Indian Journal of History of Science (2021) 56:37-48
https://doi.org/10.1007/543539-021-00002-4

ORIGINAL PAPER

Putting Nicobar Islands on the map: Intersections of colonial

knowledge, trade and colonisation

Shaina Sehgal’

Received: 3 October 2019 / Accepted: 23 February 2021 / Published online: 5 June 2021

© Indian National Science Academy 2021

Abstract

The study of colonial knowledge has shed new light on the process of trade and colonisation within the Indian Ocean world
in the early modern period. This article analyses select examples of colonial knowledge of the Nicobar archipelago during
the seventeenth and eighteenth century to reveal how information transmitted from the islands to Europe, and within Europe
combined to produce interest in the Nicobars and culminated in colonial outcomes for these islands in the late 1700s. The
article demonstrates the importance of science, technology and information in furthering trade with the Nicobar Islands and
thereby the intra-Nicobar economy; as well as in facilitating colonisation by the Danish East India Company.
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Introduction

The bustling Indian Ocean maritime world pre-dates the
fifteenth century European ‘voyages of discovery’. After
the tenth—eleventh century, the structure and organisation
of trade in the Indian Ocean world changed from the direct
line of voyages on the East—West trade route, between the
Middle East to China, to shorter segments based on inter-
mediate urban emporia along the Malabar coast and straits
of Malacca primarily due to profitability (Chaudhuri, 1985;
Hall, 2004; Prakash, 1987). In addition to the prominent
ports, obligatory passage points became relevant due to
geographic and economic significance. One example is the
twenty-two Nicobar Islands, which lay on a maritime route
from Achin to Pegu, with the southernmost island in the
group lying only 150 km north of Achin. These islands have
therefore appeared on maps, under a variety of toponyms,
beginning from Claudius Ptolemy’s work in the second cen-
tury (Temple, 1903, p. 185) and were a stopover that became
known to European Trading Companies expanding in South-
east Asia in the early seventeenth century. The Nicobars
were noted for their location, natural harbour and residents
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keen on barter as early as the second century (I-Tsing, 1896)
and their social and ecological endowments attracted interest
from a variety of quarters, especially during the fifteenth to
seventeenth century, a period also accepted as the ‘South-
east Asian Age of Commerce’ (Reid, 1988a, b). There were
strong incentives for establishing strategic trade monopolies
in the region during this period. Before the monopoly of
the Dutch VOC, for instance, the profits accruing at every
step of the trade route could be as high as 100% and went
to the captain and crews of ships, capitalists who funded
the voyages, rulers and port officials, and dealers procur-
ing the commodities; and it was unlikely such benefits went
to the producers (Reid, 1990, pp. 10-11). With trade and
exploration being so lucrative in the early modern period,
cartographic and hydrographic knowledge played a crucial
role in the voyages of the commercial expeditions. Marine
atlases, sailing directories, admiralty charts and encyclo-
paedias were developed and frequently updated to serve
the demands of the European trading companies. Promi-
nent members of scientific societies had invested in trading
companies, and sometimes employees of these companies
founded new scientific societies. Consequently, structured
and durable relations emerged between corporate trading
groups and learned societies. In addition, university-edu-
cated employees of trading groups used their position to col-
lect antiquities and natural history specimens when working
overseas and returned to Europe with a reputation of oriental
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scholarship. Even without formal education, employees such
as Alexander Dalrymple acquired great fame and had a last-
ing impact by co-constituting knowledge along with their
indigenous counterparts. However, this was not a universal
experience across European Trading Companies. The eco-
nomic interests of French traders did not align with research
science or to explore its benefits to improve production, and
thus the French monarchy engaged ‘science’ in the pursuit
of colonisation primarily for reasons of prestige (McClel-
lan & Regourd, 2000). Colonial knowledge, therefore, was
incomplete and distorted, but also plural and contradictory
(Bayly, 1996). With these considerations in mind, scholars
have encouraged engaging colonial knowledge as a resource
especially for writing the history of people and places with-
out a written culture (Roque & Wagner, 2012).

Therefore, this paper examines moments in the early
modern history of the Nicobar Islands and their connections
to trade and colonisation at the islands. The next section
introduces the state of knowledge on the Nicobar Islands
during the sixteenth to eighteenth century period which cor-
responds to colonial knowledge production for these islands
through narratives, specimen collection, scientific expedi-
tions and navigational knowledge. The third and fourth sec-
tions discuss in detail how information transmitted from the
islands to Europe and within Europe combined to produce
interest in trade (Sect. 3) and colonial outcomes (Sect. 4) for
these islands. The paper concludes by observing the role of
science, technology and information in the process of trade
and colonisation in the Nicobar Islands.

The trading world and knowledge flows

Most text accounts mentioning the Nicobars have vary-
ing degrees of accuracy and exaggeration, however, these
give insights into prevailing discourses and their potential
impacts. As Weihe argues, the ‘distorted reflections of real-
ity’ communicated back by colonisers and missionaries,
‘are important in order to understand how the Nicobars have
been understood and sometimes in order to understand the
European policy towards the islands’ (Weihe, 2006, p. 12).
For instance, the Venetian merchant traveller Marco Polo
(1254-1324) mentions the position of ‘Necuveran’ (Nico-
bar) with a brief inaccurate description. According to Yule’s
translation, Polo wrote:

In this Island they have no king nor chief, but live like
beasts. And I tell you they go all naked, both men and
women, and do not use the slightest covering of any
kind. They are Idolaters. Their woods are all of noble
and valuable kinds of trees; such as Red Sanders and
Indian-nut and Cloves and Brazil and sundry other
good spices (Polo, 1903, p. 306).
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In the ancient and medieval period, the mythical phenome-
non of cynocephaly, or men with head of dogs, was believed
to be found in India, Isidore, Africa, Andaman and Nicobar,
and later in the ‘New World’ (van Duzer, 2010, p. 222).
The narratives of savagery, cannibalism and cynocephaly
persisted in European accounts of the Nicobar Islands from
the early modern period. In accounts of the first English
East India Company (EEIC) voyage, that visited the Nicobar
group in 1602, Nicobarese men were described as naked
except for loin-cloths, and their priests were described as
appareled with a cloth-tail and a headdress made of horns
and adorned with green, black and yellow paint on their
face and headdress (Foster, 1940, p. 88). The account also
indicated the writer’s struggle to render meaning by equat-
ing the priest’s appearance with a biblical connotation of
the devil. Eredia also wrote of the Nicobarese as savages,
idolators and cannibals in 1613 (Mills, 1930, pp. 24, 261).
These accounts follow the medieval European spatio-geo-
graphical imagination of the East that pervade descriptions
of islands and peoples (Vaidik, 2010). Accounts from the
mid-seventeenth century onwards corrected some of these
narratives. Dampier, for instance, discredited the notion of
Nicobarese being anthropophagous, or cannibal (Dampier,
1699, p. 485). His brief account on the Nicobarese habita-
tion, language, coconut and fruit tree plantations, canoes
and earthen pots became a reference for subsequent writ-
ings. Fontana also rejected the suspicions of cannibalism,
and cynocephaly as alleged by the Swedish traveller Keop-
ing in 1647, speculating that this may have been the erro-
neous observation on sighting the extra cloth hanging on
the posterior of the loin-cloths, a view echoed separately
by Haensel' (Fontana, 1792, pp. 151-152, Haensel, 1812,
p. 47). However, the early narratives shaped the view of the
islands and its people, and became the rationale for mission-
ary intervention and colonisation, even when the narratives
were revised as more reliable travel accounts became avail-
able, as discussed in Sect. 4.

The information or narratives shared by voyagers about
the islands’ trading culture was important in piquing interest
in the islands. A memorandum by the Governor of Malacca
referred to accounts from Lancaster’s voyage 148 years ago,
for their upcoming expedition to (Great) Nicobar and Nan-
cowry islands. The vessels Double Eagle and Cheese Mer-
chant departed from Malacca on January 10, 1749 under
Capt. Jacob Hen,

! Rev. Christian Ignatius Latrobe (1758-1836) requested Rev. John
Gottfried Haensel to compile his experiences at the Moravian Mis-
sion between January 1779 to 1787 (Haensel, 1812, pp. 4-5). Latrobe
translated and enclosed Haensel’s accounts in a letter to William
Wilberforce dated 12 May 1812.
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with the purpose of discovering whether wood for
masts was to be found there, particularly on the island
of Sombrero, as described in account of the English
General James Lancaster; and, if so, how far they were
suitable for use, at what cost they could be obtained,
and how they could be transported hither. They were
also to discover whether any European nations had
established, or tried to establish, a settlement there;
what those islands produced; and whether or not they
had any communication or trade with neighbouring
peoples (Harrison 1954, p. 30).

While narratives about the produce and people of the Nico-
bar Islands were provided through ‘reliable’ accounts by
voyagers in the medieval period, by the early modern period
marine atlases, sailing directories, admiralty charts and
encyclopaedias were developed to serve the demands of the
European trading companies. However, the early maps were
deficient in the placement of the islands. An example is in
the maps of Asiatic countries prepared by Manuel Godinho
de Heredia Aquaviva (1563—after 1616), or Eredia, that were
submitted to the King of Spain in the seventeenth century
(Mills, 1930, p. Plate V, 223).2 There was an improvement in
cartography with the spread of the European trading compa-
nies in the Southeast Asian region, which informed and were
informed by voyagers. As Temple argued, Thomas Bow-
rey’s (c. 1650—1713) familiarity with the Tenasserim coast
and Andaman and Nicobar Islands arose from his voyages
in 1675-1677 and resulted in Bowrey drafting a chart of
this region in December 1682 (Bowrey, 1903, p. 1).? Capt.
Bowrey was likely to be familiar with the region as he had
convinced Dampier and others to accompany him on a spon-
taneous trip to the Nicobar Islands from Achin in Indonesia
in June 1688 but had to turn back due to the turbulence from
the southwest monsoon (Dampier, 1729, p. 73).

By the 1700s advances in hydrography and cartography
resulted in superior navigational works which became cru-
cial in commercial expeditions. One important figure in this
is the French navigator Jean-Baptiste d’Apres de Mannevil-
lette (1707—-1780) who published updated editions of marine
atlases of the Eastern Oceans called the ‘Neptune Oriental’
between 1745 and 1775, under the employ of the French
East India Company. As Suarez (1999, p. 238) notes,

2 Mills translated and elaborated on Eredia’s 1613 document, ‘Decla-
racam de Malaca e India Meridional com o Cathay’ [Declaration of
Malacca and South India with Cathay] and observed the deficiencies
in Eredia’s maps with respect to placement of the Nicobars (Mills,
1930). The document outlines the produce of the Nicobars, however
further research is required to examine the role of Eredia’s document
in visits to the islands.

® The map is located in British Museum according to Bowrey (1903,
p- xlviii)

The new sea atlas quickly found its way into the pilot
cabins of ships of several nations, and its 22 charts
were immediately recognised as being superior to all
previous printed maps of Southeast Asian coasts.

Fontana referred to the ‘Neptune Oriental” during the Aus-
trian expedition in 1788 (Fontana, 1792, p. 150). Another
noteworthy example is Horsburgh’s India Directory, which
became the standard for oriental navigation in this period
(Suarez, 1999, p. 245). The entry for the Nicobar Islands
contained sailing directions to twelve of the major islands,
large and minor channels and the famous Nancowry har-
bour; complete with their coordinates, anchorages, draught,
sounding and advice on navigating according to currents,
winds and disposition of the inhabitants (Horsburgh, 1827,
pp- 38—43). The Nancowry harbour was an important con-
sideration for Trading Companies looking to expand to the
Nicobar Islands, and any mention of the Nicobar Islands was
accompanied by mention of the harbour. Fontana described
Nancowry harbour in great detail (Fontana, 1792, p. 149):

The position of three of those islands forms one of
the safest harbours in India, where ships of all sizes
may ride with the greatest security, sheltered from all
winds, about half a mile from shore; with the addi-
tional advantage of two entrances, that may serve for
getting in and out, both with a N.E. and S.W. monsoon
having a clear deep channel on each side.

William Millburn also described the harbour between Kam-
orta and Nancowry Islands as one of the best in the region,
being easily accessible, large enough to hold ‘40 sail of large
ships® and sheltered from all winds, with the two entrances
rendering it accessible in both monsoons (Millburn, 1813a,
p- 293). Millburn had compiled a treatise on the commercial
pursuits of countries in the territories of the English East
India Company’s charter, up to date as on its publication in
1813. He drew on the 25 years of experience he accumulated
in sea service at the EEIC and his commercial pursuits in
England. In addition to accounts of voyagers, there were
compendiums like Millburn’s Oriental Commerce providing
consolidated information about various islands and the ami-
able nature of its people, the anchorage and harbours, and
important natural resources from the point of view of trade
and commerce (Millburn, 1813a, pp. 293-294). Information
in compendiums were important reckoners for determining
the islands with potential for exploiting timber (Lehner,
2011). Some factual errors in historical narratives were also
corrected by editors of the reprints of voyages. Temple ven-
tured that fantastical stories may have emerged sighting the
dental disfigurement among adult Nicobarese from betelnut
chewing (Temple, 1920). The accounts by Nicolas Fontana,
Rev. Haensel and British Colonial administrators like Henry
Man, his son Edward Horace Man (1846—-1929) and Richard
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Carnac Temple (1850—-1931) were co-producing the colonial
knowledge they seemingly revised. The British administra-
tors were amateur anthropologists with a keen interest in
indigenous societies of the islands, membership to scientific
societies, and contributions to museum collections and sci-
entific journals (Wintle, 2013). Temple, for example, refuted
the first part of Polo’s description point by point based on his
experience as an Administrator for the Andaman and Nico-
bar Islands from 1894 to 1903 by clarifying that the Nicoba-
rese live in organised village communities with headmen and
rules, are nearly but not entirely naked, and not at all savage
but, [they] are born traders, and can calculate accurately
up to very high figures. They deliberately do not cultivate,
because by using their cocoanuts (sic) as currency they can
buy from Chinese, Malay, Burmese, Indian, and other trad-
ers all that they want in the way of food and comforts. They
are good gardeners of fruit. They seem to have borne their
present characteristics through all historical times (Temple,
1920, p. 146).

Even before the circulation of published works in Europe,
the Nicobar Islands were historically well-known. The
Tirukkadaiyur Inscription c. 1027 CE, of the King Rajendra
Chola I described the places visited or conquered during the
Chola naval expedition to Kadaram, and the Great Nicobar
Island figures on this list. According to a recent translation,
Great Nicobar Island was described as full of flower gardens
with abundant honey (Karashima & Subbarayalu, 2010, pp.
279-280). The Cholas’ ties with Kadaram were friendly
subsequently, with the Chola navy crossing the Bay of Ben-
gal again to provide assistance in the late eleventh century
(Meenakshisundararajan, 2010). It is reasonable to assume
that they landed at Great Nicobar during these voyages.

The Nicobar Islands have a long history as a port-of-call
for unplanned stoppage during inclement weather, replen-
ishing stores of food and freshwater, undertaking repair
and opportunistic barter. James Lancaster’s ship visited
the Nicobar Islands in November 1592, where Nicobarese
brought hens, coconuts, plantain and other fruits in canoes,
and exchanged ‘roials’ or ‘reals’ of plate (i.e. currency) for
calicut cloth. The Nicobarese purportedly dived for the cur-
rency, likely left by two Portuguese ships bound for China
that were recently cast away (Markham, 1877, pp. 15, 27).
Lt. Barker observed that the Portuguese must need to come
to these islands from their colonies on Sdo Tomé or Goa
en route to Malacca, China or Japan (Markham, 1877, pp.
12—13). Lancaster came to the Nicobars again many years
later while leading the first voyage of the EEIC.* In May
1602, Lancaster’s fleet arrived at the Southern group of

* Actual accounts of the first two voyages of the EEIC were not
published and lost, and surviving documentation reflects the edited
account by Samuel Purchas (Markham, 1877, pp. i—xxit).
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Nicobar where they replenished freshwater and undertook
repairs to the ships and bartered with locals. While they
departed for Sumatra, the winds were changing and the ship
turned back north towards Nancowry anchoring offshore
for ten days. Here they bought hens, coconuts and adulter-
ated ambergris while attending to the ship’s maintenance
(Markham, 1877, pp. 71-74). Mirza Abu Taleb Khan also
documented a brief and unplanned visit of the Danish Ves-
sel Christiana to the Nicobar Islands for replenishing stores
of water, c. 10 March—c. 4 April 1799 (Khan, 1810, pp.
28-35).°> The Nicobars were also a site for trade by ves-
sels plying on country trade bound for Pegu® that invariably
stopped at the Nicobar Islands to procure coconut or coconut
oil in exchange for tobacco leaves or blue cloth’ (Fontana,
1792, pp. 160-161).

Visits to the islands from the eighteenth century onwards
however included another category i.e. planned expedi-
tions for prospecting and collection of scientific specimens.
Among the earliest collectors of scientific specimens were
the Moravian missionaries, who had a commercial enterprise
of supplying scientific specimens to European customers c.
1774-1790s (Jensen, 2019, p. 466). In the context of the
‘natural productions of the Nicobar Islands’ the Moravian
missionary Haensel, acknowledged having lists of the differ-
ent animal specimens he caught and prepared for customers
(Haensel, 1812, p. 40).® Trading in natural history speci-
mens was a lucrative commercial venture, and the Moravians
acquired a reputation for superior quality specimens, espe-
cially the supply of molluscs from Tranquebar and Nicobar
(Ruhland, 2017, p. 32):

The bills and receipts for direct shipments of natural
history specimens to Europe list only three categories:
molluscs, i.e. snails and mussels, botanical objects and

5 According to Khan, the vessel attempted to reach Car Nico-
bar but was blown off course and subsequently arrived at ‘Tribiser’
near ‘Rajoury’ and ‘Bigou.” While the exact identity of the islands
visited cannot be inferred with confidence, Khan describes it as hav-
ing a long coastline, rivulets and plains, and people following Islam
(Khan, 1810, pp. 31-33) and could be referring to the Central Nico-
bar Islands.

6 Pegu is present-day Bago, Myanmar (The Editors of Encyclopaedia
Britannica, 2011).

7 Country trade was the colloquial name for port-to-port trade, by
native or European merchants of Africa and Asia east of the Cape of
Good Hope or within the eastern seas (Furber, 1948, p. 8, 1976, p. 4;
Millburn, 1813b, Preface p. 2).

8 Fontana most likely alluded to the Moravian missionaries when
he wrote that c. 1778, there were 3—4 Danish missionaries, who col-
lected coconut oil, shells and curios to send annually to the Danish
settlement at Tranquebar (Fontana, 1792, p. 150).
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natural history specimens in general. With twelve doc-
umented shipments molluscs ranked first, above eight
shipments of plants and five shipments of unspecified
specimens.’

There were several ornithological collections from the
islands, with some British ornithologists hiring collectors
to procure specimens. Allan Octavian Hume’s (1829-1912)
collectors had collected about 2000 birds during their six-
month stay in 1872 (Hume, 1874; Singh 1978, p. 17). How-
ever, expeditions under various European flags merged
interests of scientific inquiry with colonisation. For instance,
Nicolas Fontana visited the northern and central group of
Nicobar Islands from June to September of 1778 as a sur-
geon in the expedition of the Austrian vessel Joseph and
Theresa (Fontana, 1792, p. 149; Scherzer, 1862, pp. 4-5).
The vessel, commanded by Capt. Bennet, was commissioned
by the Imperial Austrian Government ’to select ... Austrian
plantations and commercial stations on the farther side of
the Cape of Good Hope’ (Scherzer, 1862, p. 5).!° Similarly,
Herbert Busch’s expedition to the Nicobar Islands in March
to May 1845 in the Schooner, L’Espiégle, commanded by
Capt. H. Lewis, visited with the main objective of explor-
ing the southern group of Nicobar Islands (Busch, 1845, p.
10). In a trip spanning two months and six days, the expedi-
tion surveyed all the Nicobar Islands, including a marine
survey by Capt. Lewis and the expedition party collected
animal, plant, soil, rock and coal samples. They succeeded
in preserving specimens of a long-tailed Macaque, pig, fish
(Dactylopter sp.), mollusc, crustacean, viper, sea snake, two
species of turtle, and sixteen species of birds (Busch, 1845,
pp- 58-60). However, the expedition also resumed posses-
sion of the islands on behalf of the Danish crown (Busch,
1845).

The Austrian Frigate Novara visited the Nicobar Islands
from February to March 1858 after the Austrian emperor in
1856 approved a proposal by the Austrian Navy for a voy-
age around the world and commissioned the sailing frigate.
The chief objective of the expedition was to give the crew a
practicum on naval affairs and nautical routine and thereby
further the development of the Austrian navy (Scherzer,
1861, p. 2). The expedition also provided the Austrian state
with the opportunity to make itself known in unfamiliar parts
of the world and thus open ‘new channels for the outlet of
[their] natural products and manufactured goods, to promote

° Translated from original by Professor Rekha Kamath Rajan.

10 The expedition reached Car Nicobar within 10 days of depart-
ing from Mangalore on 20th May 1778, and stocked up on food and
water. Thereafter they proceeded to Nancowry harbour on 4th June
1778 and anchored in a bay 12 fathoms deep for the remainder of
the southwest Monsoon till early September 1778 (Fontana, 1792, p.
149).

the industrial, commercial, and maritime interests of the
empire’ (Scherzer, 1861, p. 2). Dr. Karl Ritter von Scherzer
(1821-1903) undertook a study of Ethnology and Physical
Geography in the expedition and compiled three volumes
on the expedition’s various scientific operations. Members
of the expeditions included scientists on the subjects of
Astronomy and Terrestrial Magnetism, Botany, Geodesy and
Meteorology, Trigonometrical Measurements, Geology, Eth-
nology and Physical Geography, Zoology, Draughtsmanship
and Artistry (Scherzer, 1861, pp. 308-309).

At the turn of the century, the American naturalist Dr.
William Louis Abbott (1860-1936) invited Cecil Boden
Kloss (1877-1949) to join him on a cruise of the Andaman
and Nicobar Islands in his Singapore-made teak schooner
Terrapin. According to Kloss (1903, p. 1), the objective of
the trip was to obtain good representative collections (now
in the National Museum, Washington, U.S.A.) of natural
history and ethnological objects from the places visited. Spe-
cial attention was given to the trapping of small mammals,
which, comprising the least known section of the island
fauna, were the most interesting subject for investigation.

As part of their cruise, Abbott and Kloss travelled exten-
sively in the Nicobar Islands over seventy-two days between
January to April 1901 (Kloss, 1903). They collected 520
specimens from various points in the Andaman and Nicobar
Islands (Richmond, 1903).

The numerous travellers, prospectors and traders were
motivated by different reasons to come to the Nicobar
Islands. This was an important conjuncture for Nicobar’s
participation in trade and the creation of settlements on the
islands. However, at the heart of this conjuncture are the
islands’ natural resources. These products of the islands’
ecology attracted external interest and thus became the
points of initiating contact. These natural resources were
also part of Nicobarese culture and some, like the coconut,
eventually served the role of currency and became com-
modities. In the next section, the role of information trans-
missions, or flows, in popularising the islands and natural
resource trade is explored through the case of ambergris.

Fortunes in ambergris trade

Ambergris is an ‘odoriferous fatty substance that forms only
in the stomach and intestines of the sperm whale (Physeter
macrocephalus) ... and is later regurgitated or defecated’
(Brito et al. 2016, p. 585). It has been used ‘as incense, an
aphrodisiac, laxative, spice, candles, as well as for cosmetics
and medicines’ since before the medieval period, after which
Ambergris’ principal use was in medicine and perfumery as
a fixative to make the scent last longer (Brito et al., 2016,
p. 586). Ambergris was very rarely found in Europe and
became quite valuable in the sixteenth and seventeenth
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centuries up to the twentieth century (Pearson, 2003, pas-
sim). Eggs and ambergris were well known as the favourite
meal of Charles II (1630-1685), King of England, Scotland
and Ireland.!! Many extraordinary specimens of amber-
gris were described in Neumann’s Chemical Works, such
as one found at Cape Cormorin in 1555, weighing 3000 Ib
(Chevalier & Garcias in Neumann, 1759, p. 239). The Dutch
East-India company purchased a remarkable 182-1b piece of
ambergris (dimensions 5.7" X 2.16") from the Sultan of Tidor
for 11,000 rixdollars in 1693,'* and it was on display in
Amsterdam for many years before being broken into smaller
pieces for use (Neumann, 1759, p. 240). Ambergris captured
the popular imagination, and traders sought to make their
fortunes in its trade.

Arab navigators observed the Ambergris barter at the
Nicobar Islands since the first century. Sulaiman al-Tajir
mentioned Ambergris in the Nicobars c. 851 CE in Silsilat-
al-Tawartkh (Mills, 1930, p. 171, Reinaud, 1845a, b). Rashid
al-Din also observed ambergris collection by Nicobarese
for trade (Tibbetts, 1979, p. 61). By the early 1500s, Bar-
bosa had noted the occurrence of Ambergris on the Nico-
bar Islands and its trade with neighbouring ports such as
Malacca. He also observed that the islands were a stopping
point between erstwhile Ceylon (present-day Sri Lanka)
and Sumatra and provided good anchorage and freshwater
(Dames, 1921, p. 181).'3 Their location may have been cen-
tral to barter since Eredia observed trade in Ambergris in
exchange for cloth with passing ships at the Nicobar Islands
in the early 1600s (Mills, 1930, p. 43). Accounts from the
first voyage of the English East India Company also men-
tion procuring coconuts, hens and adulterated ambergris,
along with coconuts and hens, from the Southern group of
Nicobar in May 1602 (Markham, 1877, p. 71).'* This formed
the background for plans by renowned explorer and travel-
ler Captain William Dampier to reside in the Great Nicobar
Island and engage in trade of Ambergris in the late 1680s.
However, these plans did not materialise and Dampier and
his seven other companions bartered for essentials with
locals and eventually set sail towards Achin in Sumatra on
15th May 1688 (Dampier, 1699, pp. 486—490).

! Macaulay observed a rumour that the death of Charles II was due
to poisoning as ‘something had been put into his favourite dish of
eggs and ambergrease’ (Macaulay, 1848, p. 222).
12 Tidor is present-day Pulau Tidore in east-central Indonesia, one
of the Moluccas or spice islands that was conquered by the Dutch in
1654, though the Sultan retained nominal power.

13 Duarte Barbosa (d. 1521) was a ‘factor’ at Portuguese establish-
ments and travelled and traded in the Indian Ocean between 1503—17
(Weihe, 2006, p. 35). This lent some authenticity to his descriptions
of the countries bordering the Indian Ocean, first published as ‘Navi-
gationi e Viaggi’ in 1563 at Venice.

!4 Hay notes that the crew were deceived with ‘gummes’ (gum or
resin) instead of ‘amber’ (ambergris) (Markham, 1877, p. 71).
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Ambergris is an example of Nicobar’s natural resources
whose demand was influenced by the technology in the
perfume industry that resulted in its value as a fixative (till
the production of a chemical substitute in the 1900s). It
figured as a valuable commodity to barter with Europeans
for products valued by Nicobarese, such as cloth and iron
(Srinivasan, 2015). These barter exchanges with the Nicobar
Islands were important for exchanges within the archipelago.
The Nicobar archipelago consisted of twenty-two islands
in three geographically distinct groups and had an inter-
nal exchange economy in place. Large canoes from Cen-
tral Nicobar sailed during the northeast monsoon to Great
Nicobar!? to barter the cloth, silver coin, iron, tobacco, and
other goods they had obtained from Europeans, and their
natural resources of fowl, pigs, coconuts, and arecanuts, in
exchange for items like canoes, spears, ambergris, edible
birds’ nests,'® and tortoise shells (Fontana, 1792, p. 155) It
is clear that trade with the Nicobar Islands was linked to the
intra-Nicobar barter economy during this period. Therefore,
the internal Nicobar economy was shaped by trade interac-
tions, such as for ambergris and other products of Nicobar’s
ecology. However, the absence of Nicobarese records and
the scarcity of external sources on this subject has obscured
the significance of international trade for these islands.

Trade, knowledge and the beginning
of European colonisation

The Nicobar Islands were a transitional point on the sea
lanes of Southeast Asian maritime traffic throughout written
history. These islands occupied a strategic position in the
Indian Ocean, had coastlines favourable to sailing along both
the Southwest Monsoon and Northeast Monsoon winds and
currents, and contained sheltered natural harbours. Located
at the interstices of expanding colonial trade monopolies in
the Indian Ocean world, the Nicobars attracted the interest
of European merchants, monarchs and missionaries.

The Danes first attempted to take possession of the Nico-
bars in 1723, when the vessel Grev Laurvig anchored off
the islands. However, several crewmembers and merchants

15 T follow Singh’s assessment that Fontana incorrectly recorded ‘Car
Nicobar’ in his original account, instead of ‘Great Nicobar’, based on
the produce mentioned and direction of sailing possible in the North-
east season, and also corroborating accounts such as by the Danish
missionary cum official Rosen (Singh, 2003, p. 144; Rosen, 1839:
206 in Weihe, 2006, pp. 20-21).

16 The Edible-nest Swiftlets (Collocalia fuciphaga) build their nests
using their saliva, and these were considered a delicacy in China and
other parts of the world. According to Fontana, these nests occurred
among the rocks in Nicobars, and white and transparent edible bird’s
nest sold for $7-$10 per 1'/; Ib. at Batavia, present-day Jakarta,
Indonesia (Fontana, 1792, pp. 150, 164).
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died due to so-called ‘Nicobar-fever’ (likely Malaria), and the
vessel returned to Tranquebar with large quantities of coco-
nuts and arecanuts (Krieger, 2001, p. 49). The Danish Asiatic
Company’s expedition in vessels Kongen af Denmark and
Ebenezer left Tranquebar on 8 September 1755 and reached
the islands within 10 days. The expedition party anchored
offshore and the Nicobarese brought chicken, pigeons, are-
canuts, coconuts, corals, sugar, monkeys, tortoiseshells, sea
cocus,!’ parrots and other birds to barter for tobacco, can-
vas cloth and iron (Krieger, 2001, p. 50). The vessels went
onwards to Aceh and returned to anchor off Ganges Harbour
on Great Nicobar in November while facing a shortage of
food supplies (Krieger, 2001). The expedition party began
clearing land and constructed houses and on 1 January 1756,
the expedition leader Lt. Tanck took possession of the Nico-
bar Islands in the name of the King of Denmark, naming
them ‘Friedrichs Inseln’ [Frederick Islands], and called the
colony on the northern part of Great Nicobar Island ‘Nye
Denmark’ [New Denmark] in January 1756 (Scherzer, 1862,
p. 4; Stow, 1979, p. 20). The ship Ebenezer returned with
crew and supplies to create a second settlement, called ‘New
Sealand’, at Kamorta in March 1756 (Krieger, 2001).

The third expedition arrived in September aboard Kgben-
havn under Capt. Alling to replace the colonists, and found
that most of the colonists in ‘New Denmark’ at Great Nico-
bar and ‘New Sealand’ at Kamorta had died of sickness. In
1757, the ‘New Denmark’ colony was abandoned in favour
of ‘New Sealand’ but it too was abandoned after demise
of Danish soldiers. The death toll prompted a reconsidera-
tion of the colony (Ruhland, 2018). At the intimation of
the Court of Denmark, the mission by the Church of the
United Brethren (also known as the Moravian Church) was
established in 1768 on Nancowry (Haensel, 1812, p. 6).
The Danish East India Company trading outpost opened
the next year but evacuated in 1773 due to the high death
toll from ‘Nicobar Fever’ while the missionaries remained
behind till 1787 (Fontana, 1792, p. 150; Millburn, 1813a, p.
294; Ruhland, 2006). There was modest trade between the
Nicobarese and Moravians in Nancowry with Tranquebar.
Reverand Haensel in the Moravian Mission at Nancowry
Island caught ‘different kinds of serpents, crabs, spiders, and
other creatures which (he) caught everywhere, either to stuff,
put into spirits, or otherwise prepare for (his) customers’
(Haensel, 1812, p. 40). The customers included naturalists in
the Danish-Halle Mission at Tranquebar, such as Dr. Konig
and missionary Christoph Samuel John,'® and scientists and

17 Possibly the sea coconut (Lodoicea maldivica).

18 Christoph Samuel John (1747-1813) was a missionary in the
Danish-Halle mission at the Danish trading settlement of Tranque-
bar between 1771-1813, who engaged in collecting and shipping
scientific specimens to augment finances from 1778 onwards. Jensen
contends that John was possibly inspired by the Moravian enterprise
(Jensen ,2019, p. 467).

collectors in Protestant Europe, such as at the University of
Erlangen, Germany (Ruhland, 2006). The missionary John
even sent a pupil for specimen collection to the Nicobar
Islands for one or two years in 1787 (Hommel, 2006, p.
1122). As commercial suppliers of specimens, however, the
Moravians were not credited in the scientific research that
resulted from the specimens they supplied from Nicobar
(Jensen, 2019, pp. 466-467).

The Danish Halle Mission at Tranquebar was connected
with the scientific community in the Indian Ocean region,
including the Dutch Society of Arts and Sciences in Batavia
(present-day Jakarta), the Asiatic Society of Calcutta, natu-
ralists in the English East India Company and Serfoji II, Raja
of Tanjore (Hommel, 2006, pp. 1121-1123; Jensen, 2019, p.
465). The Mission also received ‘honorary memberships of
scientific societies in Europe and gifts of scientific literature
and instruments’ (ibid.). The Moravians thus could be the
source of the four specimens of Pandanus leram from the
Nicobar Islands that were present in the English East India
Company’s gardens in Bengal in the late 1790s.!” These
specimens enabled the identification of the tree species that
Dampier had encountered in Great Nicobar in 1688 and Fon-
tana had observed in the Central Nicobar Islands in 1778.

Dampier had procured a loaf made from what he called
‘Mellory’ but was most likely the fruit of Pandanus sp.
(Dampier, 1699, pp. 486-490; Stone, 1977). This so-
called fruit of the Mellory piqued other naturalists during
this period. Calling it the ‘Nicobar bread-fruit tree’, Fon-
tana described a species of Palm—that was locally called
‘Larum’ and called ‘Mellori’ in Portuguese—in great detail
with illustrations (Fontana, 1792). Within the Asiatick Soci-
ety, it wasn’t immediately clear whether this was a new spe-
cies of Pandanus or merely another variety (Jones, 1792). It
is thus most likely that this is the fruit of the Pandanus spe-
cies, as Temple identified ‘mellori (Pandanus leram)’ in the
Imperial gazetteer (Temple, 1909, p. 28) and Stone demon-
strated the synonymy of the species Pandanus leram Jones,
ex-Fontana, P. andamanesnsium Kurz, P. Fodbergii St. John,
ex-Fosberg, Rousssinia indica Gaudich (Stone, 1977). As
the Pandanus leram drupes continue to be harvested and
manually processed into a sweet and sour loaf in the Nicobar
Islands in the present day, engaging with colonial knowledge
around this tree can yield insight into the persistence of this
vital Nicobarese food culture.

19 During a discussion of the Mellori, Sir William Jones (1746—
1794) as President of the Asiatick Society noted that four specimens
of this plant were brought to the East India Company’s gardens in
Bengal from the Nicobar Islands (Jones, 1792).
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The presence of Missionaries and Danish attempts at col-
onisation did not interfere with trade by other vessels in the
islands. During this period, an Austrian prospecting expedi-
tion aboard the vessel Joseph and Theresa visited the islands
and observed there were 3—4 Danish missionaries who col-
lected coconut oil, shells and curios to send annually to the
Danish settlement at Tranquebar c. 1778 (Fontana, 1792, p.
150). William Bolts, a Dutch merchant who had worked with
the EEIC, proposed for direct commerce to various nations
to directly supply products of India and China to Austria
and, under a charter of the Empress of Germany, settled a
factory in the Nicobar Islands c. 1778 (Millburn, 1813a, pp.
411-412; Scherzer, 1862, pp. 6, 10).

After the Austrian EIC’s occupation of the islands, the
government at the Danish trading colony of Tranquebar®’
appointed Danish Royal Residents to hold the presidency
of the islands (Krieger, 2001). The Moravian missionaries
who held this charge in succession were Voelcker, Armed-
inger, Blaschke, Haensel, J. Heinrich, and Sorensen (Haen-
sel, 1812, pp. 65-66). The Austrians meanwhile suffered a
high death toll and the settlement was abandoned by 1783
(Stow, 1979, p. 22).

The Moravians had negligible conversions of Nicobarese
to Christianity, and as Ruhland observes, the success of mis-
sionary endeavour for Moravians was not measured by the
number of conversions but in the spread of the gospel (Ruh-
land, 2006, pp. 760-765). Twenty-four missionaries in total
died due to illness from their stay at Nancowry (Haensel,
1812). Due to the high death toll and other problems faced
by the Moravians, the Mission’s management had decided to
withdraw from the Nicobar Islands in 1786, and from India
entirely in 1795 (Ruhland, 2006, p. 759). The Moravian Mis-
sion in Nicobar withdrew in 1787.

The next official attempt by the Danes to colonise the
islands in 1790 also failed as the expedition leader, priest
Engelhardt, and other officials died (Krieger, 2001, p. 56).
In 1805, a colony was re-established in Nicobar but most of
the colonists had died within the year (Weihe, 2006, p. 65).
Pastor Rosen’s impetus led to an expedition in 1831, and
founding ‘Frederikshgi’ on Kamorta, facing the Nicobarese
village of Malacca. Struggling to find a better location to
prevent sickness in the colony, the colonists and labourers
created another settlement on a hilltop near the eastern inlet
to the harbour, called Mongkata. Rosen hoped to find more
hospitable conditions in Car Nicobar however his journey
went off-course in 1832 and they never reached the island.
Returning to Nancowry, the hilltop settlement was evacuated
in favour of the seaside below the hill in 1833, and called
‘Frederikshaven’ (Weihe, 2006, pp. 87-94). Rosen explored
Teressa, Bompoka and Trinket as prospective sites for the

20 present day Tharangambadi town in Tamil Nadu, India.
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colony (Singh, 2003, pp. 175-176). The colony’s depend-
ence on provisions from Tranquebar also meant reliance on
trade with Nicobar for supplies, such as staples of Pandanus
bread (Weihe, 2006, pp. 107—108). In light of the death toll
and high costs, however, Rosen was instructed to close the
colony.

Another attempt to colonise the islands was made by a
British firm in Calcutta, J. Mackey & Company, who pro-
posed to set up a new colony in the Nicobars in 1844 by
equally sharing the costs with the Danish crown (Stow, 1979,
p. 24). The Danish consul in Calcutta, Mr Mackey, accom-
panied Busch’s survey expedition to the Nicobar Islands in
March May 1845 aboard the schooner L’Espiégle (Scher-
zer, 1862, pp. 12—13). In addition to surveying the Nico-
bar Islands, the expedition party hoisted the Danish flag at
Kondul and Little Nicobar, and resumed possession of these
islands in the name of King Christian VIII, entrusting the
flag with the headmen ‘until further measures can be taken,
for the contemplated occupation and colonisation of the said
islands’ and provided them with certificates attesting to their
good character and the Danish possession of the islands
(Busch, 1845, p. 55). Contemplating on the colonisation of
the islands and forming settlements, Busch observed that the
idea was received positively by the French Missionaries at
Teressa Island as it may further their prospects of convert-
ing the locals to Christianity (Busch, 1845, p. 15). He also
speculated on the prospects of a settlement at Teressa, that
it would require an import of labour from China and India’s
Coromandel coast and also services of the more industrious
Nicobarese of neighbouring Chowra Island (Busch, 1845,
p- 22). Busch believed that a coconut oil press at the pro-
posed settlement would create an economic dependency of
the locals for the sale of their coconuts (Busch, 1845, pp.
22-23). The expedition found samples of coal and the analy-
sis of specimens indicated the possibility of a coal bed in the
islands (Busch, 1845, pp. 56-57), leading to plans of setting
up a ‘bunkering station for steamships’ (Stow, 1979, p. 24).
In the time of steam-shipping, this became a significant find-
ing. Consequently, the Danish corvette Galathea’s voyage
around the world in 1845-1847 as a naturalist’s expedition
became a colonising one. In January 1846, Capt. Steen Bille
took formal possession of the Nicobar Islands on behalf of
the King of Denmark and instituted two Nicobarese men
as Chief Magistrates at Nancowry to retain control of the
harbour, and also created a settlement at Pulo Milo Island
(Scherzer, 1862, pp. 13—14; Stow, 1979, p. 24). However, the
Danish government despatched a royal corvette Valkyrien in
1848 to bring back the flag and batons following the death
of the Christian VIII and political agitations in the coun-
try (Scherzer, 1862, p. 14) and perhaps also because of the
bankruptcy of Mackey & Co. (Stow, 1979, p. 24).

The Danish colonial attempts on the Nicobars were sty-
mied by the climate and disease which resulted in a high
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death toll, even though every attempt tried to resolve these
challenges. The Danes employed colonial knowledge on dis-
ease and environmental salubriousness, while also engag-
ing with Nicobarese traditional medicine and lifestyle, such
as inspiration from the location, materials and architecture
of dwellings (Rastén, 2014). Their failure at colonisation
effectively rendered the Nicobar Islands as uncolonised by
other European states, who envisaged colonising the islands.
To consider one example, Franz Maurer had argued for the
colonisation of the Nicobar Islands by North Germany since
1865, and in 1867 gave an outline of a German Colony and
Naval station on the Nicobar Islands (Knoll & Hiery, 2010,
pp. 8—11; Temple, 1903, p. 186). Maurer imagined populat-
ing the proposed German Colony at Nicobars with Germans
engaged in various vocations, such as farming small planta-
tion in the interiors and a variety of tradecraft in the harbour
area (Knoll & Hiery, 2010, p. 10). He also imagined that
all interaction with the native population would be medi-
ated through the government and that Catholic and Prot-
estant Christian missionaries would be assigned to convert
the existing inhabitants on separate islands (Knoll & Hiery,
2010, pp. 10-11). It is clear from Maurer’s proposal that he
planned for Nicobars to be used primarily for shipbuilding
and repair, as a safe retreat from which to expand the North
German colonial empire to ‘East Africa, Indochina, East
Asia, the Sunda islands and Australia’ (Knoll & Hiery, 2010,
p.- 9). He thus considered colonisation of the Nicobars as
a lucrative proposition for Germany and regarded it with
urgency in wake of the paucity of places left to colonise
(ibid.) however nothing of note came off this proposal as
Prussia’s maritime colonial endeavours were at a nascent
stage during this time (M. Krieger, personal communication,
August 14, 2020).

Conclusion

The Nicobar Islands lie on a sea route from West Asia to
South-East Asia with coastlines favourable to navigation
under both Northeast and Southwest monsoon winds. For
vessels that deigned to visit intentionally or under distress,
the Nicobars contained safe natural harbours and anchorages,
food, freshwater and a coastal-dwelling indigenous commu-
nity keen on barter. These social and ecological attributes
could explain why the Nicobar islands were a stopover, and
therefore mentioned by travellers and merchants from the
second to seventeenth century. Consequently, various islands
in the Nicobar archipelago gained prominence for bartering
Nicobar’s forest, plantation and marine resources with metal
implements and European commodities that were impossi-
ble to produce with the island’s ecological resources alone.
This was intimately tied to a local Nicobar barter economy,
wherein canoes from Central Nicobar sailed south towards

Great Nicobar during the Northeast monsoon to exchange
items obtained from Europeans for local natural resources.
The items traded include cloth, iron, tobacco and the Car
Nicobarese fowls, hogs, coconuts, and arecanuts in exchange
for spears, canoes, ambergris and edible birds’ nests. By the
late eighteenth century, formalisation of all manner of infor-
mation on the region through scientific texts such as sail-
ing almanacs and directories was underway in Europe. The
region attracted interest from a variety of quarters, including
traders and companies who sought to make their fortunes in
these islands, such as Dampier and the Danish East India
Company. Analyses of the colonial knowledge in this period
indicates that popularisation of the ecological advantages of
the Nicobars was a factor in their colonisation by the Danish
and Austrians between 1756 and 1783 and eventually by the
British between 1869 and 1947.*!

Scholars of colonial knowledge have argued how colonial
accounts furthered the colonisation project by adapting nar-
ratives to effect indirect rule (Bayly, 1996; Cohn, 1996). The
tropical imaginary was selectively evoked and obscured in
representations of the tropics and used to further commercial
agendas (Grove, 1995). The ‘Nicobar fever’, likely Malaria,
aborted five Danish colonising expeditions to the islands
(Krieger, 2001)—even as Danish colonists negotiated their
understanding of the environment and disease by interact-
ing with and learning from the Nicobarese (Rastén, 2014).

Colonies or, more accurately, trading outposts at Nicobar
were unsuccessful due to challenges of being ‘insular’: tropi-
cal diseases and dependence on neighbouring ‘parent’ colo-
nies for sustenance. The small Danish colony had substantial
human and financial costs, and even with the assistance of
the Moravian missionaries to maintain the colony could not
be sustained successfully for the intended purpose of trade.
The Danish colonisers considered the absence of ‘detailed
knowledge’ about the islands as one of the reasons for the
failure of Danish colonisation, which was principally due
to the high death toll from the tropical climate and disease
(Rastén, 2014, pp. 580-581). Colonial knowledge and infor-
mation about the Nicobars made the islands more visible to
the colonial gaze, and this had lasting implications for the
islands. Missionaries and colonisers played a role in devel-
oping knowledge of housing and medicine in conversation
with Nicobarese (Haensel, 1812; Rastén, 2014). As revi-
sionist scholars of colonial knowledge have argued, colonial
knowledge was indeed hybrid and co-produced by Europe-
ans and Indians (Raj, 2007). In the midst of this, the islands
and their people tacitly assisted in the scientific enterprise,
by becoming a source of scientific specimens and eventu-
ally site for a variety of scientific expeditions. This paper

2l The Nicobar Islands were under Japanese occupation in 1943—45,
and became part of India upon independence in 1947.
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expands the scope of discussion in two directions, to the
causes and the implications of trade in the Nicobar Islands.
Drawing connections backwards to colonial knowledge and
forwards to the intra-Nicobar barter economy in this way
highlights the trajectories and encounters of colonial knowl-
edge and information flows produced from the islands and
circulating in Europe that furthered trade and colonisation
in the Indian Ocean world.
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