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“fy his account of 
Ceylon, Mr. Per- 

ceval says, “ There 

is no spectacle 

the island affords 

AEN: more striking to a 

AN ay European than the 

; Bay of Condatchy during the 

season of the pearl fishery. 

This desert and barren spot 

% is at that time converted into 

a scene which exceeds in novelty and 

variety almost anything I ever witnessed— 

several thousands of people of different 

colours, countries, castes, and occupa- 

tions, continually passing and re-passing 

in a busy crowd; the vast numbers of 

small tents and huts erected on the shore, 

with the bazaar or market-place before 

each; the multitude of boats returning in 

the afternoon from the pearl-banks, some 

of them laden with riches; the anxious, 

expectant countenances of the boat-owners 

while the boats are approaching the shore, 

and the eagerness and avidity with which 

they run to them when arrived, in hopes of 

a rich cargo; the vast number of jewellers, 

brokers, merchants, of all colours and all 

descriptions, both natives and foreigners, 

" who are occupied in some way or other with 

the pearls, some separating and assorting 

them, others weighing and ascertaining their 

number and value, while others are hawking 

them about, or drilling and boring them for 

future use: all these. circumstances tend to 

impress the mind with the value and im- 

portance of that object which can of itself 

create this scene.” 

The principal oyster-bank is situated 

opposite Condatchy, and is about twenty 

miles from the shore ; and the best fishing 

is said to be found in from six to eight 

fathoms water. ‘There are fourteen banks, 

but not all equally productive ; and before 

the fishing commences, these banks are 

surveyed. The state of the oysters is thus   
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ascertained, and a report is then made to 

Government. If it is found that the quantity 

is sufficient, and that the oysters have 

arrived at a proper degree of maturity, the 

particular banks to be fished that year are 

put up for sale to the highest bidder, or are 

kept in the hands of Government, to be 

fished on its cwn account. The pearl- 

oyster, it may be stated, is supposed 

to reach its maturity in about from seven 

to nine years ; and it is said that after that 

period the pearl becomes disagreeably large 

to the fish, and is then vomited out of the 

shell. The Dutch, with inconsiderate ava- 

rice, had nearly exhausted the banks ; but 

since the island of Ceylon has come into 

our hands, a different policy has been 

adopted, to prevent such an accident 

happening again. The banks are divided 

into several portions, and not more than 

two or three can be fished in one season. 

These different portions are leased annually 

in succession, so that now a sufficient time 

is given for the oysters to increase in size 

and numbers. Moreover, the period during 

which the fishing is permitted to be carried 

on is only about six weeks or two months 

at the most, commencing in February, and 

ending about the beginning of April ; and 

so numerous are the holidays amongst the 

divers that the number of fishing-days in 

each season seldom exceeds thirty. During 

the season, the boats regularly sail and return 

together. A signal-gun is fired at the station 

Arippo about ten at night, when the whole 

fleet sets sail with the land-breeze. They 

reach the banks before daybreak, and at sun- 

rise they commence fishing. In this they 

continue busily occupied till about noon, 

when the sea-breeze sets in, and warns 

them to return. When the boats come in 

sight, another gun is fired, and the colours 

hoisted, to give notice to the anxious ownerg 

of their arrival. The cargoes are taken out 

immediately the boats arrive, so as to he 

completely unloaded before night sets in.


