
 

 

January 21st, 1755 

Dearest Aunt Elizabeth, 

I am writing to you to express my sincerest thanks for your assistance in my matter of employment. Your 

friendship with Director Godfrey has gifted me with the unique honor and privilege of serving as an Officer of the East 

India Company; an opportunity which I shall be forever grateful for. I am still in disbelief over the simplicity of the 

whole matter. Upon approaching the intimidating façade of the Company’s quarters on Leadenhall Street, I was quite 

sure that the men of the Company would find me inadequate. But your name alone opened all the doors, and for this 

reason I consider myself the luckiest man alive. I leave for Hindoostan next Monday, and I am rather unsure of what to 

expect upon my arrival in Calcutta. All I am certain of is that the voyage will be unduly long. In the meantime, I have 

been reading about the Oriental setting I will find myself in. It appears to be a rather strange place, little understood by 

Christian realms such as ours. Hopefully the land is not entirely savage- if so, my time spent there may be shorter than 

expected!  Either way, a great sense of pride seizes me at the thought of doing my duty as an official of the Company and 

of our Country. From what I have been told, Hindoostan abounds with wealth and fine goods. With God and Good 

Fortune, this will provide power and prestige to Britain and prosperity for the Company and its humble employees. If I 

earn the favor of Providence and of my superiors, I will be sure to mail to you some sort of Oriental finery; it is the least 

I can do. Be well Aunt Elizabeth, I will write to you once more as soon as I disembark in Calcutta. 

Yours truly, 

David Ridley Stringer 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

August 30th, 1755 

Salutations Aunt Elizabeth,  

 Happily, my voyage has concluded after seven arduous months. While we experienced smooth sailing along the western coast of 

Africa, a storm near Madagascar delayed our ship by quite a bit. Fortunately, the captain (having been an experienced Portuguese 

mariner) possessed both the skill and fortitude to prevent the vessel from running aground or from being lost among the stormy waves. After 

arriving in Calcutta, myself and the other men assisted in overseeing the unloading of the cargo. In addition to the passengers themselves, the 

ship carried numerous field guns, muskets, and munitions from England. We set them up at the Fort under the supervision of the new 

Lieutenant-Colonel, a man by the name of Robert Clive. While the city of Calcutta does not hold a candle to the grandeur of London, it 

certainly leaves a remarkable impression. The city is fairly large, though I am told by older Company-men that it’s growth is relatively recent 

and primarily due to our presence and influence. Unlike the lands beyond the city limits, we exercise an extraordinary amount of sovereignty 

here. In addition to existing as the primary military power in the city, the Company also is responsible for a great deal of the city’s commerce. 

While not as busy as the ports of London, Calcutta’s harbour is always teeming with shipping activity; massive “Indiamen” (some over 1200 

tons) leave with woven goods, correspondence, and other locally produced commodities while ships from England arrive with weapons, 

ammunition, orders from the Board, and other necessary imports. I expect my time here to be most productive, despite the copious amounts of 

rainfall! 

Best regards, 

David Ridley Stringer, Second-Lieutenant in the Honourable East India Company 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

October 6th, 1755 

Dear Father, 

I trust you and Mother have been well. I intended on writing to you at a later time in order to spare myself of the expedited mailing 

costs. However, a potentially urgent matter has arisen that I feel obligated to inform you of. As an investor in this great Company, you 

surely will have an interest in what I have to say. Earlier today, I accompanied Lieutenant-Colonel Clive to his meeting with the local 

Nawab. Even a blind man could tell that there was considerable tension in the room once the two men saw one another. After exchanging 

superficial pleasantries, the two began bickering to no end. Almost every conceivable point was up to argumentation. The Company’s conduct 

of its trade, the construction of our recent fortifications, the Nawab’s foreign alliances, our foreign alliances, the intrusion and obstruction of 

the Nawab’s agents in our affairs, the payment of loans and tribute, the extraterritorial decrees and legality of the Company, etc. Clive and 

Alivardi Khan could hardly agree on any issue. After departing the meeting-room in derisive manner, we heard a raucous debate rage from 

inside. It would appear that one of the Nawab’s grandsons, Siraj ud-Daulah, vented his displeasure towards us in a most spectacular 

fashion. When I informed Lieutenant-Colonel Clive of my observation, he merely shrugged at it. However, I feel that he does not 

understand the situation here. The locals hate us. The local rulers hate us.  The French and Dutch hate us. We don’t even mingle with them; 

our Fort is quite a means off from the rest of the city. I foresee a time when this hatred comes to fruition, and I think it may very well be 

disastrous for the Company personnel here, as well as for the Company’s stock value. 

Yours Truly, 

David Ridley Stringer, Second-Lieutenant in the Honourable East India Comp 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

June 27th, 1756 

Dear Aunt Elizabeth, 

 I have a most terrible account to relate! I would recommend that you seat yourself, with a glass of brandy on hand, before continuing. For you 

see, it would appear that war between the Company and the Nawab is now inevitable. And rightfully so! The Nawab’s savages stormed our garrison at 

Fort William with no cause and no warning. A surrender was the only viable option, as we were greatly outnumbered and outgunned. Naturally, we had 

assumed that our treatment would be befitting that of surrendered combatants. We were horribly wrong. Perhaps out of anger or out of neglect, dozens of 

our officers and soldiers (myself included) were forced at bayonet to enter a small storage space within the fort. What happened over the course of the night 

was appalling. I’m sure the papers will relate the anguish which occurred within the overcrowded space. Men groaning in agony from the heat and lack of 

water, constant struggles to grab a breath of fresh air from the tiny window, and crushing weight of the masses of living and dead combined to create a 

nightmarish scenario. By the time of our release the next morning, nearly all had perished. Never before have I witnessed such cruelty and indifference to 

suffering. The treacherous fiends must be punished, and I believe Clive is the man to do it. This inhuman treatment by the Hindoos will start a fire in the 

hearts of Englishmen which will not cease to burn until every creature responsible is punished! While we knew the natives did not possess a positive 

opinion of us by any means, this betrayal was entirely unexpected. Clearly, we need to adapt our strategy quite a bit. In the meantime, I’ll be marching 

with the other men against the Nawab’s army. Though outnumbered, I am sure that our superior soldiery and leadership, combined with the good grace of 

God, will bring us to victory and allow the Company to continue its mission. 

Regards, 

David Ridley Stringer, Second-Lieutenant in the Honourable East India Company 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

June 15th, 1757 

Greetings Father, 

 It’s been nearly a year since that Nawab betrayed our Company and our Country. The men here are in much 

agreement about the Nawab – he must go if we are to remain. Since then, we have been constantly at work ensuring that he 

faces justice. However, we all recognize the dangerous situation we are faced with. Every day, I am amazed that we still 

exist in Hindoostan. We are vastly outnumbered, without local sympathies, and detested by the current regime. If it 

were not for the perfidious nature of the Hindoos and Moslems, we surely would have been cast out long ago. 

Fortunately, these devils will sell their own mothers for a price. English capital has thus been nearly as effective as our 

weapons. For example, I nearly cheated death last week due to my possession of a few silver coins (which one should 

always carry in these lands). While leading a patrol near the village of Palashi, I almost led my men right into a 

Bengalese unit. Suspecting danger, I ordered a sepoy translator to ask a native if he had spotted any military activity 

nearby. He, of course, denied knowing anything. However, after flashing the coins in front of him, he told me everything! 

Had the man kept his mouth shut, we likely would have either been captured or killed. If this had happened, the local 

would never have received the coins though – and he knew this. And thus, loyalty succumbs to greed, more prevalent in 



 

 

this place than in others. Soon, we will see if Providence truly favors us over these heathens. For the past few months, my 

commanding officers have acted in a most secretive and wary manner. We have been drilling the sepoys incessantly, and 

continuously taking stock of our supplies and munitions. Recently, our forces have been engaged in a march from 

Calcutta to a location due southwest, and from this march I write to you. While unanticipated troop movements and 

patrols are frequent, this seems to be more judging from the large-scale mobilization. An attack appears imminent, but the 

outcome is indeterminable based upon the current circumstances. 

Your Son,  

David Ridley Stringer, Second-Lieutenant in the Honourable East India Company 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 November 7th, 1760 

To my beloved sister Mary, 

 I hope all has been well back in England. I write to you now to inform you of my good fortune, I have been 

promoted to the rank of Captain in the Company’s army! While the threat of future conflict still looms, my duties have 

largely shifted away from preparing for combat. Whereas I once served primarily as a solider, I now spend most of my 

days overseeing taxation of the peasant farmers along with the local landholders, who refer to themselves as “zemindars.” 

This is always an interesting task. The locals have paid tax and tribute for longer than they can even remember, and also to 

foreigners (most recently to the Nawab and Mughal emperor). However, they have never before paid them to a white 

man. I have thus been at the ends of my wits attempting to fix this revenue problem. First, almost none of the Hindoos 

and Moslems have been initially compliant. Every time I go to assess a new person, I must bring an unwieldy amount of 

documentation and a large ensemble of sepoys to demonstrate force (the only thing the peoples around here respect) and to 

function as intermediary translators. I’ve found that the only way to succeed in these efforts is to identify the man at the 



 

 

top, then work one’s way down the social ladder. This is of course highly inconvenient, as I must continuously extract 

revenue-relevant information from every level of societal power. These individuals have been operating the same way for 

centuries, and do not appear to be ready to adapt to a more civil and centralized system. There are not even any official 

records on who owns what! Everything is known by the natives, but virtually nothing is known to us – the newly 

appointed “diwani” (tax collectors) of the region of Bengal. In order to partially remedy this matter, I have made two 

recommendations to my superiors. The first, to delegate all revenue collection responsibilities in the short-term to the 

Zemindars, seems to be gaining traction within the Company’s ranks. We simply lack the manpower, administrative 

capabilities, and institutional knowledge to collect land revenue – we’re a trading company for God’s sake!  The second 

recommendation, to actually survey our interests and newly acquired domain, has been greeted less enthusiastically. Few 

are willing to undergo such a tedious task, and profiteering is clearly being prioritized over competent administration. 

Well, hopefully things will change here. But until then, I will keep my head down. A good day to you, and I 

enthusiastically anticipate seeing you when I eventually return to London. 

Cheers, 

David Ridley Stringer, Captain in the Honourable East India Company 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

  

 

March 4th, 1762 

Dear Jonathan, 

Congratulations on the completion of your university education! As you now consider the next steps of your life 

and career, allow me to make a brotherly recommendation. Mother informed me that you are strongly considering a career 

in politics as a bureaucrat. While this line of work is surely an admirable one, I would make the suggestion of serving as 

an official not in London, but rather in Calcutta. I have found the work here, though tedious at times, to be most 

rewarding. Now, let me be clear: the salary is nothing to be impressed by. However, financial opportunity abounds for the 

entrepreneurial man. For example, in between my duties, I have amassed a small fortune through the sale of various 

commodities in the country. Limestone and salt in particular have proved rather profitable, as the lack of competition 

makes such transactions enormously lucrative. For this reason, I was able to enclose with this letter a few guineas to assist 

you with your post-graduation expenses. Although I know you aspire to hold political office or an appointment in the 

Ministry, my experience has convinced me that the best path to this is by first serving the Empire abroad. One of my 

superior officers, whose name I shall not divulge, recently resigned his commission in the Company after twenty years in 

Bengal. Now mind you, the man arrived as a young lad bereft of wealth, familial connections, and education. Starting as 



 

 

a lowly clerk, he worked with ambition and cunning until he eventually acquired a sanguine reputation and income. 

Whereas he came with nothing, he returned to England richer and more influential than beyond even his wildest dreams. 

He now sits on the Board of Directors, and I hear he is preparing a run for Parliament. My beloved brother, I tell you 

this because I hope it inspires you to do likewise. A determined man of your schooling and status could thrive well in 

Hindoostan, should he take the risk and make the necessary sacrifices. Please contemplate the idea, I can see only bright 

things in your future if you make the journey. 

Your loving brother, 

David Ridley Stringer, Captain in the Honourable East India Company 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

January 22nd, 1765 

Dear Jonathan, 

 I have been told that you are seriously considering my earlier advice to enlist as a servant of the Company. While 

I stand by my belief that to do so is an admirable decision on the part of any man who makes it, I must clarify something of 

note. As the Company grows, it has been changing rapidly. When I wrote that many a fortune has been made by faithful 

and crafty Englishmen here, the statement was entirely true. It still holds truth, and will likely continue to do so in the 

indefinite future. However, there appear to be rumblings for reform; not here mind you, but back in London. One too 

many aristocrats seems to have taken offense of the new class of wealthy gentlemen being exported back to England. As a 

result, members of Parliament have been demanding significant change in the ordinary operations in the Company’s 

holdings. While the mention of possible salary increases have been greeted with much excitement, particularly among the 

lower ranks in the Company hierarchy, this good news would come at a significant cost. Clive is expecting orders to end 

the private trade which has brought so much income to officers such as myself. I hold no doubts that a man as competent as 

Robert Clive will succeed in carrying out such an initiative, and so dies the prosperity which many of us came to Bengal 



 

 

for in the first place. If ye seek only money, Hindoostan may not be as accommodating as it was a few years ago. Now, the 

decision is sensible from a commercial perspective. I am surprised the Company did not move sooner in remedying such a 

loophole. While the directors of Leadenhall Street halted all foreign and non-Company trade in the region, the men 

employed to serve their interests siphoned off the monies which would have surely gone to the Company’s shareholders 

otherwise. And thus, I cannot claim to bear too much injury against my superiors. After all, I came here to perform a 

specific job: everything else came as a bonus. At any rate, I shall tend to my affairs here and likely resign my commission 

shortly after the changes come into effect. I will write to you all once more prior to my departure, and in this final dispatch 

from Calcutta I shall ask for your assistance in making some specific provisions for my return.  

Good health and fortune, 

David Ridley Stringer, Captain in the Honourable East India Company 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

September 7th, 1765 

Dear Jonathan, 

 Pursuant to my previous letter, I will now ask that you please arrange a few affairs on my behalf. I have come to the decision 

that my time in Bengal should now conclude and, consequently, I shall be returning to London by March. If you could see to it that 

my quarters at Mother and Father’s is neat and orderly, you would have my sincere gratitude. Additionally, please check the daily 

shipping logs with the harbour master starting towards the end of February. I should like a carriage and some family present for my 

arrival; I have acquired quite a collection of items. This collection includes, but is not limited to, a gold-pommeled shamshir, a brass 

Mughal writing box, an Islamic brass hookah, a bejeweled gold and silver hair comb (for Aunt Elizabeth), a bronze Mughal 

gunpowder flask, and a Hindoo holy water pot. I will also inform you that I intend on journeying to the Americas within a few months 

of my return to England. Unlike in Hindoostan, commerce appears fairly free and open in the West Indies. I should think that a 

tropical plantation, perhaps near Nassau, would be most fitting and enjoyable. Moreover, not having to interact with bungling 

Hindoos and Moslems will be a pleasant change, as I hear the negroes and Injuns are far more pliable. 

Until we meet again, 

David Ridley Stringer, Captain in the Honourable East India  

 



 

 

 

 

 

  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Artistic Portrayal of Surrender to 

Clive at Battle of Plassey  

Depiction of “Black Hole of Calcutta”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

           

 

 

 

 



 

 

Indian Shamshir 

Brass Mughal Writing Box 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Mughal Brass Hookah Mughal Powder Flask 

Hindu Holy Water Pot 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Bejeweled Silver and Gold Hair Comb 
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