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[From Mary to her Sister, Hester "Hetty" Symonds James, March 4, 1807] 

(1) Madras 4th March 1807 

My dearest Hetty 
I wrote to you last month A pretty long letter by Mr. Ball a worthy & much injured man 

who I hope will arrive safer in England & succeed in obtaining redress for the wrongs he has 
sustained under this most arbitrary & oppressive government, he will be able to tell you some 
particulars of us & of the situation Sir Henry stands in, he is the only man who has spirit to 
oppose the measures he can but condemn. I have written a long letter to the Thoburns giving 
them as circumstantial an account as the limits of a letter would admit of & I shall send to you all 
the papers I can collect copies of, on the subject & as your communications will of course be 
mutual I shall consider it matter of little consequence to whom they are addressed. In my last, I 
had the pleasure of acknowledging all the Packages you had so carefully & nicely collected & 
packed for us. We have dressed 3 of the hams which are excellent & the confectionery is all 
come very dry & good, being packed in bottles. Betsy was delighted to see the Almonds which 
are the first we have received dry. & she & Sir Henry are pecking at them every day insomuch 
that there is a great appearance of a drying wind having found its way into the bottle. The only 
things which have suffered in carriage are some bottles of Capilaire, only two of which arrived 
whole but that is quite immaterial as we have very little use for it & the natives understand 
making beautiful clear syrop which answers the same purpose. Betsy made presents of some of 
the pieces of muslin which were very much admired, & all the gowns are neat & elegant. The 
white beads are a beautiful imitation of Cornelian & the blue & black ones are a very pretty & 
pleasing variety. All the head dresses appear very pretty but we have not yet worn (2) many of 
them the Caps, two or three of which Betsy has tried are very Genteel & becoming. The mobs 
are much worn here but I cannot say I am an admirer of them for I have seen but one woman 
who looked well in them &  she is a very handsome & dashing looking body, a Lady Ogilby 
lately come out. The little worked Caps & shirts both made & unmade I like much, they are so 
light & so easily done up. The Tiara & bands are very pretty & what I like very much & one of the 
grey nets I put on as soon they were unpacked & have worn it every day since I am now writing 
in it. 

The shoes fit me exactly & I hope the man will not lose the measure as a straw shorter 
would not fit, & I do not like them too big. Richard Clarke is much pleased with his cloth & c, & 
the soap you have sent is very acceptable pray add a bar or two of common, mottled soap to 
the next packages, & if you can without inconvenience send a dozn or so of bottled goosberries 



[sic] & currants they will be an extraordinary treat. The cranberries are come beautiful & most 
acceptable they are. I have only opened one pot of your preserves which was a strawberry pot 
& excellent, but I think stone pots are preferable to the white ones & the preserves which come 
in them are higher flavoured, & the risk of breaking is not so great. Your old walnuts, & a pot of 
brown mushrooms are all we have opened yet, both are as good as possible In future do not 
trouble yourself to send so many varieties of sugarplumbs [sic] for although they look very 
pretty & are very ornamental to the table yet as those which have fruit in them do not keep very 
well ( such as the barberrysugar plums &c) & as the Coloured ones are not admired in flavour 
they are scarcely worth the trouble &c. 

The desirable things are, Scotch Carraways, Almonds candied, little white carraways, 
Barley sugar, & Orange (& cinnamon, candied) Chips, Peppermint, Tolo & Refined liquorish 
Lozenges, Raspberry Vinegar, [Nargoo?] Cherry & Raspberry brandy & brandy Cherries  . I 
have lately been favored by Dr. Berry with his permission to make the first drawing of a plant 
which is quite new his being the first that was every [sic] possessed by an European. This is the 
Columbo, the root of which is a very fine medicine.1 A Mr. Fortin who commanded a Trading 
Vessel, was requested by Dr. Anderson & Dr. Berry to procure for them from the Mozambique A 
piece of the Columbo root in the state in which it grows, for the usual methot [sic] of preparing it 
for traders is by cutting the root into small pieces or thin slices & drying them. Mr. Fortin 
procured from the People of Madagascar a large piece of the root nearly a foot long, & when it 
arrived here it had the appearance of a dryed yam, & it looked so dry & dead that they had not a 
hope that it would vegetate; however being fond of experiments of this nature they determined 
to put it into A Tub of mould & try if it would be affected by it, when to their great surprise & 
satisfaction, after some time it put forth a green shoot which grew very rapidly, the leaves 
resembling Cucumber leaves, & from the point of each leaf there grew a cluster of very small 
Flowers, which unfortunately the Botanists find to be all male flowers so there is no fruit, but I 
believe they say it is a Bironia, I shall however get it accurately described, & will send home by 
the next ships a copy of my drawing of the root leaf & flowers which you will have the goodness 
to shew to Mr Whitley & let Lizzy take a copy if she wishes it, & then present service [?] to Dr. 
Sims_ This is speaking all in good time you will say as I do not intend to send it 'till the next 
ships, but my reason is this Dr. Berry has (3) had a drawing made of the root only by a Native, & 
this he intends to send to England by these Ships but it is so very ill done that it gives no Idea of 
the thing either in form colour or texture, however as it will be thought a great curiosity by 
naturalists it is possible Dr. Sims may see or hear of it. 

We have no good opportunity of sending any thing home by these ships as I do not 
know any one family who are to sail by them, I believe the passengers are all people from the 
Interior with whom we are unacquainted. I therfor [sic] think you will receive [sic] nothing from us 
except two or three little Carnelians which are not worth mentioning but I give them to Mr. Lee 
as he wishes to carry something for us. There is a red heart & a pair of drops for Nancy Green, 
A cross and a pair of drops for you & a heart which was presented to me & is mad [sic] of 
Petrified Tamarind tree, of which curious substance I also send you a specimen in the rough 

 
1 Jateorhiza palmata (Lam.) Miers 



state. Mr Biss had been for some time stationed at the Village where it is found & great numbers 
of trees may be seen there quite whole & perfect in their form, he sent me two pieces of it, & I 
have an account of it which was collected & written by a Mr. Fallofield who is the Resident at 
Pondicherry near which place the Village is situated, I will send you this account as it may 
amuse you & it is curious. The place is very much infected (4) with Tigers & Leopards.Wmm 
Biss has seen several & one, the other day crossed the road in which he was riding, within 3 
yards of him. They are very bad neighbors, but there never was known an instance of a Tiger 
venturing into a Tent & in the day time they keep to the woods entirely except when compelled 
by thirst they come down to the edge of a River or Tank to drink. Wm Biss is vastly indignant 
about a lecture his sister sent him out for not writing, his is a curious fellow for he expects to 
have long letters from all his friends filled with most interesting particulars & to return short ones, 
& my gentleman is so touchy, so very tender that it is high Treason but to hint that any thing he 
does is not what you wish it to be, he is a good soul but I believe he will be spoiled for every 
body loves [?] him wherever he goes, & I find the Pondicherry Ladies are setting thier [sic] caps 
at him mightily. I wrote him a long letter the other day, & he returned me a small sheet of paper 
with four short paragraphs three of which were messages to be delivered to other people & the 
one which was to me was only an acknowledgment of my letter. So I sat down immediately & 
paraphrased his epistle & sent it to him as a letter & now he writes to Richard that I have put a 
sad quiz upon him, & sent him the shape & form of his own letter word for word, he seems to a 
little annoyed by it but he is not angry as I know he would have been if I had used any other 
method of reproving him. He says he is going on extremely well with his (5) his Survey & has 
done twice as much as is required of him in the time he has been at work; which of course is 
very creditable to him, I am most happy in hearing of your having such charming companions as 
his two sisters, for from all I hear of them I am convinced they must be excellent fine girls, I wish 
the oldest who is so healthy & lively would take it into her head to pay her brother a visit she 
would be a great comfort to him & if she wished to marry I will answer for her having plenty of 
opportunities of good young men, with fair prospects which it is ever in the power of a good wife 
(who begin early to take care for him) to realize. 

I shall write to Mrs. Biss this time to thank her for her kind letter to me & her excellent 
hams & pickles I wrote to Miss Biss by the last ships & I assure you glad enough I was of the 
opportunity for I have ever wished for a correspondent in Hereford I know enough of the place & 
people to make me relish an account of their proceedings, & I shall ever feel a strong 
attachment to it as the Place in which the happiest days of my life have been spent. & has 
having numberless real beauties to recommend it, which I never was truly sensible of until the 
last visit I paid, when I looked at each object (as I then thought) probably for the last time, and it 
will at least be a long, long--interval between my last look & my next should i have the 
happiness to see that hour, as I hope & trust in God I one day shall. You make me most happy 
by the pleasing accounts you send us of your dear little girl. I cannot tell you how much I long to 
see her sweet face, & to be known & loved by her. I find among my treasures a little heart as 
white & pure as her own, & therefore I have put it up (with the others) for her. I hope you will not 
have cause to be uncomfortable for want of letters from us as I wrote in January by Sir Thos 
Troubridge & in Febry by Mrs Ball and as only 3 ships are dispatched now it is probable we may 
have some other opportunity which be assured I shall not omit. 



I must beg of you to let me know how my dear mothers house is disposed of that is who 
inhabits it &c, as I fear Ned & Nancy will be but indifferent correspondents, I hope however as 
he grows up that our dear Tom will write for them. I hope to have time to send a few lines to him, 
but as I am very full of business, from a desire to copy some of the papers relative to Sir Henry it 
may not be in my power to do so, I however beg you will at all events communicate to all my 
friends my kindest regard, & good wishes & with my love to your spouse & bairns believe me 

Your truly affectionate sister. Mary Symonds 
 
(6) By the H.C.s Lord Casttenagh 
Mrs. James 
No 39 Bishopsgate Street 
 London. 
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[From Mary Symonds to her Sister, Hester "Hetty" Symonds James, nd, 1807] 
 
[No date, prior to 1807, she mentions a letter from her mother] 

 
(1) My dear Hetty 

I had almost a mind to be lazy, & not write to you, by this opportunity, but I now think the 
enclosed company, may be able to afford you some entertainment & as I have had my share of 
amusement [sic], in making them it is but fair you should now have yours; however I fear I shall 
have some difficulty in explaining them to you. I intended to make a great many more, & to fix 
them in a box, to represent a street, but I fear if I do so you will have some trouble in geting [sic] 
them passed at the India house; they are done very slight, but I promise you some good 
drawings by the nextships; this method I invented to give you some Idea of the population of this 
country, I intended to place the rows of people very near to each other in a box, & they would 
then be about as thick, as the people are here in the streets; to a stranger it appears quite 
dangerous to drive through them, but the horse keepers, who march [?] by the side of the 
Carriage make a horrid noise calling to them to go out of the way, and they contrive to divide off, 
while you pass & I have never heard of an accident, I have written the names on the backs of 
these things, I shall send you a great many (2) figures done in the same way as there are an 
immence [sic] number of employments which I can describe better in that way than any other. 
Toddy is a liquor which is drawn from the Cocoanut trees, it is thought very wholesome if drunk 
early in the morning before the sun rises, & as soon as it is drawn from the tree, but if it is kept 
till the sun is up it becomes fermented, & has an intoxicating quality for which, the natives drink 
it. I have drawn a toddy man, who is distinguished according to the custom by a cocoa palm 
leaf. The carriages of the natives are extremely elegant particularly the Hackery which is drawn 
by milk white Bullocks, I intend sending you an accurate drawing of one very soon, in the 



meantime there is one in one of these rows, which may give you some little Idea, you will also 
see a curious method of carrying children, two women carry a long bamboo stick with a piece of 
cloth tied to it in which the child is put, one of the rows consists entirely of women with chattys2 

and brass pots I intended to bend it round and make a little well in the middle to shew the 
manner of drawing water; it is never done by men, & a man would be much despised who 
should go near enough to hear the womens conversation there; the high cast women never 
carry the pots on their head, but on the shoulder & the Braminy women never touch any earthen 
pot They only use the Brass ones; They are also distinguished by wearing the cloth like 
trowsers [sic], as the men do, the other women wear theirs straight round like petticoats. 

I have written to Nancy Green, & if I had time I could write a great deal more to you, but 
as the ship sails this evening I dare not stay any longer I hope to write again very soon, Pray tell 
James & George Samuel that they are the impudent fellows for not writing to us, & if they dont 
set about writing soon I shall begin a new plan with them, & write them such long tedious stories 
as shall tire their sleepy heads to read; pray tell G- S- I dont care a pin for him or his kitten, & 
the Thoburns are all snubs, naughty Girls what a set correspondents have we left behind us, I 
declare, you the only one that deserves to be called a friend, or that seems to be sencible[sic] of 
our absence, Your letter & my mothers gave us the greatest pleasure, but we were very sorry to 
hear that the children were not well I hope you will not miss any opportunity of writing if it is but 
a few lines at a time as I feell [sic] the greatest anxiety about the dear little boy pray tell  me 
from time to time who he is most like, with my kind love to James & all my friends (3) 
(notwithstanding their sad neglect) I must conclude with a sincere assurance that I am 

Your very affectionate Sister 
M. Symonds 

 
The figures mentioned in this letter are those I have given to Sir Henry for the Miss Carews. 
This was intended to be sent by a ship which afterwards did not sail but is still detained here. 

 
Mrs. James 
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[From Mary Symonds to her Sister, Hester "Hetty" Symonds James, n.d. 1807] 

 
(1) I have told Mrs. Toussaint that you will call on her and I have requested Miss T- or her to 
help you in the choice of some things for us flowers feathers beads &c &c all the best of 
fashionables. They can be very usefull [sic] to you in that way, and I dare say Miss T- will go 
with you to some shops as she did with Betsy. I have written to them for a bonnet or two and 
some caps, and therefore they will pack with them and thing you like to buy for us unmade, but 

 

2 CHATTY , s. An earthen pot, spheroidal in shape. It is a S. Indian word (Hobson Jobson) 



don't let that little order prevent you from buying any pretty caps & c you may see at any other 
very smart place 

Mrs. Toussaint lives at No 21 
Jackville Street 

To speak for Miss Fortin [?] 
To tell Betsy about Mrs. King 

 
(2)  By the ship Calcutta 
Mrs. James 
no 39. Bishopsgate Street Within 
 London 
H. Gwillim 


