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Between Markets and Chains

An Exploration of the Experiences, Mobility and Control of 
Enslaved Persons in Eighteenth-Century South-West India
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On a Sunday towards the end of 1746, three men’s lives intersected in a 
schaggerije (tavern) at Pagodinho—they belonged to an enslaved man, a chris-
tian pandij and a christian mocqua.1 The enslaved man, Cruz, had been put 
to work in the tavern some two months earlier by his master, the Christian 
mocqua, Pedro Gomez. Records indicate that Pedro may have been the owner 
of the tavern or was closely involved in running it, as there is mention of him 
visiting the tavern “very early in the morning as usual”.2 According to Cruz’s 
later declaration before the court, Pedro Gomez’s wife, Dominga, had forbid-
den Cruz from serving alcohol to her husband. And so Cruz had refused to 
serve Pedro a drink when he demanded one that Sunday. Cruz stated that 
Pedro then “threatened to sell him to one of the sailors” as soon as he got the 
chance.3 Pedro confirmed this threat in his interrogation.4

The Christian pandij, Anthonij from Tutucorijn, aged twenty and resid-
ing at Pagodinho, noticed that Cruz was aggrieved when he walked into the 
tavern. In his interrogation before the court, Cruz declared that Anthonij, 
seeing him “being very sad, and crying bitterly … asked for the reasons of 
his sadness”. After Cruz had “revealed that his senhor [master] wanted to sell 
him to the scheepsvrienden [sailors]”, Anthonij suggested that Cruz come with 
him and that he would help him reach his homeland. Cruz answered that 
“he did not know where his homeland was himself”. He agreed to leave with 
Anthonij, however, after Anthonij had reassured him that “he would know 
where it was”.5
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Introduction: slavery, mobility and control

An enslaved man working in a tavern with the help of an apparent stranger 
fled from his master because he was afraid of being sold off to sailors—
Cruz’s case is interesting as it challenges dominant perspectives on Asian 
systems of slavery and bondage on a number of levels.6 Scholars have argued 
that slavery in Asia was mostly a local phenomenon that manifested itself as 
debt and urban slavery, motivated by factors such as status and “conspicuous 
consumption”.7 In the case of South and Southeast Asia the focus has also 
been on forms of bondage that tied enslaved people to the land or a landlord, 
and in which they were like “bondsmen”, corvée workers or serfs. This was 
accompanied by the idea that slavery in Asia was “milder”. It has, for exam-
ple, been argued that “Indian slavery was less bland than the virulent form 
which it had assumed in the civilisations of the West and that the slaves 
were less in number”.8 Such characterizations were extended to European 
contexts, even leading to references to “the ‘cosy’ intimacy of pure household 
slavery” in Batavia in the first half of the eighteenth century.9

In recent years, there has been increased interest in the history of slav-
ery in the Indian Ocean and Indonesian Archipelago worlds.10 In the last 
decade, attention has shifted to the role of long-distance connections, and 
to slavery in Asia as a “dynamic part of a continuously adapting, globally 
connected and increasingly capitalist economic system”.11 These changing 
perspectives are supported by new evidence of the importance of the trade in 
enslaved people.12 Rethinking slavery in Asia, scholars stress that land- and 
debt-based bondage was not the only form of slavery. It has been established 
that different regions in Southeast Asia were characterized by a “pattern of 
having both milder and harsher forms of slavery”.13 Similarly, for the Indian 
Ocean world, it is recognized that “forms of status obligation, bondage, and 
temporary slavery (for debt, etc.) coexisted with forms of hereditary slavery 
similar to that in North America”.14 This leads us to re-examine the charac-
teristics and everyday functioning of systems of slavery in the Indian Ocean 
and Indonesian Archipelago worlds.15

Using historical evidence from court records, this chapter studies 
the working and living conditions of the enslaved and the regulation and 
control of their mobility. This chapter thus aims to contribute to this vol-
ume’s mission of seeing slaves in their everyday lives in order to improve 
our understanding of what slavery meant, especially from the perspective 
of enslaved individuals. The current chapter was inspired by our earlier 
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investigations into everyday life dynamics of the motley crews of slaves, con-
victs, sailors, soldiers and runaways under the Dutch East India Company,16 
and our investigations into the dynamics of slavery, enslavement and escape 
by examining cases of slave flight.17 Through this research, we aim to shed 
light on the everyday characteristics of slavery as a status (as a relation of 
belonging through bonds or property rights) and a labour relation (through 
coerced forms of labour mobilization). In this chapter, we compare the VOC 
settlement in Cochin on the Malabar Coast with that of the VOC metropole 
of Batavia on the island of Java—parts of the VOC empire that were highly 
connected, not least by the large (private) slave trade between the settlements. 
The legal/institutional arrangements underpinning systems of social control 
and slavery in both places were shaped by the Company in similar ways, 
but they operated quite differently depending on the locality. It is, therefore, 
interesting to compare different locations such as Batavia and Cochin with 
regard to the everyday functioning of slave work and mobility.

For this study the chapter relies on the court records of the Raad van 
Justitie (Court of Justice) regarding these Company settlements, as well as on 
additional sources such as ordinances and reports. The court records avail-
able from this part of the VOC empire are crucial sources for two reasons. 
First, the Courts of Justice instituted throughout the empire were the highest 
forums of imperial and locally situated systems of social and political control, 
tying together the many lines and structures of social order created by local 
administrations, city guards and urban and rural policing forces. Second, the 
court records produced by the Courts of Justice contain historical informa-
tion on many underlying processes and actors who would otherwise have left 
no historical trace. Court records are rich historical sources for the study of 
everyday-level dynamics. The records are unique in terms of the degree to 
which they preserve the voices of historical subjects, ranging from soldiers to 
slaves and from kaffers to female pedlars. In these court records, slaves appear 
almost everywhere, often in the background, but just as often as witnesses, 
accused or victims. And, perhaps equally important, enslaved people appear 
with a voice, talking not only about the evidence which is at the core of the 
case, but also providing details that paint a picture of everyday backgrounds 
and situations. The individuals we encounter in the Dutch courtrooms are 
continuously trying to formulate and describe not only the “exceptional”, but 
in contrast also the “normal”. The abundance of court record material for 
the Dutch East and West Indies empires and their richness thus provides 
important opportunities for studying (albeit mediated) accounts of enslaved 
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individuals.18 Our reading of this type of record resembles Ekama’s in this 
volume. And although judicial sources of course tend to be fragmentary—as 
court cases tend to focus on specific incidents and practices targeted by legal 
and political authorities—and the transmission of specific historical informa-
tion is distorted by legal procedures and translation, these specific challenges 
can largely be addressed by contextualizing the information through close 
reading and comparative analysis.19

The availability of such sources for Dutch overseas settlements in Asia 
(and the Atlantic) provides unexplored opportunities for historical research 
on a range of important themes, forming the basis for several new research 
projects on slavery and the regulation of diversity.20 The use of these sources, 
however, is largely hindered by two problems: i) the difficult and time-con-
suming nature of access, and ii) the difficulty of assessing the value of 
findings based on only one case or a small number of cases. Indexing court 
cases opens up the possibility of studying these histories through what could 
be called global subaltern (social) history, as it opens up access to everyday 
micro-level interactions and social structures, and allows for analysing them 
from below through the systematic comparison of information from such 
historical sources that provides access to the everyday or micro level.21 The 
indexes not only provide access, but they also allow researchers to assess 
the relevance of particular court cases to their study by conducting targeted 
searches on particular topics, persons or locations. This has led to a research 
project dedicated to, amongst other things, indexing the criminal court records 
of the Court of Justice of Cochin, resulting in the creation of a comprehensive 
database. This effort is currently expanded for the wider Dutch empire in Asia 
and the Atlantic, extending the court record indexing from Batavia to Elmina 
and Paramaribo (including for material dealt with by Ekama and Wagenaar).22

Based on an index of these digitized, but otherwise un-inventoried, 
records of the Court of Justice of Cochin, we were able to select multiple 
relevant court cases in which slavery and mobility intersect. This index 
includes 285 criminal court cases and provided some 30 cases involving 
enslaved people from which we selected four examples that deal specifically 
with slavery and (illegal) mobility for more detailed analysis in this chapter. 
For Batavia we were able to draw upon criminal court cases recorded in 
secondary literature. We have benefited most from Matthias van Rossum’s 
Kleurrijke Tragiek in which criminal court cases were similarly selected from 
an index of Batavian court records. This index contains data for 1,654 crim-
inal court cases, of which some 300 involve enslaved people. Court cases 
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from Eric Jones’ Wives, Slaves, and Concubines have also been included in our 
analysis of the workplaces and mobility of enslaved people in the Batavian 
context. Batavia can be considered an important comparative case, not only 
because of its size and extensive history of slavery—with roughly one-third 
of the population consisting of enslaved people—but also because Batavia, as 
the headquarters of the VOC in Asia, strongly influenced the regulation of 
slavery and social and labour relations elsewhere in the Company’s empire.23 
The court records to a large degree reflect the interests, fears and prosecu-
tion policies of the Company, but for our purposes they also provide clear 
and detailed background information on enslaved persons and their working 
conditions and mobility.

Batavia

Batavia was the centre of the Dutch empire in Asia. It was characterized 
by “pseudo-European” planning and construction, which drew from styles 
prevalent in the Republic. The city’s social composition changed towards the 
end of the seventeenth century, when bamboo houses were banned and brick 
constructions were made mandatory. Mardijkers, for example, were pushed 
to the suburbs outside the city walls because of the high rents being charged 
for stone houses.24 Segregation in Batavia, however, was enforced not only 
for such indirect pecuniary reasons. The VOC actively pursued segregation 
by regulating the appearance of the city, as evidenced by the fact that in the 
second half of the seventeenth century Javanese were banned from living 
within the walled city—they were concentrated in ethnic quarters in the 
environs (Ommelanden) of Batavia.25

Even though Batavia grew into a settlement with a large free European 
population, enslaved people of various origins were brought to the city in 
increasingly large numbers. Between 1688 and 1779, the number of enslaved 
people in Batavia almost doubled from 26,000 to 40,000. These slaves were 
traded by Europeans and Asians alike, in various settings. People would 
gather at slave markets set up in and around Batavia to sell and/or buy slaves, 
and the town hall also held auctions where the slaves of deceased Company 
personnel were sold.26

In contrast to the prevailing image of Asian domestic slavery, the house 
was certainly not the only, nor the dominant, backdrop to slavery in this 
region. Slave labour was exploited by the Company, Company officials and 
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European and Asian inhabitants alike in various ways and settings. Slaves 
were deployed at the roadstead of Batavia where they loaded and unloaded 
large VOC vessels; they were put to work in artisans’ workshops where they 
assisted VOC craftsmen with carrying and loading goods; those working at 
Batavia Castle were responsible for carrying water, equipment and weaponry. 
These were only some of the duties imposed on slaves working for the VOC, 
some of whom were rented out by private owners to the Company for fixed 
periods of time. Most slaves were owned by Company officials and private 
individuals, rather than by the Company itself. These individuals would 
hire their slaves out for profit (often to the VOC) or employ them in settings 
ranging from tailoring shops to brickworks. In these cases households and 
workplaces often overlapped.27

Strict surveillance of the mobility of slaves was crucial to reducing the 
chances of escape. Both in domestic and market situations, formal and 
informal control mechanisms dominated the lives and work of slaves. Those 
working in and around the house were disciplined using surveillance, small 
rewards and severe punishments. These methods aimed simultaneously to 
achieve order and ensure the safety of the slave owners who lived in close 
proximity to the slaves they commanded. Fear seeped through slave–master 
relationships—slaves feared arbitrary punishment, while masters were wary 
of retribution from their slaves or their escape. The elaborate surveillance 
system established by the VOC benefited slave owners to a certain extent. 
The gates of the walled city were guarded by Company soldiers during the 
day, and kaffers and city guards at night.28

The 1759 criminal case against Ontong van Palembang reveals that, after 
staying out for too long one day, he was captured by Moorish guards at “the 
Chinese campong” under suspicion of absconding. He explained that he had 
received permission from his master’s housewife to leave the house to wash 
himself, and that he had stayed out until dark. Two days later, Ontong was 
delivered to his owner, Lieutenant Alting, to receive his punishment. In his 
interrogation, Ontong declared that he dreaded this encounter with Alting, 
and his fears were not unfounded as, on Alting’s order, he was severely 
beaten by other slaves. Ontong tried to break free from their grip and suc-
ceeded in grabbing a kitchen knife, but he failed to take his own life. He was 
still severely injured when he was brought to court to defend himself against 
the serious charge of attempted suicide.29

The surveillance of guards at ports and gates was, by definition, limited 
to the public sphere, so informal control was often more decisive in tracing 
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runaway slaves. Neighbours played a crucial role in informal social control, as 
revealed by several court cases revolving round runaway slaves in the Batavian 
Ommelanden, as mentioned in Eric Jones’ Wives, Slaves, and Concubines 
(2010). One such case reveals how Christina, an enslaved woman, hid in the 
house of her fiancé, a goldsmith named Brandt, for eighteen months. The 
neighbours were the first to notice that something was different in the way 
Brandt entered and left his house. At some point he had arranged for his 
house to be joined to that of his brother, and he would always leave through 
the front door of his brother’s house, which he would also conspicuously 
make sure to lock properly. Acting on the neighbours’ suspicions, Christina’s 
owner, Sara, went to some lengths to retrieve her slave, sending her niece to 
find and bring Christina back. Furthermore, even attempts to abscond could 
be foiled by neighbours and bystanders. Danie van Sumboewa, for example, 
had to confess to having plans of escape when the discovery of the dead 
body of her accomplice by a neighbourhood child led the investigators of the 
case to her.30 The VOC encouraged this mechanism further by establishing 
bounties for the capture of runaway Company slaves.31

VOC on the Malabar coast—a Pagodinho tavern

The South West Indian city of Cochin and its surrounding areas, situated 
on the Malabar coast, provide an interesting comparative environment. The 
physical presence of the VOC on the Malabar coast consisted of a series 
of forts and posts, while the small city of Cochin (conquered in 1663) was 
the main settlement. The region was characterized by a complex political 
landscape in which multiple sovereigns ruled over stretches of land with 
relatively well-defined borders that delineated the authority of the Company 
and other rulers. The VOC had a number of treaties with local rulers which 
included clauses that regulated the extradition of subjects prosecuted for 
offences within the jurisdiction of the Company (often after a trial before the 
Court of Justice). Geographically, the Malabar coast featured many waterways 
(backwaters and rivers) connecting villages and cities. Trade and shipping 
connected the region to the Indian Ocean world and parts of the VOC empire, 
but links also stretched to the mountainous hinterland, the Sahyadris (or 
Western Ghats). The Malabar region, therefore, was a site where different 
social, political and economic systems interacted.
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The court records of the case featuring Cruz, the enslaved man work-
ing in a tavern in Pagodinho, shed light on how this environment affected 
mobility and control under slavery in everyday circumstances. First of all, 
Pedro seemed to own, or was at least closely involved in the running of, the 
tavern Cruz worked at, as he went by “very early in the morning as usual”. 
However, Cruz was responsible for the daily running of the tavern, including 
closing the tavern and opening its doors for business again in the morning. 
Pedro had been taken aback when he was greeted by the closed doors and 
windows of the tavern when he arrived the next morning, because Cruz had 
already left Pagodinho by then.32 Just before Pedro left the tavern on Sunday 
evening, he had noticed Anthonij and Cruz talking, and proceeded to ask 
Cruz “whether he still did not want to go home, upon which mentioned 
jongen [Cruz] replied: who will keep you company here then …”.

The remainder of their conversation is unfortunately untraceable due to 
material damage; however, this passage does reveal, first of all, that Cruz was 
not constantly supervised. After Cruz declined Pedro’s offer Pedro left the 
tavern alone, leaving Cruz behind with Anthonij. Pedro certainly did seem 
concerned that Anthonij and Cruz had been talking for some time. Trying to 
steer Cruz away from Anthonij, he suggested that it was late, and asked Cruz 
whether he wanted to go home.33 We do not know whether Cruz lived with, or 
in close proximity to, his masters Pedro and Dominga, but we do know that 
Pedro did not check whether Cruz had left the tavern for his house the pre-
vious night. It was only when he reached the closed tavern the next morning 
and was informed by some children from the neighbourhood that they had 
seen Cruz and Anthonij talking near the water tank the previous night that 
Pedro realized that Cruz had not just left the tavern—he had left town.34 Cruz 
was eventually recognized by Pedro’s relatives near “the land of Travancore”, 
and they urged him to return to his owner, which Cruz apparently did.35

Cruz’s relative mobility was, of course, not self-evident, and not without 
any control. In fact, it was the threat his master had uttered that Sunday, that 
he would sell him to some sailors, that had prompted Cruz to run away. Even 
though Cruz had some degree of mobility as an enslaved man, the grasp his 
master had on Cruz’s life and his ability to drastically change the direction it 
might take was very real and threatening. At the same time the case reveals 
Cruz’s fears of being sold and Pedro’s anxiety about the long conversation 
between Cruz and Anthonij. The case also clearly demonstrates the roles of 
neighbours and acquaintances in social control.
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Households and military guards

Similar dynamics can be discerned from the 1713 case of Maria and her 
European owner, the soldier Cornelisz Fredericksz. After a devastating house 
fire, Fredericksz had threatened—in a similar fashion to Pedro—to sell her 
“on board” a ship.36 The prospect of being transported far away from the 
familiar domestic environment may have frightened the 19-year-old Maria, 
and she talked to another slave in the household, a 25-year-old who was also 
called Maria but went by the name Maij, who convinced Maria to run away 
with her. The two girls met Joan, a 50-year-old chego man, who agreed to help 
them escape. Maria stole a few items and “slave baubles”37 from Fredericksz’ 
house and the trio ran away, heading towards the Kingdom of Porca. What 
followed was a week-long flight during which the trio hired several boats, 
walked long distances and stayed at several houses. During their travels Maria 
sold some of the goods she had stolen to finance their flight, and Joan was 
bitten on the leg by a dog at one of the houses in which they spent a night. 
Not far from their destination, near the settlement of Allepee, the three were 
arrested by two christen lascorijns. Their flight had been reported by Cornelisz, 
and because the runaways were expected to go to the nearby Kingdom of 
Porca the pachter (farmer) of St. Andries, Elias Jansz,38 was informed, and he 
had sent the soldiers to look for and intercept the runaways.

The story of the flight indicates that in the company of Joan the runaway 
slave girls could move around relatively openly. Joan hired boats multiple 
times, and the trio travelled by road during the day and slept in houses 
at night, with Joan selling the stolen goods along the way. Although their 
capture might have been a consequence of their travelling in the open, it is 
interesting that there are no references to being questioned or stopped by the 
people they encountered. The trio seem to have been able to pass quite unno-
ticed, apparently without raising much concern, nor was it considered out of 
the ordinary. Informal social control, therefore, did not hinder their attempt 
at escape, perhaps because no one knew them well enough to identify them 
in the places where they travelled, or perhaps because the 50-year-old chego 
was taken to be the owner of the two younger, enslaved women. Formal con-
trol mechanisms did, however, turn out to be effective, in that policing was 
set in motion following the slaves’ escape—after a week at large, the three 
were caught when recognized by soldiers who were actively looking for them.
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Figure 3.1. This map of Cochin shows 
the location of the quite large forge 
(L) and the bay gate through which 
Filander and Vrijgezel escaped (T). 
Source: National Archives of the 
Netherlands, Catalogus Leupe.
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Market transgressions

An interesting example of some of the dynamics of mobility and control can 
be found in a case dealing with interactions in a marketplace. Sometime 
in early April 1681, a 14-year-old chego named Anthonij, slave of the toepas 
Emmanuel Pereira, walked through the Cannarijn Bazaar just outside 
the city of Cochin. He was sent there by his master to sell a number of 
woronge.39 While there, he was approached and greeted by Pedro, who acted 
as if the two were good friends even though Anthonij had never met him. 
(Pedro, a Moor, had himself been a slave but had run away several years 
before.) Pedro asked Anthonij if he wanted to go back to his homeland 
(Calicoilan), but Anthonij replied that he did not. Pedro persisted, asking 
him if he wanted to go to Calicot instead. Anthonij was more interested in 
going there, and he told Pedro that though he was interested he could not 
go with him just yet.

The two agreed that Pedro would bring his boat to the house of Anthonij’s 
master the following Friday. The week progressed, but on Friday Pedro and 
his boat were nowhere to be seen. Finally, on Sunday Pedro moored his ship 
near Pereira’s house and Anthonij climbed aboard. Just as Pedro was about 
to sail away, Anthonij jumped back ashore and told the Moor that he had for-
gotten some belongings in the house. He went into the house but, much to 
Pedro’s surprise, instead of the boy himself returning, Pereira came running 
out with weapons drawn, yelling “A thief! A thief !”.40 Two nearby toepas men 
heard Pereira and rushed to help while Pedro tried to sail quickly away, but 
the three jumped into a nearby boat and caught up with him. Pedro drew 
his sword and shield but was quickly overwhelmed by his three pursuers. A 
quick blow hit his shield, another hit him on the arm, and the last blow made 
him throw his weapon overboard and surrender. This sudden and dramatic 
turn of events was the result of a special plan that Pereira and Anthonij had 
concocted. Pereira had told Anthonij sometime before that if anyone ever 
tried to tempt him to run away, he should agree to go and immediately tell 
Pereira, in order to capture that person as a slave thief, an offence prosecuted 
and often severely punished by Company authorities.41

Anthonij had a relatively high degree of mobility, in terms of both move-
ment and agency. His owner trusted him to go to the bazaar by himself to 
engage in economic transactions, possibly in the name of his master. When 
Pereira planned to capture slave thieves or mediators who tried to help slaves 
escape, Anthonij was trusted to help carry out such plans.
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Private punishment and the Company

“Is this not all your fault?” These words were uttered by the slave Filander 
as he plunged his knife into the side of his supervisor, the Christian Diogo 
Anthonij.42 Filander had felt betrayed by Anthonij and, in his anger and des-
peration, decided to attack his supervisor in the smithy where he worked. The 
events leading up to this 1752 stabbing had started three months earlier, in 
Cochin. Filander explained in his confession to the secretary of the Court of 
Justice that he and his fellow slave Vrijgezel had decided to run away together 
from the smithy. The two slaves were forced to flee together because they 
were tied together by an iron chain. How exactly their escape unfolded is not 
entirely clear from Filander’s confession, except that they simply left through 
the Baaijpoort (bay gate) at around 7 o’clock in the evening. They visited a 
blacksmith in Paroe (modern day Parur), a town very close to Cranganore 
(modern day Kodungallur), just north of Cochin. The Malabarian blacksmith 
there was willing to help release the two slaves from their chains.43 From 
Paroe the two slaves made their way to Tallicheriij (modern day Thalassery), 
which lay about 200 kilometres to the north, outside VOC jurisdiction.

Filander and Vrijgezel’s taste of freedom was cut short when their super-
visor Anthonij set out to find them. Diogo Anthonij of Illawada had been 
sent by the boss of the forge, Hans Casper Thiel, to find the two slaves and 
bring them back. Anthonij, with seemingly little effort, found the men in 
Tallicherij and tried to convince them to return with him to the forge, prom-
ising that they would not be punished. Filander agreed but warned Anthonij 
that “… he’d better not lie, because if the confessant should be punished, 
he would find Anthonij and seek revenge”.44 After three months, however, 
Filander found out that he was to receive a beating for his escape. True to his 
word, Filander sought revenge and lured Anthonij out of the forge by telling 
him that “the boss is calling you”.45 Filander attacked Anthonij with a knife 
which he had hidden in his hand. Anthonij fell into a ditch and managed to 
escape without any serious injuries, after which Filander was arrested and 
tried by the court. For the attack on his overseer Filander was sentenced to “… 
be bound to a pole and beaten with a stick, after which he will be chained to 
serve on the Company’s common works for three years without pay.”46

The court case describing the events above mainly focussed on Filander’s 
stabbing of Anthonij, and most of the information, therefore, concerns that 
situation. Filander was relatively young—21 years old—and a member of the 
chego caste. The chegos were a lower caste and commonly worked as slaves in 
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VOC-ruled Cochin. From the court records it is clear that Filander was owned 
by Nicolaas Bowijn, a koopman (merchant) and f iscaal (fiscal, or public pros-
ecutor), and thus one of the top VOC officials in Cochin. Although Filander 
was owned by this koopman, he worked in the Company forge, implying that 
Nicolaas had either rented Filander out to the Company or, more likely, had 
sent Filander to the smithy as a form of punishment.

Under what conditions were Filander and Vrijgezel slaves? How did 
these conditions impact on their mobility? From the court case it becomes 
clear that Filander and Vrijgezel were chained together, yet they were able to 
simply walk through the Baaijpoort. This begs the question of how mobility 
was regulated in the forge where they worked. Another court case provides 
further insight into how the smitswinkel (forge) operated and how the mobil-
ity of slaves and kettinggangers (those chained together in a chain gang) was 
regulated.

In 1750, the toepas Joseph Queljo of Chakengattij was tried before the 
Court of Justice. He had been accused of carelessness and dereliction of duty. 
At 11 o’clock on 19 July 1749, the gatekeeper of the smithy, Domingo, decided 
to go home for lunch. Joseph Queljo was ordered to take Domingo’s place 
until 1 o’clock in the afternoon. Unfortunately for him, Domingo returned 
from his long lunch only at around 5 o’clock. After his shift was over, Joseph 
took it upon himself to count the prisoners and slaves working in the forge. 
“As usual he counted the slaves and reported to his supervisor Hans Casper 
Thiel that they had found 63 of them. To which the supervisor answered that 
there should have been 64.”47 Since the chainganger had been lost during 
Queljo’s shift, he was sent to find the missing person but he was unable 
to find him. During Queljo’s interrogation, he was asked several times if 
he was sure that he had not let one of the chaingangers through the gate, 
but he denied having done so. To the question why he had not counted the 
chaingangers at the start of his shift, he answered: “… I did not think that on 
exactly this day a chainganger would go missing.”48

The case against Queljo reveals much about the place and context in 
which Filander and Vrijgezel were slaves. The forge in Cochin was a relatively 
large undertaking, and three years before Filander and Vrijgezel’s court case 
took place, there were at least 63 people employed there. It should be noted 
that two categories of people were working in the smithy—kettinggangers 
and “unchained slaves”. Kettinggangers were free people or slaves who were 
convicted of a crime and had been sentenced to work in chains on the VOC’s 
public works projects; the slaves who worked at the forge were leased from 
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their owners and were not chained. It was unusual for slaves to be chained 
except at the moment of their capture or during transport.49 They therefore 
worked in conditions that were to an extent the same as those of convicts, 
whether as chained convicts themselves or as workers rented out by their 
owners. This case can thus reveal as much about the control exerted over the 
mobility of slaves as about the control of the mobility of convicts.

Filander and Vrijgezel were described in the court case as slaves, but 
they were also chained together. This indicates that they belonged to the 
kettingganger category. How did they end up in the forge? One obvious 
answer is that the two slaves had been convicted of crimes, which routinely 
happened. A slave could, for example, be chained for the crime of trying to 
injure, defame or insult their owner, or even for walking the streets after sun-
down.50 Chaining slaves could also serve as a disciplinary method. Although, 
formally, the owners of slaves were not allowed to chain or lock up their 
slaves, they could transfer them to the Company, which was allowed to force 
slaves to work in chains for its public works.51 The threat of being given to the 
Company and forced to work for their gemeene werken (public works) could, 
therefore, be used as a mechanism of control, similar to threats of reselling, 
export or physical violence. It is likely that this happened to Filander. He was 
owned by Nicolaas Bowijn, the public prosecutor of Cochin, who could easily 
have transferred him as a final disciplinary measure, forcing him to work in 
chains alongside convicts.

The mobility of the workers in the forge was highly restricted. It was 
surrounded by walls, and those who came in and went out were checked at 
the gates. Furthermore, the slaves and prisoners were all chained together, 
obviously greatly hampering their mobility. Queljo’s mistake reveals that the 
prisoners were supposed to be counted at the beginning and end of each 
day to ensure that all workers were present. Yet, Queljo’s case also reveals 
that workers were allowed to pass through these gates if they were given 
permission. This could explain how Vrijgezel and Filander were able to leave 
the smithy. They probably simply received permission. They may have got 
as far as they did because it was believed that their chains would sufficiently 
hamper their freedom of movement. Filander and Vrijgezel were, however, 
able to get rid of their chains and travel a long way north to Tallicherij.

The control of mobility in the smithy, therefore, seems somewhat contra-
dictory at a glance—the mobility of the prisoners working there was heavily 
impeded by chains, gates and walls, but under specific circumstances they 
were able to simply walk through the gates. The Company or hired slaves 
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working in the forge were not chained during their work or at night, but were 
subject to some of the same measures of control. They had to pass through 
the gates, and they were counted at the start and end of each day. It can be 
concluded that the forge was a highly restrictive environment—Filander, 
Vrijgezel and the escapee in Queljo’s case were exceptions to the rule. Only 
because Filander and Vrijgezel were able to unchain themselves did they man-
age to get as far as they did (and even then, they were still apprehended). The 
smithy at Cochin was meant to keep prisoners and slaves in. The fact that so 
many were in chains while they worked meant that the work environment was 
tough and that the Company was keen to restrict the workers’ mobility. Those 
people who did escape this specific environment were further restricted by 
other instruments of control—they were captured and tried by the Company.

The court cases above have shown that the control mechanisms used to 
curtail the mobility of the kettinggangers in the forge were highly restrictive. 
To what extent these mechanisms were specifically applied to the unchained 
slaves working there is unfortunately unclear. The fact that the slaves were 
not chained implies a higher level of mobility; yet, the case records also show 
that they were always under threat of being chained, which served as a way 
to discipline them and remind them of what could happen if they did not 
obey their masters. Just as the chains were meant to impede Filander and 
Vrijgezel’s mobility, the threat of chains was meant to impede the mobility 
of the unchained slaves working not only in the forge, but in all of Cochin.

Conclusion

The material and social conditions in which slaves lived were shaped most 
importantly by the relations between slave and master, and these, in turn, 
were highly influenced by trust, skill, and control. Some of the slaves encoun-
tered in this study had responsibilities that entailed a degree of mobility, like 
Maria, who felt compelled to escape as a response to the threat that she might 
have to leave the household environment that was familiar to her. Comparing 
the court cases reveals different approaches to exerting control over slaves, 
and how similar acts could have very different meanings. Some slaves were 
permitted to walk around, talk to and even trade with people in their masters’ 
absence. Anthonij sold goods to strangers and had been sent to the bazaar 
unsupervized. In other environments the relative mobility of slaves seems 
to have been connected to workplace situations and their socially controlled 
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surroundings (such as Cruz running a tavern and being able to move at 
least between the tavern and his residence), or to (perceived) relations of 
belonging, such as in instances where enslaved runaways travelled under the 
(apparent) supervision of people who were, or appeared to be, free. This com-
parative study shows how, both in a busy metropole surrounded by intensive 
agricultural production (Batavia) as well as in a smaller Company settlement 
in the midst of a highly diverse and politically fragmented environment 
(Cochin), the interaction of formal and informal systems of control strongly 
influenced the dynamics of slavery.

Although the lives and work of the slaves who were part of European, 
Eurasian and Asian households were characterized by specific degrees of 
mobility, this mobility was not only relative and dependent upon the context 
(type of work and level of trust), but it was also clearly delineated and ulti-
mately limited. Slaves needed permission from their masters to leave the 
premises, and they were identifiable and watched in the environments in 
which they normally operated. Away from this environment, informal control 
may have dwindled, but formal control became more marked, especially in 
the form of guards and military patrols. The interaction between the informal 
and formal is important and should be further explored. The cases presented 
here seem to indicate that in the absence of informal authorization (written 
notes provided by the master stating the purpose and destination of slaves, 
or bystanders who can testify to, or confirm, the legitimacy of the actions 
or movements of slaves), the apparatus and actors of formal control seem 
to have operated on the basis of distrust and suspicion, aiming to severely 
limit the opportunities of enslaved and otherwise bonded people and their 
mobility outside their informally controlled environments.

A crucial observation with regard to the functioning of informal control 
and its sometimes “hard” (rather than “mild”) characteristics is the slave 
masters’ recurring threat to their enslaved that they will send them away, and 
particularly sell them to (sailors of ) ships, implying long-distance transport. 
This threat of being sold (and especially of being sent far away) functioned as 
a method of asserting dominance over enslaved women or men through fear. 
Interactions and behaviours in what appeared sometimes to be a relatively 
open and “softer” situation must, therefore, have been engrained with, and 
influenced by, the always-looming limitations and threats of the underlying 
relations of ownership, hierarchy and control. Recurrent physical punish-
ment and verbal threats were the reason for many of the incidents of everyday 
resistance and more violent outbursts that we encounter in the court records.
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The cases remind us of the complexities of slavery relations. Easy 
dichotomies of “benign”, “Asian”, “household” or “urban” versus “European”, 
“Atlantic” or “plantation” slavery, in this respect, are as much as revealing. It 
is time to move beyond such stereotypes in order to comprehend the dynam-
ics of different kinds of coercive relations in more refined ways. The use of 
hitherto unexplored records of the Court of Justice of Cochin can provide 
detailed and new perspectives on the dynamics of slavery. Although these 
court cases give only fragmented and temporary insights into the world of 
the enslaved, they contain an untapped wealth of information on a range of 
different aspects of slavery, enslavement and its contestation.
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