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For an author slouching his way towards a book tentatively entitled 4 Maritime
History of the World a conference called “Maritime History Beyond 2000: Visions of
Sea and Shore” presents both an opportunity and a challenge. The opportunity to
listen to and meet authorities on a variety of topics is always worthwhile. The
challenge is to convince them, and having heard all they have to say about their

particular areas of expertise, to remain convinced oneself, of the feasibility of such an
undertaking.

Two premises underlie this book. The first is that a basic knowledge of the role of
maritime enterprise is crucial to a proper understanding of history, and especially the
evolutionary nature of regional and global maritime exchanges. The second is that it is
possible to present an academically sound but widely accessible study of global
maritime history in a single volume.

Maritime history has for too long been written in the margins of both local and global
history, and historians tend to treat maritime aspects of history in one of two ways.
The majority tends to avoid all but the most cursory reference to waterborne trade,
naval warfare, the development of ports, and the transportation of people and goods
by water. An interesting example is Jared Diamond’s Guns, Germs and Steel: The
Fate of Human Societies, whose most elaborate treatment of maritime developments
is confined to a few brief paragraphs.' What is curious about this is that maritime
traffic was (and remains) central to the diffusion of many of the other technologies,
ideas, plants and animals he discusses in such illuminating detail. At the other
extreme, maritime historians tend to focus on highly specialized aspects of seafaring
such as the technology of the ship or the economics of shipping, subjects that do not
readily find broad audiences.

The fault, then, is not entirely with historians who are not well versed in the many
often technical disciplines that comprise the field. Rather, there have been few
credible attempts to describe the subject as a whole in such a way that it can make an
indelible mark on mainstream historical thinking. A4 Maritime History of the World is
intended to offer non-specialists, both the public and histortans, a readable
introduction to world maritime history that incorporates some of the more important
new findings in and interpretations of the field. Ideally, the book will provide other
writers with a broad maritime historical context within which to situate their own
work At the same time it will also introduce the uninitiated to some of the myriad
opportunities in maritime studies.

! Jared Diamond, Guns Germs and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies (New York: W.W. Norton,
1997),
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One recurring question posed by this project is: How can one best describe the main
contours of maritime history while creating a work that is both readable and worthy
of, or at least capable of withstanding, scholarly scrutiny?

It has to be acknowledged from the outset that an undertaking of this kind cannot be
based on original field or archival research. The author begins already in debt to the
scholars in many fields of study—some broad, some intensely focused—without
whose insights and interpretations the work would be all but impossible. In presenting
a coherent picture of maritime history in its many dimensions, the book will introduce
readers to the wide array of disciplines and sub-disciplines that comprise maritime
history today, many of which are represented at this conference: ports and labor, naval
history, shipbuilding and ownership, ethnicity and gender issues, economics,
archaeology and technology, and maritime arts and letters, to name a few.

That it now seems possible to create a narrative history that incorporates the principle
achievements of maritime peoples around the world over the past 5,000 years is due
in large part to the expansion of maritime history studies in past forty years or so. The
tangible results of nautical archaeology have done a great deal to make the subject of
maritime history both interesting and appealing to the broader public. So, too, has the
establishment of innumerable maritime museums worldwide. The demise of colonial
systems rooted in maritime trades has also been important, as historians of newly
independent states begin to explore their own pasts in search of a basis of national
identity.

New ground has been broken in terms of more traditional avenues of archival and
documentary research, and through the application to maritime studies of disciplines
as diverse as economics and linguistics. The emergence of multi-disciplinary, multi-
cultural and comparative history has certainly been beneficial to world maritime
studies: Indian Ocean studies, Atlantic history, Pacific Rim and Polar studies have all
encouraged new ways of looking at the dynamics of supra-regional material and
cultural exchange in a maritime context.

Prior to this, the focus of maritime studies centered on a relatively small number of
topics, chiefly those that pertained to the evolution and achievements of global
maritime powers—that is subjects of particular relevance to the last 500 years of
European and American history. These are unquestionably areas of enormous interest
and significance, and in an age when people are becoming increasingly aware of the
concept of globalization—something to which, one kopes, maritime specialists have
long been attuned—they have taken on a new relevance.

However, the emphasis on western commercial, naval and technological dominance is
not without its drawbacks. The most critical are that it tends to overlook maritime
history before 1500—the ancient Greeks, Vikings and Venetians are notable
exceptions—and it tends to ignore non-European or Mediterranean accomplishments
altogether.

In taking such a narrow view, historians have ignored the mature system of maritime
trading networks that extended from East Africa to East Asia across what the late
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Frank Broeze called “the Asian Seas.”” This was a system—or rather a series of
systems—of great antiquity and involving an enormous movement of people, goods
and ideas on a scale not seen in the Atlantic world until the seventeenth century, and
one that in certain regions and at certain times rivaled the Mediterranean in terms of
industry and volume of trade.’ (The dimensions and shape of the Asian Seas, the
Atlantic, the Mediterranean and the Pacific differ so dramatically that while
quantitative comparisons can occasionally be made, conclusions from them have to be
drawn with extreme care.)

The eastward focus of western attention is customarily on the luxury trades, which is
understandable to a degree. It was eastern spices that lured Europeans to the region in
the first place. Were spices not being funneled from the Banda Islands to the Red Sea
or Persian Guif terminals of the Levantine caravans, Mediterranean navigators would
have had little incentive to find a short route to the Indies in the fifteenth century. Had
they not been so engaged, it is unlikely they would have stumbled upon the Americas
when they did, or that they would have divided and contested the new found lands in
the ways they did. Clearly, then, the history of the Asian Seas before 1500 is of
critical importance to understanding the start and development of the modern era.

Despite the remarkable efforts of scholars to describe the movement of commodities
and cultures throughout the Indian Ocean, in Southeast Asia, and in East Asia, these
networks often go all but unnoticed in the west. There are some noteworthy
exceptions, and perhaps the most insightful approach to maritime achievement in a
global historical context is found in Felipe Fernandez-Armesto’s Civilizations.*
However, there is much to be done to educate even the educated.

In 1989, Frank Broeze wrote optimistically that people were beginning to realize that,
“however incisive they may have appeared to be” European incursions into Asian
waters “did not make Asia undergo a metamorphosis in which it was altered
unrecognizably and permanently according to Europe’s image.™ His reflections on
the progress of scholarship in the previous decade suggest that the study of the
underlying motives and patterns of Asian maritime history was finally coming into its
own, to be recognized as on a par with, and not merely as ancillary to, western
ambition. I cannot speak from the perspective of Western Australia, but from what I
have seen in the United States it appears that for many European and American
maritime historians, there was little east of Suez to alter in the first place. For them,
the Indian Ocean before 1500 was a tabula rasa whose first important stories were
written in the wake of Portuguese ships. “

% Frank Broeze, ed., Brides of the Sea: Port Cities of Asia from the 16"-20" Centuries (Kensington ,
NSW: New South Wales University Press, 1989), p. 3.

3 For a summary of some key migration figures, see Bernard Bailyn, “The Idea of Atlantic History,”
Itinerario XX (1/1996): pp. 30-31.

* Felipe Fernandez-Armesto, Civilizations: Culture, Ambition, and the Transformation of Nature (New
York: Free Press, 2001).

* Broeze, ed., Brides of the Sea, p. 6.
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In an atlas of maritime history published around the same time, for instance, only two
maps show the Indian Ocean, Indonesia and East Asia before 1500.° The first is
entitled “Intercontinental Trade in the Ancient World,” and is as much concemed with
the Silk Road through Central Asia as it is with what Sri Lankan historians have
termed the silk road of the sea.” The other is called somewhat ambitiously “China’s
Commercial Empire,” which shows the route of Zheng He’s seventh voyage in 1433,
and the main Chinese ports of trade. There is nothing showing the routes of Persian,
Arab or Gujarati merchants, the trading spheres of Srivijaya or Majapahit, the Chola
invasion of Sumatra, or the routes of pilgrim ships to Jeddah.

It is easy to dismiss this is an example of Eurocentrism writ large, but it is very
difficult to break old historiographical habits (of which Eurocentrism is certainly one)
and there is another bias at work: namely, to paraphrase Carlyle, that maritime history
is the study of great fleets and exceptional vessels—with a strong preference for those
that are well documented in European languages. This helps explain the attraction of
the Dutch East India Company, for example, rather than the indigenous Asian trades,
which are less well documented, or the Dutch fisheries and carrying trades of Western

Europe, which are less glamorous although they were larger in volume and more
profitable.®

The attraction of great ships even influences the study of modern naval history, which
is certainly well documented. In discussing the difficulties that historians have in
assessing the development of naval technology policy in the late 19" and early 20"
centuries, one authority cites “the effective absence of fleet-on-fleet encounters from
the onset of steam propulsion until the Russo-Japanese War in 1904.... The battles
which did take place were generally individual ship-on-ship encounters and rarely
involved the great powers.” The implication seems to be that there is no naval
warfare—and by extension, no naval history—without fleet-on-fleet encounters
between navies of the great powers. But fleet engagements are by no means the only
face of naval warfare, and technological progress was not applicable only to battle
ships, as the development of torpedoes, destroyers, submarines, and, at the end of the
period, the aircraft carrier shows.

By the end of the 20th century, the battleship age was over, and the advent of long-
range missiles and electronic warfare had ushered naval warfare into a new era. Today
it would be impossible to have fleet-on-fleet encounters between navies of the great
powers because only one of the great powers has a major fleet. Such naval warfare as
does occur now is described as asymmetrical—that is, “the use of unconventional
tactics to counter the overwhelming conventional military superiority of an
adversary,” or to look at it from the other side, overwhelming force brought to bear
against a technologically inferior enemy. Asymmetry is used especially to describe
what is going on in the war between terrorists and nation states, and the classic

® Richard Natkiel and Antony Preston, The Weidenfeld Atlas of Maritime History (London: Weidnefeld
and Nicholson, 1986).

7 Senake Bandaranayake, et al., eds., Sri Lanka and the Silk Road of the Sea (Colombo: Sri Lanka
National Commisssion for Unesco and the Central Cultural Fund, 1990).

¥ CR. Boxer, The Dutch Seaborne Empire, 1600-1800 (New York: Penguin, 1965), p. 48.

? James Goldrick, “The Problems of Modern Naval History,” in John Hattendorf, ed., Doing Naval
History: Essays Towards Improvement (Newport, RI: Naval War College Press, 1995), p. 13.
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maritime example of this is the blowing up of a U.S. warship in Yemen by two men
and a bomb in a rubber raft.

In the war in Afghanistan, we can see both asymmetry and a direct if somewhat
strange line between two ends of the maritime timeline to be considered in this book.
That warfare in a land-locked country of south central Asia should be even remotely
interesting to a maritime historian might seem odd. But I think it suggests some of the
many points of reference that define the protean limits of maritime history.

The United States has relied heavily on aircraft carriers from which they can fly arms
and the men hundreds of miles into the heartland of a mountainous, forbidding
country. The carriers are stationed in the Arabian Gulf, off the famously arid coast
along which Alexander the Great’s soldier-admiral Nearchus sailed in 325 BCE on an
exploratory voyage from the Indus River to the Persian Gulf, as recorded by Arrian. If
people know anything about this region, that’s about it. So far as most are concerned,
the stretch of coast from Karachi to the Strait of Hormuz, or even on to Aden and
Somalia, is ferra incognita.

According to Arrian, Nearchus’s fleet consisted of triremes. More relevant to this
discussion, though, are the craft Alexander used on the inland waters. The highland
rivers of Central Asia tumble out of the mountains in rapid streams against which it is
impractical to sail or row great distances, so the vehicle of choice is the raft. Images
of ancient rafts have survived, as in a relief from the 7th-century BCE palace of
Sennacherib, but it doesn’t capture the rough-and-ready quality one expects of white-
water transport, as described by Arrian:

Alexander had all the hides collected which served the men for tents, and gave
instructions that they should be filled with chips and other dry rubbish, and
then tied up and carefully sewn to make them water-tight. When they were
filled and sewn, there were enough of them to get the men across in five
days.”

What might this look like, this crossing of the Oxus 2,300 years ago? It’s not the sort
of image one might find even in an archaeological dig. But in October of this year, the
New York Times ran a photograph of Northern Alliance soldiers using just such crude
rafts to ferry men and supplies across the Amu Darya River. Apart from the modem
weaponry, it is a picture that Sennacherib or Alexander might recognize—Alexander
certainly, for the Amu Darya is the modern name for the Oxus, and he crossed the
river near where it forms the northern border of modern Afghanistan.'

And of course the Zodiac that terrorists used to attack the Cole in Aden is a direct
descendant of this rather elementary technology.

The Carlyle approach of focusing on the good and the great poses other problems,
notably the tendency to emphasize certain nodes of history at the expense of others.
That some places and periods are better documented in either the archaeological or

19 Arrian, Anabasis, trans. E. Tliff Robson, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1929-33),
vol. 2, Indica, para. XX.
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written record than others is a given. However, we have to resist the urge to infer too
much about one period from the evidence of another. In his book on Frankish and
Anglo-Saxon seafaring, John Haywood describes how marauding interpretations of
Viking finds have invaded other realms of study:

Though the importance of Viking seafaring in European history is undeniable,
[the] concentration on Viking activities has resulted in a distorted view of
European maritime history, with the Vikings occupying a far too prominent
position: they were in fact only the last in a long line of barbarian pirates to
harass western Europe. Moreover it has caused pre-Viking ships from northern
Europe, such as those from Nydam and Sutton Hoo, to be treated only as
stages in the evolution of the Vikin% ship and not, as they should be, as fully
developed ships in their own right.'

This problem of seeing one historical era or artifact as a stepping-stone on the way to
or from another, no matter how far removed in time or place, is not unique to the
study of northern Europe. In his introduction to 7rade in Early India, Ranabir
Chakravarti notes a similar tendency on the part of British historians when confronted
with the evidence of trade between the Mediterranean and India in antiquity. By
interpreting Greek and Latin accounts of Indian Ocean seafaring in light of Britain’s
colonial expansion, these writers demonstrated, to their own satisfaction anyway, the
role of the west as a catalyst for the east. The result, writes Chakravarti, is that
“Ancient India is thus recognized in colonial historiography as an important trading
zone, but it became so only because of an external stimulant, namely the commercial
initiatives of the Westerners.”"

As was known even to early 20th-century students of the region, Greeks were
latecomers to the Indian Ocean. The earliest written evidence of Indian Ocean trade is
an inscription of about 2300 BCE, in which Sargon the Great celebrates the fact that
merchant ships from Bahrain, Oman, and Meluhha tie up before his capital at Agade
at the head of the Persian Gulf." It would be 2,000 years before Nearchus first
reached the Indian Ocean, and another 1,800 before Westerners had a direct impact on
trade and naval warfare in the region.

Such bias is not the preserve of western historians, of course, and Chakravarti
observes that Indian nationalist scholars rejected the colonial interpretation of east-
west maritime relations only to substitute it for one of their own, in which the
subcontinent was the beating heart of a Greater India that actively exported its culture
to Southeast Asia, in large part through maritime trade.

Eliminating cultural and evidentiary bias, addressing myriad technical issues from
ship and port technology to naval strategy, government policy and social mores—
these are a few of the challenges the author of a maritime history of the world faces.
However, they are certainly worthwhile.

' John Haywood, Dark Age aval Power: A Reassessment of Frankish and Anglo-Saxon Seafaring
Activity (Hockwold-cum-Wilton, Norfolk: Anglo-Saxon Books, 1999), p. 14.

12 Ranabir Chakravarti, ed., Trade in Early India (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 7.

" Maurizio Tosi, “The Harappan Civilization beyond the Indian Subcontinent,” in Ranabir
Chakravarti, ed., Trade in Early India (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2001) p. 136.
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In closing, I can think of no better assessment of the prospects for undertaking 4
Maritime History of the World than that given by Nicholas Rodger in an essay entitled
“Considerations on Writing a General Naval History”—only substituting maritime for
naval. Having described a litany of obstacles that confront the prospective author, he
concludes:

A general naval history would be a prize of great value, and if the first person
to attempt it should fail altogether, he may still have the merit of stimulating
other and better scholars to achieve it."*

I am writing this book in the hopeful expectation that it does not fail altogether. But
regardless the outcome, I hope the project encourages still more attempts to assess the
impact of maritime enterprise on regional and world history.

' N.AM. Rodger, “Considerations on Writing a General Naval History,” in John Hattendorf, ed.,
Doing Naval History: Essays Towards Improvement (Newport, RI: Naval War College Press, 1995), p.
128.



