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BWEEBIRM Old Gulangyu in Foreigners’ Eyes

Introduction
Ancient Amoy Gateway to China

Across a narrow channel—then an hour-and-a-half distant /A”L; Sl =
by slow junk—lay Kulangsu, a place of’ comfortable i e

, e
retirement for the more affluent merchants and 7
at one period a competitor for the reputation
of being the “wealthiest square-mile in the
world.”

Normal Goodall, 1920s

Centuries before the world had even heard of
Hong Kong or Shanghai, foreigners sought their fortunes in ancient Xiamen
(Amoy). Xiamen was part of the legendary port known by the Arabs as
Zaiton, from which we get the word “satin.” Xiamen boasted one of the
deepest natural harbors on the planet, and Marco Polo, who returned to Italy
from Zaiton, wrote that it rivaled Alexandria, Egypt in trade, and that “for
every ship that sails from Christendom, a thousand sail from Zaiton.” But this probably
did not surprise Marco Polo, given that our province gave rise to China’s maritime
shipbuilding and exploration over 2000 years ago.

No people in China were as keen on seeking their fortune abroad as the open-minded
and free-spirited Xiamen people, which is why most Overseas Chinese today trace their
ancestry to this area. But those that stayed behind made a name for themselves as well,
producing Fujian’s famous tea, silk and porcelain. And Yankee traders met their match
in Xiamen merchants—whom we can thank for American Independence. A Xiamen ship
supplied the Anxi tea for the “Boston Tea Party”. Had it not been for Xiamen, American
lawyers would still be wearing white powdered wigs and we’d be eating French fries with
vinegar instead of ketchup.

Foreigners admired their honesty and sense of fair play, as well as their uncanny
business prowess, and dubbed Xiamenese as the “Yankees of China,” the “Scots of
China,” and the “Europeans of China.”

Ancient Xiamen was also known for heroes like Koxinga, the last defender of the
Ming Dynasty, who made his stand in Xiamen before crossing the Straits to retake Taiwan
from the Dutch. Xiamen also put up China’s most spirited defense against the British
during the first Opium War.

1 “The tea sunk in Boston harbor in 1773 came from Amoy, and all the tea grown in the island
of Formosa was shipped there for reshipment...Considerable commerce is still carried on, however,
the principal imports being opium, cotton, indigo and grain; the chief exports, tea, camphor, sugar,
paper and earthenware.” Foster, 1918, p. 238. Also see Griffis, 1913, p. 57.

2 »
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Xiamen may lost the battle with Britain, but it won the war. Xiamen not only accepted
the invaders but absorbed them, learned from them, and by the early 20th century,
Gulangyu International Settlement was the “richest square kilometer” on earth, with
consulates from 14 countries, and more wealthy people than anywhere on earth except
for Pasadena, California (my home before moving to Xiamen). Most of these newly rich
were Chinese, and Gulangyu’s hundreds of elegant old mansions are a vivid reminder of
the political, economic and cultural power that our tiny island wielded a century ago.

With its unique concentration of wealth and talent, tiny Gulangyu Islet had a pivotal
influence not only on Sino-foreign trade but also modern education, medicine (it was
the “Cradle of Tropical Medicine™), arts, literature, music, sports, economics—even the
Chinese language itself (Pinyin Romanization and Chinese punctuation were developed
by a local, Lu Zhuangzhang (5% %) .

Exploring Old Amoy I have a lively imagination, and often stroll the banyan-shaded
lanes and imagine what exotic old Amoy was like, with sleek tea clippers anchored offshore,
and elegant mansions and consulates along alleys so narrow that 19th century foreigners
called them umbrella streets because they were too narrow to open an umbrella.

I hope that this book will help you and T both to experience life in exotic Old
Amoy through the eyes and ears of the hundreds of foreigners who over the centuries
painstakingly recorded their impressions with pen and ink, paintings, and photography.

These old records are increasingly scarce. Most were destroyed by time, neglect,
or the frequent military and political upheavals that ravaged old Amoy. They are scarce
outside of China as well, and jealously guarded. A library in New York wanted me to sign
my life away and pay $175 USD for just a one-time use of an 1870s engraving of Amoy.
In the end, I searched online and bought a 130-year-old book with the engraving.

Over the past few years, I have collected old books, letters and photos, engravings,
paintings, and postcards, as well as journals portraying life in Old Amoy by everyone
from diplomats and missionaries to a 6-year-old American girl on Gulangyu in the 1850s,
and the free-spirited (but spoiled) 20-year-old daughter of the U.S. Consul in Amoy in
1862.

I interviewed retired missionaries (Jack and Joann Hill, for example) who had served
in Xiamen during the 40s and early 50s, and many provided journals, letters, and old
photos (Wendell and Renske Karsen loaned me 8 albums with over 1000 black and white
Amoy photos). I’ve also received material from descendants of foreigners who lived
in Amoy (Burns, Abeel, Doty, Talmage, Koeppe, and the son of Horace Day, a famous
American painter born on Gulangyu). Some of this material is on our English Xiamen
website, www.amoymagic.com.

At first I feared I’d not find enough material for even a slender volume on Old Amoy,
but as it turned out I had far too much material. Perhaps I can compile a sequel, and I
hope to eventually compile “Old China in Foreigners’ Eyes.”

In the meantime, please visit our website for hundreds of pages of additional material,
photographs and artwork.

Enjoy Old Amoy!
Bill Brown
Xiamen (formerly Amoy)
China, Oct. 2009
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The Unexplored Continent I have met only two classes of people who are able
confidently to assert, “We do!’ They are newspaper reporters and globe-trotters. As for
myself, I am continually discovering a continental area still unexplored.

Dr. Arthur H. Smith, in Gamewell, 1919

Two Kinds of “China Books”
Two classes of books are written
about China by two classes of people.
There are books written by people
who have spent the night in China,
as it were, superficial and amusing,
full of the tinkling of temple bells;
and there are other books written by
people who have spent years in China
and who know it well,--ponderous
books, full of absolute information,
heavy and unreadable. Books of the
first class get one nowhere. They are
delightful and entertaining, but one
feels their irresponsible authorship.
Books of the second class get one
nowhere, for one cannot read them;
they are too didactic and dull. The
only people who might read them
do not read them, for they also are
possessed of deep, fundamental knowledge of china...

This book falls into neither of these two classes, except perhaps in the irresponsibility
of its author. ... Take it lightly; blow off such dust as may happen to stick to you. For
authentic information turn to the heavy volumes written by the acknowledged students of
international politics.

...Like most Americans, you have a lurking sentimental feeling about China, a latent
sympathy and interest based on colossal ignorance. ... Two months ago my ignorance
was fully as over-whelming as yours, but it is being rapidly dispelled. So I’ll try to do
the same for you...

La Motte, 1919

Painting China“China is such a vast country, and holds such wealth of beauty and
interest that an artist might spend years and then only have taken the cream from each
place...] venture to think that if Europeans could but see more pictures, realistically
painted, of the natural and created beauties of that great Empire, they would form a better
opinion, not only of the country, but of the civilization and very high artistic sense of the
people... My visit to Japan was but a short one, ... but I could not help comparing the
two countries artistically, very much (from my point of view) in favour of China, which,
with increased facilities for travelling, will become a great holiday ground for, at any rate,

the wealthier traveler.”
Liddell, 1909
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