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THE DECADENCE OF THE INDIAN
PEARL FISHERIES.

ITS POSSIBLE CAUSE.

My object in writing this small treatise is to provoke
further enquiry and to find out the real truth of what is
at present, and has been for two centurics nearly, involved
in mystery. The Ion’ble H. S. Thomas in his admirable
report on the Pearl Fisheries in 1884, has gone deeply
into the subject, but without however arriving at any
satisf‘actory conclusion. .

It may therefore be perhaps deemed presumptuous
that a mere amateur like myself should re-open the ques-
tion. Tt is one, however, of such extreme interest, and
wrapped in such mystery, that I hope I may be pardoned
for attempting to throw a new light on a subject which so
many learned men have so far failed to solve.

Having been exiled for over three ycars on the island
of Ramesweram, and for the greater part of the time
having been the only European man on the island, I have
had ample time for ruminating. The result of my cogita~
tion is, that I believe the mystery of the disappearance of
the pear} oysters from the known banks is capable of
being solved by what in Australia is called “ prospecting
around.” These fisheries which were in full swing in
Marco Polo’s time in 1298 A. D., were an annually recur-
ring event, and the whole coast of Tinnevelly and Madura
was known the world over as “ The Fishery Coast.”

In those days the fisheries were of enormous value,
and were seized afterwards by the Dutch and Portuguecse
who scem to have made large profits from them.
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. ¥ \Vo havo interesting accounts of the pearl fsheries in
1?98 by Marco Tolo; about 1563 by Casar ¥rederic, 3
Venetian, and in 1700 by Father Martin, & Josuit Mission=
ary. 1t is intcresting to observe that the modus opcra"di
is practically tho same in ail three accounts, and remains

80 to this day. Marco Polo states the depth to bhave been

from ten to twelve fathoms, whilst Cacsar Frederic gives
it at from fiftcen to eightecn! In our own timo it musb
be remarked that according to Captain Phipps’ statement®
the depths are from four to ten and a half fathoms.

The first record we have of a failare in the fishery -

was the one described by Father Martin in 1700, in which
he states that “only a few thousands were taken on the
first day by all the divers together, and 2 day or two
afterwards not a single oyster could be found. It was
?“PPOSU& by many that strcng currents had suddenly seb
in from some unknown cause, and covered the oystcrs
with layers of sand.” Ile further states that the results
of th‘e failare were most ruinous. The first fishery under
the La‘:st India Company was in 1784, just a century 83%
fmd this proved a failure, the cause of which is jinvolved
n H'lystc!:y. Now, what we have got to discover if
possible, 18 t.he why and the wherefore of the sudden
;tampede, if it may be so tcrmed, of the oysters in 1700:
we succeed in this, I take it we shall come near finding
f}ub the sole camse for all the succeeding blank years-
tlf)m;ciosmmence, the pearl oyster’s habits are migratorys,
PI'OY‘ed beyond all question, and Mr. Thomas states

'to ;Sc-a e . The subsequ'ent migrations must be voluntary
tha{; tE rom uncongenial surroundings.”f Now, I argue
. sterﬁ plr;mary cause of the disappearance of thoso
szrroun{lir'l . 00, was to get away from the uncongenial
forthor ,::.l:’s’ tt(1)1 wit, the divers and their boats; and I
b {,ﬂ‘e at had the sea around for a mile or €0
e P operly prospgcted in deeper water, the runaway
Pintadines wonld have been arrested.” .

* Appendix B, ;
ppendix B, in the Hon'ble Mr. Thumas’ Beport. + Clause 27 of Lis Report«

T ——— LT

e —
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The Hon’ble Mr. Thomas states « T conclude that a
pearl oyster is not likely to be dislodged by the force of
wave action or current, and that if it moves, it moves
voluntarily.”* I feel perfectly sure then that if as Martin
states, there were some undercurrents, the oysters would
not have remained to be choked with sand, bub would have
cast off their moorings, and either walked, or been borne
away by the current. In this theory 1 am partially con-
firmed by Captain Campbell of the West Australian bar-
quentine Janet, which was here some, time ago. Ile is an
old experienced Pearler.” I asked him Do you believe
that pearl oysters travel 27 his reply was I know it; I
was anchored over a bank one night, and the next morning
not a single shell could be fonnd” ; he then went on to
explain the gearch, and the bank was found some time
after, about half a mile away, as well as 1 can remember.
This will if true corroborate my theory of the failure of
1700 being due to a stampede.

Tt must be conceded that if a pearl oyster is allowed
to have sufficient instinct to detach itself so as to get away
rom one uncongenial gurrounding, it ought to be able to
do so wheb its instinch scents danger, for the bivalve is
essentially of a retiring habit. It may be asked, why do
not these stampedes oftener oceur? 1 reply, that they
are occurring -yearly. Take for example Captain Phipps’

report of the inspection of the Athombadu Par.

1881. Large quantities of oysters of one year age,
with sooram in some places, and covered with weeds.

1832. No oysters; sooram in some places.

1884, Large quantities of oysters of two ycars age,
with dead small ones. :

It is very strange that in 1882 the large number of
oysters that were there twelve months previously should
have so entirely vanished, and that two years subsequent-
ly they, or others, should have re-appeared. We are told

# Clause 20 of lus Beport.
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that sooram does not do much damage to oysters of a
year old, so that it was not the sooram that destroy ed
them. I hold that some natural cause, lack of food,
or the inconvenicent neighbourhood of some enemy caused
the whole body to march off, and probably they will be
found by going out into deeper water.

To effectually prospect deep water of course bg-
speaks the aid of a diving apparatus, and an expert-
enced European diver. Tho Ilon’ble Mr. Thomas at-
tempted to explore beyond twelve fathoms but not very
successfully unfortunately. Now lere is where I hope
to win agaih. It is a known fact that in the Dersian
Gulf, the largest and Jfinest pearl oysters are fmmd in
the deeper water; if so there, why mnot here? It has
never so far as I am aware been tried. Deep water i3
not so subject to currents, and the oysters can rest in
peace, at all events without much fear of their encmy,
man. As far as I can understand, the Government has
been working on the same old lines, year after year
and in the samo old places which have been down in
the charts for the last forty-five years, and the oysters
Liave been dodging them about for the last twenty-five
years, sometimes here, sometimes there, and sometimes
nowhere at all, until they have finally settled down on
the Tholayiram Par, where being under the eye of Captain
Phipps there is no fear of their being molested until wanted.
Lots of reasons have been put forward to account for the
decadence of the fishery, none of which can, I ventare to
think, have much to Lold on to. Skates or rays may
be very fond of a meal of Avicula meleagrina fucata,
but. I take it that that is mo newly developed taste on
their part, and that their forbears were just as fond of
the bivalve in Marco Polo’s time, and all the succceding
years until 1700, as they are now. Sand is another
bugbear held out, and Mr, Thomas (Clause 54) has satis-
factorily proved this to be a fallacy. I go further (and
was verbally corroborated by Captain Campbéll) in saying

4
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that pearl-oysters sometimes bury themselves to escape

It is a bold assertion I admit, especially

as Dr. Keclaart holds on to the destructiveness of the sand.

1f, however, some bivalves are ablo to bury themsclves,

I do not sec why others should not. I mysclf have often

witnessed the common bivalves Donax trunculus and

Donax denticulatus, which are also gasteropods, bury

themselves in the sand ; and until it is proved that oysters

cannot do the same, I shall hold the opinion that they

can and do, and that that is one reason for their tempo-

rary disappearé.n‘cp from a bank, The laws of nature

are imgnutable, and nothiig will ever make me believe

that a few Skates, and an occasional disturbance of the

bottom of the sea are going to exterminate the oysiers,

and so to capsize the arrangements which Ged Almighty

made at the beginning of the Werld, viz., for everything
to increase and multiply. No, these, and other enemics
of the pearl oyster were only elements in the great
principle for keeping down, the undue increase of this
particular family. The most natural thing to suppose,
is, that the molluses have changed their;feeding ground,
and have sbught pastures .mere retired, and more distant
from the busy haunts of men. I hold that were the
deeper seas carcfully prospected by experienreed European
divers, such discoveries would be made as to corroborate
in their entirety the ancient reports of the fabulous riches-
of the “Fishery Coast.” ~ ‘ .

It will be observed that the failure in the fisherics
is almost synchronous with the advent of the English to
the Southern Dis@xicts. Neqw comes our argument, and
I hope the Hon’ble Mr. Thomas will pardon me for differ~
ing with him on this one subject, and that is as to
“Ioaching.” T have no such blind faith in the simplicity

.and trustworthiness of the toilers of the sea as seems to

be .held by most authorities. On the contrary I firmly,
‘F)eheve that it is to their duplicity and cunning that we are
indebted for so many blank years. It must be remem-
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bered that in the carly ages when the ﬁahor;les :;;‘1!: ﬂ:x"
monopoly of the Pandyan Kings, or t'he Set unrl)au d,u o
whatever dynasty held sway at the time, nft) o that
call his soul his own; and we may feel pret .yde O ot
any one caught poaching would have been m.\B e foar
example of, by some refined mode of tcfrture. Th); oysters
of this the fisheries flourished exceodlngl‘y.b] e aly
were left in peace all the year r_ound, proba ‘15::1]" ;i,ahed,
examined occasionally as to their fitness for Z;egt, Eings
When, however, the autocratic rule of the fartlhe NV eutorn
was changed for the milder Government o o hefore. ho
nations, the fear of death and torture Was} ntJ o dates
eyes of the simple fishermen, and from { u} I I hold
the commencement of the decadence of the iﬁj dm;mi oo
that they are, and ever have been poache ’mcnccd, and
fully poached, from the time our rule Fomb e foher-
that it is owing to their constant molestation by e antly
men of the coast villages, that they are s<l)) o xtor-
on the move. I will not allow that they aro itig’n than
minated, or even dying off in greater 'ﬁmpoa Tank of
any other denizen of the decp, but w elione - achors
oysters begins to understand ‘that big Sda' and that
are dropped down into their midst every 0 )i’r ——
men come down snd remove some of then time t0
scveral times each day, they realise tha.i:.1 1t ISS ot The
slip their cables and sheer off to geme other sp

8 . one induce
natural instinct of sclf-preservation would al
that course.

times

In the ordinary course of my fluty 1 haVOfi’“‘;‘;‘i}y

to inspect the coast as far as Valinookum PO:’DI;IY tours

forty miles South-west of TPaumben; durm,‘:; e

of inspection, I have observed that there s’i} e thas

far more of wealth in some of the coast Vi 2(110 S erind

can be accounted for by the small amount of t-mlsl e

on by them, and I attribute part of tln’s 11‘;}1 Thomas

poaching habits of the natives. The Hon’b eb l;mumrled
objects that ten thousand oysters cannot be g8

e e e ey

7
imway, but I would beg to point out that the contents

of those ten thousand oysters would go into any ordinary

snuff box. Of course I do not mean it to beo underst
that wholesalo poaching goes on,

but fishermen in twos-and three
waiting for the fish to Lite, do undoubtedly indulge ina
few handsful of oysters, and it is thiy constant harrying
and_worrying, I maintain, that causes the oysters to shift
their quarters. Individuals will not give up their chanceo
of present gain, although illicit, for a problematical general
scramble ; itis the case of the Lird in the hand. Mutu-
kuruppan and Kallymuttu are two fish
they start out after their cold rice, ostentatiously get
their lines ready ia their canoe, and’ paddle away to
their fishing ground ; there they drop their stone a
presently one obscrves that it is warm, a
a bathe ; over the side he goes, down by his mooring rope
to sce what the bottom is like, he brings up a handful
of oysters and gives them to Thamby ; then Thamby thinks
he would like a bathe, and he, goes down also and bringy
up & fist full. When they aro tired they get back into
the canoe and open their spuils, taking out what pearly
- they can find, and pitching the shells back into the geq,
This sort of thing goes on day after day, and year after
year up and down the whole coast, and this wil] partially
account for the dead shells 80 often found on the banksg,

ool
on any organized scale,
8 to wilo away the time

crmen, brothers,

nd he would like

: . ab thera is truth in ¢,
little picture that | have drawn, because natives have tolq
1me that such things do goon,

Tam borne out in all my statements of the Proballe
stampede and its cauge by Dr. Kelaart in his Report to the
Ceylon Government, dated 9 1} September, 1857, of which
I give extracts:—

(1st.)

. The pearl oyster is mor
bivalve mol

usc I kuow, &e,

+

¢ tenacious of life than any

nchor; .

T .,
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(2nd) Tt has locomotive powers beyond any idea which can
be formed from any former observations.

(4th.) That the pearl oyster will move about in search of
food if the locality in which it is originally placed is not rich in
its natural supplies. !

(6th.) That if the water is agitated to an inordinate degree,

the oyster will leave its old mooring and seek another.
Dr. Kclaart also bears me out in the theory that I have
formed to account for the dead shells. In his report of
March 1858 he says “I have also gone through many of
the parts of this year’s banks, and found, wherever the
divers had been there were many dead shells, and only a few
dead shells were found from those parts that have not
been yet fished.” Here then we have it proved by a
clever and learned expert that oysters are endowed with
sufficient instinct to know when they are in danger either
from natural enemies, or failure in their commissariat,
and aro ready at the slightest notice to slip their cables
and make tracks for some other port. Iave we not just
reason then to suppose that the circumstances under
which the pearl oysters existed, having so materially
altered for the worse under the benign rule of the English,
the oysters instead of diminishing in numbers as is sup-
posed by some, are simply exerc¢ising the instinct of self-
preservation, and trying all they know to keep out of the
way ? And I must say that they are pretty successful.

It does not of course come within my province to pre-
gume to offer any advice to Government, but I cannot help
thinking that if the existence of the pearl oyster is to be
ameliorated, the suggestions offered by the Hon’ble Mr.
Thomas, if acted upon, would go a great way towards
attaining the desired end: these are contained in his
summary of suggestions, and are numbered, 1, 7, 12, 19,
20, 23, and 24.

Dr. Kelaart waxes almost pathetic in his report to
his Government, which is deserving of the most gerious
attention as being the work of an eminent scientist. He
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says: “If Government desires to have a steady and not
precarious revenue from pearl-oyster fisheries, let good
laws protect the beds already known, and those that are
now forming, and let means be adopted to secure their
increase and growth.”

Protection is exactly what they require, so that" they
may be allowed to rest and grow in peace on the ground
which they first select, instead of being harried about
from place to place, until they are finally driven into deep
water and lost.

From the foregoing pages I hope it will be seen that
the conclusions I have arrived at concerning the decadence
of the Pearl Fisheries in India, are that neither rays,
skates, nor currents, nor any other patural enemy than
mankind, can be held responsible for the disappearance
of the bivalves from the banks. :

That the circumstances under which the fisheries were
carried on in ancient days having greatly changed since
the advent of the English, which conferred absolute liberty
on the people, the oysters being frightened from their
acenstomed haunts by the depredations of the coast fisher-
men, are continually shifting their camps, and are finally
driven into deep water, where if properly prospected for,
they will in all probability be found.

Cause.—Poaching.
Effect.~—Departure for safer haunts in the deep sea.

J. P. JAMES.
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