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Asia in Those Days — A Glimpse into the Past

The Social Life of Europeans in Asia from the 16th through the 19th Centuries

Thomas Brandt

Early European life in Asia is illustrated by way of some 450 visual
images consisting of photographs, lithographs and copper and steel
engravings, each worth a thousand words. Complementing these
images with more than 150 extracts from historical travel reports
and clippings from the first English language newspapers
published by Europeans in Asia the book provides a

«; fascinating glimpse into Those Days in the Far East.




L " The book includes more than
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Quoted from a letter of
E. Eden, British Lady
who went out to India
in 1835,

“a girl's reputation was gone if she were nol returned to her parents TIEU“FIE] "TE lﬁm‘s D [l I\Ct 1IHJIH 1828
by her pariner as soon ax each dance was over'

The small European community
with its lavish gatherings, stylish
banquets and enchanting dinner
dances gave perfect and fabu-
lous opportunities to “feed” and
nourish the flow of gossip.

The Empress of Chino, Plucking Mulberry Leoves
Leipzig, Gemany, undated.

Mulberry leaves provided sustenance for the silk
worm ond silk wos one of the most important trode
products in Those Days. In ancient fimes silk produc:
tion in Chino was contralled by the Emperor of Ching
and cultivated by his women. In the days of
European discovery Chinese silk became an essential
link in the trode with Asic.
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LiFE ABOARD

Navigation techniques and the condition of the ship were crucial to the
could bring the whole voyage into risk and by extension, the huge investment., Thi
for the captain.

ACCOMMODATIONS: NICELY FURNISHED CABINS OR BETWEEN CANNONS
The sailors, who made up more than half of the ship’s population, had 1

ly between cannons. Hence, there was no space to dry wet clothes. The cook. the

ing passengers were accommodated in cabins. Officers and merchants were also as




“The only way to travel is by British liners, because of the lovely

organised games”

(unlike the flashy Italian ships of
which a lady said, * nothing but floating night-clubs I call

them )

“. . . this task was chivalrously undertaken by young officers fron

the garrison”

«“ <Sweat the sex out of you' was the watchword”

“a girl’s repulation was gone if she were not returned to her parents
by her partner as soon as each dance was over”



PrROMENADING IN CALCUTTA, THE “CiTY OF THE PALACES”




CLUB LIFE
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European Women in the East

236

THE XONTH-CHINA HERALD
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WAITING FOR THE “TRADE WINDS”

Sailing from Europe was organized according to a fixed schedule following the prevailing winds, the so called “trade winds".
Frequently, passengers had to wait for weeks or months until the right winds allowed them to bid adieu to the shores of home. During
the journey, ships had to sail time-consuming roundabout courses in order to get the “wind into the sail”.

Reaching the destination within the expected time frame, therefore, became a difficult task which depended on mastering the
hest sailing season for each region. The Atlantic and Indian oceans involved especially difficult passages. On the outward voyage,
departures from Europe were scheduled in time to enter the Indian Ocean by the end of June or early July, in order to catch the “west
monsoon” blowing eastwards from the Cape of Good Hope. Almost all Portuguese vessels between the years 1500 to 1635 left Portugal
between March and April, to reach the Indian Ocean on time ... . Hodges 1795 (10). Correspondingly, ships of the Scandinavian East India
Companies from northern Europe had to leave Europe earlier than English or Dutch ships, due to the increased distance they had to
sail.

Monsoons DETERMINE SAILING TIMES

In Asia, waiting times were even more important due to dependence on monsoon winds. The year is clearly divided in two
seasons, wet and dry, corresponding to the west and east monsoons. During the west monsoon, starting in June the only travelling direction
s eastwards towards the Spice Islands. This period of the year is famous for heavy rains and violent storms. By November the prevailing
winds have changed direction with the east monsoon steadily blowing ships westwards towards home. The west monsoon lasted until
October and was noted for its dry weather, brilliant skies and constant sunshine. In between these two seasons, the winds changed
unpredictably.

MonsoON WiINDs FOUNDED SETTLEMENTS AND SET PRICES

Merchants and passengers were often forced to wait for up to half a year for suitable “trade winds”. These winds influenced
trade between Europe and Asia and had a significant bearing on spice prices in Europe. The monsoons determined the selection of
certain waiting places which gained in popularity and became settlements, Among these was Singapore, located at the hub of the
trading routes leading to China and the Spice Islands.

The “trade winds” were not the only criterion in determining the duration of a vessel’s stay in the Eastern settlements.
Departure times also depended on the ability to purchase a full cargo of goods at local markets. Therefore, European merchants were
interested in arriving as carly as possible, before their competitors turned up. Purchasing the cargo quickly was crucial to securing an
immediate return vovage with the next change of the monsoon. In later centuries more and more ships successfully engaged in
inter-Asian trade and remained for several years in the region. The ones that returned to Europe often sailed in fleets to protect valuable
cargoes.

DURATION OF THE JOURNEY AND STOPOVER PORTS

Early voyages to the East took years. The length of time involved directly affected the supply of provisions and the loss of
crew through illness and death. In the 15th and 16th centuries, ships were away for two to three vears before they returned to Europe.
Even at the beginning of the 17th century, it still took an average of 120 to 180 days to reach the East Indies. This average travel time
doubled or tripled in some cases, and on occasion there was no return at all. By comparison, the sea route to the “West Indies”, today’s
South America. took around 60 days. With the start of the steamship age and the opening of the Suez Canal, the passage was reduced
to 45 days, and eventually to as little as two weceks.



