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The text of the present paper covered edition of Siamese While is the same as the text in the original edition after correction of a few errors and misprints. The present book also contains, printed as Appendix IV, an account of a long and important letter from Samuel White relating to his family affairs, which was found in the Bath Municipal Library by Mr. Reginald Wright after the publication of the original edition.
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In preparing this new edition I have, besides making a few additions and corrections, devoted an appendix to the interesting letter written by White in 1683, which was discovered after the publication of the first edition of this book in the Victoria Municipal Library, Bath, by Mr. Reginald Wright, the Director.
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February 1951
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PART ONE


INTRODUCTORY























I. WHITE GOES EAST





This book sets out to give an ‘Accompt of the Passages at Mergen’, as Samuel White, in the felicitous language of the seventeenth century, called his account of what happened at Mergui in 1687. For the last hundred years Mergui has been a British possession1 situated in the extreme south of Burma, but at the time of James II it belonged to Siam, being that kingdom’s port on the Bay of Bengal. It was then, as a rule, called Mergen by the English. I much prefer the name Mergen to Mergui; it is more euphonious, it carries with it the sound of that remote shore. But, except when I am quoting from the original authorities, I must discard it for the modern name.


I was at Mergui myself for nearly three years in charge of the administration. It is a town of some 20,000 inhabitants, situated on an island of the utmost fertility at the edge of a great archipelago. The inhabitants in general are dressed in Burmese clothes and use the language of that country, though they are of the mixed blood of Burma, Siam, Malaya, China and India, with strains of Portuguese and Arab. It is a place overshadowed by a various past.


While I was resident there, I heard a great deal about the now forgotten Englishmen, Samuel White, Francis Davenport and Captain Anthony Weltden, and of the strange drama of violence and fraud in which they were involved. I made it my business to examine on the spot everything which bore upon their history. On my return to London, I immersed myself in the original sources preserved in the India Office Library. The present narrative is built on these two foundations.


I have cast about in my mind for some method by which I might plunge straight into the deep of the story, but I have not found it. The reader of this book must be content to march at first with an easy step, making his observations as he goes of the relevant facts, which I hope to put before him. In that way I seek to draw him on imperceptibly through enough informative detail to make the drama, when it opens in Part Two, fully intelligible. If he is not by then prepared to relish an exotic clash, wherein the great fundamentals of human conduct are at issue, I shall have failed in my exposition, and ruined by incompetent writing what I feel to be a singular episode in our history.


Samuel White, the principal personality in this book, was born in England about the year 1650. His childhood was therefore passed in the strong air of the Commonwealth, the most vigorous air which had blown through England. The probability is that he belonged to a Bristol merchant family, which was no supporter of the restoration of the Stuarts in 1660. He was educated as a sailor and merchant. He had an elder brother called George, who in 1670 sailed east and took tip his residence in Madras, where as a free merchant, not on the establishment of the East India Company’s factory at that place, he made trade voyages to coast ports and to the Persian Gulf, accompanied by a young assistant of his, aged twenty-two, called Constant Phaulkon, a Greek. Another young man, Francis Davenport, had also gone east on the same ship and found employment with the East India Company, We shall hear a great deal more about Phaulkon and Davenport.


Five years later, in 1675, Samuel White, having secured his mate’s certificate, followed his brother to Madras on board the East India Company’s ship Loyal Subject (Captain Goodlad). He was about twenty-five years of age. There is a curious irony in the association of these two names with him at the beginning of his Career, for at the end of it there was much debate whether he was a loyal subject or an ‘ill man’.


On board the ship was a certain Mary Povey, who was going out with other women, all of whom were engaged to marry English residents at Madras. Mary Povey was destined for a Mr. Jearsey, who was probably the younger brother of William Jearsey, a noted adventurer. White fell in love with her during the voyage. From what we know of him later, he had a vehement way. She returned his love, though nothing was settled on board ship. On landing, against her heart, she went to Jearsey’s house. But the more she saw of Jearsey, the more she thought of White. Suddenly one day she returned Jearsey his presents, left his house and was married to White by the French Catholic priest, as the English minister refused to do it.


In this brisk and romantic style Samuel White began his career in the East. Before he met Mary Povey, it does not seem that he intended to stay in India. His voyage may have been undertaken in connection with the family business or for educative purposes. The Bristol merchants frequently sent their sons on such a cruise early in their career. It made them more useful in the office afterwards. But now that he was married, White decided to remain in Madras. To do this, he had to obtain the sanction of the President and council of the factory and pay the sum of £100. That was a large sum in those days, representing, at a moderate estimate, £500 in present values. The fact that he was able to find it confirms the view that he came of substantial family. The cash was actually paid by Captain Goodlad, guarantees being given that the captain would be repaid by White’s family as soon as the Loyal Subject returned to England. When the formalities were complied with. White came on to the books of the East India Company as a pilot on the establishment of Fort St. George, Madras.




1 From 1825 to 1948.




















II. MADRAS-ON-SEA





In 1676 Madras was the headquarters of the East India Company’s trading establishments on the Bay of Bengal. There were several of these, such as Masulipatam and Hugli, but Madras was far the largest and strongest. It consisted of the fort, called St. George, and the native town with its fields.


It was an attractive-looking place and there are some excellent contemporary descriptions. Dampier in his New Voyage gives an idea of its striking appearance:


‘I was much pleased with the beautiful prospect this place makes off at sea. For it stands on a plain Sandy spot of ground close to the shore, the sea sometimes washing its Walls, which are of Stone and high, with Half Moons and Flankers and a great many guns mounted on the battlements; so that what with the Walls and Fine Buildings within the Fort, the large town of Maderas without it, the Pyramids of the English Tombs, Houses and Gardens adjacent, and the variety of fine trees scatter’d up and down, it makes as agreeable a Landskip as I have any where seen,’


We may be sure that, after eight months or so at sea on a 500-ton ship, Samuel White and Mary Povey, in their then state of mind, will have found it enchanting.


There was no harbour at Madras, no mole of any kind. Ships had to anchor in the open roadstead and landing was in boats on to the beach. A Doctor John Fryer, who was there two years before White, wrote of how his boar ran through the breakers and how he was carried ashore upon the shoulders of the Indians to the ‘scalding sand’, which was so dazzling that he hastened to enter the fort through the water-gate. Describing what he saw inside, he says: ‘The streets are sweet and clean, ranked with fine Mansions … rows of Trees before their doors whose Italian Porticos make no ordinary conveyance into their Houses built of Brick and Stone.’


Continuing his promenade—and we may well suppose that White saw the same when he landed—he noticed the garrison, a very few English soldiers with some 600 Portuguese of half blood or less, the remains of the Portuguese empire of the previous century, masterless men, who were neither Indians nor Europeans, but whose impulse was to throw in their lot with the white.


Doctor Fryer passed the President’s house, those of his council, the mint and the courts. The state, in which lived the President, was remarkable; ‘He never goes abroad without Fifes, Drums, Trumpets, and a Flag with two Balls on a Red Field; accompanied by his Council and Factors on Horseback, with their Ladies in Palenkeens …’


Leaving the fort by the north gate, a wide parade was crossed into the Black Town, which was no less interesting, with its market, wherein for the first time he saw jasmin and lotus, and where fruits in abundance—guavas, pomegranates, plantains—were for sale. There were 40,000 black Hindus, he estimated, and some few Mahomcdans, going about their business, contented to be safe under the flag of St. George.


Yet there was another side. Dampier’s phrase ‘the Pyramids of the English Tombs’ gives pause. The English had not yet learnt the art of living safely in the tropics. The churchyard was full. The survivors made money, but they had to hurry. It was a great risk to stay out for more than ten years, for there were no hill stations, nor was there possibility of a change home. In January or February, when White landed, the climate was at its best. ‘It has’, says Thomas Bowrey, another traveller of the period, ‘full benefit of all sea breezes … but in May and June … it is something sulphurous.’


White’s brother, George, was not in Madras at the moment. He had gone on business to Ayudhya, the capital of Siam. But his wife was there and we may assume that Samuel stayed at her house, one of those mansions in the fort. But before carrying the narrative any further, I must invite the reader to consider the meaning of this fort, this organized community of Englishmen on the Indian coast. What did the East India Company amount to in 1676?
















III. THE COMPANY





To understand White’s subsequent history one must know what was the legal position of the East India Company at this date, it was this. By a series of charters Elizabeth and the Stuarts had set it up under their royal prerogative. It had no statutory existence, Its legality depended upon the inherent right of the king to make such a grant on his own motion. In the course of his charter granted in 1661, Charles II had said:


‘We of our ample and abundant Grace have granted the Company of Merchants Trading in the East Indies that they and their Successors shall forever hereafter have the whole intire and only trade and the whole intire and only liberty, use and privilege of trading to the East Indies, And all other our Subjects we prohibit to visit or trade in the East Indies by virtue of our Prerogative Royal.’


This is plain enough. No one outside the Company could trade in India or the Far East. Those enormous areas of the world were reserved for one company. Nor was that company of the kind a merchant could join by paying an entrance fee and on satisfying its committee that he was a proper person. It was a joint-stock company; no one could be a member who did not hold a capital share. But its shares, as a rule, were not on the market. It was impossible for the ordinary merchant to take them up. They were all held by a limited clique, whose policy it was, with the assistance of the king’s grace, to keep the profits of a wonderful monopoly for itself.


For the bestowal of his grace the king had substantial consideration. It has been calculated that the total value of loans and presents of cash received by Charles from the Company between 1660 and 1684 was £324,150, which represents a million and a half of our money at least. As he was impecunious, this amounted to a pleasant douceur. In addition, the Company gave him large presents of plate, and they knew how to make an impression at court. As Macaulay put it: ‘Ministers, mistresses, priests were kept in good humour by presents of shawls and silks, bird’s nests and attar of roses, bulses of diamonds and bags of guineas.’


The Company was an extreme example of a monopoly and a highly lucrative one, for over a long course of years its dividends averaged 22 per cent,


It was argued in its defence that no other system could have been successful. The dangerous state of the eastern seas, the greed and treachery of oriental governments, the brutality and strength of the Dutch, made individual trading impossible. A strong company, with the king behind it, organised in London under a court of directors and in the East under councils in settlements on land, sometimes fortified, was the only kind of organization able to cope with the difficulties and to make profits. ‘A loose and general trade would be the Ruin of the whole,’ as James II observed in his charter,


But the English have never been a docile race. They loathed royal monopolies. The rising mercantile class was not impressed by the arguments in favour of the Company. People were very poor in England at that time. They had seen with envy the enormous profits made overseas by the Spaniards, the Portuguese and the Dutch. When, thanks to the intrepidity of their explorers and seamen, their chance of riches seemed at hand, they were excluded by this monstrous Company. Everything free and adventurous in that young community was outraged.


It maddened them to see a few favoured merchants making fortunes. In 1675 the East India Company’s stock was valued at £1,700,000 and it was said that forty persons owned the majority of the shares. It was widely asserted that the king had no right to prevent his subjects trading where they willed, that his prerogative gave him no power to order the confiscation of a merchant’s cargo on the ground that he was not a member of a particular company. The monopoly seemed a contradiction of Magna Carta, of the whole course of English constitutional history, of the struggle of the people to limit the king’s prerogative by Parliament.


Well, in England there are the law courts, the judges, with their record of independence, the glory of the island. The question came before them in various forms. What was regarded as the final test case was brought in 1683, when the East India Company prosecuted a man called Sandys for poaching on their preserves. As luck would have it, Judge Jeffreys was then Lord Chief Justice of England, His Lordship, after a judgment in his usual provocative style, said in conclusion: ‘Upon the whole matter I am of the same opinion as my brothers; and do conceive that that grant to the plaintiffs of the sole trade of the Indies, exclusive of others, is a good grant and that the action is well brought. And therefore let the plaintiff take his judgment.’


As Jeffreys had made himself notorious in his support of the Stuarts, whose popularity was waning, the free merchants felt that Ms finding for the prerogative was what might have been expected. Unfortunately Jeffreys was a very clever man, and the reasons he advanced in the body of his judgment in support of the king’s power to grant monopolies outside, as opposed to inside, the realm, were at the moment unanswerable.


But the English, in the days when they were setting out to found their world commerce, had not the same respect for law which they developed later. The courts might support the East India Company’s charter, but that did not deter adventurous merchants from doing their utmost to break down the monopoly, From the early days of the seventeenth century there had always been men who traded privately in the East Indies, Under the later Stuarts they increased in numbers and importance. They called themselves free merchants, but the Company called them interlopers.
















IV. CAPTAIN ALLEY AND CO.





Now I have already pointed out that George White, Samuel’s elder brother, though not a member of the Madras establishment, was trading on that coast and as far as the Persian Gulf. He was therefore, strictly speaking, an interloper. But it is curious to observe that he was apparently on good terms with the Madras authorities, Under their charter they had the power of seizing interloping ships with their cargoes and of imprisoning their owners or taking surety from them in £1,000. As they had done none of these things to George White, It must be assumed that they had a private arrangement with him.


It is of importance to examine this question, in view of what follows. The kind of interloper, to whom there was the greatest objection, was the London merchant who fitted out a ship from England, bought in Indian markets the commodities in which the Company also traded, and who then returned to England, where he sold his cargo in competition with the Company’s goods, and at a cut price. There was less objection to the merchant of George White’s type, who did not sell in the English market but made his money by exchange of commodities in the East itself. This was what they called the coast trade. The London merchants of the Company did not go in for that kind of trade. As a Company, they could not make it pay. The profits were normal trading profits, not the huge margins shown by exchange with England. And they would have had to enter into competition with Indian merchants, who managed the coast trade and who would have squeezed them out by lowering their prices, had they been annoyed by so serious a rival.


The Company, therefore, was indulgent to coast interlopers, if they behaved themselves in other ways. Such activity kept them away from the main trade. But there was another strong reason for complacence. The servants of the Company in the East were allowed to engage in private commerce. From the President of the council himself down to the last joined apprentice, they all sought to make a fortune. It was in the coast trade that this could most easily be managed. They did not scruple to go into partnership with the interlopers. The arrival of an interloping ship in, say, Madras was often a happy moment. As private individuals the Company, represented by its servants in the East, was heart and soul with the amenable interloper. The following extracts from William Hedges’s Diary show the type of the popular free merchant. Captain Alley, evidently a great boy in the opinion of the Hugli factors, was Samuel White’s intimate friend.


‘Sept. 26, 1683. Capt. Alley came up to Hugly in his Barge, rowed with English Marines in costs with Badges, and 4 Musicians. He put himself into a great Equipage, like an Agent, and took about 70 or 80 Peons to wait on him.’


When he went to call on the Mogul official in charge of the locality, he was: ‘habitted in scarlet richly laced. Ten Englishmen in Blue Capps and Coats edged with Red, all armed with Blunderbusses, went before his pallankeen, 80 Peons before them, and 4 Musicians playing on the Weights, with 2 Flaggs before him.’


Captain Alley knew that you are much more likely to get a concession If you are well dressed. He got his, whatever it was, and a few days later we find him being entertained to dinner on board one of the Company’s ships, his host and some of the guests being servants of the Company: ‘Nov. 13. This day Capt. Alley dyned aboard Capt. Lake of the Prudent Mary, with Honor, Clerke, and divers Interlopers, making great mirth and jollity by firing guns all the afternoon.’


No doubt they were congratulating him on a deal in which they all had some share. Lake went so far as to say that ‘if he did not like the Company’s employment that voyage, he would turn interloper the next’. Poor fellow, he came to a bad end, dying three years later in a Siamese prison,


But there were other kinds of interlopers, men who were so mean that not only did they give impecunious factors no share, but their way of business was such as to harm them. They thought nothing of winning the favour of oriental princes or governors by suggesting to them ways of squeezing the Company’s servants, or they ran in competition with these, securing concessions by higher bribes. Such interlopers were exceedingly unpopular, officially and unofficially, and ranked with men who sailed from England, returning with cargoes to undersell the shareholders.


There was still another class. As eastern seas were unpoliced by any power, for none of the kings or princes possessed an effective fleet, rich merchantmen were a temptation. They all carried a few guns, it is true, but they were no match for a well-armed ship. Some interlopers saw their chance in this and turned pirate. Others of a like desperate sort, but disinclined for a fight with their own countrymen, became filibusters and sacked coast villages or the ports of island rajahs. A certain John Hand is often cited as an example of this type. in 1683 he cleared his ship, the Bristol, from London with papers for Lisbon and Brazil, On arrival at Madeira, he called the officers and crew aft and informed them that he was going to the East Indies, and not for trade only. His meaning was plain and some of his men protested, but as Hand was ‘a mighty passionate man’ their objections were drowned in his strong language. They all rounded the Cape, once in eastern waters he turned plain pirate, adding to his armed decks the original touch of a block, beside which lay conveniently the carpenter’s axe. To this gear the attention of native pilots, seized to steer him into unfortified island ports, was invariably directed. Leaping ashore one day to plunder and burn a town in Sumatra, with a cocked pistol in his pocket, he blew his thigh to bits and died there. The Company disliked men like Hand. They gave the whites a bad name with the natives.


This was the world into which Samuel White had arrived. The most junior member of the Madras establishment of the East India Company, he saw his brother a successful interloper of the kind tolerated by his employers. He himself had been given the appointment of pilot. His pay was probably very small. On first arrival apprentices in the office only earned £5 a year. After five years that was raised to £10. Factors only received £20. Allowing that board-and-lodging was free and that these figures should be multiplied at least by five to give modern equivalents, it was still poor pay. We cannot suppose that White began on more than £10. Elihu Yale, afterwards to be President and White’s greatest enemy, a man who made an enormous fortune in private trade and eventually founded Yale college, now Yale University, was then a senior Madras apprentice on £10. But there was no question of exiling oneself for that income. Some line of trade had so be taken up at once. As pilot, steering Company ships into the various ports in the bay, where they collected their cargo before sailing for home, no doubt there would be opportunities. But it seemed to White that his best course was to get his brother, George, to give him a start.


Shortly after his arrival in Madras, Mrs. George White received a letter from her husband, in which he asked her to join him in Ayudhya. She sailed for Siam on 20th May 1676. It may be taken as certain that Samuel sent his brother messages by her and a letter.


Before describing what resulted, there are some further points relating to the position of affairs in the East at this date, which I must inflict upon the reader.
















V. TRADE AND SECURITY





Mention has been made of the fort at Madras. To the modem ear this suggests that the Company’s was an armed trade, that it had designs upon India. Such is an anticipation. In the sixteen-seventies the Company was run as far as possible on commercial lines. The fort at Madras was like the few guns carried on the merchantmen—only for defence. Sir Josiah Childe, President of the court of directors at this period, has a sentence in one of his despatches to India which sums up the position:


‘Our business is only trade and security, not conquest, which the Dutch aimed at, (but) we dare not trade boldly nor leave great stocks, where we have not the security of a fort.’


The sort of danger to which the Madras settlement was exposed may be illustrated by a quotation from Dominic Navarette, who introduces his description of Madras in 1670 with these words: ‘When we came to this place, we found it beseig’d by the King of Golconda’s army, but without his orders; their design was to exact something from the English, but they were disappointed.’


Madras was within the dominions of the second most important kingdom in India, namely Golconda, But the administration of that king, who was a Mahomedan, did not extend to the southern end, where Madras lay. That part was in the hands of Hindu feudal barons. The Company had permission from the king to fortify Madras, because he knew that the feudal barons, over whom he had imperfect control, were dangerous.


This suggests the precarious position of the Company at Madras. Licensed to trade by a Mahomedan ruler, it was exposed to the attack of his Hindu vassals.


Nearer the capital of Golconda there were English agencies at the ports of Masulipatam and Madapollam. These were out of reach of the feudal barons. Law and order were preserved by the Moslem administration. There was no need of fortification. But the officials were very corrupt and oppressive.


Finally, at the head of the Bay of Bengal, there was another agency at Hugli, in the region of the present city of Calcutta. This was in the empire of Aurangzebe the Mogul, the greatest prince in India, indeed at that time probably the greatest prince on earth, after the Emperor of China, K’ang Hsi of the Ta Ch’ing.


Both Golconda and the Mogul could have thrown the Company into the sea at any time, yet the shareholders in London were satisfied with this position. A proposal at a general meeting to increase the garrisons or send out warships had no chance of passing, The directors were adamant against overhead charges of the kind. Dividends were what they looked for, It was a private company, not a national venture. Even the moderate bills for keeping the fortifications in repair were subject to criticism and were passed with difficulty. Tactful attention to business was the Company’s motto,


I mention these facts for a good reason. Had the Company at this date been a national venture backed by soldiers and ships, Samuel White could never have made himself master for a time of the Bay of Bengal, as he was fated to do.


The scene now shafts to the other side of the bay, to Siam, the coast of which lay opposite to Madras.

















VI. ACROSS THE BAY





Mrs. George White, reaching Siam safely later in this year 1676, joined her husband at Ayudhya, Some months later Samuel White received an invitation to stay with them.


To-day a traveller from Madras to the Siamese capital would go by ship via the Straits of Malacca, a journey of three thousand miles, equivalent to one from Liverpool to New York. But in the seventeenth century there was an alternative route, one by ship straight across the bay to Mergui on the west coast of Siam, a distance of twelve hundred miles, and thence by river and road to Ayudhya, This occupied about a month, three weeks to cross the bay and ten days or so for the land section. The route by the Straits of Malacca was also used, but it might take six months, if winds were unfavourable.


Travellers from India as a rule chose the shorter route. White, in accepting his brother’s invitation, decided to go that way, and early in the following year, 1677, he crossed the bay on some ship with a cargo for Mergui, and proceeded overland to the capital. Before following Mm there, I propose to give some description of the approach to Mergui, of its significance as a port and of the nature of the overland journey.


There exists an old Admiralty chart of Mergui and the archipelago. It dates from the early years of the eighteenth century and represents the knowledge acquired during White’s time. The coast of Siam is shown under the name of Tenasaty (now called Tenasserim), the name of the province. The town of Mergui is also called Tenasary on the chart, though the actual town of that name was situated forty-five miles up the river, the mouth of which is marked immediately south of Mergui.


The first island of the archipelago sighted by a ship beating across from Madras on the Ν. Ε. wind of the early part of the year was the Tenasany island shown in the chart. It is about eighty miles from Mergui. I have visited this island and, as it has importance later in the narrative, and is moreover characteristic of the archipelago, I will attempt a description.


On its western side it rises sharply from rocks to some eight hundred feet, thickly wooded down to high water mark. This is no pleasant wood of great trees and glades, but an impenetrable undergrowth from which forest trunks stand up white against the greenery. Under the pale blue sky and intense sun, which accompany the Ν. Ε. wind, the island has a certain forlorn beauty. The white breakers at its foot and the vivid green suggests a freshness which is not there, for the temperature hardly falls below 75°F.


A little west of the north point is a narrow bay, which sinkt into the island and is as sheltered from all winds as a loch. As the inner end of this cove is a white strand, with five fathoms of clear water close to the edge. By the side of it there flows down from the mountain a perennial stream. Between the sand and where the slope begins, stretches a small mangrove swarnp, in which crawl iguanas and mudfish. The forest is full of wild pig and monkeys. The place is tin inhabited and has always been so, though on its fertile soil fruits and hill rice could be grown.


This lonely spot, with its fresh water and sheltered anchorage, was a rendezvous for pirates. The Bay of Bengal is so huge a sea that its pirates—and there were pirates then on all seas—congregated only at points by which merchantmen had to pass when making port. As Tenasserim island lay on the main approach to Mergui, the cove I have described was a favourite waiting place.


Besides occasional pirates, the Mergui archipelago was well known as the lair of certain professional freebooters called Saleeters, men of a race distinct from those who lived on the mainland. They seem to have been very formidable and were great seamen. Of them, Bowrey, in the book already quoted, writes in 1675:


‘The Saleeters are absolute Piratts and are often cruiseinge about Janselone1 and Pullo Sambelon Isles near this shore. They are subject to no manner of Government and have many cunniuge places to hide themselves and theire men of warre Prows in upon the Maine of the Malay shore.’


The cove on Tenasserim island was such a cunning place, and I know two others. The Saleeters, in boats of a peculiar build, which could weather the roughest sea, had no settled abode. They moved from place to place like gypsies, encamping on the islands but never cultivating the soil. Piracy and fishing for pearls were their only means of support. They infested the routes through the archipelago, like outlaws on a heath over which pass roads to a capital.


Captain Hamilton, another writer of the day, says of them:


‘Between Mergee and Jonkcelaon there are several good harbours for shipping, but the sea coast is very thin of inhabitants, because there are great numbers of Freebooters, Called Saleiters, who inhabit islands along the sea coast and they both rob and take people for slaves and transport them for Atchen and there make sale of them and Jonkcelaon often feels the Weight of their Depredations.’


It is a very curious fact that these sea gypsies still exist in the archipelago, under the name of Salons, but with the suppression of piracy, which came in the nineteenth century, when the English dominated the bay, their warlike manner of life was interrupted. This loss of a traditional occupation broke their spirit, for they are now a timid, slinking race, very poor, making a precarious livelihood by diving for pearl-shell and collecting ambergris. Like other disheartened people, they have taken to drugs. Opium simulates for them in dream the energy which once drove them against Junkceylon.


The old chart already mentioned shows a course from Tenasary island due east to a channel between Iron island and King island, forty miles away. This piece of sea is more thickly covered with islands than the old map pretends. On all sides are gleaming beaches, wooded heights. King island itself has a range of peaks which rise to nearly three thousand feet. From the upper valleys waterfalls drop to the shore. Some sign of habitation begins. On passing through the channel, called Iron Passage, there now appears what has been concealed by the islands, for about thirty miles ahead is the mainland, a low coast fringed with mangrove, behind which range on range of mountains stand up to seven thousand feet.


The traveller is at last upon that inner water, which leads down to Mergui, still forty miles distant and difficult to find. That is the strangeness of the place. It is tucked in behind further islands on a piece of ground which rises from the mangrove swamp. For a person without a chart, it was easy to miss. in 1568 Cesare dei Fedrici pulled along the coast for eight days, looking for it in the maze of islands, and never found it. His men, rowing in that heat, were sustained by the report that there a wine of the finest quality was cheap.


The course now begins to bear S, E., avoiding the wide belt of shoal-water stretching from the shore. King island is left astern, with its deep bays fringed with the richest fruit gardens in Indo-China. That these existed in White’s time is known. The old chart itself is evidence here, for the next island is marked Plantain-tree island, though now it bears another name—Kalagyun, the foreigner’s island, and contains fine rubber estates. After another ten miles the ship makes Pataw island, rising some eight hundred feet, the lower part covered with fruit trees, especially duryans, mangosteens and jackfruit. The chart calls it Madramacon, after a strange shrine, named by the people Buddha-makhan, where all religions join on certain days to make offering to a spirit, who concerns himself with the safety of those at sea. This temple lies at the bar and entrance to Mergui harbour. Opposite the island is the town, the water between being the safest anchorage imaginable. ‘The Port of Merguy, they say, is the most lovely in all India,’ wrote de La Loubère in 1688. The Chevalier was well informed. It has an overwhelming power to delight.




1 Equals Junkceylon, which, with the other islands mentioned, lie at the southern extremity of the archipelago.



















VII. MERGUI





The ports of Indo-China and the islands have changed little with the centuries. Mergui to-day is much the same as in White’s time. This is not only true of the scenery. The ridge, the woods of Pataw with their heavy greenery, the shimmering islands farther out—these are naturally the same. But the town itself has changed little. Its thatched and bamboo houses, winding streets, roadside bazaars and monastery stairways are still what they were in the seventeenth century.


The ridge round which the town is clustered is not high, hardly more than one hundred feet, but it rises nearly as steep as a cliff. On the highest point is a Buddhist pagoda, which by its design alone stamps the place as Indo-China, an art-integration distinct from India. In White’s day the pagoda was there, and immediately to the south of it on a rather lower part of the ridge, was a large battery. The Deputy Commissioner’s house now occupies that site. When I lived there, I found in the garden remains of brick ramparts and some cannon balls.


At the foot of the ridge was a single street. The houses nestled into the steep hillside and looked towards the water of the harbour, which at full tide washed underneath the piles on which they were perched. At low tide there was an expanse of mud and mangrove. Many of these houses had their own jetty, at which lay long, thin boats, the hull made from one piece of wood, a cabin roofed over with thatch occupying the centre. These boats carried sail, and with their racing cut were Capable of ten miles an hour with a good breeze aft.


As the street continued along the harbour face, it began to multiply, where the ground permitted, until at the southern end it had become a block of roads and houses creeping round the ridge and eventually enclosing it up to the northern extremity. The whole was protected by a stockade of earth and bamboo.


In these streets there moved a cosmopolitan crowd, Burmese, Siamese, Chinese, Indian, Malay and European, Though the town was within the kingdom of Siam, it seems that the middle and lower classes were chiefly Burmese. In this connection, the Jesuit, Nicolas Gervaise, a contemporary writer, is quite explicit. He says of the whole province of Tenasserim: ‘Its inhabitants, who are fairly numerous, are almost all foreigners. The language of Burma and Ava is still much more in use than Siamese.’


The presence of this Burmese population is explained by infiltration down the coast from the Pegu dominions, and also by the fact that in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries Mergui belonged to Burma. But the official language was Siamese, as were most of the government officials. Yet neither the Burmese nor the Siamese counted for much in the port. As will be explained later on, it was the Mahomedans, chiefly from India, who dominated the commercial situation. If Indian enterprise was the life of the place, the Mongolian inhabitants gave it an air. The atmosphere was Indo-Chinese and Buddhist, animated but polite; the crowd was brightly dressed and clean; Burmese and Siamese men sauntered and idled; the women, stout, downright and handsome, managed the bazaars; Malays, lowering and touchy, flitted by fingering their snaky daggers; and the Chinese, careful and smiling, made their profit.


I have spoken of Europeans in the streets. As a great business centre, Mergui had attracted many white adventurers in the course of two centuries. The Portuguese were the first on the scene, and the church, which they founded, still stands on the side of the ridge facing the harbour. Close by it there live numerous Catholic families, now much intermarried with the Burmese, bearing such names as de Silva and de Castro, and tracing their descent to the explorers and navigators of the sixteenth century. After the Portuguese came Dutch, French and English. Some of these people were what we should call beachcombers to-day. ‘There are abundance of Straglers of all nations in Mergee,’ wrote one of the Madras establishment in 1686. As we know that there were about sixty English, it may be assumed that the total European population, including the Portuguese, ran into hundreds.


In this matter of intermarriage of Europeans with the indigenous inhabitants, contemporary writers have something interesting to say. Captain Hamilton, from whom we have already quoted, observes:


‘The Europeans that trade to Siam accommodate themselves as they do in Pegu with temporary wives, almost on the same conditions too, and it is thought no disgrace to have many temporary Husbands, but rather an honour that they have been beloved by as many different Men.’


De La Loubère, the French ambassador to Siam in 1685, compares the attractions of Siamese and Burmese women, He says:


‘There is nothing disreputable about free love in Siamese lower-class opinion, Such love is regarded as a marriage and inconstancy as a divorce. Moreover, Siamese women have naturally such a good opinion of themselves that they do not easily yield to strangers or, at least, do not solicit them. The Burmese women in Siam, as strangers themselves, suit strangers better. Some people are stupid enough to say that they are women of loose character, but the fact is that they want a husband, and when they take a European are faithful to him until he abandons them. If they hive children, far from their reputation suffering, their position is assured, and that their so-called husband is white, redounds further to their reputation. It is argued by sonic observers, who know, that they are more amorous than the Siamese; certainly they are more sprightly and animated. I have heard it generally said throughout the East Indies that the closer a people lives to Burma the more lively and intelligent it is.’


The character of a nation is strangely constant. La Loubère’s remarks about Burmese womea might stand to-day.


But though the Burmese were the most attractive among the residents of Mergui, they had not, as I have said, a position comparable to that of the Mahomedans, who were not only rich merchants and shipowners, but who also held some of the high appointments of state, The explanation of this anomaly will bring out Mergui’s international significance at this date.
















VIII. AN EMPORIUM OF THE COAST TRADE





I pointed out further back that there were two kinds of trade in the East. The first was the exchange of commodities between it and Europe; the second was exchange within the East itself, which was called by Europeans the coast trade. The most important aspect of this was the commerce between India and China, which was managed in the following manner. The Chinese did not navigate direct to India, nor did Indian or Persian vessels go all the way to China; Siam was the halfway house where they met and exchanged their Commodities. As Mergui was Siam’s port on the Bay of Bengal, it was convenient for Indians to go there, rather than to round the Straits of Malacca. Mergui was connected with Ayudhya, the capital, by a land route via Tenasserim. In consequence, dealers lived at Ayudhya, Tenasserim and Mergui, who received from China and Japan goods in demand in India and Persia, or vice versa, and there effected the exchange.


It is true that some Indians navigated the Straits of Malacca to reach Ayudhya, but objections existed to that route. I have said that it was three times as far, and that it took perhaps six times as long to cover, if winds were contrary. Europeans in Siam used to say that it was a more tedious voyage than from India home via the Cape. And it was not safe. There were often more pirates in the Straits than in the Bay, and the Dutch, who attempted to impose a monopoly of trade that way, were inclined to interfere with rival commerce.


For many reasons of this kind the trans-peninsula route via Mergui was favoured, particularly for goods of high value or small bulk, such as silk and porcelain from the Far East and cottons from India.


In White’s time the dealers in this trade were Mahomedans from India and Persia, who had settled in Siam. Neither the Siamese nor the Burmese have ever possessed gifts comparable to the Indians for international commerce and navigation. Though the province of Tenasserim was part of Siam, its native inhabitants had left to foreigners the management of this highly lucrative traffic.


The fact was that the trans-peninsula trade had always been handled by outsiders. When the Siamese entered the area in the fourteenth century, the trade was already in existence, and was managed by Hindus, who had originally come from India centuries before at the time of their early migrations eastward. The Siamese turned the Hindu ruling family into the holder of an hereditary vice-royalty, and so recognized their own limitations as international traders. Though an influx of Indo-Chinese races took place, the big merchants remained Hindus.


By 1677, the year of Samuel White’s arrival in Mergui, the situation had changed only to this extent, that the Hindu merchants were no longer in the lead, but had been ousted by Mahomedans.


George White, who, as an interloper, was particularly interested in the coast trade, wrote in 1678, a ‘Report on the Trade of Siam’. This report confirms what has been argued above, and shows very precisely the importance at that date of Mergui and Tenasserim as an entrepôt. The Mahomedans had worked up the trade with great ability. They controlled flourishing businesses and with their wealth had become so important that they held also the key administrative appointments. Says White: ‘This considerable Trade is at present totally engrossed by the Persians and Moors (Indian Mahomedans) who are in Effect Masters of that part of the Country as well as the Commerce.’


He goes on to explain that the Governor of Mergui, the Viceroy of the Province of Tenasserim, and the Governors of all the principal towns on the overland route between Tenasserim and Ayudhya were either Indians or Persians. So high had they risen that the king’s first Minister was a Mahomedan. Over a long course of years this man had advanced his co-religionists until they had become an element of great importance in the state.


Samuel White arrived in Siam at a moment when a reaction was setting in at court against the domination of these Mahomedans. Carried on the wave of that reaction, a few years later he will displace them and dominate the trade in their stead.

















IX. THE FOREST BELT





We must now accompany White as he makes his way by the overland route to Ayudhya. As no record exists of this, his first journey, I shall describe the way as I have seen it with my own eyes, adding here and there a contemporary account.


The map facing the next page shows the area between Mergui and the Gulf of Siam. The traveller used to engage at Mergui a country boat, which was propelled partly by sail and partly by oar. Starting early on the flood tide he entered the mouth of the Tenasserim river immediately to the south of the town. The first hour or so was depressing as mangrove swamps covered both banks, excluding all view. But in ten miles the mangrove disappeared, the view opened out, villages, rice fields and palm gardens becoming visible.


The map gives the names of numerous villages, all of which existed in White’s day? for during my time at Mergui Chinese porcelain and Siamese bronzes of the sixth to the eighteenth century were dug up at each of them. Some of the places were small walled towns, the moats and ramparts of which can still be traced, of these Tonbyaw, which lies about half-way to Tenasserim, was the largest. It was a Mahomedan settlement and its present inhabitants, still Mahomedans, have the appearance of Indians subjected for centuries to an Indo-Chinese environment.


It was at Ton by aw that I came across an object which brought me close to White, One night I was anchored off the village when a man showed me a bottle, which he had found in the mud of the river bank. On examination this proved to be of English manufacture and of seventeenth-century date. It was made of green glass and was of the particular bulbous squat shape associated with Stuart sack bottles of the reign of Charles II. For all I know this bottle may have been White’s property. Its period corresponds exactly with his own. As we shall see, he was no teetotaller. He may well have emptied and thrown it there on one of his journeys.1


After Tonbyaw the river enters a wooded gorge, which leads after twenty miles to Tenasserim city. This considerable place was built on the triangular piece of ground formed by the confluence of the Little Tenasserim with the main stream. The land side of the triangle was protected by high walls running along the top and slopes of the hills, the other two sides by ramparts standing over the two rivers. The circumference was four miles. As far as this narrative is concerned the city’s significance was as follows.


Big boats, even ships if they were warped up, could reach it from Mergui on the flood tide. Eastwards she route towards Ayudhya lay on the Little Tenasserim, a small river hardly affected by the tide and, farther up, interrupted by rapids. Only small boats could navigate it. Tenasserim city, therefore, was the place where passengers and cargoes were transferred from large boats to small. It was a town of middlemen, Carriers, warehouses and agents, in dose contact with the merchants of Mergui. When, says an ocean-going vessel belonging to an English free trader arrived at Mergui, it was a common procedure for the supercargo to go by boat to Tenasserim, collect and pack there what goods he wanted, bringing the cases down in barges, where they were loaded on to his ship.




[image: ]





From Mergui to Tenasserim the journey was agreeable, for the scenery was good, the large boats tolerably comfortable and, rowing with the tide, the rate of progress was reasonable. But eastwards front that city a dangerous section began. It lay past the two little hamlets, shown on the map, to the village of Jalinga. The distance was only about forty miles in a straight line, but the journey might take days; in the rains weeks might be consumed paddling against the stream and the rapids. It led through one of the most impenetrable, the loneliest, the most tiger-haunted forests in the world.


The local people, of course, did not mind about mosquitoes, leeches or carnivorous animals. A lonely forest was nothing particular to them. For centuries sturdy boatmen had brought through it cargo after cargo of porcelain, scented woods, silks, calicoes, dyes and copper vessels. But Europeans found the journey detestable.


A number of Preach ecclesiastics had passed that way shortly before White. They were brave, ardent men, intent upon proving to the Siamese the fallacies of Buddhism, but, accustomed to the routine of cloister and Mass in a French country town, they found the strange scene rather intimidating. One of them, Monseigneur de Ia Mothe Lambert, Bishop of Béryte, has been the subject of a memoir by one of his staff. A few extracts from this will show how the journey appeared to a European of the period, when undertaken during the monsoon.


‘Our transport consisted of three boats. Each boat had a crew of three men; a section of it was roofed with thatch…. We did our cooking and slept in the boats, for it was too dangerous to go ashore on account of the carnivorous beasts, such as tigers and rhinosceros, and of elephants and wild buffaloes, which teem in the forest stretching away unbroken on both banks of the river.’


The Bishop’s biographer then goes on to speak of the swiftness of the current, the foaming rapids, of the coolies wading in the water and dragging the boats round difficult corners or poling for hours and making only a mile. He describes how Monseigneur was nearly drowned: ‘The boatmen, unable to make headway against the current, lost control of the boat, which was carried down and dashed to pieces against an uprooted  tree in midstream…. By the mercy of Providence the Bishop caught a branch and hauled himself up … remaining there for some time surrounded by rushing waters.’


He was rescued, but lose his passport, being obliged to return to Tenasserim to get a new one and start the terrible journey all over again. But this was travelling by inexperienced men, and at the wrong time of the year. Goods were not transported during the monsoon, which was the close season. From November to May, when the river was normal, the passage could be managed with much less trouble.


At Jalinga the river ceased to be navigable. For a traveller who had made his arrangements a sedan chair was in readiness. Cargo was loaded on carts or porters. A rough track led away eastwards. After some ten miles you were on the pass, quite a low elevation, and fifteen miles more carried you to a road running north along the coast The Bishop, who had no sedan chair and had to travel in a cart, found the track to the pass very bad going.


‘Our carts afforded us more torture than convenience; in fact, we were generally obliged to go on foot. They were our lodging for the night…. It was then that the leeches, wriggling in legions from the damp undergrowth, attacked us so persistently that we could not prevent them sucking our blood…. To keep off the wild beasts, we built a stockade every night with the cattle and baggage in the centre…. We never passed a night without hearing rhinosceros and, particularly, tiger prowling round us.’


Salt and tobacco juice make leeches let go their hold at once. The Bishop had no one to tell him this, nor to reassure him that the rhinoceros does not eat beef or human flesh, a belief generally held by French travellers at that time.


The journey to-day from Tenasserim across the pass is exactly the same as it was in White’s time. It is not, indeed, so comfortable, for there are no sedan chairs. I recommend it to any man who would like the sensation of traversing one of the last unexplored regions in Asia. No one knows what may be in the jungles extending for hundreds of miles north and south of the track. Besides wild animals and leeches, they reek of malaria. If you lose your way and escape the tigers, the ants will pick your bones. All that is certain enough. But they are also said to contain gold, oil and tin deposits, rare animals such as tapirs, caches of Ming porcelain and pieces of eight,


Taking it all round, Mergui was not too easy a place for the European visitor to enter. On the sea side pirate gypsies gave him pause; eastwards a jungle full of uncatalogued terrors confronted him. Eight times was White to cross the forest, the seventh passage, this time in the monsoon, nearly costing him his life.


At the junction of the track from the pass with the main coast road the country assumed again, a mild and cultivated appearance. The road led first to a small square town, behind a wooden palisade, called Koui; from thence to Preanne, a port on a river mouth, and lastly to Pipili, a large town with brick walls. At either of the two last the traveller engaged a large country boat and, catting off the north-west corner of the Gulf of Siam, came in a couple of days to the mouth of the Menam river, called ‘the bar of Siam’. Ayudhya Was fifty miles upstream, but two flood tides carried him easily to the capital.




1 Another relic of White or of his companions, which was found buried by the Tenasserim river and was presented to me at the time I lived at Mergui, was a Stuart candlestick of brass, much pitted by its long immersion in mud, I like to think chat by its light Davenport wrestled with White’s accounts, See page 103.
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