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    1     A Geography of Obligation     

        By the time Sewji’s son Jairam was born in 1792, the emergence of an 
intertwined world of commerce and empire was well underway. Jairam 
was born in Mundra, a port city in Kutch;   his father Sewji Topan was 
already a known banker to the ruler of Muscat, Sultan bin Ahmed. Sewji 
had fi nanced much of the state- building and expansion that had taken 
place over the previous couple of decades, and had secured for himself 
a range of different commercial privileges, including customs farming –  
the right to collect custom receipts in Muscat, and later, in his other 
dominions as well, in return for an up- front payment. When Jairam was 
just a young boy, the ruler had taken Sewji and another banker of his to 
Zanzibar, in part to gauge their interest in investing in East Africa’s grow-
ing commerce. By the time Jairam came of age, his father was already 
well- entrenched in East African commerce and politics. When Sultan 
bin Ahmed died and his son Sa‘id bin Sultan took over, Jairam built 
a relationship with him much like the one their fathers had with one 
another. And much like his father, Sa‘id continued the practice of relying 
on Sewji’s fi rm, which slowly passed to Jairam,   to fi nance his intertwined 
undertakings in commerce and empire- making.     

     Together, Jairam Sewji and his father –  and scores of other merchant- 
fi nanciers like them –  were at the vanguard of the commercial transfor-
mation of the Western Indian Ocean. Through their business partners 
in Bombay and Kutch   and their agents stationed all along the East 
African coast, they bridged Western India together with South Arabia 
and East Africa, directing the movement of cloth, pearls, dates, ivory, 
and eventually cloves, around the Western Indian Ocean. Theirs was a 
commercial world that seemed to be constantly expanding, as consum-
ers in East Africa, South Arabia, and the Persian Gulf demanded the 
goods that India and the world had to offer, while markets in South 
Asia, Europe, and America exhibited an insatiable appetite for the 
region’s wares. 

 But the two merchants did more than just direct the movement of 
commodities and benefi t from the profi ts it generated. They actively 
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fi nanced it, channeling credit from India to producers, traders, and rul-
ers in South Arabia and East Africa. The credit they supplied to a grow-
ing commercial society, particularly in East Africa, bound together Arab, 
Persian, Swahili, and Indian producers and markets that were oceans 
apart, and bridged the commerce of the Western Indian Ocean with a 
burgeoning world economy. As demand for Indian Ocean commodities 
grew, capital supplied by Jairam and other merchants from northwestern 
India remade the regional landscape, binding it to their fi rms’ portfo-
lios and tethering it to markets in India, Europe, and America. As their 
credit and capital made its way through a network of brokers, producers, 
consumers, and rulers in South Arabia and East Africa, they forged a 
region- wide geography of obligation –  a landscape in which creditors and 
debtors were yoked to one another in a common fate. Seen from their 
perspective, goods traveled within a geography constituted by shifting 
matrices of rights and obligations –  one in which merchants could imag-
ine the distance from Bombay to Zanzibar as a link in a network rather 
than an entire ocean.     

   Trade in the nineteenth- century Indian Ocean looked different from 
what it was before. By the mid- nineteenth century, markets had expanded 
to global dimensions, and merchant- fi nanciers like Jairam secured goods 
to service those markets well in advance. Commodities traveled along 
pre- carved pathways, from the interior to Zanzibar, to Kutch   or Bombay, 
and from there to Europe, along international commodity chains that 
would see an ivory tusk turned into a ball on a European pool table, or 
a pound of cloves distilled into a vial of oil. People knew where goods 
were going, and had sold them well before they even came into being. 
The market forces of supply and demand shaped the broader fortunes of 
these commodities, but within the region goods moved between actors 
who knew who they would be coming from, who they would be going to, 
and how much they would cost. Merchants like Sewji Topan and his son 
Jairam stood at the intersections of it all, brokering between an Indian 
Ocean world of production and consumption, and a growing world 
market.     

     Commodities, Consumption, and Credit  

     Jairam and his father’s ability to do business in Muscat and Zanzibar 
was not only a product of their own entrepreneurial initiative and their 
connections to the ruling family; it hinged on the confl uence of a range 
of different historical processes that would give them and a host of other 
Gujarati merchants access to capital and textiles at good rates, leaving 
them with plenty of room to profi t. It also hinged on the allure of the 
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goods they dealt in: their ability to signify distinction, and to meet the 
demands of an increasingly discerning regional population of consumers. 

   The trade in textiles and foodstuffs that merchants like Jairam were 
involved in was in large part fi nanced through Indian credit networks –  
an indigenous banking network that ultimately linked back to fi nan-
cial centers like Surat. Even as Bombay eclipsed Gujarat as a regional 
political and manufacturing center by the mid- eighteenth century, Surat 
remained active in fi nance, providing merchants with extensive banking 
and credit facilities.  1   By drawing on contacts in Kutch   and other parts of 
Gujarat, merchants like Jairam were able to procure textiles –  a Gujarati 
specialty that was in high demand around the Western Indian Ocean –  
on credit. They also had access to other goods his customers in Muscat 
and Zanzibar would have demanded: rice, tea, sugar, and the occasional 
trinket. 

 Over the course of Sewji and Jairam’s lifetimes, however, the contours 
of the regional commodity and credit markets they relied on would have 
changed dramatically. By the early nineteenth century, Gujarat’s textile 
industry found itself competing with an infl ux of British- produced tex-
tiles, which manufacturers offered on credit at cheaper rates than the 
local piece goods. As British markets became oversaturated with capital, 
London bankers began to look to the colonies to invest their money, in 
the hopes of better returns than they might have at home. At the same 
time, deliberate policies by the British government aimed at protect-
ing the British manufacturing industry gave it a competitive advantage 
over Indian textiles in colonial possessions, South Asia included.  2   These 
processes intersected in South Asian markets, where the confl uence 
of London capital and Manchester textiles gave merchants like Jairam 
and his father the opportunity to purchase goods on cheap credit and 
re- export them to markets in Muscat and Zanzibar, where they could 
advance them at a higher interest rate.  3     

 The arrival of cheaper British textiles into Indian Ocean markets did 
not completely displace the South Asian textile industry. When British 
textiles arrived in India, they had to be dyed and patterned according to 
the demands of consumers in the Persian Gulf, South Arabia, and East 
Africa, leaving ample room for a robust local textile processing industry. 

     1     Machado,  Ocean of Trade , 60– 61.  
     2     See also    P.J.   Cain   and   A.G.   Hopkins  , “ Gentlemanly Capitalism and British Expansion 

Overseas I: The Old Colonial System, ”  The Economic History Review , Vol.  39 , No.  4  
( 1986 ),  501 –   525  ; idem, “  Gentlemanly Capitalism and British Expansion Overseas 
II: New Imperialism, 1850– 1945, ”  The Economic History Review , Vol.  40 , No.  1  
( 1987 ),  1 –   26 .   

     3     Ray, “Asian Capital in the Age of European Domination,” 464, 480– 481.  
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Moreover, consumers continued to demand Indian, rather than British 
textiles. In Zanzibar itself, lengths of cloth arriving from India (which 
may or may not have been British in origin), were sewn with gold thread 
and sold as  wiza � rs  (cloths wrapped around the waist, much like  lungis ) at 
a high profi t.  4   Affordability was thus only one of the many dimensions of 
the textile market; consumers around the Indian Ocean sought distinc-
tion through different grades, colors, and varieties of fabric, and were 
willing to pay a premium for it.  5   Merchants like Jairam were aware of 
this and ensured that the textiles they dealt in catered to a broad range 
of consumers. 

     The infusion of surplus British capital into India also had another 
effect: it gave rise to Indian industrial manufacturing. As British fi nan-
ciers sought opportunities to profi tably employ their capital in the 
colonies, they turned to infrastructural projects: railways, steamships, 
canals, and factories. As a regional metropolis, Bombay was a chief 
recipient of British investment: by the middle of the nineteenth cen-
tury, it had fi rmly established itself as a regional manufacturing center 
and transport hub for goods moving between the interior of South Asia 
and its oceanic frontier.  6   The textile trade benefi ted directly from this 
transformation: Indian merchants in East Africa and Bombay who had 
business partners in Bombay were able to take advantage of the goods 
a growing industrial sector offered, further infusing cloth into the mar-
kets they served.     

     But not all textiles arrived from England, or even India. In 1819, Sewji 
Topan, Jairam’s father, saw a new commercial opportunity in American 
vessels that began to call at East Africa, and invited them to do business 
in Zanzibar. The American merchants, the majority of whom came from 
Salem, brought with them a variety of goods to trade, but none were 
more popular than cotton cloth, which took the East African market by 
storm. By the 1840s, the  merekani  cloth, as it had come to be known, 
became the most popular in the region, desired by consumers from the 
coast all the way into the interior.  7   American traders also distinguished 
themselves in the terms of their trade, advancing cloth on four to six 

     4        Jeremy   Prestholdt  , “ On the Global Repercussions of East African Consumerism ,” 
 American Historical Review , Vol.  109 , No.  3  ( 2004 ),  764 –   770 .   

     5     See, for example,    Richard   Burton  ,    The Lake Regions of Central Africa: From Zanzibar 
to Lake Tanganyika , Vol. 2 ( London :  Longman, Green, Longman, and Roberts ,  1860 ), 
 531 –   533 .   

     6     See also    B.R.   Tomlinson  ,  The Economy of Modern India: From 1860 to the Twenty- First 
Century  ( New York :  Cambridge University Press ,  2013 ),  92 –   97  , 212– 214.  

     7     Prestholdt, “On the Global Repercussions,” 767– 773;    William   Ruschenbeger  ,  Narrative 
of a Voyage Round the World During the Years 1835, 1836 and 1837, Including an Embassy to 
the Sultan of Muscat and the King of Siam , Vol. 1 ( London :  Richard Bentley ,  1838 ),  65 –   66 .   
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months’ credit so as to allow their customers to gather the commodi-
ties they wanted in return. Throughout the American merchants’ time 
in East Africa, Jairam was their principal business partner, ensuring that 
all goods moving to and from Salem went through him and his business 
partner, the American Consul Richard Waters.  8         

   Although access to textiles on credit played a big role in shaping the 
fortunes of the Indian merchant- fi nanciers of the Western Indian Ocean, 
it could not account for all of it. Over time, as access to textiles became 
more widespread, they lost their ability to signify distinction, and con-
sumers began to seek out other goods through which they could signal 
their status: muskets, clocks, music boxes, umbrellas, and luxury items 
that they could furnish their homes with.  9   These were not, after all, one- 
dimensional consumers; they saw in the world around them a range of 
goods that would enable them to engage in different forms of conspicu-
ous consumption, and saw in their creditors the means to pursue them. 

 For merchants like Jairam, fi nancing these desires proved to be an alto-
gether different enterprise than supplying consumers with textiles. There 
was an established textile industry in Western India; the same could not 
be said for parasols, clocks, or music boxes. These required a different 
sort of credit than textiles: they required access to money, either to buy 
the goods and re- sell them on credit or to lend directly to their debtors. 
And over time, as the cash zone expanded deeper and deeper into the 
interior, where traders were no longer satisfi ed with giving up their ivory 
for measures of cloth and trinkets but instead wanted ready cash, access 
to money became even more important for trade.  10         

   Fortunately, the same British capitalists who invested in the Bombay 
textiles industry also founded the region’s fi rst large banks –  institutions 
with links to metropolitan European capital. They established banks 
in the Bengal and Bombay Presidencies in 1809 and 1840, setting up 
another bank in Madras just three years later.  11   By the second half of 
the nineteenth century, the Indian Ocean fi nancial sector witnessed the 
arrival of a number of large fi nancial institutions, including the Chartered 

     8        Abdul   Sheriff  ,  Slaves, Spices and Ivory in Zanzibar  ( Oxford :  James Currey ,  1987 ),  96 –   97 .   
     9        Prestholdt  , “On the Global Repercussions,” 765; idem,  Domesticating the World: East 

African Consumerism and the Genealogies of Globalization  ( Berkeley, CA :  University of 
California Press ,  2008 ),  88 –   116  ;    Frederick   Cooper  ,  Plantation Slavery on the East Coast 
of Africa  ( New Haven, CT :  Yale University Press ,  1977 ),  75  ; Ruschenberger,  Narrative of 
a Voyage , Vol. 1, 70– 71; Robinson,  Narrative of Voyages , Vol. 1, 385– 386, 393.  

     10        Jonathon   Glassman  ,  Feasts and Riot: Revelry, Rebellion and Popular Consciousness on the 
Swahili Coast, 1856– 1888 . ( London :  James Currey ,  1995 ),  46 .   

     11     See also    John Maynard   Keynes  ,  Indian Currency and Finance  ( London :  Royal Economic 
Society ,  1913 ),  140  ;    S.G.   Panandikar  , “ Banking, ” in   V.B.   Singh   (ed.)  Economic History of 
India, 1857– 1956  ( Mumbai :  Allied Publishers ,  1975 ),  415 –   416 .   
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Banks of India, Australia, and China; the National Bank of India; Lloyds 
Bank; and a number of other Dutch, French, and American institutions.   
As members of trans- regional mercantile fi rms with partners and assets 
in urban centers like Bombay, Jairam and others would have enjoyed 
access to credit from these banks, which they then re- extended to mar-
kets in the Persian Gulf, South Arabia, and East Africa –  markets that 
the larger fi nancial institutions would have found too risky because of the 
information gaps that persisted. These merchants’ ability to exploit the 
informational arbitrage opportunities also allowed them to charge inter-
est rates that refl ected the information gap –  depending on the customer, 
a “bazaar rate” that could match the bank rate, but often far exceeded 
it.  12   It was in that pocket –  between the price they paid for money and the 
price they sold it for –  that many merchants made their profi ts.    

 Whether dealing in textiles, trinkets, or cash, Indian merchants like 
Jairam made the fl ows of capital conform to seasonal trade needs around 
the Western Indian Ocean. They brought Indian capital to markets in 
Africa and Arabia, and linked up producers and consumers in Zanzibar, 
Mombasa,   Lamu, Muscat, and Bahrain   to carvers, jewelers, shippers, 
and retailers in Gujarat and Bombay. As markets around the world 
opened up to Indian Ocean commodities, and as Indian Ocean consum-
ers themselves sought access to global wares, merchants like Jairam and 
his father skillfully rode the crest of a rising wave of commerce.  

     Arabia and Africa in Indian Financial Networks  

     For Sewji Topan, Muscat was a sensible place to set up a business. The 
port city was not far from Kutch:   it was only just over 700 miles by sea 
to Muscat from the port city of Mundra, where Sewji Topan came from. 
Sewji would easily be able to communicate with his trading partners 
and producers at home, and would benefi t from a steady movement of 
goods back and forth and a fast turnaround on the letters, credit instru-
ments, and other documents necessary to facilitate trade. More impor-
tantly, Muscat offered a range of liberties to Gujarati traders, many of 
whom had been involved in the southern Red Sea’s coffee trade for cen-
turies. Many of the port’s Gujarati merchants had come there from ports 
like Mocha and Aden, where increasingly oppressive policies pursued 
by the rulers of Southern Yemen against Gujarati traders forced them 

     12     Ray, “Asian Capital in the Age of European Domination,” 480; Ray’s “bazaar rate” or 
“intermediate rate” refers to the rate charged in internal money markets (i.e. between 
merchants), whereas the “rate charged by usurers” seems to refer to the amount 
charged for loans taken on by producers and consumers, rather than retailers and other 
merchants.    
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to leave for opportunities elsewhere in the Western Indian Ocean.  13   The 
fi rst Busa‘idi ruler of Muscat, Ahmed bin Sa‘id Al- Busa‘idi (who ruled 
from 1744 to 1783) was himself a coffee merchant, and immediately rec-
ognized an opportunity in the exodus of Gujarati merchants and fi nan-
ciers from Yemen. Through a mix of trading incentives and guarantees of 
religious liberty –  policies that observers frequently praised him for –  he 
managed to attract a signifi cant number of traders to the port. By 1765, 
the Danish traveler Carsten Niebuhr could remark that “in no other 
Mahometan city are the Banians so numerous as in Maskat” –  popula-
tion of no fewer than 1,200, all of whom were “permitted to live agree-
ably to their own laws, to bring their wives hither, to set up idols in their 
chambers, and to burn their dead.”  14   In Muscat, the Gujarati merchant 
community found a ruler who would afford them the same security they 
had previously enjoyed in other ports. 

 It was also a good time to be a trader in Muscat. The port city, which 
enjoyed the geographical advantage of being at the mouth of the Persian 
Gulf, had benefi ted greatly from political and economic shifts taking 
place around the Gulf and in the Arabian Peninsula. In Persia, the fall of 
the regime of Karim Khan Zand in the late eighteenth century took out 
one of the Muscat regime’s main rivals in regional trade. Zand had pur-
sued a conspicuously maritime- oriented policy, and his demise opened 
up the Gulf for the Sultan of Muscat to assert his hegemony. In around 
1790, scarcely a decade after Zand’s death, the Sultan leased a large area 
around Bandar ‘Abbas,   which the Busa‘idi sultans held onto for more 
than sixty- fi ve years. Customs receipts from the leased area provided 
nearly a quarter of the Sultan’s income from his Gulf dominions, and the 
port opened up a large market for Muscat’s merchants.  15   

 Moreover, the political geography of the Gulf had undergone radical 
shifts by the end of the eighteenth century. A combined plague and Persian 
siege in Basra   in the mid- 1770s spurred on the emergence of smaller 
port towns around the region. Towns like Kuwait and Muhammarah, for 
example, quickly established themselves as alternatives to the unstable 
port of Basra, as merchants from Iraq moved their business operations 
there in response to the troubles they faced at home. Merchants were 
also attracted by the incentives offered by the rulers of the smaller ports, 
who assured prospective businessmen that they would take a hands- off 

     13     Pedro Machado details how these policies pushed Gujarati Vaniya traders to pursue 
opportunities in Mozambique’s growing ivory trade. Machado,  Ocean of Trade , 20– 24.  

     14        Carsten   Niebuhr  ,  Travels Through Arabia and Other Countries in the East , Vol. 2 
( London :  T. Vernor ,  1792 ),  116 .   

     15        Lewis   Pelly  , “ Remarks on the Tribes, Trade, and Resources Around the Shore Line of 
the Gulf ,”  Transactions of the Bombay Royal Geographic Society , Vol.  17  ( 1865 ),  57 .   
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approach to mercantile affairs and would limit taxes. The development of 
these ports and the expansion of related families into ports like Bahrain,   
which was previously held by Karim Khan Zand’s troops, helped rein-
vigorate trade between the northern Gulf, Muscat, and India.  16   The fi nal 
feather in the Sultan’s cap came with the fall of the Qawasim, a ruling 
tribe operating out of Sharjah, Ras Al- Khaima, and Lingah, just further 
up the Gulf from Muscat.  17   Qasimi ports were rocked by a series of 
British bombardments between 1797 and 1820; their ships were burned, 
their towns leveled, and their political and commercial ambitions deci-
mated. Muscat’s prominence was left virtually unchallenged up and 
down the Gulf.   

 By the beginning of the nineteenth century, then, Muscat was clearly 
poised for economic and political success, and everyone seemed to know 
it. During his visit to the port in 1823, British Captain William F. Owen 
noted that “the good faith of the Sultan, the security he derives from 
his connexion with the Government of Bombay, and the advantageous 
situation of the port (at the entrance of the Persian Gulf) has rendered 
it a sort of emporium for the Coasts of Africa, Madagascar, the Red 
Sea, the Persian Gulf, and India in general; and in being so, it has rather 
added to than diminished the trade of Cutch, Surat, Bombay, &c.”  18   As 
the political geography of the Gulf was being remade during the late 
eighteenth century, more and more traders were drawn into the port’s 
orbit. For Sewji’s Arab and Persian customers from the Gulf who were 
looking for goods, Muscat was the safest bet in the region: from there, 
they could access the wares of India and the fi nancial services that they 
would need to participate in a lucrative world of Indian Ocean trade. 
Those who wanted to bypass Muscat and trade with India directly had 
to pay a toll.  19     

   For merchants like Sewji, Muscat offered an entry point into a large 
market for the goods he had on hand: foodstuffs such as rice, sugar, and 
tea, and sundries like tobacco, which had become staples in the region, 
but also textiles from Gujarat. Trade reports on the Gulf port cities all 

     16        Hala   Fattah  ,  The Politics of Regional Trade in Iraq, Arabia, and the Gulf, 1745– 1900  ( Albany, 
NY :  SUNY Press ,  1997 ),  186 –   206 .   

     17     The tribe has had a contentious history: some have claimed that they were engaged in 
piracy, while others have suggested that they were asserting their economic and political 
authority in ways that made the East India Company and its regional allies (who included 
the Sultan of Muscat) uncomfortable. For a good sense of the debate, see also    J.B.   Kelly  , 
 Britain and the Persian Gulf, 1795– 1880  ( Oxford :   Clarendon Press ,  1968  );   Sultan bin 
Mohammed Al- Qasimi, The Myth of Arab Piracy in the Gulf  ( London :  Routledge ,  1988  ); 
   Charles E.   Davies  ,  The Blood- Red Arab Flag: An Investigation into Qasimi Piracy, 1797– 
1820  ( Exeter, UK :  University of Exeter Press ,  1997  ).  

     18     Robinson,  Narrative of Voyages , Vol. 1, 340.  
     19     James Onley, “The Politics of Protection in the Gulf,” 36.  
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listed “piece- goods”  –  long measures of cloth that consumers would 
form into clothing and turbans –  as the most popular import.  20   Buyers 
in the region also seemed to like guns: people traveling through the area 
in the early-  to mid- nineteenth century noted the locals’ fascination with 
fi rearms of different types and could not help but mention the number 
of people they saw carrying guns.  21   

 In return for the textiles, foodstuffs, and guns they brought, merchants 
like Sewji accepted a range of different commodities: wool and woolen 
goods, which were mostly exported from the Persian ports; horses, which 
made their way from the interior of the Arabian peninsula to markets 
in India; and pearls, the Gulf ’s most notable export.  22   The pearls were 
fi shed from the pearl banks that surrounded Bahrain   and lined the coasts 
of Eastern Arabia, but were carried to Muscat, the region’s principal port 
city, before being shipped off to Bombay. An offi cer in the Indian Navy 
traveling through Oman in 1835 valued pearl exports from the Gulf at 
Rs 4 million a year, and noted that nearly two- thirds of the pearls were 
brought to Muscat and were then forwarded to Bombay on different 
ships –  at least some of which would have belonged to Indian merchants 
like Sewji and Jairam.  23     

     Sewji and others also engaged in a modest trade in dates from Muscat, 
the bulk of which went to India. Their preference was for dried dates, 
which Indians used in wedding ceremonies and other festivals, but they 
also dealt a few other varieties.  24   American ships calling at Muscat also 
constituted a market for Indian merchants; by the fi rst few decades of the 
nineteenth century, Indian merchants could depend on a regular traf-
fi c of American ships coming to Muscat by way of Zanzibar, loading 
their ships with cargoes of dates to take back to New York, Salem, and 
other American ports (see  Chapter 7 ). Over time, with the increasing 

     20     Pelly, “Remarks on the Tribes,” 35– 112.  
     21     Ruschenberger,  Narrative of a Voyage , Vol. 1, 29– 35, 122; Glassman,  Feasts and 

Riot , 48– 50.  
     22     On the horse trade, see Fattah,  The Politics of Regional Trade , 159– 183.  
     23        J.R.   Wellsted  ,  Travels in Arabia , Vol. 1 ( London :  John Murray ,  1838 ),  24 –   25  . I detail 

the system of loans and debts that structured the movement of pearls from Bahrain   to 
India in “A Sea of Debt: Histories of Commerce and Obligation in the Indian Ocean, 
c. 1850– 1940,” 80– 91, 103– 110. At different times, the Sultan of Muscat attempted to 
take Bahrain by force so that he could profi t more directly from its pearl trade, but was 
repelled by the combined forces of the Persians and the Arab tribes who ruled over the 
island. Allen, “Sayyids, Shets, and Sultans,” 43– 45. Over the course of the nineteenth 
century, one community of Sindhi merchants moved further up the Gulf to invest in the 
pearl trade more directly, bypassing Muscat altogether to send their pearls to Bombay. 
Allen, “Sayyids, Shets, and Sultans,” 109.    

     24     Allen, “Sayyids, Shets, and Sultans,” 141.  
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migration of Omanis to East Africa, where the date palm could not grow, 
the market for dates grew substantially.  25         

     As profi table as the trade in textiles, dates, and pearls in Oman and the 
Gulf may have been, more interesting commercial prospects in the early 
nineteenth century lay with the expanding Omani frontier in “Zanzibar” –  a 
metonym for the islands and ports of East Africa stretching from Mogadishu 
to Mozambique.   Commodities from East Africa had been making their way 
to Muscat in signifi cant numbers since at least the seventeenth century, but 
by the fi rst few decades of the nineteenth century things were beginning to 
look substantially more lucrative. Zanzibar had become a global commer-
cial capital: merchants from India, Arabia, Europe, and the United States 
regularly visited the region to take advantage of its growing trade in ivory, 
gum copal, spices, and slaves, and to feed its insatiable market for textiles. 
International shipping routes, and fl ows of fi nance and commodities all 
converged on the small island. 

 Anyone looking to establish themselves in Indian Ocean trade, then, 
could do no better than to start with Zanzibar, where dozens of interna-
tional merchants jockeyed for entry into the market. It was a seller’s mar-
ket: buyers came in from all over the globe to purchase Zanzibari wares, 
and merchants there found themselves confronted with an embarrassment 
of options to choose from. As one American merchant lamented in 1851, 
“there is entirely too much foreign trade for the place”;   French Spanish, 
German,   American, European, and Indian ships had all descended upon 
the island at the same time, and competition between them was fi erce.  26   
A couple of decades later, Richard Burton   commented on how French 
merchants from Marseilles “found out that Zanzibar is overstocked with 
buyers” and that French fi rms were “eating up each other.” Sure profi ts, 
Burton   pointed out, “are commanded only by the Banyan system.”  27     

 And a “Banyan system” it was indeed. At least some of Zanzibar’s 
emergence as a global commercial center was the result of the efforts 
of merchants like Jairam’s father Sewji, who was in Zanzibar in 1819 
when he heard of an American ship nearby and sailed to it to person-
ally encourage the captain to trade in Zanzibar.  28   Along with other 

     25     Allen, “Sayyids, Shets, and Sultans,” 148.  
     26     John F. Webb to Michael Shepard, Zanzibar (November 10, 1851), Ms Shepard Papers, 

Box 47, Peabody Essex Museum, transcribed in    Norman R.   Bennett   and   George E.  
 Brooks  , Jr., eds.  New England Merchants in Africa: A History Through Documents, 1802 to 
1865  ( Boston :  Boston University Press ,  1965 ),  488 .   

     27        Richard F.   Burton  ,    Zanzibar: City, Island, and Coast , Vol. 1, ( London :  Tinsley Brothers , 
 1872 ),  320 .   

     28        William   Osgood  ,  Notes of Travel or Recollections of Majunga, Zanzibar, Muscat, Aden, 
Mocha, and Other Eastern Ports  ( Salem :  George Creamer ,  1854 ),  54  ; Sheriff,  Slaves, 
Spices , 146.  
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merchants in Muscat, Sewji may have also had a more direct hand in 
the expansion of Zanzibar’s trade, encouraging the Sultan to conquer 
East Africa, and fi nancing his military activities there.  29   Whether or not 
they were whispering into the Sultan’s ears as he made his way across the 
Arabian Sea to East Africa, one thing is for certain: merchants like Jairam 
and his father Sewji Topan were instrumental in directing the vectors of 
commerce between Gujarat, Muscat, the Persian Gulf, and East Africa. 
Their ability to channel the fl ows of commodities and capital around the 
Western Indian Ocean, and between the global fi rms that competed for 
a foothold in Zanzibar’s growing economy and the local entrepreneurs 
who supplied their wants, gave regional trade and economic life in the 
region its shape during the nineteenth century.    

     Binding the Elephant  

   By the time Jairam and his father Sewji made it to East Africa, there 
would have been a long history of Arabs, Africans, and Gujaratis trading 
in ivory out of the region. There are reports dating back to the medieval 
period of Arabs and Indians trading ivory and gold out of Kilwa and 
Sofala.  30   Under the Portuguese,   traders from Mombasa   to Mozambique 
bought and sold considerable amounts of the stuff, and the Ya‘rubis, too, 
looked to East Africa as a source of ivory, which they carried to Muscat 
and sold to regional buyers there.  31   But it was through mercantile fi rms 
like Jairam and his father’s that this trade reached new heights and that 
the ivory found its way to markets around the world. 

   Merchants were clearly aware that there existed a robust market for 
ivory in the Western Indian Ocean –  particularly in Gujarat and in India 
more broadly, where ivory workers carved them into wedding bangles, 
knife handles, and other ornaments. In the middle of the eighteenth cen-
tury, Indian traders from Diu and Daman had established themselves 
on the island of Mozambique, 700 miles south of Zanzibar, exchanging 
Gujarati textiles for increasing quantities of ivory, which they then car-
ried across the ocean. Over time, these traders were displaced by Kutchis 
like Jairam, who managed to redirect the trade further north, towards 

     29     Allen, “Sayyids, Shets, and Sultans,” 110; Allen himself seems less than convinced of 
this possibility, citing the opinion of Abdul Sheriff that the Sultan encouraged Indian 
merchants to come to his East African dominions.  

     30     Pearson,  Port Cities and Intruders , 43– 45;    Randall L.   Pouwels  ,  Horn and Crescent: Cultural 
Change and Traditional Islam on the East African Coast, 800– 1900  ( New York :  Cambridge 
University Press ,  1987 ),  24 –   31 .   

     31     See also Machado,  Ocean of Trade ; M.N. Pearson,  Port Cities and Intruders , 
84– 93; Bathurst, “The Ya‘rubi Dynasty of Oman,” 173– 179.  
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Zanzibar and ports along the Mrima coast like Bagamoyo, Pangani, and 
Saadani.  32   The geography of the ivory trade may have shifted slightly, but 
the principal markets remained the same through the beginning of the 
nineteenth century. 

 But by the middle of the nineteenth century, the market for ivory 
had expanded to include European and American consumers. In the 
aftermath of the industrial revolution, as the size of the upper- middle 
and upper classes swelled with the entry of the industrial  nouveau riche , 
there emerged a demand for products like billiard balls, piano keys, 
combs, and cutlery with ivory handles –  products that East Africa’s 
soft ivory was perfect for.  33   This growing market made itself visible 
in swelling export fi gures: the value of ivory leaving East Africa for 
Bombay (where much of it would be re- exported) slowly climbed from 
Rs 227,000 in 1803 to more than half a million rupees in 1844 –  and 
this did not even account for amounts that American merchants took 
directly out of Zanzibar, bypassing Bombay altogether.  34   For any enter-
prising merchant, then, there was a good deal of money to be made in 
the ivory trade.     

   As part of a trans- regional fi rm of Indian merchants and fi nanciers 
who had followed the Sultan from Muscat to Zanzibar, Jairam was well- 
placed to take advantage of the boom in the ivory trade, and accounts 
made it clear that he wasted no time in capturing the opportunities it 
presented. Through his network of agents in Zanzibar and the coast –  a 
growing fi rm that included Ladha Damji, who would ultimately succeed 
Jairam as customs master –  the Kutchi merchant was able to tap into the 
increasingly lucrative ivory trade in the region, channeling goods and 
credit from his trading partners in Bombay and Kutch   into the interior 
of East Africa, and sending back large shipments of ivory. 

 Through direct loans to caravan leaders or to merchants on the coast, 
Jairam, Ladha, and the scores of other ivory fi nanciers like them bound 
the new hinterlands of East African ivory to markets in northwestern 
India and beyond, securing supplies of ivory for their business partners 
at home. A group of merchants described to a British offi cial in 1875 
how any Indian merchant on the coast who collected ivory coming in 
from the interior, if he had taken on loans from a Zanzibar merchant, 
had to forward the goods on to his creditor in satisfaction of the latter’s 
right to them. As one merchant explicitly stated, “he who gives advances 
to constituents on the coast is entitled to a lien over all the goods of the 

     32     I draw all of my information here from Machado,  Ocean of Trade , 168– 207.  
     33     Pearson,  Port Cities and Intruders , 160– 161; Sheriff,  Slaves, Spices , 87– 91.  
     34     Sheriff,  Slaves, Spices , 249– 252.  

Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316659083.002
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Melbourne Library, on 31 Mar 2020 at 06:15:26, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316659083.002
https://www.cambridge.org/core


A Geography of Obligation36

36

constituent sent by him for sale at Zanzibar, and is the only person to 
whom the goods can be consigned.”  35   And at times, the pressures were 
clear: in 1874 one Indian merchant waited anxiously for a caravan he had 
fi nanced to arrive from the interior. But he was not waiting alone: press-
ing him for the ivory were several creditors in Kutch,   who wrote to the 
British Political Agent that they were keeping a close eye on his property 
there in case the ivory never arrived.  36   

 A merchant like Jairam, or even any one of the lesser known Indian 
merchants in Zanzibar or on the coast, would not have gone into the 
interior himself. Like the Gujaratis who had done business in East Africa 
before him, he would have contracted with an ivory trader –  an Arab or a 
Shirazi, who would take goods from the coast and traded them for ivory 
along the caravan routes and stations of the interior.  37   These “respectable 
men,” Burton   wrote, “by promising usurious interest to the  Banias , can 
always borrow capital enough to muster a few loads, and then they com-
bine to form one large caravan.”  38   Through the trading goods and provi-
sions they were able to advance to aspiring caravan leaders, merchants 
like Jairam cast their lines into the interior of East Africa –  much like they 
did in the South Arabian date and pearl trade –  hoping to reel in loads of 
ivory that would make them and their trading partners rich. 

 A successful ivory trader knew his customer’s tastes in the interior –  
particularly their tastes in textiles and beads, both of which formed essen-
tial items of trade. While tastes fl uctuated from season to season, cloth 
and beads, cowry shells –  and, over time, guns –  were almost universally 
accepted in the interior as payment for ivory or slaves.  39   A sharp cara-
van leader could get a  frasela  of ivory for 12 to 15 garments.  40   Caravan 
porters engaged in this, too: some took cloth and beads to trade on their 
own account during the caravan journey, while others converted them 
into more symbolic capital, for consumption. One traveler into the inte-
rior wrote that “when a young man [of the Wanyamwezi, a community 

     35      Jeta Anandji  v.   Lulu Haverchand  (1876) Zanzibar National Archives (hereafter, ZNA) 
HC 7/ 45.  

     36      Mahomed Laljee  v.  (1) Pragjee Jadiwjee (2) Cowejee Chapsee (3) Megjee Lila (4) Anundjee 
Moolchund (5) Mumla Morjee  (1875) ZNA HC 7/ 20.  

     37     For an overview of the caravan routes and the role of fi nanciers in shaping the car-
avan trade, see Jonathon Glassman,  Feasts and Riot , 58– 74;    Stephen J.   Rockel  , 
 Carriers of Culture:  Labor on the Road in Nineteenth- Century East Africa  ( Portsmouth, 
NH :  Heinemann ,  2006 ),  8 –   23 .   

     38     Richard F. Burton,    The Lake Regions of Central Africa , Vol. 2 (London: Longman, Green, 
Longman, and Roberts, 1860), 57.  

     39     On shifting tastes in the interior, see Prestholdt, “On the Global Repercussions,” 
755– 781.  

     40        Heinrich   Brode  ,  Tippoo Tib: The Story of His Career in Central Africa  ( London :  The India 
Offi ce ,  1907 ),  29 .   

Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316659083.002
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Melbourne Library, on 31 Mar 2020 at 06:15:26, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316659083.002
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Binding the Elephant 37

37

of porters] possesses a few iron hoe- blades, some beads, or one or two 
“doti” of cotton- stuff, he is in a position to marry.”  41   

   Over the course of the nineteenth century, as the ivory trade 
underwent its boom, the young ivory and slave trader Hamed bin 
Mohammed Al- Marjebi emerged as the most famous of these traders. 
For Al- Marjebi, the journey into the East African interior was one that 
his father, and his fathers before him, had made several times in the 
past. East Africa might have been where they spent most of their days, 
but Muscat was their home. Al- Marjebi’s great- grandfather Rajab bin 
Mohammed had fi rst come to the Swahili Coast in the company of 
his friend, Mohammed bin Jum‘a Al- Nabhani, whose father had gone 
off to the interior of East Africa and returned to Muscat a rich man. 
After arriving in East Africa at the end of the eighteenth century, Rajab 
married his friend’s sister and fathered a boy, Jum‘a. The young Jum‘a 
went on to lead caravan expeditions as far into the interior as Lake 
Tanganyika. He later married the daughter of the  Sultan of Tabora, 
and his son, Mohammed, proved to be as adept as his father at leading 
caravans. Mohammed also frequently moved back and forth between 
the East African coast and Muscat, where he married the daughter of 
a prosperous and well- respected Arab family, Binti Habib bin Bushir 
Al- Wardi –  Al- Marjebi’s mother.  42   

 By the time the young Al- Marjebi sought to organize his fi rst cara-
van into the interior, then, he would have been following on the heels 
of many who went in before him. Omanis from the Barwani family, 
most of whom hailed from the town of Ibra in the Sharqiya province 
of Oman, had been active in the ivory trade for some time, and had 
established trading colonies in interior towns like Tabora and others fur-
ther upcountry, near Lake Nyasa.  43   Some of these individuals had devel-
oped reputations as traders and strongmen, and had even taken on local 
names: the Swahili Arab Mohammed bin Khalfan Al- Barwani came to 
be known as “Rumaliza,” a name that he had purportedly taken from an 
interior town; another Arab, Jum‘a bin Salim Al- Bakri, who came to be 
known as “Juma Merekani” for his dealings in American cotton cloth  , 

     41        Philippe   Broyon- Mirambo  , “ Description of the Unyamwesi, the Territory of King 
Mirambo, and the Best Route Thither from the East Coast ,”  Proceedings of the Royal 
Geographic Society of London , Vol.  22 , No.  1  ( 1877– 78 ),  34  . As the work of Prestholdt 
and Machado has made clear, interior consumers were known to have discerning tastes; 
a merchant’s success often depended on his ability to stay attuned to the vagaries of 
the market and to remit information to his fi nancier. See Presthold, “On the Global 
Repercussions,” 760– 767; Machado,  Ocean of Trade , 134– 149.  

     42     Brode,  Tippoo Tib , 13– 14.  
     43     Wilkinson,  The Imamate Tradition of Oman , 55.  
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had set up shop in Nyangwe, in the Congo.  44     Al- Marjebi’s journeys, 
then, although exceptionally well documented, were among hundreds 
of others.   

   To fi nance his caravan journey upcountry, Al- Marjebi needed access 
to credit.  45   He needed money to pay his porters, but also provisions for 
the journey inland and goods that he could trade –  textiles, glass beads, 
or whatever it was that consumers in the interior wanted. At fi rst, he 
could only raise enough to fi nance small undertakings: his fi rst trip into 
the interior was with his father, and it was not altogether clear that Al- 
Marjebi had borrowed anything for the journey. After he returned from 
his fi rst trip, however, he had made his creditors a lot of money in small 
ivory tusks, which at the time were commanding more money than the 
larger variety. When he came to the coast to outfi t another caravan in July 
of 1867, he combined his own credit with the burgeoning reputation of 
his half- brother Mohammed bin Masud Al- Wardi, who had been sailing 
back and forth between Zanzibar and Somalia.  46   His brother borrowed 
5,000 Maria Theresa Dollars (hereafter, MTD) and promised to bring 
back 320  fraselas –    nearly 11,200 lbs of ivory; Al- Marjebi borrowed six 
times the amount, from twenty different creditors.  47   

 Over time, as he accumulated experience and a reputation, Al- Marjebi 
was able to ask his creditors for more. Upon his return to the coast from 
a long stay in the interior, he was accosted by the Sultan of Zanzibar, who 
directed him to Jairam’s agent Ladha Damji. According to Al- Marjebi, 
Ladha was anxious to have him on board and offered him “goods to the 
value of 50,000 dollars” to trade in the interior. The caravan leader hesi-
tated to take goods from Ladha, “because these fellows from Customs had 

     44        Leda   Farrant  ,  Tippu Tip and the East African Slave Trade  ( London :  Hamish Hamilton , 
 1975 ),  59  ; Wilkinson,  The Arabs and the Scramble for Africa , 100– 101.  

     45     The historians Jonathon Glassman and Abdul Sheriff both emphasize how crucial credit 
was to the caravan trade of East Africa. Glassman’s analysis in particular emphasizes 
that access to credit determined who could and could not participate in the increas-
ingly lucrative ivory trade during the mid- nineteenth century. Sheriff,  Slaves, Spices , 181; 
Glassman,  Feasts and Riot , 57.  

     46        Hamad bin Mohammed   Al- Marjebi  ,  Maisha ya Hamed bin Muhamed El Murjebi, Yaani 
Tippu Tip, Kwa Maneno Yake Mwenyewe , edited by   W.H.   Whitely   ( Nairobi :  East African 
Literature Bureau,   1971 ),  13 –   15 .   

     47     Brode,  Tippoo Tib , 25; ZNA AM 1/ 1, 72. Brode wrote that Al- Marjebi contributed nearly 
MTD 30,000 in credit from nearly twenty creditors; there is no record, however, of such 
a transaction. It is diffi cult to determine how much money MTD 5,000 was against a 
normal family’s income, as there are no indicators as to what the cost of living in nine-
teenth- century East Africa might have been. Frederick Cooper, however, notes that in 
1860 MTD 5,000 could buy a large estate. This must have been a considerable sum of 
money when considering that the total government revenue was only MTD 200,000, 
and that the annual subsidy that Zanzibar paid to Muscat following the Omani Empire’s 
partition in 1856 came to MTD 40,000. See Cooper,  Plantation Slavery , 59, 118, 249.    
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become very tyrannous, they acted like chiefs” but accepted Ladha’s 
offer, reneging only when the Khoja Indian merchant Tharia Topan –  
who at one point worked for Ladha and Jairam’s fi rm and would later 
become customs master as well –  offered him access to unlimited credit.  48   
Al- Marjebi was then able to pass off the amount Ladha offered him to his 
“brother,” Jum‘a bin Saif bin Jum‘a.  49     

 For Al- Marjebi and the hundreds of others who went into the interior 
like him, credit meant access to the goods he so desperately needed to 
trade for ivory, but also the opportunity to establish a name for him-
self, like Rumaliza, Juma Merekani, and others like them. By 1875, the 
Arabs of the town of Unyanyembe, more than two hundred miles from 
the coast, owed nearly MTD 270,000 to Jairam’s fi rm alone; no doubt 
many of them had similar hopes.  50   But for Al- Marjebi it meant much 
more: with access to Tharia Topan’s credit and Jairam’s cashbox, which 
he accessed through the Jairam’s agent Ladha Damji, he was able to 
build an empire in the interior, trading in ivory and slaves and forcing 
those who refused his goods to hand over their ivory at the risk of death. 
Indeed, it was through Jairam’s cashbox and the cloth and beads –  and, 
more importantly, the guns –  it gave him access to, that he was able earn 
himself the sobriquet “Tippu Tip.” His contemporaries suggested might 
have come from a twitch that caused him to blink like a local bird of the 
same name; Al- Marjebi, however, claimed that it derived from the sound 
of his guns fi ring off in the distance.  51     

     By the middle of the nineteenth century, then, Indian capital had 
reconfi gured the geography of the interior of East Africa. Through cara-
van leaders like Al- Marjebi and Rumaliza, it had remade it into a web of 
principalities and petty sultanates, bound to one another and to the coast 
through circulations of commodities, credit, and information that would 
ultimately make their way across the ocean, to Bombay and Kutch.   The 
interior of the continent was now yoked to Zanzibar through a series 
of known routes through which ivory would move, traveling towards 
the sources of fi nance and marketing that brought them into being to 
begin with. What was once the daunting  nyika  (literally, the wilderness) 
had by the 1860s become  terra cognita  –  an investment frontier that 
was constantly moving inland and searching for new sources of profi t. 

     48     See also Goswami,  The Call of the Sea , 177;    Jagdish   Gundara  , “ Aspects of Indian Culture 
in Nineteenth Century Zanzibar ,”  South Asia: Journal of South Asian Studies , Vol.  3 , No. 
 1  ( 1980 ),  23  ;    Mumtaz- Ali   Tajddin Sadiq Ali  ,  101 Ismaili Heroes  ( Karachi :  Islamic Book 
Publisher ,  2003 ):  416 –   421 .   

     49     Al- Marjebi,  Maisha ya Hamad , 29– 31; Jum‘a was most likely his paternal cousin, not his 
brother.  

     50     Wilkinson,  The Imamate Tradition of Oman , 234.  
     51     Brode,  Tippoo Tib , 41.  
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Financiers like Jairam were the agents of capital, the conduits through 
which this all fl owed; and traders cum petty sultans like Tippu Tip and 
Juma Merekani –  actors whose names literally bore the imprint of mod-
ern capitalism in the region –  were its handmaidens. 

 Al- Marjebi’s story, however, is an unusual one. Most traders who 
went into the interior were not able to establish a trading empire; only a 
handful of others were able to assert themselves politically at all, though 
everyone knew of the political power that access to credit and commodi-
ties brought with it. Some traders took their creditors’ money and never 
returned: Al- Marjebi’s biographer wrote that many caravan leaders who 
went into the interior on borrowed money “preferred, instead of abiding 
by [their] obligations in Zanzibar, to lead a showy life in the interior with 
other people’s money.”  52       Others continued their work in the ivory trade, 
staying on in trading stations like Tabora and facilitating the movement 
of information and goods between the coast and interior. Most, however, 
moved away from the ivory trade altogether and opted for a more sed-
entary lifestyle.      

     Shackling the  Shamba   

   Of the thousands of migrants who made their way from Oman to East 
Africa over the course of the fi rst half of the nineteenth century, only 
a small percentage engaged in the ivory trade. The upcountry trade 
was risky: one had to brave the  nyika  and seek out opportunities that 
were uncertain. The caravan trade involved major risks: caravans often 
encountered dangers in the interior, and faced the very real prospect of 
death by disease or starvation. In a late- nineteenth century compendium 
of Swahili customs, the author, an African from Bagamoyo, began his 
discussion of men’s work by asserting that “some people are unwilling 
to travel inland,” in large part because of “the trouble in the bush” and 
the risks that accompanied it.  53   Even an experienced leader could fi nd 
himself deserted by members of his own caravan. As Tippu Tip’s biog-
rapher wrote, “it was no light matter, in view of the uncertain condi-
tions, to stake much money on a caravan for the interior. How many of 
them never came back! Either the whole was wiped out by savages or the 
leader died, and all the property was made away with by his unskilful 

     52     Brode,  Tippoo Tib , 25– 26. Burton,   too, suspected that many of the Arabs in the interior 
who had been robbed of their merchandise chose to stay there rather than face their 
creditors on the coast. Burton,    The Lake Regions of Central Africa , Vol. 2, 151– 152, cited 
in Sheriff,  Slaves, Spices , 186.  

     53        Mtoro bin   Mwinyi Bakari  ,  The Customs of the Swahili People , trans. J.W.T. Allen ( Berkeley, 
CA :  University of California Press ,  1981 ),  120 .   
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[sic] or faithless followers.”  54   Unless they were unable to make money 
any other way, then, there was little incentive for commercial actors in 
East Africa to join the caravans moving between the coast and interior. 

 Instead, those who had the resources chose to invest in agricultural 
plots, called  shambas   .  55   On the coast, planters grew a range of differ-
ent food crops: manioc, sorghum, sesame, and different grains.  56   One 
French captain visiting Zanzibar in the 1840s wrote that many caravan 
traders, after three or four journeys, would acquire enough capital to 
invest in plantations in Zanzibar.  57   For most of these commercial actors, 
a  shamba  made for a good investment: the food crops they grew provi-
sioned an expanding population of merchants and migrants from India, 
South Arabia, and other parts of East Africa, but also the growing num-
ber of settlements in the interior of East Africa.   

   Even for fi nanciers like Jairam and Ladha, for whom ivory held the key 
to enormous profi ts, plantation fi nance was the safer investment. There 
existed a ready and steady market for agricultural products around East 
Africa that only grew as time went by. Moreover, some planters began 
devoting more of their land to export- oriented crops like millet and ses-
ame which they exported to the Arabian Peninsula and to the nearby 
French islands of Bourbon and Île de France.  58   The more popular of their 
export crops, however, was the coconut, one variety of which they dried 
to make copra, which they then exported to India where it was pressed 
for oil or used in soap and candles. This was a profi table trade: between 
1842 and 1857, the price of copra rose from just over MTD 2 to over 
MTD 12 for 1,000 pieces.  59   

 Moreover, unlike the exchange of ivory for textiles or glass beads, 
there were fewer variables at play in the plantation business –  fewer 
informational delays or misread signals that might jeopardize a trad-
ing enterprise. With only some exceptions, plantation fi nance was 
a local undertaking. Merchants like Jairam could directly observe 
conditions in the  shamba  and communicate with the planter, and in 
cases where they couldn’t, they frequently dealt with intermediaries –  
shopkeepers who operated in the  shamba  area and kept accounts 
with the planter. These shopkeepers acted as factors for bigger 

     54     Brode,  Tippoo Tib , 25.  
     55     On interior plantations, see Wilkinson,  The Imamate Tradition of Oman , 59– 60.  
     56     The most comprehensive study we have of plantation agriculture in East Africa remains 

Cooper’s  Plantation Slavery on the East Coast of Africa , particularly 47– 114.  
     57     Captain    Loarer  , “ L’Ile de Zanzibar ,”  Revue de l’Orient , Vol.  9  ( 1851 ),  240 –   299  , quoted 

in Sheriff,  Slaves, Spices , 108.  
     58     Cooper,  Plantation Slavery , 80.  
     59     Burton,    Zanzibar , Vol. 1, 220– 221.  
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merchants in town like Jairam, who would then forward the  shamba’s  
produce along marketing channels in East Africa, South Arabia, and 
India.   

   For most planters, agricultural life struck a good balance between pro-
ductivity and leisure. Running a  shamba  required relatively little exertion 
on the part of the planter, whose slaves did the bulk of the work. The 
 shamba  was a place of production, but also a place of relaxation: families 
who lived in town and owned  shambas  would retreat to them on week-
ends, seeking respite from the closed quarters of urban life; during the 
clove harvest season, they might spend a few months there. Travelers 
would remark how planters lived “a life of indolent ease” on their estates, 
hosting visitors and leaving the seasonal work to their slaves.  60   In her 
memoirs, the Sultan’s daughter Salma bint Sa‘id recalled how she would 
host parties on the  shambas , play with fi reworks with her siblings there, 
and entertain guests.  61   As a member of the ruling family, hers was likely 
an exceptional case, but not altogether unique.   

   But it wasn’t all about leisure –  nor could it always be, for there were 
markets to serve. Over the course of the 1830s and 1840s,  shambas  that 
produced cloves quickly eclipsed all others in terms of profi tability, shak-
ing up the relationship between the planter and his  shamba . Unlike the 
other crops that East Africa produced, Zanzibari cloves were almost 
exclusively export- oriented: one could not eat cloves, and even their use 
as a spice would have created only a limited market locally. Rather, cloves 
were meant to be exported to regional, and ultimately, global markets, 
where retailers would sell them as condiments, or, more commonly, 
where processors would distill them into clove oil, which they would then 
market as an antiseptic and as a key ingredient in a variety of medicines 
and confections. American and European pharmaceutical manuals from 
the middle of the nineteenth century make frequent references to the 
clove and its medicinal qualities.  62   

 Cloves were not native to Zanzibar; like many of the island’s set-
tlers, they were transplants. Before 1820, cloves were mostly grown in 
Southeast Asia, in the Moluccas islands; from there, they made their 

     60     Cooper,  Plantation Slavery , 73– 74.  
     61        Emily   Reute  ,  Memoirs of an Arabian Princess  ( New  York :   D. Appleton & Co ,  1888 ), 

 257 –   261 .   
     62     See, for example,    Wooster   Beach  ,  The American Practice of Medicine , Vol. 3 ( New York : 

 Charles Scribner ,  1852 ),  180  ;    Ferdinand J.S.   Gorgas  ,  Dental Medicine: A Manual 
of Dental Materia Medica and Therapeutics for Practitioners and Students  ( Philadelphia : 
 P. Blakiston, Son, & Co :  1884 ),  248  . The clove also makes an appearance in 1853– 1854 
medical exams; see    Joseph   Hanaway   and   Richard   Cruess  ,  McGill Medicine: The First 
Half- Century, 1829– 1885 , Vol. 1( Quebec :  McGill- Queen’s University Press ,  1996 ),  134 .   
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way to the Mascarenes, from which one Omani planter in Zanzibar 
imported them in order to experiment.  63   It took time for their popular-
ity to take root: even two decades after the fi rst clove trees were intro-
duced to Zanzibar (and accounts of their introduction vary) most clove 
plantations belonged to the Sultan, who experimented with a range of 
export- oriented crops, and his entourage.  64       By 1840, clove plantations 
had begun to spread around Zanzibar, and by 1860, cloves rivaled ivory 
as East Africa’s main export to India; their export soared from 315,000 
lbs in 1839– 1840 to nearly 5 million lbs just sixteen years later.  65     

   The confl uence of planting, laboring, and fi nancing forces that bound 
 shambas  in East Africa to markets around the world made themselves 
most visible in the journey of the clove from  shamba  to ship hold. For 
the plantation owner, economic life involved mediating these forces as 
much as he possibly could, balancing nature’s rhythms with the impera-
tives of labor management and his place in his fi nancier’s ledger book. 
And nature intervened in every step of the clove trade, mediating the 
demands of agrarian fi nance. Almost immediately, it placed brakes on 
the planter’s ambitions. A clove tree did not bear fruit immediately after 
it sank its roots; it took at least seven years to begin producing cloves, 
and almost ten years before it fully matured.  66   Any aspiring planter, then, 
had to account for the natural lifetimes of his slow- bearing trees before 
he even bothered to approach a moneylender. For those coming to East 
Africa from Arabia, this would have been a familiar hurdle: date palms 
also took several years before they began to bear fruit and over a decade 
to reach full maturity. 

 Even when a planter’s trees were able to start producing for the mar-
ket, they would only bear cloves once a year: a tree would begin to bud in 
January or February, but picking took place between July and November, 
depending on whether it was a dry year or a wet one. In a dry season, 
picking would stop in October and November and recommence in 
January, giving rise to two distinct harvesting seasons (in the summer/ fall 
and in the winter). Deciding when to pick was a balancing act: planters 
had to wait until just before the overlapping petals of the clove fl ower fell 

     63     Ruschenberger,  Narrative of a Voyage , Vol. 1, 72– 74; Cooper,  Plantation Slavery , 49– 50. 
The planter, Saleh Al- ’Abri, had his plantations confi scated by the Sultan.  

     64     Cooper,  Plantation Slavery , 47– 51; Osgood,  Notes of Travels , 24– 25. In 1839, American 
merchants visiting Zanzibar noted that Captain Hassan bin Ibrahim, one of the Sultan’s 
sea captains who had trained in India, owned a plantation containing nearly 12,000 
clove trees. “The Journals of Richard P. Waters, 1836– 1844,” in Bennett,  New England 
Merchants in Africa , 212.  

     65     Sheriff,  Slaves, Spices , 249– 252; Cooper,  Plantation Slavery , 52.  
     66        Robert Nunez   Lyne  ,  Zanzibar in Contemporary Times: A Short History of the Southern East 

in the Nineteenth Century  ( London :  Hurst and Blackett, Ltd ,  1905 )  247 .   
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off and released the stamens, at which point the tube of the bud began 
to turn pink and then red. It was at that point that the clove had to be 
picked. If the planter waited too long, the clove quality would be sacri-
fi ced. At the same time, however, a planter had to balance quality with 
quantity: one writer observed that Arabs never began to pick “until there 
is a good show upon the trees, enough to make it worth their while to 
take an interest in the proceedings.”  67     

   Planters looking for loans to hold them over until the harvest thus had 
to time their debts to the natural cycles of clove production. Long- term 
loans lasted several years at a time, with the expectation that the debtor 
would deliver with every harvest.  68   Short- term loans, however, were 
more clearly tethered to the harvest season: planters made out contracts 
to deliver a certain number of  frasilas  of cloves to their fi nanciers “at the 
end of the next new moon” ( f ī  inqi ḍ a � ’ al- qirn al- dimiya � ni al- muqbil ) or 
“at the confl uence of the new moon and the [harvest] season” ( f ī   ḍ arb 
al- qirn fi l- maws ̣ im ).  69   At other times, they used more precise terminol-
ogy: to deliver “in two months and ten days” or a similarly agreed- upon 
timeframe.  70   Finance, then, worked with the rhythm of clove planting 
and harvesting, not against it. 

 When it came time to deliver, the planter’s slaves would set out into 
the  shamba  and pick the cloves off the tree. Whatever they collected was 
earmarked for the creditor –  usually the factor. The cloves thus began 
their journey out of the  shamba , through the ledger books, and back up 
the channels of capital that had conjured them into being. Upon receiv-
ing his cloves, the Indian factor working in the  shambas  then had to 
make sure they would reach his principal in town on time and in good 
shape. If he was in Unguja, the main island in Zanzibar, he would send 
them to town on a donkey or on the heads of porters. Factors working 
in Pemba, however, had to ship cloves to the island by one of the many 
leaky dhows that moved between the islands, and risked damaging their 
shipment through exposure or by contact with water, thereby lessening 
their value.  71   Any damages left their mark on the debt chains that held 
planter, factor, and clove merchant together. 

 But no matter where they came from, all clove shipments had to make 
it through the customs house. The customs house, Burton   remarked 
during a visit, was “an Arab bourse, where millions of dollars annually 
change hands under the foulest of sheds, a long, low mat- roof supported 

     67     Lyne,  Zanzibar in Contemporary Times , 247– 248.  
     68     I discuss this in much greater detail in  Chapter 3 .  
     69     ZNA AM 1/ 1, 38– 39.  
     70     ZNA AM 1/ 1, 36.  
     71     Lyne,  Zanzibar in Contemporary Times , 248– 249.  
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by two dozen rough tree stems.” In front of the customs house was the 
shore, lined with “shore- boats, big and small”; behind it lay “sacks and 
bales, baskets and packages, hillocks of hides, old ships tanks, piles of 
valuable woods, heaps of ivories, and a heterogeneous mass of waifs and 
strays.”  72   There, among the piles of goods awaiting shipment, merchants 
from Bombay, Rotterdam, Marseilles, New York, London, Hamburg, 
and elsewhere would bid against one another for cloves; as customs mas-
ter, Jairam or Ladha collected duties and handed out receipts to those 
who hoped to sell their produce in the marketplace. Their partners in 
Bombay and Kutch   received some of the shipments, but most bags had 
already been earmarked for the international trading interests that had 
made their way to the island. The clove, after all, had become an interna-
tional commodity whose price was worked out under that rude shed by 
the beach in Zanzibar and echoed all the way down to the  shamba  factor’s 
ledger books. 

 The factor would have only seen some of the global dimensions of 
the trade. For him, what mattered the most were his own accounts, with 
Jairam – the amount he owed on the goods that lined his store’s shelves, 
and any other outstanding debts he had with his principals. He made 
what Jairam told him he could sell his cloves for, minus the customs 
duties that he invariably had to pay; from those profi ts he would deduct 
his own commission and enter the remainder into the pages of his led-
ger book as a credit to his planter. The factor, then, acted as a conduit 
between the  shamba  and the fl ows of global fi nance that made their way 
into Zanzibar through the customs house. To secure supplies from his 
planter clientele, he would have to continually re- extend the credit that 
kept the planters going from one season to another, opening up his store 
for whatever they might need. In a good season, when prices were high 
and the clove crop good, the balance would be in his favor, and he might 
make a good commission as well. In a bad year, he would have felt a little 
more pressure from his creditor, but would have passed on most of his 
losses to his debtors. 

 From the perspective of the planter, too, the global dimensions of the 
clove trade –  the clove’s journey from the tree to the ship’s cargo hold –  
were largely invisible. He would have known of Jairam and the general 
business that went on in the customs house, and would have had a sense 
of where his cloves ended up, but he would not have seen much fur-
ther beyond the  shamba  shopkeeper’s ledger book. As far as he was con-
cerned, all that mattered was that the cloves had made it to town and that 

     72     Burton,    Zanzibar , Vol. 1, 93.  
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the money had been credited to his accounts with his factor; where they 
ultimately went to was Jairam’s concern, not his. 

 And yet, whether or not he knew it, the circuits of fi nance and cloves 
that dictated the pace of economic life in East Africa had fundamentally 
redefi ned the place of the planter’s  shamba  in the global economy. The 
journeys of a clove from the tree to the market, and of credit from the 
ledger books of Bombay fi rms to the  shamba  moneylender, carved 
the pathways that would bind the  shamba  to the international market –  
that made it a  plantation , not just a farm. The practices of lending and 
borrowing against the rhythms of plantation agriculture may have medi-
ated the forces of global capitalism, but they could not detach the  shamba  
from them altogether. The leisure of  shamba  life, with all of its social gath-
erings and infused meanings may still have been a part of the planter’s 
world as he understood it, but the broader fl ows of fi nance in which the 
 shamba  was caught up had effectively separated him from his trees. The 
land could have meaning, but the trees now had an assigned value –  a 
metric against which a loan could be measured and a line in an account 
book entered. Thus, when the Sultan’s son, Barghash bin Sa‘id named 
his  shamba  “Marseilles,” it was no big mystery why: the plantation’s name 
literally bore the imprint of the global channels of fi nance and marketing 
that had conjured it into being.  73        

     Slaves, Spices, and Ivory  

   Merchants like Jairam and Ladha were not only concerned with the 
vectors of commodities and credit around the Indian Ocean. As they 
sank their money into the land, they became more deeply invested in 
the structures of labor and production that underpinned economic life 
in the region –  whether on the caravan trails leading to Tabora and the 
Congo,   or in the  shambas  that they derived so many of their profi ts from. 
Through their fi nance, Jairam, Ladha, and the hundreds of other Indian 
merchants on the island either directly or indirectly invested in slaves. 

 The work of slaves permeated almost every dimension of eco-
nomic life in the Western Indian Ocean.  74   Slaves accompanied ivory 

     73     Lyne,  Zanzibar in Contemporary Times , 55.  
     74     The historiography of slavery in the Western Indian Ocean is both deep and long- 

standing, and I cannot hope to do the subject any justice here. For more comprehen-
sive discussions of slavery, see Cooper,  Plantation Slavery ; Sheriff,  Slaves, Spices , 35– 76; 
Machado,  Ocean of Trade , 208– 267;    Jonathon   Glassman  , Feasts and Riot; idem, “ The 
Bondsman’s New Clothes: The Contradictory Consciousness of Slave Rebellions on 
the Swahili Coast ,”  Journal of African History , Vol.  32  ( 1991 ),  277 –   312  ;    Matthew S.  
 Hopper  ,  Slaves of One Master: Globalization and Slavery in Arabia in the Age of Empire  
( New Haven, CT :   Yale University Press ,  2015  );    Elizabeth   McMahon  ,  Slavery and 
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on its journey from the interior of East Africa to the coast, and slave labor 
underpinned all forms of production in the region, from the date farms 
of Basra   and Muscat and pearl banks of the Persian Gulf to the clove 
and coconut plantations of East Africa. They were a commodity, traded 
openly in the markets of East Africa and the Persian Gulf, and an item of 
conspicuous consumption for merchants, planters, and even other slaves. 
Their presence infused every transaction, every promise to deliver, and 
every line in the ledger book. 

 But slaves in the Indian Ocean also served a variety of social and politi-
cal functions: they buttressed the followers that different clan heads and 
political aspirants amassed; they served as military leaders and gover-
nors for rulers around the region; and they served as concubines for the 
elite and commoners alike.  75   They engaged in a wide range of economic 
activities: slaves worked as commercial agents, sailors, pearl divers, sea 
captains, artisans, and even wage laborers.  76   A slave in the Indian Ocean, 
then, seemed to enjoy at least some opportunities for social and eco-
nomic mobility.   

   Over time, however, one of the slave’s roles –  as an agent of productive 
labor –  grew to surpass the rest. The expanding French sugar planta-
tions in the Mascarenes created a large demand for slaves, fi rst from 
Madagascar and then from the East African coast, which Arab and 
Swahili traders were keen to supply. The port of Kilwa, just south of 
Zanzibar, emerged as a major transit point for slaves captured in the 
interior; its control became the subject of fi erce contestations between 
the French, the Omanis, and the local political actors through which 
the Sultan governed.  77   Moreover, the “northern” slave trade to Oman 
and the Persian Gulf, where slaves would work in date plantations and 
on pearling dhows, also continued unabated in the nineteenth century, 
picking up by the middle of the century.  78   

 The rise of grain, coconut, and clove plantations in Zanzibar and the 
East African coast brought with it a marked transformation in the nature 
of slavery and a concomitant growth in demand for slaves to work on 

Emancipation in Islamic East Africa: From Honor to Respectability  ( New York :  Cambridge 
University Press ,  2013  ); and several volumes edited by Gwyn Campbell.  

     75        Gwyn   Campbell  , “ Introduction: Slavery and Other Forms of Unfree Labour in the 
Indian Ocean World, ”  Slavery and Abolition: A Journal of Slave and Post- Slave Societies , 
Vol.  24 , No.  2  ( 2003 ),  vii –   xxxii .   

     76     Jonathon Glassman, “The Bondsman’s New Clothes,” 288– 298; Cooper,  Plantation 
Slavery , 6; Thomas F. McDow, “Deeds of Freed Slaves: Manumission and Economic 
and Social Mobility in Pre- Abolition Zanzibar,” in Harms et al,  Indian Ocean Slavery , 
160– 179; Abdul Sheriff, “Social Mobility in Indian Ocean Slavery: The Strange Career 
of Sultan b. Aman” in idem,  Indian Ocean Slavery , 143– 159.  

     77     Sheriff,  Slaves, Spices , 41– 48; Cooper,  Plantation Slavery , 42– 43.  
     78     Sheriff,  Slaves, Spices , 35– 41; Hopper,  Slaves of One Master.   
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plantations. What had once been a more fl exible, less market- driven sec-
tor became more voracious in its appetite for slave labor. The expansion 
of plantations on the coasts and islands paved the way for an increased 
traffi c in slaves from the interior, on many of the same caravans that 
brought ivory to the coast. Observers in the region noted the growth 
of the coastal slave population, particularly in the clove- growing areas 
of Zanzibar and Pemba, and the gradually diminishing proportion of 
Omani Arabs to slaves.  79   

 For the most part, however, the nature of plantation work gave the rela-
tionship between masters and their slaves a particular hue.  80   On the clove 
plantation, labor was pegged to the rhythms of the crop itself: demand for 
labor was highest during the harvest season, where the planter would some-
times supplement his workforce with day laborers. During the rest of the 
year, the workload was comparatively light. Slaves would work from sun-
rise to noon, even when the work day was supposed to end at 4 pm, and 
would get Thursdays and Fridays off to tend to their own plots. Coconut 
plantation work was even more lax, with observers frequently noting that 
cultivation was irregular and collection haphazard. Only in the coastal town 
of Malindi, where land was abundant and planters grew a range of different 
crops, did slaves engage in regular, uninterrupted plantation work.  81   

 The structures of plantation fi nance and produce marketing also placed 
clear limits on planters’ incentives to produce at full capacity. When the 
planter handed off his produce to his creditor, he would have seen none 
of the profi ts or commissions from the sale of his cloves, though he did 
not necessarily need to. His debts to his factor may have grown or less-
ened according to the vagaries of a global market or the seasonal harvest, 
but they barely impinged on his access to the store or even his factor’s 
cash box. When times were good, his factor opened up his stores even 
more than usual, but when times were bad he still had access to what he 
needed to preserve his status.  82   The threat of his creditor foreclosing   on 
his  shamba  was always present, but it was a distant one: with few excep-
tions, merchants and factors were uninterested in owning plantations, 
preferring the bonds of debt and obligation to outright vertical integra-
tion.  83   Planters in South Arabia and East Africa were able to maintain a 

     79     Cooper,  Plantation Slavery , 56– 57.  
     80     In some areas –  particularly sugar plantations on the coast –  this gave rise to a more 

contentious relationship between planters and their slaves. Glassman, “The Bondsman’s 
New Clothes,” 298– 310.  

     81     Cooper,  Plantation Slavery , 55, 63– 64, 110– 111, 157– 160.  
     82     Cooper,  Plantation Slavery , 75– 78.  
     83     Historians have put forward a range of different explanations for Indian indifference 

to land ownership. See Cooper,  Plantation Slavery , 142– 143; Sheriff, S laves, Spices , 65– 
67. The most likely explanation is that the profi ts derived from lending and marketing 
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more multidimensional relationship with their land: the plantation was 
never just their milch cow; it was infused with political, social, and cul-
tural meaning, and constituted a source of status as much as it did profi t. 

 The nature of plantation work in East Africa and the absence of the 
fear of commercial failure left its imprint on the relationship between 
planters and their slaves. With some exceptions, an individual slave’s 
output was left unmeasured, and force rarely factored into plantation 
work.  84   In Oman, too, slaves were put to work on the date plantations 
on the coast and in the interior, but the nature of date plantation work, 
which was only seasonal and did not require intensive labor, meant that 
slaves were able to engage in other forms of labor and sociability there 
as well.  85     

   Broadly speaking, then, slaves in East Africa and South Arabia exhib-
ited a signifi cant degree of economic autonomy, both on the  shamba  and 
off of it, participating in economic life alongside their masters. Planters 
granted their slaves a plot of land to work and allotted them two to four 
days a week to work on them, depending on the time of the year; oth-
ers gave their slaves a share of the  shamba’s  crop. In both cases, slaves 
enjoyed the ability to dispose of their crop on the market in whatever 
manner they wished.  86   Slaves that did not work on  shambas  hired them-
selves out as day laborers and enjoyed distinction as artisans, at times 
sharing their profi ts with their masters and at other times keeping them 
to themselves.  87   Others sought more direct participation in a regional 
economy of obligation, borrowing from moneylenders like Jairam and 
pledging what little they had against promises to return from the inte-
rior with ivory or to deliver a set amount of crops.  88   Like freeborn com-
mercial aspirants, these slaves often sought textiles and other consumer 
goods that would endow them with the distinction and respectability 
they desired.  89   They sought out socio- economic mobility –  a chance to 
purchase their freedom, to own property, and to enter as equals into a 

outweighed those that would come from direct ownership while obviating the diffi culties 
and expenses of  shamba  ownership.  

     84     In Malindi, however, plantation work did involve a degree of violence, and slave output 
was measured by the  ngwe , a length of rope used to estimate the size of the plot to be 
cleared every day. Even then, however, there were limits to what a master could ask of 
his slave laborers. Cooper,  Plantation Slavery , 170– 173, 178.  

     85     Cooper,  Plantation Slavery , 35– 36; Hopper,  Slaves of One Master , 126– 133.  
     86     Cooper,  Plantation Slavery , 162; Glassman, “The Bondsman’s New Clothes,” 290– 291. 

Glassman argues, however, that this capacity diminished over time.  
     87     Glassman, “The Bondsman’s New Clothes,” 291– 292.  
     88     McDow, “Deeds of Freed Slaves”; McDow describes the commercial trajectories of the 

manumitted, but there is ample evidence (which I discuss in  Chapter 2 ) to suggest that 
slaves also participated in similar acts of lending and borrowing.  

     89     McMahon,  Slavery and Emancipation , 114– 156.  

Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316659083.002
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Melbourne Library, on 31 Mar 2020 at 06:15:26, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316659083.002
https://www.cambridge.org/core


A Geography of Obligation50

50

commercial arena in which access to credit and the ability to take on debt 
shaped entire commercial fortunes. 

 Despite their subservient status, then, slaves participated in a growing 
commercial economy as equals, seeking out ways to distinguish them-
selves as patrons and consumers; they aspired to host feasts, wear expen-
sive clothes, own property, and even own slaves themselves. They sought 
participation in communal institutions, and saw engagement in market- 
driven work like the ivory trade or clove planting as a way to realize 
their aspirations.  90   And they sought the credit that would enable them 
to realize all of those aspirations:  borrowing from Indian moneylend-
ers in the region, they entered into the economic arena alongside their 
masters –  socially subservient, yes, but economically equal, and of com-
mercial consequence. 

 For fi nanciers like Jairam and Ladha and their middlemen, then, engag-
ing with slaves was unavoidable. Slaves frequently approached them for 
loans to participate in a growing commercial arena and to consume the 
goods that they stocked their shops with. When they lent money to a 
planter against promises to deliver cloves and coconuts, they understood 
that the  shamba’s  productivity depended on a ready supply of slaves to 
plant, pick, dry, and deliver the produce. If Indian fi nance underpinned 
the expansion of the trade in ivory, cloves, coconuts, pearls, and dates, 
slaves and their labor fi lled the spaces in between the lines of the ledger 
book, stepping out from time to time to directly claim their place in the 
regional commercial economy.    

     Public Finance and the Customs House  

       No matter where a commodity began its journey –  whether it was car-
ried on the heads of porters from the Congo   to the coast, on the backs of 
slaves from the  shamba  into town, or on dhows sailing down the Persian 
Gulf –  it always ended up in the same place: the customs house. It was 
there, in those rude sheds, that the fl ows of a regional commerce ulti-
mately converged, and that the imperatives of fi nance, global capitalism, 
and empire all intersected. As commodities funneled in from the interior 
of Oman and the port cities of the Gulf to Muscat, and from the deep-
est interiors of East Africa and the  shambas  on the coast to Zanzibar, the 
capillaries and main arteries of the Omani Empire in the Indian Ocean 
became clear. And it was there, at the customs house, where the bonds of 
debt that yoked producers to merchants began their climb into the realm 

     90     This is the core of Glassman’s argument, spread out over several chapters in  Feasts 
and Riot .  
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of politics, binding customs masters and sultans together in a common 
enterprise. 

 To the fi rst Sultan of Muscat and Zanzibar, Sultan bin Ahmed Al- 
Busa‘idi, two merchants stood out from the hundreds that spread around 
the Western Indian Ocean during the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth century: Sewji Topan, whom we have already met, and Mowji 
Rowji Bhimani, also a Kutchi. These were the bankers to his throne –  
the cashbox from which he liberally drew to fi nance his commercial and 
political expansion around the Western Indian Ocean. From early on, 
Sultan bin Ahmed turned to Sewji and Mowji when he needed a loan; he 
died owing Sewji MTD 12,000.  91   And as he was able to establish himself 
in East Africa Sultan bin Ahmed, and later, his son Sa‘id, continued to 
rely on the two fi rms, the Sewjis and Bhimanis, for money. In return, they 
rewarded the two with the right to farm the customs houses throughout 
their growing dominions. Credit and debt ran from the top of Indian 
Ocean society to its bottom; from the commercial to the political and 
back again.   

   In the early part of the nineteenth century, it was not yet clear to either 
of the two fi rms which of the Sultan’s dominions –  his capital, Muscat, 
or the new frontiers of East Africa  –  would produce more wealth. At 
the time, Muscat had the upper hand, consistently generating two to 
four times more revenue than Zanzibar.  92   It was clear, however, that the 
Sultan saw potential in Zanzibar: in one of his visits there, he took mem-
bers from both fi rms along with him, perhaps to gauge their interest in 
farming the customs receipts there. While the customs house in Muscat 
(and presumably the Bandar ‘Abbas   customs that were linked to it) had 
gone to the Bhimanis, the two fi rms competed with one another for the 
Zanzibar contract, which included with it all of the ports of coastal East 
Africa. By around 1818, however, Sewji had managed to gain control of 
the customs house in Zanzibar, and Mowji Rowji took over the Muscat 
customs house at some point over the next decade. The Zanzibar house, 
which by the mid- 1830s proved to be the more lucrative of the two, 
stayed in the hands of the Sewji’s fi rm for almost seven decades, pass-
ing from Sewji to his son Jairam, and from Jairam to his partner, Ladha 
Damji.  93   

     91     M. Reda Bhacker,  Trade and Empire , 172; for a correction of Bhacker’s account, see 
Goswami,  The Call of the Sea , 192– 193.  

     92     Bhacker,  Trade and Empire , 78; it is not clear whether Bhacker’s fi gures for Muscat 
also include the Zanzibar revenues, but even when adjusted for that income Muscat 
remains ahead.  

     93     Goswami,  The Call of the Sea , 95– 101.  
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 Control of the customs house was not cheap: the winners had to sup-
ply the Sultan with all of his public revenues  –  a projected fi gure that 
they based on a combination of receipts from years past, estimates for the 
future, and the needs of the Sultan himself. In 1819, Sewji Topan paid 
MTD 84,000 for the right to farm the Zanzibar revenues; Jairam paid 
MTD 142,500 for the same right in 1847, and MTD 190,000 twelve years 
later.  94   It is not clear how much the Bhimanis paid for the Muscat customs 
farm, but it is likely that the amount included the Bandar ‘Abbas   customs, 
which in 1864 cost “a Bunya” 95,000 Tomans.  95   The amounts the two 
fi rms pledged to farm the customs did not come in a single payment, but 
rather as a credit entry in the ledger books between the Sultan and his cus-
toms masters –  an assurance that their cash boxes would be open to him 
should he need them.   

   For the rulers of Muscat and Zanzibar, the customs farm consti-
tuted the single most important source of public revenue. The sultans 
were independently wealthy; they owned many plantations and gener-
ated income from different sources around the Western Indian Ocean. 
Whatever they earned, however, was not enough to support the webs of 
governors, soldiers, sailors, and  qa �  ḍ is  that made up the imperial bureau-
cracy –  to say nothing of the family members and competitors they had 
to pay off and the largesse they had to distribute to individuals and tribal 
leaders of consequence around the sultanate. For this, they had to rely 
on the cash boxes of their fi nanciers cum customs masters, who were 
more than happy to convert the vectors of commerce that they controlled 
in South Arabia and East Africa into political resources for their royal 
debtors. It was in the customs house, then, that the spoils of commerce 
merged with the imperatives of empire. 

   As customs masters, Jairam and his fi rm mediated the fl ows of capital 
that ran through the polity’s veins. As the Sultan expanded his authority 
along the East African coast, he disbursed payments to the many petty 
rulers in return for their fealty. In one 1839 document featured in the 
Omani historian Sa‘id bin ‘Ali Al- Mughairi’s history of Oman and East 
Africa, one of the Sultan’s agents announces a payment of MTD 150 
to Mohammed bin Khamis Al- Mombasi, and another MTD 250 to the 
heads of the  Tisa Taifa , nine ethnic groups scattered along the coast of 
what is today Kenya (and referred to in the document as the  as ̣ -   ḥ a � ba 
tis‘at bulud , or the heads of nine tribes) paid out by the Busa‘idi ruler 

     94     “Administration Report for Zanzibar (1859),” Maharashtra State Archives (hereaf-
ter, MSA) Political Department (PD) 1859 Vol. 188, Comp. 1123; Sheriff,  Slaves, 
Spices , 127.  

     95     Pelly, “Remarks on the Tribes and Resources,” 57.  
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Sa‘id bin Sultan.  96   The payment, the document stated was not in cash; 
rather, it was to be deducted from the obligations they owed him –  the 
customs duties ( ‘ush ū r ) they were obligated to hand over.  97   In the same 
breath in which he mentioned the payments from Sa‘id bin Sultan to the 
other rulers of the Swahili coast, the agent mentioned Jairam, warmly 
referred to as “ ma ḥ abbuna �  Zayram ” or “our dear Jairam.”   

 The reference to Jairam is perhaps unsurprising: Jairam (or rather, 
Jairam’s fi rm) was the person responsible for the collection of customs 
along the Swahili coast, and his fi rm had by then already clearly sit-
uated itself at the nexus of commerce and empire in the region. At 
the same time, however, in its mention of Jairam the document bril-
liantly evokes the degree to which actors like Jairam and others like him 
(another letter, from 1826, refers to “ ma ḥ abbuna �  Siwa � ”  –  presumably 
Jairam’s father Sewji Topan) were intimately bound up in this world of 
political and economic obligation.  98    Banias  like Jairam mediated the 
payments that underpinned the political economy of the Swahili coast. 
As a banker to the Sultan, Jairam was the source of the Sultan’s pub-
lic fi nances and the person to whom public revenues, in the form of 
customs, had been farmed out. As a member of a class of Indian mon-
eylenders and fi nanciers, as a merchant and customs master, Jairam 
constituted the principal conduit through which the forces of emerging 
modern capitalism fl owed into the Swahili coast’s changing economic 
and political landscape. The casualness with which the agent mentions 
Jairam –  that he had become “our dear Jairam” –  betrays the degree to 
which he and others like him had become such a central, constitutive 
feature of this political economy.   

   The fact that the Mombasa   clans and  Tisa Taifa  were to be “paid” with 
a release from their customs obligations further underscores the fungibil-
ity of obligations between the realms of commerce and politics in East 
Africa. Sa‘id bin Sultan was able to deduct his payments to his debtors 
from money they paid into the customs because he himself was in a state 
of perpetual debt to the customs master, from whom he received a loan 
(taken out against the customs duties) every year. This was not a prac-
tice unique to the realm of customs; merchants from around East Africa 
regularly traded in debt (see  Chapter 3 ). In the case of the transfers 
between the Sultan, the  Tisa Taifa , and Jairam Sewji, the liquidity of obli-
gations between actors whose work straddled the realms of commerce 

     96     The Mombasa   Mazru‘is also relied on Indian creditors for similar purposes; Gray,  The 
British in Mombasa , 20.  

     97     Al- Mughairi,  Juhaynat Al- Akhba � r , 240– 241.  
     98     ZNA AM 3/ 1, 47. Other  waraqas  also refer to  ma ḥ abbuna �   Zayram; see also ZNA AM 3/ 

1, 22, 41.  
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and politics allowed for a form of negotiability between the two realms.   
Commercial obligations could be transmuted into political ones, and 
political obligations offset by commercial ones.   

   For Jairam, his father, and members of their fi rm, the customs house 
was the cornerstone of their business enterprise. On the one hand, the 
right to collect customs gave them the opportunity to earn money hand 
over fi st, particularly in a growing commercial environment. The amount 
they paid the Sultan for the customs house was more than amply com-
pensated by the amount they collected. In 1819, the total annual rev-
enue for the East African dominions amounted to MTD 40,000, a fi gure 
which doubled by the early 1840s; and by the early 1860s, annual rev-
enue was MTD 310,000, roughly 50 percent more than what the farm-
ers paid for it.  99   A merchant who could accurately gauge the tempo of 
commercial activity thus stood to make a fair amount of money through 
customs receipts. 

 That said, there were years in which the customs receipts would not 
add up to what they paid for them –  in which the Bhimanis and Sewjis 
willingly paid more than they knew they were going to be able to collect. 
The customs house, it was clear, was only partly about the money they 
could make from customs receipts:  more than anything, it was about 
maintaining a hold on the information the customs masters were privy 
to. It was a listening post for the world of commerce: according to one 
observer in 1873, “the Custom’s farmer’s real security is in… the mar-
velous system of private intelligence, which is the keystone of native 
Indian commerce, and by which every great Indian trader seems to hear 
of everything which concerns him wherever it may happen.”  100   Through 
the customs houses, Jairam and the other customs masters were kept 
informed of the supplies of the different commodities moving through 
the ports and whose hands they ended up in; they knew the prices their 
goods could fetch, the size of the market for any particular commodity 
going in or out, where the best commercial opportunities lay and what 
places to avoid. In short, they knew everything that a mercantile fi rm 
would want to know about their trading worlds, keeping their fi ngers on 
the commercial pulse. 

     99     Sheriff,  Slaves, Spices , 127. In early nineteenth- century Muscat, customs revenues fl uc-
tuated wildly; at times they reached MTD 180,000, and at other times they were only 
half that amount, not including the Bandar ‘Abbas   customs.    Vincenzo   Maurizi  ,   History 
of Seyd Said, Sultan of Muscat   ( London :   John Booth ,  1819 ),  29  ; Bhacker,  Trade and 
Empire , 78. It is not clear whether the “customs revenues” that Bhacker published refer 
to the amount that the customs master paid or the amount he realized; comparing his 
fi gures for Zanzibar with Sheriff ’s, however, suggests the former rather than the latter, 
though this could have resulted from different sources.  

     100        Edward   Hutchinson  ,  The Slave Trade of East Africa  ( London :  Sampson Low ,  1874 ),  52 .   
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 Faced with the prospects of such valuable information and contacts, 
customs masters made sure that they kept it all in house, inserting a 
member of their fi rm at every node in the arena. In his listing of cus-
toms masters in East Africa, Burton   wrote that “Ladha Damha [Damji, 
Jairam Sewji’s agent] farms the customs at Zanzibar, at Pemba Island 
his nephew Pisu has the same charge; Mombasa   is in the hands of 
Lakhmidas [Ladha’s son], and some 40 of his co- religionists; Pangani 
is directed by Trikandas and contains 20 Bhattias, including those of 
Mbweni; even the pauper Sa‘adani has its Bania; Ramji, an active and 
intelligent trader, presides at Bagamoyo, and the customs of Kilwa are 
collected by Kishindas.” As he wrapped up his list, he added an impor-
tant point: “I need hardly say that almost all of them are connected by 
blood as well as by trade.”  101   

 It is no wonder that Jairam, his father, and Ladha paid so dearly for 
the right to control the customs house, or that their former employee 
Tharia Topan would enter into a bidding war with them in an attempt 
to dislodge the fi rm from that small shed.  102   For the customs house was 
more than just a place to collect receipts; it formed one of the key nodes 
of commerce in the region –  a hub through which commodities, credit, 
and commercial intelligence all traveled. Moreover, it lay precisely at the 
intersection between commerce and empire; whoever held the customs 
house ultimately held the imperial purse- strings as well. Through their 
control of the customs house, merchants like Jairam and Tharia did not 
simply derive benefi ts from commercial and political activity; they deeply 
embedded themselves in the political project, bridging land, sea, com-
merce, and empire.        

     Conclusion  

   The world of trade in the Indian Ocean during the nineteenth century 
was not the same one that merchants knew a hundred years before. 
Finance –  the availability of capital, and of goods on credit –  had remade 
the geography of the Indian Ocean, determining which ports would be in 
ascendance, and what the vectors of trade would look like. By the 1870s, 
chains of debt and credit had fastened together ports and hinterlands 
across the Indian Ocean in an unprecedented fashion. As they moved to 
capture new commercial opportunities, merchants and fi nanciers –  pri-
marily Indians, but also Arabs, Africans, and Persians –  linked together 
the markets of Arabia, Africa, and India in new ways, pushing beyond 

     101     Burton,    Zanzibar , Vol. 1, 328– 329.  
     102     Sheriff,  Slaves, Spices , 107– 109.  
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the port cities and roping interior towns and villages into a burgeoning 
Indian Ocean regional economy. 

   Credit and debt underpinned all of this, forging bonds of obligation 
that gave the regional economy its shape. When any economic actor, 
from a Sultan all the way down to a pearl diver, took on a loan, what 
they incurred was not a debt in the strictest sense of the term –  that is, a 
monetary obligation that had to be repaid. Rather, by taking on a loan, 
they entered into a commercial relationship –  or better yet, signaled their 
entry into a broader regional economy which at its very core was struc-
tured by horizontal and vertical ties of debt and obligation. For all of the 
stratifi cation that it generated, indebtedness was a normal state of affairs 
in the Indian Ocean. Far from the stigma of improvidence to which it 
is attached today, indebtedness in the Indian Ocean meant inclusion –  
inclusion into a marketplace of commercial relationships, into the cir-
cuits through which goods and money traveled, and into the dense webs 
of economic, social, and political obligation that characterized life all 
around the Indian Ocean. 

 From the Zanzibar  shamba  to the London shopkeeper, and from the 
heads of the elephant to the wrists of the newlywed wife, commodities in 
the Indian Ocean followed the money. Before a caravan leader bartered 
for his tusk, and before a planter sank the roots of his clove tree, they 
knew where it was all going, how much they got for it, and how much 
more they would have to get. Cloves, coconuts, ivory, dates, and pearls 
had transformed into ink on a ledger book, into rows and columns on a 
customs master’s accounts, and into loose sheets of paper acknowledging 
this debt or that loan. Capital, whether in the form of the Maria Theresa 
Dollar or the yard of cotton cloth, had remade the seascape, binding 
together chains of debtors, creditors, interior towns and port cities into 
an ocean- wide geography of obligation. 

   But this was not the work of “capital” in the abstract; rather, it emerged 
out of the deliberate actions of Gujarati moneylenders in South Arabia 
and East Africa –  merchants like Jairam and Ladha, who sought to bind 
their debtors to them in order to secure supplies of the commodities 
they dealt in while shielding themselves from the risks of commerce. 
When Ladha loaned out money to an aspiring caravan leader or, through 
a  shamba - based factor, to a clove planter, he passed the risk onto his 
debtor. The prices he was able to fetch for the goods would, after a com-
mission, be entered into the books, and the debtor owed him whatever 
was left over. In a good year, Ladha’s broad base of debtors might owe 
less, and in a bad year, or with a bad crop, they might owe more; but no 
matter what, there would always be a debt of one sort or another –  one 
that shrank or grew from one year to another. 
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 And though Jairam and Ladha’s debtors could sleep knowing that 
their creditors were unlikely to call the debts and take their houses or 
 shambas , they also knew that they could only hand their goods off to 
members of their fi rm. By taking on a loan from a member of Jairam’s 
fi rm, they placed themselves in their ledger books, joining the dozens of 
suppliers whose goods moved in and out of the customs house every day. 
And from Jairam’s customs house –  from that rough- looking shed on the 
beach –  commodities moved across the ocean to Bombay and Kutch,   
moving in the opposite direction of the fl ows of capital that had brought 
them to the customs house to begin with. 

 This, then, was the shape that economic life took in the Indian 
Ocean: rows of debts and credits between merchants, shopkeepers, cara-
van leaders, planters, and sultans petty and large, all of whom converged 
together in the ledger books of Jairam, Ladha, and the dozens of other 
fi nanciers like them. The movement of a commodity from the  shamba  or 
the East African interior to the customs house and from there to Bombay, 
traced the outlines of a structure of mercantile activity made to reduce 
uncertainty:  to centralize the movement of commodities, information, 
and capital, and to bind producers, brokers, merchants, and statesmen 
together into a singular structure of economic governance aimed at gen-
erating predictable fl ows of goods and mitigating the risks and uncertain-
ties inherent in economic life.     

 But for these bonds of obligation to endure the hazards of commerce, 
they had to be based on a solid foundation of law. For if credit and 
debt, and the obligations that resulted from them, were integral parts 
of economic life, their durability –  and, indeed, their very constitution –  
depended on a legal framework that could both defi ne and sustain them. 
When a merchant like Sewji, Jairam, or Ladha gave out a loan, he did so 
with an eye towards the obligations it generated: economic, social, but 
also legal. How did Indian Ocean economic actors situate their economic 
relationships within the framework of the law? And how did juridical 
actors in the region make sense of this world of commerce, and give it 
articulation in their writings –  that is, how did they conceive of a com-
mercial society at work, and how did they imagine debt, wealth, law, and 
contracts as holding it all together? It was left to the region’s merchants, 
planters,  qa �  ḍ is , scribes, and jurists to work this out.         
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