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The sixteenth century saw a singular Iransformation in the political strncture of the lr­
rawaddy valley. This region, the core of modern Burma, bad originally known a lirnited 
degree of political unity under the empire of Pagan, whose Buddhist florescence re­
presented an embryonie synthesis between Burmese and Mon cultural traditions. In the 
afiermath of the Mongoi invasions of the late thirteenth century, however, the Pagan 
empire fragmented into a number of independent principalities. The two chief king­
doms, the northern state of Ava and the southern state of Pegu, engaged in a protracted, 
but indecisive struggle for hegemony. Then rather suddenly in the mid-sixteenth cen­
tury, after over 250 years of polycentrism, Pegu conquered the north and again joined 
rhe Jowlands under one sovereignty. Furthermore, after uniting the lowlands, the kings 
of Pegu proceeded to subdue a vast region ofTai-speaking kingdoms extending to mod­
ern Laos and Thailand, over most of which Pagan bad never clairned even nominal au­
thority. By 1569, only thirty years after their first major conquests in the lrrawaddy 
basin, the kings of southem Burma bad built the largest empire in Southeast Asia, and 
indeed in the estimate of well-informed European travellers, one of the mostimpressive 
polities in all of Asia. How can we explain this unprecedented, extraordinari1y rapid 
military expansion? 

Moreover, why in the sixteenth century forthe first andonly time in Burmese history, 
did the coast rather than the north suddenly become the dominant region? The south 
was traditionally the less produclive agricultural district, and thus suffered from a 
natural demographic inferiority. It is true that the south receives far heavier monsoon 
rains t.han the interior of Burma, but until the colonial period this was a disadvantage. 
Removing the dense tropical vegetation of the south, turoing its heavy alluvial soils, and 
combating endemic malaria, particuhuly in newly-cleared areas, were more formidable 
tasks than clearing the light vegetation of the north aod erecting relatively small-scale 
irrigation works. Census records from 1581 aod 1783 suggest that the population of the 
dry interior was normally much !arger, perhaps by a factor of three, than that of the 
Lower Irrawaddy valley and the Delta'. In an age of limited military specialization, 
when the number of meo a king could put into the field was the best single indication of 
bis military prospects, this meant that Lower Burma was in a decided1y weak position. 
The empire of Pagan was based in the north, as were the pre-colonial empires of the Re­
stored Taung-ogu Dynasty (1597-1752) and the Kon-baung Dynasty (1752-1885). 
Even after Pagan's fall, the northem state of Ava usually took the offensive against the 
south. Why then should the normal pattern have been reversed in the sixteenth century? 
And why was the south unable to maintain its new-found superiority for more than two 
generations? 

Despile their irnportance to the historynot ooly of Burma, but of mainland Soutbcast 
Asia as a whole in the sixteenth century, these questions have never received detailed 
examinatioo. The two most careful aod reliable histories of pre-colonial Burma, by Sir 
Artbur Phayre2 and G. E. Harvey', draw attention to the appearance ofPortuguese ad­
venturers, but do not relate their activities in systematic fashion to the shifting regional 
balance, or to more general chaoges in trade and military patterns. Published in 1883 
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and 1925 respectively, these excellent pioneering surveys were chiefly concemed to es­
tablish a detailed political chronology through the study of indigenous chronicles, sup­
plemented by European travelogues. In sofaras they analyzed the south's sixteenth­
century success, they, like the chronicles, tended to emphasize the importance of royal 
personality. 

This approach seems suspect on theoretical grounds, and one's doubts are 
strengthened by more recent studies which show that not only in the Irrawaddy vaUey, 
but also in Arakan4, Java', Bengal6, and possible Siam and Cambodia7, the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries saw an increase in the influence of the coastal and commercial 
sector. ln Arakan, in particular, the rise of the maritime empire of Mrauk-u after 1530 
coincided almost exactly with the heydey of Pegu. This paper therefore attempts to in­
terpret political developments in Lower Burma against the background of economic 
and technological change embracing a wider region. BasicaUy I shaU argue that the 
growth of Indian Ocean commerce provided the south with unique advantages which al­
lowed it to exploit with increasing effectiveness administrative disorders in the north. 
Expanding international trade tended to integrale the regional economies of the in­
terior under coastal auspices. At the sametime it enhanced the ability of southern rulers 
to control political patronage; and it permitted tbem to hire !arge numbers of foreign 
mercenaries, among whom the Portuguese were most valuable because of their ad­
vanced ships and firearms. Eventually Portuguese adventurers attempted to exploit 
their technical superiority to establish an independent enclave at Syriam on the coast; 
but their political isolation combined with changes in demographic and Iandholding pat­
terns to facilitate the retum of political authority to Upper Burma. Thereafter Ava re­
tained effective control over the coastal ports, and the dual bases of southern power­
commercial wealth and firearms - were used to buttress the northern state. 

Sources used in this paperfall into three categories. Firstly, along with Phayre and 
Harvey, I have relied heavily on U Kala's Maha-ya-zawin-gyi chronicle8 (completed in 
the second quarter of the eighteenth century and taken over almost verbatim a century 
later in the Hman-nim-maha-ya-zawin-daw-gyi); but l have sought to extract from it 
fresh information on commercial and military matters. Similarly, l have consulted a var­
iety of contemporary European accounts, most of them known to Phayre and H·arvey, 
with a view to obtaining new data on trade and mercenary finances. Because most 
European visitors were knowledgeable only about matters affecting the foreign com­
munity, it is always necessary to weigh their comments on political and social develop­
ments against Burmese histories. Thirdly, I have consulted several hitberto-ignored in­
digenous sources of a specialist nature, including theMok-tamQ ya-zawin-baUng-gyok9, 

the Mon ya-z-awin 10, the "Han-tha-wadi hsin-byu-shin ayel-daw-bon"11, edicts from 
the reign of King Tha-lun (r. 1629-1648)12, and the Mon-language Nidäna 
RämiJdhipati-lwthä. This last-named history, a Iranstation of whicb was kindly made 
available by Professor H. L. Shorto, antedates (J Kalil's history by at least 130 years13.1t 
is not only the earliest, but also the most graphic and detailed source on tbe unification 
campaigns of the 1550s. 

Ecatwmic and Political Trends Before the Arrival of the Portuguese 

Portuguese involvement in Burma, which became militarily significant only after 
1539, accelerated certain economic and political Iendeneies which were apparent w~ll 
before tbat date. 
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Two noted scholars ofpre-modern Southeast Asian Irade, B. Schrieke" and M. A. P. 
Meilink-Roelofsz 15 bave called attention to the increase in Muslim shipping eastwards 
across the Indian Ocean in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Growing demand for 
spices in Europe combined with the effects of the Crusades and of Mongoi incursions to 
send an increasing volume of Irade over the raute which ran from Europe to Egypt to 
Aden to Gujarat to East Asia. Starting in the twelfth century, demographic and 
economic changes in China, at tbe far eastern end of the inter-Asian trading network, 
also encouraged Chinese participation in the commerce of the southern seas. Despile 
the cessation of official support for Chinese maritime activities after the early Ming, pri­
vate junks cootinued to ply the sea routes to Sumatra, Malaya, Java, Siam, and the 
Philippines16• Thus as a result of stimuli from both the westem and eastem termini of 
1he Asian system, Southeast Asian ports expanded their functions as transshipment and 
exchange centers. The most dramatic growth, particularly after the mid-1430s, aceur­
red at the celebrated emporium of Malacca, where Indian textiles, Indonesian spices, 
and Chinese wares found a natural rendezvous; but Javanese ports like Japara and 
Grise, which were cornmercially allied to Malacca, also grew swiftly in population and 
weallh during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 17• 

Although never in the samedass as thesefarnaus Muslim harbors, maritime centers 
in Lower Burma like Bassein, Pegu, Martaban, and Yei also benefitted from the expan­
sion of Indian Ocean and lndonesian cornmerce. The coastal zone at this time was inha­
bited chiefly by Mon-speakers and-in cantrast to the Burmese-speaking states of the 
interior - these coastal principalities embodied Mon cultural and political traditions. 
Some evidence suggests that in the mid-fifteenth century not only did the volume of 
Irade passing through the Mon ports expand in absolute terms, but the relative impor­
tance of the Mon area as a link in the Asian trade network increased. Commercial 
itineraries of Southeast Asia and the Indian Ocean compiled by Chinese authors 
between 1349 and 1436 failed to Iist any ports in Lower Burma among over a hundred 
harhors and noteworthy localities. The famed Chinese eunuch Cheng Ho bad no con­
tact with Burma ts . Similarly, NicolO Conti, a Venetian merchant who journeyed across 
lhe Arakan Yoma mountains about 1430, bad much to recall about Upper Burma, but 
virtuaUy nothing to say about commerce at the Mon ports 19 . This is not to imply that 
Lower Burma bad no significant foreign trade- seaborne intercourse clearly influenced 
the Strategie thinking of Pagan's rulers, while one of Ava's chief goals in its wars with 
Pegu after 1385 was to obtain access to the customs revenue of the weslern Delta20• Yet, 
judged by later standards, Lower Burma's international trade before the mid-fifteenth 
century may have been limited. TheMok-tamti ya-zawin baung-gyok claims that theold 
port city of Yel, south of Martaban, was reclaimed from jungte and opened to foreign 
Irade in 143821 • According to the Mon ya-zawin , starting with the accession at Pegu of 
Shin Saw-bu (r. 1453-1472), merchants " from distant towns and cities arrived in great 
numbers, (hitherto) unusual wearing apparel became abundant, and the people bad fine 
clolhes and prospered exceedingly."" Most ofthe merchants in question were probably 
Indians, for Mon chronicles identify this group as Lower Burma's chief foreign com­
munity; and along with the Kalyänl Inscriptions of 1476, describe how Indian merchant 
vessels frequented the Mon ports of Dagon and Kusimanagara (Bassein?)23• Furtbor­
more the history of Pegu by the monk of Athwa and the Nidiina Riimiidhipati-kathii 
hoth dwell at length an expanding diplomatic contacts under Shin Saw-bu and more 
Particularly under her famed successor Damä-zei-di (r. 14 72-1492). The principal em-
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bassies, most of which had commercial overtones, came from Ceylo n, Ayudhya, China, 
and various states in north and south lndia 14. 

E uropean accounts after 1470 reinforce this impression of heightened commercial 
activi ty. A Russian merchant described Pegu c. 14 70 as " no inconsiderable port , princi­
pa lly inhabited by Indian dervishes''"· in 1495 or 1496 a Genoese trader , Hieranimo di 
Santo Stefano, sai led fro m the Coro maodel Coast to Pegu where he apparently bought 
rubies before contiouingon towards Malaccal6. As J . S. Furnivall has suggested from an 
examinatio n of this account and of Mo meik history, the expo rt of rubies may bave 
started in the late fifteenth centu_ry17. Some e ight years after Santo Stefano, another 
Italian merchant Ludovico di Varthema claimed that the king o f Pegu enjoyed an 
enormous income (implausibly sta ted at a million goldducals a years) through the sale 
of localluxury products28• In 151 7- 15 18, Duarte Barbosa described Pegu as a " Realm 
of great fertility and with much trade by sea in many kinds of goods .. . it possesses three 
or four havens where there are rieb merchants and great towns inhabited as weil by 
Moors as by the Heathen who possess it"29. His fellow Po rtuguese Tome Pires wrote in 
comparable terms c. 1512- 15 1530 

According to these and other reports, Lower Burma's commerce had three principal 
compo nents. First was the trade with the rising center of Malacca and with north 
Sumatra. Lower Burma supplied these areas with large numbers of ocean-going vessels; 
with rice and other local foodstuffs; and with low-bulk, high-value goods (lac, beowin, 
precious stones, silver, musk) funneled to the Peguan coast via a network of interior 
markets embracing regions as distant as Chiengmai and Yunnan3 1. l..ower Burma's 
principal imports fro m Malacca and north Sumatra were Chinese po reetains and tex­
tiles, and Indonesian spices, especially pepper. The second line of co mmerce was with 
West Asia and lndia, particularly G ujara t, the Coro mandel Coast, and Bengal. Mer­
chants fro m these areas brought to Bassein, Pegu, and Martaban !arge quantities of 
printed cloths, both cotton and silk ; copper, quick-silver, Cambayan drugs, etc. They 
returned with those local products for which Burma was noted , plus Chinese goods and 
lndonesian spices which had o rigina lly been imported from Malacca and north 
Sumatra. Thus the direct trade between India and Pegu bypassed Malacca entirely. The 
third segment of Lower Burma 's comrnerce affected chiefly the eastern po rt of Marta­
ban, wbich was in land communication with Siam. If mo nsoon winds were contrary or 
political conditions in the Straits were unsettled , Chinese and other low-bulk goods de­
stioed for the Indian Ocean (particularly Bengal) could be taken to Martaban more 
quickly and conveniently than they could be Iransported around the Ma1ay peninsula; 
so the land ro ate to Martaban was to some extent an alternative to the sea raute focusing 
on Malacca. (This was yet more t rue of the shorter overland route between the Gulf of 
Siam and Mergui , to which we shall return shortly.) 

Trade provided a welcome increment to the revenue of coastal rulers. As noted, 
Lower Burma's agricultural base was modest, and to judge by Kön-baung patterns, it 
was also ratherstatic. Moreover, as was characteristic of rice-plains economies general­
ly, o nly a fraction of the original tax collections entered the royal treasury because a 
chain of autonomaus provincial and township officials sliced off a portion of the revenue 
at successive levels32. By exploiting various aspects of Indian Ocean commerce at di­
rectly-ruled ports, however, Mo n rulers could tap a I arge and expanding source of in­
come, much of it in cash33, without such heavy reliance on territorial intermediaries. 
According to early sixteenth-century Po rtuguese sources, Peguan po rts cbarged twelve 
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per cent on incoming goods, and six per cent (at Martaban) on rice purchased for ex­
port"'. lf later Taung-ngu practice be accepted as a gwde, tbe crown itself owned or 
purchased shares in merchant vessels trading around the Bay of BengaPs. Furthermore 
in the six teeoth century royal brokers or officials at Pegu controlled tbe distribution of 
imports, and may have furnished foreigo merchants with lac, rare woods, and other re­
served commodities from royal godowns36. 

The Iords of Mon principalities like Pegu- known to southerners as the " treasure­
house of kings"37 - used commercial revenues to Strengtben their authority. Political 
loyalty revolved araund the concept of reciprocal Obligation: rulers were obliged to re­
ward their followers with land or movable goods, but in return for Ibis patronage, cour­
tiers incurred a life-long debt of gratitude which tbey bad to discbarge through faithful 
service. Increased revenues obviously enhanced the sovereign's ability to attract and 
manipulate supporters, and it is recorded that southern rulers frequently rewarded ser­
vants with imported (?)textiles as well as with gold and silver. In addition, commercial 
profits could be used to hire foreign mercenaries who could compensate for the Mon re­
gion 's demographic inferiority. Di Varthema, who claimed that the kingof Pegu gained 
a "million" gold ducals a year, added at once: "and he gives all his income to his 
soldiers." At tbe time of di Varthema's visit, the king Banyii-ran bad been waging a gen­
erally successful war against Ava for two years, and forthat purpose reportedly bad en­
gaged a thousand mercenaries, each of whom received a fixed monthly salary payable in 
gold, plus expenses38. Burmese accounts show that the most popular mercenaries be­
fore the arrival of the Po rtuguese were Indian Muslims who often came equipped with 
handguns and small cannon such as were popular on the subcontinent39. Unlike reg­
ionallevies whose control was not always certain, in the mjd-sixteenth century mer­
cenaries joined centrat forces directly loyal to tbe crown. 

The rulers of Upper Burma lacked comparable access to customs revenues and 
foreign military assistance. Tobe sure, they commanded !arger agricultural resources; 
but as noted, more intermediaries were involved in the collection of agricultural taxes 
than port revenues. Upper Burma did not export rice to the south and internal moneti­
zation seems to have been exceptionally primitive. Thus it is unlikely that in-kind laxes 
could readily be converted into the cash which was necessary to centralize patronage, to 
hire mercenaries, or to purchase firearms. According to Duarte Barbosa, "Moorish, 
Heathen, and Chati (sie) merchants" visited Ava to purchase precious stones and musk, 
sold through a royal monopoty••. Yet these same merchants also had to pay duties in 
Lower Burma, and in generat the scale of foreign mercantile involvement in the north 
seems to bave been considerably less tban in Middle or Lower Burma. Nor is there any 
record of Indian mercenaries supporting northern principalities. Following Ava's fail­
ure in the early fifteenth century to gain control over ports in the westem De lta, the 
northern sector of the lrrawaddy basin entered an era of political and military decline as 
first Pegu, and then Ava's southern vassals like Taung-ngu and Prome, defied Ava's 
armies with impunjty. 

It would appear that Ava's difficulties in these years were compounded by a second 
phenomenon of quite indepeodent origin, the growth of tax-free religious Iands. In the 
late Pagao era (i.e. thirteenth ceotury) a heterodox monastic sect known as the Forest 
Dwellers began to accumulate landed estates in the north through a combination of do­
natio.ns, purchases, and reclamation projects. Like allsangha property, these Iands were 
exempt from taxation, and the religious slaves who cultivated them were exempt from 
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lhe poll lax and from govemmenl service. Despile the obvious implications for the 
kingdom's mililary potential, the rulers of Upper Burma found il exceedingly difficult 10 

arresl the growth of religious Iands because of their ideological Obligation to protect tbe 
Faith, and to accumulate merit for themselves and their subjects lhrough continued gifts 
to the Religion. (lndeed the royal family were normally the principal donors.) By the 
close of the Pagan period, Than Tun has estimated that perhaps a third of Upper Bur­
ma's cuhivaled land bad been alienated to Forest Dwellers and olher monastic com­
munities41. We Iack acreage studies for later periods. But Charles Duroiselle's Iist of 
dedicatory inscriptions42 shows that religious donations continued during the four­
teenth through early sixteenth centuries at approximately the same rate as during the 
late Pagan period, so the cumulative impact (even assuming a substantialloss of earlier 
grants) must have been very great indeed. During the lauer centuries, unlike the Pagan 
era, the Forest DweUers were virtually unchallenged at the northem court by more or­
thodox, Sinhalese-oriented sects43. 

A detailed discussion of religious Iands is beyond the scope of this paper, but I would 
suggesl three possible reasons why the problern of monastic estates was less severe in 
Middle and Lower Burma than in the north al this time: a) For centuries royal and aris­
tocratic donations bad been concentrated in Upper Burma, the seat of the first unified 
empire. The new kingdoms of Taung-ngu, Prome, Martaban, and Pegu all arose in the 
fourteenth or fifteenth centuries in areas where lhere had been no independent royal 
court since at least the eleventh cenlury. b) Because commerce was more important to 
the southe.rn economy, the tradition of donating money and commercial goods, rather 
than land, to the sangha may have been more developed in the south lhan in lhe north. 
This wouJd have allowed kings and other lay patroos to accumulate merit, while retain­
ing control over the sources of renewable wealth. c) Southern kings, most notably Da­
mä-zei-di, were more successful than their norlhern counterparts in purging thesangha 
andin thus preventing the rise of acquisitive, heterodox sects. Conceivably his purifica­
tion efforts were accompanied by the development of certain institutional controls over 
lhe sa11gha which were unknown in tbe north until a later date44• 

Early Portuguese Involvement in Burma : Tabin-shwei-hti 

When Portuguese mercenaries first intervened in Burma in force, that is to say about 
1540, the lrrawaddy vaUey was still fragmenled into several more or less independent 
states (Ava, Pegu, Martaban, Prome, etc.), bul lhe decline of the northern sector and 
lhe rise of southern power were already well advanced. Ava, the chief northern king­
dom, was in a cbaotic state. Since at least the fourteenth century, the predominantly 
Burmesepopulation of the dry zone had been subjecl to raids and fuU-scale settlements 
by Tai-speaking highlanders known as Sb ans. The kings of Ava themselves bad Shan as 
weil as Burmese blood, but they proved unable to assert even a nominal authority over 
lhe major Shan kingdoms, or to stop the constanl encroachments on their frontier. 
Originally symptomatic of Upper Burma's decline, Shan invasions themselves became a 
majorcauseofinstabilily and administrative disorder.ln 1527 the Shans of Mohnyin fi­
nally killed the king of Ava and set their own prince on the throne. Described in tbe 
chronicles as a man " without respect for the Tripie Gems", the new ruler soughl to re­
gain control over religious wealth by launehing a severe persecution of lhe monkbood. 
Butthis merely forced I arge numbers of Burmese monks and lay followers to !Iee south 
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10 Middle and Lower Burma, and further weakened tbe foundations of the state. The far 
north thus came to rely for its defense on a politically unstable and geographically di­
verse coalition of Shan principalities. 

By cantrast the south in 1540 bad entered a period of centralization under a Burmese 
ruler of extraordinary vigor, Tabin-sbwei-hti. Originally from Taung-ngu, a predomi­
nantly Burmese principality on the southeast perimeter of tbe dry zone, Tabin-shwei­
hticonquered tbe Mon cityofPegu in 1537-38 and joined it with hisnative principality 

10 form the nucleus of tbe future unified kingdom of Burma. Lest we exaggerate the 
political significance of maritime commerce, we should note that Taung-ngu, lacking di­
rect access to the sea, depended on coastal centers for satt and textiles45. Taung-ngu's 
geographic position, however, conferred an important advantage: the southeast cor­
ridor affered a natural escape route for Burmese fleeing Shan incursions in the north, 
and by the start of tbe sixteenth century Taung-ngu bad beoome the principal strang­
hold of those who identified themselves as Burmese. Tabin-shwei-hti's falber M'm­
gyi-nyo (r. 1486-1531) undertook a systematic program of oolonization and resettle­
ment in the southem dry zone. In this early period, the strengtb of the Taung-ngu state 
therefore derived from its location as a refugee center, from the ambition of its rulers, 
and from the e~ceUence and plenitude of its Burmese soldiers, rather than from its ac­
cess to foreign trade. 

At the same time, because Taung-ngu relied on the ooast for Indian Ocean goods and 
was involved in tbe network of regional markets which supplied the ports with an appar­
ently growing volume of local products, its political interests may have gravitated to­
wards the south rather than the interior. Certainly Tabin-shwei-btl from the start of bis 
career showed a keen appreciation of maritime contacts. After taking the throne of 
Taung-ngu in 1531, be chose to attack Pegu rather than Ava because its wealth made it 
a more inviting target. When he found Pegu defended by gun-wielding Indian Muslims 
in 1535, he broke off the attack until he had acquired his own firearms, probably from 
the weslern Delta46• After bis victory of 1537-1538, he abandoned the interior capital 
of bis father in order to dwell at Pegu, the ancient center of the Mon country. There he 
(and bis successors) patronized Mon culture with great assiduity, and created a 
genuinely poly-ethnic court in which Mons he ld positions of honor alongside southem 
Burmese and Shans. The soope and success of Ibis synthesis were largely unprecedent­
ed47. Furthermore, having consolidated hishold on the Delta, he determined to enforce 
Pegu's traditional hegemony over tbe rival Monport of Martaban, and forthat purpose 
used commercial wealth to engage yet !arger numbers of foreign mercenaries. A oon­
temporary Portuguese source claims, with some exaggeration perhaps, that within two 
or three years of bis oonquest of Pegu, Tabin-shwei-hti bad hired soldiers from 42 
nationalities, including Greeks, Turks, Abysinnians, Mughals, and Malabaris48. Yet the 
foreign nationality which was to make the most important oontribution to Tabin­
shwei-hti's campaigns, and the one in which he placed the greatest oonfidence, were the 
Portuguese. 

By 1540 the Portuguese intrusion into Southeast Asia had already bad an impact on 
Burma, altbough this was of a primarily commercial rather than military nature. The 
anti-Muslim policy favored by Portuguese authorities following their capture of 
Malacca in 1511; their early determination to deny Asians access to spices at Malacca, 
hitherto the chief intermediary center for acquiring such cargoes; and their policy (to 
1544) of raising customs rates at Malacca oombined to disoourage Indian and West A-
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sian Muslims from visiting that port. These people therefore resorted with increased 
frequency to Achin, Bantam, and Mergui (Tenasserim); but Pegu and Martaban may 
also have benefitted. As noted, even before 151 1 the routes 1eading from Mergui and 
Martaban to the Gulf of Siam had functioned as alternative passages tothat araund the 
perunsula. Since Martaban was at the height of its prosperity in tbe mid-sixteenth cen­
tury, and since Portuguese policies enhanced Musliminterestin Mergui and the penin­
su1ar ports49, one may speculate that Martaban also owed some of its legendary wealth 
to increased trade with Siam. Tabin-shwei-htl and Bayin-naung both found it practica­
ble tosend supplies to Ayudhya via Martaban50, while Samuel Purchas, writing of the 
late sixteenth century, listed Martaban along with Mergui, Yel, Junkceylon, and Kedab 
as places where "Ship(s) of Moores ... lade Pepper, Cinamon, or other commodities ... 
for Surat or Mecca"51. However, some of these goods at Martaban may also have come 
from the newly-emergent, anti-Portuguese centers of Achin and Ban tarn. Like Malacca 
before them, these ports supplied Lower Burma with spices and Chinese wares, which 
were then sold to Indian and West Asian merchants reluctant to undertake the journey 
to Indonesia". Although we have no way to quantify the Ievel of Muslim trade with 
Burma, the fact that the Muslim community of Pegu saw fit to erect a rnosque, appar­
ently for the first time, in the 1550s, is consistent with the image of increasing Indian and 
West Asian contacts53. 

Lower Burma 's popularity with Muslim merchants did nothing to impair its tradition­
ally profitable relations with Malacca after that city became a Portuguese base. On the 
contrary, the periodic success of the Portuguese' foes in interrupting the supply of food­
stuffs from Java and Siam rendered Malacca (as well as Portuguese outposts in the 
Moluccas and Amboina) yet more dependent on Lower Burma's rice. The Portuguese 
therefore sentat least three diplomatic otissions to Lower Burma ( c. 1512, 1519 and c. 
1540) to encourage food ships to call at Malacca; while from time to time factors for the 
King of Portugal went to Martaban to purchase rice directly54• Independently of the 
Irade between Lower Burma and Malacca, Portuguese from Goa, the Coromandel 
Coast, and Bengal also visited Pegu in order to exchangeIndiantextiles and sah for local 
products55• About 1551 in the Portuguese quarter of Pegu alone, there were said tobe 
140 Portuguese, both private traders and factors for the King ofPortuga156 • C1earlythey 
were a major element in the mercantile community, and a welcome source of royal cus­
toms. Thus, directly and indirectly, the Portuguese intrusion allowed Lower Burma to 
attract a not insignificant share of the Southeast Asian country trade, whose total vol­
ume in the mid- and late-sixteenth century was expandings'. More importantly, Por­
tuguese commercial contacts allowed the rulers of Lower Burma to observe European 
otilitary techniques at first hand,.and to recruit Portuguese merchants and adventurers 
to their armies. Indeed the first documented case of Portuguese military involvement in 
Burma occurred about 1538, when the ruler of Pegu persuaded a Portuguese merchant 
just arrived in port to direct the naval defense against Tabin-shwei-htls8 • 

The military reputation ofthe Portuguese restedon the superiority ofboth theirships 
and firearms. Lower Burma was itself an important shipbuilding center, but it served the 
Muslim trading community, and the design of Peguan ocean-going vessels in the early 
sixteenth century almost certainly followed that of Muslim mercantile craft in other In­
dian Ocean ports. These were lightly built ships whose planks were lashed Iogether and 
which were incapable of supporting heavy armament. By comparison, Portuguese gal­
leons, caravels, and even foists were solid structures, whose planks were oailed together 
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and which normally carried cannon59. The only way the Burmese could deal with Por­
ruguese ships was to overwhelm them in harbor with innumerable war canoes and light 
sailing craft, usually at frightful cost to the attackers, or eise to launch firerafts against 

them from upstream. 
Portuguese superiority was only sligbtly less marked in land ballistics, which was of 

greater potential importance than naval design because mostofTabin-shwei-htl's cam­
paigns were fought on land. By the first decade of the sixteenth century, if not earlier, 
Meilink-Roelofsz claims tbat iron foundries at Pegu were producing small, rather primi­
tive firearms60; wbile the Maha-ya-zawin-gyi refers to smallarms (thei-nat), swivel guns 
(sein-byming), and cannon (amyauk or myti-tabu) used by Indian (kalii) or Indian Mus­
lim (kalil-bathei) soldiers in Burma from the late fourteenth century on61. Muslim mer­
cenaries outnumbered Portuguese troops during both Tabin-shwei-htl and Bayfn­
naung's reigns. Their continued popul;uity proves that the weapons these soldiers 
brought with them were by no means ineffective. Yet on the whole they were inferior to 
Portuguese firearms. William Irvine has observed that in Mughal India, matchlocks "of 
European make were much prized, but were only found in the possession of the greatest 
nobles"62. The barreis and firing mechanisms of Indian matchlocks were less adroitly 
made; moreover, the Portuguese in 1536 introduced cartridges containing the correct 
measure of powder and the ball, which decreased appreciably the time needed to re­
load63. As for non-European artiUery pieces, their muzzles were more likely to burst, 
their trajectories were shorter and less accurate, and their shots were light er than those 
of Portuguese cast-metal muzzle-loaders of equivalent weight. No doubt Asian gunners 
on average were also less well trained than their Portuguese counterparts64. 

Now we must not exaggerate the utility of Portuguese firearms. The sixteenth-cen­
tury matchlock, or arquebus, was still a relatlvely crude instrument, not incomparably 
more powerful than the bow-and-arrow65• As for artillery, there is no evidence that 
Tabin-shwei-hti or Bayin-naung acquired massive siege gunssuch as rendered medieval 
stone walls and old-style castles untenable after about 1450 in both Christian and Ot­
toman Europe66• The largest cannon used in the Burmese wars to which I have found 
specific reference fired a ball of only one viss, i.e. 3.65 pounds•7 • Rather than direct 
them against stone or brick fortifications, the Burmese usually brought their cannon 
into play by mounting them on high mounds or towers and then sbooting down into the 
besieged towns. Nonetheless, if used in conjunction with mining Operationsand large ­
scale conventional assaults, this technique could be quite effective. Coordinated bom­
bardments cleared enemy soldie es from battlements, set towers alight, and thoroughly 
demoralized the civilian populations. At some of the weaker towns, particularly those 
whose walls lacked brick facades, concentrated fire at close range actually seems to have 
brcached the defenses. Artillery and arquebuses also proved their worth in certain field 
encounters: to cite a famous example, in 1550 a Portuguese arquebusier shot one of the 
chief contenders for the throne of Pegu atop bis elephant, and thus determined the 
course of the succession struggle6B. 

As one would expect, firearms took the heaviest toll against interior Burmese prin­
cipalities and Shan kingdoms, which were least familiar with the new weapons. They 
were generally less effective against rival coastal states like Martaban, Arakan, and 
Ayudhya, for these polities obtained their own Portuguese contingents and their own 
cannon which tended to offsei those of Pegu. In the case of Arakan, Portuguese experts 
also organized the fleet, trained a heterogeneaus mercenary army, and helped to lay out 
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the capital's elaborate defenses69. The relatively high cost of guns, mercenaries, and 
new-type fonifications, and the problern of differential access, may have contributed to 
a shift in militarypower away from the interior towards the coast throughout mainland 
Southeast Asia7•. Pegu, however, surpassed all other states in this period because she 
became the first to use the new technology for systematic conquest of the interior. Pegu 
was uniquely favored by the size and vulnerability of her hinterland: neither Martaban 
nor the Arakanese capital had riverine access to the interior cornparable tothat which 
Pegu enjoyed along the Irrawaddy. Ayudhya, on the other hand, bad reasonably good 
access, but in the mid-sixteenth century local strategic and administrative factors appar­
ently helped Chiengmai toresist Ayudhya more effectively than Ava and the Shans op­
posed Pegu". It is also possible that the Burmese recognized the offensive capabilityof 
Western guns somewhat earlier than the Siamese72. Pegu alone therefore achieved a 
string of interior victories which provided vast numbers of war elephants and feudal 
levies to complement her Indian Ocean firearms . It was this combination, rather than 
foreign guns alone, which destroyed two of the other chiefmaritime centers and forced a 
third onto the defensive. 

These pattems will become apparent if we survey Pegu's principal campaigns. In 
1540, we have seen, Tabin-shwei-ht1, having made hirnself master of the Delta, deter­
mined to conquer the eastem port-city of Martaban, and forthat purpose engaged the 
Services of·large groups of foreign soldiers including a confederation of Portuguese mer­
cenaries nominally led by Joäo Caeiro. Mendez Pinto places the number of Portuguese 
fighting for Tabin-shwei-htl at seven hundred, though this figure may weil be exagger­
ated". Likeother Portuguese bands which served in Siam, Bengal, and Arakaninthese 
same years, Tabin-shwei-hti's men were freelance adventurers who hadoriginallycome 
out to Asia in the service of the Kingof Portugal but who, because of irregular and 
meagre wages, had since turned themselves into traders-cum-pirates-cum-mercenaries 
under private captains. In return for pay and the right to plunder, they agreed to serve 
Asian rulers for varying periods. Ian A. Macgregor has noted that Portuguese mer­
cenaries in Burma and adjacent countries came into prominence in official documents 
only in the 1530s and 1540s, and this may be related to the fact that by 1527 the Por­
tuguese government had fallen into arrears in Malacca in its wages and rations 
accounts74 . These adventurers retained a generalized loyalty to the Portuguese crown in 
that they could sometimes be expected to aid Goa or Malacca in an emergency. But they 
were often classified as deserters from royal service and were by no means under effec­
tive control of Portuguese officials. 

Notto be caught unawares by Tabin-shwei-htl, the Mon Iord of Martaban imported 
large quantities of firearms, and also began to recruit Portuguese mercenaries, to whom 
he bad easy access because of Martaban's traditionally close commercial ties to Malac­
ca. At first the battle went in favor of Martaban, whose Portuguese ships inflicted fright­
ful casualties on Peguan craft which tried to attack at the city's mostvulnerable point". 
Tabin-shwei-htl therefore resorted to an old Mon stratagem: he built firerafts which, 
floating on the tide, burned the defending vessels or forced them to flee to the open sea. 
The attackers then maneuvered into position a high fortress raft from which gunners 
and cannoneers, including no doubt many of Caeiro's men, were able to clear the ram­
parts in preparation for a successful breaching operation. Thus while flrearms alone 
could not subdue Martaban, they facilitated the final assault. 
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Firearms proved more effective during the campaign against Prome, a predominantly 
Burmese principality on the southem fringes ofthe dry zone, which Tabin-shwei-htl at­
tacked the year after Martaban feU. On this occasion bis opponents bad no Portuguese 
assistance. Tabin-shwei-hti used traditional siege techniques, requiring enormous 
levies of infantry, to starve Prome into submission. Yet be also employed Portuguese 
and Muslimguns to cannonade the town, and to help defeat two Shan invasions which 
sought to chaUenge bis control of Prome. During the second Sban invasion of 
1543-1544, Tabin-sbwei-hti brought up from the coast four !arge warboats loaded with 
artiUery. Hereis a precis of the ensuing battle from the Maha-ya-zawin-gyi: 

Tabin·shwei-htl bad great war boats [taik-h/ei-gyi] , whereas the [Shan]saw-bwds bad only small 
craft. Furthermore thesaw-bwds bad nocannon or large mortars [amyauk my6-tabu-gyi]. When he 
fired these great guns, he smashed the saw-bwds' warboats to splinters, and the fleetwas entirely 
destroyed ... 76 

The phrase taik-hlei-gyi suggests traditional oar-propelled warboats rather than Por­
tuguese ships, but is is quite likely that Portuguese helped work the cannon. Mendez 
Pinto, whose account of the Prome campaign agrees reasonably weU with the Burmese 
chronicles, refers to heavy casualties among Tabin-shwei-bti 's Portuguese and "Tur­
kish" auxiliaries, and claims that shortly after the Prome campaign ended, Tabin­
shwei-hti maintained a I arge body of Portuguese troops at Pegu und er one Antonio Fer­
reira77 . 

lf at tbis point, Tabin-shwei-htl bad been willing to organize a major attack on Upper 
Burma, he probably could have pushed aU the way to Ava and reunited the lrrawaddy 
valley in tbe mid-1540s. Clearly the Shans (and those northern Burmese who still sup­
ported them) were particularly vulnerable. But Tabin-shwei-hti chose to direct bis ar­
mies against Arakan and Ayudhya, and it was not foranother decade that bis successor 
Bayin-naung (r. 1551-1581) took up the conquest oftbe Shans. When Bayin-naungdid 
so, it was partly to obtain manpower and Strategiepositions with which to pursue more 
effectively Tabin-shwei-htl's original goal of subduing Ayudhya. As noted, Portuguese 
interference with Muslim trade at Malacca enhanced the value of land routes connect­
ing the Bay of Bengal with the Gulf of Siam; and evidence from the chronicles suggests 
that one ofTabin-shwei-htl 's objectives in attacl<ing Ayudhya in 1547-1548 was to win 
control of the trans-peninsular traffic, to whicb he bad hitherto bad only indirect access 
via Martaban. Thus tbe king of Ayudhya sought to win the release of high-ranking 
prisoners by conceding to Tabin-shwei-htl the harbor tolls of Mergui, plus an annual in­
demnity78. Arakan, on the Bay of Bengal, was also a maritime state of growing 
importance whose conquest attracted Tabin-shwei-hti more than that of the north. 

Tabin-shwei-hti engaged fresh bodies of Portuguese mercenaries for bis campaigns 
against the Arakanese capital of Miauk-u" and Ayudhya80. Yet these cities were more 
formidable than any he bad yet encountered. Both bad their own Portuguese units and 
Indian Ocean firearms, while Mrauk-u's moats and walls had also been laid out with 
Ponuguese assistance. Burmese and Mon forces were inadequate to surround these 
cities or to sustain effective sieges. Frontal assaults proved useless, and in the end Ta­
bin-shwei-hti gained no permanent advantage from either campaign. Nonetheless, 
according to Prince Damrong, Tabin-shwei-hti's uoprecedented use of large attack 
cannon revealed the awesome potential of these instruments and forced the Siamese to 
overhaul Ayudbya's defenses. Hitherto the waUs of Ayudhya bad consisted of ear­
thwork witb wooden posts planted upon it. After Tabin-shwei-htl withdrew, tbey were 
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rebuilt with moresolid materials, most likely brick plastered over with quick lime, ex­
pressly designed to withstand guns of Western type81 . 

Tabin-shwei-htl's failures in no way diminished his confidence in the Portuguese. 
Portuguese soldiers, Iogether with Indian Muslims, probably constituted his inner guard 
on tbe retreat from Ayudhya82.According to lberian sources, his commander on that 
campaign was Diego Suarez d' Albergaria, who also served as govemor of Pegu with the 
title of "The King's Brother" and a I arge annual salary83. Burmese sources provide no 
confirmation on d' Albergaria's role. But they relate how Tabin-shwei-htl, after retum­
ing from Ayudhya, consorted with a young Portuguese soldier who taught him to drink 
wine sweetened with honey. tndeed, to the scandal of bis own and subsequent genera­
tions, the Buddhist sovereign becamean alcobolic through his association with this " un­
seemly heretic"••. He lost control over the court, and was finally assassinated by a Mon 
official in 1550. 

The Portuguese Under Bayin-naung 

Tabin-shwei-hti was succeeded by bis brother-in-law and fellow Burman Bayfn­
naung after a confused three-cornered struggle in wbich Portuguese mercenaries played 
a prominent rote in each of the contending camps85. 

After reconquering Middle and Lower Burma and consolidating his hold on the 
throne, the new king launched an ambitious series of campaigns against Ava and the 
surrounding Shan kingdoms. Baytn-naung bad learned from his predecessor's experi­
ence tbat !arger reserves of manpower aod war animals were needed to subjugate 
Ayudhya, and- as (J Kala, a generally reüable source, indicates- he invaded the north 
with this ultimate goal in mind86. At the same time, control ofthe high Iands promised to 
enhance the crown's commercial position. Rubies and other precious stones from the 
Shan state of Momeik ; benjamin from the Yun country; musk from Momeik, Mohnyin, 
and Chiengmai; benzoin and tin from the peninsula and Upper Burma; Chinese goods 
available in Chiengmai and Momeik; and gold, silver, and lac from a variety of northern 
locales- since at least the fifteenth century such export items had been suppüed to the 
coast by peddlars and small traders through the network of interior markets87• Now 
Bayin-naung sought to obtain more regular supplies, and to eliminate interior tolls and 
middlemen, by imposing on conquered Tai principalities annual tribute quotas in these 
and otber goods to be delivered to the royal godowns88. Altbougb the mechanisms by 
which the throne then marketed its goods to Iodjan Ocean merchants are not well un­
derstood, the throne seems to have maintained a degree of monopolistic cxmtrol 
through a system of licensed brokers. Caesar Frederike c. 1569 reported tbat all rubies 
were disposed in this manner••, while the Outch later confirmed that Indian Ocean 
traders bad to conduct both purchases and sales through official brokers90. 

Between 1554 and I 558, Bayfn-naung succeeded in reuniting Upper Burma with the 
coast, and in subduing a great arc of Tai-speaking states ranging from Kale i in the ex­
treme northwest to Chiengmai in the southeast. His success corfirmed Tabin-shwei­
htl's discovery at Prome about the value of firearms against northern opponents. While 
firearms were by no means unknown before Tabin-shwei-hti and Bayin-oauog arrived, 
the Shans, isolated in their upland valleys, had no experieoce with culverins of such 
I arge calibre and arquebuses in such number, which terrified them by their awesome din 
as much as by their shot. The following descriptions from the Nidäna Rämädhipati­
kathä , whose author(s) may have witnessed the events in question, conveysomethiogof 
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the terror whjch Bayin-oaung's arms iospired. As in Tabin-shwei-hti's day, arquebuses 
were wielded by large numbers of Muslim mercenaries and indigenous levies. Yet the 
"four hundred" armored arquebusiers who guarded Bayin-naung atop his elephant 
were Portuguese91 , and it is likely that Portuguese also supplied and operated most of 
the big cannon. Indeed, if we may generalize from the Situation at Pegu in the 1590s, 
many of Bayin-naung's bestguns still bore the arms of the Kingof Portugal.,. Hereis 
the Nidäna Rämädhipati-kathä account of the battle of Ava in early 1555: 

!The attackers built siege works all around rhe ciry, andJ the officers carried up the weapons and 
arti llery and installed them on the rampart ... The bombardment was now unleashed, rioging the 
town with fire. The reports of the cannon and muskets reverberated like [ndra's thunderbolts. 
Those within the town bad to take refuge in holes, for ... there was no other refuge above ground. 
Night and day succeeded each other unheeded as detonation followed detonation tiU it seemed a 
man's ears would burst; no defender dared expose so much as a finger above tbe battlements ... Af­
ter five days of siege tbe town could resist no longer, and [an] assault finished it . As the walls sub­
s.ided in rubble, elephants, horses, men poured in9J . 

Thus Ava feil in five days whereas the more southerly cities of Martaban, Mrauk-u, 
and Ayudhya defied Pegu for months. Pokkhan, west (?) of Ava, also sumbitted within 
a matter of days after Bayin-naung "commenced a bombardment intended to awe the 
defenders"94 . 

Having consolidated cootrol over the northem lowlands, Bayin-naung marched 
against the Shan kingdoms of Mohnyin, Mogaung, Hsipaw, Mong Mit, Mongmai , and 
so on. As they approached Mohnyin, 

each division marched to the ceaseless acoompaniment of gunfire and musket shots, the sound 
echoing through the forest as if the earth were Splitting in two ... The [ruler] of Mohnyin, Cau Lum, 
s.aid, "When our soldiers ... join battle, they are usually victorious. But after hearing the guns of the 
King's men, and the rumour of their march, for three days ... I wonder whether our elephants and 
cavalry will stand up to tbem"95. 

ln fact Mohnyin collapsed precipitously. Cannon had a comparable effect on 
Mogaung: " We reckoned we would have to deal with the kings of Prome and Ava 
maybe, and the Sb ans of Mong Mit and Hsipaw", the ruler of Mogaung is represented as 
saying alter a later rebellion, " [but] not with [Bayin-naung's] cannon, whicb are power­
ful enough to pierce the earth" 96• In other passages intimidatedShans likened the sound 
of the southern artillery to thunder o rtheroaring of the ocean97• Even at Chiengmai, an 
important town in the north of modern Thailand where some sort of firearms had been 
known apparently since the fifteenth century••, Bayin-naung's siege guns helped breach 
the waUs. Possibly these walls were of the earthwork-and-post arrangement which 
Ayudhya had begun to replace only about eight years earlier. 

As the sound of artillery and musket fire re-echoed like tbunder, breaches appeared in the walls 
wherever a shot struck home. The upper works were set on fire with pyrotechnic devices; and tben 
lhe officers, under cover of a breastwork of planks, minedunder the wall, causing subsidence and 
funher breaches ... [Finally) the main body with elephants and cavalry entered the town at all the 
mined places99. 

Noneofthis is to deny that factors other than Iirearms were extremely important on 
the northern campaigns. Bayin-naung benefitted from the death of an important Shan 
ruler in 1556, which sparked a succession struggle between rival Shan houses. I have 
empbasized that the area araund Ava bad already been disorganized by Shan incur­
sions, aod was thus particuJarly vulnerable when Bayin-naung arrived. Furthermore un­
til Tabin-shwei-btl and Bayin-naung, no southem Ieader bad joined Taung-ngu, Mar-
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taban, Pegu, and Prome uoder one sovereigoty, so the north never faced such a formid­
able concentration of conventional forces. Enormaus numbers of war elephants, caval­
ry, and above all, commoo infantry were needed to protect artillery on siege stockades 
and to follow up the cannonades with effective mining and ground assaults. In field en­
couoters, as opposed to siege operations, elephantry and cavalry were almost always 
more effective than tbe relatively immobile artillery (note, however, that arquebusiers 
were often placed in elephants' howdahs). Field engagementsrather than sieges deter­
mined the fate of several major Shan states, iocluding Hsipaw, Mohnyin, and Mong Mit. 
Nonetheless, having made these allowances, one still finds it difficult to accept that 
Bayfn-naung could have reduced Ava, Chiengmai, and the entire Shan world in the 
amazing period of three and a half years without the assistance of European, and to a 
lesser extent, Indian gunners. The oorth bad known earlier periods of acute disorder 
(e.g. 1359-1368, 1427, 1524-1527), and southem principalities, even iocluding 
Taung-ngu, had sometimes been able to coordinate their strategy. But until 1541, the 
first year Portuguese firearms were employed in Middle Burma, the south bad main­
taioed a generallydefensive posture, and- apart from an expedition in 1404-1406 by 
the Peguan king Ya-za-df-ya-zä ~bad failed to penetrate beyond the Chin-dwin juoc­
tion. As the campaigns of 1404-1406 showed, Ya-za-di-ya-zä was weak where Bayin­
naung's strength was perhaps most pronounced: lacking cannon, Ya-za-df-ya-zä bad no 
rapid or reliable method to reduce walled towns in the north 100. 

Once he bad pacified the Shan uplands and Ch.iengmai, Bayin-naung turned bis 
attention to the long-deferred cooquest of Ayudhya, which was to be bis crowning 
achievement. In the same way as he used nearer Shan kingdoms to help subjugate more 
distant ones, he now marshaUed aU those Tai-speaking states wh.ich owed him fealty to 
join bis main army in attacking Ayudhya. Assured of regular supplies from Chiengmai, 
Bayin-naung followed a more northerly invasion route than Tabin-shwei-hti and 
thereby deprived Ayudhya of auxiliaries from its northem provinces. Bayin-naung also 
took the precaution of obtaining more powerful foreign guns than bad been used in 
1548, along with Portuguese to operate them 101. Du ring his first invasion, after masses 
of conventional infantry and elepbantry bad overcome Ayudhya's outer defeoses, 
Bayin-naung turned to artillery to reduce the town. In the somewbat stylized words of 
the Maha-ya-z.awin-gyi, Bayin-naung "ordered his great cannon and other firearms to 
raindown on the city [by shootingover tbe walls frorn atop stockades]. All the peopleof 
Ayudhya became as scared as if the Burmese were about to eat their flesh, and begged 
the Siamese king to surrender" 102• During Bayfn-naung's second invasion of 
1568-1569, however, although the attacking forcewas !arger than in 1563103, Bayin­
naung's Portuguese and Muslim gunners gained no advantage over Ayudhya's 
defenders. 1t is unclear whether th.is was due primarily to some deficiency in the Bur­
mese strategy, or to further improvements in Siamese ordnance and fortifications104. In 
any case, Ayudhya's guns parried repeated Burmese assaults much as the defenders of 
Mrauk-u and Ayudhya had thwarted Tabin-shwei-hti. Bayfn-naung was forced to insti­
tute a nine-month siege whose credibility required the continuous sacrifice of enormous 
reserves. The city finally fell only through treacherytos. 

After th.is conquest, Bayfn-naung dominated the maritime trade of mainland Soulh­
east Asia. Stimulated by increased European demand, the prices of Asian spices in­
creased two- or three-fold during the second half of the sixteenth century, while Muslim 
as well as Portuguese exports from Asia rose sharply106. Wherever this trade and its al-
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Iied branches touched the coasts of Burma or Siam, Bayin-naung now drew a profit. Ac­
cording to W. H. Moreland, over eighteen per cent of lndia's eastern trade at the close 
ofthe sixteenth century wen! to the ports of Lower Burma and to Ayudhya's erstwhile 
dependency of Mergui 107• The importance Bayio-naung attached to the trans-peninsu­
lar traffic, in particular, is suggested by bis unusually detailed administrative arrange­
ments at Tavoy and Mergui , where he standardized weights and measures, appointed 
special officials to supervise shipping, and erected accommodations for envoys arriving 
trom lndia 108. The crown continued to draw from interior and peninsular principalities 
heavy annual tribute of musk, rubies, benzoin, lac, etc. valued by Indian Ocean traders. 
At the same time, of course, Pegu retained the right to exact military levies from allher 
vassals. The experienced traveller Caesar Frederike of Venice, who visited Pegu duriog 
the second Ayudhya campaign, peoned this memorable description: 

To condude, there is not a Kingon the Earth that hath more power or strength then this Kingof 
Pegu, because hee hath twenty and sixe crowned Kings at bis command .... This King of Pegu hath 
not any Armie or power by Sea, but in the Land, for People, Dominions, Gold and Silver, he farre 
exceeds the power of ~he great Turke in treasure and strength. This King hath divers Magasons full 
of treasure, as Gold, and Silver, and every day he encreaseth it more and more, and it is never di­
minished 109• 

These resources helped maintain a military establishmeot which reportedly iocluded 
80,000 " rnost excellent" arquebuses, 3000 "cannon" (in the 1590s), and an indetermi­
nate number of mercenaries on regular pay110. 

The Attempt To Create a Portuguese Endave on the Coast and Its Denouement 

Despite, or perhaps because of, Pegu's strength and the breathtaking rapidity of 
Bayin-naung's cooquests, bis empire remaioed exceptionally fragile, and it collapsed 
within a generation . Bayin-naung's domain was a sprawling incongruous entity, em­
bracing half of mainland Southeast Asia, without common cultural traditions, a natural 
geographic unity, or even the most rudimentary administrative institutionssuch as were 
tobe observed at a later stage in the evolution of Burmese royal govemment. The only 
means to eosure the loyalty of distant regioos, if it were not forthcoming voluntarily, was 
to mount punitive expeditions- indeed Bayin-naung spent the latter part of bis reign 
dispatehing forces against Mogaung and Vientiane. These were increasingly expensive 
commitrnents. Three years after Bayin-naung's death, Ayudhya agaio revolted. This 
time the rebellion succeeded because the Siamese bad better leadership and Pegu's re­
sources were much diminished since Bayin-naung's original conquests . His son and suc­
cessor Nan-dä-bayin (r. 1581-1599) devoted his entire reign to a vain attempt to re­
sture order within the empire as ooe principality after another followed Ayudhya's ex­
arnple. Nan-dä-bayin was forced to rely rnore heavily oo the only area he controlled di­
rectly, Lower Burma. Jt has been emphasized that the population of the Mon Delta was 
relatively small, and that foreign fireanns were ineffective for land operations, particu­
larlyfield encounters, without !arge support forces. By 1599, afterfifteen yearsof inces­
sant miJitary recruitment, famine, and social dislocation, Lower Burma was exhausted. 
The capital fell to a combined invasion from Arakan and Taung-ngu; Nan-da-bayin 
hirnself was eventually assassinated ; and much of the Mon south reverted to a highly 
localized anarchic condition 111 . 

lnto this political vacuum entered a band of Portuguese adveoturers who sought to 
create a coastal eoclave loosely aff~iated with the Portuguese empire of the lodies. 
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Filippe de Brito e Nicole, who had Iaken service some years earlier with the king of 
Arakan, was the architect of this design 112• After Arakanese forces seized Pegu, de 
Brito persuaded the king to allow him and some fellow Portuguese to establish a 
customhouse at Syriam, which was the main po rt for Pegu and a place of great strategic 
and commercial value. The king of Arakan assumed that he would use them to guard 
Syriam in much the same way as he used other groups of Portuguese to protect bis 
northwest frontier with central Bengal. But de Brito decided he could strike a better 
bargain with the Portuguese viceroy at Goa. He ceased sending tribute to Arakan; and 
in return for extravagant promises about the we.alth and benefit that would accrue to 
Portugal from bis enterprise, convinced the viceroy to send modest Portuguese rein­
forcements. "Commander of Syriam and General of the Conquests of Pegu" -such was 
the grandiloquent title which the viceroy conferred on de Brito when he visited Goa. 
Through the excellence of his munitions and naval tactics, de Brito defeated a series of 
Arakanese punitive expeditions and by 1604, bad won grudging recognition ofhis inde­
pendence from Arakan and all the rulers of Middle and Lower Burma. His patrols 
forced merchant vessels off the Burmese coast to enter Syriam to the exclusion of other 
ports. Thus he denied all the ruters of the interior access to customs revenue, and exer­
cised a siranglehold on the importation oftextiles, salt, and (one must assume) firearms 
from the coast. 

Unwittingly de Brito's success helped the northern dry zone to resume its historic 
dominance within the lrrawaddy valley. De Brito represented a type of Portuguese ad­
venturer by no means uncommon in this period- Gonsalves Tibäo, self-styled "king" of 
Sandwip lsland below the Ganges Delta, and the less well-known Ieaders of Dianga 
near Chinagong were other examples1 13• These men o rganized autonomaus maritime 
principalities with the aid of Portuguese and Eurasian followers, but were incapable of 
gaining authority over substantial sections of the interior. It is true that de Brito enjoyed 
some indigenous support: his forces included Burmese and Mo n auxiliaries, while Mon 
monks allegedly claimed that the ascendancy of "strangers with white faces and teeth 
and cropped hair" had been foretold in religious texts114• Nonetbeless de Brito could 
never succeed to the imperial dignity of Pegu, for bis self-conscious patronage of 
Christianity precluded his acceptance as an autheotic representative of local traditions. 
Even if we discouni charges in theMaha-ya-zawin-gyi and the "History ofSyriam" that 
he pillaged Buddhist shrines 115, Burmese and European sources sympathetic to de 
Brito indicate that baptism became a sign of political support at Syriam, and that de 
Brito hirnself was more interested in gaining influence amoog bis feUow Portuguese at 
Dianga and elsewhere in Arakan than among the people of Pegu 11• . In any case it is es­
sential to remernher that the Monpopulation of the devastated Delta was no Ionger suf­
ficient to support a state with ambitions in the interior, however Iegitimale the creden­
tials of its ruler. The Syriam - Pegu area, formerly the center of the entire valley, was 
thus reduced to an alien enclave whose power derived from the sea and whose policies 
were oriented towards Goa. 

On the other hand, the dry zone of Upper Burma, particularly the valuable irrigated 
districls around the ancient capital of Ava, was now in a relatively strong positioo. The 
invasions, wars, and disorganization which bad plagued the south and parts of Middle 
Burma for the past two decades not only affected the north less directly but in the 1590s 
assisted that area by forcing a lirnited nurnber of refugees up the Jrrawaddy valley. The 
problern of religious estates which impaired royal authority in Upper Burma during the 
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A va period appears to have eased in the early sixteenth century, because Sb an raids and 
unsettled condjtions led to the abandonment of certain monastic Iands subsequently OC· 

cupied by cultivators owing taxes and service to the crown. Certainly the influence of the 
Forest Dweller sect declined after the early sixteenth century 117• Ironically, however, 
the Shans themselves were no Ionger a threat to Upper Burma because of 
Bayin-naung's campaigns and more recent military pressures from China t ts . A va still 
tacked access to customs revenues and firearms from coastal ports; yet de Brito's 
monopoly meant that Ava was no Ionger uniquely disadvantaged in this respect as she 
had been throughout the sixteenth century. Ava's principal competitors in Middle 
Burma, Taung-ngu and Prome, suffered from the same disability. The ruler o!Taung­
ngu, for example, joined Arakan in the unsuccessful campaign against Syriam because 
de Brito bad deprived bim of imports and customs from tbe ports of Dalä and Bas­
sein tt 9. ln other words, to summarize a complex situation, most of those factors which 
had harmed A va in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries and had favored more 
southerly principalities at her expense, no Ionger obtained. The way was clear for Ava to 
reestablish wi thin the Irrawaddy basin her traditional hegemony, based on abundant 
rice and man power. This eventually reintroduced a pronounced Burmese orientation at 
court which contrasied witb the relatively successful Burmese-Mon syntbesis of tbesix­
teenth century. 

The three Ieaders who revived Upper Burma's fortunes were a minor son of Bayin­
naung known as Nyaung-yim Mln and bis famous sons Anauk-hpet-lun (r. !606--1628) 
and Tha-lun (r. 1629-! 648). In a series of campaigns between 1596 and 16!0, they 
subdued the more accessible Shan states as well as Prome and Taung-ngu. Thus tbey 
reintegrated the domain Ava bad controlled in the early fifteenth century. Not sur­
prisingly, Indian Ocean mercenaries do not appear to have participated in these wars 
between interior principalities. Once he had conquered the dry zone, in 161 2 Anauk­
hpet-lun organized a speciallevy throughout the kingdom to attack de Brito, the last ob­
stacle to the reunificatio n of the entire valley under northern auspices. Although de 
Brito bad better ships and cannon, he ran short of gunpowder and thus had no antidote 
to Ava's overwhelming manpower advantage. Faria y Sousa clairns that a naval force of 
"cap-wearing" Moors, whom Anauk-hpet-lun may have recruited through the western 
Delta, assisted the Burmese army12o. By using his water-bome troops to seal off the 
southern approaches to Syriam, and by exploiting traditional siege techniques- night 
attacks, tunneling, and mining operations - Anauk-hpet-lun gradually wore down 
Syriam's resistance and prepared the way for a successful final assault . 

Anauk-hpet-lun impaled de Brito on an iron stake, where he suffered in agony for 
two days. He justified this rigorous punishment by charging that de Brito, a " hereric' ', 
had committed sacrileges against Buddhist shrines. Other sources also suggest that 
Anauk-bpet-lun regarded the Portuguese as an alien and dangerous element '"· 
Possibly these attitudes reflected a more general northern hostiHty towards the coast, 
fo r the same years which saw the return of the capital to tbe Burmese heartland also saw 
an express royal preference for Burmese as opposed to Mon culture 122• In any case, for 
almost half a century after the capture of Syriam, we find no further reference to 
mercenary employment. The Portuguese bad proven tbemselves militarily useful, tobe 
sure, but they were politically unreliable: the fickleness of Lusitanian and Muslim 
mercenaries is a recurrent theme in contemporary sources 123. Furthermore, from a 
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practical standpoint, Portuguese mercenaries were very expensive, and tbey served only 
for limited periods. 

The solution to the problern of foreign expertise which Anauk-hpet-lun favored was 
to tie to the crown on an hereditary basis those Portuguese soldiers whom he captured at 
Syriam. He deported all of de Brito's men, Iogether with their families, their Catholic 
priests, and tbeir equiprnent, to the river valleys surrounding Ava, where tbey were al­
lotted village Iands and organized into hereditary platoons of artillerymen and mus­
keteers. (This system of hereditary servicebad long heen the basis of royal control over 
the indigenous population). The original prisoners, perhaps four or five hundred in all, 
were later joined by a much I arger nurober of sailors, mostly Indian Muslims, from ships 
affiliated with de Brito which had wandered into the harbor after Syriam feil and bad 
been captured. These Portuguese and Indian families remained the backhone of the ar­
tillery, and to a lesser extent the musketeer, section ofthe imperial guard for almost !50 
years, when they were reinforced by fresh batches of French and Indian prisoners12-4. 
They apparently helped to defeat a Chinese attack on Ava in 1659, andafforded Avaa 
continuous advantage over provincial and tributary rebels who lacked comparable ac­
cess to firearms. They, or allied groups of specialists, manufactured their own gunpow­
der and may have cast their own cannon in Upper Burma 125• Their equipment was 
supplemented periodically by European firearms purcbased at the coastal ports " 6, over 
which the restored dynasty now maintained a most careful and guarded control. 

After taking Syriam, Anauk-hpet-lun wen! on to subdue Martaban, Yel, and Tavoy 
in the southeastern litt oral. He also planned to reconquer Ayudhya; but an early defeat 
at Mergui combined with memolies of Nan-dä-bayin's experiences to dissuade him 
from launehing a sustained invasion of Siam127. Until the mid-eighteenth century bis 
successors also contented themselves with a reduced territorial role. Nonetheless the 
stretch of coast between Bassein and Tavoy which they retained afforded them direct 
access to Indian Ocean commerce. The interior origins of the restored dynasty did not 
blind its rulers to the practical valueofsuch Irade. Anauk-hpet-lun and Tha-lun evolved 
intricate and largely successful administrative procedures which allowed them to domi­
nate the coast and to monopolize its trade, while maintaining Burma's official capital in 
the dry zone at Ava. The governors of the port cities became relatively humble adminis­
trators known asmy6-wuns. Along with a battery of centrally-appointed deputies, they 
were responsible to the royal Council of Ministers for such matters as customs collec­
tions, expert controls, foreign gratuities, and trade in reserved commodities128. Within a 
few years of Syriam's fall, the ports of Lower Burma had resumed regular commerce, 
and the courtwas receiving diplomatic-cum-commercial embassies from such maritime 
centers as Achin, Bengal, Masulipatam, and- all sins forgiven- Portuguese Goa 129. 

Conclusion 

John K. Whitmore, in a perceptive essaytJo, has suggested that maritime influences 
helped to determine the rhythm of political development in mainland Southeast Asia 
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. This essay has tended to confirm the 
validity ofthat approach. In the sixteenth century the growth of Indian Ocean trade and 
the appearance of Portuguese military technology reinforced a trend towards southern 
dominance. Thereby these developments assisted Pegu, tbe leading coastal principality, 
in unifying the lowlands and a vast Tai-speaking area which contributed productsinter 
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alia for the Indian Ocean Irade. Although, paradoxically, Pegu's success fastered exces­
sive ambition which led to premature imperial disintegration, the memory of ßayin­
naung's achievement inspired the early seventeenth century kings to resurrect his crea­
tion on a more modest scale. The Portuguese, quite unintentionally and indirectly of 
course, also aided this seconä unification, by helping to neutralize the coast at a critical 
time, and by providing the new dynasty with hereditary military specialists. Upper 
Burma thus incorporated the two principal sources of coastal strength- frrearms and 
maritime wealth- into its own system, and the state was rnaterially strengthened as a re­
sult of European contacts. At the same time, the Portuguese themselves were denied an 
autonoma us rote. The Iineaments of this response to European penetration persisted 
into the nineteenth century, when the continuous and by now irresistible pressures of in­
ternational commerce and European rnilitary technology finally dismantled the tradi­
tional Burmese state and undid, albeil temporarily, the sixteenth century work ofunifi­
cation. 
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