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Trading in the 17th 
Century

“The Sufi’s 
gifted 
coffee 
plants to a 
Dutch 
visitor” 

 


Pieter van der Broecke… 

In 1616, a Dutch businessman by the name of 
Pieter van der Broecke visited the port of Yemen, 
he made his way to the Sufi Monasteries and 
sampled the drink that was rumoured to have 
magical powers of alertness. Van der Broeke 
claims the Sufi's gifted him some coffee plants to 
take back to the Netherlands as a token of 
respect for his visit (I would not wish to cast 
aspersions on Mr Van der Broeke's claim, but it is 
quite astonishing that such highly prized, and 
protected, plants would be 'gifted' to an 
outsider). 


Van der Broecke returned to Amsterdam with 
plants and sought assistance from the Dutch 
botanists to cultivate the plant in the 
Netherlands. The botanists were quite busy at 

the time, working on economically important bulb 
culture for Stadholder Maurice of Orange-Nassau 
(Monarch of the Netherlands), and referred Pieter 
to the Stadholder's court to secure permission to 
work on the cultivation. 


Pieter met with Maurice and obtained a letter of 
approval. After some time, the botanists reported 
that the conditions in the Netherlands were not 
suited to coffee cultivation and recommended 
that Pieter try his luck in India. 


Van der Broecke sailed his plants to India were 
he secured the assistance of the Dutch East India 
Company in establishing a coffee plantation. 
After a few years, the plantation produced four (4) 
shiploads of coffee, which Van der Broecke 
sailed back to Amsterdam.
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Pieter visited the royal court and proudly 
announced to the Stadholder that he had four 
shiploads of coffee in the Amsterdam docks.


Frederick Henry had recently been appointed 
Stadholder, on the death of his brother Maurice, 
and was quite shocked at Van der Broeckes 
delivery. He is believed to have been terribly upset 
and could not fathom why Pieter would bring 4 
shiploads of coffee when it was clearly not a drink 
for 'commoners' and only for the Royal Court. 


Fredrick Henry demanded that the plantations be 
uprooted and only enough coffee should be 
produced for the courts consumption. Pieter duly 
complied and destroyed the Indian plantation but 
saved some plants and took them to Indonesia 
where he planted them in Java. 


The shrubs grew well in volcanic soil and fearful of 
his monarch, Pieter sailed only 4 barrels of coffee 

seeds back to the Netherlands and secretly traded 
the rest in the Far East.


Meanwhile, coffee beans were finding their way 
into the Ottoman Empire from Arabia, via the port 
of Venice. The beans were ‘on-traded’ into 
Europe, notably to Vienna and Marseilles, but 
nobody was known to have made an attempt to 
cultivate the plants.


The Ottoman Emperors Murad III (16th Century) 
and Murad IV (17th Century) were paranoid that 
trouble makers were plotting against the 
Government and took every precaution to limit 
group gatherings, for this reason, they banned the 
drinking of coffee, declaring that anybody caught 
consuming or trading coffee would be sentenced 
to death, they used the Islamic alcohol laws as 
justification, which carried heavy penalties for 
offenders, including execution - this may account 
for the lack of documented evidence about coffee 
prior to the mid 16th Century.


View of the Port of Mokha during the second half of the 17th century by Dutch geographer-
mapmaker Olfert Dapper made in 1680
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