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The present paper attempts to trace the trajectory of a historic port of Vengurla, 
located along the coast of South Konkan. It was originally selected as the watch-post 
of the Dutch East India Company in the early 17th century. The paper examines the 
factors responsible for the rise, growth and fall of Vengurla with special reference to 
its fluctuating trade.  
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Rise of Vengurla: 
 
Vengurla, located at 15015’ North latitude and 73041’ East longitude, is situated on 
the mouth of an estuary about 200 feet above the sea. The earliest reference of 
Vengurla is found in the 1st century Greek travel account of the Periplus of the 
Erythraean Sea as the islands of the Sesecrienae (Periplus, 1912). After Periplus, the 
reference of Vengurla is observed in the Arab records, before 15th century, by the 
name Tomaschek (Tibbetts, 1971). Vengurla is referred in 16th century Portuguese 
travel account of Duarte Barbosa under the name of Bamda harbour (Barbosa, 1918). 
The name ‘Bamda’ is closer to the nearby settlement of Banda, which also appeared 
as trade centre in other 16th century accounts and maps. However, the location of 
Banda is about 30 kilometres inland from Vengurla, so its mention as a harbour raises 
doubts. This fact might have made Dames (1918) identify Bamda harbour with nearby 
harbour of Vengurla, located along the Bamda (Vengurla) River (Barbosa, 1918). 
Barbosa mentions this place being full of native and Malabari merchants who used to 
import coconuts, drugs, pepper and other spices, and export rice, millets and other 
pulses. He also mentions of ships of Aden and Hormuz coming to this harbour for 
trade. Similar confusion of Banda-Vengurla is also found in another contemporary 
Portuguese travel account of Tomes Pires, where he mentions Vengurla as Banda 
(Pires, 1944). Vengurla was one of the significant ports in the 16th century, though its 
trade fluctuated depending on the political conditions in its hinterland (Arasaratnam, 
1987). Vengurla then appears as Fingarle, Mingrela and Wingurla (Hebalkar, 2001) in 
many 17th century travel accounts such as of the Dutch officer Philippus Baldaeus 
(1660), and traveller J. S. Stavornius (1640), French traveller Jean Baptiste Tavernier 
(1678), Italian traveller Niccolo Manucci and English traveller Alexander Hamilton 
(Gazetteer of the Bombay Presidency, 1880; Khandpekar, 2016). But these accounts 
date after the Dutch foothold.  
 
The Dutch entered in the Indian Ocean waters in the first decade of the 17th century 
with an aim to trade in the items like pepper and other spices (Kail, 1981). The 
Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie (VOC) or the United Dutch India Company was 
aware of the stiff competition they had to face from the Indian merchants, the English, 
and the most importantly, the Portuguese, who had been their archrivals in Europe. 
The Dutch gained the control of the Indonesian Islands and made Batavia the eastern 
headquarters of the Company, followed by a chain of ports from Ceylon to Cape 
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Town. Later, trade in textiles became essential for them to exchange the same with 
spices. Consequently, they made significant inroads into the Coromandel region, 
especially for the trade in textiles. In 1620s, they gained monopsony rights for nutmeg 
and mace (Prakash, 2004). But they struggled to obtain the rights over cloves and 
pepper.  
 
The necessity for trade in pepper, which was the most important item of investment, 
sought the attention of the Dutch to the Malabar as early as 1604. The entry in the 
Malabar, however, was difficult to the established trade of the Portuguese, centred in 
Goa. Goa’s strategic location left no alternative for the Dutch than the plan for its 
blockade. Through blockading Goa port, it was possible for them to fully stop the 
trade of Goa and starve the Portuguese to death. It did not happen though. In 1621, the 
Dutch along with the British started the joint venture of blocking the port of Goa 
(Prakash, 1996). But these initial efforts controlled from Batavia and Surat did not 
bring desired results. The main obstacle was that the Dutch did not have any port 
under their control in proximity to Goa, from where they can monitor and regulate the 
blockade. The nearness of Vengurla and its trade proved to be the chief geographical 
advantages of Vengurla. The accessibility and connectivity to Deccan via Ram Ghat 
was Vengurla’s significant spatial asset. It was well-connected with the Deccan 
(Gazetteer of the Bombay Presidency, 1880). It also produced millets, and most 
importantly, cardamom. The town also made coarse cotton cloth, and toti, a sort of 
matting material (Alam, 2003). There were about eight salt pans near the harbour 
(Gazetteer of the Bombay Presidency, 1880) that made salt as one of the important 
tradable commodity of Vengurla.     
 
Consequently, the Dutch selected Vengurla as their base for the naval exercise of 
blockading Goa. Vengurla was under the rule of the Bijapur kingdom. In 1638, Johan 
van Twist got the permission from Bijapur to build a stone house at Vengurla. The 
major role of Vengurla was to support the Dutch ships during the blockade of Goa 
port. Vengurla’s proximity to Goa was also helpful for the Dutch for providing water 
and other provisions as well as medical assistance to the crew of the blockading fleet. 
It was also to act as a watch-station, and gather information of the Portuguese affairs 
in Goa. The rise of Vengurla, thus, marked a symbolic beginning of the second phase 
of the European expansion in the 17th century Western India. 
 
Growth of Vengurla: 
 
The growth of Vengurla during the Dutch was connected with the stone house. It was 
built just behind the swamp of the navigable estuary. This building houses offices and 
residence of the Dutch factor. It was located very close to harbour. The bay of 
Vengurla was sheltered, except in the south (Pendse, 2011) that permitted growth of 
port and boat movements. But it had certain problems as well. The main danger was 
to navigate through the passage between the mainland and the dangerous foul ground 
of the sunken Vengurla Rocks, located about 8 kms offshore (Pendse, 2011). The 
building of the factory began around 1639 was fully completed in 1650s. It had a 
stone wall, built for the purpose of security. It had a fort-like structure with walls, 
bastions and grand gates, protected by guards, canons and guns. There was big trench 
all around the fort. It had few halls used for storing goods. Few rooms for soldiers 
were adjacent to the walls on the ground floor (Naravane, 2001). The upper floor, 
approachable by a wide staircase, was used for offices and residence of the factor. 
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Architecturally, it looked more Portuguese than Dutch (Gazetteer of the Bombay 
Presidency, 1880). The formal life of Vengurla, as a Dutch establishment, was of 56 
years from 1637 to 1693. However, its strategic significance remained till 1663, and 
commercial significance till late 1670s. Vengurla did help the Dutch in blockading 
Goa port during 1636 to 1644, and then from 1657 to 1662. It blocked the departure 
of the Portuguese vessels going to Lisbon, Macao and China, and virtually paralysed 
Goa’s trade. It prevented the ships from importing and exporting expensive goods 
from the port. Relatively peaceful relationship between the Dutch and the Bijapur 
court gave stable atmosphere for the growth of the factory.  

 
By mid-17th century, the VOC became a major participant in intra-Asian trade, with 
trading links all along the Indian Ocean rim. Indian textiles, raw silk and later opium 
were the selected profitable items sold by the Dutch in large quantities all over the 
Indonesian archipelago (Prakash, 2004). In this period, Vengurla played a significant 
role of an entrepot. The details of the Dutch trade (Prakash 1996, Alam, 2003) reveal 
that the trade was the most important factor that led to the growth and prosperity of 
Vengurla. Vengurla’s trade contacts with Surat, Hormuz, Basra, and the Red Sea on 
one hand and with Malabar, Ceylon, Bengal, Batavia and Japan on the other were its 
major assets. Commodities like cotton, molasses, hemp, grains, clarified butter, 
groundnuts, cloth, tobacco and spices were traded through Vengurla. The local items 
of exports were coconuts, betel nuts and cashew nuts, oil of kokum, coir fibres, and 
salt (Gazetteer of the Bombay Presidency, 1880). Similarly, trade of cardamom was 
established with Batavia, Japan, Ceylon and Bengal. Ships going towards Surat and 
Hormuz also started anchoring at Vengurla for cardamom trade (Tikekar, 2004).  

 
The records given by Alam (2003) reveal that in 1643, Vengurla sent 25093 Ibs 
(pounds) cardamom and 72487 Ibs of Pepper to Persia. The very next year, Vengurla 
sent to Batavia 11200 Ibs rice, 56 barrels meat, 4000 Ibs gunpowder, 8 copper ketels, 
and 90 sailors. In 1645, 104688 Ibs pepper, 6000 Ibs cardamom, 59206 Ibs of pepper 
and a horse was sent to Batavia. In 1661, 12000 Ibs cotton yarn, 132 loads of wheat, 
30 loads of pepper was sent. However, in general, the value of export and import 
cargo, and profits and loss show tremendous fluctuations. In 1664, Vengurla earned 
gross profits (Prakash, 1996) on the following commodities at the rates given in 
bracket - Nutmeg (1289%), Mace (522%), Cloves (517%), Copper (123%), Lead 
(56%), Vermilion (37%), and Spelter (5%). In all, the value of Company exports from 
Vengurla showed considerable improvement from 1639 to 1669 with a little fall in 
1671. The cordial relationship between the Dutch and the Maratha King Shivaji went 
a long way in the growth of Vengurla. Shivaji was in dire need of copper, and so, he 
maintained peaceful relationship with the Dutch perceiving their help in importing 
copper for him. The Dutch used to pay Shivaji a toll for allowing them free trade in all 
commodities at Vengurla port. But as Shivaji was known as a ‘bad paymaster’ (Alam, 
2003), the Dutch were reluctant to trade with him. In spite of trade related tensions 
between the Dutch and the Marathas, Shivaji never gave any trouble to the VOC and 
also to the Dutch factory.     
 
Fall of Vengurla: 

 
The death of Bijapur king Muhammad Adil Shah in 1656, and the Dutch control over 
Cochin in 1663 actually triggered the decline of Vengurla. The death of Adil Shah in 
a 1656 threatened peace from the region. The growing conflicts between the Mughals 
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and the Bijapur, and Shivaji and Bijapur became a matter of concern for the Dutch. 
Further, in 1663, the Dutch got control over the port of Cochin in the heart of spices-
rich Malabar. It reduced the strategic significance of Vengurla so much so that the 
factor of Vengurla was ordered not to invest any more resources in collecting 
information about the Portuguese, and to be in touch with Cochin (Prakash, 1996). It 
affected Vengurla’s trade and reduced transactions in textiles and items like rice and 
saltpetre. The fall in the value of the VOC exports from Vengurla in late 1660s and 
early 1670s seems to be the result of the same (Alam, 2003).  
 

With the death of Shivaji in 1680, the situation in Konkan became more 
chaotic. The fight between the Siddis of Janjira and Sambhaji, the son of Shivaji, 
created a lot of tension for the Dutch in Vengurla. The factor at Vengurla made 
attempts to struck cordial relationship with Sambhaji so as to avoid damage to their 
interests. The Savants of Wadi put forth a rebellion against Sambhaji. As a result of 
this rebellion, the Savants made various temporary alliances with the European 
companies to fight with the Marathas. Vengurla faced the brunt of these fights. In 
1683, Akbar, the son of Aurangzeb took refuge in the Dutch factory as a rebel, as a 
result of which the Mughals sacked the town. The Dutch somehow defended the 
factory. Further in 1685, as a result of the bitter fight with the Marathas, the Mughals 
blocked the ghat routes that had crippled Vengurla’s inland trade significantly. 
Finally, the Dutch abandoned the factory at Vengurla in 1685, though the formal 
orders to close down the factory were received from Batavia in 1692 (Prakash, 1996).  
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