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Introduction
Revising First Impressions
American Stereotypes of China and the National Romance 

of Free Trade

Kendall Johnson

What China now is—that will it be as long as the Empire shall exist. Its 
arts, tastes, costume, manners, and government, are stereotyped; and the 
author who shall write its history, or visit its coasts and canals in order 
to describe them a hundred years hence, will have but little more to do 
than to copy the works that were published in the nineteenth century.

It is in consequence of this permanent character—this tideless 
oozing of Chinese life—that we do not hesitate to write of the country 
from our personal recollections, albeit some twenty years have elapsed 
since we trod the “fl owery land.”

—Brantz Mayer, “China and the Chinese”
 July 1847, Southern Quarterly Review, p. 8

In justifying Britain’s tactics in the Opium War (1839–42), it might seem 
that the Baltimore-based lawyer and historian Brantz Mayer (1809–79) had a 
tough case to make. His article “China and the Chinese” (1847) acknowledges 
that England had disregarded China’s rule of law by saturating its economy 
with opium, and he further notes the devastation visited on the local popula-
tion in Guangdong by both the opium and the war. But Mayer sees a greater 
good beyond this disaster, averring that England’s aggressions are “an asser-
tion of the right of all civilized nations to demand the sanction and safe-
guard of treaties from people with whom they entertain a large and lucrative 
trade.”1 Citing former US President John Quincy Adams, Mayer declares that 
“the great result of the China War was that it brought the stubborn Empire 
within the pale of diplomatic negotiation, and placed it upon the common 
platform of the commercial world.”2 One assumes that the prescription of 
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trade would open the “tideless oozing” of Chinese life to civilizing channels 
of global commerce. Given the dramatic nature of Mayer’s characterizations, 
the question arises: What degree or kind of communication and diplomacy 
between China and the United States would have been possible in the fi rst 
decades of the United States’ relatively insecure existence?

At least since John Gallagher and Ronald Robinson highlighted the infor-
mal and indirect pressures of England’s global economic infl uence, the British 
practice of fl ooding the Chinese market with opium harvested in India has 
vexed the casual usage of the phrase “free trade” in scholarship about China 
and England during the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.3 In Th e 
Rise of Free Trade Imperialism (1970), Bernard Semmel extends the skepti-
cism by arguing that the nineteenth-century era of so-called “free trade” was 
an extension, rather than a refutation, of the overtly political and constitu-
tional terms by which England had administered its imperial “system of mer-
cantilist colonialisms” in the eighteenth century.4 Semmel points to articles 
in the Westminster Review on the Opium War by Liberals and Radicals who 
lamented England’s endurance of Chinese insults and of the emperor’s close-
minded and putatively arbitrary interference with commerce. Amitav Ghosh 
picks up on the evangelical tone of these articles’ indignation, weaving into 
the narrative of his recent novel Sea of Poppies (2008) a rather chilling quote 
attributed to John Bowring, a good friend of Jeremy Bentham and Lord 
Byron, as well as a co-editor of the Westminster Review and the British Consul 
at Canton for four years beginning in 1849, and fourth governor of Hong 
Kong (1854–59).5 While campaigning in 1841 to be a member of parliament 
for Bolton, Bowring summed up his moral claim in the stunning chiasmus: 
“Jesus Christ is Free Trade, and Free Trade is Jesus Christ.”6 

President John Quincy Adams also dipped his hand into the fount of 
biblical adage to justify the British war on China. In an 1841 speech to the 
Massachusetts Historical Society, which Brantz Mayer later quoted from its 
republication in Elijah Bridgman’s Th e Chinese Repository, Adams declared: 
“Th e moral obligation of commercial intercourse between nations is founded, 
exclusively, upon the Christian precept to love your neighbor as yourself.”7 
Seeming deeply concerned with violations of the Christian law, Adams per-
ceives China to be a diabolical adversary whose “enormous outrages upon the 
rights of human nature, and upon the fi rst principle of the rights of nations,” 
lead to the damning conclusion: “the fundamental principle of the Chinese 
empire is anti-commercial.”8 However, as Sibing He argues in his essay in this 
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volume on the American fi rm Russell & Company, the phrase the “imperial-
ism of free trade” more fi ttingly describes the political and economic mode to 
which China was reacting.9

Today, how should we react to these caricatures of China and the Christian 
nations of the United States and Great Britain? We might begin with the word 
stereotype itself, which developed from early nineteenth-century print tech-
nologies of image reproduction, whereby printers stamped out a metal plate 
from the plaster mould of an engraved wooden block. Th ese metal plates were 
more durable than the wooden forme, but they also sacrifi ced the engraving’s 
clarity. By mid-century, about the time that Mayer invited future historians 
to describe China by merely copying pictures of its “coasts and canals” (see 
this introduction’s epigraph), the English term stereotype was beginning to 
connote the limiting eff ect of preconceptions on our abilities to perceive the 
world.10 Generalizations may be necessary in coping with life’s complexity, 
but they potentially settle into a deceptively solid foundation of prejudice.

Looking over the centuries of textual materials printed in Europe after 
Marco Polo’s thirteenth-century travels and before the existence of the United 
States, China seems to promise fantastic but elusive wealth, the pursuit of 
which fueled the imaginations of Christopher Columbus and many other fi f-
teenth-century imperial explorers who embarked under the fl ags of Catholic 
kings. In the fi rst half the of the sixteenth century, Portugal was the fi rst to 
establish a foothold in China, even as the Chinese relegated them to Macao, 
which was geographically positioned to be a key site from which to regulate 
the traffi  c up the Pearl River Delta; the Jesuit missionaries Michele Ruggieri 
and Matteo Ricci lived in Macao and composed the fi rst Chinese-Portuguese 
dictionary. Ricci eventually traveled to Peking (Beijing), where he worked for 
decades before his death in 1610. In the seventeenth century, after the fall 
of the Ming Dynasty and rise of the Qing, and as various Jesuit priests con-
tinued to publish about China from Peking, European fi nanciers and traders 
set their course for Canton. Th e royally chartered East India Companies of 
Austria, Denmark, England, Estonia, France, Portugal, Prussia, Scotland, and 
Sweden as well as the Dutch United East India Company (Vereenigde Oost-
Indische Compagnie or VOC) established a global mercantilist system that 
swelled the coff ers of banks and busied the workshops of Europe.11

By the eighteenth century, China still did not have much interest in Western 
goods although the extraordinary profi tability of tea continued to draw many 
Western traders to China. In order to regulate the European expectation of 
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trade, the Qing Dynasty instituted in the 1760s the “Canton System” that 
quarantined Europeans to a specifi c zone outside the walls of Guangdong 
Province’s port city of Guangzhou.12 In this zone, all trade was administered by 
thirteen Chinese merchant organizations called Cohongs to whom the emperor 
had granted exclusive privileges of transacting with foreigners.13 

In the city of Canton and the quarantine zone, fi res were frequent and 
feared occurrences. In 1822, the foreign factories burned nearly to the 
ground. Figure I.1 is a retrospective picture of what the factory buildings 
in Canton looked like before another devastating fi re in 1856 consumed 
the entire factory area and prompted their relocation to Honam Island and 
eventually to an area on Shamian Island.14 In the days of the Canton trading 
system, Cohongs rented the buildings to the countries of France, the United 
States, and Sweden, whose fl ags fl y in front.

Th e rules governing Westerners’ presence in this space were strict. All 
foreign women were banned, as was the teaching of Chinese to foreigners. 
Th e sale of opium was prohibited by law, making smuggling a very lucrative 
practice that was facilitated by an unoffi  cial headquarters on Lintin Island 
and by trading companies quartered in the Portuguese-controlled city of 
Macao, about 120 miles (195 kilometers) down the Pearl River. Under this 
Canton arrangement, the market in tea worked greatly to Chinese advan-
tage. Hong merchants such as the immensely wealthy Howqua leveraged 
European demand into massive transfers of silver specie, exacting a heavy 
toll on Western stores of the precious metal. Even when silver was in espe-
cially short supply, the Hong merchants managed to control the market for 
tea by extending credit in notes underwritten by promises to pay in silver.

Opium helped Britain to shift this commercial balance of power and 
lessen the dependence on silver. With their late eighteenth-century colonial 
control of India they established the “Country Trade” by which the East India 
Company and an increasing number of private traders shipped Indian prod-
ucts to China, generating a paper-based system of exchange in Canton that 
was facilitated by London banks. Th e most powerful of England’s colonial 
products from India was opium, with which the British company began to 
saturate the Chinese market in the nineteenth century. Although in 1729 the 
Qing emperor had issued an imperial decree banning the trade of opium, by 
the early nineteenth century, there were highly developed networks in place 
to smuggle the drug and facilitate its lucrative traffi  c.15  In this context, the 
idea of “free trade” had very little to do with mutual respect or mutual benefi t 
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among those participating in a shared market. Instead, those who claimed 
freedoms to trade demanded that no restriction be placed on them in their 
attempt to traffi  c whatever it was that they wanted to sell. 

In the very year that the North American colonies declared their inde-
pendence from England, insisting on their rights of direct trade unfettered 
by mercantilist restriction, Adam Smith off ered in Th e Wealth of Nations 
(1776) what has become the classical description of liberal economic senti-
ment.16 He theorized, in language that has endured, the aggregate benefi t 
of individual participants’ pursuits of economic self-interest. In describ-
ing China, Smith marvels at the wealth that agriculture has brought to the 
empire, which, he writes: 

has been long one of the richest, that is, one of the most fertile, best 
cultivated, most industrious, and most populous countries in the world. 
It seems, however, to have been long stationary. Marco Polo, who visited 
it more than fi ve hundred years ago, describes its cultivation, industry, 
and populousness, almost in the same terms in which they are described 
by travelers in the present times. It had perhaps, even long before his 
time, acquired that full complement of riches which the nature of its 
laws and institutions permits it to acquire.17

In representing China as “stationary,” Smith sets up an allegory of what 
happens without free trade. It goes something like this: China’s despotic 
ruler artifi cially confi nes the country’s prodigious wealth to circulating in 
a closed system of imperial tributaries that ought rather to fl ow into the 
economic channels forged and agitated by more enterprising nations of 
Christendom. Smith fi nds it “remarkable, that neither the ancient Egyptians, 
nor the Indians, nor the Chinese, encouraged foreign commerce, but seem all 
to have derived their great opulence from this inland navigation.”18 To Smith, 
China exemplifi es a relatively primitive agrarian plan, framed by “several 
great rivers” that “form, by their diff erent branches, a multitude of canals, 
and, by communicating with one another, aff ord an inland navigation much 
more extensive than that either of the Nile or the Ganges, or, perhaps of both 
of them put together.”19 It is diffi  cult not to read into Smith’s description 
an implicit encouragement for the private investors of the world’s nations 
to open lines of commercial navigation and thus communicate their way 
through what Mayer calls in the epigraph the “tideless oozing of Chinese life.”

As John Rogers Haddad argues in his contribution to this volume, the 
China Trade inspired the imagination of many Americans in the decades after 
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the Revolutionary War; and yet, within the contemporary fi eld of American 
Studies and literature, China’s infl uence on the early United States seems 
underappreciated.20 In the fi eld of historical studies, scholars have had much 
to say about the fundamental and formative infl uences of the China Trade 
on the development of the United States.21 Sydney Greenbie and Marjorie 
Barstow Greenbie averred in Gold of Ophir; or, Th e Lure that Made America 
(1925) that “the trade with the Orient [sic] is one of two great economic facts 
of the history of the United States between the Revolution and the Civil War, 
the other fact being the development and westward extension of negro [sic] 
slavery.”22 To these two economic facts, we might add a third, of the nation’s 
systematic removal and quarantine of Native peoples in the development of 
a Far West beckoning in the wake of the Louisiana Purchase (1803) and the 
United States’ war on Mexico (1846–48). 

Whereas Mayer’s notion of the stereotype borders on ridiculousness, it 
aff ords us an opportunity to consider the underappreciated role of China in 
the “imaginative geography” of American national development.23 As a young 
man in 1827, Mayer had traveled to Canton to ply the China Trade and earn 
his “competency,” enough capital with which to establish himself comfort-
ably as a gentleman in Maryland.24 He did not stay long, returning to study 
at the University of Maryland and to practice law in Baltimore. In 1841, he 
signed on as the secretary of the United States legation to Mexico, an experi-
ence that inspired him to write Mexico as It Was and as it Is (1844) and the 
History of the War between Mexico and the United States, with a Preliminary of 
its Origin (1848), tomes in which he argued that the war against Mexico was 
unfortunate but would, just like the tough love expressed by England in the 
Opium War, prove ultimately civilizing and benefi cial. 

Mayer’s article “China and the Chinese” makes clear that the “economic 
facts” of the nineteenth-century China Trade are bound up with the belief 
that the United States was rising to international prominence in what 
we might call a national romance of free trade.25 In Mayer’s article, China 
appears as a third point of cultural reference in charting America’s rise, thus 
turning the conventional formula of double-exceptional distinctiveness 
(whereby America realizes a cultural continuity by distinguishing itself from 
Europe and Native America), into a formula of triple-exceptionalism. Mayer’s 
brand of triple-exceptionalism juxtaposes the related (but ultimately diff er-
ent) civilizing forces of England and the United States against two diff erent 
styles of Chinese and Native American savagery. In marveling at the long 
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duration of the Chinese Empire, Mayer quotes an article entitled “War with 
China, and the Opium Question” that had appeared in the British Tory maga-
zine Blackwood’s  in March 1840, just before the Opium War. In the article, 
Alfred Mallalieu claims that China “alone, has stood fi rm, immovable, per-
manent, for thousands of years—scarcely ruffl  ed by dynastic changes, giving 
the law even to its Mantchew [sic] emperors, who wisely merged the claims 
of conquest in those of adoption, and sank their own nationality in that of 
the vast country, pure, homogeneous, unmixed, and uncontaminated alone 
of all the earth, in its people and lineage.”26 Mayer goes on to recognize in 
China’s “permanent character” a profound durability expressed in histori-
cal narrative (they have existed during all remembered time) and captured 
in literal textual representation by Western traders, travelers and mission-
aries (images of China will exist forever). Against China’s incredible power 
of sustentative assimilation Mayer contrasts North America’s “powerful red 
tribes” that have ostensibly vanished; he eulogizes the “red tribes” for whom 
we search “the modern atlas […] in vain: while China alone remains the stere-
otyped impression of every map, and the enduring monument of every age. 
She alone substantially connects all the various and ever-varying phases 
of the past with the present, from all time unchanging, as still unchanged 
herself, amidst change and revolution all around her.” 

Put in the context of the impending United States aggression against 
Mexico (a country that wavers in Mayer’s account between European degen-
eracy and American savagery), the stereotypic fi gures of the Chinese and 
tribes of red men are more similar than they might fi rst appear. Both stere-
otypes are fi xed points of reference for Mayer’s national American reader, 
whom he asks to appreciate the Mexican War as righteous territorial expan-
sion and virtuous cultural development of the United States. Th e red savages 
have fallen out of time and the Chinese barbarians have risen above it, but 
both are out of the bounds in which the contractual time of the free trading 
market advances a national romance. Whereas the barbaric and savage 
peoples are frozen in stereotype, the United States moves through time like 
a developing character in a sequential narrative that plots the rise of a nation 
whose dynamic borders cannot be fi xed in any single stereotyped map. 
One assumes that only a continuous series of maps would approximate the 
nation’s spatial extension of postcolonial (i.e. post-British) self-realization. 
In this context, it makes sense that Mayer freezes in a paradoxical sense of 
time both the Chinese and tribes of red men whose communal story is over, 
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relegated to the past while remaining fully and eternally accessible to present 
American readers as they gauge a future course of national progress in refer-
ence to the manifested truth of Mayer’s printed stereotypes.27

It could go without saying that the rhetorically eternal Chinese Empire 
and the evanescent red man have little to convey about any actual Chinese 
or Native people, and much to imply about Mayer’s own tangle of professed 
confi dence in, and underlying anxiety over, the instability of his own rapidly 
transforming country. Consider that his article appeared in the Southern 
Quarterly Review published in Charlestown, South Carolina, which in 
twelve years would be a treasonous state bound to others in the Southern 
Confederacy. Consider too that the seemingly confi dent narrative voice of 
Mayer’s 1847 article depends on fusing citations from the Scottish Tory pub-
lication Blackwood’s with quotes by President Quincy Adams from a speech 
delivered to the Massachusetts Historical Society and later reprinted in Th e 
Chinese Repository. Th e Civil War proves the precarious nature of Mayer’s 
linkages across the contested geographies of putative free trade, suggesting 
his romance of American exceptionalism is more akin to a tangle of political 
compromise formations than the documentation of historical fact.

Nevertheless, even instances of stereotypical thinking as reductive as 
Mayer’s are part of social contexts in which those peoples ostensibly frozen as 
stereotype were actually active agents in an unfolding relationship. In appre-
ciative reconsideration of Edward Said’s characterizations of Orientalism, 
Arif Dirlik emphasizes the relational nature of Western depictions of the 
Oriental Other in order to recover the ways in which Western fantasies were 
infl uenced and shaped by the experience of engagement. In proposing a key 
term for this style of relational thinking, Dirlik suggests Mary Louise Pratt’s 
notion of “transculturation,” whereby the “contact zone” is “not merely 
a zone of domination” but also a “zone of exchange, even if it is unequal 
exchange.”28 In this relational model, the interpretative concern is not simply 
to debunk stereotypes or to condemn their injustice. Instead, as the essays in 
this collection show, the goal becomes to think carefully about the relation-
ships behind the stereotypes—relationships unfolding in contact zones too 
easily reduced in the romance of American expansion to the phrases the Far 
East and the Far West. If we pursue a more culturally dialogic sense of the 
past, we can continue to consider the perspective of Chinese merchants, gov-
ernment offi  cials, and the wide variety of Chinese people participating in and 
aff ected by the Canton Trade. As our eyes continue to pass over many of the 
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same literally stereotyped books and journals that were available to Mayer, 
it is safe to say that we are interested in the commercial networks and social 
relationships behind the nineteenth-century copies representing “China,” 
the “United States,” “Great Britain,” and “free trade.”

First Impressions

Where might we begin the story of Sino-American encounters? In the 
early days of the United States, China was a tangle of psychic energy in the 
American imagination, and it is diffi  cult to designate a fi rst American to record 
his or her impression of China during or after the American Revolutionary 
War. One can only muse over the moments when North American British 
colonists trading in Canton (Guangzhou) or serving on ships anchored 
off  Macao might have relinquished their aff ection for a particular colony 
(i.e., Pennsylvania or New York or Massachusetts) and acknowledged, 
let alone embraced, the early federal affi  liation off ered by the Articles of 
Confederation (1781–88) and the Constitution (ratifi ed 1788). As indicated 
by the title of James Fichter’s recent So Great a Proffi  t: How the East Indies 
Trade Transformed Anglo-American Capitalism (2010), it makes little sense to 
consider the United States’ involvement in the China Trade apart from the 
United States’ relationship to England. Most of the Americans highlighted 
in this collection were rather anxious about their own fi nancial and cultural 
standing. For those Americans who took pride in a culturally American dis-
tinctiveness, Britain seems an abiding point of reference, whether for the 
dominance of the British East India Company and the Royal Navy or for the 
infl uential precedence of Britain’s diplomatic etiquette and putatively refi ned 
standards of social courtesy. 

By emphasizing the roles and professions of the China Trade, the eminent 
twentieth-century historian John K. Fairbank provides a broad outline of 
how we might see these fi rst Americans.  He presents three kinds:

First to arrive was the merchant, who tried out what he could do on the 
foreign shores, and then, particularly if the merchant got into trouble, 
the naval diplomat, a captain or a commodore with a warship who pro-
vided a little gunboat diplomacy to help out the merchant. Th e mission-
ary followed along behind, seizing the opportunity to try to improve the 
local people’s spiritual welfare.29
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Th e bibliography to this volume is not comprehensive but does suggest the 
wealth of primary documents and the historical scholarship concerning 
Americans’ impressions of China. Th e most sustained account of the United 
States’ fi rst decade comes from Samuel Shaw, the supercargo of the fi rst suc-
cessful round-trip voyage to Canton aboard the Empress of China in 1784. 
Although not recognized as an offi  cial diplomat by the Qing government 
in China, Shaw was appointed by the United States to be the nation’s fi rst 
consul at Canton. His impressions did not become widely available until the 
1847 publication of his posthumously edited memoir, Th e Journals of Major 
Samuel Shaw, the First American Consul at Canton, with a Life of the Author by 
Josiah Quincy (1847), which the second essay in this collection considers. 

In 1790, a ship owned by Shaw named the Massachusetts carried to China 
Amasa Delano, another early American who recorded his observations in A 
Narrative of Voyages and Travels in the Northern and Southern Hemispheres: 
Comprising Th ree Voyages Round the World; Together with a Voyage of Survey 
and Discovery, in the Pacifi c Ocean and Oriental Islands (1817). Th e earli-
est American accounts also include Connecticut-born John Ledyard, who 
embarked on Captain James Cook’s third voyage in July of 1776; Ledyard 
landed in Macao in December 1779 after Cook’s demise, and he returned to 
England in October 1780.30 Ledyard subsequently advocated the fur trade 
and helped to inspire the Boston merchant John Barrell who, with fi ve other 
investors, planned and fi nanced two early voyages, one in the late 1780s 
and a second in the early 1790s.31  In June 1787, Th omas Reid captained to 
Canton the Alliance, the ship of John Barry’s Revolutionary War heroics.32  In 
January 1788, Commodore John Barry, the “father of the American navy” 
himself, embarked for China as the “commander of the merchant ship Asia,” 
and returned to Philadelphia in June 1789.33 American voyages to China sub-
sequently became more numerous.

As the nineteenth century began, private traders such as Samuel Snow, the 
more successful John Jacob Astor, Stephen Girard, Samuel Russell, and other 
many other fi nanciers based in New England, New York, and Philadelphia 
amassed fortunes in the China Trade, particularly through direct opium 
dealing or indirect facilitation of its traffi  c.34 In Th e Golden Ghetto: Th e American 
Commercial Community at Canton and the Shaping of American China Policy, 
1784–1844 (1997), Jacques Downs documents the rise of American trading 
companies such as Perkins & Company, J. P. Sturgis & Company, Russell & 
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Co., Olyphant & Co., Nathan Dunn & Co., Wetmore & Co., and others. As the 
essay by Paul A. Van Dyke considers, whereas the British East India Company 
was a monopoly operation that established a vast global network centered in 
its trade with China, the new breed of United States private traders worked 
on a smaller scale and on a diff erent model, incorporating themselves under 
state jurisdiction as private companies or fi rms without either a monopoly 
advantage or any particular obligations to the federal government.35 In these 
private company enterprises, a single person or small group of owners held 
the responsibilities of management, supervision of cargo, and the captaincy 
of the ships; this left little time for meticulous bookkeeping. 

Some of the earliest ethnographic accounts of China penned by Americans 
emerge from those working with the private companies and fi rms in Canton 
and Macao. William Wood was an early infl uential American writer from 
Philadelphia who worked in Canton with Russell & Company. Not only did 
he publish the illustrated Sketches of China: With Illustration from Original 
Drawings (1830) but wrote for, edited, and published two early newspapers, 
the Canton Register in 1827 and, in 1831, the Chinese Courier and Canton 
Gazette.36 Later in the century, Wood’s more senior merchant contemporar-
ies, such as Gideon Nye and William C. Hunter, published their accounts of 
life in Canton and Macao.

In the late 1820s, the American Christian missionaries David Abeel 
and Elijah C. Bridgman arrived. Sponsored by the American Board of 
Commissioners of Foreign Missions (ABCFM) and the Seamen’s Friends 
Society, the two were also funded by the Philadelphia-based merchant W. D. 
C. Olyphant and, by their accounts, warmly greeted and supported by the 
British missionary and sinologist Dr Robert Morrison, who had arrived in 
1807. In 1834, Abeel published his Journal of a Residence in China, and the 
Neighboring Countries, from 1829 to 1833 (1834) with the stated objective 
being “to inform the Christian world of the state of these heathen coun-
tries.”37 Bridgman started the infl uential newspaper Th e Chinese Repository 
and worked to translate the Bible into Chinese. Th e missionary Samuel Wells 
Williams arrived in Canton in 1833. He worked in China for forty years, 
taking over the editorial duties of Th e Chinese Repository from Bridgman in 
the late 1840s, developing diplomatic relationships with China in the 1850s 
and 1860s, composing an English-Cantonese dictionary and other Chinese 
dictionaries; when Commodore Matthew C. Perry followed his naval victories 
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in Mexico with his expedition to Japan, he enlisted Williams as his trans-
lator.38 In 1877, Yale University appointed Williams the fi rst professor of 
Chinese Language and Literature in the United States.

To Fairbanks’s list, one should add American women who have left a treas-
ure trove of written impressions. Because China banned all foreign women 
from Canton, the wives, daughters, and nieces of traders spent the majority 
of their time living in Macao. As Rogério Miguel Puga outlines in his contri-
bution to this volume on the journals of Caroline Hyde Butler, these women’s 
diaries and correspondence document social life at the international cross-
roads of Macao. Th e fi rst American woman whose writings we have is 
Harriett Low (1809–77). She was born into a Unitarian family in Salem, 
Massachusetts, and at the age of twenty she took the four-month journey 
to China, where she lived for four years with her aunt and uncle in Macao in 
the early 1830s; she even sneaked into Canton for a short visit. From 1829 to 
1834, as her uncle worked for Russell & Company, Low wrote nine volumes, 
sending them across oceans to her sister Mary Ann Law, who was living in 
the United States.39 In addition to Low’s volumes, there are writings by Lucy 
Cleveland, Rebecca Kinsman, Caroline Hyde Butler Laing, Mary Parry Sword, 
Eliza Bridgman and Henrietta Hall Shuck, the fi rst woman from the United 
States to be a missionary to China.40 Shuck died in Hong Kong in 1844, and 
her “Memoir,” compiled by J. B. Jeter, was published posthumously in 1850.

As Brantz Mayer’s article demonstrates, the abiding British infl uence 
helped shape the commercial and social life of Americans in Canton proper, 
and the Opium War marked a critical point of transformation in the United 
States China Trade. When Commissioner Lin Zexu (林則徐; 1785–1850) 
arrived with orders to enforce the emperor’s long-standing prohibition on 
the opium trading in Guangdong, he shut down the factories at Canton, con-
fi scating and destroying opium. England reacted to the confrontation with 
escalating rounds of aggression that resulted in the First Opium War (1839–
42).41 With their technologically superior naval ships powered by steam and 
their capacity to infl ict destruction with virtually unrivalled artillery, they 
destroyed the system of checkpoints through which China had managed 
the Canton Trade. At the war’s conclusion, England negotiated the Treaty 
of Nanjing (1842) that forced China to open offi  cially four more trading 
ports (Xiamen, Shanghai, Ningpo, Fuzhou), to give up Victoria (Hong Kong) 
to British possession “in perpetuity,” to pay a stinging reparation of $21 
million, and to abide by the legal condition of extraterritoriality by which 
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English subjects would be judged under British law for any crimes committed 
on Chinese soil. 

Th e Americans followed suit and dispatched their “envoy extraordinary 
and minister plenipotentiary” Caleb Cushing (1800–79), a Massachusetts 
congressman who chaired the US House Committee on Foreign Aff airs. He 
was appointed by President John Tyler and negotiated with the imperial rep-
resentative Qiying (耆英; 1787–1858) in a process that Yeewan Koon consid-
ers in this volume.42 Although China had already extended the terms of the 
British treaty to the United States before Cushing’s arrival, he went through 
with the negotiations in order to emphasize the sovereignty and demon-
strate the military resolve of the United States. Th e result was the Treaty of 
Wangxia (1844). At the Temple of Kun Ian, outside the walls of Portuguese-
controlled Macao, Cushing formally secured terms comparable to those of 
the British treaty. Th e Treaty of Wangxia echoed the Treaty of Nanjing in 
many respects, opening the four additional ports explicitly to the United 
States, although the treaty did not annex any land or demand an indemnity 
or a ransom. In its Article 22, the treaty secures peace, amity, and friend-
ship in the guarantee that the United States will be able to “trade freely to 
and from the fi ve ports of China open to foreign commerce.”43 Th is treaty 
also insisted on the condition of extraterritoriality, except in the case of 
Americans caught smuggling opium, the trade of which the treaty designated 
as illegal. However, with the premise of extraterritoriality in place, the Treaty 
of Wangxia’s ostensible prohibition of the opium trade was purposefully and 
practically unenforceable. As Teemu Ruskola has argued, Cushing justifi ed 
the condition of extraterritoriality by limiting the principles of international 
law to Christian nations, a group from which he disqualifi ed China.44 On his 
route back to the United States, Cushing continued his circumnavigation of 
the earth by traveling through Mexico, where he would return within two 
years as a brigadier general to fi ght in the Mexican–American War. China 
again registers as a crucial point of reference in the United States’ supposed 
manifest destiny across North America.

For American China traders, as the historians Hosea Morse Ballou and 
W.E. Cheong have documented, the Cohongs in Canton were major power 
brokers before the Opium War. As intermediaries between the foreign 
traders and the imperial government, they managed a vast global network 
of commercial transactions that generated fabulous wealth. In this collec-
tion, May-bo Ching focuses on the styles of Cohong diplomacy that centered 
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on food banquets. By asking straightforward questions such as “What kind 
of knowledge did the Chinese cooks and servants possess for entertaining 
foreign guests?” Ching derives deep insight into “What kind of impact might 
this material cultural exchange have left on Canton in the subsequent years?” 
It is important to realize how the geographical and cultural divides between 
China and the United States were simultaneously challenged and maintained 
across vast distances. For example, Howqua’s collaboration with John Murray 
Forbes of Russell & Company continued after Forbes returned to the United 
States to pursue railroad development in 1836. Howqua “sent nearly half a 
million in surplus capital to invest in American enterprises” with Forbes.45

Th e fi nal two essays in the collection consider the period after the United 
States Civil War. Paul Bové reconsiders the Open Door Policy through which 
Secretary of State John Hay was able to negotiate international agree-
ment among the world’s naval superpowers to not encroach on China’s ter-
ritory and to maintain the openness of China’s treaty ports to all nations. 
In Th e Education of Henry Adams (1918), the eponymously entitled book by 
President John Quincy Adams’s grandson, Henry Adams appreciates his 
good friend John Hay for understanding that the rising power of the United 
States depends on an agitating energy that is bound up with cycles of power 
that exceed the bounds of any individual nation-state. Looking to China as 
the eventual center of world order, Adams and Hay saw the interests of the 
United States served best by maintaining China as an open fi eld through 
which to project the commercial infl uence of the United States. Th e histo-
riography of free trade becomes much more complex as Adams and Hay see 
in China’s rise to world prominence a way to sustain a romance of American 
trade that is not reducible to interests of the governing state.

In the collection’s fi nal essay, the focus pivots to suggest the cultural 
importance of Chinese immigration from Guangdong to the United States. 
Khun Eng Kuah-Pearce and Yedan Huang consider the cultural impact of the 
Chinese religious practices based in Tianhou (天后) or Mazu (Matsu, Ma-Tsu, 
Machor, 妈祖) in the United States. Th ey take a long view that approaches 
the subject of American–Chinese encounters through the development of 
Tianhou in the early Northern Song Dynasty (ca.960–1127) and traces its 
expanding network throughout the world to its eventual impact on the for-
mation of San Francisco. In consideration of this diasporic religious practice 
and the corresponding life experience of Chinese-Americans, the legacy of 
trade in China takes on dimensions that are fundamentally transnational in 
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shaping the history and cultural identity of the United States. Kuah-Pearce 
and Huang suggest that the national terms (American and Chinese), through 
which this collection frames the theme of free trade, are themselves inad-
equate to sensing the force of religious practices that permeated the region 
of Guangdong in the centuries before and after Western presence. Th eir essay 
also suggests that the “United States” has been impressed fundamentally by 
a religious experience whose sense of commerce and kinship is not reducible 
to the axioms of Adam Smith.

Th ere is an old saying that “you never get a second chance to make a fi rst 
impression.” But, in a sense, each generation of writers seems to receive and 
to revise its own version of a fi rst impression in the process of selecting, 
assembling, and interpreting its archive of investigation. At the very least, 
this collaborative essay collection expresses hope that as scholars and human 
beings we will continue to cultivate ways of sharing senses of the past that 
build a better way into the future. 
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4. A recent study has shown that Chinese junk ratios stood at about 2.5 tons-
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in East Asia were much more labor-effi  cient than Chinese junks, only a few 
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Connection,” in Shipping Effi  ciency and Economic Growth 1350–1800, ed. Richard 
Unger (Leiden: Brill, forthcoming in 2011), Table 4: “Tons-per-man ratios of 
vessels in Asia.”
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overcome them. For examples of small private ships being attacked in China, 
while company ships sat safely at anchor, see entries in Hosea Ballou Morse, 
Th e Chronicles of the East India Company Trading to China, 1635–1834. 5 vols. 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1926; reprint, Taipei: Ch’eng-wen 
Publishing Co., 1966).
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simple note, receipt, or letter. Th ese documents have no order to them, no page 
or document numbers, and many have no title or date. Th ey can be correctly 
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described as nothing but a box full of miscellaneous notes. Washington, DC, 
National Archives: “Despatches from United States Consuls in Canton, 1790–
1906.” In contrast, the Dutch consular records in Canton are fairly complete and 
sophisticated. See examples in National Archives, Th e Hague: Canton 265–74, 
378, and 389–90.
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documents from China into these bound books, including contracts, receipts, and 
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11. In the latter half of the eighteenth century, the EIC often charged Chinese mer-
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ledger-type books. But when comparing them to those of the companies, they 
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15. For a discussion of the diff erences in the port fees that companies and private 
traders paid in China, see Van Dyke, Th e Canton Trade, 104–8.
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