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[The present appendix forms a side discussion of chapter 1 and addresses some of the major 

problems of handling early modern sources of European and Asian origin. Special attention is 

paid to the Suma Oriental of Tomé Pires, as well as to printed materials that contain accounts of 

chiefly Portuguese, Italian, and Malay origin, including Gaspar Corrêa, Duarte Barbosa, 

Francesco Carletti, Giovanni da Empoli, Manoel Godinho de Erédia, Gianbattista Ramusio, 

Ludovico de Varthema, as well as the Sejarah Melayu and the Undang-undang Melaka.]   

 

Almost every modern historical account touching on the history of Melaka and adjacent regions 

during the early modern period has mentioned the Suma Oriental of the apothecary and diplomat 

Tomé Pires.
 
It is now widely believed to have been written between 1512 and 1515.

1 
However, 

work conducted over the past five decades has not only made great headway, but also posed a 

series of questions about Pires‘ integrity and the transmission of the text.
2 

It is extremely 

important to display a critical mindset when contextualising and translating the nomenclature and 

terminology Pires employs,
3
 and to the best of the present author‘s knowledge, no recent studies 

have cross-referenced the text of the Suma Oriental with Pires‘ published letters of 1512 and 

1513.
4
 In the same vein, his rol de drogarias (1516), a list of pharmaceutical substances used in 

the context of Asian, specifically Indian, medicine, has evoked very little interest and remains 

virtually unknown in modern scholarly circles. 



Scholars have grown increasingly aware—and wary—of the differences among terms and 

toponyms between the ―Paris manuscript‖, published and translated by Armando Cortesão in 

1944, and the far shorter ―Lisbon manuscript‖, edited and first published as a self-standing text 

by Rui Manuel Loureiro in 1996.
5
 The Paris manuscript is thought to date from the second half 

of the 16th century,
6
 while the Lisbon manuscript represents a 16th century copy of the original 

sent by Pires to the Portuguese viceroy of India, Dom Duarte de Menenzes.
7
 Linguistic style, 

nomenclature and specialist terms found in the latter, shorter text are certainly more authentic, 

and one cannot help but shudder at Cortesão‘s own frank admission, found in the foreword to his 

English translation, that he sometimes had to ―guess‖ what Pires was trying to say.
8
 

Other early Portuguese texts fare little better. Duarte Barbosa serves as a case in point. One 

has a hard time appraising what parts were frivolously added by Giovanni Battista Ramusio in 

his collection Delle Navigazioni e Viaggi to ―exoticise‖ the story for European readers, or 

alternatively, reconstructing the parts that were censured by the Portuguese authorities from the 

original manuscript(s) because the text revealed commercially sensitive and therefore classified 

information.
9
 A third classic Portuguese text, the Declaraçam de Malacca by Erédia, is also not 

without serious problems. First, it dates from a much later period, namely, the early 17th century. 

A comparison of this text with Erédia‘s earlier exposé, the Informação da Aurea Chersoneso 

(about 1597), reveals considerable inconsistency in the way terminology is employed and also in 

some of the basic insights expounded. Take, for example, what Erédia says about the home of 

the Malays. In the Declaraçam de Malacca he claims this to be Pahang, but in his earlier text, 

the home of the Malays is placed unconventionally in Patani.
10

 Did Erédia change his mind? Or 

was there genuinely no consensus on this very issue? Other authors claim that the Malays are 

from Melaka, Sumatra or Lingga. Who really knew? Although the view may well be sustained 



that Erédia‘s treatise ultimately represents an honest effort, there are several, still inadequately 

researched, discontinuities of argument (terminological and otherwise) between the text dating 

from around 1597 and the final version of 1613.
11

 

Historians of early modern Melaka as well as the Singapore and Melaka Straits broadly 

concur that some important accounts have perhaps relied too strongly on Pires and the handy 

English language translation published by Cortesão at the height of World War II.
12

 It is perhaps 

against the backdrop of this discomfort and acknowledged over-reliance that one needs to 

specially appreciate the document translations prepared by Manuel Pintado and published by 

Malaysia‘s National Archives in the early 1990s.
13

 Despite some problems with Pintado‘s 

translations, there can be little doubt that his labours represent an important first step in weaning 

the modern historian away from an over-reliance on Pires to meaningfully broaden the range of 

early Portuguese colonial sources that are readily available in the English language. 

Asian—and specifically Malay-language—texts, as far as they exist, present the modern 

historian with a different set of textual obstacles and hermeneutical challenges. First, there are 

very few sources that date, or claim to date, from the period around the fall of the Melaka 

Sultanate (1511). Most of these represent later codified version(s) of oral tradition and/or public 

memory. The meaning and intention of the text is by no means consistent; one may speak here 

particularly of such texts as the Sejarah Melayu or Malay Annals.
14

 This text, as it stands today, 

is believed to date from the period after the fall of the Melaka Sultanate to the Portuguese, and 

evidence from the 17th Acehnese chronicle Bustan-as-Salatin (The Garden of Kings) and more 

recent scholarly contributions hold that the text of the Sejarah Malayu dates from 16th
 
up to the 

early 17th century.
15

 The famous ms. Raffles 18 is dated 1612, that is during the period under 

review in the present book.
16

 The core objective of the Sejarah Melayu is to rally the Malays 



behind the deposed sultan by stressing lineage, providing prophetic statements or testaments, 

stressing the benefits of mutual obligation as well as employing moral suasion and the language 

of obedience.
17

 Modern historians often find that the Sejarah Melayu has the important benefit of 

being a source of historical geography.
18

 

The two legal digests of Melaka, Undang-undang Melaka (Laws of Melaka) and Undang-

undang Laut ([Melaka] Maritime Code), are also of considerable historical interest, but they 

have until now remained peripheral to studies on Melaka from the late 15th until the late 17th 

century.
19

 Both purport, and are widely accepted, to trace their origins to the period of the 

Melaka Sultanate. Like any other legal text, these digests now represent different strands of 

thinking from different periods of time, both pre-colonial and colonial Melaka as well as their 

claimed successor states. The Malay Concordance Project at the Australian National University 

traces the origin of both texts to the 15th century but advises caution.
20

 On the surface, this 

caution is justified for the text of the Undang-undang Laut, where certain clauses incorporated 

into the main body of the text bear specific dates from the 17th century. As a digest, the Undang-

undang Melaka is far less transparent. The editor, Liaw Yock Fang, simply observes that the 

digest is strung together from different texts and most likely across the reign of several Melaka 

rulers.
21

 The question inevitably arises: Exactly which laws belong to which period? And for a 

polity that thrived on commerce, why were there ―no specific laws to protect the trader and the 

entrepreneur?‖
22

 

Liaw, like Winstedt well before him, traces the digest to the rule of Muzzaffar Shah (1445–

58), a period that may be considered the Golden Age of the Melaka Sultanate.
23

 By this stage the 

erstwhile ―pirates lair‖ of Parameswara
24

 (to borrow the terminology from Paul Wheatley) had 

grown from a fishing village under the influence of Pasai on Sumatra and nominal suzerainty of 



the king of Siam
25

 to a separate kingdom in its own right.
26

 Admiral Zheng He‘s famous visit, on 

which occasion the ruler of Melaka‘s status was elevated from chief to ―king‖, was almost a half-

century in the past. Melaka was the emporium that Portuguese and other early European visitors, 

including also Giovanni da Empoli, described with admiration in their letters and accounts dating 

from the early 16th century.
27

 Wheatley estimates a population of around 6,000 inhabitants in the 

year 1424, a figure that supposedly had swollen by ―later arrivals [of orang laut], scavenging 

along the coast and lured by the promise of early gains. [They] had taken up their preferred site, 

close against the water‘s edge‖.
28

 Agriculture was not the preferred activity of the immigrants, 

and as a result, food remained in short supply.
29

 Sago, vegetables and fruit were the staple foods 

in Melaka at this time.
30

 Under Sultan Muzzaffar, Melaka also began to expand from a city-state 

to an ―imperial power‖ - or at least so one is told. The peoples of the western Peninsula, and also 

Pahang, Siak on Sumatra and the Riau Archipelago are believed to have been absorbed into an 

expanding polity centred in Melaka.
31

 

If one compares these insights with information gleaned from early Portuguese colonial 

documents and chronicles, one scarcely fares any better. Certainly, the claim advanced by Corrêa 

in his Lendas da Índia that Melaka was a great trading city since the eighth century A. D. cannot 

be sustained by any stretch of the imagination. Medieval Arabic sources reproduced by Gabrial 

Ferrand certainly make no mention of the entrepôt.
32

 Nor is it expressly mentioned by Nicolò de 

Conti in the account of his voyage to the East (1414–39), Historiade Varietate Fortunae. 

However, the fact that Fra Mauro of Venice made two entries on his world map of 1459 for 

Melacha (Melaka) has led to some speculation that de Conti shared his first-hand knowledge of 

the East personally with Fra Mauro. Certainly, Fra Mauro perused de Conti‘s written account 

which, in the words of curator Piero Falchetta, was available ―to the reading public‖ by 1447. 
33

 



The Mohît (or Muhît), an Ottoman-Turkish rutter for the Indian Ocean, may have synthesised 

geographic knowledge of the region compiled anytime between the 14th and 16th centuries,
34

 but 

the two surviving manuscripts in Istanbul and Vienna date from 1554 and 1558 respectively, and 

they acknowledge the incorporation of information gained from the Portuguese.
35

 

Nor should one give much credence to the testimonies of so many of Europe‘s scholars 

from the age of Renaissance and Humanism, especially those who were mentally shackled by the 

tenuous and mostly unverifiable names linked to Ptolemaic geography, dating from the second 

century AD, or even Isidor of Seville‘s voluminous Etymologies dating from the early seventh 

century. Erédia‘s widely acclaimed Declaraçam de Malaca, and perhaps also his earlier 

Informação da Aurea Chersoneso, should be mentioned in this context. Rather, one should be 

drawn to the more sobering scholarly enquiries of Rouffaer, Obdeijn and later Wheatley,
36

 none 

of whom opine that Melaka was much more than a fishing village—in fact, little more than a 

wretched ―pirate‘s lair‖—before the eve of the 15th century. Melaka early on was a marketplace 

for all sorts of merchandise, including the ill-gotten ones, and it was only after the marriage of 

Melaka‘s ruler with a Pasai princess,
37

 and later the arrival of Chinese merchants following the 

Zheng He expeditions, that the port polity emerged to great regional prominence. 

As has been argued in the case of Singapura, early modern sources are not always clear 

what they mean when they mention ―Melaka‖. Is it a reference to the port, city and emporium? Is 

it a reference to a territory, an empire, a cultural sphere or the complex economic relationship 

between centre and periphery? Is it a reference to the whole of the Malay Peninsula? The level of 

confusion raised by early modern source materials is considerable. Still, Melaka is celebrated as 

one of the prized possessions of the Estado da Índia, an emporium unlike any other in Asia and 

probably the world.
38

 Correspondingly, early Portuguese colonial sources show a propensity to 



harp on the grandeur and glory of Melaka, and also provide figures that are hardly credible. Rui 

de Araújo estimates the number of households at 10,000, a number that was probably as great as 

many of the largest European settlements of the 16th century. Corrêa estimates the population at 

well over 200,000 (elevating Melaka to the largest city in ―all of the Indies‖).
39

 According to 

Pires, Melaka could muster 100,000 men-at-arms, which of course implies a population 

significantly greater than 200,000!
40

 Castanheda gave a more modest estimate of 120,000. 

Perhaps this is a reference to the whole Malay Peninsula and not just the city. Describing the 

period of the sultanate, Damião de Goes estimated the population of Melaka town at 30,000, 

while the eyewitness Rui de Araújo spoke of 10,000 households.
41

 Then again, at any one point 

in time, there were reportedly many craft and ships of various sizes plying the waters of Melaka 

harbour and the river. Contemporary commentators have confused estimates of maximum 

capacity with actual figures of maritime activity. True, Giovanni da Empoli estimates that the 

harbour of Melaka could accommodate two thousand vessels – and more still in the river. But his 

estimate of one hundred sail actually in port together with an unspecified number of smaller 

vessels that he calls calaluzi (kelulus, an oared vessel) and ciamparie (sampan) and yet more 

craft of still lesser significance yield far more sobering estimate of maritime trading activity at 

Melaka at the beginning of the 16th century.
42

  

 Yet the overly generous if not exaggerated numbers for Melaka quickly found their way 

into print, such as on the two world maps of Martin Waldseemüller and Laurent Fries that feature 

special explanatory text boxes in both the German and Latin editions.
43

 It would be foolish to 

take these sources uncritically and at face value, as some authors have done in more recent 

decades, but what they do express are the views of foreign observers who were evidently 

impressed. Over time, Melaka appears to have diminished in size and population. The Flemish 



diamond merchant Jaques de Coutre, who lived in Melaka at the end of the 16th and beginning 

of the 17th centuries, reports that it was still possible to identify stakes or poles from former 

houses. Orchards that once surrounded residential areas extended some ―two or three miles‖ 

from the Portuguese city centre. This area, where evidently a larger and more expansive city had 

once stood, was overgrown with tropical thicket. De Coutre estimated that a couple of hundred 

craft of various sizes called annually at the port.
44

 

Francesco Carletti, the intrepid merchant from Tuscany whose travels at the eve of the 17th 

century brought him to the port of Melaka, and indeed around the world, explains to his readers 

that the houses of this city of spice and commerce were constructed of wood and located under 

shady trees.
45

 This description does not differ significantly from Chinese accounts written one 

and a half centuries earlier.
46

 Carletti also observed how the sailors of vessels at anchor spent the 

night on board, rather than on shore. This does not differ significantly from the observation 

Varthema made towards the end of the Melaka Sultanate‘s life span. According to Carletti‘s 

fellow Italian, the merchants at Melaka faced considerable dangers, and Varthema may have 

spoken the truth when he claimed that during the Melaka Sultanate, scores of merchants were 

killed in cold blood, ―like dogs‖.
47

 It can be presumed that with so many ships arriving and 

departing, and with the orang laut, Bajau, Aru and Batak scouring the waters outside the port, 

merchants had to be very alert.
48

 In any case, the Portuguese authorities—just like their Malay 

counterparts around Sumatra and the Peninsula—reportedly sealed off the waterfront every night 

by trawling a series of logs linked by chains across the mouth of the port.
49

 This was to stop 

merchants from setting sail under the cloak of darkness without paying their dues, and also to 

prevent ships from vanishing into the night without a trace. The logs and chain may also have 

served the purpose of forestalling an attack on the port facilities from the sea by orang laut and 



rapacious tribes that—so one is told—regularly engaged in plundering and slave raiding.
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