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EMBASSY TO AVA;
&ENT BY THE GOVERNOR GENERAL OF INDIA IN THE YEAR 17g5.
BY MICHAEL SYMES, ESQ.

LIEUTENANT COLONEL IN HIS MAJESTY’S 767H REGIMBNT®,

“CHAP. 1. —TConfent to go to Pegue before the Return of Mr. Wood. — Sufpicions of
the Birmans awakened by defigning Perfons. — Hofpitable Reception experienced by
 foreign Merchants at Rangoon. — Charatlers of Men in Qffice : — Arts ufed to counter-
aét the Englifb Deputation.— Mr.Wood departs from Rangoon : — Politenefs of the
Raywoon. — Embark for Pegue : — bring-to during the Ebb of Tide : — Appearance
cof the Country : — find the Remains of two Deer, half devoured by Tigers. — Rich
*Soil : — Country deftitute of Population, and infefted by wild Beafts.

‘A T the earneft folicitation of Baba-Sheen, I confentedto embark for Pegue-on the

31t of March, and‘mot wait the return of Mr. Wood, as I'had at firft intended.

The amnual feftival at the ﬁreat temple of Pegue was about to be celébrated with fump-

tuous magnificence ; and the‘Viceroy-had exprefled a particular defire that the Englifh

gentlemen fhould witnefs the rejoicings. 1 told Baba-Sheen that I would relinquith my

original.dermination on this point,.as a:mark of my confidence in him, ‘and perfett
convi&ion.of the friendly inclinations of the Viceroy.

Previous to this amicable termination of a difagreement which at firft bore an inau-
fpicious appearance, I had conjectured what.were the real motives of their diftruft, and
amy conclufions afterwards proved to be rightly founded. Pride, the natural charac-
teriftic of the Birmans, was inflamed ‘by the arts.of defigning men, and fufpicion was
awakened by mifreprefentation. The Birmans, .fenfible of the advantages of com-
merce, .but inexpert in the pracice, defirous to improve, but unacquainted with the
principles.of trade, had of late years given toleration to all feéts, and invited ftrangers
of every nation to refort to their ports; and being themfelves free from thofe preju-
dices 3 caft,-which fhackle their Indian neighbours, they permitted foreigners to inter-

and fettle.amongft them. -But their country had' been fo much harafled by
wars with neighbeuring nations, and torn by revolts and domeftic diffenfions, that trade
was frequently intersupted, and fometimes entirely ftopped ; property was rendered
infecure, and even the perfonal fafety of fettlers endangered. During the fhort inter-
vals of tranquillity, obfcure adventurers, and outcafts from all countries of the eaft, had
flocked to .Rangoon, where they were received with hofpitality by a liberal nation :
among thefe the induftrious few foon acquired wealth by means.of their fuperior know-
ledge. The Parfees, the Armenians, and a fmall proportion of Muffulmen, engroffed
the largeft fhare of the trade of Rangoon ; and individuals, from their number, were
frequently feleéted by government to fill employments of truft that related to trade and
ranfaitions with foreigners, the duties of which the Birmans fuppofed that fuch per-

- London, 1800. Some chapters are.omitted, and the others prefented in fucceflive order. .
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fons could perform better than themfelves. Baba.Sheen, born in the Birman country,
of Armenian parents, had obtained the high office he held by his fkill in bufinefs and
his general knowledge. The defcendant of a Portuguefe family, named Jaunfee, whofe
origin was very low, and who in the early part of his life had been accufed as acceflary
to the piratical feizure of an Englith veffel, was invefted with the important office of
fhawbunder, or intendant of the port, and receiver of the port cuftoms. This man
appeared to perform the duties of his ftation with diligence. The town of Rangoon
was indebted to his ativity for the pavement of its ftreets, for feveral well-built wooden
bridges, and a wharf, which, extending into the river, and raifed on pofts, enabled the
fhips to deliver and receive cargoes without the affiftance of river craft : under his direc.
tion alfo, a fpacious cuftom-houfe had lately been eretted. This is the only lay build-
ing in Rangoon, that is not conftruéted of wood ; it is compofed of brick and mortar,
and the roof covered with tiles ; within, there are a number of wooden ftages for the
reception of bale goods. Notwithftanding the refpect which the energy of Jaunfee’s
charalter had obtained, the Birmans were by no means infenfible of the meannefs of
his extraction : his want of education was a matter of derifion among them : although
an inhabitant of the Birman country near forty years, and a great part of the time an
“officer of government, he could neither read nor write, and even fpoke their language
imperfetly, 'We were unfortunate in his happening to be at Ava at the time of our
arrival, whither he had gone to render up his annual accounts : had he been on the
fpot, it is probable he would have obviated feveral of the inconvenient circumftances
attending our firft introduétion.

The charaéter of Baba-Sheen was ftrikingly contrafted with that of the fhawbunder :
he was a man of general knowledge, and deemed by the Birmans an accomplithed
fcholar ; he was better acquainted with the hiftory, politics, and geography of Europe,
than any Afiatic I ever converfed with : his learning was univerfal, being {lightly verfed
in almoft every fcience ; but his information, extenfive as it was, although it gained
him employment, could not procure him confidence : he was faid to be deficient in
other effential requifites.

Several private merchants had alfo acquired influence in Rangoon. Bawangee, a
Parfee of confiderable credit, had intereft to procure a partial mitigation of duties on
his merchandize, in confideration of fupplying annually a certain number of firelocks
for the royal arfenal. Jacob Aguizar, an Armenian, to whom I had letters of credit,
dealt largely in foreign commodities. Thefe people naturally behold with a jealous
eye, any advance of a .commercial nature, that may tend to diminith their influence, and
deprive them of that ditatorial power, which they aflume and exercife over all mer.
chants and mariners that refort to Rangoon : but of none ave they fo apprehenfive as
of the Englifh ; a connetion with whom might teach the Birmans to tranfa& foreign
bufinefs without their afliftance, and give them a more adequate fenfe of their own
interefts. Under thefe fears they had long been diffeminating the feeds of fulpicion,
and warning the Birmans to be on their guard againft Britith fraud, as well as Britith
force ; but no fooner did they hear of the prefent deputation, than the alarm-bell was
founded from all quarters. They reprefented (as I was credibly informed ) our defigns
to be of the moft mifchievous tendency ; and even endeavoured to work on the fuper.’
ftition of the people, by the folemn promulgation of a prophecy, that in lefs than twelve
months the Englith colours would fly on the Rangoon flag-ftaff. Thefe artifices,
were not now praftifed for the firlt time, although they could not deceive the
Birmans, it is probable were not altogether void of effet ; nor isit to be wondered
at, that our reception, though refpe&ful from the deputation that came down to meet

312 us,
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timbers in the yard, and overlooked the workmen for fome hours, after which fhe
returned home, and feldom miffed coming back in the evening, to fee that the day’s-
tatk had been completed. The flip on which the fhip was built happened to be con-
tiguous to our firft habitation, a circumftance that caufed us to remark her conftant"
vifits : curiofity, however, did not prompt her, or any of her attendants, to come within
our precinéls, whilft decorum deterred us from making advances towards an acquaint-
ance. Her hufband never accompanied her, and fhe did not feem to require his aid.
‘Women in the Birman country are not only good houfewives, but likewife manage the
more important mercantile concerns of theirghufbands, and attend to their intere'ls in-
all out-door tranfactions : they are induftrious to the greateft degree, and are faid to be
good mothers, and feldom from inclination unfaithful wives. If this be a true cha-
ralter, they meet with a moft ungenerous return, for, as was before obferved, the men
treat them as beings of a very fubordinate order. ‘

Whilft we admired the ftru&ture and materials of thefe fhips, we could not overlook-
the mode in which the work was executed, and the obvious merit of the artificers. In.
Bengal, a native carpenter, though his bufinefs is commonly well done, yet, in his
manner of performing it, excites the furprife and ridicule of Europeans ; he cuts his
wood with a diminutive adze, in a feeble and flow manner; and when he wants to
turn a piece of timber, has recourfe to a coolee, or labourer, that attends him ; num-
bers there compenfate for the want of individual energy ; notwithftanding this, they
finith what th? undertake in a mafterly manner. The Birman thipwrights are athletic
men, and poflefs, in an eminent degree, that vigour which diftinguithes Europeans,
and gives them pre-eminence over the enervated natives of the eaft ; nor do I imagine
;l;.at the inhabitants of any country are capable of greater bodily exertion than the

irmans.

The month of May was now far advanced, ‘and we became a little impatient at re-
maining fo long in a ftate of uncertainty, efpecially as the officers of government did
not at all relax in the formality and coldnefs of their deportment, nor were we yet
affured what might be the nature of our reception at court. From this unpleafant ftate
of fufpenfe we were at length agreeably relieved by the arrival of a letter from the
Maywoon of Pegue to the council of Rangoon, acquainting them that he had received
the imperial mandate to make preparaticns for our conveyance by water to the capital ;
and that it was His Majefty’s farther pleafure that he fhould accompany the deputation
in perfon. Baba-Sheen loft no time in imparting to me the intelligence, which was
focn after communicated by an official meffage from the Raywoon, iaviting me to the
Rhoom, or public hall, to hear the order formally announced in council. This was a
ceremony which I begged leave to decline; but I fent my moonthee, or Perfian fecre- -
tary, to attend the meeting.

Our vifit to Ummerapoora being now a meafure decided on by the higheft autho.
rity, it became requifite to make fome inquiries refpeting our accommodations: for the -
voyage. Being well ,aware that no fteps could be taken except through the regular-
channels of authority, I applied to the Raywoon to obtain permiffion to purchafe fuitable
boats for the ufe of the deputation : an inferior officer waited on me, to reprefent, on.
the part of the Raywoon, that it was inconfiftent with the ufage of their government to.
admit of a public minifter being at any exp=nce for his conveyance : and that the fuper-
intendant of the port had received inftructions to prepare as many boats as I thought
neceffary. This, I underftood, was an eftablithed point of etiquette, from which they
could not poffibly recede. I exprefled regret at putting the government to fo great-
an expence ; but requefted, as the feafon wys boifterous, and . the voyage not a fhort

one,
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one, that the veflels might be examined by an Englith fhipwright, and fuch alterations
made as would render them commodious to Europeans, which the boats of the natives,
both from their ftru&ture and infufficient covering, are far from being. My defire met
a cheerful compliance.

Conformably to the imperial mandate, the Maywoon left Pegue, and arrived at
Rangoon on the 25th of May : his retinue was numerous ; and as no perfon of high
official confequence, when fummoned to atterid the Golden Feet can affure himfelf of
returning to his government, or office, in order to be prepared for whatever might
occur, he brought with him his wife and family as the companions of his voyage. On
the day after his arrival I paid him a vifit ; he was extremely civil, and affured me of
his ready fervices on every occafion.

About this time an order came from court to the provincial government of Pegue,
which furnithed a fubje¢t of much converfation. I was told that the Emperor of
China, having never feen a rhinoceros, or an alligator, entertained an ardent defire to
view thofe formidable animals before his death, and had intimated his with, through a

~ a provincial legate from Yunan, who had lately arrived at Ummerapoora for the pur-
.g‘ofe of fettling fome mercantile arrangements. The King of Ava, folicitous to gratify
is auguft brother of China, had fignified his pleafure to his chief minifter, who fent
the order before-mentioned, the purport of which, I underftood, was to catch twenty
alligators, and as many of the rhinoceros tribe, and convey them to the metropolis,
whence they were to be tranfported to the imperial city of Pee-Kien. Thofe who made
elephant-hunting their profeflion, were difpatched to the forefts, and ftrong nets were
thrown acrofs the Pegue river, on the fands of which when the tide ebbed, I'had feenin
the courfe of my journey to Pegue, a much greater number than His Majefty required.
The fithermen began fuccefsfully ; feveral alligators were taken in two or three days,
and put into boats, in the bottoms of which wells were conftrufted. The crocodile
and alligator, although they are accounted amphibious animals, cannot long fupport life
out of the water. The rhinoceros hunters, I afterwards learned, were not equally
{fortunate, ‘ .

In a former part of this work i has been mentioned, that the Birmans, notwith-
ftanding they are Hindoos of the fet of Boodh, and not difciples of Brahma, neverthe-
defs reverence the Brahmins, and acknowledge their fuperiority in fcience over their
own priefts or Rhahaans, The partiality which the King, who is guided in every move-
ment by aftrological advice, manifefts in their favour, has given celebrity to their pre-
ditions, and brought them fo much into fathion, that there is not a Viceroy or May-
woon who has not in his houfehold fome of thefe domeftic fages, whom he confults on

~all important occafions, and fometimes on occafions of no importance whatever. The
Maywoon of Pegue, whofe viceroyalty, though not the moft extenfive, is the moft

lucrative in the empire, maintains a number of Brahmins, whofe counfel he defired as

to the moft fortunate day and hour to commence the journey. After due deliberation,

the 28th of May, at eight o’clock in the morning, was pronounced the moft propitious

for departure, and that time was accordingly appointed. Unluckily our boats could not

be got in readinefs quite fo foon ; but as there was no refifting the ftars, the Maywoon

declared his regret at the fupernatural neceflity that compelled him to precede us, pro-

mifing, however, to wait at the head of the Rangoon river, where it branched from

the great ftream of the Irrawaddy, until we fhould join him, the diftance being not

more than two days’ journey. I acquiéfced in the propriety of fubmitting every tem-

poral concern to the difpofal of fate, and hoped that he would not fuffer any confider-
ation for us to interfere with his own arrangements. On the day fixed, at feven in the
morning
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morning, he paffed our habitation, and proceeded with much pomp to the water-fide,
himfelf on horfeback, his lady in a palanquin, and his children carried aftride on men’s
fhoulders. His own barge was very handfome, and of the ftructure appertaining to
nobility ; it was attended by feveral war-boats ready manned, with a number of com-
mon veflels ; fome belonging to his retinue, others to merchants, who took the oppor-
tunity of his proteftion to tranfport their merchandize duty-free. The Maywoon
repoled for a fhort time in the houfe that is ufed as an exchange ; and when the great
drum that proclaimed the hour ftruck the firft ftroke, he ftepped on board, and was
followed by his family : in an inftant every boat pufhed from the fhore with a loud
~ fhout ; the oars were vigoroufly plied, and, the flood tide fetting ftrong, the fleet was
foon carried to the nerthward of the city.

The boats, fix in number, that had been provided for our accommodation, were now
ready to receive us; Dr.Buchanan, Mr. Wood, and myfelf, had each a feparate
veflel ; the Hindoo Pundit, whofe religious prejudices rendered it irkfome to him to
mingle with Muffulmen, had likewife a fmall boat to himfelf. The guard, and fuch
attendants as we did not immediately require, occupied another of a larger fize, in which
our heavy baggage, field equipage, &c. were ftowed : a kind of cutter was equipped as
a kitchen, which was feldom wanted, as our own barges were fufficiently fpacious to
admit of all culinary purpofes, without inconvenience to theinhabitants. Thefe barges
were of a very different conftrution from the flat-bottomed veffels called budgerows,
that are ufed on the Ganges; ours were long and narrow, and required a good deal of
ballaft to keep them fteady; even with ballaft, they would have been in conftant
danger of overfetting, had they not been provided with outriggers, which compofed of
thin boards, or oftener of buoyant bamboos, make a platform that extends horizontally
fix or feven feet on the outfide of the boat, from ftem to ftern. Thus fecured, the
veflel can incline no farther than until the platform touches the furface of the water,
when fhe immediately rights ; on this ftage the boatmen ply their oars, or impel the
boat forward by poles ; fuch an addition affords a convenience unknown to the navi-
gation of the Ganges ; it is the place exclufively appropriated to the crew, who fleep
on it at night, and, by putting up mats, or fpreading a fail from the roof of the boat to
the outfide edge, fhelter themfelves from the weather. My barge was fixty feet in
length, and not more than twelve in the wideft part ; by taking away one thwart beam
near the ftern, laying a floor two feet below the gunwale, and raifing an arched roof
about feven feet above the floor, a commodious room was formed, fourteen feet long,
and ten wide, with a clofet behind it ; at the ftern there was a ftage, on which the
leedegee, or fteerfman, ftood, and a vacant fpace of feven or eight feet, where a kettle
might be boiled, or dinner provided. On each fide of the cabin a fmall door opened
on the platform, and there were three windows, which, when raifed, admitted a free
circulation of air. The roof was made of bamboos covered with mats, and over all was
extended a painted canvas, that effetually fecured us from the heavieft rain. The
infide was neatly lined with matting. The conveyances of the other gentlemen were
nearly of the fame fize and conftruction. Twenty-fix boatmen compofed the crew of
my veflel, exclufive of the leedegee, who is the chief or captain.
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