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CHAPTER 1

Africa and Africans in the
Making of Early Modern India

EDWARD A. ALPERS

Gwyn Campbell, Director of the Indian Ocean World Centre at
McGill University in Montréal, Québec, Canada, argues per-
suasively that Africa must be regarded as an integral component of
the Indian Ocean World global economy.! In making his case he
vigorously distances himself from the dismissive attitude of Kirti
Chaudhuri, who says relatively little about Africa in his seminal
Trade and Civilisation in the Indian Ocean: An Economic History
from the Rise of Islam to 1750 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1985) and explicitly excludes it from his later Asia before
Europe: Economy and Civilisation of the Indian Ocean from the Rise
of Islam to 1 750 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990).
It is therefore most welcome that in a volume devoted to the place
of the Indian Ocean in the making of early modern India, the
editor has decided to include a chapter on Africa. In fact, Africa
and India, especially western India, have 2 long tradition of ‘con-
nected historics’, to use Sanjay Subrahmanyam's felicitous construc-
tion.2 In this modest contribution I propose to focus on the presence
of Afficans in India and the trade in textiles from India to Africa
during the period under consideration as a means to understand
the contribution of Africans and Africa to the early modern history
of India.

India and Africa were linked by circulatory processes of exchange
long before the early modern period. To take only one very early
example, Indian spices were traded to Roman Egypt through the
Red Sea port of Berenike, where the largest archaeological single
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find of Malabar pepper was excavated. In the medieval period,
Indian textiles were traded to the important Swahili city-states of
castern Africa in exchange for gold and ivory. In the fourteenth
century the intrepid Moroccan traveller and jurist, Ibn Battuta,
travelled extensively in India. Near the great fortress city of Gwalior,
in modern Madhya Pradesh, Ibn Battuta described the small town
of Alabur, the governor of which ‘was the Abyssinian Badr, a slave
of the sultan’s, a man whose bravery passed into a proverb. He was
continually making raids on the infidels alone and single handed,
killing and taking captive, so that his fame spread far and wide and
the infidels were in fear of him.” Later, when he embarked from
the Bay of Khambhat bound for Malabar, the ship on which he
sailed was accompanied by a roofed galley, ‘which had a comple-
ment of fifty rowers and fifty Abyssinian men-at-arms. These latrer
are the guarantors of safety on the Indian Ocean; let there be but

one of them on a ship and it will be avoided by the Indian pirates

and idolaters’.’ Finally, at the great port of Calicut, which was the

principal entrepot for Chinese merchants in India, he noted that

when the factor of one of the huge Chinese merchant vessels went

on shore, ‘he is preceded by archers and Abyssinians with javelins,

swords, drums, trumpets and bugles’.5 In short, wherever Ibn

Bartuta travelled in India, he encountered Abyssinians, whether

slave or free, serving as valued military personnel on both land and

sea.

Elsewhere in medieval Muslim India, African military slaves were
present in both the Delhi and Bahmani sultanates, where they
often played an important role in palace intrigues by siding with
one faction or another. As early as the first half of the thirteenth
century; notable Africans appear occasionally in the early history
of the Delhi sultanate. A century later the overextended Delhj sul-
tanate began to break up and by the mid-fifreenth century indepen-
dent sultanates were established across northern and central India.
Africans played important roles in all of these new states. In Bengal
an Abyssinian dynasty ruled briefly from 1487 into 1493. In the
Bahmani state of the Deccan, Habshis—the generic name for enslav-
ed and freed Africans from northeast Africa—and Muwallads—
the offspring of African fathers and Indian mothers—tended to
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side with their Deccani hosts against outside claimants to _mmmnnmr_m.
One visible sign of African presence in the Bahmani sultanate is
the Habshi Kot (Abyssinian fort) at Bidar, érnaw a number of
important African figures from this period mn.n.vccnﬁ.m.m
The presence of African soldiers and wo_:_nm._ .a_:om was not,
however, confined to the medieval period. Conditions of no.s.m_g
in both India and Africa combined to create a demand mo.n military
slaves in Gujarat and a ready supply of captives in warfare in North-
east Africa. Northeast Africa had long been a source of supply of
bonded labour for India, but in the sixteenth noDEQ. the outbreak
of intense warfare between Christian Abyssinia, with its Hvo:cmc.mmm
allies, and Muslim Adal, supported by the Ottoman mm.sm:n.
yielded thousands of captives who were shipped off to ?.m?m. m.:m
India. The spark for this conflict was the decision _uv\ the Euvaw:d:E
ruler, Lebna Dengel (r. 1508-40) to strike a decisive blow against
Adal after decades of alternating fighting and trade. At the same
time in Adal there emerged a radical party to .nrm:n:mm ﬁrn.ncrsm
Walasma dynasty, which shared many economic interests with the
Solomonic rulers of Abyssinia. In 1527 a jihad was declared under
the leadership of Ahmed Guray; two years later his army crushed
the Abyssinians at the Battle of Shembera Wﬁm, ﬂ.o the east ﬁ.um
modern Addis Ababa, and Lebna Dengel was driven into monastic
exile. In subsequent years, Ahmed Guray’s .E._dmnm SWept across EM
Ethiopian highlands every dry season. T:m:%..gnm_ battlefiel
support provided by a Portuguese force led by Cristovao da Gama,
in February 1543 the army of Emperor Galawdewos (r. 1540-59)
defeated the Muslim army and killed Ahmed Guray at Wayna
Daga, east of Lake Tana.? . .
Irrespective of whichever side had nmwmfnm its opponents in
battle, the sultanate of Gujarat was the major consumer of these
soldiers. In the sixteenth century, the rulers of the mc?mDmmn. of
Gujarat found themselves challenged on land by the nmvgm_um
Mughal empire and on the coast by the wonnzmcmmn. ?@Enmubnn
of a powerful army was absolutely essential to the mcbzsw_ of the
state and soldiers were recruited from wherever able-bodied men
were available. During the reign of Bahadur Khan me.m-w‘\.v.“ a
population of some 5,000 Habshis inhabited the sultanate’s capital
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at Ahmedabad. While not all of these individuals would have been

soldiers, indeed some were probably captured women, such a great
concentration almost certainly reflects the consequences of the
Muslim victory at Shembera Kure in 1527.'° Bahadur’s successor,
Mahmud Khan (1537-54) is also reported to have had a retinue of
Habshi servants and appointed several Habshi slave soldiers to high
office.”
As is fairly well known, Habshi military slaves and high officials
became especially prominent in the Deccan during the early
modern period. As Sunni Muslims, Habshis were natural allies of
Deccani Muslims against Shi’a Muslim mercenaries who were
infiltrating the kingdom from the north. Habshis were centrally
involved in court intrigues following the collapse of the Bahmani
kingdom and its replacement by several new, independent king-
doms. They were especially important in the sixteenth-century
kingdoms of Ahmednagar, Bijapur and Golconda. By the last
quarter of the sixteenth-century competition for political dominance
in Ahmednagar had become fierce between the Deccanis, who in-
cluded Habshis among their ranks, and the Afagis, who were mainly
immigrants from Persia and the Arab world. One of these Habshis
was involved in the chaotic political aftermath of the assassination
of Sultan Murtaza Nizam Shah I in 1588 and his son Sultan Miran
Husain Nizam Shah II a year later. Led by a millenarian figure
named Jamal Khan, who was a follower of the Mahdawi movement,
the Deccanis seized power and reduced the latest ruler, Ismail
Nizam Shah, to a puppet. According to Abdullth Muhammad
al-Makki, author of the Arabic History of Gujarat, who claims he
was a witness to these events, military support by Habshi military
slaves was critical to Jamal Khan's victory. “They were Malek Farhad
Khan, Shamshir Khin, Abnak Khin, Shuja‘at Khin, Jahangir
Khan, Habash Khan, Diliwar Khin. They were all habshis and
their chief was Farhid Khan. They were ten thousand horses in
strength.” This writer notes further that the ‘pomp and glory of
the habshis got strengthened’.'? Farhad Khan was appointed chief
minister (peshwa) by Jamal Khan, but two years later Jamal Khan
was remove from power and the puppet monarch replaced by his
father, Burhan Nizam Shah II (r. 1591-5). During what became a
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bitter struggle against the Huoﬁcmcomn. at Chaul, Farhad .HQ:E M<mm
dispatched as head of some 4,000 nm_pmonnmﬁnma to nnﬂ_mﬂn a fort
Burhan Nizam Shah had ordered to be built overlooking .Q._mc_.
In the final batdle in September 1594 the Portuguese decimated
the Ahmednagar forces, killing as many as 12,000 men. Among
the captives taken by the Portuguese was Farhad Khan, Srm was
ultimately converted to Christianity and Sr.na to Hu.oncmm_. .
The most famous of these influential Habshi figures in &m political
history of the Deccan was Malik Ambar, who émw wazir and the
virtual ruler of Ahmednagar from 1600 to 1626." Probably born
in southern Ethiopia and bearing the name Chapu, he was enslaved,
driven to the coast, and transported to Mocha. From mrﬁ,m he was
sold in Baghdad to an insightful merchant who recognized Chapu M
intelligence, had him educated, converted _”.c Islam, and «n:E.ﬁn.
him Ambar, the Arabic word for ambergris mmm a characteristic
slave name. His value undoubtedly enhanced, in H_._n.nmm% 1570s
his owner sold him to Chengiz Khan, himself a Habshi and former
slave who was by then peshwa of the sultanate of Ahmednagar, one
of the Bahmani successor-states. Over the next quarter century
Malik Ambar rose to prominence as a military leader and savvy
political operator, working tirelessly to beat back the encroachment
of the Mughal empire under his contemporary E&ma.nrn Gnnm”.
(r. 1556-1605) into the territory of the Nizam .mrmr_ Eﬂn_.wo
Ahmednagar. Having arranged a marriage between his own m_m:m ter
and his favoured youthful claimant to the Nizam mrm.r_.mr_.onnv
Malik Ambar’s army defeated an invading Mughal mﬁ.unoo in 1601
and secured the throne for the chosen heir, Murtaza Nizam mwmr 1I.
As regent and prime minister Malik Ambar rearranged &n king-
dom’s revenue system, organized the army to defend mmm_nmmvH”n
Mughals, founded a new capital city at Khirki cwﬂmn .Mpznp:mm ad)
in 1610, and ordered the construction of a sophisticated water
supply system to the town. Following Malik u\fﬁ_ummm death, msoWrQ
Habshi, Hamad Khan, replaced him as major-domo mm: the king-
dom, while he in turn was followed by Malik Ambar’s grandson.
During this same period, the Habshi Ikhlas Khan Qmw.wu.m@ served

as wazir of Bijapur. o
Related to the renown enjoyed by Habshi military and court



66 Edward A. Alpers

officials in the Deccan at this time was the emergence of a small
Habshi state as the dominant naval power along the coast of western
India. Following the conquest of the coastal region of the southern
Konkan coast from Gujarat either in the late fifteenth or early
sixteenth century, the ruler of Ahmednagar gave command of the
island fort at Janjira to the Habshi Sidi Yaqut because of his military
exploits and leadership during its capture. Over the next century,
successor Ahmednagar officials, none of them Sidis, ruled the
strategically located island, rebuilding its wooden fort as a massive
stone stronghold, construction of which was completed in 1567.
In 1618 Malik Ambar appointed one Sidi Surur (r. 1618-20) to
govern the island-fortress and its environs. For the next two centuries
the Sidis, as they became known, dominated the coastal waters to
the south of Bombay, whether serving Ahmednagar, the Mughals,
or their own interests, and holding off challenges by both the
English East India Company and the Marathas.”

Before leaving the broad topic of the African military presence
in early modern India, it is well to remember that the Portuguese
themselves regularly manned their ships with both slave and free
Africans. Owing to the very high mortality rate of Portuguese sailors
on the Carreira da India, without the labour of both slave and free
Africans as sailors, the Portuguese would arguably not have been
able to operate as an Indian Ocean maritime power in western
India.'® Portuguese troop strength in India was also supplemented
by the African slaves of Portuguese nobles, as well as by local
mercenaries. Among these local freelance soldiers were both Indians
and Sidis, the descendants of enslaved Habshis. In 1686, for
example, the Portuguese army at Daman included a number of
Sidis.!” As R.J. Barendse notes, these bands of free, armed Sidis
were often as much a threat to those who employed them as their
allies. In 1693 a group of Sidis threatened violence against the
Dutch at Surat, who had imprisoned one of their number for
manslaughter.’”® Four decades later, during the intense competition
between rival merchant groups at Surat to control the trade of
Mocha, Sidis were still reckoned to be ‘a powerful group in both
the trade and politics of Surat’.’ In general, however, it is quite
evident that the Portuguese slave trade to India was minimal, most
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captives serving as a form of conspicuous consumption for Portu-
guese notables who emulated their Indian counterparts by engaging
large retinues of servants. Elsewhere during this period in the Indian
Ocean world, captive Africans were steadily becoming employed
in productive activities, but as we have seen, their primary role in
early modern India was military and political, both as foot soldiers,
cavalry, and ministers of state.

The other major connection between Africa and India over these
250 years was primarily through the trade in Indian textiles. This
commerce can be divided into two major components. First, in
the hands of Indian merchants conducting business in eastern Africa,
textiles were exchanged for African primary products, most notably
ivory. Second, when carried on European ships to West Africa to
purchase captives for the Atlantic slave trade, Indian textiles were
purchased with bullion. Sufficient data do not exist to enable
historians accurately to winnow out the percentage of the African
trade in the total, global export of Indian trade cloth in the early
modern period, but there can be no question of its importance in
fueling the exploitation of Africa’s human and animal resources
during this era. As for the impact of this trade on India, there are
many competing interpretations. Looked at across the economies
of the entire South Asian region, Africa probably was not a major
factor; but looked at ‘on a regional level’, as Prasannan Parthasarathi
suggests, ‘cloth exports look much more significant’.”® Three areas,
in particular, were deeply committed to the manufacture and export
of cotton textiles: Bengal, Coromandel, and Gujarat. All exported
cloth to Africa. For example, in the second quarter of the eighteenth
century, India provided about half of all textiles sent from Great
Britain to West Africa, worth between half and three-quarters
million pounds sterling.” Although the African market constituted
only one element in this business, its impact on India cannot be
dismissed. Although Parthasarathi’s analysis carries beyond the early
modern period, his assessment still merits our attention for this
period.

The manufacture of these cloths for export was vital for economic life in
eighteenth century South Asia. It primed the monetary pump by bringing in
bullion and other goods that were used as money. It generated a massive amount
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of commercial activity and internal trade in cotton, yarn, grain, cloth as well as
other goods that made up the basket of consumption for weavers and
merchants.”

Although both Bengal and Coromandel were linked economically
to West Africa,® the most historically significant branch of the
Indian textile trade to Africa focused on western India, in particular
on Guijarat. At the end of the fifteenth century, the dominant port
of Gujarat was Cambay, whose vessels traded directly to all the
major ports of the Swahili coast, from Mogadishu to Sofala.* For
various reasons, however, Cambay was rivaled and shortly surpassed
by Diu, which became an early target of the expanding Portuguese
seaborne empire. After a series of naval encounters and sieges over
the first half of the sixteenth century against both the Gujarat
sultanate and the Ottoman empire, in 1555 the Portuguese finally
took control of this important island and port. For the next century
textile exports to Mozambique were still carried primarily on official
Portuguese ships. By the mid-seventeenth century, however, Vaniya
merchants from Diu and Daman, who were primarily Hindus
involved in the world of commerce and banking, had progressively
increased their share of the shipping, in addition to their established
control of supplying Indian cottons and other merchandise to
Portuguese East Africa, extending from the Lamu Archipelago and
Mombasa in the north to Mozambique Island and Inhambane in
the south.?’ By the end of the seventeenth century the Portuguese
lost control of Fort Jesus, Mombasa, to a combined force of local
resistance and Omani intervention, thus limiting Portuguese claims
to suzerainty to the coastline of modern Mozambique. As the ruling
Ya‘arubi dynasty of Oman imploded over the course of the first
half of the eighteenth century, control of the Swahili coast became
fragmented and trade undoubtedly suffered.” Yer even under these
conditions we know that Vaniya merchants provided shipping to
the Omani force that participated in the final expulsion of the
Portuguese from Fort Jesus in 1728-9. They also were reported to
trade to the southern Somali port of Barawa, which lay beyond
Omani control.”

Weakened by both more powerful European rivals and the
Omanis—in the 1660s the latter launched devastating attacks on

]?]al,l
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Mozambique Island, Mombasa, Pate, and Diu—the Portuguese
ability to control trade at Mozambique suffered significantdy. It is
in this context that the Vaniya merchants of Diu who were already
trading successfully to Mozambique concluded an agreement with
the Portuguese that gave them a monopoly of the trade in Indian
merchandise to Portuguese East Africa and in ivory from there to
Gujarat. These men, who are identified in the Portuguese documents
as ‘the Company of Mazanes', were in reality members of a city-
wide mahbajan or merchants’ organization in Diu. Unfortunately,
we know very lictle about how this monopoly operated until the
1750s, that is, at the end of the early modern period.?® Further-
more, we can only guess at the number of Vaniya firms and residents
at Mozambique Island before the later cighteenth century, when there
were perhaps two dozen or more firms and some 300 residents.”’
Nevertheless, as Parthasarathi suggests, it seems quite reasonable
to argue that the impact of the Mozambique trade at Diu and into
its hinterland, involving spinners, weavers, dyers, and middlemen,
was a significant regional feature of Indian economic life during
the decades after 1686. Certainly, by the 1730s, contends Pedro
Machado, the link between the Vaniya merchants of Diu and Daman
and the hinterland region of Jambusar was intimate. Located in
the most important cotton district of western India, Jambusar also
grew its own indigo and sustained a large population of spinners
and weavers. ‘By the mid-eighteenth century they concentrated
their procurement there to the almost complete exclusion of other
weaving centres in Gujarat’. Indeed, Machado asserts, ‘between
85 and 95 per cent of all textiles exported to Africa on Indian
vessels were manufactured in Jambusar’.*’

While there were certainly other connections between Africa
and India during the carly modern period, I have isolated what I
believe to have been the two most important features of this relation-
ship as they related to the impact of Africa and Africans on India.
These were the role played by different groups of Africans and by
individual African personalities in the military and political history
of early modern India, most notably in Gujarat and the Deccan,
and the regional impact on Gujarat of the export textile trade. As
we have seen, in different times and places there were political
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situations where African slave soldiers and mercenaries were engaged
by Indian and European authorities to supplement existing military
strength. Equally, in the fluid political situation that characterized
the collapse of the Bahmani sultanate at the end of the fifteenth
century in the Deccan, there were opportunities for ambitious and
skilled African elites like Malik Ambar to emerge as major Indian
political figures. But although most of the Africans who figured in
the early modern history of India were either enslaved or the de-
scendants of slaves, nowhere were Africans engaged in any serious
economically productive activities. In this regard, then, the ex-
periences of enslaved Africans in early modern India were distinct
from those of captive Africans in the long nineteenth century, who
were for the most part employed as labourers on agricultural plant-
ations in Africa itself, Arabia, and the Gulf, although some were
also recruited as military in Arabia.

The rise of the British Raj and the emergence of British domina-
tion over the Indian Ocean in the nineteenth century further
stimulated the trade in textiles to East Africa as Bom bay and Karachi
became integral nodes in the imperial linkages connecting India
to Muscar and to the Omani Empire in Zanzibar.*' As a conse-
quence, the modest increase in Indian settlement in Mozambique
that marked the early modern period was now extended to Zanzibar
Town and significantly increased. This later period also witnessed
the exploitation of Indian indentured labour to replace the slavery
that had mainly affected Africans so that thousands of Indian
peasants migrated to both South and East Africa as agricultural
and railway labourers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. These developments and the settlement of many of these
Indians after completion of their contracts reflected a major change
in the relationship between India and Africa from what had
obtained in the early modern period.®

To return to the place of Africa and Africans in the making of
carly modern India, in this short chapter, I have neither argued for
an unexpected influence of Africa on early modern India nor have
I lamented that Africa was inconsequential in the Indian history of
this period.” Whar I suggest, instead, is that in certain places at
particular moments in time, Africa and Africans were an important
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presence in India. To claim more would be hyperbole; to claim less
would be to ignore history.
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ARCHISMAN CHAUDHURI

INTRODUCTION

With a focus on the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, this
essay wishes to look at how trade contributed to the shaping of
early modern India, particularly urbanization and political pro-
cesses. The Deccan has been chosen as the unit of study because it
provides the essay with a thematic and geographic coherence. Neatly
corresponding to the three levels of analysis attempted here, the
essay has been divided into three sections. While the first section
looks at the nature and implications of trade in the Qutb Shahi
Sultanate of Golconda, the second and third sections try to raise
questions for further research. This essay is mainly based on sec-
ondary literature. The idea here is not to provide the readers with
a mine of new information on the theme, rather to reflect on the
subject through secondary literature. Far from concluding as a
definite voice on the theme, the idea here is to raise questions if

possible.

*This essay derives mostly from a seminar paper I wrote at Jawaharlal Nehru
University, New Delhi under the supervision of Pius Malekandathil. My
first thanks go to him for requesting me to revise the paper and rewrite it for
publication. Second, I thank my friends Aparajita Das and Apurba Chatterjee
who read an earlier draft of this essay, pointed out mistakes, made incisive
comments and suggestions for improvement. I am responsible for the errors that
remain.




