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Description:

Original Manuscript Sea Chart by Famed Hydrographer Daniel Ross

Extremely rare chart of the passages on the east side of Banca (Bangka), in Indonesia, from Daniel Ross’
survey of the Gaspar Strait. The chart includes notes by Ross with his initials.

The present chart would seem to be the manuscript original, which was “engraved by John Bateman” and
printed by James Horsburgh in London in 1819. The printed chart survives seemingly in a single example
at the British Library (Maps 147.e.18.(75.)). The inscriptions on both are identical, noting a credit to
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"D. Ross, commander in the H.C. Marine, 1818; drawn by M. Houghton.” The printed version includes
several more additions by Horsburgh, including notes about the quality of the bottom in the lower right
and Canning Island near the title block.

The present chart improves on another chart by Horsburgh, and after Ross’ survey, also printed by order
of Parliament on July 1, 1819. The two printed charts suggest that Horsburgh published this more-refined
version and an earlier draft simultaneously.

The chart shows Middle Island (Lait), Gaspar Island, and part of the larger Banca (Bangka) Island, with
the two featured straits separating the three Indonesian islands that are near Sumatra and Java. In the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, these waters were exceedingly dangerous but also
exceedingly tempting for commercial vessels seeking to reach the trading ports of China and Southeast
Asia.

The Gaspar Strait was first traversed by an English captain named Hurle in 1702, but was named for a
Spanish captain from Manila, who made the passage in 1724. The Clements Strait was named for Captain
John Clements, who passed through in 1781, and is also sometimes known as the Billiton Strait, so named
for the larger island to the east.

The chart is based in part on an earlier, lower-resolution chart by Alexander's Dalyrmple, Chart of the
Passage to the East of Banka Laid down from Observations in Ship Van Sittart'. By Captain Lestock
Wilson, 1789. Published by A Dalrymple, 17 March 1792. Dalrymple's chart, published on two sheets,
appeared in his East India Pilot.

The aforementioned Captain Wilson and his crew drew sketch charts of the area. One of these charts was
available in a voyage account published by mate George Roberston in 1788. William Bligh, of Bounty fame,
wrote the following in his Voyage to the South Sea, regarding the sinking of Wilson'’s ship, Vansittart, on
October 9, 1789 near Bangka:

This day anchored in the road the General Elliot, an English ship commanded by Captain Lloyd. In
the Straits of Banca he had met with some boats belonging to the East India Company's ship
Vansittart that was lost in the straits of Billaton by having struck on a rock that went through her
bottom. Captain Wilson, who commanded the Vansittart, I was informed had just finished a survey of
those Straits and was hoisting his boat in when the ship struck. Immediately on receiving the
intelligence Captain Lloyd, in the General Elliot and another ship in company called the Nonsuch,
sailed for the wreck. They found the ship had been burnt down to the water's edge by the Malays.
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They however saved 40 chests of treasure out of 55 which were said to have been on board. Most of
the ship's company were saved: one man only was lost in the ship, and five others in a small boat
were missing who were supposed to have taken some of the treasure.

Ross called on this all of this pre-existing information, as noted in the references to “Capt. Wilson’s plan”
on this chart. However, he also considerably updates the information provided by Captain Wilson,
Dalrymple, and others, including a memorandum identifying the safest way to make Gaspar Island. The
hazards in this area were no small matter, as the Vansittart’s fate shows. Additionally, on February 7,
1816, when Ross was conducting his survey of the South China Sea, the American ship Fingal, under the
command of Captain Vibbert, sank when sailing from Canton to New York. The ship was owned by John
Jacob Astor, founder of the famous Astor fortune and dynasty, and its cargo of Chinese porcelain was
consigned to the Astor family. The 383-ton copper-sheathed vessel struck a rock in the Gaspar Strait,
something this chart hoped to prevent in the future.

This chart includes notes in Ross’ hand which are signed with his initials (under the title and in the section
on magnetic variation).

Rarity

All Ross charts are extremely rare. To find a manuscript chart with notes in his hand is exceptional. We
were unable to locate another example of this manuscript chart. As noted above, a printed version, dated
1819, is held at the British Library.

The title bears a similarity to the chart listed as #123 (Gaspar and Clements Straits, Captain D. Ross,
1818) in the List of Charts published at the Chart Office, East India House (1848), but we suspect that the
chart listed probably refers to the other Horsburgh chart, which closely follows this manuscript example,
and was also published in 1819.

Detailed Condition:
On linen. Soiled, with occasional loss.
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