Key Stage 3 – How did the East India Company change lives in Britain and Asia?


Activity 3 – Historical enquiry 

Background files
Question banks, source information and historical context for each of the objects or paintings used in Activity 3: Historical enquiry. This includes:

Painting: East India Company ships at Deptford, c1660
Statistic: A profitable venture
Object: Chinese porcelain, c1780
Quotation: The Company becomes a regional power in India
Event: The famine of 1769-73 in Bengal

Painting: The Money Brothers, 1788-92
Painting: Jamsetjee Bomanjee Wadia, c1830
Statistics: Trading opium to buy tea
Object: Figurehead from HMS Seringapatum, 1819
Quotation: Tipu Sultan battles the East India Company
More information on the history of the East India Company:

· HV Bowen, John McAleer and Robert J Blyth, Monsoon Traders: The Maritime World of the East India Company, 2011

· The East India Company, Portcities London website ( NMM http://www.portcities.org.uk/london/server/show/ConNarrative.136/chapterId/2764/The-East-India-Company.html 
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East India Company ships at Deptford

Source information

Title: East India Company ships at Deptford

Artist/maker: 17th century, English School 

Date made: around 1660
Description: oil on canvas
Possible enquiry questions

· Why are these ships being built?

· Who do you think is building these ships?

· Why might these ships be armed?

· Do you think these ships are carrying anything? If so, what?

· How might have East India Company shipbuilding in London had an impact on people in Asia?

· How do you think the Company’s shipbuilding might have changed people’s lives in London?

Examining the painting

This painting shows East India Company’s yard and buildings near Deptford Creek. Several ships are on the stocks. Their striped ensigns identify them as ‘East Indiamen’, the name given to ships built for the Company. 
In 1660 the East India Company yard consisted of a dock and two slipways on the site at Deptford Creek, all clearly visible in this painting. 

On the river are several Indiamen at anchor as well as a range of various small craft.

Shipbuilding and the rise of the East India Company

Initially ships used by the Company were purchased privately. However losses from wear, tear and wreck took their toll and large ships suitable for the Eastern trade were soon at a premium. 

In 1607 the Company decided to build its own ships and they leased a yard in Deptford. 

The ships built here were the ‘East Indiamen’ and for over 200 years they were the most superior vessel making the journey to the East Indies. They were built of wood, highly decorated and the interiors were finished to a high standard as much for the comfort of the passengers as for the cargo carrying capacity.

They needed to be fit for trade, but also war. Travelling to Asia was dangerous and so the ships were armed for engaging in conflict and defending trade. Pirates were a threat, as were European trading rivals such as the Dutch and Portuguese. The company’s ships were so well armed they were often mistaken for men-of-war.

At first the Company’s decision to build its own ships was justified, but the shipbuilding and maintenance of these yards at Deptford soon proved highly expensive to run. 

Later in the 17th century, the Company reverted to the practice of hiring vessels, many of which were built in the private yards at Deptford and Blackwall. 

How did the Company impact on Britain and Asia?

Following its establishment in 1600, the East India Company’s initial trading in Asia was in spices. The first voyages brought back large amounts of pepper. The Deptford dockyard was created as a result of the East India Company’s demand for vessels. 

The demand helped make London an important shipbuilding centre, and the dockyard provided employment for many Londoners. By 1618, the Company was one of the largest employers of civilian labour in London.

The ships built here were the ‘East Indiamen’ and for over 200 years they were the most superior vessel making the journey to the East Indies, further enhancing Britain’s reputation as a maritime power.

Shipbuilding in London allowed for the strengthening and expansion of Company’s activities in Asia in the 17th century, at a time when Dutch East India Company and Portuguese were well established in the East Indies. 

Each season, the Company’s ships set out and returned to London with goods such as spices, cotton and indigo from India. The Company maintained its monopoly over the lucrative trade in tea and silk until 1833.

As well as foreign goods, the Company’s ships also brought people. East India Company ships at Deptford is useful for highlighting that Asian people began to arrive in Britain from the 1600s. Its records indicate one of its parishioners – an East India Company shareholder – owned an Indian slave. 

A profitable venture

Statistic:

In 1620 the Company purchased 250,000 pounds (113,000 kg) of pepper with a value of £26,041 in the East Indies. It was sold in London for £208,041. 

And 150,000 pounds (68,000 kg) of cloves worth £5,126 had a selling price in London of £45,000. 

Possible enquiry questions

· Why was the East India able to sell products in London for so much more than they purchased them for in Asia?

· Who benefited from these transactions?

· Do you think traders in Asia were losing out? 

Background and impact

At first, the Company's ships tended to follow the Portuguese and Dutch to trading ports along the Eastern coast of India and in the Spice Islands (Indonesia). 

Spices (especially pepper, nutmeg, mace and cloves), medicinal drugs, aromatic woods and perfumes were rare commodities in Europe, and therefore valuable. They were also ideal cargoes because they were light in weight and would last almost indefinitely if they were kept dry.

Trading in spices made people rich. In 1620, the Company purchased 250,000 pounds (113,000 kg) of pepper with a value of £26,041 in the East Indies. This was sold in London for £208,333.

Likewise, 150,000 pounds (68,000 kg) of cloves, worth £5,126, had a selling price in London of £45,000. With the chance of profits like these, many were willing to risk their lives and travel east.

 

At this time, Britain's main export was woollen textiles. Unfortunately, these were unsuitable for the hot and humid places that the Company's ships visited. The East India merchants knew this, but their monopoly charter insisted that English exports formed a percentage of their cargoes.

The ships therefore carried woollen cloth as well as unwrought metals, scientific instruments, and re-exported goods like coral and ivory. The Company's officials were also forced to buy cottons from Surat in western India. They could then sell these in exchange for spices in the East Indies.
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Chinese porcelain

Source information

Title: Mug

Artist/Maker: unknown

Date made: around 1780

Place made: China

Description: porcelain mug

Possible enquiry questions

· Where do you think this mug might have been made?

· Who do you think it was made for?

· Why might this porcelain mug be shaped like a tankard?

· Why do you think people in Britain wanted Indian and Chinese commodities?

· Who transported fine goods from Asia to Britain?

· What sort of impact do you think exporting goods had on Asia?

· What other new products did the East India Company introduce to Britain?

Examining the object

This is a porcelain mug painted with a lady and a boy in a garden and peonies. 

On the sides of the mug are a treasure vase symbolising perpetual harmony with scrolls behind, and also a writing case and sceptre. 

It was made in China for export to Europe. The shape imitates that of an English silver tankard of about 1745.  

It belonged to Mrs Elizabeth Cook, the wife of the famous explorer Captain James Cook. 

How did the Company impact on Britain and Asia?

British trade with East India continually reshaped patterns of consumption in Britain, as well as having an important influence on cultural and artistic trends. 

By the beginning of the 19th century Indian and Chinese goods had been woven firmly into the social fabric of the nation. Cotton and silk textiles remained popular. And by 1800 tea, was so avidly consumed across all social classes that the Company was obliged by law to keep a year’s supply in reserve in its warehouses. 

The East India Company restricted itself to bulk trade in staple commodities such as tea, textiles and raw materials. 

However, the Company’s presence in Asia also supported an extensive network of private traders who worked directly or indirectly with the East India Company. Most often, the private traders were Company employees.

In addition to carrying cargoes for the Company, many of these traders brought back to Britain fine luxury and semi-luxury goods that found their way into well-to-do homes. 

It was common for many well-to-do households to display extensive collections of porcelain, tableware, furnishings, decorations and artwork that had been imported from the East.

The fabulous items that brought back from China and Asia also inspired English craftsmen, artists and designers – who were influenced by the materials and patterns and emulated the Chinese style. 

The trade facilitated by the East India Company also helped fuel an already developed Asian export market. China, for example, started trading porcelain with the Portuguese in the 16th century, which in part sparked the demand for European countries to establish trading companies in Asia.

By the 18th century however imports from China began to decline, due in part to the competition from European factories able to mass-produce similar goods.

The Company becomes a regional power in India

Quotation:

“[It] had risen from very slender beginnings, to a state of the highest importance; their concerns, simple at first, are grown extremely complex, and are immensely extended.

They are no longer mere traders, and confined in their privileges; they are sovereigns over fertile and populous territories.”

-- anonymous writer, Monthly Review (1772)

Caption:

In 1757, as regional rivals fought for power, the East India Company used its army and effectively took control of Bengal.

The Company became responsible for 20 million inhabitants.  

Possible enquiry questions
· Why do you think the East India Company might have conquered Bengal?

Background and impact

Although originally formed just to trade, the Company realized that it needed to secure and protect its trading posts at Surat, Madras, Bombay and Calcutta. 

It therefore began to buy land from the Indian rulers on which to build its settlements. It also created its own army and navy to protect them.

 

The Mughal Empire has supported the Company’s activities for decades, but by the mid-18th century it was in a state of collapse. At that time, the Company was engaged in a battle with the French for supremacy in India. 

It found itself becoming involved in local power politics. Squabbling Indian rulers began to depend on Company troops and on the gold and silver the Company used to purchase their trade goods.

 

The famine of 1769-73 in Bengal

Event: 

The famine of 1769 – 73 in Bengal, in which an estimated 10 million died, was a natural disaster made worse by the actions of the East India Company. 

As more land came under the Company’s control it increased taxes, forcing many local people to stop growing food to support themselves, and instead grow ‘cash crops’, which could be sold to raise cash for taxes. 

This was often opium, which the East India Company traded for Chinese tea.

Possible enquiry questions

· Why do you think the East India Company did not act more decisively in reaction to the famine?

Background and impact

The Bengal famine of 1770 was a catastrophic famine between 1769 and 1773 

The famine is estimated to have caused the deaths of 10 million people (one out of three, reducing the population to thirty million in Bengal.

The East India Company enjoyed sole trading rights and was the dominant power in Bengal. A treaty with local rulers gave them Diwani, or taxation rights, making the Company the de facto ruler of Bengal. 

By 1769 the severe drought was causing much distress in the countryside, yet the Company did very little in response. By the early 1770s there was starvation and death occurring on a large scale.

Large areas of the countryside were depopulated as a result of the famine. Survivors migrated to the jungle in search of food. Many cultivated lands were abandoned. Bands of bandits and thugs became an established feature of Bengal.

As lands in Bengal had come under the East India Company’s control, the Company’s policy had been to raise land tax significantly – taking a higher profit of crops produced. In its first years the East India Company doubled total land tax. Most of this revenue flowed out of the country. Even as the famine approached its height, the Company continued to raise taxes.

Its other policies also contributed. For instance, the Company ordered farmers to plant indigo instead of rice. It also forbid the ‘hoarding’ of rice, preventing dealers from drawing on reserves in the lean periods. And it was at this time too that food crops were destroyed to make way for opium and poppy cultivation for export, reducing food availability. 
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The Money Brothers       

Source information

Title: The Money brothers: William Taylor(1769-1834), James (1772-1833) and 

Robert (1775-1803) 
Artist/maker: John Francis Rigeault

Date made: 1788-92

Description: oil on canvas

Possible enquiry questions

· Who are these three people? What do you think their story is?

· What do the objects and surroundings say about the people in the picture?

· Why do you think this picture was painted? 

· Why has the artist included the ship out the window?

· Do you think the wealth generated by the East India Company was widely shared?

About the painting

This group portrait is of the three sons of William Money, a Director of the East India Company. It was commissioned by Money’s lifelong friend and business partner Sir Robert Wigram Bt.  

The central figure, William Taylor, was a lieutenant of the East India Company marine service. His brother Robert is on the left wearing a red coat. Robert is pointing to a map of Asia at the place marked Canton in China. James, on the right, holds the other end of the map and points to Calcutta.

Through a window the East Indiaman Rose is shown at anchor. This is the ship on which William Taylor had his first East India Commission as a lieutenant.  

It took several years to complete this painting because the brothers could only sit for the artist when visiting Britain. The finished work was exhibited in the Royal Academy in London in 1792.

Private traders in East Asia

While the growth of the Company’s import trade to Britain was impressive, at no time did this represent the full extend of East India trade.  

Private traders had always sought access to Asian markets. Most of these men were Company servants stationed in India, well positioned to provide shipping services to the country trade across the Indian Ocean. There was also opportunity to supply other services such as insurance and financial services. 

Over time, such businesses evolved into powerful operations.

Other individuals operated what was known as the ‘privilege trade’ – the opportunity to undertake long-distance private trade between Britain and Asia. This sometimes went along with smuggling considerable quantities of goods out of Indian ports and Canton destined for Britain.

It was well known that personal fortunes could be made by trading privately in East Asia. The command of an East Indiaman was a highly coveted maritime appointment that could cost up to £5000 to purchase.   

How did the Company impact on Britain and Asia?

The East India Company provided many – its employees included – with the opportunity to create immense personal fortunes.

The Money brothers are examples of East India Company servants who benefited from the country trade. The brothers were able to combine different types of Company service with private trade to such an extent that their family business empire eventually extended from Bombay and Calcutta to Canton.

This was particularly true in the second half of the 18th century as the East India Company succeeded in strengthening itself. Its Dutch and French rivals fell by the wayside, and its status and standing grew. This also coincided with the Company’s development as a governing power in India. 

However, many in Britain resented and were suspicious of the immense fortunes of fabulously wealthy returned Company servants. They were known as ‘nabobs’. 

There were also protests against the company’s monopoly on trade in East India, as other merchants and manufacturers in Britain wanted free and open access to the markets in Asia.

A series of financial and political crises led to the government legislating to impose greater regulation and reforms on East Indian affairs. 

Lord North’s Regulating Act of 1773, Pitt the Younger’s India Act of 1784, and various Charter Acts all sought to bring the Company under the control and supervision of the state.
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Jamsetjee Bomanjee Wadia

Source information

Title: Jamsetjee Bomanjee Wadia, 1756-1821
Artist/maker: attributed to J Dorman
Date made: around 1830
Description: oil on canvas
Possible enquiry questions

· Where is Jamsetjee? Describe the room and objects

· What can you see in the painting to help you find out Jamsetjee’s job?

· Why do you think this picture was painted? 

· What might this painting tell you about the East India Company? 

· Who might benefit from ships being built in Bombay for the Company? Who might lose out?

Examining the painting

The sitter – Jamsetjee Bomanjee Wadia – is holding a pair of dividers in his left hand and a drawing in his right. The draught is of the stern of the Minden, a 74-gun ship launched at Bombay in 1810. The Minden, half-built, is shown through the window – the first of a line of ships to be built for the Royal Navy outside of England. 

He sits on an ornate western-style chair on a silk carpet. Behind him are the swags of heavy red curtain with gold tassels. He also wears a white robe and embroidered pashmina shawl. It was customary for shipbuilders to be given shawls by representatives of the East India Company at the launching of a new ship.  

Wadia also has a silver ruler in the painting, a gift from the East India Company.

Who was Jamsetjee Bomanjee Wadia?

Jamsetjee Bowmanjee Wadia was a highly skilled shipwright working in the Bombay Dockyard around the turn of the 19th century. His talents were recognised by the East India Company and the Royal Navy. His family were Parsi shipbuilders from Surat, highly respected in Bombay and by the East India Company directors in London. 

How did the Company impact on Britain and Asia?

In the second half of the 18th century, the rapid expansion of trade and empire led to growth in the East India Company’s fleet of East Indiamen. By this time, most of its ships were hired from private owners, but from the 1770s the Company began to build a small number of ships in India. 

Shipbuilders, such as the Wadias, supervised the construction of large teak-built vessels, which lasted much longer than oak-built vessels built in Britain.

Ships built in Bombay were used by the Company for transporting goods to and from Britain but also by private traders in the local ‘country trade’. 

Indian commodities known to be demand in China were shipped to Canton to provide funds for the purchase of greater amounts of tea for shipment to Britain. Local builders, such as the Wadias, were also involved in these activities.

One of the commodities shipped between India and China was opium, much to the displeasure of Chinese authorities.

However, this meant far less silver needed to be sent to Asia from Britain.

London owners of East Indiamen were always resolutely opposed to the use of ‘India-built’ ships in the East India trade.

However, when shipbuilding supplies were scarce in the 1790s – while Britain was at war with France – these Bombay vessels helped supply the Company with ships required to continue trading.

They also proved invaluable to Britain when, during a food shortage due to harvest failure in 1800, the Company ships were able to bring large quantities of rice to Britain.

Trading opium to buy tea

Statistics:

To obtain the silver it needed to trade for tea with China, the East India Company smuggled opium from India.

Opium was illegal in China, but nevertheless in demand.

By 1839, East India Company’s sale of opium to China paid for the entire tea trade.

Numbers of opium smokers in China:

•  1836 – 12.5 million smokers

•  1880s – 40 million smokers (10% of the population)

Opium addiction was socially problematic and also blamed for falling birth rates after

1850.

Possible enquiry questions
· In what ways did trading opium benefit the East India Company?

· What effect do you think the opium trade might have had on relations between Britain and China?

Background and impact

Tea was first brought from China to London in the 1670s as a medicinal herb. Tea drinking became so popular that by 1794 Britain was buying nine million pounds (4 million kilograms) each year. By 1813 the total was almost 32 million pounds (14.5 million kilograms).

The problem for the Company was that the Chinese would only sell tea in exchange for silver, and so large amounts of silver were leaving Britain. In order to stop this, the Company began to smuggle Indian opium into China illegally, for which it demanded payment in silver. This was then used to buy tea. By 1839, opium sales to China paid for the entire tea trade.

This illicit traffic was fiercely resisted by the Chinese authorities, and led to Britain declaring war in 1840 to force China to buy the drug.

 

It was only when the British managed to cultivate their own tea in India that the Company's involvement in opium smuggling ended.
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Figurehead from HMS Seringapatum

Source information

Title: HMS Seringapatum [Tipu Sultan?]

Artist/maker: unknown

Date made: 1819

Place made: Bombay, India

Description: copper; iron; lead paint; pine 

Possible enquiry questions

· What kind of ship was this sculpture on?

· Who do you think the turbaned figure might be?

· Why do you think the East India Company had an army?

· Why do you think some Asian rulers might choose to resist or fight against the East India Company’s activities?

· What did the East India Company gain through the use of force? What were the costs of using force?

Examining the object

This carved wooden sculpture is thought to be a figurehead of HMS 'Seringapatam', a 46-gun frigate built for the Royal Navy at the Bombay Dockyard in India in 1819. 

The seated turbanned figure probably represents Tipu Sultan, ruler of Mysore. He is riding on a roc - a mythical bird of great strength – and holding an umbrella, both symbols of this character’s regal status. 

Who was Tipu Sultan?

Tipu Sultan of Mysore ruled an extensive empire in southern India. He and his father before him resisted the advance of British power in India, and had a long and bloody antagonism to the extension of East India Company rule. 

While some local Asian rulers cooperated and collaborated with the East India Company, some – like Tipu Sultan – stubbornly resisted the Company’s advance. They resented the presence of foreign powers.

How did the Company impact on Britain and Asia?

The East India Company’s increasing involvement in local politics after the mid-18th century, and its drive to expand its commercial interests, led to an increase in military conflict. 

Where the East India Company encountered resistance to its ambitions, or where it perceived a threat to its interests, it employed its armed forces. The Company had its own armies, a force of a greater size than most nation states. 

They were not always successful however. Tipu’s forces were victorious at the Battle of Pollilur, which one observer described as ‘the severest blow that the English ever sustained in India’. 

After four wars with the Mysore ruler, Tipu's capital of Seringapatam was finally stormed in 1799 by British and East India Company troops. Tipu was shot dead.

Having killed Tipu and defeated his supporters, the East India Company shared in the spoils, taking lands and consolidating the Company’s power in southern India.   

The victory meant the Company was able to collect taxes from the people of Mysore – now under their jurisdiction. They were able to expand their trade and profits as a result of the new levels of control.

In Britain, the battles the East India Company had with the Mysore Empire and an impact on how people in Britain viewed Asia. Tipu’s heroic death and the wealth of his court made him a well-known figure. He assumed something of a celebrity status and was portrayed in all sorts of ways including, it is thought, on the HMS Seringapatam.

In India, the East India Company’s defeat of Tipu made him into an even greater hero. He was inspiration for others who resented the presence of the Company.

Tipu’s actions also foreshadowed the resistance the East India Company would encounter in the Indian Mutiny/First War of Independence.
As conflict grew in proportion to the expansion of the Company’s commercial interests in the region, a brutal climax was reached in 19th century, when a series of military crises sent shockwaves through Company structures in Asia and eventually brought about its collapse, dissolution and replacement by British imperial government from Westminster.

Tipu Sultan battles the East India Company

Quotation:

“In this world I would rather live two days like a tiger, than two hundred years like a sheep.” 

-- Tipu Sultan, ruler of Mysore  

Caption:

Mysore was an area of southern India.

It took nearly 40 years and several wars for the East India Company to defeat Tipu Sultan and bring Mysore under their control.

Tipu’s resistance was an inspiration to many Indians who resented the East India Company’s presence.

Possible enquiry questions

· What impact did the East India Company have on some Asian rulers such as Tipu Sultan?

· Why might a powerful Indian ruler resist the presence of the East India Company?

Background and impact

Sultan’s quotation is taken from Alexander Beatson’s A View of the Origin and Conduct of the War with Tippoo Sultan, 1800.

For more on the impact for Britain and Asia, see the notes for ‘Figurehead’.
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