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Preface

The idea for Western Power in Asia arose from discovering
an old account of a courtesy visit paid by an Austria-
Hungarian warship to the Paris of the East, French Saigon.
This late nineteenth-century event evoked a world that has
completely vanished. Although Ho Chi Minh City still has its
Catholic cathedral and opera house, and in its squares and
avenues the look of a French provincial town, there is little
else to recall more than a century of colonial rule. Neither
Austria nor Hungary now possesses a coastline, let alone a
navy capable of sailing in Asian waters. So altered is the
face of present-day Asia that the length of Western
dominion there is easily forgotten, from the arrival of the
Portuguese at the close of the fifteenth century to the
liberation of their last colony at the close of the twentieth.
And overlooked, too, is the extent to which all Asian peoples
were drawn into the colonial scheme of things. The Chinese
and the Japanese played their very different parts in the rise
and fall of Western power. This book endeavours to chart
the whole course of European and American imperialism in
Asia during the colonial era, from the perspective of both
the rulers and the ruled.

In publishing this book | must acknowledge the invaluable
contributions made by several people. First of all, my wife
Yong Yap, through the translation of documents from both
European and Asian languages; second, Graham Guest, an
old friend whose amazingly extensive archive of pre-1900
illustrations, Imperial Images, furnished most of the
fascinating material in the early chapters; third, my stalwart
designer Ray Dunning, for the excellent maps as well as the
work he has done once again on the illustrations; and last
but not least, my publisher Nick Wallwork, a world history
enthusiast. Without his timely support, Western Power in
Asia would never have appeared in its present form.



Introduction

At the height of the Boxer rebellion, as an international relief
force closed on Beijing, the great Qing minister Li
Hongzhang pointed out how continued resistance was worse
than useless until conditions changed in China. Having
witnessed at first hand the military advantage enjoyed by a
modernised Japan, he was under no illusion about the need
for Asian states to match the technology of the Western
colonial powers. The British, the Russians, the French, the
Germans and even the Japanese had easily extracted
concessions and territory from a tottering Chinese empire,
because an unwillingness to embrace the modern world was
the root cause of its weakness. There was nothing Li
Hongzhang could do to stop Empress Ci Xi endorsing in
1900 the anti-Western sentiments of the Boxers, although
he knew that their assault on the Legation Quarter would
lead to Beijing’s second foreign occupation. His own efforts
to introduce up-to-date methods in industry and the armed
forces had met with a degree of success; but Li
Hongzhang's struggle to reconcile the adoption of foreign
ways with traditional values—"“Western learning for practical
purposes” as opposed to “Chinese learning for
fundamentals”—indicates the problem he encountered in
strengthening China. This worldly man was still appalled by
the looting of Beijing on its fall. Forty years earlier, Lord
Elgin had authorised the plundering of the Summer Palace
as a punishment for the deaths of captives: in 1900, there
was an unauthorised free-for-all. Afterwards, Li Hongzhang
suggested that the eighth commandment should be
amended to: “Thou shalt not steal, but thou mayst loot.”
The vulnerability of China throughout the period of
modernisation in Asia profoundly influenced the outlook of
the Chinese people. They were acutely aware of the abyss



into which their country sank as the imperial system
declined, and the republic that followed its disintegration
proved no match for either warlord politics or Japanese
imperialism. It is something of a paradox, therefore, that
Japan’s attempt to subdue China led to the downfall of
Western power in Asia. No one could foresee in July 1937
how a skirmish between Chinese and Japanese soldiers at
the Marco Polo bridge, southwest of Beijing, would start
Japan along a path leading not only to the surprise attack on
Pearl Harbor and the capture of Singapore, but also to
unconditional surrender after the United States dropped
atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Few could have
guessed that the nationalist aspirations stimulated by the
short-lived but spectacular Japanese advance were to be
beyond the capability of the returning colonial powers.
Britain alone was spared the agony of a bloody retreat from
empire because the Labour government of the day regarded
decolonisation as an absolute necessity. The granting of
independence to India, Pakistan and Burma in 1947 spelt
the end of Western power in Asia. London had tacitly
acknowledged how conditions there had changed in the half
century since Li Hongzhang deplored the looting of Beijing.
The resurgence of Asia remains the most significant
historical event of our time.

Western Power in Asia narrates the recent liquidation of
the colonial empires belonging to Europe and the United
States, as well as their gradual accumulation of territory
from the sixteenth century onwards. Quite remarkable is the
fact that the last colony to gain its independence in Asia
was founded by the very first colonial power, Portugal. The
expulsion of the Indonesians in 1999 from East Timor
represented a delayed liberation since Jakarta had taken
advantage of the overthrow of a dictatorship in Lisbon to
annex this Portuguese possession shortly after the colony’s
own declaration of independence in 1975. Because of its



abundant sandalwood forests, the Portuguese had
established a trading post there in 1642.

Chapter 1 surveys Iberian expansion overseas after a brief
comparison of Chinese and Portuguese maritime
exploration. The decision of the Ming dynasty to turn away
from the sea left a power vacuum in the Indian Ocean into
which Vasco da Gama unwittingly sailed. Had the
Portuguese explorer rounded the Cape of Good Hope 70
years earlier, he would have found his own vessels of 300
tonnes sailing alongside a Chinese fleet with ships of 1,500
tonnes. Da Gama arrived instead at Calicut in 1498 quite
unaware of China’s naval reconnaissance of the Arabian,
African and Indian coasts. Delighted to set foot safely on
land, he and his men gave thanks inside a Hindu temple in
the mistaken belief that it was a Christian shrine. While the
legendary mission of St. Thomas in India probably explains
the error, it was really the absence of any sign of Moslem
worship that clinched the matter. Despite this first embassy
to an Indian king going off without too much
misunderstanding, the Portuguese soon tired of such
diplomatic exchanges and looked for a permanent trading
post of their own. This foothold they secured in the Moslem
settlement of Goa, which was taken by force in 1510. The
colony functioned as the headquarters of the Estado da
India, the name given to the Portuguese empire in Asia.
While Portugal’s maritime expansion was overshadowed by
Spanish exploits in the New World, the speed with which the
Portuguese travelled eastwards was staggering, their ships
reaching China in 1517. The first Europeans to visit Japan
were three Portuguese traders who made the voyage from
Guangzhou on a Chinese junk. Within a few years of their
arrival in 1542, Portugal dominated Japan’s international
commerce.

From the outset, the Estado da India was determined to
control the spice trade, the most lucrative of all European



markets. By planting fortresses at strategic locations and
conducting reqgular sweeps of the seas, the Portuguese were
able to add customs duties to the profits derived from their
own trading activities. Only in disunited Sri Lanka did they
manage to hold a sizable territory; elsewhere, their tiny
population discouraged any challenge to organised Asian
states. The total number of Portuguese men in Asia at the
height of the Estado da India’s power never topped 10,000.
But it was the ripple effect of European conflicts that
brought this privileged position to a close: the temporary
union of Spain and Portugal between 1580 and 1640 meant
that the Estado da India came under assault from Spain’s
enemies, most notably the Dutch.

The arrival of European competitors in Asia is the subject
of Chapter 2. After the ratification of the Treaty of Munster in
1647-48, by which Spain recognised Holland’s
independence, the Dutch replaced the Portuguese. Except
for Britain at the start of the nineteenth century, no power
ever approached the reach of early Dutch trading ventures.
Once the Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie, or the
United East-Indian Company, persuaded merchants in
Amsterdam of the value of cooperation, a concerted effort
was made to monopolise the import of spices to Europe. But
setting up a fortified settlement on the island of Java was to
have unexpected consequences for Holland, because the
steady extension of its influence throughout the Indonesian
archipelago laid the foundation of a land-based colonial
empire. The advent of the English and the French converted
commercial rivalry into outright warfare, especially in India,
where the decline of Mughal power provided ample scope
for the acquisition of territory. And the discovery that
properly trained Indian recruits could perform as well on the
battlefield as European soldiers increased the possibilities of
colonialism overnight. Here was an almost inexhaustible
reservoir of military manpower. As Field Marshal Slim noted



in his memoirs, victory over the Imperial Japanese Army in
Burma had been achieved by “an army that was largely
Asian”.t Other colonial peoples under his command in 1945
hailed from as far away as Africa. By this date some
200,000 West Africans had volunteered to fight for “King
Georqi”, Biyi Bandele reminds us in his novel Burma Boy.

The English East India Company eventually won the
contest for India. The Treaty of Paris between the United
Kingdom and the United States, along with related treaties
ending wars with France, Spain and Holland, left Britain in
1783 as the major European power in Asia. If anything, the
loss of the North American colonies redirected British
imperial interests eastwards, where India received most
attention. Yet China was soon seen as an adjunct of growing
dominion in the subcontinent through the expanding trade
of the English East India Company. Lord Macartney’s mission
to Emperor Qian Long in 1793 was intended to place Anglo-
Chinese commerce on a regular footing. What London failed
to understand was China’s indifference to international
trade and the anxiety of the Qing dynasty about the adverse
effect foreign influences might have on its Chinese subjects.
That this mission was not a success can be explained
perhaps in the darker side of the English East India
Company’s trading activities. So that it could acquire
sufficient silver to sustain an unfavourable balance of
payments involved in the China trade, caused largely by
massive purchases of tea, it had deliberately stimulated the
production of opium in India. Except for a single year, 1782,
when its own ships sold the drug in Guangzhou because of
an acute shortage of bullion, the English East India
Company was careful to leave opium distribution to private
merchants. This policy did not fool Beijing and in 1839 a
special commissioner was sent to southern China with
orders to stamp out the whole business.



Chapter 3 begins with the Opium Wars fought between
China and Britain, which led to the cession of the island of
Hong Kong as a sovereign base and the lease of a large
stretch of land opposite, on the mainland itself. That the
Second Opium War concluded with the fall of Beijing reveals
how vulnerable the Chinese empire had become: fewer than
20,000 British, Indian and French soldiers were needed to
force its surrender in 1860. But in India, Britain was
seriously challenged by the Indian Mutiny, an uprising in the
north of the subcontinent, which delayed the attack on
China for almost one year. Even though the British scraped
through this unexpected crisis, things could never be the
same again. After the last Mughal emperor was dethroned,
attitudes hardened among the Indians and their colonial
masters, and the utter dominance of British authority in the
subcontinent left no escape route other than the pursuit of
outright independence. Its architect, Mohandas Karamchand
Gandhi, was born in 1869, seven years after the last of the
Great Mughals died in exile at Rangoon. Not to be outdone
by the British, the French pushed their way into mainland
Southeast Asia, the last remaining colonial prize. Even the
Americans were drawn into an imperial role through the
annexation of the Philippines after a brief war with Spain.
The Filipinos were baffled that “the Land of the Free” felt no
sympathy for their desire for immediate freedom. Although
it suited President William McKinley to portray the American
colony of the Philippines as an incidental result of American
intervention in the Spanish Caribbean, the truth is that he
had already decided to advance the United States’ position
in the Pacific by the acquisition of key islands. In his mind,
the chief threat to American interests was Japan, whose
rapid modernisation had introduced a new imperial player
on the Asian stage. Prescient though this judgement proved
to be on 7 December 1941, when Japanese aircraft caught
most of the US Pacific Fleet at anchor in Pearl Harbor, Japan
drew European blood first in its defeat of Russia in 1905.



The mediation of the United States brought the Russo-
Japanese War to a close. By the Treaty of Portsmouth, Russia
allowed Japan to occupy the Liaodong peninsula, assume
railway rights in Manchuria, take over the southern half of
the island of Sakhalin, and act as protector of Korea.
Chapter 4 traces the Asian challenge that Japan’s rise as an
imperial power represented for the Western colonial
empires. It shows how different the Japanese experience of
economic as well as constitutional change was to that of
Europe. Even though the emperor, his court and leading
reformers all dressed in Western-style clothes, the
constitution they announced by imperial decree in 1889 was
unnegotiable and an “immutable fundamental law”.
Influenced by Germany rather than Britain or France, the
new system of government was in effect an oligarchy of
shared power between civilian politicians and military
leaders, which in the 1920s and 1930s tilted in favour of the
latter. Revolution in China and unrest in the colonies of the
Western powers seemed to create an ideal moment for an
increasingly militarised Japan to strike out on its own. The
result was the Pacific dimension of the Second World War, a
catastrophe for imperialism throughout Asia. Everywhere
Japan’s opponents were taken by surprise. Western
confidence and prestige plummeted with defeats as
widespread as Hong Kong, the Philippines, Malaya,
Singapore, Burma and Indonesia.

As Tsuji Masonobu, staff officer responsible for operations
under Yamashita Tomoyuki during the Malayan campaign,
commented well after the Japanese surrender:

In military operations we conquered splendidly, but in
the war we were severely defeated. But, as if by magic,
India, Pakistan, Ceylon, Burma, the Dutch East Indies,
and the Philippine islands one after the other gained
independence overnight. The reduction of Singapore was
the hinge of fate for the peoples of Asia.?



Britain never really recovered from the surrender of the
supposedly impregnable “fortress” of Singapore. Its fall
heralded the end of the colonial era in Asia.

In Chapter 5, the rise and fall of the Greater East Asia Co-
Prosperity Sphere provides the narrative focus. By using this
name for its newly conquered empire, Japan hoped to
enthuse the Asian peoples it had liberated from Western
rule. They were encouraged to believe that a modernisation
programme akin to Japan’s would be a reward for active
participation in the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.
No concessions were made to nationalist demands for
independence until it became obvious that the tide of war
had turned against the Japanese. As a Burmese nationalist
remarked: “If the British sucked our blood, the Japanese
ground our bones!” Because the Indonesians had such a
pronounced hatred for Dutch rule, they tolerated the
Japanese occupation for two years without complaint. Yet
their anti-Western outlook was not proof against Japan’s
inability to administer conquered territories with restraint.
Forced labour, rice requisitions and the Japanese military
police had undermined Indonesian acquiescence by 1945. In
March that year, Tokyo virtually acknowledged that its
authority was at an end by asking Sukarno and Mohammad
Hatta, the leading nationalists, to devise a formula for
political cooperation based on the so-called five principles of
nationalism, internationalism, representative government,
social justice and Islam. They were even allowed to draft a
constitution for an independent republic, which was to
incorporate under a strong presidency not only the
territories of the Dutch East Indies but those belonging to
Britain in Malaya and Borneo too. Because the Indonesian
leaders did not want independence as a gift from the
Japanese, on 17 August 1945, two days after the surrender
of Japan, Sukarno proclaimed the Republic of Indonesia.



The abysmal failure of the Dutch to reassert themselves in
Indonesia was a signal that the days of Western power were
numbered. The French chose to ignore the warning, with
dire consequences for the Vietnamese, who led the fight for
independence in French Indochina. Defeat at Dien Bien Phu
in 1954 confirmed France’s colonial bankruptcy, but the
surprising success of Vo Nguyen Giap’s young communist
soldiers caused panic in Washington, where Cold War fears
got the better of common sense. Only the British succeeded
in achieving a dignified retreat from empire, in large
measure because of Clement Attlee’s determination to grant
India early independence. Chapters 6 and 7 follow the
tortuous process of decolonisation through the second half
of the twentieth century. Also described are the two great
transformations of this period: the recovery of Chinese
strength through the founding of the People’s Republic, and
the emergence of a defeated Japan as an economic
superpower. That they were both entwined with Cold War
rivalry was an inevitable result of US intervention in Asia,
the salient feature of the final stage of Western withdrawal.
The last section of this study deals with post-colonial
conflicts in India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Malaysia,
Burma, Vietnam, Cambodia and East Timor.

1. Slim, Defeat into Victory, p. 539. Orde Wingate had

insisted that the Third West African Brigade should join the

Chindits, his behind-enemy-lines force in Burma. Before the

fall of France, a major African contribution to the war effort

was not envisaged but, as the scale of the Second World

War unfolded, Britain was obliged to recruit soldiers

whenever it could do so. Bandale’s treatment of a Chindit

expedition is based on his father’'s reminiscences. A full
account of the contribution made by colonial troops can be
found in Jackson, The British Empire and The Second World

War. According to George MacDonald Fraser, whose

Quartered Safe Out There is one of the finest memoirs of



the Second World War, “probably not even the legions of
Rome embraced as many nationalities as the Fourteenth
Army”, p. 94.

2. Tsuji Masanobu, Singapore 1941-1942, p. 281.
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Part 1

The Slow Rise of Western
Imperialism



Chapter 1

Iberian Expansion Overseas
1415-1647

Then, we entered the land, and no one was spared,
neither male, nor female, pregnant women and droves of
infants. And this because this land. . . had always been
an enemy of the Christian name, and above all of the
Portuguese; and the land which was wholly put to sack
and fire, is called Goa.

Piero Strozzi’s account of the Portuguese capture in
November 1510

Portuguese and Chinese
Maritime Exploration Compared

At the beginning of the fifteenth century, on the extreme
ends of the Old World, two powers simultaneously were
conducting a series of maritime expeditions. In 1415, King
Joao of Portugal descended on the Moroccan port of Ceuta
with a crusader fleet and siezed the city, a project long in
the preparation. That same year, the Chinese admiral Zheng
He sailed back to the imperial dockyards in Nanjing after his
fourth voyage to the “western and southern oceans”, which
included visits to Vietnam, Cambodia, Malacca, Java,
Sumatra, Sri Lanka, India, east Africa, and Hormuz, near the
mouth of the Persian Gulf. Neither of these two countries
were at this time aware of their mutual interest in the sea,
although a century later marauding Portuguese ships would



be in virtually undefended Chinese coastal waters. So very
different were the outcomes of the Portuguese and Chinese
expeditions that there is no better place to begin an account
of the Western power in Asia than a consideration of their
motives, as well as their means of navigation.

The great fleet commanded by the Moslem eunuch Zheng
He undertook between 1405 and 1433 seven major
seaborne expeditions, which caused the authority and
power of the Ming emperor to be acknowledged by more
foreign rulers than ever before, with even Mamluk Egypt
sending an ambassador. The renown of the restored Chinese
empire, after the expulsion of the Mongols in 1368, was
increased by these voyages, in which the foremost navy in
the world paid friendly visits to foreign ports; and states that
acknowledged the sovereignty of Beijing were guaranteed
protection and gifts were bestowed on their kings. “Those
who refused submission,” we are told

they were over-awed by a show of armed might. Every
country became obedient to the imperial commands anda,
when Admiral Zheng He turned homewards, sent envoys
with him to offer tribute. Emperor Yong Le was delighted
and before very long ordered Zheng He to go overseas
once more and scatter largesse among the different
states. On the second expedition the number of
ambassadors who presented themselves before the
dragon throne grew ever greater:

The maritime expeditions had another purpose besides the
reassertion of Chinese authority in the southern and western
seas after liberation from Mongol rule. They restarted a
system of state-sponsored trading, first introduced to
protect the precious metals of the empire. The import of
luxury items such as ivory, drugs and pearls had been a
severe drain on the limited supply of bullion available, and a
regulation issued in 1219 specified the commodities to be
used instead of coin to pay for foreign imports—silk,



brocades and porcelain. The Southern Song Emperor Gao
Zong had already remarked in about 1145 how “the profits
from maritime commerce are enormous. If such trade is
properly managed, the revenues earned amount to millions
of strings of cash. Is this not better than taxing the people?”
The loss of the northern provinces to the Jin, nomad
precursors of the Mongol invaders, had made the Chinese
sea-minded for the very first time. Though the immediate
cause of this new interest was pressure from the warlike
peoples of the northern steppelands, the economic and
political centre of the Chinese empire had been shifting for
many centuries from the north to the south, from the great
plains of the Yellow River to the Yangzi delta.

By the Southern Song period, the southern coastal
provinces were both the richest and most populous parts of
China. A consequence of the southward movement of the
imperial capital to Hangzhou and the unavailability of
northern overland routes for trade was a remarkable
increase in seaborne commerce, an expansion that was to
impress Marco Polo when he visited Zaiton, modern
Zhangzhou, in Fujian province. To this port he tells us,
“come all the ships from India laden with costly wares and
precious stones of great price and big pearls of fine quality. .
. And for one ship that goes to Alexandria or elsewhere to
pick up pepper for export to Christendom, Zaiton is visited
by a hundred.”? Southern Song officials had deliberately
encouraged overseas contacts by sending out trade
missions laden with gifts, which were gratefully received at
foreign courts. So pleased was the sultan of Malindi with
Zheng He’s presents that he sent an embassy to the Ming
capital of Nanking in 1415 bearing exotic gifts of his own,
among them a magnificent specimen of a giraffe for the
Imperial Zoo. At the gate of the palace, the third Ming
emperor Yong Le personally received the animal along with
a “celestial horse” and a “celestial stag”; the giraffe was



regarded as “a symbol of perfect virtue, perfect government
and perfect harmony in the Empire and the universe”.z To
mark his appreciation, the ambassadors were taken all the
way home to east Africa on Zheng He’s fifth voyage of 1417.

The Ming emperor Yong Le, who sent Zheng He to explore
the “southern and western oceans” from the imperial
dockyards in Nanjing

Exceptionally powerful though they were, Ming expeditions
had a very different character from those of the Portuguese:
instead of spreading terror, slaving and planting fortresses,
the Chinese fleets engaged in an elaborate series of
diplomatic missions, exchanging gifts with distant kings
from whom they were content to accept merely formal
recognition of the Ming emperor as the Son of Heaven. The
intolerance of the crusader was entirely absent. Indeed, the
arrival of the Portuguese in the Indian Ocean in 1498
abruptly ended the peaceful oceanic navigation that had
been such a marked feature of Asian trade. Arab and
Chinese sources speak of the hazards of the sea, of storms
and shipwrecks, but they are silent about violence, other



than brushes with pirates. What the Portuguese and their
European successors brought with them was the notion of
exclusive rights to maritime trade, something entirely alien
to the tradition of long-distance commerce in Asia.t

No greater contrast could be drawn between the trading
activities of Zheng He at Calicut, on the western coast of
India, and the atrocities practised there in 1501 by Pedro
Alvares Cabral and by Vasco da Gama on his second visit
two years later. There was no Chinese equivalent of the
Portuguese habit of sailing into port with corpses hanging
from the yards. On only three occasions did Zheng He have
to resort to force of arms. In 1406, he crossed swords with a
pirate chief who attempted to surprise his camp at
Palembang: the buccaneer was duly returned to China for
punishment, since he hailed originally from Guangdong
province. Eight years later, again on the island of Sumatra,
Zheng He was ordered by Emperor Yong Le to restore a
deposed sultan to the throne of Semudera. The third clash
of arms occurred in 1411 near Colombo, where Zheng He’'s
troops were attacked by those of the Sinhalese ruler
Alagakkonara. The Chinese won a complete victory, and the
captured king, along with his family, went to China as
hostages when the fleet set sail from Sri Lanka for Nanjing.

Archaeological evidence for the pacific tenor of Zheng He’'s
diplomacy ironically comes from Sri Lanka, where a stele,
dated 15 February 1409, has been found at Galle with a
trilingual inscription. The Chinese text explains how the
voyages were intended to announce the mandate of the
Ming to foreign powers, the inscription ending with a list of
the presents offered to the Buddha: gold, silver, silk and so
on. Here we have a Moslem ambassador from China
dedicating at a Buddhist shrine in the Indian Ocean qifts
from the Son of Heaven, the One Man of Confucian
philosophy. More fascinating still is that the other two
inscriptions do not exactly translate the Chinese one; the



Tamil text praises Tenavari-nayanar, an incarnation of
Vishnu, and the Persian one invokes Allah and the great
saints of Islam. But while the texts are thus different, they
all agree about the list of gifts.> Hardly surprising then was
the relaxed attitude taken by the Chinese over the
conversion of the sultan of Malacca to the Moslem faith. The
nodal position of Malacca, at the meeting point of several
major Asian trade routes, was understood by Emperor Yong
Le, who entertained its ruler and granted him a war junk, so
that he could return to his capital and protect his country.
Between this state visit to China in 1411 and Zheng He's
fourth voyage two years later, Malacca had adopted Islam, a
faith then being spread throughout Southeast Asia by the
permanent settlement of Indian traders. Ma Huan, an official
interpreter on the voyage of 1413 and a Moslem himself,
noted with sympathy how “the King of Malacca and all the
people follow the new religion, fasting, making penance,
and saying prayers”.

Such urbanity has nothing in common with the religious
fanaticism of the Portuguese, whose own sense of identity
had been largely shaped in a struggle against Islamic
domination. “Whenever the treasure ships arrived from
China,” Ma Huan goes on to tell us, “their crews at once
erect a stockade, like a city wall, and set up towers for
watch-drums at four gates. At night there are patrols of
policemen carrying bells. Inside they erect a second
stockade, like a small city wall within which are constructed
warehouses and granaries. All the valuables and provisions
are stored in them. Later the ships which have gone to other
ports return with foreign goods and, when the south wind
becomes favourable, the whole fleet puts to sea and returns
home.” With the consent of the local ruler, Malacca
obviously acted as a temporary naval base during each of
Zheng He’s expeditions.



From the beginning of an empire overseas, Portuguese
belligerence was legitimised by successive popes as a
continuation of the crusades. In 1502, King Manuel
demanded of the ruler of Calicut that all Moslems should be
expelled from his kingdom, because they were enemies of
Christ. The chronicler Joao de Barros puts the issue bluntly
in his Décadas de Asia, written in 1539.

It is true that there does exist a common right for all to
navigate the seas, and in Europe we acknowledge it fully.
But this right does not extend beyond Europe, and so the
Portuguese as lords of the sea by the strength of their
fleets are justified in compelling all Moors and Gentiles to
take out safe-conducts under pain of confiscation and
death. For the Moors and Gentiles are outside the law of
Jesus Christ, which is the true law that all must keep
under pain of damanation to eternal fire. If then the soul
be thus condemned, what possible right has the body to
the privileges of our laws? It is true that the Gentiles are
reasoning beings, and might if they lived be converted to
the true faith, but as they have not revealed any desire
to embrace it, we Christians have no duties towards
them.?

Just how matter of fact this chilling statement is about the
unlimited scope for violence enjoyed by the Portuguese may
seem strange now, but Barros was simply stating the
obvious to his Catholic contemporaries. Responsibility for
relations with non-Christians was believed to rest solely with
the Pope, and in return for bearing the costs of the work of
their conversion, papal bulls granted to Portugal a monopoly
of trade in Asia. The closeness of papal support can be
judged from the very first venture overseas: King Joao’s
surprise attack on Ceuta. This expedition received
indulgences, although preachers did not mention that it was
a crusade until after the fleet had left Portuguese waters, so
as to keep secret its destination as long as possible.:



Perhaps an even greater contrast between the deep-sea
navigation of the Chinese and the Portuguese, however, is
to be found in the relative sizes of their fleets. Populous and
powerful Ming China dispatched Zheng He abroad with a
veritable armada. On his first voyage, in 1405, he took 317
ships to Java, Sumatra, Malacca, Sri Lanka and India: 27,870
men in all were under his command. Some of Zheng He’s
vessels possessed as many as nine masts and his so-called
treasure ships displaced 1,500 tonnes. Arguments over the
tonnage of Chinese oceangoing junks were settled in favour
of such a large figure by the discovery of an actual rudder
post in 1962 at the site of one of the Ming shipyards in
Nanjing. It once turned a rudder blade of at least 100 square
metres, large enough to steer a vessel between 130 and
190 metres in length. Had Vasco da Gama rounded the Cape
of Good Hope 70 years earlier, he would have found his own
tiny squadron sailing alongside ships belonging to a Chinese
fleet with an average displacement three or four times
heavier than his own.

The advanced state of Ming nautical technology derived
from a tradition of invention already over a millennium old.
The steering oar, used in the West until the late Middle
Ages, put a severe limitation on the size of ship that could
safely be constructed, besides giving the steersman a
hazardous task of control in rough weather. In China, it was
replaced in the first century of the Christian era by the
stern-post rudder, the prototype of Zheng He’'s impressive
oceangoing steering system. Other early Chinese advances
in shipbuilding were the watertight compartment, which
allowed junks to become large deep-sea craft, and the
aerodynamically efficient mat-and-batten sail. These
improvements fascinated Marco Polo, who felt it necessary
to provide shipbuilding details for the benefit of his Venetian
compatriots. The bulkhead-built hull, divided into separate
watertight compartments, really caught his attention, since



