
CHAPTER4

THE CANTON TRADE AND
THE OPIUM WAR

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE TRADE

The essence of the Canton system by which China's European trade was
regulated from 1760 to 1834 was hierarchic subordination: first, of the
foreign traders to the licensed Chinese monopolists, known collectively
as the ' Cohong'; and second, of the Cohong members to the imperially-
appointed superintendent of maritime customs at Canton, known to
Westerners as the 'Hoppo'. In legal-political terms, power was exerted
downward in this hierarchy. The imperial officials at Canton, not only
the Hoppo but also the governor of Kwangtung and the governor-general
(or 'viceroy') of Kwangtung and Kwangsi, issued orders and regulations
to the Cohong members and might jail or disgrace them for non-com-
pliance; and they customarily refused any direct contact with the British
East India Company's Select Committee at Canton, preferring to transmit
orders to them via the hong merchants.

In economic terms, however, power was more equitably distributed
because of a discrepancy between the formal Confucian rationale for the
Canton system and the real interests of its participants. The system had
grown up as an expression of China's traditional effort to achieve stability
in foreign relations by permitting a limited trade to those who either
presented tribute or were quarantined at entrepots on the frontier, as the
Russians were at Kiakhta (Mai-mai-ch'eng) and the Europeans after 1760
at Canton. In public Ch'ing policy expressions, commercial interests were
subordinated to political raisons d'itat. But in private, even Ch'ing em-
perors viewed the Canton trade as an important source of personal profit.
Although the Hoppo was mistaken by foreigners for a representative of
the Board of Revenue (Hu Pu), he was actually delegated by the Imperial
Household (Nei-wu Fu) to transmit as much as 8 5 5,000 taels of the annual
Canton customs duties to the ruler's privy purse.1 His performance as
• Te-ch'ang Chang, 'The economic role of the Imperial Household (Nei-wu-fu) in the Ch'ing

dynasty', JAS, 31.2 (Feb. 1972) 258; Preston M. Torbert, 'The Ch'ing Imperial Household
Department: a study of its organization and principal functions, 1662-1796' (University of
Chicago PhD dissertation, 1973) 110-12.
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164 CANTON TRADE AND THE OPIUM WAR

superintendent of maritime customs was judged according to his ability
to fulfil the emperor's private quota, and therefore depended to some
degree upon keeping the Canton trade open. International incidents which
threatened to close the port jeopardized the Hoppo's fiscal duties. Simi-
larly, the bankruptcy of Cohong merchants by 'squeezing' more money
from them than they could afford also went against the Hoppo's best
interests, because the Cohong alone possessed enough trading capital to
finance the trade.

The Cohong's capital came from profits earned by selling tea and textiles
to monopoly trading organizations like the British East India Company
(EIC). The EIC paid in part for these purchases with imported goods like
woven cloth. But while the value of these imports averaged only $3.5
million a year, the EIC annually exported about $7 million worth of
Chinese goods. The #3.5 million balance was made up with American
silver currency originally brought to China by the EIC. After 1805 the
EIC ceased carrying silver to Canton because it could instead rely upon
'private merchants' or free traders who sold mechanical instruments,
Indian cottons and exotica from south-east Asia to the shopkeepers of
Canton. These private merchants were forbidden by the Chinese govern-
ment to export their cash profits from Canton, so they simply turned the
silver over to the EIC in return for bills of exchange which could be
cashed in London or India. The EIC, of course, used the silver to continue
purchasing the vast quantities of tea which it sold in England. Three
developments altered this balanced system of economic interests: the
increasingly private corruption of the Ch'ing customs superintendents,
the growing credit instability of the Anglo-Chinese monopolists, and the
rise of the free trade in opium.

CORRUPTION AND THE CONSOO FUND

Although the Chinese officials in charge of foreign relations profited from
trade, they formally denied any profit motive of their own. Emperors, too,
feigned disinterest in trading revenue while actually pressuring their Hoppos
to secure that income for them. The emperor's private gain was the em-
pire's public loss. For Hoppos frequently failed to meet their regular Board
of Revenue customs quota in order to pay the emperor his ' surplus' duties.
As the eighteenth century drew to an end, this kind of private corruption
grew apace, with each Hoppo doing all he could during his three-year term
to line his own pockets as well. Gradually, a 'Canton interest' developed
that siphoned funds from the trade into the pockets of all the officials-high
and low - who were involved with the foreigners or the Cohong.
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CORRUPTION AND THE CONSOO FUND l6j

To protect themselves, the Cohong merchants or hongists in 1775 had
set up a secret fund (known later to the EIC as the 'Consoo Fund', i.e., a
fund of the kung-so, 'guild hall', or Cohong as an entity), into which each
member of the guild was to pay a tenth of his trade profits, to be used in
time of need to meet the exactions of the officials. By 1780 this fund had
become publicly known and officially established as recipient of a regular
3 per cent levy on foreign imports, an addition to the tax structure os-
tensibly to ensure repayment of hong debts to foreigners.

The creation of the Consoo Fund inaugurated the last great phase of
the Canton trade, from 1780 to 1833. The fund itself was a protective
device of the hongists, made official in reaction to the early growth of
private investment outside a monopoly framework. The workings of the
fund, however, were an index of the social disorder that swept across
China after 1796. The last years of the Ch'ien-lung period saw the first
signs of traditional dynastic decline: high office was sold for bags of pearls,
army registers were padded with false names, and local taxes purloined.
After a series of floods and famines, much of central China's peasantry was
unsettled by the White Lotus rebels, who revolted in the Szechwan-
Hupei border region from 1795 to 1803. This turmoil spread to Kwang-
tung in the form of Triad Society uprisings in 1802, and pirate raids along
the coast. Cantonese corsairs, their numbers swelled by adventurers who
had failed to restore the Nguyen (Juan) dynasty in Tongking, actually
besieged the Pearl River delta from 1804 to 1809.2 The throne tried in
traditional fashion to alleviate the social dislocation and famine, and pay
the extraordinary military expenses needed to put down the rebellions.
Officials and wealthy merchants were asked to 'contribute' money. In
fact, quotas were simply assessed on each level of the officialdom, and on
merchant guilds. The Cohong's payments were made from the Consoo Fund.

In 1807, for example, Consoo payments were for 'tribute' to the
emperor, amounting to 5 5,000 taels; for imperial military campaigns,
61,666 taels; for Yellow River flood repair and coastal piracy suppression,
127,500 taels; for presents to ministry officials, 5,400 taels; and for clocks
and 'singsongs' (music-boxes and mechanical toys which became the
'established vehicle of corruption between the Officer and his Superiors
in the Capital'),3 200,000 taels. It will never be known exactly how much
money the hongists handed over during these years, but the EIC at least
ascertained that the total open payments of the Consoo Fund between 1807
and 1813 were 4,988,000 taels. Nor were these assessments any protection

1 Frederic Wakcman, Jr, Strangers at the gate: social disorder in south China, 18)9-1861, 23-4;
Lo-shu Fu, A documentary chronicle of Sino-Western relations (1644-1820), 598.

J H. B. Morse, The chronicles of the East India Company trading to China, 3.155.
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l 6 6 CANTON TRADE AND THE OPIUM WAR

for the wealthier members of the Cohong like Puankhequa. Personal con-
tributions, up to 100,000 taels at a time, were still demanded of individuals.

ANGLO-CHINESE MONOPOLISTS

All of this increased the credit instability of the hongists, and the East
India Company's advances became, more than ever, the key to the
monopoly trading mechanism. Every year, funds for 50 per cent of the
next year's tea contract, and for 90 per cent of the silk, were handed over
to the Cantonese brokers. Since they passed on a portion of this to tea or
silk wholesalers in order to secure the rest of the next year's contract in
advance, each hongist was a credit bearer. If rumours of a particular
broker's insolvency began circulating, then he could maintain credit with
the inland tea and silk men only by getting more money from the English
as a sign of their confidence in his stability. But more money meant higher
advances, and higher advances meant giving the man a greater share in the
following season's contract. In accepting that share, the particular hongist
also had to agree to take a proportionally higher amount of British
woollens. The broker then had to try to unload the unwanted woollens on
consignment to Canton textile hongs. That, in turn, stretched his credit
even further, adding to the instability that kept him tied to the East India
Company from one season to the next. By 1783 the EIC's power over the
trade was so great that its Select Committee realized that not even the
Hoppo could create a price cartel against them.* Of course, none of this
reduced the Hoppo's power to extort money from the hongists, because
a new kind of Anglo-Chinese monopoly system had been created. The
EIC now invested so much money in a given merchant that it simply
could not afford to let him go bankrupt, since it thereby lost all hope of
seizing its 'collateral': the years of future tea trading which he had
mortgaged to the EIC. Hence, the company's practice of advances linked
its fortunes so closely to the merchants that the Hoppo no longer could,
or needed to, sell monopoly rights. Rather, he used the brokers as surro-
gates for the English, knowing that the EIC would indirectly pay their
fines and duties for them.

For all of the Select Committee's frantic concern to resuscitate expiring
hongists so as to keep the tea-chests coming, the East India Company
made very little money from the trade itself, though by the 1830s the
British government was obtaining 10 per cent of its revenue from the tea
taxes. The EIC earnings were simply not that great. Between 1780 and
1790 the entire profits of both the India and China trades were rather less

4 Ibid. 2.93.
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ANGLO-CHINESE MONOPOLISTS 167

than £z million - a return of only 5 per cent on the original stock. This
of course did not include the private perquisites which made the EIC a
source of profit to so many individuals connected with it - the private
trade of supercargoes and EIC officers on the East Indiamen, the pay-
ments to certain families who held the right to sell these 'hereditary
bottoms', or shipping rights, to the company at high prices, and the like.
But in any case the EIC continued in business at Canton because the com-
pany ruled India, and China was the best medium of remittance for surplus
Indian revenue needed to service the £z% million in debts engaged in
London to pay the cost of conquering India in the first place.

The organ of remittance was now the agency house. To keep its own
servants from controlling private Indian trade, the East India Company
had introduced the agency system in 1787. In 1832 its origin was described
as follows.

The Agency Houses were chiefly formed of gentlemen, who had been in the
civil and military services, who finding their habits better adapted for com-
mercial pursuits, obtained permission to resign their situations and engage in
agency and mercantile business. They received the accumulation of their
funds in the Company's services. They lent them to others or employed them
themselves for the purposes of commerce, they were in fact the distributors of
capital rather than the possessors of it. They made their profits in the usual
course of trade and by difference of interest in lending and borrowing money
and by commission.5

By 1790 there were fifteen of these private trading firms in Calcutta to
control the 'Country trade' within India, which had also expanded east-
ward to the straits and to China. To meet the needs of the trade they set up
banks and insurance companies, acted as agents for foreign investors,
remitted private fortunes, financed indigo cultivation, and so forth.
Indigo, used in the dyeing industries of Europe, was a major form of re-
mittance, hampered only by the outrageous freight rates charged by the
'shipping interest' which owned and ran EIC vessels. When indigo sales
suffered a slump in 1801, many of these agency houses began to rely heavily
on sending cotton and opium to Canton.

Since the EIC monopolized tea purchases in China, the commodities
carried from India to China by the Country trade (licensed in India by the
Company and conducted by private firms) all had to be exchanged there
for low-value goods like sugar or tutenague (zinc, sometimes alloyed with
1 Evidence of Mr Bracken before the Select Committee of the House of Commons, 24 March

1832. Quoted in H. Sinha, Early European banking in India. See also Blair B. King, 'The
origin of the managing agency system in India', JAS 26.1 (Nov. 1966) 57-48; Amales
Tripathi, Trade and finance in Ibe Bengal presidency, t7f)-i8)}; and Dilip Kumar Basu, 'Asian
merchants and Western trade: a comparative study of Calcutta and Canton 1800-1840'
(University of California at Berkeley PhD dissertation, 1975) 209-50.
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lead, copper, etc.), or for specie itself. Large-scale banking was therefore
introduced to place the balance of the profits. There were three ways in
which the EIC could use these extra gains to acquire specie or generate
profits, which were now so necessary at Canton to maintain the volumi-
nous shares and advances used in the trading system. First, one of the
Indian presidencies could advance rupees to an agency house, which bought
Indian cottons to sell in Canton for Spanish dollars, that were then placed
in the EIC factory treasury minus the Country traders' profits. Secondly,
the Canton factory could accept specie from a Country trader in exchange
for bills on London or Bengal. Finally, credit could be transferred 'in trea-
sury ': (i) if the EIC owed an advance to hongist X, (2) X could buy cotton
or opium from Country trader Y, (3) whereupon Xwould transfer his EIC
debt to y, and (4) Y would remit to London by bill of exchange on the
Court of Directors there.

At first glance, the Country traders seem to have resembled Chinese
counterparts during the Ming and Ch'ing periods, who worked within the
interstices of state monopolies. But, unlike his Chinese counterpart, the
Country trader was indispensable. The most basic, the most fundamental,
the most constant reason for this was simply that the English could find
nothing manufactured in Europe which the Chinese would consume in
quantities proportional to the gigantic English demand for tea. As a result,
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ANGLO-CHINESE MONOPOLISTS 169

the EIC monopoly system, by itself, was unable to finance the trade. All
exchanges, save for the direct transport of tea, worked through the Indian
agency house and its Canton representatives, the 'private English'.

THE END OF MONOPOLY

As China and England pulled farther apart, their trading representatives
drew closer together. By 1810, the Select Committee and the Cohong
seemed wedded into a single Anglo-Chinese guild. Competition between
them was irrelevant. Indeed, both sought mutual aid against the en-
croachments of new English and American private traders who did their
business outside of a monopoly system which they regarded as outdated
and obstructive.

In 1785, the first United States ship had reached Canton. The War of
Independence over, their privateers out of work, and the Antilles closed
to their vessels, the shippers of Salem, Boston and New York looked to the
China trade with eagerness. Their small sloops and schooners first carried
ginseng? then, after 1787, furs from Nootka. After 1806, when the seals
and otters of the Pacific north-western coast of America were extermina-
ted, sandalwood was collected from Hawaii and Fiji until it too was ex-
hausted by 1830. Americans travelling around Cape Horn also began to
sell European goods in Spanish American ports for Mexican silver, which
was then carried to China for the purchase of tea, silk and porcelain. This
added another two or three million dollars a year in silver supplies for the
Canton trade, and made it possible for the volume of American exchanges
with China to rise meteorically. American shipping rates were so cheap in
relation to those of the EIC that the Americans could pay the tea tariffs in
England and still undersell the Company. By 1820, all but a tiny portion of
the Canton trade was divided between the EIC, the Country traders, and
the Americans.

The Americans themselves had no wish to step into EIC shoes and pay
hongist prices raised high to fill the Consoo Fund. Rather, they looked
for dealers outside the Cohong, especially the shopkeepers whose firms
clustered around the Canton factories. In 1818, however, a shopkeeper
was discovered trying to buy raw silk on his own, and the Hoppo insisted
that henceforth the hongists, as security merchants for foreign ships,
should guarantee all outside brokers. This played into both the Cohong's
and Select Committee's hands, as most of the shopkeepers therefore moved
back inside the city walls. Ten years later, a salt merchant tried to form a
new foreign trading house to deal with the Americans, financed with
capital from those same shopkeepers. When the Hoppo seemed about to
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I7O CANTON TRADE AND THE OPIUM WAR

acquiesce in an especially large bribe from that merchant, the East India
Company-like some seventeenth-century 'privileged merchant' - used
the governor-general to ruin the combine. However, the Select Com-
mittee's appreciation of these benefits of official Chinese intervention in
the trade was not shared by London.

Distance gave the Court of Directors greater perspective on the sini-
cization of their trading organization at Canton. In 1810, for example, the
Directors discovered that 3.5 million taels had been advanced to the
hongists. The Select Committee had always argued that such advances
reduced the next season's tea prices by at least 3.5 per cent. London now
asked why so much money was tied up at Canton for this small gain, when
the Indian Presidencies had to borrow money at 12.5 per cent interest.
The logic was irrefutable, and by 1818 the Select Committee finally ad-
mitted that the tea business was so stable that advances were no longer
necessary.6 Cash cropping had spread throughout parts of Fukien, cen-
tral China and Kwangtung, where more and more farmers were respond-
ing to the world demand for tea by engaging in monoculture. As a result,
the Canton factory almost nonchalantly ceased handing the hongists
specie when they signed the next year's contracts. Cash was still given to
the brokers for Consoo payments, but even this was stopped after a
secret meeting of the Select Committee in March 1825. If a hongist be-
came insolvent in the future, it was judged best simply to drop him to fend
for himself. The old monopolistic Canton system was coming to an end,
as Country traders introduced more and more capital into the city, per-
mitting hongists to borrow at less usurious rates from private creditors.
Interest rates dropped from 20 per cent per annum to 12 per cent and the
EIC's artificial crediting devices were no longer necessary.7 Thus, with-
out great fanfare, the century-old trading connections between the Anglo-
Chinese monopolists were severed, and the two corporations were rather
quickly divorced. The Cohong continued to look to the future, but the
Select Committee was aware that its time was over as a guaranteed mono-
poly, and that the moment had arrived to begin pulling out.

On 13 July 1813 parliament had abolished the EIC's India monopoly,
and allowed it to retain its China monopoly only for another twenty years.
In the boom that followed India's opening to free trade, scores of new
agency houses were founded in Calcutta and Bombay. Many of these in-
vested in the Country trade to China. The private English merchants in
Canton had begun years before on the margin of the regular commerce,
importing London singsongs, Middle Eastern myrrh, Madras sandal-
6 See Evelyn Sakakida Rawski, Agricultural change and the peasant economy of south China, 215-16.
7 Morse, Chronicles, 4.257.
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THE END OF MONOPOLY 171

wood, Malayan tortoiseshell and the like. Their staple had been Indian raw
cotton, sold in competition with the Nanking crop to the weaving in-
dustries of south China. Then the India boom collapsed. A world trade
depression in 1827-8, along with the replacement of indigo by Prussian
blue in European dyeing plants, ruined almost all the great Calcutta
agency houses. Furthermore, the owners of the Country firms at Canton
(many of whom were Scottish kinsmen of the Calcutta merchants) found
the Chinese market for their own goods weak and unstable. Singapore
had been growing so rapidly since 1819 that Canton became glutted with
articles of the Straits' trade. Indian cotton, once their mainstay, could no
longer compete with Nanking musters, as the latter were now brought
south to Kwangtung by junk instead of overland, lowering the transport
costs. Even singsongs were not selling, because the Cantonese had learned
how to copy them. Nevertheless, the Country firms were coming to play
such an important role in Cantonese banking that the failure of this par-
ticular kind of trade did not ruin them. In addition to shipping treasure
and engaging in the kinds of bullion brokerage described earlier, the
private houses invented new types of exchange. After 1826, for example,
silver dollar imports had fallen because of the drying up of the Spanish
American source of silver supplies and the American turn towards internal
investment.8 Merchants like Dr William Jardine, therefore, began to
encourage Americans to sell their own United States cotton in London for
bills on Baring Brothers, which were brought to Canton for investment.
Jardine then credited the Americans locally and cashed the original bills
in London, providing still another form of remittance for private investors
in China. This kind of banking business saw the Country firms through
the world credit crisis of the late 1820s, but it did not provide them with
enough profit to grow rich. That happened only when the Cantonese
private houses began to invest directly in the third great Indian export
crop, opium.

THE OPIUM TRADE

Opium had been used medicinally in China since the T'ang period. In
1620, Formosans started mixing it with tobacco and its use as an addictive
drug spread to the south-eastern coast. Though opium imports were pro-
hibited by the Ch'ing government in 1729, the Portuguese continued to
bring in small quantities of the drug from Indian ports like Damao and
Goa. In 1773, the EIC decided to create an opium monopoly of its own
in eastern India, advancing money to ryots to grow Patna opium of a
8 W. E. Chcong, 'Trade and finance in China, 1784-1834, a reappraisal', Business History, 7.1

(Jan. 1965)41.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521214476.005
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Cambridge University Main, on 12 Nov 2018 at 22:11:25, subject to the Cambridge Core

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521214476.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


172 CANTON TRADE AND THE OPIUM WAR

higher quality than the Portuguese Malwa opium from west India. By 1796,
however, the Chinese were so upset about the drug that the EIC decided
not to risk its tea monopoly by importing opium directly into China,
but rather to sell it at public auctions in Calcutta to private English, who
thenceforth did the actual peddling in the Country trade to the east of India.
From 1800 to 1818, therefore, the traffic to China moved through Macao,
hardly exceeding 4,000 chests per year. (A chest usually weighed 140 pounds.)

As of 1819, however, the drug trade suddenly boomed. Competition
between Malwa and Patna had lowered prices, increasing consumption,
which further increased demand. 'Opium is like gold', wrote an agent.
' I can sell it any time.'9 In 1820, the scholarly Governor-General Juan
Yuan cracked down on the traffic. Sixteen Chinese dealers were arrested
in Macao, and one of them described the workings of the entire racket,
complete with details of bribes to high officials. During the ensuing
scandal, the European contraband system came full circle when the central
depot for opium distribution was moved to that little island where the
Portuguese had first landed in 1517: 'da Veniaga' - Lintin Island, in the
waters outside the Bogue. From 1822 to 1830, the opium trade out of this
depot took another great leap forward, reaching a high of 18,760 chests
per year. But much of this was non-Company Malwa, bought by syndi-
cates in Damao. After trying to keep the native princes in central India
from selling to these syndicates, the EIC finally agreed in 1831 to trans-
ship Malwa through Calcutta for a transit fee. Opium now flowed freely
from all of India to Canton, and by 1836, total imports came to $18 million,
making it the world's most valuable single commodity trade of the nine-
teenth century.

Although the vast quantities of this drug were unloaded onto floating
'hulks' at Lintin, far from the supervision of Chinese officials, the drug
had to be sold via Canton. Dozens of Chinese wholesale dealers (jao-k'ou)
bought certificates in the city from Country firm officers, then exchanged
these certificates at the fortified hulks for actual opium, which was carried
away on 'scrambling dragons' (p'a-/ung) or 'fast crabs' (k'uai-hsieh):
forty-oared boats, armed to the teeth, crewed by fierce Tanka rivermen.
These fought or bribed their way inland up the river system to dry-land
distribution points, run by gangsters and Triads. But even so efficient a
system failed to handle all India could provide. Intent on profit, the lead-
ing Country trader, Dr Jardine, decided in 1832 to send his ships north to
sell opium directly off their decks at small coves on the Fukien and
Chekiang coast. These heavily armed, sleek, coastal clippers thus created
new markets, new addicts, pushing the sales of the drug ever higher.

9 Michael Greenberg, British trade and the opening of China, 1800-1842, 118.
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THE OPIUM TRADE I73

During the first decade of the nineteenth century, China had gained
about $26,000,000 in her world balance of payments. From 1828 to 1836,
$38,000,000 flowed out of the Middle Kingdom. It was opium that turned
the balance, and ended by financing much of England's further coloniza-
tion of India. In 1830, the auditor-general of the East India Company de-
clared that every year at least £4,000,000 had to be carried back from India
to England. Most of this surplus territorial revenue was transferred first
in the form of opium, which was sold in Canton, and then sent home as
teas, which in turn added another £3,300,000 in tariffs for the British
government. After centuries of trade, the West had finally found some-
thing the Chinese would buy in large quantities. Moralists might feel a
guilty twinge at the thought of the nature of this product, but was not
the drug the staple of the Country trade ? And was not the Country trade
in turn the epitome of those values every Anglo-Saxon of the age valued
most highly: self-help, free trade, commercial initiative? Thus were
twinges ignored, moralists scorned, and doubters derided. If anything, the
free traders felt more was due to them. Manchester was on the rise, and
the Country traders chafed at restrictions the Select Committee almost took
for granted. Jardine wrote to a friend: 'The good people in England think
of nothing connected with China but tea and the revenue derived from it,
and to obtain these quietly will submit to any degradation.'10 But those
days were over, were they not? In 1833, after four years of petitions,
public lectures, rallies and lobbying, the free traders saw the abolition of
the East India Company monopoly through parliament. China, too, was
now open to English free trade.

Or was it? The battle had been won at home, but at Canton the restric-
tions remained. The city still held the foreigners outside its walls, in
thrall to its officials. And beyond Canton, just out of reach, lay the great
internal market of China: 400 million people. Just think of it - the manu-
facturers of Manchester told each other - an extra inch of cloth on every
Chinaman's shirt-tail, and our mills will be kept busy for decades! If
only the barriers could be forced. If only England could find a safe
harbour, seize an island and turn it into a protected entrepot free of
corruption and extortion. The China trade was potentially the most im-
portant in the world, argued the private merchants of Canton in a petition
to the Commons in December 1830. It was time to place it 'on a permanent
and honourable basis'. The failures of the embassies of Macartney in 1793
and Amherst in 1816 'will forcibly suggest to your Honourable House
how little is to be gained in China by any refinements of diplomacy'."
Even the EIC Select Committee, cleaning up and preparing to move out,

10 Ibid. 177. " Ibid. 178.
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174 CANTON TRADE AND THE OPIUM WAR

had come to feel that diplomacy's sister, war, was the answer. Western
and Chinese monopolists had suffered together for over a century, but
now that age was past. A war could be easily won, the Select Committee
declared, and would 'place our intercourse on a rational basis'. For, 'the
Chinese people are very far from inimical to the British connection. . . . A
hostile feeling has only sprung up from the jealousy of the government.'12

Remembering how much they had shared, the supercargoes fully believed
that the common Chinese, oppressed by magistrates and taxed by Hoppos,
could not help but approve what internal Chinese merchants had been
unable to carry out for centuries: the destruction of bureaucratic restraints
on commerce, even if it meant force of arms.

Had the English examined their own motives more carefully, they
would have realized how grievously they misunderstood the Chinese.
From the days of the first Portuguese carracks, European merchants had
been animated by profit, religion and pride of country. Mercantilism and
nationalism had gone hand-in-hand. Now, as it turned into doctrine in the
nineteenth century, imperialism combined both more tightly than ever.
Trade would follow the flag. No one stopped to think that when the flag
finally did reach Kwangtung, the Cantonese might have to choose country
over trade.

On the eve of the Opium War (1839-42), Ch'ing foreign policy rested
on three long-standing assumptions: China's superiority in warfare, her
skill in 'civilizing' outsiders, and her possession of precious trading goods
to bring foreigners to accept tributary status. All three were anachronistic,
but the last was most out of date by 1839, because it had been suited to the
commercial intercourse of a pre-industrial age. Once, foreign merchants
had come just for Chinese goods. Now Western manufacturers were be-
ginning to look for Chinese markets. The Manchester Chamber of Com-
merce pointed out in a memorial to the foreign secretary in February 1836
that Canton offered an outlet for £3 million of Indian goods a year,
'which enables our Indian subjects to consume our manufactures on a
largely increased scale'.13 This English reversal of the millennial supply-
and-demand relationship between Europe and East Asia was still more
intended than actual, but an insistent cry for the abolition of all Chinese
barriers to Western commercial intrusion mixed smoothly with that
nineteenth-century amalgam of Whig liberalism and Manchester enter-
prise which came to be known as 'free trade'. And its spokesmen, as
aggressive pamphleteers and lobbyists, perfectly reflected the nationalism
of the age, demanding in the same breath trading privileges and equal
diplomatic intercourse.

12 Morse, Chronicles, 4.516-17. " Greenberg, British trade, 194-j.
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THE NAPIER AFFAIR

The Act of 1833 which abolished the East India Company monopoly also
provided for the appointment of a British superintendent of trade in
Canton. For this post, Lord Palmerston as foreign secretary named a
Scottish lord, naval officer and sheep-farmer named William John Napier.
Well-meaning but new to things Chinese, Napier was sent to Macao with
conflicting instructions that reflected his superior's reluctance to choose
between war (which would disrupt the existing trade) and passive com-
pliance (which would confirm the monopolistic, single-port trading policy
of the Ch'ing). On the one hand, Napier was told that he must not en-
danger Britain's existing relations with China; but then, almost as an
afterthought, Palmerston added that, ' Your lordship will announce your
arrival at Canton by letter to the Viceroy.'14 For decades, direct inter-
course between Chinese officials and foreigners had been forbidden by the
Canton trading regulations. Now, Palmerston was casually ordering an
innovation which China would be certain to oppose, without preparing
to back up the demand with force. Unaware of these implications, Napier
arrived in Canton on 25 July, 1834, to present a letter of announcement. It
was promptly rejected, and Governor-General Lu K'un ordered him to
return to Macao at once. Napier refused, and Lu had the trade halted.
When Napier still remained, the governor-general ordered the trading
factories to be blockaded and cut off from supplies. Napier then dis-
obeyed Palmerston's orders by commanding two warships to fight their
way up the Pearl River, and by sending off to India for troops. In the
meantime, Lu K'un blocked up the river, assembled sixty-eight war
junks, and secured the emperor's permission to use force. Napier, weak
with malaria, held out against the embargo and blockade for seventeen
days. When he finally lost the support of his own merchants, he backed
down and left ignominiously for Macao. There he died of fever on
11 October.

The Napier affair had two major consequences. It convinced Ch'ing
officials that the English traders were helpless hostages to a bold blockade
of the factories, and it also made Napier's successors realize the folly of
challenging the Canton system without contingency plans for war. The
next chief superintendent, Mr John Francis Davis, announced to Palmer-
stonthathewouldpursue 'absolute silence and quiescence' pending further
instructions.15 However, this quiescent policy did not please the Country
traders in Canton, and after enduring three months of their carping
14 H. B. Morse, Tbe international relations of the Chinese empire, vol. I, The period of conflict, ii)4~

iSto (London, 1910), 121. "Ibid. 146.
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criticism of his ' spinelessness', Davis resigned. His successor served
quiedy throughout 1835 and 1836 waiting for instructions that never
came. He had only one thought - keep the trade going even if this meant
accepting all its restrictions.

The powerful free trade lobby wanted much more. Since the abolition
of the EIC monopoly, trade had increased in dollar value, but largely be-
cause Cantonese prices were soaring.16 The English traders were having a
hard enough time underselling the mills of Lowell, Massachusetts - not
to speak of having to pay higher and higher prices for Chinese goods. This
inflation was a sign of Western trading weakness, for the abolition of the
English monopoly really meant the end of effective corporate bargaining
power and credit devices which had kept prices down. Furthermore, the
free traders soon discovered that hongists were secretly sacrificing 7 per
cent on English piece goods for the sake of ready cash. While this was
clear warning of an impending credit crisis (the bankruptcy cases of
1836), it also revealed another consequence of the abolition of the EIC
monopoly. No longer was there a single collective group of English
company representatives concerned with protecting individual hongists
from the levies of the Hoppo. Free trade therefore removed an important
prop from Chinese mercantilism and thereby threw the Canton system
entirely out of order. In effect, laissez-faire on one side required correspond-
ing dissolution of restraints on the other to restore the functional balance
of the trade.

This was realized, but the Country traders' chief conviction was that
markets were being shut to them, that they were prey to the whims of
extortionate officials, and that Napier and the British flag had been insulted.
It was the last, of course, that they used in public campaigns and petitions
to convince their countrymen of the righteousness of their struggle. The
arguments for war were first stridently sounded in the Canton Register;
and, by 1835, James Matheson had carried these cries back to England.
At first, he got little sympathy from the foreign office, then under the
Duke of Wellington. But the Whigs were soon back in power again, and
Matheson found a readier ear in Lord Palmerston. The new foreign
secretary had the Manchester and Liverpool mill-owners to contend with,
while the thought of a more forceful China policy clearly suited his own
sense of flamboyance. He was not naive enough to believe that this could
be foisted off on an English public which was evangelistically sensitized
to the evils of the opium trade unless a casus belli were provided by the

16 The value of total imports carried by American and English ships increased from 1852 to
1837 by 64 per cent to a value of $37.7 million. Exports, on the same basis, increased by 79
per cent to $34.9 million. Silk prices rose approximately 25 per cent; and tea, 55 per cent.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521214476.005
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Cambridge University Main, on 12 Nov 2018 at 22:11:25, subject to the Cambridge Core

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521214476.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


THE NAPIER AFFAIR 177

Chinese. However, he could press a bit harder, and thus he was amenable
to the offer of Captain Charles Elliot - once of the Royal Navy and at that
time assistant superintendent in Macao - to pursue a policy somewhere
between Napier's obduracy and Davis's passivity. On 15 June 1836,
Palmerston named Elliot superintendent. Six months later that appoint-
ment reached Macao.17

Elliot was one of those fortunate individuals who are usually able to
believe that a 'reasonable' solution can be found for even the most
difficult problems. Unfortunately, this optimism was not sustained by
attention to detail, nor by the kind of patience for niceties which is often
required for successful diplomacy. His instructions ordered him, like
Napier, to cease using the petitionary form of address; but because Lu
K'un had been replaced as governor-general by the apparently more con-
cessive Teng T'ing-chen, Elliot felt it worthwhile to play by Chinese rules
for the sake of communication. After submitting a deferential 'petition',
he was therefore recognized by Teng as superintendent and allowed to
proceed to Canton. Elliot was delighted until Palmerston scolded him. The
foreign secretary correctly supposed protocol to be the essence of the
tribute system, and so harshly forbade the use of the petition for inter-
governmental communication. Teng T'ing-chen, in turn, could not yield.
As he told the emperor: 'If I suffer them to proceed on an equal standing
with the provincial officials, that will mean to allow the barbarian nation
to rival the Celestial Empire.'18

Elliot hoped to break the deadlock with a military demarche. Without
precise instructions, Rear-Admiral Maitland arrived with two British
warships from the Indian fleet in July 1838. Elliot waited for some sign
to confirm his hope that this minor show of force was going to transform
Chinese attitudes. Teng was naturally alarmed by Maitland's presence;
and when a minor incident occurred, he permitted one of his colonels in
the water forces to apologize formally to the English admiral. This was
enough for Elliot, and the English ships left for India in early October.

Elliot now believed he had accomplished something, but no one else
was fooled. The Chinese felt that they had called the English bluff, while
the Country traders knew that a mere visit of the fleet would never bring
about the war they wanted. As early as 1835, they had understood that His
Majesty's government would not go to war as long as revenues from the
China trade continued to flow in. Only if opium - the monetary catalyst

" It took about eight months for dispatches to come full circle between Canton and London.
After 1841, when steam vessels and the 'overland' route from Alexandria to Suez were used,
it took from two to three months one way.

18 Translated in Pin-chia Kuo, A critical study of the first Anglo-Chinese war, with documents,
234-5-
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178 CANTON TRADE AND THE OPIUM WAR

of the English-Indian-Chinese trade - were curtailed, would Palmerston
have to make that decision which the free traders awaited so eagerly. The
initiative, therefore, rested with the Chinese authorities who had already
begun to suppress the drug traffic with some vigour.

THE OPIUM DEBATE

By 1836 about 1,820 tons of opium came into China every year. Addiction
seemed to increase from day to day. The degree of addiction has never
been estimated accurately because there are no reliable figures on how
much opium an average smoker used per day. In 1836 foreigners esti-
mated that there were about 12.5 million smokers. In 1881 a more careful
check by Sir Robert Hart put the figure at 2 million smokers, or about
0.65 per cent of the population. Most contemporaries felt this figure was
far too low. In his own careful study, Jonathan Spence takes a 10 per cent
smoking population as a reasonable figure for the late 1880s. Perhaps
3-5 per cent were heavy smokers, giving an 1890 figure of 15 million
opium addicts.19

Back in 1820 the foreign affairs expert Pao Shih-ch'en had claimed that
the city of Soochow had 100,000 addicts. Now, in 1838, Lin Tse-hsii
was insisting that at least 1 per cent of China's population used the drug.
But the figures these literati cited were not as important as the appearance
of ubiquitous opium smoking. In urban centres or along the routes of
trade and in densely-populated river deltas, its existence could not be
ignored. Since addiction was costly, it went with leisure time and extra
income. Therefore, it was usually found among wealthy members of the
gentry, officials of the central government (some said one-fifth were
addicts), yamen clerks (Lin Tse-hsii estimated a four-fifths addiction rate)
and soldiers. While the court was terrified at the thought that the entire
government was rotten with addiction, it was also alarmed by the econo-
mic consequences of the increasing export of bulk silver (sycee). China
had a roughly bi-metallic currency system in which 1,000 copper cash were
legally supposed to exchange for one silver tael; but the price of silver was
gradually rising, so that by 1838 it took about 1,650 copper cash to buy
one tael. Because land taxes were usually paid in copper but assessed and
transmitted to the central government in silver, farmers therefore had to
pay increasingly higher taxes without any growth of income for the state.

There were purely domestic reasons for this changing ratio of exchange.
For example, declining production of Yunnanese copper mines had forced

" Jonathan Spence, 'Opium smoking in Ch'ing China', in Frederic Wakeman, Jr and Carolyn
Grant, eds. Conflict and control in late imperial China, 143-73.
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the government to mint cheaper coins. This debasement and correspond-
ing devaluation created a demand for more units of cash, so that during
the first three decades of the nineteenth century, eight times as many
coins were minted annually as in the early eighteenth century. In response
to Gresham's law, silver was thereby driven out of circulation, which
increased the demand for it and hence its value.20 But even though this
debasement of the intrinsic value of copper currency completely accounts
for the loss in its exchange value, the discrepancy was blamed by Ch'ing
officials entirely on China's adverse balance of silver payments caused by
the trade in opium. This economic concern was compounded with other
arguments. Opium, for example, was viewed as an agent of barbarian
aggression, a 'moral poison' which debased people's minds. Like 'heretical
religion' it dissolved the proper social relationships (Jun-li) which dis-
tinguished man from the beasts, and Chinese from barbarians. If people
continued to sink ever deeper into the selfish languor of the addict, argued
the censor Yuan Yii-lin in 1836: 'Fathers would no longer be able to
admonish their wives; masters would no longer be able to restrain their
servants; and teachers would no longer be able to train their pupils. . . .
It would mean the end of the life of the people and the destruction of the
soul of the nation.'21

Furthermore, traffic in the drug brought officials into contact with
gangsters, and debased public office. This was especially true of Kwang-
tung, where a special patrol fleet to catch opium-runners had been estab-
lished in 1826. Within a short time these junks were allowing the smugg-
lers' 'fast crabs' to slip past them for fees of 36,000 taels a month. The
patrols were therefore abolished in 1832, then revived five years later
when Teng T'ing-chen was trying his best to curtail smuggling. The
trouble was that these naval patrols attracted any unscrupulous officer
with an eye for a quick profit. Even the commander of the fleet, Rear-
Admiral Han Shao-ch'ing, conveyed opium for a percentage of the gains.
The great merchant houses of Canton were also implicated. They did try
to keep from becoming too closely involved in drug for fear it would
jeopardize their legal business, but in the end it mattered little. So many
traders were engaged in the traffic - Fukienese wholesalers, Cantonese
cloth pedlars, Shansi bankers - that all were indiscriminately grouped
together in official eyes.

Beneath the surface of the public record lurks the suspicion, as yet
undocumented, that the Canton interest, originally sustained by the port's

2 0 John K. Fairbank, Trade and diplomacy on the China coast, 77. Frank H. H. King, Money and
monetary policy in China, iS^f-iSpf, 140-3 .

21 Kuo , First Anglo-Chinese war, 213.
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l 8 o CANTON TRADE AND THE OPIUM WAR

monopoly of Western trade, had become dependent on opium and, by
siphoning its profits into the palace, had spread this dependence to Peking.
The fact that corrupt interests and high moral principles so often co-
exist in the world's centres of power makes such a link-up plausible. In
the Chia-ch'ing reign (1796-1821), the customs surplus quota of 855,000
taels, due to the imperial household every year from Canton, was more
than a third of the total quota (2,261,000 taels) of surplus to be collected
by the twenty-one customs houses all over the empire. One may surmise
that, with so many Canton officials profiting, the Hoppo would be obliged
to get and transmit a share to the court.22 Moreover, from the early days
of Ch'ing trade, the mercantile elements of the south-east had been
closely linked with coastal criminals. This association had become attenu-
ated as the Canton system stabilized. Now it was renewed, and Ch'ing
officials, sent down to govern this region, became more than ever con-
vinced that there was an entire network of local 'traitors' helping the
barbarians to corrupt China.

Opium had been ineffectively prohibited in the eighteenth century.
When the Tao-kuang Emperor ascended the throne in 1820, he was
appalled by the contravention. His indignation was shared by Juan Yuan,
then governor-general of the Liang-Kuang, who had driven the opium
smugglers out of Macao to Lintin Island. Throughout the 1820s, how-
ever, reports continued to come in of the drug's spread; open sales in
Peking itself, opium divans in Shansi province, smuggling near Shanghai,
even the hills of Anhwei red with poppies. By 1830 the emperor had also
become aware of the rising cost of silver south of the Yangtze, and the
following year he ordered that opium imports via Canton be stopped by
arresting the smugglers, and that native cultivation be suppressed by re-
invigorating thepao-chia system and rewarding informers." Neither tactic
succeeded in diminishing the attraction of extraordinary profits, and by
1836 it was clear that 'strict' enforcement of existing laws was not stem-
ming the spread of the drug. Therefore, on 17 May of that year, an official
at Peking, Hsu Nai-chi, boldly suggested that prohibition was not the
answer. If one ignored the moral question, then loss of silver bullion was
the real problem, and that could be prevented by legalizing the opium
trade for barter. The emperor promptly asked other high officials to

" Te-ch'ang Chang, 'The economic role of the Imperial Household in the Ch'ing dynasty',
258.

" Cb'ing sbib-lu cbing-tbi t^u-Hao chi-yao (Selected economic materials from the Ch'ing Veritable
Records), 533. Memorials and edicts of the opium debate are given here, 527-33; and more
completely in Chiang T'ing-fu, comp. Cbin-tai Cbung-kuo wai-cbiao sbib-liao cbi-yao (A source
book of important documents in modern Chinese diplomatic history), 1.24-36. The best
critical study of this question is by Hsin-pao Chang, Commissioner Lin and tbe Opium War.
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THE OPIUM DEBATE l 8 l

discuss the question and sat back to listen to the debate which was to go
on, in one form or another, for the next two years.

The first question was legalization. There were two bodies of opinion.
The Legalizers argued that 'idealistic' enforcement of the ban was im-
practical, unless the emperor was willing to rule by terror. Continued
prohibition would simply engender official corruption. Far better to come
to grips with reality, obtain the drug by barter and place it under the
monopoly control of the Hoppo. In that way, state revenue would be in-
creased considerably. This last point did appeal to the Tao-kuang Em-
peror, who was a notorious economizer; but he also consciously modelled
himself on sage rulers of the past and was very conscious of his moral
responsibilities. Hence, he was even more susceptible to the opposing
argument of the Moralists, that infraction of a law was no reason for its
annulment. The times might be bad, but that was all the more reason for a
bold effort at moral regeneration. If opium were legalized, on the other
hand, everyone would start smoking it.

The emperor agreed with the Moralists and ordered his officials in
Canton to enforce the laws more energetically against native smugglers and
dealers. This campaign succeeded better than Peking realized. By January
1837 traffic was almost at a standstill and throughout that year as many as
two thousand dealers were arrested as the provincial judge, Wang Ch'ing-
lien, went about dosing down divans. In fact, the drug was actually a
glut in the hands of the Country traders and its price dropped radically.
But the foreign community, in spite of the deportation of one of their
number for smuggling, still believed that the Chinese were somehow not
entirely serious and would recognize the fiscal soundness of legalization.
Above all, they continued to feel reasonably immune from arrest. While
this immunity was the crux of the problem, its dimensions were changed
entirely by the Tao-kuang Emperor's understandable suspicion of the
optimistic reports emanating from Canton, and by his impatience for a
final, a total solution. On 2 June 1838, another Peking official, Huang
Chiieh-tzu, provoked the second stage of the opium debate, over methods
of eradication, when he asked the emperor to decree the death sentence for
addicts. So far, only traffickers and cultivators had been punished. This
was not enough, Huang argued. As long as there was a demand, un-
scrupulous people would strive to meet it. Therefore, that demand must
be extinguished, even if it meant deaths by the thousands or millions.

This time the Moralists were answered by Pao-hsing, the Tartar-general
(Manchu general) of Mukden. How, he asked, do you actually find out
who the smokers are ? The only ones to benefit from a law like this would
be yamen policemen and clerks, who could use it to extort money from
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182 CANTON TRADE AND THE OPIUM WAR

hapless innocents, or as a way of settling old scores. No, the ones to be
attacked were still the dealers and smugglers, for they were the key to the
problem. Existing laws should be enforced carefully instead of issuing
new and dreadfully severe ones. This was reasonable advice, but the
emperor knew that ever since i8zo the smugglers had supposedly been
arrested, yet the drug had continued to pour into China. It was easy to
talk of enforcement, but something else had to be devised to make sure it
was carried out. On the other hand, the Moralists' advice did appear
radical, for it meant state intervention at the lowest level of society. That
not only smacked of Legalism; it also meant putting a powerful weapon
in the hands of sub-officials who could not be counted on to use it wisely.
Was there no one then who could provide a reasonable solution ?

In answer, another voice was heard on i o July 18 3 8: that of Lin Tse-hsii,
governor-general of Hupei and Hunan. Descended from a prominent
Foochow line which had fallen on to hard times, Lin already had an out-
standing government career record. In 1804, at the age of nineteen, he had
acquired his first higher degree. Then, five years as a governor's secretary
were followed by three more years as a Hanlin compiler in the capital.
After that came routine promotions at a slightly faster pace than normal
in recognition of his vigorous efficiency: provincial examiner, censor,
circuit intendant, salt commissioner, provincial judge, provincial treasurer,
conservancy director and so forth, until - at the relatively young age of
forty-seven - he was made a governor. Within five years he had risen to
governor-general. His record was absolutely clean. In 1838 Lin Tse-hsii
had had no experience in dealing with the West; he glowed with the con-
fidence of a man who had never made a serious mistake in his life. Within
his own context, he was a deeply ethical man with a strong sense of
worldly mission. This was partly inspired by his immersion in the most
serious intellectual circles of the empire. At the capital, he and the famous
political theorist, Wei Yuan, had organized a literary club with several
other scholars who were all heavily influenced by the 'Modern text'
(chin-weri) school of Confucianism (see above, p. 151).

The Modern text school went back to Han times, when there had been
a harsh controversy over the reliability of the extant Confucian texts. One
group of scholars insisted that the canon written down in the 'modern'
script of the day was the true version of the classics. Another school
believed the authentic texts to be those uncovered in a wall near Con-
fucius's birthplace and written in the 'ancient' style. The latter movement
eventually prevailed, partly because the Modern text commentators
championed the Kung-jang commentary to the Spring and autumn annals,
which was a much more Utopian interpretation of Confucian thought than
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the more mundane Tso commentary. The controversy, which was as impor-
tant to the development of Confucian thought as the Arian heresies were
to medieval Catholic doctrine, died down by the third century AD. The"
Modern text glosses remained immured until the eighteenth century,
when they were revived by a philologist named Chuang Ts'un-yii. A
once-removed disciple of his, named Kung Tzu-chen, continued to ex-
pound the textual doctrines of the school during the Opium War period;
and Kung, a close friend of Lin Tse-hsii, was a member of those same
progressive literary circles that were beginning to sense the deadening
weight of orthodox Ch'eng-Chu Confucianism on the Ch'ing empire.
Dimly felt at first, to be boldly expressed by K'ang Yu-wei in the 1890s,
was the emotional need for moral engagement - not in the 'empty'
speculation of Sung metaphysics, nor in the dry pedantry of the Han
School of Ch'ing philology, but in the day-to-day world of governance.
Commitment was called for, and along with it, adaptability to changing
times. Sanction for this adaptability was found by Modern text thinkers
in the classical notion of 'harmonizing with the times' (ho-shiti), which
occurred often enough in the canon to make credible their theory that
Confucius himself believed one should use the ancient only in a modern
context. Past models were not to be slavishly followed, but rather modi-
fied for current use by the tactic of 'citing the past to reform the system'
(t'o-ku kai-chib).

For Lin Tse-hsii, this notion made it much easier to conceive of using
Western learning and weaponry to defend Chinese culture. But he was
even more deeply influenced by the inexpressible mixture of mysticism
and moralism which pervades Modern text writing. If the 'gentleman',
the Cultivated or Superior Man, perceives the moral intent of Heaven
correctly, then he can act opportunely to summon the awesome energy of
Heaven's Way, of the cosmos itself, to wreak miracles. The sage, in short,
is the agent of Heaven. Thus, we read in Wei Yiian's writings:

A bamboo sprout can break through solid ground and in less than ten days
attain its stature. A lotus leaf is born in the water and overnight can grow
several inches. Both utilize the Void. Indeed, the power of the Void, of space,
can hold up Heaven and bear the Earth. Earth yields to water, water to fire,
and fire to the wind. Thus, the emptier something is, the stronger it may be.
Is not the Superior Man's learning, in its emptiness, like this ? . . . First the
Yin, then the Yang, that is the Way of Heaven - and the sage always helps
Yang in order to repress Yin. First public order, then disorder; that, too, is the
Way of Heaven - and the sage must extirpate disorder in order to return to the
just way. How can he then be possibly at variance with Heaven's Way?'24

There is always a gap between secular thought and action, between the
24 Wei Yuan, Ku-wei fang nei-cbi (Inner writings of the Ku-wei studio), 2.6.
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184 CANTON TRADE AND THE OPIUM WAR

student of philosophy in his speculative mood and that same person
writing out a routine memorial. But Lin Tse-hsii let more show through
than most. Remarkably well-integrated for his times, he later found faith
in the belief that Heaven was on his side during the war with the English;
just as months before then, he had used this same moral zeal to convert
the Tao-kuang Emperor to his schemes of opium reform.

By 1838 the monarch was angered by his officials' irresolution and
frustrated by the incondusiveness of the debate. What he wanted was a
lucid weighing of both sides of the question, followed by decisive action;
and this was precisely what he saw in Lin Tse-hsii's 10 July memorial,
which cut right through the centre of the argument. On the one side, Lin
agreed with Pao-hsing. Death was an extraordinarily brutal punishment
for opium smoking. But, after all, the drug was an extraordinary danger
to the health of the body politic. Because the drug-taker was a morally-ill
individual, it was not right to execute him for breaking the law. However,
it was right to terrorize him into giving up his habit by threatening him
with death. 'To get rid of the habit of smoking is not a difficult task; what
is difficult is to reform the mind. If we want to reform that mind which
constantly tends to neglect the law, how can we refrain from promulgat-
ing laws that will threaten the mind?'25 Until this moment no one had
discussed the psychology of addiction nor the problem of rehabilitation.
Lin stressed both. He realized, for example, that in spite of the threat of
execution, habitual smokers would keep puttingoff the torment of quitting
until it was too late. Therefore, the addict had to be helped out by the
state. Sanatoriums would be opened, and the year between the promulga-
tion of the death sentence and its execution would be divided into four
phases with increasingly harsher penalties. At the same time, the cam-
paign against traffickers in the south should be intensified. For, in spite of
addiction elsewhere, the key point remained Canton. Foreign smugglers
there should be treated no differently than native ones. They were, after
all, behind the evil. It was time to stop dealing with them so tenderly and
to bring them truly under Chinese jurisdiction.

This multifaceted programme promised results, and Lin was shortly
invited to the capital. There he was granted an unusually high total of
nineteen personal audiences with the emperor. On 31 December 1838,
Lin was named imperial commissioner. An edict gave the emperor's
reasons for this extraordinary appointment:

Yesterday We issued a decree particularly entrusting the Governor-General of the
Hu-kuang, Lin Tse-hsvi, with the mission of hurrying to Kwangtung province

2S Kuo, First Anglo-Cbimse war, 220.
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to investigate and manage maritime affairs. He has furthermore been appointed
Imperial Commissioner for Frontier Defence, and all of the water forces of that
province are thereby united under his command. After Lin Tse-hsii reaches
Kwangtung, he must reverently obey Our order to exert all his strength to
resolve this matter by clearing up the source of this fraud. This does not only
refer to that province's opium brokers and fast crabs, or its opium houses,
warehouses, divans and other glaring aspects of corruption. It also means that
he must, according to the place and circumstances, radically sever the trunk
from the roots.26

These were sweeping instructions. They could be interpreted to mean
that Lin was empowered to involve China in warlike actions if necessary.
Undoubtedly his ruler and he discussed that possibility, though they were
unaccustomed to the notion of 'going to war' in the modern sense of a
formal declaration of hostilities. They thought of the English more as
recalcitrant rebels, whom Lin was going south to manage and pacify. If
circumstances demanded it, he would resort to force, but this was not to
be desired. As he explained to the emperor in September 1839, 'Opium
must be completely suppressed, while risks should be avoided which
might give rise to hostilities on this frontier.'27 And a sure way to avoid
those risks was flexibly to combine the carrot and the stick, 'leniency and
rigour'. This, like his analysis of opium addiction, rested on psychological
principles. The foreigners could be frightened into acquiescence by a
proper display of the moral supremacy of the Ch'ing empire. In both
senses, therefore, Commissioner Lin's great strength in the emperor's
eyes was his confident conception of opium eradication as a campaign of
moral suasion using psychological techniques. Exactly how this was to be
done was not spelled out by his ruler. The Tao-kuang Emperor was
approving the man as much as the policy, and Lin would be judged
by his results like any other imperial commissioner. Of these results,
Lin had no doubts at all. Moral rectitude, decisive and unhesitating
action, would awe the English as easily as it awed native opium dealers.
'War' was never the question.

SEIZURE AT CANTON

Even before arriving in Kwangtung, Lin Tse-hsii ordered the arrest of
seventeen Cantonese offenders, and the investigation of yamen personnel
implicated in the traffic. Like most high officials, the imperial commis-
sioner was deeply convinced that Canton was a cesspit of corruption and

16 Cb'ou-pan i-wu sbib-mo (A complete account of the management of barbarian affairs), Tao-
kuang period, 5.17 (hereafter, IWSM-TK).

27 Kuo, First Anglo-Cbinese war, 250-1. Also see Hsin-pao Chang, Commissioner Lin, 140.
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crime. The hongists were simply slightly wealthier smugglers than most.
Therefore, after a fast, sixty-day trip from the capital, he moved into the
Yiieh-hua Academy, and turned directly to local scholar-officials for help
in what he expected to be a strenuous campaign against all of the racketeer-
ing interests of the city. From the moment he arrived until the end of his
tenure, he unhesitatingly used those Cantonese gentry to try to extirpate
opium consumption. There were dangers in this, because permitting a
village notable to establish an opium suppression committee with powers
of arrest meant putting a great deal of power in hands which were not
easily controlled. Hence, there were many cases of false arrest and
harassment as vengeful neighbours informed on each other, and lineages
slandered competing clans for the sake of old vendettas or disputed
property claims. All of this Lin had foreseen in his famous July memorial,
but he then explained that these were necessary evils which had to be
endured for the sake of curing a much more dangerous social malady.
What he did not seem to realize was that it also subtly disturbed the
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SEIZURE AT CANTON 187

balance of power in rural Kwangtung between magistrates and local
notables, who now began to assume police powers on their own. This
appropriation of judicial and military authority was not to become blatant
until the 1850s, but by then it would be too late to keep overweening
power out of the gentry's grasp. Nevertheless, for all of this feverish
activity, these detentions, arrests and seizures, Commissioner Lin did not
succeed in eradicating the opium habit. Indeed, the attack on native
smokers soon lost immediate relevance as the other phase of his pro-
gramme - the assault on foreign dealers - ran into difficulties.

Lin's early effort to cut off the import of the drug was expressed in two
decisions: first, to use the hongists in their capacity as security mer-
chants (in effect, native hostages) to 'control' the foreigners; and, second,
to single out and detain the key figure behind the traffic on the English
side. Lin thus personalized the conflict between China and the West.
On 18 March 1839 he took his first step by informing the hong merchants
that they had three days to persuade the foreigners to turn over their
opium stocks to the Chinese government and sign bonds promising never
to handle the drug again. Otherwise, one or two of the hongists would be
executed, and the rest lose all their property. This was a familiar tactic to
the Europeans, who cynically suspected duplicity on the part of the
hongists. At length, on the chance that Lin was really serious, the foreign
community agreed to a token surrender of 1,056 chests. But Lin Tse-hsii
had now come to believe that the key supplier he sought was Lancelot
Dent, head of the second largest Country firm and president of the British
Chamber of Commerce. On 22 March, therefore, Lin issued an order for
Dent's arrest and seized two Chinese merchants as hostages to be de-
capitated in the Englishman's stead unless he turned himself over to the
local authorities.

News of this quickly reached Captain Elliot at Macao, who immediately
assumed the worst. If this was not war, he felt, then it was 'at least its
immediate and inevitable preliminary'.28 Ordering his available warships
to move to Hong Kong and prepare for hostilities, he left Macao on 23
March with a small escort and dramatically arrived the next day at the
Canton factories just in time to endure Napier's punishment: a Chinese
trade embargo, labour boycott and blockade of the factories, which was
to hold 350 foreigners in thrall for the next forty-seven days. Elliot, for
all his courage, was now in a desperate situation. His overriding concern
was for the survival of those under his charge, and it was not difficult to
imagine that the thousands of Chinese troops cordoned around the
28 Hsin-pao Chang, Commissioner Lin, 162. An enthralling account of the foreign community's

reaction to Commissioner Lin is given in Peter Ward Fay, The Opium War 1S40-1S42, 142-79.
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188 CANTON TRADE AND THE OPIUM WAR

factories were preparing to massacre them all while he stood by helplessly
- his ships and his few troops far out of reach. Thus on 26 March, when
Lin made it clear that the English would be released whenever he got his
opium, Elliot was positively relieved. The next day, he commanded all the
Country traders to surrender their stocks of the drug to him. The mer-
chants were delighted. Because of the arrest of traffickers, not a chest of
opium had been sold in Canton during the previous five months. Since
Elliot had promised that Her Majesty's government would stand good for
the cost of the drug (how this was later to infuriate Palmerston!), the
English merchants pledged him even more than they had in stock:
20,283 chests, valued at $9 million. By 5 May Commissioner Lin had al-
ready begun to destroy part of this stock and was sufficiently convinced of
British good faith to lift the blockade, allowing the foreigners to leave
Canton if they wished.

THE TREND TOWARDS WAR

Lin Tse-hsii was buoyant with success. The barbarians, 'trembling in
awe', had become obedient once again. Every manifestation of this sub-
servience was reported to the emperor. As Lin sat in his shaded pavilion
and supervised the daily destruction of huge quantities of drug in sea-
water ponds filled with lime, he watched every foreign curiosity-seeker.
A doffed hat, a rueful shake of a foreigner's head, was taken as absolute
evidence of 'willingness to submit'. The barbarians, like misled Chinese
peasant rebels, would defer respectfully to the decisive, righteous be-
haviour of an imperially-appointed official.

However, these signs of deference had to be transformed into more
definite guarantees, and for this Lin put greatest stock in the signing of
bonds. If a foreigner did sign, and smuggled thereafter, then he could
expect to be executed. The bond, in other words, was designed to bring
the barbarians under acknowledged'Chinese jurisdiction. Yet at the same time,
Palmerstonian foreign policy contended that an Englishman, no matter
where, no matter what the circumstances, could expect the protection of
his own government from arbitrary foreign prosecution. The issue,
therefore, was extraterritoriality. Lin himself realized this when he asked
Elliot: 'How can you bring the laws of your nation with you to the
Celestial Empire ?>29 But for each British merchant it was not so much the
abstract principle of jurisdiction as the actual fear of personal arrest that
kept him from signing. Since the Country traders dared not yield, they
could not afford to remain in Canton lest Lin suddenly decide to blockade

29 Hsin-pao Chang, Commissioner Lin, 182.
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THE TREND TOWARDS WAR 189

them again. Accordingly, Elliot asked Macao for sanctuary. The Por-
tuguese governor had little love for the English and no wish to become
embroiled with Commissioner Lin; but he finally did give in to Elliot's
life-and-jdeath arguments. By 4 July the entire English community had
moved t'o Macao. Lin Tse-hsii was not at first dismayed by this. Trade, as
always, would bring them back, and then they would have to sign the
bonds. In the meantime, he arranged and rearranged his books, wrote
poetry, practised calligraphy, and kept his journal up to date. The entry
for 12 July 1839 reads: 'Sudden changes from fine to rain. Wrote a poem
using the same rhymes as the governor-general in a poem of his. Heard
that at Kowloon point sailors from a foreign ship beat up some Chinese
peasants and killed one of them. Sent a deputy to make inquiries.'30

This laconic notation marked the opening of the Lin Wei-hsi murder
case.

Five days earlier a mob of English seamen had gone on a drunken spree
at a little village called Chien-sha-tsui, where they sacked a temple and
beat several Chinese farmers with sticks. One of the peasants, Lin Wei-hsi,
had died the day after from a heavy blow across the chest. The guilty
party should be punished, but who among the many sailors had killed
him ? And would the charge be homicide or manslaughter ? These ques-
tions of individual responsibility bothered the English; but Lin argued
firmly to Elliot that: 'If the principle that a life is not to be paid for with
a life is once admitted, what is it going to lead to ? If an Englishman kills
an Englishman or if some other national, say a Chinese, does so, am I to
believe that Elliot would not demand a life to pay for a life ? If Elliot
really maintains that, after going twice to the scene of the murder and
spending day after day investigating the crime, he still does not know who
committed it, then all I can say is, a wooden dummy would have done
better, and it is absurd for him to go on calling himself an official.'*'
By Chinese magisterial standards Elliot was clearly incompetent, but at
least he was doing his own duty to protect regulars of the Royal Navy. In
fact, his actions were entirely dictated by precedent. The Lin Wei-hsi
murder case was only another instance of the continuing conflict over
criminal jurisdiction between Chinese and Westerners.

Contrary to Western ideas of the time, Chinese law was remarkably
humane. Premeditated murder was punished with decapitation, homicide
with strangling, manslaughter with demand for compensation, and
killing in self-defence not at all. However, European factors and Chinese
authorities could seldom agree whether a death in an affray was homicide

J0 Translated in Arthur Walcy, The opium mar through Chinese eyes, j j .
» Ibid. 61-2.
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I90 CANTON TRADE AND THE OPIUM WAR

or manslaughter. The Chinese usually insisted it was the former. Inci-
dentally, in the early nineteenth century, stealing over one shilling in
England was punished with death.32 However, Chinese assignment of
guilt was often arbitrary by European standards. In 1784, for example, a
salute fired by the Country ship, Lady Hughes, accidentally killed a Chinese
bystander. It was impossible to tell which gunner had delivered the fatal
charge, but the Chinese had to have a culprit so that the crime would not
go unpunished. To them, the act was far more important than the motive,
just as redressing a wrong was more important than punishing the per-
petrator. What sounded like lex talionis in the 'life for a life' doctrine, was
the desire to restore the ethical balance of a just reign by exchanging the
victim's injured spirit for the culprit's life. Consequently, when the
supercargo of the Lady Hughes could not produce the guilty gunner, he
was seized as 'forfeit' instead. Eventually a hapless gunner was turned
over to the Chinese and executed. The same kind of thing happened again
in 1821 to an unwitting Italian crewman (Terranova) aboard an American
ship, so that by the 1830s, Westerners were determined not to surrender
a man to the local authorities unless he had already been tried by his own
people and clearly proved guilty of homicide.

The Lin Wei-hsi case not only symbolized the extraterritorial issue, but
also became a major irritant, fretting the tensions of that hot summer in
1839 when the English and Chinese regarded each other suspiciously
across the Macao barriers. In the end, no murderer was surrendered, and
Lin became concerned that as long as the English could remain com-
fortably in Macao, they would keep on resisting him both over this and
over the bond issue. He therefore carried his factory-boycott tactics one
step further on 15 August by cutting Macao off from produce and
supplies, while simultaneously moving two thousand extra troops into
the adjoining district city of Hsiang-shan. The Portuguese buckled quickly,
ordering the English out; and on 24 August, Elliot and his countrymen
took to their ships and anchored across the bay near Hong Kong. Now
Lin felt he could successfully use the coastal exclusion methods of the
early Ch'ing. 'No doubt', he told the emperor on 27 August, 'they have
on their ships a certain stock of dried provisions, but they will very soon
find themselves without the heavy, greasy meat dishes for which they
have such a passion. Moreover, the mere fact that they will be prevented
from going ashore and getting fresh water is enough by itself to give power
of life and death over them.'33 To keep the English from landing for pro-
visions, water troops and newly recruited naval militia were cordoned

12 See Randle R. Edwards, Harvard PhD dissertation in preparation.
" Translated in Waley, Opium War, 64-5.
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THE TREND TOWARDS WAR 191

along the shoreline. As supplies ran low, Elliot grew desperate. On 4
September, he took a small fleet to Kowloon and told the Ch'ing junk
commander there that if provisions were not handed over in thirty minutes,
he would sink his fleet. When the deadline passed, he opened fire and
routed the Chinese squadron.

These were the first shots of what was still an undeclared war but, as
Elliot waited for instructions from England, they did not give Lin pause.
Not only were the details of the engagement unclear, but the Chinese
commissioner also felt sure that a few English merchants would be
willing to submit to signing the bonds for the sake of renewed commerce.
Elliot himself had realized from the beginning that the mere principle of
extraterritoriality might seem less important to merchants than their
profits - especially if their competitors, the Americans, picked up their
annual tea contracts. Therefore, he had begged the United States mer-
chants to leave Canton along with the English in the name of their future
common interest. Robert Bennett Forbes, the leading North American
trader, had answered in turn that, ' I had not come to China for health or
pleasure, and that I should remain at my post as long as I could sell a
yard of goods or buy a pound of tea. . . . We Yankees had no Queen to
guarantee our losses.'34 Once the British were out of the city, the Ameri-
cans earned windfall profits. Hearing of this from the Hong Kong anchor-
age, English merchants whose hands were clean of opium began to fidget
at Elliot's embargo. Finally, just after the Kowloon incident, the con-
signee of the Thomas Coutts bolted from the English ranks to sign an
opium bond. In short order the Royal Saxon, loaded with rice from Java,
decided to follow suit.

To Lin this was clear evidence that Elliot alone protected the crooked
opium interests. Lin thus wrote and circulated an open letter to Queen
Victoria, morally adjuring her to stop the opium trade, in the belief that
the home government had been beguiled and misled by Captain Elliot.35

Now, as he had predicted, the rest of the profit-seeking English who were
not part of the smugglers' gang would return to Canton and submit to
official control. There still remained the murder case, but that could easily
be cleared up by sending Admiral Kuan T'ien-p'ei's men to board one of
the merchant ships anchored at Hong Kong and seize a foreigner at ran-
dom as hostage for the real criminal harboured by Elliot. As Kuan's
flotilla of twenty-nine imperial war junks began to assemble for this raid
at Ch'uan-pi (Chuenpi) near the opening of the Bogue, Elliot assumed

14 Cited in Hsin-pao Chang, Commissioner LJn, 206.
35 No copies seem ever to have reached the Queen. See Hsin-pao Chang, Commissioner LJn, 135;

translation in Ssu-yii Teng and John K. Fairbank, China's response to the West, 24-7.
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192 CANTON TRADE AND THE OPIUM WAR

they were preparing to attack all of the fifty-odd trading vessels moored
under his flag. Therefore, he sailed upriver on 3 November 1839, to &s~
perse the Chinese fleet. Just as the two lines of warships swung into con-
frontation, the Royal Saxon unwittingly and coincidentally sailed past on
its way to Canton. To enforce the embargo, HMS Volage promptly put a
shot across the merchant ship's bow. Admiral Kuan then intervened,
perhaps even to protect the Royal Saxon, and Elliot's guns were turned on
the junks. After a short and withering barrage which destroyed four of the
Chinese ships, Kuan's fleet scattered and sailed away, ending what came
to be known as the Battle of Chuenpi.

However, war was still not formally declared by either side. The em-
peror was told of the naval engagement but not the defeat, which con-
vinced him that there was no longer any point arguing about peasant
murderers or opium bonds. Rather, it was time to cease dealing with these
troublesome British altogether and expel them forever from China. There
was no question that this could easily be done because his own Com-
missioner Lin had explained to him that the barbarian warships were too
large to sail within the rivers of China and that their soldiers could not
fight ashore. 'Furthermore, besides guns, the barbarian soldiers do not
know how to use fists or swords. Also their legs are firmly bound
with cloth, and consequently it is extremely inconvenient for them to
stretch. Should they come on land, it is apparent that they can do still
less. Therefore, what is called their power can be controlled without diffi-
culty.'^6

In truth, the English were overwhelmingly superior. Their base in
India provided ready troops and supplies, and on the China coast they
had the newest weapons of the day, shallow-draught iron steamers like
the Nemesis, which could easily turn its guns on upriver towns. Their field
artillery was accurate, intense and deadly. The infantry's smooth-bore
flintlocks, already far more efficient than Chinese matchlocks, were being
replaced at that time by percussion-lock muskets. Even their tactics were
better. The Chinese, once geniuses at siege warfare, consistently held fixed
coastal fortress positions with artillery riveted in place to face massed
frontal attacks. Time and time again, all that the English had to do was to
land under supporting naval fire, and attack from the flank with the
disciplined precision of dose-order drill in order to seize the emplace-
ments or break the enemy line.

In contrast, the armies of the Chinese empire were undermanned and
badly trained. Forces drawn from the twenty-four Manchu, Chinese and
Mongol Banners were stationed as idle garrison troops at strategic points

36 Kuo, First Anglo-Cbimse war, 251.
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THE TREND TOWARDS WAR 193

throughout the country under the command of Manchu generals ('Tartar-
generals'). Meantime the Chinese Army of the Green Standard (descended
organizationally from the Shensi and Fengtien units which had conquered
most of China in the seventeenth century), though divided into land and
water troops under provincial commanders-in-chief, existed in full
strength only on paper. Registers were padded with false names, market-
place coolies hastily recruited to pass muster, and periodic military exer-
cises held, of great pomp and little circumstance, emphasizing sword drill
formalized into operatic dances. Whenever a major campaign was
launched, disparate units under jealous local commanders had to be
brought together under a single marshal, who was often a civilian with no
way of knowing the peculiarities of the troops he led. In actual battle the
brigades were as likely as not to desert and ravage the countryside,
striking more fear into civilian hearts than into the enemy.

During the war there were to be various attempts to remedy these
weaknesses. One was to recruit local militia. Lin Tse-hsii especially em-
phasized this solution in Kwangtung, characteristically believing that the
popular 'zeal' of these local braves could almost by itself defeat any
enemy.37 In order to save on military costs, the emperor extended the
recruitment of these militia to the other coastal provinces in the summer
of 1840; but many of the irregulars were former bandits, salt smugglers or
rural hoodlums who used their militia rank to prey on local villages.
Another remedy for military impotence in the face of Western gunboats
and cannon was to turn to the mysterious techniques of Taoist magic and
Chinese temple boxing. For instance, masters of the martial arts, who
claimed they could stay underwater for ten hours without breathing,
were hired to lie on river bottoms and bore holes in British hulls.38 And,
in the same desperate search for extraordinary methods, a few Chinese
even tried to adopt Western military weapons and tactics. Lin Tse-hsii
bought several hundred guns from Europeans as well as a foreign vessel
which was used in war games, and he also had Western news items trans-
lated so as to gauge enemy intentions.39 However, most officials of the
period self-consciously regarded this kind of experimentation as a treache-
rous denial of Chinese cultural supremacy.

While the Ch'ing dynasty reacted paralytically to the first shots of the
Opium War, news of the crisis was reaching England. Captain Elliot had

" Lin Tse-hsii, Lin Wen-cbung kung cb'uan-cbi (Complete works of Lin Tse-hsii), 1.3b. For
poetry glorifying these militia, see A-Ying, comp. Ya-p'ien cban-cbeng wm-hsiitb AW (Collected
literary materials on the Opium War).

38 For a discussion of some of these 'arts' and their possible military uses, see Lin, Lin Wen*
tbmghmgcb'uan-chi, 1.22b.

" See examples in Ch'i Ssu-ho el at. ed. Ya-p'ien cban-cbeng (The Opium War), 2.363-543.
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194 CANTON TRADE AND THE OPIUM WAR

tried to convince London in his dispatches that the time had come for
'immediate and vigorous measures'40 to legalize opium and force Lin's
clique out of power. As a mirror-image of his opponent, the British
superintendent was certain that Commissioner Lin alone was behind the
crisis. A military display, Elliot mistakenly believed, could count on the
support of the populace, thereby discrediting Lin in Peking's eyes so that
an accommodation could be reached with his replacement. But Palmerston
was prepared to go much farther than this. The 'Forward Party' was
growing ever more vocal among the Whigs. Dr William Jardine, the
wealthiest trader in Canton, had returned to London in January 1839, in
time to exploit the opium seizure issue. As the head of a merchant dele-
gation financed with a $20,000 war chest, he backed a clever pamphlet
campaign which depicted the 'siege in the factories' as another Black
Hole of Calcutta and a deadly insult to that Victorian bible, Her Majesty's
flag. He also was instrumental in lining up the support of three hundred
Midlands textile firms to ask Palmerston to intervene at Canton. The
extent of this desired intervention was outlined by Jardine in a private
meeting with Palmerston on 26 October: a blockade of China's ports to
obtain reparations, an equitable commercial treaty, the opening of four
new ports and the occupation of several islands like Hong Kong. By then,
Palmerston needed no urging. Eight days earlier, he had already sent
Elliot the news that an expeditionary force would reach China by the
next March to blockade Canton and the Peiho below Peking. Jardine's
advice was therefore welcomed. Indeed, from then on Palmerston con-
stantly consulted that merchant prince's London branch for intelligence;
and the later strategy of cutting China in two at the Yangtze was similarly
inspired. For the next four months, plans continued to mature until,
on 20 February 1840, Palmerstonformally appointed two plenipotentiaries to
head the expedition: Captain Elliot and his cousin, Admiral George
Elliot. They were instructed to obtain ' satisfaction' for the factory siege,
reparations for the opium, payment of all hong debts, abolition of the
Cohong, expenses for the entire expedition, and security for British
merchants which would be guaranteed by the cession of an island. To
force the Chinese to grant all this, the country's major ports should be
blockaded, and Chusan (the island outside Hangchow Bay near Ningpo)
captured and held as surety.

Parliament had not been formally consulted. On 7 April 1840, therefore,
the Tory opposition moved that this unjust war had been caused by the
shortsightedness of the Queen's current advisers. Thomas Babington
Macaulay, youngest member of the cabinet and a favourite of London

40 Hsin-pao Chang, Commissioner IJn, 190.
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society, answered for the Whigs. The Englishmen who had been blocka-
ded at Canton, he declared to the gallery:

belonged to a country unaccustomed to defeat, to submission or to shame; to a
country which had exacted such reparation for the wrongs to her children as
had made the ears of all who heard it to tingle; to a country which had made the
Bey of Algeria humble himself in the dust before her insulted consul; to a
country which had avenged the victims of the Black Hole on the field of Plassey;
to a country which had not degenerated since the great Protector vowed that
he would make the name of Englishman as much respected as ever had been
the name of Roman citizen. They knew that, surrounded as they were by
enemies, and separated by great oceans and continents from all help, not a
hair of their heads would be harmed with impunity.*1

In short, Civis Romanus sum. To this another rising politician, the young
Tory, Gladstone, answered:

A war more unjust in its origin, a war more calculated to cover this country
with permanent disgrace, I do not know and I have not read of. The right
honourable gentleman opposite spoke of the British flag waving in glory at
Canton. That flag is hoisted to protect an infamous contraband traffic; and if it
were never hoisted except as it is now hoisted on the coast of China, we should
recoil from its sight with horror.*2

But Palmerston adroitly managed to shift the focus of the debate by
denying that his government supported the nefarious opium traffic. He
insisted that all they wished to do was guarantee the security of future
trade and the safety of English citizens. The important thing to remember
was that Great Britain had been insulted. Withal, the Tory anti-war resolu-
tion was defeated by only five votes, but that was scant consolation to the
Ch'ing half-a-world away.

THE FIRST PHASE OF THE WAR

The first stage of the formal Opium War lasted from June 1840 until
January 1841. British strategy was straightforward: bypass Canton and
move north to take Chusan Island, then sail to the mouth of the Peiho near
Tientsin and present a note from Palmerston to the Chinese emperor. By
21 June, sixteen British ships of war, four armed steamers and twenty-
eight transports carrying four thousand soldiers had assembled off Macao.
A small force was left behind to blockade Canton, and the rest left
immediately for Chekiang. Most Cantonese believed the English had been
frightened off by Commissioner Lin's new shore batteries, but on 5 July
the British fleet reappeared off Chusan. At first the sub-prefect there

41 Cited in Edgar Holt, The Opium Wart in China, 98-9. 4 I Ibid. 99-100.
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196 CANTON TRADE AND THE OPIUM WAR

thought the ships had come to trade and there was great rejoicing in the
small port at the thought of the profits to be gained.43 Then the British
naval commander, Sir James Bremer, demanded the city's surrender.
When the Chinese brigade-general refused, Chusan was bombarded for
nine minutes. Afterwards troops moved ashore through the shattered
buildings and bodies to loot and occupy the town without resistance.

Palmerston had expected the capture of Chusan to shock the Chinese
into immediate surrender. This did not happen. Since Chusan's garrison
had been routed by naval artillery, the loss of the island did not destroy
the myth that Englishmen could not fight ashore. Moreover, many first
thought it was strictly part of a plan to open nearby Ningpo to British
trade; for at this stage of the war the English were still narrowly viewed
as piratical traders rather than being taken seriously as potential con-
querors. However, this sense of security evaporated as soon as the fleet
moved on towards the Peiho. By 9 August the Grand Council was thrown
into a furore as it received reports of die ships' progress up the coastline.
The Tao-kuang Emperor and his closest Manchu advisers began to feel
that the English might even be thinking of capturing Peking itself. At all
costs they had to be removed from striking distance of the capital. There-
fore, on 30 August, when the British were about to force their way past
the Taku forts guarding the mouth of the Peiho, an envoy named Ch'i-
shan agreed to receive the English plenipotentiaries ashore and initiate
talks.

The decision to negotiate was not so much a break with Lin Tse-hsii's
policy of 'aweing' the barbarians into submission, as it was a disavowal of
Lin himself. Palmerston's letter had so angrily attacked the commissioner
that the court believed the English would be satisfied completely if he
were dismissed. This was not a difficult decision to make because the
emperor himself was furious at what he took to be Lin's blundering. Not
that he disagreed with his official over the need for 'firmness'; but in
spite of Lin's constantly optimistic predictions that the English would not
or could not fight, the situation in the south had suddenly slipped out of
the imperial commissioner's grasp. It was not 'war' which upset the
monarch. It was the transference of 'rebellious' hostilities from a provin-
cial jurisdiction to the very heart of the empire. Where now, the emperor
wished to know, were all of Lin's promises of a quick and easy solution
to the opium question ?

You speak of having stopped foreign trade, yet a moment after admit that it is
still going on. You say you have dealt with offenders against the laws, yet admit

41 Ch'i, Ya-p'ien tbati-cbeng, 4.630.
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THE FIRST PHASE OF THE WAR I97

that they are still at large. All this is merely an attempt to put me off with
meaningless words. So far from doing any good, you have merely produced a
number of fresh complications. The very thought of it infuriates me.44

Lin tried to shift the blame for war to Elliot. The British superintendent,
caught in criminal activity, had acknowledged his shame by turning the
opium over voluntarily, then deceived his own government by saying it
had been wrongfully seized. (The emperor later had this allegation in-
vestigated by Ch'i-shan, who disproved it.) War was the result, but now
that it had finally come, he - Lin - would accept full responsibility. All
he asked for was the commission to retake Chusan, drive the British out,
oppose the barbarians at all costs. For, in his eyes, 'their appetites are
insatiable; the more they get, the more they demand, and if we do not
overcome them by force of arms there will be no end to our troubles'.45

Perhaps the emperor might have privately agreed with this assessment,46

but he could no longer believe that Lin Tse-hsii was the man for the job.
In any case, the English were at Taku demanding the commissioner's dis-
missal. On 4 September, therefore, the emperor decreed:

In the preceding year, the Imperial Commissioner did not fully understand the
Holy mind of the Great Emperor and consequently failed to manage affairs
with propriety. He is now put under trial and surely he will be punished
severely. Therefore there is no obstacle in the way of the redress of grievances.47

Lin did not leave Canton until 3 May 1841, for adjudication. On 1 July he
was condemned to exile in Ili, near the Russian border in central Asia.
However, he was to be recalled to high office in 1845 and to serve his
emperor for five more years before dying a natural death.

Any official in Lin's position would have failed - and suffered - equally.
Each appointment to the post of imperial commissioner during these
years was an embodiment of the emperor's resolve to have peace and
order without compromise of his own terms. The history of the Opium
War, therefore, was the repeated battering that this resolve received at
English hands. Eventually, that will would break, but until then his
deputies faced a contradictory demand: pacification without appeasement.
This was Lin's dilemma and also his successor's tragedy.

Ch'i-shan, the man chosen to replace Lin Tse-hsii, was a marquis of the
Borjigit clan who held the envied governor-generalship of Chihli and
was one of the richest men in China. A scholar of great cultivation and an
official of noted bargaining skill, he had been the one who passed Palmer-
ston's note on to Peking. At that time, the emperor had to admit that the

44 Waley, Opium War, 117. « Ibid, 120. A l s o K u o , First Anglo-Cbituse war, 266 -8 .
46 Lin Ching-yung, Lin Tte-bsti cbuan (A biography o f Lin Tse-hsu), 443.
47 K u o , Firtl Anglo-Cbimsi war, 259-60 .
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198 CANTON TRADE AND THE OPIUM WAR

English did have understandable grievances, but these were due to the
kind of treatment they had received, not to the nature of their relations
as such. After all, their fundamental demands were entirely out of the
question. An island to be ceded ? That was ridiculous. New ports ? That
was against 'established rules'. Pay the hong debts? The government had
nothing to do with mercantile peculation. Indemnity for opium ? It was
contraband in the first place. Without precedents, the emperor could not
negotiate with these unprecedented enemies. Instead, he stressed again
and again that the major job at hand was to remove the danger, to get the
barbarians back to Kwangtung. It was left to Ch'i-shan's oral dexterity to
spirit the English back south.

Ch'i-shan himself was certainly aware of the dangers facing the empire
and tried more than once to make the emperor understand that the nature
of the barbarian problem had changed radically since the eighteenth
century. Yet his appreciation was only quantitative. He saw China enter-
ing one of those long periods of frequent barbarian incursions, tragically
familiar to students of his country's history, and felt that somehow the
English had to be squeezed back into a slightly new, but familiarly shaped,
barbarian control system. For the moment, since he could not loosely
offer concessions which the emperor forbade, he at least had to devise
some temporary way of getting them away from Tientsin. This, as he
stated quite plainly to the Grand Council, was to be done by flattery and
'soothing', a variant of tributary methods which in fact became the first
step towards the 'soft' barbarian-management (chi-mi, 'control through a
loose rein') policy of the next decade. Since it stressed the use of adroit
compliments to forge close personal ties with barbarian negotiators and
thereupon arouse a feeling of personal obligation, it was also an expression
of Chinese social customs which relied upon a special sense of personal
camaraderie (kan-ch'ing) to mitigate hostile conflicts of principle between
political or economic groups. This system was putatively applied to the
English by Ch'i-shan and was fully developed by the later foreign policy
expert, Ch'i-ying. In both cases, it succeeded only in postponing the
ultimate reckoning of the conflict over ends, which was rendered all the
more unpleasant when the English envoys realized, with jilted resent-
ment, that the charming Chinese diplomats who had claimed to be their
friends were simultaneously explaining to Peking how difficult it was to
overcome one's natural abhorrence of these crude and physically noxious
foreigners in the line of duty. But for the moment it worked. On 17
September 1840, Ch'i-shan was able to report that the English warships
would return to Canton to complete the negotiations there. The emperor,
delighted with the news, sent Ch'i-shan himself south by land to con-
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THE FIRST PHASE OF THE WAR I99

summate the 'management'. His artifice had been so successful that it
seemed, just by itself, all that was needed to deal with the English.

Guessing at imperial intentions, the Elliots were convinced by Ch'ir

shan's affability that Lin's 'war clique' had been replaced by a 'peace
party' of more reasonable men. They did not adequately realize that as
soon as pressure was relieved in the north, the emperor's alarm would
decline and the bellicose elements at court would grow bolder. Therefore,
the Canton round of negotiations, which were initiated in December by
Captain Elliot (who was now the sole plenipotentiary), posed acute
problems for Ch'i-shan. Back in Peking, younger hotheaded censors and
some of the older conservatives were insisting on extermination of the
English. Worst of all, a few were hinting darkly that Ch'i-shan himself was
an appeaser, hoodwinked and perhaps even corrupted by the foreigners.
In Canton, however, the English with all their military superiority
were pressing for concrete concessions of which the most dangerous to
grant was the occupation of Hong Kong. Ch'i-shan, therefore, first tried
to make Peking realize how desperately hopeless the military defences of
Canton were. Then, he made a terrible miscalculation. He believed that he
could ultimately keep from handing over Hong Kong, and even get the
English to return Chusan, in exchange for an indemnity and the opening
of a new port like Amoy to European trade. By stressing the importance
of not turning Chinese territory over to foreigners, he hoped to convince
his ruler of the unimportance of mere commercial and monetary gestures
of appeasement. However, even before he had heard from Peking (there
was a one-month's communication lapse between the two cities), the
English made it quite plain that they would insist upon taking Hong Kong
anyway. Feeling Ch'i-shan needed a reminder of his military impotence,
Elliot even had his forces capture the Bogue batteries on 7 January 1841.
Ch'i-shan now desperately realized that only the Bogue forts stood between
the English and Canton. To stave off what he believed would be a mas-
sacre, he helplessly agreed to the Convention of Chuenpi on 20 January
1841. This agreement called for the cession of Hong Kong, a $6 million
indemnity, direct official intercourse on an equal basis, and the opening
of the Canton trade on English terms. Elliot was triumphantly gratified.
In his own eyes, the problem of Sino-English relations had been entirely
solved without undue bloodshed. However, his sense of victory was
premature. When the dispatches finally cleared, it was to turn out that
neither government would accept the convention.

As of early January, the Tao-kuang Emperor had already come to feel
that the English were 'outrageous and not amenable to reason'.*8 Even if

•8 Ibid. 272.
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2OO CANTON TRADE AND T H E OPIUM WAR

one were gentlemanly with these louts, they continued to hold on to their
piratical conquests and even dared attack Kwangtung's forts. Negotia-
tions, therefore, were designed simply to exhaust them with words and
give the government troops in the south time to re-arm for the final sub-
jugation. On 6 January, he ordered four thousand reinforcements to
Canton from neighbouring provinces; and by 30 January, had appointed
his cousin, I-shan, to head an Army of Extermination to annihilate the
enemy. This decision reached a flabbergasted Ch'i-shan two days after he
had agreed to let the English occupy Hong Kong. He back-pedalled
frantically. First he managed to persuade most of the officials at Canton to
join him in signing a report to Peking that Canton had barely escaped
being captured. The defending forts, protected with obsolete artillery,
were built on islands open to attack from the rear. The vaunted 'water
braves' which Lin Tse-hsii had recruited either got seasick or had to be
bribed to fight; and the city itself was full of traitors. After all, according
to the terms of the Convention of Chuenpi, Elliot had agreed to return
Chusan and the Bogue batteries, and now they would have an even longer
breathing space to prepare for the emperor's desired 'work of extir-
pation'. But then Ch'i-shan lost the support of one of his most important
colleagues. As gossip began to circulate among the Cantonese of the
imperial commissioner's having taken a huge bribe in exchange for Hong
Kong, the governor of Kwangtung, I-liang, reported to the capital that
Ch'i-shan had kept the cession of the island a secret from him. When that
memorial reached the emperor on 26 February, he exploded with rage.
'In governing the country as the Emperor,' he wrote, ' I look upon every
inch of our territory and every subject as belonging to the empire. Ch'i-
shan usurped the power to cede Hong Kong.'*" The convention was
denied (though the English now held Hong Kong in fact), Ch'i-shan's
vast properties were confiscated, and he was taken out of Canton on 13
March in chains.

When he received a copy of the convention back in London, Palmerston
decided that Elliot had completely disregarded his instructions. By capturing
Chusan, he had been in a condition to dictate his own terms, but instead had
exchanged that important base for the dry and rocky island of Hong Kong.
Queen Victoria, then aged twenty-two, wrote to her cousin, Leopold of
Belgium: 'The Chinese business vexes us much, and Palmerston is deeply
mortified at it. All we wanted might have been got, if it had not been for
the unaccountably strange conduct of Charles Elliot. . . who completely
disobeyed his instructions and tried to get the lowest terms he could.'50

« Ibid. 284.
50 Cited in Morse, International relations, 1.272, from Letters 0/ Queen Victoria, 1.261.
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THE FIRST PHASE OF THE WAR 2OI

Hence, Elliot was to be replaced by a stolid, 5 2-year-old Irishman, Sir
Henry Pottinger, who had served for years as a political agent in Sind. His
instructions from Palmerstons' were most explicit. After recovering
Qiusan and being absolutely sure that those with whom he dealt had full
powers to negotiate, he was to obtain the following concessions: opium
compensation ($6,189,616), hong debts ($3,000,000), expeditionary costs
(approximately $2,500,000), the opening of at least four new ports, reten-
tion of Hong Kong and the cession of more islands where goods could be
landed free of duty, British consular representation in each treaty port,
the abolition of the Cohong, and - if at all possible - legalization of opium
'for the interest of the Chinese government itself'.'2

THE RANSOM OF CANTON

Although Pottinger was appointed in May 1841, he did not reach Hong
Kong until August. In the interim, Elliot faced the force assembled by
imperial order at Canton. Ch'i-shan had been replaced by a triumvirate:
the emperor's cousin, I-shan; a Manchu noble named Lung-wen; and a
70-year-old, stone-deaf Chinese general named Yang Fang who was
famous for having captured Jehangir in Kashgaria in 1828. Throughout
February troops continued to pour into Canton. Redoubts were rebuilt,
waterways dammed, local militia recruited, and the Cantonese gentry en-
couraged to prepare for a patriotic defence of their city. Nevertheless,
Yang Fang, the first to arrive in Canton, realized almost immediately how
hopeless the military situation was. The Chinese navy had virtually dis-
solved, the walls of the New City were crumbling, the newly-cast five-ton
cannon from the Fatshan foundries had no mountings, and the troops were
unreliable.

All of this activity convinced Elliot that the Convention of Chuenpi
was not being honoured. Once again, he moved his fleet upriver; and, on
2 March, after blowing up several forts along the way, reached Canton.
And once again the Chinese representative had to negotiate the city out
from beneath British naval artillery. Yang Fang had no choice but to
agree to reopen the trade, even though he dared only hint of the agree-
ment in memorials to Peking. The arrival of the other bellicose members
of the triumvirate on 14 April made this temporary truce untenable. Yang
Fang had to go along when I-shan and Lung-wen began to prepare fire-
51 Though Palmerston was replaced by Lord Aberdeen when Peel's ministry was voted into

office on 8 September 1841, the demands continued in force. Aberdeen was much more
cautious than Palmerston but he came in too late to change an established policy. Palmerston
was back in Whitehall within the year.

" These instructions are given in full as Appendix K in Morse, International relations, 1.655-99.
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2O2 CANTON TRADE AND THE OPIUM WAR

rafts and to arm more local militia. Thus, when Elliot again saw the truce
threatened and demanded an end to these preparations, he received no
answer. However, on 21 May 1841, before he could act, the extirpation
campaign was finally launched by I-shan, who sent flaming rafts downriver
toward the English fleet anchored at Whampoa. In the ensuing battle,
seventy-one Chinese war junks were destroyed and sixty shore batteries
seized. Then, protected by the Nemesis, troopships moved around the city
to land forces which occupied the northern heights just outside Canton's
old walls. The provincial capital below them was thereby entirely at the
mercy of their field guns. At that point, after so many Chinese breaches of
promise, the commanding English general, Sir Hugh Gough, felt they
should go on immediately to occupy the city. Elliot, still believing in the
sentimental support of the 'unoffending populace', wished to spare
Canton the slaughter.53 The plenipotentiary of course prevailed. On 27
May, a convention was signed in which the three Chinese commissioners
and all extra-provincial troops agreed to leave the city, and a 'ransom' of
$6 million was promised within the week to save Canton from destruc-
tion. When this was carried out, the British returned to their ships and
awaited the arrival of Pottinger.

The May attack on Canton was not of immediate military significance
for the English, but it was to carry great consequences for the Chinese.
First, in the wake of the assault, with its looting and disorder, the normally
rowdy local robbers and pirates of the delta became much bolder than
before.54 Large portions of the Liang-Kuang - especially the hilly border
area between the two provinces - were soon almost lost to bandit gangs.
The years from 1841 to 1850 thus saw a crescendo of social disorder that
actually precipitated the Taiping Rebellion.55 Second, a tradition of anti-
foreign resistance was created which profoundly affected China's later
relations with the West. While the English and Indian troops north of
Canton were waiting for the Chinese authorities to fulfil the conditions of
the ransom agreement, they despoiled some of the local temples and raped
several women in and around the rural marketing centre of San-yiian-li.
Such specific incitements, together with pervasive popular anxieties about
the war, helped to transform relatively benign stereotypes about foreigners
into xenophobic racism. The most immediate consequence of this was the
summoning of about twenty thousand inflamed peasants by the local
gentry during the last two days of May to try to massacre the foreign
soldiers with hoes, mattocks, crude spears and knives. Before a serious
53 Elliot to the Earl of Aberdeen, 18 November 1841, FO 17/46 and Elliot to Gough, incl. 3,

in disp. 2i, 24 May 1841, FO 17/46, Public Record Office, London.
" WSM-TK, 29.23.
55 Wakeman, Strangers at the gate: social disorder in south China, rS}f-jg£it 117-31.
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uprising occurred, the prefect of Canton ordered the gentry leaders to
observe the truce and disperse their irregulars. The militiamen sullenly
withdrew, convinced that they could have beaten the enemy had the
official not intervened. Subsequent popular tales and official reports em-
bellished this belief even further, to such an extent that many Chinese felt
their country would actually have won the war if the San-yuan-li militia
had been allowed to fight. At the time, of course, the prefect had dis-
persed them because Elliot was threatening to bombard the city of Can-
ton; but instead of being hailed as a saviour, he was called a cowardly
official who had ' sold out his country'. In short, helpless officials were be-
coming popular scapegoats for the barbarians' victory.

The same sequence of events was to be repeated when the anti-foreign
movement spread to the north during the late 1860s; too often the well-
meaning local official was fully aware what price could be exacted by the
European gunboat anchored in the river outside his yamen window, while
gentry proclamations at his street-side gate blazoned his 'treacherous'
protection of foreign missionaries from the vengeance of a 'righteous'
popular mob. Then, as incidents grew to such a point that local officials
could no longer be individually blamed, the dynasty was dragged into the
accusation. The latent anti-Manchuism of some segments of the population
made it even easier to believe that a ' foreign' ruling house was appeasing
the barbarians to save its own skin at the expense of the Chinese people.
In this sense, the San-yuan-li incident was the first in a long series of
popular disturbances which would culminate in the anti-Manchu national-
ism of the Republican revolutionary movement.

THE FINAL PHASE OF THE WAR

Pottinger reached Hong Kong on 10 August 1841 to direct an expedition-
ary force coming via the Indian Ocean and Singapore that, by the end of
the war, would include twenty-five ships of the line, fourteen steamers,
nine support vessels and troopships carrying ten thousand infantry. He
soon led the first two thousand men and part of the fleet north to the
important Fukien port of Amoy. The commander of that region, Yen
Po-shou, should have been eager to see them, because he had already per-
suaded the emperor to spend two million taels on defences there. Fifty
large junks, three 'impregnable' forts and nine thousand infantry were
supposed to shatter the English forces as soon as they approached. When
the expeditionary fleet anchored off Amoy's approaches on 26 August,
Admiral Parker did find the granite ramparts impenetrable to his shells,
but the Chinese gunners could not keep a concerted fire going long enough
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204 CANTON TRADE AND THE OPIUM WAR

to prevent landing parties from taking the artillery emplacements. The
city itself lay behind a narrow, easily defended pass which Yen had not
thought to fortify. Instead, the British slipped through and quickly
occupied the hills surrounding the city. The next day, they marched into
it. Total English casualties: two dead, fifteen wounded.

Leaving a garrison behind, the fleet moved on to Palmerston's priority
target, Chusan. General Gough was much more cautious here because the
island had been heavily refortified when the Chinese took it back after
the Convention of Chuenpi. Still, he was able to capture the city by i
October, just three days after his first reconnoitre. Though Gough was
wounded in the attack, only two English soldiers were killed. Now it was
only necessary to take the nearby port of Ningpo in order to control
completely that portion of the Chekiang coast. After capturing the fort
at Chen-hai which guarded the river mouth, the British force moved up to
Ningpo on 13 October. Yii-ch'ien, the imperial commissioner for military
operations in that province, soon received the news that the city's cannon
had overheated and his troops had fled without resistance. About the time
he was trying to commit suicide, the bandsmen of the Royal Irish Guards
were playing 'God save the Queen' on Ningpo's broad walls. That pleasant
port city then became the headquarters for the expeditionary force during
the winter as the English rested and refitted. By now, Pottinger's plans - in-
spired by Jardine's intelligence-called for moving his ships up the Yangtze
to cut China in two and blockade grain shipments for the capital where the
Grand Canal crossed the Yangtze. Since most of his available forces were
tied down to garrison duty in the four captured cities, he decided to wait
until late spring or early summer for available reinforcements to arrive
from India. This gave the Chinese time to mount a spring counter-offensive.

The emperor had decided that the fall of Ningpo was perhaps not such
a stroke of misfortune after all. The barbarians were now committed to
land warfare, which was China's forte, and a massively organized im-
perial military campaign in Chekiang could probably wipe them all out.
Since so many of his officials had lied to him about their defeats (Yen
Po-shou, for example, claimed to have recaptured Amoy), he felt it
absolutely necessary to have someone in command whom he could trust.
He therefore selected as commander-in-chief his cousin, I-ching, who was
an excellent calligrapher and essayist, but whose military experience was
largely confined to the directorship of the Imperial Gardens and Hunting
Parks, and to the command of the Peking gendarmerie. I-ching's specialty
was planning and preparations, which he attacked enthusiastically. As soon
as he reached Soochow, he began to organize the twelve thousand regular
troops and thirty-three thousand militia under his command into an
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encampment. Since he depended on local notables for provincial intelli-
gence, he posted a wooden box outside his headquarters to encourage the
gentry to drop their calling cards and offer their services. A large staff of
fervid but inexperienced young scholars, whose studies of the classics
were interrupted by this moment of crisis, was thus assembled, each
officer jealously claiming the right to a personal bodyguard and other
perquisites of rank. The chain of command, therefore, was entirely unclear,
particularly since regular units, assembled from several provinces, refused
to take orders from each other's commanders. But this fragmentation was
ignored behind the bright pennants, embroidered robes and glistening
weapons of the army. Spirits rose among the scholars as they made the
camp round of tea parties, banquets, and poetry contests. There was no
question of victory. In fact, a month before the troops actually went into
combat, a painter of repute depicted the triumphant battle scene in that
beautiful glowing academic style of the Northern Sung. I-ching himself
even held a scribal contest which kept him busy for days trying to decide
which announcement of the coming victory was the best written. The
one he finally chose included descriptions of fictitious engagements and
citations for each unit commander. True, the emperor's cousin did feel
some concern about the best day for battle, but that problem was solved
most propitiously for him one day in Hang-chou, when he consulted the
oracles in a local temple and drew a divining slip which spoke of tiger
omens. Obviously, therefore, the time to strike was between 3 and 5 a.m.
on 10 March 1842: a tiger-hour on a tiger-day in a tiger-month during a
tiger-year - and also, incidentally, the height of the spring rainy season.
Thus, by the eve of battle, most of the troops who had slogged painfully
into position over mud-filled ruts were out of reach of mired supply
convoys and had not eaten for days. Exhausted, soaked and starving, they
readied themselves for the offensive.

The attack was to be three-pronged. The original battle plans, which
included some new reinforcements, called for thirty-six thousand men to
rush the western and southern gates of Ningpo, fifteen thousand to seize
Chen-hai, and ten thousand marines to cross by war junks and fishing
boats to retake Chusan. In fact, while 60 per cent of the entire army was
detached as bodyguards for the general staff, I-ching kept his own per-
sonal reserve of three thousand men around his headquarters at Shao-
hsing, the famous wine-making town. The remaining reserves were held
by I-ching's chief of staff at a bridge halfway between Ningpo and Chen-
hai. Thus, only about four thousand men actually attacked each city,
and even then no one wanted to be in the vanguard. By default, the frontal
assault on Ningpo was left to seven hundred aborigines from Szechwan.
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206 CANTON TRADE AND THE OPIUM WAR

They were instructed to retain the element of surprise by holding their
fire until the very last moment, but because their leaders barely spoke
Mandarin, they understood that they were not supposed to carry guns at
all. And so it was that these Golden River aborigines strolled into the
land-mines of the British engineers and the howitzers of the Royal
Irish armed only with long knives. As the English opened fire, other
inexperienced Chinese troops were pushed on to the aborigines' rear
so that thousands piled up at the West Gate where blood began
to run through the streets. The English were sickened by the
slaughter as they mowed down line after line of the panicked Ch'ing
infantry in the most dreadful massacre they had seen since the siege
of Badajoz.

In the meantime, the Chinese troops at Chen-hai were doing much
better. They might even have taken the city if I-ching had thrown in his
reserves. But, in a twist of irony that hardly needs pointing out, his chief-
of-staff commanding those reserves lay in a litter at Camel Bridge feverish-
ly puffing opium, and by the time his forces were needed, had fallen into
a comatose stupor. His officers and men fled at the first sound of cannon-
fire. That only left the Chusan marines, many of whom had never been
aboard a vessel at sea in their life. As soon as they left port, most became
seasick and the commander, terrified to face the English, sailed up and
down the coast for the next twenty days, periodically sending in false
battle reports. Thus ended the last Chinese offensive of the war, and with
it any real hope for an honourable peace. Thereafter, in spite of some
gallant fighting, the Ch'ing would be entirely on the defensive against
Pottinger's long-planned Yangtze campaign.

The Yangtze campaign, which lasted from 7 May to 20 August 1842,
moved in simple stages through one of the most densely populated
regions in all of China, teeming with millions of people whose fertile
lands supported the richest scholastic elite of the empire. On 18 May
Chapu and its Manchu bannerman garrison were taken. Shanghai, un-
defended, was found abandoned on 19 June. On 20 July the key Yangtze
defence point and Manchu garrison town of Chen-chiang (Chinkiang)
was also captured. With that, the Grand Canal was blocked, the empire
cut in two, and Nanking - once southern capital of the Ming and a
symbol of the realm - lay open.

Panic and chaos had spread around the foreigners' advance. General
Gough tried very hard to keep his men from indiscriminate looting and
raping. Chinese sources report that some Indian looters were shot by their
officers. The British did have a foraging system which rewarded the
donator of food with a placard which was put on his gate and was supposed
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to guarantee immunity from looting. But this was usually ineffective.56

The troops repeatedly got out of hand, stripping city residences, con-
scripting labour crews, drunkenly violating local women. Even worse
were the Chinese camp followers, hoodlums of the delta, who moved into
conquered cities on the heels of the English, plundering houses bare and
often setting them afire when their work was done. Knowing what to
expect, many urban dwellers therefore fled in advance.to the countryside,
leaving the garrisons behind them without any means of getting pro-
visions from the cities' now-deserted marketplaces. Soldiers without food,
demoralized by tales of the foreign devils' magic, then began to speculate
about 'traitors' in their midst.

For, in traditional Chinese military history, one of the standard ways to
reduce a defended city was to bribe or convince ' inner allies' (nei-jing) to
open the city gates from within. Since many officers had already accounted
to the emperor for defeats like the fall of Ningpo by blaming it all on
traitors, Manchu generals were disposed to believe that the English
relied heavily on fifth-columnists. This association between foreigners and
traitors went back to the earliest days of Sino-Western trade, and tradi-
tional military lore only reinforced the belief that Europeans had particu-
larly effective ways, including opium addiction, of recruiting Chinese
allies. There was certainly evidence enough of this to satisfy Manchu
officials who regarded Han Chinese as potentially rebellious in any case.
It was common for the riff-raff, the underground elements of Ch'ing
society, to attach themselves to any alternative embodiment of political
or military authority. Moreover, through maritime commerce and the
opium traffic, the criminals, petty merchants and secret society members
of the port cities had become closely linked with Westerners. This was to
become quite apparent in the Red Turban uprising around Canton during
the mid-1850s.57 Thus, when Pottinger made the Pomeranian missionary,
Karl August Gutzlaff, magistrate of occupied Chusan, every unscrupulous
individual in the city seized the opportunity to exploit this new protector
who was unattached to any of the usual power groups (gentry clubs,
yamen clerks and runners, established gangs) of the district.'* For
example, Gutzlaff's chief of police was a notorious procurer who used his
new position to extort protection payments from the wealthy.

News of this sort was inflated into ubiquitous rumours. Throughout
56 See Ch'i, Ya-p'ien cbtm-cbeng, 3.129 ff. Part of this account is also translated in Waley, Opium

War, 186-96.
" Frederic Wakeman, Jr,'The secret societies of Kwangtung, 1800-1856', in Jean Chesneaux,

ed. Popular movements and secret societies in China 1840—19)0, 29—47.
58 Ch'i, Ya-p'ien cban-cbtng, 3.427. This was by no means restricted to the nineteenth century.

The Red and Green gangs of Shanghai in the 1920s had a similar relationship with the
French chief of police in that concession.
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2O8 CANTON TRADE AND THE OPIUM WAR

the Yangtze valley, traitors were seen on all sides: junkmen, salt smugg-
lers, bandits, market toughs. This had a disastrous effect on Ch'ing
defences as military commanders began investing half their effort in
searching out potential defectors. Worst of all was the Tartar-general at
Chinkiang who was certain that the city's Han traitors would fall upon
the Manchus from the rear the minute the British attacked from the front.
After he ordered suspicious-looking individuals to be arrested on sight,
the inhabitants of the city began running in fear whenever they saw
Manchu soldiers approaching. Some soldiers evidently responded by
murdering any who fled and turning in their bodies for rewards. Similar
reigns of terror occurred elsewhere. At Shanghai, for example, the sound
of English gunfire was mistaken by some of the populace for a massacre
of the city's residents ordered by the Chinese authorities.

For all their panic, however, the Manchus resisted with ferocity in
actual battle. At Chapu the English were astonished by the vigour of the
1,700 Manchu defenders, and shocked by their Rajput-like reaction to
defeat. There and at Chinkiang (where there were 1,600 bannermen), the
Manchu soldiers killed their own children, cut their wives' throats to
save them from rape, and hung themselves from the barracks' rafters
rather than surrender. General Gough wrote among that stench of death,
*I am sick at heart of war. '"

DEFEAT: THE TREATY OF NANKING

The failure of the spring counter-offensive had caused a major policy de-
bate at the Ch'ing court. As a result, officials who had opposed Lin Tse-
hsii's policies were either recalled from disgrace or appointed to higher
positions directly concerned with foreign affairs. The aged imperial clans-
man I-li-pu, who had been degraded along with Ch'i-shan, was now sent
to Chekiang. The influential Mu-chang-a, practically a premier at this
point, was sent to Tientsin. On the other side of the fence, Wang Ting, who
had been Lin's major supporter at court, died in June and was said by
some to have taken his own life. Still, the emperor could not bring him-
self to make a complete about-face. All that had been drummed into him
by his boyhood tutors, all that he understood of the policy of his ances-
tors, all of the advice that was poured into his ears by the more 'righteous'
elements at court, came down to one simple principle: a 'good' emperor
does not yield to force. Appeasement is an abnegation of one's moral
responsibility to the empire and to one's line. The history of dynasty
after dynasty showed that conciliation of a rebel always led ultimately

« Holt, Opium Wars, 147.
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either to conquest or to a popular loss of trust in the right of the ruling
family to hold the throne. So had the Ming fallen, and so - feared the
Tao-kuang Emperor - would his house fall if he failed his charge. This
axiom of imperial policy was not changed by the Opium War, but it was
adulterated; for there came a moment when it seemed possible, in the
name of expediency, to set aside scruples and come to temporary terms
with the West. What was stressed, therefore, was the immediate yes-or-no
choice of submission. Since so much emotional energy was devoted to
arguing this back and forth, the terms of the peace were hardly noticed.

Even then, defeat was difficult to concede. It was always possible, for
example, to find hope in a shift of circumstances or even resolution in
despair. After Chapu the militant young censor, Su T'ing-k'uei, reported
that the British had just been defeated by the Nepalese in India.60 For a
while, therefore, the emperor thought of taking advantage of this to re-
conquer Hong Kong. Then, as the Yangt2e campaign progressed, he grew
to feel that even a fight to the death was better than knuckling under to
such naked force. Hence, even as he brought clansmen like Mu-chang-a
and I-li-pu into more prominent positions, the emperor was still dream-
ing of military victory on his own terms.

This ambivalence was represented by the duality of his appointments
that dismal spring. On the one hand, I-ching was retained as commander
in Chekiang to continue the war along the coast, while Ch'i-ying was
appointed on 7 April as imperial commissioner to negotiate for peace in
that same area. Ch'i-ying was an imperial clansman, close to the emperor,
who had held many high posts at Peking, which incidentally added to an
already large family fortune. A man of the world with exquisite manners,
he could be expected to succeed at this kind of delicate diplomatic assign-
ment. However, he faced two obstacles. First, there was still a strong cur-
rent of opinion at court which demanded total victory. He must avoid
Ch'i-shan's tragic example by not getting too far ahead of Peking opinion.
Second, he had somehow to get in touch with Pottinger, who was moving
rapidly up the Yangtze. As soon as he heard that Shanghai had fallen,
Ch'i-ying rushed in that direction; but the expeditionary force had already
swept on. Finally, on 28 June one of his agents managed to speak with
Morrison, the British interpreter, who explained to him once again that
Pottinger would not meet with Ch'i-ying and I-li-pu because he did not
believe that they were genuine plenipotentiaries. Nothing less than explicit
imperial evidence of their full powers to negotiate a peace would satisfy him.

60 For Su T'ing-k'uei's biography, see Chang Ch'i-yun, ed. Cb'ing Sbih (History of the Ch'ing
dynasty), 4589-90. Su's memorial probably referred to the massacre of sixteen thousand
soldiers under English command during the withdrawal from Afghanistan in January 1842.
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Ch'i-ying's report of this barbarian impertinence infuriated his ruler.
For several days it actually seemed as though the emperor had decided to
continue the war in spite of the hopeless situation along the Yangtze.
Perhaps what finally made expediency appear more palatable were Ch'i-
ying's assurances that, even as Nanking was about to fall to them, these
conquerors had no appetite for political control. Did it, after all, make
sense to risk the loss of the empire for mere trading rights ? Appeasement
was morally distasteful, but - as Ch'i-ying was to put it later: 'In settling
the barbarian affairs this time, we are governed at every hand by the
inevitable and we concede that the policy is the least commendable. What
we have been doing is to choose between danger and safety, not between
right and wrong.'61

This argument worked. By 15 July the Tao-kuang Emperor's mind was
changing; by 26 July, when news of the debacle at Chinkiang was con-
firmed at Peking, he granted Ch'i-ying full powers to negotiate a treaty.
Armed with this guarantee, Ch'i-ying rushed to avert the attack which the
British were even then about to mount on Nanking. Waiting outside that
city, they had heard that imperial reinforcements were being gathered to
fight them, and had lost faith in the envoys' pleas to wait. At dawn on
11 August, as the assault was about to begin, a group of breathless emis-
saries reached the expeditionary camps along the river bank. Ch'i-ying,
they announced, would soon arrive and negotiate. Let the English hold
their fire. China would meet their terms.

In the negotiations at Nanking in the late summer of 1842, the Ch'ing
negotiators - Ch'i-ying, I-li-pu and the local governor-general, Niu
Chien - were essentially mediators between the British invaders and the
court at Peking. Their task was to produce harmony by assuaging the fears
and reassuring the pride of both sides. Ch'i-ying had first of all to main-
tain harmony with his two colleagues, who had separate staffs and their
own personal concerns. His major problem was to find emissaries who
could talk with the British interpreters, J. R. Morrison, the son of the first
Protestant missionary, and Charles Gutzlaff. He sent forward his emis-
saries in three waves: the first were mere messengers, Chinese military
who had carried messages before and were known to the British. To
begin negotiations, a second type was now sent forward in the person of
a retainer of I-li-pu named Chang Hsi. This man was a personal representa-
tive, already known to the British from earlier negotiations in 1840-1, and
essentially a talker who could try to draw the British out and fathom their
intentions. This he did by exchanging civilities with Morrison and then
matching threat with threat. According to Chang Hsi's diary, Morrison

61 Kuo, First Anglo-Cbinese war, 298.
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threatened that the British would go on all the way up the Yangtze if
necessary, while Chang Hsi countered that the emperor, if necessary,
would arm the populace and rouse the countryside against them - 'every
bush will be a soldier'.62 Neither of these moves, of course, was seriously
intended.

The British demand for negotiators who could make serious commit-
ments was finally met by sending to them officials of apparent rank who
could work out details, to the point where the principals on either side
could finally meet and agree. To facilitate this, the Ch'ing negotiators
found it convenient to wear insignia of rank higher than they were actually
entitled to. The British knew enough to check the insignia but had no way
to check their legitimacy. In similar fashion the Ch'ing envoys at Nanking
had to manipulate and mislead their superiors in Peking. Indeed they were
stretched thin across the cultural gap between the opposing parties.

Thus they reported to the emperor in the first instance only the British
demands to which the emperor had already given some measure of assent
or consideration - an indemnity, diplomatic relations on terms of equality,
and trade at the five ports and Hong Kong. Later they reported the British
demand for abolition of the Cohong and the setting up of a treaty tariff
and consuls at the ports. When they signed the Treaty of Nanking on
board Pottinger's vessel, HMS Cornwallis, on 29 August 1842, they still
did not have imperial acquiescence to the opening of Foochow and the
permanent residence of foreigners at the new trading ports. In the out-
come, as we shall see, Foochow was to have no foreign trade for a decade,
and at Canton even entrance into the city, to say nothing of residence, was
not secured until 1858. Again, the treaty signed by the British was
written out in Chinese with an equal raising of characters to give equality
to England and China. But these egalitarian forms were not carried over
into the treaty text sent to Peking. The emperor, in fact, had ordered his
minions at Nanking not to see the British at all until their entire fleet had
departed, but his negotiators' main concern was to get the treaty signed
so that the fleet would indeed depart. In this they eventually succeeded,
but only after another month of negotiations at Nanking about the future
shape of the treaty system. So much had to be done in the way of practical
arrangements to carry out the new charter for foreign trade and contact
that the two teams of negotiators agreed to work out the details of the
tariff and regulations of trade and have them confirmed in a supplementary
treaty at a later date.

Thus the Treaty of Nanking was only a preliminary document that
62 Ssu:yu Teng, Cbang Hsi and the Treaty of Nanking, 1842, 39 et passim. This detailed diary is

one of the few inside accounts yet available of the Chinese side of Sinoforeign negotiations.
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enunciated principles on which the new system was to be erected. Its
main provisions were: (i) an indemnity of $21,000,000 to be paid in
instalments: (2) the opening for trade of the five ports of Canton, Amoy,
Foochow, Ningpo and Shanghai; (}) equal intercourse between officials
of corresponding rank; (4) British consuls at each port; (5) abolition
of the Cohong monopoly; (6) a uniformly moderate tariff to be imposed
on both imports and exports; and (7) cession of the island of Hong
Kong to be British territory. China's door had finally been opened but
the negotiators had still to arrange the terms on which the British
could move in.
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