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INTRODUCTION

This book is about one of history’s reversals of fortune. In less than 200 years, China has been transformed from a fading empire under Britain’s thumb to a global superpower on track to become the world’s largest economy. In the same period, Britain has undergone a reverse process: it has shed its empire, status as a world superpower and economic pre-eminence, and it has been overtaken economically by China.

The story begins in 1839 when Britain, then an arriviste, enterprising and ruthless power, went to war with China. The issue was trade: for over 150 years, China had exported ceramics, fine fabrics and tea to Britain – all highly desirable, particularly among the wealthy – and re-exported to the Continent. British exports were unwelcomed in China. Two trade missions in 1793 and 1817 had been curtly dismissed: China could do without the products of Britain’s industrial revolution. High-grade British opium cultivated in Bengal was a different matter, for Chinese users could not get enough of it. The balance of trade began to swing against China, and its government feared that the country would soon be drained of silver and slide into bankruptcy. An embargo was imposed on all imported opium.

Britain protested and a one-sided war followed. China promised to open its markets to British imports, chiefly cheap, machine-produced cotton wares. Within twenty years, the Chinese would be purchasing steam engines, iron ships and other products of Britain’s industrial revolution. Britain also annexed Hong Kong island as a naval base and business hub.

Breaking into the Chinese market was a part of Britain’s wider economic success story. The profits accumulated from technical innovation and a dominance of global markets were invested in foreign ventures. By 1900, Britain had become banker to the world and China was one of its major clients. Today, China is deploying her accumulated capital to fund overseas enterprises. Many are situated in Britain, where in 2023 Chinese investment totals £1.4 billion.

The history of Anglo-Chinese relations also contains many warnings. The most obvious are the dangers of hubris and racial stereotypes. Early Victorian Britain saw itself as a progressive nation leading the world in scientific innovation, economic energy and moral reform via Christianity. Britain treated China as an empire captive to its illustrious past and on the verge of deliquescence. The Chinese saw things differently: they were the heirs of an ancient and sophisticated civilisation, disdainful of other countries, of which they knew little and cared less. Educated Chinese regarded Britain as a faraway and inferior state inhabited by barbarians. Chinese emperors enjoyed the ‘mandate of heaven’ and ruled as benevolent autocrats quarantined from criticism and served by mandarins steeped in Confucian tradition and hostile to change. China was sufficient unto itself and wished to remain so. This proved impossible, since she could not defend herself against the weaponry of the recent European scientific and technological renaissance.

Britain believed that the war with China was a catalyst for the country’s regeneration. It would profit from the achievements of the Western enlightenment, enjoy its fruits and open up to Christian missionaries who would uproot superstition and overturn false gods. Local reactions oscillated between delight and wonder – the Chinese enjoyed railway journeys and were entranced by photography – and resentment against patronising foreigners and their alien religion. These reactions, and their consequences, are a thread which runs through the early parts of this book.

Britain celebrated her forceful penetration of the Chinese market as a victory for progress, even though further campaigns were needed between 1857 and 1860 to convince the Chinese of their new destiny. At its heart lay a surrender of power which then and later kindled lasting resentment against Britain. Defeats had forced China’s emperors to submit to treaties which curtailed their authority and made many of their coastal and inland cities enclaves where all foreigners enjoyed privileges, including exemption from Chinese laws which were considered unreliable and inferior.

Accumulated impositions by foreigners rankled and the iniquities of what the Chinese called the ‘unequal’ treaties were blamed on Britain. The transfer of sovereignty in Hong Kong in 1997 was celebrated in China as a belated righting of a historic injustice. It also stirred memories of a humiliating past in which the warships of Britain and other powers steamed up China’s rivers to coerce and chastise. Alien presumption became a focus for indigenous nationalism; modern Chinese politicians still refer to the unfairness of ‘unequal’ treaties and single out Britain as their architect and prime beneficiary.

Memories of past intimidation and injustice run deep in China and this forms one enduring thread in this book. However, the Chinese experience of Britain was not all negative. The Victorian and subsequent British statesmen and businessmen saw themselves as the creators of a new China who were harnessing its human and physical resources to create a modern and prosperous capitalist state. This could only be achieved from the top downwards and so Britain did all in its power to uphold the authority of the Qing emperors and nudge them towards the Western world. Britain was China’s guardian and trustee.

Britain’s position in China was never unshakeable or exclusive. It had required substantial French assistance to win the 1860 war and Britain allowed the United States and European powers to secure the same concessions that were enjoyed by her own subjects. To have done otherwise would have been a heretical rejection of the British faith in competition and the free market. Nor was British power in China absolute, although British control of her customs services provided the means for the collection and dispersal of revenues without corrupt leakages.

After 1890 Britain’s primacy in China was being jeopardised. Other powers, hungry for a slice of the Chinese cake, were jealous of British supervision of China’s economy. A spirit of predatory imperialism now pervaded the foreign ministries of Russia, France, Germany and China’s near neighbour, the newly industrialised Japan. All regarded China as a land mass to be partitioned and shared out in the same way as contemporary Africa. Britain was reluctantly sucked into the complex geopolitics of great-power empire-building in the Far East. Continental rivalries and tensions were exported to China, where both Russia and Germany were staking claims. The Chinese resisted: at the very close of the century, populist insurgents known as Boxers demanded the expulsion of all foreigners and converged on Beijing. An armada of European and American warships descended on Tianjin, troops came ashore, and the Boxers were crushed.

Among the troops rushed to China in 1900 was a Russian army, carried by the recently built Trans-Siberian Railway. Britain and Russia were rivals in Asia, and by this date, Russia was pressing her claim to Manchuria which was rich in minerals and open spaces for Russian immigrant farmers. Britain strongly objected, but the row was settled by diplomacy, as were other international arguments over disputed territory and spheres of influence in Africa. Henceforward, Britain became increasingly anxious about her future in China. An immediate response was to bolster her influence through an alliance with Japan, signed in 1902. It proved a Faustian pact, for while it provided security against Russian regional penetration, Tokyo’s strategists were soon laying plans to extend Japanese influence in China at Britain’s expense.

Anglo-Chinese relations in the first half of the twentieth century were shaped by the chronic instability within China. The troubles had begun in the winter of 1911 to 1912, when a revolution spearheaded by the Chinese army deposed the Qing dynasty and established a republic. The revolutionaries were nationalists, but there was no consensus as to how and by what principles the country would be governed. For fifty years, educated Chinese had absorbed Western political theories and debated the pros and cons of democracy, liberalism, socialism and Communism. None filled the vacuum left by the Qings. Instead, as Mao Zedong observed, power flowed from the barrel of a gun. China fragmented as warlords seized control of large areas; there was a civil war between Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalists and Mao’s Communists; and in 1937 Japan invaded and within three years had overrun vast areas of northern and southern China.

The Soviet Union exploited China’s chaos: it supplied arms to warlords, Nationalists and Communists and was willing to fight limited campaigns to impede the Japanese in Manchuria. It did so as part of wider ideological policy designed to undermine the British Empire throughout Asia.

Britain watched these events nervously while its investments in China soared: they totalled £1.2 million in 1936. But these assets and British commerce were imperilled by Japan’s war, which aimed simultaneously to secure economic paramountcy and to extirpate British influence throughout China.

Japan’s war against China had far-reaching repercussions. Britain had to balance her Far Eastern interests with the acquisitive ambitions of Hitler and Mussolini in Europe. At the same time, there was the local upsurge of anti-imperial nationalism in India, Burma and Malaya, all of which were receiving covert Japanese encouragement. In 1938 Neville Chamberlain’s government was prepared to extend credit and military supplies to Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist army, which were delivered overland from Burma. Russia too engaged in a proxy war against China, sending desperately needed aircraft to Chiang Kai-shek’s outnumbered air force.

The harsh truth was that Britain was militarily overstretched and unable to salvage her former position in China. Her only hope was to enlist America, which had the wherewithal to tilt the balance against Japan and fund Chinese resistance. How this was achieved is described in the chapters covering the Second World War in the Far East. They cover the precipitate collapse of British, French and Dutch colonies in the region, and the mixed fortunes of Britain’s ally China.

Britain and America were at loggerheads over China’s future. President Roosevelt sympathised with Chinese aspirations and believed that an independent China, allied with and guided by the United States, would be central to the post-war dispensation of world power. Yet America treated China as a junior partner in the Allied war effort. Chiang Kai-shek did not attend the wartime ‘Big Three’ conferences in which Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin hammered out grand strategy and agreed the blueprint for the balance of global power in the post-war world. China was again a country to which things happened, for it was agreed that the Soviet Union would invade and occupy Manchuria once the war had been won in Europe. Nonetheless, American pressure persuaded Britain to negotiate the revoking of the old unequal treaties.

Their disappearance was integral to Roosevelt’s vision of a new China fulfilling her natural role as a great power well disposed towards America. Churchill disagreed trenchantly: he refused to believe that China could ever achieve parity with the West and was determined to retain Hong Kong after Japan’s defeat. Unlike the president, the prime minister considered an intact British Empire vital for the new world order. These fundamental differences led to the hitherto little-known attempt by Chiang Kai-shek to seize Hong Kong by force in the closing days of the war. This coup de main was backed by senior American advisers to Chiang, but details of this conspiracy were leaked to the British who planned a swift coup de main against Hong Kong. President Truman gave his blessing to the plan and the American 5th Fleet co-operated with an unopposed landing which secured the colony. At the same time, British and Indian forces were reoccupying Malaya, French Indo-China and the Dutch East Indies. The age of empires was not over, for America now needed them in order to hold its own in a new conflict: the Cold War.

The last section of this book traces Anglo-Chinese relations during the Cold War. It is a history of China’s bloody internal upheavals; her economic miracle and emergence as a global superpower; and her intermittent contests with her two rivals: the United States and the Soviet Union. The narrative also follows the eclipse of British influence in the Far East, the loss of Britain’s land empire and her efforts to find a role in the world as a subordinate partner of America. This would be defined as the ‘special relationship’, but it has never been a harmonious one, particularly when it came to devising a common policy towards China. Washington’s hawks considered British reservations as symptoms of limp-wristed appeasement.

Clashes occurred over Britain’s recognition of the Communist regime which won power in 1949 and, during the 1950s, over America’s willingness to deploy atomic weapons against China during the Korean War and during the confrontations between China and Taiwan. Taiwan, annexed by Japan in 1895 and retaken in 1945, was the refuge of Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalists. In American eyes, the island was an embattled outpost of the Free World of capitalism and democracy. For China it was and still is a province lost to foreigners whose recovery was a matter of national pride and prestige.

Like Taiwan, Hong Kong was another reminder of past humiliations. From 1842 it was a British colony which had prospered beyond the dreams of avarice, and this book charts its progress and the commercial ethos encouraged by its rulers. Communist China chose to let it thrive as a valuable conduit for trade and investment. Hong Kong was exempted from the post-1945 policy of preparing colonies for self-government. It remained a tight ship, with the colonial authorities clamping down rigorously on political dissent.

The last section of this book covers the wrangling that led up to the transfer of power in Hong Kong in 1997. At the same time, it traces the emergence of the new China, her astonishing economic revolution and its consequences for her people and the world. These developments, which began in the 1970s, have coincided with a reversal of roles between China and Britain. The former is now a global superpower with a vast network of trade and investment agreements (the ‘Belt and Road’ system), formidable armed forces and a string of naval bases.

Above all, China now believes that its new strength gives it the right to make the rules of trade and diplomacy, just as Britain had done in the nineteenth century. As for Britain, its land empire has disappeared and, as Kipling had predicted, it is now ‘one with Nineveh and Tyre’. Her people are richer and live longer than their ancestors, but the future of the economy generates unease and foreboding. They are also somewhat afraid that their addiction to the products of Chinese ingenuity and the demand for Chinese investment has left them vulnerable. Just as the Chinese had once feared that cameras could steal their subjects’ souls, there have been newspaper rumours that Chinese components in household refrigerators could somehow spy on their British owners.
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Lion Rampant, 1830–1912
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Barbarians: The Origins of the
 First Opium War, 1830–1839

Hubris rather than opium led to the war between Britain and China in 1839. Each was an imperial power intoxicated by assumptions of moral, political and military superiority. The Chinese were in thrall to a metaphysical view of the world which elevated their country and its emperors to an abstract sovereignty over all other nations. This boast was supported by the belief that over the past 2,000 years China had evolved a perfect culture, society and system of government. The British were equally consumed by a sense of innate superiority in every form of human endeavour which qualified them to bring political, moral, economic and scientific enlightenment to the rest of the world.

The small British mercantile community in Guangzhou (Canton), who were officially licensed to trade with China, believed this and fuelled their convictions with champagne, brandy, whisky and sherry. All flowed decadently during regular parties which reminded hosts and guests that Britain was a strong, enterprising nation whose expanding territorial empire straddled the world. The annual anniversary of the 1815 Battle of Waterloo on 18 June was remembered with pride and gusto: the rest of the foreign community were invited to dinners during which their hosts sang patriotic songs and proposed multiple toasts to the heroes of the battle. Similar carouses celebrated Queen Victoria’s accession in 1837 and her subsequent birthdays. Her 158 subjects made up just over a half of Guangzhou’s foreign population and included sixty-two Parsi merchants from Bombay.1 Over the past 100 years, Britain’s conquests in India had made her a formidable Asian power and an equal match to her closest rivals, Russia and China.

All but a few of the revellers were engaged in the import of opium, which the Chinese used as a narcotic, restorative, stimulant and medicine. Discerning consumers craved the purest Bengali opium, which was supplied by British and Indian merchants for whom the 1830s was a decade of rich rewards due to demand outrunning supplies. An alarmed government in Beijing feared that this upsurge could lead to mass, uncontrollable opium addiction.

Raising a glass in honour of the Duke of Wellington reassured British traders at a time when their presence in China was precarious and their future uncertain. The Chinese Empire regarded the presence of all foreigners as an unwelcome, possibly dangerous necessity and treated them with a blend of disdain and misgiving. Anxiety flowed downwards from the Qing emperors who, in 1757, had confined all Europeans to Guangzhou and imposed strict rules on their movements and transactions. This quarantine favoured China, for it provided an outlet for the exports of tea, fine ceramics and textiles that were prized in Europe.

This Chinese hostility rankled and the response was impatience and contempt. One merchant considered the Chinese as strangers to ‘the arts of civilised life’ and ‘ignorant of science and politics’, while another looked forward to a time when Britain would ‘liberate’ the masses from the Qing dynasty. The notion of conquering China was fantastic and would remain so. Most of the British community simply wanted the Chinese to treat their country with the respect it deserved, to adopt free trade and acquiesce to the laws of supply and demand. These aims were strongly supported at home, particularly by the manufacturers of mass-produced textiles who dreamed of clothing millions of Chinese.

The Chinese Empire profited from the arrangement, but the good times gradually turned to bad thanks to an upsurge in the demand for Bengali opium which, during the 1830s, was draining China of roughly £1 million a year. China was facing a trade deficit which, if not reversed, would trigger an economic crisis. Opium imports were paid for in silver and so the continuing loss of currency threatened to weaken the economy and the authority of the Qing dynasty. Less silver meant fewer silver taels, the basic unit of currency, which, in turn, meant a fall in imperial revenues. The emperor would be unable to pay the bureaucrats who ran his empire and the soldiers who protected it against internal and external enemies. Opium also threatened China with long-term economic debility. Illegal addiction could sap the numbers and energy of the peasant farmers and artisans whose labour sustained the nation and whose taxes paid for its governance. Under Qing rule, China had undergone an agricultural revolution marked by land reclamation, crop diversification and improved farming techniques. The upshot had been a steady rise in population which, by 1830, was estimated at 400 million.

Early in 1839, and in order to stave off an economic crisis, Emperor Daoguang instructed Lin Zexu, the governor-general of Hunan and Hubei provinces, to confiscate all opium stocks held by the foreign merchants in Guangzhou and to forbid further imports. Soon after his arrival, Lin, a man of high principles, excused his actions on moral rather than economic grounds. In an open letter to Queen Victoria, he insisted that China no longer wanted to exchange ‘poison’ for tea and porcelain. His master in Beijing, who occasionally smoked opium, was a pragmatist primarily concerned with financial stability and dynastic security.

Daoguang’s distrust of foreigners, irrespective of why they were in his empire, was understandable. The Qings were also incomers, Manchus from Manchuria who had seized power in 1644 and were therefore outsiders in the eyes of the majority of Han Chinese who were concentrated in the middle and eastern parts of the country. This alien dynasty asserted its absolute authority and ethnic ascendancy by compelling the Han to wear pigtails and forbidding them to ride horses. The coercive power of the Qing state was embodied in the Bannermen, a loyal reserve army of Manchu cavalry and infantry scattered in garrisons across the empire. By the early nineteenth century, these soldiers were often little more than idlers who enjoyed an easy life.

Given their origins, the Qing emperors were always uneasy about their own and their empire’s vulnerability to foreigners. Europeans illicitly at large in China were free to gather intelligence about her geography, population, resources and defences. Even more disturbing was the potential infiltration of novel ideas that might become an explosive force which could shatter the quietist Confucian ideology and traditions that were foundations of the Qing autocracy.

Imperial power was rooted in the ancient Confucian concept of ‘all under heaven’ (Tianxia), which placed China and its emperors above a world whose various states theoretically submitted to their divinely ordained sovereignty. This concept of China as an overarching entity set the pattern of her relations with the representatives of foreign states: they were supplicants from distant tributaries. Geography contributed to China’s world view, for it was confined by the physical boundaries of the China Sea, the Himalayan mountains and deserts of Central Asia. On the edges of these natural frontiers was a periphery of loose dependencies – Manchuria, Mongolia, Korea and Tibet. At the close of the eighteenth century, two subordinate states, Vietnam and Burma, had detached themselves from China’s control and, revealingly, Britain began to absorb the latter into her Indian empire in the 1820s. Beyond the eastern Asian land mass and the China Sea lay other polities about which China knew very little beyond the fact that they were inferior and within her divine, imperial orbit.2

The spiritual impulses which guided China and her rulers were the teachings of Confucius (551–479 BCE), who had instructed the Chinese on how best to conduct their personal, family and public lives. His advice was complemented by Buddhism, which was concerned with the heart and mind, and Taoism, which encouraged the cultivation of the body. All faiths coexisted, although a profound knowledge of Confucian doctrines was the basis for the examinations for entry into the imperial civil service. When Lin rebuked the British for the opium trade, he was invoking the Confucian axiom ‘Do not to others what you would not have others do to you.’

Chinese notions of the divine ordering of the world and their relative geographical ignorance beyond their immediate sphere of influence resulted in a similarly naive political world view. This was noted as such by the British trade missions to Beijing in 1793 and 1816. Each was treated as if it had been sent by some subordinate Mongol khan and the first was dismissed by the Emperor Qianlang, who curtly told the emissaries: ‘We possess all things. I set no value on objects strange and ingenious and have no use for your manufactures.’ King George III, the ruler of Canada, Australia and a substantial swathe of India, and whose navy dominated the oceans of the world, counted for nothing in China’s self-contained and introverted universe.

Yet the imperial government in Beijing was aware of the expansion of British power in India and its slow encroachment on Chinese influence over Tibet. Nepal’s conquest by the East India Company’s army in 1816 detached the mountain kingdom from China’s orbit and placed neighbouring Sikkim (now a state in north-east India) within Britain’s. Soon after, the company’s army occupied Lower Burma, hitherto part of another tributary state.3 These losses on the far periphery of the Chinese Empire did not unduly trouble Beijing, nor, significantly, did imperial intelligence agencies fail to link British forward policies in the tributary kingdom of Burma with the activities of Guangzhou merchants. Overall, the emperor and his ministers had yet to understand the spread of British power in Asia, the aggressive impulses behind it, and how it might affect China. For them, the outbreak of war was a severe shock.

The British commercial community in Guangzhou were intensely sensitive to their lowly status, which was commonly expressed in insults. In 1834 Lord Napier, the British superintendent of trade, was enraged when he discovered that a local mandarin dismissed him as ‘yimu’, that is, ‘barbarian eye’. Worse still for a naval officer and veteran of Trafalgar, his fellow countrymen were derided as ‘yi’, which meant ‘barbarian’.4 Alternative but equally unfavourable translations were ‘stranger’ or a tribesman from the fringes of China. Other terms of contempt commonly used by officials in Guangzhou were ‘fahren’ (‘uncultured people’) and ‘fanqui’ (‘foreign devils’). The implication of barbarity infuriated the British, who would later demand its removal from the Chinese lexicon. Some Chinese scholars justified this arrogance on the grounds that Europeans were a different species. They possessed four testicles, were addicted to sodomy, and were martyrs to intestinal distempers that could only be cured by imports of Chinese tea and rhubarb.5

Foremost among Guangzhou’s barbarians were two dynamic and ruthless businessmen, James Matheson and William Jardine. They were products of the eighteenth-century Scottish Enlightenment, Scotland’s advanced educational system and the work ethic preached by the Presbyterian kirk. Both were taught that individual endeavour and industry were good for the soul, pleasing to God and deserving of earthly rewards. Each graduated from Edinburgh University at the age of eighteen, Jardine with a medical degree and Matheson with one in the arts and medicine. Family connections secured each a post in the East India Company and through diligence, hard graft and a knack for spotting market opportunities they flourished and formed a partnership. The pair moved to Guangzhou in the 1820s and concentrated on the import of Bengali opium. Both were mistrusted by the Chinese, who nicknamed Jardine ‘the iron-headed old rat’.6

Jardine and Matheson were also consummate political operators who knew how to manipulate the levers of power in Britain. Their objective was to persuade the government that it was in the national interest to compel the stubborn Chinese to open their ports to foreign traders, allow them to buy and sell as they wished, and show a proper deference to Britain. Both men were convinced that such a reversal of policy would require the surgical application of overwhelming force. They believed a short, decisive war would produce a pliant and co-operative China.

Domestic political circumstances were advantageous, for the 1832 Reform Act had transformed Britain’s political landscape, creating a new electorate dominated by the middle classes, a crop of new constituencies in the industrial regions and a Whig government responsive to the wishes of manufacturers and exporters. It was to the commercial lobbies that Jardine and Matheson appealed, and they got a sympathetic response. In 1836 the Manchester Chamber of Commerce reminded Parliament that the China trade was worth £4 million annually and warned that British assets in Guangzhou were threatened with confiscation by Chinese officials. Glaswegian businessmen complained that the obtuse Chinese were rejecting the benefits of free trade. The dignity as well as the prosperity of Britain was also at stake: Liverpool merchants informed Parliament about the Chinese disdaining Europeans as ‘barbarians’ and, most shameful of all, a ‘degraded race’.7

As well as whipping up indignation in Britain’s industrial heartlands, Matheson secretly prepared for a conflict with China which he believed was inevitable and desirable. He employed local Chinese sources to gather geographical and political intelligence that would be invaluable if, as he hoped, the British government decided to take up the cudgels on behalf of the China merchants.8

Jardine and Matheson had rightly judged the prevailing temper of their countrymen at home and in China. Britain in the 1830s was a self-confident nation, proud of its native genius and dedicated to the creation of wealth. When the expatriates in Guangzhou raised their glasses to Waterloo, they were celebrating a battle that marked the debut of Britain as the world’s first industrial power and the first global superpower. British engineers led the way in applying steam technology to manufacturing industry and transport. Britain’s merchant fleet dominated the world’s shipping. And the counting houses of the City of London were creating an invisible but immensely influential empire of investment, brokerage and insurance.

The early Victorians were proud of these achievements and convinced themselves that their present and future success was a result of a Divine Providence which recognised and blessed a morally virtuous and devout nation. The modern Britain of the mechanised factory, steamship and railway engine was a force for the physical and moral regeneration of mankind, a process that would include the eventual conversion of large areas of the world to Christianity. These enterprises depended upon the global acceptance of free trade. Its principles derived from Adam Smith’s The Wealth of the Nations (1776). He advocated unrestricted markets for all resources and goods (including labour), free competition between businesses and nations, and the ascendancy of the natural laws of supply and demand. These were, of course, the conditions that suited a country which, by 1850, possessed over a half of the world’s manufacturing capacity.

A revealing insight into the free trade mind was provided by Arthur Cunynghame, a junior army officer who, in 1840, found himself bound for China, where he would risk his life compelling the Chinese to adopt the teachings of Adam Smith. Cunynghame sincerely believed that he was fighting for a just cause and he never missed a chance to illuminate the blessings of free trade in the journal of his voyage. He was excited by the progress he witnessed in Britain’s new colony of Singapore, which, he predicted, was about to become a regional economic powerhouse. He noted the commercial enterprise of Chinese immigrants, ‘who enjoy more freedom than in their much boasted Celestial Empire’. Like so many of his countrymen, Cunynghame was convinced that free trade fostered the unrestricted movement of labour and, in doing so, released human talents.

In another fledgling colony, Sarawak (now part of Malaysia), Cunynghame encountered Dyak peoples mining antimony, which was shipped to Britain, where it was used to produce mock-silver cutlery for middle-class dinner tables. In return for their labour, the indigenous people were given wages which they spent on ‘Manchester goods and other European manufactures’. At the close of his narrative, Cunynghame offered his vision of the new and better world which Britain was creating: ‘The love of science and enterprise under the much-loved banner, the Union Jack, go hand-in-hand to the uttermost parts of the world.’9

Jardine and Matheson, their fellow merchants in Guangzhou and their allies in Britain’s industrial cities would have applauded these sentiments. They also knew that Britain possessed the necessary muscle with which to impose the tenets of free trade on the governments of countries such as China. Since 1815 Britain had enjoyed a position of pre-eminence on every sea and ocean in the world and a string of strategic bases to shelter, refit and victual her men-o’-war. Unfortunately, Royal Navy warships seldom appeared off Guangzhou, and when they did they were unimpressive small sloops rather than formidable line-of-battle ships. The equivalent of HMS Victory would have generated wonder and fear among the Chinese, who might have grasped something of British power.

This deficiency was remedied in 1839 by the directors of the East India Company, who decided to pre-empt an expected Chinese ban on Indian opium imports. Fearful of the loss of revenues, they secretly commissioned a warship designed specifically for minatory coastal and riverine operations in China. The Nemesis was a 660-ton, iron-built, shallow-draught paddle-steamer with ample storage space for coal and a formidable armament including two sixty-pound cannon. It was completed within three months by Lairds of Birkenhead and, having passed its sea trials, the Nemesis began its eight-month journey to China in March 1840.

When Emperor Daoguang and the provincial governor Lin Zexu impounded the Guangzhou stocks of opium in an attempt to terminate the trade in the winter of 1838–39, the resulting war was one that was long expected (and desired) by Jardine, Matheson and the directors of the East India Company. Daoguang’s only alternative would have been to legalise opium and impose a tax on consumers, and perhaps this is the route he would have chosen if he had realised that war would be the outcome of his decision. Qishan, another imperial adviser, had dissented and warned that the opium embargo would provoke British retaliation. But Daoguang was unperturbed and willing to go further. Subsequent imperial instructions to Lin included a suggestion that he might recruit Guangzhou’s ‘best divers and swimmers’ and order them to board foreign ships at anchor and ‘massacre’ all on board. Intelligence of this scheme reached Captain Charles Elliot, the chief superintendent of British trade in China.

After a sixty-day trek from Beijing, Lin arrived at Guangzhou and, on 15 March 1839, informed the foreign business community that the opium trade was now forbidden and all stocks stored in their warehouses would be confiscated and burned. The announcement was a shocking affront to which Elliot reacted with characteristic rashness. He urged all foreigners to leave the city and find refuge in the Portuguese settlement at Macao and promised that Britain would extract compensation of between £2 million and £2.5 million from the Chinese. This was tantamount to a threat of war and was presumptuous insofar as it forced the hand of Prime Minister Lord Melbourne’s ministry. In May, Jardine embarked on a 114-day voyage to England, where he gave ministers an account of recent events, steadied their nerves and suggested how China could be brought in line.
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