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Abstract:

In 1648, an apparent case of sodomy was discovered on an English East India Company
ship on its way from Surat in India to Mocha and Suakin on opposite sides of the Red Sea
(Mocha is today in Yemen; Suakin is today in Sudan). The alleged perpetrators were an
Indian Muslim servant who worked for the ship's captain and a sixteen-year-old English
Christian carpenter’s apprentice. A special ship's council was called to uncover the truth
of the allegations, and this gave rise to a series of interviews, some of them conducted
in Persian, with the largely Asian and Muslim crewmembers, two Hindu banias, three
English passengers, and both the accused. This talk will outline the events, known and
supposed, and their aftermath, including the fate of the two accused. It will also use the
testimonies of crewmembers and other sources to ask larger questions about social
relations on East India ships in the mid-seventeenth century, about contemporary
attitudes toward homosexual acts (especially homosexual acts between Christians and
Muslims), and about the English East India Company's uneasy relations with the Mughal
Empire.
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