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In Western medicine, hardly anyone today has 
heard of radix Chinae, Chinae ponderosae, smilax Chinae, 
cortex Chinae, rhizome smilacis Chinae or in English, 
simply “China root”. Texts dating from the 16th and 17th 
centuries sometimes refer to it by the name chub-chini 
or “China wood” used in Persia and Mogul India, or 
far less frequently, by the Arabic labana.1 In Chinese, it 
is known today as tu fu ling 土茯苓. But to traders of 
early modern Europe and Asia, this medicinal substance 
found a steady demand and often returned reliable 
profi ts. What is radix Chinae? Why was it so desired 
and what was it used for? The present article sets out 
to explore these important questions. 

Since it was first introduced into Western 
medicine in the fi rst half of the 16th century, radix 
Chinae has been traded and described under a variety 
of different names. In English circles, such as in Yule 
and Burnell’s widely cited glossary Hobson-Jobson, we 
fi nd an entry for “China root”.2 Medical texts of the 
early modern period employ the Portuguese raiz, páo 
da China, the Spanish palo de la China, the Italian 
radice China or the French bois de Chine, bois d’echine 
or squine.3 In the German lands, as well as in the Low 
Countries, the tuber runs under an astonishingly 
broad variety of names. The most common is the 
Chinawurzel or china wortel or one of its close variants, 
but other far less familiar names include Bocken-Wurtz, 
Pockenwurzel, Chinaknollen, Schina and Aschina.4 The 
expression Pockenwurzel, is an entry in Johann Heinrich 
Zedler’s Universal-Lexicon, published in Leipzig in 
1732. This German term may very well leave readers 
with the impression that the tuber found deployment in 
the symptomatic treatment of smallpox. The possibility 
should not be entirely dismissed, as many of the early 
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modern medicinal recipes involving radix Chinae, aim 
at the symptomatic treatment of skin problems such as 
abscesses, boils, open wounds, infections, pain, aches, 
itch, or swelling. Many medical texts of the 16th and 17th 
centuries also recommend the internal consumption of 
radix Chinae as a sudorifi c, in the treatment of spleen 
and liver disorders (including hepatitis), against body 
aches, joint pains, arthritis, gout, dropsy, headaches, 
ulcers, and (in-)famously in the treatment of symptoms 
associated with syphilis.5   

I m p o r t s  i n t o 
Europe (and that would of 
course include England) 
appear to have dwindled 
to negligible amounts by 
the beginning of the 19th 
century. In his Oriental 
Commerc e ,  Wi l l i am 
Milburne observes that 
hardly any radix Chinae 
was imported into the 
British Isles after 1804.6 
By  1876 ,  Fr i edr i ch 
Flückiger confidently 
reported that the root was 
completely forgotten in 
Western pharmacology.7  

Radix Chinae is 
essentially a tuber that 
belongs to the smilax 
family.8 Today as in 
previous centuries, it is 
often confused with other 
roots that are believed to 
possess certain medicinal 
properties, especially 
galangal, ginseng and 
ginger. This confusion is far more widespread and 
enduring than many historians of trade and medicine 
generally believe. All three were, and still are, widely 
used in the context of Asian medicine. According to 
some authorities, it also fi nds application in herbal 
cuisine and the preparation of culinary delights. 

When dried, the fi st-sized,9 tubular rhizomes 
appear knotty and feature a brown and sometimes 
blackish exterior. It is only when one cuts the root 
open to inspect the fl esh inside, that clearer differences 
appear. Contrary to ginseng and ginger, the fl esh of the 

radix China is a pale red that runs into a rust or brown 
color.10 In his Kreuterbuch (Herbarium) fi rst published 
in 1581, the German physician Adam Lonitzer describes 
the inside of the tuber as being of a pinkish hue, not 
unlike human fl esh.11 The inside, other authorities 
hold, is coarsely granular. When freshly harvested, 
radix Chinae is inodorous and its taste astringent.12 
The root hosts a woody, spiny vine13 that is found in 
China and Japan and as far west as the Himalayas. It 

grows, according to most 
accounts, in very moist 
soil. Lonitzer explains 
that the plant is found 
near swampy areas near 
the sea, a view that is 
partially endorsed by the 
anatomist and physician 
Andreas Vesalius and 
17 th century German 
medic Johannes Schröder 
who describe the plant 
growing like reeds at the 
water’s edge.14 Where 
the plant cannot find 
support, it generally does 
not grow tall, about one 
meter off the ground at 
most. Where support is 
found on nearby bushes 
or trees however, the vine 
is known to grow far 
longer.15 This growing 
pattern may very well 
be the source of the not 
uncommon belief among 
early modern luminaries, 
that the tuber sprouts 

and grows into a “tree” that reaches “high above the 
ground” and bears “few leaves”.16 The widely celebrated 
Portuguese herbalist and medic, Garcia da Orta, 
however parts company with the intellectual company 
of Lonitzer, by identifying the home of radix Chinae 
not along the coastal plains of China, but rather deep 
in the interior of the continent, near or at least “on the 
confi nes of Muscovy”.17 That description would place 
the root’s origin in Central Asia or even Siberia.    

A closely related species of the radix or smilax 
Chinae, is found in the Americas and is known as the 

China root’s leaf. In Cristóvão da Costa’s Tractado de las drogas y medicinas 
de las Indias Orientales, Burgos, 1578.
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radix pseudo-Chinae or “bastard China”.18 European 
medical books of the early modern period, and 
especially from the 16th and 17th centuries, clearly 
distinguish the two species. Schröder differentiates 
radix Chinae orientalis and occidentalis (i.e. Eastern and 
Western “China root”), explaining that the new-world 
tuber featured a fl esh that was darker red than the 
species from Asia.19 But the consensus brought forth 
in early modern medicals, attributes to the New World 
tuber inferior medicinal qualities than its counterpart 
from Asia.20 This view was invariably refl ected in both 
desirability and also price. In the following exposé, 
attention shall be paid only to the Asian variety. 

THE INTRODUCTION OF RADIX CHINAE 
INTO WESTERN MEDICINE

At this juncture, it is important and also 
of considerable historical interest, to pose the 
very pertinent question: When was 
radix Chinae introduced 
into Western medicine? 
Few medicinal substances 
were introduced into the 
Western pharmacopoeia with 
so much excitement. This may 
very well have to do with the fact that, among 
the fi rst patients in Europe to benefi t from the soothing 
powers of this tuber, was a person no less illustrious than 
the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, who also ruled 
as King Carlos I of Spain. The reportedly successful 
treatment of his gout by radix Chinae offered not 
only the best possible publicity and endorsement, but 
equally served to spur further research into the medical 
effi cacy of the tuber.21 The fi rst comprehensive study to 
be published in Latin was penned by the hand of the 
renowned anatomist and court physician Vesalius.22  

Consensus among historians of trade and 
medicine has it that radix Chinae was introduced to 
Europe sometime in the early 16th century. Lonitzer 
identifi es the provenance specifi cally as China, but 
otherwise has nothing to say about how the medicinal 
root found its way into European pharmacology.23 
Vesalius explains that the tuber was sold by those traders 
who “also have pepper, cloves, ginger and cinnamon”, 
including the Portuguese,24 confirming thus the 
inherent link between radix Chinae and the spice trade. 
A very similar observation is made by Cristóvão da 

Costa in his Spanish commentary to Orta published in 
1578.25 In his work printed in Strassburg in 1601, the 
Spanish medic Juan Fragosus claims that radix Chinae 
was already known and used in Castile around 1525, 
but one suspects greatly that this may have been a 
reference to the New World and not the Asian variety. 
Other authors claim that the root was fi rst brought 
to Goa either by Chinese or Portuguese traders in 
around 1535.26 The Royal French cosmographer 
André Thevet, writing in the 1570s, boldly asserts that 
the root was fi rst brought to Africa by two merchants 
from China whom he names “Nakmach” and “Makal”. 
The names admittedly do not sound very Chinese 
and if even accurate, could also be the names of 
Muslim merchants based in China, or perhaps even 
refer to merchants of mixed descent. Subsequently, 
Portuguese traders presented a sample of radix 

Chinae to the Portuguese Viceroy, 
Dom Martin Afonso de Sousa, 

who was said to be suffering 
from an incurable disease.27 
No other author from the 
early modern period has 
been found to corroborate 

this specific account. Yet, 
another doubtlessly self-serving 

but admittedly more amusing variant, stems 
from the pen of Orta who in Colóquio 47 writes:28

“At this time [referring to his own arrival in 
India], a very honourable and rich man was 
cured, who being in Diu, told my master Martim 
Affonso de Sousa, … how he had been cured of 
the root of China, which restored him to complete 
health … not requiring any special diet,29 except 
that he was not allowed to eat beef, pork, fi sh or 
green fruit. … In China, fi sh is conceded because 
they [i.e. the Chinese] are great eaters of it. As this 
became well known, people had a strong desire 
to have this root.  For all men are inclined to eat 
and drink, and much more in this land owing 
to their laziness.”    

According to Orta, radix Chinae was at that time very 
little known, and few studies on its medicinal effi cacy 
were available – at least in the West. It also had a 
hard time competing against other more established 

Untreated radix Chinae is a knotty root with a pinkish to salmon colour. 
Most pharmacies in China today sell the fl esh dried and bleached. 
Copyright Peter Borschberg.
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substances.30 “Be not surprised”, Orta continues in 
his schoolmasterish dialogue with the (in-)famously 
gullible Dr. Ruano, “I have not heard any one else 
praise it [i.e. radix Chinae], so many writers praising 
[guachawood] every day.  Among them, there is a 
German writer who composed a book on his labours 
in a very copious style and very pure Latin, which 
might have been all written on one sheet of paper. Of 
this other root of China, Vesali[us] and Laguna say 
many evil things, that it is rotten, and without virtue 
and very dear.” Quite evidently, the opulent verbosity 
of his unnamed German colleague (with all likelihood 
Leonard Schmaus), even if written in the purest and 
most elegant of Latin, was insuffi ciently impressive to 
the cantankerous Orta, who cast his indicting judgment 
from the safe distance of Goa. 

Whatever the precise historical background may 
be, the link to Europe via China and Goa is almost 
certainly beyond dispute. The inherent connection to 
the Middle Kingdom and also to Chinese pharmacology, 
is quite apparent and also repeatedly attested,31 not least 
due to the fact that the earliest uses of radix Chinae 
among western doctors, overlap almost entirely with 
Chinese medicine. This includes its chief application in 
the treatment of syphilis, variously called the “disease of 
Naples” or the “disease of the French” in the European 
vernacular. According to Orta:32

“As all these lands, China and Japan also have this 
morbo Napolitano [syphilis], it pleased a merciful 
God to provide this root as a remedy with which 
good doctors can cure it…” 
By 1581 Lonitzer was in a position to report that 

radix Chinae was a medical substance that was highly 
praised and also frequently used.33 But the German 
medic’s testimony was not exactly a “consensus” view 
among members of his profession. To the contrary, 
medical authors are deeply divided precisely over the 
question of the tuber’s pharmacological effi cacy. When 
Andreas Vesalius published in or around 1546 his 
exposé on radix Chinae,34 physicians in Italy and on the 
Iberian Peninsula had already gathered some experience 
in the treatment of various illnesses, including syphilis. 
But Vesalius, like other luminaries of the medical 
profession, such as the Parisian medic Julian Lepaulmier 

de Grentemesnil (alias Palmarius) and the Italian 
anatomist Gabriele Fallopio (Fallopius), one of the 
supposed “fathers” of the modern condom,35 were far 
from impressed with the performance of radix Chinae. 
This basic outlook held well into the following century, 
for the German chemist Daniel Sennert writing around 
1650, prefers sarsaparilla and guachawood over radix 
Chinae in the treatment of syphilis “by a long shot”.36 
The former, brought from the Americas already during 
the earliest period of the Spanish voyages of exploration, 
was deemed by Nicolaus Poll (1517), Leonard 
Schmauss (1518), and Ulrich von Hutten (1519), the 
most effective medication in the treatment of this “new” 
disease in Europe, variously known as morbo Gallico 
(“disease of the French”, “Franzosenkrankheit”), morbo 
Napolitano (the disease of Naples) and in Asia as the 
“disease of the Portuguese”.37 

What was it that changed this still rather obscure 
substance into a veritable miracle root, bordering on 
a panacea, within little more than a decade? Vesalius 
and his high-profi le patient, Emperor Charles, may 
very well have contributed meaningfully to this 
development, for what was good for the Emperor was 
good for any prince, aristocrat, pope or bishop, not to 
speak of Europe’s growing class of wealthy merchants! 
The publicity surrounding Charles V and the Latin 
treatise of Vesalius, spurred the publication of similar 
investigations into the medicinal value of the new 
miracle root, such as notably by Cardano and perhaps 
even infl uencing the brief account of Orta found in 
his Colóquio 47. 

THE REPORT OF VESALIUS 
ON THE TREATMENT OF HOLY ROMAN 
EMPEROR CHARLES V WITH RADIX CHINAE 
(1546) AND OTHER RECIPES

As already stated, one of the most comprehensive 
and detailed studies on the application and medicinal 
potency of radix Chinae in Western medicine, stems 
from the hand of Andreas Vesalius, the famed anatomist 
from Brussels and one of Holy Roman Emperor Charles 
V’s personal physicians. In his treatise fi rst published 
in Basel in 1556, Vesalius explains that he fi rst became 
familiar with the tuber while in Venice where it was 
introduced and employed with great praise and high 
levels of expectation.38 The Emperor was administered 
the tuber at his own insistence for the symptomatic 

Depiction of the radix Chinae root, vine and leaves from Michael Bernhard 
Valentini, Museum Museorum..., Frankfurt/M. 1704. Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, 
Munich, Germany. 
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treatment of body pains (almost certainly gout) and 
a stiff shoulder, and not at the counsel of his personal 
physicians. Indeed, one is reminded that Charles V 
was known to have a mind of his own and long held a 
record of ignoring the advice of his doctors.39 Reports 
have it, that the Emperor’s health improved, and 
the resounding endorsement only raised further the 
expectation amongst aristocrats and the wealthy about 
the treatment.40 Not unlike the great Emperor Charles, 
they placed pressure on their personal physicians to 
administer the root to them in the treatment of a 
variety of illnesses, including syphilis.41 But Vesalius 
clearly has his doubts about the medicinal properties 
of radix Chinae and on more than one occasion insists 
that it is not nearly as effi cacious as guachawood.42 
Among the reasons cited is taste: What is one to hold, 
he wonders rhetorically, of a substance that has no taste 
of its own?43 

Vesalius describes in considerable detail, the 
preparation for a decoction which he admits derives 
substantially from the writings of Italian doctors. But in 
order to prepare this decoction, it is important fi rst to 
select the right quality of radix Chinae, which Vesalius 
attests, is reddish in colour, similar to galangal, and 
when dried, appears similar to a rotten calamus root. 
In order to give his readers a sense of the starkly varying 
quality of the specimens available on the market, 
Vesalius describes that the tubers appear as if they have 
been haphazardly pulled out of the soil, and broken 
into chunks of differing size and weight. They appear 
as if they had been tossed about for a long time until 
washed onto a sandy beach.44 Many of the specimens 
are completely dried out, burst open, mouldy, rotten, 
or worm infested.45 For this reason it is important that 
one selects only specimens that are not rotten, not worm 
infested, but still a bit juicy inside.46 Radix Chinae has 
no taste and no odour of its own; even if one gnashes 
a piece between the teeth, there should be no fl avour 
whatsoever. If it does feature odour or taste, this would 
have been absorbed from other medicines that were 
stored on board a vessel or in the pharmacy.47     

To prepare the decoction, one takes a sharp knife 
and cuts the carefully inspected tubers into coin-shaped 
slices. One then takes two ounces of this sliced radix 
Chinae, places the pieces into a glazed clay vat that is 
capable of holding about sixteen pounds of water or 
about eight liters. This vat should feature a lid or a cover 
that can be closed. Next, pour twelve pounds of fresh 

spring water into the vat with the sliced radix Chinae. 
Then place the vat over a warm fi re (not a roaring 
fi re), and not over glowing ashes.48 The fi re should be 
smoke free. Cook the water down to about two thirds 
of its original volume. This, Vesalius explains is best 
done overnight, or at least through the evening before 
one intends to consume the decoction. The resulting 
liquid is ready to be consumed (straight from the vat), 
or if one prefers, after it has been sifted through a 
piece of cloth and poured into another container. The 
medallion-shaped slices of radix Chinae should then be 
removed from the vat, dried off with a piece of cloth 
and kept for the preparation of a second batch. If the 
stomach is not able to take the fi rst or even the second 
batch, it may be necessary to dilute the decoction for 
administering to the patient. 

The decoction, which is red in colour, should be 
administered warm. For this reason it can be placed 
over a very low fi re, or better still, kept in a container 
wrapped with cloth or a blanket and placed next to 
the fi re. The liquid should be kept there for as long 
as it is needed, and it is good for one day. If taken for 
long-term treatment, the decoction should be prepared 
daily in this manner. 

In the morning, one should consume eight 
ounces of the liquid as hot as possible, and drink the 
same amount in four-hour intervals. It can also be 
served as a beverage at breakfast.

When the liquid is administered in the morning 
and in the evening, the patient should be in bed, and 
well covered so that he can develop a sweat. The patient 
should not be naked, but wear a dry garment. In order 
to avoid the need to change the sheets or to place the 
body in a place that is not warm, the patient should 
be wrapped in blankets. Some physicians recommend 
the evening session after dinner, but Vesalius is 
evidently against the idea that a patient has to “sweat” 
through the whole night. An important point is that 
the administration of radix Chinae be accompanied 
by a rigorous diet. This appears to have its origin in 
Chinese medicine.

Most of the medical books of the early modern 
period, including for example Sennert, prescribe this 
or a very similar concoction, but on the basis of extant 

Another page from Michael Bernhard Valentini, Museum Museorum..., 
Frankfurt/M. 1704. Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Munich, Germany. 
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literature it is possible to recognize a far broader use of 
the tuber in the context of Asian, and specifi cally Arabic 
and Chinese medicine. The French royal cosmographer, 
Thevet, admits that use of radix Chinae is far more 
widespread in China than in subcontinental India or 
even in the Arab world. He describes that in China it is 
preserved in vats or jars “like rhubarb”.49 This may very 
well help explain why it is often cited in Dutch ledgers 
together with other preserved items such as ginger. 
Costa mentions a preserve prepared with radix Chinae 
and crushed pepper.50 In China and notably India, it 
was and still is deployed in the treatment of rheumatic 
pains and syphilis.51 It further serves as an aphrodisiac 
and is consumed in cooked form by the Mongol and 
the Turkoman tribes of Central Asia.52 Costa describes 
a dish prepared with honey and sugar, a beverage with 
wine and also alludes to meat and fi sh recipes prepared 
with China root.53 The following testimony from Jan 
Huygen van Linschoten, which is repeated by the 
German physician Michael Bernhard Valentini on the 
eve of the 18th century, testifi es to the use of the tuber, 
to lend a rosy complexion to the face:54

“The root of China is commonlie used among 
the Egyptians… specially for a consumption for 
which they seeth the root China in broth of a 
henne or cocke, whereby they become whole or 
fair of face.”     
 

PRICES AND MARKETING

The extensive use of radix Chinae in the context 
of Western medicine, spans from its introduction by 
the Portuguese to Goa and subsequently Europe around 
1535, until its almost complete disappearance from 
cargo manifests at the opening of the 19th century. As 
has already been mentioned, Milburne sets that date 
at or around the year 1804.   

During the peak of the radix Chinae trade 
between the second half of the 16th and the middle of 
the 18th century, there was hardly a vessel registered 
by Europe’s early colonial powers that did not carry 
on board a specifi ed or even unspecifi ed amount of 
this medicinal tuber. Orta quotes several prices for the 
mid-16th century, in one instance 10 cruzados per ganta 
(of 24 ounces) and in another instance, 30 reis per 
ganta.55 Francesco Carletti, the famed Tuscan merchant 
who traveled around the world on the eve of the 17th 
century, quotes a price at source in Canton of “four or 

fi ve scudos the hundred pounds of twenty ounces each, 
which comes to a little more than twelve quattrini the 
pound of twelve ounces.”56 Quite evidently, he deems 
this inexpensive. By contrast, Andreas Vesalius confi rms 
that China root is available “everywhere in Antwerp” 
and while he is unwilling to quote a specifi c price, he 
confi rms that one pound of radix Chinae costs “several 
crowns” at the retail level in Europe.57

In the Generale Missiven (the annual reports of the 
Netherlands East India Company sent from Batavia to 
Amsterdam), radix Chinae is often mentioned or listed 
together with other stimulants and drugs, including tea 
and preserved ginger.58 It was purchased on both the 
Chinese mainland and the island of Taiwan, brought 
to Batavia for export to Europe, or redistributed to 
destinations in Western Asia. Export destinations 
of the Dutch East India Company (VOC), include 
notably Persia, subcontinental India (especially Surat), 
as well as ports held by other early European colonial 
powers, such as Danish Tranquebar.59 Of course, the 
Portuguese are large purveyors of radix Chinae, as well 
exporting it chiefl y out of Macao to ports in India and 
insular Southeast Asia, such as Malacca and Macassar.60 
One Dutch offi cial seethingly reports on Portuguese 
sales of radix Chinae to the English at the famed 
Bugis port, during the fi rst half of the 17th century.61 
Lusitanian merchants also resell their cargos of radix 
Chinae in Japan. According to the report of Zeygert 
van Rechteren, the Portuguese sold 70,528 kati of 
“China root” (wortel China), for about 4231 tael of 
silver in Japan in 1637 (amounting to about 6 tael of 
silver per picul, approx. 60 kg).62 Last but not least, the 
tuber is regularly featured as part of the Chinese bulk 
trade with Manila,63 goods in other words, that were 
generally earmarked for re-exportation across the Pacifi c 
to Mexico and beyond.

Extant documentation, therefore shows a lively, 
truly global trade in radix Chinae that had its key 
Asian nodal points in Macao, the Fujian coastal ports, 
Malacca, Goa, Manila, and of course colonial Batavia. 
The volumes amassed at these entrepôts, could vary 
considerably from anything between a few hundred 
pounds to a few thousand picul.64 Correspondingly, 
merchants and the East India Company had to cast 
a watchful eye on both quality and prices. Most 
unfortunately, it is not easy to glean much information 
about the development of procurement prices, profi t 
margins or even proceeds. In any case, a comprehensive 
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study of these would reach far beyond the scope of the 
present article. Still, it is possible to gain a broader picture 
of prices and profi ts for the period under review.       

First, to the supply side of the picture. How 
much did the European colonial traders pay when they 
purchased their radix Chinae at the trade fair in Canton 
or from Chinese traders calling at their ports? Purchase 
prices of course represented sensitive information 
that was rarely disclosed and always closely guarded. 
Reliable references are therefore few. During the early 
17th century (we are informed by Martin Castaños), 
the Portuguese purchased their radix Chinae in Macao 
or Canton for 1 tael of silver or 12 maçes per picul.65 In 
another location in the same text, the author quotes a 
procurement price in China of eight maçes per picul. 
This medicinal substance could then be re-exported to 
Japan and sold for four or perhaps even fi ve tael. This 
rendered the short trip from China to Japan a highly 
lucrative enterprise. A similar picture is painted for the 
Portuguese trade with subcontinental India. Again, it 
was not unusual to generate gross profi t margins of one 
hundred percent or even higher.66 

The picture that emerges, based on documentation 
of the VOC, is complex and not always transparent. 
This is because in cargo manifests and bills of lading, 
radix Chinae is often found lumped together with other 
commodities and stimulants, including tea, sugar, 
benzoin, preserved ginger and even some metals and 
textiles. Additionally, the absence of even approximate 
quantities or a breakdown of the individual cargos and 
their value fails to enlighten.67 Still, occasionally it is 
possible to calculate an approximate purchase price 
of a given consignment of radix Chinae at source. 
According to a VOC report dated 23 December 
1687, prices paid in China for the medicinal tuber 
amounted to 2.8 tael of silver or 11.4 fl orins per picul.68 
To put this price into perspective, that amounted to 
about half the amount paid for the same quantity of 
pepper which is quoted at 6 tael or 24 fl orins per picul. 
Additional purchase prices are extant for the following 
century. According to a report on 30 November 1730, 
the VOC operations in Batavia purchased a total of 
6107 Amsterdam pond of radix Chinae for 586.25 
rijksdaalder.69That amounts to about 4.8 stuiver per 
pond. In another transaction mentioned in a report 
of 6 April 1736, the Dutch company had purchased 
4424.31 pond for 233.13 fl orins, or about 1.05 stuiver 
per pond.70  

As is known, subcontinental India represented 
one of the export destinations for radix Chinae by the 
VOC. In 1683, a consignment was sold at Surat for the 
equivalent of about 4.15 stuiver per pond.71 Those sales 
reaped reasonable rates of return, but these admittedly 
amounted to only about half of the nominal proceeds 
per pond in Europe at the time.

At the demand side or European end of the 
operations, the ready availability of wholesale prices 
from the Dutch company and sometimes also 
retail prices in pharmacies across Europe, provide 
meaningful help in reconstructing profi t margins and 
to an extent also risk profi les. As the use of radix Chinae 
was just gaining hold in the late 16th century (mainly 
in the treatment of advanced stages of syphilis and of 
smallpox), prices of this potentially life-saving or at 
least life-extending substance were correspondingly 
high, because demand quickly outstripped supply. 
Fragosus does not mention a price, simply that the 
substance was only to be had at a magnum precium 
– a substantial price. Orta purchased radix Chinae in 
Portugal and imported this to Goa, paying 5 cruzados 
per arrátel. At a retail level in the Holy Roman Empire 
(in the town of Annaberg in Saxony to be precise!), 
one fi nds a 1563 price quotation of 2.5   per pound of 
dried radix Chinae.72 That was a price only the affl uent 
could afford. But supplies to Europe quickly picked up 
into a veritable industry of radix China imports, that 
ran into thousands of pounds per consignment. For 
example, one is informed that on Monday, November 
4 1743, the Amsterdam Chamber of the VOC offered 
for sale a total of 13,720 pond of the dried root for sale 
at its regular auction.73 The sheer volumes procured 
and sold in Europe by the late 17th and 18th centuries, 
can be taken as an indication of just how popular this 
substance had become with physicians, druggists and 
their clients in the treatment of certain symptoms 
and diseases. And the volumes can also be taken as a 
broad gage of affordability. One of the early price lists 
of the Amsterdam chamber of the VOC, dating from 
1603, pegs the wholesale price of one pound of radix 
Chinae at 7 stuiver. That was roughly equivalent by 
weight to the price of cardamom and about one half 
the price paid for benzoin or Japanese laurel camphor.74 
The nominal price of China root appears to have 
remained more or less constant in Holland during the 
17th century. A prijscourant or price list of the VOC 
quotes offer prices in Amsterdam for April 28 1698, 
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at 7-7.75 stuiver and for the VOC chamber in Hoorn 
at the auctions of May 22 and 26 1698, at about 8-
8.25 stuiver.75 But the price relation to cardamom and 
camphor had changed dramatically. Camphor now cost 
more than three times the price of radix Chinae and 
fi ve times cardamom! 

Castaños spoke of profi ts amounting to several 
hundred percent on the original investment and at 
a fi rst glance at least, his observations would appear 
to hold true for the VOC as well. The reality is, that 
these margins were very hypothetical and did not take 
into consideration the cost of transportation or the 
risks associated with the long voyage back to Europe. 
Cargos of radix Chinae were easily affected by salt water, 
rot and the presence of parasites, including worms. 
In some instances, the Dutch company found itself 
not making a profi t, but indeed swallowing a loss in 
its trade with the medicinal tuber. In his report of 13 
December 1686, Dutch Governor-General Camphuys 
reported a loss of forty-fi ve percent on radix Chinae. 
He points his blaming fi nger at the low quality of the 
tubers purchased.76

In comparison to other mainly outrageously 
priced commodities of medicinal or pharmacological 
value, including musk, ambergris or aloes wood, 
radix Chinae was far more affordable, but certainly 
not inexpensive. While the market scams may not 
have been as elaborate as those for the highly priced 
and greatly prized substances, company servants 
nevertheless had to remain on their toes and keep 
a watchful eye on quality and potential fraud. So, 
what was it exactly that one had to keep an eye open 
for when buying radix Chinae? Milburne’s Oriental 
Commerce gives some useful hints to this effect. The 
tubers, he explains, should be selected “large, sound 
and heavy” and feature a pale red color inside. When 
fresh, he continues, the root “will snap short and look 
glittering within. If old, the dust fl ies from it when it 
is broken, and it is lite and kecky.”77 If, on inspecting 
the inside, it (ie the tuber) is discovered to be wormy, 
then it is utterly worthless.

FORGING THE QUALITY OF RADIX CHINAE 
 
It is precisely at this juncture, that the con-artist 

steps in. The individual roots of the radix Chinae are 
often found to be wormy and knowing that this will 
certainly render a piece fi nancially worthless, tricksters 

would colour the blackish worm marks with red soil 
or clay.78 A very elaborate scam, is described by Georg 
Nicolaus Schurtz79 and repeated by Valentini in posing 
the rhetorical question: “Just this, my dear fellow 
human being, who taught you such a thing?”80

“If the tubers should be wormy, some China root 
should be cut into small pieces and pounded. 
The mass is then prepared with tragacanth, to a 
consistency of putty. The wormy China root is 
then immersed in water and the putty fi lled into 
the wormholes. The China root is then sliced into 
pieces, daubed with umbra pigment, and coated 
with and rubbed with Venetian soap.” 

Both scams would be diffi cult to detect by an untrained 
eye and when the tuber is dry and shriveled, it is 
not immediately evident whether or not it has been 
tampered with. One greatly suspects, that such scams 
were not pulled off by the wholesalers, but by the 
druggists, for disposing of spoilt or worthless specimens. 
Their unsuspecting clients often discovered, that dark 
worm holes began to appear when they soaked their 
tuber slices in fresh water! A similar scam is reported by 
Vesalius with reference to Antwerp. He claims, that in 
order to conceal the worm holes and enhance the surface 
appearance of the tuber, it is smeared with a substance 
he calls bolus armenicus, a soil containing iron oxide and 
lending a rust-brown external appearance to the tuber. 
Red ginger, he explains, is also sold in this form, a fact 
that greatly facilitated the confusion of the two roots 
when and if they were judged only by their external 
appearance. For this reason also, it seems that most 
doctors recommend that prospective buyers subject 

The resin tragacanth was commonly used in the early modern period for falsifying 
the quality of radix Chinae. Copyright Peter Borschberg.
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the tubers to a range of tests, including an inspection 
of the interior and taste. 

EPILOGUE

Radix Chinae or “China root” is a medicinal 
substance now sparsely used outside Asia. Historically 
however, it featured prominently in Western 
pharmacology between the 16th and the 18th centuries. 
“China root” was procured by European merchants in 
Asia and traded through established trading networks 
via Macao, Malacca, Goa, Manila and Batavia. It was 
resold in Europe, the Americas, subcontinental India 
and the Arabian world for reliable profi ts 

One of the unique facets of radix Chinae, is that 
its introduction into Western pharmacology is well 
attested and its links to the Chinese materia medica is 
almost certainly beyond dispute. For much of the early 
modern period, clear parallels exist between Eastern 
and Western medicine in the preparation of decoctions 
and culinary delights using radix Chinae. Demand for 

this root increased signifi cantly after the middle of the 
16th century, when it was successfully administered 
to Holy Roman Emperor Charles V to treat his gout. 
The ringing endorsement stemming from this high 
profi le patient however, was viewed critically by leading 
members of the medical profession on the Iberian 
Peninsula, Italy, France, Germany and beyond. 

Given the relatively high price of radix Chinae 
across Europe, the exotic tuber can hardly be seen 
as a remedy affordable to the masses. Its lapse into 
obscurity by the beginning of the 19th century may very 
well be linked to the steady improvement in personal 
hygiene and competition from other attested medicinal 
substances. Most signifi cantly of all, China root was 
used for the treatment of what was then Europe’s new 
epidemic variously known as morbo Gallico, morbo 
Napolitano, or syphilis. Even so, consensus among 
the medical scholars of the early modern period, has 
it that guachawood and sarsaparilla were far more 
effective (“by a long shot”) in rendering symptomatic 
relief. 
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3  Orta, vol. 2 1913/1979: 259 et seq.; Costa 1578: 80, employs the term 
“palo de la China”, Documentação 1962: 115, the undated report 
incip “Riquesas que produs o Estado da Índia …” calls it “pao… 
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NOTES

12  Valentini 1704: 170, where the taste of freshly harvested radix Chinae 
is described as “earthy” (glebricht) and astringent (scharf).

13  Costa 1578: 80.
14  Vesalius 1915: 16; Lonitzer 1679/1934: 149; Schröder 1685/1963: 

878.
15  Flückiger and Hanbury, 1874: 648.
16  Schröder 1685/1963: 877.  
17  Orta, vol. 2, 1913/1979: 259.
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19  Schröder 1685/1963: 877; Valentini 1704: 170.
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1650: 587; Schröder 1685/1963: 877; Valentini 1704: 170; Flückiger 
and Hanbury, 1874: 648.

27  Thevet, vol. 1, 1575 fols. 416 verso - 417 recto.  
28  Orta, vol. 2 1913/1979: 380. Although Orta was evidently “politically 

motivated” to publish his Colóquios in Portuguese in Goa (1563), the 
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