth century. 

The growth of European commercial interests in the region also saw the 

development of direct trade between India and China, a change in the nature of 

European-bound cargoes from luxury goods to the products for mass consumption, 

which in turn led to a tremendous expansion in the composition, volume and value of 

Euro-Asia trade.204 This change in the nature of the commodities and the growth in 

the production of raw goods such as cotton, indigo and sugar in India and tea in 

China-a shift heavily influenced by changing European consumption patterns, 

increasing prosperity in Western Europe and Atlantic demands- saw trade shifting 

increasingly eastwards. Indeed, this eastwards turn- shipping raw cotton, pepper and 

later opium from India to Canton to pay for the huge surge in the European demand 

for tea-particularly after the post 1760 period has been considered an importantly 

element in the ‘commercial revolution’ of the Indian Ocean and was the outcome of a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
202 The French, for example, perhaps more than the Dutch and English were highly dependent on 
Indian merchants and whilst their resentment of this fact was clear, they nevertheless went to great 
lengths to attract Indian commercial partners. Indeed, were acutely aware of the fact that they were 
operating in world in which they had no special authority derived from political control or industrial 
superiority and thus it was crucial to establish these essential working relationships with Indians on 
which English and Dutch success was founded, see Catherine Manning, Fortunes à faire, 129.  
203 Bhattacharya, Dharampal-Frick &Gommans, “Spatial and Temporal Continuities of Merchant 
Networks”, 95; Subramniam, “Merchants in Transit,” 265. 
204 Parthasarathi & Riello, “The Indian Ocean in the Long Eighteenth Century,” 10; Kenneth 
McPherson, "Port Cities as Nodal Points of Change: The Indian Ocean, 1890s-1920," in C.A. Bayly 
and Leila Tarazi Fawaz (eds.) Modernity and Culture: From the Mediterranean to the Indian Ocean, 
New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), 81; Prakash, Bullion for Goods, 15.  For similar 
discussions on the impact of changing European consumption patterns on global trade see, for example, 
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substantial growth of English power in the subcontinent.205  The shift to China was 

also reflected in changes perceptible within the insurance industry, which saw a 

sustained marked expansion in the latter decades of the eighteenth century, and whose 

seths and sahibs who were still working the trade of the western Indian Ocean, 

perceptibly moving their focus and sphere of operations to the eastern seas and 

China.206 In particular, Goa was particularly well- positioned to partake and capitalise 

on the increased growth of intra-Asian trade, the growth of trade eastwards and the 

demand for Chinese good; the location of Goa as a stopover for ships and a market for 

the supply and re-export of commodities to and from China was in itself hugely 

advantageous.  The growing importance of private trade, specifically intra-Asian or 

country trade and the role of private merchants, especially after the dismantling of the 

Companies, was not an exclusively English phenomenon but, as we shall see, was 

important for Portuguese and Hindu private traders as will be demonstrated in the 

latter half of this chapter.207  

 A further striking change in the dynamic of the commercial structure of the 

Indian Ocean was the increase of global trade connections and the increasingly global 

connectedness of this maritime space. As Om Prakash has argued, the integration of 

the Indian Ocean into the larger framework of world trade was on a scale previously 

unseen: not only were there now three principal segments of the early modern world 

economy: the New World, Europe and Asia but there was a more organic and 

interactive relationship across these three segments whereby the growth of trade in 

one direction became critically dependent on the growth of trade in another.208 Whilst 

the Indian Ocean had been partly supported by the Atlantic since the sixteenth 

century, the scale and volume of this engagement increased dramatically in the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
205 Om Prakash, European Commercial Enterprise in Pre-colonial India (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998), 287; Manning, Fortunes à faire, 15.  
206 Subramaniam, "Seths and sahibs," 336-367. Despite the eastward turn, as Subramniam notes, the 
markets of the Gulf remained an important destination for trade throughout the eighteenth century and 
it should be noted that trade continued to be directed westwards and that the ports of Bombay and 
Surat, for example, still shared trade to the ports on the gulfs of Mocha, Persia and Muscat and the east 
coast of Africa, see Subramniam, "Seths and sahibs," 317. 
207 Sinnappah Arasaratnam, for example, has argued during this period, the strength of the economic 
forces unleashed was in the form of the impact of the trading systems of the European companies as 
commercial institutions was also reinforced by the economic activities of Company servants as 
individuals, and by private English entrepreneurs, see Sinnappah Arasaratnam, “Trade and Political 
Dominion in South India, 1740-1790: Changing British-Indian Relationships,” Modern Asian Studies 
13, no.1 (1979): 19-140.  
208 Om Prakash, Bullion for Goods: European and Indian Merchants in the Indian Ocean trade, 1500-
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eighteenth century.209 Furthermore, the Indian subcontinent occupied a key position 

within these global networks and its central role in the economy of the Indian Ocean 

has been attributed to several factors: its location as a midpoint geographically, its 

capacity to supply the market with large quantities of relatively inexpensive and 

highly competitive manufactured goods and its role as an important outlet for 

specialized agricultural, mineral and other products.210 As we have seen in chapter 

one, the Portuguese recognised this strategic importance and sought to further profit 

from their established presence on the subcontinent through the Estado.   

Now that Goa has been foregrounded against the complex geopolitical and 

commercial land and seascape of the Indian subcontinent and Indian Ocean region, 

and the manner in which the Estado was an exception or a rule to the broad 

geopolitical and politico-commercial dynamics affecting these spaces, we can now 

move to contextualise and define more specifically the contours and dynamics of 

Goa’s trading world and by extension, that of its Hindu merchants.  

The Trading World of the Hindu Merchants of Goa  

Goa as a Global Port 
	  

Goa's location in the Indian Ocean, a region that, as we have seen, was 

becoming an immensely profitable sphere of operations for the Europeans, and as 

centre point of the early modern world economy, boosted its importance as a 

commercial enterpôt. Indeed, before constructing an overview of the global trading 

world of these Hindu merchants, it is worth dwelling for a moment, on the extent to 

which Goa itself was a global and important port in the Indian Ocean.211 As the 

dominant commercial actors in the economy of the Estado and ones inextricably 

linked to its import and export trade, underscoring Goa's globality by extension 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
209 Das Gupta, Indian Merchants and the Decline of Surat, 1.  
210 Prakash, Bullion For Goods, 40-41.  
211 A codex written in 1779- Relação Do Commercio em os Differentes Portos Da Azia (incluindo) 
Breve e Util Idea de Comercio Navegação e Conquista D'Azia e D'Africa, Escripto Por Meu Pay, Dom 
Francisco Innocencio de Souza Coutinho, 1779, which contained the observations of Dom Francisco 
Innocencio de Souza Coutinho as to the structure of commerce in Asia and Africa, the main ports and 
commodity networks, a description of each commodity, as well as the import and export trade of the 
Estado and instructions for this commerce, also demonstrates the vast network and diversity of trade 
from Goa during the eighteenth century; a transcription of this codex can be found in Ahmad, Os 
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further emphasises the fact that Hindu merchants were at the very least, managing and 

negotiating very global processes and agents. A petition filed by Rama Chandra 

Naique in 1769 in Goa, for examples, against the late entry of a cargo of goods at the 

customs house cites how ‘the merchants and men of business of this city bought some 

clothes from the Armenians and other people.’212 Whilst not physically global 

themselves in terms of remaining immobile and fixed in Goa, Hindu merchants in 

Goa were enmeshed in and came into contact with, a host of global actors and 

networks. India's key position in the structure of Asian and global trade, and as the 

principal producers of key commodities for export, particularly textiles and spices, 

rendered Goa's access to the production centres and markets which provided these 

goods invaluable to the Portuguese empire.213 Furthermore, if exchange is considered 

to be a fundamental attribute of markets, and if the scale of demand and supply 

reflects the market’s economic potential and performance, Goa’s role as an important 

re-distribution point and exchange centre, is indicative of its commercial weight and 

significance as a dynamic market. 214  

 As a key node in this global network, Goa acted as a crucial midway point 

between the ports of the Indian Ocean and the South China Sea, which also meant that 

it was ideally positioned to reap the immense profits that could be gained from the 

intra-Asian or country trade. In this vein, it was an important re-distribution point for 

the re-export of spices that were procured from the ports along the Malabar coast, as 

well as a variety of textiles and cotton, which were sourced from Gujarat, the 

Coromandel Coast and the Bay of Bengal, which formed the basis of trade to China, 

east Africa, Lisbon and Brazil.215 Goa was not only an important port for the 

Portuguese but within the broader Asian circuit for country trade for the French and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
212 HAG CF-1157, Petiçoens, fls, 84.  
213 It is important to note that Goa was not just important for the Portuguese, but had a long history of 
commercial importance; it was one of the four roadsteads that comprised of Chaul, Dabhol, Goa and 
Bhaktol that served the needs of the two sultanates of Ahmadnagar and Bijapur, as well as the empire 
of Vijayanagar. See, Das Gupta, Bullion for Goods, 413.  
214 Nadri, "Eighteenth Century Gujarat," 129.  
215 For the importance of the role of Indian textiles in the Indian Ocean and world economy, see for 
example, Giorgio Riello and Tirthankar Roy (eds.), How India Clothed the World: The World of South 
Asian Textiles, 1500-1850 (Leiden: Brill, 2009). For the central role of Indian textiles for the trade to 
and with east Africa, see Pedro Machado "Awash in a Sea of Cloth: Gujarat, Africa and the Western 
Indian Ocean, 1300-1800" in Giorgio Riello and Prasannan Parthasarathi (eds.), The Spinning World: A 
Global History of Cotton Textiles, 1200-1850 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 161-179; 
Edward A. Alpers, East Africa and the Indian Ocean (Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 2009); 
and Jeremy Prestholdt, "On the Global Repercussions of East African Consumerism," American 
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English as well. The English would have five or six ships a year making the voyage 

from Bengal to Goa and these ships would take on rice, sugar, opium, saltpetre and 

lead in Bengal, pick up blue cloth on the Coromandel and would sell or exchange 

some of these goods for pepper, cardamom or arrack as they sailed north, keeping the 

best cargo, which were the goods deemed suitable for Mozambique and Brazil, to be 

sold to the Portuguese in Goa, timing their arrival for before the Portuguese convoy 

was due to leave for Mozambique in mid-December.216 Similarly, the French carrying 

cargoes to return to Europe after making the coastal journey from Bengal via Orissa, 

and Coromandel and Malabar made Goa the final object of their journey.217 

We have strong evidence as to the importance of Goa as a global port as 

demonstrated by evidence available from the official archives and the private papers 

of the Mhamai Kamats, in which Portuguese shipping lists and passes, customs 

records, invoices and receipts, bills of lading, contracts and petitions testify to the fact 

that trade in, to and from Goa continued and was even expanded in certain areas.218 

Furthermore, two highly detailed pautas (shipping and price lists) dated in 1724 and 

1772 pertaining to the import and exports of goods and their corresponding prices, 

with any changes between the period of 1724 and 1772 noted, illustrate the diversity 

and volume of goods entering and leaving Goa during this time.219 The pauta was the 

result of an order of the King, who in the process of discussing the ‘order of the 

Overseas Council in which the Custom rights of the city be charged at only five 

percent in order to facilitate the commerce in this port’ instructed the Viceroy and the 

Conselho da Fazenda, to seek the counsel of the ‘men of business, Christians and 

gentios alike’ to provide a shipping and price list of all the commodities traded at 

Goa. The order also sought to open a space for these 'men of business' to express any 

doubts regarding the current customs regiment, as well as the quality of the goods that 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
216 Manning, Fortunes à faire, 145.  
217 Ibid.,145.  
218 The sustained presence of Portuguese trade in Asia is also bolstered by other European records: an 
analysis of Dutch shipping lists and information available in the English Company records for the 
period 1719-1754 show that Portuguese ships called at varying frequency at the ports of Bengal, 
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entered the Alfandega.220 The pautas which contain 'goods which are usually 

dispatched from the Alfandega de Goa are important not only because they 

demonstrate the full extent of Goa’s trading world and its important role as a 

redistribution point for Asian goods, but the order and method of its construction 

reflects the immense knowledge and intimate engagement of the Hindu merchants 

with the commercial economy of Goa. Moreover, the production of these pautas 

underscores the 'dialogic engagement' of merchants with the colonial state and the 

latter's openness and flexibility to heeding the information it specifically sought to 

procure from its mercantile community. Importantly, it speaks to the aforementioned 

point that the relationship of mutual dependency was dynamic and not merely limited 

to material contirbutions and exchanges of capital and goods, but the immaterial 

exchange of commercial acumen as well.  

The pauta of 1772 was divided into five columns: the first column listed the 

origins of the commodities by region, the second column contained a list of specific 

commodities originating from that region, the following column listed the 'prices 

evaluated in the old Pauta', the following 'the common prices that these fazendas are 

worth in present times', then a column containing the 'the evaluated arbitrary price of 

those same fazendas which are now estimated by expert merchants' so that it would be 

possible 'to make a real judgement on this material' and 'give from it the providences 

needed.'221 There was also a column in which the list was split between 'old prices in 

xerafins' and the 'new price in xerafins.'222 It also made a note of the 'various goods 

from the Coast Of S.Thome de Coromandel and Madras that are not in the old pauta 

as they came after she had been made' are listed as panos (the general name for cloth), 

chitas (colourful and stamped cotton cloth) and cubertas de panno (cloth covers).223  

At the end of the pauta there was attached a 'copy of the conditions of the Renda da 

Alfandiga of this city of Goa of the first triennium starting on the first of September of 

1768 of whom the rendeiro was Ramachandra Naique.'   The 'expert merchants' and 

'lodgers of the Alfandiga de Goa' who complied the commercial information 

stipulated in the pauta were a group of 32 merchants, only 2 of whom were not 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
220 HAG, MR 201-148B.  
221 HAG, MR 201-148B, Shipping List of the Goa Customs, fls 760.  
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Hindu.224 Indeed, many of these merchants are recurring figures, such as Narana 

Camotin of the Mhamai Kamat family who will be discussed in chapter four and 

Custam Poy Poquea Sinay, Govinda Naique who petitioned the state in 1779 and 

1773, 1770 respectively, as will be established in chapter five.  After its translation 

into Portuguese by the lingoa (official translator) of the state, Anata Camotim Vaga, it 

was then delivered by the merchant and resident of Goa, Govinda Naique, to the 

attorney of the customs house.225  

As demonstrated by the two pautas, the market and the value, volume and 

diversity of Asian goods supplied and exchange in Goa were highly significant.  In 

keeping with general trends of trade and consumption for this period, cloth and 

textiles-both coarse and fine Indian made textiles and fine Chinese silks and damasks- 

figured significantly. The Portuguese role in the Indian and Asian textile trade is 

significant, yet has been largely overlooked by scholars focusing on the importance of 

textiles in the early modern global economy. As Maria João Ferreira has argued, 

Portugal played a pivotal role in the distribution of Asian textiles across Europe, a 

role that predated the entry of the East India Company and the VOC into this trade but 

however contemporary historical accounts have tended to focus almost exclusively on 

the role of these companies, neglecting the function of the Portuguese.226 Considering 

the importance of textiles in shifting consumer tastes in Europe, by extension, the role 

of the Portuguese in shaping and influencing consumer tastes has also been 

overlooked.  This is even more unfortunate when we consider how rich Portuguese 

archival documents are with information regarding the consumer demands and how 

shifting tastes affected export and import patterns. For example, an undated report 

regarding the 'state of fazendas from Surat and Balagate' that would 'considerably 

influence the operations' investors in the ship Rainha dos Anjos, and outlined the 

types of cloth in demand in Brazil and Lisbon according to different segments of the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
224 The list of merchants were as follows: Manoel Joaquim das Neves Estevao Camili, Artun Joanes, 
Anta Sinay, Bulla Naique Govinda Naique, Pandu Camotin, Vitogi Camotin, Vencu Sinay, Panddo 
Camotin, Panduranga Sinay, Vitogi Sinay, Narana Camotin, Narba Camotin, Crisna Sinay Cabaddi, 
Santopa Camotin, Govinda Naique, Fonddu Porba, Vencu Naique, Gopala Nique Corondo, Custam 
Camotin, Gopal Custom Poy, Sinal de Rama, Chanda Sinay, Vitogi Naique, Soirea Porobu, Custom 
Poy, Venquea Sinay, Sinal de Fondu Chatim, Pandu Naique and Poquea Sinay, HAG, MR 201-148B, 
Shipping List of the Goa customs, fls 818.  
225 HAG, MR 201-148B, Shipping List of the Goa Customs, fls 859.  
226 Maria João Ferreira, "Asian Textiles in the Carreira da Índia: Portuguese Trade, Consumption and 
Taste 15000-1700," Textile History 46, no.2 (2015): 147-168.  
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population. For example, it describes how 'fazenda from Balagate is in disregard, 

because the coarse stamped cloth from Bengal has preference, and it does not stay 

cheaper than it, it is effectively more pleasant/attractive to the consumers of Brazil.'227 

It also stresses 'that it is not just the price, that decides its consumption or success, but 

it is unquestionable that these fazendas are used only by the miserable people, the 

cheapest of them of which they give preference.'228  

Cognizant of the profitability of this lucrative trade, the metropole paid special 

attention to the re-export of Indian textiles through Goa to Portugal and the rest of the 

overseas empire.229 The importance of Indian textiles, especially coarse textiles was 

such, that it formed the largest component of the bulk cargoes leaving Portuguese 

ports in India to Portugal, Brazil and West Africa and it has been argued that the 

‘trickle' of the flow of textiles by the mid-eighteenth century had 'developed into a 

flood.’230  In Mozambique textiles had a critical function in the east African markets, 

as they were the primary good and measures of value for which ivory, slaves and 

other commodities were exchanged.231 The Portuguese were heavily reliant on Hindu 

merchants in Goa and Banian merchants based in Diu and Daman for procuring these 

textiles from external production centres for their re-distribution from Goa. Textiles 

also figured heavily in the cargoes of goods Hindu merchants freighted on private 

ships of their partners to Lisbon and Macau.  

According to the regional demarcation of the pauta, each region provided Goa 

with a specific and diverse set of commodities and trade links were largely structured 

by the types of goods sourced or manufactured in each region and the dynamics of 

demand for consumer goods, particularly in Europe. However, before containing 

along the lines of this regional delineation and charting the principal destinations with 

which Hindu merchants established commercial contact outside of Goa, which can be 

visualised in maps one and two, it is worth focusing firstly on the Estado itself.   

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
227 AHU, Índia, Cx 85 Doc. 94, Undated.   
228 AHU, Índia, Cx 85 Doc. 94, Undated.  
229 Lopes, NHEP, 341.  
230 Pinto, Trade and Finance, 184.  
231 Machado, Ocean of Trade, 120.  
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Goa, the Surrounding Territories of the Estado da Índia and the Hinterland 
 

Starting, therefore, on the very local scale of their commercial world, Hindu 

merchants played an important role in Goa and the adjacent territories by acting as 

suppliers for basic provisions, establishing boticas (shops) in the city of Goa. The 

term botica is roughly translated to something akin to a grocery shop that sold 

foodstuffs and provisions such as tobacco, but some also sold textiles and were almost 

entirely owned by local Hindu merchants.232 Boticas were considered so vital to the 

domestic economy, that in discussions regarding the reconstruction of Goa it was 

stressed that these structures be preserved as much as possible as it was ‘inside the 

walls of the city where the inhabitants make stores of the richest merchants, and of all 

who commerce.’233 However, this aspect of their world seems to have been 

completely overlooked, perhaps overshadowed by their role in the large-scale and 

valuable overseas and intra-colonial trade. Nevertheless, we find in the records 

references of merchants petitioning the government to allow them to open up shops 

and boticas in the city.  In addition, although we know that these merchants were 

rendeiros of commodities such as cloth, silk and tobacco, what they actually did with 

these commodities after purchase is still vague. The evidence below suggests that 

many of them established themselves in the capital city Goa in order to store and trade 

basic food provisions, spices, cloth and valuable textiles such as silk, and that these 

enterprises were a predominantly family affair.  These petitions, which will be 

analysed in more detail chapter five, not only offer a valuable insight as to the actual 

structure and nature of local trade in Goa, but the apprehension expressed on the part 

of the authorities reflect a concern with the threat that these merchants could pose if 

they were supposedly granted too many privileges. The reasoning in the replies to 

these petitions reveals the tension inherent in this relationship of mutual dependency, 

which accompanied the inescapable consciousness of their economic value.  

The application of the merchant Rama Camotim in 1758 for another ‘botica 

for spices and groceries alongside the one had for cloths and silks’ was denied on the 

basis that it was prejudicial to the Royal Treasury’ due to the decrease that was seen 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
232 See Dalgado, Glossário Luso-Asiático, 140-141. 
233 HAG MR 182-139 fls. 30.  
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in the revenue of taxes farmed from ‘provisions and spices.’234 In 1756, he was also 

granted the permission to set up three privileged boticas (shops) in the capital Goa. 

The denial to Rama Camotim was deemed to be fair, especially as he had ‘already 

been conceded with another privileged logia of cloth and silk.’235 In a similar vein, 

the merchant Upea Camotim in 1761, described as ‘a man of business and captain of 

the Brahman gentios of this State’ and his brothers Chandra Camotim, Suba Camotim 

and Pandu Cha were granted an extension of their privilege to establish three more 

boticas, one for clothes, the other for 'mantimentos' or basic provisions.236  In a 

similar vein, Hindu merchants would supply basic provisions and food for the medical 

and military institutions in Goa. For example, the merchant Rama Chandra Naique 

sold a cargo of rice to valued at 613:4:00 xerafins to the Royal Hospital in 1761 as did 

Poquea Sinay Duomo in the same year.237 The State bought a cargo of uniforms, 

provisions and ‘sustenance’ for the military and sepoy corps from the merchants 

Rama Chandra Camotim and Custam Poy in 1761 to whom they paid 242:2:45 and 

972:2:30 xerafins respectively.238 In addition, Mozambique on various occasions 

suffered from a shortfall in basic provisions and foodstuffs such as rice and Hindu 

merchants were relied on to provide relief. The merchant Vittogy Camotim sold a 

cargo of various goods to the Treasury, which were then Mozambique in 1760.239 The 

Mhamai Kamat family were provision suppliers for the Palace of the Viceroy, as well 

as various convents, the Royal Hospital and the Camaras of Bardez and Salcette and 

also supplied textiles to the Palace of the Governor General Francisco da Cunha de 

Menezes in 1786.240  

Drawing on what was discussed in the previous chapter, Hindu merchants in 

the Estado directly responded to the geopolitical dynamics affecting the Estado 

during this period whilst remaining safely ensconced in Goa; in some cases it opened 

up further commercial avenues. The 'basic' services provided above also extended to 

the high diplomatic levels whereby merchants would provision and support the state 

in its political exchanges with the representatives of the surrounding powers and the 
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Marathas. For the Estado, the ability to conduct such diplomatic exchanges was key 

to its policy of preservation and the avoidance of military confrontations and all out 

war. The merchant Anta Sinay on two occasions provided lodging, maintenance and 

‘refreshments’ to the visiting envoy of the Minister of the King of Sunda in 1761, for 

which he was paid 800:0:00 xerafins. Babulea Porobu also supplied provisions and 

supplies to the messengers of the Estado who were sent to the court of Sidy.241 

Custam Camotim and Rama Naique were both paid for services rendered during a 

diplomatic exchange between the Marathas and Portuguese; Rama Naique leased his 

houses to the Maratha Envoy for 304:0:00 xerafins and Custam Camotim supplied 

provisions for the messengers sent to the Maratha court in 1761.242 Poquea Sinay 

Duomo, who was a regular supplier of goods to the State in Goa, also provided the 

maintenance and advanced the costs for the messengers sent to the King of Canara.243 

The Camotins would also provide such a service and temporarily provide 

accommodation in Portuguese Indian cities at the instructions or request of other 

merchants: in 1789 for example, the merchant St. Riveul informed them that he 

wished to make a visit to the Governor of Goa and issued them instructions to arrange 

for his accommodation and food.244 

Importantly, the objective of reviving the Estado also involved the project of 

revitalising Goa and its physical infrastructure which necessitated reconstructing parts 

of the city and rebuilding the crucial structures needed for trade such as the marina 

and river front. In order for them to do this, they required large amounts of primary 

materials such as wood, bamboo, lead and iron. The Treasury bought large 

consignments of forest wood from the merchants Narana Sinay, Pandulia Sinay, 

Mangony Sinay, Gopala Sinay, Rogu Sinay , Narana Sinay and Vittogi Sinay 

Nerlincar in 1761 for construction and also fire wood for use aboard ships from 

merchants such as Rogy Sinay.245 Wood was also the chief material needed for the 

construction of ships and small-scale commercial vessels and thus the contract to 

supply timber to the Treasury was inevitably a very lucrative one. The Portuguese 

territory of Daman situated to the north of Goa in southeast Gujarat was surrounded 
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by forest and this also provided Goa with timber for its own supplies and for the 

lucrative export trade.246 

Thus remaining within the 'borders' of the Estado, Hindu merchants in Goa 

traded frequently with the neighbouring Portuguese coastal enclaves of Daman and 

Diu, located in the Gulf of Cambay on the southern tip of the Kathiawar Peninsula. 

These enclaves also hosted Gujarati Bania or Vaniya merchants who were dominant 

in the trade to Mozambique, exchanging textiles, rice and other provisions in 

exchange for ivory, slaves and gold.247  In Daman, the Mhamai Kamat family and 

their contacts remitted their goods between Goa and Daman primarily by pattamar or 

by small vessels such as sibars, an Indian ship that was used north of the coast of Goa 

and gurabos, a light Indian sail vessel whose name was derived from the Marathi 

word for crow.248 In 1794, the merchant Amarchande Saverchande, remitted rice to 

the Camotins on his gurabo  'Calla Missegy' that was manned by a serang (a term 

used by Europeans somewhat indiscriminately to denote any leading lascar on a 

vessel) Amode Alsana.249 The goods that the Camotins remitted to Daman were 

primarily basic foodstuffs such as mangos, coconuts, oil and areca nut, as well as raw 

materials such as coir rope.250 On one occasion, the Daman-based Parsi merchant 

Mody Morvangy Manekgy asked the Camotins in timing with the recent arrival of a 

ship from Lisbon, to procure an order of European goods, which consisted of a bottle 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
246 Pinto, Trade and Finance, 34.  
247 Pinto, Trade and Finance, 70. For more on the commercial activities of Bania merchants in Daman 
and Diu and their dominance in the east Africa trade, in addition to Pedro Machado's already cited 
works, see also, Luis Frederico Dias Antunes, “A Actividade de Comércio dos Banianes de Diu em 
Moçambique (1686-1777),” MA Thesis, Universidade Nova de Lisboa, 1992; idem, "The Trade 
Activities of the Banyans in Mozambique: Private Indian Dynamics in the Panel of the Portuguese 
State Economy (1686-1777),” in K.S. Mathew (ed.), Mariners, Merchants and Oceans: Studies in 
Maritime History (Delhi: Manhoar, 1995), 301-31; Sophie Blanchy, Karana et Banians: Les 
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virtue of the fact that their incoming correspondence is addressed to Vencatesha and Narana Camotins 
or simply 'the Camotins.’ Similarly, their outgoing correspondence in the European languages is also 
signed as 'Vencatesha or Naraena Camotin'.     
249 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, Daman, March 1787; XCHR MHP 
(Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, Daman, May 1789; XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming 
Correspondence, Daman, July 1789; XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, Daman, 
March 1794; XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, Daman, February 1806; Jaffer, 
Lascars and Indian Ocean Seafaring, 115.  
250 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, Daman, March 1797; XCHR MHP 
(Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, Daman, April, 1799; XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming 
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of aguadente and 10 boxes of marmalade.251 The Camotins also sent pieces of 

artillery to their contact and broker there Gabriel João dos Anjos, who was Provedor-

mor dos Defuntos e Auzentes (Superintendent of the Defunct and the Absent/ 

Interstate Property) and auditor for military persons in Daman, eight of which he sold 

to a merchant called Moty Galal and the remainder of which had to be sent to Surat to 

be unloaded off there.252 In exchange, the Camotins mainly received rice, bate 

(unmilled rice) and textiles. The trade in rice and bate was conducted through the 

Camotins' Gujarati and Parsi contacts based in Daman such as Deorama Dulobo, 

Vigilal Morlidar and the Parsi trader Mody Mervangy Manekgy.253 However, the 

most valuable and significant trade that the Camotins conducted with Daman was the 

trade in textiles; the papers indicate that a large quantity and diversity of textiles such 

as zuartes, canequins a coarse cotton cloth that was used in India and east Africa, 

chellas a solid cotton cloth that was less smooth and less vibrant than chintz, and 

textile pieces such as handkerchiefs.254 Daman and Diu were important 'feeders' for 

the Estado of textiles manufactured in the territories themselves as well as those 

drawn from the weaving centres at Surat, Ahmedabad and elsewhere in Gujarat.255A 

cargo of goods that included food provisions such as batte, wheat and lentils sent by 

the merchant Cuxal Premchande in 1794, for example, also comprised of a significant 

and a diverse quantity of textiles that ranged from canequins, red handkerchiefs and 

gauze.256 In addition, cloth from Daman was sent to Goa to be re-exported to Macao, 

highlighting Goa's still important role as a redistribution point. For example, the 

Portuguese merchant Jozé Francisco Annello who was based in Daman sent the 
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Camotins bundles of cotton with the instruction that the cotton, on his account and 

risk was to be consigned onto ships bound for Macao.257 

Diu: 
	  

Similarly, textiles formed the bulk of the trade between Goa and Diu and 

likewise, the remittance of textiles was predominantly by non-European traders such 

as Giovane Samogy, Barendar Letta, Mulgy Ragonate, Nattu Samogy, Dramadas 

Ramogy and Virchande Givane.258 The Camotins inquired with Mulgy Ragonate in 

1789 to procure a cargo of textiles from Diu that was to be loaded on a curveta to 

Timor.259 In exchange, the Camotins supplied areca nut, pepper and coconuts. 260 

Through their contacts such as Virchande Givane, the Camotins were able to freight 

goods to Mozambique. Virchande Givane notified the Camotins in a letter dated in 

1815, that a ship owned by a Velgy Darey was due to embark to the 'Capital of 

Mozambique' and that the Camotins had freighted a unspecified cargo of goods on the 

ship, whose freight charges were subject to what was charged in Mozambique as 

conforming to the 'estillo' or style of the merchants in Diu.261 As we can see, trade 

with Diu was more limited in terms of the goods exchanged and conducted on a much 

smaller scale than with Daman. 

The Hinterland 
	  

The trade and exchange of goods between Goa and the hinterland, as well as 

other Indian maritime and terrestrial commercial centres, especially along the Konkan 

littoral, constituted a diverse and profitable regional economy in itself.  With the 

hinterland, trade was concentrated with the regions of Bijapur- Balagate and 
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258 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, Diu, March, 1799; XCHR MHP 
(Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, Diu, July 1799; XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming 
Correspondence, Diu, September 1799; XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, Diu, 
October 1799; XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, Diu, January 1801. 
259 A curveta was a middle sized merchant ship, see Joseph Calder Miller, Way of Death: Merchant 
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Golkonda where high in demand textiles and diamonds were brought via caravans 

through the Western Ghats into Goa.262 It also sent pepper, cotton, refined saltpetre, 

tobacco, jaggery, leather, cinnamon, saffron, areca and tamarind.263 According to a 

customs list for the Alfandega de Nova Goa between 1809-1810, Hindu merchants 

such as Gopala Sinay, Gabana Sinay continued to import textiles and others such as 

Narca Camotin also exported copper in exchange.264 

The value of this trade for the Estado was such that Hindu merchants and 

political intermediaries such as such Vitogi Sinay Dumo and his son Poquea Sinay 

Dumo, who we have see earlier, supplied basic provisions and medical necessities to 

the Royal Hospital, occupied positions as Corretor dos Mercadores Balagateiros 

(Brokers of the Balagate traders).265 Other merchants such as Chimonia Xetty a 

resident of Mapuça was noted as having 'taken' cloth from the 'foreigners' knows as 

Appas, who were engaged in the oxen caravan trade which also brought areca, copper 

and other goods 266 In a testimonial filed by Chimonia Xette stated that he was the 

'Corretor dos Balagteiros and Mercador de Roupa' (Broker of the Balagteiros and 

Merchant of Cloth').267 The preservation of Xette's legal papers in the private archive 

of the Mhamai Kamat family suggests that he was perhaps one of their partners in this 

trade or a supplier. According to the correspondence of the Camotins, Balagate 

textiles were heavily in demand in Bombay and Surat, and also formed a portion of 

the textiles exported to Rio de Janeiro. An outgoing letter dated on the 5th of July 

1797 to Jozé Gomes Loureiro states that 'samples of big cadeas that we have sent to 

be fabricated had still not come from Balagate.'268   

For Goa, costal trading primarily along the Konkan and Malabar coasts 

appears to have been consistent until at least the end of the eighteenth century and 

consisted primarily of low value and basic agricultural commodities, such as grain, 

coconuts and coconut derivative products such as coir, timber, mangoes.269 In 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
262 Pinto, Trade and Finance, 34; Ahmad, Os Portugueses na Ásia, 43. 
263 HAG, MR 200-148A, fls. 187. See also, Pinto, Trade and Finance, 34.  
264 HAG AG Livro 6347.  
265 AHU, Índia, Caixa 116. Doc. 40, 17th October, 1772.  
266 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, 10th October 1785.  
267 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, 12th August 1978. 
268 XCHR MHP, Outgoing Correspondence, Copy of Letters Made to Jozé Gomes Loureiro since April 
1799.  
269 Das Gupta, Merchants of Maritime India, 358-362; Pinto, Trade and Finance, 33-43.  



	  

85	  

	  

addition, intra-Asian or ‘country trade’ was an important source of profit for the 

Estado and it exported agricultural and raw commodities to ports such as Bombay for 

example, which provided it with the valuable and manufactured goods, specifically 

spices and textiles, that were re-exported to Europe, Mozambique and Brazil. Indeed, 

beginning as early as the early sixteenth century, it was remarked that the intra-Asian 

trade of the Portuguese was considerably larger in value and substantially more 

lucrative than the trade between Goa and Lisbon.270  

Gujarat	  and	  Surat:	   

In the wider region of Gujarat, the Portuguese presence did not decline as 

significantly as it did along the Coromandel Coast or the Bay of Bengal and they were 

able to maintain a presence int he region during the eighteenth century, particularly in 

Surat271 Having established a feitoria in Surat in 1610, they increasingly began to 

focus their attention on 'the great westward-looking port of the Mughal empire.'272  

Moreover, during the last two decades of the seventeenth century, in keeping with the 

general European practice of relying on local actors as commercial and political 

intermediaries as discussed previously, the Portuguese relied on the service of a Parsi 

merchant Rustamji Manakji as their agent in Surat.273 They also continued to employ 

the services of Manakji's descendants and other Parsi brokers during the 1770s and 

1780s for their textile trade.274 Bania and Hindu Saraswat merchants also dominated 

this trade route. During the eighteenth through to the early mid-nineteenth century, as 

Rudy Bauss has argued, 'the Surat connection to Goa also strongly demonstrates the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
270 Prakash, European Commercial Enterprise in Pre-colonial India, 50. By the end of the sixteenth 
century, the involvement of the Portuguese Crown and country traders in intra-Asian maritime trade 
dwarfed in volume and value the trade between Cochin-Goa and Lisbon via the Cape of Good Hope, 
see Souza, Survival of Empire, 14.  
271 The port was fully opened to the Portuguese by the Nawab of Surat in 1702, see Lopes, NHEP, 307. 
272Subrahmanyam, The Portuguese Empire in Asia, 200. For more discussions on the Portuguese 
presence in Surat and their feitoria, see also, A.F. Moniz, "A Feitoria Portuguesa de Surrate, Sua 
Importancia Politica e Comercial," O Oriente Português 15, no.1 and 2 (1918): 5-29; Rudy Bauss, 
"Textiles, bullion and other trades of Goa: Commerce with Surat, other areas of India, Luso-Brazilian 
ports, Macau and Mozambique, 1816-1819," The Indian Economic and Social History Review 34, no.3 
(1997): 275-287; Celsa Pinto, "Lisbon Investment in the Indian textile Commerce: The Surat Feeder", 
Mare Liberum, no.9 (1995): 218-227. 
273 Subrahmanyam, The Portuguese Empire in Asia, 200.  See also, Angelo P.Fernandes, "Rustom 
Manock and the Portuguese at Surat," Indian History Congress no.42 (1981): 224-232.  
274 Carreira, Globalising Goa, 284.  
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economic hegemony of Baniya merchants in Gujarat working in collaboration with 

Saraswat Brahmins in Goa to control the coastal trade in the region.'275  

The metropole and the Estado made concerted efforts to strengthen and 

maintain their trade link with Surat and private trade and investment in textiles 

specifically increased during the eighteenth century. Private Portuguese traders such 

as Jacinto Domingues, director of the factory in the final decades of the century and 

who, as will be further elaborated in chapter four, was a long-standing partner of the 

Mhamai Kamat family, for example, placed textile orders of a value of "thousands of 

rupees" with brokers in 1787 and these orders had ballooned to over a million rupees 

by the turn of the century.276 Indeed, Portuguese investment was significant in Surat 

during the last quarter of the eighteenth century: between 1781 and 1801 for example, 

Portuguese purchases in Surat were worth a total of 8,573,065 rupias.277In line with 

the argument that the Portuguese presence in western India did not disappear and they 

it has been argued that the English faced the most formidable competition from the 

Portuguese merchants whose trade in Gujarat textiles revived in the late eighteenth 

century and that they considered them to be a greater threat to their commercial 

interests than the Dutch.278 The British, however, did not make this an easy feat and 

as the letters of the Director of the feitoria Francisco Gomes Loureiro suggests, the 

Portuguese and the British were regularly in confrontation with each other.279 As 

Loureiro wrote in July 1797, the English were 'the real authors of the many 

difficulties, and pressures that our commerce and Feitoria have suffered and continue 

to suffer in this City.'280  

From Gujarat in general, textiles and cloth were most in demand, but the 

region also supplied raw commodities such as indigo dye, borax and gulgul (a kind of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
275 Bauss, "Textiles, bullion and other trades of Goa," 275,  
276 Machado, Ocean of Trade, 157.  
277 Celsa Pinto "Lisbon Investment in the Indian Textile Commerce,” 217-33 quoted in Lopes, O 
Império Oriental, 425. For further discussions on the private trade interests in Surat during this period, 
see also, Ernestine Carreira, "O Comércio Português no Gujarat na Segunda Metade do Século XVIII: 
As Famílias Loureiro e Ribeiro," Mare Liberum no. 9 (1995): 83-94.  
278 Between December 1799 and January 1800, Portuguese merchants exported piece-goods worth 547 
rupias, a large volume of trade comparable to that of the English East India Company out of Surat 
during this period, see Nadri, Eighteenth Century Gujarat, 139.  
279 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 6th July, 1797; XCHR MHP (Portuguese), 
Incoming Correspondence, 24th October 1797; XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 
24th November 1797.    
280 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 6th July, 1797.  
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cement made in India out of seashells and oil that is used to protect the wooden under 

part of a ship from worms).281 North of Gujarat, what is listed in the pauta as the 

Costa de Sinde, or coast of Sindh, a specific type of cloth known as chirins 

encaranados a type of red cloth, and canequins, a thick cotton cloth that was heavily 

used in India and east Africa were exported to Goa.282 The region witnessed a rapid 

growth in textile manufacturing during the eighteenth century as a result of the 

relocation of weavers and manufacturers from unsettled areas in Gujarat and the Gulf 

of Cambay was also an important source of coral, an article that was much in demand 

in Europe.283 For Goa, despite the fact that the bulk of the textile trade to 

Mozambique was in the hands of the Banian merchants in Daman and Diu, the value 

of textiles in these markets bolstered the small amount re-export trade of these textiles 

from Goa to Mozambique. According to the pautas, Surat in particular supplied Goa 

with a diverse range of textiles included chintz and coarse cotton covers, as well more 

valuable varieties such as a gilded gold cloth, silk curtains and silk cutonias (a striped 

cloth of mixed silk and cotton weave) and cuts of silk known as chamalota.284 

Alongside textiles, the port also remitted a diverse range of goods such as incense, 

raw cotton, tobacco, almonds, coffee from Mocha, soap, sesame oil and cowry from 

the Maldives.285  

Textiles formed the bulk of goods arriving from Surat and as discussed in the 

earlier, these were often re-exported to Macao, but also to Brazil and Lisbon. In 1797, 

for example, Francisco Gomes Loureiro, a close and long-standing partner of the 

Camotins sent a cargo of diverse textiles to them in Goa that included two shawls or 

challes, as the Portuguese referred to them (these were usually made out of 

cashmere), cachos a raw cloth of ordinary cotton that was made along the Malabar 

coast, chellas, varas a kind of chequered cotton cloth and a cloth that the Camotins 

referred to as Bany, and zuartes a cotton, usually blue, cloth that was often re-

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
281 HAG, MR 201-148B fls. 859.  
282 HAG, MR 201-148B fls. 859 
283 Nadri does not identify Goa as one of the port destinations for Gujarati or Kachi textiles and cotton, 
but does note that there was competition between English Company and Portuguese merchants for 
textiles from the region of Broach, and that in 1798 several merchants were listed as advancing money 
to weavers and buying piece-goods for Portuguese merchants, see Nadri, "Exploring the Gulf of Kach," 
131-135, 463; see also Machado, Ocean of Trade, 120-168.  
284 Translation of ‘cutonia’ derived from Machado, Ocean of Trade, 135.  
285 HAG, MR 201-148B, fls. 859.  
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exported to east Africa and chitas known in English as chintz.286 In addition to 

textiles, medicinal drugs such as quinine and a salt referred to as 'sal Glouber' were 

sent to Goa to the Camotins through Francisco Gomes Loureiro on behalf of a Doctor 

Pouget to be sold 'at the highest price possible.'287 In exchange, the Camotins remitted 

the usual basic provisions of items such as paper, coconuts and coir rope and tobacco, 

as well as raw materials such as copper, lead, cochineal, bamboo and materials and 

coral.288  Demonstrating the intra-colonial circulation of goods as pursued by private 

merchants, in 1798, for example, the Camotins imported five boxes of cochineal from 

Brazil that was then remitted to Francisco Gomes Loureiro to be sold in Surat on their 

behalf; they also sent a quantity to Caetano Jozé Coelho with the same instructions.289 

Trade also continued into the early decades of the nineteenth century with merchants 

such as Custam Sinay Dempo exporting commodities such as teak.290 

Private Hindu merchant trade between Goa and Surat was thus greatly 

conditioned by the specific demands of private merchants who procured, remitted or 

sold specific goods on behalf of their partners, and, as in the case of the Camotins, 

regularly provisioned basic goods such as paper. 

Goa and Bombay: 
	  

The exchange of goods between Goa and Surat was more or less similar to the 

circuits of exchange between Goa and Bombay. Furthermore, they were also 

transported in much the same way. Facilitated by the relative proximity of the two 

ports small vessels pattamars, muchuas, canoas and sibars were able to remit goods 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
286 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence December 1787; XCHR MHP (Portuguese), 
Incoming Correspondence 17th January 1797; XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence; 
XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence 4th February 1797, 26th March 1797; XCHR 
MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 6th July 1797.  
287 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 4th February 1797; see also Pinto, Trade and 
Finance, 100.  
288 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 24th February 1788; XCHR MHP 
(Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 13th November 1795; XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming 
Correspondence, 26th February 1797; XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 23rd 
November, 1797; XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 1st April, 1799; XCHR MHP 
(Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 25th February 1807; XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming 
Correspondence, 14th December, 1812,  
289 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, November 1798; XCHR MHP (Portuguese), 
Incoming Correspondence, 4th January 1798.  
290 HAG AG Livro 6347 fls.4; 69.  
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and merchant correspondence between the two ports fairly quickly.291  Indeed, the 

Camotins' correspondence to and from Bombay indicates that the bulk of their trade 

was conducted via pattamars, and to a lesser extent sibars.292 These pattamars, with 

names such as Santo António, were manned by tandels, or as the English referred to 

them 'tindels' or 'tindals' who piloted the vessels between Goa and Bombay, but also 

between Goa, Bombay, Diu and Daman.293 Often specific instructions would be given 

according to the cargo that needed to be delivered: Jozé Francisco Perreira Sobrinho 

instructed the Camotins in 1811, that the pattamar sent should be one with a cabin as 

they feared rain.294 The merchant Francisco Gomes Loureiro appears to have 

preferred more secure means of transport, instructing the Camotins to take advantage 

when possible the use of warships such as 'frigates or other more safe ways' than 

pattamars.295  During times of war, commercial ships would often be accompanied by 

an official cafila (convoy) to ensure their safe passage. In 1800, the merchant Caetano 

Souza Perreira in Daman reported to his commercial partner, the merchant Francisco 

Gomes Loureiro in Surat, that he had recommended to the Governor of Daman that 

the commercial convoys departing from that port be 'reinforced' and accompanied by 

warships.296 Perreira further noted that a ship freighted by the merchant Gabriel João 

dos Anjos had indeed been accompanied after its departure from Surat by a warship 

from Daman.297  

Highlighting the interconnectedness of Bombay and Surat during this period 

and the intensity of trade along this section of the western coast, according to a letter 

to the Camotins from the merchant and Director of the Portuguese factory in Surat 

Francisco Gomes Loureiro, most shipping vessels would travel to Surat from Goa via 

Bombay first.298 Indeed, his brother Jozé Gomes Loureiro, for example, freighted two 

brigs belonging to two Parsi friends of his brother Francisco to transport goods to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
291 Pinto, Trade and Finance, 38.  
292 Pattamars were a dhow like vessel, primarily used in the coastal trade of western India and Ceylon 
used for courier and to transport light goods.    
293 Dalgado in his Glossário Luso-Asiatico describes a tandel as a pilot, see Dalgado, Glossário Luso-
Asiatico, 354. XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 11th October 1802; XCHR MHP 
(Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 10th  March 1804.  
294 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 15th April 1811.   
295 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 26th March 1797; XCHR MHP 
(Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 25th October 1797.  
296 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 26th January 1800.   
297 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 26th January 1800.   
298 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 4th February 1797. 
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Bombay from Surat that was to be accompanied either by a Portuguese, but probably 

English convoy as these were more regular between the two ports, which would stop 

in Goa en-route to procure additional goods for freighting.299 Although there is no 

mention of Bombay pauta of 1772, it was an undeniably important trade link for Goa 

and a profitable destination for goods produced in the Estado, especially for private 

Hindu merchants. Moreover, despite their resentment of the British and their 

'ambitions on the coast that were incompatible with the interests of the Estado' and 

which Goa violently opposed', they could not avoid Bombay's commercial dominance 

for long. We can gather from a later pauta dated in 1826, as well as further evidence 

that this was an important trade connection for the Estado over the following 

nineteenth century.300 For example, the ship Senhor do Bomfim e Santa Maria 

departed Goa for Bombay in 1885 with a cargo destined specifically for that port.301 

In addition, import custom taxes from foods coming from Bombay generated 

3533,545 réis between 1809 and 1810.302 In 1826, imports from Bombay in 1826 

totalled a massive 363621:0:16 ½ xerafins, whilst its exports only amounted to 67803: 

4:32 xerafins, consisting mostly of foodstuffs such as areca nuts, shark fins, 

cinnamon, pepper, cashew nuts, coconuts, rice and wine, as well as primary materials 

such as coir, copper, lead and some textiles.303 

As will be analysed in greater detail in chapters four and five, the Camotins 

conducted a significant degree of trade between Bombay and Goa which was 

facilitated by their agents and a close network of private Portuguese merchants such 

the Loureiro family, particulaly Jozé Gomes Loureiro and Jozé Francisco Perreira, as 

well as secondary Luso-Indian, English and Parsi associates. Most famously, the 

Luso-Goan and Canarin (native Christian) merchant Rogério da Faria, whose family 

hailed from Chorão in Goa but moved to Bombay in 1775, made his fortunes 

exporting Malwa opium from Bengal to China, an enterprise very much facilitated by 

his political connections with the British government in Bombay and the Portuguese 

authorities in Goa.304 As will be elaborated in greater detail in chapter four, he was 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
299 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 17th, January 1797.  
300 HAG AG, Livro 2668.   
301 HAG MR 246-167, fls. 911.  
302 Lopes, O Império Oriental, 436 
303 HAG AG, Livro 2668.  
304 Disney, A History of Portugal, 313-314; Pinto, Trade and Finance, 57-560. For more on the 
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also a partner of the Camotins and, if we are to go solely on the basis of the incoming 

and outgoing correspondence found in their archive, they began to exchange letters 

between 1800 and 1803.  

The goods exported to Bombay from Goa were primarily basic provisions, 

such as paper and foodstuffs such as coconuts and coir rope, oil, beans mangos, 

wheat, sugar wine and liquor.305 Bombay was arid and dry and thus did not produce 

much in the way of agricultural produce.306 Ships arriving from Macao and Canton 

would also deliver sugar, which the Camotins would send to Bombay; Caetano Jozé 

Coelho in 1797, requested 'canbajana assucarada' a sort of candied good, and advised 

the Camotins to await the arrival of the Navios da China.307 Furthermore, the Naus da 

Viagem arriving from Lisbon in Goa would bring cheese, wine, liquor and other 

European goods such as paper, which the Camotins would then re-export to Bombay. 

In 1797, for example, they remitted cheese and fruit to Paolo de Souza in Bombay and 

wheat to Jozé Francisco Annello, both Portuguese merchants based in there.308 

Mangos from Goa were in particular demand; a letter from Francisco Perreira in 1794 

indicates that he credited their account for 131 rupias 'for the mangos you remitted on 

diverse occasions' and they also sent a cargo to  

Jozé Gomes Loureiro in 1797.309 Joakim Lewis in Bombay also received a load of 

475 mangos from the Camotins in 1794 and in May of 1809, he requested a load of 

200 to 300 mangoes comprising of some Alphonso mangos and others of good 

quality.310 In addition to the Camotins, we also have references of other Hindu 

merchants in Goa pursuing trade with Bombay, such as as Molu Camotim, who 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
da Faria, see also Teotónio de Souza, "Rogerio da Faria: An Indo-Portuguese Trader with China 
Links," paper presented at VI ISIPH, Macau, 1991, 7-8. 
305 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, December 1797; XCHR MHP (Portuguese), 
Incoming Correspondence, September 1799; XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 
January 1806; XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, January 1806. See also, Pinto, 
Trade and Finance, 39. 
306 Ahmad, Os Portugueses na Ásia, 53. 
307 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 23rd November 1797. A chit from 1791 
notes that the Camotins sent a pattamar V Camotin to Bombay loaded with 21 candils of powdered 
sugar stored in 25 canisters valued at 2100 xerafins, XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming 
Correspondence, 26th February 1791. 
308 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Outgoing Correspondence, 19th Ocober 1788; XCHR MHP 
(Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 1st January 1797.     
309 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 23rd August 1794; XCHR MHP 
(Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 31st July 1803; XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Outgoing 
Correspondence, 28th March, 1797. See also, Celsa Pinto, Trade and Finance, 221.  
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exported cashew nuts to and others such as Ramachandra Naique Velinga, Vencu Poy 

Duncotto and Babulea Sinay who exported such goods as almonds, coconut oil, 

powdered sugar from Bengal, iron and sandalwood.311  

Paper, however, appears to feature heavily in the re-export of goods that the 

Camotins their correspondence contains numerous requests to the Camotins to remit 

paper of several qualities. The Brazil-bound ship Rainha dos Anjos owned by 

Domingos Gomes Loureiro and which departed from Lisbon, as reported by Jozé 

Francisco Perreira, their close partner Bombay, to the Camotins in 1806, brought a 

significant load of paper of several qualities, which was re-sold in Bombay by 

Perreira and their other partner, J.B. Goethals. It appears, that the quantity was so 

large- or that the paper did not continue to sell as well hoped, that Goethals wrote 

back to Goa, that the 'paper that came on the Rainha dos Anjos has still not been 

resolved, if your mercies would like to take all the paper between us' for 'an offering 

price that best suits your estimation' and suggested that some as they both still 

retained a significant portion, a kind sort of joint-venture to unload of the paper was 

'the only way to conserve its price.'312 As will be demonstrated in chapter five, letters 

were the primary mode of communication during this period and it was thus vital for 

merchants to be have a reliable and steady supply; J.B. Goethals in particular seems to 

have relied heavily on the Camotins for his personal supply.313 Furthermore, 

Francisco Gomes Loureiro in Surat, implored the Camotins not to delay in the 

remittance of this commodity, as there was an 'absolute need' for it and that this need 

was 'regular amongst merchants.'314 The constant demand would undoubtedly have 

made this a modest but reliable export venture. This was reflected in a letter written in 

1797 by Jozé Caetano Mello, another Bombay-based Portuguese merchant, wrote the 

Camotins accusing their agent in Bombay, Sankra Sinay of attempting to 'make a 

monopoly and jeopardize me' but admitted that he could, 'have been wrong about his 

project.'315  
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Bombay was also an important base for the highly profitable re-export trade to 

China. The Camotins, for example, partnered with the Canton-based Portuguese 

merchant Domingos João Ferreira and freighted and successfully sold a load of cotton 

on a Portuguese owned ship that left Bombay to Macao in 1789.316 The Camotins 

would also remit tea to Portuguese merchants in Bombay such as Richard Lima e 

Souza, to be sold on their behalf.317 In the correspondence between the Camotins and 

Richard Lima e Souza, it was stressed that goods destined for the China trade which 

were to be first re-exported from Bombay would have to be timed accordingly to 

correspond with the annual arrival of ships to China if they were to be sold quickly 

and for a better price.318 In a similar vein, taking advantage of the opium trade to 

China, the Camotins received opium from Bombay, and sometimes Daman, that was 

then to be remitted to Macau.319 The Camotins despatched opium for Jozé Francisco 

Perreira to Macao and also asked them to receive 50 chests of opium despatched by 

Ira Ouhja of Bahvanagar that was to board a ship leaving to Macao and to consign 

them to a Januario Agostoninho de Almeida who was based there.320 From Daman, 

however, they received chests of what he calles "Malvy", or Malwa, opium of the 

value of 50 to 10,000 rupias that was also to be sent to Macao for which the Camotins 

were to conserve in their power and for which they would 'receive a commission of 

half a percentage of the total import value of the said opium.'321 It is not entirely clear 

if this trade was clandestine, as Perreira notifies the Camotins that 'he does not know 

if it will be obliged to pay to the Directors of the Customs' in Goa an additional 

import tax, which in a letter that followed one month after he confirms that the opium 

is indeed subject to import rights.322 A transhipment receipt dated in 1806 also notes 

the entrance in the port of Zambujeira in 1805 on 'private vessels' that Vencatexa 

Camotin imported 107 arrobas of Malwa opium.323  
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319 For more on the export of opium to China via Daman, and the role of Macau as the base for the 
smuggling of opium to China, see Pinto, Trade and Finance, 130-153, and Teotónio de Souza, "For 
Goa and Opium,” in Jerry Pinto (ed.), Reflected in Water: Writings on Goa (Delhi: Penguin Books 
India, 2006), 136-142.  
320 Pinto, Trade and Finance, 127. 
321 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 27th January 1801.  
322 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 14th January 1804; XCHR MHP 
(Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 28th February 1804.  
323 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, 1806.  
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Trade between Goa and Bombyay, however, was imbalanced and Goa 

imported more than it exported. A wide variety of goods including European and 

Indian textiles, Chinese silks and foodstuffs were brought from Bombay into Goa.324 

Through Bombay, the Camotins not only received textiles from across India but also 

from China. Herjee Jevangy writing from Bombay in 1794, for example, notified the 

Camotins that he was sending them '10 boxes of raw silk from China' to be sold in 

Goa on his behalf, which he was convinced would 'sell well in the winter if sold for a 

good price' and asked them to procure four to 300 candils of good sandalwood in 

exchange for the silk.325 Paolo de Souza also remitted a load of textiles to the 

Camotins: in 1799 he sent on the pattamar Deria Badeur, two pieces of white 

cashmere, some blue cloth, three pieces of white cassamira (a transparent cotton cloth 

or linen that was mainly produced in Bengal) and two pairs of silk socks.326 Similarly, 

Jozé Francisco Perreira sent a load of guines bought by Sir Rogério da Faria in Bengal 

to the Camotins in 1806.327  

The trade of textiles, however, was not one way and the Camotins would also 

remit textiles that had arrived from Surat such as gunes and panos de cafre; in 1787, 

for example they wrote to a Mr. Blancard to notify them if he required 'more parcels 

or panos de cafre.328 However, it seems that it was textiles produced in Balagate were 

also in high demand in Bombay, especially when the supply of textiles from Surat 

was interrupted for whatever reason.329  In 1797, for example, Caetano Joze Coelho 

wrote to the Camotins that as he presumed 'the shipments from Surat are suspended' 

that the necessary supplies would now have to come from Balagate and asked them to 

procure the biggest portion of cargo they could find.330 Indeed, we find numerous 

requests to the Camotins for a variety of cloth, particularly blue and white cadeas, but 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
324 Pinto, Trade and Finance, 221- 239.   
325 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 18th February 1794. 
326 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 2nd September 1799.  
327 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 16th January 1806.  
328 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, Date Unknown; XCHR MHP (Portuguese), 
Outgoing Correspondence, 6th March 1787.  
329 However, as Jozé Gomes Loureiro wrote to the Camotins in 1799, the 'goods from Balagate always 
come in second place, and are only there to supplement the sorts of those from Surat,' see XCHR MHP 
(Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 24th  September 1799.  
330 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, Date Unknown. 
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also 'patterned cloth in vibrant dyes such as green and yellow.'331 Jozé Gomes 

Loureiro requested in a lengthy letter to the Camotins in 1797, to procure 800 and 400 

pieces respectively of white and blue cadeas of the highest quality and 400 pieces of 

the same but of a standard quality for the Brazil-bound Rainho dos Anjos; the 

Camotins replied at the bottom of the letter with a quick "sim senhor" (yes sir).332  

Furthermore, it seems that on one occasion, the Camotins attempted to unload of a 

quantity of hats in Bombay through their contact there Thomas Pedro Moller, but this 

appears to have been an unsuccessful venture, as Moller wrote that he was not able to 

sell them 'because the English do not hold anything that is not made in their own 

factories in any esteem, even if it is of a much better quality.'333  

As we can see from the above discussion of how the Camotins exchanged 

goods between Surat and Bombay, this was organised and mediated through a chain 

of commercial partners, particularly the Loureiro family and Jozé Francisco Perreira, 

and, in the case of Bombaym their agent Sankra Sinay, to and for whom, they 

imported and export goods that were procured and sold on their behalf, and vice 

versa. This foregrounds the construction of an overview of their network, which will 

be outlined in chapter four, and the importance of this network for their trade. 

The Malabar Coast: 
	  

Despite the treacherous conditions for maritime commercial traffic created by 

the bellicose actions of the Marathas and the Angrias in the waters to the north and 

south of Goa, it still managed to retain trade links with the Malabar coast, which 

although momentarily interrupted, still provided the port with important commodities 

such as pepper, spices and textiles. In addition, Goa’s trade with Mangalore to its 

south was strengthened by the presence of a feitoria there and the main import 

commodity was rice, which was crucial during the periods in which Goa suffered 

shortages.  The factory was ‘reinstated’ by the Nawab Hyder Ali Khan in 1769 after 

he had expelled the British from the port who had previously brought it under their 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
331 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 27th August 1789; XCHR MHP 
(Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 2nd January 1812; XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming 
Correspondence, 25th October, 1815.  
332 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 26th March 1797.  
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control.334 The initial loss of the factory in 1762 occurred due to the absorption of the 

Kingdom of Sunda into the Kingdom of Mysore by Hyder Ali Khan and the 

Portuguese were only able to obtain a partial return of their trading rights and the re-

establishment of the factory after a peace treaty in 1769.335 During the late 1720s and 

1730s the Malabar coast experienced a commercial boom whereby the favourable 

local political situation and increasing demand by foreign traders created a congenial 

environment for trade; Portuguese traders from Macao also frequented the various 

ports on the coast such as Cochin, Mahé (dominated by the French), Tellicherry 

(dominted by the English Company) and Anjengo, where sugar, ballast cargo and 

porcelain were exchanged for various woods, sandalwood in particular.336 A list of 

commercial vessels and cargo owned by Saraswat merchants travelling back to Goa 

from the port of Mangalore that were blockaded and robbed by vessels belonging to 

the Sar Dessai Bonsulo, exemplifies how Hindu merchants were affected by the geo-

political confrontations of this period, and also the kind of commodities, which were 

supplied to Goa. In 1777, for example, the ship of Soirea Camotim carrying copper, 

sugar and other goods was apprehended; the following year the vessel of Babxea 

Naique carrying wood was also seized. 337 In 1779, the parangue of Govinda Sinay 

who was transporting tobacco and that of Vencatexa Camotim carrying 500 fardos of 

rice were confiscated.338 Finally, the vessel of the merchants Pondlica Queni and Anta 

Queni of Pangim carrying rice, lentils, jaggery, copper and 2 rolls of imported paper 

from Mangalore were also seized.339 

Pepper was highly prized and sought after and the supply chain for the 

procurement of pepper was such: middlemen would buy pepper from cultivators and 

transport it to the markets inland or along the coast; many of these middlemen were 

independent operators who acted as agents for wealthy coastal merchants and pepper 

was either bought on advance or contract. 340 Within Goa, these middlemen and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
334 HAG, MR 200-148A, fls. 187.  
335 Lopes, O Império Oriental, 332. 
336 Souza, Survival of Empire, 156. Souza also argues that Goa as a port and Goan merchants were 
overshadowed along this trade route by Macau-based merchants; this was exemplified by the order that 
Goa should provide protection and convoys to private and Crown vessels departing from Macau to 
trade on the Malabar coast, see Souza, Survival of Empire, 156. 
337 HAG MR 261-161E, fls. 1246.  
338 HAG MR 261-161E, fls. 1246.  
339 MR 261 161E, fls. 1251.  
340 Pinto, Trade and Finance, 228 
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wealthy merchants were predominantly Hindu merchants whom the Portuguese 

colonial authorities and other private merchants depended, not only for the supply of 

pepper but also at a rate, which could still guarantee a profit. Between 1743 and 1762, 

the majority of pepper supplied to Goa came from the Kingdom of Sunda and the 

contractors for the pepper in Sunda were all Hindu merchants: Poquea Sinai Dumó, 

for example, was the principal contractor and obtained a contract on a yearly basis 

between 1755 and 1762, whereas others such as Laxamina Sinai Dumó, Lazamina 

Cant Sinai, Rogu Cheti, Fodu Porobo Londó, Narana Sinai and Nararay Naique also 

secured contracts between the same period.341 Indeed, merchants such as Vittogi Sinai 

Duomo, referred to earlier as a Corretor dos Balagateiro and as a political 

intermediary who helped broker peace conditions after the Maratha invasion of 1739, 

was lauded by the Portuguese authorities for the ‘great quantity of pepper that he has 

remitted belonging to the funds of the Giro of the State.’342 He was further praised  

'for the credit he had his capacity to bring in for outside, even during occasions where 

there was an lack and he always bought for a more accommodating price than the 

others.’343 In a letter from the Viceroy to the Overseas Council in 1761, it was also 

noted that Vittogy Sinay Duomo would procure pepper from the ports of the south for 

its first cargo to Lisbon in 1752 until 1757 and that he would also source pepper, 

saltpetre, and clothes from the parts of the North of Balagate and Salsette.344  

The ‘costa do Sul’ or Southern Coast, as it was referred to in the pauta also 

supplied a large volume of textiles which included fine stamped beatilhas, a kind of 

calico that could be dyed red, striped, or flowered with embroider that was also called 

'Golconda muslin' produced in several centres in Golconda and which was widely 

exported to Europe in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.345 Moreover, 

according, the region was also an important source of spices, particularly pepper from 

Tellicherry, Cochin and Tanor, as well as cinnamon (cinnamon from Ceylon was 

particularly highly regarded and sold for 400,000 more xerafins a candil than the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
341 The terms of the contract were as follows: the contract was made by the administration of the Cofre 
do Fundo do Giro and this was adjusted directly with the contractor who gained the rights to supply 
and sell pepper in Goa. The price of the pepper was set at according to a fixed quantity stipulated 
beforehand, and the gross fixed amount dependend on the unitary price per candil of pepper and the 
contractor, see Lopes, O Império Oriental, 326-237.  
342 HAG MR 167-132A, fls. 208.  
343 HAG MR 167-132A, fls. 208.  
344 HAG MR 176-137A , fls. 29.  
345 HAG, MR 200-148A, fls. 187.  
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normal kind), cloves, cardamom, nutmeg and nutmeg flowers from Malacca, dried 

ginger. Sandalwood, tobacco, areca nut, salt from Hormuz, shark fins, tobacco, 

Malabar diamonds, and copper are also listed as imports from the costa do sul.346  

Coromandel Coast: 
	  

Similarly, textiles formed the bulk of the commodities coming from ports and 

settlements along the Coromandel coast such San Tomé (or Sao Tome de Meliapor) 

Madras, Bengaluru and Masulipatnam. Nevertheless, despite this blow caused by the 

loss of San Tomé, from the pauta of 1772, it appears that they maintained a 

commercial link with the port. As demonstrated previously, textiles known as ‘pano 

morim,’ a South Indian thin, white cotton fabric known to the English as ‘morree’ or 

‘moree’ of several different qualities were exchanged, as well as a cloth known as  

‘pano de elefante’ a type of chintz from Madras that could be either coarse, medium 

or fine quality; other types of chintz and general cotton covers were also sourced from 

these two ports.347 Moreover, it appears that they were still able, from S. Tomé, to 

conducted trade with the other ports along the Coromandel such as Masulipatnam 

(registered as Mussapaulium in the pauta) and Nagapattinam.  

 

Bay of Bengal: 
	  

As discussed in chapter one, the Portuguese were not entirely dissuaded by the 

English presence, and acutely aware of the importance of Bengal within the economy 

of the Indian Ocean, consistently tried to take opportunity and carve out whatever 

position they could in order to reap profitable share of its trade. As we have seen in 

chapter one, stimulating private interest and therefore private capital in the 

commercial economy of Goa was a key priority for the Estado during this period, 

especially from the mid-century onwards. The proposal of Zacharias Joannes, 

discussed in chapter one, who approached the authorities of the Estado in Goa in 1746 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
346 HAG MR 201-148B, fls. 859. Om Prakash has noted how Cochin, Tellicherry and Madras were by 
far the most important ports of call for genuine Portuguese shipping between 1719 to 1754, and that the 
principal commodity carried to Malabar was Chinese sugar, which was exchanged there for pepper and 
sandalwood, see, Prakash, European Commercial Enterprise in Pre-colonial India, 63.  
347 HAG MR 201-148B, fls. 859.  
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to propose establishing a commercial Company and with which 'to establish in this 

capital the business of Bengal and the Coromandel Coast' is already one such 

example348 Furthermore, we do know that so valued was the Bay of Bengal fixed as a 

particularly profitable attractive destination for Portuguese official and private trade 

as we find numerous references and attempts to establish profitable trade between 

Bengal, Goa and ultimately Lisbon in the documents.349 Indeed, for private 

merchants, Bengal was a profitable market and Indo-Portuguese traders such Rogério 

de Faria based in Bombay, the Barretto family, António Perreira the Mhamai Kamat 

family and another Hindu merchant Vencu Xette Colopo, regularly supplied Bengali 

opium to Macao.350   

Goods from Bengal still managed to make their way to Goa, and the region 

remitted a very diverse array of textiles and raw goods such saltpetre, iron, resin, 

lacquer, tobacco, sugar, jaggery, iron, ginger and saffron, as well as opium of 

different grades.351 Saltpetre in particular was a profitable commodity, as it was 

needed for the production of gunpowder.352 Given the geopolitical context and 

dynamics of war between the competing regional powers that included both Indian 

potentates and the Europeans, which characterised the political landscape of the 

subcontinent during this period, gunpowder was always much in demand. According 

to the pautas, the list of textiles exported from Bengal to Goa was extensive in terms 

of both the diversity and value, and included types of cloth known cassas talambany 

(cassas were a transparent cotton cloth made of cotton or linen), silk curtains (valued 

at 350:0:00 xerafins for a piece 50 metres long and 1 and a half metres wide) and 

cloth pieces such as handkerchiefs.353 Although cloth and saltpetre were signalled out 

as the most desirable commodities, it was also recognised that for the re-export trade, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
348 Unfortunately, the high hopes in Goa for the success of the Bengal Company were not to be met and 
a short note in the records indicates the failure of the company. It was reported to the Secretary of the 
State at the time, Diogo de Mendonça Corte Real that “the establishment of the new commerce of 
Bengal by the Armenian Zacharias Joannes did not have the permanence hoped," BN PBA, Códice 
742, fls.132. 
349 Lopes, NHEP, 321.   
350 Pinto, Trade and Finance, 42.  
351 HAG MR 201-148B, fls. 859; Pinto, Trade and Finance, 42. 
352 Ahmad, Os Portugueses na Ásia, 44.  
353 HAG, MR 201-148B, fls. 859.  
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‘there is no doubt that for the commerce to Bengal one of the most special kinds is 

Cowry.’354  

In addition, efforts to continue and consolidate trade with Bengal were also 

undertaken by the colonial authorities in Goa in joint venture with Goan-based 

Portuguese and Hindu merchants. In 1771, the Viceroy the Conde de Ega stated that 

due to the ‘decadence in which the habitants of this city are found’ and according to 

Royal Orders, as part of the establishment of commerce was the formation of a 

Company for the coast of Bengal was confirmed, with privileges and liberties granted 

to those interested.355 The company consisted of a mixed group of eighty seven 

merchants who held stocks- fifty of whom were Portuguese and twenty nine of whom 

were Hindu.356 The Company was headed by the director Dom Lopo Joze de Almeida 

but it would appear, that of the twenty-nine Hindu merchant listed as stockholders, 

Dessay Vencu Naique, Anta Sinay, Bulla Naique, Custam Camotim and Vitogy 

Camotim occupied a more prominent position within the Company’s structure.357 

Nevertheless, the records suggest that in theory at least all administrative decisions 

and issues pertaining to the functioning of the Companhia Bengala were put to a 

common vote and were to be made unanimously- from ensuring the nomination of the 

captains of the ships to his second charge.358 Moreover, according to the plan of the 

Companhia, there was a one percent commission to be given to the captain as 

according ‘mercantile style practiced by the English.’ 359  

 Drawing from what has been discussed in chapter one, this venture was a 

direct manifestation of the attempts to simulate trade and its imitation of the 

'mercantile style practiced by the English' reflects the influence of the Dutch and 

English Company models on Pombaline commercial reform. Indeed, the Vice-Roy 

expressed that he hoped that such a company would 'restore the prosperity of 

commerce of Goa, increase custom taxes, and possibly encourage the commerce of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
354 HAG, MR 153-125B, fls. 578. There were attempts to obligate boats coming from Mozambique to 
Goa to bring cowry but these requests were denied, but effective recommendations were thus made to 
the Governor of Mozambique to ensure this supply, see HAG MR 200-148A, fls. 143. 
355 HAG MR 200-148A, fls. 113.  
356 HAG MR 200-148A, fls. 113. Indeed, as Celsa Pinto has noted, all the merchants of Goa who 
entered into the Bengal Company in 1769 were Hindus and all of them belonged to the Saraswat 
Brahmin community, see Pinto, Trade and Finance, 54.  
357 HAG MR 200-148A, fls. 114. 
358 HAG MR 200-148A, fls. 169.  
359 HAG MR 200-148A, fls. 169.  
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the ports of Africa and China.'360 To facilitate this venture, it was conceded that the 

cargo of the Companhia was to be free of exit duties and that ‘as is permitted by other 

European foreigners’ imports from Bengal not sold in Goa were freely transported to 

any other part, ‘to be useful to the benefit of commerce.’361 According to preliminary 

records we have some picture of the ‘various goods bought on the Malabar Coast and 

carried by the Nau Nossa Senhora de Oliveria that made a voyage to the Coromandel 

Coast and Bengal on the account of the Company.’362 A cargo of ivory valued at 

32577:1:22 xerafins was set to Surat to purchase cotton and a purchase in Mangalore 

in April 1760 that consisted of sandalwood, cowry from the Maldives, Dutch supplied 

cloves and copper (bought by the Dutch from Japan) and pepper.363 On the 

Coromandel Coast in the following month, ten barrels of wine, coir rope, Dutch 

supplied Japanese copper and pepper were sold in Negapattinam and Madras.364 A 

sale of 138206:0:00 xerafins was also recorded in Bengal on the 15th of January 1761, 

but not before the ship was first loaded on the 15th of December with a cargo that 

included four hundred and seventy bags of saltpetre, sixty bags of sugar and nineteen 

boxes of opium.365 Furthermore, an extract of the custom house records calculated at 

‘the front of the city of Goa’ notes that the saltpetre was sold to the Royal Treasury, 

60 of the bags of sugar were sold to the merchant Rama Camotim, of the solid pieces 

150 were sold to Santu Naiqu and 300 each were sold to Pandu Raga Sinay, Custam 

Poy, Nassu Naique, Soirea Porobo and Rama and Vittogy Camotim. Cloth was also 

sold to the merchants Upea Camotim, Vencu Naique and Bula Naique.366 150 pieces 

of cloth were sold to the merchants Quensa Camoty, 300 were sold to Poquea Sinay 

Duomo, 300 to Soirea Porobo, 150 to Manuel de Olivera, 300 to Bulla Naique and 

150 to Poquea Sinay Duomo.367 As a result, it was assiduously noted that in 

particular, Poquea Sinay Duomo from his total purchases owed the coffers of the 

Company 61017:1:53 xerafins.368 
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364 HAG MR 200-148A, fls. 140.  
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Map 1 Principal Destination of Trade for Hindu Merchants in Goa Within South 
Asia 
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Goa and the South China Sea: 
	  

Country trade to the east was also important and private Hindu and Portuguese 

merchants also participated intensely in this trade and were involved in trading Indian 

goods, especially cotton textiles in the South China Sea for spices and in turn, silver 

and spices were exchanged for silk and gold from China for the Indian market 369 In a 

similar vein to the commodities sourced from the southern ports, the far Eastern ports 

of China, Japan, Batavia, Aceh, Java, Timor and Siam also supplied items such as 

sugar, camphor, iron and Malaccan resin used to protect ships from wood rot. 

Portuguese interests in the South China Sea had been expanded and defended 

throughout the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries and the incipient Portuguese 

community in the region benefitted from the Ming decision in 1567 which permitted 

the partial legalisation of maritime trade in 1567.370 Luxury goods and decorative 

items such as abacuses, bento boxes, porcelain vases and high quality textiles were 

sourced from Japan.  

Goa and Macau: 
	  

The establishment of Macao and its value as a commercial outpost in the 

region was significant and it has been stressed that it allowed Portugal one of its 

greatest successes, which was its entry into East Asian trade.371 Having acquired a 

foothold in Macao in 1557, it became an invaluable as a nodal point linking Portugal 

to the valuable markets in China and Japan-aided by official Chinese restrictions on 

trade with Japan that allowed the Portuguese to contract out a virtual monopoly on 

shipping between the two, as well as Manila.372  In the late seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries, Macau had both a governor and capitão-geral, appointed by and 

responsible to the viceroy in Goa, but civil matters remained in the hands of the 

Câmara.373 Political relations with between Macao and the Estado were often tense 

and Macanese merchants resented the encroachment of the authorities in Goa on their 

commercial affairs; for example, it has been argued that the activities of Macao 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
369 Souza, Survival of Empire, 15.  
370 Ibid., 15-17.  
371 Pearson, Portuguese Oceanic Expansion, 101.  
372 Pearson, "Markets and Merchant Communities in the Indian Ocean," 101.  
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country traders were 'hampered by their commercial rivalry with Goa and the Crown's 

insistence on their payment of customs duties even if they did not sail to the capital of 

the Estado da Índia.'374  

The emergence of competition from English private competitors in the Indian 

Ocean and the South China Sea during this period did have an adverse effect on 

Macanese traders but did not prevent them from continuing to be an important 

segment of the trading community in the region.375 In the last decades of the 

eighteenth century in particular, the dynamics and pattern of Macanese trade 

underwent significant changes; aided by the demand for opium, Macanese traders 

were increasingly drawn into business with Bombay and Calcutta.376 As George 

Bryan de Souza has argued, despite the threat posed by competition from the English 

Company and country traders such as Chinese junks from the South China Sea, 

Portuguese merchants in Macao adjusted to the shift of market dependence from the 

South China Sea to the Indian Ocean.377 Thus, despite what has been stressed earlier 

in this chapter, as to the eastward turn of commercial efforts during this period, the 

central role of India in the emerging global economy also forced a shift westwards on 

the part of merchants based in Macau. By the mid-eighteenth century therefore, 

Macanese had traders extended their trade westwards and were active along the 

Malabar and Coromandel Coast ports, Goa, Surat and Sri Lanka.378  

Portuguese and Hindu merchants based in the Estado, in keeping with the 

eastward turn of this century and the growing demand for Chinese porcelain and tea 

in the eighteenth century sought to consolidate their trade link with China via 

Macau.379 According to the pauta of 1772, China dispatched an extraordinary diverse 

collection of goods to Goa, from fine porcelain, tableware and decorative items, to 
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spittoons, furniture and abacuses.380 In exchange for these manufactured goods, as 

well as sugar, tea paper, (gold, silver and coloured varieties), parasols, Chinese bichos 

and bichas animals (male and female animals), Goa exported items such as cotton, 

ivory, sandalwood. In addition, a large range of textiles were also supplied to Goa 

such as valuable damask, silk and satin textiles, as well as finished clothing articles 

such as skirts, socks and robes.381 Chinese men and women were also listed in this 

category were sold for almost the same price as a candil of sugar, which was normally 

priced at 140,000 xerafins. Thus, Chinese male slaves sold for only 40,000 xerafins 

more at the price of 180,000 xerafins and female slaves were sold for 20,000 xerafins 

less than a candil of sugar at the price of 120,000 xerafins. Little is known about the 

nature of the trade of Chinese slaves to the Estado or what happened to them when 

they arrived. A letter written in 1760 to directed to the Viceroy the law instituted 1758 

ordered the immediate execution of the law to abolish of the slavery of the Chins as it 

‘was contrary to natural and divine rights’ and as ‘a necessary effect of the religiosity, 

piety and indefectible justice’ of the King that ‘the aforementioned Chins were to be 

restored of their natural liberty.’382 

 

Sugar was in strong demand in western India and ports such as Cochin and Malacca 

and thus an was an important commodity for the Europeans; between the 1760s and 

1780s, volumes of sugar exported to both these ports were 'impressive.'383 The 

English and the Portuguese took large quantities of sugar as return cargo at Surat and 

overall, the total value of imports of sugar by English, Swedish and other European 

merchants increased substantially in the last quarter of the century384 Along the 

Malabar coast, Chinese sugar was exchanged there mainly against pepper and 

sandalwood.385 Portuguese exports of sugar from China to India was aided by a 

buoyant phase, if not expansion, of sugar cultivation in the 1740s and the disruption 
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of sugar production on Java as a result of the overseas Chinese revolt and subsequent 

Dutch policies.386 Goa undoubtedly capitalized greatly from this trade.387  

Private Hindu merchants were also able to establish strong trading connections 

with Macau via their Portuguese trading partners. The Camotins, for example, 

established strong links with Portuguese merchants, primarily Carlos Jozé Perreira 

who was their main commercial contact based in Macao. Furthermore, the Indo-

Portuguese trade in cotton with Macau and China grew considerably during this 

period, becoming more predominant in the 1780s.388 The Camotins in partnership 

with their Portuguese merchants took full advantage of this trend.  Sebastian Horback, 

for example, sold cotton in Macao on behalf of the Camotins in 1789 and the 

'Account for China' was mediated through their agent in Bombay, Rogu Sankra 

Sinay.389 They also remitted 'cuts of cashmere' to a Dona Luiza Mello Sampayo in 

1802 to be sold on their behalf in Macao, which she appears to have found difficulty 

in selling.390 The same Dona Sampayo also requested the Camotins' help in procuring 

'duas bichas de idade 12 ou ate 14 anos'- by which she meant two young black female 

slaves that were to be sent alongside a 'cafrinho', a young black male slave, on the 

Navios da Viagem.391 Through Dona Sampayo, the Camotins also had dealings with a 

Portuguese merchant who we know only as Silva, in which a portion of saltpetre was 

exchanged.392 In addition to cotton, demonstrating how access to the intra-colonial 

market of Mozambique were of great asset to Hindu merchants in Goa, a note written 

in Pangim in 1790 for Perreira, lists two cargoes sent by the Camotins that included 

shark fins, which were most likely supplied from Mozambique and which were in 

high demand in China.393 

 In exchange, the Camotins received from Perreira on one occasion, 48 pieces 

of cabayas de matires which were a piece of clothing, usually a tunic that in China 

was made out of silk, 40 pieces of black and silver satin, porcelain, rock and 
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powdered sugar and star anis.  A loose report 'Rellação Dos Effeitos Que Ficão Por 

Vender Em Macao Pertencentes aos Senhores Camotins' (report of the goods that 

remain to be sold in Macao belonging to the Mister Camotins) dated in 1791 found in 

the miscellaneous commercial papers of the Camotins indicates that they remitted 97 

bars of sandalwood from Balagate, 24 pistols, 10 dozen knives and forks and a kind 

cloth called pano lono.394 The Camotins also conducted trade with the Macau-based 

Portuguese merchant Januario Agostinho de Almeida who owned two private 

merchant ships, the Navio Carmo and the Navio Luconia upon which he also 

conducted trade with Bengal. Almeida's decision to trade directly with Bengal from 

Macau was part of a wider strategy on the part of private Portuguese merchants 

whereby ships en route to the Bay of Bengal would layover in the ports of Malacca or 

Batavia first.395 As António Value as demonstrated, between 1750 and 1800, out of 

the 103 ship passports issued in Macau, five indicated a direct voyage to Goa with no 

stopovers, whereas 12 indicated the same to Bengal.396 Furthermore, Almeida also 

seems to have been involved in exporting Bengali opium to Macao, noting in a letter 

to the Camotins in 1806, that most of the opium arriving in Macao was from Bengal 

and indicated that the Camotins may also have been involved in his trade, as he asks 

them if they would like to participate in this particular venture before the opium was 

due to leave Bengal and notes that if this opium were to sell they would be 'the first 

ones to carry it', i.e. the first to take advantage of this profitable route. 397 

Goa and Timor: 
	  

Further south of Macau, the Portuguese were able to maintain their control 

over the territory of Timor during this period. Portuguese traders had been drawn to 

the Portuguese outposts in Nusa Tenggara, part of the Lesser Sunda Islands in the 

early sixteenth century due to the supply of sandalwood, but it was only from the 

1640s onwards that Timor took shape as a significant and permanent Portuguese 

presence in the region.398 Timor was a particularly profitable destination for Macao 

country traders; in the early 1630s, Portuguese trade in the region flourished due to 
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the abatement of the Dutch presence in the immediate surrounding area and it was 

estimated that Portuguese traders of Macao made 150 to 200 per cent profits in the 

sandalwood trade from Timor.399  

 During the eighteenth century, trade to and from Timor was not as substantial 

and only a trickle of goods were exchanged between the two colonies. Nevertheless, 

the custom records show that ships occasionally frequented this route and that the 

Governor of the islands of Timor and Solor Viera Godinho (1784-1788) made 

reference to the existence of an indirect trade link.400 Moreover, there were efforts on 

the part of Godinho to establish a more forceful direct trade link in order to ship 

textiles, palm liquors and iron goods from Goa to Timor in return for items such as 

cinnamon, nutmeg, saltpetre, mercury, wax, copper, brass and tobacco.401 The 

correspondence of the Camotins also indicates that they conducted some trade with 

Timor in partnership with a handful of private Portuguese merchants based there, but 

this was scant and infrequent. Indeed, Portuguese trade with Timor in the early 

eighteenth century suffered from the over-cutting and depletion of sandalwood 

stocks.402 A later pauta compiled in 1826, for example, does not even list Timor or 

the Solor Islands as an export location and there are only brief references within the 

other records. A cursory glance of the papers of the Camotins only reveals one letter 

and an account sheet listing a set of debts owed to the Camotins by a group of 

Portuguese merchants in Timor. The account sheet stipulates 'Os Devedores de Timor 

em conta com Vencatyxa Camotin' dated in August 1791 in 'Dilly', indicates that the 

debtors Pedro Nolasco, João Rodrigues and Mathias de Soizas owed a collective debt 

of 2088:00 'Pardaos Timores' for a cargo of sandalwood and its exit duties, as well as 

a bill of exchange.403 A note written at the bottom of the sheet either by the Camotins 

or their clerk, specifies that the sandalwood would be remitted in the hands of a 'Feles 

Joze Cuimbra.'404 However, in a similar vein to the manner in which their trade with 

Surat and Bombay was organised, the Camotins' commercial exchanges with Timor 

was also mediated through their close partners, partocularly Jacinto Domingues, and it 

is through these channels that we find further references of trade, predominantly in 
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the latter of the eighteenth century. A letter from Jacinto Domingues in Surat dated in 

1790, included three copies of an insurance policy that the Camotins took out for the 

Curveita Salvamento that was to leave Goa to Timor, stopping in Batavia on its 

return, for a quantity of 25 thousand rupias at the rate of 5 1/4%. A further letter sent 

by Domingues in 1793 in 1793 instructed the Camotins to 'ready all the required 

goods for the Negociação de Timor that are to go from this Port'.405 Moreover, a 

receipt for '14 packages of cloth from Surat, Daman and Balagate delivered to Senhor 

Jozé Joaquim de Vasconcelos and loaded on the Curveta Salvamento to benefit the 

Islands of Timor and Solor' found amongst the loose commercial papers of the 

Camotins, contains a lengthy list of textiles such as 50 pieces of loose blue and 49 

miscellaneous blue and red chequered handkerchiefs 'in the style of those from 

Madras', 68 pieces of blue and red checked and 40 blue handkerchiefs from Surat, 15 

blankets from Bavanagar, a type of blue cloth from 'Dutch Surat' called 

Saranguepuras and 40 pieces of handkerchiefs from Daman with painted borders.406 

Finally, a letter dated in 1791 from a Joaquim Xavier de Moraes Sarmento in Dile 

indicates that the Camotins' Curveita Salvamento may have been confiscated in 

Batavia. Sarmento writes of the 'sad news' that their 'chalupa Salvemanto' was 

confiscated in Batavia with a cargo of a dozen boxes of cloves, which he helped to 

procure in Timor for the Camotins, and that he would write to the General and 

Counsel of Batavia in protest of this seizure.407 Unfortunately we only have one letter 

from Sarmento so we cannot verify whether this was true and if so, what the outcome 

of this seizure was for the Camotins.  

Goa, the Indian Ocean Islands and the Persian Gulf:  
	  

The Maldives supplied a type of coconut from the sea and coir rope to Goa 

according to the 1772 pauta. Despite the small scale of this trade, it persisted into the 

nineteenth century and it also involved a Goa-Maldives supply link, as customs 

records indicate, there were occasional despatches to the Maldives of paper from 

Macao, five scarves, two spools of European linen and textiles from Surat.408 In 
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addition, the French colonies of Mauritius and Bourbon supplied iron, copper, coffee 

sugar and a type of thread to make clothes called malagas.409 The Camotins famously 

mediated the notorious trade in slaves brought from Mozambique to the French 

Islands of Mauritius and Bourbon to work on sugar plantations and this particular 

network was consolidating itself during the late eighteenth century.410  They also 

mediated the supply of slaves to European elites in Mahé; taking over the 'orders' 

from companies in Mauritius who sent their ships to pick up slaves directly in Goa, or 

bought via their correspondent in Mahé when these ships stopped to load their pepper 

cargo.411 As will be  

In regards to trade with the region of the Persian Gulf during the eighteenth 

century, there are scant references and the exchange of goods was admittedly quite 

minimal, but a link was nevertheless still maintained. From Persia, the pautas note 

that a kind of cloth known as giriba and velvet may have been imported from Persia, 

as well as carpets, roses, Persian water (this was possibly meant to mean rosewater), 

sulphur, nuts, dried fruits, and salt from Hormuz.  In addition, from Mecca, a kind of 

red dye called ruiva magista and coffee were imported into Goa.412 Moreover, Hindu 

merchants such as Ansa Porobo exported coir cloth and coconuts to Muscat but also, 

like others such as Babulea Sinay, Ansa Parabu Mesquindo imported dates and 

exported coir and coconuts in exchange.413  

Goa and Mozambique: 
	  

Despite the annexation of Mozambique from the Estado in 1752 and periods 

of tension between the authorities in both as alluded to in chapter one, Goa and its 

Hindu mercantile community sustained strong trading connections with the 

Portuguese territory on the south eastern African coast. The interconnectedness of 

these colonial markets and their mutual dependency rendered the Estado’s trade with 

Mozambique important in both actual and political terms and despite occasional 

friction- which as we shall see in chapter six, also entangled Hindu merchants in Goa 
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active on this trade link, the authorities in Goa persistently sought to promote and 

maintain commercial ties. The Estado and its Hindu merchants also exported 

provisions to Mozambique in times of need. For example, in 1746 the authorities 

appealed to Upea Camotin to send a cargo of rice which he duly obliged although this 

led, as we shall in chapter six, to a dispute between the Upea Camotin and the 

Fazenda Real in Mozambique for which the authorities in the Estado and Lisbon were 

forced to intervene.414 

During the period in question, in keeping with the general trends of 

consumption, Mozambique was an immensely lucrative market for textiles. Martinho 

de Mello e Castro calculated that for 1752, in accordance with prices current in 

Mozambique, the value of imports of Indian goods reached a value of 600,000 

cruzados, with the export of ivory, gold, and slaves corresponding to 2,000,000 

cruzados thus allowing Indian traders to manage making a profit of around two 

hundred and fifty percent.415 As outlined in chapter one, after the administrative 

separation of Mozambique in 1752, subjects of the Estado were allowed to trade 

freely with Mozambique; this was then extended to all Portuguese subjects in 1758.416 

As a result, within the textile sector, the declaration of commercial freedom in 1757 

meant that all limits to the textile trade were lifted and imports increased 

substantially: the average annual consumption in Mozambique increased to between 

800,000 to 1,000,000 rolls of cloth.417 In 1751, the merchants Bublea Naique, Rama 

Camotin and Bogu Sinay in partnership with Domingos de Faria Cruz, a Portuguese 

pilot of the Carreira da India e Naus de Coroa (the Carreira da India and the Ships 

of the Crown) freighted a cargo of textiles, mainly panos de cafres and chitas de 

Balagate on the boat São Jozeph.418	  In regards to the private trade as conducted by the 

Camotins, we find little evidence of a direct trade with Mozambique on their part. 

Indeed, there is very little correspondence, there are only five letters addressed in 

Mozambique-, but as their correspondence with merchants in Daman suggests, we 

know that the Camotins did carry trade with the colony. A rough note listing the 

'Entry from Mozambique of the Nao do Reino Estrelo da Azia e Nossa Senhora da 
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Piedade' registers the entry of three cafres (adult slaves) valued at 120 xerafins each 

and one bicho (young male slave) valued at 85 xerafins on the account of one of the 

brothers, Vencatexa Camotin.419 In addition, the Camotins appear to have remitted a 

quantity (the letter does not specify what kind) of goods to the Portuguese merchant, 

Joaquim Columbano de Sa and he, in return through a Banian merchant Ireulante 

Primani remitted an unspecified number of goods to be sold in Goa, whose profits he 

would collect in person there.420  

Importantly, through Goa, Mozambique also imported goods from elsewhere 

in India and China, such as valuable textiles of cotton and silk, woods, lacquer and 

wooden artefacts, porcelain, spices and tea, but it was textiles that were the 

commodity most in demand.421  The Estado also supplied Mozambique with glass 

beads and bangles, food stuffs such as rice, sugar, wheat, coconut-oil, coconuts, 

vinegar, butter, cheese, lentils and spices and teas, medicinal products, as well as the 

guns and gun powder that were often used to quell uprising and during the capture of 

slaves.422  Goa also exported bamboo to Mozambique.423 Mozambique continued to 

export to the Estado precious items such as gold, ivory, seahorses, turtle shells, 

cowry, amber, wax, copper, iron and slaves.424 Ivory in particular, was an important 

re-export commodity for the Chinese market and shipped to Macau.425 Other animal 

based products sourced for the China trade included sea horses and other ‘bichos do 

mar’  (sea creatures) where they were apparently highly prized.426  According to the 

pauta of 1772 adult male and female slaves were sold for 100,000 xerafins each (the 

same price as a quintal of copper) and children were sold for 50,000 xerafins.427 The 
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slave trade in Mozambique developed significantly in the middle of the eighteenth 

century and owed its initial growth to the demands of French sugar planters for servile 

labour in the Mascarene islands of Mauritius and Réunion, but slaves were also sold 

to Swahili merchants for the markets of the Arabian Peninsula and Persian Gulf and 

were transported to Cape Town for use by the Dutch and English companies and 

colonists.428 Moreover, during the early decades of the nineteenth century, there was a 

strong demand for slaves in Brazil: between 1811 and 1831 between 127,000 and 

128,700 slaves primarily from Mozambique Island and Quelimane were shipped to 

Rio de Janeiro alone.  

It is important to note that like in Goa, Hindu traders in Mozambique were 

also a dominant force and their commercial success stirred up tension and resentment 

amongst other traders. However, the colonial authorities in Mozambique also voiced 

their concerns at the threat this mercantile group posed to the domestic economy. The 

goldsmiths, for example, who in Mozambique determined the carats of gold coming 

from the Zambezi were almost totally Hindus from the Estado; the gold sent to Goa 

on the account of the Fazenda Real was said to have lost a substantial part of its value 

due to the lack of buyers at the auctions as the price was dictated by Indian 

goldsmiths.429 The ‘ostensible support’ of Goan authorities and their commercial 

policy in regards to Indian merchants angered those in Mozambique who considered 

them ‘a mercantile colony of Portuguese India.’430 
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Map 2 Principal Destinations of Trade for Hindu Merchants in Goa in the 
Indian Ocean and South China Sea 
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Goa and Brazil:  
	  

As we have seen from above, there was a strong intra-colonial connection 

between Mozambique and Brazil, particularly in regards to the slave trade. However, 

as a result of the liberalisation of trade, the stimulation of intra-colonial traffic and the 

reduction of import taxes also consolidated direct links between Goa and Brazil from 

the mid-eighteenth century onwards. Curiously, the pauta of 1772 does not include 

Brazil; the reasons for this are unclear but trade between the two colonies is 

undeniable.431 Indeed, it has been argued, that in the general structure of the Carreira 

da Índia and the exchange of goods in Brazil furnished the Estado, especially Goa, 

with the possibility of maintaining a profitable economy, further strengthening the 

links and interests between the diverse sectors of the Portuguese empire.432 From the 

period of the 1660s onward, there was a gradual emergence of an inter-colonial 

market that linked Angola, Brazil and Goa. Indian textiles 'drained out of Goa' were 

exchanged for African slaves in Mozambique and Angola, who were then sold in 

Bahia primarily in exchange for Brazilian sugar and tobacco.433  

During the period at hand, the foundations for this stronger intra-colonial 

market were strengthened by Pombaline commercial reforms, foremost the 

liberalisation of commerce in 1769, which allowed private Portuguese and Hindu 

merchants in Goa to capitalise from a greater exchange and flow of goods, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
431 This discussion is only a cursory analysis of commerce between Goa and Brazil; for further 
discussions on the Goa-Brazil trade link and its importance in the overall framework and economy of 
the Portuguese empire, see for example, Philomena Sequeira Antony, Relações Intracolonias Goa-
Bahia 1675-1825 (Brasília: Fundação Alexandre de Gusmão, 2013); Celsa Pinto, "At the Dusk of the 
Second Empire: Goa-Brazil Commercial Links, 1770-1825," Purabhilekh-Puratava VII, no. 1 (1990): 
41-69; and Jacques Marcadé “O quadro internacional e imperial,” in Frédéric Mauro (coord.), Nova 
História da Expansão Portuguesa, VII, O império Luso-Brasileiro 1620-1750 (Lisboa: Editorial 
Estampa, 1991).  
432 Hoppe, A África Oriental Portuguesa, 218.  
433 Prior to 1775, it was mainly local tobacco that was consumed in the Estado and these were supplied 
from the neighbouring territories of Balagate and Vingurla in the interior, the ports of Ponani, 
Tellicherry, Calicut on the Malabar coast. However, the huge quantities of contraband tobacco entering 
into Goa and other illegal activities practiced by local tobacco contractors pushed the Estado to admit 
Brazilian tobacco in line with the British model, which established the important of Virginian tobacco 
into India and Bahian tobacco was thus directly imported via Bahia to Goa in 1775, see Pinto, Trade 
and Finance, 196-19; Lopes, NHEP, 188-351 and Antony, Relações Intracoloniais, 27.  
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particularly tobacco.434  The export of Bahian tobacco in the Estado (after processing 

in Lisbon) was in exchange for spices, textiles, diamonds, saltpetre and other goods, 

which were then exported directly to Bahia, although some of these cargoes were also 

portioned off for re-export to Lisbon as well.435 Sustained intra-colonial commerce 

between Brazil and the Estado, and the inextricability of their commodity links, 

during this period is reflective of the closing gap between the Atlantic and Indian 

Ocean worlds. Even if this was short lived, the resurgence of intra-colonial commerce 

between the two territories demonstrates the success of efforts to stimulate this link. 

For example, it has been argued that after 1807, Brazil was not as receptive to Asian 

exports as it had been in the decades preceding but between 1796 and 1807 Asian 

exports to Brazil formed an average of 11.51% of imports and in 1808 this figure 

dropped drastically to only 3%.436  

Brazil’s most valuable export to Goa was undoubtedly tobacco and the 

entangled interests of Brazilian tobacco growers, contractors and agents with Hindu 

merchants in Goa produced substantial profits for both parties, particularly between 

1796 and 1805.437 The first direct consignment of Bahian tobacco in Goa, without 

being transported via Lisbon was in 1775.438 Hindu merchants in Goa were 

formidable in securing tobacco contracts and involving themselves deeply in the legal 

and illegal import of Brazilian tobacco and snuff into Goa between the period 1675 

and 1825.439 During the latter part of the eighteenth century, tobacco revenue farming 

was a monopoly enjoyed by the few Hindu business houses in Goa who secured 

contracts from the Fazenda Real that were issued initially for a term of one year, but 

this was extended to three years, a system which saved the colonial authorities 

administrative manpower and provided them with funds in advance.440 This 

arrangement in which the colonial state 'outsourced' the import and distribution of 

tobacco to Hindu merchants, which rendered the latter with highly lucrative 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
434 Initially, in the early decades of the seventeenth century, the crown attempted to retain a monopoly 
on this lucrative trade, but in 1674 this was reorganised in 1674 when the Junta do Tabaco was formed 
to administer the overseas production and trade of tobacco in the colonies, and to collect the substantial 
revenues generated from the crowns monopoly; see, Pinto, Economics of the Tobacco Monopolies in 
Goa, 15.  
435 Antony, Relações Intracoloniais, 27. 
436 Ibid., 366.  
437 Ahmad, Os Portugueses na Ásia, 44; Antony, Relações Intracoloniais , 27 
438 Pinto, Trade and Finance, 197.  
439 Antony, Relações Intracoloniais, 370  
440 Pinto, Economics of the Tobacco Monopolies in Goa, 40. 
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monopolies and provided the former with advanced capital, is a clear manifestation of 

the relationship of mutual benefit.  Moreover, the dominance of Hindu merchants in 

this trade speaks to the full extent to which they sought to exploit the intra-colonial 

structure and connectivity of the Portuguese overseas empire to their direct benefit.  

Importantly, all the contracts between 1775-1825 were assigned to Saraswats; 

the average price of a contract between 1786 and 1788 was about 322,089,0,00 

xerafins per year and the first contract was issued to the merchant Govind Sinai Malia 

between 1777 and 1779 at the cost of 127,500 xerafins per year.441 The Camotins in 

contract with Thomas Dineur based in Mahe, were consigned tobacco cargoes to be 

sold in Goa; in 1809, he despatched aboard the pattamar Bhowany 77 bales of 

tobacco, which owing to a rejection of the State authorities, they were unable to 

sell.442  In 1840, the government abolished the Estanco Real, which by virtue of a 

royal edict in 1819 was the only legal source of smoking tobacco, and with it the 

Renda do Tabaco da Folha, which ended monopolistic contracts enforcing customs 

duties on imported tobacco in its place.443 It can be assumed that this would have 

largely spelled the end of such contracts for the Saraswats as well.  

Notwithstanding the importance of tobacco, other goods such as sugar and 

precious metals were also exported to India as attested by the cargo lists of eight ships 

docked in Bahia bound for Goa.444 Indeed, the smuggling of previous metals between 

Goa and Brazil was a constant source of preoccupation for the Crown as Goa used to 

receive smuggled gold and silver from Brazil through Peru, which helped to balance 

its finances.445 In the opposite direction, Goan exports to Brazil consisted mainly of 

textiles. Merchants based in Bahia acquired stakes in the acquisition of Indian cottons 

by investing in cargoes brought from the subcontinent on ships sailing from Goa to 

Brazil, which would sometimes stop off in Angola before returning to Lisbon.446 In 

addition, as alluded to in chapter one, the creation by Pombal of the monopolistic 

trading companies the Companhias Gerais de Grão Pará e Maranhão (hereafter 

referred to as CGGPM) and Pernambuco e Paraíba (hereafter referred to as CGPP) in 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
441 Ibid.,, 198.  
442 Ibid.,, 193-194.  
443 Ibid., 201.  
444 Lopes, NHEP 234.  
445 Lopes, Tradition and Modernity, 71; Lopes, NHEP, 234.  
446 Machado, Ocean of Trade, 158.  
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1755 and 1759 respectively, also opened up further possibilities for Hindu mercantile 

participation in Indo-Brazilian trade.  Merchants such as Anta Sinay were procurers, 

suppliers and brokers for the two companies in Goa. In March 1799, instructions 

issued to captain of the ship Neptuno belonging to the CGPP stipulated that in the 

case of any misfortune to the ship, Senhor Anta Sinay was to act as the official 

representative of the company in Goa. Moreover, he was assigned with the task of 

procuring and ‘governing the revenue’ of a cargo of textiles that included 1200 corjas 

of cheias, 120 corjas of Patsvar linen from Daman and 400 corjas of Percalla linen 

that measured 22 maons in width.447  

Rio de Janeiro: 
 

In addition to Bahia, as a crucial linking point between the Estado and Brazil, 

Rio de Janeiro also appears as a destination for private trade. We find, in the 

correspondence of the Camotins, that they conducted trade with Rio de Janeiro 

through their network of secondary associates based in Brazil; the nature of their 

connectivity with the Brazil will be examined in more detail in chapter four.  

However, whilst we cannot rule out the possibility that they may have conducted 

trade between Goa and Rio de Janeiro before this period, the only correspondence that 

exists is dated between 1811 and 1812.  Indeed, it was mainly textiles that the 

Camotins remitted to Rio de Janeiro. Julião Miz da Costa in 1811, for example, 

requested the Camotins to procure and purchase on his behalf linen of 'good quality 

and of great length' from Balagate.448 However, in keeping with the general decline of 

Indian imports to Brazil as mentioned previously, their correspondence with their 

Brazilian associates does not paint a picture of a profitable or stable market for 

commerce and there are multiple lamentations of 'general stagnation', the 'ruin of 

commerce' and the 'lack of money.'449  Domingo Gomes Loureiro, for example, wrote 

to the Camotins in 1811, 'we persist in the opinion that for the Fazenda de Balagate 

consumed in Brazil, it is necessary to lower the actual prices by 15 or 20 percent.'450 

In a later letter dated in 1812, he again wrote to the Camotins regarding the unsavoury 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
447 Cheias were a type of striped linen that were usually print stamped but sometimes checked; percalla 
linen was a type of simple cotton cloth produced in Mylapore. ANTT CGPP, Caixa 198, Livro 203, fs. 
44.  
448 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, 18th May 1811.  
449 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, 18th May 1811.  
450 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, 16th June 1811.  
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market conditions, writing that 'the decadent state of this Praca for the Fazendas of 

the Coast of Mallabar do not allow us to sell your Fazendas for more than those of the 

Fardos da cadeas of Balagate', explaining that 'the friends who go in the present 

monsoon will be best able to explain the decadent state of business of this Praca  for 

which we only think of liquidising our accounts as quickly as possible.'451 Even more 

unfortunately for the Camotins, a ship on which the Camotins freighted some goods 

on in partnership with João Theodorio Rapozo, was damaged as a result of a storm 

that they encountered when rounding the Cape of Good Hope and Rapozo was forced 

to notify them that their cargo of incense, saltpetre and some silk was damaged.452  

Goa and Lisbon: 
 

In finishing the overview of the commercial network of Hindu merchants in 

the Estado, it seems appropriate to round off this analysis with Lisbon as a principal 

destination for their commercial activities. This seems especially pertinent given the 

fact that Pombaline reforms regarding the colonies were primarily aimed at the 

benefit of the metropole above all else. Moreover, pursuing the argument of mutual 

benefit would also necessitate extending the line of the analysis to evaluate how 

Hindu merchants were able to profit off commerce with the metropole itself. Whilst 

some scholars such as Celsa Pinto have concluded that Goa-Lisbon trade was in the 

‘doldrums’ between 1823 and 1837, with the exception of 1826, the sudden spurt of 

which could be attributed to the independence of Brazil.453 In 1826, exports to Lisbon 

totalled 352844:1:00	  xerafins,	   

However, before this period and during the eighteenth century, trade between 

Lisbon and Goa was not completely insignificant, especially for private actors. As 

already mentioned, private merchants such as the Camotins also imported and re-

exported European manufactures such as paper, foodstuffs such as cheese and 

marmalade, wine and spirits such as aguadente which arrived on the ships coming 

from Lisbon. In exchange, the Camotins and other Hindu merchants, consigned 

textiles, spices and other commodities on the ships of their private Portuguese 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
451 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, 12th June 1812.  
452 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 12th June 1812. 
453 Pinto, Trade and Finance, 45.  
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mercantile partners, whereby their partners or brokers in Lisbon would then sell these 

goods on their behalf, usually at auction and at the Casa da Índia.  

In 1789, for example, the Camotins consigned about 7 packages of goods on 

the ship Marquez de Angeja whose owners were two Portuguese merchants Manoel 

da Silva Franco and João Thomas da Silva Matos.454 Matos wrote to the Camotins in 

August 1789 having arrived in Lisbon that due to the many ships arriving in the port 

from Bengal and China, there were delays in both unloading the ship and in the sale 

of the ship's cargo and it was only in October that he was able to gain a place at 

auction.455 He also explains to the Camotins that the arrival of two other ships from 

Asia greatly depressed the prices at which he was able to sell his and the Camotins' 

cargo and it was only after 'multiple diligences' that he was able to sell their 

consignment at 30% above their total cost of 4190 xerafins.456 It appears, that Matos 

was a frequent partner of the Camotins and that they used his broker services more 

than once, as a bill of sale in 1791 indicates that they consigned five loads of goods 

and five boxes of 'cinnamon from China from Goa with him aboard the ship Estrella 

d'Azia which were sold in Lisbon.457 The textiles that the Camotins consigned with 

Matos included 297 pieces of handkerchiefs called quizinis, 80 cadeas and 80 

blankets from Balagate, 20 pieces of Coromondel chintz and 15 pieces of cadeas from 

Surat.458    

The Camotins also entered into a partnership with the merchant companies, 

the Socidedade de Ribeiro e Hubens established in 1787, and the Socidedade de 

Colffs, Loureiros e Guimarães established in 1795.459 The extent and nature of their 

partnership will be analysed in greater detail in chapter four but the following analysis 

illuminates the kinds of goods the Camotins freighted on the ships of these companies 

and the manner by which they were sold on their behalf in Lisbon. Through a copy of 

a bill of sale dated in March 1802 in Lisbon, we can see that they boarded 50 bundles 

of goods and 20 small bundles of pepper on the ship Rainho dos Anjos that departed 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
454 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 27th August 1789.  
455 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 27th August 1789.  
456 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 27th August 1789.  
457 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 27th August 1789.  
458 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 29th March 1794. 
459 Pinto, A Commercial Resurgence, 37; Carreira, "O Comércio Português no Gujarat," 87.  
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from Goa as verified by a contract signed on the 18th of January of the same year.460 

The cargo of the Rainha dos Anjos consisted mainly of textiles such as cadeas, 

pannos de cafre, Madras and Surat handkerchiefs and English zuartes. Alongside the 

cost of freighting these goods, which was set at the rate of 15%, the Camotins were 

also liable contribute to additional fees such as separate import duties for both the 

textiles and pepper, the customs duties at the Casa da Índia where the textiles were 

sold, costs incurred at the auction and a commission to the society which was 

calculated at 3% of the 'brute cost' of the goods and pepper.461 The society, known as 

the Companhia de Colffs, Loureiros e Guimarães, also transported official Bahian 

tobacco to Goa in 1809, but it is unclear if the Camotins had a part in this venture.462 

Similarly, the Camotins entered into an agreement with two brothers, the merchants 

Christian and João Jacinto Poppe, to remit goods on the ship Marques de Angeja 

bound for Lisbon although it is unclear what kinds of goods they consigned with the 

Poppe brothers.463  

Official trade was not insignificant and the authorities in both Lisbon and Goa 

were highly invested in the procurement of Indian textiles and their re-export to 

Lisbon through Goa, Daman and Diu and Surat. In 1761, for example, the investment 

by the Fazenda Real in Indian textiles surpassed that of the pepper that was remitted 

to Portugal.464 The pauta of 1772, for example, lists as some of the fazendas da 

Europa a type of cloth called pano berne and velvet. However, a pauta dated in 1826, 

includes a more lengthy and diverse list of imports, which included items such as 

herbs, white wine, spirits such as aguadente, olive oil, quills, paper, some textiles and 

glass.465  From Lisbon, Goa received a total amount of imports said to be worth 

50674:0:00 xerafins in 1826.466 In exchange, exports which 352844:1:00 xerafins, 

included coir rope, coffee, cinnamon, camphor, cloves, resin, incense, pepper, 

saltpetre, tea, rhubarb and textiles.467  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
460 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, March 1803.  
461 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, 8th March 1803. 
462 Pinto, A Commercial Resurgence, 113.  
463 463 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 10th April 1798.  
464 Pinto, A Commercial Resurgence, 328.  
465 HAG, AG- 2668.  
466 HAG, AG- 2668.  
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Conclusion 
	  

As this chapter has established, Hindu merchants were ideally situated in Goa 

to take advantage of the intra-imperial commercial networks of the Portuguese 

overseas empire and the growing global economy of the Indian Ocean. This was 

enabled, as established in chapter one, through the relative stability and preservation 

of the political and commercial framework of the Estado, as well as efforts to 

revitalise Goa as a global port, which was amicable and conducive to trade. The scope 

of their commercial network was vast and they were quick to respond, and take 

advantage of the shifting dynamics of commerce in the Indian Ocean space, such as 

the growth of the China trade and the consolidation of European controlled ports such 

as Bombay, the revitalization of Lisbon-Asia trade, and the substantial increase in 

private trade during the long eighteenth century.  As such, they are a clear example of 

how local traders were vital commercial actors in the country or intra-Asian trade, as 

well as the long-distance export trade of Asian commodities and manufactures within 

the Indian Ocean and Atlantic worlds, and the import of European goods within these 

same maritime spaces. Moreover, they demonstrate the extent to which indigenous 

merchants also acted as crucial commercial intermediaries in their functions as 

procurers, suppliers, agents and brokers for the Estado and the host of European, 

Banian and Parsi mercantile actors with whom they had contact.  

Thus, as the evidence presented above has demonstrated, Hindu merchants 

were able to penetrate and establish global networks of long-distance trade. The scale 

scale and scope of their commercial activities coupled with their obvious commercial 

acumen and indispensability to the colonial state further undergirds the argument that 

they were dominant players in the commercial economy of the Estado. Importantly, 

they are a considerable, if also anomalous example as long-standing subjects of a 

European colonial power, which help to further underscore the resilience and 

continued agency of local commercial actors as still significant players in the 

economy of the Indian Ocean during this period even in the face of the growing 

European factor. As stated previously, their ability to manage such wide-ranging 
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commercial networks whilst firmly fixed in the Estado owed much to their modus 

operandi and their modes of organisation, which, as stated, have been critically 

overlooked. For Hindu merchants in Goa, the family unit and the bonds of kin were 

two crucial factors in their commercial organisation and will be discussed in greater 

detail in chapter three. The following chapter will analyse the socio-cultural identity 

of these merchants, particularly the dynamics and importance of their caste identity as 

Saraswat Brahmans, and the manner in which they negotiated and responded to their 

status as gentios.  
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3. The Saraswat Hindu Merchants of Goa: A Socio-
Economic Analysis 

 

Porquê os usaram sempre do mesmo ofício 
D'outro não podem receber consorte 
Nem os filhos terão outro exercício 
Senão o de seus passados até morte 

Camões (Os Lusíadas, vii, 38)468 

Because they always use the same occupation 
From others they cannot receive consort 

Nor will their children have another exercise 
If not that of their ancestors up to their death 

Camões (Os Lusíadas, vii, 38) 

 

 

The previous chapters have demonstrated the local and regional contexts that 

structured the political and commercial worlds of Hindu merchants in Goa, as 

determined firstly by the Estado and the broader networks and structure of the 

Portuguese overseas empire, and secondly, the geopolitical context of the Indian 

subcontinent and that of the wider Indian Ocean maritime space during the long 

eighteenth century. Whilst we have seen how these merchants availed  themselves of 

the opportunities provided by their enmeshment in these spaces and how this 

broadened their commercial horizons, we lack a detailed and coherent narrative of 

how they organized and managed themselves in order to this so successfully.  The 

next three chapters therefore will shift the perspective from the broader, external 

context(s) to concentrate on the merchants and will delve deeper into the mechanisms 

and strategies that undergirded their trade and which account for their commercial 

success. The question as to how they came to cultivate an almost unchallenged 

dominance of the colonial economy of the Estado and become such clear examples of 

the agency and resilience of local commercial actors in the emerging world economy 

of the Indian Ocean during this period would be greatly illuminated with an analysis 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
468 Quoted in Bragança Perreira, O Sistema das Castas: Ensaio Histórico- Sociológico (Nova Goa: 
Imprensa Nacional, 1920), 1.  
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of their commercial organisation. Moreover, despite the plentiful but often cursory, 

references to Hindu merchants in the existing scholarship, other than their names, 

political functions and commercial activities, we lack a detailed picture of 'who' these 

merchants actually were. Indeed, as Claude Markovits has concluded, the sociological 

literature on Indian merchants 'is sparse' and existing literature is often lacking in the 

insights they can provide us regarding the importance of locality, the socio-cultural 

and religious lives of their merchants and the communities that they belonged to, as 

well as their participation, if any, with public and political life.469 Apart from existing 

ethnographic studies focused of specific merchant caste groups and religious 

communities, as well as those focusing on specific Indian trade diasporas, there is still 

a distinctive lack in the historiography of narratives that take into account their social, 

cultural, religious and familial histories and the impact of these factors on mercantile 

activity and vice versa.470  This is often owing to a lack of existing indigenous sources 

and a dependence on European archival documents that are often limited in the 

information that they can provide scholars in order to form a picture of the socio-

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
469 Markovits, The Global World of Indian Merchants, 28.  
470 For scholarship on the role on the histories of specific merchant and banking caste communities, see 
for example, Mattison Mines, The Warrior Merchants: Textiles, Trade, and Territory in South India 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984); David Rudner, Caste and Capitalism in Colonial 
India: The Nattukottai Chettiars (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994); Phillippe Cadene 
and Denis Vedal (eds.) Webs of Trade: Dynamics of Business Communities in Western India (Delhi: 
Manohar, 1997); Milton Singer (ed.), Entrepreneurship and Modernisation of Occupational Cultures 
in South Asia (Durham, NC: Duke University Program in Comparative Studies on Southern Asia, 
1970).  For scholarship on the histories of Indian trade diaspora communities, in addition to Claude 
Markovits, The Global World of Indian Merchants, 1750-1947: Traders of Sind from Bukhara to 
Panama (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004); Abner Cohen, "Cultural Strategies in the 
Organisation of Trading Diasporas," in Claude Meillasoux (ed.), The Development of Indigenous Trade 
and Markets in West Africa (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971); Stephen Frederic Dale, Indian 
Merchants and Eurasian Trade, 1600-1750 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002); Philip. D. 
Curtin, Cross-Cultural Trade in World History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984); 
Denys Lombard and Jean Aubin (eds.), Asian Merchants and Businessmen in the Indian Ocean and 
South China Sea (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2000) and Christine Dobbin, Asian Entrepreneurial 
Minorities: Conjoint Communities in the Making of the World Economy, 1570-1940 (London: 
Routledge Curzon, 2005).  Although mainly for the nineteenth century onwards, there is also a vast 
body of scholarship on family business and banking firms that take into account family and social 
histories and the public life of these family firms, see for example, Dwijendra Tripathi (ed.), Business 
and Politics in India:  A Historical Perspective (Delhi: Manohar, 1991); idem, (ed.), Business Houses 
in Western India: a Study in Entepreneurial Response, 1850-1956 (Delhi: Jaya Books, 1990); idem, 
The Oxford History for Indian Business (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004); Thomas A. Timberg, 
The Marwaris: from Traders to Industrialists (Delhi: Vikas, 1977); Anne Elizabeth Hardgrove, 
Community as Public Culture in Modern India: The Marwaris in Calcutta, c.1897-1997 (Columbia: 
Columbia University Press, 2005); Karen Leonard, "Banking Firms in Nineteenth-Century Hyderabad 
Politics," Modern South Asian Studies 15 no.2 (1981): 177-201; idem, "Family Firms in Hyderabad: 
Gujarati, Goswami and Marwari Patterns of Adoption, Marriage, and Inheritance," in Karen Leonard, 
Hyderabad and Hyderabadis (DelhiL Manhoar Publishers, 2014).  
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cultural world of these merchants.471 In addition, for the same reasons, constructing a 

genealogical map of specific mercantile families is also notoriously difficult.  

The aim of this chapter therefore is to provide a deeper and more layered history of 

the Saraswat Hindu merchants of Goa beginning firstly, with an overview of their 

caste history and their contested identification as high-caste Brahmans, a factor which 

was central to their public identity and their status as the dominant and elite stratum of 

the local society of the Estado. The Hindu merchants referenced in the existing 

scholarship and those who are consistently referenced in this analysis, are Saraswat 

Hindus and drawn from the Gaud Saraswat Brahman (hereafter referred to as GSB) 

community, this aspect of their social, cultural and religious identity, and its 

influence-if any- on their commercial activities remains underappreciated.472  Their 

status as a Brahman sub-caste demarcated them as a separate and endogamous 

community, one that was governed by the various ritual and social norms consistent 

with those of the wider Brahman community and their unique genealogy shaped and 

continues to shape their caste identity. However, their claim to Brahmanhood was 

contested by prevailing Brahmin communities on the subcontinent, as the Saraswats 

retained their own particular characteristics that were at odds with those of 'proper' 

and orthodox Brahmanhood. The contested nature of their Brahmanical status by the 

prevailing wider Brahmanical community also fuelled internal disputes provoked by 

the splintering of the community and the settlement of Goan GSBs in the regions 

around the Estado. The community's responses to these contestations, and the manner 

in which this further fuelled attempts to consolidate a clear claim to proper 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
471  Pedro Machado, for example, in his study on the Banian merchants of Daman and Diu notes how 
“the details of the kind that are available for Armenian, Sephardic and other merchant networks 
regarding family firms do not exist for Vãniyã merchants”, see Machado, Ocean of Trade, 31.  
472 Celsa Pinto has briefly outlined their Brahmanical status and the community's claim of ‘descent 
from Gaud Saraswats or northern India' who were 'believed to have been transported by the 
mythological Parashurama to Gomanchal, the ancient name for Goa' but does not elaborate further, see 
Pinto, Trade and Finance, 53. Gagan D.S. Sood has also shortly described that the Mhamai Kamat 
family were Gaud Saraswat Brahmins and notes that 'they formed a large and dispersed community' 
which was 'subdivided into numerous jatis, gotras and extended families spread out across western and 
southern India in the eighteenth century', but also does not delve deeper, see Gagan D.S. Sood, India 
and the Islamic Heartlands: an Eighteenth Century World of Circulation and Exchange (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2016), 252-253.   
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Brahmanhood is totally absent in the descriptions of these merchants which note that 

they are drawn from the GSB community.473 

This dynamic of contestation and resistance was also visible in another manner in 

which their religious and socio-cultural identity was sought to be limited, this time by 

the Portuguese colonial state. Being a Hindu or a 'gentile' in Goa during this period 

was fundamentally shaped by the attitudes and context of discrimination, which 

resulted in measures that deliberately sought to restrict the religious and socio-cultural 

freedoms of gentios in Goa. What did it therefore mean to be a 'gentile' in the 

eighteenth century, and in what ways were their religious and cultural aspect of their 

lives circumscribed?474 Indeed, the manner and the extent to which Hindu merchants 

negotiated and resisted their forced status as ‘gentiles’ has been greatly overlooked. 

This is especially pressing as this process of resistance and negotiation was one  

thattook advantage of the lesser intolerance and increased pragmatism of the colonial 

state, as elaborated in chapter one. Moreover, as will be demonstrated, Hindu 

merchants acting as the patrons for the physical and visible assertion of their religions 

identity through the construction of temples, which was often financed and 

spearheaded by prominent local Hindu merchants, such as Naraena Camotin of the 

Mhamai Kamat family. The contemporary legacy of the construction of the Shree 

Mahalaxmi temple in Panjim, for example, is indeed inextricably bound to the almost 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
473 For a discussion on the splintering of the Saraswat community and the emergence of disputes 
between emigrant Saraswats and those that remained in the Estado, a dispute which was ultimately 
brought in front of the Portuguese colonial state, see Ângela Barreto Xavier and Ines Županov "Ser 
Brâmane na Goa Da Época Moderna" Revista de História no. 172 (2015): 15-41.  
474 The question of what it meant to 'be a gentile' in the eighteenth century Estado is drawn from and 
hopefully compliment, the work of Ângela Barreto Xavier and Ines Županov in their discussion of the 
survival strategies of Goan Brahmins during the seventeenth and eighteenth century under Portuguese 
imperial dominance and the role of the Portuguese empire in shaping Brahamn identity, see Ângela 
Barreto Xavier and Ines Županov "Ser Brâmane na Goa Da Época Moderna," Revista de História 
no.172 (2015): 15-41 and Ângela Barreto Xavier "Ser cidadão no Estado da Índia (séculos XVI-
XVIII): entre o local e o imperial," in Ângela Barreto Xavier & Cristina Nogueira da Silva (orgs.) O 
governo dos outros: poder e diferença no império Português, (Lisboa: ICS. Imprensa de Ciências 
Sociais, 2016), 267-292. It also seeks to engage with the wider important work of Ângela Barreto 
Xavier who has written on the conceptualisation, description and langauge of caste in the context of the 
Portuguese empire, the shaping of Brahmanical identities as a process shaped by responses to the 
imposition and consolidation of Portuguese colonial rule in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and 
the invocation of an elite or 'noble' Brahmanical status even by converted Hindus during this period; 
see Ângela Barreto Xavier, A Invenção de Goa: Poder Imperial, e Conversões Culturais Nos Séculos 
XVI e XVII (Lisboa: Imprensa de Ciências Sociais, 2008), idem, "”O lustre do seu sangue" Bramanismo 
e tópicas de distinçao no contexto português," Tempo 16, no. 30 (2011): 71-99 , idem "Purity of Blood 
and Caste: Identity Narratives among Early Modern Goan Elites," in M.S.H. Torres, M.E. Martinez and 
D. Nirenberg (eds.), Race and Blood in the Iberian World (Zürich: Lit Verlag GmBH & Co. 2012), 
125-1550; idem, "Languages of Difference in the Portuguese Empire: The Spread of "Caste" In the 
Indian World," Anuario Colombiano de Historia Social y de la Cultura 43 no.2 (2016): 89-119.  
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lore like actions of Naraena Camotin in 'receiving divine guidance' to 'rescue' the 

original idol of the goddess Mahalaxmi from Mahe and constructing a temple to 

house it after its relocation to Panjim.475 As the dominant elite community within the 

Hindu stratum of the local society of the Estado, these merchants further exercised 

their accumulated social, political and actual capital to resist the curtailments set by 

the colonial state on their religious rights. Importantly, this was a process that 

involved a complex, intertwined and mutually reinforcing set of internal and external 

forces by which Hindu merchants cognizant of the slackening of religious intolerance, 

the simultaneous entrenchment of their relationship of mutual dependency, seized 

upon the growing climate of pragmatism and forcefully sought to consolidate their 

community and Brahamnical identity through more visible and public expressions of 

their religious rights and identity. As such, this act of assertion and resistance points 

to the efforts to maintain Hindu religious and socio-cultural practices and institutions 

and greatly illuminates our understanding of local Goan society and elite local 

responses to Portuguese colonial rule during this period. Indeed, as Mattison Mines in 

his study of the textile traders and artisans belonging to the Kaikkoolar caste in 

Tamilnadu, for example, has asked: ‘what do we learn about South Indian society by 

studying artisan merchants?’ By determining how the Saraswats adapted themselves 

to the opportunities, constraints and demands, which the politico-economic and socio-

cultural milieu of the eighteenth century brought to them, we can learn much about 

the society of the Estado during this period.  

Although it is clear that their Hindu Brahmin and more specifically 

Saraswat caste identity was significant, and that it is clear that local Goan society was 

indeed stratified along caste lines, the concept of 'caste' should not be overstated.  

This is especially pertinent given that their assertion of their Brahmanical status itself 

was contested and itself not a fixed, normative distinction. By the same token, it must 

be stressed from the onset, that the discussion of the Brahamanical caste identity of 

the Saraswat merchants is not to place caste as the ultimate centre of their history, nor 

to claim that it was the exclusive factor that governed their socio-cultural, and more 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
475 For contemporary accounts of the relocation of the idol from Mahem to Panjim and the central role 
of Naraena Camotin, see 'Relieving the 200-year-old tale of Panaji's Shree Mahalaxmi Temple' 
available at https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/goa/reliving-the-200-year-old-tale-of-panajis-
shree-mahalaxmi-temple/articleshow/59409820.cms (retrieved 14th of February, 2019).  
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importantly for the discussion of their modus operandi, their commercial success. 476 

The line of inquiry into their of their Brahmin sub-caste identity in this chapter is only 

used to emphasize its importance to the Saraswats insofar as it was a particular and 

crucial aspect of their community identity and not to overstate its importance for their 

commercial activities. Drawing strict distinctions between economic and cultural 

institutions is flawed because it ignores the extent to which commercial and social 

preoccupations interpenetrated and reinforced each other in the communities of high-

caste Hindus and Jains.’477 Caste as a form of kinship, much like the tight bonds and 

role of the family firm or the endogamous rules that governed communities of trade 

diasporas such as the New Julfan Armenians or the Sephardic Jews, was a basis for 

organization, solidarity and a predominant factor structuring their religious and socio-

cultural lives. Their caste identity determined aspects of their socio-cultural identity 

and structured their place in local Goan society, but it did not determine the extent, 

and importantly, the success, of their commercial activities. Although this would 

seem to contradict the emphasis on their dominance as a Brahman sub-caste 

community at both the local and elite levels of Goan society, this caveat only seeks to 

caution that 'caste' is not the explanation for this dominance and to stress that their 

commercial success was the result of a myriad of factors, strategies and institutions as 

the following chapters will demonstrate.   

In emphasising that this narrative does not privilege  'caste' at the centre of the 

narrative of their commercial organisation, is to avoid aligning this discussion with 

problematic Weberian assumptions as to the hegemony of sociological factors such as 

caste and religion in South Asian economic history and the manner in which caste, 

clan, and also the family were regarded as hindrances to development 

entrepreneurship.478 Although such conclusions have been forcefully challenged and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
476 It is also important to remember that not all merchant communities or groups in India were 
organized along the lines of caste, and the kinds of social groups that constituted business communities 
were themselves not always conterminous with caste groups, see N.R. Seth quoted in Tripathi, 
Business Communities of India,15.  
477 Douglas E. Haynes quoted in Machado, Ocean of Trade, 53.  
478 Jack Goody, The East in the West (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 138-139. Max 
Weber and Weberian based explanations argued that that factors such as religion and caste, by sealing 
individuals in closed religion and caste based communities, prevented individual entrepreneurialism 
and capitalistic activity. In particular, such approaches argue that the 'Hindu ethic' in contrast to the 
Protestant ethic as seen in the West, was responsible for stifling the rise of capitalism in India and thus 
accounted for its economic backwardness; see Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 
Capitalism translated by Talcott Parsons (London: Routledge, 2005) and Max Weber. Hinduismus und 
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largely discredited, such a caveat is still necessary; their caste identity mattered but it 

was not the only thing that mattered. However, it is perhaps worth noting that this 

case study of the Hindu merchants of Goa nevertheless serves as additional fodder 

against such conclusions and offers yet another counter-example to Weber's claims. 

Firstly, the commercial success and dominance of these Hindu merchants, especially 

which when coupled with the argument of mutual dependency with the Portuguese 

colonial state on this mercantile community, already forcefully undercuts the 

argument that Hindu merchants lacked the capacity for entrepreneurial and capitalistic 

behaviour. Secondly, as the above caveat underscores, their commercial success is not 

solely accounted for by their membership of their caste community. Finally, as their 

alignment with Portuguese colonial state and their close and long-standing 

partnerships with private Portuguese and other European private actors as analysed in 

chapters four and five would suggest, the Hindu merchants of Goa had no problem 

whatsoever with venturing outside of their community in order to pursue lucrative 

commercial ventures, even often at times with relative strangers. As David Rudner 

has proposed, the still polemical issue of whether caste is a prime parameter of 

mercantile organization overshadows interesting questions about its role as a 

nonprime but still significant parameter that can help us understand the systematic 

interaction of various parameters of mercantile organization.  

As will be also demonstrated in the latter half of this chapter, it was family and the 

bonds of kind and not 'caste' per say, that which were the central units around which 

these merchants organised and managed their commercial and politico-administrative 

functions. Admittedly, 'family' and 'caste' were to an extent contemporaneous as given 

the endogamous nature of Brahmanical communities, 'family' and the bonds of kin 

were themselves structured and drawn from within boundaries of their Saraswat 

community and consolidated through such mechanisms as marriage alliances. For 

both non-European and European mercantile communities, factors such as ethnicity, 

kinship, and religion were central and can even be said to have been 'vital in trading 

matters'.479  Thus, in order to account for the organisation aspect of their modus 

operandi, and to answer the question stated from the onset as to how their commerce 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Buddhismus, verschenen als: Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Religionssociologie (Tübignen: Mohr., 1923). 
For responses to Max Weber, see, for example, David Gellner, "Max Weber, Capitalism and the 
Religion of India," Sociology 16 no.4 (1982): 526 and 543.  
479 Pearson, “Markets and Merchant Communities in the Indian Ocean," 91.  
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functioned on the basis of kin, the latter half of this chapter will be devoted to 

outlining the evident centrality of family Hindu mercantile activity in the Estado 

during this period. This analysis is enabled by the albeit brief references of kinship 

links between Hindu merchants during this period  

Importantly, the family unit and kinship link not only performed a critical function of 

only pooling resources, capital and manpower, but, as will be demonstrated, they 

acted as a safety net in times of commercial or financial trouble. Although kin was the 

central loci for the trade it did not negate the possibility of Hindu merchants pursuing 

trade on an individual basis; as such these units helped to tide the risks and failures of 

these personal ventures. Finally, as alluded to in chapter two in the case of the 

merchant Poquea Sinay Dumo inheriting the post of Corretor dos Mercadores 

Balagateiros (Broker of the Balagate traders) from his father Vitogi Sinay Dumo, also 

speaks to the practice of administrative and political functions being inherited along 

the patrilineal line, i.e. sons inheriting the administrative positions of their fathers, 

which maintained such positions in the keep the keep of certain families for 

generations.  

The sodalities of their caste community and kin formed one aspect of their modus 

operandi and was one of the many resources and tools from which these merchants 

drew on in order to organise, manage their commercial organisation, pool their 

resources and capital, protect their corporate self interests and to enhance their 

economic and political claims. However, in order to understand the significance and 

particularities of their Brahmanical identity and why their claim to Brahminhood was 

and is so forcefully asserted, an understanding of Brahminism as structured by the 

norms, conventions and ideology of what is very broadly defined as 'caste' and caste 

differentials must first be elaborated.  

	  Caste and Understandings of Caste in the Eighteenth Century Estado da 
Índia 
 

In beginning this more nuanced and layered history of the Hindu mercantile 

community of the Estado in the eighteenth century, it has already been established 

that they belonged to a sub-caste of Brahmins; Brahmins being a varna or class 

would, put simply, would situate them more broadly within the caste ‘system’. The 
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term ‘caste’ normally refers to the two distinct concepts of corporate affiliation: varna 

(order, class, kind) and jati (birth group); both can be used by non-Hindus and may be 

applicable to designate distinctions of species, animals and even inanimate objects 

and substances.480 Notoriously, however, the term caste itself has no universally 

accepted or precise definition and applying caste indiscriminately to both varna and 

jati belies the complexity of the phenomenon and assumes it as a fixed, unchanging 

and rigid system of social categorisation.481 The earliest expression of caste ideals can 

be found in the Vedas, compiled between 1500 and 100 BC, particualrly in the Rg 

Veda, in which a famous section recounts the primordial act of blood sacrifice from 

which the gods created the four human varnas, out of the dismembered body of the 

sacrificed Purusa, the first created man. However, the four divisions of varna are 

perhaps the best recognised and the associated with the symbolic and actual 

manifestation of social stratification. Whilst there may be hundreds or thousands of 

jatis, varna refers to the scheme of four divisions, most commonly understood as a 

ranked order or precedence with the four varnas or idealized human callings 

appearing in the order (from highest to lowest) of the varna of Brahmans, generally 

associated with priests and spiritual preceptors, the varna of the Kshatriyas, usually 

associated with rulers and warriors but also seigneurial landed groups, the varna of 

Vaishyas, commonly associated with commercial livelihoods but also other producers 

and wealth-creators, and finally the varna of Shudras, generally associated with 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
480 Susan Bayly, Caste, Society and Politics in India: From the Eighteenth Century to the Modern Age 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 8.  
481 I will not seek here to engage further with often contentious debates that attempt to define caste, 
account for the invention of caste and the caste 'system' and that highlight the complexity of caste as a 
phenomenon and as a system of social stratification. Equally, it will not seek to engage with narratives 
that outline the problematic association of caste as an essential feature of Indian society through its 
conceptualisation in Western and Orientalist thought, that account for the emergence of a ‘caste 
society’ during the colonial period. Indeed, there is a vast body of scholarship on these subjects, which 
would be impossible to list here in its entirety but for key examples, see Louis Dumont, Homo 
Hierarchichus: The Caste System and Its Implications (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press 
Books, 1981); Susan Bayly, Caste, Society and Politics in India from the Mid-Eighteenth Century to 
the Modern Age (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999); Nicholas B. Dirks, Castes of Mind: 
Colonialism and the Making of Modern India (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001); Sumit 
Guha, Beyond Caste: Identity and Power in South Asia, Past and Present (Leiden: Brill, 2013); 
Surinder Johka, Caste (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2012);McKim Marriott and Ronald Inden 
“Towards an Ethnosociology of South Asian Caste Systems,” in Kenneth David (ed.), The new wind: 
changing identities in South Asia (The Hague: Molton Publishers, 1977); William Pinch, Peasants and 
Monks in British India (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996); Lucy Carroll, "Colonial 
Perceptions of Indian Society and the Emergence of Caste(s) Associations," Journal of Asian Studies 
37, no.2 (1978): 233-250; and Ronald Inden; Imagining India (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 
1990); idem,  "Orientalist Constructions of India," Modern Asian Studies 20, no.3 (1986): 401-446.  
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servile toilers.482  However, in lived experience of caste, or at least in its actual 

‘implementation’ in real life, this four –fold model of neat categories and their 

principals of purity and pollution, for example, are not always projected in such a 

precise way and the overlap between varna and jati vary significantly according to 

region and circumstance. As such, some scholars have claimed that although the 

varna system is an important ideological system, it has little to do with caste at the 

local level which is where the action takes place; varna as a concept is entirely 

geographically non-specific.483  

Importantly, the nature and phenomenon of ‘caste’ varies greatly according to 

different doctrinal traditions, social circumstances and the geographical region in 

question, all of which attach differing degrees of importance to these schemes of caste 

and its conceptual principles. Moreover, the ways in which people have acted upon 

them have been far more diverse and flexible than has often been thought.484 These 

symbolic, ideal categories bear little resemblance to what has manifested in reality or 

to the manner in which ‘caste’ operates either as a principal or actual element shaping 

everyday relations between and across social groups and individuals. Each caste, or 

jati may embrace a number of endogamous sub-castes and within the caste the 

distinctions of sub-caste may be basic, and each ranked hierarchically, just as the 

caste itself is ranked within the larger system.485 

Simply put, the notorious identification of caste as system of ritual and actual social 

stratification and hierarchy has been characterised by the ranking of Brahman ‘high’ 

castes at the very top, and ‘low’ castes- the lowest being that of the shudras, being 

located at the very bottom. This separation of different castes has been accorded to 

ideas of ritual purity and pollution. At the very basic level, the concept of caste has 

come to imply both boundary and separation, as well as collective or corporate rank 

according to which, in theory, ‘caste Hindus’ should regard it as wrong and unnatural 

to share food or other intimate social contracts with those who are radically unlike 

them in caste terms. The implication here is that to be of high or low caste is a matter 

of innate quality or essence although in real life these principles have often been 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
482 Bayly, Caste, Society and Politics in India, 8-9.  
483 Mines, The Warrior Merchants, 4.  
484 Bayly, Caste, Society and Politics in India, 9.  
485 Robert Hardgrave, The Nadars of Tamilnad: the Political Culture of a Community in Change (New 
Delhi: Manohar, 2006), 2. 
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widely contested and modified.486  As Frank Conlon illustrates, ‘caste’ has also 

acquired an additional definition as a quasi-voluntary form of association whose 

members recruited on the basis of birth within a single jati or from among related 

jatis, are directed towards the protection of corporate self-interests and social 

amelioration, often in competition with other similar groups.’487 In addition, as Robert 

Hardgrave concludes, the ‘traditional system of caste has been likened to a “super-

guild” system, with each caste performing its specific tasks in society by hereditary 

prescription and divine sanction’ as ‘each caste shares a common traditional 

occupation, and whether or not an individual is actually employed in that profession, 

he will be known by a castes’ traditional calling.’488  

In trying to account for the complexity of caste and problematic and contentious 

nature of the attempts to fix a definition, it must be noted that famously, the term 

itself derived from the Portuguese. The term casta (caste), later adopted by the 

British, Dutch and Indians themselves, was used to describe the complex social 

system they encountered upon arriving in India and employed to denote 'race', 

'species', ‘breed’ or ‘kind’, which directly paralleled the meaning of jati and drew 

upon Iberian ideas of endogamous groups based on biological or blood descent.489 

The first Provincial Council of Goa in 1567, like the councils that proceeded it, noted 

that in certain parts of the Estado communities were divided in ‘generations’ 

(lineages) and in ‘castes of higher and lower dignity’ and that actions like eating with 

another ‘lower’ caste would be reason enough to lose one's position in the local caste 

hierarchy. 490 Indeed, the rigidity in the Portuguese interpretation of caste persisted. 

The Goan historian Bragança Perreira, for example in his account O	  Sistema	  das	  

Castas	  (The	  System	  of	  Castes)	  perpetuated the idea of the primordial, immutable, 

rigid and entirely 'religious' nature of caste, concluding that:  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
486 Bayly, Caste, Society and Politics in India, 10.  
487 Frank Conlon, A Caste in a Changing World: The Chitrapur Saraswat Brahmans, 1700-1935, 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977), 33. 
488 Hardgrave, The Nadars of Tamilnad, 5.  
489 Conlon, A Caste in a Changing World, 4; Xavier, “Languages of Difference in the Portuguese 
Empire,” 90; 96; Guha, Beyond Caste, 24-25; Dalgado, Glossário Luso-Asiatico, 225-226. See also 
Francisco Bethencourt, Racisms: From the Crusades to the Twentieth Century (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2013), especially chapter eight for a description of the Portuguese invention of caste.  
490 Xavier, "Languages of Difference," 102.  
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'The distinctions based on caste are hereditary and they have existed and exist in 

almost all peoples, but caste is characterized by its religious sanction which 

explains its rigidity, its expansion throughout the whole of India and its 

persistence throughout the times. The Western classes are open, but the Indian 

castes are closed.'491 

The Portuguese observed and noted caste based or rather jati-based divisions of 

labour within the Estado. In a record dated in 1753 related to discussions for the 

possibility of constructing a textile factory in Goa, a public invitation was published 

to attract interested parties with a note explaining that:  

'Of all the occupations of dyer, spinner, broker, leather tanner, weaver, beater 

and dyers which are necessary for the manufacturing of cotton cloths, one does 

not find easily he who does two of these occupations, as they go along with 

their castes, in conformity to the style of India.'492 

In addition, owing to the supposed absence of workers in Portuguese India trained in 

textile manufacturing, dyeing and the occupations mentioned above, it was 

emphasized that it would be difficult to even offer to teach these skills as those to be 

recruited  ‘ would have to be of the castas graves’ the term the Portuguese used to 

describe the lowest castes.493 

Importantly, the Portuguese also observed and appropriated into their discourse, 

orthodox Brahmanical ideals of endogamy, lineage and ritual purity, which in turn 

influenced lineage-related speech articulated in the Iberian metropolitan context.494 

The orthodox norms, ideals customs and rituals of Brahamnhood, included the 

observation that they resist "touching with people out of their blood" and when they 

"touch people outside of their generation, they have their own purifications and 

ceremonies.495 Indeed, these combined observations from the fifteenth century 

onwards constituted a typically Orientalist discourse on the nature of caste, especially 

caste as being synonymous with 'Indian religion,' and the notion of the fixed nature of 

the caste system, especially Brahmanism, permeated Portuguese descriptions of India 
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and Indian society through to the twentieth century.496 Like later British Orientalist 

conceptions of 'caste,' the Portuguese descriptions and discourse(s) of caste, belied the 

complexity and fluidity of this 'system' and Indian society itself by privileging it as 

the system of social organization and hierarchy where others existed and continued to 

co-exist alongside caste.   

The fluidity of caste as a concept was such that even though a caste may adopt the 

attributes of a higher caste in seeking to raise itself, it would secure recognition only 

through interactional acceptance. It was this very recognition, as 'plausible' members 

of a Brahamn sub-group, which was denied to the Saraswats and profoundly shaped 

their self-perception and their relations and interaction with other Brahman 

communities.  If, as Susan Bayly asserts, 'caste was and is, to a very considerable 

extent, what people think of it, and how they act on those perceptions,' then the 

supposedly dubious and precarious nature of Saraswat high ritual status may have 

been a strong factor conditioning their socio-cultural, political and economic lives and 

their pursuit of a consolidated Brahmanical identity.497 My guiding assumption is that 

commerce and the political and social capital derived from their status as successful 

merchants and influential political intermediaries, allowed for the further 

accumulation of wealth and social status and the consolidation of an elite 

Brahmanical identity. The fact that these merchants petitioned the colonial state, as 

we shall see in chapter six, for the permission to publicly demonstrate their 

accumulated wealth and political standing through the use of palanquins, convoys and 

other visible manifestations of their high ritual status, only reinforces this point.  

The path through commerce towards ritual mobility was a mechanism used by other 

caste groups. In the case of some lower-caste groups in terms of the collective 

experience but with no legacy of entrepreneurship, such as the Ramagarhias of 

Punjab who suffered hostile stereotypes from higher castes such as the Jats, turned to 

business enterprise to satisfy their urge to rise in the social hierarchy, launching 

educational institutions for their members who eventually became businessmen.498 

This in turn, 'helped to reduce the dissonance between their traditional social status 
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and the new status symbols of wealth and education acquired by them.'499 

 

The Saraswats: a Contested History  
	  

The purpose of demonstrating the fluidity of 'caste' and the manner in which the 

categorisation and implementation of caste ideals was varied and to a significant 

degree, interactional is to foreshadow and make more salient, the highly contested and 

complex nature of Saraswat caste identity. It has been asserted numerous times that 

their claim to Brahmanhood was contested and that as a community subject to much 

doubt and scepticism regarding the extent to which they fully adhered to the orthodox 

Brahman caste ideals. This scepticism was not only expressed within the wider 

Brahmanical community on the subcontinent but persisted and was perpetuated by 

assumptions on the part of British Orientalists, such Dr. J. Wilson who wrote that the 

Saraswat Brahmins 'are in a certain sense the most liberalised and the least regardful 

of the Brahmanical institutes of all the Brahmans of India' added new dimension to 

prevailing indigenous apprehensions regarding Saraswat Brahman identity. 500 The 

contested nature of Saraswat Brahmanical identity was made even murkier by the fact 

that an exact genealogy of the Saraswats consisting of one coherent narrative or set of 

narratives was impossible to establish. As Frank Conlon has demonstrated in his 

history of the Chitrapur Saraswat Brahmans: 

‘Beyond identification of some family names, gods and villages, the picture is 

incomplete. But examination of the history and culture of the GSB reveals a 

complex mixture of social and cultural elements from which a series of caste 

identities could be constructed. When descendant generations later endeavoured 

to reintegrate in a new jati in new surroundings, this was a heritage upon which 

they drew.’501 

What therefore was the nature and substance of the Saraswat claim to Brahmanhood, 

and on the other, what was the basis of contesting this claim? How did the main 

characteristics of Saraswat Brahmin identity fuel apprehensions regarding their status 
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as true Brahmins? The etymology of the name Saraswat is derived from the ancestors 

of Saraswats in Goa who were originally from Kashmir and Punjab, on the banks of 

the river Saraswati. That they are characterized by the Gauda prefix is by virtue of the 

fact that ‘Brahmanical lore holds that the Brahmans of India are divided into five 

northern (pañca gauda) and five southern (pañca drāvida) divisions.’502 This was the 

all-India classification of Brahmins as set out in the first chapter of the purana the 

Sahyādrikhaṇda and which also became the primary mode of categorisation in the 

nineteenth century.503 Thus, maintaining the ‘ancient’ prefix of gauda, Saraswats 

demonstrated a desire to maintain, the ‘primordial’ link with the 'original' Brahamans 

of India. As Alan Machado explains, in the south they are commonly known by the 

Gauda Prefix, which suggests an attempt at consolidating their Brahmanical status by 

identifying themselves as originally coming from the north.504 A firm attachment to a 

Gauda classification could then be projected at an all-India level.  

Moreover, the specific classification of ‘five gauda’ and ‘five drāvida’ communities 

provided a framework for what were often fierce political battles that continued into 

the early modern period, to explain the cultural differences between Brahman 

communities of different regions, to include some within the ambit of approved 

Brahman identities and to exclude others. The division became more acute as the 

‘southern’ division neighbours of the GSB ‘questioned the GSB’s competence to 

perform all six duties (shatkarma) reserved to Brahmans’505 Moreover, the supposed 

northern origin of the Konkani Saraswat Brahmans was further disputed by the fact 

that they eat fish, which conversely also constitutes one of the major reasons, as 

‘devourers of flesh’, that their Brahmin identity was so contested. The Saraswat Goan 

historian José Gerson da Cunha in his edition of the Sahyādrikhaṇda purana: The 

Sahyādrikhaṇda of the Skanda Purãṇa: A Mythological, Historical and Geographical 

Account of Western India (1877) attempted to ameliorate the problematic nature of 

the Saraswat habit of eating fish. His edited version of the purana, which tried to 

establish the Brahman geneology of the GSB community, explained that they are said 
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to be ‘eaters of flesh and devourers of fish’, which they call jalashaka or ‘water 

vegetable, as if to extenuate the gravity of the sin.506 Indeed, the Saraswat habit of 

eating flesh by way of fish was problematic and da Cunha cites this as one of the main 

reasons other Brahmans look down upon them and deny them the six works or rights 

of Brahmanism.507 Nevertheless, for the Saraswats it was also regarded a key piece of 

historical 'evidence' that they did indeed originate from the North west of India, 

specifically Bengal.The appearance of fish in the diet of Bengali Brahmans and of 

parallels in Bengali and Konkani were the two primary pieces of evidence presented 

in the arguments of GSB scholars such as da Cunha to trace their migration from 

Kashmir to Goa by way of Bengal.508 As N.K Wagle demonstrates, to account for 

their habit of eating fish, two other prominent Saraswat scholars Kanvinde (1870) and 

Gunjikar (1884) also make a point to stress the affinity with northern Brahmans and 

the cultural practices and dietary habits they share with their Bengali counterparts.509  

In addition to this, Saraswat caste historians also referred to the story of the vedic sage 

Saraswata, their professed ancestor and the manner of which during a drought, in 

order to preserve the Vedas, he resorted to eating fish.510 During this period of 

extended famine, he had kept alive the recitation of the veda by eating meals of fish 

permitted and provided to him by the Goddess Saraswati. The connection, firstly with 

the vedic sage Saraswata and secondly with the Goddess Saraswati has a two-fold 

effect of not only justifying the practice of eating fish but also accentuating ‘the 

cultural superiority of the GSB over the Maharashtrian brahamans’ through their 

mythological genealogy ‘by claiming descent from the sage.511 Nevertheless, as 

Conlon indicates ‘fish appears to have been accepted in Brahmanical diets well into 
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post-Gupta times generally, this story seems a later, historically superfluous attempt 

to rationalize medieval status disputes.’512  

The second criticism that the Saraswat community faced was the fact that they were 

attributed only three of the six privileges of Brahmanhood. As da Cunha illustrates: 

‘the Konkanasth or Chitpavan Brahmans, for instance, call them Trikarmi (i.e. 

men of three privileges or functions, viz. adhyayan "study of the Sastras, dan , 

"alms giving" and yajan "sacrificing by deputy, while professing themselves 

shatkarmi or men of six privileges viz. adhyapan, "teaching of the Sastras", 

pratigraha, "accepting gifts", yajan, "sacrificing personally" and the three 

abovementioned three rights conceded to the Sanavis.’513 

Moreover, the fact that most Saraswats, followed secular employments and not 

priestly or scribal occupations also fed into suspicions.514 Indeed, the Portuguese also 

observed that Brahamnhood with priesthood and that they were, as a group, 

"originally priests" who originated and followed a pure and established lineage ; as 

Durate Barbosa registered in his O Livro de Duarte Barbosa in 1516, the Brahmans 

"between themselves they are priests." 515  Tension arising from the division and 

distribution of occupations across and amongst Brahman castes was a prime source of 

contention and a competition. Establishing the “worth” of your Brahamanical identity 

vis-à-vis disparaging that of another particular sub-caste, particularly through the 

scriptural authority of a purāṇa was a particularly effective mechanism in such a 

competitive climate. The Purāṇas had always served as effective platforms for 

establishing or affirming prestige and standing of a certain caste community, 

especially effective when achieved vis-à-vis a disparagements of another. Indeed, the 

heroes of the Sahyādrikhaṇda are very much the Saraswats, represented as the best 

and most virtuous of all Brahmin communities brought to the Konkan by the 

legendary sage Parashurama516. By contrast, their rivals the Chitpavans are framed as 

low-caste hunters whom Parashurama met near a cremation ground on the seashore, 
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subsequently purifying them in the pyre (citā) and made them Brahmins but due to 

their later sinfulness cursed them to become despised and poor servants of others.517  

 For the Saraswat Hindu merchants of Goa, the fact that they were successful traders, 

farmers and political and administrative intermediaries of the Portuguese and then the 

British meant that they were the subject of repeated attacks from competing Brahman 

communities. In the Maratha domain, the GSB status as 'proper' Brahmans was 

challenged by Maharashtra Brahmans, particularly the Chitpavans and even a 

successful proof of full standing as shatkarmi Brahmans before the learned pandits of 

Poona did not eliminate discrimination.518 Nevertheless, the Saraswats did find 

support amongst the court pandits of Banaras: ‘their judgement was that the Senvis or 

Saraswats of the region were in fact, ‘eastern Brahmans of the pañca gauda 

community’ and ‘in eating fish, they were simply following the prescriptions of 

Parasuram, who allowed all those who came to settle in the Konkan to follow their 

long-established customs’as evidenced by the scriptural authority of the 

Sahyādrikhaṇda.519  The practice of eating fish was seen as contravening Brahmanical 

caste traditions which could be briefly listed as maintaining priestly superiority, 

emotional restraint, vegetarianism and practicing priestly functions.520 

Furthermore, amongst the Saraswats themselves there existed a community known as 

the Senvis (or Shenavis), to which da Cunha himself belonged. As : illustrates, in 

common with other Sarasvats of Goa, the Brahmans of Kuthal styled themselves 

Senvis, an honorific whose significance had already become shrouded in mystery 

when Balkrishna left his native village to try his fortune in Bardes some time in the 

first half of the sixteenth-century.521 Indeed, the origins of this honorific have never 

been determined nor its exact meaning conclusively accounted for and there are a 

number of conflicting accounts as to the etymology of the name Senavi. What can be 

concluded is that they were a sub-group of the Saraswat Brahmins of Goa who in the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries became a ubiquitous and expansive group in the 
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Konkan.522 The contested nature of Saraswat identity was also compounded by the 

fragmentation of the community in the Estado with the emigration of Brahmans from 

Goa to the surrounding territories of Kanara controlled by the Kings of Ikkeri (1499-

1673) and the founding of new maṭhas or mutts (monastries).523 The founding of a 

maṭha in Chitrapur in 1708 by emigré Brahmans caused a rupture between those still 

residing in Goa and stirred up underlying tensions between local Brahmans in Kanara 

and those who had migrated which had developed over the reign of the king 

Bhasavappa Nayaka (1697-1714).524 Local Brahmans accused the incoming 

Saraswats of Goa of not being 'real Brahmans'; after the founding of the maṭha after a 

local sannyasi extolled himself as their spiritual leader, these settled Goan Saraswats 

pushed for a further separation of their community from those still resident in the 

provinces of Quelossim and Cortalim in response to disagreements over their proper 

Brahamn rites.525  

The fact that these merchants remained immobile and did not appear to travel to any 

of the principal destinations of their trade may also have been the result of a 

conscious, socio-cultural and religiously dictated choice. Indeed, it may also be 

indicative of their attempts to lend further claim to, and consolidate, an orthodox 

Brahman identity as there were strong and clear Brahmanic sanctions against overseas 

travel. Travelling abroad and crossing the kala pani was taboo and made many high 

caste merchants suspect in the eyes of orthodox Brahmans and the rituals of 

prayaschita, a rite of purification had to be undertaken by returned Hindus after 

crossing the kala pani (the black water or seas) as the offence of crossing the sea led 

to a loss of varna.526 However, the fact that these merchants, as we have seen from 

chapter two, were engaged in the import and export of polluting substances such as 

wine, spirits and opium, may have further challenged their claim to high ritual, 

orthodox Brahman status as commerce in 'polluting substances' was to be avoided in 

high-ranking Brahman mercantile communities.527   
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It is important to note, that the Saraswats were not the only caste community who 

competed for special ritual status or whose caste identity, as we have seen, could be 

said to be the product of a specific claims and principles. The identity of the 

Nakarattar Chettiars of South India, a merchant-banking caste, was ‘unexceptionally 

based on jural principles of kinship ‘and ‘as a body made a variety of economic, ritual 

and political claims upon each other in virtue of their common caste identity.’528 In a 

similar vein to the attempt of José Gerson da Cunha to provide a veritable caste 

history through his publication of the purana, in the seventy years following 1857, 

after a famous treatise on the Nadar caste, which forwarded claims on the part of the 

community to a higher status through a mythological reconstruction of a kingly past 

was written but unpublished, some forty books, pamphlets and periodicals were 

published extolling the high status and greatness of the Nadars.529 As such, it evolved 

that ‘it was the gravest insult to suggest that a Nadar trader might in anyway be 

connected with the palmyra or that a not-too-distant ancestor might have sold dried 

fish.’530 The palmyra was the tree, which they climbed and tapped toddy, a task that 

was considered to render them a half-polluting caste.  Again, the practice of 

consuming fish and therefore flesh was a case in point for denying high caste 

privilege.    Concomitantly, whilst traditionally deemed to be non-mercantile, 

Brahmans would also use economic power and commercial wealth to compound their 

orthodox, high caste status. In Madras, for example, the capital generated through 

commerce allowed Brahmans to take advantage of the extension of granting of tax 

farms in the 1750s and 1760s, which, prior to this period, was limited to the 

merchants who had the capital to do so, allowed them to form their own community 

organizations known as dubashes and kanakapillais that created a further avenue for 

social and economic advance.531  

"Distinctive of Asiatic Nobility”: the Importance of High Ritual and Noble 
Status  
	  

Whilst their high ritual Brahmanical caste identity was significant, high ritual and 

'noble' status as more broadly defined was also considered to be important. For 
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mercantile communities across the subcontinent during this period, clear ideas of 

dignity and status were important and traders were cognizant of the impact and 

process of becoming a 'great merchant'.532 Indeed, we have clear evidence that 

Saraswat merchants went to great lengths to safeguard and project their political rank 

and acquired commercial wealth. As already established, these merchants were drawn 

from the dominant and elite stratum of the Hindu population and so these attempts 

were less about upward social mobility than about consolidating their high ritual 

status. As we shall see in greater detail in chapter six, Chondra Sinay Dumo in 1786, 

for example, petitioned the state for the permission for the public use of the palanquin 

and aptaguir, which, his petition notes are 'distinctive of Asiatic nobility' and which 

would thus allow him to make a public display of wealth and social rank.533 That 

Dumo used the broader term 'Asiatic nobility' speaks to a high status beyond that of 

caste identity. Chondra Sinay Dumo's reference to 'nobility' in particular is itself 

telling and may indicate a wider consciousness and engagement of these merchants in 

appealing to the Portuguese and indeed metropolitan discourses as to what constituted 

a 'noble' and what constituted the nobility.534 Such metropolitan conceptualisations, 

and the vocabulary surrounding nobility permeated into Portuguese imperial space(s) 

and like caste, rested on the importance of lineage, purity of blood, genealogical 

production and merit, but the articulation of their claims to the state to impart and in 

some cases maintain a 'noble' status, invoked these central statutes and had distinctive 

parallels. 535  

However, the extent to which these conceptualisations and discourses, especially 

appeals and articulations of lineage, genealogy and merit, were paralleled in the 

rhetorical formula of 'performative subjecthood'- the discursive framework that 
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structured the petitions of Hindu merchants during this period, will be analysed in 

further detail in chapter six. For the purposes of this discussion, however, it is 

important to note Dumo was no exception and that at firsthand, his attempts to acquire 

and cultivate conspicuous displays of his accumulated commercial wealth and 

political rank, which in turn speaks to a wider preoccupation with high ritual status 

and social standing. Indeed, the merchant and diplomatic agent of the state, Upea 

Camotin petitioned the authorities in 1765 for the privilege of riding in a palanquin 

accompanied by a guard of sepoys.536 Whether this was a response to overcome the 

resistance they faced by not being accepted into the Brahman fold is unclear, but it 

speaks to the continuous attempts by Brahmans in the Estado to consolidate their elite 

identity and how, as Ângela Barreto Xavier has demonstrated, this was aided and 

shaped by their engagement with the Portuguese colonial apparatus, as well as the co-

appropriation of discourses and surrounding conceptions and distinctions of caste and 

nobility, as elaborated above. That they could articulate and gain such concessions 

through their engagement with the colonial state was significant and points to another 

type of benefit that could be wrought from this relationship of mutual dependency and 

their alignment with the administrative structures and political and commercial 

interests of the Estado.  

Being a Gentile in the Eighteenth Century Estado da Índia and the Assertion of 

Hindu Identity   

	  

In addition to cultivating their individual high ritual status, it is clear that Saraswat 

merchants also attempted to uphold their religious identity and rites as Hindus. Self-

produced contemporary accounts of Saraswat caste community history are quick to 

emphasise the detrimental and oppressive impact of Portuguese colonial rule but are 

keen to stress that they were not successful 'in eradicating "Saraswathood" or its 

values from the Goan cultural landscape.'537 For example, clear acts of persecution are 

depicted in such 'histories', notably the destruction and defacing of temples such as 

the destruction of the temple in Cuncolim and the acts of the missionaries after it was 

rebuilt, 'who attacked the temple for a second time, devastated it in equal measure as 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
536 HAG, MR-176-137A, fls. 38.  
537 Chandrakant Keni, The Saraswats: a compilation of facts and documents from various sources 
(Goa: V.M Salgaocar Foundation, 2008), ix. 
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the first, and then sprinkled blood from the viscera of a cow on the tank of the 

temple.'538 The extent to which the reports of these acts are historically accurate does 

not negate the influence of purported acts of persecution to historic and contemporary 

Saraswat community identity. A a collective feeling of discrimination coupled with 

the ‘achievement’ of overcoming persecution and 'the nightmare of conversions', 

whilst retaining their strong cultural, religious and caste identity are key tenents of 

Saraswat community identity. This has been bolstered by the emphasis of their strong 

community presence and contributions to local Goan society, all of which are 

prominent characteristics that have influenced certain interpretations of the historical 

experience as Hindus under Portuguese colonial rule.539 Moreover, references to the 

'terrible suffering' and mass persecution of Hindu gentiles under Portuguese 

colonialism have continued to shape certain contemporary narratives of the 

experience of Hindus in Goa under Portuguese colonialism.540   

The contours of Brahmanical identity in the Estado were also made more complex 

and shaped by the sustained assertion and invocation of a Brahamanical status and the 

adherence to Brahmanical socio-cultural norms and customs by converted Christian 

Brahmans, as well as the ongoing dialogue between the Portuguese and Brahman 

communities in Goa, especially converts, as to what constituted a Brahman in the first 

place as alluded to previously.541 From the mid eighteenth century onwards, Hindu 

merchants sought to resist discrimination by the Portuguese colonial state by asserting 

their agency against the curtailment of their religious and cultural rights and took 

advantage of the slackening of religious intolerance and the ensuing attitude of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
538 Keni, The Saraswats, 113.  
539 Ibid., 113.  
540 See, for example, Ave Cleto Afonso (trans), The Hindus of Goa and the Portuguese Republic (1922) 
(Goa: Broadway Book Centre, 2008), which is a translated edition of António de Noronha's Os Indús 
de Goa e a República Portuguesa written in 1923. 
541 On the persistent invocation and articulation of Brahmanhood and a noble Brahman identity by 
converted Christian Brahmans, the discursive and parallel engagement of Brahmans in Goa with 
Portuguese and metropolitan ideas, representations and discourses surrounding Brahamanism, 
Brahmanhood and nobility and the dialogical nature of this engagement between both sides, as well as 
the confluence of these ideas in texts then produced by converted Christian Brahmans, see Ângela 
Barreto Xavier, A Invenção de Goa, especially chapter 7: "Apologias da «verdadeira nobreza». 
Conflitos de memória, identidade e poder," 381-440, idem, "David Contra Golias na Goa seiscentista e 
setecentista, Escrita identitária e colonização interna," Ler História 49 (2005): 104-143, idem, 
"Disquiet on the Island: Conversions, Conflicts and Conformity in Sixteenth Century Goa," Indian 
Economic and Social History Review 44 no. 3 (2007): 269-295; and idem, "Conversos and Novamente 
Convertidos: Law, Religion and Identity in the Portuguese Kingdom and Empire," Journal of Early 
Modern History 15 no.3 (2011): 255-287.  
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practical pragmatism. While this was a period of relatively lesser intolerance, there 

still existed state sanctioned limitations to the free expression of their religious and 

cultural rights and identities. Hindu merchants fought for the right for the public and 

visible expression of their religious and cultural identity namely by litigating to have a 

previous order, that reversed the ban on the public celebration of Hindu weddings, be 

properly enforced, and through the construction of temples. This is mostly clearly 

exemplified by a series of petitions submitted by Hindu merchants between 1704 and 

1787, which appealed for the right to conduct their weddings in their houses with 'full 

rights', performed by a priest and accompanied by certain instruments.  

Hindu merchants during the late seventeenth and eighteenth century were also 

purported to have been directly involved in the construction of new temples and that 

they contributed financially to the erection, re-building and maintenance of existing 

ones. Rhe management of temples ghats and other religious and socio-cultural 

institutions were concerns of Hindu and Jain more broadly during the eighteenth 

century.542 Moreover, it has been said that the construction and maintenance of Hindu 

temples by merchants was seen as both an emotionally satisfying and lucrative 

investment for Hindu merchants across the subcontinent.543 Contemporary accounts 

greatly glorify the legacy and role of Naraena Camotin in the construction of the 

Shree Mahalaxmi temple in Panjim which characterises the history of the temple of 

one in which the secret and divinely inspired efforts of Naraena Camotin as a member 

of the 'influential' Saraswat Brahmin community to then gather support for 

construction of the temple in the face of official opposition is viewed as quite 

triumphant.544 According to oral accounts given by the president of the temple in 

2017 and a publication issued by the Shree Mahalaxi Saunstha, an non-profit 

organisation in Goa as written by Nagushrao Sardesdai, in 1817, Naraena Camotin 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
542 Bayly, Rulers, Townsmen and Bazaars, 455.  
543 Arasaratnam, Trade and Political Dominion in South India, 23.  
544 It has not yet been possible to verify the veracity of these accounts or cross-reference and 
substantiate the factual claims made in them with the archival records. The erection of the temple  
instigated by Naraena Camotin is confirmed and corroborated by S.K. Mhamai in his book on the  role 
of the Mhamai Kamat family in the networks of trade and culture, who states that 'the magnificent 
temple of Devi Mahalakshmi seen in the heart of Panaji city is one of the outcomes of such favours 
obtained by the Mhamais from the Portuguese'; see Mhamai, The Mhamais of Goa, ix.   
Nevertheless, the wide circulation of these accounts and the firm association of Naraena Camotin with 
such acts speaks to the strong role of Hindu merchants and their perceived role as dominant forces in 
local Goan society. See 'Relieving the 200-year-old tale of Panaji's Shree Mahalaxmi Temple' available 
at https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/goa/reliving-the-200-year-old-tale-of-panajis-shree-
mahalaxmi-temple/articleshow/59409820.cms (retrieved 14th of February, 2019).  
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had a dream and 'received divine instructions to retrieve an original idol of the 

Goddess Mahalaxmi which had spent two hundred years in hiding in Mahem in 

Bicholim outside out Portuguese jurisdiction. After Naraena Camotin and a group of 

others brought it to Panaji, efforts within the Saraswat community were then 

generated to have a new temple built specifically for the idol to be installed; despite a 

petition by the Archbishop Sa Galdinho to stop this, the Conde de Rio Pardo issued 

permission for its construction on the 2nd of July 2 1818 which was then guaranteed 

by royal decree from the king in 1819.545 The structure is then said to have been 

rebuilt by another prominent Hindu merchant family, the Dempos. 

The acts of Naraena Camotin fit within a wider narrative of the Mhamai Kamat 

family, which seeks to depict them as 'god fearing' and a publicly engaged mercantile 

family who sought to augment their prominent status through religious and socio-

cultural societal contributions.546 For example, it is said that the 'Mhamai kitchen' 

during the religious fesitval of Anant Chaturdashi held in honour of Shri Anant 

'Shesha' (the snake, the mythological resting place of Lord Vishnu) 'thousands of 

people irrespective of caste and religion attend the festival' which is celebrated in the 

Mhamai Kamat household.547 The contemporary legacies of the Mhami Kamat family 

therefore are not just aimed at upholding their reputation as a prominent and 

influential mercantile family, but a pious and socially engaged one as well. In addition 

to Naraena Camotin's purported role in instigating the construction of the Shree 

Mahalaxmi temple, other Hindu merchants are also said to have played a role in 

financing these visible expressions of their Hindu religious identity. A common 

activity amongst wealthy merchants, religious donations such as these 'exalted the 

merchant as a 'substantial and pious man capable of fulfilling his role in society.'548 

For example, the temple of Shantadurga, was said to have been built by 'an affluent 

merchant Any Shanai Mone and according to Portuguese documents, this installation 

appears to have taken place some time between January 14, 1696 and November 29, 

1696.549 Furthermore, the upkeep and management of the temple of Manghesi is said 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
545'Relieving the 200-year-old tale of Panaji's Shree Mahalaxmi Temple' available at 
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/goa/reliving-the-200-year-old-tale-of-panajis-shree-
mahalaxmi-temple/articleshow/59409820.cms (retrieved 14th of February, 2019).  
546 Mhamai, The Mhamais of Goa, ix  
547 Ibid., ix  
548 Bayly, Rulers, Townsmen and Bazaars, 471.  
549 Keni, The Saraswats, 400. 
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to have been supported by the Dhume family who were prominent 'in commerce and 

business'; Vithoji Shenvi Dhume also 'earned a respectable position in the Portuguese 

administration in 1730.'550 The strong contemporaneous association of these 

merchants with such pious and respectable acts of donation is an indication that they 

had a strong public image and function not only as prominent merchants, but 

upholders of Sarwast and greater Hindu religious and socio-cultural identity. That 

Naraena Camotin, for example, chose to 'rescue' and relocate a deity commonly 

worshipped by the Saraswats relocate this idol to within the Saraswat fold of Goa 

speaks to a generous act that was of benefit to the whole community. As with 

merchant firms in North India, capital was set aside and portions of their family 

resources and worship was redirected to deities which were honoured by neighbours 

and business associates.551 This had the effect of strengthening the bonds and contours 

of their community whilst simultaneously underscoring the role of merchants as 

upholders of its socio-cultural and religious identity, customs and physical religious 

sites.   

"Eating From the Same Bowl": The Family Firm in Hindu Mercantile 
Practice 
 

The Portuguese during this period observed the practice or 'custom' of Hindu 

merchants ‘living in society', forming sociedades (societies) and 'casas do comércio' 

(houses of commerce) and that 'treating in society all their business'  as was the 

'customary gentilic way.' These multiple descriptions and designations all point to a 

fluid and diverse set of practices of organising and conducting commerce along the 

lines of kin. As Celsa Pinto has briefly touched upon one form of commercial 

organisation, which she has defined as 'agency houses', partnerships that were usually 

a family affair backed by common family assets in order to 'prevent dissolution and to 

assure that the concern would remain in the family in perpetuity.'552 The Agency 

House was not limited to Hindu merchants but Portuguese merchants based in the 

Estado such as Jacinto Domingos and Minguel de Souza and João Bapista Goethals 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
550 Ibid.,, 401. 
551 Bayly, Rulers, Townsmen and Bazaars, 471.  
552 Pinto, Trade and Finance, 63.  



	  

150	  

	  

also set up 'Companhias'.553 Merchants required permission from the authorities prior 

to opening a business house after which it was a recognised institution in Portuguese 

customary law. As an institution, they were 'essentially a trading house indulging in 

buying and selling for others on a commission basis' and the merchants also 'acted as 

brokers, insurance agents, bankers, freighters, ship-owners, purveyors and the like.'554 

In terms of the internal structure of the Agency House, it was headed by a Director 

who was elected and aided by attorneys who signed and endorsed accounts, letters, 

bills of exchange and other documents together with the advisors or conselheiros 

drawn from amongst the partners, as well as accountants, an overseer and even spies 

known as mexiriqueiros 555 Moreover, when acting as agents to make sales and 

purchases, represent another merchant in a commercial transaction or for any other 

service rendered, there would be a fixed commission of 2 to 3 percent for sales or 

purchases made in coastal India, 5 per cent for Lisbon and Macau and 5 per cent for 

buying and selling goods in India.556   

However, as these multiple descriptions and observations suggest, there was 

perhaps a broader spectrum of forms and practices of commercial organisation than 

just the 'agency house.' Moreover, even if these colonial inflected observations 

designated these forms of organisation according to Portuguese understanding and 

terminologies of mercantile organisation, such as  'societies' and 'houses of commerce' 

they nevertheless demonstrate that Hindu commercial activity was often managed and 

organised in collective, family based structures and that kinship links, especially the 

between first degree relatives, i.e. father and son and fraternal links, were important. 

More generally, amongst merchant families in South Asia during this period, the 

family 'firm' or unit, was not seen as something separate from the family and there 

was no common used word for 'firm' or 'sociedade' or 'casa do comércio' as a fixed 

concept.557 Like the Estado, the commercial landscape of Surat during this period was 

also characterised by the presence and activity of several prominent mercantile 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
553 Hindu merchant houses listed by Celsa Pinto are: Govinda Sinai Navelkar & Co., Baman Parab 
Sinari & Co., Shaba Sinai & Co., Kushta Pai & Co., Rama Pai & Co., Anta Sinai & Co., Venkatesha 
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families. As Ghulam Nadri has emphasised, a substantial amount of wealth between 

the early seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were in the hands of a Banian merchant 

families such as the Parekhs, who were leading merchants and brokers to the English, 

the Kishandas family who were also prominent merchants and shipowners alongside 

acting as brokers to the Dutch East India Company and the family of the Bohra 

Muslim merchant, Abdul Gahfur known as the 'merchant prince' of Surat.558 In a 

similar vein, the Banian merchants in Daman and Diu also organised their trade 

around the basic organizational unit of the family firm, which was structured 

hierarchically around senior members whose experience and especially their 

mercantile reputations were indispensable resources.559 Generally, family members, 

servants and agents were rarely paid a cash wage but instead had right and obligations 

within the family economy.560 

The presence of family firms in general as a prominent feature of Goa's 

commercial landscape has also been acknowledged by scholars such as Catherine 

Manning, who notes that the Portuguese and Luso-Indians made natural mediators for 

the French entering into the Asian trade in 1719 because their trading works were 

family based and were not dictated by the structures and rules of a company 

organization, which made them easier to penetrate than the English and the Dutch 

whose contacts were more circumscribed.561  Indeed, this analysis has already made 

numerous references to related merchants conducting business together either as 

brothers or father and son, and identifiable families such as the Camotims, the Poys, 

the recurrent familail surname Sinai or Sinay, the Duomos, the Dhempes, indicates 

that familial enterprise was an important part of the commercial landscape in Goa and 

a common form of organization within the Hindu mercantile community of the 

Estado.562  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
558 Nadri, "Merchants of Surat in a Longterm Persepctive," 237-244. 
559 Machado, Ocean of Trade, 31.  
560 Bayly, Rulers, Townsmen and Bazaars, 455.  
561 Manning, Fortunes à faire, 120.  
562 'Sinai' or 'Sinay' was a common surname amongst Gaud Saraswat Brahmans, especially Shenvis, 
and was used to denote their origin from this specific Brahman sub-caste. Due to its wide and common 
usage amongst Saraswat families, it is not always possible to ascertain whether multiple Hindu 
merchants with the surname Sinai or Sinay were directly related insofar as being first or second degree 
relatives, or if they were just drawn from the wider Saraswat community; see Dalgado, Glossario Luso-
Asiatico, 306.  
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Thus, whilst Celsa Pinto's outline gives an important and clear example of the 

importance and mechanism of the Agency House and its central role for many 

merchants of the Estado we have no further analysis on the importance and 

significance of the family as a unit for commercial organization. As such, a note 

found in of livros of the Monções do Reino, gives a fascinating insight as 

communicated by the merchants themselves as to why they chose to organise on the 

basis of a 'society' and the perceived benefits from doing so, as well as what could 

occur in the case of a disagreement amongst the partners, which, as we shall see, was 

not always a straightforward matter.  

In a letter to the Secretary of State Melo e Castro in 1778, the Governor General at the 

time Dom José Pedro da Câmara reports in a brief postscript note, a dispute within 

'one of the big houses of commerce of this city ' who he describes as the gentios 

called Corondos', who were prominent merchants in Goa, 'making and receiving 

many shipments not just to Europe but the many ports of Asia.'563 He describes the 

organizational arrangements practiced by the Corondos. He reports that these gentios 

who 'live in society' have 'disagreed and disunited' to the effect that 'for years 

shipments of their goods have been tied up in the Logeas de Armazens.'564 This 

internal disagreement was the result of the death of the Administrator of the house, 

which resulted in doubt amongst the four gentios who remained as partners as to who 

had the same rights to the 'house' and its capital and who would be made its 

administrator.565 It appears that the remaining partners were unable to come to 

arrangement internally and thus the matter was referred to the Ouvidor Geral.566 

Unfortunately, the outcome of their situation is not known, or what, if any, the 

decision of the Ouvidor Geral was but their inability to resolve the conflict internally 

and revert to the judicial authority of the colonial state is an important case in point. 

As we shall see in chapter, Hindu merchants engaged with the judicial institutions of 

the colonial state in myriad ways, motivated by the rational calculations as to the 

perceived benefit or added advantages of doing so. In this case, the calculation may 

have simply been that the authority of the state was a neutral and acceptable third-

party arbitrator that could help resolve an intractable situation.  
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What is most interesting however, is the answer these merchants gave when asked 

why two partners did not just turn against the other two and why they simply did not 

just divide the house and its assets in two. The Viceroy describes that 'it is the custom 

of these gentios and the houses of business in which they exist to live in commune or 

as they explain with mysticism to eat from the same bowl.'567 Furthermore, the 

explanation or metaphor of 'eating from the same bowl' reflects the reason why they 

were motivated into organizing as one unit and how the pooling of their resources and 

capital as a communal act could be beneficial to all members. Describing the choice 

of living 'in commune' as a 'custom' implied that organising on the basis of a 'caza do 

comércio' or house was common practice amongst Hindu merchants in Goa.  

Furthermore, whilst the Viceroy refers to the Corondos as a 'socios' or partners in a 

'caza do comercio' or house of commerce, the fact that he refers to them collectively 

as 'Corondos' implies that they were drawn from the same family. Whilst the note 

above does not stipulate the names of the individual Corondos who were partners in 

this caza do comercio we find references to merchants with the surname of Corondos 

elsewhere, indicating that Corondo denoted a familial surname. For example, Custam 

Naik Corondo and his brother Rama Naik Corondo held contracts for rapé following 

in the footsteps of their father Biquea Naik who was obtained the contract in 1776.568 

A reference in the Cartas do Junta do Tabaco, regarding a discussion in the decrease 

in the price of pepper, also notes a merchant Ramagy Naique Corondo who lived in 

the Ilha de Combarjua.569  

 

As the joint-contract for tobacco above held between Custam Naik Corondo and his 

bother Rama Naik Corondo upon inheriting the business from their father Biquea 

Naik, as well as the famous example of the two brother Naraena and Vencatesha 

Camotin of the Mhamai Kamat family demonstrate, fraternal links in particular were 

important. However, there are also further references that the father and son unit was 

also the basis for trade: Vitogi Sinay and his oldest son Poquea Sinay, who have 

already been mentioned as prominent merchants and as brokers for the Balagtae trade, 

also held the contract for pepper with the Fazenda Real jointly and were engaged in 
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procuring and buying pepper for the Fazenda together.570 As referenced in chapter 

two, a petition which served as an application for the permission to open a botica was 

collectively submitted by Vamama Camotin, Pondilico Camotin, Mabulea Camotin, 

Rama Camotin, Essu Camotin, Venca Camotin, Norsu Camotin and Aoque Camotin 

'all brothers and residents of Ribandar in the Island of Goa.'571 Importantly, the bonds 

between different Saraswat merchant families were created and consolidated through 

marriage alliances. A petition archived in Lisbon and submitted in 1766 by the 

merchant and tobacco rendeiro Soirea Sinay who, as we shall see in chapter four, was 

a close associate of the Camotins, a relationship that was consolidated even further by 

the marriage of his daughter to the son of Naraena Camotin.572	   

 

 Importantly, the existence of these family units and business houses did not mean 

that the merchants belonging to them were only able to trade within the boundaries of 

their family firms. As a general rule within across the spectrum of joint familial 

enterprises on the subcontinent, although the kinship was an 'essential ingredient of 

all merchant networks' its importance should not be exaggerated and the existence of 

joint interests; business partnerships were often concluded between two parties who 

were not kin related and the family unit did not prevent individual members from 

operating independently.573 Just as these merchants were not circumscribed by their 

caste, they were equally not circumscribed the family unit. Hindu merchants in Goa 

also conducted trade on their own as reflected in the fact that the commercial 

transactions and contracts as recorded in the customs documents, contracts, petitions 

preserved in the archives reference many of the merchants here referenced as 

individual traders and not always or solely under the umbrella category of their 

familial enterprise as denoted by the designation of 'companhia', 'sociedade', 'casa' 

and so forth. In this vein, the spreading of risk and the pursuit of individual ventures 

was similar to how modern business enterprises split up their trading operations into 

'portfolios', which could then be manipulated in order to avoid risks, and in the case of 

some merchants, absorb the losses of certain ventures over others.574 Moreover, as 

will be demonstrated in chapter four, the ability of the Camotins, albeit as a joint-
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family enterprise, to establish close-knit partnerships and a cross- cultural network 

who were completely kin unrelated compounds the need for a nuanced analysis of the 

significance of kin in South Asian mercantile networks. However, the importance of 

kinship and the family unit should also not be understated.  

 

In the case of Upea Camotin the safety net, accumulated capital and mutual 

assistance of his family firm may have cushioned against the blows of several 

commercial disputes for transactions he had pursued individually, and allowed him to 

continue trading. The dispute that occurred roughly between 1751 and 1772 and 

which will be elaborated in further detail in chapter five, resulted in Upea Camotin 

becoming indebted to the Fazenda Real for the amount of 32, 367 cruzados and 181 

réis which was to be repaid through the seizure and liquidation of his assets.575 

However, despite the seizure and the prolonged nature of Upea Camotin's dispute 

with the state, he continued to engage in commercial activities before, during and 

after the final decision and was not left paralysed by the order to seize and liquidate 

his assets. We can infer from further textual references that he remained a formidable 

political and commercial figure in Goa. We know for a fact that he was diplomatic 

agent of the Portuguese during the Maratha invasion of Goa in 1739 and that in 1740 

alongside Babulia Sinay and Vencaty Camotin he personally intervened in the peace 

talks of Salcette.576 A note under a series of petitions and responses to the Upea 

Camotin's dispute above, indicates that two gentios Bulla Naique and Chrisna Sinay 

Cabaddy 'men of business in this city, said and declared under oath that they had 

received from the said Chondru Camotin this older brother of Upea Camotin and he 

lives with him in the same houses treating in society all of their business in the form 

that is the gentilic custom.'577  

An additional reference found regarding the certification of a payment made by the 

two brothers to two other Hindu merchants, Bulla Naique and Chrisna Sinay 

Cabbady, in Goa in October 1769, indicating that Upea Camotin continued to engage 

in trade.578 As such, Upea Camotin may indeed have been drawing from the same 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
575 AHU, Índia, Caixa 91,Doc. 71, 9th March 1756. 
576 Pissurlencar, Agentes Da Diplomacia Portuguesa Na India, 81-82.  
577 HAG, MR 190- 143A, fls. 86.  
578 AHU, Índia, Cx 212, Doc. 47. 
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bowl of his family unit to buffer the risks of his commercial ventures and to tide the 

losses inflicted on him by the seizure of his assets in 1769.  

 

That kinship bonds and family unit were the loci for commercial not hegemonic or 

sacrosanct is demonstrated in two petitions brought before the state, which will be 

analysed in greater detail in chapter six, regarding two commercial disputes that 

involved members of the same family. In March 1786, for example, the widow 

Savetry Camotin, petitioned the colonial state in order to maintain her status as "head" 

of the commercial estate of her deceased husband Gopala Camotin. Her self-

appointment as head of her husbands 'house' in the wake of his death and the assets 

pertaining to it, were being challenged by a group of male relatives who claimed, by 

virtue of the fact that Gopala Camotin left no legitimate heir, that they were the 

legitimate inheritors of his house.579 A lengthy despacho that accompanied the 

petition also made reference to a civil dispute between two Brahman brothers, Sau 

Sinay and Santy Sinay against their uncle Rama Sinay in which the two brothers 

stated that the formal arrangements as to the estate of their father, 'did not declare the 

payments that were to be shared amongst sons on the death of the father and the 

manner in which the divide was to be made to the brothers, and nephews, cousins and 

sons of the two wives of the father.'580 However, it was deemed that the 'the division 

made among the brothers in case of their father's death was made in equal parts 

among the sons, even if they were not one and the same'- one and the same being not 

full brothers but also half and adoptive ones too and that 'it was only the elder brother 

who had an advantage over the other brothers' and that 'it was only the elder brother 

who had an advantage over the other brothers.'581 The complex legal challenge that 

this posed to the Portuguese, and the wider significance of Hindu merchants 

petitioning the state in matters pertaining to 'custom' and other internal disputes, will 

be analysed in greater detail in chapter six.  

 

Moreover, it appears that the bonds of kinship were also not as natural and 

inherent source of trust as may otherwise be thought. This is reflected in the petition 

submitted by one of the members of the Mhamai Kamat family and aunt of Naraena 
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and Vencatesha Camotin, Putu Camotin who, in her preparations of leaving the 

Estado to travel to Balagate, sought the protection of the colonial state to oversee her 

familial assets- that of her 'caza do comercio' and the protection of her grandson Dugu 

Camotin, who was a minor, despite the appointment of Vencatesha and Naraena as his 

procuradores. It was stated in her petition that she was 'leaving her only grandson 

called Dugu at home under the Administration of his procuradores who are convened 

for the conservation of the said house, seeing as he is one of the Principal 

Businessmen of this state.'582 However, her petition requested the nomination of the 

Dezembargador Antonio Gomes Perreira Silva as a juiz privativo to oversee the 

'dependencies' of her grandson during his time as a minor and to ensure that 'the rest 

of his fund is not ruined and deposited in the Administration of the referred to 

Procuradores. Putu Camotin was successful and it was noted at the top her petition 

that the Dezembargador Juiz dos Feitos da Coroa e Fazenda was nominated as a 

'private judge of all the dependencies of the couple of the defunct husband of the 

supplicant' on the 29th of October 1795.583 Furthermore, a full inventory and 

description of all the 'moveable and rooted assets, cazas boticas, jewellery, money, 

account books, and other assets' was compiled by the Scribe of the Juiz dos Feitos.584   

That Putu Camotin actively sought an additional layer of protection for Dugu 

Camotin and the family assets and estate of her deceased husband from the colonial 

state- a means of ensuring his inheritance was not usurped by her nephews- suggests 

that she was not entirely confident in the trustworthiness of her nephews to abide by 

what she considered to be, her grandson's best interests. Once again, we see a key role 

invoked by Hindu subjects for the colonial state to act as a third party arbitrator for 

matters of internal and familial concerns and the protector of capital and assets.  

Alongside the importance of the family firm, caza do comércio or Agency House, 

there was also a practice of administrative positions being inherited from father to 

son. This was not an automatic process and requerimentos would have been sought in 

order to secure the nomination to the same post, but there is clear evidence that 

certain administrative positions and ranks remained in specific families for several 

generations. Moreover, there is evidence that certain administrative functions and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
582 XCHR (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, 29th October 1795.  
583 XCHR (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, 29th October 1795.  
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duties were shared or performed amongst the male members of the same family. The 

Dumos as referred to above to which Chondra Sinay Dumo referenced belonged, were 

a prime example of family in which at least three generations of the same family were 

involved in commercial, administrative and political services to the state. Chondra 

Sinay Dumo continued in his grandfather and father's function as Corretor dos 

Balagateiros or Brokers for the Balagate trade.585 In addition, in keeping with the 

practice of commerce being organised and conducted in fraternal partnerships, in 

commending the services rendered of Poqeua Sinay Duomo, the Viceroy also alludes 

to the ‘fidelity and service that was found in Vittogi Sinay Duomo father of the 

supplicant and also of the supplicant’s brothers who also engage in services of that 

administration’586 Again in a demonstration of the extent to which direct fraternal 

links were significant, it was noted that the services performed by the brothers 

included receiving and inspecting the boats during the monsoon high seasons and it 

was noted that ‘the supplicant and his brothers would go daily to the river, and the 

Customs House to assist in the selection, exam, distribution of weight, the counting 

and organization of the cargoes.’587  

 

In respect to the practice of organising and managing their commercial and 

administrative functions along the basis of the family unit, was a strategy that 

Saraswat merchants held in common with other mercantile communities in both Asia 

and Europe, for whom familial enterprise was a major characteristic of their trading 

worlds. The levels of trust inherent in the bonds of kin and family greatly facilitated 

the ease of doing business and afforded merchants with the ability to pool capital and 

spread risk, which allowed for further investment and expansion of their commercial 

portfolios.  The work of Francesca Trivellato, for example, has noted the importance 

of family and kinship ties for the commercial networks of the Jewish Sephardic 

diaspora, highlighting how marriage alliances between larger clans and families 

shaped their economic investments and also allowed merchants to build their 

specialisations in commercial niches.588 Similarly, Sebouh David Aslanian has also 

emphasised the centrality of family in his study of the Armenian merchants from New 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
585 AHU, Cx 93 Doc. 43.   
586 MR 176- 137A, fls. 29.  
587 MR 176- 137A, fls. 30.  
588 Trivellato, The Familiarity of Strangers, 22.  
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Julfa. Importantly, family firms represented important means of capitalist enterprise 

in South Asia and elsewhere in the early modern Indian Ocean and were crucial for 

the expansion of trade in a variety of commercial environments.589 Indeed, the 

situation of the members of the Corondo business house in Goa bears a similar 

resemblance to a case in Surat, whereby five brothers belonging to the Risikdas 

family who were brokers to the Dutch East India Company in Surat in the early 

eighteenth century, lived together in one house as a joint family and apparently the 

property was held in joint-ownership and continued to do so even after the death of 

the head of their family.590  

 

Conclusion 
	  

 In his account of merchant classes in northern India during the early colonial 

and colonial period, C.A. Bayly concluded that any account 'which ignores the social 

dimension of Hindu and Jain business life (or Islamic gentry life) is ultimately 

unsatisfactory, simply because it is unable to explain much of what merchants did and 

even more of what they appear to have thought.'591 Whilst not exhaustive, this part of 

the account has brought to light significant insights as the religious and socio-cultural 

dimensions of the Hindu merchants of Goa namely, the nature their caste community, 

their efforts to consolidate a high ritual Brahmanical caste identity in the face of 

contestation, the manner in which they responded to their gentio status and the limits 

on their religious and cultural freedoms and how their broader Hindu identity was of 

significance to them and spurred their involvement in Hindu public life. It has shown 

how these merchants were concerned with issues of high ritual status, of consolidating 

and enhancing the visibility of their commercial and political rank through public 

displays of wealth, power and prestige, and also how they attempted to uphold their 

Hindu religious identity through the construction and management of temples. 

Moreover, in analysing the bedrock and supporting infrastructure of their commercial 

world, it has become clear that the family unit and kinship bonds wer significant 

feature in the commercial landscape of Saraswat Hindu merchants during this period. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
589 Machado, Ocean of Trade, 31.   
590 Nadri, "Merchants of Surat," 235-258.  
591 Bayly, Rulers, Townsmen and Bazaars, 449.  
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It has also been suggested that the endogamous bonds of marriage strengthened these 

connections and consolidated the Saraswats as a merchant community, and perhaps 

even, a merchant class. 

These Saraswats had a clear and complex identity that was structured by their 

identification as a sub-caste of Brahmans but whose claim to this identity was not 

without a degree of controversy and resistance. Nevertheless, their strong self-

perception as an identifiable sub-caste of Brahamns has greatly influenced historical 

and personal accounts of their community histories. In sum therefore, Saraswat Hindu 

merchants belonged to a community that was strongly differentiated during the period 

at hand, both as contested Brahmans and as 'gentiles.' Indeed, only in 1833 were 

Hindus allowed to practice their rites and ceremonies in Goa and discrimination 

remained a problem even if intolerance in practice had slackened.592 Moreover, as 

M.N. Pearson cautions, it is important to remember that official, legislated 

discrimination against non-Christian Goans continued until the revolution of 1910 and 

it was only then that all Goans acquired full equality and Hindus were freed from 

discrimination, if not outright oppression.593 Discrimination against non-Christian 

Goans was enshrined in an alvará passed in 1761, that legally entrenched the 

difference between gentios and Christians, as it juridically equipped, to all effects, 

Christians born in the Kingdom and Christians born in the Estado.  

It is evident; therefore, that despite the debate amongst scholars about the 

degree of the significance that was and should be attached to family, clan and 

community by Asian merchants in matters of trade, these networks were still 

important and did not necessarily stifle an inherent individualism that was also 

considered a major characteristic of early-modern Asian trading networks.594 As a 

strong factor in the identity of and socio-cultural lives of these merchants, it is evident 

that maintaing the religious and cultural markers associated with their status as a 

Brahman sub-caste and maintaining their Hindu identity was of great significance to 

them and for this reason alone cannot be so easily dismissed. It is for this reason that 

in order to provide a more layered and nuanced history of this mercantile community, 

such attention has been devoted to these factors in this chapter.  However, as the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
592 Pearson, The Portuguese in India,148.  
593 Ibid., 150.  
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161	  

	  

following chapters will further demonstrate, their range and toolbox of their 

commercial strategy was diverse. As such, this aspect of their commercial lives were 

complimented by a range of additional formal and semiformal institutions, 

particularly the judicial authority and legal institutions of the Portuguese colonial state 

that offered security, protection and enforcement, and as the case of the Corondos 

suggests, an alternative means of arbitration. Hindu merchants did not rely on one 

singular internal or external mechanism but had a multifaceted and complex 

commercial strategy that employed the formal institutions and channels of redress and 

arbitration of the colonial legal sphere, and they were equally adept and navigating 

and negotiating the 'informal' mechanisms and conventions that undergirded their 

private commercial partnerships with other merchants. In sum, it will be demonstrated 

that Hindu merchants in their complex use of formal and informal channels, 

mechanisms and institutions constantly engaged in rational calculations and 

strategized to proactively protect and secure their commercial interests to the fullest 

extents available to them.   
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4. The Mhamai Kamats: A Study in Cross-Cultural Trade 

 
It has been established that the global commercial world of the Hindu 

merchants of Goa was vast yet we still know relatively little as to the actual 

mechanisms and strategies that enabled them to manage such extensive networks of 

trade. Whilst we have a clear overview of the extent and substance of their trade in 

terms of the scope and content of their commercial activities-the ‘what’, so to speak, 

what we lack is a fuller narrative of the ‘how’: the building blocks, internal 

mechanisms and strategies that made up the modus operandi of these merchants and 

which were key to their commercial success. Beginning this narrative, as 

demonstrated in the previous chapter, we have seen how their commercial activities 

were organised primarily around the basis of kinship bonds and the family unit, and 

how key administrative posts were inherited along the patrilineal line. However, as 

also noted, the family unit was not hegemonic and Hindu merchants established close 

and long lasting partnerships with private merchants from outside of the circle of kin. 

Whilst the bond of family and kin inherently helped established trust and security, in 

their cross-cultural dealings with 'outside' merchants, Hindu merchants relied on a 

combination of ‘informal’ mechanisms and strategies that helped to establish trust and 

generate mutual reciprocities that helped to establish, consolidate and maintain the 

commercial relationship. These mechanisms ranged from establishing a reliable and 

congenial culture of exchanging business letters and being punctual and consistent in 

their correspondence; maintaining a good reputation and keeping those of other 

merchants in their network in check, and mutually reciprocal actions such as 

exchanging favours and commercial and political information.  

These ‘informal’ mechanisms, or as Sebouh David Aslanian has termed them, 

‘intangible attributes’, were ‘powerful factors in long-distance trade’ and enabled 

merchants from entirely different cultural and religious backgrounds to forge private 

commercial networks that greatly extended the geographical scope and portfolio of 

their commercial activities. This was particularly beneficial to Hindu merchants in 

Goa who, as already noted, were fixed and immobile subjects of the Estado. The 

existence of such a network for Hindu merchants in the Estado is most clearly seen 

through the private archive of the prominent Mhamai Kamat family- specifically the 
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commercial networks established by Naraena and Venctaexa Camotin whose 

commercial activities have been analysed in chapter two and who have been referred 

to as the 'Camotins', whose private correspondence help us to construct their vast web 

of private contacts that spanned from Brazil to Timor. Importantly, their business 

letters demonstrate how such informal mechanisms were key to the creation, 

consolidation and expansion of their global web of business contacts. Within Goa and 

the wider jurisdiction of the Estado, which included the Portuguese feitoria in Surat 

and the territories of Mozambique and Macau, the Mahmai Kamat family could rely 

on the authorities and the juridical framework of the state to enforce commercial 

agreements such as contracts and to act as an arbiter in commercial disputes. Their 

employment of the 'formal' legal spheres and channels of the Portuguese colonial 

state, which comprised of the latter part of their commercial strategy will be analysed 

in further detail in chapter six. However, in the areas that their network reached, 

which were beyond the political and legal jurisdiction of the Portuguese empire, there 

was 'no universal jurisdiction' and  'the enforcement was borne by networks.'595 The 

enforcement and regulation of their network was thus achieved by through these 

informal mechanisms and strategies.   

The following two chapters will thus be devoted to a deeper analysis of these 

'informal' mechanisms through a detailed analysis of the private archive of the 

Mhamai Kamat family and an analysis of their private business correspondence 

written in the Portuguese, English and French. As one of the most prominent 

mercantile families in the Estado, their vast global network and their ability to 

cultivate web of diverse and cross-cultural business contacts compounds the narrative 

as to the dynamism and dominance of Hindu merchants in Goa. By extension, they 

further reflect the continued resilience, and as M.N. Pearson has argued, 'florescence' 

of indigenous traders in the region, as well as the importance of cross-cultural trading 

relationships for the global economy of the Indian Ocean during the long eighteenth 

century. Whilst the 'content' of these papers in terms of the nature and substance of 

their commercial and political exchanges with other merchants has been reproduced, 

what we lack is a more nuanced and complex understanding of how these transactions 

occurred, how the Camotins built their network and how these relationships were 
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forged, managed and maintained. Again, in keeping with the lacuna in the existing 

literature concerned with the commercial dominance of Hindu merchants in the 

Estado during this period, whilst we have an idea of what they did, we don't have a 

clear idea of how they did it. Moreover, whilst the significance of the archive as a 

historical source and valuable source of information pertaining to the existence of 

long distance commercial links and networks, as well as the role of indigenous 

merchants as commercial and political brokers for Europeans in the subcontinent has 

also been established, there has been little reflection on the wider significance of the 

actual creation and preservation of the archive itself. 

An analysis of the preservation of their private commercial papers, the 

construction of their archive and an analysis of the correspondence yields a host of 

important insights. Firstly, they demonstrate the importance of the practice of 

documentation, correspondence and the culture of letter writing to the commercial 

activities of non-European and European merchants engaged in long-distance 

commerce.596 Secondly, whilst the fact that they are important examples of how 

business correspondence was produced, exchanged and received in the early modern 

Indian Ocean world has been briefly touched already, this is by no means exhausts the 

extent of their archive or circumscribes the potential and importance of further 

analysis.597 The use of samples from their archive to undergird the merchant networks 

of others, or in wide ranging analysis concerning correspondence and the culture of 

communication in the Indian Ocean World more broadly, have not been undertaken 

by a systematic analysis of the archive itself. This leads us to the third potential of a 

more systematic analysis of the archive papers in that it could provide further 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
596  For studies into the importance of correspondence to merchant networks in addition to Ricardo 
Court's article cited above, see also Francesca Trivellato, The Familiarity of Strangers: the Sephardic 
Diaspora, Livorno, and Cross-Cultural Trade in the Early Modern Period (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2009); Sebouh David Aslanian, From the Indian Ocean to the Mediterranean: The 
Global Trade Networks of Armenian Merchants from New Julfa (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2011); Suze Zijlstra, "To Build and Sustain Trust: Long-Distance Correspondence of Dutch 
Seventeenth-Century Merchants,” Dutch Crossing 36 no.2 (2012): 114-131.  
597  Francesca Trivellato, for example, has discussed the 'etiquette' of their letters and how they were 
adapted to the rhetorical conventions and new codes of civility found in European business 
correspondence, see Trivellato, The Familiarity of Strangers, 179-181. Gagan D.S. Sood has also used 
some examples from their business letters to demonstrate how the correspondence of the Camotins was 
part of a wider culture of the composition and circulation of business letters according to European and 
Islamic conventions in the area he delineates as "Islamic Eurasia," see Sood, "Correspondence is Equal 
to Half a Meeting": the Composition and Comprehension of Letters in Eighteenth Century Islamic 
Eurasia", Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 50 no. 2/3, Spatial and Temporal 
Continuities of Merchant Networks in South Asia and the Indian Ocean (2007): 172-214.  
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illuminating insights to such studies which have established how correspondence was 

a crucial instrument to merchant networks and central to their functioning.  Bearing 

these important references in mind and seeking to further compound the conclusion 

that there were no substantive differences between letters during this period, that there 

was a pervasive attitude to correspondence across different ethnicities, nationalities 

and religions, this section of the chapter will seek to further analysis how 

correspondence was crucial to the Camotins themselves more specifically, and how it 

was transmitted, structured and disseminated within their network. Crucially, it will 

demonstrate how these business letters were not just a mechanism that reveals 

similarities and overlaps in the format, rhetoric, physical characteristics and practical 

exigencies of correspondence, but how they were a vehicle and a medium for a whole 

host of cross-cultural but 'intangible' modes and forms of mercantile mechanisms that 

were crucial to their trade. Long-distance correspondence, such as that of the 

Camotins, ‘make all the more clear how merchants handled the uncertainties of 

business and how they tried to ensure they had trustworthy business partners.’598  

Finally, they underscore the crucial importance of networks that enabled these 

merchants to organise and expand over 'fixed or fluid, closed or porous boundaries of 

cultures, societies and states.'599  With Goa as their permanent centre, they built, 

managed and expanded their commercial and financial operations through their agents 

in important ports such as Bombay, a complex network of partnerships with other 

private traders in which written communication was key and through which a vast 

volume of information, commercial intelligence, capital and of course, commodities, 

circulated over long distances. The Camotins' core network of business contacts was 

with prominent Portuguese and Indo-Portuguese merchants, or as A.R. Disney has 

described them, ‘merchant dynasties’ such as the Loureiros, the Domingues, Souzas, 

Barretos and Farias, who operated from centres outside of the Estado da Índia, on 

both sides of the subcontinent, mainly out of Bombay, Surat, Madras or Calcutta.600  

They also acted as commercial and political agents for the French Company in the 
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Estado.601  By forging such close commercial partnerships with these merchants, and 

taking advantage of their mobility, they were able to extend the reach of their 

commercial operations and tap into the growing market (s) of the Indian Ocean region 

and the ever-growing eastward turn of commercial networks during this period. This 

in turn, brought them into contact with a host of other private non-European and 

European mercantile actors that expanded and diversified their commercial networks 

and financial service even further. The aim of this chapter therefore is to 

systematically analyse the ways in which they were able to build their network and 

forge links with various Portuguese, European and non-European private traders in 

the region, how these partnerships were regulated, the nature of their commercial 

transactions and how the functions of trust, social capital and reputation were key.  

It will build on the invaluable foundations provided by the work of Celsa Pinto 

and Teotonio de Souza in their work on the Mhamai Kamat family. It will also seek to 

elaborate on the model provided by Trivellato and her short analysis on the Mhamai 

Kamats and their role as cross-cultural partners to the Sephardic Jewish merchant 

family of Ergas and Silveira, particularly in regards to her brief observations on the 

nature of Mhamai correspondence. 602  The Mhamai Kamat private archive consists of 

a significant and rich treasure trove of private correspondence, commercial papers, 

legal and administrative documents whose analysis cannot be contained in only one 

chapter. To do justice to the material and to reflect this richness of this archive, the 

analysis will be divided over two chapters. The first chapter will begin with an 

overview of the Mhamai Kamat family archive, the significance of its preservation; 

the specific form and content of the papers, as well as an analysis into as to the 

importance of correspondence to their network and trade networks more broadly. 

Why did the Mhamai Kamat family choose to preserve their commercial papers? How 

were the Mhamai Kamat family and their web of contacts able to compose their 

business letters in the first place? How were they then exchanged and circulated 

through the network? The chapter succeeding it will systematically analyse the range 

of 'informal' mechanisms and strategies that were mediated through this 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
601 As stated previously, both Teotónio de Souza and Ernestine Carreira have discussed the French 
branch of the network of the Camotins that linked them to Mahé, as well the extent of their commercial 
and political activities with the French Company and private French traders and these aspects of their 
commercial activities will therefore not be pursued at length in this chapter.  
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correspondence that were vital in regulating, consolidating and expanding their 

network. How exactly did they and their business associates fulfil the proper etiquette 

required in business correspondence, and the mutual reciprocities and decorum that 

were essential to the functioning of such a complex network? 

The Significance of the Mhamai Kamat Family Archive 
	  

This chapter focuses on the Mhamai Kamat family to which Vencatesha and 

Naraena Camotin belonged for two reasons. Firstly, the Mhamai Kamats were one of 

the wealthiest and most prominent merchant Saraswat Hindu merchant families active 

in Goa during the period in focus; the dominant role that they played in the economy, 

coupled their involvement in the administrative and revenue functions of the colonial 

state as tax farmers also afforded them a high degree of political standing and 

influence. By virtue of these factors alone, the Mhamai Kamats are a crucial 

contribution to any study focusing on the role of local Hindu merchants in the 

Portuguese colonial economy, and the important role played by Hindu mercantile 

actors as political intermediaries within the broader structures of the Portuguese 

colonial state.  As already noted, expanding the significance of this dominance 

beyond the borders of the Estado, they are a keen example of not only the enduring 

importance and sustained participation of the South Asian trader, but how European 

imperial expansion offered significant economic and political opportunities for 

particular indigenous mercantile groups.  

Secondly, the Mhamai Kamat family offer us crucial insights into the role 

played by informal factors in the construction of cross-cultural business networks as 

they left a significant and well-preserved archive of private family papers in the form 

of their business correspondence and other commercial papers. As Ashin Das Gupta, 

once lamented, an enquiry of the changes affecting trade and politics in eighteenth 

century India is limited due to the availability of source materials, specifically papers 

of Indian merchants which are ‘almost totally lost.’603  This private archive is thus a 

rare and invaluable source of written material that reflects the aims, impulses, 

strategies and mechanisms that undergirded the commercial activities of a prominent 

indigenous mercantile family. Importantly, this archive is not a colonial archive and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
603 Das Gupta, "Merchants of Maritime India," 181. 
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was therefore not produced, structured or conditioned by the exigencies of the 

colonial state or the requirements of colonial governance. As such, the value and 

significance of this archive cannot be overstated. Before elaborating more fully on the 

nature of this archive, however, and the important information that it contains, we 

must first gain a better picture of the background and history of the Mhamai Kamat 

family. 

The Mhamai Kamat Family 
 

From the information contained in the papers themselves we can discern that 

the principal administrators of the Mhamai Kamat business house or family firm were 

two brothers by the names of Vencatesha and Naraena Camotin.604 The spelling of 

their names vary in the incoming correspondence, commercial papers and such 

official documentation, with variations such as ‘Vencattexa’, ‘Narana’, ‘Narayan’ and 

‘Narayana’ were used. The variations in the in the spelling of their first names in the 

incoming correspondence, as well as the legal and administrative documentation was 

a result of misspellings and corruptions by their European agents and scribes or 

administrators of the colonial state.  In the outgoing correspondence, their letters were 

consistently signed off with ‘Vencattexa and Naraena Camotin’, which would suggest 

that this was the correct spelling of their names.605  Often, abbreviated forms such as 

'V+ N Camotin', V + Naraena Camotin' or 'N Camotin' would be used, indicating that 

a level of rapport had already been established with the receiver of the letter.  

According to Teotónio de Souza, the surname 'Camotin' was a Portuguese version (or 

corruption) of 'Kamat', a family name that was used to designate a particular 

hereditary function in the village-community; a Kamat would head a traditional 

association (bhaus) of peasant who reclaimed lands (khazans) which operated on the 

basis of cooperative labour to built clay-levees and sluice gated that protected the land 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
604 As stated in chapter two, although the standard spelling of their name in the existing literature is 
'Kamat' and ‘Camotin’ was said to have been a Portuguese 'corruption' of their surname Kamat, I have 
chose to use 'Camotin' and 'Camotins' to denote Vencatesha and Narana Camotin by virtue of the fact 
that  their incoming correspondence is addressed to, Vencatesha and Narana Camotins or just 'the 
Camotins’ and that their outgoing correspondence in the European languages is also signed off as 
'Vencatesha or Naraena Camotin’, whereas Mhamai Kamat was used when referring to more than one 
member of the family.     
605 Indeed, there are also variations within the secondary literature, Teotónio de Souza refers to them as 
Vencatesha and Naraena Camotin whereas Celsa Pinto refers to them as Venkatesha and Narayana, see 
Teotónio de Souza, Mhamai House Records, 937 and Pinto, Trade and Finance, 55.   
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against flooding. In keeping with their status as elites, the earliest reference dated in 

1567 to the Camotins is as gaunkars of Guirdolim, a village in the foral of Salcette.606 

In this vein, Dalgado in the Glossário Luso-Asiático, attributes the roots of the 

Portuguese 'Camotin' to the original Konkani word kãmatï, which was used to denote 

'an inspector of the fields' or an agrimensor, with many families in Goa bearing the 

'nickname of camotins, as the profession, like others of a similar nature, was 

hereditary.'607  In addition, like the majority of Hindu merchants surveyed in this 

thesis, the Kamat families were Sarwaswat Brahmins and their family background 

and wider caste identity belongs to that of the wider puranic origins pertaining to this 

community as outlined in chapter three. We find from the papers that both Vencattexa 

and Naraena, the principal actors in the family business after the death of their father 

Suba Camotin, were principally addressed by other merchants and within official 

legal documents by the surname 'Camotin' or 'Camotins' but sometimes also as 

'Camotin Mamay'.  

The presence of 'Mamay'- a corruption of Mhamai- is mostly present when 

they are identified or addressed in the official legal documents of the Portuguese 

judicial bodies in Goa, although it is unclear why. The Camotins may have assumed 

this additional surname as it was derived from the family deity Mahamaya, an 

important deity of Guidolim village in the Salcete province of Goa according to the 

traditions of the Saraswats preserved in the Konkanakyana.608  As elaborated in 

chapter three, their caste and wider Hindu religious identity was of particular 

importance to the Mhamais and their broader Saraswat caste community and their 

religious and socio-cultural initiatives indicated a broader involvement of this 

mercantile family with the public culture of this section of local Goan society. As also 

discussed in chapter three, cognizant of the significance and weight carried by claims 

to lineage and a noble status, it was a form of self-representation vis-à-vis the colonial 

state that appropriated metropolitan inflected discourses to local high ritual and socio-

cultural markers. To add further illustriousness and distinction their name, they 

referred to themselves as Mhamai Kamat when engaging and presenting themselves 

before the colonial authorities, and this was then adopted and integrated into to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
606 Mhamai, The Mhamais of Goa, viii.  
607 Dalgado, Glossário Luso-Asiático, 192.  
608 Souza, Mhamai House Records, 936. 
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records by the state itself. Indeed, S.K. Mhamai, a descendent of the family, in his 

self-published account, The Mhamais of Goa in the Network of Trade and Culture, 

refers 'Mhamai' as a 'distinguished surname' that was added as late as 1765.609  

The adoption of Mhamai thus occurred during the height of their economic 

dominance and after the family had generated a credible level of social and political 

capital having establishing close links with the colonial administration. The Mhamai 

Kamat family built up their commercial wealth and political standing steadily over the 

generations. As Teotónio de Souza notes, the name Camotins does not seem appear in 

the sources pertaining to revenue administration until the mid-seventeenth century, 

but by the mid-eighteenth century a number of Camotins had acquired a remarkable 

degree of financial power.610 Suba Camotin, the father of Vencatesha and Narana, is 

included in The Saraswats in the list of 'eminent Saraswats' as a 'wealthy Hindu 

businessman' and the official customs broker in 1757 who had 'expanded to revenue 

farming, ship repairs, insurance and country trade'.611 His wealth and political 

standing was recognised outside of the Estado; due to the recommendation of the 

governor of Mahé, the Superior Council of Pondicherry appointed him official broker 

for the French Company in India.612 Suba Camotin was married to Subadry Camotin 

and is known to have had a brother, Custam Camotin, and three sons: Vencatesha, 

Naraena and Yeshwant Camotin.613 In keeping with the general custom of organising 

their commerce around the basis of the family unit as established in the previous 

chapter, these merchants self-organized on the basis of a joint family trust (sarkar) 

that was administered by Vencatesha and Naraena; Yeshwant Camotin took care of 

the family business in Bombay until his death in 1815.614  Furthermore, demonstrating 

the widespread custom of administrative posts being retained within the family and 

passed from father to son, as outlined in chapter three, both Vencatesha and Narana 

Kamat continued in the same post as their father by acting as official brokers at the 

Goa Customs. They also maintained the role of the family as state revenue farmers 

and held the lucrative tobacco revenue farming contract for three years until the end 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
609 Mhamai, The Mhamais of Goa, viii.  
610 Souza, Mhamai House Records, 935.   
611 Keni, The Saraswats, 421.  
612 Carreira, Globalising Goa, 436. 
613 Souza, Mhamai House Records, 937.  
614 Ibid., 937.  
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of 1818.615 Venkatesha acted as state revenue farmer for Mahem in the province of 

Bicholim and Talvarda in Salcette and Narayana for the county of Cuncolim-Veroda 

in Salcetta.616 They were also the provision suppliers and contractors of the Estado's 

shipyards and also diversified their financial services, acting as brokers and insurers 

to various other merchants in the region.617 

 Although both Celsa Pinto and Teotónio de Souza make note of the fact that 

after the death of Suba Camotin, his three sons Vencatesha, Naraena and Yeshwant, 

established a joint family trust or vakar and that Yeshwant or Exa handled their 

business in Bombay until his death in 1815, we find scant explicit references to 

Yeshwant in the business correspondence or other papers, including those pertaining 

to their trade to and from Bombay. There are numerous references to ‘our agent’, but 

they do not refer to such an agent as ‘our brother’, for example.  Indeed, there is very 

little evidence of correspondence written in Portuguese, English or French addressed 

to Yeshwant or Exa, as they are primarily addressed to either 'Vencatesha', 

'Vencattexa' or 'Narana', 'Narayana' and 'Naraena' Camotin or 'Camoty' jointly, or to 

either brother individually.  This would lead us to assume that the role Yeshwant 

played was minimal in contrast to Vencatesha and Naraena, or simply that the 

correspondence was not remitted back and therefore not preserved in their private 

archive in Goa and remained instead in Bombay.  There is also evidence to suggest 

that the family business also included an uncle of Vencatesha and Naraena Camotin 

who was the oldest brother of their father, Suba Camotin.618 However, as a letter that 

the brothers wrote to the governor of Mahé Picot de La Motte suggests, there was a 

dispute between the two brothers and this uncle, who is not named, but is probably 

Custtan Camotin who is named in a petition as the brother of Suba Camotin, which 

required clarification. It appears from the letter, that this uncle had been divulging the 

correspondence between La Motte and the Camotins to individuals beyond the family 

circle, which constituted a breach of trust. The two brothers, conveying their swift 

action in the face of such impropriety, wrote that 'without losing time, we went to the 

house of our uncle' and 'desired that he would show to his children and not with 
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616 Pinto, Trade and Finance, 55.  
617 Ibid., 55.  
618 XCHR MHP (French), Outgoing Correspondence, 20th November 1777.  
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strangers, all the correspondence with the French gentlemen that was acquired by our 

father.'619  

As elaborated earlier, the documents of the Mhamai Kamat family are 

primarily of a commercial and legal nature and offer little information or commentary 

as to their personal lives or family dynamics and are almost entirely limited to their 

commercial and legal affairs. This can be attributed to the fact that they were mainly 

corresponding with individuals outside of the family that would have limited the 

extent of personal information exchanged, as there was no patent need to relay any 

extensive news of a familial or personal nature. This was in contrast to the 

correspondence of diasporic mercantile communities such as Sebouh David 

Aslanian's New Julfan Armenian merchants, whose letters were crucial in maintaining 

contact within the diasporic community that was spread out around the Indian Ocean 

and Mediterranean, but also with family members back in New Julfa. The 

correspondence of the New Julfan Armenian merchants, which were mostly entrusted 

to fellow Armenians, family members or trusted couriers were circulated between 

members of the diaspora and linked them with them family members in New Julfa, 

relay information and accounts related to their families or community, important 

political events and other matters deemed important which were crucial in sustaining 

the links fundamental to a maintaining a close-knit diapsoric trading community. 

Indeed, as Aslanian, has described, a typical business letter from family members in 

India or Italy to their brothers in New Julfa (or vice versa) would contain news about 

the family's well-being and that most Julfan correspondence dating from the late 

1740s would be filled with tragic news of Nadir Shah's brutal policies against the 

population of Julfa.620  

 Nevertheless, a few references in the opening pleasantries of some letters, for 

example, and occasional references to additional members of the family allow us a 

minimal glimpse into the personal lives of both Vencatesha and Naraena and their 

family. In accordance to the proper etiquette required in a business letter and a means 

of establishing an affable tone to their correspondence, the Camotins and their 

business associates would inquire as to the health of one another and inquire as to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
619 XCHR MHP (French), Outgoing Correspondence, 20th November 1777.  
620 Aslanian, From the Indian Ocean to the Mediterranean, 105-106.  
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significant personal events that would have passed along their chain of business 

contacts. By way of a document issued by the Chancelleria in Goa in 1788, for 

example, we know that Vencatesha was married to a woman called Bagraby and and 

that they both lived in Pangim.621 In addition, alongside Vencatesha and Naraena, we 

also have evidence of the involvement of their nephew Panduranga Camotin in the 

family business, at least on a local scale in Goa. By way of a petition that sought to 

legally appoint 'their nephews' Venctaexa and Naraena Camotins as the official 

attorneys submitted by Putu and Anpurnij Camotin, widows of Narana and Vitogy 

Camotin in 1795, who sought to travel to Balagate but wished to have all their assets 

inventoried and placed in the keep of their nephews and maintained in their 

possession should in these lands 'by the enemy Bonsulo' and wished to have this 

legally notarised and documented by the Dezembargador do Juiz dos Feitos.622 The 

significance of Putu Camotin being able to apply for the legal protection of the 

combined assets of both her and her sister-in-law will be analysed in chapter six as 

one of the key examples of protection offered to Hindu merchants and subjects 

through their engagement with and employment of the legal institutions of the 

Portuguese colonial state. They also handled the estate of their maternal uncles 

Narana and Vitogi Camotin.623 

However, to return to the structure of the Mhamai Kamat family and firm, a 

letter from a Portuguese merchant in Naroa dated the 16th of February 1815 asked 

Naraena Camotin to 'send me six arrateis of the best powder tobacco in the kingdom 

now, and without haste, through your nephew Panduranga Camotin' and a later letter 

dated the 26th of May 1815 notes how he 'met in Goa, your nephew Panduranga 

Camotin, through him I earnestly ask your mercies to help me as I hope you will'.624  

From some of the letters, we also learn of significant events in the lives of the 

Camotins, usually after the death of a family member when condolences were offered. 

Iechande Lachamechande, a merchant in Daman in 1815, for example, offered his 

condolences to Naraena Camotin on the death of Exa writing that: 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
621 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, 29th October 1795.  
622 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, undated. 
623 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, undated.  
624 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 26 May 1815.  
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 'he strongly felt in his soul the news of the passing of Senhor Your Brother Exa 

Camotin who God was served to take to himself, to whom I am a faithful 

companion in your pain, that there is no other remedy if not to conform in the 

will of God, remembering that all living souls are subjects to His indispensable 

decree, and as I know that your mercies have prudence to disguise this blow, I 

cannot be more extensive, that in this Praça all will senselessly feel the absence 

of this senhor, your brother.625  

After the death of Venkatesha, Naraeana Camotin continued at the helm of the 

family business. When their business correspondence was addressed to the two 

brothers jointly, they are always addressed to Venkatesha first and then Naraena, 

perhaps an indication of or in deference to the seniority, in terms of age, of 

Vencatesha. However, it appears that when addressed individually, the bulk of the 

correspondence would be addressed to Naraeana Camotin; all of the merchant J.B. 

Goethals' letters, for example, were addressed to 'Naraena Camotins'. Although it is 

unclear when Naraeana Camotin would have either retired from the business or 

passed away, in the 1820s and 1830s the business continued under Suba, Bably and 

Kagarnath Kamat and in the 1830s and 1840s under Vithal Kamat.626 Indeed, around 

1825, we begin to see letters also being addressed to Bably Camotin.  
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175	  

	  

	  

	  
	  

	  

Figure 1 Mhamai Kamat Family Tree 

	  

	  

The Nature and Content of the Mhamai Kamat Archive 
 

The diversity of the material found in the Mhamai papers is immense and 

range from business correspondence from and to merchants in Rio de Janeiro to 

Canton and is comprised of business letters, commercial papers, private and public 

legal and administrative documents. The archive itself consists of nearly 60,000 loose 

papers that contain mainly incoming and outgoing business correspondence, the 

incoming correspondence in the form of loose letters and the outgoing 

correspondence in bound ledgers, and commercial papers such tabulated accounts of 
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their commercial and financial transactions with other merchants, receipts, bills of 

sale, bills of lading and accounts.  In regards to the legal and administrative 

documentation, which consist of a significant portion of the archive, these legal 

papers ranged from petitions filed by Venkatesha and Naraena Camotin, as well as 

their mother and other family members such Naraena's widow Puttu Camotin, 

notarised documents and certifications, testimonials collective commentaries and 

declarations with other Hindu merchants, copies of alvarás and other public orders.  

According to what has been preserved, the chronological span of their private 

archive begins in the last quarter of the eighteenth century to the end of the first 

quarter of the nineteenth century.627 Three fourths of the papers of the entire 

collection are written in Old Kannada or Kandevi, with some in Modi script, and 

Gujarati and Sanksrit, with about a third of the papers written in Portuguese, French 

and English.628 Lamentably, due to language restrictions, the papers that have been 

analyzed are only limited to those written in the European languages which 

admittedly limits the scope of the analysis and threatens to perpetuate a Eurocentric 

perspective. Moreover, given the extent of attention given to the Portuguese 

correspondence, it is acknowledged that this Eurocentric perspective is perhaps 

narrowed further to a Lusocentric one. Undoubtedly, the correspondence written in 

the non-European languages, which comprise a sizeable portion of the archive, would 

afford us with a valuable perspective and further insights into the cultural dynamics 

and formalities, which undergirded these commercial transactions and whether they 

differed, if at all, to their commercial relationships and modes of engagements with 

European merchants.  

Nevertheless, the material that has been reviewed, which also comprises of 

incoming and outgoing correspondence with non-European merchants such as Parsis 

and Gujarati banias, already provide us with a wealth of information and illuminating 

insights to answer the questions that have been outlined, particularly how their 

network functioned and seamlessly they were able to handle the exigencies of cross-

cultural trade. For example, and as has been established, it is clear that within this 

commercial network of the Camotins, both non-European and European actors 
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understood, subscribed and responded to the rules of engagement in their exchanges 

with one another in the same way. Moreover, they shared similar preoccupations such 

as maintaining a sound reputation or generating the appropriate social capital that 

indicates a shared spectrum of values that cut across religion, ethnicity and race. Even 

if these shared values and practices were merely an artificial product created solely 

for exigencies of this network, what is clear is that for the Camotins and their 

partners, the network was immensely profitable in both material and immaterial ways. 

This cross-cultural network was not only profitable in regards to the significant sums 

of capital it generated and the value of commodities exchanged but it was an 

invaluable source of commercial and political information and a conduit to 

establishing new business opportunities. Indeed, elaborating these questions in greater 

detail are central to further our understanding of how cross-cultural trade operated in 

the early modern Indian Ocean and help add further nuance to debates surrounding 

the European-Asian encounter and the extent to which it was, for a significant period, 

a mutually beneficial association.   

As subjects of the Portuguese colonial state in India and as residents of Goa, 

the majority of the business correspondence addressed to and from the Camotins in 

the European languages were written in Portuguese. Indeed, in Francesca Trivellato's 

brief analysis of the nature of Mhamai Kamat correspondence, she notes that the 

Kamats' association with the Portuguese was so close that when dealing with 

European merchants, they always referred to themselves by the Portuguese version of 

their name, a habit compounded by the fact that Portuguese also remained the lingua 

franca of the Indian Ocean even after the rise of British power.629  The predominance 

of Portuguese was also due to the fact that they were deeply immersed in the 

Portuguese mercantile network in the region and of their European partners, the vast 

majority of them were Portuguese or Anglo-Portuguese merchants. Their exchanges 

with the French with whom they forged their relationships and conducted their 

dealings outside the context and immediate interests of this Portuguese-centric 

network, were conducted primarily in French.  Whilst the claim that Portuguese was 

the lingua franca in the Western Indian Ocean has been confronted- or at least given 

greater nuance, its usefulness as a medium of communication between Europeans of 
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different nationalities and Asian port city residents is undeniable.630 M.N. Pearson, for 

example, in his analysis on the importance and wide use of Portuguese as the medium 

of communication in the early modern Indian Ocean, includes the caveat that while a 

Portuguese creole may have been the lingua franca in certain regions around the Cape 

of Good Hope and India, this was primarily for Europeans, or when one party to an 

exchange was European.631 However, as the correspondence that the Camotins 

exchanged in Portuguese with Parsi and Gujarati banian merchants is testimony, 

Portuguese was also important in exchanges between non-European commercial 

agents.  

 The Camotins would record all replies to letters and any other outgoing 

correspondence in 'borradores' or 'draft books' before, presumably, drawing up a 

more formal version of the letter to be sent. Maintaining borradores or "letter books" 

was common practice amongst mercantile communities in Europe and the wider 

Indian Ocean region.632 The thirteen borradores are organized in terms of the 

destination the correspondence was to be sent and by date:  'burrador dos burroens no 

anno 1777' (draft book of drafts sent in the year 1777), 'burrador das cartas que 

fazemos aos senhores Francezes (1778-1780)' (draft book of letters that we sent to the 

French sirs), 'burradores das cartas para norte (1786-1789)' (draft book of letters to 

the north), 'Copiador das cartas feita para o Senhor Jose Gomes Loureiro desde Abril 

1799' (copier of letters made to Sir Jose Gomes Loureiro since April 1799), 'burrador 

para as cartas do Norte pincipiado ao primeiro do Janeiro de 1802 vol. IX'(draft of 

letters from the North starting on the first of January 1802), ' borrador para as cartas 

respectivas ao negocio do Navio Rainho dos Anjos entanto nos mesmos portos 

principiado desde 25 de Novembro de 1801' (draft book of letters respective to the 

business of the Ship Queen of Angels also in the same ports starting since the 25th of 

November 1801),' copiador das cartas para Sul vol XIV '(copier of letters to the to 

the South), 'cartas que se copeao neste caderno na nascao Olandeza Holandeza, 

franceza, Portugueza dos Portos de Sul  vol. I' (letters that were copied in this book of 

the Dutch Nation, French and Portuguese of the Ports of the South), 'copiador para 

cartas a Rio de Janeiro principiado em Janeiro d'181'6 (copier of letters to Rio de 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
630 See for example, M.N. Pearson,  "Communication in the Early Modern Indian Ocean World," 
Transforming Cultures eJournal 24 no.2 (2009): 18- 28.  
631 Ibid., 25.  
632 Sood, "Correspondence is Equal to Half a Meeting," 203.  
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Janeiro beginning in January of 1816) and two unnamed borradores that cover the 

period between 1809 and 1810, and an additional book for French correspondence.  

The overwhelming majority of the outgoing correspondence, even those 

addressed to the French, was catalogued and written entirely in Portuguese, with some 

notes in the margins, presumably in Modi Marathi serving as either a reference to 

their scribes, or perhaps other family members and others involved who did not speak 

Portuguese. There are differences in the handwriting styles of the different borradores 

that may have been due to the fact that the Camotins had employed the services of 

scribes and or clerks. Whilst not explicitly referenced, given that this was common 

practice amongst merchants, coupled with the vast volumes of correspondence that 

they received and were obliged to respond to in kind, it is reasonable to conclude that 

they would have employed a team of scribes to manage this.  As Trivellato has 

concluded, it is impossible to establish whether it was the Camotins or their clerks 

that drafted their business letters written in Portuguese, French and English, noting 

that they were polyglot by virtue of working closely with European partners and the 

Portuguese colonial authorities.633 Their knowledge of Portuguese, given their 

administrative functions and close contact with the colonial state, is indisputable, and 

would have made dictating and scrutinising final versions of these letters feasible. It is 

thus more likely that the Camotins dictated and managed the content of the letters but 

employed clerks for their actual production. Ascertaining their knowledge of French, 

on the other hand, is not as easy; whilst they may have acquired a working knowledge 

of the language, they could equally have employed the services of a translator as 

well.634   

Whilst we cannot ascertain for sure whether or not the Camotins would have 

relied on translators or clerks, information gleaned from a letter written to them by a 

Parsi merchant Ramogy Pramogy, indicates that at least some members of the Parsi 

merchant community in Bombay did. In a letter sent from Bombay dated in 

September 1802, Ramogy Pramogy explained that 'I have received that from VM 

dated the 16 of the past current of which I could not reply with anticipation, as I had 

nobody to write me in Portuguese' and repeats the same predicament in a letter dated 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
633 Trivellato, The Familiarity of Strangers, 180.  
634 Francesca Trivellato has commented that whoever did write the letters on their behalf in English and 
French wrote them to near perfection, Trivellato, The Familiarity of Strangers, 179.  
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in October 1803, where he laments that 'I have not written to your Excellency nor the 

Sir Secretary for the reason that there is no good writer in this land'.635 Whilst the 

majority of the incoming correspondence received by the Camotins was written in 

Portuguese, they would also receive letters included in the Portuguese 

correspondence, in what was referred to as 'lingoa gentilica' or the gentilic language. 

The Daman-based merchant Diaromo Duloby, for example, in a letter dated in 

February of 1801,  stipulated that he was including in his letter 'a letter of gentilic 

script' one 'of the same content, so that VM understand entirely the context of the said 

gentilic letter'.636   

It is not clear which 'gentilic script' Duloby is referring to, but an earlier letter 

from Duloby, also sent from Daman and dated in February 1801, clarifies that he 

'sends as well in the present occasion a letter in the gentilic Language of Gujarati 

script', which would lead one to assume that Gujarati would have been the language 

of his same of his later letter in which he refers to 'gentilic' script. Given that many 

letters from Daman were been remitted through various intermediaries, many of 

whom were Portuguese merchants, the choice to include a separate letter in 'gentilic' 

script could have been an effort to in secrecy or to obscure some information 

contained within them.  Business letters were also used to send signals and to pressure 

agents and commercial partners into abiding to tacit expectations and the double use 

of a European and non-European mercantile script could be one an example of one of 

the communication codes used by merchants.637 As we have seen earlier from the 

reaction of the two brothers to news that their uncle had been divulging the 

correspondence accumulated by their father with their French contacts, business 

correspondence was often safely guarded and could contain sensitive or valuable 

commercial and political information. Future research into this would perhaps shed 

light on the decision of Diaromo Duloby to send letters written in a ‘gentilic script’ 

alongside his letter in Portuguese, and whether this was to cloak some other intention.  

Letters to the Camotins were mainly folded into envelopes and sealed by wax 

or some other type of gum and addressed in Portuguese to Senhores Vencatexa and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
635 XHCR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 12th September 1802, XHCR: MHP 
(Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, October 1803.  
636 XHCR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 10th February 1801.  
637 Trivellato, The Familiarity of Strangers, 177. 
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Narana Camotins 'Negociantes em Goa' (businessmen in Goa) or simply Senhores 

Vencatexa and Narana Camotim, Goa. If the content of the letters filled more than 

one page, which was usually the case, or if they contained other documents, the 

papers would be folded in an additional sheet of paper and in both cases, they would 

be sealed with wax, as visible from the figures below.638 The incoming 

correspondence of the Camotins vary in size from sheets that were slightly bigger 

than an A4 piece of paper to smaller sheets roughly the same size as an A5 piece of 

paper; the latter would thus be written over several pages. These 'envelopes' were also 

often annotated in Kandevi script. Included with the letters were commercial papers 

such current or past account sheets that the Camotins maintained with their 

commercial partners to keep track of their transactions, bills of exchange, receipts, 

bills of lading, letters of risk, notarized declarations and declarations giving them 

powers of attorney.    

Figure 2 Example of a letter folded into an envelope and addressed to the 
senhores Vencatexa and Narana Camotin in Portuguese with additional 
annotations.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
638 Business letters and correspondence during this period were either folded so that the text was no 
longer visible, either by glue or by using gum. This was possible when there was little to no writing on 
the reverse side, or it was wrapped in another piece of paper before securing it which was also either 
sealed by pasting the open ends of the document or its cover, or using some kind of glue or gum at a 
point along the trailing edge, see Sood, "Correspondence is Equal to Half a Meeting," 196.    
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Figure 3 Example of a letter folded into envelope and addressed in Portuguese to 
both Sebastiao Gracias and Vencatexa Camotins 'Businessmen in Goa' 
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The Rationale and Preservation of the Archive 
	  

The nature and content of the Mhamai Kamat family archive has been 

established, but the reasons for its existence and the very act of accumulating and 

preserving these papers by the Camotins and their descendents requires further 

elaboration. Tirthankar Roy, has argued that in regards to the history of the business 

culture of South Asian indigenous capitalists, it was mainly expatriate businesses that 

were big in scale and who lasted long, who were 'foresighted enough to preserve their 

papers.'639 This left other mercantile communities, including those which had even a 

longer history of engaging in commerce, to be insufficiently studied, as they did not 

leave archival data.640 That archival data did not survive does not mean that merchant 

families and firms did not record and document their commercial transactions; 

keeping account books (bahi khatas), daily cash books (rokad khata), individual 

account books (lekha khata) was standard documentary practice and separate books 

that dealt with a family's assets, urban and rural property or daily expenses were also 

kept.641 Indeed, the Camotins are a clear exception to Roy's conclusion but they also 

followed the same documentary practices by 'significant families' in keeping their 

business correspondence and commercial papers. As such, they did indeed have the 

foresight to preserve their papers and left behind a vast private archive that is a clear 

historical record of this aspect of their modus operandi and that of other economic 

agents in the emerging global economy of the Indian Ocean during this period.  

The bulk of the correspondence is dated from the mid-eighteenth century to 

late eighteenth century, when their commerce peaked, and to a lesser extent the first 

quarter of the nineteenth century. Indeed, the demise of the Mhamai Kamat 

commercially has been well recorded; Celsa Pinto has noted how the Camotins were 

caught up in the purge of the Viceroy Conde de Rio Pardo whom, due to improper 

methods of accounting and management of the tobacco revenue collection' they were 

listed as debtors.642 In their attempts to clear this and other debts, their assets were 

mortgaged and credited which  caused a significant financial blow; even though the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
639 Roy, "Trading Firms in Colonial India," 10.  
640 Ibid., 10.  
641 Bayly, Rulers, Townsmen and Bazaars, 456. 
642 Pinto, Trade and Finance, 56. 
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family managed to continue to engage in commerce after until the 1830s and 1840s, 

they could not match the success of the previous century.643  

However, in a direct reflection of their unique status as local merchants of an 

established European colonial state, their archive also consisted of legal and 

administrative papers that were necessary for their day to day commercial, political 

and socio-cultural concerns, which, as we have established, was greatly structured by 

the dynamics and exigencies of the Estado and their status as gentios. To reiterate, 

importantly, this was not a colonial archive: it was produced for the Camotins for the 

purpose of their trade and demonstrates the chronology and height of their 

commercial activities and success. Nevertheless, the influence of their locality and 

immediate political and socio-cultural context is clear. In this sense, that their archive 

was colonially inflected is visible through the preservation of documents pertaining to 

the administration of the Estado, it was also intended to keep abreast of legislative 

changes, and to manage their day-to-day affairs as subjects of the Portuguese colonial 

state.  

 As such, the archive is a clear reflection of the context in which it was 

produced that reflects the 'locality', in terms of the immediate political, commercial 

and socio-cultural context that they were rooted- that of the of the Estado, and the 

translocal and the global context in regards to the 'connectivity' that helped to create 

part of its nature and content.644 The trans-local and global context, which structured 

the production of their commercial papers and their archive reflects, has indeed been 

partially constructed in chapter two, that outlined, region by region, the global flows 

of commodities and capital of the Camotins. The archive of correspondence of the 

Camotins further represents this global context by reflecting the flow of written 

correspondence amongst diverse economic agents, the movement of intellectual 

material in terms of the circulation of political and commercial information and the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
643 In the 1820s after the death of Vencatesha and then Naraena Camotin, the business continued under 
Suba, Bably and Jagarnath Kamat and in the 1840s under Vithal Kamat who engaged in the tobacco 
trade with Brazil; see Pinto, Trade and Finance, 56.  
644 I am engaging here with Anne K. Bang's discussion on the importance of signifying the 'local' as the 
breadth of narratives of the Indian Ocean and the concept of translocality and the importance of locality 
for the production of the sources used in the writing of Indian Ocean history, see Anne K. Bang, 
"Reflections on the History of the Indian Ocean: the sources and their relation to local practices and 
global connectivities," Transforming Cultures eJournal 4, no.2 (2009): 1-17.  
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physical movement of their economic agents between the various ports and localities 

with which they traded.  

Despite its great importance, the private archive of the Camotins did not 

appear to occupy a pride of place in the Mhamai mansion that continued to be 

occupied by several of their future descendents, and their survival appears to be a 

matter of chance rather than a purposeful act of preservation. Perhaps, given the 

nature of the papers, they offered little in way of a social or familial history; while 

they served their crucial function for business up until the mid nineteenth century, 

their significance for the family beyond this time was limited.  Indeed, the 

descendents of Vencatexa and Naraena Camotin allowed a significant portion of the 

archive to be removed, which led to its inevitable disappearance. This had occurred 

after a 'family friend and antiquarian, Mr. Angle had taken away nearly a cart-load of 

them to study the history of the Mhamai family' as part of a 'hobby' and the records he 

had taken can no longer be traced.645  Nevertheless, the importance of this archive and 

the papers as historical records was recognised and well known. In 1978, for example, 

a member of the Mhamai clan, Dr. S.K Mhamai gave a brief description of the nature 

of these papers as part of a contribution "Portuguese and the Mhamai Family of Goa' 

to a book regarding Sources of the History of India, making note of their value as a 

historical record. However, as Teotónio de Souza recounting his own first encounter 

with the records notes how few of these descendents had any clear idea as to the vast 

and scattered records and they lay loose in bundles, boxes and trunks 'in most 

unexpected nooks and corners of the residence.'646 To ensure their preservation, the 

surviving papers were salvaged and taken to the Xavier Centre of Historical Research 

in Goa to be organised, archived and available to scholars as a historical source. 

On the one hand, there were very clear and obvious reasons for why 

Vencattexa and Naraena Camotin accumulated and preserved these papers themselves 

and why they maintained such a rigorous practice of archiving and systematically 

conserving the correspondence they had received and sent. Maintaining a diligent 

copy of all letters sent, as well as and business records such as contracts and 

accounting papers- hallmarks of a diligent practice of bookkeeping- was crucial to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
645 Souza, Mhamai House Records, 358.  
646 Ibid., 358.  
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keeping track of their vast volume of commercial and financial transactions. The 

practice of rigorously dating incoming and the drafts of outgoing correspondence was 

widely appreciated to ensure that if, and when, a document would reach the intended 

destination, it would greatly facilitate the recipient to order his correspondence and 

accounts by the proper chronology.647 Moreover, it has also been argued that they 

were 'fully aware that the information included in a business letter constituted legal 

evidence in any European court, local or overseas.'648 Preserving their correspondence 

was thus also a means of further guaranteeing the protection of their commercial 

activities.  

The letters of the Camotins transmitted instructions and requests for the 

purchase, exchange or sale of commodities, details as to the shipping and freighting of 

goods, price specifications, information as to the availability and quality of certain 

commodities in a particular region and double entry account tables that were a record 

of debit and credit transactions. These records allowed the Camotins to keep tabs on 

the multitude of instructions remitted to them, and the significant quantities of capital 

and goods that they and their partners circulated through their network. Moreover, 

these documents were written records of financial obligations and thus a form of 

security that could be presented as proof in the case of a dispute or to clarify matters if 

there was doubt. As a means of maintaining both security and transparency in their 

capital transactions, receipts and doubly entry 'contados' or accounts that carefully 

tabulated debit and credit transactions in the accounts between the Camotins and 

another merchant were remitted. This was especially important during this period as 

payments and transactions were not settled instantly, nor were mechanisms of 

payment such as bills of exchange satisfied or processed in a short period of time.  

Alongside archiving their commercial papers, we find in the archive of the 

Camotins a significant amount of administrative and legal papers belonging to the 

Mhamai Kamat family but also other merchants. As the Mhamai Kamat family held 

the dual role of the merchant household, in the same manner as other prominent local 

families during this period, there would be books dealing with the family’s bullion 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
647 Sood, "Correspondence is Equal to Half a Meeting," 191.  
648 Trivellato, Familiarity of Strangers, 180. 
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and jewellery, urban and rural property and daily expenses.649 However, as alluded to 

previously by the petition of Putu Camotin in which during her preparations to leave 

the Estado to go to Balagate, she requested nomination of the Dezembargador 

Antonio Gomes Perreira as a private judge to oversee her familial assets and the 

protection of her grandson Dugu Camotin, a list of the assets of her caza do comercio 

were inventoried and registered by the Scribe of the Juiz dos Feitos.   These legal 

documents, demonstrate that the Mhamai Kamat Family, like other Hindu merchants, 

actively employed the judicial institutions of the colonial state and insured their 

commercial activities through the documentation, notarisation of legally binding 

documents as testimonials, contracts and certifications. Moreover, they actively 

sought to register these documents in the appropriate public administrative institutions 

of the Estado; for example, a copy of a confirmation issued by the Secretary General 

of the Contadoria Geral registered in the Livro da Receita e Despeza do Estado n° 59, 

that Vencatexa Camotin had paid the renda of the village of Talavardia for the sum of 

1526 xerafns 1 tanga and 15 réis on the 30th of May 1798. Furthermore, as will be 

analysed in chapter six, the existence of numerous petitions in the archive 

demonstrate the centrality of the act of petitioning as a means to conflict resolution 

and dispute mediation between the Camotins and other merchants, but they also 

petitioned as a means of establishing a channel of communication with the colonial 

state and a mechanism with which to lobby for their commercial, political and socio-

cultural interests.  

Importantly, as part of the local elite and as subjects the Estado, the Camotins 

as merchant-administrators had an important stake in keeping informed of the 

changing dynamics of their immediate local context. Their archive not only preserved 

their personal commercial, legal and administrative documents, and that of their wider 

family, but those pertaining to the Estado more broadly. For example, a document 

containing 'the laws of the goods of India' and a copy of a declaration written by 

Martinho de Mello e Castro regarding two decrees that reduced the taxes of goods 

deposited in the Caza da India in Lisbon that came from Goa, were preserved, 

presumably for consultation and as a guarantee when and if needed.650 In addition, a 

record of an alvará issued by the queen Dona Maria in 1783, which gave 'different 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
649 Bayly, Rulers, Townsmen and Bazaars, 456.  
650 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, 11th February 1789.  
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provisions for the promotion, and animation of commerce, and the navigation of Asia, 

and desiring the continuity in benefit to the utility of the Capital of Goa' was 

preserved alongside a copy of a declaration of the king dated the 11th of February 

1789, that ensured the free movement and entry of goods without custom charges in 

Lisbon which were produced and manufactured in the Estado.651 The latter 

declaration, that stipulated that these conditions would be granted if the goods were 

transported on Portuguese ships, 'bringing authentic certificates, that this way shows 

that they should have free entry in this kingdom' but also allowed that goods brought 

from Balagate, transported on 'national ships' either in Goa or any other Portuguese 

territory and bound for Brazil and Africa  'would not pay more freighting rights than 6 

per cent.'652 Undoubtedly, both provisions would have been particularly advantageous 

and cost saving for the Camotins, which accounts for why these records were kept in 

the first place.   

 

In a similar vein, keeping tabs on the commercial and political landscape of the 

Estado would also entail engaging with, and being cognizant of, the economic 

activities and preoccupations of other commercial agents. The Camotins also 

collected commentaries and declarations regarding the state of commerce and other 

administrative matters, especially those pertaining to questions of tax, duties, 

composed by other merchants, as well as those they had co-authored. The Camotins, 

like other Hindu merchants, were active litigants who regularly employed the 'formal' 

legal mechanisms and judicial channels of the Portuguese colonial state- an important 

component of their commercial strategy that will be elaborated in chapter six- to 

secure and lobby their commercial interests, or seek arbitration in the case of a 

dispute.  Furthermore, as we have seen in chapter three, they also lobbied for their 

religious and cultural rights and the Camotins preserved the papers and were co-

authors of a collective petition to the king to lift the imposition of the xendi tax that 

was discriminatory to Hindus and other documents pertaining to this issue. A clear 

example of the Camotins keeping informed of the wider commercial preoccupations 

of other merchants is a petition written in January 1806 by 'the Banian merchants of 

the Praça of Daman' against their 'malicious abuse' at the hands of individual officials 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
651 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, 8th January 1783; XCHR (Portuguese), 
Miscellaneous Loose Papers, 8th January 1783.  
652 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, Date Unknown. 
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of the Customs House of Daman for illegitimately extracting individual charges that 

were done in 'bad faith' as 'they very well know and recognise that the said charges 

are prohibited by the laws of your sovereign.'653 The Camotins also kept copy of a 

declaration written on the 28th of February 1807, which presumably accompanied a 

petition of the merchant Arachand Ira, in which he disputes a payment demanded 

from him from the Merinho da Fazenda of 12950 xerafins more than ten years after he 

had concluded a purchase of a ship from the Sadssiva Quessoa and Company who is 

referred to as the 'royal constructor.'654 The rationale for preserving this declaration is 

clear and is found on the second page where it is stated that 'a Lacximona Camotin 

and Vencaty Sinay will go with my son, and will take a sheet with the accounts and 

order of your majesty to respond on my part about this falsity.'655 Arachande Ira was a 

business partner of the Camotins based between Daman and Bombay and their 

attending to this dispute on his behalf in Goa may have constituted a favour. Equally, 

it could have been a way of keeping a sharp eye on the commercial and political 

fortunes of a mercantile partner to assess the feasibility and advantages of maintaining 

this connection.  As we can, see therefore, the private archive of the Camotins not 

only tells their story, but the stories of the commercial grievances, challenges and 

claims of many other merchants, specifically those that were also Hindu, who were 

active in the Estado. 

The Importance of Correspondence for Trade  
 

We have ascertained that the very existence and preservation of the Mhamai 

Kamat family archive is already an important case in point and suggestions as to why 

these papers were accumulated in the first place have also been presented. Moreover, 

the general form and content of the archive in terms of its rough division into 

incoming and outgoing business correspondence, legal and administrative documents 

pertaining to the family and their commercial interests, collective petitions and 

declarations that the Camotins co-authored with other Hindu merchants, as well as 

petitions, declarations and other such documents of other merchants, has also been 

established. Moreover, the process through which the Camotins composed their letters 
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and the likelihood that this was achieved through the employment of scribes has also 

been proposed. However, given the fact that the majority of their archive is comprised 

of business correspondence, the significance of these letters to their commercial 

activities, as well as their very mode of delivery require analysis. Why were letters the 

prime medium of communication between the Camotins and their mercantile 

partners? How did the Camotins and their correspondents ensure the effective 

exchange of their letters, and was this their only mode of engagement? This 

discussion will form the foundations for the more finite questions regarding the 

'etiquette' and 'culture' of this mode of communication within their network, the 

manner in which letters were circulated and exchanged, as well as the process and 

manner in which correspondence structured the 'informal' and 'intangible attributes' of 

trust, mutual reciprocity and other factors, which will be analysed in more detail in 

the following chapter.  

Indeed, there is widespread scholarly agreement that correspondence played a 

crucial role in the history of merchant communities and trade networks.656 The simple 

and perhaps obvious answer as to why letters feature so significantly in the private 

papers of the Camotins is because they did not travel and could only communicate 

with their agents and partners outside of Goa through correspondence. Moreover, the 

fact that the overwhelming majority of their partners did not reside in Goa and were 

highly mobile thus limited the ability for the face to face, in person, exchange. As a 

key component of their modus operandi, business correspondence thus complimented 

the immobility and ‘sedentary’ nature of the Camotins and the mobility of their 

business associates. During the early modern period, letters were the primary channel 

of communication other than word of mouth-for remitting and receiving information, 

instructions and decisions across large geographical distances. The practice and 

ability of medieval and early modern European merchant communities in cultivating 

important mercantile practices such as the production and maintenance of business 

correspondence, records and accounts has been widely recognised. However, to repeat 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
656 For key examples as to the important role of correspondence for merchant networks, in addition to 
the work of Francesca Trivellato and Sebouh David Aslanian already mentioned, see also, Sebouh 
David Aslanian, ""The Salt in a Merchant’s Letter": The Culture of Julfan Correspondence in Indian 
Ocean and the Mediterranean,” Journal of World History, 19, no. 2 (2008): 145; Toby Ditz, "Formative 
Ventures': Eigtheenth-Century Commercial Letters and the Articulation of Experience," in Rebecca 
Earle (ed.), Epistolary Selves: Letters and Letter-Writers, 1600- 1945 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1999), 59-
78.  
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an important caveat, the role of other non-European, especially South Asian 

merchants who engaged in the same, if not very similar, 'capitalistic' practices has 

been much less appreciated. 

Business letters communicated and fulfilled the practical requirements of a 

commercial transaction by stipulating the conditions and terms of a specific 

commercial transaction or set of transactions to be conducted between merchants such 

as conditions of sales and purchase agreements, freighting and transport arrangements 

and payment. Moreover, they certified contract and property rights, allowed 

merchants to ask questions and respond to specific questions and informed traders 

about the aptitude and reliability of associates and suppliers and, if necessary, assured 

secrecy.657 The contractual obligations that were expressed in business letters served a 

double purpose of running 'the gamut between mere favours and abiding 

commitments.'658  In regards to this function of business correspondence, that of 

fulfilling the practical requirements of a commercial transaction, letters and other 

documents included in them would also function as a form of security and a semi-

contractual recognition of obligation between one merchant and another or proof of a 

sale or payment. Julfan business letters, for example, would also have important bills 

of exchange or notarized powers of attorney enclosed in them.659  Furthermore, the 

recorded transmission of such documents was especially important when recourse to 

legal protection and arbitration was either difficult or non-existent.  As already 

mentioned, by virtue of the protection offered to them as subjects of the Portuguese 

colonial state, the Camotins like other Goa-based Hindu merchants, referred to the 

courts in the case of a commercial dispute, to provide official clarification, or to act as 

an extra measure or layer of judicial protection to certify and officialise the conditions 

of a particular agreement. However, this mechanism of enforcement was only 

guaranteed to be effective within the jurisdictions of the Portuguese overseas empire; 

nevertheless, letters alongside other notarised legal and commercial documents would 

have served a double purpose of providing additional security. In long-distance 

commerce, letters would have had ‘to contain everything merchants thought important 

when conducting business’ which may have broadened the scope of their content to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
657 Trivellato, Familiarity of Strangers, 172.  
658 Ibid., 169.  
659 Aslanian, ""The Salt in a Merchant’s Letter," 45.  
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include social and political commentaries. 660 The circulation of information allowed 

merchants to plan ahead, mitigate risk and determine market conditions in terms of 

the increase or decrease in demand for a particularly commodity thus ensuring a 

greater degree of security to their commercial transactions. Importantly, 

correspondence and the exchange of commercial and political information was one of 

the channel or 'pathways' through which merchants in a network could develop trust 

between themselves and transfer this trust to others in the network, mainly mutual 

contacts, with whom they had little to no contact with before, as well as new entrees 

seeking to join the network.661  

Correspondence thus fulfilled a dual function: one which was the practical and 

tangible requirements of commerce by relaying information, instructions and 

decisions; and the other function, which was the more subtle display of a merchant’s 

character and the correct etiquette of exchanging business correspondence, in regards 

to his reliability and dedication. Before moving on to these more subtle questions, we 

must first establish, to whom the Camotins were actually communicating with in 

terms of the structure, nodes and connections of their network and how 

correspondence was transmitted and circulated within it. The dense and global flows 

of correspondence within the network of the Camotins as seen below in map three, is 

crucial to further understanding the nature of their correspondence, and the nature of 

their correspondence is central to understanding the nature of their network.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
660 Zijlstra, “To Build and Sustain Trust,” 115.  
661 The term 'pathways' is drawn from a discussion on "Trust as an organizing principle" in Bill 
McEvily, Vincenzo Perrone and Akbar Zaheer, "Trust as an Organizing Principle," Organization 
Science 14, no.1 (2003): 94.  
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Map 3 The Global Flows of Incoming and Outgoing Correspondence Within the 
Netwrok of the Mhamai Kamat Family 



	  

194	  

	  

 

The Commercial Network of the Camotins  
	  

Whilst we have descriptions pertaining to the diverse associates the Camotins 

maintained, where they conducted commercial transactions and with whom, and an 

overview of the various political, legal and financial services they provided, what we 

lack is a systematic analysis of their network as a whole. This is important because 

their regional and overseas network of private contacts did not consist of segmented 

and isolated networks demarcated by region or nationality, but it was connected and 

comprised of dense, inter-locking and overlapping connections.  Alongside providing 

a birds eye view of the structure of the global and cross-cultural network of the 

Camotins, this chapter will also seek, where possible to account for how the links in 

their network were built, the significance of their core cluster of contacts, how this 

core cluster of contacts served as a platform for establishing further contacts and 

opportunities, the density of these connections and the extent to which they 

overlapped.662  

 

Importantly, the extent to which the foundations of this network were, to a great 

extent, entangled with the strong interests and activity of elite Portuguese private 

traders and merchant-administrators, and two of the biggest Portuguese commercial 

companies-Socidedade de Ribeiro e Hubens and the Socidedade de Colffs, Loureiros 

e Guimarães- of the time requires greater elaboration.663 While the Camotins 

established close commercial and political links with the colonial state in Goa, 

recognising the importance, influence and profitability of private trade interests, they 

expanded their operations and contacts beyond the state. Indeed, the creation of both 

these companies is a direct manifestation of the extent to which the pragmatic 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
662 Gagan D.S. Sood has emphasised how the Camotins were actors in an arena of circulation and 
exchange with overlapping networks, and has analysed specifically, the creation and dynamics of their 
relationship with two important connections in Bomaby, the brothers Zogu and Shankar Sinay, Senvi 
Saraswat Brahmins residing in Bombay who acted as their agents, and Nasarvanji Manakji, a merchant 
from one of the most prominent Parsi families, the Wadias. Given his specific analysis of the nature, 
evolution and functionality of both these relationships the analysis here will not focus on these two 
important connections.  
663 Celsa Pinto has importantly noted the extensive dealings between the Mhamais and Lisbon-based 
merchants and has given examples as to consignments of textiles that they freighted via their Lisbon-
based associates to Lisbon, see Pinto, A Commercial Resurgence, 79-81.  
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commercial and legislative policies of Pombal that sponsored the foundation of 

corporate enterprise and the stimulation of trade with the overseas empire, as 

discussed in chapter one.664 Buoyed by these hospitable changes that had created the 

conditions highly conducive to trade, elite merchants in the metropole thus sought the 

services and partnership of elite merchants such as the Camotins in Goa to ensure the 

success of their commercial ventures in Asia.  

By virtue of their commercial and political standing in the Estado, the reasons 

as to why European actors sought the services of the Camotins has been 

acknowledged. Indeed, what the archive and actions of the Camotins reflects is a 

strong and mutually beneficial alignment of the most prominent local Hindu 

merchants, such as the Camotins, with members of the Portuguese mercantile elite 

active in the Indian Ocean during this period. This amalgamation of interests and the 

functionality and utility for both parties in these relationships has not been given 

sufficient consideration. The Camotins were deeply involved in these private 

networks and in the activities of both these companies: they profited greatly from the 

circulation of capital, commodities and information and were crucial nodal links in 

the networks of both Sociedades. However, as their diverse portfolios and functions 

as brokers and agents for the French and Portuguese demonstrate, whilst they were 

deeply immersed in the private networks of the Sociedades in the Indian Ocean 

region, they also stood above and beyond it.  In sum therefore, this section will seek 

to expand and further the narrative to account for the entirety and more finite details 

of the Camotin's network as it extended out of Goa, focusing specifically on how their 

close alignment with several prominent Portuguese merchant families and merchant-

officials, the dynamics of how these partnerships and the utility of these relationships 

to both parties.  

By cross checking references from the correspondence of the Camotins with 

documents found in the archives in Lisbon and Goa, we can build a picture of some of 

their close associates in the Estado as well. For example, we find two references to 

the Hindu merchant Balla Custam Naique who is described as a 'friend' and upon 

whose confirmation, an unknown acquaintance, a Gujarati Banian merchant Laldas 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
664 Costa, Lains and Miranda, An Economic History of Portugal, 214.  
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Bagvondas had approached them with a possible commercial partnership.665 A second 

reference to Bala Custam Naique was once again invoked as a trustworthy and close 

mutual acquaintance of the Camotins, who had told 'various stories' of the Camotins 

to a Lacmidas Nathubay in Surat who also wished to do business with them. In 

addition, the Portuguese merchant João Thomas de Sá Mattoz asked the Camotins to 

introduce him to their 'friends' Vencaty Naique and Soirea Sinay. As demonstrated in 

chapter three, the bonds between Soirea Sinay and the Camotins, were consolidated 

through the marriage between Sinay's daughter to the son of Naraena Camotin.666 

Their close partnership with the merchant Vencaty Naique is further supported by a 

letter written by the Camotins to Jozé Gomes Loureiro on the 24th April 1797, who, 

in discussing the details of a consignment of goods from Europe that were bought 

'society' or in a joint-venture, notified him that 'this we will execute with the parecer 

of Sr. Vencaty Naique.'667 In addition, the Camotins in reference to further joint-

venture between themselves, Vencaty Naique and Jozé Gomes Loureiro, informed the 

latter that he should make sure to consult with 'Vencaty Naique e Companhia' 

regarding the details of this business arrangement.'668  A small note written to 

Loureiro on the 8th of April 1797 regarding a consignment of paper that the Camotins 

were handling on his behalf affirmed that a portion of this shipment belonged to 

Vencatty Naique.669  

As mentioned previously, the network of the Camotins, as constructed from 

their correspondence, consisted of a core circle of close and long-standing 

partnerships with Portuguese merchants or 'merchant dynasties' such as the Loureiro 

and Perreira families and individual traders such as Jacinto Domingues, Jozé Caetano 

Mello, J.B. Goethals and others, who were heavily engaged in trade in the Indian 

Ocean, the China trade and the re-export trade back to Lisbon.  In a similar vein to 

how Hindu merchants in general profited of the structure and intra-colonial 

commercial links of the overseas Portuguese empire, the Camotins were able to tap 

into the familial network of the Loureiro family as it emanated out of Lisbon and 

sought to profit from trade with the various ports of the Indian Ocean, Mozambique 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
665 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, October 1799.   
666 AHU, Índia, Cx 134 Doc. 94.  
667 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Outgoing Correspondence, 25th April 1797.  
668 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Outgoing Correspondence, 25th April 1797.  
669 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, 8th of April 1797.  
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and Brazil. Immersing themselves in this private network allowed them to widen their 

commercial scope further, secure their presence amongst the burgeoning and 

increasingly important community of influential private merchants in Lisbon and their 

trade networks, and take advantage of the resources and commercial privileges 

granted to Lisbon-based traders such as the Loureiros. These privileges included 

transhipment privileges which granted the free movement of ships to and within Asia, 

exemptions to the payment of custom duties for Goan exports to Lisbon and 

reductions in entry duties into Lisbon of important commodities such as textiles.670  

The second cluster or branch of this network consisted of motley of acquaintances and 

infrequent partners with whom they conducted one-off or infrequent commercial 

transactions.671 To reiterate, these partners were not linked to the Camotins by blood, 

kin, religion or community links and were thus relationships established purely for 

profit, commercial gain and political capital.  

The existence of a combination of frequent and long-standing partnerships 

with one-off or infrequent exchanges was not uncommon and did not involve any 

drastic changes in the format and etiquette of their business correspondence. In fact, it 

was even advantageous as being able to draw upon a diverse base of merchants with 

their own respective expertise and resources was useful as it increased the variety of 

information, goods and services available to them, and also practical as they could 

utilise temporary associations when convenient to maintain flexibility and avoid 

swings in the market in terms of price and supply.672  Moreover, to compensate for 

their immobility and also as a means of cutting costs, they used personal agents in 

ports like Bombay or relied on their commercial partners to act as agents on their 

behalf in more distant ports such as Macao. In this respect, the structure of their 

network(s) was similar European private mercantile networks, such as the Brignole 

family of Genoa, whose business network also consisted of 'a great many 

acquaintances and a few close partnerships.'673  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
670 Pinto, A Commercial Resurgence, 21-29.  
671 A third cluster of commercial and political networks for the Camotins also existed by virtue of their 
role as agents and brokers for the French Company in India, but as stipulated previously, this has 
already been analysed by scholars such as Teotónio de Souza and Ernestine Carreira, and will therefore 
not be pursued in this analysis.  
672 Court,""Januensis ergo mercator,"" 1003.  
673 Ibid., 989.  
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 This second cluster also included brokers and agents in Surat, Bombay, 

Daman, Diu and Mozambique of the commercial companies Socidedade de Ribeiro e 

Hubens established in 1787, and the Socidedade de Colffs, Loureiros e Guimarães 

established in 1795, which have been mentioned in chapter two.674  Although the 

Camotins, alongside Sebastião Gracias, have been referenced as agents and business 

associates of the Socidedade de Ribeiro e Hubens, their role has not been exhaustively 

analysed. Moreover, while the close and wide-ranging association with the Loureiro 

family has also been referenced, the dynamics, significance and extent of this 

relationship require further analysis. The fact that the core circle of the Camotins 

networks consisted of notable and successful merchant families as the Perreiras and 

Loureiros, and individuals such as Jacinto Domingues and Rogeria da Faria has 

almost been taken for granted. While it has been widely noted that the Camotins were 

merchants of considerable political influence themselves, their alignment with some 

of the most prominent and successful private Portuguese merchants active in the 

Indian Ocean region during the late eighteenth century remains underemphasied. It 

was not a matter of coincidence that the Camotins consistently cultivated and 

maintained close links with merchants who were important political figures as well. 

Indeed, the significance of this may seem self-evident, but their ability to cultivate 

and align themselves with such successful merchants who enjoyed immense political 

influence deserves explicit recognition in itself. This is especially pertinent when 

further contextualised within discussion of the broader efforts of the Mhamai Kamat 

family to further entrench their elite status and those of other Hindu merchants in the 

Estado as discussed in chapter three.  

Furthermore, the narrative as to the dynamics of these relationships in terms of 

the commercial transactions that occurred between the Camotins and their partners 

remains one sided, primarily recounting the services they rendered to their European 

partners in Goa on their behalf. Although these descriptive accounts highlighting key 

examples are crucial, they reflect more or less exactly the content of their letters and 

other commercial papers and do not highlight or systematically assess the perceived 

benefits that both parties could derive from such partnerships.  As such, the mutually 

beneficial advantages of these close partnerships both in material and capital terms 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
674 Pinto, A Commercial Resurgence, 37; Carreira, "O Comércio Português no Gujarat," 87.  
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has been insufficiently emphasised. As one of the most predominant merchant 

families in Goa, it is clear why Portuguese merchants would have sought their 

services. However, the strategic commercial and political benefit for the Camotins has 

not been sufficiently explored or explicitly stated.   

The Camotins conducted a significant amount of correspondence with the 

Loureiro family, primarily with Jozé Gomes Loureiro and to a lesser extent his 

brother, Francisco Gomes Loureiro. Their close partnership with the Loureiro family 

significantly widened the commercial horizons, web of contacts and the political 

capital of the Camotins. The Loureiro family having established themselves by 1760 

as one of the wealthiest merchants in Lisbon then began to diversify their interests, 

expanding into the Asia trade with two members, Jozé and Francisco Gomes Loureiro 

travelling to India and China as supercargoes or associates on merchant ships.675 

Specifically, they were dominant in the textile trade of Surat holding a near monopoly 

of the textiles exported to Lisbon, which was compounded by the fact that they were 

able to exert their influence and obtain appointments as Directors of the Portuguese 

feitoria there; Francisco Gomes Loureiro was Director from 1796 until his death in 

1806 and was also Portuguese Consul at Bombay.676  In addition, Manoel Jozé 

Loureiro, brother of Jozé Gomes Loureiro, whom the Camotins regularly supplied 

saltpetre and textiles from Balaghat, was the Procurador da Coroa e Fazenda and for 

a time, Chancellor the High Court.677 As discussed earlier, the Camotins were active 

litigants and embroiled in a number of commercial disputes; the presence of a close 

commercial partner such as Manoel Jozé Loureiro in such high judicial positions 

would definitely not have worked against their interests. Francisco's brother João 

Gomes Loureiro and his son Henrique Jozé Loureiro then continued in the post of 

Director in 1808 to 1814, and 1814- 1822 respectively.678 In addition to exporting 

textiles from Surat to Lisbon, they also engaged in country trade between Surat, 

Daman, Bombay and Goa and also had a near monopoly on textile exports from Goa 

to Brazil with Domingos Loureiro, António José de Souza Loureiro, and António 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
675 Carreira, "O Comércio Português no Gujarat," 85. For a genealogy and account of the Loureiro 
family and an overview of their commercial and political activities, see Carreira, "O Comércio 
Português no Gujarat" and Celsa Pinto's discussion on Lisbon-based private trade and participation in 
Asian trade in A Commercial Resurgence, especially pages 40-45.  
676 Pinto, Trade and Finance, 102.  
677 Ibid., 102-103. 
678 Pinto, A Commercial Resurgence, 39.  
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Gomes Loureiro in Rio de Janeiro establishing links with the Camotins for this 

purpose.679  

Their close partnership with the Loureiros was most likely established and 

strengthened by their role as 'agents' for the Sociedade, Ribeiro e Hubens and then 

Socidedade de Colffs, Loureiros e Guimarães.  The Sociedade Ribeiro e Hubens was 

founded in 1787 and consisted of almost all of the major Lisbon merchants engaged 

in trade on the western coast of India of whom José Gomes Loureiro and another 

merchant partner of the Camotins, António Colffs were members.680 It was dissolved 

in 1794 and replaced with the Socidedade de Colffs, Loureiros e Guimarães, this time 

under the primary control of the Loureiro family and Francisco Gomes Loureiro in 

particular; like the Sociedade that preceded it, these merchants focused on the western 

coast and Surat predominantly to procure textiles.681 The Camotins have been referred 

to as 'agents' of the Sociedades but this is insufficient to account for their strong 

involvement, especially with the later Socidedade de Colffs, Loureiros e Guimarães 

that was primarily mediated through their close relationship with the Loureiros. As 

such, that the Camotins, recognising that both Sociedades represented a solid 

commercial opportunity, aligned themselves in the spirit of a joint venture. Joint-

ventures were advantageous to merchants because, as the profits earned from 

commerce were relatively small compared to the risks involved; a merchant could not 

always maintain low enough costs to profitably conduct trade without contracting 

with other merchants as agents, and increasingly as joint venture partners.682  

The earliest archived letter received by the Camotins from the Loureiros is 

dated the 5th of December 1789, which was after the Sociedade Ribeiro e Hubens had 

been founded. Although it is possible that their relationship predated the creation of 

the company as both Francisco and Jozé Gomes Loureiro began travelling to India in 

the 1760s, the chronology of their correspondence as archived, coupled with the fact 

that the height of their exchange of letters occurred between 1797 and 1799, when the 

Loureiros had consolidated their interests in the second company and during 

Francisco's tenure as Director in Surat, suggests otherwise. Nevertheless, it is clear 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
679 Ibid.,, 41.  
680 Carreira, "O Comércio Português no Gujarat," 87.  
681 Pinto, A Commercial Resurgence, 39.  
682 Court, ""Januensis ergo mercator,"" 994.  
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that they developed a close working relationship over the decades of the 1780s and 

1790s and the Camotins were cognizant of Francisco Gomes Loureiro's interests in 

Surat and that they wanted to align their interests with his. On the 24th of April 1797, 

the Camotins wrote to 'friend and senhor' Jozé Gomes Loureiro 'that we are aware and 

recommend in respect to the interests of your brother in Surat as this is also our wish 

but to which effect we cannot give knowledge for there is always a weakness in the 

Ships of the Kingdom here.'683  This demonstrates firstly, that there was an 

established channel of communication between the Camotins and the Loureiros by 

this date, and secondly, that there was good will shown in regards to wishing to 

entangle their commercial interests further. The Camotins were thus further immersed 

in two commercial companies who represented one of the biggest accumulations of 

private capital to occur during this period both in Lisbon and the overseas empire, and 

two of the most direct attempts to pursue and cultivate private Portuguese trading 

interests in the Indian Ocean during this period. As Jozé Gomes Loureiro's letter to 

the Camotins referencing the merchant Vencaty Naique mentioned above suggests, 

Loureiro issued instructions to the Camotins regarding a cargo of goods that the 

Socidedade de Colffs, Loureiros e Guimarães had transported from Europe, and also 

informed them of the need to procure the goods needed for the provision of the ship 

Balsemão.  

The Camotins not only generated a significant degree of commercial, social 

and political capital by virtue of their involvement in these companies, but they 

benefitted in material terms as well: they could profit from procuring textiles on 

behalf of the companies in Goa, freight their own consignments on the ships of the 

company to be sold on Lisbon on their behalf. For example, we know that to take 

advantage of the market in textiles in Lisbon and Europe that the Mhamais consigned 

shipments of textiles on the ships of merchants such as Carlos Jozé Perreira and the 

Francisco Jozé Colffs and Estevão José on their ship Balsemão is known.684 However, 

an additional example found in the correspondence demonstrates to a greater extent 

how the circulation of good from Lisbon on the account of the Camotins was 

structured and how capital generated from these consignments were safely remitted 

back to Goa. A bill of sale issued in Lisbon on the 8th of March 1803 pertaining to the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
683 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Outgoing Correspondence, 24th of April 1797.  
684 Pinto, A Commercial Resurgence, 80.  
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cargo of the Rainho dos Anjos, a ship belonging to the Sociedade, Ribeiro e Hubens 

of goods to be sold to Lisbon was headed with a note regarding a consignment of fifty 

fardos of goods and twenty fardinhos of pepper of a total liquid value of 41848 

xerafins.685  Notes at the beginning and end of the account stipulated that these would 

be sold in Lisbon at auction at the Caza da India on their behalf for a commission, the 

profits of which would partially fulfil a payment of coral that the Camotins had 

imported to Goa in January of the previous year.686 After accounting for this 

difference plus additional payments which included freight costs, customs rights, 

costs at the auctions which include sealed papers and commission fees the remaining 

395, 501 réis of profit was to be remitted back to Goa through Antonio Gomes 

Loureiro and the supercargo of the Rainha dos Anjos, Domingos Gomes Duarte to the 

'Senhores Camotins in Goa.'687 

As the above example suggests, their partnership with the Loureiros and the 

Sociedades also provided them with the an additional means to export their goods to 

Lisbon and Brazil; the Camotins owned a fleet of small and medium sized vessels, 

namely pattamars, but they did not own larger ships capable of undertaking the larger 

distances. The Loureiro family owned the ship Rainha dos Anjos, which sailed from 

Lisbon to India in 1790 until roughly 1816, as well as the ship S.Jose Americano that 

also sailed to the Indian Ocean.688 A receipt and confirmation of freighting of the ship 

Balsemão notarised in Goa on the 10th of April 1798 shown in figure three below, 

declared that the Camotins freighted eighty packages of incense and twenty-five 

packages of cinnamon.689 It declared that the supercargo of the ship, Ignacio Alberto 

de Oliveria 'promised, taking with me God in good safety, the said ship to the said 

Port to deliver in the name of the above to the Socidedade de Colffs, Loureiros e 

Guimarães of the city of Lisbon'.690   

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
685 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, 8th March 1803. 
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688 Pinto, A Commercial Resurgence, 42.  
689 XCHR, MHP (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, 10th April 1798. 
690 XCHR, MHP (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, 10th April 1798.  
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Figure 4 Bill of lading for a consignment of incense freighted on the account of 
Naraena Camotin on the ship Balsemão bound for Lisbon 
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The commercial activities and political functions of the Loureiro family in 

Bombay, and the interests of the two Sociedades helped the Camotins to cultivate and 

diversify their business interests in this port, and expand their base of commercial 

agents. This was further aided by their use of local agents such as the Senvi brothers 

who were central to managing their business interests in this port, and who performed 

'a range of financial services to facilitate their ventures in partnership with others.'691 

The strategy of employing agents was common in early modern mercantile networks 

as agents and partners in far off ports had local privileges and knowledge and could 

rely on each other's resources and transport capabilities to buy in one local market and 

sell in another distant one.692 The Camotins by 1784 had also established a 

relationship with Nasarvanji Manackji 'broker to the French nation' in Bombay by 

virtue of the fact that they were both official brokers to the French and Portuguese and 

a common network of associates.'693  Importantly, these 'others' and the network of 

associates were primarily their close Portuguese merchant partners associated with the 

Sociedades, and who also pursued commercial interests in Bombay on an individual 

basis. Based on their further correspondence from Bombay, it appears other than the 

Senvis, their main correspondent was Jozé Francisco Perreira and after his death, 

Perreira's nephew, Jozé Francisco Perreira Sobrinho.694 Before continuing our 

discussion on how the Camotins cultivated links with merchants of political standing, 

particularly in Surat, it is worth dwelling for a moment on the wide network of the 

Camotins in Bombay beyond their close agents the Senvis and their 'rocky' 

relationship with Nasarvanji Manackji.  

The wide network of the Camotins in Bombay was deeply entangled with the 

private networks of primarily Portuguese and other European traders. Their 

connections and activities in Bombay also overlapped with the Loureiro family. The 

Camotins received three letters from Jozé Gomes Loureiro on the 17th May 1797, the 

25th of October 1797 and the 17th of August 1799, one from Francisco Gomes 

Loureiro on the 5th of December 1789. In his letter on the 17th of May 1797, Jozé 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
691 Sood, India and the Islamic Heartlands, 252,  
692  Court,"Januensis ergo mercator,”" 991.  
693 Sood, India and the Islamic Heartlands, 261-268.  
694 It is not clear if Jozé Francisco Perreira Sobrinho was actually his name or a way of referencing 
himselves to the Camotins by underscoring that Jozé Francisco Perreira was his uncle.  
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Gomes Loureiro refers to himself as 'a diplomatic agent in this court', laments the 

'sterility of Bombay' and 'leaves recommendations in the absence of Senhor Jozé 

Francisco Perreira.'695  He also provides instructions to the Camotins regarding small 

transactions and order of European manufactures such as socks, wine and a watch 

ordered by the Contador do Arsenal of Goa, clarifies a matter pertaining to the 

contract of coral that the Camotins had established with the Sociedade, Ribeiro e 

Hubens mentioned above and remits various news 'from the South.'696 In their letter to 

Jozé Gomes Loureiro in April 1797, they refer to Jozé Francisco Perreira also as a 

'friend' and there was a reference to Perreira's 'capacity, credit and reputation' and 

suggestions that they were to embark on a joint-venture collectively.697  

Based on the letters archived, Jozé Francisco Perreira regularly corresponded 

with the Camotins, sending twenty-six letters between 1794 and 1804.698 Their level 

of proximity to Perreira, and the extent of their business with him was such, that 

Perreira claimed and thanked them in a letter from Bombay on the 17th of November 

1801,' for the memory' that he was 'their only creditor in this port' but now 'having no 

funds' and not wishing to compromise 'his reputation and credit with which he has 

lived until today', he felt comfortable enough to declare to them that he had 'difficulty 

paying the 6th account' with the Camotins and would therefore default on a payment 

of 4000 rupias.699 Perreira's forthright explanation, however, also reveals several 

other illuminating insights. Firstly, his tacit and strategic reference to the fact that he 

was once supposedly their 'only creditor' in Bombay indicates that he was once one of 

their key points of contact in his port. Secondly, that Perreira would rather default on 

a payment to them instead of risking his 'reputation and credit' by appealing for a loan 

to satisfy his account with them points to the importance for merchants during this 

period in maintaining good character.700 Finally, his expectation that the Camotins 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
695 XCHR MHP (Portuguese) Incoming Correspondence 12th May 1801, XCHR MHR (Portuguese), 
Incoming Correspondence, 17th May 1797.  
 696 XCHR MHP (Portugurese), Incoming Correspondence, 17th May 1797.  
697 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Outgoing Correspondence, 24th April 1797.  
698 The correspondence by Jozé Francisco Perreira in chronological order are dated on: 19th of August 
1794, 5th of March 1799, 5th of May 1799, 7th of May 1799, 26th July 1799, 23rd August 1799, 10th 
September 1799, 2nd of December 1799, 27th January 1801, 11th of January 1802, 10th November 
1801, 17th November 1801, 24th December 1802, 31st July 1803, 28th February 1804, 18th July 1804, 
14th January 1804, 3rd of April 1804, 5th of May 1804, 20th October, 1804, 16th November 1804, 
16th January 1806, 14th October 1806 and the 20th of November 1804.  
699 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 17th November 1801.   
700 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 17th November 1801.   
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would extend their goodwill and understanding in the matter was not just by virtue of 

the fact he had once extended the same to them, but it also relied on the tacit 

assumption that at this stage of their relationship, a degree of trust had been generated 

so that the Camotins would be confident that Perreira would only temporarily delay in 

his payment.  

As an example of the overlapping nature of their network, the extent of which 

can be visualised in figure five, and the extent to which the community of Portuguese 

country traders active on the western coast of India during this period were quite 

close-knit, Jozé Francisco Perreira and the Loureiros were also 'friends' and there was 

a discussion regarding Perreira's 'capacity, credit and reputation' in his letter to the 

Camotins on the 24th of April 1797.701 Between 1811 and 1825, his nephew Jozé 

Francisco Perreira Sobrinho sent only three letters staggered over twenty years to the 

Camotins on the 15th of April 1804, the 25th of October 1815 and the 28th of April 

1825. The secondary circle of business associates that the Camotins maintained in 

Bombay included other Portuguese merchants such as Caetano Jozé Coelho, Carlos 

do Britto, Jozé Catenao Mello, Joakim Lewis, Jozé Francisco Anello, Miguel Roiz 

Lopes and Migzozemia e Souza and Thomas Pedro Moller. They also corresponded 

with two other Parsi merchants and brokers such as Herjee Jevangee and Ramogy 

Preamogy. According to the letters preserved, Herjee Jevangee sent the Camotins four 

letters between 1790 and 1794; Nasservanjee Monackjee corresponded three times 

between 1790 and 1797 and Ramogy Preamogy only sent one letter in October 1802. 

In a similar vein, the description of what can be described as a 'chain of custody' of 

one letter sent by Manoel Antonio Cunha reflects the overlapping network of 

Portuguese merchants in Bombay and how Jozé Francisco Perreira and J.B. Goethals 

were mutual associates. Manoel Antonio Cunha notes how he had not received a reply 

to a letter that was supposedly 'sent to Mr. João Baptista Goethals transmitted by Mr. 

Jozé Francisco Perreira, and as that has warned me that on the 13th he had not yet 

received it, I entreat your mercies to see if it remained in your house confused with 

some papers and to deliver it to them'.702 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
701 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 24th April 1797.  
702 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, December 1801. 
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In a direct testimony to their consistent cultivation of strong links to merchants 

of political standing, the Camotins maintained close links with each of the successive 

Director of the Portuguese feitoria in Surat between 1786 and 1822. This helped to 

secure their presence along this trade route, guaranteed their access to supplies of 

textiles and allowed them a dominant position over other Hindu merchants as brokers 

for these merchants and both Sociedades. On behalf of Feliciano Antonio Nogueira 

Lisboa, the Portuguese factor at Surat, the Camotins organised the sale of cotton 

despatched to Tellicherry.703 Nogueira was the Portuguese Factor at Surat from 1786 

and between 1788 and 1790, he was the Governor of Timor and the Solor Islands. 704  

However, this relationship went further than one commercial transaction. Additional 

papers archived in their papers pertaining to a payment between a Coronal Ignacio de 

Souza e Britto to Feliciano Antonio Nogueira notarised and stamped in Goa on the 

19th of February 1782 and a further notarised declaration issued on the 30th of 

October 1782, indicate that the Camotins would have attended to this matter in Goa 

on behalf of Nogueira.705 Counting on the good reputation and weight of their 

opinion, Nogueira had also asked the Camotins to act as disseminators of his person 

in Goa. He also asked the Camotins to 'make public for the good of my credit' his 

settling of this accounts between two merchants Miguel de Souza and Nasarvanji 

Manakji.706  

An additional link to their chain of prominent merchants of political influence, 

the Camotins also developed connections with the prominent merchant J.B. Goethals, 

a common associate, and as it appear political competitor of the Loureiros. After the 

death of Francisco Gomes Loureiro, J.B. Goethals, a merchant of Flemish origin and 

resident in Goa, was supposed to be nominated as Director but after exerting their 

influence in Lisbon, the king D. João conceded to keeping the position amongst the 

family, nominating João Gomes Loureiro instead.707 Nevertheless, despite this 

political confrontation, it appears that the Loureiros and Goethals maintained some 

sort of commercial relationship. In 1797, Loureiro wrote that to the Camotins that he 

'forgotten to ask Senhor Goethals if he had received my letter from Barra in regards to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
703 XCHR MHP (Portuguese) Incoming Correspondence, 20th May 1787. 
704 Carreira, "O Comércio Português no Gujarat," 89.  
705Sood, India and the Islamic Heartlands, 162 
706 Ibid., 162.  
707 Carreira, "O Comércio Português no Gujarat," 90.  
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sending me the receipt of Coral that he knows its price and the quantities.'708 J.B. 

Goethals corresponded with the Camotins on fourteen different occasions between 

1798 and 1804, he informed the Camotins of his various commercial transactions and 

sought their services to sell goods on his behalf in Goa. In a letter sent to the 

Camotins on the 11th of February in 1798, he even referred to them as 'good 

friends.'709 The Camotins also regularly supplied him with paper, which as noted in 

chapter two was a small, but fairly profitable supply trade. Although J.B. Goethals did 

not succeed in securing the position as Director, his consideration for the post 

demonstrates that he was recognised as a merchant of sound commercial, social and 

political standing and a further example of how the Camotins aligned themselves with 

influential merchants. In 1808, Goethals relocated to Daman purportedly in an attempt 

to revive the city and the textiles factories that had been established there by Jacinto 

Domingues.710  

Demonstrating the inter-locking and close-knit nature of this network, the 

Camotins also cultivated a relationship with Jacinto Domingues who was 

representative or agent of the Sociedade, Ribeiro e Hubens in India and the director of 

the Portuguese factory in Surat between 1787 until 1796.711 Domingues was an 

'important link between Surat and Lisbon' and is said to have been 'largely 

respomsible for the spurt in Portuguese commerce at Surat from the 1780' and was an 

agent of the Sociedade de Ribeiro, Hubens e Companhia during his tenure as 

Director.'712 Whilst their relationship with Domingues was not as close as with the 

Loureiro family, there was nevertheless a connection. The Camotins received a total 

of four letter letters from Jacinto Domingues on the 12th of May 1790, 4th of April 

1790, 4th of July 1793 and then on the 2nd of January 1800.  The lack of a stronger 

channel of communication between the Camotins and Domingues could be due to the 

frosty relations between Domingues and the Loureiro family. In 1790, in response to 

Domingues' efforts to gain an extension for his tenure as Director of the Surat factory, 

there were attempts, probably by the Loureiros, to cast Domingues in a bad light that 

resulted in the Secretary of State Mello e Castro cautioning the Viceroy in Goa 
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710 Pinto, A Commercial Resurgence, 81.  
711 Carreira, "O Comércio Português no Gujarat," 87; Pinto, A Commercial Resurgence, 48.  
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against granting this extension.713 As mentioned previously, the Camotins enjoyed a 

close relationship with the Loureiros and perhaps, in loyalty or at least without 

wishing to jeopardise this, the Camotins did not seek to cultivate a close association 

with Domingues as a result.  The Camotins were thus not only entangled in the 

commercial objectives of their Portuguese mercantile associates but also had to 

navigate their complex political aspirations as well. The Camotins nevertheless 

remained pragmatic and maintained a working relationship with him. After his 

relocation to Daman in 1797, the Camotins like other Hindu merchants in Goa 

received regular cargoes of textiles from him.714 

After Jacinto Domingues ended his term as Director in 1796, the position was 

monopolised by various members of the Loureiro family between 1796 and 1822, 

whom the Camotins developed strong ties. The secondary circle of business 

associates and correspondents that the Camotins maintained in Surat included 

Gujarati Banian merchants such as Laldas Bagvondas, Lacmidas Nathubay and three, 

presumably related Parsi brokers for the Socidedade de Colffs, Loureiros e 

Guimarães, Rostomogi Natugi, Siulal Natugi and Caugi Natugi. The conclusion that 

these Parsi brokers were related stems for the fact that they signed off their letter to 

the Camotins on the 10th of October 1812 as 'Rostomgi Natugi and Caugi Natugi' and 

two further letters on the 15th of October 1812 and the 28th of November 1811 are 

signed off as 'Siulal and Rostomogi.'715 It is presumed that the latter Rostomogi is the 

same as that of the letter dated on the 10th but abbreviated as this was already known 

to the Camotins, indicating a degree of interaction had already taken place by this 

stage.716  

The contours of their network is thus becoming clearer, as is the fact that it 

was dense and close-knit, deeply rooted in the private networks interests of 

predominant elite merchants and that many of their secondary acquaintances were 

borne out of their core network which coalesced around the Loureiros and Perreiras. 

The extent of to which their networks overlapped and the mutual connections between 

the community of private Portuguese, European, and Parsi merchants that constituted 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
713 Ibid., 51. 
714 Pinto, A Commercial Resurgence, 58.  
715 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 10th October 1812; XCHR, MHP 
(Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 15th October 1812 
716 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 28th November 1811.  
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the core network of the Camotins and some of their key secondary associates can be 

visualised in figure five. From this map of their network we can clearly see which 

merchants were mutual contacts and associates, where these networks overlapped and 

the central role of the Camotins as a loci within this network. A clear idea of this 

chain of associates and the overlapping nature of this network is found in an extract 

from a letter from Jozé Franciso Perreira in which he informed the Camotins in 1799 

that he had sold all his red and white wine and sent '10 barrels to Goethals, 24 for the 

correct price determined by me.'717  Moreover, through the report of a sale remitted by 

Caetano Jozé Mello, a Portuguese merchant in Bombay, we know that he utilised the 

broker service of a Parsi merchant Becagi Mergi who conducted 'with care and 

efficiency'  'by intervention of Nasservanjee', the sale of several reams of paper of 

varying qualities, wine, aguardente, cochineal.'718 Nasservanjee presumably refers to 

Nasseranjee Monackjee the Parsi broker with whom the Camotins worked closely and 

whose services were utilised regularly by Francisco Gomes Loureiro. Monackjee was 

also a close business associate of Francisco Gomes Loureiro. In 1791 they jointly 

consigned one of the biggest ships every built in the shipyards of Daman the Hércules 

do Oriente owned by Francisco to Bengal and China but it sunk during the voyage.719 

From several other letters, we can discern that Nasservanjee also rendered his services 

to other Portuguese merchants in Bombay, as well as a British merchant Mr. Brown, 

with whom the Camotins often did business. 

In sum, therefore, the Camotins entangled network outside of Goa was as 

follows: their connection with the Portuguese feitoria in Surat was established by 

virtue of their close relationship with successive Directors of the factory, specificially 

Francisco Gomes Loureiro. This connection was also consolidated through their joint-

venture with the Loureiro family more broadly, as well as the two Sociedades, which 

centred their commercial interests in the textile trade of Surat. In Bombay, the 

Camotins established close links with José Gomes Loureiro who managed the 

family’s interest in the British port. Their core circle of business associates in 

Bombay consisted of other Portuguese merchants who had established commercial 

interests there, specifically successive members of the Perreira family. Around this 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
717 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 5th of March 1797.  
718 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 29th November 1797.  
719 Carreira, "O Comércio Português no Gujarat," 89.  
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core circle of close associates, the Camotins also established secondary partnerships 

with Parsi, English and Luso-Indian merchants. The Loureiros, Perreiras and 

Camotins, however, were close associates, as Loureiro makes clear in reference to 

Jozé Franciso Perreira being 'our friend' in a letter to the Camotins in April 1797 and 

simply as 'o nosso Joze Francisco Perreira' (our Joze Francsico Perreria) in an 

additional letter in August of the same year.720  Coincidentally, in a reflection of the 

tension between the Loureiros and Jactino Domingues, in a letter in 1797 he only 

refers to Domingues as 'socio' (partner).721  The correspondence of the Camotins thus 

not only reflects the interconnected and close nature of the community of private 

Portuguese country traders active during this period but also its politics. In Bombay, 

their interests were managed by their agent Sankra Sinay and they maintained a 

secondary circle of diverse Parsi, European and other Portuguese private merchants 

and brokers.722 In a similar vein, there is evidence that the Camotins and their close 

partners the Loureiros conducted trade with significant Banian merchants. Francisco 

Gomes Loureiro wrote to the Camotins in April 1797, that his exchange with the 

'Banean Nagar Cassande' was as of yet 'not as decisive as I, and your mercies desired,' 

which was unfortunate as 'the said Banean was the accessory cause of all the 

difficulties of our commerce' but that he had 'finally come to this feitoria some days 

ago to greet me and to handle amongst other things your dependency of the anchors 

and pieces of artilery of the account of your mercies.'723   

 

Further west of Goa and across the Indian Ocean, despite Goa’s strong 

commercial relationship with Mozambique, the Camotins did not appear to establish a 

substantial trading link with this port. There is no steady or significant amount of 

incoming or outgoing correspondence, or evidence that they cultivated a core base of 

commercial contacts in the region. Rather, from the correspondence, the Camotins did 

not conduct direct trade with the port but their business there was mediated through 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
720 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 19th April 1797; XCHR MHP (Portuguese), 
Incoming Correspondence, 21st August 1797.  
721 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 25th October 1797.  
722 Gagan D.S. Sood who has analysed the nature and evolution of their relationship with their agent 
has referred to them as the Senvi brothers, but I have chosen the name of their agent as I have 
encountered it most consistently referred to in the correspondence of Camotins which is most often 
'Shankar', 'Sankar' or 'Sanker Sinay'; see Sood, India and the Islamic Heartlands, 252-260.  
723 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 23rd April 1797.  
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other parties such as the Loureiros and the Flemmish merchant J.B. Goethals. The 

Camotins received six pieces of correspondence addressed from Mozambique: three 

of which were sent by the Portuguese merchants such as Henrique de Lima, Joaquim 

Columbano de Pay, Joap dos Jacintos Pinto, Mateus Marianno de Cande and three 

Gujarati Banian merchants, Morargy Anandas, Morargy Ambaidas, and Sigilal 

Givone. Their correspondence with these associates does not appear to have 

sustained.  

 

The Camotins were also able to establish trading links with commercial 

partners in the Far East, specifically in Macau and Canton, although this branch of 

their network was not as strong as the links they maintained with Surat, Bombay or 

Lisbon. In Macau, there was no core network of associates but they maintained an 

agent-like relationship with the Portuguese merchant Carlos Jozé Perreira and 

conducted disparate transactions with other Portuguese residents and merchants. The 

Camotins also only established contact with the port of Canton in 1789, exchanging 

two letters with the Portuguese merchants Domingos Dias Ferreira and Joaquim da 

Silva Ferreira, but these were evidently short-term and ad hoc. Now that an overview 

of the contours of their network in terms of the clusters of their network as they were 

established in the ports of Bombay and Surat and the distant, the networks and 

commons that overlapped vis-à-vis these core associates, and the tenuous links of 

secondary associates that they established in the various ports scatted around in the 

Indian Ocean and South China Sea has been established, the analysis into the more 

finite and nuanced aspects of their network can begin.  
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Figure 5 The Interconnected Network of Vencatesha and Naraena Camotin 
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The Circulation and Exchange of Business Correspondence 
	  

What the core associates and secondary contacts of the Camotins had in 

common is that they both were linked and communicated via business letters. The 

significance of this has already been established, but the mechanisms and the actual 

means through which the Camotins were able to communicate with their network 

remains unclear.724 In chapter two references to the scope of their commercial 

network have already reflected their vast geographical scope, a fact that can be further 

visualised from map three, which displays the global flows of their correspondence. A 

closer analysis of their letters, however, reveals several ways in which letters in the 

Camotin's network were exchanged and delivered, but also how their network 

mushroomed and expanded. It is important to note, however, that not all 

communication and discussions regarding their various business dealings were 

conducted via letters. For example, Thomas Moller, writing from Rio de Janeiro in 

1812, describing the disappointing sale of goods which the Camotins had remitted to 

be sold in Rio on the Navio Fama as part of a joint partnership with Moller and a 

group of merchants in Goa, asked the Camotins to relay the news 'to the other 

gentlemen there who have always enquired' but 'to whom I will not write because I 

hope to be there soon in person.'725 The access of the Camotins to detailed 

information as to market conditions and other insights regarding the trade to Brazil 

was also aided by the fact that their other associate, Julião Miz da Costa, would also 

travel between Rio de Janeiro and Goa as substantiated by the fact that he notified the 

Camotins that adjustments made to a order of Balagate manufactures 'would be made 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
724 There is extensive scholarship regarding the circulation of information and communication across 
the Indian subcontinent and wider Indian Ocean region during the early modern period. This chapter 
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for literature on the modes, mechanisms and infrastructure of correspondence in the region, see for 
example, C.A. Bayly, Empire and Imformation: Intelligence Gathering and Social Communication in 
India, 1780-1870 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996); Anthony Disney, "The Portuguese 
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(ed.), Don Peter felicitation volume (Colombo: D.P.F. Committee, 1983) 51-63; Irfan Habib, "Postal 
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in person' and he wished to 'personally' thank him.726 In regards to the structure of 

their network, it also is clear from Moller's letter that the Camotins were his primary 

contacts in Goa and thus the nodal link for this joint venture's commercial interests 

between Rio de Janeiro and the Estado.  

Moreover, a letter from Jozé Gomes Loureiro that he had remitted through an 

intermediary called Rostangy Nasorongy on the Battelão Jambocoss, who was 

travelling to Goa implored the Camotins if they 'would take the opportunity to 

acquaint himself with your mercies, to whom I entreat you render all the assistance 

that he may need from your mercies in that land, and the means by which he can find 

some freight to Bombay and Surat.'727 It is not known if or how the Camotins 

responded to Loureiro's requests but given the close nature of their relationship and 

the fact that his request suggested the possibility of a new commercial relationship, it 

is expected that they reciprocated in kind. What is made clear by Loureiro’s entreaty 

to the Camotins is that it was expected and therefore not an uncommon occurrence for 

partners or possible future associates within the network to acquaint themselves with 

each other in person. Moreover, it underscores the fact that the Camotins were 

lynchpins of the network in Goa and could avail themselves of their close connections 

in Bombay and Surat to extend their network.  

Moreover, it appears that in situations where a miscommunication occurred or 

rumour had been circulated that had the potential to damage the reputation of a 

merchant, then an audience would be sought up to clarify matters in person, if the 

situation allowed for it. Joaquim Braamcamp de Almeida Castro in what appears to be 

an attempt to clarify a disagreement, chastised Venkatesha Camotin in a strongly 

worded letter in which he stated that: 

'Last Friday at night I passed by looking for your mercy as the great 

admiration I have for your mercy bears on my greatly, but you were absent and 

I did not find you and I only spoke to your brother, I wanted to tell you that the 

motive which forced me to do this was more than just conversation, I and your 

mercy have never had any other business than that which is proved by your 

accounts and your mercy has always had my money in your hand, and if for no 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
726 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 16th May 1811.  
727 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, February 1789. 
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part other than this, I infer your mercy is without reason, other than being a mad 

man to speak ill of me, of which I can prove to you with the persons to whom 

your mercy cannot lie.'728  

Such rumours and accusations, especially those regarding a matter as 

important as the fulfilment of payments would have circulated quite quickly within a 

close network and could significantly damage a merchant's reputation. Merchants 

would not only 'broadcast' cheating or other problematic behaviour to current 

acquaintances but also probable future partners within the network so that a trader 

with such a reputation would face higher costs of doing business and much more 

limited prospects, especially as future partners would employ means to protect 

themselves. It is no wonder, therefore, that Braamcamp made such strenuous attempts 

to nip this issue in the bud and clarify matters in person with the Camotins. Joaquim 

Braamcamp de Almeida Castro was a Luso-Dutch merchant whose family held 

branches in Amsterdam and Lisbon. It appears that the family firm also had ties with 

the Companhia Geral de Pernambuco e Paraíba: 1799 it was instructed to the 

supercargo of the company’s ship, the Nau Poliferno, that he should take endeavour 

to ‘write on every occasion possible’ and correspondence could be delivered to 

Giraldo Braamcamp de Almeida e Companhia in Amsterdam for remittance back to 

Europe.729 As will be discussed in the following chapter, the significance of a 

merchant’s good reputation was one of the most important informal factors that 

regulated a private mercantile network. 

Importantly, their direct engagement with these merchants may be an 

important clue as to the question of their linguistic abilities, at least in Portuguese. 

Given their direct engagement with these merchants- Braamcamp's letter above, for 

example, notes that he communicated directly with Naraena- coupled with the fact 

that they would be physically present in the deliberations and discussions of specific 

commercial ventures such as the joint-venture to Rio, indicates that they would have 

acquired the required degree of linguistic proficiency in Portuguese. Whilst it is true 

that they could have relied on the services of an interpreter, Braamcamp’s indication 
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that he spoke to Naranea directly, coupled with a lack of evidence pointing to the use 

of an interpreter, suggests that this would not have been the case. 

Business correspondence to and from the Camotins would often be remitted 

through a trusted contact of a fellow merchant, one who was travelling to or from Goa 

or who was in partnership or in society with their main business partners such as Jozé 

Francisco Perreira in Bombay or the Loureiros in Surat. This process of 

'intermediation', by which letters were despatched by third parties was common 

practice amongst mercantile communities and networks.730  Jozé Gomes Loureiro's 

letter above and the despatch of his letter through his acquaintance Rostangy 

Nasorongy is already one such example. 731 A similar request was made their Parsi 

broker associate Nasseranjee Monackjee in Bombay in 1793, in which he 'earnestly 

pleaded' with the Camotins 'as friends', to help the carrier of his letter, 'my 

acquaintance Magjee Paspio' who had experienced some bad luck with some 

merchandise in Diu and was travelling to Goa to rectify the issue and 'personally 

make worth of your sponsorship', asked them to provide him with a letter of 

recommendation to the Governor of Diu.732 The wider significance of this request: his 

request that they aid an acquaintance of his and secondly, that this request involved 

the favour of writing a letter of recommendation will be analysed in the following 

chapter. Both letters are examples, firstly of the way in which correspondence 

circulated but also how the physical exchange of letters between an established 

commercial contact of the Camotins and an unknown acquaintance of the former, 

provided an avenue or opportunity for merchants in the network to request and 

provide assistance at a personal or commercial level. Indeed, the request and 

extension of assistance was of the mutual reciprocities that structured and improved 

relations between merchants in their network. Moreover, the process of fulfilling a 

favour or request for assistance on the part of a trusted contact, such in the case of the 

bearers of the letters of both Jozé Gomes Loureiro and Nasseranjee Monackjee above 

who physically travelled and met with the Camotins in Goa, were ways in which they 

could personally assess the trustworthiness and character of a possible commercial 

partner.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
730 Sood, India and the Islamic Heartlands, 144.  
731 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, February 1789. 
732 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 25th November 1793. 
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Indeed, delivering correspondence through common associates and mutual 

merchant partners was an established practice within the network of the Camotins. 

For example, in 1789, Domingo João Dias Ferreira, a merchant in Canton, for 

example, before embarking to Canton from Bombay, remitted the Camotins letters 

through a fellow Portuguese merchant there, Jozé Rois de Magalhaes Bento Roiz with 

whom he estimated the Camotins 'had done some business' and who 'did not hesitate 

to recommend the business of the Camotins on every occasion.733 Joakim Lewis, a 

merchant in Bombay and a secondary associate of the Camotins, notified them that 

'the bearer of this letter is my brother Vincente to whom, should Your Mercies like to 

assist under their protection for whatever lies in their powers, I would be deeply 

grateful.'734 As these letters demonstrate, establishing contact through a mutual 

associate during the act of delivering a letter was one of the avenues through which 

the Camotins added links of secondary associates to their chain of business contacts 

and helps to explain how exactly they came into contact with merchants from outside 

their core network. As we have discussed earlier, the importance given to 

correspondence and the widespread awareness that letters contained sensitive and 

valuable information may have structured the act of using it as an opportunity with 

which to introduce a third-party into an established relationship. In this vein, if the 

third-party could be entrusted with the correspondence, it was a testament to his 

trustworthiness more broadly.  

Importantly, the Camotins would also reciprocate in kind by receiving and 

passing along letters on the part of one merchant to another, even if the 

correspondence did not concern them and was not directly linked to their own 

personal business interests. Gabriel João dos Anjos, a merchant based in Daman, for 

example, asked the Camotins in a letter dated in March 1790, if they would 'collect 

from the hand of my Brother, the letters that he, and Antonio Miguel Perreira, wrote 

to me, and I will do the favour for your mercies, of sending with security to Daman, 

directed to Vigilal Morlidar, merchant of this Praça, by way of the Agent of your 

mercies in Bombay, Sancra Sinay, so that they are delivered personally by my own 

hand, and this I will do on every occasion that the above write to me.'735 Similarly, 
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Mody Morvangy Manekgy a merchant in Daman asked the Camotins that if 'in the 

bag of mail of the said Nau da Viagem there arrives a letter for me from Lisbon' asked 

the Camotins to 'pay the postage owed and to deliver it to me with all the caution on 

the first occasion such as this.'736  

In order to make the most efficient use of a letter, we often find that one letter 

contained information and/or instructions pertaining to previous, current, and planned 

commercial transactions, meaning that various commercial exchanges were being 

handled in one piece of correspondence.737 A delay in communication or dispatching 

a letter too late could result in a merchant literally missing the boat and so they had to 

be constantly be wary of factors such as the monsoons when timing their requests. 

Mulgy Ragonate, a merchant in Diu, for example, in April of 1789, wrote to the 

Camotins that 'if your mercies need any order for the monsoon, to inform me of it in 

the winter so I can send it to the factory according to your notification'.738 However, it 

would appear that the Camotins were not quick enough in relaying their requests as he 

explained in a letter in October of the same year that because their letter enquiring as 

to the possibility of remitting a quantity of textiles on a corvette destined for Timor 

arrived too late, he 'infinitely regretted' not being able to fulfil this request. 

Furthermore, he advised them that 'should they intend to transport cloth to this land 

for their business they should anticipate doing so in the winter to be comfortable.'739 

Similarly, delays and lapses in communication could have knock on impact 

for the receipt of payments or delivery and ordering of goods, for example. Manoel 

Antonio da Cunha notified the Camotins in a letter from Bombay dated in December 

1801, that as he had not received a response for a letter sent on the 14th of the same 

month, he 'in consequence suspended the packing of a shipment that was instructed to 

begin of the pepper that was purchased.'740 Jozé Francisco Perreira, who was based in 

Bombay complained bitterly about the English restriction on the circulation of letters 

in 1806 in Bombay, commenting that: 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
736 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 23rd December 1801. 
737 This was also a common practice amongst Dutch merchants in the sixteenth century who arranged 
more than one transaction in their letters and conducted various enterprises simultaneously, see Zijlstra, 
"To Build and Sustain Trust," 118.  
738 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, April 1789.   
739 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, October 1789.    
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'do not assume, your mercies, that the English make free service to the Public: 

they charge all the letters here in these ports, and for this very reason, I 

recommend to your mercies to not accept letters from the outside and to seal 

them beneath the same envelope, especially if they are heavy. Those of the 

Senhores Loureiros do not enter into this prohibition, nor do those of Senhor 

Jacinto Domingues.'741 

Essentially, it appears that Perreira was warning the Camotins that 

correspondence to and out of Bombay was charged a fee, instead of sending or 

receiving letters separately, for which they would be charged a fee per piece of 

correspondence, they should bundle their letters in one envelope in order to avoid 

incurring high costs. It is not clear why the letters of the Loureiros or Jacinto 

Domingues were exempt from this service charge or postage fee, but Perreira’s 

warning for all other ‘public’ letters would have undoubtedly have been a much 

appreciated gesture.  

The merchant, Domingues Perreira in particular was especially diligent and 

methodical to acknowledge the previous receipt of letters, usually providing a brief 

summary in the opening of his letters to clarify the precise dates on which they were 

received and to which he was providing a response: 'on the 19th of the previous I 

received your letters of the 13th of the same and as a result I remitted today to Surat 

to Sr. Jacinto Domingues on your account a letter of exchange of 4 thousand rupias'.  

He would also remit letters to the Camotins for other Portuguese merchants based in 

Bombay, such as Caetano Jozé Coelho with whom the Camotins formed a close-knit 

network alongside Jozé Francisco Perreira, Jozé Gomes Loureiro, J.B. Goethals and 

Rogerio de Faria. A letter from Caetano Jozé Coelho sent from Bombay in November 

1797, for example, informed the Camotins that 'I have received your letter on the 16th 

of the current by way of friend Jozé Francisco Perreira', the inclusion of amigo or 

'friend' indicating a cordial relationship and one with a degree of familiarity and 

proximity.742 In order to ensure the smooth operation of commercial matters prior to a 

break in communication, Jozé Gomes Loureiro instructed the Camotins that: 
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742 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 23rd November 1797. 
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'when the Winter does not permit communication to the North than your 

mercies should make adjustments in society with the same Vencattyxa and 

contemplating those same friends from Bombay, and my brother, who I will 

seek to send this same confirmation for that which in the meantime I take upon 

myself, and I authorize your mercy and the said Vencatty, to draw upon me in 

my absence the quantity needed to compete, and this way we conserve the 

actual reputation of this commodity.'743 

The above extracts from their correspondence begin to demonstrate and touch 

upon the ways in which the Camotins and their merchant partners were willing to 

conduct favours on another's behalf and how this was mutually reciprocated. These 

favours were not, as far as one can tell, remunerated so they did constitute a financial 

or commercial transaction, and they would not have been directly beneficial to the 

interests of the Camotins themselves. It begs the question, therefore, as to why 

merchants would conduct these favours in the first place? The practice of assisting in 

the circulation of another merchant’s correspondence formed one of the ‘mutual 

reciprocities’ that structured cordial and amicable exchanges throughout and within 

the network of the Camotins. Moreover, it was a stepping- stone to establishing trust 

if the letters and their contents were safely delivered. Crucially, it not only greatly 

facilitated the lives and commercial activities of these merchants who were highly 

mobile, but abiding to this practice was also testament to a merchant’s good faith, 

character and reliability.  As will be demonstrated in the following chapter, trust was 

paramount. Acting as an intermediary attending to, and forwarding the 

correspondence of a commercial partners was one of the many mutual reciprocities 

that existed between merchants, which extended from the mutual physical exchange 

of political and commercial information to personal favours such as conducting 

personal favours and aiding in upholding or defending another merchant's reputation 

and good character. Now that the network of the Camotins has been established, the 

following chapter will analyse the more nuanced, 'informal' ways in which it was 

managed and functioned, the fundamental role of trust and how acts of mutual 

reciprocity were key to generating and consolidating trust and vice versa. Moreover, it 

will systematically analyse the more practical questions of how they conducted their 
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commercial transactions as a means of analysing how this merchant network 

functioned.  
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5. Trust, Reciprocity and Reputation in the Mhamai Kamat 
Family Network 

 

The previous chapter has illustrated how the relatively simple and 

straightforward act of performing the favour of receiving and delivering the 

correspondence of a commercial partner was firstly, a means of introducing a third-

party into the network, and secondly, how it helped to generate trust. The act and 

expectations of this factor of mutual reciprocity-that merchants would act as bearers 

and transmitters on behalf of a fellow business contact(s) was also a way for assessing 

a merchant’s reliability, dependability and amicability, and a sign of good faith. Of 

course, in the absence of a regional or global infrastructure to courier their 

correspondence, the practice of merchants acting as courier intermediaries would also 

have been a matter of necessity, but as demonstrated, it was much more than that. It 

was not only the mutual exchange of a favour but structured by an unspoken, indeed 

'intangible', code of civility and the expectation of further mutual reciprocity.  Indeed, 

this was reflected in the expectation that assistance would also be rendered to the 

bearers of these letters if they were an unknown acquaintance.  

Importantly, such mutual reciprocities performed a vital function of sustaining 

the network, keeping it productive and mutually beneficial by providing a mechanism 

through which these cross-cultural actors could establish and generate trust, thus 

encouraging further commercial activity and allowing for riskier, larger-scale and 

more capital intensive ventures to be pursued. In short, small and relatively risk-free 

acts of mutual reciprocities were the wellsprings for more consolidated trust and a 

clear example of how trust begets trust. By the strengthening the bonds between the 

Camotins and their close partners, as well as their secondary associates, it inculcated a 

level structural cohesion that was vital to trade. The fact that the functioning of their 

network relied primarily on the mutual reciprocities and the levels of trust generated 

by their interpersonal relations was markedly different from more corporate forms 

followed by, for example, the English East India Company, that enforced procedural 

standards for their commercial practices and a standardised regime for their letters. 744. 
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224	  

	  

Of course, as illustrated previously, whilst the Camotins and their associates adhered 

to and employed, the rhetorical norms, formulaic expressions and general markers of 

how correspondence was generally composed across merchant networks, the range of 

other mechanisms and 'intangible attributes' fomented and sustained were not as 

normative. The correspondence and the function of these informal mechanisms were 

cultivated products of the interpersonal relations between the merchants themselves. 

This is not to say the Camotins and their associates conceived of these processes or 

that their network was unique in employing them; trust and information were valuable 

attributes of any merchant network. Indeed, highlighting the dynamic ability of their 

network as such a diverse group of merchants, and the Camotins as key node in this 

cross-cultural network, to cultivate these mechanisms and practices helps to undercut 

fixed cultural and essentialist approaches that seek to account for existence or even 

success of merchant networks. Although the purported 'irrationality' and theories as to 

the lack of entrepreneurial drive amongst South Asian merchants has been widely 

disputed, providing further counter-examples such as that of the Camotins to diminish 

the supposed cultural gap between 'West' and 'East' is never a futile endeavour.  

 

Through a detailed analysis of their correspondence, this chapter will add an 

important layer to what we know of the Camotins and their network, demonstrating 

firstly, how they and their associates generated trust through their correspondence. 

Secondly, it will analyse how tangible and real acts of mutual reciprocity, and the 

importance of informal mechanisms such as the mutual exchange of information and 

good conduct sustained and affects the dynamics of trust in the network. Indeed, it is 

only be exploring these questions that we can account for the more nuanced and finite 

questions of their modus operandi and how their network was created, managed and 

sustained. These questions are not only important for our understanding of Hindu 

merchants and merchant networks in the Estado, the Portuguese overseas empire and 

the Indian Ocean, but they stand as significant contributions to our understanding of 

global merchant networks as a whole. The latter half of the chapter will explore the 

'substance' of their correspondence, looking at what they discussed and the central 

concerns of their trade, as well as how they conducted and handled their commercial 

and financial transactions.  
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The Etiquette of Business Correspondence745  

Before beginning the analysis of how mutual reciprocity and trust were 

generated and consolidated within the network of the Camotins, it is worth continuing 

the focus on their correspondence for a moment. The language of merchant 

correspondence that invoked friendship, love, and affection was a 'language of 

obligation' and was highly utilitarian, meant to imply reciprocity.746  Thus, because 

these letters structured the transmittance of these mutual reciprocities, the requests for 

assistance or mutual favours which were predicated on codes of civility and rhetorical 

norms, the extent to which the letters of the Camotins further demonstrates the 

practice of the etiquette of business correspondence must be explored. Although it has 

been noted that they 'fully absorbed these protocols' the true extent to which they, and 

their non-European associates such as Gujarati Bania and Parsi partners adapted so 

seamlessly to these conventions, has not yet been demonstrated.747 For cross-cultural 

trade, abiding by a common formulaic structure and set of rhetorical norms 

established a common ground and framework that enabled cross-cultural actors to 

communicate effectively and mitigated the threat of misunderstandings that could 

stem from cultural differences. The need for uniformity in correspondence, especially 

when communicating across cultural boundaries was key in establishing a good first 

hand impression and an amicable common ground conducive to the task of 

conducting business. Furthermore, a merchant's demonstration that he was familiar 

with the appropriate way of writing a letter was another sign of his capabilities. 

Indeed, a cursory glance at the very existence and volume of incoming and outgoing 

correspondence demonstrates the very ability of the Camotins, whether through 

scribes or otherwise, to correspond effectively with their merchant partners and 

further evidence of their wider familiarity of the system(s) that undergirded private 

trade during this period, as well as a clear sign that they could effectively navigate the 

other intricacies of commerce.   
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746 Ibid.,181. 
747 Ibid.,188.  
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Moreover, such rhetorical norms helped to generate incipient trust as it created 

a positive first impression about a relative stranger, which was crucial as 'trust 

represents a positive assumption about the motives and intentions of another party.'748 

The effectiveness and widespread use of such practices was reflected in the 

uniformity of style in the letters written by a variety of merchant communities across 

the world, which is perhaps the most palpable evidence of the formation of a truly 

global mercantile culture.749 Importantly, the incoming and outgoing correspondence 

of Camotins incoming shared the key character characteristics of correspondence 

within merchant networks: they were broadly structured on the similar format, 

employed the same rhetorical norms and the discursive appeals of friendship, loyalty, 

mutual reciprocity and cooperation. Beyond reciprocity, merchant networks were 

often based on information relations such as friendship, religion or kin and appealing 

to such concepts were key to sustaining cooperation and loyalty.750  Indeed, there was, 

in the correspondence, an obvious effort to cultivate amicable relations, as seen 

through the recurrent exchange of cordialities and pleasantries; even if this was 

entirely utilitarian, it is nevertheless an example of another strategic element of their 

modus operandi.   

In terms of the structure of these letters as they were composed in Latin script 

languages, a distinctive component of their preambles were the 'cursory' and 

'formulaic declarations' that the author of the letter would inquire and wish the 

recipient and his family good health.751 Indeed, such typical expressions were very 

much present in the incoming and outgoing correspondence of the Camotins, which is 

replete with inquiries and wishes as to the 'boa saude' or good health and happiness of 

the recipient. Gabriel João dos Anjos, a Portuguese trader based in Daman, with 

whom, as demonstrated in the previous chapter the Portuguese shared many common 

acquaintances, would almost always begin his letters wishing for the 'good health, 

complete happiness and grown fortune' of the Camotins.752 The adherence or 

employment of this format was shared between Portuguese and European, as well as 

non-European traders in their network. A letter from Mulgi Ragonate, a Banian trader 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
748 Mecily, Perrone and Zaheer, "Trust as an Organizing Principle," 92-93.  
749 Trivellato, Familiarity of Strangers, 178.   
750 Zijlstra, "To Build and Sustain Trust," 117.  
751 Sood, "Correspondence is Equal to Half a Meeting," 185.  
752 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, December 1789.   
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from Diu expressed how he 'could not help' but use the 'occasion offered by this 

pattamar to inquire on the good health' of the Camotins and wished them 'every 

happiness that they desired.'753 In a similar vein, conventional phrases and formulaic 

expressions invoking the values, virtues and sentiments of 'good diligence', 'respect', 

'good faith', 'friendship', 'service' and 'sincerity' which established and maintained 

cordiality and amicability were also employed. It was only when a sufficient amount 

of trust and confidence had been established that the relationship could be invoked in 

the event that a favour or request. This was especially true if a demand went beyond 

the direct immediate interests of the existing two parties in question, or  if it was made 

on behalf of an unknown third party. 

Judging the extent to which such statements made by the Camotins or their 

associates were merely functional and in keeping with convention is impossible and 

indeed irrelevant. In chapter four, it was demonstrated that the Camotins maintained a 

core circle of contacts and a wide range of secondary associates. However, it is 

impossible ascertain the extent of their actual intimacy with their core and long-

standing partners or to gauge the extent to which such declarations were perfunctory. 

Indeed, the objective here is not to ascertain either because they are irrelevant and 

undoubtedly not a prerequisite of conducting commerce. Rather, it is to demonstrate 

why they were used- as part of the broader conventions and required formulaic 

structure of how such letters were written during this period- and for what purpose. 

Nevertheless, despite all these caveats, we do find what could be described as genuine 

instances of affection and warmth in the correspondence of the Camotins. Given the 

dense nature of their network and their close and long-standing core circle of 

associates, as demonstrated in the previous chapter, coupled with the fact that the 

Camotins sustained such business partnerships over a significant period of time, it is 

not unreasonable to assume that they may have indeed developed a level of 

proximity.754 In a clear demonstration of proximity, Carlos Jozé Perreira, with whom 

the Camotins conducted their business to Macao, openly expressed in a letter to them, 

his 'saudades to all the friends of the Palace' and even asked them to send 'a hug to 
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Buqeurei and the servant of my father who will soon see me and to whom I want to 

give a hug'!755  

Expressions of a self-deprecatory nature were also a recurrent rhetorical norm 

in the letters of merchants and political agents; these were employed mostly in the 

termination of a letter through statements such as "your very humble and obedient 

servant" 756 This formula of obeisance and self-deprecation is not just found in 

European business letters, but as Sebouh David Aslanian illustrates, self-deprecatory 

phrases such as kamin kamptor or menial servant, were also part of the formulaic 

structure of the correspondence of the Armenian New Julfan mercantile 

community.757 Indeed, the idea of 'service' or presenting oneself as a servant was also 

an important formulation found consistently in the correspondence to and from the 

Camotins, especially in the closing lines of a letter which were often signed off with a 

formula along the lines of 'I would like to make known to your mercies my good will 

desire to serve you and believe that I am, your humble servant' or 'as for now, I am, as 

always, your very obedient and humble servant'.758 Equally, the Camotins themselves 

understood the function and value of florid statements of self-deprecation and 

gratitude; as mentioned above they demonstrated their extension of good will to their 

associates by wishing and inquiring as to their 'boa saude' or good health.  A 

particularly clear example is the opening statement to a Mr. Caravlheiro Lavele Brum 

on the 6th of April 1777, in which they write: 'our biggest veneration and respect and 

gratitude of the favour that VSa liberalised from us and we have the honour of 

searching your health and desire that you enjoy happiness to favour us.'759 In a similar 

vein, to Mr. Picot de la Motte in 1777 they use same similar formula opening with 

'our biggest veneration and all our esteem that Your Mercy enjoys the most complete 

health so that we can serve you as we leave ourselves in obedience of you.'760 The 

Camotins would also demonstrate the appropriate amount of deference when 

informing of a receipt of a letter by recurrently using the phrase 'esteemed letter.'   
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 Similarly, when a merchant such as Joakim Lewis wrote to the Camotins that 

he 'awaited the orders of your mercies to execute anything that would please you', it 

did not of course imply that the Camotins were in such a position to 'order' him to do 

anything, or even that he acknowledged this as being the case; it was simply a means 

of compounding this idea of servitude and his own self-deprecatory tone. Similarly, 

Carlos do Britto, a merchant in Bombay and a secondary associate of the Camotins, 

explained at great length to the Camotins his 'desire to serve', invoking them to alert 

him to 'occupy in some other cause that would give them satisfaction' emphasising 

that he wanted the Camotins to be 'deposed of his good will to serve them.'761 

Undoubtedly, these emphatic statements did not imply any actual degree of servitude 

as such. Rather, they part and parcel of the complex and necessary series of 

exchanges that shaped the language of business and helped secure the good 

foundations of for a successful business relationship. Similarly, the self-deprecatory 

comment of Domingo João Dias Ferreira, a merchant in Canton writing to the 

Camotins in which he claimed 'his useless worth in the city of Lisbon' was equally an 

act of polite deference rather a true admission of his own ineptitude. The importance 

of this type of language in establishing confidence, trust and a degree of cordiality for 

the reasons discussed above was especially important during the initial stages of 

establishing a business relationship. João Theodorio Rapozo, in a letter from Rio de 

Janeiro dated in 1811, after notifying the Camotins of the departure of a Nau de 

Viagem from Rio to Lisbon, reaffirmed to the Camotins that he hoped 'for the natural 

inclination' that he felt towards them, to continue to do 'any manner of business that 

there is to do, if we both live within our contracts.'762 

The Appeal to Friendship 
	  

As stated above, the appeal to 'friendship' was one of the formulaic appeals 

used in mercantile letters. This has been noted but the use of the appeal to friendship 

has not been widely reflected upon in regards to the network of the Camotins. 

Frequent and broad appeals to friendship were recurrent in their correspondence and 

were ways of extending goodwill, as well as reinforcing bonds of amicability within a 
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pre-existing relationship. In cross-cultural merchant networks, the appeal to friendship 

could act in the place of the intimate and intrinsic bonds of community, religion or 

kin, replacing them with the cooperative and loyal binds of friendship instead. The 

suggestion and invocation of ‘friendship’ was thus a means of establishing a degree of 

proximity, cooperation and obligation to secure a further degree of trust to what 

otherwise may have been a purely functional and utilitarian exchange. In a letter to a 

Mr.David Rhaby with whom they exchanged relatively few pieces of correspondence, 

for example, the Camotins open their letter indicating that it came 'from our venerable 

affection.'763 Nevertheless, however perfunctory these appeals may have been, they 

nevertheless served a clear purpose.  Invoking the concepts and emotional ties of 

‘friendship’ was one of the aggregate means by which commercial partnerships were 

consolidated to the extent that merchants felt a substantial degree of loyalty and 

confidence in the trustworthiness and reliability of their merchant partners. Moreover, 

it differentiated the extent of their relationship and was a means of denoting a greater 

degree of proximity and familiarity.  

It is interesting to note, that the use of 'amigo' is not as extensive in the 

outgoing correspondence the Camotins sent to their associates. However, as noted, 

strategic references to 'continued friendship' were made 'in order to solicit more 

commissions.'764 However, the extent of use of the word 'amigo' especially when 

contextualised within the previous discussion of the structure of their network, 

particularly that of their core associates, is a gauge of the proximity of relations vis-à-

vis a particular merchant, and a denotation that a reference to a mutual associate as 

'amigo' itself indicated that a degree of familiarity of the Camotins, their 

correspondent and said third party. The previous chapter has noted how they referred 

to Jozé Francisco Perreira, for example, as ' um amigo' (a friend) to denote a greater 

level of intimacy with him. The Camotins in one letter addressed Jozé Gomes 

Loureiro as 'amigo e senhor' in 1797, but other letters recorded in the borrador of 

copies of letters sent to Jozé Gomes Loureiro since April 1799 and used the same 

address in their letter to their associate Arachande Ira in Daman on the 28th of 
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January 1802.765 Similarly, when services or commercial transactions were requested 

to be handled through a third party or mutual acquaintance with whom either party 

were not so proximate to, 'senhor' over 'amigo' is used. For example, although J.B. 

Goethals was a mutual acquaintance, Jozé Francisco Perreira refers to him in a letter 

on the 10th of November 1801 to the Camotins from Bombay, as 'Mr. Goethals' and 

further in the letter refers to another mutual acquaintance, Ramgy Premogy simply as 

‘Ramgy’, which suggests greater familiarity. In a similar vein, Jozé Gomes Loureiro, 

when referring to communication he had conducted with their agent in Bombay 

Sankra Sinay (Loureiro misspells his name as 'Sanker Sinay'), he is cautious in 

referring to it as 'friendly communication' and refers to Sankra Sinay as 'amigo.'766 

However, their use of 'amigo' is not extensive and it appears in most cases, they 

mostly preferred to use a simple 'senhor' instead.767 This appears to also be the case in 

their outgoing correspondence to their French associates in which they also preferred 

addressing them as 'Monsieur.' This may have been omitted when the terms of their 

relationship was clear and a sufficient degree of intimacy was established to the extent 

that the emphatic appeal to friendship was redundant to signify in each piece of 

correspondence.  

 Reliability could also be indicated and ascertained between merchants in 

relation to a third party associate yet to be introduced by emphasising that he was a 

good friend.768 Herjee Jevangy, a Parsi trader in Bombay and with whom the 

Camotins conducted frequent business with between 1793 and 1794, would 

consistently address them as 'amigos e senhores', friends and gentleman, and, on one 

occasion in 1794 for example, 'asked them as a friend' to ensure that 'the goods I 

remitted conformed to the price that you declared to me in your letter'.769  As we can 

see, invoking their supposed 'friendship' was a way of indicating that their 

relationship had become more proximate and to ensure that the Camotins would treat 

this transaction in such a way that would reflect the bonds and obligations of a 

'friendship.' Similarly, Jozé Francisco Perreira Sobrinho, nephew of their long-

standing partner Jozé Francisco Perreira, made frequent references to friendship in his 
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letter from Bombay dated in 1811. He is careful to note that 'the friend Moller' (the 

same Thomas Moller with whom the Camotins conducted business with to Rio) 

brought to Bombay a flask of quinine as a sample and Perriera sought the service of 

the Camotins to remit a portion to Goa. However, he stipulated that 'what we want 

from your mercies is the service of friends, the same expended for the procurement of 

the commodity and in its purchase, and whose remittance should be the most rapid 

possible.'770 There was thus also a highly functional, almost utilitarian function of 

invoking the concept and bonds of friendship in that it asked a fellow merchant to 

extend a service that was reflective of such proximity. Moreover, the concept of 

friendship implied reciprocity: a 'friend' could be used to designate anyone- whether a 

close associate or potential buyer and supplier- with whom merchant entertained 

regular epistolary and economic exchanges; and affection was largely synonymous 

with diligence.771 Again, we see that the concept of ‘mutual reciprocities’ took on 

several forms and functions with the network; from remitting correspondence and 

extending assistance to the more substantial details of a commercial transaction, as 

reflected by Thomas Moller’s request to the Camotins above.  

The Bonds of Reciprocity and the Importance of Reliability and a Good 

Reputation 

What the examples above have in common is the tacit implication or expectation of 

reciprocity- that the Camotins would reciprocate as friends, despite, as we have seen, 

the recurrent and self-deprecatory statements of servitude as illustrated previously.  

Self-deprecatory statements emphasising 'humble' and 'obedient' service as a sign of 

'good will' helped to ameliorate the more forceful invocation of what could be 

demanded from the appeal to friendship. To reiterate, there was therefore a clearly 

functional use of the appeal to friendship and it was not merely a symbolic appeal.  

Furthermore, the accumulation of these reciprocities both symbolically and 

substantially allowed small and low scale exchanges to graduate to progressively 

riskier, larger-scale and potentially more profitable business ventures. Reciprocity 

implied continuous engagement and exchange, and by extension, a kind of longevity 

of the commercial relationship between one merchant and another which was in turn, 
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solid indicator of trust. This was most clearly demonstrated in the previous chapter in 

Jozé Francisco Perreira's notification and expanation to the Camotins as to why he 

was defaulting on a payment owed to them, which invoked the longevity of their 

relationship with his reference to a long distant 'memory.'772 Indeed, the idea of 

continuity is particularly important. As long as merchants could maintain a 

continuous stream of deals between them, trust is maintained and the expectation that 

the aggregate and long-term gains of this continuous relationship holds more promise 

than a short-lived relationship with short-term gains.773   

We find a very direct reference to the importance of reciprocity in a letter received by 

the Camotins from the Parsi trader Ramogy Pramogy in Bombay in 1802. He thanked 

the Camotins 'for the information you have provided me about Ramachander 

Premogy, and the work you have done with this' and he expressed his 'I would very 

much like to compensate you one day if the occasion would present itself for him to 

serve them reciprocally'.774 The information offered by the Camotins regarding the 

other merchant Ramachander Premogy could have been related to his reputation and 

trustworthiness and may have played a decisive role in his decision to trade with him 

(or not).  The circulatory function of reciprocity was thus self-perpetuating and 

mutually beneficial; the fulfilment of a favour or other such deeds, such as the 

courtesy of sharing information and their experience regarding another merchant as 

the Camotins had done for Ramogy Pramogy, may have been compensated in another 

way, thus reinforcing the cycle of obligation(s).  Moreover, these acts would have 

strengthened the confidence that merchants felt in one another and were tangible 

demonstrations of good faith and reliability, factors that were imperative to the 

smooth functioning and longevity of a mercantile network. In a similar manner to the 

practices of some Dutch merchants in the seventeenth century, as their circles of close 

and long-standing partnerships demonstrate, the Camotins and their associates also 

preferred to establish contacts for a long-term purpose and business alliances were 

‘forged in the hope that it would prove to be a relationship that would benefit both 

parties on more than one occasion.’775 Reciprocities that provided mutual benefits 
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thus greatly contributed to the possibility and actuality of merchant relationships 

surviving over a longer period of time.  

Importantly, reciprocity also reflected the extent of reliability, which was, as 

Trivellato has concluded 'the heart and soul of business friendships.' 776 Reliability 

was influential in cultivating trust between merchants and a means of perpetuating a 

merchant’s trustworthiness, which, in turn, was crucial to maintaining a good and 

solid reputation. Trust and reputation were crucial factors in long-distance trade and 

merchants went to great lengths to secure and maintain a trustworthy reputation. 

Indeed, there is widespread scholarly work regarding the importance of 'honour' and 

'reputation' in medieval and early modern networks across a range of different 

mercantile networks and communities.777 Natalie Zemon Davis, for example, refers to 

a text written in 1679 known as the Parfait Négociant (The Perfect Merchant) in 

which the author Jacques Savary describes commerce being both "useful and 

honourable" and Thomas Luckett's work on the importance of an honourable 

reputation for eighteenth century merchants in Paris and the shameful consequences 

of bankruptcy.778 Indeed, a merchant's reputation was central to ascertaining his 

trustworthiness, which was not only of symbolic importance, but it also played a 

functional and practical role. The importance of establishing a reputation of 

trustworthiness was imperative if one wanted to access to credit and early modern 

business networks could not function without the extension of credit. 779 The 

Camotins frequently extended credit to their network partners. After the successful 

transaction whereby, Julião Miz da Costa, a merchant based in Rio de Janeiro paid a 

bill of exchange, issued in the name of the Camotins for the amount of 228022 reaes 

to a Mr. Moller, da Costa explicitly thanked them 'for the confidence they made in 

him.' Undoubtedly, Julião Miz da Costa would only have issued a bill of exchange in 

the names of the Camotins for such a sum of money if he had firm confidence in their 

trustworthiness. Concomitantly, Mr. Moller’s explicit acknowledgement for ‘the 
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confidence they made in him’ further reflects his awareness of the risk the Camotins 

and taken and the importance of reliability and trust in such transactions.  

The Camotins themselves were acutely aware of the centrality of a good reputation 

and went to great lengths to protect their sound and esteemed reputation. In a letter 

written by Narena Camotin to a Senhor Goardamon Pedro Jozé Goncalves on the 12th 

of August 1815, expresses his confusion and sense of hurt regarding a charge of libel 

that Goncalves had brought against the Camotins.780 Camotin wrote that 'I do not 

know, as your mercy remembers arming a libel against us, after having been your 

friends, and after the attention of your uncle Sr. Jozé Goncalves' and explains that 

'there did not arrive time to be put at your feet and make a visit and to make you 

suspend the said libel.'781 Unable to resolve the matter in person with Goncalves, 

Naraena Camotin thus used the opportunity of the letter to ask him to 'suspend the 

said cause against us' and warning that 'it would soon be personal' and that Gonsalves 

should 'not make more effort on this as we have adjusted our account in a friendly 

way.'782 Naraena's letter is a clear demonstration of how reputation was a central 

concern of merchants and how that they had to remain constantly vigilant of any 

threats- such as charges of libel- to it. Moreover, in his attempts to convey his surprise 

and also assuage or convince Goncalves to cease in the matter, Naraena Camotin 

appeals to their friendship and a certain level of intimacy or 'history' between them by 

reference to his uncle.  

The Importance of Recommendations and “Word of Mouth” 
	  

Factors such as reliability, trust and a good reputation were not only crucial to 

one off commercial transactions between merchants, but for the expansion of a 

merchant’s personal network more broadly.  We have seen that there was a large 

degree of exchange and interaction across their network and that both the Camotins 

and their associates were open to striking new commercial relationships through their 

more established partners. For long-distance merchant networks, the role of 

recommendations and ‘word of mouth’ were significant ways through which 

merchants expanded their web of contacts and diversified their access to different 
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markets. For example, Genoese merchants such as the Brignole family 'were in the 

business of connecting traders with complementary ones' and connected grain dealers 

in Palermo with government contractors, for example.783 One of the advantages of the 

network was the ability of members to act as proxies or as 'trust intermediaries', 

applying their trust and judgement of a third party to serve as the 'foundation for trust 

in an unknown counterpart.'784 Connecting traders was thus also an important function 

and 'trust transfer', which implied the 'formation of a new relationship between 

previously unacquainted individuals', whereby 'an individual transfers the trust in the 

group to which they belong to another member of the group with whom they have no 

direct history or experience', was a crucial way for merchants to establish new 

connections and for the network itself to expand and consolidate itself.785  

As Francesca Trivellato has briefly noted, the Camotins would also appeal to 

reciprocal 'correspondence', for example, when they urged a Portuguese merchant to 

sustain their 'mutual and familiar correspondence' or requested the honour of 

beginning one.786 The introduction of a merchant to another through a familiar (and 

trusted) business partner was ‘the most solid insurance possible that a new contact 

would be reliable, as all parties would want to sustain good relations with the 

merchants they were already dealing with.’787 Importantly, not only did a successful 

introduction reflect well on a new acquaintance, but it also reflected well on the good 

judgement of the merchant initiating or making the introduction in the first place; it 

was therefore a self-reinforcing process that compensated for the efforts, as Ramogy 

Pramogy acknowledged and thanked the Camotins for above, of ensuring the security 

of an introduction in the first place.  This consolidated the latter's own reputation and 

attractiveness as a commercial contract as it was a reflection of their keen judgement 

and their value as a 'trust intermediary.' In order for a business associate to be deemed 

suitable for an introduction to a mutual associate and perhaps even gain access into 

the network, they had to demonstrate their reliability and trust worthiness to the 

merchant willing to initiate the introduction in the first place. Indeed, 
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recommendations did not come without consequences.788 Judging reliability and 

trustworthiness was a process that could be borne out of experience and or, the 

impression of a merchant's character through his correspondence or preceding 

reputation. This was imperative as any action taken by that merchant would reflect on 

the judgement of the one who had recommended him in the first place; vouching, so 

to speak, for another merchant and being prepared to initiate a recommendation on 

their behalf, was thus a carefully considered and calculated act. Merchants had to 

have full confidence and faith in one another prior to making an introduction to 

trusted third party associates as this  'pushed the limits of their relationships by 

leveraging the trust built in past transactions to forge new connections with untried 

traders while spreading the risk that this entailed.'789  

In a clear acknowledgement of the substantial network of the Camotins and their 

commercial and political standing as prominent merchants in Goa, we find several 

instances whereby merchants appealed quite directly to the Camotins to make 

recommendations to their merchant partners and associates on their behalf whilst 

simultaneously flattering them with allusions to the 'public fame of their generosity 

and kindness.'790 Indeed, the sound reputation of the Camotins made them trustworthy 

and attractive partners and sought after disseminators for other merchants; this was 

clear manifestation of the fact that trust was an important component of social capital 

defined as either the actual or potential value derived from a relationship.'791 Having 

already conducted business with the Camotins and having presumable 'proved' their 

trustworthiness and reliability; they held an expectation that the Camotins would act 

as intermediaries and disseminators of their reliability to other potential associates. 

Furthermore, it was a manifestation of mutual reciprocity and good faith as it was 

expected that trust brokers such as the Camotins would 'provide access to valuable 

contacts and referrals when possible, rather than the brokers reserving exclusive ties 

for themselves.'792 João Theodorio Rapozo, mentioned above, for example, asked the 

Camotins to 'recommend me to all your friends' and João Thomas de Sá Mattoz 

writing from aboard the ship Estrella de Azia, asked them 'to give many 
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recommendations of me to Sr. Vencaty Naique and Soreia Sinay who have beautiful 

goods so they will sell them to me cheaply'.793 As noted in the previous chapter, 

Soirea Sinay was a close associate of the Camotins, a relationship that was 

consolidated even further by the marriage of his daughter to the son of Naraena 

Camotin.794 

In attempt to procure the services of the Camotins, Laldas Bagvondas a Banian 

merchant in Surat, wrote to the Camotins on the 19th of September 1799 and went to 

great lengths to ingratiate himself with them, invoking their reputation and 'fame' 

whilst acknowledging that there did not exist between them a past record of 

correspondence and contacting them on his own initiative and not, for example, 

through a mutual acquaintance could indeed be considered a 'liberty.'795  His letter, 

which is worth quoting at length as it demonstrates firstly, how a deferential and self-

deprecatory tone framed the letter, secondly, how merchants were disseminators for 

the sound reputation of other merchants, and how connections were made, and thirdly, 

the extent to which the services of the Camotins were sought. Having conceded that 

the 'took the liberty' in contacting them on his own accord, Laldas Bagvondas 

elaborates how: 

 

'the fame that has reached me of the kindness and credit of your mercies and the 

desire that has always accompanied me to place myself underneath your order 

and protection are the reasons that animate me to make this request which I ask 

you to let me do, for no other reason that to allow me to stay at peace; not even 

your mercies know of my burning desire to employ myself in your service, 

which I offer to you with all my good will, even if I confess that I am of no use, 

given the many others who serve your mercies, but this does not stop my 

supplication for you to have me as one of your menial servants and to put in me 

in the service of anything that might satisfy you. The other motive that animates 

me to do so is that the friend Bala Custam Naique having done business with 

your mercies in the house of your servant, has confirmed to me with 
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expedience, the desire I know take with your mercies to whom I wish the most 

perfect health, and to me your prejudices for you to see me with authority as one 

of your servants.'796 

It would appear that the Camotins were sufficiently flattered by Bagvondas' 

solicitation, undoubtedly aided by the reference to a mutual contact and close partner 

Bala Custam Naique, as a subsequent letter written to the Camotins dated two months 

later, speaks of his 'great honour in receiving the esteemed letter of your mercies in 

response to mine which left me very satisfied at the account of the great good health 

that your mercies experience' and goes on to discuss a matter of freight charges and 

the remittance of goods from the Naus de Viagem.797 It would appear, however, that 

despite his lengthy deferential tone Laldas Bagvondas was not really taking as an 

extreme liberty as his letter might indicate; in alluding to this self-initiated 

introduction as a ‘liberty’ Bagvondas was simply following the proper etiquette. 

Indeed, letters of self-introduction were one of the principal means by which 

merchants established new contacts and expanded their geographical scope and in 

eighteenth century France, for example, it was possible for merchants to buy pre-

printed forms of letters of self-recommendation.798 We can conclude that Bagvondas' 

attempt to secure the services of the Camotins by way of such a letter was part and 

parcel of the broader strategies used by both European and non-European merchants 

during this period. Merchants engaged in long-distance trade were 'always on the 

lookout among their peers to begin relationships that might bear future fruit'; 

proactively initiating correspondence with an unknown contact was indeed one way 

of doing so.799 Bagvondas' letter indicates two of the potential ways in which the 

Camotins established new contacts: through a letter of self-introduction that was 

assured by reference to a mutual acquaintance.  

The invocation of a mutual contact was especially resonant and effective if 

there was a history of trade between the Camotins and a fellow family member and a 

previous accumulation of trust. Concomitantly, the extension of valuable political or 

commercial news were also ways in which merchants manifested good will, amicably 
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open the channels of communication and thus helped set the groundwork towards a 

mutual venture. The letter of a Surat-based merchant Lacmidas Nathubay to the 

Camotins dated in 1811 combines all these strategies. Moreover, Nathubay leverages 

the trust between himself and a mutual acquaintance and pushes the limits of this 

relationship in order to forge a new connection with the Camotins. For example, in 

the beginning of his letter to the Camotins he tries to establish a degree trust through a 

context of proximity by invoking a mutual history through a combined reference to an 

existing mutual acquaintance, who was once again Balla Custom Naique, and an 

appeal to precedent. In trying to secure the confidence and trust of the Camotins, he 

refers to the 'erstwhile business that by way of your recommendation that Antoni 

Gerlado made with my Father' who 'from the letters, I now know was at the time 

known as Pranavalob the Great' and the 'various stories told about that time by Mr. 

Balla Custom Naique who would come to Surat many times and knows all the stories 

from that time.'800 He then asks the Camotins 'to correspond with me as your and my 

old correspondents' and 'from now on if your mercies recommend me to your 

sobrecargas and other merchants who will do business with me as I have written to 

your mercies, and I promise your mercies a cut of the business that they do with me 

by your recommendation.'801 Nathubay thus tries to elicit a relationship with the 

Camotins by making it very clear why it would be mutually advantageous- that he 

would give them a cut of all future transactions- if they acted as intermediaries and 

introduced him to their network. Furthermore, by indicating that he was being 

reciprocal, he reminds them of the three letters he wrote 'with the story of all that has 

occurred here in the Feitoria Portugueza of which I hope your mercies have taken in 

your memory with which to favour me as I have asked.'802  

Lacmidas Nathubay’s letter neatly sums up the various factors that structured the 

founding of a commercial relationship: the invocation of mutual contacts who could 

testify to his reputation and reliability, as well as the importance of recommendations 

and word of mouth. Moreover, his letter, which made reference to his father’s 

supposed standing as a 'great' and reliable merchant, brings us to another important 

factor, which can be broadly described as ‘precedent.’ Precedent, in the form of a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
800 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 18th February 1811.   
801 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 18th February 1811.   
802 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 18th February 1811.   



	  

241	  

	  

merchant’s record of successfully completed transactions with their respective 

business partner, established and reinforced a degree of reliability and confidence, 

which was crucial in the initial stages. In this case, Nathubay was referring to his 

father’s successful record to reflect well on him and as a means of establishing his 

good lineage as he came from a reliable and successful mercantile family.  

As is becoming increasingly evident, therefore, is that the process by which 

commercial relationships in cross-cultural trade networks were forged was thus a 

varied process and one that relied on a myriad of interlinked and mutually reinforcing 

factors, which were compounded over time.   In sum, the exchange and accumulation 

of these reciprocities cultivated one crucial factor that was the bedrock of mercantile 

partnerships: trust. Trust emerged and developed at the confluence of the channels 

through which flowed the civil norms and rhetorical sensibilities of their 

correspondence was articulated and through the tangible acts of reciprocity. These 

processes helped to substantiate and validate their reputation and reliability, which in 

turn could also be verified and attested to by a mutual acquaintance, as well as the 

proven record(s) and successes of their joint ventures. Crucially, the 'enabling effects' 

of trust was also a crucial structuring factor for merchant networks as it stimulated 

cooperation and higher performance.803 Like other merchants, the Camotins could not 

rely on only one mechanism to regulate and secure their commercial transactions. As 

a result, they employed 'different strategies to enforce their commercial dealings at 

different stages, none of which on their own would have been enough to maintain 

trust and together they represented just enough assurance.'804 The ultimate aim of all 

what we have discussed so far- the gentlemanly etiquette of their correspondence, 

mutual reciprocity and the vigorous attempts to project themselves as reliable and 

advantageous commercial partners, was to establish a foundation of mutual trust 

between the Camotins and their business associates.  

The Fundamental Role of Trust 
	  

The role of trust in mercantile networks has generated a significant amount of 

scholarly attention.  Nevertheless, pinning down a set concept of 'trust' as it applies to 
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trade networks is difficult owing to the complexity of the concept itself and the 

complexity of the necessity of trust among merchants as a whole.805 In commercial 

contexts trust was a major factor that influenced the prospect and likelihood of a 

commercial partnership of occuring in the first place and fundamentally influenced 

the durability and longevity of the a commercial partnership. Moreover, it was 

imperative in any long-lasting commercial relationship, as merchants could not but 

trust each other: trusting in another merchant to honestly handle a commercial 

transaction, abide by the conditions, pay promptly and offer reliable commercial and 

political information was necessary but also a strategic. It allowed them to economize 

on information processing and allowed the actors in the network to conserve cognitive 

as well as financial resources.806 In this vein, trust was a multifaceted concept that 

could be an expectation, a willingness and a behaviour.807 

We have seen so far examples of how the Camotins and their associates attempt to 

demonstrate and prove their trustworthiness and reliability as merchants. Trust in 

merchant networks was also conceptualised as an expectation that was perpetual or 

attitudinal that reflected volition, intentionality and was recognised as a risk-taking 

act.  Lacmidas Nathubay recognising the possible risk involved should the Camotins 

agree to act as his intermediary and thus made his proposition more attractive by 

offering a financial incentive. Reciprocity, reliability, reputation all centred around 

expectations that were either informed based on experience or projected expectations 

that relied on a degree of trust. Merchants were always keen to demonstrate their 

trustworthiness and reliability and the symbolic, 'intangible', back and forth processes 

that structured mutual reciprocity were the opportunities to do so. If trust is also based 

on the anticipated behavioural integrity and the goodwill of other members in the 

network then we see both these manifestations in their correspondence in regards to 

the myriad ways these merchants sought to convey their integrity. Moreover, this was 

also evident in the ways they 'benevolently' shared information, offered services, 

circulated each others correspondence and so forth. This stated 'benevolence' or 
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'bondade' (kindness), however, was not merely a gracious act but also symptomatic of 

trust including an 'element of calculated expectation.'808  

The function of trust in the network of the Camotins was therefore very similar to 

other contexts in which trust was, and is, a key organizing principle, especially in 

contexts where behaviour could not be directly observed or controlled and where 

monitoring and formal controls are difficult and costly to use.809 The self-regulated 

nature of their network thus accentuated the fundamental need for trust but also 

systematically yet subtlety enforced it through the various processes and strategies 

already analysed. As established previously, the Camotins had both long-term and 

short-term commercial partners or acquaintances, but in regards to the former, these 

relationships were durable and, as we have seen in the letters of Jozé Loureiro, even 

developed a degree of greater proximity. The cumulated and diverse relational 

experiences-indeed the 'history' between two merchants 'thickened' the ties between 

them by adding different layers, dimensions and shared stakes.810 If executing a 

consistent volume of business with a merchant was the outward sign of a good 

relationship, then these two very facets of the accumulated history and long-standing 

partnership between the Camotins and the Loureiros and Perreiras abundantly reflects 

this.811 Once again, we see how the existence of these core associates in their network 

was highly advantageous to the Camotins in both material and immaterial ways.  

Before moving on to the analysing what the culmination and ultimate goal of the 

complex and myriad processes that we have analysed were, indeed the actual output 

or substance of these partnerships, it is worth outlining further the stages through 

which this occurred. As mentioned previously, the first commercial transaction, was 

usually the testing site for determining the viability of a potential commercial 

relationship and these were usually low risk and small-scale exchanges or joint 

ventures. Once the initial commercial transaction was agreed upon and successfully 

completed, confidence and trust was established and compounded through other acts 

of mutual reciprocity as discussed above. The successful completion of a small, 

relatively low risk commercial or financial transaction with a new commercial partner 
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would instil confidence in both parties, act as a testament to their reliability and act as 

the stepping to bigger, more riskier commercial ventures.  The generative capacity of 

trust: the ability of relationships that have grown gradually and expanded as a result 

of shared history and experience allows testaments regarding the trustworthiness as it 

has been observed in one facet of a merchant's relationship to be used a proxy for 

anticipated trustworthiness in another realm of interaction.'812    

 

 

The Mechanisms of a Commercial Transaction 
	  

What, therefore, was the outcome of these complex processes, strategies and implicit 

requirements that the Camotins and their associates went to such lengths to cultivate? 

In short, the culmination of all these efforts to generate trust and engage in acts of 

mutual reciprocity was the initiation and successful completion of a mutually 

profitable commercial venture.  It appears, that once contact had been established, the 

initial stage of pleasantries passed, and the necessary protocols and conventions 

fulfilled, the actual conduct of business appears to have been a much more 

straightforward affair. Moreover, given the volume of commercial transactions 

conducted within and across their network, it was also a means of efficiency. As such, 

after having reached this point, the manner in which the Camotins and their associates 

informed one another of the ordering goods, the transaction of these goods from one 

point to another and the settlement of their payment, was relatively direct and clear-

cut. Undoubtedly, the greater simplicity and clarity of language was vital to remove 

any ambiguity when discussing important issues such price, quantities and quality; 

when time was especially short, communication was often extremely swift and direct. 

However, this straightforwardness could also have been an indication that sufficient 

trust had been established and a degree of familiarity had been built up between the 

Camotins and the partner or associate in question. 

When the Camotins or their associates inquired for the purchase or sale of a 

specific good, their inquiries would contain detailed instructions that clearly stipulated 

the number of goods, their quality and price, alongside any additional instructions and 
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queries, such as their sale price at the point of origin.  The quality of a specific good 

was often ascertained beforehand by sending samples of certain cloths or textiles with 

a list of their current sale price. The relatively small distance between Goa and the 

ports of Bombay, Surat or Diu and Daman made this possible as did the frequent 

circulation of pattamars and other small vessels, as we have seen from chapter two, 

would have made this quite feasible. The quality and availability of goods such as 

textiles and foodstuffs such as pepper could often vary significantly from year to year 

and the ability to ascertain these fluctuations beforehand was tremendously 

advantageous, especially as a sale or purchase could be refused on the basis of poor 

quality. Furthermore, the projected sale price of such a good could be modified 

according to the quality of the commodity at hand. J.B. Goethals, for example, sent 

the Camotins a sample of rice, a portion of which he had already 'let go off' for the 

value of two thousand rupias.813 Correspondingly, the Camotins sent a sample of 

goods from Balagate to Jozé Gomes Loureiro in Surat, to which he positively 

responded that he thought 'they would serve very well, especially as the true opinion 

of this kind depended on the proven refinement of sight.'814 

We know that the Camotins would often act as the 'middleman' or agents, 

procuring, purchasing, remitting and selling goods on behalf of another merchant in 

their network, reciprocating the same service that they received from their partners in 

such ports as Bombay, Surat, Lisbon and Rio de Janeiro. For example, Jozé Francsico 

Perreira would despatch tea, glass, textiles, rice and wheat to the Camotins and in 

return requested consignments of mangoes and their Parsi associates Dermogy 

Corsangy and Herjee Javangee would also despatch victuals such as wheat, sugar and 

rice.815 The use of agents in global trade networks was commonplace; agents were 

used for such things as to source and provide market intelligence, buy and sell 

commodities, arrange shipping and insurance, collect debts and transfer funds when 

and where needed.816 Indeed, the Camotins fulfilled all these functions for their 

business partners. As will be discussed later in the chapter, this required the Camotins 

to be keep abreast of such factors such as the arrival and departure of ships or the 

prices and quality of certain commodities in different ports, which was aided by the 
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exchange of information and commercial intelligence.  The Camotins would regularly 

the Loureiros or J.B. Goethals with certain goods such as paper or wine that would 

only arrive in Goa from ships departing from Lisbon. As 'resident agents' in Goa, the 

Camotins would use their local expertise, proximity and knowledge of the institutions 

and access to commodities to perform these services.817  

 'Resident agents’ generally performed services for a fee or other form of 

compensation; in the case of a joint venture compensation was made in exchange for 

a similar service in another locale, and for a share in the profits of both.818 The 

Camotins would be compensated for this service and paid a commission, which was 

usually a percentage of the total value. Francisco Gomes Loureiro, for example, 

stipulated in a letter to the Camotins in 1812 that the commission he should pay then 

for the goods they procured on his account should be 2% and that what he should 

'take out of the goods that your mercies have ordered would be  2 ½- 3 percent'.819 In 

the process of procuring goods on behalf of another merchant, the Camotins would 

tap into their network of contacts spread out in the different ports in order to best 

satisfy a particular request. They would also have to take into account the different 

customs or 'styles' practiced in each port in regards to general standards of 

measurement for example. Joakim Lewis, for example, explained to the Camotins in a 

letter from Bombay, there were two general standards of measurement: the 'mão de 

Surrate' (the hand of Surat) and the ''mão de Bombay' (hand of Bombay) and that they 

had to be specific as to which hand they required so he could 'immediately enquire 

here in the bazaar as to the price and procure the merchandise.'820  

Likewise, Carlos Jozé Perreira wanted the Camotins 'to see with the Company 

if they had good quality and well packaged goods ready for the monsoon' and if not 

asked them 'to write to Bombay and Your Constituents to do so on my account.'821 

The benefits of such a large scale network, with agents and contacts spread across 

numerous ports were thus highly advantageous when it came to satisfying the 

particular demands of a business partner and for procuring and sourcing specific 

goods in general. In the same letter, Perreira also requested the Camotins to procure 
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'incense for the same price as the previous year' if they are 'clean and of the quality we 

bought them for this year' and also asked for 'shark fins, if your mercies find it 

collected' but to make sure it was 'well dried for afterwards many of them break.'822 

Similarly, the Camotins issuing instructions to a Mr. Blanchard in Bombay asked him 

for the '8 cannons of the third calibre that your mercy has on his ship, that he could 

bring to us, for the price that Mr. Carosem sold his in Bombay, and also the small iron 

anchors and two thousand xerafins/2000/ of small nails.'823 Their reference to the sale 

price secured by another merchant in the same port demonstrates that the Camotins 

were highly informed. The initial instructions accompanying a purchase or sales 

request would also often be followed by a reminder to respond in kind, or to inquire if 

a remittance of the goods had been successfully sold.  Caetano Jozé Coelho, for 

example, had to assure the Camotins after their reminder regarding five boxes of 

cochineal that they had remitted to him on their own account, 'that they could rest 

assured' as he had currently 'saved no diligence in selling it' and that the after the 

conclusion of the sale to a Jozé Joaquim Riberio, his commission "não ha de ser 

coiza"- it should not be anything much.824   

A substantial part of the Camotins trade involved the freighting of goods 

between Goa and ports such as Mozambique, Bombay and Macao, a practice that 

would have been a matter of both practicality and necessity. As Celsa Pinto has noted, 

Venkatesha received Rs180 as freight charge for transporting cloth from Surat on 

behalf of Feliciano Antonio Nogueira based in Lisbon and for a consignment of 

incense from Macao to Goa, the freight charge was set at the rate of twenty percent.825  

These rates were not fixed however and could be subject to negotiation. Jozé Gomes 

Loureiro, for example, informed the Camotins that 'in respect to freights I am ready to 

do them at 140 xerafins a cask if they are 200 as you say' and that charges for 

saltpetre would have to be more than 20%.826 These charges were calculated 

according to the value of the goods and the distance covered, but the rate of 10-20% 

of freight charges appears to be more or less the standard. A bill of sale issued in 1798 

for 175 rifles valued at 1050 patacas each sold Rogerio de Faria on behalf of the 
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Camotins stipulated that according to the 'Estillo de Macao' (the Style of Macao), as 

the freight charges were 10% of the total value of the Camotins were to pay 105 

patacas which left them with a profit of 945 patacas.827   

Although we know for a fact that they owned pattamars, these small vessels 

may not have been suitable for the carriage of goods across longer distances to Macao 

or Lisbon, and there is no indication that they owned larger merchant ships capable of 

making these journeys. Thus, paying freighting charges for what were often small 

consignments of goods was a much more financially viable option. However, we also 

have evidence that suggests that at one point the Camotins may have been partners or 

joint-owners of a corvette. An official declaration of a letter of risk written and legally 

certified in Goa in December 1789, stipulated that: ' 

'Jozé Francisco Annello, resident of Naroa and Vencatexa and Narana 

Camotins, residents in the Town of Pangim, Men of Business of this city of 

Goa, proprietors and partners of the Curveita Salvamento the captain of which 

is Senhor Jozé Joaquim de Vasconcelos, which in the present month will make 

to the journey to the Ports of the Islands of Java and Timor, with stopovers in 

Cochin, and Ceylon, and to make true we receive from Senhor Narba 

Camotin, merchant and resident in Panelim, the quantity of eight thousand 

xerafins, at the risk of thirty five percent towards the aforesaid Curveita and 

the merchandise, and goods, which we will carry.'828  

Unfortunately, we do not know if this intended voyage ever took place or if it 

was successful but it nevertheless points to the variety of ways in which the Camotins 

sought to transport their goods and the fact that that they intended to expand their 

trading network to the ports of Java and Timor further east.  

Another means of transporting and sourcing goods from afar back to Goa or 

transporting them between ports where the Camotins did business was by freighting 

them on the ships of other merchants, as illustrated in the previous chapter whereby 

the Camotins freighted a consignment of pepper onboard the Rainho dos Anjos 

belonging to the Sociedade, Ribeiro e Hubens.  A further example of this is evidence 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
827 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, 29th June 1798.  
828 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Miscellaneous Loose Papers, 3rd December 1789.    
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that the Camotins would often send their goods on the ships of J.B. Goethals who was 

based in Goa and would regularly freight his ship Nossa Senhora dos Milagres to 

Mozambique.829 This appears to have been a fairly relaxed arrangement; Goethals 

informed the Camotins in a letter in 1799 that 'whenever you want you can ship your 

merchandise to Mozambique and I estimate that it will be as soon and to inform me as 

soon as possible of the day which you find most suitable'.830  

When acting on behalf of another merchant, it would appear that the Camotins 

were granted a margin of discretion in regards to how best to dispose of the goods. 

This level of discretion implied a degree of trust in the Camotins that they would act 

in their best interests and a confidence in their abilities and skills as merchants. J.B. 

Goethals, for example, procured the services of the Camotins to dispose of a cargo of 

cinnamon as he believed that they would have 'preference' with the Corretores 

(brokers).831 According to the instructions of a merchant Jozé Francisco Anello in 

1787, in regards to a consignment of cotton from Surat sent to Goa he wished to be 

sold to the Barco de Macao, if the Camotins were able to sell it for price of more than 

300 xerafins per candil than they were instructed to sell the cotton on his risk and 

account to Macao, if not than they were to look for another option and dispose of in 

whatever manner 'you think is best to my benefit.'832 Moreover, this margin of 

discretion was also granted to the matter of procuring goods and ascertaining their 

quality. Julião Miz da Costa writing from Rio de Janeiro in May 1811 sent a lengthy 

set of instructions to the Camotins regarding the procurement of goods for a ship 

destined to Europe in June the following year for which he asked their help in 

procuring linen from Balagate 'of good quality and substantial length', iron and 

saltpetre.833 Although citing that any adjustments would be made in person upon his 

arrival, he assured the Camotins that he 'certainly counts and trusts in your activities 

and good choice and that you will take my notice into your memory and to take care 

of it diligently so that I may personally give you my thanks.'834 Ascertaining and 

verifying the quality of commodities was also affirmed and communicated through 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
829 In 1805, Goethals freighted the same ship to Mozambique returning with ivory cargoes that were 
delivered to certain merchants in Daman; see Pinto, Trade and Finance, 171.  
830 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 31st December 1799.     
831 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 11th, February 1798. 
832 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 1st March 1787.    
833 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 16th May 1811. 
834 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 16th May 1811.    
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their chain of associates, which allowed the Camotins to keep abreast of such 

information pertaining to their commercial transactions from afar. Virchande Givane, 

for example, wrote to the Camotins that the goods he had remitted on their behalf to 

Mozambique on the galley of another merchant Belgy Darcy, 'was of a good quality 

as chosen as your constituents in Mozambique and Sofala affirmed.'835 

The question then arises of how the payments for the goods that the 

Camotins procured and sold for other merchants, and vice versa, were settled. As 

alluded to in the previous chapter, given the vast volume of commercial transactions, 

the sheer network of partners and associates, coupled with the time it took for 

purchases and payments to be both communicated and satisfied, it was imperative that 

the Camotins maintained a fastidious and detailed records, which they did. Moreover, 

given these lengthy time spans, a degree of trust had to have been established that 

their accounts would be 'reckoned' or settled at some point.836 This assumption of trust 

would have been ascertained beforehand as the Camotins would have gauged the 

extent to which a possible associate or partner appeared reliable and trustworthy and 

compounded by their judicious recording of their mutual transactions. Their 

correspondence and the commercial documents that they remitted to their partners 

reflect a keen attention to detail and were timely and exact with their record keeping.   

In the case that there were was a frequent exchange of merchandise and services 

between the Camotins and a merchant partner, a 'conta' or account was drawn up; it 

appears from the papers that these accounts, which were remitted alongside their 

correspondence on a regular basis followed the same basic format. The summarised 

account would be divided in two:  the left hand column listing the dues owed either 

by the Camotins or the merchant in question as detailed by a description of services 

rendered that could include such information as the fact that a specific amount had 

made to another merchant on one party's behalf the value of a cargo of goods remitted 

or sold, along with any interest accrued. The right hand column would then list any 

services or goods rendered by the other party. The total amounts for each column 

were then totalled in order to ascertain if the amount or balance owed was more or 

less than any services or value of goods reciprocated. There was a clarity and brevity 

to these accounts but also in the other ways in correspondence by which the Camotins 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
835 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 18th February 1815.    
836 Zijlstra, "To Build and Sustain Trust," 118.  
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notified their commercial partners, and vice versa, of the payments owed to them or 

of outstanding debts.  

The Camotins would be notified in the event of a sale or purchase of an 

order of goods, which would be credited or debited from a current account and 

extracts would be remitted before the finalized version, a duplicate of which was sent 

in order for any modifications or clarifications to be taken into account. Jozé 

Francisco Perreira in 1794, for example, wrote to the Camotins that they were 

credited 131 rupias for a shipment of mangos sent to Bombay from Goa and included 

an extract of their account so that the Camotins could 'increase or decrease any 

addition that there is in my or your favour until the date of the 31st of July past at 

which day after the accounts and respective interests reciprocated are to be closed.'837 

It is clear that both parties were assiduous in scrutinising these accounts. A merchant 

who signed off his letters simply with his surname 'Horback' and based in Bombay, 

for example, was quick to point out to the Camotins 'an error that appears in the 

favour of your mercies in the sum of mercantile expenses of the sale of cotton made 

by me in Macao on the 11th of January 1789 whereby in the place of the 775 reaes 

which are the mercantile fees of the said cotton, it is taken into the said account only 

575 reaes and consequently the difference in my favour is 200 reaes.'838  

This kind of bookkeeping was essential to clarifying and keeping track of 

the variety of requests that were remitted to and fro, especially as payments would 

also be made or received through a third party. This was common practice and 

merchants in early modern mercantile networks also relied on their partners, 

especially those in foreign locales, to act as a kind of collection agency in order to 

handle and remit outstanding payments, collect from buyers of commodities after a 

set time, or when a credit account from another merchant was due.839 Indeed, the 

Camotins would receive and handle payments and debts between two external parties 

on the behalf of another merchant.840 Sebastião Gracias of Serula repeatedly asked the 

Camotins to make payments on his behalf and in 1789, for example, asked Naraena 
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840 Pinto, Trade and Finance, 68.  
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Camotin to pay a Jean Mathias Constantani a sum of 180 Goa rupees.841 Similarly, on 

the 20th May 1787, Devarsa Banddary, a merchant in Tellicherry wrote their mutual 

associate, the merchant Feliciano Antonio Nogueira Lisboa via the Camotins to 

remind him of a delayed payment for a cargo of cotton that was loaded on a ship for 

China for which he was to be 'reimbursed via the Camotins of Goa.'842 He also 

reminded Nogueira Lisboa that he had also withheld payment for a previous deal in 

which he had sent a cargo of 'rotten cotton that your mercy sent here on a French 

corvette' the debt of 4460 rupias which Bandarry was compelled to pay the captain 

and for which he should have been reimbursed through the Camotins but despite 

repeated requests the debt had still not been satisfied. He warned Nogueira that: 

'I am not charging Your Mercy my sum with its interests, that I willingly go out 

of good will; I will certainly draw upon the said V and N Camotins in Goa, by 

whose open heartedness and guarantee this disbursement was made, because I 

do know Your Mercies, and you do not know me.'843 

This strongly worded warning to Nogueira succinctly demonstrates the risk 

involved in the Camotins acting on behalf of Nogueira as an intermediary. Should 

Nogueira have defaulted on his debts to Bandarry, the amount would have been 

drawn from the Camotins instead. On his part, Bandarry demonstrates a degree of 

good will by writing that he would forego the interests accrued in this debt, perhaps as 

a sign of good faith towards the Camotins. Moreover, it appears that the Camotins had 

orchestrated this partnership as Bandarry alludes to the fact that they did not know 

each other, but he did 'know' the Camotins.  It is not known what action Nogueira 

took in light of Banddary's letter, or if the Camotins literally paid the price. Given the 

importance, as we have seen, of reliability and the trust being pushed to its limits by 

merchants acting as 'trust brokers' for other merchants, this would have undoubtedly 

been an uncomfortable and disagreeable situation for them. 

In addition to shining a light on how the Camotins and their associates 

organised their commercial transactions, their correspondence also offers us insights 

into how payments for these exchanges were communicated and made. It appears 
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from their letters that bills of exchange were widely used and, although much less 

frequently, the services of a sarraf were also employed. Sarrafs played a pivotal role 

in the economy of the subcontinent and were crucial for structuring commercial 

exchanges between merchants in the wider Indian Ocean during this period. The 

sarraf or "shroffs" as the English referred to them, were bankers who would issue 

hundis that could be used either as letters of credit across long distances or acted as a 

form of short-term capital; they would also change money.844 Hundis, which were 

financed by silver imports circulated widely, and the ability of the sarrafs to discount 

them and raise money depended on the inflow of silver specie.845 The pivotal role of 

indigenous mercantile communities and their control of sarrafs in ports like Bombay 

and Surat in bank rolling the rise of the British- an alliance so mutually beneficial it 

resulted in a so-called 'Anglo-Banian' order- has been analysed in great detail.846 

However, the role of indigenous merchants like the Hindu merchants in Goa in 

performing a similar function in these fundamental and wide credit networks has not 

been sufficiently analysed.  

From an analysis of their correspondence, it would appear that it was 

mainly the Loureiros and Jozé Francisco Perreira in Bombay and Surat respectively, 

who utilised the services of a sarrafo 'shroff' and 'letras de sarrafos', "shroff letters" 

which we can assume to mean hundi or bill of exchange. Jozé Gomes Loureiro, for 

example, remitted to Surat in the name of Jacinto Domingues, on the account of 

Camotins, a bill of exchange for the sum of four thousand rupias that was issued by 

the 'sarrafo of this city Vagibucandass Tapidass for Laldass Tapidass of Surat' 

payable within 8 days. Similarly, In 1797 Francisco Gomes Loureiro wrote to the 

Camotins from Surat that due to an increase of 2% imposed by the Nawab on patacas 

and doblas, and the grave consequences that could ensue by avoiding this charge, 

using such currency was expensive and the more favourable option was to sell meias 

doblas in Bombay, where they always conserve a better price and to pass the product 

to Surat.847 In a clear demonstration of how the Loureiros relied on their commercial 

acumen, in an earlier letter to the Camotins in March of the same year, he inquired if 

letras de sarrafos from Pune could be negotiated and sold in Goa; what benefits could 
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845 Machado, Ocean of Trade, 245. 
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be made from the giro (circulation); what the safeties and risks involved where, and 

asked them to send detailed explanations- if possible 'to demonstrate this 

mathematically and practically' whilst also offering pay them a commission should 

they wish to involve themselves in this venture.848 It appears, however, that the 

Camotins did not express much interest in this proposal and Loureiro himself gave up 

on the idea, as he explains in a letter three months later in June in which he explains: 

 'As your mercies have told me nothing in your letter of the 21st of April about 

the circulation of bills from Pune, I will probably make nothing of it, for the 

difficulty that is found here and it is only in Bombay that it could have better 

success, so notwithstanding a new notice on my part, do not count your mercies 

on a transaction of this nature.'849 

That Loureiro approached the Camotins with this new venture with a series 

of inquiries demonstrates his confidence in the Camotins and is testament to the fact 

that their level of commercial acumen was held in high esteem. Furthermore, his 

inquiries demonstrate the importance of the back and forth exchanges of commercial 

intelligence and information within a network, a form of mutual reciprocity that was 

crucial to merchants during this period. Indeed, as Claude Markovits has concluded 

'information was the most precious goods' for mercantile communities in the early 

modern period. Merchants within the network of the Camotins facilitated each other’s 

commercial activities by mutually exchanging information and depended on each 

other’s commercial acumen and intimate knowledge in their respective ports of 

commercial centres or, as Loureiro's letter above demonstrates, their ability to procure 

it. This was another example of the mutual reciprocities that undergirded a mercantile 

network and indeed, one of its main functions.  

The Circulation and Exchange of Commercial and Political Information 
	  

This diffusion of knowledge, as mentioned earlier, and the ability to keep 

abreast of crucial information such as the current price of commodities, the 

fluctuations in the quality and supply of a particular product, the market conditions in 

another port, as well any political factors that could impact on their business interests 
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was crucial for merchants during the early modern period. As such, merchants also 

acted as 'informers.'850 These merchants had to plan ahead and adapt to what were 

often rapidly changing conditions and take into account the geo-political context 

surrounding the Estado, and the often volatile commercial and political forces 

affecting the subcontinent and wider Indian Ocean region, as elaborated in chapter 

one. It was only through their correspondence that merchants could acquire 

dependable and updated information about market conditions, exchange timely 

information about the arrival and departure of ships and about their cargoes and thus 

assess any potential competition and opportunities.851 Moreover, the exchange of 

information was also a kind of checking mechanism that promoted honesty and 

transparency within the network. Merchants, could, for example cross-reference the 

information provided in letters or contas with other merchant's letters, gazettes, ship's 

manifestos, insurance policies and other freely available market news in order to note 

or request the amendment of their account(s).852 

As we have seen earlier, the Camotins would have also exchanged news and 

information through word of mouth when the opportunity arose where they would 

meet their partners in person in Goa, but the bulk of this information was indeed 

exchanged via their correspondence. The Camotins and their associates, acted as 

informers and would inquire of one another about the details and risks of conducting 

business in a certain port.853 In December 1765, the French merchants the Monnerons 

wrote to the Camotins from Tranquebar asking them to despatch a price list current in 

Goa and Bombay; wishing to freight a ship to Mozambique, they also inquired as to 

the conditions of conducing business there.854 Indeed, there are numerous examples of 

the Camotins and their associates mutually reciprocating in the dissemination of 

political and commercial information, which points to the extent that it was a 

fundamental factor undergirding their network and a fundamental aspect of their 

modus operandi. From their incoming correspondence, we see numerous requests for 

the Camotins to provide their associates with information. The extent to which the 

Camotins were sought after informers thus also requires greater elucidation as to the 
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851 Trivellato, The Familiarity of Strangers, 175 
852 Court, "Januensis ergo mercator,"" 1000.  
853 Pinto, Trade and Finance, 71.  
854 Ibid., 71.  



	  

256	  

	  

kind of information they exchanged, the manner in which it was articulated and, 

where possible, the impact that this had. The Camotins and their European and non-

European business partners not only regularly exchanged news and reports of a 

commercial and political nature, as well as swapping information regarding other 

merchants or other persons of interest.  The correspondence of the Camotins is replete 

with commercial information regarding the arrival and departure of ships, especially 

the Portuguese Naus de Viagem, the price and availability of specific commodities, 

the market conditions including the sale price and the demand (or lack of) for certain 

products in markets such as Bombay, Rio de Janeiro and Lisbon, as well as 

fluctuations in the value of certain currencies. Furthermore, these personal reports 

would also be supplemented and bolstered by the additional remittance of published 

sources of information, such as gazettes. In 1811, for example, Julião Miz da Costa, a 

merchant based in Rio de Janeiro, notified the Camotins that 'the bills that I have 

received lately from Portugal are pleasing as you can better see from the Gazeta 

included.'855  

Information as to the differences in sale price and fluctuations in the 

demand for certain commodities also feature regularly in the correspondence. Such 

information has the potential to give us valuable insights into the global flow of 

important goods such as textiles, patterns of consumption and the shifting networks of 

exchange and demand that helped shaped global trade during this period.  For 

example, we know from the merchant Maynes Browne writing from Lisbon that 

pepper had sold for 280 reais a ream in Lisbon in 1793, but that in France it sold for 

less at a price of 260 reais.856 Moreover, Caetano Jozé Coelho warned the Camotins 

in 1797, that cowrie shells from the coast of Africa were deemed to be of low quality 

and there was little demand for them. In Lisbon, so the Camotins 'should always be 

diligent to procure them from the Maldives, as with these there is always a 

demand.'857 Given the importance of textiles for the re-export trade of the Camotins to 

Lisbon, a letter dated in 1804 from the Sociedade Colffs, Loureiros and Guimarães, 

with whom the jointly consigned a shipment of goods from Goa to Lisbon, notified 

them of a change in the of the kinds of textiles that were in demand in Lisbon in 
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which 'more modern and current items' such as blue cadeas from Balagate were 

favoured over 'pannos de cafres', for example.858 Similarly, Christian Poppe, with 

whom the Camotins also consigned goods between Goa and Lisbon informed them in 

a letter dated in 1798 that at the present time, demand for goods from the Malabar 

coast, especially fine blue cadeas and pepper from Surat was rising.859 This 

information was crucial for them to plan ahead in the sourcing and procurement of 

these textiles and allowed them to keep on trend with the shifting patterns of 

consumption and demand.  

Within the incoming correspondence, we find that the business partners of 

the Camotins would quickly note down, on the back or bottom of their letters, a brief 

list of the current sale prices in their current port of call, or include a more lengthy 

report as a supplement to their correspondence. The following figure, is an example of 

a list of prices in Surat that Francisco Gomes Loureiro attached at the bottom of his 

letter to the Camotins in1797 which was intended to serve 'your mercies, the 

government, and any of your friends to whom your mercies wish to show it to'860: 

Table 1 List of Prices Current in Surat 1797 

White areca nut  3 rupias a mão de Surate  

Red areca nut (large) 3 rupias a mão de Surate  

Red areca nut (small) 2 3/4 rupias a mão de Surate  

Coconuts from Goa 23 rupias per thousand 

Malabar pepper 13 -14 rupias a mão de Surate  

Malaccan pepper 17-12 rupias a mão de Surate  

 

Loureiro’s indication that the information could be freely distributed 

amongst the close contacts of the Camotins- their ‘friends’ perhaps only referred to 

their close network and mutual associates. As Director of the Factory in Surat, the 
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remittance of such information fulfilled one of the stipulations of his role there, but it 

was also intended as a demonstration of good will and a gracious courtesy on his part 

that manifested his good character as a merchant. .  

The significance of textiles as a major component of their trade, which itself 

reflected the wider demand for textiles during this period, is evidenced by the extent 

to which the information exchanged in the Camotins' correspondence concerns the 

current prices of a variety of textiles, particularly in Surat. J.B. Goethals, for example, 

sent the Camotins in 1799 a list of the following prices for a variety of textiles: 

	  

Table 2 A Sample List of Textile Prices in 1799861 

Cadeas Inglezes  78-79 rupias por corja 

Cadeas Inglezes de Fragata por corja 64-65 rupias por corja 

Cadeas Inglezes verdes 85 rupias por corja 

Cadeas Inglezes encarnados falsos 85 rupias por corja 

Cadeas Inglezes encarnados de 24 

courvos por corja 

114 rupias por corja 

Coromandeis azuis de 10 vissa  90 rupias por corja 

Chellas de 9 vissas  87 rupias por corja 

Chellas de 11 vissas  100 rupias por corja 

Linhas de primeira sorte 35 rupias por corja 

Linhas de segunda sorte 32 rupias por corja 

Linhas de terceira sorte 24 'more or less' rupias por corja 

Zuartes de Baroche 86-87 rupias por corja 
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Zuartes Inglezes 94- 94 1/2 rupias por corja 

Lencos Cataris  64- 65 rupias por corja de pessas 

Lencos Cataris dos outros 56 rupias por corja de pessas 

Lencos Cataris dos lisos 50 rupias por corja de pessas 

 

 However, in keeping with the spirit of mutual reciprocity, the Camotins 

would exchange the 'favour' by supplying similar information to their partners and 

that the channel of communication along these lines constituted a kind of dialogue in 

itself. Joakim Lewis, a contact of the Camotins in Bombay for example, thanked them 

'for the work that you had in sending me the current prices of the generos de fazenda 

now' and asked them if they 'could send the prices of the commodities that are 

consumed in Bombay, and I will send the prices of the goods here, this is to bring the 

intention of business' and instructed them to send their letter according to 'two rules' 

in that the prices should be 'well specified as to much to the mão de Surrate, as to the 

mão de Bombay'.862  He also felt 'obliged to warn that the Customs here is two and a 

half rupias a percent' and informed them that he did not know what the percentage of 

the Customs of Goa charged.863  

Requests for information were made clearly and explicitly, but the tone and 

wider formulation of the letters always remained within the boundaries of 

'gentlemanly etiquette' and, whenever possible, there was always a clear effort to 

convey the intention that the proposed business transction would be mutually 

beneficial. Manoel da Silva Ferreira, a Portuguese merchant in Bombay, for example, 

wrote to the Camotins in 1804 asking them 'to warn me of what you know relative to 

the fazendas of Balagate and anything else you have to offer.'864 . Similarly, Murdock 

Brown writing from Mangalore in 1788 asked the Camotins 'to write to me all the 

news of the Goa, and particularly that of rice, because if there is the hope of profiting, 

we can make provisions and carry all the loads that we find on our account.'865 Whilst 
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863 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 19th October 1801.    
864 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 16th November 1804.    
865 XCHR MHP (Portuguese), Incoming Correspondence, 30th November 1788. Italics are my own.  
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Murdock Brown made quite the exacting request of information from the Camotins, 

this was somewhat ameliorated by framing it within his intention that this would be 

for their mutual benefit. The framing of his request is thus another example of the 

way mutual reciprocity was key to structuring commercial transactions.  

The practice of inquiring as to the current prices of certain commodities 

prior to the fitting and loading of ships was also crucial to assessing which goods 

were in demand and for calculating projected profits. João Gomes Loureiro, asked the 

Camotins in 1812, about: 

 'the prices of goods from this Country, also the goods from Balagate, pepper, 

saltpetre, oil, linen etc. because I have taken interest in a Ship from Daman, and 

I and those interested, in the coming November intend to navigate it to the port 

of Rio de Janeiro, and indeed on this occasion, if your mercies or any of your 

friends wish to make something to that Capital, to cherish this opportunity as 

the Ship does not yet have all its cargo.'866 

Merchants would not only send information regarding what were more or 

less standardized prices in each port but also the prices at which they were to be sold. 

This would help others adjust their prices accordingly. Moreover, given the fact that 

the Camotins were partners of the Sociedades informing other members ahead of time 

of a change in price in Surat or Bombay would allow the Camotins to adjust the sale 

or purchase value in Goa, and vice versa. Jozé Gomes Loureiro in 1797, for example, 

responded to a letter the Camotins had written to his brother regarding the sale and 

price of paper in Bombay and informed them that he had 'received the order from my 

said brother, to ascertain with your mercies the state of sale in Goa, and to even 

persuade you to raise the price up to 20 rupias above the actual price.'867 The response 

from the Camotins was that  'just last month we received a note from Bombay that 

there the price of reams of paper, so we also substituted here the price, and that 

currently each ream of paper actually sells for 18 xerafins above the average'.868  In a 

similar vein, they would also plan commercial purchases and their transport, as well 

as the remittance of their correspondence according to the arrival and departure of 
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ships. The arrival of ships would also signal the arrival of news; prior to the arrival of 

the telegraph this was the only way for merchants, other than through word of mouth 

to be updated on news across long-distances.869 Francisco Gomes Loureiro 

complained to the Camotins in 1797, that: 

 

'it has been a long time that we do not receive news from your mercies, nor 

news of the Capital, whose absence keeps us here in suspense, as there have 

not arrived boats from Daman and Diu, the boats from those two Pracas we 

wait from Mozambique, and all hopes have turned now to Goa. Remember 

that if God brings the Naus do Reino to Mozambique, all of it will go to the 

conservation of Goa.'870 

Jozé Francisco Loureiro seems to have been particularly diligent about 

updating the Camotins regarding the arrival and departure of ships. From a letter to 

the Camotins in August 1797, for example, we discover that there had not been any 

English Company ships arriving in Bombay thus far and consequently, Loureiro 

notified 'for this there is no news.'871 Similarly, a letter dated in 1806 Jozé Francisco 

Perreira have details as to the itinerary and progress of ships from Lisbon had arrived 

in Bengal and Madras but as there has not been any letter from them as yet, we do not 

have any news about 'greater Asia.'872 Furthermore, his nephew who would refer to 

himself as Perreira Sobrinho (literally translated as Perreira Nephew)- wrote to the 

Camotins in April 1825, that 'in Bengal the Brig Osiazado do Nilo arrived and left in 

December which means that the commerce between Portugal and Brazil was free' an 

important note as this would consequently the value of the goods for the ships of the 

next monsoon' and the Navio Pheniz 'awaited in Macao bears away in Madras.'873  As 

stipulated in chapter two, whilst the 'official' Portuguese presence in the Bay of 

Bengal had waned during this period, as itinerary of the Pheniz further suggests, 

private merchant ships would still call along the east coast.  
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Information regarding the routes and itineraries of ships would also usually 

be accompanied with news of political turbulence as such instability could have 

detrimental commercial consequences. The seizure and stalling of ships, for example, 

would directly affect the arrival and departure of goods. As illustrated in chapter one, 

the expansionist aims of the European and non-European powers were often played 

out at sea impacting maritime commercial traffic. In a similar vein to the information 

carried by the Julfan commercial correspondence in regards to political and military 

events that posed direct risks to their trade route, the Camotins and their associates 

exchanged similar news In regards to Anglo Anglo-French hostilities that were 

playing out in the waters of the Indian Ocean, their Parsi associate Herjee Jevangy, 

for example, in 1794, was compelled to ask the Camotins 'as it was currently the time 

of war' if they would to recommend to the government in Goa the issuing of a licence 

for a ship that was bound for Goa and which would be returning to Bombay.874 Such 

disruptions were also noted by Francisco Gomes Loureiro, who wrote to the Camotins 

from Surat in 1797 that 'until today nothing has gone from there, nor have the ships of 

Mozambique, whose delay and the visit of the French Corsairs, have left me in 

fright.'875 Similarly, we find that due these hostilities, a member of the Loureiro 

family had arranged for the purchase of gunpowder and other commodities in Batavia 

that was destined for Timor, but had trouble insuring and sending his cargo. He 

explained that this was because 'nobody here, nor in Bombay will take a rupee of 

insurance, and there exists no other way, and truth be told I do not know how she can 

go without insurance' but 'I will ready the cargo and in the end we will see if there is 

another way or if the insurers become otherwise animated.'876 

In sum, the consistent and detailed exchange of the kind of information 

demonstrated above performed the vital function of allowing merchants to coordinate 

their transactions in a well-informed manner and to ensure that they remained 

mutually profitable. Moreover, these extracts from the correspondence, which are 

only a few key examples, show the extent of the tendrils of information the Camotins 

had hedged along their network and the value of this network to their global trade. 
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Moreover, the function of this mutual reciprocal circulation and exchange of 

information sustained the network and kept it in check and was a mechanism of 

ensuring consistency and integrity. Indeed, merchants had to be complete and truthful 

in the information they provided as this was further demonstration of their 

reliability.877  The Camotins and their partners had much to gain from exchanging 

such information, not least because it facilitated the success of their mutual 

commercial transactions, and also had much to lose should they have chosen to keep 

vital intelligence to themselves. This kind of checks and balances mechanism can be 

likened to the way members of the Julfan merchant 'coalition', i.e. members of the 

Julfan diaspora who traded in the same network, relied on reputation and gossip to 

keep their agents in line or ostracize members who were deemed untrustworthy.878 

Whilst being ostracised from the network would not have had the same personal 

implications as for the members of the Julfan diaspora, the loss of further commercial 

contact and trade and the impact on a merchant's reputation and perceived reliability 

would have been significantly damaged.  

Conclusion  
 
Through the prism of the Camotins and an analysis of their correspondence drawn 

from their global network, we have gained several key insights into why and how 

Hindu merchants in Goa responded to the surge of activity generated by the 

mercantile elite community of Portuguese merchants, as well as the role of European, 

Parsi and local Gujarati Banian merchants active in the Indian Ocean during this 

period. This detailed and close analysis of their correspondence has demonstrated the 

myriad ways in which merchants such as the Camotins mutually benefitted from this 

close alignment and how adeptly they managed the vicissitudes and exigencies of a 

cross-cultural and global trade network. Moreover, it has been demonstrated the 

complex way in which the Camotins and their network employed a host of these 

'informal' mechanisms at every stage of their exchanges. From establishing a positive, 

reliable and trustworthy impression of themselves as disseminated through the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
877 Zijlstra, "To Build and Sustain Trust,” 121.  
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gentlemanly etiquette of their correspondence and the use of common rhetorical 

norms such as the appeal to friendship, 'bondade ' (kindness), to consolidating first 

hand impressions by extending goodwill to more tangible acts of mutual reciprocity 

that generated trust. In some cases, as we have seen, this bound merchants into a 

mutually beneficial cycle of tacit obligations and further reciprocal exchanges that 

entrenched the relationship and graduated short-term, one-off transactions to more 

durable and productive long-standing relationships. As demonstrated the importance 

of intangible factors such as maintaining a good reputation had real consequences and 

forced merchants to remain vigilant to any threats to their reputation, as the Camotins 

did in the charge of libel brought against them by Goardam Fracisco Jozé Gonsalves. 

The spectrum of these  'informal' attributes and factors was in sum, thus one of the 

key aspects of their modus operandi.  

Importantly, it should once again be stressed that the final objective and constant 

overseer of all these aggregated processes was the generation of trust without which 

the extension of commerce by the Camotins beyond their circle of kin would not have 

been possible.  Indeed, as Francesca Trivellato has concluded, 'commerce encouraged 

new conversations between strangers and generated new tools with which to curtail 

the uncertainties that derived from trading with strangers.’879 The tools that the 

Camotins and their network generated were not novel. Indeed as we have seen, they 

shared much in common with other merchant networks. Up until now, however, there 

has been no systematic analysis of the formidable and significant ways in which the 

Hindu merchants of Goa employed these same tools and strategies. Although it has 

been accepted, from the onset of this analysis, that focusing on this aspect of their 

network, one that was fundamentally structured on the exigencies and dynamics of 

their European associates threatened to privilege the European 'factor' in their story. 

However, what this analysis has neverhteless proven in the process is that the 

Camotins were one of the key centres of overlapping European private trade during 

this period and has demonstrated they were on par with- if not often above-their 

European associates who depended on their commercial acumen, resources and skills. 

By the same token, it has shown that these European actors not only depended on the 

Camotins but a host of local actors such as Banian merchants who were still able to 
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dominate and dictate the terms of the European-Asian encounter. Thus, the Camotins, 

like other Hindu merchants in the Estado were not just indispensable to the 

Portuguese colonial state, but as been made abundtantly clear, they were evidently 

invaluable to all these actors who acitvely sought their commercial collaboration.  
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6. Petitions, Privileges and Protection 
	  

As we have seen from the previous chapter, in their dealings with their 

commercial partners, the Camotins relied on what has been termed as the 'informal' 

mechanisms and strategies such as trust, reciprocity and the importance of factors 

such as reputation, social capital or other customary norms of behavior, in order to 

expand, consolidate and maintain their close network of business associates. 

Importantly, however, for the Camotins and other Hindu merchants in Goa, these 

informal mechanisms were undergirded by the existence of the 'formal' authority 

manifest in the judicial institutions of the colonial state, which provided a range of 

regulatory and enforcement mechanisms, as well as the appropriate channels and 

forums for legal recourse and conflict mediation. Hindu merchants in Goa were 

acutely aware of their rights as subjects and regularly utilised the legal institutions of 

the Portuguese colonial state. They were informed and cognizant of the legal 

provisions afforded to them, as well as what was expected and required of them when 

employing these judicial processes. Just as they were able benefit from the 

commercial infrastructure and trading networks of the Estado and the overseas 

empire, these merchants also acknowledged the benefits of operating within its legal 

framework. The existence of these 'formal' institutional legal mechanisms 

implemented a level of security, stability and certainty to, as we have seen, what was 

often an unstable and fluid commercial and geopolitical environment. 

Firstly, the judicial framework of the Estado provided these merchants with a 

regulatory legal framework and standardized legal regime, provisions and protection 

in the form of property rights and codification through legally recognised and 

notarised documents such as contracts, insurance bills, bills of lading or receipts, 

which provided and enforced guarantees that helped ensure that all parties in a 

commercial transaction lived up to their obligations. Secondly, the juridical authority, 

legal channels and forums of the judicial framework provided an arena for recourse in 

the event of a commercial dispute in which the state was often deemed to be an 

acceptable final mediator or third-party arbitrator. This chapter will therefore be 

devoted to analysing the significance and utility of the colonial legal sphere for Hindu 

merchants and to demonstrate the complimentary coexistence of formal and informal 
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mechanisms. In doing so, it will bridge the gap between these two aspects of their 

modus operandi and seek to demonstrate how it formed part of a fully rational, 

complex and dynamic commercial strategy. Indeed, as alluded to previously, being 

bound by the institutional framework of the Portuguese colonial state in India was 

unavoidable by virtue of their status as fixed colonial subjects. However, that they 

also chose to operate within the boundaries of its judicial framework and regularly 

appealed to the juridical authority of the colonial state was a rational calculation on 

the part of these merchants and a crucial element of their overall commercial strategy. 

As such, it was, as Douglass North has argued, a form of “individual wealth-

maximizing behavior” as the relatively stable institutional setting of the Estado helped 

to reduce the uncertainties involved in cooperate dealings thus increased security and 

reduced transaction and production costs.880  

The colonial state, therefore, exerted an overarching authority that helped to 

regulate, protect and adjudicate the commercial activities and political interests of 

Hindu merchants in the Estado. However, we know next to nothing of the impact of 

the Portuguese colonial juridical structures on colonial society, nor of the ways in 

which the colonized subjects of the Estado responded to the imposition of colonial 

legal provisions, or how they utilised them to their own advantage.881 Indeed, multiple 

references have already been made during the course of this analysis as to the myriad 

ways and reasons as to why Hindu subjects sought the legal protection of the colonial 

state to protect their assets, such as in the case of the widow Putu Camotin seeking the 

nomination of a private judge to oversee and in a manner akin to a form of 

guardianship, protect the assets and capital of her grandson Dugu Camotin discussed 

in chapter three. This chapter therefore begins with an exploration of the way in 

which the Hindu merchants of Goa sought to benefit from their status as subjects of 

the Portuguese Crown in Goa and the existence of an established colonial judicial 

framework. First, it seeks to underscore, once again, their unique position as colonial 

subjects of the long-standing Estado da Índia, which meant that they had access to, 

and operated within, the context and boundaries of an established legal structure in 
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which their rights and duties as subjects and the duties, legal authority and jurisdiction 

of the state were clearly defined. As active and successful litigants, it is clear that 

Hindu merchants particularly perfected the art of petitioning and were able to exert 

their influence and lobby for their interests in a manner that was is in line with the fact 

that they were the most visible and dominant section of the indigenous population in 

the in the colonial society of the Estado during this period. The latter half of this 

chapter will therefore be devoted to a detailed and systematic use of petitions by 

Hindu merchants during the period at hand. As will be demonstrated, the multiple 

social and political gains and securities that could be derived from petitioning further 

reflects the fact that the complex relationship of mutual dependency went beyond the 

interests of commerce.  

Indeed, this relationship of mutual dependency was itself further premised on 

by, the notion of reciprocity. We have seen in the preceding chapters, how reciprocity 

was an important factor in the private network(s) of the Camotins, but similar 

expectations also undergirded the relationship between the colonial state and its 

Hindu mercantile subjects. In this vein, these merchants had a clear burden of 

expectation towards the state in regards to what they believed to be its responsibilities 

and duties of protection and patronage towards them as subjects and readily exploited 

this obligation when it best served their interests. Their status as subjects meant that 

their access, and claims to 'justice' could not be denied without violating the basic 

doctrines of the Portuguese metropolitan and colonial system of justice and the central 

attribute of the king as the 'senhor da justiça e da paz.'882 Moreover, pragmatically, by 

virtue of their commercial worth, Portuguese colonial officials simply could not 

afford to ignore the concerns, grievances, or requests articulated in their petitions and 

were conscious of the fact that the information provided in them could be of benefit to 

the state. Once again, the overarching attitude of practical pragmatism intertwined 

with the factor of mutual dependency tipped the delicate balance of this relationship 

increasingly in the favour of these Hindu merchants. As a result, examining how these 

merchants interacted with, and employed the legal institutions of the Estado to their 

advantage, greatly illuminates the complexity and delicacy inherent in this complex 
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relationship and the multiple material and immaterial inputs and outputs that resulted 

from this dialogical encounter.  

By extension, this analysis is important not only for the history of the impact 

of Portuguese colonialism on local Goan society, but also for the history of the impact 

of European colonialism and colonial law on the subcontinent. Institutions played an 

important role in the complex operations of Asian mercantile networks, but this has 

been largely overlooked and we still lack a coherent narrative that incorporates the 

Asian historical experience of institutions and mechanisms such as insurance, 

testament or wills.883 The Hindu merchants of the Estado are a clear and unique 

example with which to explore the continuous and systematic interaction of an local 

commercial actor with a European colonial institution in a manner that was less 

confrontational and antagonistic, and perhaps more mutually beneficial and nuanced 

when contrasted with similar engagements in the period under consideration. 

Importantly however, in a manner similar to other colonized subjects of 

European colonial states, they were aware of the tensions inherent in colonial legal 

jurisdictional claims and devised legal strategies that explicitly exploited them.884 

Hindu merchants were aware of their limitations as colonial subjects but consistently 

sought to exercise and affirm their agency whenever possible. Indeed, these petitions 

reflect moments in which these merchants exercised their formidable agency derived 

from their status as indispensable commercial actors by explicitly stating and stressing 

their commercial value to the state as part of a subtle manoeuvring to capture its 

attention and implicitly force it to therefore take such demands seriously. Strikingly at 

times their appeals and demands to the state were often made in an assertive tone that 

made clear the duties of the state towards them and their intentions to fully exercise 

their rights as subjects. Nevertheless, the appeals and demands that formed part of 

these strategies had to be balanced with the appropriate measure of deference and thus 

the assertion of their subject hood involved a 'performative' aspect that necessarily 

stressed the benevolent and gracious authority of the state prior to the purpose of the 

petition being articulated.   
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As such, this formula that is termed as 'performative subjecthood,' acted as the 

rhetorical scaffolding of their petitions allowed them to assert their agency and 

commercial worth, whilst remaining within the parameters of the formal requirements 

and procedures required in the act of petitioning Indeed, nowhere is 'performative 

subjecthood' more evident than in the multiple petitions submitted by Hindu 

merchants, which served as the prime medium with which they articulated grievances, 

expressed concerns, appealed for clemency in cases of bankruptcy or the death of a 

family member, applied for important administrative and service posts, and also stated 

their case or position in commercial disputes against other merchants or even the state 

itself. The responses of the state to these petitions also contain key reflections of the 

broader perceptions of the colonial state vis-à-vis these merchants, thus offering a 

greater insight into the constant tension that characterised this relationship of mutual 

dependency, as well as the extent to which commercial interests were dominant. 

However, before analysing these petitions in greater detail, a broad idea of the 

colonial legal sphere is needed to ascertain what institutions and mechanisms these 

merchants were employing and engaging with in the first place and why institutions, 

broadly defined, were important support systems for merchants.  

The Importance of Institutions and the Judicial Framework of the Estado 

da Índia in the Eighteenth Century 

	  

To reiterate, Hindu merchants in Goa benefitted from the political framework 

and institutions of the colonial state as they created more stable conditions conducive 

to trade and its overarching juridical authority and means of enforcement, helped to 

guarantee the security of commercial transactions and enabled them to seek its 

arbitration for dispute and conflict resolution. In sum, the institutions, mechanisms 

and channels that constituted the colonial legal sphere added a level of security, 

stability and predictability, which allowed Hindu merchants to expand and take risks 

by further investing their profits in other business ventures thus diversifying their 

commercial portfolios. As briefly discussed in chapter three, the legal recognition of 

an 'agency house' in customary law helped to formalise it as veritable commercial 

institution and allowed it to make full use of the protection of the commercial laws of 

the Estado. Moreover, as illustrated in chapter three, as the case of the dispute of the 
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Corondo family firm, and the multiple familial disputes that were brought before the 

colonial courts, Hindu merchants were not passive receptacles of these institutions, 

nor did they operate at its margins. Conversely, they duly opted into the colonial legal 

sphere to resolve internal disputes, which brought complex questions related to 

custom onto the pluralistic legal terrain of the Estado where the jurisdiction of the 

state was less clear, and the administration of Portuguese colonial law was made more 

complex.   

It is clear therefore, that the engagement of Hindu merchants with the judicial 

framework of the Estado was vast and multifaceted but, importantly, it highlights the 

importance and contributions of such institutions to commerce and mercantile 

network more broadly. Indeed, the emergence of private or coalition based 

institutions, as well as state based and enforced institutions such as courts in 

regulating commerce and the behaviour of commercial actors, as well as for conflict 

resolution, has attracted significant scholarly attention.885 As Douglass North has 

argued, throughout history, institutions have been devised by humans in order to 

create order, reduce uncertainty in exchange and increase the profitability and 

feasibility of engaging in economic activity.886 Crucially, institutions and the 

effectiveness of enforcement reduce the transaction and production costs associated 

with a commercial exchange, so that the potential gains from trade are realizable by 

raising the benefits of cooperative solutions and increasing the costs of defection.887 

Commercial exchange and the generation of profit benefit from stability and a certain 

level of predictability within interactions; the law defined, protected and enforced 

property rights and helped to provide such conditions.888  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
885 For scholarship on the emergence and impact of institutions on commercial activity and their role in 
mediating commercial disputes, see, for example, Douglass C. North, "Institutions" and idem, 
"Institutions, transaction costs, and the rise of merchant empires," in James D. Tracy (ed.), The 
Political Economy of Merchant Empires: State Power and World Trade 1350-1750 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997) 22-41; Avner Grief, Institutions and the Path to the Modern 
Economy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006) and idem, "Historical and Comparative 
Institutional Analysis,"The American Economic Review 88, no. 2 (1998): 80-84; Alain A. Wijffels, 
"Introduction: Commercial quarrels- and how (not) to handle them," Continuity and Change 32, no.1 
(2017): 1-9; Sheilagh Ogilvie, Institutions and European Trade: Merchant Guilds, 1000-1800 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011) and Jeremy Edwards and Sheilagh Ogilvie, "Contract 
Enforcement, Institutions and Social Capital: The Maghribi traders reappraised," The Economic 
History Review 65, no.2 (2011): 421-444. 
886 North, "Institutions," 97.  
887 Ibid.,19-98. 
888 Benton, Law and Colonial Cultures, 19 
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There is general agreement amongst scholars that trade required minimum 

functioning systems of such institutions and mechanisms such as insurance, bills of 

exchange and that colonial law also provided for the extension of some protection to 

trade.889 As discussed in chapter four, the Camotins, for example, actively sought to 

notarise, register and archive their respective commercial and administrative 

documents pertaining to their trade, revenue functions, assets and possessions within 

the appropriate administrative institution which doubly insured their function as 

legally binding documents. These protections included such mechanisms as the 

extension of colonial contract law that become more common in the late eighteenth 

century and which had a limited ability to contract based on their subject matter, but 

which allowed the courts to enforce contractual obligations and also such doctrines as 

fraud, deceit and good faith.890 For Hindu merchants in Goa, their mercantile 

activities such as brokerage had the sanction of customary law; money-lending and 

the provision of loans and credit within the Portuguese system was managed with the 

duties and obligations of the creditor, as well as the debitor being clearly specified, 

and any violation of their contract attracting both social censure and action by the 

state.891 Within the private archive of the Mhamai Kamats, as well as the official 

archives in both Portugal and Goa, we find plentiful documentation that point to a 

culture and extensive practice of legal codification in the form of contracts, receipts, 

bills of lading, bills of exchange, witness statements, testimonies and declarations. 

Moreover, the recording and archiving of laws or alvarás and their dissemination in 

the public sphere rendered them more accessible and increased awareness of the 

various legal codifications and institutional arrangements pertaining to trade. This led 

to greater transparency and predictability, and helped to increase confidence in the 

potential process of arbitration, especially in commercial disputes between two parties 

whereby relying on testamentary evidence, for example, was unreliable and 

insufficient.  

The buttressing effect of the Portuguese colonial institutional and legal 

framework was thus a complementary safeguard to the tenuous and at times 

unreliable mechanisms of trust or social capital that Hindu merchants relied on in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
889 M.C. Mirow, Latin American Law: A History of Private Law and Institutions in Spanish America 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2004), 76.  
890 Mirow, Latin American Law, 73-74. 
891 Pinto, Trade and Finance, 69. 
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their interactions and partnerships with other merchants. Importantly, such practices 

also regulated commercial and financial transactions between Hindu merchants and 

the state itself. The volume and level of commercial interaction between Hindu 

merchants and the state in regards to the supply and provisioning of goods, or 

financial services, such as extending loans and credit, such transactions had to be 

recorded and managed if only for both parties to remain confident in their dealings 

with one another and for such a relationship to remain sustainable. For example, an 

entry in a Livro dos Monções regarding 'old debts' between the state and a Hindu 

merchant and the colonial state clarified and, in a way, codified the common practice 

of Hindu merchants financially buttressing the Estado during times of need. In 1739,  

as registered, it was registered that the 'Real Fazenda took for loan from Parranga 

Porobu' of the amount of 10, 731 xerafins and 30 réis which the Real Fazenda had 

borrowed for him on the 24th of September, 1737. This amount was recorded as 

partially satisfied on the 24th of September 1741 but only fully liquidated 15 years 

later on the 22nd of December 1752.892 Given the long time period in which it took 

the state to fully repay Porobu for his loan, consistent documentation and recording of 

this debt and changes made to it was crucial if only for confidence to be maintained in 

such a relationship. Hindu merchants would only maintain their service as creditors to 

the state if they had confidence that the state would not default on the loans they had 

extended.  

Whilst the impact of European legal systems on the subcontinent is 

undeniable, it must be noted, however, that Europeans were not unique in 

implementing effective legal systems or systems or arbitration; Hindu, Islamic and 

Jewish law extended to issues of commerce and religious leaders such as rabbis, qads 

and muftis were a means of recourse acted as 'legal service providers' who arbitrated, 

guided and issued rulings on commercial disputes.893 Indigenous systems of law and 

arbitration existed in India long before the advent of European colonialism and 

continued to function alongside it and were absorbed into the legal and administrative 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
892 HAG MR 186-141B fls. 609. 
893 Ghislaine Lydon, On Trans-Saharan Trails: Islamic Law, Trade Networks, and Cross Cultural 
Exchange in Nineteenth Century Western Africa (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 276- 
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framework of the colonial systems of rule.894 As a result, the imposition of European 

colonial law was not a top-down and homogenizing process and there was also, to 

some extent, a degree of interaction between European and pre-existing indigenous 

legal norms and traditions in which the latter was either accommodated or absorbed 

into the evolving colonial system of law. Indeed, as in the case of the Estado, the 

Portuguese retained some elements of pre-colonial legal norms and local institutions 

such as the gaunkar system.  

This degree of interaction was further extended as cultural boundaries were 

often porous and allowed indigenous and European people's to translate each other's 

legal arguments, to draw parallels and to understand what kind of titles they could use 

to make recognizable and valid claims to land.895 The dialogical engagement of Hindu 

merchants with the political and judicial sphere of the Estado was similar to other 

indigenous communities brought under the legal umbrella of European colonialism, in 

that their response was interactional and the result of a carefully crafted process of 

appropriating and absorbing certain elements of the colonial legal system when it 

proved beneficial to their interests. As alluded to in chapter three, the appeal to 

broader preoccupations and discourses as articulated in the metropole regarding the 

tropes of  'nobility' and the importance of 'lineage', also points to the porousness of 

cultural boundaries which will be discussed in further detail later. Finally, this 

dialogical engagement and the response to articulate recognizable and valid claims 

through petitions, was also a process that involved employing the colonial legal 

sphere and judicial mechanisms available to them in Goa in order to hold the state, the 

dispersed administrative centres in the principal destinations of their trade within the 

structure of the Portuguese empire, as well as the metropole, to account.  

The Judicial Framework of the Estado da Índia in the Eighteenth Century 
	  

In order to understand how these merchants responded, negotiated and 

employed the institutions, channels and mechanisms of the colonial legal sphere 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
894 For scholarship regarding the co-existence of indigenous systems of law, legal codes and legal 
practice with colonial legal frameworks, see for example, Anand A. Yang, The Limited Raj: Agrarian 
Relations in Colonial India, Saran District, 1739-1920 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1989); Radhika Singha, A Despotism of Law: Crime and Justice in Early Colonial India (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1998).  
895 Belmessous, Native Claims, 5.  
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during this period, we need an overview of the judicial structure actually was and how 

it at least theoretically functioned. There is a wealth of literature concerned with the 

structure, nature and history of the authority of the Portuguese systems of government 

in the colonies, the weaknesses and limitations of these institutions and of Portuguese 

colonial hegemonic power and how local realities and exigencies greatly affected the 

nature and structure of colonial bureaucracies and affected the state actors to govern 

according to the norms and dictated prescribed by the metropole. 896 This is a task that 

is hampered, as seen in chapter one, by the paucity of material related to the structure 

and functioning of the colonial legal system during the eighteenth century in the 

overseas colonies in general, and on the Estado in particular. The structure of the 

judicial framework, like the rest of its administrative structures, underwent significant 

structural reform from the latter half of the eighteenth century resulting in periods of 

flux and uncertainty. Whilst the combination of both these factors makes outlining a 

definitive model of the judicial structure of the Estado during this period somewhat 

difficult, we can, nevertheless, pin point its broad contours and the central doctrine 

that undergirded it.  Firstly, it is important to note that the judicial institutions of the 

colonies were nominally subordinate to the metropolitan system of justice. Secondly, 

the metropolitan system of law, as discussed above, was adjusted to local conditions 

and the particular relationship of the colony to the crown, determined to some extent 

the nature of judicial administration.897 As Antonio Hespanha has outlined, the 

structure of the Portuguese overseas empire was strongly marked by territorial 

dispersal, which meant that it was not homogenous or structured on the basis of a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
896 This chapter cannot hope to engage with this vast body of historiography and it will only seek to 
provide a general picture of the judicial system in place in the Estado during the eighteenth century, 
particularly the channels and mechanisms that Hindu subjects employed. However, as to the general 
structure of the government of the overseas empire, see for example, António Manuel Hespanha, 
"Estruturas político administativas do Império português," in Ana Maria Rodrigues and Joaquim Soeiro 
de Brito (eds.), Outro mundo novo (Lisbon: CNCDP, 2001) 23-41; idem, "A constituição do Império 
português: Revisão de alguns enviesamentos correntes," in João Fragoso, Maria Fernanda Bicalho and 
Maria de Fátima Gouveia (eds,), O antigo regime nos trópicos: A dinâmica imperial Portuguesa 
(séculos XVI-XVIII) (Rio de Janeiro: Civilização Brasileira, 2001), 163-188; António Manuel 
Hespanha and Maria Catarina Santos, "Os poderes num império oceânico," in António Manuel 
Hespanha (ed.), História de Portugal, vol.4: Antigo Regime (Lisbon: Editiorial Estampa,1993);  
Francisco Bethencourt, "Political Configurations and Local Powers," in Bethencourt and Curto, 
Portuguese Oceanic Expansion, 197-254. For discussions focused on the Estado in particular see, 
Renato Gonçalves Perreira, A História da administração da justiça no Estado da Índia, to date 3 
volumes (Lisbon: Âgencia-Geral do Ultramar, 1964); Catarina Madeira Santos, Goa é a Chave de Toda 
a Índia: Perfil Político da capital do Estado da Índia (Colecção Outras Margens) (Lisbon: Comissão 
Nacional para as Comemorações dos Descobrimentos Portugueses, 1999), which contains an important 
discussion on the significance of the Estado in the overall structure of the Portuguese overeas empire. 
897 Schwartz, Sovereignty and Society, 18.  
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united model of administration, but rather, was characterised by the cohabitation of a 

variety of institutions with the coexistence and influence of local contexts.898 In 

Angola, Goa and Brazil, the Portuguese administered law to a heterogeneous 

population of Portuguese-born settlers, indigenous inhabitants, non-Portuguese slaves 

and a growing population of mulatto and mestizo residents who spoke Portuguese and 

considered themselves Christians.899 In Goa in particular, the Portuguese made 

concerted efforts to establish extensive legal controls over the local population and in 

doing so, they encountered a web of difficulties that included enhanced jurisdictional 

tensions within their own law and the problem of assigning legal rights to culturally 

diverse groups with different political standings.900  

It has been argued, for example, that one of the defining characteristics of the 

Goan legal panorama was its 'pluralistic nature' which was modelled 'according to a 

dynamic acknowledgment of the cultural differences between the Portuguese and 

indigenous peoples, and the exclusion of the automatic application of European law 

on them.'901 Lauren Benton, for example, has argued that for the beginning of 

Portuguese rule in India, in the middle decades of the sixteenth century, Hindus were 

already active litigants who forced the Portuguese to formally recognize inheritance 

rights in marriages with multiple wives, demonstrating, on the part of the state, a 

responsiveness to Hindu legal actions that was to be a consistent feature of the plural 

legal order. The extent to which the Portuguese legal system in the Estado was a 

veritably plural legal order-in the sense of maintaining two or more distinct systems 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
898 Hespanha, "Estruturas político administativas do Império português," 24.  
899 Benton, Law and Colonial Cultures, 45.  
900 Ibid., 114.  
901 Luís Pedroso de Lima Cabral de Oliveira, "Do Reformismo Jurídico Pombalino em Goa," Boletim 
da Faculdade de Direito da Universidade de Coimbra 79 (2003), 623; António Manuel Hespanha, Os 
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social field, see Sally Engle Merry, "Legal Pluralism", Law and Society Review 22, no.5 (1988): 870. 
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of law- is somewhat debatable and unilaterally applying the category of 'legal 

pluralism' to the eighteenth century Estado is more complex and requires greater 

qualification. Although the Portuguese sought to uphold and administer justice 

according to 'custom' broadly defined, there seems little evidence to suggest that a 

codified, systematic body of 'Hindu' law operated alongside the Portuguese colonial 

system, or that it was referred and reverted to when questions of custom arose, or 

where the direct jurisdiction of the state in matters of personal law, inheritance, or 

religious dispute was murky. Moreover, the practice of maintaining certain customs 

and allowing for a religious and cultural distinctions was also reflected in the fact that 

Hindus were not bound to swear oaths according to the bible, for example, but could 

offer their testimony according to what the Portuguese loosely described as ‘gentilic 

right and custom.’902 This was the case during during a dispute between the Hindu 

merchant Siva Xetty and a French Commander Monseuir Grilhem, whereby Naraena 

Camotin, Govinda Sinai, Anta Bandary offered their ‘sworn testimony according to 

gentilic right and custom’, although what ‘gentilic right and custom’ actually entailed 

was not elaborated. 903 

 Indeed, it seems, judging from the responses to the petitions analysed below, 

in which questions of custom and inheritance were intertwined within a broader 

familial commercial dispute, the administration of justice by the colonial as according 

to custom was deliberated and decided upon on a on more ad hoc basis. However, in 

regards to the existence of a body of codification that enshrined the legitimacy and 

protection of the pre-existing rights and customs, the Foral dos usos e costumes dos 

Gancares e Lavradores da Ilha de Goa e outras annexas a ella (The Foral of the uses 

and customs of the gaunkars and labourers of the Island of Goa and her other 

annexes) created in 1525 could be considered one such example. This document dealt 

with the gaunkaria or comunidade system of land ownership that administered 

sections of cultivable land in each village of Goa, and while it was, in its simplest 

sense 'a revenue fixing document' it also touched upon issues of the distribution of 

ritual honours, inheritance and custom. 904 However, the scope of this document was 

primarily limited to the questions pertaining to the gaunkaria and although it 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
902 XCHR (Portuguese), Miscallaneous Loose Papers, undated.  
903 XCHR (Portuguese), Miscallaneous Loose Papers, undated.  
904 This history and the description of the Foral are drawn from Rochelle Pinto, "The Foral in the 
History of the Communidades of Goa," Journal of World History 29, no. 2 (2018): 185-212 who 
discusses the legal, political, social and histographical importance of this document for the history Goa.  
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conferred a 'legal and politico-economic identity on upper caste Hindu subjects', its 

scope did not extend very far from this regime. Importantly, it did not address wider 

issues of inheritance, marriage and custom of the indigenous Hindu population of the 

Estado more broadly defined. The Foral, a definitive document that had the status of 

law and was issued to indigenous land administrators- the gaunkars- after the 

conquest of Goa recognised the pre-existing political significance of a local legend 

that affirmed the primacy, control and authority of the gaunkars, drawn from groups 

of hereditarily fixed patrilineages of families or vangods over the land in the Ilhas of 

Goa. 905 These gaunkars paid a fixed tribute or foro to the state, auctioned the rights to 

cultivation of the land and divided a percentage of the income earned as payment to 

the members of the gaunkaria.906 

 

Moreover, even if the Portuguese colonial legal panorama was, in its broadest 

sense, pluralistic, this plurality should not be viewed as a harmonious coexistence of 

legal cultures and doctrines, or that the state was tolerant of cultural and religious 

differences of their subjects they classified as gentios.  As we have seen in chapter 

three, Hindu subjects in the Estado were not granted full liberty to perform certain 

religious or socio-cultural rituals and fought strenuously for their legalisation. This 

prompted a series of petitions between 1704-1781 by a group of Hindu merchants 

who appealed for the right to hold weddings in their houses with 'full ceremonial 

rights' in that they should be able to be performed by a priest and accompanied by 

certain instruments, making clear the denial of these rights by the Portuguese state. 

The colonial legal system of the Estado was pluralistic in the sense of acknowledging 

and institutionalising difference as it was enshrined or excluded from the law. 

However, there was a marked difference in the extent of the legal protection and 

freedom given to Hindu subjects in contrast to Christian subjects and there were 

institutional barriers enforced that restricted and curbed the cultural and religious 

rights and liberties of its Hindu subjects. This discriminatory practice was emphasised 

by an alvará passed in 1761, that; legally entrenched the difference between gentios 

and Christians as it juridically equipped, to all effects, Christians born in the Kingdom 
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and Christians born in the Estado. 907 The pluralistic character of the Portuguese legal 

system in Goa should not, therefore, be confused with an equal acceptance and 

accommodation of the religious and socio-cultural differences of its population of 

non-Christians. Hindu merchants were forced to consistently negotiate their 

circumscribed rights as gentio subjects- a status that was entirely conceived and 

enforced by the Portuguese colonial state- with their importance to the state as 

invaluable commercial agents.  

 

As to the broad contours of the colonial legal sphere, and the channels of 

communication and arbitration that were available to, and employed by, Hindu 

merchants, this was dictated firstly, by the structure of judicial institutions in the 

Estado and their subordination to the metropole. The Portuguese state and the 

collective institutions of the overseas empire 'consisted of a complex web of 

interconnected institutions and offices that were joined together in formal hierarchical 

relationships.'908 After the king, the top of the judicial hierarchy in Goa was occupied 

by the Viceroy or the Governor and Captain-General of the Estado who also acted as 

the Regedor das Justiças; he was followed by the Ouvidor Geral do Estado da Índia 

(the general Crown Judge of the Estado), a position which also oversaw the offices of 

the Chanceler (Chancellor), Juiz dos Feitos da Fazenda e da Coroa (Judge of the 

Manufactures of the Royal Treasury and the Crown) and Provedor dos Defuntos, 

Ausentes, Orfãos and Capelas (Treasury Superintendent for the Defunct, Absent, 

Orphans and Chapels).909 In the colonies, the senior officer of the Portuguese High 

Courts was the resident governor or viceroy and his rank and lineage added prestige 

to the tribunal and set him above its other members.910 This however, was largely a 

ceremonial function and judicial authority was mostly vested in the Ouvidor Geral 

who was the superior Crown judge appointed by the king and a member of the royal 

magistracy. The Provedor dos Defuntos, Ausentes, Orfaos and Capela had 

jurisdiction on appeals and civil disputes; their jurisdiction varied but they dealt with 

moveable goods and property of a value of up to 600 réis, or fixed property up to a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
907 Hoppe, A África Oriental, 165; Oliveira, "Do Reformismo Jurídico Pombalino em Goa," 629.  
908 Myrup, Power and Corruption, 19.  
909 Oliveira, "Do Reformismo Jurídico Pombalino em Goa," 629. The were also the administrative 
organs of the Conselho do Estado (The Council of State) and the Câmara (Municipal Council); see 
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value of 400 réis, beyond which the matter would be admitted to the Casa da 

Supplicação, the centralized high court of appeals in Lisbon.911 By royal decree, in 

1769, the Junta da Real Fazenda de Goa was created, directly subordinate to the 

Erário Regio (Royal Treasury) that was created to centralise the 'financial 

management' of the Crown, to oversee all matters pertaining to its revenues and 

assets, the services of the Treasury and the authorisation of expenses.912 In the 

colonies, the senior office of the Portuguese High Courts was the resident governor or 

viceroy and his rank Hindu merchants and other Hindu subjects would nominally 

address their appeals and petitions to the King or the Viceroy, but the actual handling 

of them would fall within the civil jurisdiction of the High Court, namely that of the 

Ouvidor Geral or sometimes, given the nature of the case, the Conselho da Fazenda 

Real. However, as underscored previously, the final line of appeal and the ultimate 

arbitrator and dispenser of justice, was indeed the king.  

 

 Pombaline reforms sought to overhaul the commercial, administrative and 

judicial spheres of the Estado. Pombal sought to promote a much stricter control, on 

the part of the Crown, of the law and of jurists in a way that can be characterised as 

fundamentally legalist and centralising.913 Furthermore, the idea that the Estado was 

in a state of flux was reflected in the abolition and consequent reestablishment of the 

Relação de Goa (High Court of Goa) in 1774 and 1778 and points to the extent to 

which the colonies could often act as a laboratory for the success and failure of certain 

policies.  The Relação was created in 1544 and was the first high court of appeal to be 

established outside of the metropolis.914 In 1774, an alvará was passed that abolished 

the Relação, which consisted of a chancellor, an attorney of the Crown, a juiz dos 

feitos (judge of deeds), a juiz do crime (criminal magistrate) and a juiz do civel (civil 
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Portuguese Empire, 17-51.  
912 The Junta was presided over by a governor and also composed of the offices of the chanceler of the 
High Court, the attorney general of the Fazenda da Coroa (Crown Treasury) and by the treasurer 
general and the inspector, see Bethencourt, "O Estado da Índia," 267; Subtil, "Os poderes do centro," 
235.  
913 António Manuel Hespanha, "O Direito" in Hespanha, História de Portugal, 192; Cabral de Oliveira, 
"Do Reformismo Jurídico Pombalino em Goa," 631.   
914 Schwartz, Sovereignty and Society, 20. 
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magistrate), should be replaced with that of the post of a single higher functionary, a 

singular crown judge, who would be directly dependent on the Casa de Suplicação 

(House of Supplication) in Lisbon alone, than justice would be dispensed more 

promptly.915  The decision was a result of apparent 'charges of inefficiency, sloth and 

incompetence' that had characterized the Relação from the beginning.916 

 

This, however, was deemed to be ineffective and antithetical to the application 

of justice. Thus, in 1778 the Court was reinstated with four high court judges and a 

Chancellor. 917 A ruling issued by the Conselho Ultramarino in 1778 summarises the 

swift reversal of the extinction for the following reasons: 

 'according to the experience that has demonstrated that contrary to what was 

proposed and what was considered to result, there has been no utility in the 

extinction of the of the Relação de Goa, that before it, it was almost impossible 

for the good expedition of Commerce/Business and the good administration of 

Justice, Civil as well as Criminal and that there cannot be good recourse, which 

is not difficult and protracted and of great prejudice to those subjects, who 

deserve so much My Royal Protection and to be informed of the most 

appropriate providences for to conserve them in peace in and justice.  I Declare 

that the Relação de Goa be reinstituted, with the number of four 

Dezembargadores, and one Chancellor,  

As petitions submitted by Hindu merchants often touched upon important 

commercial and political issues, they would be relayed to Lisbon from Goa, most 

often, as we see from the answers attached to the petitions, to the Conselho 

Ultramarino (Overseas Council) who would deliberate the petitions and respond with 

a judgement or parecer that would then act, or at least greatly influence, the final 

decision enforced in Goa. The Conselho created in 1642 was the royal tribunal that 

sought to centralise the colonial bureaucracy and had primary jurisdiction over 

colonial affairs.918 The metropole would also keep abreast of any potential problems 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
915 Lopes, Tradition and Modernity, 49.  
916 AHU, Índia, Caixa 92 6th April 1778, Doc. 29.   
917 Lopes, Tradition and Modernity, 50.  
918 Myrup, Power and Corruption, 26-50. For more on the creation, function and jurisdiction of the 
Conselho Ultramarino, see, for example, Edval de Sousa Barros, Negócios de tanta importância: O 
Conselho Ultramarino e a disputa pela condução da guerra no Atlântico e no Índico (1643-1661) 
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or respond to cases that had the potential to cause civil unrest in the Estado by calling 

the attention of the Viceroy and requesting a response. In 1677, for example, the king 

wrote to the viceroy to report on a petition written by Brahmins, high officials and 

artisans of Goa and its neighbouring villages that complained that Hindu children who 

were not orphans were still being removed from the care of their mothers and their 

estates sized.919  

 

This channel of communication between Lisbon and Goa, which sought to 

exercise a level of scrutiny and control of the metropolis on the Estado in legal 

matters, was consolidated in the eighteenth century, especially through the drive 

towards greater centralisation.  For example, in a response to a series of petitions 

dated between 1704 and 1776 which sought the permission for gentios to hold 

weddings in their residences that were remitted to Lisbon, a copy of an alvará that 

accompanied it stipulated that the case be remitted to the attention of Dezembargador 

Ouvidor Geral do Civil in Lisbon.920 The act of consulting with Lisbon is also evident 

in a copy of petition lodged by Sada Siva Sinay, a Hindu resident in Goa, who 

appealed for clemency and pity to forgive his debts, which bears evidence that it was 

seen by the Dezembargador Procuradorde Coroa in Lisbon on the 31st of March 

1784 who noted at the top of the petition that 'it seems that it should be heard by the 

Junta da Fazenda' which means presumably referred to the Junta da Fazenda Real in 

Goa.'921 The Junta da Fazenda Real was created by Pombal in 1769 to collect all 

revenues and administer confiscated assets so the remittance of the petition to this 

administrative organ was in keeping with its function.  

 

The space for legal action for Hindu subjects in the Estado was established in 

the middle decades of the sixteenth century when the Portuguese established various 

posts and procedures for hearing cases brought by indigenous litigants, notably the 

appointment of two more magistrates to the High Court in 1548 and the enforcement 

of the decision that the Ouvidor Geral would hear cases brought by all indigenous 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
(Lisbon: Universidade de Nova Lisboa, 2008) and Marcello Caetano, O Conselho Ultramarino ao 
Conselho do Império (Lisbon: Agência Geral do Ultramar, 1943).  
919 Benton, Law and Colonial Cultures, 120 
920 AHU, Índia,Caixa 134, Doc. 94.   
921 AHU, Índia, Caixa 129, Doc. 36.  
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litigants and not just elites.922  By the eighteenth century, as the records demonstrate, 

the existence of plentiful legal documents such as contracts, petitions, appeals and 

requests for state arbitration by a wide range of Hindu supplicants, including widows, 

landowners, tax farmers, political intermediaries but most notably merchants, 

demonstrated the relative accessibility and use of the legal sphere by Hindu subjects 

and their high level of engagement with the colonial legal apparatus. Their most 

active engagement with the legal sphere was through petitions, which make up a 

sizeable portion of the legal documentation found in the archives. As a result, these 

petitions in which Hindu merchants as supplicants voiced their grievances, forwarded 

their claims or articulated their opposition are a significant and rare source with which 

to explore the way in which indigenous actors navigated colonial legal systems. As 

Saliha Belmessous argues, many of the sources for indigenous legal claims rely 

largely, but not exclusively, on contemporary reports of European officials or on 

documents that drafted by European individuals, which casts doubt on the veracity of 

native claims and has led to accusations of ventriloquism.923 Indeed, Hindu merchants 

and other Hindu subjects were not the actual authors of these documents, as they 

would have been drafted and submitted by a procurador (attorney). However, as we 

shall see it is clear from their content, the level of personal detail, the manner and 

order in which the claims or events were articulated suggests that there was little 

deviation from the testimonies offered, nor were vast liberties taken by these 

procuradores with the actual content or 'story' as the petitioners wished it to be 

told.924   

Indeed, petitions were so ubiquitous during this period that even Hindu subjects 

who were supposedly completely unfamiliar with the legal process and purportedly so 

far removed from the ambit of the institutions of the colonial state employed it as a 

means of redress. In 1766, for example, Narba Sinay, Ambo Bally Sinay, and Lingua 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
922 It should be noted that they would not be allowed to appeal their cases, see Benton, Law and 
Colonial Cultures, 120. 
923 Belmessous, Native Claims, 3. For more on the difficulty of discerning between 'ventriloquism' and 
the 'real voice' of litigants, see also, Joanne Bailey, "Voices in Court: Lawyers' or Litigants?" 
Historical Research 74, no. 186 (2001): 392-407.  
924 The petitions themselves do not demonstrate to a large extent, the full role of procuradores or other 
legal officials such as clerks in the drafting, consultation, production and submission of these petitions. 
Further research in the archives is therefore needed to investigate the manner and the extent to which 
these attorneys, if at all, helped to shape and influence the rhetorical discourse, argumentation and 
wider legal stategies employed in the articulation and submission of these petitions.  
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Dalvi, ‘Brahmans from the Province of Ponda’ who ‘do not understand the language, 

nor the Portuguese customs” and ‘who do not know how to move in the Courts of 

Goa’ were nevertheless still able to submit a petition that sought to reverse the order 

that suspended a payment known as muxara.925  The muxara was a kind of salary paid 

to them by the colonial authorities and until its suspension, Narba Sinay and Lingoa 

Dalvi had been receiving 30 xerafins per month and Ballu Sinay 25 xerafins per 

month.926 They claimed that this amount ‘only just sustained the supplicants and their 

families’ and after their household expenses 'nothing at all is left of the said muxara 

for the supplicants for anything else.’927 In addition, they further argued that as 

‘officials of the Fazenda in Goa the muxara which they receive for their maintenance 

is such that they should not pay taxes.’928 Unfortunately, the outcome of their petition 

is unknown as no records as to the response of the authorities either in Lisbon or Goa 

are yet to be found. Nevertheless, their very act of petitioning in spite of their self-

confessed ignorance and supposed naivety is evidence of the ubiquity of petitions as 

means of redress. Furthermore, the discourse of the petition, which simultaneously 

stressed their dire and pitiful condition with the assertion that they were legitimately 

due the muxara salary by virtue of their status as state officials, is reflective of the 

emphatic rhetoric appeal to the benevolence of the state, as well as the carefully 

balanced and well-supported argumentation employed by Hindu subjects in their 

petition.    

 

Hindu Merchants, the Art of Petitioning and "Performative Subjecthood" 

 

Hindu merchants were, of course, not unique in the their use of petitions as a 

mechanism for redress or conflict resolution, to articulate demands, or as a means of 

political communication and self-representation.929 Prior to the expansion of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
925 HAG MR 187-142A fls. 250, Dalgado: Glossário Luso-Asiatico, p. 84.  
926 HAG MR 187-142A fls. 250, Dalgado: Glossário Luso-Asiatico, p. 84.  
927 HAG MR 187-142A fls. 250.  
928 HAG MR 187-142A fls. 250.  
929 For studies on petitioning by colonial subjects in South Asia, see, for example, Lakshmi 
Subramaniam, "A trial in transition: courts, merchants and identities in western India, circa 1800," The 
Indian Economic and Social History Review 4, no. 3 (2004): 269-292; Philip J. Stern, “Power, Petitions 
and the 'Povo' in Early English Bombay,” in Aparna Balachandran, Rashmi Pant and Bhavani Raman 
(ed.), Iterations of Law (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2018), 187-210; Majid Siddiqi, The 
British Historical Context and Petitioning in Colonial India (Delhi: Aakaar Books, 2005); James Jaffe, 
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European colonial rule, the act of petitioning had a long history on the subcontinent 

with petitions playing a central role in the political practice of the Mughal Empire in 

particular, and the kingdoms that succeeded it.930 As Company rule expanded in India 

in the late seventeenth century, petitions by Indian subjects combined pre-colonial 

and Mughal idioms and practices of petitioning with the bureaucratic rhetoric and 

new modes of Company style petitions, paying heed to the Company 'obsession with 

mediating its activities with documents, in particular, signed self-representations.'931 

By the late eighteenth century, native petitioners in British colonial Madras, for 

example, would petition the state for relief from rent, for claims to land, property, the 

protection and support of religious institutions and the proper conduct of ceremonies 

and festivals.932 

 

 In a clear example of the use of petitions as a mechanism for redress and 

conflict resolution, in a series of revolts between 1775 and 1820, weavers in colonial 

Andhra Pradesh, realising the benefits that could be derived from colonial trade with 

the East India Company, sought to protect their interests within an asymmetrical 

power system that was tipped towards the state, by using its own legal mechanisms in 

their own favour.933 They submitted petitions to the Board of Trade and the Resident 

of Madras, to lodge their complaints against their mistreatment by the Company and 

demand redress. Petitions were the favoured option and these weavers only resorted to 

more drastic measures when petitions failed to yield results.934  The importance of 

petitions as a mechanism for redress also continued in the later colonial period.  As 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
“Appeals and the Language of Petitioning,” in James Jaffe, Ironies of Colonial Governance: Law, 
Custom and Justice in Colonial India (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015); and Nira 
Wickramasinghe, “La Petition Coloniale. Object de controle, objet de dissidence,” Identity, Culture 
and Politics: An Afro-Asian Dialogue 7, no.1 (2006): 1-16.  
930 Matthew S. Hull, Government of Paper: The Materiality of Bureaucracy in Urban Pakistan 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012), 89; for further literature on the importance of 
petitions in the Mughal Empire, see S.I.A Zaidi, "Introduction," in M. Siddiqi (ed.), The British 
Historical Context and Petitioning in Colonial India (Delhi: Aakar, 2005), 9-15.  
931 Hull, Government of Paper, 90-91.  
932 Aparna Balachandran, "Petition Town: Law Custom, Urban Space in Colonial South India," in 
Aparna Balachandran, Rashmi Pant & Bhavani Raman (ed.), Iterations of Law: Legal Histories from 
India (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2018, pp. 147-168. 
933  Potukuchi Swarnalatha, "Revolt, Testimony, Petition: Artisanal Protests in Colonial Andhra,” 
International Review of Social History 46, S9 (2001), 107-129. 
934 Such drastic measures was a result of their limited means to legal redress as the petition was the 
only method that had a cognizant petition under the law until the introduction of new juridical systems 
and legal provisions by the Company in 1799, which was coupled with the largely antagonistic nature 
of the relationship between the Company and the weavers and its initial reluctance to pay proper heed 
to their grievances, see Swarnalatha, "Revolt, Testimony, Petition,” 113-124.   
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Claude Markovits has demonstrated, the Sindwork Merchant's Associations lobbied 

for the interests of Sindhi workers through firms and associations established outside 

of India in the other British colonies resorting to 'direct intervention with officials and 

to petitioning when they felt that they had been badly treated.'935 In 1939, for 

example, the firm K.Chellaram & Sons felt that they had been unjustly treated by a 

comptroller of the customs on the Gold Coast regarding a breach of quota regulations 

and they appealed against this directly with the secretary of state for the colonies in 

London, through interviews and a petition, which resulted in partial redress.936 In 

sum, as Matthew Hull has outlined, from the colonial contexts of South Asia, 

petitions emerged as a 'multivalent genre, employing the idioms of modern 

democratic citizenship, bureaucratic process, and subordination within a kingly or 

modern authoritarian order.'937  

 

 Broadly speaking, according to Herman van Voss' now oft-cited definition, petitions 

are demands for a favour, for the redressing of an injustice directed to some 

established authority, and petitioning could also be a political act as it was an activity 

in the form of soliciting signatures under a political statement and presenting these to 

political power holders.938 In general, for a petition to be acceptable and effective it 

had to mention the ruler or ruling body it was addressed to, an outline of the request 

or proposition, which was sometimes accompanied by the underlying reasons for it or 

a motivation, and the name and often other qualities of the petitioner(s).939 As part of 

the discourse of a petition, its descriptive content identifies those in whose names they 

are made, enabling us to use this and other information in the petition to analyse the 

social and economic position of the signatories and determine the social profile of the 

supports of different points of view. As we shall see, the petitions submitted by Hindu 

merchants corresponded to each of the broad categories stipulated by van Voss: to 

appeal for redress or against a political or judicial decision that affected them, but also 

for favours or mercê, which roughly translates as favour or benefit, for nominations to 

particular political or administrative post, but they would also submit collective 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
935 Markovits, The Global World of Indian Merchants, 227-228.  
936 Ibid., 228.  
937 Hull, Government of Paper, 88. 
938  Lex Heerma Van Voss "Introduction" in Lex Heerma Van Voss (ed.), “Petitions in Social History" 
International Review of Social History 46, S9 (2001), 1-2.  
939 Ibid., 6.     
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petitions as pareceres or commentaries that sought to influence and induce legislative 

change.940 Moreover, as part of the descriptive content of these petitions, their self-

representation in which their status as merchants was always referenced, reflects the 

importance and weight of this identification and a consciousness of it significance in 

the society of the Estado during this period.  

 

Alongside following the standard and required format, petitioners also complied with 

the requirements of the formality in the language and deferential style in order to 

show that they did not-at least ostensibly- intend to question the established power 

structure and respected their place in it.941 As such, they conform to the idea that 

when the public representation of claims or grievances in a public transcript such as a 

petition by subordinate groups are made, they are done so with the expectation that 

the central features of the system of domination will remain intact, and will thus have 

a strategic and dialogic dimension that necessarily address the institutional interests of 

the dominant power.942 Petitions cast in contexts of political subordination such as 

colonial settings remained within the official discourse of deference, invoked the 

hierarchical verities of the system of power and were structured by statements of 

deference, respect, reverence, admiration, and even adoration to further convince 

ruling elite of their claims.943 The requirement of deference would have been more 

pronounced within colonial contexts in which the power dynamics between subject 

and ruler were especially asymmetrical. In both the Portuguese and English colonial 

contexts in South Asia, it is important to remember that whilst the rule of law was one 

of communicating a promise of rights, it was also one of reaffirming subjection.944 

Nevertheless, this performance of subservience must not be overstated. The register of 

deference was a necessary part of the process, expected from petitioners whatever 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
940 The term mercê could also refer specifically to land held as a grant for services rendered to the state, 
when stating their requests to the state, see Anthony Xavier Soares (trans.), Portuguese Vocables in 
Asiatic Languages from the Portuguese Original of Monsignor Sebastião Rodolfo Dalgado, translated 
into English with notes additions and comments by Anthony Xavier Soares (Baroda: Oriental Institute) 
1936), 224. 
941 Voss, “Petitions in Social History,” 1-2.   
942 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance, Hidden Transcripts (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1990), 92-93.  
943 Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance, 93-95.  
944  Radhika Singha, A Despotism of Law: Crime and Justice in Early Colonial India (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2000) 33.  
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their socio-economic status, but the ritualistic, humble language used did not negate 

the impact that the petition or the petitioner could have on governmental actions.945 

Indeed, in the petitions analyzed, although undoubtedly also part and parcel of the 

kind of language required by the Portuguese colonial and metropolitan legal regime, 

the term used to indicate a Hindu merchant as the petitioning party was supplicante or 

supplicant, which further denoted the tone of humility in regards to their supplicating 

and entreating themselves to the state. In a similar model to the letters of remission 

analyzed by Natalie Zemon Davis in her pioneering work Fiction in the Archives: 

Pardon Tales and their Tellers in Sixteenth Century France, these petitions acted as 

judicial supplications to persuade the king, the viceroy and the courts, but also as 

historical accounts that told of past actions and way of telling the story of their current 

predicament(s).946 

 

Petitions also offered an opportunity for political negotiation as their format, manner 

of presentation and language worked in tandem to 'enact a strong hierarchical bond 

between petitioner and addressee.'947 On a fundamental level, the petitions of Hindu 

merchants demonstrate a widespread acceptance and recognition of the political and 

juridical authority of the Portuguese colonial state and a belief that they were entitled 

to a range of rights and protection by virtue of their status as subjects of the 

Portuguese crown. This outright acceptance coupled with an affirmation of their 

status as subjects allowed them to claim the rights and advantages associated with 

their subjecthood. As such, petitioning had, to use the words of Aparna Balachandran, 

a 'dialogic character of claim making' and was a mechanism of communication 

between Hindu merchants and the state more broadly.948 Petitions that sought 

clemency- a 'request for grace' sought to evoke a personal exchange whereby the 

Hindu merchant was a subject, 'speaking to the king and the merciful king 

responding.'949 This was especially manifest in the act of 'performative subjecthood' 

enacted by Hindu merchants in their petitions, which sought to enact a strong 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
945 Marcia Schmidt Blaine. "The Power of Petitions: Women and the New Hampshire Provincial 
Government, 1695–1770," International Review of Social History Supplements 49,S9 (2001): 62.    
946 Natalie Zemon Davis, Fiction in the Archives: Pardon Tales and their Tellers in Sixteenth Century 
France (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1987), 4.  
947 Hull, Government of Paper, 90.  
948 Balachandran, "Petition Town," 162.  
949 Davis, Fiction in the Archives, 20. 
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hierarchical bond, emphasising their status as subjects through statements of 

deference and respect, whilst referencing the multiple ways the Estado had benefitted 

from their subjecthood and vice versa. As part of the rhetorical discourse of their 

petitions, 'performative subjecthood' also helped, to use the words of Natalie Zemon 

Davis, to 'fatten the preamble' of their petitions either by demonstrating their positive 

contributions and indispensability, or to make them as supplicants appear more pitiful 

and in need of the benevolence or mercy of the state.950 

 

This hierarchical bond was compounded by the belief that the power of a petition lay 

not in its ability to persuade through its form and content, but in its ability to call the 

attention of the state in the first place. In addition to the practical and pragmatic 

consideration on the part of the colonial authorities to be responsive to these petitions 

by virtue of wanting to preserve the value of these merchants, they were attentive to 

the act of petitioning as it was regarded as a legal right that upheld the principles of 

justice and rule of law. Upholding the principles of just and the rule of law formed 

part of the principles that underlined the legitimacy of their political rule and were 

indicative of a benevolent and just ruler. Indeed, this was an overarching 

preoccupation that characterized the extent of Portuguese political and legal spectrum, 

not just in the metropole, but also in the more complex contexts of its overseas 

empire. As Stuart Schwartz has concluded, the system of royal and ecclesiastical 

courts was a highly rationalized mechanism of judicial administration and a system 

predicated on the concept that the king’s obligation to provide for the legal means to 

right various wrongs lay at the core of his authority.951 The distribution of justice and 

largesse were core components of political rule and denying subjects the right to 

approach them, to implore them to exercise justice, or to grant a favor, would thus be 

considered unjust. The upholding of petitioning as a legal right in the Estado and the 

significance afforded to it is demonstrated by firstly, the systematic preservation of 

these petitions in the colonial archives and evidence that that they were given a 

measure of consideration. This is demonstrated by annotations on the copies of 

petitions submitted, records of the official ruling in response to the contents of the 

petition that usually accompanied the copies, justifications of the ruling and 
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sometimes lengthy, detailed elaborations as to the justificatory grounds or invalid 

nature of the claims, demands or appeals made by the supplicant(s).  
 

Whilst Hindu merchants held a clear burden of expectation towards the state, 

invoking their hierarchical bond and appealed to the paternalistic duties of the state in 

regards its obligations to them as subjects, they were also keenly aware of what was 

required from them when petitioning. Hindu merchants and other gentio subjects 

complied with the formal requirements of a petition in regards to its format, language 

and tone, and followed the procedures set by the legal prescription of the colonial 

legal framework. The act of petitioning followed a specific format that required the 

supplicant to outline his or her claim, grievance or request in as salient a manner as 

possible but with the appropriate level of deference for it to be taken into due 

consideration. Adhering to such procedures was a requirement followed across other 

colonial societies whereby colonial subjects would address a colonial power with 

demands based on the metropolitan system of justice and would have to frame their 

arguments according to European legal conventions.952 At a practical level, they were 

cognizant of, and complied with, the formal requirements as to the format, language 

and the correct procedural steps in producing and submitting their petitions.  

 

In order to comply with these requirements, the services of a third party in the 

form of legally trained individuals such as procuradores or attorneys would usually 

have been sought. In colonial Andhra Pradesh, for example, it would have been 

unlikely that local weavers would have been able to fully interpret the ensuing system 

of English colonial law and produce petitions that adhered to the formal prescriptions 

required by the English. Thus, as Swarnalatha concludes, the need for a trained person 

employed in the writing of such petitions and who had understood and mastered the 

new legal terminology and procedures was crucial, and as evidenced by their petitions 

that were able to secure the attention of the Company authorities, these weavers were 

able to find such persons.953 Similarly, given the strict formality of their petitions, it is 

assumed that women petitioners in New Hampshire between the late seventeenth and 

mid-eighteenth centuries would have consulted a source, either human or literary in 
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order to achieve the proper format before submitting their appeal.954  The petition of 

the merchant Upea Camotin, for example, written in 1756, states that his carta 

testamunhável (witness testimony) “has been remitted and submitted by his attorney”; 

an additional petition in which he sought the permission to open a 'privileged botica' 

and refers to him as a 'man of business, and captain of the Brahman gentios of this 

state' served this petition 'through his procurador.'955 Similarly, during the legal 

dispute between the merchants Ramu Sinay and Sau and Santu Sinay, both parties 

made declarations and responded to one another through their respective 

procuradores.956  

 

In the Estado during the eighteenth century, Pombaline reforms aimed at 

further integrating local Christian converts into the religious and administrative folds 

meant that a larger number of Christian Brahmans were trained as lawyers but many 

functionaries of the Estado such as teachers, clerks, secretaries or archivists were 

Hindus.957 The integration of converted Brahmins into the professional legal fold as 

lawyers and attorneys who despite conversion, often maintained a Brahmanical 

identity and participated in the socio-cultural rituals and markers of Brahmanhood, 

may have aided the access of these merchants to legal counsel by increasing levels of 

trust as they were drawn from within the same community, or have helped to 

overcome such barriers as language.  Alongside employing the services of 

procuradores, Hindu merchants would sometimes present their petitions in person. In 

a series of letters between Goa and Lisbon housed as part of the records of the Junta 

do Tobaco pertaining to a dispute between the merchant Vencu Sinai and the 

administration of the Estanco Real de Tabaco and the Fazenda Real one letter states 

how Vencu Sinay 'on the 16th of January 1749 appeared in this Secretaria da 

Administração do Estanco Real de Tabaco with a petition and an assento of the Junta 

of the 16th of January 1749'.958 Vencu Sinai (also referred to as Vencu Sinay in the 

letters) appeared before the Secretary as part of a long-running dispute between 

himself and another merchant Ramagy Naique, regarding the diminution in the price 

and the supply of pepper from Sunda that was supplied by the ships of the Crown.  
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Vencu Sinay and Ramagy Naique were not the only contractors for pepper that were 

unhappy regarding the supply of pepper and it appears their litigation attempts were 

successful. Indeed, they were able to receive written confirmation and a copy of a set 

of terms for a contract for '100 candins of pepper of Sunda' below stipulates how the 

Junta de Administração do Estanco Real do Tabaco after the 'notifications' issued to 

them by the contractors of pepper in the state ensured the supply of the pepper; if the 

supply should falter, the Administração  'would pay the contractor twenty and six 

xerafins of damage and loss for each candil.'959 

 

Importantly, petitions submitted by Hindu merchants were detailed and well 

supported by documentation such as copies of alvarás and documentary evidence 

such as contracts, witness statements and testimonies, often from high ranking 

political figures in the Estado to support their claims. The importance of evidence in 

the documentary legal culture of the British colonial regime was also a shared feature 

in the Portuguese colonial legal framework and Hindu merchants and other native 

litigants were conscious of, and attended to, this demand.960 Moreover, the petitions 

of Hindu merchants also demonstrated a high degree of sophisticated legal 

argumentation in their reference to legal precedence and their attempts to ensure the 

proper enforcement of the law. For example, a series of petitions submitted between 

1704 and 1781 by a group of Hindu merchants that sought to ensure the full and 

proper enforcement of an alvará passed in 1701 and 1709 which reaffirmed the 

permission for gentio weddings to be performed with augmented ceremonial and 

ritual rites were fastidiously written, exceptionally detailed and demonstrated a 

forceful and assertive act of litigation. In supporting their claim that these alvará were 

not properly enforced as they still suffered prejudices and were faced with obstacles 

to performing their weddings according to the extended liberties granted by the alvará 

of 1701, they continued to stress the legal precedence of their claim by referencing the 

numerous alvarás and decrees (referring to their page numbers in the books in which 

they were registered) and made note of the fact that the matter had been deliberated at 

length both in the Estado and metropole and that the law codified and registered in the 

"Book of Royal Letters of this Secretary of State" in Lisbon.  In a similar vein, the 
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final remarks of a collective petition submitted on the 19th of November 1768 by the 

merchants Anta Sinay, Crisnay Sinay, Narana Camotin, Bula Naique and Norssu 

Naique sought once again to bring the alvará of 1701 to light and ensure its proper 

enforcement by requesting that a tresllado (transcription) of these documents be 

reissued by the Ouvidor Geral do Civil to "scribe of the court" as a means of 

reaffirming the textual proof and documentary evidence of their claims961 Continuing 

their litigation attempts to uphold these rights, a petition filed in 1781 sought to 

sustain 'in all its vigour the preceding orders' that allowed the 'gentios of Goa' to 

perform their weddings inside their houses' according to the 'permission granted to 

them before the year of 1774, and the form, vectorizations and cautions of this 

permission.'962  

 

Indeed, during this period as in the sixteenth century, Hindu subjects continued to 

use petitions to secure or expand their personal socio-cultural or religious rights, 

especially inheritance rights. The arbitration of such cases mainly fell in the hands of 

the Ouvidor Geral in India who had jurisdiction in cases of a civil nature.963 The 

enshrinement of these rights and laws in forals or alvarás were often made in 

consultation with the letrados or 'lettered of this land por verbae' and gaunkars would 

also be consulted in cases where the exact implementation and applicability of the 

laws or customs were unknown.964  On such occasions, these "letrados de terra" 

would also, through a lingoa, offer their judgements or clarifications to the Ouvidor 

who would then take this into account in the arbitration process.965 Interestingly, 

however, Hindu subjects sought to challenge the application of specific laws 

pertaining to inheritance rights according to perceived 'custom' as they were currently 

applied, especially when this ran contrary to their own interests. As alluded to in 

chapter three, this was especially clear in petitions concerning inheritance claims and 

disputes between members of a family in the event of the death of the 'head of the 

house', as to the proper division of its assets, as well as who could claim leadership of 

its commercial functions.  
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In March 1786, the widow Savetry Camotin, for example, submitted a petition that 

sought to challenge the present laws governing inheritance. After the death of her 

husband Gopala Camotin, who left behind no male or female heir, Savetry Camotin 

'took weak and pacific possession all the goods and assets of the house of her husband 

and her father in law Fondu Camotin, exercising the business and making remittances 

in his name to the diverse Ports for a time of over 30 years.'966 After a period of time, 

Savetry Camotin found herself challenged over these assets by a group of male 

relatives who claimed to be the legitimate managers of his estate by virtue of the fact 

that they were the viable inheritors of her mother-in-law Laximiny Camotin.  The 

group of male relatives: Vitogi Naique and his uncle and cousins Nilba Naique, 

Pandurange Naique, Madagy Naique and Vasadeva Naique took over the estate of 

Gopalla Camotin due to a lack of a female or male heir. 967 However, Savetry 

Camotin is described in the petition as the 'head of the couple of Gopalla Camotin' but 

now 'an honest, collected and miserable widow' after his death in February 1754, 

became conscious of the 'mal administration' more than 37 years ago by Vitogi 

Naique and co. and having asked them for the accounts of the respective 

administration' had brought her 'restless and disturbed in the Juizo de Goa with 

litigations claiming to be the inheritors of Laximiny Camotin.'968  

 

The crux of the claim of the group of male relatives in 'forcibly' taking over the 

estate hinged on the argument that Gopalla Camotin had no left an heir, and by virtue 

of her status as both a woman and a widow, Savetry Camotin was not a legitimate 

inheritor of his assets. In response, Savetry Camotin sought to challenge their claim 

by challenging the justice of the actual and current laws governing inheritance. As 

part of her claim, she requested legal documentation that pertained to inheritance 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
966 AHU, Índia, Cx 129, Doc. 36.  
967 AHU, Índia, Cx 129, Doc 36.  
968 AHU. Índia, Cx 129, Doc 36. A lengthy despacho that accompanied the petition also made 
reference to a civil dispute between two Brahman brothers, Sau Sinay and Santy Sinay against their 
uncle Rama Sinay in which the two brothers mentioned in their petition, a foral that 'did not declare the 
payments that were to be shared amongst sons on the death of the father and the manner in which the 
divide was to be made to the brothers, and nephews, cousins and sons of the two wives of the father.' 
However, it was deemed by a the letrados that the 'the divide made among the brothers in case of their 
father's death was made in equal parts among the sons, even if they were not one and the same'- one 
and the same being not full brothers but also half and adoptive ones too and that 'it was only the elder 
brother who had an advantage over the other brothers.'  



	  

295	  

	  

rights such as chapters of a foral that sought to clarify the inheritance rights of sons 

whose fathers had multiple heirs that were recorded in the Livro do Foral do Uso e 

Costume das Ilhas de Goa (Charter Book on the Use and Customs of the Islands of 

Goa).  In the opening of her petition, Camotin made reference to the 'current general 

laws of this kingdom' and the 'approved customs of the gentiles' that meant that a 

widow was left with nothing 'only what is necessary for her nourishment.'969  She 

further elaborated that 'if any gentio passed away without leaving a surviving male 

son and his surviving wife takes on a criolo then it happens that in the case of the 

death of the widow, her relatives nor her daughters stand to inherit as was practiced in 

many rich houses of the principal merchant subjects of this State.'970 Savetry Camotin 

claims that the failure to observe this custom of allowing female inheritance had 

'destroyed the houses and assets of the gentios in grave harm to the public for the 

continuation of commerce which they uniquely exercise for the utility of the State.'971  

 

Unfortunately, it is unclear what the outcome of Savetry Camotin's petition 

was, but for the purposes of this discussion, the stated motivations of her petition, her 

highly assertive tone, and her tactic of appealing towards the proper conservation of 

Hindu mercantile activity and the 'houses and assets of the gentios' are in themselves 

telling. The framing of the petition brings the issue of commerce to the fore: her 

primary motivation for challenging the usurpation of her husband's assets by his male 

relatives was to uphold her right to her commercial activity as she was 'entitled to the 

liberty to exercise the said commerce.'972 Camotin further asserts her right to this 

freedom by underscoring the mismanagement of her commercial house, claiming that 

these relatives 'enriched themselves, and made do with gross quantities', that they 

have 'loaned money in their own names with the money and assets usurped from the 

house of the supplicant of the kind that not satisfied with the great ruin and 

deterioration of her house, they want to end her and extinguish her.'973 In short, it was 

therefore, their mishandling of her husband's commercial assets that had spurred her 

into action and it was around this central concern that her petition pivoted rather than 
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the questionable behaviour of her male relatives, or her mistreatment at their hands. In 

a similar appeal to that used by other Hindu merchants in their petitions, Savetry 

Camotin in accentuating the urgency of her personal situation made sure to emphasise 

the negative impact of the disruption of Hindu mercantile activity more widely on 

commerce and the collective good or 'utility' of the Estado. The strategy of widening 

the scope of a personal commercial dispute or issue to a matter of public concern- that 

it was of 'grave harm to the public' or 'utility to the state' was, as will be demonstrated 

a recurrent formula in the petitions of Hindu merchants, especially those in which 

they appeal for arbitration or intervention in the case of a commercial dispute.  

 

As mentioned in chapter three, this petition was accompanied by a despacho that 

also made reference to a similar civil dispute between two Brahman brothers, Sau 

Sinay and Santy Sinay against their uncle Rama Sinay in which these two brothers 

challenged the existing arrangements regarding the estate of their father, particularly 

that payments and assets should be shared amongst his remaining sons and two wives 

and that it was ruled that it was only the eldest son that had 'preference' or rights.974 

The grappling of the colonial state with this complex issue that indeed pertained more 

to the 'customs' of the gentios, points to the difficulties faced in reconciling a 

Portuguese, metropolitan system of law on the complex socio-cultural and religious 

realities of the local society of the Estado. However, that the state issued a judgement 

based on its own interpretation regarding customary laws of inheritance- that only the 

eldest surviving son had rights and inheritance claims- points to a specific 

interpretation and administration of customary law by the Portuguese state. Moreover, 

as Savetry Camotin's petition demonstrates, that such disputes regarding the estates of 

merchant houses were consistently brought before the colonial state speaks to a level 

of acceptance of its juridical authority and that the judicial institutions of the 

Portuguese colonial state, was also a sphere, akin to the role of a panchayat, in which 

matters of inheritance were debated, contested and ultimately decided.  
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Claiming the Rights of a Subject: Petitioning for Arbitration and 

Intervention 

	  

Before demonstrating the more complex ways in which Hindu merchants invoke their 

subjecthood and appealed to the obligation of the state to intervene or uphold their 

rights as subjects, it is worth noting that the expectation that could also be articulated 

in a very straightforward and matter of fact manner in their petitions. Indeed, one of 

the most explicit manifestations of the expectation of the paternalistic duties of the 

colonial state to uphold and protect the interests of its subjects was the belief that the 

state could and would intervene in cases where their commerce had been threatened 

by the actions of another sovereign power. As illustrated in chapter one, maritime 

commercial traffic around the waters of the Estado was often disrupted due to the 

bellicose actors such as the Maratha and the Sidis of Janjira. Indeed, that the 

commercial activities of Hindu merchants were also threatened by the wider geo-

political context and that the protection mechanisms of the state were called upon in 

response were most clearly articulated in the petition submitted in 1777 by Vencatexa 

Camotim of the previous two chapters, who, in a very matter of fact tone, issued a set 

of demands to the viceroy after losing a cargo of rice that was en-route to Goa from 

Angediva in the south that had been 'robbed by the Bonsulo.'975 His petition states that 

the viceroy 'had been served' with the request to issue an order to the general of the 

province of Bardez to meet with the sarcar of the Bonsulo and demand the return of 

the cargo or the remuneration of its total, as its loss or a depreciation in the price of 

rice would cause 'evident danger' to the merchant firm of Vencatexa Camotin.976 The 

tone of the petition and his request that the viceroy directly intervene to make it 

possible for them to recoup their investment in the cargo of rice according to the 

manner dictated was an explicit act of assertive litigation. Perhaps, by virtue of the 

prominence and influence of the Mhamai Kamat family, Camotin was indeed able to 

strike such a tone and could do away with the more florid rhetorical appeals of his 

fellow merchants. However, just as in Savetry Camotin's petition above, there was an 

implicit warning of the potential disruption to the public good that could also arise as 
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a result of their individual commercial activities being threatened. 

 

Hindu merchants also made explicit references to their commercial value and their 

long and loyal records of service to the Portuguese crown in petitions that appealed 

for the king or the viceroy to intervene on their behalf in cases in which they had 

suffered commercial losses due to the actions of a third party or as the result of 

decisions taken by state officials. In this vein, the instrumental uses of the petition, i.e. 

to request justice, arbitration and intervention of the authorities to adjudicate in cases 

of commercial dispute, becomes more salient. A collective petition submitted in 

February 1770 by the merchants Bulla Naique, Govinda Naique and Dugu Camotin in 

which they referred to themselves as “principal men of business in the capital of Goa” 

begins with an elaborate preamble that is worth quoting at length. These merchants 

explain how they wished to: 

 

"continue under the establishment of a great credit, of a very extended 

commerce, active and passive to the various ports of Europe, and the various 

stopovers  of Asia, Africa, and America, contributing in this way to the public 

circulation of goods and important cabedaes and distinguishing themselves in 

their loyalty and love for the Portuguese crown, in the urgent necessities of the 

Estate with donations, they find themselves now, more than ever, in grave 

deterioration due to the detention of their product which remains in Lisbon of 

their cargo made in Bahia in 1762 and 1764 and all years since the year 

1765.977  

 

Firstly, the vague referencing to “ancestors” imparts a sense of timelessness and 

immutability to the service and engagement of these merchants and established a 

lineage of service to the Estado. This lineage of service was further compelled by 

their supposed 'fidelity and love for the Portuguese crown', a grandiloquent expression 

of their good subjecthood.  Moreover, it may also have been an appeal to the 

discourses of nobility as articulated in the metropole, which placed significant 

emphasis on lineage, the antiquity of nobility and the purity of blood as a 
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geneological product.978 Whilst such professions of fidelity and love should be taken 

with a degree of skepticism, even if entirely truthful, they demonstrate the extent to 

which such proclamations were core components of the performance of virtuous 

subjecthood. It is only after their elaborate declaration that they are able to request the 

state to intervene in the return of their goods, which they claimed had been mistakenly 

apprehended and seized in Portugal. The purchase in Bahia and the consignment and 

sale of their goods in Lisbon had been entrusted to their procuradores or brokers who 

now disputed their request to return them to India “on their own account and risk” 

despite the fact that in 1786, they had “remitted legal and veridical proof that those 

same seized goods were uniquely those of the supplicants.”  The seizure of their 

goods was based on suspicions as to whether or not they did belong to what the 

petition describes as "Indian people."979  

 

To prove their ownership, they presented 'authentic copies' of letters between 

themselves and their brokers that confirm the "embarkation of those goods that by 

order of Your Majesty had stayed deposited with them” which they claimed remained 

unreturned and uncompensated for, and for which no requeirmento had been issued 

for the resolution of this dispute.980 The fact that these merchants were firstly 

disputing the decision of the authorities in Lisbon to seize the goods in the first place, 

and secondly, requesting that the king intervene and issue an order to resolve the 

dispute between them and their brokers in their favor, was a request that although 

justifiable and within the purview of their rights as subjects, could have been regarded 

as imperious or even high-handed. As such, it was one that required counterbalancing 

their demanding and assertive tone with such an elaborate and ingratiating statement 

to cast them in the best light possible.   
 

In a strikingly similar case, the merchant Vitogy Camotin lodged a petition to 

appeal to the Viceroy to intervene on his behalf and help reverse the decision of the 

authorities in Lisbon that was threatening his commerce and his reputation.981  He 
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stated that as a '[r]everential supplicant he expounds in the benign understanding of 

Your Excellency, the unfortunate decadence in which it the traffic of his merchandise 

is found' blaming it primarily on 'the lack of punctual and due correspondence that he 

has verified from his merchant correspondents in the court of Lisbon.'982 According to 

his testimony, Camotin stressed that this matter was especially pressing and a direct 

result of the fact that the goods which he and other merchants had remitted to Lisbon 

were unjustly seized by order of the king in 1766. The reasons for the seizure are 

unclear, but Camotin was strenuous in deflecting any role in instigating the causes for 

the seizure underscoring that he was 'entirely innocent in any guilt for the motives of 

this procedure.'983 In order for Camotin to recover his portion of the seized goods he 

requested that the king provide a “requerimento to inform the truth about the 

innocence of the supplicant” and to enable the “freeing of the said goods.” In an 

attempt to distance himself from the event that had occurred in Lisbon, he once again 

stressed the obligation that his correspondents there had as his representatives at the 

court in upholding his 'figure' or rather his reputation.984  

 

Camotin was as motivated to clear his name and protect his reputation as a 

trustworthy merchant, as he was about recovering his share of the goods. As we can 

see, therefore, the importance of a sound reputation was not only of great importance 

in the close knit private networks of the Camotins as analysed in the previous chapter, 

but for the wider community of Hindu merchants in the Estado as a whole. As such, 

Camotin repeatedly stressed his 'real innocence” and attempted to mitigate his role by 

arguing that the “detainment of his goods and the handling of his merchandise does 

not fit in his radius” referring to the fact that as he was fixed in Goa, he was unable to 

clarify the matter in Lisbon in person. He thus requested that the state act on his 

behalf, appealing to “the notorious zeal and exact care” and “benevolence” of the 

viceroy to issue a mercê and attend to this matter, especially as the “circulation of his 

merchandise produced a principal portion of the subsistence of the court.”985 

Camotin's expectation was that firstly, as a subject, the viceroy would be obligated to 

intervene on his behalf, a fact further reinforced by his very matter-of fact assertion of 
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his contribution to the very survival of the Estado.  Secondly, Camotin perceived that 

he had suffered a real injustice, which was in part caused by a decision of the state in 

Lisbon that had created a situation entirely out of his control and which he was unable 

to rectify himself.  Thus, it was equally the responsibility of the state to set the 

situation right. Indeed, Camotins multi-layered argument and expectations are a clear 

manifestation of the mutually beneficial and reciprocal obligations inherent in the 

relationship between the Estado and its Hindu mercantile community, and the 

perceived advantages that could be derived from it.   

 

As the above petitions demonstrate, the ability to invoke the juridical authority of 

the state for redress and conflict resolution, not just in Goa but also in Lisbon, was 

one of the most advantageous and instrumental uses of the petition. This ability was 

especially crucial to these Hindu merchants who were fixed in Goa, but whose goods 

and capital circulated within the very global networks that constituted the structure of 

the Portuguese overseas empire. The facility with which they were able to petition 

against decisions taken against them outside of Goa which affected the circulation of 

their capital and merchandise, not only made trading along these networks 

commercially viable but also more secure.  As such, the petition in this context acted 

as a mechanism that held the diverse and complex web of judicial and administrative 

institutions of the Portuguese colonial empire to account, and a means of 

communication between and across these geographically disparate centers of colonial 

administration and commerce. A petition filed in 1755 between the forbearers of a 

group of Hindu merchants Bublea Naique, Rama Camotin and Bogu Sinay who, in 

1752, were in partnership with Domingos de Faria Cruz, a Portuguese pilot of the 

Carreira da India e Naus de Coroa (the Carreira da India and the Ships of the 

Crown) who filed the petition, and a Portuguese merchant, Antonio Perreira, is a key 

example of how once again, the juridical authority of the state in both Goa and Lisbon 

was called upon to mediate in a commercial dispute between Hindu merchants and a 

third party. Moreover, it is was a case that involved another colonial territory and 

branch of colonial administration in Mozambique, and similar to the cases above, 

contested a decision of officials there that had proved detrimental to a group of Hindu 
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merchants resident in Goa.986 This particular dispute was especially complex and 

involved one arm of the colonial state- the Viceroy and the Ouvidor Geral do Civil in 

Goa who were called upon to arbitrate over a dispute between the Portuguese pilot 

and supplicant of the petition, Domingos de Faria Cruz who was in debt to a group of 

Hindu merchants as a result of a decision taken by the Fazenda Real in Mozambique. 

The matter was also remitted to Lisbon and elicited a statement from the 

Dezembargador dos Agravos (magistrate for the aggrieved) of the Casa da 

Suplicação in Lisbon in conjunction with the High Court in Goa and the Ouvidor 

Geral do Civil, the Juiz das Justificaçõens and the Dezembargador dos Agravos in 

Goa.  

 

The petition filed by Domingos de Faria Cruz on the 11th of March 1755 

asserted that: 

 

'being the debtor to  Bocumuns Nayquiny, Bulla Nayqe, Nagozy Naique, Dulba 

Naique, Locu Naique and Rama Custam Naique widow and inheritors of the 

defunct Babulea Naique, Rama Camotin and Bogu Sinay, to whom the 

supplicant had taken, in the city of Goa, jointly with his partner, Antonio 

Perreira, answering, in the year of 1751, twelve thousand xerafins at the rate of 

thirty and five percent with risk on the boat São Jozeph and the supplicants 

arriving at the Praça de Mossambique in the monsoon of the said year 1751, 

they were taken by the administration of the Fazenda Real to be consigned from 

the ports, and against the wish of the supplicants, sixteenth thousand, one 

hundred and seventy four cruzados and a half in various fazendas.'987  

 

As referenced in chapter two, the fazendas that Cruz and Perreira had 

transported to Mozambique contained a variety of fazendas that mainly included cloth 

such as panos de cafres and chitas de Balagate, were bought individually from each 

merchant at varying quantities and costs but in sum came to a total of 16, 174 

cruzados and 200 réis and were supposed to be for the 'rescue of the Sêna' in 
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northwest Mozambique.988 Cruz and Perreira had already delivered the sum of 2056 

xerafins, 2 tangas and 3 réis and later the amount of 16, 174 cruzados and 200 réis 

which apparently 'filled the principal and advances of their debt', for which the 

supplicants had secured an official declaration, but claimed that these merchants were 

particularly aggressive in trying to retrieve the remaining amount, even going so far 

as to try and impede the return of Cruz and Perreira to Mozambique from Goa.989 

Cruz claimed that on their return from Mozambique 'on the ships which transported 

the weaponry and recruits that Your Majesty had sent to that same State' they were 

once again 'molested by the said creditors, at the same time that the supplicants for 

not having the goods, nor their own money, they could not satisfy, and they are not 

guilty of the delay in payment that resulted of the non-payment of the Real Fazenda at 

the time of the arrival of the rescue of the Sêna.'990 As a result of their inability to pay 

the remainder of their debt which they argued was no fault of their own they appealed 

to the viceroy to grant a provision that determined that as they had satisfied the 

principle amount of their debt, these merchants should instead collect the remainder 

from the Real Fazenda who as a 'debtor does not lack, there can be no other equal 

security.'991 Cruz argued that this was the only plausible means of resolving the 

situation- he stresses that they cannot be by any other means- and thus these 

merchants could not 'by any other way impede their return from the said Estado da 

Índia to this Kingdom.'992  

 

Unfortunately, it is unknown what the final decision was, or if the full amount 

of debt was cleared between Cruz, Pereira and the group of Hindu merchants, but 

what we do know from other documents is that these merchants and their families 

were not satisfied by this proposal and were heavily engaged in litigating to secure the 

return of the remaining debt. Moreover, they were judicious in requesting that 

juridical proof and documentation be provided in the process to substantiate their 

claims. For example, a witness testimony written by the Ouvidor and Provedor dos 

Deffuntos, Auzentes e Orphãos in Mozambique on the 25th of January 1752, was 

requested and reafirmed that Ruocumenry Naqiue, Bulla Naique, Nagosy Naique, 
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Dulba Naiqye, Locu Naique and Rama Custam Naique were the inheritors of Babulea 

Naique and his partner Dogu Camoty had submitted their own petition, that was 

registered in the book of petitions of the Conselho da Fazenda. As it turned out, this 

testimony stipulated that it was actually the 'Administração da Superintendencia de 

Mossambique' that was the debtor of the remaining sum of 10,972 cruzados and not 

the Portuguese pilots.993 In their petition, the descendents of these merchants had 

asked the Viceroy to 'expedite the necessary orders to the Governor and 

Superintendent of the Fort of Mozambique, that in the Cofre of Your Majesty it is 

remitted the amount of its debt' along with the necessary papers certifying its 

remittance.994 To further guarantee the enforcement of this order and provide for its 

authentication, they necessitate a certificate of the Scribe' which declared that the 

remaining debt was in the hands of the Superintendençia of Mozambique.995 This is 

indeed therefore, a clear example of how Hindu merchants from Goa could hold the 

diverse and geographically dispersed arms of the colonial state to account and litigate 

for the protection of their commercial and financial interests. Indeed, it is reminiscent 

of the example given by Claude Markovits outlined in the beginning of this chapter, 

of how the firm K.Chellaram & Sons litigated against their treatment by a customs 

official on the Gold Coast by petitioning the secretary of state for the colonies in 

London. What is interesting about this particular case is the determination of these 

merchants who did not stop at using the 'official' legal channels of the state that were 

available to them to secure the remaining twelve thousand cruzados owed to them by 

the Superintendençia in Mozambique. As Erik Lars Myrup has argued, while in 

theory the colonial bureaucracy was supposed to be orderly and hierarchical, in 

practice the social networks that undergirded this structure transformed royal 

government into an ambiguous and decentralised system allowing individuals to 

exploit and rely on their flexible relationships. These merchants were thus simply 

engaging in a kind of unspoken protocol that was common practice across the 

spectrum of the Portuguese overseas empire.   

 

 A document that accompanied their petition demonstrated how they also 

attempted to exploit their social capital and their 'unofficial' channels of influence by 
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invoking their relationship with a prominent religious figure, the Padre Jozé António 

of the Jesuits and Rector of the Jesuit College. In a letter to Padre Jozé written by a 

commercial partner of one of the Hindu petitioners Bula Naique whose first name is 

unclear but whose last name was Botelho in which he discusses a sale of a bundle 

cloth that Botelho had consigned to the Padre that was to be sold in exchange for 

'good gold, or ivory', he broaches the subject of the 12 thousand cruzados.  In a duly 

deferential tone, he writes in the name of Bula Naique 'entreating the Reverendissimo 

and Reverendissimos Senhores Padres, Provincial e Propozito who wishing to enter in 

this charge with all the effort that would do to us a great charity, as it is only through 

Your Reverendissima that we hope to see this quantity in our hand.'996  Despite the 

fact that we lack an answer to Bula Naique's entreaty to the Padre as no reply has yet 

been found, nor do we know what the outcome of the various petitions were, and if 

indeed the remainder of the debt was returned to them, their litigation attempts 

demonstrate an assertive and judicious use of the petition and the judicial system as a 

whole in order to secure their demand and remedy their immediate personal 

circumstances. 997 

 

It appears from a series of documents that accompanied the petitions 

submitted by the Hindu merchant Upea Camotin between 1771 and 1772, that 

disputes between Hindu merchants and the authorities in Mozambique were a 

common occurrence. As referenced in chapter two, due to a lack of general supplies 

in Mozambique in 1746, the Governor appealed to the Viceroy and the Vedor Geral 

da Fazenda in Goa to persuade Upea Camotin to supply goods on the promise that he 

would be paid promptly and the price of his goods would be in conformity to the 

current prices in Mozambique. Camotin was noted to have remitted this cargo of bate 

(unmilled rice) on his own account and risk paying the customs rights and freight 

charges himself.998  There was, however, a disagreement about the prices and Upea 

Camotin was asked to reduce his asking price. It was ruled by the Dezembargador 

Ouvidor Geral Juiz da Alfandiga e Intendente Fiscal dos Descaminhas da Fazenda 

Real of Mozambique who communicated to the Vedor Geral da Fazenda of the 
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Estado da Índia, Joao de Saldanha Lobo, that because Upea Camotin was paid more 

than what had been agreed and was therefore in debt to the Fazenda Real there should 

be a liquidation of his assets on the 22nd of September, 1769 of the amount of 32, 367 

cruzados and 181 réis.999 Moreover, it was instructed that there should be an auction 

of his liquidated assets to cover the excess in the payment which he had received for 

the bate that he had supplied in the name of the Fazenda Real in order to provision 

the warehouses in Mozambique.1000 The assets that were seized from Upea Camotin  

'deposited in the power of Vencu Sinay' a tobacco rendeiro, were numerous and the 

terms of the order of the seizure included a lengthy and detailed list spanning 10 

pages, which included such valuable items such as furniture and textiles to mundane 

household items such as dishware. However, because the total value of his assets did 

not cover the amount owed and he remained 25,242 cruzados and 397 réis in debt 

there should be a further seizure of the value of existing debts owed to Camotin.1001  

 

Upea Camotin consistently fought against this decision and there exist three 

petitions in which he asserts that he was paid the correct and fair price for the bate, 

not only because this price corresponded with current sale prices in Mozambique, but 

also because it was formally agreed and confirmed and thus there were no grounds for 

the seizure. In his petition of the 5th of March 1771, he stated that the correct price for 

each load of bate was 2 cruzados and 100 réis and not 2 réis and 5 cruzados as the 

Dezembargador Ouvidor Geral in Mozambique had ruled.1002 He states that this had 

been 'approved by the Conselho da Fazenda de Goa and the Procuradores da Coroa 

da Fazenda of the State' as confirmed by two 'Royal Provisions of the 19th of March 

of 1756 and the 12th of March 1764, which ordered that he 'should be promptly 

satisfied' by the Fazenda Real of correct amount. 1003 A petition submitted the 

following year in 1772 once again emphasised that the decision to only pay him less 

was 'injurious and against the promises of the Vedor Geral who had insured him that 

they payment would be according to the state of the land' and thus he was only paid 

was what was fair and concurrent with the prices in Mozambique.1004  It should be 
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noted, that Upea Camotin's had previous disagreements with the authorities in 

Mozambique. In 1751 the Viceroy noted that Camotin had declared that the there had 

been a delay in payment of 916 cruzados for a cargo of cloth that he had remitted 

during the monsoon of 1752, which had not yet been made due to a lack of funds in 

Mozambique.1005 As a result, in January 1752, Camotin petitioned the Viceroy in Goa 

and appealed for a new assento be issued which ordered the payment which the new 

Feitor of Mozambique be 'indubitably made to comply' especially given the major 

delay of this payment and 'seeing that the debt originated from the service that the 

supplicant had made to Our Majesty in sending the supplies to the Praça de 

Mozambique in the occasion in which it had found itself in a sensitive lack of 

everything.'1006 A note underneath Camotin's testimony notes that it 'had been 

established that the Feitor de Mozambique pay the supplicant for which he will pass 

orders' suggesting that the Viceroy had ruled in Camotin's favour.  

  

Despite this previous victory, despite Camotin's repeated attempts to fight the 

seizure of 1769, the decision was maintained and it was concluded that he had in fact 

received excessive payment.  In 1770, the Governor D. João José de Melo wrote to 

Lisbon that he had 'called Upea Camotin as Your Majesty had ordered in your letter 

of the 18th of July of the previous year and I asked this gentio about the remittance of 

the rice and he gave me the real cause of the remittance and the payment which he 

had received and showed me his reason with letters but also documentation'.1007 These 

papers and this practice informed me of this business and I took it upon myself to find 

in the Fazenda Geral and at the Tribunal dos Contos that appeared to me necessary to 

prove the truth.'1008 The Viceroy concluded that Camotin was truthful in his 

declaration that he was 'invited and persuaded in the year 1746 by the Vedor da 

Fazenda Antonio Carneyro de Alcatoa to send to Mozambique the rice as there was a 

need for the subsistence of that Praça' and although it was supposed to be delivered in 

the name of the Junta do Comerçio it was 'actually made on the account of this gentio 

who himself paid the freights and rights.'1009  
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The Governor confirmed that the rice was received in Mozambique by the 

Real Fazenda and that there was a delay in the payment. As a result, 'this gentio 

requested repeated times to the Conselho da Fazenda of this State for its fulfilment' 

but at that the same Conselho da Fazenda ruled that the price of the mentioned genero 

be at price of 5 cruzados.'1010 As a result, the Governor maintained that Camotin was 

indeed in debt to the Fazenda Real and ordered that he be made repay the difference, 

as well as the interest accumulated. What is interesting about the Governor's response 

is the extent to which he is keen on emphasising that this decision was the result of a 

proper administration of justice, outlining the adjudicative actions of the authorities 

both in the Estado and Lisbon. He stresses that Camotin had recourse to the Conselho 

Ultramarino on repeated occasions and that the 'same Conselho Ultramarino after 

being sent and informed of this material thus orders him to satisfy the payment', 

alluding to the fact that the case had gone through all the exhaustive procedures and 

forums for legal arbitration possible.1011  Howe ever, as stated in chapter three, this 

decision does not appear that this decision dealt a fatal blow to Upea Camotin's 

commercial activities.  

Petitioning for Redress, Clemency and Pardons  
 

The petitions above are examples of how Hindu merchants petitioned for 

arbitration in commercial disputes, to arbitrate for conflict-resolution and for redress 

by appealing against decisions taken by the state in the metropole, or by a branch of 

the colonial administration in such Mozambique, for example, that had been 

detrimental to their commercial interests. As such, these merchants petitioned against 

a seizure or a dispute regarding contract and sales price, decisions that directly 

pertained to a specific commercial transaction. However, Hindu merchants also 

petitioned for redress as a result of decisions taken by the colonial authorities when 

such decisions had inadvertently affected their financial and commercial interests. For 

example, the collective petition of Narana Camotin, who, as demonstrated earlier in 

this chapter was no stranger to assertively petitioning the state, Rogunatta Camotin, 

Babulea Camotin submitted in March 1772, who were inheritors of the estate of the 

merchants Roullo and Crisna Camotin, appealed to the state to intervene on their 
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behalf and issue reparations or offer restitution for their loss of capital and the the 

juros vencidos (accrued interest) which had occurred as a result of the decision to 

expel the Jesuits from the Estado and the seizure of their land, which rendered them 

incapable of retrieving the money that the Jesuits had owed them.1012 Just as in the 

petitions above, their appeal to the state to intervene also rested on a discreetly made 

claim that a decision on the part of the state had in fact been contributed to their 

current situation. Thus, once again a careful balance had to be established between 

providing the authorities with plausible reasons to intervene- to ensure the 

continuation of their commercial activities- with the appropriate and required register 

of due deference and humility to mitigate their critical claim. The Camotins stressed 

that theirs was a particularly pressing case as their 'house' was one of the biggest 

commercial firms in Goa and these losses were having a 'notable loss in their giro do 

comercio' as their goods were being stalled.1013 Moreover, this had 'caused a great hit' 

as it the stalling of their goods meant they were unable to generate capital with which 

to satisfy 'the important debts of capital and advances' which had been claimed and 

reclaimed after the death of their fathers which had caused 'a poverty of such that 

cannot be asked of such great families.'1014 Although the outcome of their petition is 

as yet unclear, it clearly demonstrates how they and other Hindu merchants had clear 

expectations of the paternal duties of the state and how before claiming this 

expectation, through the formula of "performative subjecthood" they fashioned 

themselves as invaluable subjects and families of good standing whom the authorities 

had an obligation to uphold.  

 

Hindu merchants also petitioned for clemency or pardons in cases where there 

was no clear causality on the part of the state but the king or viceroy was petitioned 

for its ability to offer relief. As such, it was the benevolence and grace of the king that 

was appealed to and this was made abundantly clear in the linguistic register and tone 

of these petitions. In such petitions, these merchants were careful to fashion 

themselves as subjects in extreme desperation or poverty, appealing to the sympathy 

and benevolence of the king.  The petition of Sada Siva Sinay, for example, submitted 

in March 1784, combined this strategy, and that of presenting a record of good 
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subjecthood, in appealing to the state to forgive his debts. Indeed, the beginning of 

Sinay’s petition is almost excessive in its deference beginning with his address that 

asked “Your Majesty be served to put his eyes of piety on the Supplicant and forgive 

him of all his debt.”1015 He proceeds his pleading by “prostrating and kissing with the 

utmost respect and humility the most pious and most dignified feet of Your Most 

Faithful Majesty who God protects, representing as he is the most loyal vassal of 

Your Majesty and his grandparents for more than one hundred years, who lives 

underneath the protection and refuge of Your Majesty who now finds himself in the 

ultimate misery.'1016 It is clear that a significant component of Sada Siva Sinay's 

petition was his intention on  'physically' demonstrating the extent of his humility and 

excessive deference in his 'prostrating' before the king and the 'kissing' of his feet. 

This kind of symbolism was also important in petitions or letters of remission beyond 

the Estado. As Natalie Zemon Davis has illustrated, the preambles of many letters of 

remission in sixteenth century France began with one presenting oneself humbly to 

the judges, 'bare-headed, on one's knees and with imploring hands', for example.1017 

 

Sinay continues his petition by explaining that despite having diligently “made 

punctual payment every year” of the rendas dos dizimos of the village of Goa Velha, 

or Old Goa, due to an epidemic, which had left him 'totally destitute of health, 

possessions and fortune' he was 'in short, miserable lacking the power nor the means 

for his own sustenance and less to satisfy the extent of the of his debt of the 

Renda.'1018To bolster his plea for mercy, he also referred to a letter of February 7, 

1776, of the Marques of Pombal who in his capacity as Inspector General of the 

Royal Treasury passed a law on June 20, 1774, that “extinguished the debts of debtors 

from who it cannot be expected that they would be collected.” Referring to this letter 

and this law, Siva Sinay claimed in his witness testimony that the 'debtors to the 

Royal Treasury would not be imprisoned.'1019His petition thus blended all the 

characteristics of a subject worthy of mercy: a subject with a good record and lineage 

of service, left in pitiful state by forces out his control for which he could plausibly 

invoke the intervention of the king whilst appealing to a formal legal precedence, 
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which officially warranted the benevolent yet legally sanctioned act of excusing his 

debts or at least, sparing him the fate of jail.  A note on the margin of the petition 

stipulates 'it seemed should be heard by the Junta da Fazenda' and if it 'could order 

the non-imprisonment of the supplicant given the Royal Letter and Law that is 

accompanied.'1020 Due to the lack of an accompanying ruling in the set of documents, 

it is not clear what the outcome of his petition was.  

Petitioning for Royal Favours and for the Nomination to Political and 

Administrative Positions 

 

The language of deferential humility and an emphasis on loyal and sustained 

service were also especially apparent in petitions that sought to secure appointments 

to an administrative post, or when a son petitioned for the post of his father to be 

passed on to him in the event of his death. Administrative posts were customarily 

passed from father to son but nevertheless the formal procedure of a petition. The 

petition of Vittogi Sinay Dumo, merchant and resident of Goa submitted in 1759, for 

example, appealed for a requeirmento for the position of Corretor da Provincia de 

Bardes, Broker for the Province of Bardes, and stressed the relevant services that he 

had made for that office during the reign of Viceroy Pedro Mascarenhas, Conde de 

Sandomil, which had not been officially recognized in a formal nomination or the 

creation of an official post.1021 It appears that this did occur, as subsequent petitions 

submitted for the same nomination by his son, Poquea Sinay Dumo, in 1773 required 

a copy of the original requerimento. Vittogi Sinay Dumo's grandson, Chondra Sinay 

Dumo, however, sought the mercê for the nomination of the post of Corretor dos 

Balagateiros as well as the rendimentos (revenues) of two villages in the Province of 

Ponda.1022   

Chondra Sinay Dumo’s petition submitted in 1786 is indeed a perfect example of 

the format and language that structured the kind of performative subjecthood invoked 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1020 AHU, Índia, Cx 129, Doc. 36. 
1021 In this context, a requerimento, which can be roughly translated as requisition, was an official order 
that granted the claims or demands made by an applicant, or as in this case, formally granted an 
application for an administrative or political post. AHU, Índia, Cx 100, Doc. 27.  
1022 AHU, Índia, Cx 93, Doc 43. Hindu merchants used the term mercê, which roughly translates as 
favour or benefit, but could also refer specifically to land held as a grant for services rendered to the 
state, when stating their requests to the state, see Soares, Portuguese Vocables in Asiatic Languages, 
224. 
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in the crafting of a petition aimed specifically at securing a royal favor. Firstly, in 

seeking this nomination, Chondra Sinay Dumo, strikes an extremely deferential tone, 

beginning his petition with the act of 'prostrating himself against the Royal Throne of 

Your Majesty.'1023 Secondly, in keeping with another step in the performance of 

virtuous subjecthood, he then establishes a lineage of virtuous and selfless service 

whilst making reference to his own record of contributions.1024 In crafting his lineage 

of service, he states that he sought 'to continue and follow in the footsteps of his 

father and grandfather who distinguished himself greatly in the royal service of Your 

Majesty.' 'Imitating their fervor,' he states, he “has always made a personal study to 

deserve those same credits that were won by his predecessor, which are evidenced by 

the attached documents and attestations of the honorable viceroys and more 

magistrates of this State.'1025  

Finally, he subtly hints at the duality of the relationship between virtuous subjects 

and magnanimous rulers by stating that their ability to achieve such merits rested on 

the reciprocal loyalty of the king, he stressed that these examples of service gave 

'proof of the loyalty and meritoriousness of Your Majesty' and were 'proof of loyal 

and meritorious subjects.'1026 He emphasizes the fact both his grandfather and father 

were not rewarded for their illustrious service and monetary contributions to the state, 

despite the fact that they 'had voluntarily served with distinctive zeal, fidelity, honor, 

disinterest and subservience to your Majesty.'1027 Furthermore, he stresses how his 

grandfather in particular distinguished himself as 'amongst the most illustrious of his 

Nation and with his own costs and relevant usefulness to the same State of Your 

Majesty in India, as much in the time of peace as in the time of war.'1028 Chondra 

Sinay Dumo’s intention in underscoring these facts would have been to imply that the 

state’s subsequent transfer of these rewards to him was justified and perhaps even 

long overdue. 

After this elaborate framing, Sinay Dumo’s petition culminates in a set of demands 

and the underlying motivations as to his request to be formally granted the mercê to 

be nominated to the post of Corretor dos Balagateiros as well as the rendimentos of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1023 AHU, Índia, Cx 93, Doc. 43.  
1024 AHU, Índia, Cx 93, Doc. 43.  
1025 AHU, Índia, Cx 93, Doc 43.  
1026 AHU, Índia, Cx 93, Doc 43.  
1027 AHU, Índia, Cx 93, Doc 43.  
1028 AHU, Índia, Cx 93, Doc 43.  
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two villages in the Province of Ponda. He states that he “implores the royal clemency 

of His Majesty so that it will be destined that he will handle with decorum, the 

rendimentos of the Village Priol, or Siroda of the Province of Ponda” as currently his 

minimal possessions and the “limitation of his fortune do not allow him to appreciate 

the enjoyment of the Palanquin, aptaguir and Chonvor for not having the 

rendimentos or wealth of its Privilege.”1029 Accumulating the revenues of these 

villages would legitimize his public use of the palanquin and aptaguir, which, as the 

petition notes are 'distinctive of Asiatic nobility' and that would thus allow him to 

make a public display of wealth and social rank.1030 He subsequently put 'in the 

venerable presence of Your Majesty to be attentive and to remunerate the mercê do 

rendimento of any village in the Province of Ponda to the amount of three thousand 

rupias per year or that of whichever grace Your Majesty feels fit to make, as the 

supplicant has a large family whom he cannot sustain as the suppliant does not have 

the necessary revenue to live in the same decorum and treatment that he has lived in 

until today.'1031   

The fact that one of the primary purposes of Chondra Sinay Dumo’s petition was 

to secure the rights to generate the additional revenue required for him to legitimately 

augment his social status through ornate and visual ritualistic markers such as the 

palanquin and the aptaguir, is a key example of how Hindu merchants employed the 

legal mechanisms of the state for their personal advantage. Indeed, the very ability of 

Hindu merchants to firstly accumulate such revenue, which they did primarily by 

engaging in the colonial trade of the Estado and subsequently, to use this revenue to 

fashion themselves in ways that conformed to the category of an “Asiatic noble,” was 

one of the most direct and benefits that could be derived from engaging with the 

commercial and institutional arms of the colonial state, and a key means of upward 

social mobility.  

Importantly, Chondra Sinay Dumo was not alone in using the petition for such 

instrumental purposes as securing the right to conspicuous displays of wealth, rank 

and prestige. A diplomatic agent for the Portuguese and prominent merchant, Upea 

Camotin was also motivated to petition the state in 1765 in order for the viceroy, the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1029 AHU, Índia, Cx 93, Doc 43.  
1030 The aptaguir was a large, ornamental shade or canopy used during processions that were used by 
high-ranked individuals, see Dalgado, Glossário Luso-Asiatico, 48.  
1031 AHU, Índia, Cx 93, Doc 43.  
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Conde de Ega, to grant him a mercê that would allow him 'ride on horseback and with 

an umbrella palanquin with a guard of sepoys and the liberty to pass through any area 

without being vexed or taxed by their landowners.'1032 To secure this right he invoked 

'his many years of service' and the numerous duties he had performed for the state, 

primarily as a diplomatic agent on behalf of the Portuguese with the Marathas. This 

was supported by the attestation of the Governor General Francisco da Cunha 

Menezes, (1786-1794) the 'royal service, that he has performed with all the zeal, 

fidelity and good satisfaction,' he 'desires the appropriate distinction for his person 

that has been delayed.' Tactfully, he also includes an appeal to precedent, referring to 

the decision of a previous governor who conceded the same set of privileges to an 

official translator or lingoa the state who was also a Hindu merchant and who 

extended this privilege to the translator’s sons and brothers.  Of course, whilst we 

cannot fully ascertain the extent to which Chandra Sinay Dumo genuinely internalised 

such sentiments of virtuous subjecthood, the rhetoric of his petition nevertheless 

demonstrates his astute awareness in invoking this 'hierarchical bond', as well as the 

dialogical nature of claim making by Hindu merchants. As such Dumo's engagement 

with the colonial state dialogic and a mutually beneficial process in which Dumo's 

services to it could result in tangible symbolic and material benefitsThe fact that 

Chondra Sinay Dumo’s petition was well supported by a lengthy and detailed expose 

of his long record and lineage of service to the state, and accompanied by credible 

documentation such as written attestations of high-ranking political figures clearly 

reflects both determination and knowledge of the legal process required for petition to 

be successful. 

Petitioning as Lobbying 
 
In keeping with the argument of petitioning as a 'dialogical encounter' between Hindu 

merchants and the colonial state and a means of political communication, the use of 

petitions as a form of lobbying is an important case in point.  Petitions in the Estado 

were not just used to reconcile matters of a private nature, i.e. the specific grievances 

or demands pertaining to individual merchants, but they were also used to express 

opposition to broader political and commercial issues, such as the impact of existing 

legislation, or the potential impact of proposed legislation that could harm the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1032 HAG, MR-176-137A, fls. 38.  
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interests of individual merchants. The 'dialogic character' of claim making by Hindu 

merchants invoked and reaffirmed the authority and sovereignty of the colonial state 

whilst it simultaneously sought to influence its administrative, legal and commercial 

spheres to their own advantage. In this vein, they engaged in what Filippo de Vivo has 

termed ‘political communication’, a form of political action in which they circulated 

and conveyed information and ideas concerning political institutions and events, 

specifically when such institutions and events directly impacted their commercial or 

socio-cultural and religious interests.1033 The formulaic language and strategy of 

"performative subjecthood" in this context was used once again to assert their status 

and value as important commercial subjects, a claim that fore grounded and 

accentuated the value of their ensuing claims or propositions.  In petitions where 

Hindu merchants offer critical commentary on existing legislation, which they argued 

were detrimental to the commercial interests of the Estado, the kind of virtuous 

subjecthood as seen in the petitions above, where merchants would stress their 

individual merits or their good lineage of service, could be transformed into an 

expression of collective meritorious subjecthood aimed at the common good. In 

presenting themselves as dutiful subjects concerned with upholding the common 

interests of the Estado, these merchants, primarily in their own self-interest, could 

advocate on commercial issues and critique existing institutional and legislative 

arrangements by masking this discourse as an act of good subjecthood for the 

collective good of the Estado.  

 

For example, on the 24th of August 1779, a large group of Hindu merchants who 

described themselves as the 'principal men of business of Goa' submitted a collective 

parecer (commentary or opinion) regarding their impressions of the current 

Regimento da Alfândiga de Goa (the statutes of the Customs House of Goa) and what 

they perceived to be causes for the general decline of the Estado and the ill health of 

its economy.1034 The parecer was lengthy and highly detailed, beginning with a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1033 Filippo de Vivo, Information and Communication in Venice: Rethinking Early Modern Politics 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 2.  
1034 HAG MR 223-161B fls. 569-57. The signees of the petition were: Govinda Naique, Dilluba Naique 
Fardesar Vittogi Camotim, Anta Sinay, Vittogi Naique, Rama Cutam Senay, Vencatim Naique, Vittogi 
Sinay, Custtam Damotim, Viveji C, Vencatim Naique, Rama Chandra Naique, Manoel ? Menezes, 
Gopalla Naique, Crisna Sinary Cabaddy, Vitogy Sinay Dempo, Daquia Cammoby,Vencatexa 
Camotim, Ramachandra Camoty, Gopala Hame Poy, Quensoa Porobu,  
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preamble describing the decline of the Estado and an overview of the current customs 

regiment, 'the difficulties, restrictions and inconveniences that one finds in the 

regiment of this same Alfândiga', a review of each chapter of the current regiment and 

a proposal of changes, and some concluding remarks. As the production of the pautas 

analyzed in chapter two demonstrated, Hindu merchants by virtue of their formidable 

commercial acumen were intimately engaged with producing the commercial 

knowledge that was crucial to the functioning of the Customs House in Goa. This 

collective petition further demonstrates their level of acumen and their proximity and 

close engagement with the administrative and commercial administrative branches of 

the colonial state. These merchants in their petition claimed that their parecer was 

aimed at providing what was 'most useful and advantageous to commerce', that it will 

help to improve 'agriculture, the introduction of factories and the growth of the Royal 

Revenues’ which they 'understood to be the most necessary to revive this State and 

the commerce in which has reached its ultimate ruin.'1035 To underscore that this was 

for the collective good or as they propose, the 'common good' of the Estado, they use  

'our' when referring to the institutions that would be improved as a result of their 

suggestions. They argue that 'increasing commerce follows an increase in the 

navigation, settlements and opulence of the power of the Estado so that our Armadas 

and cafilas may take the coconut, areca to Gujarat where they are ultimately taken by 

the English present there.'1036  

 

As part of their critique of the existing Customs Regiment, these merchants claimed, 

for example, that what had caused the decadence of the commerce of Goa was that the 

Estado could not compete effectively as it had before as the 'State not having almost 

no production or industry, nor agriculture, when it is introduced in Asia by other 

European Nations, Goa can no longer make the commerce of transport her goods to 

the other Ports as it once did.'1037 This, coupled with the fact that the current regiment 

and regulations of the Customs House of Goa 'diminish the liberty of commerce- they 

retard its operations which require brevity' meant that they should be 'cast off' as such 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Narba Camotim, Vittoba Sinay, Narana Naique, Rogunata Camotim, Goinda Sinay, Mesigiry Naique,  
Vencu Sinary, Custam Poy, Moiria Naiqye, Rogunato Camotim, Verungu Sinay.  
1035 HAG MR 223-161B fls. 569; 577. 
1036 A cafila in this context refers to a convoy of loaded ships. HAG MR 223-161B fls. 577. Italics are 
my own.  
1037 HAG MR 223-161B fls. 577.  
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practices are not even 'found in any Ports of the Orient.'1038  They thus suggest, that 

the system of the Customs should 'be attentive to seeking in its ports that the balance 

of its commerce with other foreigners be advantageous, in that more goods leave from 

them than enter, so that it is certain that what occurs is the complete freedom in the 

exports that it concedes' as 'this balance results in the interest of more money in the 

land, interest that is connected to the general and individual profits of the 

public.'1039As a result, the Customs regiment should 'be attentive to seeking in its 

ports that the balance of its commerce with other foreigners be advantageous, in that 

more fazendas leave from them than enter, so that it is certain that what occurs is the 

complete freedom in the exports that it concedes' as 'this balance results in the interest 

of more money in the land, interest that is connected to the general and individual 

profits of the public.'1040 They further argued that the amongst the high number of 

'merchants from all nations who affiliate with the Estado to enrich themselves under 

the justice, protection and liberty in which they find and prefer in such a safe Port, 

and a place so praiseworthy in his inhabitations' that it is mostly the 'Armenians, 

Moors and gentios' who establish themselves and their assets in the Estado and thus it 

is unfair that they should be made to pay 'one more percent more than the nations' of 

brokerage costs to the Corrector-mor.1041 Whilst Hindu merchants had both the 

agency and acumen to offer such substantial arguments, it was more effective when 

framed by a "performative subjecthood" that presented a service of subjecthood for 

the collective good, rather than a direct assertion of merchants lobbying for their own 

commercial interests.  

 

The authorities in Goa were attentive and responsive to their parecer as evidenced 

by the response of the Ouvidor (Crown Judge) of the Alfândiga written 4 months later 

on the 8th of December 1779.1042 In his response, the Ouvidor affirmed twice that 

their concerns had been heeded, emphasizing firstly that 'the Men of Business, most 

instructed of the most prohibition and credit over the regime of the Alfândega to 

regulate its rights have been heard' and that 'the Men of Business who still remain in 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1038 HAG MR 223-161B fls. 569-578. 
1039 HAG MR 223-161B fls. 575. 
1040 HAG MR 223-161B fls. 575. 
1041 The Corretor-mor was the official Broker or Administrator of the Customs House, HAG MR 223-
161B fls. 577 
1042 HAG MR 223-161B fls. 569-578. 
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this weakened capital who direct in the presence of Your Majesty their answer on 

paper in which their opposition to the establishment of the Erário Regio I only see the 

spirit of freedom and frankness and the desire to conserve this miserable Estado 

which maintains itself in large part from the revenue of that same Alfândega.'1043 It 
would appear therefore that the Ouvidor was secure in the sincerity of their 

motivations and the character of the merchants and was thus confident in the 

credibility and value of their proposals. Importantly, the parecer and the answer of the 

Ouvidor were remitted to Lisbon and elicited an response from the Secretary of the 

State, Martinho Melo e Castro on March 11 1780, who replied to the 

recommendations of the Hindu merchants, as well as offering additional thoughts of 

his own.  For example, in response to their suggestion that greater freedom be granted 

to the circulation of foreign goods and traders, Mello e Castro concludes that 'freedom 

should be given to all merchants who wish to go aboard Ships' and whilst he 

implicitly acknowledged the importance of foreign commerce, proposed stricter rules 

in that all ships landing at Goa, principally foreign embarkations, would have to 

declare themselves, the nature, origin and destination of their cargo and other 

merchants aboard, as 'experience shows that if they make a big obstacle for whatever 

reason in continuing their voyage, and if they delay in this port, to sell, and buy their 

goods, this is prejudicial to the Royal Treasury.’1044 That the parecer was remitted to 

Lisbon for further consultation, where it elicited a significant response demonstrates 

firstly, that these proposals were plausible and, in keeping with the argument of its 

authors, indeed advantageous to the Estado. Secondly, its positive reception and the 

state's concession to several of the points contained therein is evidence that Hindu 

merchants were effective in using the petition to lobby for their commercial interests. 

In sum, it is a clear act of what what Filippo de Vivo has termed ‘political 

communication’, a form of political action in which they circulated and conveyed 

information and ideas concerning political institutions and events, specifically when 

such institutions and events directly impacted their commercial or socio-cultural and 

religious interests.1045 More broadly, this engagement reflects the flexibility and 

practical pragmatism of the Estado during this period.  The positive and open further 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1043 HAG MR 223-161B fls. 569-578.  
1044 HAG MR 223-161B fls. 588. 
1045 Vivo, Information and Communication, 2.  
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evidence of an empire in flux and one which was more open to change and the input 

of its subjects, particularly the colonial elites, on which they had become dependent.  

 

It is important to note that the collective petition above was by no means unique or 

a one-off example of attempts by Hindu merchants engage in political communication 

and or influence commercial legislation.  For example, a collective letter recorded in 

Goa and remitted to Lisbon as part of the Monções do Reino, written by 15 Hindu 

merchants and one Portuguese merchant provided an 11-point plan on how to 

facilitate trade between Goa and Mozambique.1046 This equally detailed and well 

supported proposal also sought to 'promote and animate the Commerce and the 

Navigation of Goa' by facilitating 'the entry of its own fazendas and the consumption 

of those from the African Coast, of the same luck that it would permit the free 

navigation not just in the direction of Mozambique but to the Ports of the whole 

Continent.'1047 These merchants cited the decline in the entry of commodities such as 

wood, copper and wax but they were particularly concerned with the dearth of 'bichos 

do mar' (marine animals), which, as we have seen in chapter 2, were heavily in 

demand for the China trade. To boost their proposal and the profitability of Goa's 

trade link with the east African coast, they provided a 'map' of the value of the 

customs rights that had been collected by the Alfândeg of imports and exports to 

Mozambique.1048 Unfortunately, unlike the petition above, there is no recorded 

response to their plan so it remains unknown what the response to it was or if their 

proposals were ever integrated into existing or future legislation. Nevertheless, it is an 

important example of Hindu merchants proactively litigating for commerce to a 

region which, as demonstrated in chapter one, was a particularly important centre of 

exchange and supply for these merchants, to be further liberalised and stimulated, to 

sustain the circulation of high in demand and valuable commodities, and providing 

strong and credible textual evidence to do so.  

 

The effectiveness of Hindu merchants lobbying through petitions to influence 

commercial legislation and protect their individual interests was bolstered by the fact 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1046 HAG MR 244-167A fls. 120-122. The year in which the date of the letter was written is unknown, 
however, given that they provide 1784 as the last date for which a value of customs duties is indicated, 
it is reasonable to assume it was written either in or after 1784.  
1047 HAG MR 244-167A fls. 120-122.  
1048 HAG MR 244-167A fls. 120-122. 
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that this was a common practice within the wider mercantile community within the 

Estado during this period. Capitalising on the impetus towards commercial reform 

and attempts to stimulate their trade, private merchants were active and forthright in 

lobbying the state to improve the conditions for their commercial activities. A petition 

submitted on the 23rd of March 1784 by 'businessmen interested in the commerce of 

Goa, and the Malabar Ports', for example, complained that they were unable to sell 

their goods, especially fine cloth from Balagate in Brazil as there was a glut of such 

cloth in the market there, which had reduced their value by almost half, which was 

causing a substantial loss of profit for these merchants.1049  While the supplicants of 

the petition are not specified by name as there is no list of signatures, and we cannot 

say for certain that Hindu merchants were part of this group, the fact that they were 

consistently noted as part of the important business community in Goa and involved 

in the export of cloth to Brazil, we can safely assume that they would have had a stake 

in making their concerns known and at the very least, they would have benefitted 

from the petition's demands.   

 

Their petition, like those above, was carefully crafted to begin by asserting 

their worth and contributions as businessman and subjects of the Crown by stressing 

the fact they: 'applied with great efficiency and amplifying the Negotiations of this 

State and Ports in benefit to the Navigation and general use, not just of the Royal 

Rights, but also of the Vassals of the Crown and abundantly presenting the Capital of 

those goods and contributing to the referred Ports' as leverage for the demands later 

articulated.1050 Thus, in light of this, they were thus 'consternated for not being able to 

sell without a notable loss, especially the fine cadeas of Balagate, as they are reduced 

to sell them for almost half their cost' and requested that the Crown intervene on their 

behalf as 'wishing to conserve and promote this Commerce and Navigation which 

without the help of Your Majesty would become entirely unanimated.'1051 Their 

appeal for intervention, like the petitions mentioned above, stressed the paternalistic 

duty the Crown towards its subjects, their value to it through their abundant 

presentation of capital with the appropriate deference and the strategy of again 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1049 AHU, Índia, Cx 93, Doc. 43. 
1050 AHU, Índia, Cx 93, Doc. 43. 
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presenting their petition as an act of good subjecthood for the collective good of the 

Estado.  

Appealing to the 'the Paternal Providence of Your Majesty' they requested that 

that all the fazendas from Balagate that exist in the Casa da Índia in Lisbon and 

which arrive in Naus from Goa or from other ports on private ships be forced to pay 

no more than 4% freight charges if they are to be exported out of the kingdom. 1052 It 

is not clear if the state acquiesced to their demand but given its general record of 

being open and responsive to such proposals, it would definitely not have fallen on 

deaf ears. In 1784, for example, a group of Portuguese and other European private 

traders submitted a collective petition requesting the reduction of freight charges of 

fazendas shipped to Brazil and vice versa, which resulted in an alvará that did indeed 

grant their request and reduced the rates for certain fazendas, such as lead, iron and 

copper and adjusted the rates for others depending on the quantities shipped.1053 In 

sum, these petitions reflect a general trend in which merchants sought to influence 

and structure commercial legislation to their direct advantage, or in more indirect 

ways that they could nevertheless potentially benefit from.  

Conclusion 
 

As this chapter has demonstrated, Hindu merchants engaged with the judicial 

sphere and legal framework of the colonial state in multifaceted ways that helped to 

regulate, manage, stabilise and protect their commercial interests at every stage. 

Firstly, the institutional buttresses and enforcement mechanisms provided by the legal 

framework of the Estado created secure conditions conducive to the conduct of 

commerce; in the incipient stages of a commercial activity the codification and 

legalisation of commercial activities and agreements coupled with the ability of the 

state to enforce contracts and hold all parties to their obligations was highly beneficial 

to Hindu merchants. Secondly, the judicial authority of the state could also be invoked 

in the final stage of a commercial transaction or in the post-facto stage. As we have 

seen, this was invoked primarily through petitioning in which Hindu merchants 

presented their commercial disputes, either against specific individuals or the state 

itself. As such, it was an important mechanism for conflict and dispute resolution.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1052 AHU, Índia, Cx 93, Doc 43. 
1053 AHU, Índia, Cx 94, Doc.14.  
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As such, the act of petitioning was a dynamic and multifaceted process that 

granted Hindu merchants with an effective means to assert one of the few rights 

afforded to them as colonial gentio subjects. These merchants fully understood the 

benefits that could be derived from utilizing the legal mechanisms and channels of the 

colonial state, but they were also highly cognizant of the conventions and discourse 

required in the act of petitioning. This is most saliently demonstrated in the framing of 

their petitions within the carefully calculated act of "performative subjecthood", 

which, as we have seen, was deployed in multifarious ways and in a multitude of 

contexts. Whilst this process was necessarily supplicatory, it was also a platform to 

simultaneously present themselves as virtuous but indispensable subjects who merited 

the attention, intervention and/or clemency of the state. "Performative subjecthood" 

whilst deferential in its tone and format, was also an opportunity to confront the 

colonial state with its dependency on its Hindu mercantile community and assert their 

fiscal, material and commercial contributions to the Estado. As such, the act of 

petitioning by Hindu merchants in the eighteenth century Estado was a dual act of 

superimposing their considerable commercial and political agency onto the invocation 

of their status as colonial subjects.  

 

Importantly, the act of petitioning also afforded them a direct channel through which 

they could influence decisions at the highest levels of the colonial and metropolitan 

political structures and hold them to account. Hindu merchants were spurred into 

litigating and using the petition as a mechanism for lobbying because it was in their 

own interests to do so. As previously argued, just as they benefitted from the 

expanded economic horizons and opportunities provided to them as colonial subjects 

of the Estado, they also had a stake in preserving and improving its commercial and 

political conditions. As such, they are a keen example of how colonial subjects 

adopted and adapted to one of the most crucial apparatuses in the formation and 

exercise of colonial authority, and how, in the Estado, the administration of law was 

also influenced by a 'dialogic encounter' between the colonial state and its Hindu 

mercantile community. As Filippo de Vivo has concluded, “communication and 

power mutually influence each other” and the carefully crafted petitions in which the 

concerns, insights, claims, and demands of Hindu merchants are so clearly asserted 
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and communicated, demonstrates their ability to efficiently influence the power 

structures of the Estado during this period.1054 The complexity in the dependency 

displayed in the relationship between these merchants and the state, as demonstrated 

in the ‘dialogue’ between the authors and content of the petitions, and the state’s 

responses to them reflect the expectations of mutual reciprocity thought to be inherent 

in the relationship between 'ruler' and 'subject'. Such tensions and complexities are 

perfectly embodied in the act of "performative subjecthood" enacted in the petitions 

above and the requests, demands and favours requested therein. As a result, not only 

did these petitions act as a voice for these Hindu merchants and other gentio subjects, 

they offer us a window into the complex political, commercial and socio-cultural 

terrain of the eighteenth century Estado, and the processes of negotiation, mutual 

dependencies and reciprocities that helped to ensure the survival of the Portuguese 

presence in India during this period.   
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Conclusion 
 

The Hindu merchants of Goa were immersed in the strong currents of political, 

commercial and socio-cultural change that affected their immediate context of the 

Portuguese Estado da Índia and the wider geo-political context of the Indian 

subcontinent and Indian Ocean space.   This analysis began with the objective of 

trying to tell the full story of these merchants and to understand how in the midst of 

all these changing orders, these merchants were able to consolidate their status as 

indispensable commercial and political actors to the Portuguese colonial state in 

India. That these merchants stood with, against and often above these currents of 

change was a testament to their complexity and unique status as powerful local 

commercial actors aligned with an established European colonial power, a complexity 

that had been insufficiently recognised and accounted for. Indeed, the oft-asserted 

affirmations of their relationship of mutual dependency with the Portuguese colonial 

state have only imparted a sense of the complexity of their relationship with Estado, 

and have given only a limited idea of these merchants, and how they stood as valuable 

examples of the sustained agency and importance of local commercial actors during 

this period. That these assertions have often stopped short of offering a deeper 

analysis of this relationship has belied its greater complexity and the fact that this 

relationship was structured by multiple dynamics with different outcomes for both 

parties. This analysis, in examining these merchants more closely and in exploring the 

full spectrum of their myriad engagements with the Portuguese colonial state as 

manifested in the concrete commercial, political and socio-cultural gains that resulted 

has demonstrated that this alignment was a reciprocal and a dialogical encounter. 

Importantly, it has turned the dial of the narrative away from the Portuguese colonial 

state and to the merchants themselves.  

Nevertheless, the fact, and as we have seen, the assertion of their subjecthood, 

coupled with their rootedness in the Estado and within the networks of the Portuguese 

overseas empire has meant that disengaging completely from the perspective of the 

Portuguese colonial state would have been both impossible and erroneous. In trying to 

ascertain the very foundations of the relationship of mutual dependency -the crux 

around which the argument for Hindu merchants as invaluable commercial and 
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political intermediaries has been built- several illuminating insights have emerged 

about the eighteenth century Estado itself. The commercial dominance of Hindu 

merchants was regarded as both a cause and symptom of the weaknesses and 

limitations of the Portuguese position in India, but for the purposes of surviving in 

India they bore this relationship of mutual dependence pragmatically. This sense of 

pragmatism played directly into the hands of Hindu merchants who consolidated their 

roles as creditors to the state and entrenched themselves further in the colonial 

economy of the Estado and the Portuguese overseas empire. Importantly, this 

dynamic of dependency, fully substantiated by the crucial fiscal contributions these 

merchants had made in times of deficit and times of war, and the fact that the revenue 

generated by their commerce kept the Estado afloat, served as both the crux and 

fodder for the assertive claims articulated in their petitions through the rhetorical 

formula of 'performative subjecthood.' This performative act fully confronted the 

Portuguese with their indisputable dependence and was a means of forcefully 

invoking their rights as subjects to claim the intervention and assistance of the state 

on their behalf.  

By the same token, as demonstrated, that these merchants were able to rely on the 

institutional framework of the state, the relative stability of the Estado, and profit 

from their access to the networks of the Portuguese overseas empire was key to their 

commercial success. The sum of these actors enabled them to extend their formidable 

agency, acumen and resources to cast a global net of trade and make them key players 

in the emerging global economy of the Indian Ocean during this period. Importantly, 

this analysis, in underscoring the sustained importance of Goa as a global port during 

this period, contextualised these merchants within narratives that have grappled with 

the overall complexity of the eighteenth century, and in the process, has aligned them 

with and against such narratives which have simultaneously stressed the sustained 

role of indigenous actors in the emergence of European power on the subcontinent, 

has compounded the distinctiveness of the Hindu mercantile community of the 

Estado. By extension, their contextualisation in these broader narratives, where they 

were once completely overlooked, has had the broader significance of adding further 

nuance to the debates surrounding the consolidation and expansion of European 

political power on the subcontinent and how this was, in many respects, underpinned 

through the collaboration and capital of local commercial and political elites. 
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Crucially, and to the benefit of these merchants, in the case of the Estado, this 

arrangement was not brief and their dependence on their local Hindu mercantile 

community characterised the Portuguese colonial rule in India during this period. 

However, their unique status and position on the subcontinent as fixed subjects of an 

established European colonial power was further reflection of this century of 

ambiguity and reflective of the fact that the shifting political and commercial mosaic 

of these spaces had a varied impact, and provoked a range of responses from the vast 

and diverse spectrum of mercantile communities and traders active in this space 

during this period.  

 As demonstrated, the fact that these merchants were able to effectively translate the 

commercial gains derived from their status as indispensable colonial actors into 

concrete social, cultural and political gains was most salient in their engagement with 

the colonial legal sphere- a strategy that has been completely overlooked. Crucially, 

this analysis has shifted the dial of the narrative further away from the perspective of 

the colonial state to the merchants themselves in order to arrive at a more textured 

history of who these merchants actually were and how they achieved what they did. In 

trying to shift the focus to the perspective of the merchants themselves in order to 

gain a better sense of who they were, it has been revealed that overarching sense of 

complexity was compounded further by the actual complexity of these merchants 

themselves. This was manifest in their contested claim to Brahmanhood and the 

extent to which their socio-cultural and commercial practices were in contradiction to 

orthodox Brahman ideals. One further clear conclusion that has been drawn is that 

this claim to high ritual status mattered deeply to the community from which these 

merchants were drawn and they consistently sought to augment their individual status 

wherever possible. This was most salient in their petitions, which sought to have their 

commercial and political rank and capital accurately displayed in the aesthetics of 

their public display to demonstrate their claim as 'Asiatic nobility.' The appeal, 

appropriation and adaption of their discourses to metropolitan inflected sensibilities 

and conventions as to what constituted nobility in the eyes of the Portuguese to the 

requirements of 'Asiatic nobility' in their local context, demonstrates the sheer 

consciousness of these merchants and their intimate knowledge of the attitudes of 

their colonisers. Moreover, it demonstrates the extent of their proximity to the state 

and its discourses of power. Another clear and illuminating insight that has resulted 
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from the discussion into the socio-cultural and religious lives of these merchants is the 

fact that their broader Hindu religious identity was also of fundamental significance to 

them and as such, these merchants became active in asserting their agency and status 

in defying the restrictions set by the colonial state on their religious freedoms and the 

free expression of their Hindu religious identity. As a result, they were not just 

merchants but heavily engaged in the local public culture of the Estado and became 

key societal actors who sought to resist the curtailment of their socio-cultural and 

religious identity by spearheading and financing the visible expression of their 

religious identity. Their strong engagement with this aspect of the public culture of 

the Estado has given a valuable and much needed perspective into the impact and 

response of local society to Portuguese colonialism during the eighteenth century, and 

the ways in which these merchants were crucial in shaping it.  

As the first step in answering how these merchants became such dominant actors, the 

first building blocks of their modus operandi were established which demonstrated the 

extent bonds of kinship and the unit of the family were they key loci for their 

commercial activities. Crucially, however, it equally demonstrated the extent to which 

these bonds could be limited, and not the innate sources of trust as one would assume, 

as well as how they did not curtail the freedom and abilities of these merchants to 

pursue trade on an individual level or to create, consolidate and maintain a vast global 

commercial network of commercial contacts, as exemplified through the overview 

and deeper analysis of the commercial and political activities of the Mhamai Kamat 

family. These merchants not only aligned their commercial and political interests with 

Estado but with the powerful Portuguese mercantile elite whose commercial 

aspirations were being fostered in both the metropole and the colonies. However, as 

demonstrated, their network was not limited to the Portuguese but veritably cross-

cultural and structured by their partnerships with Gujarati Banian, Parsi, Luso-Indian, 

and Jewish, French and English traders, which further increased the already 

impressive spatial extension of their networks and increased the diversity of their web 

of commercial contacts. Their rationale and mode of insertion in these networks owed 

much to the same factors that accounted for their relationship with the state- these 

merchants had the resources, access, capital, acumen and pre-existing relationships 

that were central to European commercial interests during this period. Both were 

governed by a mutual desire to conduct commerce and a mutual recognition that both 



	  

328	  

	  

parties could benefit from each other: Hindu merchants could benefit of the 

infrastructure and networks of the state, and the state could sustain itself off the 

revenue generated from their trade. However, the creation, maintenance and success 

of the commercial relationships within their personal network, whilst also relying 

fundamentally on the tenant of mutual reciprocity as it did with the colonial state, was 

further dependent on an equally complex and subtle range of more 'informal' factors, 

namely trust and mutual reciprocity. This case study of the Mhamai Kamat family and 

the manner in which their network was created, consolidated and regulated has given 

key insights into the ways in which merchants engaged and mediated strategies that 

helped to 'cultivate good performance', a crucial factor about the functioning of trade 

networks that is less well known.1055 As we have seen, Vencatesha and Naraena 

Camotin responded and adapted to the needs and functions of their network 

seamlessly and they established themselves firmly as central nodes in the overlapping 

and intersecting networks of a cross-cultural community of global traders active in the 

western littoral of the Indian Ocean during the late eighteenth to early nineteenth 

century.  

Significantly, Hindu merchants in the Estado did not just have to rely on these 

informal mechanisms and were fully able to rely on the judicial framework of the 

colonial state to protect their commercial institutions and claim the rights of their 

subjecthood and the responsibility of the state- i.e. the king, through the act of 

petitioning to its juridical authority through the act of petitioning. Petitioning afforded 

them with an effective mechanism with which to appeal to a responsive colonial state 

to intervene for conflict and dispute resolution, to gain privileges for greater social 

advancement, to appeal for clemency and to lobby for their interests. These merchants 

perfected the art of petitioning, one that had to abide by the dictates of the Portuguese 

colonial judicial system, but were able to adapt to, and strategically claim this process 

for their own objectives. The strategic claiming of the act of petitions for their own 

was fully visible through the act of 'performative subjecthood' that speaks once again 

to the fact that these merchants asserted and exercise their agency wherever possible. 

However, as was demonstrated, the rhetorical formula of 'performative subjecthood' 

also treaded carefully and these merchants were highly aware that for the relationship 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1055 Court,""Januensis ergo mercator,"" 99-100.  
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of mutual reciprocity to be maintained, they had to abide by the requirements of 

deference and further legal conventions as set by the colonial state. As such, it could 

be argued that the sense of practical pragmatism, a thread that has run throughout this 

narrative, was borne by both sides in their 'dialogic engagement.' For these merchants 

to maintain their access and channels of communication with the highest levels of 

authority in both Goa and the metropole, and to be able to continue to lobby for their 

interests, even if the boundaries between the state and its Hindu subjects were 

becoming increasingly flexible and porous, they still remained strongly in place.  

A question posed at the onset of this analysis was how, as a consequence of all that 

was to be determined of these merchants, do we then 'classify' them and position them 

within the spectrum of local mercantile actors and intermediaries during this period? 

Given, however, of all that we have seen regarding the complexity of the eighteenth 

century during this period, and the complexity in the engagement of local actors with 

the European presence on the subcontinent, there is indeed no clear system of 

categorisation and classification which to force the Hindu merchants of the Estado 

into. Although not without important parallels to the experience, objectives and 

activities of the Anglo-Banian order in Surat, Gujarati Banians, Parsi traders and the 

multitude of other local Hindu and Muslim merchants and intermediaries who were 

drawn into mutually advantageous relationships with European actors, the 

exceptionalism and complexity of the Hindu merchants of Goa should perhaps be left 

as a separate and important example/case study in its own right. Nevertheless, what 

this micro-history of the Hindu merchants of Goa has shown is that such histories 

hold strong contributions to the multitude of local, regional global debates in which 

they have stood as both an exception and a rule.  

The crumbling remains of the Mhamai Kamat family mansion is both a memory to 

their once commercial, social and political prominence and a symbol of their own 

eventual ruin. The contemporary legacy of this family through the active preservation 

of their archive, however, is a strong symbol in itself and a testament to their enduring 

importance. The fate of the Mhamai Kamat family is known but the question of what 

was to become of the other merchant families analysed in this thesis, and what was to 

be the continued role, if any, of Hindu merchants in the survival of the Estado over 

the following century is unknown. After the period of 1850 when colonialism was 
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becoming imperialism, the domination of the Europeans in the world economy was 

becoming increasingly unquestioned, and changing attitudes in the metropole and 

wider Portuguese overseas empire once again began to affect the Estado, the role and 

ability of these merchants to turn limitations of the colonial state to their own 

advantage would undoubtedly have been very different. Was there a continuance of 

the Luso-Hindu order? If this phenomenon desisted and the relationship of the Hindu 

mercantile vis-à-vis the colonial state was not one of their commercial dominance 

leading to a mutual dependency, then what were the terms of the new dynamic? 

Indeed, only further research can prove fruitful in answering these crucial questions.  
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