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Chapter 16 – Section 4

Spice Trade in Southeast Asia

Narrator: Melaka, a major eastern trading center on the Malay Peninsula. In the middle ages the wealth of the Indies was traded here. Sandalwood from Malaysia spices from the Moluccas, silk and porcelain from China, and gold from the Philippines, from Borneo, and from Sumatra. And the trade was not controlled by the Europeans or by the Chinese, but by another group who had got there first, the Muslims. It was the Muslims, not the Europeans who sailed from far eastern ports, their ships laden with silks and spices. Equipped with compasses from China and geographic knowledge passed on from ancient civilizations, the Muslims ruled the waves in the vast Indian Ocean. This was the place that Columbus’s dreams were made of, a group of islands in Asia that held more wealth than a dozen medieval treasurer holds. But instead of gold and diamonds they had spices like pepper and nutmeg. These were the objects of desire that could lure a man many thousands of miles from home. Here in the Moluccas of Indonesia, one spice grew that was even worth its weight in silver, cloves. In the fifteenth century, cloves grew only on this small island and one other in all the world. Like pepper and other spices, cloves were prized by Europeans for their exotic flavor. They were even supposed to preserve meet. In a time of no refrigeration in summer and little fresh fruit in winter, spices were often the only thing that could make a rancid or insipid meal palatable. Today it’s hard to imagine just how precious spices were, they were used as medicines or even as aphrodisiacs. According to one medieval botanist, cloves could warm the stomach and liver and dissipate the fears of the weak spirited. From the Moluccas, the cloves would be shipped to other ports until they finally reached Europe, but the cargo belonged to Malayan and Javanese merchants not Europeans. For centuries the exact whereabouts of the Spice Islands were a closely guarded secret. It was this inaccessibility and rarity of spices that pushed their value upward to extraordinary levels. In Europe you could use them to buy land or pay your taxes. Whether it was cloves or nutmeg from the Moluccas, cinnamon from Ceylon or pepper from India, rich Europeans would pay almost anything to get them and men would do almost anything to reach their source.
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