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INTRODUCTION

Strategies in the modern sense provide guidelines 
to decision takers and give support to their actions in 
order to achieving a certain objective in an optimal 
manner. In warfare, as a means to achieve political 
objectives, strategies should also consider how to 
establish alliances and what answer to give to the 
question: ‘How far should we go and what do we do 
with the peace after the war has been won?’ Also in 
business strategy, which aims to attune purchasing, 
production and logistics, sales and marketing in such 
a way that profi ts are at least suffi cient to maintain the 
business, alliances can be useful, and fusions or new 
acquisitions should be subject to similar questions. 
Against this backdrop it may sound preposterous to 
pretend that the actions of the Dutch United East 
Indies Company (VOC) during the fi rst half of the 
17th century were directed by strategies, but in fact 
they were, and even went one step further, using 
warfare to achieve business objectives. The following 
will analyse how VOC objectives and strategies became 
intermingled, where they failed and when and where 
they became successful. 

THE EARLY VOYAGES

 The Dutch began to show their fi rst interest 
in Asia in the early 1590s, when the return fl eets 
of the Carreira da Índia suffered heavy losses, and 
most of the spices that arrived in Lisbon were sold 
to Hamburg.1 The fi rst Dutch fl eet via the Cape of 
Good Hope returned in 1597, and the next seven years 
saw the formation of nine private companies, which 
gradually amalgamated into one, the VOC. By 1602, 
some 66 ships had departed for the Indies, of which 
49 returned.2 The entrepreneurs, mainly immigrants 
from Flanders and Brabant, had only one objective: 
to make a good profi t on Asian spices and Chinese 
goods. Their general strategy was to avoid the places 
where the position of the Estado da Índia was strong, 
to divide the fl eets over the different primary sources 
of supply, i.e. Banten, Aceh and Patani for pepper, 
Amboina or the other Moluccan Islands for cloves 
and the Banda Islands for nutmeg and mace, and if 
necessary to move from one place to the other to fi ll 
the cargo spaces to the full. Several attempts were 
made to obtain access to China, but they failed due 
to the resistance of the Portuguese private merchants 
there, and for many years the Dutch had to buy their 
silk and other Chinese goods from the junks calling 
at Patani, Ayutthaya and Banten.3

The voyages received the material and formal 
support of the States-General of the United Provinces 
and of Prince Maurits, the high commander of the 
army and the Admiralty, because they fi tted in with 
their general strategy of thwarting the Iberians wherever 
they could. In their view, after Philip II of Castile had 
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become king of Portugal, all his Portuguese subjects 
had become ‘the enemy’ and warfare and privateering 
against the Iberians anywhere in the world would 
be benefi cial for the outcome of the revolt in the 
Netherlands. Before departure each individual captain 
was given a letter, a so-called commission, which 
specifi ed his obligations and rights. Increasingly these 
commissions became more supportive of privateering 
against the subjects of the King of Spain. When they 
had the chance and the time, the captains used this 
prerogative. Famous examples are, of course, the capture 
of the Santiago near St. Helena and the Santa Catarina 
incident near Johore.4 

THE FIRST FOUR INVASIONS

The VOC obtained its fi rst charter in 1602. 
It had a duration of twenty-one years and stipulated 
that it would be the only company in the Netherlands 
that would be allowed to sail to the Indies, and that it 
would have the right to establish fortifi cations, appoint 
governors, maintain an army and conclude treaties. 
In other words, the VOC became a state outside the 
State. 

For the States-General the advantages were clear: 
it was easier to keep one single company in line with 
their own strategy; its fl eet could be used to support the 
country’s fl eet against the Spanish: the revenues from 
convoys and licenses and the trade with neighbouring 
countries would increase: it would create continuous 
employment, and there was the lilelihood that the King 
of Spain would be obliged to redirect part of his war 
efforts from the United Provinces to Asia.5 With the 
ideology of Hugo Grotius in their minds, privateering 
presented not only an additional source of income, but 
also a legal means of warfare.6 Rather than avoiding 
the locations where the Portuguese were in a strong 
position, the directors of the VOC were told that they 
should ‘sail with bigger vessels, well manned and armed, 
so that they could not only trade freely, but also do 
damage to the enemy in those quarters and protect the 
people with whom they were trading…’7 

The intentions of the States-General were fully 
refl ected in the VOC directors’ instructions to the 
commander of the fi rst fl eet that sailed on account of 
the VOC, Steven van der Haghen, who departed in 
1603 with twelve ships: ‘We are obliged to take the 
offensive, in whatever manner, against the Spaniards, 

Portuguese and their allies. This in order to protect our 
people, the inhabitants of the islands and our other 
friends, also to the advantage and security of the East 
India trade.’8 He was ordered to position his fl eet near 
Mozambique to attack the Portuguese ships coming 
from Lisbon, to show the fl ag near Goa and along the 
Malabar Coast, to sink and burn Portuguese ships 
he met along the Indian coasts, to set Johore against 
Malacca and to clean the Moluccas of Spaniards and 
Portuguese. In the process, his fl eet visited Cananor, 
signed a contract for future military support with the 
Samorim of Calicut, and demonstrated its full fi ring 
power when passing the Colombo fort (which had 
only two pieces of artillery). One of its ships sailed 
from Aceh to Masulipatnam, and fi nally in 1605 the 
fl eet ended up at Amboina where the Portuguese 
surrendered their fort, and the Christian village heads 
took an oath of loyalty towards the States-General. A 
visit to Banda resulted in the re-establishment of a 
few trading posts and a contract which gave the VOC 
the monopoly on the export of nutmeg and mace. A 
similar arrangement was made with the rulers of the 
independent clove-producing island of Hitu. Tidore 
was also conquered but was left undefended, and 
anti-Portuguese Ternate, the ally, was left with a small 
Dutch presence. In 1606 the Spaniards from Manila 
occupied both islands.

The next invasion, by Cornelis Matelieff, admiral 
of the next VOC fl eet of 1605 with twelve ships, was 
mainly concentrated on South East Asia. It produced 
a failed attack on Malacca, a contract with Johore for 
its defence against Malacca in exchange for the right to 
establish a factory, a new contract with Aceh stipulating 
the exclusive sales of pepper, a visit to China that 
failed, and another visit to Coromandel. Matelieff ’s 
re-conquest of a part of Ternate resulted in a treaty 
of friendship and mutual military assistance with the 
sultan, the establishment of several forts on the island 
and the promise to deliver all cloves from his territory 
to the VOC. 

The next voyages, of Van Caerden (1606, 
with eight ships) and Verhoeff (1607, with thirteen 
ships), were also aiming at Mozambique, the Indian 
Ocean and South East Asia. Again, they created a 
lot of noise and hot air in the Indian Ocean, in the 
Malacca Straits and even around Manila. Apparently, 
already at that time the Dutch were enjoying a good 
overdose of hubris. 
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However, as part of either a war or a business 
strategy the fi rst four voyages failed almost completely. 
In the fi rst place, of the total of forty-fi ve ships that 
departed from the Netherlands, including the smaller 
yachts, six were lost due to warfare, seven due to other 
causes, six stayed in the Indies, of which two were lost 
shortly thereafter, and twenty-six arrived back in the 
Netherlands. Their attacks on Portuguese shipping 
caused the loss of only four ships of the Carreira 
da Índia and a few vessels along the west coast of 
the Indian continent.9 In the battle in the Malacca 
Straits between the fl eets of Matelieff and Viceroy D. 
Martim Afonso de Castro both sides lost two ships. 
The Dutch apparently never asked themselves the 
question of what they would do with Mozambique 
or Malacca, had they conquered these places, or what 
would happen to Tidore after they had left it. Most 
historians see the occupancy of the fort at Amboina 
as a great success for the Dutch, but the Christian 
area of Amboina occupied by the Dutch did not grow 
any cloves. Moreover, the contracts with the rulers of 
Ternate, Hitu and Banda were supposed to assure the 
exclusive sale of cloves, nutmeg and mace to the VOC, 
but the indigenous rulers had hardly any control 

over their subjects and their trade with the European 
competition. As a result, the Portuguese merchants 
who had escaped to Macassar, and the presence of 
English and French traders and the Spanish, caused 
the contracts to become useless pieces of paper.10 

POLITICS AND BUSINESS

On the European side of the business the 
situation was not much better. In the 1590s the average 
tonnage per ship on the Carreira da Índia had already 
been increased considerably, and from 1600 until the 
mid 1620s, in terms of numbers it was in full swing 
again.11 The arrival of six carracks in 1600 caused 
the price of pepper in Lisbon, which had been 2.42 
guilders per kilogram in the 1580s,12 to go down to 
1.75 guilders per kilogram. During the year 1607, three 
carracks arrived with a total pepper cargo of 500,000 
kilograms, which caused the price to drop further to 
1.65 guilders per kilogram.13 

In the Netherlands, during the years 1603-
1604 the fl eet of Heemskerck delivered some 700,000 
kilograms of pepper, and the asking price was still 
2.31 guilders per kilogram.14 In 1607, in response to 
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the lower price in Lisbon, the price in Amsterdam was 
lowered by almost twenty percent to 1.89 guilders 
per kilogram. In 1610 a large part of the pepper 
brought back by the fl eet of Van Warwijck, which 
had returned in the years 1604-1607, was still stored 
in the warehouse. It was offered against a price that 
was another twenty percent lower, 1.44 guilders per 
kilogram, payable after fi fteen months.15

Clearly, the European markets had insuffi cient 
demand to absorb the quantities of pepper and Moluccan 
spices imported via Alexandria and through Lisbon, 
Amsterdam and London.16 In the Dutch Republic, the 
fi rst ones to suffer were the VOC shareholders. Their 
fi rst dividend in 1610 was paid in the form of mace 
and pepper, in 1611 there was no dividend at all, and 
in 1612 it was paid in the form of nutmeg. By the end 
of that year three hundred participants had sold their 
shares.17 Obviously something had to be done about 
the supply and demand situation in Asia and Europe. 
One VOC strategy was to come to an agreement with 
the English East India Company on cooperation in 
warfare and in product sharing. Another strategy was 
to fl ood the Mediterranean markets with spices against 
such a low price or favourable payment conditions that 
it stopped the European competition and the overland 
supply of these products via Alexandria.18 

Another problem the Dutch encountered, in 
the Moluccan Islands as well as in Banten, was that 
the value of the silver they brought from Europe 
depended on the supply and demand situation for this 
metal, whereas the Asian and Portuguese competitors 
were able to barter with the highly regarded Indian 
textiles from Gujarat and Coromandel. As they 
became aware of this, the Dutch began to talk about 
Coromandel as being the ‘left arm’ of the Moluccas. 
Their attempts to set foot in Pulicat were initially 
thwarted by the Portuguese private merchants of São 
Thomé de Meliapur, the Estado and the local governor, 
but by diplomatic manoeuvring at the court of the 
nayak, around 1615 the Dutch were able to fi rmly 
establish themselves in a new fort in Pulicat and in 
two additional factories in Teganapatam and Petapuli. 
From here and Masulipatnam they could make their 
fi rst steps into the intra-Asian trade,19 and, attracted 
by the slave trade, in the 1620s the fi rst Dutch ships 
appeared in Arakan. As we shall see hereafter, in the 
1630s the VOC was allowed to establish its fi rst 
factory in Bengal.20

WAR AS A BUSINESS STRATEGY

In the meantime, for the VOC directors the 
monopoly or monopsony on Moluccan spices had 
become an obsession and monopolistic endeavour, if 
necessary by the use of force; the cornerstone in VOC 
strategic thinking. The directors of the VOC were 
therefore not at all in favour of the Twelve Years’ Truce 
(1609-1621). Quite to the contrary, in 1608 a special 
order was sent to Admiral Verhoeff: ‘The islands of 
Banda and the Moluccas is the principle target we are 
aiming for; either by treaty or force, they have to be in 
our possession before 1 September 1609.’21 Under the 
circumstances, however, without continued support 
from the States-General it was a diffi cult target. Thus, 
as soon as the war in Europe had come to a standstill 
the VOC directors began to pay regular visits to the 
States-General to complain about the Portuguese who 
did not seem to adhere to the Truce, about Spanish 
attacks on the Moluccas and about other Spanish acts 
of aggression.22 The VOC shipping data confi rm that 
their continued insistence on more ships and more 
money met with success. 

In the years 1602-1610 the number of ships that 
left for the Indies amounted to 76, and 35 returned to 
the Netherlands. In the period 1610-1620 the numbers 
were 117 and 46, and during the next decade (1620-
1630) they were 141 and 68 respectively. In 1610 
the Company possessed seven fortresses, nine ships, 
six hundred soldiers and fi ve hundred sailors in Asia. 
In 1623 these numbers had expanded to twenty-one 
fortresses, more than one hundred ships and about two 
thousand civil and military personnel.23 Thus, apart 
from the few losses and replacement of old vessels, 
over the years a considerable build-up of maritime and 
military power was taking place.24 This process was 
greatly enhanced by a new route to the Indies, which 
was found in 1611: from the Cape of Good Hope in 
a southerly direction to 35-40 degrees south latitude, 
then continuing in an easterly direction until pilots 
thought they had reached the meridian of the Sunda 
Straits and from there in a northerly direction. It went 
through a colder and therefore healthier climate and 
shortened the duration of the voyage.

As we will see hereafter, the maritime strength 
was mainly used in confrontations with the Spaniards 
around the Philippines and the Moluccan Islands, in 
privateering and blockades of Goa and to participate 
in the intra-Asian trade. 
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Included in the numbers just mentioned was a 
VOC war fl eet, which arrived in the Indies in 1613. 
More or less simultaneously, the Spanish, keeping 
themselves well informed, were sending two galleons 
and six caravels to the Philippines via the Carreira da 
Índia to support Don Juan de Silva, who was preparing 
the largest armada ever in Manila of sixteen big galleons 
for an attack on Banten and the Dutch positions on 
Banda, Amboina and Ternate. However, because he met 
considerable administrative opposition to his plans, de 
Silva could only leave in February 1616. Thus, when in 
October 1615 Steven van der Haghen brought his part 
of the war fl eet from Banten to Malacca, de Silva had 
not arrived yet, and when he did arrive Van der Haghen 
had already left for the Moluccas. In the meantime Joris 
van Spilbergen had been sailing around the Strait of 
Magellan and along the west coast of South America 
with the intention of doing as much damage as possible 
to the Spanish and meeting de Silva’s fl eet in Manila. 
When he arrived there, however, he was informed 
that de Silva had already left for the Moluccas. After 
de Silva fi nally arrived in Malacca, he caught dysentry 
and died. His fl eet returned to Manila. Thus, what 
was probably going to be ‘the mother of all sea battles’ 
in Asia became a total non-event. The situation just 

described was rather typical for the sea warfare and 
privateering activities in those days. Due to the non-
existence of direct communication, delays in arrivals 
and too early departures and wrong decisions, many 
opportunities were missed.25 

One of the strategies could have been the 
interruption of the fl ow of Asian products to Lisbon 
but, as already demonstrated above, as far as the Carreira 
da Índia was concerned the effectiveness of war at sea 
was also very limited. A blockade of Lisbon was only 
possible with a strong fl eet; Goa had the disadvantage 
that, until 1636, there was no refreshment station 
nearby, and when on their return voyage they passed St. 
Helena, the Dutch captains were not keen on risking 
their cargoes. The Mozambique channel offered the 
best chances, but waiting for the Portuguese carracks 
to appear took a lot of patience. As we have seen 
above, between 1602 and 1609 the fi rst four VOC 
fl eets were not able to capture or destroy more than 
four ships of the Carreira da Índia. During the years 
1621-1623, something like thirty Dutch ships were 
engaged in blockades and privateering activities in 
co-operation with the English East India Company. 
Besides the Philippines, their target was Goa and the 
Indian Ocean, where they used Surat as a refreshment 
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station. According to the Dutch reports, their blockade 
of Goa from December 1622 until April 1623 delayed 
the departure of seven ships of the Carreira return 
fl eet,26 but according to Portuguese sources, six of 
those were in bad condition or without rigging, so they 
could not sail anyway.27 Their greatest success was the 
disaster infl icted upon the Portuguese fl eet with the 
re-appointed Viceroy Francisco da Gama and 200,000 
cruzados on board near the coast of Mozambique in 
July 1622. Three of his ships and the greater part of the 
silver were lost.28 In later years it was only occasionally 
that Carreira vessels were taken.29 

Privateering was most successful against the 
Portuguese trade via Macassar, the Chinese trade with 
the Philippines and against other Portuguese and 
indigenous shipments south and east of the Indian 
continent. During the fi rst twenty years, between one 
hundred and fi fty and two hundred prizes were taken. 
The estimated total gross revenue at the auctions was 10-
20 million guilders, but this did not take into account 
the costs and losses of the ships and their crews and the 
percentages to be paid to the State, His Excellency the 
Prince and the offi cers and their crews.30

Towards the end of the charter and the Truce 
(1621), the total assets of the VOC were valued at 
almost 6.5 million guilders, but its debt amounted to 
8 million guilders. Whereas Amsterdam merchants 
with a good reputation normally paid 3 to 4 1/2 
percent interest on their debts, the VOC had to pay 
6 1/4 percent.31 The participants were generally of the 
opinion that the VOC charter should not be renewed; 
they wanted to distribute the cloves amongst themselves 

and have their money back. However, the directors did 
not want to give up, no doubt out of personal interest, 
but, as they said, ‘in view of the obligations towards 
the Indians, the costs made so far and the fact that the 
enemy would use the forts left behind,’ they requested 
another round of subsidies. 

POLITICS AS A BUSINESS STRATEGY

Except for the interest it took in defending the 
Portuguese positions on the Coromandel Coast, so 
far the Estado da Índia has been hardly mentioned 
because, after the fi rst four fl eets, for a long time the 
Dutch aggression was not directed against the Estado 
itself. Let us now turn to the Indian Ocean. In South 
East Asia, the Far East and the east coast of India the 
Dutch were the main competitors of the indigenous 
and private Portuguese trade. However, along the west 
coast of India and in Iran it was initially the English East 
India Company that took the lead, seeking diplomatic 
channels to the courts and obtaining permission to 
set up trading posts. Notwithstanding Portuguese 
resistance, in 1612 Shah Jehangir allowed the English 
to set up a factory in Surat, the most important port of 
the Mughal Empire and the largest coastal city along 
the western coast of India. Thanks to the diplomatic 
efforts of Sir Thomas Roe, by 1617 they received offi cial 
permission to establish factories in several other places. 
A year later the Dutch also received permission to trade 
with a fi rman from Prince Sultan Khurram, the future 
Shah Jahan, who was no great friend of the Portuguese.32 
As we have seen, the Basin of Suali near Surat became 
the base for the individual and combined English and 
Dutch fl eets privateering against Portuguese vessels near 
Hormuz and along the coast of India and for the fi rst 
blockade of Goa. Surat itself became one of the nodal 
points in the intra-Asian trade of the VOC, exporting 
clothes and importing spices.33 

In 1619 in Iran Shah Abbas had made the 
silk trade a state monopoly, and there were rumours 
that the VOC was planning to establish factories in 
Isfahan and other Persian cities. Playing the European 
companies against each other, in late 1621 the Shah got 
the English East India Company to agree to a military 
alliance against the Portuguese at Hormuz. The loss of 
Hormuz in 1622 was a considerable blow to the Estado 
da Índia: at that time its revenues represented more than 
18 percent of the total, the expenditures a little more 

Another problem the Dutch 
encountered, in the Malaccan 
Islands as well as in Banten, 
was that the value of the silver 
they brought from Europe 
depended on the supply 
and demand situation 
for this metal
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than 12 percent.34 Afterwards, in 1627, Shah Abbas 
signed a contract with the VOC. For both companies 
the Persian silk trade became a disappointment. The 
Shah required either cash or fi rearms and canon in 
payment for his silk, and for Iran the overland route to 
the West organised by the Armenians remained more 
attractive than the Gulf.35 

Bengal was another area where English diplomacy 
prevailed. The Moghul attack on Hughli in 1632 caused 
a serious setback for both the Estado and the Portuguese 
private intra-Asian trade. The Dutch were keen to take 
over, but their efforts were undermined by the English 
competitors. They had to wait for four years to obtain 
the offi cial fi rman from the Great Moghul for free 
passage and free trade in Bengal. However, because of 
the hostility of the local merchants and authorities, they 
very soon moved their factory to Pipli in Orissa.36 

THE EMPIRE BUILDERS

When Matelieff returned to the Netherlands, 
he had already recommended the establishment of a 
central rendezvous and the appointment of one single 
commander of all VOC operations in Asia ‘to bring 
order and discipline amongst the seafaring offi cers and 
merchants.’ The appointment of a Governor-General 
and his Council in 1609 and the establishment of a 
central offi ce in Batavia in 1619 had important side 
effects. It set in motion some 180 years of regular 
correspondence between the various VOC settlements 
and his offi ce and between his offi ce and the directors 
in Amsterdam. However, as far as decision making was 
concerned, the correspondence had one great defi ciency: 
urgent letters could take seven to nine  months to reach 
their destination. Consequently, it was very diffi cult for 
the Amsterdam directors to keep the empire builders 
amongst their Governors-General under control. The 
governors, captains or merchants in the VOC hierarchy 
were a kind of people who were used to taking their own 
decisions, and on the highest level, Governors-General 
would develop their own strategies. As a result, the 
instructions coming from Amsterdam and the actions 
taken in Asia were very often in complete contradiction 
with each other and, after the event, the directors could 
not but accept the fi nal outcome. 

The most well-known example is Jan Pieterszoon 
Coen. He had very positive ideas about the work ethics 
of the Chinese, and it was his idea to use the crews of 

the junks captured in the South China Sea to populate 
Batavia and to replace the indigenous population of 
the Banda Islands. As a consequence, the strategy of 
the VOC directors to attract the Chinese merchants 
who were trading with Manila towards Batavia failed. 
He also repeatedly insisted that the VOC itself should 
take a more active role in the intra-Asian trades, and 
the China-Japan trade was an obvious target. The 
VOC directors therefore suggested establishing an 
intermediate trading post on the island of Formosa, 
but what he had in mind was an attack on Macao. 
The protest of the directors came too late. When their 
letter arrived in Batavia the fl eet was already well on its 
way. After a resounding defeat it withdrew to the sandy 
islands of the Pescadores, but as the Chinese governor 
did not accept this, it was compelled to move to Taiwan, 
at that time a peninsula of Formosa. As far as mainland 
China was concerned, he thought that ‘There could be 
no doubt that we will be allowed to take part in the 
Chinese trade, either by force, or through mildness, 
or by connivance or by public concession of the king 
of China.’37

In fact it was not until the early 1630s, by making 
a deal with the Chinese pirate Zheng Zhilong (Nicolas 
Iquan), who became the sole supplier to Taiwan, that 
regular supplies of silk were assured. Already from 1622 
the Dutch had managed to import some silk into Japan 
in exchange for silver, but due to serious disagreements 
with the shogun about Japanese trading rights on 
Formosa, this trade could only really be brought to 
life in 1632. Three years later, with the abolition of 
the shuin system, the Dutch could take over the silk 
trade between Japan and Siam, Quinam and Tonkin. 
Dutch imports of silk and exports of silver peaked in 
the years 1638-1640 after the Portuguese had been 
denied access to Japan.38 

During the 1630s, the fi nancial results of the 
VOC were improving. The emphasis of the directors in 
Amsterdam was now on friendly and decent behaviour 
towards the Asians, in particular the Chinese, and on 
ways to economize. Plans for attacks on Diu and Malacca 
or a blockade of Goa were turned down because, as they 
wrote, ‘for the company to get involved in more war is 
inadvisable, inexpedient and costly.’ From now on, any 
possible form of aggression had to be directed against 
the private trade of the Portuguese and Macassarese 
and against the Spanish in their Kelang settlement 
on Formosa.39 The Council in Batavia reacted with 
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continuous blockades of the Malacca Straits, directed 
against Portuguese shipping to and from Macao and 
Macassar. The Portuguese, after the peace with the 
English in 1635, counteracted by making use of English 
ships or by bypassing the Straits altogether, sailing from 
Macao to Goa via Solor or Timor and south of Java. 
In the minds of the Council in Batavia, an attack on 
Malacca itself and even a new assault on Macao were 
again becoming serious options. 

In 1636 Antonio van Diemen, the new Governor-
General, without asking his superiors in Amsterdam, 
took it upon himself to initiate a new warfare strategy 
with a siege of Malacca and Ceylon combined with a 
blockade of Goa. Whereas the Adil Shah of Bijapur, 
seeking support against the Portuguese Estado, allowed 
the English to set foot in Dabhol, Karwar and Rajapur, 
the Dutch were allowed a trading post in Vengurla, 
close to Goa. For many years Vengurla served as a 
refreshment station for the Dutch fl eets and as a base 
for communication with the VOC spies in Goa.

In May 1638 a combined Dutch-Singhalese 
army captured Baticaloa, and a year later the Dutch 
took Trincomalee, followed by Negombo and Galle, 
so that the cinnamon trade fell almost completely into 
their hands. In May 1640 the largest part of the Dutch 
fl eet in Asia, consisting of eighty-fi ve men of war, was 
concentrated in the Straits of Malacca, while the troops 
of Johore lent their assistance on land. The Portuguese 
only surrendered the town after heroic resistance in 
January 1641.

In the meantime, in their letter of 11 September 
1640 the Directors in Amsterdam had expressed their 
disapproval and discontent with van Diemen’s actions. 
His response was rather typical: ‘We cannot wait for 
orders if we wish to serve the company. Your Honours 
know why that is so: there is no time for it, the peoples 
of these countries and their actions are also so variable 
that, as a result, our decisions and advice seem to 
contradict each other,…however, we trust that if Your 
Honours would see the matters as close as your servants 
here, and see and feel them, you would have a different 
opinion and would be satisfi ed.’40 

The Dutch seasonal blockades of the roadstead 
of Goa would last until 1644.41 On 22 September 
1641 a Dutch fleet appeared once again before 
Goa and captured a carrack. The viceroy protested 
because just eleven days before Goa had acclaimed 
Dom João IV as the new king of Portugal, and in his 

opinion this signifi ed the end of the war. However, the 
Dutch commander refused to accept a truce without 
instructions from Batavia. This story repeated itself 
a year later. The Viceroy Da Silva Telles apparently 
now had received the offi cial message about the truce 
and had begun to send copies to the Dutch governor 
of Coromandel, amongst others. He was therefore 
greatly surprised to see the new blockade fl eet appear 
again. A lengthy correspondence developed between 
the viceroy and the Dutch commander of the fl eet, 
but the Dutchman did not budge: as far as he was 
concerned there was no truce as long as he had not 
received confi rmation from Batavia.42

In October 1642, as soon as the High Government 
in Batavia had received the confirmation from 
Amsterdam, they proclaimed a ten years’ truce between 
the new Portuguese king and the States-General, but 
their delaying tactics did not come to an end.43 A year 
later they created an incident about the partition of 
the cinnamon gardens at some distance from Galle, 
declared the truce null and void and took up the 
blockades of Goa again.44 Also, the Portuguese ships 
that wanted to pass through the Malacca Straits were 
regularly captured, with the result that the Portuguese 
increasingly made use of English shipping volume. 
In November 1644 the truce in Asia was once more 
confi rmed. The Portuguese private trade with the Far 
East was able to continue, but arrangements were made 
for a toll to be paid by Portuguese ships passing the 
Malacca Straits, and for many years this would remain 
a sore point for discussion. 

A year later history almost repeated itself, this 
time with the silk in Persia. Arguing that Isfahan 
did not honour its obligations and was harassing the 
Company’s traders with heavy tolls, Governor-General 
Van Diemen and his Council decided to blockade the 
port of Bandar Abbas and to occupy the island of Khism 
at the entrance of the Persian Gulf. This time he did 
not receive the support of the Directors in Amsterdam. 
Quite to the contrary, in 1650 they issued a General 
Instruction indicating the position of the Company vis-
à-vis the local powers: trade on conditions determined 
by negotiations rather than military power was to be the 
basis of the VOC presence on the coasts of the Indian 
Ocean and the China Sea.45

After the end of the ten years’ truce in 1652, 
the beginning of the fi rst Dutch-English war and 
the rapprochement between João IV and Cromwell, 
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which threatened to result in giving the English East 
India Company free access to most of the Portuguese 
possessions, formed the introduction to the fi nal phase 
in the Luso-Dutch confl ict.

In 1655 Rijckloff van Goens, who was called ‘a 
child of the company’, was in Holland and expressed his 
view to the VOC directors that the Portuguese should 
be completely chased away from Ceylon. What he really 
had in mind was to set up Ceylon as an administrative 
centre for the whole of Persia and India, under his 
command. Once Jaffna was in Dutch hands, he argued, 
it would be possible to control the Indian east coast, 
and from Ceylon it would also be possible to stop all 
traffi c to Aceh and through the Malacca Straits. The 
textile trade could then be concentrated in Orissa in the 
north and in the most southern part of the Coromandel 
Coast, and all other factories along the Coromandel 
Coast could then be closed. Besides, he argued, the 
conquest of Diu would get rid of Portuguese traffi c 
and would allow better control of the Muslim trade to 
Mocca, Persia and Basrah.

The directors in Amsterdam accepted this new 
strategy and sent him back to the East, where he became 
the senior commander of his own project. The capture 
of Diu did not take place because the blockade of Goa 
was taking too many ships, but the conquest of Ceylon 
was certainly successful.46 Colombo had already been 
taken in 1656, but in 1658 he was able to fi nish the job, 
capturing Tuticorin, Manar, Jaffna and Nagappattinam. 
However, the possession of Ceylon now caused a new 
problem: how to protect it against a Portuguese attack 
from the coast of Malabar? 

In their instruction of 1657 to Rijckloff van 
Goens, the Governor-General and Council in Batavia 
had already touched upon the possibility of an attack on 
Malabar, emphasizing that the Portuguese should not 
submit to being ousted away by the Dutch. The fi rst 
VOC expeditions to the Malabar Coast—Quilon in 
1658, Cochin in 1660 and Cananor in 1661—became a 
great disappointment because the local rulers were not in 
the least interested in a Dutch take-over of the Portuguese 
rights. An alternative would be to set up a new Dutch 
administration with the necessary military power, but 
because of the high costs the Governor-General and 
Council in Batavia suggested that the Portuguese should 
be forced to leave the Malabar Coast and that their rights 
and authority should then be delegated to the local rulers. 
Van Goens objected, and he remained optimistic about 

the fi nal outcome and the possibility that both Ceylon 
and the Malabar Coast would yield suffi cient revenues 
to cover the costs of an occupation. At that very moment 
he received support from the directors in Amsterdam. 
In Europe, the province of Holland, in support of its 
trade relations with Portugal, was pressing to fi nalize 
the peace negotiations, and the VOC directors had 
written to Batavia to take action against the Portuguese 
as long as this was still possible. Besides, they thought, 
with the marriage between King Charles II and Princess 
Catherine of Braganza, the English would get access to 
most of the Portuguese territories. The fi rst conquests 
were Quilon and Cranganur, but the fi rst siege of Cochin 
failed. The directors in Amsterdam had suggested 
that the Portuguese inhabitants might accept a Dutch 
government if they were offered freedom of religion and 
were allowed to keep their possessions, but they refused. 
Van Goens’ forecast that the Malabar pepper would come 
in large volumes and that the pepper monopoly would 
ensure high profi ts for the company yielded renewed 
support for a siege of Cochin, which took almost two 
months and ended on 7 January 1663 with the surrender 
of the military and the ruling clan of the Cochin fort. 
Cannanur followed soon thereafter.47 For the Estado da 
Índia it meant the end of a long free fall. 

CONCLUSIONS

The Dutch actions in Asia were governed by a 
mixture of business and warfare strategies. Rather than 
trying to control the freight traffi c, as the Portuguese 
did with their royal and concession voyages and their 
cartaz system, the Dutch went directly to the primary 
sources of supply, i.e. the production areas, and tried to 
enforce purchase monopolies. Warfare and privateering, 
which was seen as a legal means of warfare (Hugo 
Grotius), against the Iberians were the means thereto 
and were initially strongly supported by the States-
General of the United Provinces. 

To establish these monopolies, the Dutch had 
to wage war not only against the Portuguese and 
Spaniards but also against indigenous populations. 
By 1621 the population of the Banda Islands was 
almost extinguished, and it was replaced by Dutch free 
burghers and Chinese labourers. It took the defeat of 
Macassar in 1647 to get control over the Moluccan 
spice trade. Access to the cinnamon trade in Galle, 
initially in cooperation with the King of Kandy, was 
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