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The Overseas Trade of Macao after

the Mid-Ming Period

(A Summary)

During the late entury the Portuguese rounded the Cape of Good Hope and reached
Calicut in India, and soon after took over Goa. In the early 16th century they sailed on towards
the China coast, and later, in 1557, were allowed to form a settlement at Macao. Having grown
from a tiny fishing village into an important trading center, Macao served as an intermediary in
the trade between China on the one hand, and Goa, Nagasaki and Manila on the other.

During the late 16th and the 17th centuries, raw silk and silk textiles formed the bulk of the
cargo exported from Macao to Europe via Goa, to Japan through Nagasaki, and to Spanish
America via Manila. Most of these silks came from Kiangsu and Chekiang provinces, and orders
were placed for them at one of the bi-annual Canton fairs or markets which the Portuguese were
allowed to attend. One of these was normally held in winter and the other in summer, but they
might last for several weeks or even months. At the winter fair, goods were received for export to
India, Europe and the Philippines, and in the summer for Japan.

When the Great Ship sailed southwestward from Ma‘ ities of Chinese silk were
on board. In 1580-90 about, 3 000 plculs f Chines ~ xported to Goa. In 1635
it was even reported tha ; of:Chinese silk were exported yearly from Macao to
Goa, but this appears to be an exaggeration.

In the early stages of Portuguese trade with China, pepper and ivory formed two of their
principal imports to Canton, but silver soon became and remained the mainstay of their China
trade. During the 16th and 17th centuries, Spanish America, especially Peru and Mexico, became
the primary world producer of silver, and large quantities of American silver were shipped by the
Spaniards to Spain. One of the principal means by which the Portuguese secured Spanish silver
was by selling Negro slaves from West Africa to the Spaniards in America. Most of this silver,
however, soon went out to the East to finance their purchases of Indian and Chinese goods. A
London merchant, reporting affairs of the 1580’s, said that the Portuguese every year carried more
than 200,000 cruzados or taels of silver from Goa to Macao for trade with China.

The development of the trade between Macao and Nagasaki was due to the political situ-
atlon in East As1a Owing to the frightful havoc wrought by the Japanese. pi tes, Wako, along the
iresshad cally forbidden by the

sed, but the Imperial Ban did
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put the Chinese merchants at a great disadvantage. In this way, the peculiar position had arisen
that the Chinese could only trade officially with their Japanese neighbors through the medium of
the Portuguese, who enjoyed a virtual monopoly of the Chinese silk market which was far and
away the most profitable part of Sino-Japanese commerce.

The production of silver showed a conspicuous rise in Japan during the 16th and 17th
centuries. As its supply greatly increased, the value of silver in Japan was much lower than in
China. Therefore, each year the Portuguese ships loaded with silk sailed from Macao to Nagasaki
to trade it for silver. By the end of the 16th century about 600,000 to 1,000,000 taels were
shipped annually from Nagasaki to Macao. Silver exports from Nagasaki ificreased from 1,500,000
taels in 1635, to 2,350,000 taels in 1636, and 2 600 000 tael 7 However, in the meantime
the Japanese Christians, ]
disturbances in 1637,
a consequence of this, the Japanese government in 1639 ended the Macao-Nagasaki trade by pro-
hibiting the Portuguese from all further intercourse with Japan.

The expulsion of the Portuguese from Japan in 1639 had an unfavorable effect on the
economy of Macao. In order to save Macao from commercial extinction, the Portuguese merchants
concentrated on their trade with Manila.

Shortly after Columbus discovered America in 1492, the Spaniards conquered Mexico, Peru
and other parts of the New World. They used Mexico as a base to launch expeditions westward,
and conquered the Philippine Islands in 1565. In order to strengthen ties between the Philippines
and Spanish America, the Viceroy of New Spain sent two or three galleons from Acapulco, Mexico
to Manila, Philippines every year from 1565 to 1815. Large quantities of American silver were
exported on these vessels. The opportunity to obtain Amencan s1lver on favorable terms enabled
the Chinese to increase their silk exports to Mamla, k was re-exported to
America on a large scale.

Although Chinese s played an important part in silk exports to Manila, the Portuguese
at Macao also took advan of every opportunity to engage in the Manila trade. During the early
decades of the 17th -century, the Dutch appeared in the East Asia Sea, trying to prohibit the
Chinese from carrying goods to Manila by pirating their shipping. Moreover, due to conflicts and
misunderstandings between Spaniards and Chinese in the Philippines, there were sporadic expul-
sions of Chinese from Manila. Under these circumstances the Portuguese were able to serve as in-
termediaries in the Sino-Spanish trade. In other words, the Spanish settlement at Manila became
a principal market for the Portuguese merchants of Macao, who sold Chinese silk for American
silver, and soon controlled a large part of the business of the Philippines. Portuguese ships came
to Manila for several decades with considerable regularity, particularly after 1619. In 1620 ten
ships came from Macao, and six years later one vessel brought a rich cargo to the value of over
500,000 pesos. Around 1630 the usual value of imports from Macao was about 1,500,000 pesos.
In 1636 it was reported that the Portuguese took away each year three times as much silver as
the Chinese had taken.

s'tiade after 1557 had a

There can be no doubt that the development of Macao \
.one han pid growth of Chinese silk

favorable effect on the economy.of:Chi
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exports via Macao cre ore incorie and émployment in China, particularly in Kiangsu and
Chekiang where large quantities of silk were produced. On the other hand the inflow of American
and Japanese silver into China by way of Macao resulted in a much more plentiful supply of silver
in China, which led to the universal use of silver as money. Moreover, during the late Ming period,
under the Single Whip Taxation system, people paid taxes in silver instead of in kind. It is
apparent that there was a close relationship between such commutation and the increasing
silver supply.




