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As early as 1 629, reports had begun to flow in that the gold that was 
reaching lndia from Southeast Africa was falsified i .e. it was being debased 
by addition of impurities. The seventeenth century Portuguese observers were 
unanimous in their opinion that the African miners and traders were not respon­
sible for this debasement and only after the gold had passed from their hands 
into the hands of the Portuguese in Southeast Africa that impurities were being 
added. The Portuguese and Indian landlord-traders of the Rivers of Cuama 
(i .e. the Zambezi valley), as well as, the settlers of Moçambique were accused 
of this malpractice. The Portuguese officials, too, were not above suspicion. 
Involvement of the captains and the factors stationed in Sena and Tete, as well 
as in Moçambique, was alleged many a time . Perhaps, the worst victims of this 
malpractice were the Goan treasury and the traders from Portuguese India, espe­
cially Goa, Diu and Chaul .  The India based traders - Portuguese and Indians -
lamented that they were cheated into selling their wares in return for this debased 
gold. Hence, it comes as no surprise that these traders were the first to raise their 
voice against it. The India based traders accused traders, officials and settlers in 
Southeast Africa of debasing the gold by as much as thirty percent of its value. 1 
The Southeast African officials, especially the captain, quite interestingly, did 
not deny the charges but insisted that it would ruin them if the ouro corrente -
the falsified gold - was not allowed to circulate, not just in trade with the private 
India based traders, but also for payments to the treasury. 

* Ramlal Anand College, University of Delhi, Delhi, India; kartikeya2006@gmail.com 
1 1 9- 1 - 1 645, AHU, Moçambique, caixa 2, doe. 62. 
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serious measurement problems in the present data. Godinho has to re ly upon 
the data given by the contemporary observers who, depending upon their own 
training and knowledge, provide data in varied units of measurement. Princi­
pally, the amount of gold exported is expressed by the contemporary observers 
by either converting from the African unit of weight - the matical (metical , 
mitical , mithiqual) - to a European measure of weight (for example mark) or 
by converting into equivalent Portuguese currency such as c.ruzado, xerafim etc. 
To arrive at the kilogram equivalents in the above table, in the first case, 
Godinho apparently converts the unit from a measure ofweight say mark to kilo­
gram and in the second case, by taking the weight equivalent of that currency. 
Both these conversions are essentially problematic for a variety of reasons. 
Firstly, the avai lable data is not unanimous on the exact value that a matical 
represents in terms of weight. There are clear spatial as wel l  as inter-temporal 
changes in its value . To add to the uncertainty, there is no evidence to suggest of 
any standardization in terms of the purity of the gold that is being measured in 
terms of the matical. Further, when the value of matical is expressed as equiv­
alent value of prevalent Portuguese currencies, say cruzado, the ambiguity is 
compounded since just like the matical, the Portuguese currencies too changed 
in value , both with space and time . Al i  these factors put together give rise to 
very different values for the matical at a given point of time and over time. For 
example , in 1 570s, Monclaro declared that each matical of gold was equivalent 
to one cruzado and a testoon (tostão),4 i .e . around 1 .67 xerafins or 500 reis.5 

Another estimate, from the mid 1 6th century, however, puts it equal to 1 .5 xera­
fins. 6 William Rea, on the other hand, believes that each matical was worth much 
more and he attributes a value of 1 0 .7 xerafins to a matical.7 As can be seen, 
these values are hardly comparable . 

But perhaps, the biggest challenge comes from the observation made by the 

Dominican friar, João dos Santos at the close of the 1 6th century. According to 

Santos, even though the matical was worth 480 reis in theory, the gold was so 

plentiful in the rivers that its real value was really no more than 1 00 or 1 20 reis 
which would make a xerafim worth 3 maticais. Now, clearly, if there is any truth 
in Santos' observation, even if qualified in terms of time and space, it makes 

4 Francisco-de Monclaro, "Account ofthe Joumey Made by Fathers ofthe Company of Jesus 

with Francisco Barreto in the Conquest of Monomotapa in the year 1 569", in G. M. C. Theal (ed). 
Records of South East Af,-ica, vol. 3, p. 234. 

5 Most sources take the value of a cruzado to be 400 reis, a xerajim to be 300 reis and a 
tostão to be around 1 00 reis. 

6 Francisco de Monclaro, "Account ofthe Joumey Made by Fathers oftbe Company of Jesus 
with Francisco Barreto in the Conquest of Monomotapa in the year 1 569", in G. M. C. Theal (ed). 
Records of South East A/rica, vol .  3, p .  234. 

7 William Francis Rea, The Economics of the Zambezi Mission 1580-1 759, lnstitutum 
Historicum S I, Rome 1 976, glossary, p. 1 76. 
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the entire exercise of calculating the volume of gold production or exports by 

looking at the xerafim or cruzado equivalent of matical unreliable . 

The case remains similar even when we look at the weight equivalence 

instead of the currency equivalence . There is clear evidence that in terms of 

weight too, the matical was not standardized. Different observers have given 

different values of the matical in terrns of weight. According to Godinho 's data, 

the value of the matical over time ranges from 4.223 grams to 4.830 grams . 

Estimates by others fall even outside th is range .8 Unfortunately, contemporary 

observers do not always provide us with the rate of conversion that they have 

used and, hence , ambiguity creeps into the data. 

Southeast African Gold: The Data 

Keeping in mind the above limitations, let us take a brief look at the avail­

able data. According to the data compiled by S. l . G. Mudenge, in the year 1 500,  

around 8000 kg of gold was exported out of Southeast Africa. This figure fell 

rapidly from around 6000 kg in 1 5 1  O to less than l 000 kg in 1 600; thereafter it 

slowly rose to around 1 500 kg in 1 667 and then declined again .9 Manuel Lobato 

also found comparable data; according to him, about 830 kg of gold was sent 

to Goa in 1 6 1 0 . 1 º One may note that most of this data is based on the official 

and semi-official reports, therefore, in all probability, it does not include exports 

taking place as a result of smuggling (that we koow for sure was carried out 

during this period) . C. R. Boxer claimed that in 1 5 1 1 ,  three quarters of the gold 

exported from Sofala was smuggled out. 1 1 This is indeed very high . However, 

as the years progressed and the Portuguese control in the area became more 

effective, they were able to stem the ' smuggling' by the coastal Muslim traders . 

Hence, in all likelihood, the smuggling figures must have come down in the 

later years . Nevertheless , the Muslim traders were not the only ones who tried 

to evade the official monopoly. There is little doubt that the Portuguese resident 

traders of Southeast Africa as well as the officials posted there, more often than 

not, indulged in smuggling or evasion of customs duty and taxes . Although it is 

difficult to really put a number on it, Pearson suggests that even if we presume 

8 W. F. Rea, The Eco no mies . . .  , p. 1 76 .  

9 S .  1 . G. Mudenge, A Political History of Munhumutapa e .  1400-1902, Zimbabwe Publish-

ing House, Harare, J 988, p. 382. 

1 0 Manuel Lobato, "Relações Comerciais entre a Índia e a costa Africana nos séculos 

XVI e XVII :  O Papel do Guzarate no Comercio de Moçambique" in Portuguese Jndia and its 

Northern Province: Proceedings of the 7th Jnternational Seminar on Jndo-Portuguese History, 

Lisboa, 1 995 .  p. 1 68 .  
1 1  C.  R .  Boxer, "A Portuguese EI Dorado: Monomotapa and Moçambique", Geographical 

Magazine, 33, Nº 3, 1 960, p. 284 as quoted by M .  N .  Pearson, Port Cities and Jntruders : The 

Swahili Coas! Jndia and Portugal in the Early Modern Era, Baltimore and London, 1 998, p. 50. 
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dross since the only method the miners used, besides roasting it, was washing it 
with water. The more advanced techniques , such as the mercury amalgamation 
technique, which was already being used in the Americas, had not reached the 

. African shores . He states :  

Although the Shona 1 5  were extremely able prospectors, their mining opera­
tions were handicapped by ventilation and water problems. Failure to solve 
the latter problem severely restricted the depths to which the Shona could 
mine, as work invariably stopped at the water table. Moreover, the milling 
and recovery processes were laborious and inefficient. Ali these factors placed 
considerable restrictions on the amount of gold available for trade . . .  1 6  

As we have considered in some detail elsewhere, 1 7  the issue at hand was 

not simply a question of using dated technique in mining; it was a larger issue of 
a subsistence levei economy with low productivity of agriculture trying to incor­
porate mining as an allied activity. The backwardness of agriculture imposed 
an indirect constraint ori the advancement of mining since the subsistence 

economy was unable to spare full time workers for mining. Lack of production 
surplus meant that there was no capital available for improvement of the mining 
techniques . The terms of trade also had a role to play, for remunerative mining 
ventures would have encouraged both investment in mining techniques and an 
increase in the labour time devoted to it. 

There is also a political or strategic angle to this . Many a time, it is alleged 
that the African rulers tried to restrict mining activity in their lands and strictly 
prohibited opening of new mines for strategic reasons . The argument is essen­
tially that the African rulers were afraid that their lands would be snatched away 
by the Portuguese if they carne to know that rich mines existed on these lands . 
The 1 7th century Portuguese writers insisted that even in the mines that were 

already being worked, the miners were under strict instructions from their rulers 
not to extract any large pieces of gold. ln case any large pieces were found, they 
were to be put back in and the mines were to be covered so that no one carne to 
know about them. This was dane, despite the fact that by doing so, the rulers 

were bound to lose money on trade as wel l  as taxes . This view, however, needs to 
be taken with a grain of salt for more than one reason. First, hinds ight knowledge 

makes it clear that there were no large-scale gold deposits in the area. Secondly, 

15 Although Shona is relatively a modem term, it by and large refers to the dominant ethnic 
group living in the area under consideration in this study. For a detailed analysis of who may be 
considered the Shonas, see the introductory chapter of David Beach, The Shona and their Neigh� 
bours, Oxford, 1 994. 

1 6 I .  R. Phimister, "Pre-Colonial Gold Mining . . .  ", p. 1 5 .  
1 7  See Kartikeya Kohli, Chapter 1 1 :  "An Ideal Trade Regime: Theory and Practice" in Trade 

Administration and Trade Regimes: The Portuguese in Southeast A/rica in the Seventeenth 
Century, Unpublished Ph. D Dissertation, University of Delhi, 2006. 
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be 3 .02 xerafins, a value , yet again, different from all others that we have seen 

earlier. So the important question at this stage is whether we have a way out? 

Roger Summers gives us some inkling of what the cost (in terms of labour time) 

of the gold required to get one piece of cloth was . He puts across the issue rather 

graphically: 

A single piece of calico . . . would have cost the poor miner about 1 0  oz. of 

gold and three pieces [of cloth) would have absorbed the greater part of a 

season's production. 19 

ln such circumstances , one cannot but agree with Phimister when he states : 

lndividuals and communities would have been unwilling to invest their 

labour time for so l ittle return, and this broad feature may have encouraged 

rulers to deliberately restrict output [ of gold) in the hope of increasing the 

price of gold.2º 

Such adverse terms-of-trade would also provide little justification for 

investing capital in improving the mining techniques . Further, it goes a long 

way in elucidating the ' laziness ' of the African miners and to explain why they 

were not willing to dig more gold than was sufficient to meet their minimum 

requirement of cloth.  Further still, it also throws some light on the i ssue as to 

why the Portuguese traders (and the Muslim traders before them) tried to entice 

the people to dig gold by giving them cloth on credit. ln short, while, initially, 

it may appear that the constraints on gold production and exports that were 

structural in nature could be explained in relation to seemingly autonomous 

factors such as the state of technology, deeper analysis indicates that even that 

was a function of the socio-economic aspects of the African society as well as 

of the Portuguese trade regimes in Southeast Africa. Constraints imposed by 

some of the African rulers on gold mining were largely an attempt to improve the 

adverse terms of trade offered by the Portuguese . Restricting the supply of gold 

was a tactical response to the Portuguese monopolisation of Southeast Africa's 

extemal trade . To some extent, both sides were victims of circumstances . Neither 

could afford to increase the supply of their respective trade goods (namely cloth 

and gold) ,  unless the other did the sarne . Unilateral action of easing the supply of 

one 's own product was bound to worsen the terms-of-trade for the one who took 

such a step. This stalemate was not just a short term phenomenon, it acted as a 

long term independent constraint and kept the gold supply limited even in the 

long run since it discouraged any augmentation, of either labour or capital, for 

developing the mining technology. 

19 R. Summers, "Ancient Mining . . .  " as quoted in l .  R. Phimister, "Pre Colonial Gold 

Mining . . .  ", p. 22. 
2º l .  R. Phimister, "Pre Colonial Gold Mining . . .  ", pp. 22-23 .  
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next ten years ( 1 64 1 -5 1 ). However, overseas, in Asia and America, where the 

actual stakes lay, the peace treaty was implemented much later. Batavia took 
cognisance of the treaty as late as December 1 644 (having already occupied the 
key fortress of Malacca in 1 64 1  ) .  

During the sailing season, the Dutch subjected Goa to blockade every year 
from 1 63 8  to 1 644. Despite this outlandish behaviour on the part of the Dutch, 
the Portuguese had little choice but to maintain peace on their side . Because of 
the ongoing wars, both in Europe and overseas, the meagre human and material 
resources of the tiny Iberian nation were stretched to the limit. Lisbon under­
stood, quite correctly, that given its precarious condition in Europe, the Portu­
guese could i l i  afford to engage in any brazen adventure against the Dutch in 

the East. For instance, when the Portuguese King was informed that, despite the 

agreement to suspend ali hostilities in the East, the Dutch were blockading Goa 
and had captured the annual ship from Moçambique to Goa, the King asked the 

Viceroy of lndia not to do anything that could cause a rupture with the Dutch, 
as the treasury could not afford to send any reinforcements to India. This advice 

carne in spite of the feeling that this incident was not an aberration and more 

of such attacks could be expected in the near future. The King advised the 

Viceroy not to lower his guard despite the treaty but ironically, at the sarne time 
he entertained a faint glimmer of hope that eventually, by following the course of 
restraint, the Portuguese might be able to claim back their former forts, including 
that of Malacca, which the Dutch had snatched away from them.25 

If peace-time was short in the East, respite from war was still shorter in 

Brazil ( 1 64 1 - 1 645). But unlike the East - where once the peace treaty carne to 

an end, the Estado da Índia suffered steady losses of its territories, forts and 
factories to the Dutch (and even to Asian rulers) - in Brazil, the Portuguese 

were able to recover what they had lost earlier. The Dutch had come to occupy 
northem parts of Brazil as early as 1 635 but were driven out of them completely 
by 1 654. It may be added that Angola too had been taken over by the Dutch 
in 1 64 1 ,  but was regained by the Portuguese in 1 648. Brazil's dependence on 

Angola for the supply of slaves , naturally made it a 'must have ' for the Portu­
guese . As historians have often pointed out, this outcome - losses in the East and 
gains in the West - was not a mere chance, but the logical result of a deliberate 

choice made by Portugal to put most of its eggs in the Western basket. The deci­
sion made perfect economic sense too. The sun was setting on the spice trade of 
the East and the sugar trade of Brazil was the rising star. The struggle in the East 

was made all the more difficult because, besides the Dutch, many of the Asian 

opponents were a force to reckon with by themselves and often teamed up with 

the Dutch to oust the Portuguese . This had been the case in Malacca where the 

25 King to Viceroy, 6- 1 2- I 642, Records of South East A/rica (hereinafter RSEA), 4, 
pp. 295-296. 
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It may be ar�ued that given its strategic importance as the port of call for the 
carreira da lndia, Moçambique, if threatened, was bound to be defended tooth 
and nail by Lisbon as well as Goa. This was especially true after 1 640, when 
faced with the rapid loss of their other possessions in the East, the Portuguese 

authorities, especially in Goa, carne to regard Southeast Africa as the prized 

holding of the Estado. Southeast Africa owed this special status because it was 

amongst the few areas that continued to show a surplus on their revenue accounts 

even in these turbulent times . Further, both Lisbon and Goa, despite their poor 

financial situation, were willing to spare men and money for defending Moçam­
bique whenever any reasonable threat loomed on the horizon . Also, the fact that 

the Portuguese were able to take both Brazil and Angola back from the Dutch 
suggests that it is a folly to presume that if only the English or the Dutch had 

wished, they could have occupied Moçambique . ln other words , it is anybody 's 

guess as to what would have really happened if any serious attempt had been 
made on Moçambique by the Dutch or the English or, for that matter, even by the 
Arabs . As it happened, but for smal l  blips now and then, the sailing was smooth 
on the Southeast Africa coast, it did not have to face any serious military threats 
during the period being considered . 

The External Influences and Southeast Africa 

The changed political scenario in Europe after the Portuguese restoration 
and the relatively unchanged political equations in the East signified the sarne 

thing for Southeast Africa - namely that Lisbon and Goa had their hands full, and 

they did not have either the wil l  or the resources to look beyond their immediate 

geographical vicinity. This meant Lisbon and Goa were likely to pay little or no 

attention to Southeast Africa unless and until some major crisis, which had the 

potential to threaten severely either the security or the trade of Southeast Africa, 
struck it. Under less drastic circumstances, the authorities in Goa became very 
stingy with their meagre purse and, if they could, they were more than willing 
to divert resources away from Southeast Africa towards Goa and its neigh­
bourhood. ln 1 643,  for example , the Govemor of the Estado ordered that the 

2000 xerafins obtained from the renda do tabaco (the revenue from the tobacco 

tax), that had earlier been earmarked for the fortification re lated expense in 
Moçambique , should be diverted towards fortifying Vasai (Baçaim) and Daman.27 

Also, Goa was not willing to let go of the income it derived from the trade with 

Southeast Africa. Hence, Goa's policy towards Southeast Africa, simply put, was 

to get the maximum trade benefits with minimal investment. 
Lisbon appears to have followed this rule even more stringently. lt followed ª policy of minimal interference . While in the past authorities in Europe had 

27 Undated, c. 1 643-44, HAG, Conselho da Fazenda 6, Códice 1 1 64, fl. 9 1 .  
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promoted botb tbe bunt for silver mines and Portuguese settlements in Soutbeast 

Africa, now L isbon autborities gave sbort shrift to special projects and scbemes 

for developing trade , mining or settlements . Tbe few plans or projects tbat 

were suggested appear to bave been vetoed by tbe King. For example, in 1 644, 

tbe newly formed Conselho Ultramarino of Portugal recommended sweeping 

cbanges in tbe Soutbeast African administration, including separation of tbe 

defense administration from tbe trade administration . lt was of tbe opinion tbat 

the captain sbould retain only tbe role of tbe castellan of tbe fortress of Moçam­

bique and sbould no longer bave tbe monopoly rigbts over tbe Soutbeast African 

trade . Tbe trade, it was felt, sbould be thrown open to all subjects of tbe império 

on paying eigbt percent customs . A new settlement scbeme was also proposed . 

As it bad been very difficult to get people from Europe to settle in Soutbeast 

Africa as recently as 1 63 5, it was envisaged tbat tbis time , poor married couples 

sbould come from Asia ratber tban from Europe . Tbese new settlers, it was 

proposed, sbould be given land and material belp. lt was also decided that tbe 

newcomers would not restrict tbemselves to just agriculture and mining and, for 

the first time ever, be involved in manufacturing. Tbey would produce cotton 

clotb, wbicb could tben be used to trade for gold and ivory. Agriculture was 

not to be totally abandoned. Some of tbe newcomers , it was proposed, sbould 

also grow raw cotton and some settlers could also be engaged as prospectors -

seeking a route to tbe Great Lakes and Angola .28 

Conselho Ultramarino s proposal, bowever, fell flat as tbe King was not 

swayed by tbese lofty plans . He focused bis attention on preserving bis existing 

wealth, especially bis crown and bis kingdom, ratber tban risk squandering what 

be bad for capturing elusive new wealtb .  Witb the tbreat of Spanisb Invasion 

looming large, be gave no tbougbt to tbe ' conquest' of Soutbeast Africa and 

. even refused to cbange tbe system of trade in Southeast Africa.29 Tbe decision 

to maintain a status quo in tbe trade regime of Soutbeast Africa was significant 

given tbat it carne on tbe heels of tbe revolutionary decision to free tbe L isbon­

Goa trade in ali goods (witb the exception of cinnamon) for all Portuguese 

of tbe império .30 Tbe Crown, thus, permitted tbe citizens of Portugal and tbe 

Portuguese settlers in Brazil, Angola, Southeast Africa and Asia to participate in 

tbe Euro-Asian trade , but kept Soutbeast Africa out of tbeir reacb .  

Hands off Approach - The Possibility 

Wbat impact did tbis ' hands off' approacb of the authorities have on 

the trade and economy of Soutbeast Africa? Let us begin by looking at wbat 

28 E .  Axelson, Portuguese in South East Africa • • • , pp. 1 1 5- 1 1 6 . 

29 Ibidem. 
3º Alvará, 1 2- 12-1 643, RSEA 4, pp. 295-296. 
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weakened, would it also not adversely affect the interests of the Crown in the 

long run? After ali, it must be remembered that the captains of Moçambique, l ike 

that of the other forts and ports of the Estado, donned two hats at one time - one, 
of a private trader and two, of the administrative representative of the Crown. 

Hands off Approach - The Ground Reality 

By quirk of fate, in the initial years of the Bragança rule, none of the 

captains of Moçambique held on to their posts long enough to find out whether 
the change in the situation overseas did or did not bring in any benefits to them . 
Diogo de Vasconcelos, who reached Moçambique to take up his post sometime 

in 1 639 or 1 640, died almost immediately after arriving in Moçambique . H is 
twenty-year-old brother-in-law, Francisco de Sottomayor became the tempo­
rary custodian of the post. 33 The remaining two years of Vascocelos ' term were 

auctioned once again. Francisco de Silveira Claveiro ( or Crave ira) of the Order 
of the Christ - a resident of Chaul - tumed out to be the successful bidder 
and acquired the post for 30,000 xerafins. He took possession of his post on 3rd 

January, 1 64 1  and died within a year. 34 ln early 1 642, a successor was appointed, 
whose name remains unknown. For reasons unknown, he, too, does not seem to 
have remained in his post long and three captains, namely, Domingos de Govea 
Coutinho, Antonio de Brito Pacheco and Luís do Rego de Negreiros, followed 
him in quick succession .35 Finally, in February 1 643 , Julio Monis da Silva was 
lucky enough to break the j inx of captaincy. He served his full term of three 

years as the captain and thus put an end to the period of instabil ity. Monis da 
Silva was succeeded in 1 646 by Alvaro de Souza de Távora who, too, completed 
his full term . 

nor had they become powerful overnight. If the authorities, in spite of showing concern on the 
lawlessness in the Rivers, did not intervene in a significant way, it was because they did not find 
this phenomenon serious enough to warrant any major intervention. For a detailed discussion see 
K. Kohli, Trade Administration . . .  

3 3  E. Axelson, Portuguese in South East A/rica . . .  , p. 1 I 6. According to Axelson, Vasconcelos 
had bought the said post from his predecessor D. Lourenço de Sottomayor who ruled for two 
successive terms as the captain of Moçambique. It is not very clear how D. Lourenço de Sotto­
mayor had come to acquire two successive terms of the captaincy. As far as his own terrn in office 
was concerned he himself had bought the post from the Condessa de Atalaya - the senior-most 
claimant of the' royal mercê. (See Diário do Terceiro Conde de Linhares, Vice Rei da Índia, Tome 
2, Biblioteca Nacional, Lisbon 1 943, p. 328). ln ali Iikelihood, the second term had belonged to 
him by virtue of being the next man on the mercê list, whose rights he sold to Vasconcelos. 

34 5- 1 - 1 650, HAG, Conselho da Fazenda 8, Códice 1 1 66, fl. 3 1 . Almost ten years later, the 
Conselho da Fazenda was still deliberating as to how his property, left behind in Moçambique, 
should be recovered so that royal dues could be claimed from it. 

35 King to Viceroy, 26-8- 1 652, RSEA 4, p. 320; E. Axelson, Portuguese in South EastAfrica . . .  , 
p. 1 1 6. 
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Clearly, after 1 640, as its trading options in the Indian Ocean shrank fast, 

Goa did not wish to lose the lucrative Moçambique trade, even to rival ports 

within the Estado. Around the mid seventeenth century, an unrelenting effort was 

made by Goa-based traders and officials to scuttle the redirection of the Moçam­

bique trade from Goa to the northem towns . ln the years ahead, despite their 

best efforts , this problem did not really get resolved. It is not hard to understand 

the desperation shown by all involved. Just like the Goan merchants, merchants 

based in the provincia do norte, particularly Diu, saw Southeast African trade 

to be amongst the few lucrative markets that were still open to them in the 

shrinking Estado and they were not willing to give it up even if the Goan admin-

istration commanded them to do so . 

Thus, despite the mal-administration in Southeast Africa (which had 

got the Lisbon authorities worried too) ,  lndia based merchants - lndians and 

Portuguese - were bullish on Southeast African trade . As long as gold was 

flowing out from Southeast Africa and coming to India, they could take the short 

term disturbances (like the one that took place in the early 1 640s) in their stride . 

However, the news that Southeast African gold was being falsified hit at the 

very core of the Southeast African trade - a trade on which so many hopes were 

centred after 1 640. To put the things in perspective, the falsification of gold i .e . 

addition of impurities to debase gold, had not sprung up ovemight; the Goan 

merchants had complained as early as 1 629 that Southeast African gold was 

being falsified before being exported to India. But it was in the next few decades 

that the falsification increased exponentially and the flow of bad gold acquired 

alarming proportions . lt even made the authorities in Lisbon sit up and take 

notice . 

Falsification of Gold 

The Conselho da Fazenda met in Goa on the first day of February 1 629 

to discuss the petition by the city against the alleged falsification and to discuss 

the possible solution to the problem. ln their petition, the citizens of Goa had 

asserted that the practice of falsification had begun in the previous few years and 

was increasingly becoming a menace for the trade between India and Southeast 

Africa. The purity of gold was being diluted by adding brass (latão) to it. The 

Council decided that to put an end to this  malpractice , an assayer of gold should 

be sent to the Rivers of Cuama where he would be responsible for certifying 

the purity of the gold. All gold, it was stated, should meet the purity standards 

of the São-Thomés ( coins minted by the Estado da Índia) at least and the seller 

should carry a certificate from the said assayer that his gold met this  minimum 

standard. ln case the assayer found that the gold was of a touch (purity level) 

lower than those of São-Thomés, the accompanying certificate should reflect this 
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Pure or Impure: Standardization of Southeast African Gold 

The other important issue is as to how to detect falsification. It is well k.nown 

that gold extracted from mines always has some degree of impurity. Rare are the 

cases when the gold extracted from mines is completely pure . ln such a scenario, 

how does one k.now if a particular sample has been deliberately falsified or is 

a natural sample with too many impurities? Does any criterion, a universally 

acceptable standard, a measure exist for 'too much' impurity? As mentioned 

earlier, the purity level of São-Thomé was taken as an acceptable standard in 

1 629.  The sarne standard was reaffirmed in 1 646 when the Conselho da Fazenda 

in Goa decided to send an assayer each to Moçambique and to Sena to assay all 

the gold circulating there .44 

The Council declared that to stop lasses to the royal treasury, the two assay-

ers would be asked to divide and accordingly brand all gold into two categories; 

the first with a purity higher than that of the São-Thomé and the second with a 

purity lower than it. The residents of Southeast Africa were expected to get all 

the gold in their possession assayed within a month of the publication of the 

said arder. At the expiry of this period, the gold that had not been assayed in 

either the Rivers area or Moçambique was l iable for confiscation by the admin­

istration. The arder also stipulated that the ' currency' of Southeast Africa - the 

ouro corrente, which 'was commonly used in Moçambique and the Rivers and 

was, allegedly, accepted by all the inhabitants as well as the foreign merchants ' ,  

would have to undergo the sarne examination by the assayers . The assayers were 

also expected to carry out a comparison of the São-Thomé and the ouro corrente 

to assess the difference in the purity levels between the two .45 

What was the purity level or the touch of São-Thomé? ln 1 629, São-Thomé 

. was being minted with a touch of 43 points . However, Viceroy Filipe de Masca­

renhas (r. 1 64 1 - 1 645) decided to introduce a new 41  point standard during bis 

rule . It may be noted that the change effected by the Viceroy was a result of the 

rising price of gold. As the real value of the gold coins rose above their nominal 

value, people began to melt the currency. To stem this tendency, the Viceroy 

44 29- 1 - 1 646, HAG, Conselho da Fazenda 6, Códice 1 1 64, fl .  1 46- 1 47;  1 4- 1 - 1 646, HAG, 

Conselho da Fazenda 6, Códice 1 1 64, fl .  l 52v; King to Viceroy, 8-2- 1 649, RSEA 4, p .  307. 

45 The Council realised that besides the gold in circulation, the gold coming from Manica 

and Mocaranga too would have to be assayed for it was well known that 'different mines there 

produced gold of different purity and it could cause tosses to the merchants of those parts' . At the 

sarne time, the Council asserted that the gold 'which comes out of the mines without any impurity 

and has its purity levei equal to or more than that of the São-Thomé novo, should be marked by 

the assayers as such and should be transferred in the sarne state in which it was mined' . 29- 1 - 1 646, 

HAG, Conselho da Fazenda 6, Códice 1 164, fl. 1 46- 1 47 .  
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The Conselho da Fazenda decided that this was a clear case of breach of trust 

and it was only fair that the good quality gold that Fonseca had sent on his private 

account should be confiscated to compensate for the loss to the royal treasury.49 

However, not all cases proved so easy to resolve .  The variation in the 

quality of gold that carne in from Moçambique was not always so uniformly 

segregated between the ' good' and the 'bad' . lt was more likely that some ' good' 

gold and some 'bad' gold would be mixed and sent in a consignment making 

detection and prosecution more difficult. lt was reported in the Conselho da 

Fazenda on 1 7th October 1 64 1  that gold which had come from Moçambique , 

destined for the mint, varied a lot in terms of its qual ity. Some of it was valued 

at 45 points and some others at 43 , 39 and 37 points . Owing to the low quality 

of the majority of the gold, it was impossible to coin São-Thomés from it unless 

some good quality gold was imported from China or Venezº5 (Venice?) . How­

ever, by doing so, the treasury would have incurred losses and thus it was decided 

that the good quality gold, with more than 43 points of purity, should be used to 

coin São-Thomés and the low quality gold, i .e . which was lower than 39 points, 

should be sold in the open market .50 

Falsification of Gold: Remedy and Resistance 

As the century progressed, such onetime solutions and punishments were 

found to be insufficient to stem falsification . As mentioned before , if one goes 

by the rising number of complaints that the Goan administration received as the 

years progressed, the flow of falsified gold into Goa, which had been only a 

trickle in the 1 630s , seems .to have developed into a flood . By 1 646 , the issue 

no longer remained confined to the Estado da Índia. The authorities in Lisbon 

began to f eel concemed . They ordered the Viceroy to find a remedy as soon 

as possible . For Lisbon, perhaps , the most disturbing part of the whole affair 

was the circulation of ouro corrente as a de facto currency in Southeast Africa. 

Logically, once the majority in Southeast Africa accepted the debased gold as 

the currency, the fact that it was not a legal tender had little significance since it 

did not put its users at any disadvantage vis-à-vis those who decided to <leal only 

in the legal tender. The economists tel1 us that in such a situation, Gresham's law 

would operate and the little ' good' money that had come in with the traders was 

bound to be driven out of Southeast Africa. 

49 20-8- 1 638, HAG , Conselho da Fazenda 5, Códice l 1 63 , fls. 40v-4 \ .  

5º 1 7 - 1 0- 1 641 , HAG, Conselho da Fazenda 5,  Códice 1 1 63 , fls .  1 8 l v. lt was also recom­

mended that the buyers of this low qual ity gold should be permitted to carry it outside Goa. Given 

that gold was more expensive in the lndian hinterland, by al lowing the buyers to carry it out of 

Goa, the treasury was likely to fetch a better price for it. The counci llors left the implementation 

and the final details of the matter to the discretion of the vedar da Fazenda. 
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was being freely used as a means of exchange amongst traders and was even 
being sent to Goa to pay the dues to the royal treasury, would not be allowed 
to circulate henceforth in Southeast Africa. 55 This order, however, carne under 
attack from the captain of Moçambique, Alvaro de Souza de Távora - the very 
man who would have been expected to implement the order. He asserted that 
this prohibition imposed by the Viceroy on the circulation of ouro corrente was 
tantamount to the breach of his ( captain 's) contract. Ouro corrente, he argued, 
had been in circulation for many years and was in circulation when he began 
his term as the captain . The captains before him had been making their annual 
payments to the royal treasury in the sarne 'currency' and he too, when he 
accepted the contract, had expected to pay the 33 ,000 cruzados of contract money 
in it. But now, he was required to pay the said 33,000 cruzados in gold bearing 
a purity of at least 30 points, which would be equivalent to 50,000 cruzados of 
the ouro corrente. He estimated that he would now suffer a loss of almost a third 
of the total value of his contract, for besides the direct losses that he would eam 
by paying for the contract money in 'pure' gold; he feared losses in the trade of 
the other goods that he had introduced in the Rivers and other areas. According 
to him, goods worth 40,000 cruzados were traded per annum in these areas. Here 
again, if he lost a third of the value, his total losses would be approximately 
around 35,000 cruzados of ouro corrente. He therefore requested that the order, 
which prohibited the circulation of ouro corrente in Southeast Africa, be with­
drawn. At the sarne time, perhaps not being very hopeful that the order would 

be rescinded, he simultaneously wrote to the King alleging a breach of contract 
and demanded compensation for the losses he had incurred because of the said 

order.56 Notably, he perceived that the entire exercise only served the interests of 
the India-based merchants to the detriment of all Portuguese living in Moçam­
bique. The India vs. Moçambique angle was quite clear in his petition and it 
was supported by a testimonial from the ouvidor of Moçambique, Manoel Dias 
de Carvalho in addition to the many testimonials given by private settlers from 

Moçambique. 57 

Indications began to appear soon that no efforts were being made by the 
Moçambican authorities to ban ouro corrente from circulating in Southeast 

55 30-8- 1 648, AHU, Moçambique, caixa 2, doe. 8 1 .  
56 King to Viceroy, 27-3- 1 65 1 ,  RSEA 4, pp. 3 1 3-3 1 4; King to Viceroy, 24- 1 - 1 652, RSEA 4, 

p. 3 1 6 .  
57 30-8- 1 648, AHU, Moçambique, caixa 2, doe. 8 1 .  What is worth noting is the hiatus 

between the actual purity levei of ouro corrente and the standard of purity that the Indian 
merchants expected and demanded. By Távora's own admittance, the purity levei of ouro corrente 
was approximately 33 percent less than even the cruzados containing a purity of 30 points. It may 
be recalled that the purity demanded by the Indian importers of Moçambican gold was equivalent 
to that of São-Thomés, which had a touch of 4 1  to 43 points which was way above the purity levei 
of the cruzados. 
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Conclusion 

Quite clearly, the issue of the falsification of gold was a complicated one. 
The origin of this prablem Iay in the pracess of the Portuguese penetration of Southeast Africa. Whi le the jury is still out on what the extent of Portuguese 
Iandlord-traders ' power in the seventeenth century Southeast Africa was, there is l ittle doubt that in comparison to the previous century, it had increased mani­fold. Also, not many would deny that the major brunt of this power was borne 
by the African fumo or village leve! chiefs whom the Portuguese and Indian Iand­
Iords tried to replace. It is also realized that the Portuguese obsession with gold mining and trade, by and large, had a negative impact on the African agriculture. 
The highly adverse terms-of-trade that the Portuguese offered to the African gold miners which severely limited the possibility of grawth in gold mining has also been discussed to some extent in the Iiterature. ln this gamut of affairs, it has 
been bel ieved that the Portuguese landlord-traders of the Zambezi valley acted 
as agents of the captains ofMoçambique. Recent research has also demonstrated 
that during the second half  of the seventeenth century, the Portuguese landlord­traders made use of their newly acquired military and economic strength to offer increasingly adverse terms of trade to the African supplier of gold vis-à-vis imported Indian cloth and in doing so, the Portuguese landlord-traders imposed the hegemony of the 'centre ' on the 'periphery' . Implicit in this description of events is the assumption that whi le the landlord-traders, backed by the captain of Moçambique , could and did act as 'price makers ' for African goods, they were 

'price takers ' as far as Indian cloth or other trade goods were concerned. This was so because the supplier of Indian goods was often a monopolist, be it the Crawn, or an individual like the captain or a graup of individuais, such as a Junta, who 
held the monopoly contract for supplying Indian trade goods to Southeast Africa 
and the landlord-trader had Iittle choice but to accept the price of these imported 
goods as 'given' . This condition was somewhat modified thraugh smuggling but 
there were I imits to what could be achieved thraugh this i l legal trade. The present paper has, however, shown, perhaps for the first time, that the 
Portuguese officials and resident-traders in Southeast Africa used their increased 
strength not just to get a better trade deal from the African rulers and traders 
but also used it to ti lt the terms of trade against the monopolist Indian suppliers. 
The fa!sification of gold was but a manifestation of this increased strength. 
The blatant use of ouro corrente by the Iandlord-traders and officials in South-
Glenn J Ames, Renascent Empire? The House of Braganza and the Quest for Stability in Portu­
guese monsoon Asia, c. 1 640-1683, Amsterdam, 2000, p. 1 86. One does not seem to find much 
reference to the falsification of gold in post 1 670 documents. Unfortunately it is difficult to ascer­
tain ifthis was so because the problem diminished in the later years or that ouro corrente seized to 
be extra-ordinary and became so mundane that it did not merit a mention in the later years. 
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"COM VONTADE PROMPTA PARA O QUE FOR DO SEU AGRADO". 
REDES SOCIAIS E NEGÓCIOS ENTRE GOA E MOÇAMBIQUE 

EM MEADOS DE SETECENTOS 

EUGÉNIA RODRJGUES • 

Durante grande parte do período moderno, as relações mercantis externas 

de Moçambique fizeram-se preferencialmente com diversos portos portugueses 

do Índico Oriental. À medida que o Estado da Índia se contraía, os negócios e as 

alfândegas desses portos tomaram-se gradualmente mais dependentes das trocas 

com a África Oriental .  Não sendo em volume de transacções o mais importante, 
o comércio entre Moçambique e Goa sustentava a viagem de um barco anual .  

Desde 1 744, o monopólio do comércio de Moçambique, respeitante aos 

Rios de Sena, era gerido directamente pelo Conselho da Fazenda do Estado da 

Índia, através da Administração do Comércio que substituíra a insolvível Junta 

de Comércio de Moçambique e Rios de Sena. Mas à margem das corporações de 
negociantes que contratavam o fornecimento de mercadorias àquele organismo 

da Fazenda, funcionários e mercadores individuais procuravam oportunidades 

para participar nos negócios . 
As redes sociais envolvendo indivíduos das duas margens do Índico, remon­

tando em alguns casos ao reino, mas na sua maioria forjadas na capital do Estado 

da Índia, serviram de suporte a uma relevante circulação de serviços, créditos e 
produtos entre Moçambique e Goa. Esse trânsito configurou a troca de presentes 

destinados a reforçar laços pessoais entre indivíduos de ambos os territórios. 
Mas, essas redes de sociabilidade eram igualmente movimentadas para financiar 
ou negociar directamente mercadorias tão distintas como produtos de luxo para 

consumo das elites coloniais ou artigos para os mercados africano e asiático. 
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