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[From Mary Symonds to her Sister, Hester "Hetty" Symonds James Madras February 
28, 1804] 

 
(1) 1804 

 
(2) Madras February 28th, 1804 

My Dear Hetty, 

Having this day enjoyed the great satisfaction of recieving [sic] two pretty little letters from my 
dear mother, & you, I sit down to answer them by the return of the Post, you will more easily 
immagine [sic], than I can describe to you, the pleasure these two letters have given us, when I 
tell you; that the last letter we have recievd [sic], before these, were dated April 1803; that a ship 
has arrived here called the Euphrates which left England the 29th of Septr without bringing us a 
single line from any one friend, and that the Admiral Aplin in which these letters came has been 
taken by the French, but by an unusual act of kindness the private letters were given up to 
Captain Rogers, who arrived in Bengall about a fortnight ago, from whence he forwarded them 
to Madras, I would haven [sic] given the best of my possessions for three lines from you by that 
ship which sailed from England in the end of September, but we must hope for the best & be 
thankfull [sic] to providence for so unexpectedly preserving these, my mothers letter is indeed a 
real comfort to us, for it is truly wonderful to think of her being able to bear (3) the immence [sic] 
fatigue of such a journey as she describes hers to have been & yet to have such good heath 
[sic] and spirits after it. 

We have over & over again acknowledged the receipt of all the packages you were so 
good as to send us, by the Union, by Mr. Livingstone Mr. Longdill & Mr. Toussaint, & if you have 
been so lucky as to recieve [sic] all our letters [word obscured and crossed out] I hope think you 
cannot have been long at any one time without hearing of us, for I made it a note [?] ever since 
the war began, to write a few lines by every ship that has left this place The collection of things 
you sent us has been a constant source of amusement to us, besides the satisfaction we have 
in wearing, eating &c &c we are every now & then surprised with some new discovery somtimes 
[sic] in unrolling a piece of ribbon when we get off half the quantity out pops a beauty of another 
sort which we never expected to see, and the other day only, I discovered a packet of mottoes 
amongst the confectionary, to be sure they were a little mouldy from having lain so long under 
some fruit lozenges which were damp but I set one of the little black boys, to rub them clean 

 
1 Women would wear mottoes of various sorts on their caps, often as political statements? 
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with 1 piece of flannel & now they look (4) quite fresh again. I am sure you would laugh enough, 
if you could but have a peek at us sometimes, trying on the things; for you have no idea how 
stupid we are grown already about putting them on, one of the caps with a yellow liburnum [sic] 
flower in it was tryed [sic] with the hind side foremost & indeed every side but the right, or even 
[?] that perhaps by chance but we could make nothing of it fit to be seen, although it looked 
beautiful off the head, so it was given up untill [sic] a lady happened to come from Europe with 
one the same which we saw her wear, & ever since, that cap has been a great favorite of 
Betsys; then there is a pretty cloake which was like to be lost for it was packed inside one of Sir 
Henrys hats & he of course chose to have the pleasure of unpacking them himself, which he did 
in a little side room & threw out all the contents of the box except the hats, supposing it to be 
only waste paper as it was very light the wind blew it under a couch in one corner of the room 
were [sic] it lay till the next day undiscovered, when the woman who swept the room brought it 
to light & we began to try it on, that is Betsy took it into her own room to try; she & her maid 
worked at it for some time, but not being (5) able to settle it she came into my room to know if I 
could find out the manner of wearing it, for says she 'I am sure it must be very pretty if we could 
but tell how to put it on. So I patted it down on the back & I put the strings under the arms, & 
then over the arms & then tied them round the neck & round the waist, but all would not do the 
cape stood out behind like a Shift & the lace would not quite reach to the elbows, which gave it 
a very odd look, so at last she took it off in despair & I began to turn it about on the bed & to 
lament over it when all of a sudden it came into my head to put it on another way, & then to our 
great surprise we found that we had been all the time putting it on the wrong side uppermost & 
that the thing we took for the cape was intended to be the peli[sse?] of a jacket & very pretty it 
is, & Betsy wears it often with the Bonnet made of the same muslin, which she calls her calash , 
& she is quite happy in it because it hides the sides of her face which you know she always liked 
being so much afraid of looking bold (6) 

I have trotted about nicely in your thick pair of green shoes not on the sea beach, 
because there the sand is very fine, & ones feet do not want any protection, besides I thought 
the sea waters would spoil the shape of them at once, so, I always go there in old shoes made 
in this country as they are of no value, but the thick ones I brought with me here to the mount 
where we are in the same house we had last year at this season, from this place we frequently 
scramble about the hills, which are very rocky & every where covered with brambles, & a variety 
of thorny plants which run close to the ground Betsy has been highly pleased with two pair of 
green shoes which you sent her, & she thinks they were not bought at the same place with the 
others as they (she wishes for some more the same) had no makers name in them, & they fit 
her better than any of the rest, indeed both hers & mine are in general a little too long. We were 
very much amused by your Idea of the cotton in which the pearls were packed, I assure it is not 
the wool you suppose it to be, tho' I think it a pity to undecieve you yet I must tell you it is 
nothing more than a bit of Bourbon cotton the same as that which maks [sic] the shining French 
cotton used for working the beautiful satin stitch so much the fashion at present, we have sent 
Mr. Whitley a good deal of the seed of it at different times (7) I do not intend to go scribbling on 
in one letter to make it of an immence [sic] length, because having nothing very material to say 
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to you except that we are all well & comfortable, I think it will be much better in the present state 
of affairs to put a short letter into each ship four or five are expected to sail from this place in a 
short time but the day is not yet fixed, & I intend to go on writing every day a little to somebody 
or other till the last. 

Poor Sir Henry is very angry at the late peace, which is not to be wondered at 
considering how much this country feels the ill effect of it, it just served to give the French an 
opportunity of sending out a fleet which has been anoying [sic] our trade ever since and they 
have contrived to destroy one of the Companies Warehouses. Our troops have completely 
succeeded in driving all the French out of the Maratta Army which is a great thing for us as they 
are a mischiefous [sic] decietful [sic] set. An officer of thiers [sic] has lately been discovered 
corresponding with his countrymen at the Isle of France he has lived in the English pay for ten 
or twelve years affecting to be a true friend to them, but has been employing himself to (8) find 
out the weakest parts of the country & lately whilst one of the Bastions of the fort was under 
repair & we were engaged with the Marratta's he wrote a letter to the French Admiral telling him 
the exact state of Fort St George & advising him to bring his whole force then to a particular part 
where he would find very little to oppose him. This correspondence he sent from a Dannish [sic] 
port & luckily it was intercepted by one of our Frigates, what will be done with the French man I 
do not know. As you do not mention Mr. Clarkes family in your last letter, I conclude they were in 
Scotland enjoying a fine cool breze [sic] I think a winter at St Andrews must blow away the 
cobwebs unless they stick close indeed, however it will make the children very hardy & Charles 
will be able to make his way in the world all the better for a Scotch accent, it is a great 
recommendation wherever a Scotsman is in power & that I believe will be found all over Great 
Britain & in all countries dependant [sic] upon her. 

We are all very glad to hear that Ned has got a farm & that it is in the neighbourhood of 
his brothers I hope your next letters will give us some more particulars of the situation & I want 
to know if it is large or small & what is the principal produce of it I like much to hear some 
country news & the price of provisions &c (9) Poor Nancy Green was sadly used about her 
gown it was some months before we discovered the mistake of it's [sic] not being sent & when 
we found the peice [sic] of muslin lying here we were going to give it back to the man it was 
bought of, only it happened to have a mark upon it which when we saw convinced us of our 
error, as that is now otherwise disposed of Betsy intends to send her somthing [sic] else it will 
be a shawl if we can get any body to carry it & if we do I hope it will have the good luck to 
escape the nasty privateers which infest these seas in an inconcievable [sic] manner. Great 
fears are entertained here for the homeward bound China ships, & if they are lost you will lose 
some trifles which we gave to the care of Mr Zane & Mr. Livingston, but you will know the event 
soon after the reciept [sic] of this. I long to know if you have seen Mr. Prosser & his ship got off 
safe, if he had a good voyage he ought to have arrived whilst my mother was with you. I shall 
say no more in this but our joint love to every dear friend & a kiss or two poor jimmy, O why 
would he have a red coat. I am quite shocked to hear of his accident but indeed he must be so 
valourous. I am my dear Hetty ever affectionately yours 

M Symonds 



Feb.ry 29, 1804 leap year, now or never3
 

 
(10) I have put up a pair of Carnelian sleeve buttons for Mr. Wilby & a Trichinopoly stone for a 
seal, will you be soo [sic] good as to send them to him I will also send his wife a pair of Argus 
Pheasant feathers if any one will carry them for me they are valuable & bear a high duty therfor 
[sic] it is difficult to get any one to take them 

 
(11) Received Octr 17th

 

By the H.C's ship Windham 
Mrs. James 
No 39 Bishopgate Street within 
 London 
 HGwillim 
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[From Mary Symonds to her Sister, Hester "Hetty" Symonds James, July 21, 1804] 
 
(1) Madras July the 21, 1804 

My dear Hetty, 

The Tigress having unexpectedly put in here to day, I have the pleasure of writing a few 
lines by her, She was hastily dispatched by Lord Wellesly to England direct but fearing her 
water would run short she has put in, only for a few hours, to take in some more, it is now three 
oClock and the packet is to close at six, this I mention in order to prevent any other friends 
being offended, by our not answering their kind letters, We had yesterday the pleasure of 
receiving some packets from you, by the Marquis Wellesly (I believe), which ship arrived here 
the night before last, in company with, The Lady Jane Dundas, Lord Nelson, & Princess 
Charlotte, the Marchioness of Exeter left England with them, but was separated by a Storm off 
the Cape so she is (2) not yet arrived nor do they know any thing of her but, I hope she will find 
her way here in time, particularly as we expect to receive several letters &c from our dear 
friends We have been cruelly disappointed of letters from home since the war, one ship was lost 
off Madeira, in which you say you had sent letters, the Aplin too was taken and her publick 
packet thrown over board, we however recive [sic] one letter by her from you, one from my dear 
Mother & one from Mrs. Shepheard, yours I suppose was sent by a private hand, it was 
forwarded to us from Calcutta but we never heard by whom that letter was dated August the 

 
3 There is a tradition on Leap Day allowing women to initiate dances and propose marriage. If the 
proposal was refused the man was expected to buy the woman a silk gown or, by the mid-20th century, a 
fur coat. The tradition is supposed to originate from a deal that Saint Bridget struck with Saint 
Patrick.(Wikipedia) 



middle and this we have now got, is dated March, A long time to be without a single line from 
any friend We have now recived [sic] only one letter from you of a single sheet, one from Lizzy 
Thoburn, to me & two from Mary -- to me and -- to Betsy Sir Henry has one from Dr. Cam, and 
a ridiculous little shabby note from James, for which he may expect a good triming [sic] when I 
have more (3) time to write; His letter to come 15000 miles consists of 6 lines of business, and 
two more of apologies for not making it shorter!!! You mention a Mr. Biss and so does Lizzy but 
we don't know who or what he is yet, his name is not in the list of passengers, therfore [sic] I 
suppose he is an officer of the ship and is not come on shore, I have sent to enquire after him 
but fear I shall not get any answer before I close this, Poor Richard Clarke has a most 
melancholy letter from his mother with a particular account of the dear little Mary Ann's death, 
surely it was one of the heaviest calamities, which providenc[e] can bestow, to lose so sweet a 
creature in such a sudden and dreadful way, Betsy is so much shocked and fretted by the 
account of it that she cannot write to day, owing to a sad headache she has got by crying and 
grieving and poor Richard is as low as  death; in other respects, thank God we are all pretty 
well. The worst of the Land wind season is now (4) over and Sir Henry has weathered it pretty 
well tho not without suffering much from the effects of the heat on his weak nerves he cannot 
sleep or eat well in the hot weather, so that it weakens him a good deal and brings down the 
flesh which he picks up the cool season, I am very sorry to be prevented from giving you more 
satisfactory accounts of your dispatches by the ships of this season but it is better to say 
somthing [sic] than nothing four ships which left England before these have not yet arrived but 
we are in hourly expectation of them, and I believe there is no fear entertained for thier [sic] 
safety tho they are so long coming Admiral Rainiers has been on shore at Madras some weeks 
and all the fleet have lately been here to Bristol the Admiral was expected to stay some time 
longer, but he went on board yesterday morning and sailed before sunrise, quite secretly (5) his 
first Lieut wrote a note to richard to say they were going but he did not know where or why so 
suddenly, it is reported here that he had some information of Admiral Linois having got out from 
the Mauritius and went in pursuit of him, if so I hope he will come up with the French fleet & that 
we shall have a good account of them. 

We are much grived [sic] to hear that my poor mother has spent so bad a winter, I fear 
she is not so comfortable in her living since Nancy left Tupsley, for Ned used to see her often 
and take care of her, and the little Journeys to & fro were good exercise without being too much 
for her, beg her for Gods sake to keep herself comfortably & spare nothing that will add to her 
happiness the little she requires is not worth saving I am sure, her boys are with her still I 
suppose, but it is a long time, since we (6) have had any account of them. You say your pretty 
little girl was six months old, this is the first time we have heard of her existance [sic] & she is 
now (I trust) 10 months old pray let us hear of her as often as you can We are much puzled [sic] 
to find how she came by her blue eyes, my mother always accounted for my pug nose by her 
looking at Fanny Wilis, pray who have you been Ogling? I might have suspected my friend 
Templer, but you have not had enough of his company to make any impression or else I think 
he has a pair of blue eyes as well worth looking at as any I know, I have received two very kind 
letters from him, and I find by them that I have lost one of his valuable epistles thoseI have are 
very melancholy he complains sadly of having so short a time to stay with his family after his 
long absence he says the kindness and affection of his brother (7) & sisters instead of making 



him happy were an affliction to him because he knew he could not stay to enjoy their society, he 
is an excellent young man & has a most feeling heart. 

I trust you will not be long at any one time without hearing from us as we shall have 
frequent opportunities of writing between this and October & we will make a point of missing 
none of them. I shall very soon send answers to Lizzy and Mary, but in the mean time I beg you 
will remember me kindly to them and thank them for thier [sic] letters & the strawberry seed 
which I shall sow as soon as we have some rain to cool the earth. 

Sir Henry was obliged to attend the court to day & therfore [sic] has not time to write, but 
he desires me to say he is much surprised that James has not acknowleged [sic] the reciept 
[sic] of the money he sent home by the Wellesly, Captn Gordon, it was 200 &, he begs and 
intreats [sic] that Jimmy will not be so very concise in his letters, do find some way of punishing 
him for it, lock up his stick on sunday, & don't let him have the news papers for a month. I find I 
must conclude as it is near 5 oclock, so God bless you and be sure to give my kinest [sic] love 
to good Nancy Green (8) I am rejoiced to hear so good an accounts of her health from the 
Thoburns, with love to Ned Nancy and all my dear friends beleive [sic] me ever affectionately 
yours 

M Symonds; Still 
Madras July the 21:st 1804 

 
By the Tigress 
Mrs James 
39 Bishopsgate Street within 
London 
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[From Mary Symonds to her Sister, Hester "Hetty" Symonds James, August 12 1804] 
 
(1) Augt the 12th,1804 

My dear Hetty 

I wrote to you by the Tigress which ship left this place about a fortnight ago. I had then 
the pleasure to tell you we were all well, and that we had received some of your kind & truly 
welcome letters by the Fleet. Since that time we have received the remainder of them, together 
with the packages you mention. The milinery [sic], five irons, and the Pickles, Ketchup & 
Raspberry vinegar, are all in excellent order: but the preserves, I am sorry to say have suffered 
much: Mr. Biss tells me the ship was constantly rooling [sic] and full of water, which was the 
cause of the sweetmeats fermenting many of the pots were broke and others had lost thier [sic] 
tops: but those which were put in stone jars and corked down came safe. The milinery [sic] (as 



you observe) is a small quantity but as we had such an ample supply last year it is quite enough 
& it is remarkably pretty & very well packed, so that it all looked as fresh when we opened it as if 
it had been that minute made, we are indeed very much obliged to you for the great trouble you 
take on our account, and we are much indebted to all those dear friends who remember us so 
kindly & make such great exertions (2) for us, god grant we may all live to meet again, & that we 
may have the power to make you some return. 

 for That this life is all uncertainty and that we ought not to promise ourselves any thing 
beyond the present hour, we have sufficient proof but yet there are few if any amongst us, who 
consider this sufficiently to keep thier [sic] minds prepared to meet misfortunes calmly, when it 
may please the Almighty to visit them with the afflictions which are common to all men, we have 
very sensibly felt the weakness of our nature in this respect within these few days: poor Temple 
had an illness so short and apparently so slight that it did not prepare us for the sad event which 
has taken place and consequently it has been a severe shock to us all, he dined with us on 
wednesday and Thursday, the 1st & 2nd of the month, & on Friday he dined with Mr. Disney a 
gentleman in the law: he was quite well & in remarkably good spirits, all the evenings at night 
when he was going home the weather was clowdy [sic] & threatened rain, therfore [sic] Mr. & 
Mrs. Disney endeavoured to prevail with him to sleep at thier [sic] house but they could not it 
however rained very little that night & we do not know that he was wet at all, the next day about 
12 oclock he complained of a little sickness at his stomach which Sir Henry mentioned to us at 
dinner time, but the sickness went off & Temple said he was very well again, however the next 
morning being Sunday Richard drove into the Fort to Church & he called upon T- to ask if he 
would come out (3) to dine with us, but he found him very unwell & with a good deal of fever, he 
had a Dr. Scarman with him who lived next door to him, he said the disorder was of no great 
consequence & that Mr. T- would be well in a day or two on Monday Richard & Sir Henry went 
to the Fort to thier [sic] business & both went to see Temple but at separate times when Sir 
Henry called he had fallen asleep & therfore [sic] he would not let him be disturbed, but when 
Richard called he found him sitting up apparently well & the fever had quite left him, he said he 
should come to St Thome, perhaps the next day, this they told us when they came home & we 
all naturally concluded that the disorder was at an end, but the next morning, tuesday Richard 
went to business early; it being his court day he set off from home at 8 oclock & when he got 
about 2 hundred yards he met one of Temples men runing [sic] who desired him to make haste 
as his master was very ill Richard drove very fast, but when he came to the Fort gate (a 
distance of only two miles from the place where he met the servant) he saw a man runing [sic] 
with a note towards him, which was from Dr. Scarman, saying that poor Temple was no more he 
was taken ill at 8 oclock the night before & Scarman staid with him some time, but he did not 
apprehend the least danger, nor think the illness by any means of a serious nature, he left him 
quite tranquil at night & at six in the morning he called on him again, and still saw nothing 
serious, but he applied a blister [word crossed out] (4) because Temple complained of a 
tightness on his chest Mr. Scarman then went out to prepare some medicine and Temple told 
his servant to pat his back as he felt a fulness which he thought was wind, the man did so, & 
T- then said 'that will do' and laid down as to sleep, the servant sat down by him, & in a few 
minutes Temple called out "go and bring Mr. Scarman back I don't feel well," the man ran & 
returned with Mr. Scarman instantly, only from the next room, but they came too late, for his 



breath had passed away in that moment. Mr Scarman called in three Surgeons besides himself 
to assist at opening the body, as he wished for some witnesses least his credit should suffer, 
they found that his death was occasioned by suffocation from a quantity of blood & water which 
had gathred [sic] in the chest, and which it is supposed was the reason of his always expressing 
a disinclination to take exercise, his disorder is said to be extremely uncommon in this climate, 
so much so that Dr. Scarman thinks his assertion would have been doubted, had he not taken 
the precaution to call in three of the most respectable Surgeons here to bear testimony. What 
consolation you will have it in your power to offer to his (5) afflicted father I know not for what 
can we say in such a case, that has not been said a thousand times before & without effect. He 
who has lost his only child, whom he looked upon as the sure prop to sustain his sinking age, 
who reasonably hoped to receive the reward of of [sic] a laborious life in the credit & comfort he 
would derive from such a son, will sink under the loss of his darling treasure, and if it pleases 
god to preserve his life through such a trial, will most certainly for the remainder of his days, feel 
himself a miserable solitary being; for though he could not have parted with him to this distant 
country, without knowing that the risk he ran was very great, yet I fear, that these 3 years of 
 success in which he had heard only of success & good health of this son, may have removed all 
his doubts & fears & lulled his mind into a state of perfect security, how hard a task is it to 
awake it to such (sorrow?): Poor Temple lived beloved by all who knew him & I believe there 
never was any person more generally and sincerely regretted, The families where he visited 
lament him as a relation but most particularly General & Mrs. Trent: who I really believe loved 
him almost as a son. The good old (6) General attended his funeral, and Richard says when 
they were returning the GenL went up to him & pressed his hand but was so much affected that 
he could not speak, I have since called on Mrs Trent & found her extremely low, they intend 
leaving this country in Oct: & Mrs Trent told me she had just finished a keepsake for each of her 
two favorites, (meaning Richard & Temple,) the day before poor Temples death. I hope you will 
know Gen,l & Mrs: Trent in England, for she is a most charming sweet tempered woman & tho 
he is a little odd in some respects yet I am sure a better man does not exist. 

I send this by the Glory which however is not thought to be a very safe ship, being a very 
bad sailer & the same in which so much wickedness & trouble happened, on her passage out, 
the particulars of which I wrote in a former letter, those disturbances gave people a bad opinion 
of her but as the captain who was a party in those troubles is killed & the others who were 
engaged in them are not to return in her I think it very probable that she may arrive safe Mr: Biss 
is staying with us at present and will will [sic] continue some days longer, indeed we shall part 
with him with regret whenever he leaves us, (7) he is so quiet and good humoured, the Cadets 
who came out with him were marched off to drill in a few days after their arrival, but Sir Henry 
procured leave for him to stay a little time with us partly because we wished to have his 
company & partly because he has had a little bile on his stomack, & therfore [sic] we wished him 
to be a little seasoned before he went to his own management he seems to have very good 
health & spirits, and I dare say he will do very well here, he loses no time by staying with us, as 
we have masters of all languages about the house, & he is very industrious & studies from 
morning till night, I am sure he will be thought a wonder if he goes on with the same anxiety, we 
have another very good young man staying with us, who is likely to remain some time as he has 
been very ill with a bowel complaint, and is so weak that he cannot join his regiment; he belongs 



to the Cavalry, & is Brother in law to Mr Phinners [?] at the bar, an old friend of Sir Henry's, your 
friend the Dr: (as we call him) Mr Melliss is an extraordinary being, a true Scotchman he has 
been very amusing to the young men, by his pretending to understand every subject that is 
started, & he is (8) as easy at first sight as if he had known you for an hundred years, he staid at 
our home as long as he had leave to be on shore, one day he came to dinner in such a dirty 
shirt & stockings that Biss who sat opposite to him could not eat for laughing to see him in that 
dirty trim talking away as is [sic] he had been my lord Duke, he puffed away about his 
introductions here & when they came to be explained they turned out to be a single letter from 
Miss Saunders to Mrs Floyer, a very vulgar woman a majors wife who is over head & ears in 
debt, the Dr: brought her out a box which procured him a dinner when he delivered it safe, & 
that was all, he is a curious fellow all together, but not surprising to us who see hundreds of the 
same sort of ragamuffins come out evry [sic] year fresh from Scotland, & like him they all 
pretend to be great men I have given him some Argus Pheasant feathers for you five papers 
done up with a set of feathers in each, that is a plume of small ones for the front of the head & a 
long one to twist round as a bandeau, those you may dispose of to any friend you wish to 
oblige, & when cut & dressed a little they will make very handsome ornaments, besides those I 
gave him 14 good feathers of the best we could (9) pick out of 2 entire birds, & from them Betsy 
wishes you make two sets, one for Mrs. H. Williams and one for Mrs. Morgan, and Betsy wishes 
you to add one or two feathers to each besides the set. 

The direction is to Mrs: Morgan is at the Revd Dr. Morgans Ely. I don't know who I shall 
be able to write to by this opportunity, but I fear but few of my friends as our notice has been 
very short, so pray beg them not to be offended, for my inclination is very good, if the 
government will allow me time 

I think in future, the quantity of made up milinery [sic] you have sent this time will be 
sufficiency at each time only with the addition of two hats or bonnets for each of us & some 
fashionable materials unmade of all sorts, that is I mean you should send 3 dresses for each 3 
caps & two bonnets 6 pair of shoes & 6 pair of gloves a very little good jewelry & whatever you 
think proper unmade the comb with Wedgwood ornaments is very pretty I have seen the same 
but worn with an ornament in the front to correspond the blue necklace too is very pretty & so 
are the earings [sic], I have copied the Turban which I think very handsome, & the pink cap, I 
wish you always to send a little unmade (10) material like the things you send as I can then 
copy them for myself & give up the originals to Betsy who you know does not like that sort of 
business. Your dilicate [sic] stratagem succeeded very well, but it was a little indiscreet to put 
such a suspicious direction upon it. I hope you have seen Mr. Lane & Mr. Livingstone before this 
& that the moor womans dress has not been so unfortunate as the Gentoo cloth. I am sure Mr. 
Prosser did his best for he is a good natured young man as can be, but I know the Custom 
house officers are very strict in their searches & never will let a bit of chintz or shawl escape if 
they can help it. I have mentioned hats or bonnets to be sent, pray let them be of the plainest 
form that is work straw or chip, and as long as round hats turned up on one side are worn I shall 
prefer them to any other for our heads get so old fashioned that we dont know how to manage 
any thing whimsical at the same time we wish them to fashionable, just what you or I should 
have bought for ourselves in the spring. You say you don't know how to act about giving letters 
to young men, I will tell you; put all your letters into the publick packet and give them a few lines 



merely to introduce them and then it does not signify when they deliver them (11) if they will 
take charge of seeds & promise to keep them in their cabins it will always be an advantage to 
send by them, and when you meet with one you can trust like Lane or Livingstone you can send 
gloves or such small things as will not keep in the hold & request them to keep them dry in their 
cabins letters certainly are best sent by post, for however anxious an officer of a ship may be to 
deliver them yet perhaps he cannot get leave to come on shore for two or three after the ship 
arrives, whereas all that comes by post is sent over to us immediately We wish you to 
understand this clearly, as it is the greatest pleasure we can recieve, to see & converse with any 
person who has seen you, & as for Sir Henry he is so much dilighted [sic] when he gets hold of 
a Herefordshire man, that he talks to him all day without ceasing Herefordshire people & 
Herefordshire news are his dilight [sic]. Biss has delighted him, & the first night they entered 
upon the subject we had much to do to get him to bed at midnight, & Betsy says he began the 
subject again as soon as his eyes were open, he has talked of Lane ever since he went away & 
will be glad enough to see him again. I begin to be very economical of my paper for I have made 
this a long letter, and it is such a one as I hope I shall never have occasion to send you again. I 
am sure of tomorrow for writing & I shall employ it busily, I hope to write to Nancy green & the 
Thoburns, but I always begin with you, but I hope they will not be prevented from writing to us 
even if I should not have time to write to them for indeed our friends letters are our greatest 
comforts, remember me affetionately [sic] to them all, and pray give my namesake & Jimmy a 
kiss each. God preserve you all is the prayer of 

Yours ever affectionately M Symonds. 
 
Aug:st the 12th, 1804 

 
(11) Mrs. James 
No 39 Bishopgate Street within 
 London 
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[From Mary Symonds to Unknown recipient [possibly a copy in a good hand?], February 1804] 

 
(1) Madras St. Thome 
Feb. 10, 1804 

 
I wrote to you by the Glory a Ship that sailled [sic] from this place 7 or 8 weeks ago , & 

in it I thanked you for the things you so kindly did for me but that ship sailed so soon after I had 
unpacked them that I cou'd not give you the account I wished. had we opened the things that 
had not opened themselves on the Voiage [sic] we should have spoiled what was good, and I 
expected there wou'd be but little. I have now the pleasure to say that all my pickles and 
Ketchup came in perfect order. The Ketchup is as fresh as a mushroom from the field, and we 
eat it every day with our fish. The Sea runs close to us & repays us for it's [sic] noisy roaring in 



the night, by fresh fish every day which we see caught, at least we see the boats that are 
employed in the business . 

I am sorry for the trouble you have had about the Currant Jelly but I find that I need not 
trouble any of my friend for preserve in future, as I becomes more acquainted with the 
country I find the less need of them the ladies who come to this country are of necessity often 
changing their place & those who know are not here to to [sic] tell us what they discover    

I find now that the Mango fruit, used green makes the finest Jelly I ever eat in (2) my life 
it will not keep above a month but the trees bear more or less all the year & we of course do 
not want currant jelly for there is not the least difference between the flavors of this & white 
currant Jelly we have Colaccas4 for tarts much superior to Goosberries [sic] & several other 
fruits of the same nature particularly one called Billimby5 & another called Aranelly6 besides 
which the green Mangoes make us apple puddings & pies every day. In puddings they are very 
much like & I tell the young men when they first come that they are our Indian apples, they 
are like a codling when it is very young & the boys do not discover the difference between the 
Mango & the apple. 

The Mushroom catchup & pickles are of great value to us as we have no vinegar that will 
make them good, if we had the Walnutts & Mushrooms, neither of which we can get, and the 
Vinegar is excessively bad except what comes from England which is so valuable & the Country 
Vinegar so cheap, that the people always adulterate it with Toddy Vinegar, a kind of Arrack 
vinegar which has a tast [sic] perfectly offensive   

My sister has promised to do me a few Rasberries [sic] & strawberries & damsons 
which are certainly flavours that we have nothing to compare to but being as wise as I am now, 
I only wish to trouble my friends for pickles & those three kinds of fruit I am (3) most 
exceedingingly [sic] obliged to you for the trouble you have had which I am now ashamed to 
think of.   

I am truly happy to hear that your little ones are so well I do not doubt of their being 
well educated under your care, for I am sure you will not give them false notions of vanity on 
one hand nor meaness [sic] on the other, & I think, they are very happily placed in a school of 
innocent children. I am only grieved to hear you complain so much of your own health, which I 
had hoped was mending, I trust you are not over anxious about any thing since happiness does 
not depend in place or riches & an exalted situation is no certain mark of a noble mind-or a 
clear understanding. I am obliged to you for being pleased with the credit Sir Henry gained in 
the affair you mention we were utterly astonished at any account in the English papers, who 
sent it God knows. I received it from three places-it was not quite accurately stated but I 
assure you not more to his honour than he deserved nor near so much so. He behaved nobly, 
almost unsupported utterly so till the last. What has been the effect of an attempt to do his 
duty here, can only be told when we meet, at which time I hope we shall look back upon those 
trials with satisfaction. But the worst is they have injured his health very much, the Climate is 
more than he is equal to without persecution. He has had a fever of above three months this 
year which had at one time reduced him very (4) much. He has lately, thank God been 

 
4 Carissa carandas (Robert Wright, Illustrations Of Indian Botany, Volume 2, 1850) 
5 Averrhoa bilimbi (commonly known as bilimbi, cucumber tree, or tree sorrel (Wikipedia) 
6 Possibly Phyllanthus acidus, or gooseberry tree, Cicca disticha L. See "Cicca disticha, Aranelly, Harfaroovri, Hind. 
- A small tree bearing a round acid fruit, the country gooseberry, wood inferior. Hort. Garden 31". 
(https://archive.org/stream/b28708891/b28708891_djvu.txt) 



recovering very fast if the business does not over set him, but our seasons have been very 
severe this year. I have not the pleasure to know the Gentleman you speak of. Mrs. Williams's 
Nephew. I believe he has not been to this place since we came here. I have heard my mother 
speak of him some years ago & Mr. Gwillim Senr mentioned him in a letter   

If Captain Pendergrass came here I hope he will call but I assure the favor is all done to 
us for the Captains are in much request in the different families here & so much engaged in 
business, disposeing [sic] of their investments that we can seldom see them, however desirous 
we may be- 

I am obliged to you for thinking of us when you heard of the fire which was a bad one & 
consumed a considerable quantity of grain.7 But it seldom happens that lives are lost in this 
country by fire for the houses are never more than one floor above another & every window is 
like a door that it must be an extraordinary case if any one was burnd [sic] & unless by choice as 
it happens few English families live in the Black town & the families that do are Armenians & 
wealthy natives & their houses of Stucco & bricks coud [sic] not easily be burned-the great 
destruction in cases of fire is amongst the poor natives; but their houses & all in them are of 
hardly any value & generally only a ground floor   

I said  nobody need be burned but by choice-which may seem a strong speech to you 
but it happens in India that people sometimes choose it there are some marks of the Worship 
of fire amongst the Hindoos we read in their stories of persons hopeing [sic] to save their 
Children throwing themselves (5) into the flames to deprecate the wrath of that angry Element 
which they look upon as a deity they dayly make oblations to fire in every home of pious 
Hindoos. But this supestition [sic] is to be found in the utmost extent amongst the Perse8 

many of whom inhabit the Islands of Bombay. If the fire was to catch your gown there, not a 
servant amongst the Perses (who are the attendants there) wou'd put it out nor even if it was 
his own, He wou'd not offend the God by attempting to snatch the victim he had seized. 
Perhaps you might have read in the papers of a terrible fire at Bombay since that at Madras, it 
was of shocking extent & hundreds as I am assured sufferd [sic] voluntarily nay rushed into the 
flames   

The Admiral who was laying at Anchor near sent the Officers & Sailors to aid in quelling 
the flames, but could not prevail with the natives to act they threw away the water out of the 
buckets given them & refused, spite of all threats, to throw it on the flames & their little shops 
containd [sic] bales of shawls, muslins, silks, spices & chest of gold, these were reserved from 
the flames & their owners forced out of their houses & their rich merchandise given them, yet 
so biggotted are they to their superstitions that they carried them back back & sate [sic] on 
them, patiendly [sic] waiting till the flames surrounded them when they & their godds [sic] 
were devoured by the fire   

If you cou'd but be here for about a week how you wou'd be ammused [sic] with your 
notion of reforming the people. the Europeans of every description wou'd hardly make one 
in a thousand of the natives, when I came here I thought it most awfull, wonderful it is certainly 
to see that (6) we rule these people absolutely, & not a boat of ours can touch their shores, 

 

7 A major fire at Madras on February 14, 1803 consumed 1000 houses. (Thomas Tegg, Chronology, or the 
Historian's Companion, 1824). 
8 PARSEE , n.p. This name, which distinguishes the descendants of those emigrants of the old Persian stock, who 
left their native country, and, retaining their Zoroastrian religion, settled in India to avoid Mahommedan 
persecution, is only the old form of the word for a Persian (Hobson Jobson) 



without being dashed to atoms by the high surf, the planks of the boats with which they land 
us are sewed, together with threads of the Coacoa nut & are saved by yielding to the pressure 
but cou'd not be used by us,--yet here we are masters of the Soil-supported by their disunion 
& distractions. yet in this state ruled as they are by us terrified by our nod, they despise us, as 
beings little better than brutes they wou'd not taste of any thing we had touched, scarcely that 
we had looked at, indeed some Casts [sic] will will [sic] not eat what we have looked at, the 
Brahmins, who think that all learning & wisdom is centered in them may not have their Vests 
touched by our cloaths, without being obliged to go through a purification. the cloaths in 
which they enter our rooms are stripped off at the door of their own.   

The name of Christian they hold in abborance [sic] beyond even their own outcasts the 
Pariahs. The manners of the Hindoos are exactly now what they were before Moses wrote 
and are likely to be the same as much longer   

The Musleman [sic] are crushed by our power but you know enough of the history of 
Turks to judge that they are not likely to turn Christians, the Portuguese are a wretched race, a 
mixture of those & the outcasts, of these people_The English are only here for a few years, as it 
is contrary to the Policy at present to settle a Colony There can be no marriage with a native 
woman of any sort. We have great numbers of people offsprings of the English by the lowest 
creatures, some of these (7) are bred up for fine Ladies & Gentlemen & called English-great 
numbers the children of poor Officers soldiers & are by these wretched drabs are here to be 
seen, & the Company & Government here have established two large Schools for their 
reception, one for boys the other for girls there are at least 400 of each, they are well taught & 
the boys bred to be writers & c the girls are Married to Soldiers & their offspring will in time be 
called English a shocking thing enough, for they are a wretched race of evil disposition & full of 
disease The Schools are not of long establishment so what the boys may be is not easy to 
judge the girls do not do for service as was hoped, those that have gone have been all 
corrupted and indeed the native mothers & relations will not here [sic]of their being unmarried 
after twelve years old as husband must be found be he black, white, old, or what not, to save 
the reproc[sic] of passing twelve or fourteen years unmarried is to them an utter disgrace and 
although they have an excellent Clergyman to attend them, who is indefatigable in his duty 
such is the influence of the Mothers on these children, that the worst consequence wou'd 
follow if the desire were not complied with. It often follows their Marriage for chastity is a 
virtue little known in this Country, except amongst the People of Cast, & their people are 
altogether carefull of their women tho they never confine them, they are sometimes led away 
by Europeans; but not often, they are bad enough amongst (8) one another.   

The greater part of the people who call themselves Porteguese but who are only low 
Pariahs are of the Roman Church & I perceive no difference between their Idolatry & that of the 
Heathen, they Heathen indeed have the advantage for tho they have no worship in Spirit, all is 
mere ceremonies yet their discipline makes theirs clean, sober, & orderly: whereas the 
Christians of the Catholicks which is quite as much lost in ceremonies has not the advantage of 
these wholesome [sic] restraints & the people who are of that Church are the vilest miserable 
wretches drunken & abandoned these half Cast children are all that the English Government 
endeavors to reform or inst[ruct?] It is not the approved Policy to attempt changing the 
Religion of the people It woud [sic] be impracticable to the people of Cast & the others appear 
so much worse for it that it is not done Protestant Missionaries make converts & have got very 
decent congregations they Baptize annually great numbers & will if their zeal continues I dare 



say in some ages work a change to the advantage of those poor people bred in ignorance & 
vice & thought unworthy by the Heathens of Cast to be inst[ruct?] they look on them as beings 
without souls & never let them enter their places of Worship. All they know is that the[re] are 
beings of Superior power to themselves some Benevolent & some diabolical. The Benevolent 
they suppose sufficiently inclined to relieve & aid them, but the Malignity of the Evil Powers 
they dread their whole attention is therefore to sacrifice to these Demons to avert, their wrath 
to, save them from (9) Devils & Giants & Serpents. Their great Goddess is the queen of the 
Serpents of the infernal regions so they kill sheep &c-and so far fear her that can hardly be 
prevailed [sic] on to kill a Snake & never do it of their own will. We had an immense Cobra 
Capella or Hooded Snake killed in one Garden two of the horse [?] keepers aided by Mr. Clark in 
the slaughter, but they so far feared the vengance [sic] of the black Goddess, that they burned 
the snake in all form as it had been a man-and the next  evening hearing that they were about 
to make a ceremony over it I went to the end of the Garden under the Cocoa nut trees, to see 
it. It was in a dark night but they had abundance of torches the people were assembled round 
with all the Old kettles & tubs & watering pots by way of drums which they beat incessantly, to 
charm the demons The wives of the men had previously sate [sic] over the bones & ashes of 
the snake and cried an hour, these bones were now washed with milk , hid up in a piece of 
cloth & dressed with bunches & garlands of flours [sic]. The men danced a kind of frantick 
dance every woman & man clinging round each others neck & howling as if in an agony of grief 
they tore their hair & spread it over their shoulders & addressed the snake that is the bones 
near which they burnd [sic] inscence [sic]. the making of their frequent addresses was to 
exculpate themselves.--: O why did you come out (9) of your hole. If you had concealed yourself 
we should not have been compelled by these people to kill you &c   

There were half a dozen of these black things dancing & the lights & trees wou'd have 
been a good scene for a pantomine [sic].   
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[From Mary Symonds to her Sister, Hester "Hetty" Symonds James, October 14, 1804] 

 
(1) Madras Octr the 14th 1804. 

 
My Dear Hetty 

 
I hope you will receive my two letters by the Glory, the one was a good long story, & to say truth 
I believe you must think me a sad gossip for I am never so happy as when scribbling to my good 
dear friends and now I am going to scold like any thing, because you want to put a bridle in my 
mouth, I love to speak from my heart, & tell you all that passes here, piping hot: surely there 
should be no reserves amongst us you must have misunderstood what Sir Henry said about the 
young men, but James & you are so touchey! [sic] I assure you Betsy & I have attacked Sir 
Henry roundly about what he said of that little fellow Longdill, & he protests he did not say a 



word that ought to have been taken up in the way you take it, he says he only meat [sic], that 
you put yourself to more expence and trouble then was necessary in entertaining people of 
whom we know nothing & perhaps only see for an hour or two before they sail, If he makes a 
wrong statement I desire you will give him a lecture upon it, Betsy says you have no right to be 
pengy [?] about any thing he says because you encouraged him in his sauciness to others & 
helped (2) so much to spoil him. I assure you your letter put me in a grand stew, because I had 
just sent off my letter with some stuff about the Scotch Dr. which I should sooner have bled than 
written if I had known how you were fidgeting, but we all laughed so much about him that I could 
not resist writing, but what then I am very glad you sent him for if he had not been here we 
should all have been as dull as Posts, with all our correctness, an odd character of that sort 
thrown in amongst us, is like the lemon juice in a bowl of punch I don't know what Sir Henry has 
said to you about the young men comeing [sic] here but this I do know that he is always glad 
enough to see them & most unwilling to part with them, & particularly the Herefordshire he 
would fain have persuaded Biss to be sick or any thing else to have kept him here, to be sure he 
is a darling, so mild so modest, a thousand times too good for this country I own I am half in 
love with him. Sir Henry never allows Barrington to take up his quarters any where but with us 
when he is at Madras, And I am sure he would have given a good round sum to have kept Lane 
a little longer. I am very angry with you believ [sic] me, 'tho not in my heart but what stuff do you 
talk about your own inferiority, many come up who is superior to you, in this place I am sure 
there are not half a dozen persons whose connexions (3)  are half as well off, & those half 
dozen & fewer here either by wretched poverty or disgraceful conduct, if you would do us 
honour hold you [sic] head as high as your neighbours; an honestman is the noblest work of 
God, but if you want instances I will give two or three from the heads of our society The first lady 
here after the Governors wife & Betsy, is the daughter of a Douglas the taylor who lived near 
Charing Cross two others who hold their heads next are daughters of a Mrs Goldfinch a Hosier 
in Lombard Street, here are five sisters all well married in the eye of the world at least, 
daughters of an inferior custom house officer who lives on Tower hill Two more great ladies are 
the daughters of an Innkeeper at Hounslow two more daughters of a slop shop at Portsmouth, & 
now I have given you all the heads of the place the rest are all Bastards black or white the 
foremost of whom may generally have the pleasure of seeing their mothers [?] fry pancakes or 
sell fish in the native markets, now I think I have said enough upon this subject, & too much but I 
really was worried about it, because I know a months residence here would set you to rights in 
this matter. 

You will acknowledge that I spoil paper enough when I tell you that my Indian 
correspondets [sic] are as numerous as my English ones, and many of (4) them so kind as to 
favour me with a letter every week Biss is amongst the number of my correspondents but he 
certainly does not trouble me too often, poor fellow he has not much time at present, he has 
been unwell with a bowel complaint since he left us and as soon as we heard of it Sir Henry 
wrote to desire he would come down here & be nursed, but he soon got better & as he was 
afraid of losing time in his profession he declined the offer, however we are to have him for a 
fewe sic] weeks before he joins his regiment in January. I am nursing up a very pretty little 
Terrier puppy for him, which I got from Mrs. Trent, it is a beautiful little wretch but so mischiefous 
[sic] that he is a great plague, it is my constant companion night & day, We sit with all the doors 



9 

& windows open for air, & the breeze blows everything about, which he scrambles up 
immediately he has eat me a fine flower out of my cap & several bows of ribbon while I have 
been writing, and I hope he won't tell his master any of my secrets, but I must trust to his 
humour, for he has eat two sheets of my letters I am very glad you like your friend the cockatoo, 
it is a hardy bird, & likely enough to live, I dare say he is entertaining enough in a winter 
evening, but I am surprised James has so much patience with his impudence & mischeif [sic]?) 
in biteing [sic] the chairs & things. We shall be glad enough to see Prosser (5) back again he is 
a rare man for carrying things home & we have always some trifling or other to send for your 
information, did the Pickled cocoa nut blossom arrive safe, ? & could you take it out of the jar to 
see it? Tis a most beautiful thing when fresh, I must tell you again about the things you sent us 
this time, for fear my former letter should miscarry well then, to give you the worst first, some of 
the jam pots went off: whether in their zeal for the good cause, they dreamed, as thy [sic] lay in 
the hold, that the ship was attacked; or fired a royal salute on General Biss's landing I know not 
but so it was the pots were broke & the jam spilt: but don't be fretting & greving [sic] after 'spilt 
milk' a great deal of it came safe & good, we have picked a few excellent strawberries 
raspberries & white plumbs & all the Pickles Catchup & Raspberry vinegar arrived without a 
 crack, Betsy has never had such pretty caps to her head before particularly the two white sattin 
[sic] ones, one with a geranium flower & the other a net trimming. " It fits," & she looks quite 
comfortable in them, but as for fal lals she certainly never will understand how to stick them on. 
I have resigned every cap to her excep [sic] that with the pink ribbon, & I took that because I 
know she would make (6) herself like a Cockatoo with that red top knot yet it is a very pretty cap 
I have worn it with great credid [sic]: & lent it out & out again for a pattern a lady called here 
yesterday & ran away with it to copy, & the night caps you sent have been in great request, they 
are the most comfortable things I have seen a long time & they also are lent out, in short I have 
much ado to keep any of my new things at home the dark gowns have not made their 
appearance yet but their season is coming in, which will be after the monsoon, I am delighted to 
hear such an excellent account of your health & nancy greens. But this sweet cup is dashed 
with bitter when I think of poor dear Neds suffering so much, just as he got into his house I hope 
to God they will do well notwithstanding little temporary inconveniences; would I had power to 
make them, & all my frends [sic], as happy as they wish I am sure my inclinations would never 
prevent me. I am truly sorry for Mr. J- Gwillims disappointments in his profession, his is certainly 
a hard case, for a man who has ever done his duty might surely expect to be better off at 40 
years of age. I think I can acquit myself of a charge of revengefulness for I feel just as much for 
him as if he had never given harm to those I love, & yet if he had not, it is probably he would 
have saved himself all he now suffers. I should be very happy to hear from him, we were old 
friends & I can never forget many little kindnesses I have received from (7) him, but I cannot 
solicit a correspondence, having been so unfortunate in a former effort. I allude to the letter, I 
wrote to John Gwillim my foolish warmth of heart must needs set me, to waste time & paper, & 
obtrude myself upon him, who has never had the manners to to [sic] acknowledge my attention 
& therfore [sic] I suppose thought it impertinent; what these, my disappointment is not very 

 

9 FALLALLS. Ornaments, chiefly women's, such as ribands, necklaces, etc. 
(https://www.regrom.com/regency-lingo/) 



great, I have lived long enough to know that all flesh is dust, & not to expect perfection in human 
nature John is one of those lucky pleasant people who will always have friends tho he should 
never do any thing to deserve them & he is not the only instance of that sort that has come 
under my observation. Pray God send I may meet those friends I have left in England, still 
 friends & then I won't complain of the world, tho the longer we live & the more we see of it the 
blunter our feelings get & I think I shall never feel the same sorrow I have felt, but who will turn 
truant this I am, however sure of, that 'tho I feel pain at having done more than my duty, I should 
have felt a great deal more pain if I had done less than I ought Well let us leave unpleasant 
subjects & unkind people to mend themselves, whilst we seek for better. 

My friends Genl & Mrs. Trent go home in the same fleet which takes this, they wish to 
know some of our friends & therfore [sic] I shall give them a letter to you and Richard Clarke 
intends to give them an introduction to his father & uncle: Mrs. Trent is a good charming woman 
& the General is a good natured well disposed (8) man as any alive, they don't wish to mix 
much with Indians, but to live in a quiet domestick [sic] way their income is about 18 hundred a 
year as long as he lives, they will not be very shewy but I suppose they will keep a carriage, & if 
the money will hold out they will have two houses, he likes a good dinner & is so much an Indian 
that the dishes must be pretty highly seasoned if they are made ones, you see I am giving you a 
hint & to make it complete I will tell you that his favourite meat is grass lamb. I think the Bullocks 
would be very pleasing acquaintances to them if you can bring it about, & if they live in London, 
it will be somewhere about Fitzroy Square, the General is flattered beyond measure by the 
attention of Ladies, & if you attend to him & pay him a few compliments he will talk to you a long 
summers day, & give you a very good account of India & many particulars about our family. 
Poor Temple, Richard & I have had exellent [sic] friends in them, I have spent many days & 
some weeks with them, as happily as days & weeks could pass in India I must beg you will be 
attentive to them for my sake for like a sorry spendthrift, I have no means of paying one debt but 
by contracting another.This simily [sic] comes a little too home to me, for I have been a prodigal 
in my way & am not without pangs of compunction, but now I am growing disagreable [sic] 
again. As my mother says an hours conversation would be worth (9) a bag full of letters. I may 
have mislead you about the palampores, coming in the Castle Eden I sent them off by that ship 
& have a receipt for them & the snuff from the chief mate, but he took them as a friend of Mr. 
Toussaints & probably he might leave them for him at St Helena as he Mr Toussaint, was at that 
time in China & would touch at St Helena on his way home, so I hope you know a great deal 
more about them than we do just now. 

I cannot pretend to contradict your accusation respecting the dates of letters but 
something may be said in excuse, which is this I frequently begin to write a week or more before 
the time of the ships sailing which is always uncertain till the last, & I leave my letters without 
dates till then because I think the latter the intelligence the more satisfactory it is to you, & then 
in the hurry at the last moment I seal them up & forget it altogether, but I will tell you how to find 
out without refering [sic] to my dates, you will always see what time the ship leaves this in the 
papers, & you may rely that my letter is never sent off till then. I have not made this a very 
entertaining epistle & I fear you will not think yourself rewarded for the trouble of reading it, but it 
will shew you that (God be praised) we are all well & as happy as --- our neighbours. 



I am an ungrateful jade for not writing to Mr Thos. James, & yet I fear it is too late to do it 
this time, but I (10) will the next, I owe him a letter for the little piece he wrote for you a long, 
long time ago. You never mention Dance in your letters, do you ever hear any thing of him? I 
have written a tedious epistle to Mr. Clarkes which I enclose to you that you may read it if you 
have time & patience so to do, & forward it to him when an opportunity offers by a private hand 
for I would not wish to put him to the expence of Postage for it I have desired Richard to tell his 
father that such a letter is lying at your house in order that he may direct any of his Scotch 
frends [sic] to call upon you for it or direct you where to send it. 

I believe I have nothing more to say as you will hear from all hands of the loss of poor 
Temple & I have given all the particulars of an event which will afford you no satisfaction to hear 
of, & for that as well as other reasons, will give me much pain to repeat. I beg you will remember 
me in the kindest manner to all (frends [sic]?), & tell Mrs. Shepheard that I wrote her a long letter 
by the Prince of Wales, & I hope to God she will receive it before you get this, but at present we 
are under great apprehensions for the safety of that ship; she met with a terrible storm off the 
Cape, and as she had not arrived at St Helena six weeks after the ships, which sailed in 
company with her from hence it is feared she is lost, with every soul on board, many of the 
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[From Mary Symonds to Richard Clarke's Father, Thomas Clarke, October 14, 1804] 
 
(1) My dear Sir, 

 
I am greatly flattered by your kind letter which encourages me to trouble you again with 

some of my tittle tattle. I believe Sir H. Gwillim has written to you several times since the date of 
your letter to me; and I suppose he has given you his reasons for not writing before (if he had 
any) tho' I really believe he had none, indeed great allowances may be made for him, for he has 
suffered a great deal of pain, and uneasiness in this country, and during the four months of the 
year in which the land winds prevail, he is incapable of doing any thing from the extreme 
irritation of his nerves. Unfortunately he has not been able to avoid those unpleasant winds 
hitherto, owing to the absence of Sir B. Sulivan who has been at Bombay, acting as Recorder, 
since the death of Sir Wm. Syer. I hope next year we shall go to Bangalore, which is a delightful 
climate; when the nights are so close at Madras that we are almost suffocating, we should 
there, be glad to wrap ourselves in shawls and Blankets. Besides the particular effect of this 
climate on Sir Henry's constitution, the peculiarity of his temper or nerves (or whatever it be) is 
such that he seems incapable of doing particular things except at particular times, and I have 
often known him very desirous of writing when some oppression of his spirits, has made him 
unable to persuade himself to set about it. I was very much diverted with the humourous 
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passage in your letter, upon the difference between acting and thinking, but why cannot it wait 
[?] (2) the account of your own plan? Surely there is nothing unreasonable in a man's promising 
himself many years of enjoyment after your age (at least I hope there is not) what is forty eight 
with a good constitution? All your amusements are rational and may be enjoyed at any time of 
life; besides which you are only returning to your former habits, not beginning a new way of 
living. I could shew you a score of wise men from fifty to sixty years of age who have hitherto 
known no enjoyment, except what they derived from the hope of spending agreably [sic] the 
trust they have been scraping together, and in that hope have just taken to themselves wives of 
about seventeen, they talk continually of the happiness they shall have in returning to England. 
Good men! they forget what havock [sic] forty summers have made in their own constitutions, 
and amongst the friends they are thinking to return to, they flatter themselves with the hope of 
enjoying the same sports and amusements which delighted their boyish days. Such men, you 
will say, are far enough out of the right way to perceive their error and I believe it may be so, too 
soon, for is it not better they should go on blindfold as long as old Mechlin [?] did. What 
signifies it, how a man is made happy if he be so [?] - 

When ignorance is bliss 
'Tis folly to be Wise. 

I fear you won't like my morality if I talk so lightly of old men marrying girls of 16 or 17: to make 
themselves happy; however the girls who many think furnish me with an excuse, for I do assure 
you I have known several instances, in which they were not sacrificed by avaricious parents but 
their own sordid dispositions have made them prefer age and riches, when they might have 
married men suitable to themselves in years & with fair prospects, but without much ready 
money and when this is the case you will allow 'tis no great matter. Don't you think me very 
impertinent to run on in this manner, to you? I dare say you do. I shall therefore try to give you 
pleasure by choosing an [sic] subject, and by that means, hope to divert your attention from the 
faults of the writer. I cannot expect to succeed better in this attempt, than by saying something 
of our (3) good Richard. He has [sic] greatly pleased with your last letter in which you proposed 
his returning home at the expiration of Sir Henry's term, and was in such excessive spirits about 
it, and expressed his joy in such a strong manner, that I ( who never heard he had any particular 
dislike to this country) could not help asking him how it happened, that he was so much 
charmed with this plan, which did not seem to offer greater advantage, than those he had 
thought of before and particularly as he was disappointed in his favourite hope of procuring a 
Writership. He said it was true, he wished for that appointment, because it would be a certain 
provision, but he had always thought of our leaving this country with resigned great dejection, 
tho he had not mentioned it, had always imagined, he should be solitary, & uncomfortable when 
we were gone, & should have no one near him whom he could actually call a friend, I believe 
this painful reflection had arisen in his mind, or at least had been greatly increased by the loss 
of poor Mr. Temple, with whom Richard always lived in habits of great friendship; they met every 
day in their offices, and had I believe a very great regard for each other; the sudden death of Mr. 
Temple made a very strong impression on poor Richards mind, perhaps it affected him more, 

10 There is a story recounted in The Gentlemen's Magazine (July 1852), that the burghers of old Mechlin, 
a Flemish town, persisted in attempting to put out an imaginary fire at the cathedral, despite the peasants 
assuring them they were attempting only to put out the moon, its bright light reflected in the windows. 
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owing to the very afflicting news he had just received from you, & Mrs. Clarke. I feel inclined to 
say something on the subject of your late severe trial, and I heartily wish it was in my power to 
comfort you in any way, but I am convinced it would be impertinent in me, ignorant as I am, to 
attempt to console you, who are so well acquainted with the source from whence alone 
consolation can be drawn on such occasions. It must be evidence to every grateful mind, that 
our benevolent Creator always accompanies his heaviest visitations with some circumstances to 
soften and reconcile them to us, & for that purpose (I am persuaded) directed that your letter 
should arrive at the time it did, to sooth [sic] poor Richard's troubled (4) mind, with the pleasing 
prospect of seeing England and you so much sooner than he before expected Since that time 
he has been quite well and happy. I shall not trouble you by relating any particulars of poor 
Temple's death, because I know you will hear the circumstances of it from Richard, & I have 
already written it to Mrs. James, but it is a sad task to to [sic] write or to read it. Richard has not 
yet given up the Tamoul language, & he is also studying the Persian. His knowledge of the 
native languages, gives him an opportunity of making himself so well acquainted with the 
customs & manners of these curious people, that I cannot presume to tell you any thing about 
the men, whilst you have such an excellent correspondent. The women however I may venture 
to speak of, as they are so much kept up that no man can have an opportunity of describing the 
higher classes. The Hindoos do not confine their women as the Mussulmans do, but yet as 
every rich man chooses to appropriate a great many to himself, he is very jealous, and unwilling 
to have them seen, particulary [sic] by Europeans. he can have no reliance on these womens 
honour beccause [sic] he sets them so bad an example, for by the Shaster he is forbid to have 
more than one Wife, and yet those who can afford it marry 5 or 6, and keep 20 or 30 women 
besides. 

The moorish Ladies are never seen by any man who is more distantly related than a 
brother, and as I have had the honour of visiting two or three families moorish Princes, I will 
endeavour to give you some idea of the comforts of the Haram [sic] or Zenana. The 
Mussulmans always live together in families, that is, all the brothers in one house, and all their 
Wives, concubines, and female slaves in another the Zenana belonging to it, which is a 
detached building, with a small garden belonging to it, with a high wall which encloses the whole 
space allotted to the women. We entered in through a large strong gate; from which we (5) went 
into a narrow passage, and were then met by four of the ladies who took our hands & lead us 
through a square court yard; on the sides of which the apartments are built. The Eldest son's 
first wife is more honoured than any of the other women, unless his mother be alive who is 
called the Bugam [sic], & 'tho she be a widow she loses none of her authority she is not 
however allowed to wear any jewels, all her ornaments go immediately on her husbands death 
to the Eldest son's wives, but such is the respect paid to her that none of the women, not even 
her daughters are allowed to speak at the same time sh[e] does, nor to sit when she stands, tho 
but for a moment, neith[er] have they the same sort of seat in her presence, hers being a little 
elevated, whilst they must sit on the ground, which has two cloths, spread over the mat, for that 
purpose, the one thick & striped with red, or blue, the other which lies over that, is white & thin, 

 
11  Shastra (Ulff, IAST: Sastra) is a Sanskrit word that means "precept, rules, manual, compendium, book 
or treatise" (Wikipedia). See also Hobson-Jobson: "The Law books or Sacred Writings of the Hindus". 



to shew the stripes of the under one thru The ladies have a great many cushions & pillows to 
support their bodies and limbs as they throw themselves about in various attitudes forming 
beautiful groups. They wear a great quantity of thin drapery which does not conceal the person 
much, this dress consists of a pair of very full trowsers [sic] reaching down to the feet, which are 
generally made of a very rich, crimson sattin [sic] wove or embroidered over with gold figures, 
they have also a little sort of waistcoat, made of silk and richly embroidered, but it is so small & 
short that the whole of the ribs are quite bare, over this they wear a very full gown made of thin 
transparent gauze or muslin edged all round with gold lace, it is fastened at the throat with by a 
single button only, some have sleeves to the gowns & others have none in the latter case they 
half cover the arms with (6) jewels. They have also a piece of thin gauze or netting richly 
embroidered at the ends & edged round with a broad border of gold, it is the veil; and is about 
the length of a shawl, this they twist and throw about their figures in a playful manner as they 
converse shading a small part of the back of the head. The only unpleasant thing in their dress 
is a large nose ring, which is worn by the married women by way of distinction. The widows 
(however young they may be) are obliged amongst other mortifications to give up this graceful 
ornamen[t] which they think more becoming than any other. One of the ladies we went to visit is 
sister to the Nabob Wallajah, he is said to have been a man of elegant manners, and a very fine 
 figure person. This sister is about 70 years old; her features seem to have been quite regular 
and beautiful & if one may judge from her fine hands & what remains of her form, she must have 
been a most delicate figure, tho' small, she is rather below the middle size Her house contains 
about 3 hundred women & children; one of whom is her daughter, a widow of about six & 
twenty, she is tall, and stout beautifully proportioned, and (I think if she had the European red & 
white complexion she would be the handsomest woman I ever saw, yet it is not the white we 
want in her skin so much as the red, for she is by no means darker than the Turks, but she is 
extremely sallow, as all the moor women are owing to their confinement & the heat of the 
climate. Fifteen or twenty of the other women are the Bugum's, son's, wives, 40 or 50 more are 
their Concubines, and all the rest are slaves. A concubine amongst the mussulmans is not a 
contemptible person; tho inferior to the wives, she has many rights & privileges in the house & is 
entitled to a part of the man's property when he dies. Every lady is attended by about eight 
women constantly. One holds her beetel [sic] box, which is a little gold square casket; another 
prepares the beetel leaves & presents them to her, a third holds (7) a little gold vase, which is 
sometimes set with jewels (but you will say this is too dirty to mention) yet it is not so bad as it 
seems as first, for their mouths are constantly filled with the red juice of the fresh beetel, which 
they never swallow; two more servants attend with fans to cool her & keep off flies, a sixth holds 
her handkerchief & the others give her water, which she is continually wanting to rince [sic] her 
mouth from the beetel, & which they keep in a silver or gold ewer, & present in a glass, or gold 
cup. This description will give you an idea of great order delicacy & magnificence; & yet nothing 
can be more disorderly & offensive than a Zenana; the fine gold, and silver vessels, are so dirty 
that one cannot distinguish the metal from old lead, & 'tho the forms of them were very elegant 
& the ornaments in a very good taste, they are beat & bruised with such savage carlessness 
[sic] that one can scarcely trace out what they have been like. All the servants are so dirty, Oh! 
So filthy! that no description can give a just idea of them; they smell, of the various oils with 
which they anoint their hair & bodies, in a most odious manner, & they crowd into the rooms in 



immense numbers, & with a boldness that cannot be repressed; the lowest & meanest of the 
slaves obtrude themselves into the apartment of the great Princess, without fear, or shame so 
that the heat is intolerable. But I think the worst of all is that the great & apparently, delicate 
ladies themselves, are in their hearts as ferocious as tigers, & capable of shocking, deliberate 
cruelty. They spend great part of their time in quarreling with each other, & a still greater part in 
idle childish sports, in which the slaves & all join, sometimes dressing themselves with skins, & 
running about on all fours, like antelopes tigers &c &c. At other times they dress the anima[ls] in 
their cloaths [sic], a little time ago, a moorish lady dressed her favourite cat with as many of her 
finest jewels as she could tye [sic] about it; the cat made its escape from her apartment, & got 
over the Zenana wall when some lady or other saw it & took care she should return without her 
finery. The first & highest of the ladies occasionally (8) assist in the business of the house, 
preparing the fodder, they distinguish themselves from their servants, only by the splen[dour] of 
their dress; & make them feel their inferiority, by very liberaly [sic] bestowing blows & other 
punishments. The other day when we were at the Bugum's, an order was given to a slave by a 
very elegant looking lady, whose hands, head & neck were covered with jewels, her dress a 
white gauze ornamented with gold & a crimson veil forming a drapery about her beautiful figure 
this lovely looking creature observing that the girl did not attend to her order, rose up & passing 
thro' the dirty crowd, siezed [sic] the girl's ear giving it an unmerciful pinch & at the same time 
thrust her head against the wall in a way that must have caused most excruciating pain and this 
she did without speaking, or changing her countena[nance] at all, & then sat down & with the 
utmost composure went on with the conversation; indeed I believe it was a very trifling 
punishment in comparison of those generally inflicted when they are offended. I saw a slave girl 
the other day belonging to one of them, who shewed me several large marks on her bosom, 
which were made by her mistress who being angry with her; walked into the cooking room, & 
brought out a fire brand, with which she burnt her, these things are practiced even now, & 
formerly (they say) the mistresses often killed their slaves, for very slight provocations. I thank 
God there are no slaves amongst the English, our servants are as independent as they are in 
England, there is no saying how people's hearts grow hard, I am told that the Dutch women, in 
their settlements, exceed even the moor women in cruelty. If I should relate half the 
circumstances of this kind that we hear, I should swell my letter to an enormous size, & make it 
very disgusting, but I thought it right to give you one or two instances, to justify the harsh 
expressions I used. It is the custom with (9) all the Moors, when a visitor is going away to 
perfume her handkerchief & cloaths with rose water which is kept in an elegant case of little 
bottles made entirely of jewels set in gold. Without seeing it one could not form a just notion of 
the mixture of misery & splendour which in England is called Eastern magnificence, & in which I 
do assure you no jot of comfort is to be found. The Moor Women have generally speaking, fine 
regular features & elegant figures but their countenances have an unpleasant expression, an 
almost horrible fierceness in the look, when they are at all moved. I fear I have taken up too 
much of your time in trying to describe these women, who are a part of the creation which 
seems to us to be very useless, to say the best of them; of that however we must not pretend to 
judge. He knows best who has permitted them to go on in the same way for so many ages, & 
has heretofore chosen to put so many of creatures in their power. We went to an entertainment 
at the Nabob's Palace, which was all in the same stile h[e] was dressed very fine with a 



profusion of jewels & gold & so were the Khans or noblemen who attended him, but the room 
was dirty & wretched and the walls would have been quite bare but for the industry of the 
spiders. The servants crouded [sic] in amongst the company in the same ungovernable manner 
and the men were not more cleanly than the women. 

Our friends General & Mrs. Trent leave us by this fleet. I think you & Mrs Clarke will like 
the lady for her mild, sweet disposition, but as for the General you will think him, rather to be 
endured than admired, at first, but when you are better acquainted with him, you may see that 
he has a kind good heart, which he takes some trouble to conceal & like many wiser men 
despises the virtues he possesses & wishes only to be admired for qualities (10) not half so 
valuable; He is born a cockney & 'tho he has been 36 years in this country he retains the w and 
v  together with that agreable [sic] lisp, which is peculiar to natives of London, he has also a 
little stammer, yet he says he was born to be an orator that his talents have been misapplied & 
wishes he had been bred to the bar, he should then have made a distinguished figure in the 
world. He is kind beyond description to his servants & every creature about him, but when I 
have sometimes complimented him upon his tenderness towards them, he protests he despises 
the whole race of Hindoos, thinks them inferior to the brutes & wonders the Judges should 
befriend such a vile people but a great deal of this arises from the magnificent idea he has of 
himself & of the English character compared to that of the Hindoo-- 

My sister joins me in the kindest remembrances to you Mrs Clarke and Charles, & I beg 
you will forgive the great liberty I have taken with your valuable time and ascribe it to the over 
zealous esteem & regards of 

dear Sir 
Your most obliged & obedient Serv[ant] 

M. Symonds 
 
Madras October 14th, 1804 

 
(11) [blank] 

 
(12) Received for Miss Symonds 
March 26th 1805 to a friend _T.C_.



 


