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To my wife Alexandra


There be three things which are too wonderful for me, yea, four which I know not:

The way of an eagle in the air; the way of a serpent upon a rock; the way of a ship in the midst of the sea; and the way of a man with a maid.

—PROVERBS 30:18–19

See what ambition will do. A man worth 250,000 dollars relinquishing the joy of society, of wife and children to scramble among the herd for a few more dollars. Every man for his taste.

—WARREN DELANO II, letter to Abiel Abbot Low, December 23, 1840



FOREWORD
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With their unprecedented speed and lithe, angelic beauty, American clipper ships harnessed the power of the ocean winds to transform the young United States from a fragile agrarian republic to a muscular international maritime power. Between 1840 and 1860, the clippers revolutionized global trade by getting Chinese tea, porcelain, and other exotic goods to market twice as fast as rival British ships. The clippers also helped transform California from a remote outpost on the Pacific Ocean, where residents subsisted on fishing and farming, into the Golden State it is today, connected by trade and culture to the commercial centers of the East Coast and beyond.

Yet the clippers also kept company with conflict and violence. The China trade was built on lethal, highly addictive opium, a drug that led to two wars between China and Great Britain and the start of China’s so-called Century of Humiliation. The captains who plied the seas could be harsh, sometimes driving their ships and crews to the brink of destruction for the sake of profit and glory.

Their masters, the Americans who owned the clipper ships and their cargoes—men with names such as Delano, Forbes, and Low—amassed wealth so great that they became the pillars of the American Establishment. These were the dynastic fortunes that built lavish estates, funded prep schools and universities, and financed much of the new enterprise on which the country would be built: the mines that fueled national growth, the railroads that carried people and goods through the vast interior, and the transatlantic cable that connected the continents. In power and philanthropy, the owners of the clipper ships saw themselves as modern-day merchant princes, much like the grandees of Europe’s most famous maritime city-state: the “Most Serene Republic” of Venice. Their cultural and political influence lasted well into the twentieth century. It is no surprise that the grandson of one of the most successful of them would become president of the United States.



PROLOGUE:


THE PATRIARCH
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He cared little for outsiders, but would do anything for his own family.

—SARA “SALLIE” DELANO1

Warren Delano II loved sitting at his big desk at Algonac, his Hudson River estate. Around him were treasures of Chinese art: temple bells, porcelains, silk wall hangings. This day, through the wavy glass panes of the library windows, he could see a fall breeze rustle the red and gold leaves on the trees, and the sun glitter on the river. The air was crisp, and a coal fire glowed in the hearth. Penning letters to family and friends, with advice on business and stern judgments about character, he was at home, in charge, and seemingly at ease, managing a business empire that spanned the globe.

Fifty years old in the fall of 1859, Delano was a tough man to the core: well over six feet tall, with chiseled features, a hooked nose, a leonine beard, and bristling sideburns. Suspicious of strangers, he loved his family without reservation. All coldness melted away when his six children tumbled around the library, as they often did while he worked. If two of them got into a fight over a toy, he would look up from his desk, smile, utter firmly, “What’s that? Tut, tut!” and the squabble would stop. It was not fear of the patriarch but fear of disappointing him that kept his children well behaved. He never spanked them. Nor did he share his worries on days when letters brought ill news. In the words of one daughter, he had a remarkable knack for hiding “all traces of sadness or trouble or news of anything alarming.”2 To be a true Delano, one had to keep a pleasant disposition, no matter what life threw at you.

The Delano clan had been risking their lives on the high seas ever since the Flemish Protestant adventurer Philippe Delannoy first made the Atlantic crossing to the Plymouth Bay Colony in 1621. Building the family’s maritime fortunes required spending much of life apart from those they loved, and demanded a delicate balance of poise on land and toughness at sea. It was a fact of life in seagoing New England: the longer the absence and the larger the risks, the greater the financial rewards. The old whale-hunting cry “A dead whale or a stove boat!” could well have been the family’s motto.I

For two centuries, the clan had sacrificed much to attain modest prosperity. But Warren Delano’s opulent fortune had sprung from his mastery of another kind of maritime gamble: trading in tea and opium. He had made two visits to China as a young man, first as a bachelor, and then with his wife, Catherine, whom he had married only a few weeks before they set sail. They had lost their first-born child in that country, a tragedy that had driven his young bride to near-suicidal despair. Another child would come home chronically ill.

Yet Warren was expert at keeping his private emotional life divorced from the grand vision by which he and his contemporaries had transformed the world. Their hard work had made a young republic into one of the world’s great commercial sea powers, with a fleet of fast ships that challenged Great Britain’s maritime supremacy. The success of Yankee clippers, which Delano helped mastermind, shook Old Britannia’s complacency, cracking ancient, restrictive trade laws that had kept foreign-built vessels out of British ports. “We must run a race with our gigantic and unshackled rival,” snarled the London Times upon the first visit to London of a Yankee clipper, in 1850. “We must set our long-practiced skill, our steady industry, and our dogged determination against his youth, industry, and ardor.”3 The American clipper in question, Oriental, had cut the trip from China to London nearly in half, from six months to a mere 97 days, and her cargo of tea sold for a whopping $48,000. This was at a time when an average American worker made between $10 and $12 a month.4

Delano’s great wealth from trade had allowed him to remove his family to Algonac, a sixty-acre estate north of New York City. The mammoth scale of the house was in no small part inspired by a great rambling palace Delano had seen on the banks of China’s Pearl River many years before, while it also reflected the latest in nineteenth-century American architectural fashion. The architect, Andrew Jackson Downing, was a proponent of the “picturesque”: a whimsical Gothic window here, a wood-and-glass cupola there. Downing seems to have understood his seagoing but home-loving client. As a self-taught tastemaker, Downing skillfully used his pen to appeal to the longings of his prosperous but increasingly harried bourgeois clientele. “The mere sentiment of home,” Downing mused in The Architecture of Country Houses, “has, like a strong anchor, saved many a man from shipwreck in the storms of life.”5

For Delano, Algonac did exactly that. The tan stucco house, designed in the Tuscan villa style and adorned with towers, gables, and wide porches, was his fortress—a refuge from all of the uncertainties that had dogged his early life. Screened in by stone walls and tall trees, Warren was the realm’s benevolent yet exacting ruler. Here, all of the world’s problems were kept at bay, and all of life’s questions answered. He played games with his children and tended his fruit trees. He and Catherine wrote what they called their “Algonac Diaries,” lovingly describing their children’s “explosions of fire-crackers,” and one particularly “splendid bonfire in the henyard.”6 The crash of a gong summoned the family to their evening meal, in an east-facing dining room with a spectacular view of the Hudson River.

Yet Warren didn’t tell stories to his children about his time in China as a young man—the violence he had lived through, or his loneliness there before Catherine, or facing down the hard edges of life on the other side of the world. He was determined that his children not go through what he’d experienced. For all his present comfort, he knew what it had taken to make his money, in a foreign country, skirting the fringes of the law.

At Algonac, there was a silent witness to the source of his wealth, in spirit if not in life: a Chinese patriarch was enshrined in an oil painting that hung in the paneled library. He had a thin, pinched face and melancholy eyes, and he was dressed splendidly in flowing silk robes, necklaces of bright jade. A close-fitting cap, topped with the red coral button that denoted his high “mandarin” social status in the Chinese governmental hierarchy, sat next to him on the table.

This was Houqua, the great Chinese merchant whose favor had helped make Warren Delano one of America’s richest men. By 1859, the man in the painting had been dead for more than ten years. But through the first half of the nineteenth century, he had been one of the wealthiest men in the world, and a financial father to Delano and other young American merchants of that time. The painting at Algonac was a gift from Houqua himself. Every partner at Delano’s firm, Russell & Company—the largest and most profitable American enterprise in China—brought home a portrait of Houqua. His visage adorned counting rooms in New York, Boston, and Philadelphia. So revered was the great merchant that one of Delano’s partners named his tea-carrying ship, arguably the first of the sleek Yankee clippers, in Houqua’s honor.

In the years since his time under Houqua’s patronage, Warren Delano had invested the fortune he had made from his Chinese business into more clipper ships, and then into copper and coal mines, Manhattan real estate, and railroads. Delano himself had achieved tremendous stature, not only for his wealth but also for his character. One contemporary wrote, “He was a man of quick perceptions, accurate judgment, indomitable will, and possessed in a remarkable degree the rich endowment of common sense . . . the result of clear thinking and strict adherence to the facts.”7

Yet by that fall day in 1859, the business letters Delano was writing from the library at Algonac were getting increasingly frantic. A financial panic two years earlier, triggered by speculation in railroads, had caused his investments to suffer. His clipper ships were particularly hard hit. Within several months of the crash, he had gone from being a millionaire to being close to penniless. Despite Delano’s obsession with privacy at Algonac, there was no way to keep this financial cataclysm away from his family hearth. Meanwhile, America was hurtling toward the reckoning between North and South, a conflict from which even the gates of Algonac could not shelter the Delanos.

Warren Delano had a big family, an expensive house, and above all, a reputation to maintain. He had taken big risks throughout his life, and now, staring at bankruptcy, he was not about to sit still. He saw only one way to avoid certain ruin: he would return to China and the opium and tea trade.

His wife and six children would remain at Algonac. Warren promised Catherine, several months pregnant with their seventh child, that he would be gone only two years. She did her best to keep calm as he packed his bags and prepared to leave. She knew firsthand the danger of ocean travel and the volatile political situation in China, a country where Westerners were not welcomed as guests but rather derided in the streets as fanqui. Foreign devils.

*  *  *

When Warren Delano boarded ship in the Port of New York, the sounds and smells around him would not have differed greatly from the scenes of his first voyage more than a quarter century before: the tang of salt water, the shouts of the sailors, the thunder of the canvas as it dropped from the yards and captured the wind, and the gentle motion of the deck as the vessel glided through the Upper Bay and then out into the gray expanse of the North Atlantic. In his ears would be the sonorous calls of the chanteymen, singing work songs to keep time as they hauled in the lines and spun the capstans—old sailing songs, tuned to the new clipper era:

Down by the river hauled a Yankee clipper,

And it’s blow, my bully boys, blow!

She’s a Yankee mate and a Yankee skipper,

And it’s blow, my bully boys, blow!

The name of the ship that took him on this voyage is lost to history, but it was almost certainly one of those rakish, swift vessels that he helped pioneer: majestic clippers, flying before the wind like great birds of prey, their vast spreads of canvas stretched taut, their deep, sharp bows piercing wave after wave. On such a vessel, the trip would take fewer than three months. When Warren had first gone to China in 1833, six months was considered an acceptable run. In this respect alone, time spent aboard ship had changed.

Still, life on a long sea voyage would have quickly worn thin: dinners with the captain; letter writing; endlessly rereading the same books and outdated periodicals such as Harper’s Weekly; listening to other passengers tell stories, play the piano, or sing. Delano had played the guitar as a young man. Perhaps now he sang a few songs with his fellow passengers to pass the time.8 But this private man likely despised being forced into the shipboard company of people he didn’t know. At night, his huge frame jammed into a narrow berth built for a much smaller man, he may have stared out his port light and yearned for Algonac and his family.

An ocean away, his five-year-old daughter, Sara, found the separation from her beloved Papa hard to bear. She later remembered her father vanishing without explanation. As many Yankee children lamented, “Dear papa done Tanton [gone Canton].”9 When Warren’s letters began to arrive, young Sara steamed off the stamps and pasted them in her collection.10

The letters meant that Warren Delano had arrived safely. Renting a large house called Rose Hill and settling into his Russell & Company duties, Delano was going back to the work he knew. He missed his family, but he was making money—as he had done thirty years ago.



I. Stove as in broken, holed, or smashed by an angry whale.



CHAPTER 1


THE CANTON SILVER CUP
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In these days of steam and telegraph, it is difficult to conceive of the state of isolation in which we lived. When a ship arrived, she often brought news five or six months old from home, but as the success of her voyage depended upon keeping private all intimations about the market which she had left behind, not a letter or newspaper was ever delivered until she had bought her cargo, very often not until she lifted her anchor to go off.

—JOHN MURRAY FORBES, partner at Russell & Company1

Imperial Chinese edicts forbade sexual relations between Westerners and Chinese. They also forbade boat racing and the opium trade. The Westerners had and did them anyway.

It was 1837, and on the banks of the Pearl River, twenty-seven-year-old Warren Delano lowered himself into a six-man rowing boat christened the Not So Green. Delano and his fellow Americans were in pursuit of the Canton Silver Cup, to be awarded by the newly formed Canton Regatta Club. Here he was, junior partner of the small Boston-based firm of Bryant & Sturgis, halfway around the world from his close-knit New England family, racing amidst the grandeur and squalor of one of the world’s great trading ports. The statues of five goats—which represented five elements of the Chinese zodiac and the nucleus of an ancient, sprawling Taoist temple—gave Canton the nickname the “City of Rams.”

The two competing boats—one British, one American—headed up to the starting line, their oars pulling through yellow waters choked with trash and sewage. Occasionally a dead dog or cat would float past, grotesquely bloated, paws turned toward the heavens. Glancing over at the vast Whampoa harbor, the anchorage just downriver from Canton, Delano could see the big East Indiamen riding at their moorings, preparing to sail home loaded with hundreds of crates of fragrant tea. His Not So Green was tiny in comparison: low to the water, the artful sheer of her planked hull curving gracefully upward toward her bow and stern. The elegant craft was most likely the handiwork of the old Chinese shipwright Mo-Pin (“No Pigtail”), whose exacting workmanship was popular with the rich men of Canton’s “Golden Ghetto,” the foreign merchant community.2

Other small craft bobbed past. Schooners that shuttled Westerners downriver to the Portuguese island colony of Macao. Coastal junks, their bows adorned with painted eyes, trundling from Canton to the Chinese ports forbidden to Westerners, Shanghai and Xiamen. Then there were the “flower boats,” gaudy floating brothels that drifted past seductively, with Chinese women doing their best to tempt the “foreign devils” from their months of enforced celibacy. Warren’s cousin Amasa Delano, who had traveled to China as a ship’s officer twenty years earlier, was horrified at what appeared to be the corpses of mixed-blood babies bobbing in the Pearl River, mingled with the dead animals and trash.3

At least one trader couldn’t repress his desire for illicit companionship. American William Hunter kept a Chinese mistress at Macao, out of sight of the authorities, and had two children with her. When he sailed home alone after twenty years away, he grew so sad that he got on another ship bound for Canton to be with her again. “The man must be insane,” wrote a colleague. “A man who has been from home since 1825 . . . and amassing more than $200,000, return[ing] to China and his miserable Tanka mistress.”4 I Unlike his fellow Americans, Hunter also learned Chinese in secret and came to understand the culture deeply. This was also an act of defiance: the government forbade foreigners from learning the Chinese language, and any exchange beyond what was proscribed by law was furtive at best.

Hunter was a rare exception. The Western traders pulling the six-man gigs that day were not thinking about Chinese culture. Rather, they were focused on competition between England and her former colonial possession, the United States of America. The gun went off, and the Not So Green sprung forward, her sharp bow cleaving through the Pearl River. Delano and his five crewmates strained hard, groaning with every stroke as the oars clanked in their locks and the wooden blades gripped the water in unison. Sweat streaming, muscles burning, and the palms of their hands chafing raw, the Americans tore past the other boat, and an intense ten-minute effort swept across the finish line. They had won the Canton Regatta’s highest prize, the Silver Cup. The racing committee, attired smartly in pressed white linens aboard a flower boat hired for the occasion, applauded. But the American merchants watching from the balcony of their nearby warehouse broke into wild cheers. “What with our national flags and much other bunting,” wrote William Hunter of the celebration, “displayed on tall bamboos from the flat roof of the flower boat, the gathering of so many Fankwaes [or fanqui, the foreign devils], their numerous boats manned by English and American jacks well got up, with the LascarsII in tidy white and fresh turbans, it was indeed a gay scene . . . on the Pearl River by the City of Rams.”5

Back at work in the days that followed, Delano must have basked with pride at his part in the triumph over their British rivals. A descendant of Mayflower Pilgrims, he would one day consider changing his Anglicized family name back to the original French Protestant Delannoy. His dislike of the English had been learned from his father, who had been captured by the British navy in the War of 1812 and nearly died aboard a prison ship. “I would sooner grow a tail and become a Chinese in customs, manners, and religion than be an Englishman,” Delano wrote later. “Still, I have no prejudice.”6

There would be other races in the months ahead, but Delano’s part in winning the Silver Cup would not divert him for long from his true contest in Canton. “Between you and I,” Warren wrote his younger brother Franklin back in America, “I have the prospect of joining an old established house here, and if I can succeed in so doing, it will be far more advantageous to my pecuniary interests than anything I could expect to do by going home. I should repeat, in case of my joining this house, that it would involve the necessity of my remaining in Canton 3 or 4 years longer, but am sure should be disappointed were I to go home seeking business or employment, I must . . . submit to this privation. Of one thing you may be assured—that if I soon do get money enough to enable me to live at home in a very moderate degree of comfort, I shall soon turn my back upon Canton.”7

*  *  *

All foreigners who lived in Canton (modern day Guangzhou) were confined within the whitewashed colonnades of the so-called Factories. The classical architecture and low-slung roofs stood out against the ochre and browns of the rest of the city. Flags of many nations fluttered from the poles on the wharves just beyond: England, France, Sweden, Holland, and, newest of all, the Stars and Stripes of the young United States of America.

The Factories didn’t really make anything; their title was derived from the word factor: a merchant or broker. In this case, the residents of the Factories were brokers of Chinese export goods. The first floors of the Factory were for storing those riches: Bohea tea from the Wuyi Mountains and young hyson tea from Anhui; luxury goods such as nankeen,III silks, jades, lacquer, and porcelain; medicinal herbs such as camphor (used to treat colds and fungal infections); and exotic foodstuffs such as rhubarb. Of everything there, young hyson (Cantonese for “flourishing spring”) reigned supreme. Picked before the first spring rains, the leaves were first fired in a wok, and then twisted into brow-shaped knots and fired again. It was crates of hyson tea that the members of the Boston Tea Party heaved into Boston Harbor in 1773.

The second and third floors of the Factories contained offices and single sleeping rooms for merchants, clerks, and the occasional Christian missionary. Chinese servants waited on the Westerners from dawn to dusk, making their beds, drawing their water, cooking their meals, and emptying their chamber pots. In the American Factory—which housed the firms of Russell & Company, Wetmore & Company, and others—great counting rooms were lined with wooden desks where clerks and literary men (known as “writers”) kept track of business transactions and meetings. Each seat was equipped with a quill, ink, a big ledger, and a dome-shaped bell, which the office worker could ring if he needed a drink or a snack.

Canton’s Factories gathered together a few hundred young men from all over the world. Most were from Great Britain: younger sons of the nobility; Scottish merchants; a few missionaries hoping to convert the Chinese. There were traders from Holland and France, as well as a handful of Indians and Sephardic Jews from the Middle East. The Americans were the newest arrivals, not having established a beachhead in Canton until after independence from England.

The Portuguese were the luckiest. Because they had arrived in China first, they had their own colony—architecturally a little bit of Lisbon—on the island of Macao, sixty miles downriver, near where the Pearl River drained into the South China Sea. Since no Western women were permitted on the Chinese mainland, Macao became home for the wives of Canton’s other foreign merchants. There the few women who braved the long journey to the East could raise their children, see their husbands as often as they could, and try their best to re-create the social life they knew back in New York, Boston, or London. During the winter off-season, a young trader could waltz until the wee hours of the morning. “I had never seen so brilliant a party anywhere, not even at the garrison fancy ball at Gibraltar,” wrote the young American merchant John Murray Forbes. There, lit by crystal chandeliers and surrounded by swirling skirts, a young man would climb on a chair, raise his glass, and toast: “To the bright eyes of Macao!”8

Back in Canton, the atmosphere was hypermasculine, a work-hard-play-hard routine of long hours punctuated by cricket games, gambling, and eating and drinking to excess. “You can form no idea of the enormous extravagance of this house,” wrote one trader, noting, “the consumption of the article of Beer alone would suffice to maintain one family comfortable in Salem. Our young men finish an entire bottle at each dinner, a dozen bottles are drunk at table at ordinary occasions & frequently 1-1/2 dozen bottles.”9, 10 Despite servants and many creature comforts, the Factories were still claustrophobic. “If you could see the packed-up way we have to live here, crammed as close to each other as jars of sweetmeats in a box of bran,” complained one American missionary—“no yard, no out-houses, no trees, no back door, even—you would feel as keenly as I do the pleasure of sometimes seeing growing green things.”11

During the busy trading months in spring, summer, and fall, the American merchants worked as many as twenty hours a day, rising early for a breakfast of rice, tea, toast, curry, eggs, and fish. A light lunch was served at noon, and a big dinner at six thirty, washed down with wine, beer, and India ale, and topped off by brandy and strong draws from Manila cheroot—a thin cigar made of tobacco, roots, and bark, cut at both ends.12 Supposedly, smoking a cheroot warded off fatal tropical diseases such as malaria. Work then continued into the night, no matter how much they’d had to drink.

Foreign merchants were restricted to trading with a government-approved Chinese guild, the Cohong. Based on the Americans’ best guess of what the demand would be back home in six months’ time, they would make an offer to one of the guild’s dozen or so Chinese merchants, who made up the formal Cohong association.13 The foreign merchants were called yanghang, or “ocean traders.” If the tea market back home was oversupplied and weak, a bad buy could ruin the Yankee merchant. If the tea market was strong, he would make a nice profit.

To buy the tea, the American merchants would use a combination of cash, usually in the form of silver, and promissory notes. The Chinese merchant was paid in full (plus interest) only after the tea had gone to auction back in America. An example from 1805 illustrates one such transaction: a Rhode Island trader purchased from his Chinese counterpart fifty chests of souchong tea for $1,533.12. Rather than paying the full amount at once, he put up $383.12 and promised to pay the balance of $1,150 (plus interest) the following season. To avoid confusion, the notes and proceedings were recorded in both Chinese and English.14

Back in the Factory, the clerks would make a note of the amounts paid for the tea crates, dutifully recording all transactions in ledger books and carefully preparing hundreds of invoices to send to their bosses back home. The accounting side of the business was tedious and exacting, perfect for bean counters but aggravating for poets. As Russell & Company partner Abiel Abbot Low wrote home to his younger, bon vivant brother, William Henry, who was considering a trip to Canton to make his fortune: “Let me repeat that a thorough knowledge of bookkeeping is absolutely necessary to one who designs to act a responsible part; at least the principle of double entry should be so familiar that you could readily carry it into practice.” He also urged his younger brother to improve his handwriting.15

While the clerks worked, others prepared the tea crates for shipment home. The quicker the tea got to New York—especially the coveted first picking of young hyson—the higher the price it fetched at auction, and the better the reputation of the firm. In Canton, each sealed crate was marked with the name of the merchant or consignee. Some were opened randomly to ensure that the contents did not include sticks, stones, or dried weeds. Like sommeliers in the wine trade, tea traders had to develop very acute senses of taste and smell. “A dirty business,” one trainee described the constant sniffing, tasting, and weighing, “the tea getting into the nostrils, soiling the hands, etc.”16 A fragrant luxury coveted by consumers back home quickly became a noxious nuisance to the merchants selling it.

The foreign tea ships rode at anchor at Whampoa. From June to September—months when ships from America and Europe could take advantage of the seasonal monsoon winds, blowing them eastward to Canton across the South China Sea—the harbor became a forest of masts, with colorful flags fluttering. On hot summer nights, the air was damp and thick, and the calls of tropical birds mingled with the cries of passing boatmen. The Western captains would clear their ships’ imported cargoes with officials, go ashore to meet with their assigned hong merchant, exchange presents (cumshas), and receive the so-called Grand Chop: the official clearance document, stamped with the seal (“chop”) of the Hoppo, or head Chinese customs official.17

Trips were timed with the seasons. Homeward bound vessels generally rode at anchor at Whampoa between July and October. If they didn’t, they would have to beat against the strong winds of the southwest monsoon. In the fall, the monsoon shifted, bringing winds that blew toward the southwest, which helped the foreign ships sail home faster. While they waited for the winds to change, the captains would go ashore to the Factories to lodge, dine, and network with the partners of the shipping firms. The sailors stayed aboard the ships, maintaining them and preparing for the hundreds of tightly packed tea chests expected on the voyage.

Before these could be loaded, the crew would seal up all hatches and portholes, and light a fire down below to smoke out the rats and cockroaches. The cockroaches, one sailor wrote, “are really more troublesome than the rats, for they eat the labels off tea chests. They will gnaw your toe nails and eat your books and your oil clothing, and will fly in your faces; on one occasion, they drove all the watch below deck.” Once the fire was put out, a team of Chinese laborers would then cart away up to thirty bushels of dead bugs before the holds could be loaded with tea chests.18

Finally, when the winds were right and the cargo fully loaded, the ships weighed anchor and set sail for home. Their route took them west through the steamy South China Sea, through the Sunda Strait to the Indian Ocean, and onward around Africa’s Cape of Good Hope. The ships would then ride the southeast trades northward to the equator. There the paths of the British and American ships would diverge: the former tacking northward to London’s West India Docks; the latter westward across the Atlantic to New York’s South Street or Boston’s India Wharf.

The ships that made these voyages had not changed much in design during the past two centuries. A typical American or British “Indiaman” was about 175 feet long and 30 feet wide, with a full hull and deep draft (hull depth before the waterline) and characteristic rounded topsides (hull above the waterline)—a feature known to sailors and builders as tumblehome. The British vessels, usually converted fourth-rate warships, boasted ornate sterns with latticed glass windows that glowed at night, when captains hosted other masters and friendly Chinese mandarins over claret and port.

Since Elizabethan times, popular shipbuilding consensus was that below the waterline, a ship’s hull should resemble the body of a fish: a bluff bow and a narrow, tapered stern. “Cod’s head and mackerel tail,” was how wags described a typical merchant ship’s hull of that period.19 And while these burdensome, full-bodied ships carried plenty of cargo, their average day’s run was slow. They were built of oak, teak, and other heavy materials, their bottoms coppered to repel boring mollusks—built for strength, not dispatch. “Safety and comfort were the watchwords, with no desire or effort for speed,” wrote Captain Arthur Hamilton Clark, one of America’s most astute chroniclers of the clipper ship era. “No one ever knew how fast these vessels could really sail, as they never had anyone on board who could get the best speed out of them.”20 A six-month voyage from Canton to London was seen as a perfectly respectable passage. It didn’t really matter which ship got to England first, as prices were fixed in London. In fact, until the 1830s, the British traders had worked for a Crown-sanctioned monopoly, the East India Company. But even after its exclusive China trading rights ended, there were no significant changes in ship design on either side of the Atlantic.

The American ships were of similarly full-bodied build, although they generally carried less ornamentation. (They did, however, persist in painting faux gun ports on their topsides.) But the impetus for new ship design was great. Without the kind of government support that protected British profits, the US owners were under economic pressure to get their cargos to market faster. There was little room for fripperies such as gilded heraldry and luxurious cabins on American ships—for tightfisted shipowners, such things wasted time, money, and speed. Thanks to the Revolution and the War of 1812, Britain had little interest in shipping tea and China goods to its pesky former colonies. American merchants were more than happy to fill this void. Unlike the mercantilist British Crown, the federal government took a laissez-faire attitude toward the China trade. All Congress cared about was collecting duties, the main source of federal revenue at the time. As a result, skilled shipwrights and opportunistic merchants had been collaborating for a couple of decades to revolutionize ship design, with a focus on increasing speed in smaller vessels.

The fruits of this Yankee ingenuity would be sailing full tilt into a greatly changed China within a few years.

*  *  *

To most Chinese, the few hundred fair-skinned people huddled in Macao and Canton were at best inconvenient guests—at worst, little better than rats. The Americans were the “flowery flag devils,” after the stars and stripes that flew from their ships. The Danish were the “yellow flag devils,” and the English, “red-haired devils.”21

There were no Chinese-flagged vessels bound for Europe. For almost four hundred years, the country had insulated itself from direct contact with the Western world. In 1492, when Christopher Columbus sailed from Spain on his first voyage across the Atlantic to find the Celestial Kingdom described by Marco Polo, China’s own overseas commerce had essentially already been stopped. In 1371, more than a century before Columbus’s overseas gamble, the emperor and his mandarins declared a series of sea bans (haijin) that made the unauthorized construction of an oceangoing junk a capital offense. Gone were the massive trading junks of the Ming dynasty “treasure fleet,” which had ventured as far as the east coast of Africa. Although Chinese maintained a thriving international trade with the Philippines, the East Indies, and Vietnam, China tried to ignore the barbarians of the West.

China was, after all, the Middle Kingdom, whose emperor ruled by the Mandate of Heaven. It was big enough and rich enough to ignore and snub the outside world. The Chinese grew all the food they needed and produced all the luxuries (porcelain, silk, jade) that its most privileged citizens required to adorn their palaces with an opulence of which the monarchs of Europe could only dream. China also saw itself as too big and strong to subjugate and colonize.

But Europeans wanted China’s products too. When Portuguese captain Jorge Alvares sailed into Canton Harbor in 1513, his ship packed with tempting goods, the Chinese grudgingly agreed to trade. One new delicacy the Portuguese introduced to China—Mexican chilies—would forever put a fiery kick into the native cuisine.

As for the fanqui merchants of later years, there were many beautiful and exotic Chinese items to ship back home to sell, but the most coveted (and profitable) were the dried leaves of a plant that could not be grown in Europe’s temperate climate. Tea (Camellia sinensis), which the Chinese used as medicine, came from a mysterious evergreen shrub that, when dried and boiled in water, produced a beguiling beverage. Its kicks of caffeine, theobromine, and theophylline soothed the nerves, while its rich taste delighted the palate. A subtropical plant, it thrived on the banks of the Pearl River in southeast China, alongside mulberry bushes, host plants for silkworms. When the Portuguese traders introduced tea to the West, Europeans could not get enough of it. By the mid-1700s, England was hooked. Because of its expense and exotic origins, drinking tea became an elaborate social ritual. For the rich, this also meant purchasing new precious objects—filigreed silver and porcelain tea sets—that were manufactured in their home countries.

The passion for tea found its way across the Atlantic to England’s American colonies. Tea helped spark the American Revolution, when a new parliamentary tax on imports to the colonies provoked a group of revolutionaries dressed as Native Americans to dump 342 chests of the prized shrub into Boston Harbor. One ditty urged American patriots to drink tea brewed from clover, called labrador tea:

Throw aside your Bohea and your green hyson tea,

And all things with a new fashioned duty;

Procure a good store of the choice labrador,

For there’ll soon be enough here to suit ye;

There do without fear, and to all you’ll appear

Fair, charming, true, lovely, and clever;

Though the times remain darkish, young men may be sparkish,

And love you much stronger than ever.22

The Boston Tea Party was as much a revolt against a cartel as it was against taxation without representation. As elsewhere in the British colonies, the Honorable East India Company had a lock on the tea trade; only it could sell the in-demand drink.

After independence, Americans retained their thirst for tea, especially green tea. (The British tended to favor black.) With the Honorable Company monopoly out of the way—only countries in the British Empire could remain part of her tea supply chain—US merchants had to start dispatching their own ships to China. On February 22, 1784, the Baltimore-built Empress of China sailed from New York with a cargo of ginseng, becoming the first American ship to arrive in Canton.23 The Chinese market had long coveted the American variety of ginseng over the native strain for its superior taste and strength.24 The trip’s backers were a constellation of the young nation’s richest men, including Robert Morris, known as the “financier of the Revolution” for using his business connections to equip and pay General George Washington’s troops. Fourteen months later, when Empress of China arrived triumphantly back in New York Harbor, the cargo brought auctioneers stampeding to the wharf. The American people, tea-starved during the lean years of the American Revolution, were finally getting their fix.IV

For its part, the Empress of China syndicate enjoyed a 25 percent return on its investment. The successful venture attracted merchants from other American commercial cities—Boston, Salem, New York, Philadelphia, and Baltimore—to dispatch ships in the Empress’s wake.

The men who sailed these ships—and mostly single men braved the long and treacherous journey—were the soldiers of fortune of the new era of global trade. Most came from comfortable backgrounds, well connected but not independently wealthy. To go to China as a young bachelor and risk everything took a lot of guts, and to get an apprenticeship with a merchant firm usually meant procuring a letter of introduction from richer relatives.

Young Warren Delano II of Fairhaven, Massachusetts, fit the bill exactly. His family was established and esteemed but hardly wealthy. The Delanos still had to work for a living, and in their native Fairhaven, that meant either plowing rocky New England soil or braving the cruel sea. Fairhaven was just across the Acushnet River from New Bedford, Massachusetts, America’s whaling capital and arguably the richest city per capita in the United States. Many of Warren’s forebears, including his father Warren Sr., had commanded whaling ships, harpooning the colossal beasts from slim whaleboats rowed by crews of six men. One of Warren’s cousins, Captain Amasa Delano, made a trip to China in 1794 aboard the Massachusetts, writing in his memoir that China “is the first for greatness, riches, and grandeur of any country ever known.”25

Tough men such as Warren’s father, one historian would rhapsodize later, were “great types of our American manhood” who practiced a “handicraft in which courage, resourcefulness, agility, clear eye, and steady nerve were the very common places of the calling.”26 At the city’s peak in the 1830s, the merchant princes of New Bedford owned almost seventy whaling ships, which sailed to as far away as Antarctica and the Sea of Japan to bring back barrels of the precious oil used for candles and industrial lubricants. Charles Francis Adams, son of President John Quincy Adams and grandson of John Adams, the second president of the United States, wrote admiringly of New Bedford, saying that, “it had risen like magic, and . . . presents more noble-looking mansions than any other in the country.”27 The whaling wealth of New Bedford spilled over into Fairhaven, which had a whaling fleet of its own.

Warren’s father, a gruff old salt if there ever was one, lived in a Greek Revival wood-frame structure, paid for with the modest fortune he had earned from the sea. Early in the Anglo-American War of 1812, he had been captured by the British while running a blockade and nearly starved to death in captivity. On his release, he returned home to his family sick but safe. Then, in 1814, the British bombarded the New England coast, burning Essex, Connecticut, to the ground and threatening Fairhaven and New Bedford. A still-frail Warren Sr. and his wife, Deborah, spirited their young sons Warren, Frederic, Franklin, and Edward, inland to avoid the exploding British shells. When the war ended in 1815, the elder Delano retired from the sea, and went to work as a ship agent and whale oil broker.

The Delanos were smart, resourceful, and tough minded. As one descendant wrote later, although a “courageous and self-respecting lot . . . they must have had a very hard and up-hill struggle for existence.”28 The elder Warren and his wife wanted better for their children, grooming Warren II and his brothers for a commercial career from a very young age. He attended Fairhaven Academy, the local private school, which cost $2 per quarter in tuition and educated boys and girls (albeit in separate classrooms). The curriculum included English, French, Greek, Latin, music, and drawing. “Particular attention will be given to the culture of the moral character,” boasted a Fairhaven Academy advertisement.29

None of the Delano boys was bound for college. The Delanos, like many prosperous families of Puritan stock, valued intelligence, but of the mercantile rather than bookish kind; that is, unless the young man in question were destined for the clergy or law, in which case, the family would pack him off to Harvard or Yale. Although no intellectual slouch—Delano became a prolific letter writer as an adult—Warren fit the description of his near contemporary Moses Grinnell, another scion of a leading whaling family: “not burdened with special predilections for scholastic pursuits, and determined to become a shipping merchant.”30

At the age of sixteen, Warren Delano II headed north to Boston to work as an apprentice clerk at a firm with strong New Bedford roots: the Boston-based firm of Hathaway & Company. One Hathaway, Francis, had been among the first New Bedford merchants to break into the China trade, which had previously been the domain of men from Boston, Salem, and New York. The Hathaways and the Delanos almost certainly knew each other socially, although, unlike the Unitarian Delanos, the Hathaways were Quakers, known formally as the Society of Friends. Even in the New World, the “Friends” kept a low profile, dressing in plain clothes and keeping businesses within families.

Perhaps Warren found the sweet fragrance wafting from the Chinese tea chests on the Hathaway ships more appealing than stinky barrels of whale oil. He kept his sights on the China trade. Moving to New York, he took a position at another merchant firm, Goodhue & Company, where work was gentlemanly and lucrative: “they sell a cargo of teas and China goods (worth perhaps $400,000 at auction) at auction or by brokers with less noise than an eighth avenue dealer in tea and soap displays in an hour.”31

New Bedford connections continued to favor the Delanos. Warren’s younger brother Franklin was hired by Moses Grinnell to work in his firm’s New York office. The bread-and-butter of Grinnell, Minturn & Company was the transatlantic packet trade, run under the flag of the Swallowtail Line, which carried passengers (mostly immigrants) and British-manufactured goods (mostly crockery and textiles) across the North Atlantic. Yet the most valuable items on the manifest were the so-called bills of exchange: the European promissory notes that were greasing the financial wheels of the growing American economy. These notes were issued in England by banks such as Baring Brothers & Co. to a select group of American business partners. Once the ink had dried, the precious bills of exchange would be placed aboard a sailing packet departing from Liverpool or London.32 In an era before America had a national currency, bills of exchange backed by gold were safer to transport than gold itself.”33

The Grinnell firm was also in the whaling business. (One wag joked that the Grinnell firm “sold two kinds of oil, good and bad.”)34 It was a business that both Delano brothers hoped to leave behind. Tea was an imported luxury product that tempted the palate. Whale oil, while a necessity that lit the lamps of the nation, was rendered from slaughtered animals on filthy ships. Harvard student-turned-sailor Richard Henry Dana, author of the hugely popular memoir Two Years Before the Mast, wrote disdainfully of one such “slovenly” whaler: “She had a false deck, which was rough and oily, and cut up in every direction by the chines of oil casks; her rigging was slack, and turning white, paint worn off the spars and blocks.” He found her “slab-sided Quaker” captain just as unappealing. These descriptions insulted the residents of Nantucket and New Bedford, who mailed complaints to the author, but Dana replied cheekily that his description was “not exaggerated” and that the whaling ship was indeed “ugly to behold.”35

Warren Delano wanted to avoid the whaling business for another reason: money. On a good voyage, a New Bedford whaling ship could expect to earn $16,000—after years on the high seas. A few Yankee whalers got really lucky: one ship came in with a haul of 4,100 barrels of whale oil worth $109,000. But such profits still had to be divided up among the owners, the captain, and more than thirty crew members, as well as local charities.36 A typical captain would receive about 1/8 of the profit, perhaps no more than $900, while a sailor who had shipped out for the first time would receive only about 1/350 of the profit (or “lay,” as seamen called it in Moby-Dick)—sometimes as little as $25 for several years’ work.37

This is the life Warren’s father had known, and he had been one of the lucky ones. In China, Warren knew he had the potential to earn much, much more. His goal was a lifetime “competence”: a bankable sum large enough to make a man independently wealthy. In the mid-nineteenth century, a competence was the equivalent of $100,000, earned over five to ten years away from home. Earning this from trading tea and opium wouldn’t be easy. Most men didn’t have the connections to get into the trade and, once there, couldn’t do the intense work. Warren Delano II had and could.

The Americans who went to China included a smattering of New Yorkers, Philadelphians, and southerners, but Delano’s Yankees prevailed. Originally a derogatory term used by the Dutch settlers of New Amsterdam (later New York) to describe their British neighbors to the north, Yankee meant New Englanders, usually descendants of Pilgrims, Puritans, and other Protestant dissidents who fell afoul of the Church of England and fled to North America. Buttressed by uncompromising faith and toughened by the severe climate, Yankees excelled at commerce, the cutting-edge technology of the time, and the art of seamanship. Self-reliance was the ultimate virtue. Sentimentality had no place in their lives. At least in public.

Warren Delano II most likely made his first China connection at Goodhue or Hathaway. By 1833, he’d left New York for Canton. Being a merchant in China was a big step up; his family expected great things of him. He was only twenty-four.

Delano traveled aboard the brig Commerce as a “supercargo”—the onboard representative—of his new employer Bryant & Sturgis, a firm with branches in New York, Canton, and Manila. It was a Bryant-owned ship that Harvard’s Dana crewed with on his famous voyage, a vessel carrying “spirits of all kinds (sold by the cask), teas, coffee, sugars, raisins, molasses, hardware, crockery-ware, tin-ware, cutlery, clothing of all kinds, boots and shoes from Lynn, calicoes, and cotton from Lowell, crapes [sic], silks; also shawls, scarves, necklaces, jewelry, and combs for the women; furniture; and, in fact, everything that can be imaged, from Chinese fireworks to English cart-wheels,—of which we had a dozen pairs with their iron tires on.”38

As the Commerce set her sails and headed out to sea on her six-month voyage, Delano knew that he had hard tasks ahead. He had to get to Canton alive, he had to stay healthy in the strange land, and he had to ingratiate himself with his trading associates—not only as a hard worker but also as good company.

His employer had invested considerable resources in sending him to China. The passage alone cost about $600, a good tradesman’s income in the 1830s.39 The longer he stayed, and the harder he worked, the more money he could make for the firm. If he did not die of tropical disease, an accident in the harbor, or alcohol poisoning, he had a shot at his goals: a partnership at a big firm that could lead to the competence he needed to return home a success.

In Canton, Delano’s immediate supervisor was the unflappable, intelligent Russell Sturgis. Only four years older than Delano, Sturgis was everything that a China merchant should be. He had a killer instinct for making money and had the right connections: he was a great-nephew of Colonel Thomas Handasyd Perkins, one of the first Americans in the China trade. Sturgis considered himself lucky to have his second wife, Mary, and his four children with him. (Mary Sturgis would never come home, dying in Manila in 1837.)

Delano worked hard for Sturgis, and it paid off. In 1835, two years after his arrival in China, he made partner at the firm.40 It was an unusually fast rise. Yet Delano remained unsatisfied. He saw Bryant & Sturgis as a second-tier concern, and he hadn’t come to China to accept second place. He wanted to break into the most prestigious and profitable operation of them all, one boasting deep relationships with the Chinese merchant community that gave its partners unparalleled access to the tea and opium trade. That firm was Russell & Company, which had the fastest vessels in the American merchant marine: trim, loftily rigged schooners with huge spreads of white canvas when flying before the wind. Russell & Company far outclassed its American rivals in profits, earning $240,000 in one particularly good year.41 Much of this was due to Houqua’s relationship with two of Russell & Company’s partners: brothers John Murray Forbes and Robert Bennet Forbes. One rival firm despaired: “They now have a fearful advantage over us, backed as they are by Houqua on one side and Barings on the other.”42

With luck, young Delano could use his partnership to engineer a merger between Bryant & Sturgis and the greater firm. But there was one problem: he was a nobody.



I. Known today as Daahnga¯, this Southern Chinese ethnic subgroup lived on junks and made their living from the sea. The Han Chinese looked down on them as outcasts. For their part, the Daahnga¯ had comparatively few reservations about having sexual relationships with Westerners.

II. South Asian and Arab militiamen working for the British Crown.

III. A firm, yellowish Chinese cotton cloth.

IV. Tea would not be cultivated in Britain’s colony of Kenya until the early nineteen hundreds.



CHAPTER 2


BREAKING INTO THE FAMILY

[image: Image]

I shall not go into any argument to prove that I considered it right to follow the example of England, the East India Company, the countries that cleared it for China, and the merchants whom I had always accustomed to look up to as exponents of all that was honorable in trade,—the Perkins’s, the Peabody’s, the Russells, and the Lows.1

—ROBERT BENNET FORBES

“It” was opium, smuggled into China from India by the British and from Turkey by the Americans. Of all the American firms trading tea in Canton, only the Quaker-run Olyphant & Company refrained from the opium trade. (The partners of the rival firms called them “Zion’s Corner.”) One calming buzz fed the other, although the Chinese craving for opium was far more potent, addictive, and deadly than the Western craving for tea. And no American company excelled at the business better than Russell & Company.

Russell & Company was a family affair, staffed almost entirely by a network of cousins connected through the craggy-faced founder of America’s trade in China, Colonel Thomas Perkins. It was Perkins who had introduced Turkish opium to the Chinese market, breaking the British monopoly on the drug from India. According to his biographer, Thomas Cary, Perkins “became well acquainted with the habits of the Chinese, and collected a fund of information concerning trade there in all its branches.”2 So much so that Perkins became one of America’s first millionaires, worth $3 million at his death in 1854.

In Canton, Colonel Perkins’s operation was called the Boston Concern. After Perkins, a Yankee from Connecticut would take over. The affable yet shrewd Samuel Russell built upon his predecessors’ pattern of trade: selling the Chinese ginseng, beaver and other animal pelts, cotton, and sandalwood (and, covertly, opium); and buying Chinese tea, silk, porcelain, and other luxury goods to sell back in the United States. Few mastered the game of risk better than Russell. “There was about him a suavity and charm of manner under which no circumstances ever deserted him,” wrote Russell’s business partner William C. Hunter, the same man who kept a Chinese mistress during his many years in Canton.3 “Of his considerable forbearance under great provocation I can vouch from personal experience.”4 The Perkins men felt that they could do business with their fellow Yankee, even if Russell wasn’t a relative. In 1827 Perkins and Russell merged into a new partnership under the Russell moniker: Russell & Company.

Perkins and Russell knew American success would rest on favorable ties with the Chinese Cohong, the guild that held the monopoly on foreign trade. And no member of that guild was more important than its leader, the mighty Wu Ping-Chien, known to foreigners as Houqua. In portraits, a slight man with a wispy white beard and rather sad eyes, Houqua was in life a mandarin powerhouse, paying no mind to the dictates of the ancient Confucian social hierarchy, in which a merchant had no standing. Bedecked in shimmering silk robes and clattering jade necklaces, he met and entertained the fangai merchants so hated in China, building his fortune by selling, buying, and making loans against the foreigners’ future profits. He always made it a point to forgive debts to preserve a relationship. According to one story, when an American merchant owed him $100,000 (a full competence), Houqua told the desperate man in pidgin: “You and I are No 1. olo flen; you belong honest man, only no got chance.” He then opened his safe, ripped up the promissory notes, and threw them in the trash. “Just now have settee counter, alle finishee; you go, you please.”5

Eventually worth some $26 million, Houqua became by far the richest merchant—perhaps the richest nonsovereign—in the world. However, his position was not without risk. As head of the Cohong, he was held personally responsible by the authorities for the foreigners’ good credit and law-abiding conduct. (Their illicit opium trading would become a source not only of profit but of danger to him.) What’s more, high-born Chinese resented his getting around the ancient, presumptive meritocracy. But in Canton, both Chinese and foreigners admired his mettle, brains, and money.

To the Americans in Canton, Houqua held the keys to the Celestial Kingdom, the keys to the money. They revered him almost as if he were a deity. Perkins established a strong relationship with the great merchant early on. When Russell arrived, he too became a protégé. In fact, Houqua liked Russell so much that, to the chagrin of the British, he decided to do business exclusively with Americans—and in time with Russell’s firm almost exclusively. Eventually the numerous relations and partners of Russell & Company were to become Houqua’s surrogate sons. “You know it is an ambition common to my countrymen to have many sons,” he wrote one of them.6 As a businessman who dealt with foreigners, Houqua couldn’t wholly trust his fellow Chinese, especially the government in Peking, but he could create his own fraternity of impressionable young men.

The fraternity soon included Perkins’s nephews Robert and John Murray Forbes, who arrived in Canton in the 1820s to carry on in their uncle’s footsteps, spending their bachelor days in China to develop connections and earn the competences they craved. The brothers were the poor relations of the Perkins clan, their father having failed as a merchant and died destitute. Robert and John had felt duty bound to provide for their mother, the colonel’s sister, and both eventually left school to go into Uncle Thomas’s business.

Robert, age thirteen, went to sea on his uncle’s ships. “He has become so useful that I really regret to let him go away,” a cousin at home complained, “but as he has set out to make a sailor, it is best to let him persevere; and I will answer for his being at the top of his profession within a few years.”7 Dashing, adventurous, a lover of sea stories, Robert rose through the ranks to become a ship’s captain before joining the company in Canton.

Younger brother John Murray preferred to keep his nose in the ledger books. Introverted and solemn, he had received a liberal education at a boarding school in Northampton, Massachusetts. Its lessons were not merely scholarly. Remembering his schooldays later, John wrote, “The history of my life at Round Hill School would not be complete if I forgot fisticuffs. My notion then as now was, after Polonius’ advice—Avoid getting into a fight by all honorable means, but, once in, so conduct the war that your adversary would not soon hanker after another.”8

His father’s death had a profound effect on John’s outlook on life and business. While Robert sought adventure, John sought stability. His letters journal the intense family burden many of these young Americans felt when they left home to seek their fortunes in China. He remembered his mother’s “patient patching, my sister Emma’s vigilant eye to our wants, corporeal and spiritual, and especially the latter on Sunday afternoon, when she always read to us our Bible and hymns.”9 When he left Round Hill for Canton at the behest of Uncle Thomas, John must have been overwhelmed by the pressure to succeed. But at the same time, he knew that his reputation and future financial stability depended on his success.

“You may be sure that I shall receive your advice and wishes as to my conduct as anything rather than those of a taskmaster, and I trust that I shall observe them more strictly than if they were so,” John wrote his brother Robert in 1828, as he prepared to set sail to join Robert in Canton. “I can hardly say that I was surprised at your determination as to my going to Canton. It is true that it must be painful to me to leave all our friends here, but I feel that it is better to make any sacrifice than to be a useless member of our family.”10

Of the two brothers, it was John who forged the closest relationship with Houqua. He even looked a bit like a Yankee version of the great merchant, with a long, pinched face, prominent nose, high forehead, and prematurely receding hair. His tact and attention to detail led Houqua to transfer all of his tea business to Russell & Company, stipulating that John Forbes handle it personally.11

When the younger brother, John, eventually returned to Boston, having “made his competence” in Canton, the connection with Houqua remained. As John began investing his wealth into American enterprises—including the era’s new transportation technology, railroads—Houqua entrusted him with a few hundred thousand dollars to invest and manage on the great merchant’s behalf.12

To be awarded stewardship of such a huge chunk of foreign capital was unprecedented for an American businessman. And if the Russell men were masters of risk in tea speculation, they were extremely careful when it came to overseeing Houqua’s fortune. “Remember, security is my first object!” Houqua wrote regarding a shipment of teas and silks via Turkey. “I desire to run no unnecessary risks, and want, if possible to have the accounts closed early.”13 From Houqua, John learned the ultimate negotiating trick, as he explained to a relative: “The great art of making bargains is to find out other people’s ultimatum without letting out yours, and this can be done with most people by letting them talk.”14

*  *  *

Robert Forbes, too, had made his competence and returned to Boston, but his financial outcome was not as happy as his brother’s. In a series of setbacks following the Panic of 1837, triggered by rampant over speculation in Western states, he lost the fortune he had made in the China trade, as well as his townhouse on Temple Place in Boston’s tony Beacon Hill. At thirty-five, he was terrified of dying a melancholy, burned-out, and humiliated old man. He had to make a new competence. Leaving his wife, Rose, and infant son, Robert Jr., in Boston, Robert Forbes returned to China, resolved to take back his place as the head of Russell & Company in Canton.

To get the position, Robert needed to replace the firm’s managing partner there, which he did by pressuring the man to return to his original employers in New York.15 Forbes then began canvassing the other Americans in the Factory to find a new partner and so grow the company. In a letter to his wife, he mused that “Russell Sturgis & Delano make an efficient house,” and would make ideal business partners.16

Warren Delano, especially, must have been good company, for he and Forbes started dining together. The two combined work with social activity. They stuck close by other Yankees such as Sturgis (Robert’s second cousin and Delano’s boss) and Francis Hathaway of New Bedford (whose firm was the first tea trader Delano had worked for, at age sixteen). Forbes joined the Union Club of Canton, an elite group of “much sociability and festivity” founded by his younger brother John a few years earlier. “We are by rule all hosts & all guests wherever we go, have a supreme right to find fault with the wine or anything else & to call for whatever we want,” Robert Forbes wrote. “[T]his abuse of constraint makes it pleasant, they meet weekly, go or not just as you please.”

This was the inner circle of Americans and British who bonded over games of leapfrog on the dikes, cricket, and boat racing. While they played late-night games of whist, poorly paid junior clerks were abed in their stuffy little rooms in the Factories, worrying whether or not they would get tapped one day for membership.17 The blending of competition with bonhomie was always a difficult balance. Some of the younger men spilled out their hopes and fears in long letters back home. Others kept their thoughts to themselves, staring at the ceilings of their dark bedrooms as the smells of Cantonese cuisine, the rap of sandals against cobblestone, and the cries of beggars wafted into their rooms. In front of the Factories was an open public square, usually filled with hordes of unfortunates. “Cash, foreign devils, cash!” they shouted at passing Westerners, banging their tin cups on the pavement.18 Nearby, the only streets open to Westerners, Hog Lane and Old China Street, were narrow, dank alleys barely wide enough for two men to walk abreast. Hawkers hollered in pidgin at passing sailors, pushing everything from knickknacks to prostitutes.

For his part, Delano learned that the best approach was to maintain a hardboiled exterior, not burdening his family back home with the sad or seamy side of Canton life. The camaraderie made life a bit easier. It helped that Forbes shared Delano’s love of boats and racing. Indeed, Robert, a bona fide sea captain, loved nothing more than a boat race, whether with oars or sail. There was a legendary story that once, while stocking up a cargo of sandalwood in Honolulu, he had challenged Captain Catesby Jones of the American sloop-of-war USS Peacock to a rowing race. Forbes later recalled proudly how Jones told him that it was a race “between gentlemen . . . for the trial of the speed of the boats and the endurance of the men.”19 It ended in a dispute over a buoy marker, so in this trial, the better man was not decided.

As their friendship grew, Delano and Forbes spent evenings rowing together in the Not So Green, making their way between the junks, barges, and flower boats. His goal, Robert wrote, was to “exercise every day so as to win a silver cup.”20 After their workout, the men retired to the Factories to play whist until the wee hours, as Chinese servants brought them drinks and other refreshments. With the sun setting on the Pearl River, the men could forget about invoices and ship loading and concentrate on more personal matters: homesickness, fears of what awaited them in this strange place, their dislike of the English, Houqua’s generosity—and whether or not the mandarins would stop taking bribes and finally crack down on the opium trade by force.

They also must have mused over Delano’s marriage prospects back home. When Forbes’s cousin John Perkins Cushing had returned to Boston from Canton several years earlier, bringing with him a huge fortune and a retinue of Chinese servants, beautiful young women had “beset him like bumblebees about a lump of sugar.”21 Cushing loved to visit the Boston mansion of his august uncle Thomas Perkins, with whom he frequently played backgammon and enjoyed the cambric teas, dipped toast, gingerbread toast, East Indian preserves, and other culinary memories of his time in China.22

Warren could dream.

Forbes was always thrilled to leave the confines of the countinghouse to be on the open water. In letters, he makes no mention of rowing the Not So Green with Delano in any of the Canton regattas. But in the fall regatta of 1838, Robert took the helm of the sailing yacht Ferret and piloted her to victory against the British competitors Rat and Mouse. After he beat the nearest rival by four minutes, the spectators on the water erupted into a “deafening shout of applause.” The sight of so many graceful sailing yachts, flying along silently like white-winged birds over the surface of the water, was thrilling. In his ships-captain viewpoint, Forbes thought that winning the sailing race “gave more satisfaction to the public than all the rowing matches.”23

Boat racing was one of the few ways to break up the tedium of Canton life. In a letter to Rose—Forbes felt chummy enough with his wife that he freely told her about all of his shenanigans in the rowdy boys’ club that was Canton—the merchant could barely contain his excitement at his winnings: “Entrance fee $5—cost of boat race $15—gain a cup worth $75—deduct $20 as above—$55 dollar gain by boats thus far—& I have bought a sail boat!!! costing something over $200 but worth $300—gain thereby $100 hey!!!” Forbes must have then realized that his wife would be infuriated that he was spending money on yachts and skylarking with his coworkers while she was living in reduced circumstances and caring for their infant son. “Here comes the cloven foot say you,” his letter continued. “There’s the sock he has already split open.” Although, he added jauntily, “This is not so,” insisting that his more cautious (and still rich) brother John Murray Forbes would agree. “As John will say, health is capital here & health can only be retained by relaxation from the desk for an hour or two every day after dinner—the boat is my capital.”24

As for Houqua, looking on as his protégés amused themselves, the old man hated the idea of any type of boat race. He disliked the betting that took place and feared that the illegal racing would attract the attention of the Chinese authorities. “Mus take care! Mus take care!” he would splutter.25 The advice fell on deaf ears. But his American sons never lost his friendship, and Houqua continued to offer a hand to new traders who impressed him. In the ultimate kiss of approval, Houqua invited Robert Forbes and Warren Delano to a dinner at his country villa on Honam, across the river from Canton.

There Delano and the others marveled at the retreat the great merchant had created for himself. Decorative ponds shimmered in the golden glow of the morning sun. Lush shrubs and languid trees shaded the strolling paths. The various buildings were a riot of bright colors: blood red, periwinkle blue, and chocolate brown. Silk lanterns swung lazily from the eaves. In the marble-floored banquet hall, soft-footed servants started to serve the first course at noon. The delicacies flowed from the kitchen to the table until the wee hours of the morning: plovers’ eggs, sturgeon’s nose, sea slug soup, and other pungent dishes.26 The guests did their best to look grateful as they consumed food both gooey in texture and fiercely spicy. They dared not turn down a course, no matter how exotic. They rarely if ever ate Chinese food in the Factories, as their servants had been trained to serve them more familiar Yankee fare such as roast beef and boiled fish.

But Houqua’s taste and hospitality made a lasting impression. The frail little man—clad in flowing silk, head topped with his customary red-buttoned mandarin cap—was a true merchant prince, unpretentious in manner but generous to those who had made him rich. As the dinner came to an end and Houqua bade the Americans good night, Warren Delano must have realized that he was no longer the mere son of a Yankee whaling captain. He was now Warren Delano, China merchant, a member of one of the most exclusive, secretive, and profitable clubs in the world.

One wonders as he sailed down the swirling Pearl River, back to the confines of the Factories, if Delano’s thoughts strayed to the great Hudson River estates he had seen from afar as a teenager. Those were days of high adventure, when his father brought him to New York to witness the 1825 opening of the Erie Canal. Along the riverbanks, he had seen columned mansions of brick and stone, regal and remote as fairy castles. These were the homes of the old New York patroon families, landed gentry who in some instances had owned their vast manors since the seventeenth century: Stuyvesants, Van Rensselaers, Livingstons. To the Delanos, like most citizens of the young republic, the residents of these homes were as unapproachable as the Olympian gods. Their estates were mysteriously beautiful and grimly forbidding.

Now, halfway around the world, Warren Delano had been welcomed through the gates of the promised land and hosted by a man far richer than any Livingston, in a house more beautiful than the finest mansion in the Hudson Valley. Perhaps he wondered if one day he might live in his own version of Houqua’s villa, where he could shelter his family in pastoral comfort and peace, far away from the cruel, ruthless sea from where his forefathers had made their livelihoods.

*  *  *

As he occupied the world of the Pearl River, Delano would find that Houqua’s hospitality was legendary but offered only to those chosen few merchants—mostly Americans such as the Forbes brothers and Samuel Russell—whom the great man liked. Back in the Factories, the social scene tended toward British-style bacchanalia. Many of the Yankees did their best to abstain. But few wanted to be seen as a bluenose.

One proud abstainer was Abiel Abbot Low, a key partner in Russell & Company. Low, called Abbot by his family, was a cautious, round-faced young man, measured in everything he did. His connection to the Russell firm came from his late uncle William Henry Low I, the first of the family to break into the China trade and a business partner of Samuel Russell. The Lows brought to Canton an austere Puritan ethos. These were men for whom opulence was utterly foreign, however enticing. Abbot knew sybaritic temptations could erode even the most diligent merchant. “If you have secured any permanent occupation at home, it would be well to stick with it,” he wrote his sensitive, dandyish younger brother, William Henry Low II, back in New York. “I find it impossible to acquire studious habits [in Canton]. You take care to do better, while you are younger. I mean to improve.”27

Harriet Low, sister to the two brothers, who had spent time in China in the 1820s as a companion to their bachelor uncle, also took a harsh view of the social goings-on. Harriet had found Macao, where foreign women had to reside, enchanting—it looked like a bit of sunny Portugal brought over to China—and had once dressed up as a man to get a look at Canton, too. (The Chinese authorities quickly found her out and ordered her back to Macao.) Still, in their trips to Macao to visit their wives and families, Harriet saw Canton’s foreign merchant community at leisure. “The men are a good-for-nothing set of rascals,” she wrote in her journal. “All they care about is eating, drinking, and frolicking.”28

Abiel Abbot Low must have kept to his Yankee resolve to “improve,” for he had done well for himself. As a Russell partner, he garnered one-sixteenth of the firm’s profits, or about $25,000 a year.29 Head partner Robert Bennet Forbes was most likely pocketing twice as much, with junior clerks earning perhaps only $500 to $1,500. Yet as Abbot Low prepared to return home with a handsome fortune, his brother William Henry was already sailing for China. The younger Low would face Canton’s dangers to turn around his own fortunes: during his New York bachelorhood, whether from card playing, haberdashery, booze, or a combination of all three, he had racked up over $2,000 in debt (a middle-class income in 1830s America).

William Henry Low would join Russell & Company under a managing partner who embraced Canton’s work-hard, play-hard ethos wholeheartedly. Robert Forbes may have gone broke back in Boston, but here he was a social lion, a man people looked up to. As someone who had risen through the sailor ranks as a young man, he retained his love for that salty lifestyle and couldn’t resist a good betting opportunity or yarn, especially while he was away from his family. What Rose Forbes thought as she cradled their baby back in Boston is unknown. But she probably resigned herself to the fact that her husband was working to rebuild the fortune, and at that, he was doing the best he knew how.

The biggest bash at the Factories during these years in Canton took place on January 22, 1839, in honor of William Jardine, who was preparing to return home. Trained as a physician, the Scottish-born Jardine had become the most powerful British merchant in Canton. For six years, his firm, Jardine, Matheson & Company, had filled the breach left by the end of the British East India Company’s government-backed monopoly of the China trade. Ruthless, flamboyant, with a nearly endless supply of Indian opium at his disposal, he had become immensely rich. He was also feared. One coworker described Jardine as “steady and ardent as a friend, equally steady and implacable as a foe.”30 The Chinese merchant community hated Jardine, nicknaming him “the Iron Headed Rat.”31

Present at the farewell dinner were Warren Delano and Robert Forbes, among other representatives of the big American trading firms. The party took place in the main banqueting hall of the English factory. Eighty guests—British, American, and Indian—sat down at tables crowned with gleaming silver candelabras, the flicking candles illuminating oil portraits of traders and royalty. A cut-glass chandelier, fueled with whale oil, sparkled from the ceiling. The tables were set with snowy white linens. Above all hung a portrait of the late King George IV, the fat, dandyish son of the monarch who had lost the American colonies a half century earlier, and the uncle of the newly crowned Queen Victoria.32

Feasting, dancing, and toasting went on into the wee hours of the morning. Robert Forbes stood up on a chair, raised his glass, and declared that they, the Americans and British, should cast all divisions aside, as they were bound by common heritage and blood, as well as commercial interest. “Union—not merely political, not merely commercial, but the union of principle, the union of heart and soul!” he shouted.33

The dinner continued, with port, claret, and champagne served in rapid succession. The orchestra played waltzes, gavottes, and gallops. In the mayhem, Forbes noted gleefully, Delano was “let go of by his partner & tumbled headlong against a flower pot & cut a gash in his head an inch wide.”34 Was the dancing “partner” one of the other men? Or did the merchants bring in other company, from among the flower boat women who caught their eyes?

Everyone woke up with throbbing headaches the next morning. Warren Delano would later insist that, “Canton was, and is, a most stupid place.”35

Yet the hijinks and loneliness of the “Canton bachelors” would bind this group of men together for the rest of their lives. “We pursued the even tenor of our way with supreme indifference,” Russell & Company partner William Hunter wrote, “took care of our business, pulled boats, walked, dined well, and so the years rolled by as happily as possible.”36 Their unique social experience created a sense of loyalty that could not be replicated in any other setting in America, and in the years to come, these connections would carry over into their business lives. They would marry one another’s cousins, invest in one another’s ventures, and even rescue one another financially when times grew hard.
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