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HISTORICAL DISQUISITION

CONCERNING

ANCIENT INDTIA

SECTION L

Intercourfe with India, from the earlieff Times, until the Congquef?
of Egypt by the Romans.

HOEVER attempts to trace the operations of men S E C T.
in remote times, and to mark the various fleps of | L )
their progrefs in any line of exertion, will foon have the mor-
tification to find, that the period of authentic. hiftory "is ex-
tremely limited. It is little more than three thoufand years
fince the Books of Mofes, the moft ancient and only genuine
record of what paffed in the early ages of the world, were

B compofed.
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SECT.
I

AN HISTORICAL DISQUISITION

compofed. Herodotus, the moft ancient Heathen hiftorian
whote works have reached us, flourithed a thoufand years
later. If we puth our inquiries concerning any point beyond
the =ra where written hiftory commences, we enter upon the
region of conjeCture, of fable, and of uncertainty. Upon that
ground I will neither venture myfelf, nor endeavour to condut
my readers. In my refearches concerning the intercourfe be-
tween the Eaftern and Weftern regions of the earth, and con-
cerning the progrefs of that great branch of trade, which, in
every age, has contributed fo confpicuouily towards raifing the
people who carried it on, to wealth and power, I fhall con-
fine myfelf within the precincts I have marked out. Where-
ever the infpired writers, intent upon higher objeCts, mention
occafionally any circumftance that tends to illuftrate the fubje@
of my inquiries, 1 f{hall attend to it with reverence. What-
ever other writers relate, I fhall examine with freedom, and
endeavour to afcertain the degree of credit te which they are

entitled.

THE original ftation allotted to man by his Creator, was in
the mild and fertile regions of the Eaft. There the human
race began its career of improvement; and from the remains
of {fciences which were anciently cultivated, as well as of arts
which were anciently exercifed in India, we may conclude
it to be one of the firft countries in which men made any
confiderable progrefs in that career. The wifdom of the Eaft
was early celebrated *, and its produ@ions were early in re-

r Kings, iv. 30.

queft
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CONCERNING ANCIENT INDIA.

3

queflt among diftant nations °.  The intercourfe, however, be- S EIC T
tween different countries was carried on at firft entirely by «——u

land. As the people of the Eaft appear {con to have acquired
complete dominion over the ufeful animals , they could
early undertake the lang and toilfome journies which it was
neceflary to make, in order to maintain this intercoutfe ; and
by the provident bounty of Heaven, they were furnithed with
a beaft of burden, without whofe aid it would have been im-
polflible to accomplifh them. The Camel, by its perfevering
ftrength, by its moderation in the ufe of food, and the
fingularity of its internal ftruCture, which enables it to lay in a
ftack of water fuflicient for feveral days, put it in their power
to convey bulky commodities through thofe deferts, which
muft be traverfed by all who travel from any of the countries
weft of the Euphrates towards India. Trade was carried on
in this manner, particularly by the nations near to the Arabian
Gulf, from the earlieft period to which hiftorical information
reaches. Diftant journies, however, would be undertaken at
firlt only occafionally, and by a few adventurers. But by
degrees, from attention to their mutual fafety and comfort,
numerous bodies of merchants affembled at flated times, and
forming a temporary aflociation (known afterwards by the
name of a Caravan), governed by officers of their own choice,
and fubje&t to regulations of which experience had taught
them the utility, they performed journies of fuch extent and
duration, as appear aftonithing to nations not accuftomed to
this mode of carrying on commerce.

® Gen. xxxvil. 25. ¢ Ibid. xii. 16. xxiv. 10, 11.

B 2 Bur

© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781108046565
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-04656-5 - An Historical Disquisition Concerning the Knowledge Which the Ancients had of India: And the Progress of Trade
with that Country Prior to the Discovery of the Passage to it by the Cape of Good Hope

William Robertson

Excerpt

More information

4 AN HISTORICAL DISQUISITION

§ ECT. Bur notwithftanding every improvement that could be made

—~ in the manner of conveying the productions of one country
to another by land, the inconveniences which attended it were
obvious and unavoidable. It was often dangerous; always
expenfive, and tedious, and fatiguing. A method of commu-
nication more ealy and expeditious was fought, and "the inge-
nuity of man gradually difcovered, that the rivers, the arms
of the fea, and even the ocean itfelf, were deftined to open and
facilitate intercourfe with the various regions of the earth,
between which they appear, at firft view, to be placed as
infuperable barriers. Navigation, however, and fhip-building,
(as T have obferved in another work ¢) are arts fo nice and
complicated, that they require the talents, as well as experience
of many fucceflive ages, to bring them to any degree of per-
fettion. From the raft or canoe, which firft ferved to carry a
favage over the river that obftruéted him in the chace, to the
conftru&tion of a veflel capable of conveying a numerous
crew, or a confiderable cargo of goods, to a diftant coaft, the
progrefs of improvement is immenfe. Many efforts would be
made, many experiments would be tried, and much labour as
well as ingenuity would be employed, before this arduous and
important undertaking could be accomplifhed.

EvEN after fome improvement was made in fhip-building,
the intercourfle of nations with each other by fea was far from
being extenfive. From the accounts of the earlieft hiftorians,
we learn that navigation made its firft efforts in the Mediter-

¢ Hift, of America, vol, i, p. 2.

rancan
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ranean and the Arabian Gulf, and in them the firft adtive S E CT.
operations of commerce were carried on. From an attentive W

infpection of the pofition and form of thefe two great inland
deas, thefe accounts appear to be highly probable. Thefe feas
lay open the continents of Europe, Afia, and Africa, and
fpreading to a great extent along the coafts of the moft fertile
and moft early civilized countries in each, feem to have been
deftined by nature to facilitate their communication with one
another. We find, accordingly, that the firft voyages of the
Egyptians and Phenicians, the moft ancient navigators men-
tioned in hiftory, were made in the Mediterranean. Their
trade, however, was not long confined to the countries bor-
dering upon it. By acquiring early pofleflion of ports on the
Arabian Gulf, they extended the fphere of their commerce,
and are reprefented as the firft people of the Weft who opened
a communication by fea with India.

In that account of the progrefs of navigation and dilcovery
which I prefixed to the Hiftory of America, I confidered with
attention the maritime operations of the Egyptians and Phe-
nicians ; a brief review of them here, as far as they relate to
their connection with India, is all that is'requifite for illuftrat-
ing the fubje of my prefent inquiries. With refpet to the
former of thefe people, the information which hiftory affords is
{lender, and of doubtful authority. The fertile foil and mild
climate of Egypt produced the neceflaries and comforts of life
in fuch profufion, as to render its inhabitants fo independent of
other countries, that it became early an eftablithed maxim in
their policy, to renounce all intercourfe with foreigners. In

2 confequence
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6 AN HISTORICAL DISQUISITION

S EIC T. confequence of this, they held all fea-faring perfons. in detefta-
s tiOn, as impious and profane ; and fortifying their harbours,
they denied firangers admiffion into them °.

THE enterprifing ambition of Sefoftris, difdaining the re-
firaints impofed upon it by thefe contraed ideas of his fub-
jects, prompted him to render the Egyptians a commercial
people ; and in the courfe of his reign, he fo completely ac-
complifhed this, that (if we may give credit to fome Hiftorians)
he was able to fit out a fleet of four hundred fhips in the
Arabian Gulf, which conquered all the countries ftretching along
the Erythrean fea to India. At the fame time, his army,
led by himfelf, marched through Afia, and fubjected to his do-
minion every part of it as far as to the banks of the Ganges ;
and, crofling that river, advanced to the Eaftern Ocean’.
But thefe efforts produced no permanent effect, and appear
to have been fo contrary to the genius and habits of the
Egyptians, that, on the death of Sefoftris, they refumed their
ancient maxims, and many ages elapfed before the commercial
conne&tion of Egypt with India came to be of fuch importance
as to merit any notice in this Difquifition &,

THE hiftory of the early maritime operations of Phenicia are
not involved in the fame obfcurity with thole of Egypt. Every
circumftance in the charaCer and fituation of the Phenicians,

Diodor. Sicul. lib. i. p. 78. edit. Weflelingi. Amft. 1746. Strab. Geog.
lib, xvii, p. 1142. A. edit. Cafaub. Amft. 1707.

Diod. Sic. lib. i. p. 64. ¢ See NOTE L.

7 was
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was favourable to the commercial fpirit. The tertitory which $ EIC T.
they pofleffed, was neither large nor fertile. It was from - —u

commerce only, that they could derive either opulence or
power. Accordingly, the trade carried on by the Phenicians
of Sidon and Tyre, was extenfive and adventurous ; and, both
in their manners and policy, they refemble the great com-
mercial ftates of modern times, more than any people in the
ancient world. Among the various branches of their com-
merce, that with India may be regarded as one of the
moft confiderable and moft lucrative. As by their fituation
on the Mediterranean, and the imperfe& ftate of navigation,
they could not attempt to open a dire& communication with
India by fea; the enterprizing {pirit of commerce prompted
them to wreft from the Idumaans {ome commodious har-
bours towards the bottom of the Arabian Gulf. From thefe
they held a regular intercourfe with India, on the one
hand, and with the Eaftern and Southern coafts of Aftrica
on theother. The diftance, however, from the Arabian Gulf
to Tyre was confiderable, and rendered the conveyance
of goods to it by land carriage fo tedious and expenfive, that
it became neceffary for them to take pofleffion of Rhinocolura,
the neareflt port in the Mediterranean to the Arabian Gulf,
Thither all the commodities brought from India, were con-
veyed over land by a route much fhorter, and more practicable
than that by which the produ&tions of the Eaft were carried at a
fubfequent period from the oppofite thore of the Arabian
Gulf to the Nile®”. At Rhinocolura, they were refhipped,
and tranfported by an eafy navigation to Tyre, and diftributed

Diod. Sic, lib. i, p. 70..  Strab, lib, xvi, p. 1128, A.
through
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3 AN HISTORICAL DISQUISITION

5> E CT. through the world. This, as it is the earlieft route of com-

‘- Mmunication with India, of which we have any authentic
defcription, had fo many advantages over any ever known before
the modern difcovery of a new courfe of navigation to the
Eaft, that the Phenicians could fupply other nations with the
productions of India in greater abundance, and at a cheaper
rate, than any people of antiquity. To this circumftance,
whiceh, for a confiderable time, fecured to them a monopoly of
that trade, was owing, not only the extraordinary wealth of
individuals, which rendered the  merchants of Tyre, Princes,
 and her traffickers the Honourable of the FEarth';” but the
extenfive power of the ftate itfelf, which firft taught mankind
to conceive what vaft refources a commercial people poflefs, and
what great exertions they are capable of making "

THE Jews, by their vicinity to Tyre, had fuch an opportunity
of obferving the wealth which flowed into that city from the
lucrative commerce carried on by the Phenicians from their
fettlements on the Arabian Gulf, as incited them to aim at
obtaining fome fhare of it. This they effeéted under
the profperous reigns of David and Solomon, partly by the
conquefts which they made of a {mall diftri&t in the land of
Edom, that gave them pofleflion of the harbours of Elath and
Efiongeber on the Red Sea, and partly by the friendfhip of
Hirvam, king of Tyre; who enabled Solomon to fit out
fleets, which, under the direCtion of Phenician pilots, failed
to Tarihith and Ophir’. In what region of the earth we fhould

i Ifaiah, xxiif. 8. See NOTE 1II. ! Kings, ix.26. x. 22.
fearch
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CONCERNING ANCIENT INDIA. 9
fearch for thefe famous ports which furnifhed the navy of § E I? T.
Solomon with the various commodities enumerated by the (e
facred hiftorians, is an inquiry that has long exercifed the
indufiry of learned men. They were early fuppofed to be
fituated in fome part of India, and the Jews were held to be
one of the mations which traded with that country. Butthe
opinion more generally adopted is, that Solomon’s fleets, after
pafling the firaits of Babelmandeb, held their courfe along
the fouth-weft coaft of Africa, as far as the kingdom of Sofala;
a country celebrated for its rich mines of gold and filver,
(from which it has been denominated the Golden Sofala by
Oriental writers ™,) and abounding in all the other articles which
compofed the cargoes of the Jewifh fhips. 'This opinion,
which the accurate refearches of M. D’Anville rendered highly
probable”, feems now to be eftablithed with the utmoft cer-
tainty by a late learned traveller ; who, by his knowledge
of the monfoons in the Arabian Gulf, and his attention to
the ancient mode of mnavigation, both in that fea and along
the African coaft, has not only accounted for the extraordinary
length of time which the fleets of Solomon took in going and
returning, but has thewn, from circumflances mentioned con-
cerning the voyage, that it was not made to any place in
India®. The Jews, then, we'may conclude, have no title to be
reckoned among the nations which carried on intercourfe with
India by fea; and if, from deference to the fentiments of
fome refpe@able authors, their claim were to be admitted,

m Notices des MSS. du Roi, tom. ii. p. 40.
» Differt. fur le Pays d’Ophir, Mem. de Literat. tom, xxx. p. 83, &e.
° Bruce’s Travels, book ii, ch. 4.
c we
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10 AN HISTORICAL DISQUISITION

S E C T. we know with certainty, that the commercial effort which they

L..-—-v-g made in the reign of Solomon was merely a tranfient one,
and that they quickly returned to their former ftate of unfocial
feclufion from the reft of mankind.

From colle@ting the fcanty information which hiftory affords,
concerning the moft early attempts to open a commercial inter-
courfe with India, I now proceed, with more certainty and
greater confidence, to trace the progrefs of communication with
that country, undet the guidance of authors who recorded
events nearer to their own times, and with refpe@ to which,
they had received more full and accurate intelligence.

THE firft eftablithment of any foreign power in India, which
can be afcertained by evidence, meriting any degree of credit,
is that of the Perfians; and even of this we have only a very
general and doubtful account. Darius, the fon of Hyftafpes,
though faifed to the throne of Perfia by chance or by artifice,
" pofleffed fuch adlive and enterprizing talents, as rendered him
worthy of that high ftation. He examined the different
provinces of his kingdom more diligently than any of his
predeceflors, and explored regions of Afia formerly little
known®. Having fubjeted to his dominion many of the
countries which ftretch fouth-eaft from the Cafpian fea
towards the river Oxus, his curiofity was excited to acquire
a more exclufive and accurate knowledge of India, on which
they bordered. 'With this view he appointed Scylax of
Caryandra to take the command of a fquadron fitted out at

? Herodoti, lib. iv. c. 44.
Cafpatyrus,
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