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Since Americans were a minority among the outsiders in Southeast Asia before
the twentieth century, a legitimate question is: Why write about them there? There are
three sides to the answer. For one, there has been no general account of Americans in
nineteenth-century Southeast Asia.1 In addition, the mistakes of the early American
contacts, in my view, relate to the later intrusions into the region, most notably in the
Philippines and Vietnam. Notwithstanding the early American rhetoric of no colonial
ambitions, assertiveness has been a hallmark of Americans in Asia for over two hundred
years, from warfare to commerce to religion. Lastly, if one can exclude such selfinterested considerations, the cultural contacts between Americans and Southeast Asians
from the nineteenth century onward served to enrich maritime, economic, and scientific
knowledge, as well as contributing to the arts and humanities at home.2 Although long
forgotten, even the American love affair with the tin can had its blossoming in the rich
tin-mining industry of Southeast Asia.3
Considering the topic of this essay on a broader scale, Thomas Bender recently
pointed out that American history is ineluctably part of global history, whether
considering Asia or any other region.4 That is, since national histories are inseparable
from each other, the encapsulated nation is not the natural setting for understanding our
existing world. Southeast Asia provides a laboratory to study the effects of the early
American nation in its broad context.
Commerce and consuls first, then the missionaries
Once the Revolutionary War was over in 1783 and independence declared,
American ships were free to sail the world without British dominion. In 1784 the
Empress of China was the first American ship to visit Java and then Macao and Canton. 5
Soon thereafter, an American merchant ship learned about the “pepper coast” of
northwestern Sumatra, outside of colonial Dutch control. It was a schooner out of Salem,
Massachusetts captained by Jonathan Carnes. In Bencoolen (Bengkulu) Carnes heard
about pepper villages somewhere to the north but only managed to purchase a cargo of
pepper in the port of Padang. The schooner was wrecked on the way home on a West
Indies reef, but the Salem ship owners, privy to Carnes’ unique information, ordered the
150-ton vessel Rajah to be built.6 They sent it directly to Sumatra under Carnes in 1795.7
This time the pepper cargo reached Salem, and the profit was enormous. It was
reportedly 700 percent. Pepper was black gold and the race for cheap pepper was on.
Other American vessels also sailed for Sumatra to find pepper. The Dutch and
English competitors in the region kept quiet about the productive areas and, as a result,
these vessels remained uninformed. But by the 1800s the secret was out, and American
ships were trading in pepper areas, as well as in nearby Acheh, Java (Batavia, now
Jakarta), Bali, Manila, and other parts of Southeast Asia. To cite some early examples,
the Massachusetts had already reached Jolo in 1790, and several other American ships
also visited the Philippines before 1795. In 1793 the Salem ship Astrea was “borrowed”
by the Sultan of Pegu to take him upriver from Rangoon to Mandalay, holding its officers
hostage to navigate it, but when the ship was returned later it was badly damaged.8 In

1

1796 the Astrea reached Manila Bay and was the first ship to do direct trade between the
Philippines and the U. S. Some pepper was obtained in the Philippines: a “Malay”
(possibly Bugi) trading prau from Borneo sold 7000 piculs (over 93,000 lbs.) of pepper in
Manila to the Astrea there in 1796.9 The first American ships reached Batavia in 1797,
thirty one of them in all. In 1802, thirty American vessels visited the towns and villages
of the pepper coast, most of them out of Salem.10 Americans soon had a near monopoly
on the pepper trade. In fact, Salem ships were the main world suppliers of pepper,
nutmeg, and cloves from the East Indies for decades, up to mid-century.11
In those early days, the United States produced little that Southeast Asians would
buy so Yankees often paid for Asian products in silver coinage.12 Otherwise, they
exchanged opium for pepper, rum or muskets for coffee, and anything else opportunity
offered, except slaves. Yankee captains, coming from “free-state” areas, regarded the
slave trade as infamous.13 As to munitions, the Salem brig Quill carried 290 barrels of
gunpowder, 144 shotguns, and 150 pounds of shot to Southeast Asia in 1829.14
Ironically, the profitable sale of muskets and other armaments, mainly by Americans,
often resulted in their use against their countries’ own trade ships. The Yankees also
collected curiosities of the areas they visited, especially sea shells, and charted passages
awash in reefs and beset by complex currents.15 But in 1831 a day of reckoning came for
the Americans visiting the pepper coast.
The factors in this 1831 clash are not far to seek. Sumatran social relations
between Achenese rajas and peasants became strained by the booming pepper-export
economy.16 Cheating in pepper transactions was common on both the American and
Sumatran sides.17 Then, as supplies increased on the world market, the prices paid by
Americans to Sumatrans plummeted. At the same time, the Yankees demanded of their
European cousins, of Sumatrans, and of everyone else, the right to be free to trade
wherever they went and the right to defend this position as was fitting. Since the
Americans were wealthy in the eyes of most Asians, including Sumatran villagers, this
“right” was not a factor in local behavior. What was in American interest was not in the
interest of Sumatrans.18 In short, the Sumatrans took what they could when given a
chance. By chicanery they got a ship-load of cargo and silver from the American trading
vessel Friendship in January, 1831, after killing five crew members, but to their surprise a
destructive naval assault in retaliation in 1832 by the Potomac.19 This was the first U. S.
military attack in Southeast Asia, indeed in all of Asia, but the devastation was too soon
forgotten and the fatal sequence was repeated. In 1838 the American ship Eclipse trading
on the pepper coast was raided, the crew attacked, and the cargo seized. American naval
vessels, this time the frigate Columbia and the corvette John Adams, again redressed the
situation, bombarding and burning down offending settlements in 1839.20
In the 1832 attack, the Potomac’s captain, John Downes, had Navy orders to
negotiate first about restitution and punishment for the guilty individuals. Instead, he had
a contingent of over 200 sailors and marines shoot immediately; it was a massacre. But
in the 1838 case, Commodore George Read did have his officers talk first, which was
more effective in sparing many lives, because the villagers fled before the ensuing
bombardment. Once back in the U. S., Downes was dishonored but Read‘s havoc was
accepted. However, these military actions raised the question in Washington of the warmaking powers of the president, rather than by an act of Congress, a question that is still
with us today.21
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Throughout the nineteenth century, the U. S. Navy guarded lucrative American
commerce overseas, in addition to its many duties in home waters. In Southeast Asia,
even before the pepper-coast problems, President John Adams had sent the frigate Essex
to Batavia in 1800 to protect U. S. trade ships there from piratical interference on their
route back home.22 Such “frigate-boat defense” of American trades marked the concerted
beginning of official American involvement in the region, which was initially an openports policy. Already in 1819 the U. S. under President James Monroe had sent a trade
mission of two square-riggers to Vietnam, headed by Navy lieutenant John White of
Marblehead, Massachusetts. In Vietnam White had no Vietnamese interpreter so he
sailed to Manila, found a Catholic Vietnamese there, and promptly returned to southern
Vietnam (Cochin China), but difficulties of diplomacy were protracted, exhausting, and
eventually futile. Moreover, White contracted elephantiasis in one leg from a filarial
infection. His subsequent report called Cochin China “the least desirable” for U. S.
traders.23 Despite this assessment, President Andrew Jackson sent Edmund Roberts there
13 years later.
In late 1831 President Jackson, calling the attack on the Friendship in Sumatra “a
daring outrage,” encouraged attempts to obtain treaties that offered safe havens for U. S.
vessels in Southeast Asian ports. Jackson’s envoy, the Portsmouth, New Hampshire
merchant and ship owner, Edmund Roberts, traveled on the sloop of war Peacock. He
made the first commercial treaty by Americans with Siam in 1833, which was ratified by
the U. S. Senate in 1834.24 The Roberts’ entourage was given great hospitality in
Bangkok, including a free, well-staffed house with ample provender.25 But Roberts
failed two separate times to achieve a treaty in Cochin China, being told a treaty was
unnecessary there as their ports were already open. In addition, he refused to kowtow to
the Vietnamese court. He died thereafter of cholera at Macao on his way to Japan in
1836.26
Several important factors gave rise to Roberts’ mission to Southeast Asia. Before
the nineteenth century trade across the Pacific was mainly Spanish, between Acapulco
and Manila, which was then a staging area for the China trade with Mexico. Other
Europeans generally reached eastern Asia via the Indian Ocean. In 1788 the first two
American trade ships, the Columbia and Lady Washington, reached Asia via Cape Horn
and the Pacific, rather than via India.27 This route permitted Americans to sidestep
Britain’s control of ports-of-call from Africa to East Asia. With the expansion of U. S.
territory westward during the nineteenth century, let alone American maritime ventures
worldwide, trans-Pacific trade soon became dominated by Americans.
Nevertheless, all of Southeast Asia except for independent Thailand quickly
became politically controlled by Britain, France, the Netherlands, Spain (the Philippines),
and Portugal (Timor). Even Thailand was economically subservient to foreigners.
Despite these changes, American traders pushed into most Southeast Asian areas, except
Indochina. They interacted little with the newly-acquired French colonies (Vietnam,
Laos, Cambodia), in part because they were not focused on global trade.
Despite lacking any colony in Asia, by the early nineteenth century American
shipping was commonplace in Asian waters, and the United States was as attentive as the
European imperialists in facilitating Asian trade. Moreover, American-Asian trade
strengthened during the Napoleonic era (1799 - 1815) when Europeans, especially the
Dutch, had troubles at home. Already in March, 1817 President James Madison had
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appointed Andrew Stuart, who had lived in Manila since 1812, as the American consul
there, although the Spanish authorities refused to recognize him officially for several
years. Also, the Navy lieutenant John White visited the Southeast Asian ports of Batavia,
Banka, Cochin China, Annam, and Cavite and Manila in the Philippines in 1819 - 1820.28
Notably, the United States already had approximately 460 vessels in the Pacific in the
year 1837, a tenth of its global shipping.29 This free-trader success thwarted the
monopolistic trading practices of European colonial powers in Asian waters.
Consular and naval efforts generally initiated peaceful encounters between the
American government and Southeast Asians. But while the East India Squadron of the
U. S. Navy, at that time consisting of the Constitution under Commodore Kearney and
the sloop of war Boston under Captain Long, visited Singapore peacefully in 1842,
matters went otherwise in Vietnam. In 1845, the Constitution, then under Commander
Percival, tried to extract an unwanted French priest in Tourane (Da Nang) from the
Buddhist government there. This failed and according to Vietnamese sources, but not all
of the American ones, Percival fired on the town, killing 17 people and destroying several
local ships.30 For this high-handed act, the first by the U. S. in Vietnam, Percival was
censured in Washington. Over a century later, Americans were again belligerents in Da
Nang, in what the Vietnamese call the American war.
Following the mission of Edmund Roberts to Southeast Asia in 1833, the next U.
S. diplomatic attempt was with Brunei, where the warship Constitution called in 1845,
offering a commercial treaty and coastal protection from pirates. The Sultan of Brunei
declined the offer at the time but signed a treaty five years later that included a reciprocal
trade agreement and safe harbor for the Americans.31 Following years of trade-ship
business in Bangkok, Charles Lee Moses became the first American consul in Brunei in
1865, despite the fact that he had been a seaman booted from the U. S. Navy. Moses
favorably impressed the Sultan who granted him a ten-year lease of a huge territory that
became the “American Trading Company of Borneo” but was a conspicuous failure.32
The Sultan, who had had a consulate built for Moses, later had the building burned down
because Moses failed to pay the annual rent on his lease. Moses was ousted and O. F.
Bradford, a better choice, became consul until the U. S. consulate was withdrawn in
1868. The tract leased by Moses eventually became the core of British North Borneo,
now known as the state of Sabah in Malaysia.
The Brunei treaty of 1850 had come about due to the efforts of Joseph Balestier,
an American businessman who had bought Singapore land in the 1830s for a sugarcane
and cotton plantation staffed by immigrant Chinese labor.33 Thereafter, Balestier became
the first American consul in Singapore.34 In 1850, acting on direction from Washington,
he became the special envoy to Vietnam, Siam, Sarawak, and Brunei. Balestier first went
to Tourane where he offered the Vietnamese an apology for Commander Percival’s
hostile act in 1845, but this garnered no favorable outcome for American interests.35
Then Balestier went to Bangkok, to improve on Edmund Roberts’ treaty with the Thai
government, but this too was a failure.36 On his third stop, in Sarawak, he finally
achieved a victory. He presented a letter from President Zachary Taylor to James
Brooke, the “White Rajah,” that described Brooke as “Sovereign Prince of Sarawak.”
Balestier thanked Brooke in the name of the American people for his efforts in
suppressing piracy and complimented him on his noble endeavors “to bring his subjects
and the neighboring tribes of Malays into a condition of civilization.”37 The outcome of
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this visit was an agreement of peace, friendship, and commerce.38 Brooke, in turn, used
the American recognition of Sarawak’s independence to badger the British for the same
formal recognition of his state and his status as a ruler, but without success. Within a
month of his Sarawak visit, Balestier obtained a similarly successful treaty with Brunei,
along with a “royal reception” there.39 But Siam was not to be left to its own devices for
very long.
In 1856 Townsend Harris, with a popular U. S. Navy band in his entourage of 42
men, got a more satisfactory treaty than Roberts had obtained with Siam, one which
ensured an American consul in Bangkok and reduced the fees paid on trade goods in port.
The Thais were amenable to U. S. involvement for two reasons. One was that Harris
assured them that the American government had no imperialistic designs, and, two,
although they had agreed to a treaty with Britain, they were apprehensive of the British,
who had taken over Burma on their western border. Harris’ visit occurred on the heels of
the British treaty success there in 1855, but even with this momentum Harris thought the
slow negotiations in Bangkok would have been expedited if “two or three men-of-war”
had arrived at the city and fired off their salutes.40
Even more than foreign officials, missionaries were obvious symbols of foreign
interference in local affairs. In the early nineteenth century, American protestant
missionaries, largely Baptist, followed the Yankee traders to Southeast Asia, especially to
Buddhist Burma and Siam, but without much success or much insight on the region.41
Missionaries who saw Burma and Siam as countries of heathen idol-worshipers were not
helpful to American understanding of Asia, or to Asian understanding of America. The
term heathen, in particular, defamed and dehumanized the local people, reducing them to
inferior status and fostering misunderstanding, even hostility, but at the same time
pandering to missionary sentiment and financial backing in the U. S. In contrast to this
view, at least one American missionary in Southeast Asia came to regard Buddhism as
being “in almost every respect the best religion which man has ever invented.”42 Traders,
particularly those merchants who established their headquarters on shore, accomplished
more in terms of American-Southeast Asian relations.43 While a few commerciallyminded Americans behaved badly in Asian eyes, others succeeded not only in business
but in studying the culture and natural history of their host country.44 Not a few also
doubled as U. S. government representatives, as did several missionaries. Sundry
Americans soon arrived for other reasons.
Exploration and science later
Naval vessels of the Wilkes United States Exploring Expedition reached
Southeast Asia in early 1842 and conducted their diplomatic and marine-charting duties
from Manila through the calm Sulu Sea to Singapore without engaging in hostilities.45 A
safe route via Sulu was needed for voyages between Singapore, Manila, and Canton
during the “contrary” monsoon tempests. Wilkes, incidentally, secured a commercial
treaty with the Sultan of Sulu on this voyage. He was helped in Sulu by an American,
Gamaliel Ward, who captained a Spanish brig doing inter-island trade in the
Philippines.46 The expedition was also notable for being the first American government
commitment to scientific work overseas. For example, the biologist Charles Pickering
and the geologist James D. Dana explored the interior of Luzon. In all, the expedition’s
scientific members made large collections of plant and animal materials that soon
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benefited the nascent Smithsonian Institution and the National Botanic Garden in
Washington, D. C., thereby contributing to science in American life.47 Likewise, the
1853 visit of Commodore Matthew C. Perry’s Mississippi to Singapore, on Perry’s way
to Japan, simply showed the flag in a peaceful manner. The U. S. had had its eye on
Japan for some time, in large part because it was noticeably not a European colony. After
the American Civil War, in 1879, the former president Ulysses S. Grant visited Southeast
Asia ports on his trip around the world and in Bangkok and elsewhere functioned as a
goodwill ambassador for American interests.48 Both Perry and Grant promoted free
trade.
Compared to British and other empire builders, American explorers, scientists,
and adventurers were rare in Southeast Asia until the twentieth century. Nineteenth
century records of such journeys are scarce, but Americans were not unknown in the
region.49 Five of the known Americans did not leave personal accounts. One of these
was Thomas Horsfield, an American employee of the British, who tripled the production
of the Banka Island tin mines in 1812 - 1813.50 A naturalist, Horsfield also wrote reports
on his scientific work in Java and Sumatra.51 A second American was the physician
William L. Abbott who cruised Southeast Asian waters off and on for eight years, starting
in 1895. He found and collected dozens of new species of mammals for science and also
collected ethnographic information in Sumatra, Kalimantan, and elsewhere, all of which
went to American museums.52 The three other Americans in this category were
associated with scientific expeditions to the Philippines. The 1887 - 1888 expedition
there was led by Joseph Steere.53 It included Dean Worcester and Frank Bourns, who
also comprised the two-man Menage Expedition there in 1890-1893.54 Both expeditions
collected a large number of bird and other animal specimens for American science.
Although American science was underdeveloped at mid-century, compared to that
of Europe, it soon strengthened, even overseas.55 Three American scientific travelers
who recorded their experiences are Albert Bickmore who visited much of Indonesia in
1865 - 1866, William Hornaday who visited Malaya and Sarawak in 1870, and the
physician William Furness, who was in Sarawak in the 1890s. 56 All three made
collections that ended up in American museums. Hornaday, for example, collected 26
species of corals and 43 orangutan specimens, among other items of Borneo natural
history; he later became the first director of the Bronx zoo. As a follow-up to Bickmore’s
work in zoological collecting, he later promoted the founding of the American Museum
of Natural History in New York, which soon exhibited a group of five stuffed orangutans
derived from skins collected by Hornaday.57 Furness’ collections were largely
anthropological, and he later got himself entangled in an Anglo-American rubberprocessing company in Borneo that failed ignominiously.58
Overview
In terms of a general view of overseas Americans in early-modern times, it is
noteworthy that their writings on Southeast Asia differed from those of Europeans in
several respects. One difference was that the Americans did not dwell on the “unhealthy”
tropical climate unless sickness brought it to mind, although the climate was an anxiety to
many Europeans in lowland Southeast Asia. Batavia town was the most feared by
nineteenth century seafarers, as it was swampy and thus malaria-prone. When the
American ship Potomac reached Batavia in March, 1832 the commodore’s ten-year-old
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son contracted “Batavia fever” in port while the ship’s sick list grew to 40, with two
deaths. Most of the sick had dysentery and did survive, as did the boy.59 In 1865 Albert
Bickmore also came down with malarial fever in Batavia.60 In 1883, Manila was called
the port of desolation because American seamen of the bark William H. Besse died there
of cholera; this bark later found cholera in Batavia and then experienced the 1883
Krakatoa eruption and tsunami in the Straits of Sunda.61
Most Americans visitors to Southeast Asia of this era wrote on everyday matters.
Few wrote in a subjective mood, but two naturalists and three travel writers did so.
While the Americans were less given to romantic prose about Southeast Asia than the
Europeans, Bickmore thought the colorful parrot of Ceram “a dream of Paradise.”62
Hornaday rhapsodized about the Bornean argus pheasant despite his “constitutional
objection to emotional description.”63 Americans also wrote about the aesthetics of
Southeast Asian temple ruins: Frank Vincent on Angkor Wat and Eliza Scidmore on
Borobudur.64 Another travel writer, Bayard Taylor, thought Penang the most beautiful
island in the world, although he loathed the Chinese in Singapore and elsewhere.65
Furthermore, while many Europeans tended to regard all Southeast Asians as
lazy, American writers rarely made this judgment.66 In 1796 the American Nathaniel
Bowditch found Spaniards in Manila to be “dronish” but not the Filipinos.67 Americans
tended to be business-minded, whether the business they were pursuing was trade, naval
action, religious conversion, or exploration. In this entrepreneurial mode, they were more
like the Chinese than the Europeans in Southeast Asia.68 Americans did regard Southeast
Asian as less “civilized,” as they understood it, or as uncivilized, echoing Europeans’
views. At a minimum, to be civilized was to be Christian in the eyes of many. Unlike
class-conscious Europeans, however, Americans were more egalitarian among
themselves, making for a greater spirit of cooperation in producing trade-ship
navigational and financial success.69 Versatility was the norm: some ships’ cooks even
functioned as navigators at times.
In other matters, few Americans were seriously interested in plantation agriculture
and its associated land leasing, jungle clearing, soil quality, and cheap farm labor, but the
British and Dutch certainly were interested and wrote extensively on these subjects,
especially the difficulties they encountered.70 In this, however, these colonial powers
differed from the French in Indochina and the Spanish in the Philippines where little
export agriculture was practiced. The major Spanish-run business in the Philippines was
tobacco growing and cigar manufacture for the Luzon market, although providing indigo
and Manila hemp for export did increase in the nineteenth century.71 Towards the end of
the century, however, the French spurred rice production for export in the Mekong delta
and plantations run by French colonists did come to exist.72
Finally, since the Americans had more officials and un-officials on the water than
were located on shore in Southeast Asia during the nineteenth century, they avoided the
expense and bother of a large bureaucracy, police force, daily communication with rajahs
and peasants, and all the other paraphernalia of colonial dominance.73 Another advantage
of being on the water was that it reinforced the Asian belief in America’s anticolonialism. A disadvantage of being water-based was that it provided few opportunities
to comprehend Asians on their own terms.
Broadly, while both Europeans and Americans exercised domination of Southeast
Asians by one means or another in the nineteenth century, the American advantage over
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the Europeans was that they were considered not to have territorial ambitions in
Southeast Asia—that is, before the largely forgotten military events that brutally
destroyed the Filipino independence movement after the U. S. launched its colonial
career with the Spanish-American war.74
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