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Foreword 
By Paul French 

WHEN Hallett Abend, the veteran American journalist who was 
to become the longest serving New York Times correspondent in 
China arrived in Shanghai for the first time in 1926, it was a dis 
tinct Jetdown. As he sailed up the Huang Pu River and gazed 
upon the city for the first time from his porthole, all he could 
see were massive advertising hoarding s for a famous brand 
of American chewing gum- he felt he might just as well have 
sailed up the Hudso n. Fortunately, Abend got over this initial 
disappointment and went on to become one of the doyens of the 
old China press corps. 

The man responsible for Abend's disappointment was 
probably Carl Crow, a Missouri -born journali st turn ed Shanghai 
adve rtising mogul, with his compa ny Carl Crow Inc., who had 
the largest network of billboards in China concen trat ed on 
Shanghai and the Yangtze Valley. If you lived 1 v isited or passed 
through Shanghai, the Yangtze Valley or as far away as Jiangxi, 
Chongqing or the Bohai Gulf between the Wars, you would have 
inevitab ly seen a Car l Crow adve rtising hoarding. In total he had 
a network of 15,000 billboard sites and they were strik ing, too, as 
the recently unearthed photo grap h on the back cover show s. 

If you'd flipped through a magazine, read a newspaper or 
glanced up at yo ur complimentary annua l calendar sent by your 
favourite supplier in Shanghai in the 1920s or 1930s, the chances 
are you'd have seen exampl es of Carl Crow Inc.'s work. Between 
the Wars in China , Carl Crow Inc. wasn't the only advertisi ng 
company but it was the largest, mos t extensive and had the most 
prestigious roste r of clients- Buick, Ponds face cream, Colgate 
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toothpaste, Eastman Kodak cameras ... to name but a few. 
Car l came to Shanghai in 1911 as a newspaperman. After get

ting his start as a cub reporter in Missouri in the first years of 
the twen tieth century (learning not just reporting and edi ting but 
also typesetting, selling advertising, printing and distribution on 
severa l small papers), he went on to cover the murder beat for 
the Fort Worth Stnr-Telegmm. Then he received the call to Shang
hai from fellow Missourian Thomas Millard, a man who had giv
en up being a theatre critic in New York to report on the Boxer 
Rebe llion (1900) and stayed on in China, becoming one of the 
most widely regarded and liberal China Hands in Shanghai . Mil
lard was launching a new English languag e new spa per with an 
American slant on events to be called the Chinn Press, and hired 
Carl as part of the founding team. After covering the 1911 na
tionalist revolution and the creation of the Chinese Repu blic, the 
uncer tain years of Yuan Shih-kai, the start of the warlord period 
and terrible flooding of the Yangtze, Carl moved briefly to Japan 
and then back to America during World War I before resurfacing 
in Shanghai and launching Carl Crow fnc. in 1918. 

He certainly kn ·w where the money was in newspapers in 
China at the time and it wasn 't in journalism. Rather, it was in 
adver tising as Shanghai's economy boomed after the Great War 
on the back of strong demand for Chinese products and com
modities coup led with a new and energetic consumer marke t 
among Shanghai 's emerging middle class and wealthy tycoons. 
The agency q uickiy flourished -after several smaller offices, he 
established himself at 81 Jinkee Road (now Dianchi Lu), just off 
the city's landmark Bund, trading as Kn-loo-kwang-ko-kung-sze in 
Chinese . 

Over the yea rs, Crow invariably maintained a staff of about 
a dozen who were engaged in various activities: buying space in 
local newspapers and magazines across China, organising direct 
mai l campaigns, overseeing his billboards empire and designing 
advertising campaigns in both English and Chinese . 

He became a relatively rich man, offering a unique service to 
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foreign clients. He employed half a dozen crews of men to act as 
billposters working their way from Shanghai up the Yangtze as 
far as Hubei and covering 60 cities, some of which were over a 
thousand miles upriver from the International Settlement. The 
crews constan tly expe rienced problems with local officials who 
demanded all manner of bribes and unofficial "taxes" for permis
sion to post the ads . 

Crow's ar t department was the largest in Shanghai after 
those operated by the Commercial Press ("The Largest Publish
ing House in the Orient") and British American Tobacco (BAT), 
whose interna l art department was so large it operated out of a 
Pudong warehouse. At times he hired 1nost of the best known 
Ch inese commercial aTtists as well as others such as the popular 
White Russian cartoonis t Sapajou, who was to also provide the 
marvellous illustrations for 400 Million C11sto111ers. The ar twork 
produced by Carl Crow Inc. was a blend of East and West, of the 
traditional and the nvnnf gnrde, and was an esse ntial component 
of the Shang hai Modern style that emerged in the entrepot be
side the Huang Pu River between the Wars. 

In 400 Million Customers, Carl is slightly coy about just how 
i,vell he profited from the business. The book is a fascinating se
ries of anecdotes detailing the problems and p itfalls of foreign 
business in China and he rather delights in the foolishness and 
naivety of the Western businessman of the time. But personally 
he did well in both the boom and the bust periods of the twenties 
and thirties. As well as getting preferentia l rates from old friends 
and colleagues in the China Coast newspaper business, Crow 
could also negotia te favourable rates from the Chinese press by 
buying in bulk. As he placed twice as many adverts in newspa
pers as any other agency, it was all good for his margins and his 
clients ' budgets. The outdoor advertising business was highly 
profitable too. He estab lished himself in a fine hou se in the In
ternati ona l Settlement with a large car and travelled regularly 
throughout China. He became a man of note in Shang hai -Pr esi
dent of the American Club, served on the board of numerous 
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committ ees and charities while also establishing a half-dozen 
magazine s and newspapers. 

All of Crow 's adven tures in the adv ertising busin ess were 
eventuall y conden sed into the book that was to mak e his nam e 
as a best-selling author around the world: Four Hundred Million 
Customers: The Experiences - Some Happy, Some Sad of nn American 
i11 China, a11d What They Taught Him -first published in 1937. The 
origina l publishers, Harper & Brothers of New York, described 
400 Million Customers as a "fascinating and hilarious book, which 
is giving tens of thou sands of readers a candid, discerning pic
ture of our oriental neighbors". The book caugh t on and was re
printed in a variety of languages and editions including, later, a 
pocket book edition printed by the American army for soldier s 
s tatio ned in Shanghai. Upo n publication, the book received uni
versal praise from the British and American press, was a Book of 
the Month Club choice and a Harper's magazine "Find ". The Pu
litzer Prize winner, Carl Van Doren, writing in the Boston Hernld, 
described the book as "a feast of human nature for almost any 
reade r"; the writer and O'Henry Prize winner Doroth y Canfield 
in the Book of the Monti, Club News said it was "one of the most 
convincin g and lifelike description s of Chin ese life we have ever 
had". The London Times stated, "No one who wants to do busi
ness in China can safely neglect it." Newsweek described the book 
as " ... a rollicking human interest story of Chinese eccentricity 
and immovability". 

Carl's tone in 400 Million Customers is am usin g but always 
observan t and informative. His fascination with the adver tising 
business had allowed him time to study the ordinary Chinese 
man and woman, as a consum er, a shopper and a person in a 
new society tempt ed by an ever-grow ing range of products and 
services to choose (or reject), while looking at the misconcep
tions foreign companies persistently held about China and Chi
nese consumers. He regularly described him.self as an 'amateur 
anthropol ogis t'. The book achieved a level of fame that meant 
Crow was still receivin g fan mail up until Iii~ Jeath in 1945. On e 
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American radio announcer rev iewe d it as an essen tial read for 
the visitor to China and recommended anyone going to Shang
hai should look up Crow . He came to drea d the arr iva l of ev
ery passenger liner from America for a whi le as it brought eager 
readers and tourists to his office door demanding a tour of the 
city as promised on the wireless back home. 

The book 's popularity der ived large ly from Crow 's style and 
wit as he seeks to exp lain why the seem ingly boundless market 
of China had proved to be more a money-pit than a goldmine for 
so many foreign busin esses . His conclusion sha ttered many illu
sions about China among compan ies queuing up to catch their 
bit of the China Dream: "No matter what you may be selling, 
yo ur business in China should be enormous, if the Chine se who 
should buy your goods wou ld only do so ." This a lone should 
indicate why the book rema ins relevant - perhaps more so today 
than at any time since its original publication. And so it does, re
vealing that while there are spec ifics to doing business in China 
in the twen ty-firs t century, there are also a host of eternal truths 
that are too often overlooked, misunderstood or simply ignored 
in the scram ble for today' s 1.3 billion customers. 

Carl Crow Inc. flourished from 1918 until August 1937 when 
war came violently to Shanghai. Carl, an early critic of Japane se 
expansionism in China, became a wanted man and was forced to 
leave Shanghai and his business. He was unab le to take most of 
his money or possess ions, lost his house and ultimate ly his busi
ness . Upon arriving hom e again on American soil after 25 years 
in China, 400 Millio11's success al lowed him to start over again 
with his reputation enhanced while his business had been de
stroyed . For the next few yea rs, until his untimely death, he was 
to devote his energies to writi ng a string of books about China 
and the Ch inese -in cludin g the previous ly republi shed Foreign 
Devils i11 the Flowery Ki11gdo111-that sought to articulate his time 
in Shanghai, help America und erstand China and, by des ign 
rath er than defau lt, encourage American suppor t for Ch ina in its 
life-or-death strugg le wit h Japan during the Second World War. 
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400 Million Customers offers the insights of a China Hand who 
knew and understood more than mos t about his adopted city 
while never stray ing into the all-too -common (at the time) writ
ing style of stereotypes and assumed Western superior ity. In the 
late 1930s it was one of the most widely read books on China ever 
to have been published-i t instan tly became and remains today 
a tru e example of that most overused expression: 'a classic '. 

Pau l French 
Shanghaj 

April 2008 
Author of Cnrl Crow -A Toug/J Old Chinn Hand: 

The Life, Ti111es and Adventures of an A111ericnn in 5/Jnnghni 
(Hong Kong University Press, 2006) 
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CARL CROW CHRONOLOGY 

Ca r l Crow Chron ol ogy 

1883 - Herbert Carl Crow born in Highland, Missouri 
1889 - Becomes apprentice printer in Missouri 
1902 - Works as a typesetter on the Lend Belt News in Flat 

River, Missouri 
1906 - Attends Carleton College in Northfield, Minnesota 
1908 - Attends Missouri University for several months before 

joining the Co/11111bin-Misso11ri Hernld 
1909 - Joins the staff of the Fort Worth Stnr-Tclegrnm 
1911 - Arrives in Shanghai to launch the Chi1111 Press and 

within months is covering the fall of the Qing Dynasty 
and the creation of the Chinese Republic 

1912 - Meets and becomes friends with Dr Sun Yat-sen 
1913 - Stays in Manila researching a book before moving on 

to work in Tokyo on the Jnpn11 Advertiser; breaks the 
story of Japan's '21 Demands' on China 

1916 - Buys a fruit farm in California 
1917 - Returns to Shanghai to work for the Committee 

on Public Information, America's wartime propaganda 
organisation 

1918 - Establishes Carl Crow lnc., a firm of" Advertising and 
Merchandising Agents" 

1923 - Takes part in negotiating the release of over 300 hostage s 
during the Lincheng Outrage 

1927 - MobilisC'd into the Shanghai Special Police as a sergeant 
to help protect the Internationa l Settlement during the 
distu rbances that year 

1928 - Meets Chiang Kai-shek and Madame Chiang for the first 
time 

1929 - Supported by the tycoon CV Stan~ Crow founds and 
edi ts the Shn11ghni Eve11i11g Post 

1935 - Travels to the west of China and then to Manchuria 
where he witnesses the excesses of the Japanese 
occupation of Manchuric1 
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1937 - War comes to Shanghai - Black Saturday and Crow is 
blown ou t of his chair by the bomb that fell outside 
the Cathay Hotel; Crow is named on a list of 'Most 
Wanted ' foreigners by the Japanese and so leaves for 
America after 25 years; 400 Million Customers pub lished 

1938 - From his home in New York state Crow travels across 
America promo ting 400 Million Customers and calling 
for American support of China 

1939 - Travels up the Burma Road to the wartime capital of 
Chongqing to report China's war effort; meets again 
with Chiang Kai-shek and Madame Chiang as well as 
Zhou En-lai; trave ls back to America via French Indo 
China and Hanoi 

1940 - Continues to raise money in America for medical 
supplies for China and openly supports the INDUSCO 
co-operatives movement; conducts a tour of Latin 
Amer ica to estimate the strength and efficiency of the 
Axis Powers propaganda machine 

1941 - Pearl Harbor; Crow immediately assigned to the Far 
East desk of the Office of War Information working with 
Owen Lattimore 

1945 - Crow dies in Manhattan, New York City on June 8 
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PREFA CE 

WITH the vast number of books on China which have already 
been publi shed and are being constant ly produced, the 

advent of a new volume on this very interesting country places 
the author on the defensive. The reading public is quite within 
its rights in asking him to explain why he thinks a new book 
necessary and why he has written it. With the shelves already 
crowded with books by writers on religion, by travellers, sta tes
men, humourist s, philosopher s, economists, and representative s 
of dozens of other branches of highly specialised knowledge, 
what hope have I, they may ask, to add anything to what has 
already been written and publi shed, and why should I be auda
cious enough to attempt it? 

My justification is found in my profession, which is that of 
an advertising and merchandising agent, and so represents a 
branch, if not of specialised knowledge, at least of specialised 
effort, which has not yet been represented by the many authors 
of books on China. Since the occupation is a comparatively new 
one, I perhaps should explain that we do not, as many laymen 
suppose , spend ou r time in selling advertising to anyone who 
can be induced to buy. Our entire efforts are devoted to helping 
our clients to sell their goods, paying particular attention to the 
part played by various forms of advertising. They pay us for this 
work and, since one of our vanities is to insist that we enjoy a 
professional standing, we use the term 'fees' in referring to our 
compensation . If we do our work efficiently, we should be able to 
give our clients advice on all manner of thing s, ranging from the 
colour and wording of a label to the relative merits of the various 
newspapers published in any one of dozens of Chinese cities. We 
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should be able to tell him whether or not there is any likelihood 
of his being able to build up a profitabl e sale for his brand, and 
measure the streng th and the weakness of the compe tition he has 
to face. We thri ve or suffer adversity with the ups and down s of 
our clients. 

My work has naturally made ITty point of view that of one 
who looks on the Chinese as potential custom ers, to consider 
what articles they may purchase, how these articles sho uld be 
packed and what adver tising methods will be most effective in 
producing sa les. My clients have sold everything from text ile 
mills to perfum .ery. They have compr ised many nationalities, 
English, American, German, French, Dutch, Belgia n, Austral ian, 
Canadian, Japanese, Spanish, and one from the Duchy of Lux
emburg. Each has had differen t problems to solve and different 
ideas as to how to solve them, but the main objective was always 
the sm11e, to sell his goods to the Chinese. In order to do my work 
efficiently, I have had to study eve rything con nected with China 
and to fit all kind s of knowledge .into a 1nerchandi sing pattern 
so as to make it useful to my clien ts. In this way, the studies of 
the advert ising agen t must range as wide as, though in a mor e 
humb le field than, that of the anthropo logist, for there is no in
formation about the country and its people which may not at 
some time or other prove of value. It has been no hard ship to 
me to study the Chines e, the ir charac ter, h istory and insti tutions, 
for [ an 1 as keenly interested in them to-day as T was whe n [ was 
tlu-illed by my first ricksha rid e, a quarter of a century ago. It is 
the sy mpath e tic study of China that, to many foreigners who live 
here, account s for the fascinatio n of the countr y. 

It is a country so vast and so comp lex that it can never become 
hackneyed - so little known that one may with encoura ging fre
quency enjoy the tlwill of the explorer by disco ver ing some new 
fact wh ich appears to have escaped the attention of thousand s 
who have travelled the sa me road with less observan t eyes . 

This is my excuse and my justification. I hope the reader will 
find it acceptable and that this n~w poin l of view will give him 
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a new understanding of the interesting, exasperating, puzzling, 
and, almost always, lovab le Chinese people as I have known 
them. 

CARL CROW 
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No 011e liked the 11ew cigarette 

CHAPTER I 

THE VERY PARTICULAR CUSTOMER 

I HAD not been conducting my advertising agency many 
months before a visiting manufacturer who was looking for 

trade opportunities in China said to me: 'I suppose the Chinese 
will buy anyth ing, provided the price is cheap enough.' That is 
an idea held by most people, even by some foreigners who live in 
China and shou ld know better. In fact, r remember that I agreed 
with this manufacturer. It is easy to see how one might come to 
that conclusion . No one gets more enjoyment out of a bargain 
than the Chinese, or will search further or haggle more ardently 
to get one, but, on the other hand, no one will more stubbornly 
and successfully resist attempts to sell him somet hin g he does 
not want, no matter what the price may be. Mere cheapness is 
not eno ugh to make him change his tastes or forget his prejudic
es. The widely prevailing demand for a distinct type of cigarette 
affords a good example of this and taught me my first lesson 
about the fixed tastes of the Chin ese consumer. Cigarettes have 
almost entire ly replaced the old-fashioned water-pipe in China, 
and the aru1ual sales run into the billions of units. 

Such American favourites as Camels, Lucky Strikes and 
Chesterfield are all stock~d here, and sell for about two thirds of 
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the price charged for them at home, because the packets do not 
have to bear an internal revenue stamp and are free from other 
American taxes. These brands are sold, in fafr to modest volume, 
to expah ·iate Americans, and to a few other foreigners, but not 
one packet out of a hundred is ever sold to a Chinese consumer. 
They prefer the flavour of the bright yellow 'Virginia ' tobacco of 
which all popuJar British cigarettes are composed, and a few of 
these well-known brands hav e wide distribution and sale. All 
cigarettes made in China are of the British typ e. Chinese dislike 
the more aromatic blends of Virginia and Turkish or Virginia and 
Bmley tobaccos which are used in the manufacture of all popu
lar Amer ican cigarettes. Some experts in the tobacco bus iness 
say that if a smoker ever changes from a straigh t Virginia to a 
blended cigarette he will never again become a straig ht Virginia 
smoker , that he will find them unsatisfactory after becoming ac
customed to the more sophisticated blends. This mus t be true in 
America, where the blended cigarette and the theory both origi
nated, for there the blended cigarettes have practically driven all 
othe rs from the market. 

One of our clients, representing very successfu l American 
manufacturers, thought the same theory would work out in Chi 
na, and we felt so sure he was right that we undertook his blend
ed cigarette advertising with a good dea l more than the usual 
enthusiasm inspired by a new and potentially large advertis 
ing account. Nothing was overlooked in launching the venture. 
Salesmen got the brand stocked everyw her e, and it was adver
tised by every approved method we or the manufacturers could 
think of. They were so certain of success that they were wil ling to 
let next year's business pay for this year 's advertising, and they 
were generous in their anticipation of wha t futur e profits would 
be. Thanks to the assistance given by their New York advertis 
ing agency, one of the best in America, the campaign we pu t on 
in China was far better than anything that had ever been seen 
there before. But, in spi te of all that we could do, the cigarettes 
remained on the deal ers' shelves. Maybe the hypothesis that 

r 21 



THE VERY PARTICULAR CUSTOMER 

anyone who changed to a blended cigare tte would smok e that 
kind ever nftcr really would prove corre ct in China, if given a fair 
h·ial. But we were never ab le to prove it. So far as we cou ld di s
cover, we nev er succeeded in getting a single Chin ese to becom e 
a smok er of our brand of blende d cigarettes, and so couldn 't tell 
whether or not he would become a regular cons umer once he 
got used to then1. Any numb er tried to smoke them, but, after 
a few puffs, they fou nd the taste both stra ng e and od iou s and 
would not bu y a seco nd packe t. The Chinese sales fell back to 
the zero point from which they had sta rted, and the adve rtising 
camp aign was dropped by common consent of eve ryone who 
had anyth ing to do w ith it. The only satisfac tion we got out of the 
experience was that eve ryo ne praised the adve rti sing . 

Not only do Chinese hav e very dec ided idea s as to what they 
like and disli ke, but once they have become accuston1cd to acer
tain brand, no matter whether it be cigarettes, soap or tooth paste, 
they a rc the world's most loya l consumers, and w ill supp ort a 
brand with a deg ree of unanimit y and faithfulnes s which should 
bring tears of joy to the eyes of the manufacturer. The re arc, in 
eve ry country, certa in proprieta ry brands which are dominant 
in their fie ld, but I doub t if any of them arc so firmly entr enched 
as arc so me in China. In a rece nt very compr ehens ive market 
sur vey we found that a wo rld famous British household soap 
enjoys such popul arity in parts of North China that nine out of 
ten shops which se ll soap do not stock any other brnnd, thou gh 
dozens of cheape r competin g soa ps arc on sa le in this territory 
and a few manufactured locally. Once in a while, when there has 
bee n a flood or a drought, and the pur chas ing pm,vcr of the lo
cal resident falls eve n low er than usua l, he wi ll bu y a cheape r 
soap; but that is a temporary exped ient, and with the return of a 
reasonable degree of prosperity he goes back to his old favou rite 
brand, which was also the favourite of his g rand father. A big and 
apparent ly in1preg nable market like this is just the so rt of th ing 
o ther manufacturers like to train their heavy batteries on, and 
many of them have used up a lot of ammunition and made a lot 
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of noise, but without resu lts. No doubt many of them have made 
a soap practically as good and offered it at a cheaper price, but 
not one of them has ever built up a volume of sales big enough 
to let our clients know that there is any serious competition in the 
field. The consumer who occasionally tries the competing soap 
because of its cheaper price may fully appreciate its good quali 
ties, but he is not sure the next cake will be so good. He has been 
fooled before by manufacturers who do not maintain the quality 
of their products, and is therefore suspicious. On the other hand, 
he has full confidence in the old brand. He has used it for years, 
his father and his grandfather used it, and it has always been 
the same. The satisfactory domination of the North China mar 
ket by this brand has a sound merchandising basis and is due to 
the high quality of the soap in a very difficult field. Most of the 
water in North China is extremely hard, and cheap soaps, which 
wil l produce a satisfac tory lather in the soft rain -water of the 
Yangtsze Valley, curdle in this water, which come from springs 
and wells and is full of alkali. 

We once helped in an attempt to take some business away 
from a brand of cigarettes which, in another part of China, holds 
about the same dominant position in the tobacco field that this 
brand enjoys in the soap field. There is no secret about the blend 
of a cigarette which cannot be discovered by an expert, and our 
friends reproduced in their factory the blend of the popular 
brand with scientific exactness. In fact, to make doubly sure of 
success, they employed as their factory superintendent a man 
who had held a similar position in the compe titor' s company. 
Having perfected the blend, they improv ed the packet, making 
it, so far as cigarette packets go, a thing of beauty, with a gaudy 
landscape and with the red and gold lettering which the Chinese 
find so attractive. They packed the cigarettes in heavier tin foil 
and offered them at an appreciably lower price. A big advertis
ing campaign was launched and crews of extra salesmen em 
p loyed. A fair sale was bui lt up. But we never succeeded, so far 
as we could learn, in getting a single consumer to change from 
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the old brand to the new one. We knew that the two cigarettes 
tasted alike, because they were made in exactly the same way 
from identical proportions of the same grades and quaJities of 
tobacco, and it was impo ssible for them to taste differently . But 
the consumer, taking a puff of one and then of the other, laughed 
at the idea that the taste was identical and kept on smoking the 
older and more expensive cigarette. Ours was only one of many 
attempts which have been made by ot her manufacturers to take 
business away from this popular brand. In fact, when a new ciga
rette manufacturer enters the Chinese market that is usually the 
first thing he tries to do, but no one has ever been any more suc
cessful than we were. 

It is because of the Chinese loyalty to a brand and their suspi 
cion of any change tha t manufacturers are so reluc tant to make 
any change in a packet, no matter how trivial. Though they put 
grea t faith in the integri ty of a brand wi th which they are famil
iar, Chinese appear to be in constant fea r that the manufacturer 
will take advan tage of that faith and palm off inier ior goods, or 
that someone will fool them with a closely imitated packet. The 
result is that the leas t change, even such an unimportant change 
as a street number, will arouse their suspicions and make them 
refuse to accept the goods. It is remarkable how quickly Chinese 
will discover a small change in a packe t or label, though it may 
be printed in a language they cannot read . One of the precau
tions they a lways take is to count the number of letters in a brand 
name to see if the total is correct. Their test, however, is rather 
futile, for imitators know this and the number of letters in an imi
tation brand is always the same as the number in the genuine. In 
adver tising, the picture of the packet must be an exact reproduc
tion down to the most minute detail. In the British advertisi ng 
we place in China we are very rarely ab le to use the pictures of 
packets sent to us by the manufacturer. They are quite suit able 
for advertising in other counh ·ies, but are either too sketchy or 
too inaccurate for China. In cigarette posters the packet is always 
shown opened so as to display the contents. This is done to show 
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the bright yellow colour of the tobacco and to offer visua l evi
dence of the fact that the packet actually contains ten cigarettes. 
A Shanghai manufacturer once printed several hundred thou 
sand posters before it was discovered that only nine cigarettes 
we re shown protruding from the packe t. That made the posters 
valueless for advertising and they had to be desh·oyed. 

It would be very felicitous to be able to give to advertising the 
cred it for creating all or a major portion of the popular prejudices 
and preferences of the Chinese in favour of certain brands, but 
candour compels me to admit that most of the foreign articles 
which enjoy a dominant position in China attained that position 
solely through reputable age; they were widely and profitably 
sold before there was any advertising in the country worthy of 
the name. That is true of the soap and cigarettes referred to above 
and of many other brands representing various lines of manu 
facture. Of course, the manufacturers of these pioneer products 
were fortunate enough to get their goods established and popu
larised before there was any competition, and they had a free 
field. When given an opportunity to buy their firs t cigarette and 
their first cake of soap the Ch inese made their own investigations 
and came to their own conclusions withou t the aid of advertis
ing and without any suggestion from the manufacturer. In fact, 
the reason for the popularity of some old brands remains some
thing of a mystery to everyone who knows anything about mer
chandising in China. Take, for example, the brand of cigarettes 
which is so popular. If I had never heard of this cigarette, were 
shown a packet for the first time and asked my opinion as to the 
possibilities for its sale in China, I would have no hesitation in 
saying that it didn't have a chance. The same judgement would 
be passed on it, I believe, by almos t everyone else who knows 
anything about the cigarette business. The quality of the cigarette 
is unquestioned, but nothing about the packet is righ t, according 
to present-day theories, and there are many things about it that 
are distinc tly wrong. According to mos t merchandising experts, 
a cigarette which is poorly packed will never be widely sold, but 
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in this instance the theory does not work. It is the biggest seller in 
China and in some places outsells all other brands by a propor
tion of three to one. 

The trade in Hamburg horse shoes offers a very interest ing 
and illum inating example of the way the Chinese come to their 
own conclusions regarding the merits of a piece of merchandise 
and form an opinion from which it appears impossible to divorce 
them. At one time or another, almost every conceivable kind of 
merchandise has been shipped to China on the off chance that 
some use would be found for it and that a market would be built 
up. In the days when the sailing ships came ou t half empty and 
returned with their holds full of tea and other China produce, 
any cargo that would provide suitable ballast was welcome, and 
would be carried free or at very low freight rates. Among the 
sb·ange items which came to China during this period was a 
shipment of old horse shoes from Hamburg - horse shoes which 
had been worn so thin that it was impossible to pu t new caulks 

Old horse shoes 111nde good razor blades 
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on them. The consignee hoped they would find a sale, but he had 
very dubious ideas as to what they would be used for. All that 
he knew was that Chinese blacksmiths were always hammering 
useful objects out of all kinds of odds and ends of iron and steel, 
and he hoped they could make something saleab le out of horse 
shoes. This seemed guite a reasona ble expectation, for the skill 
and inventiveness of the Chinese blacksmith should arouse the 
envy of his fellow craftsmen in most other parts of the world. 
The horse shoe dealer's hopes were soon justified, for the smiths 
discovered that the discarded shoes, when cut in two, provided 
ideal material for the manufacture of the Chinese razor, which 
is really nothing more than a glorified and very finely tempered 
knife with a blade that is thick and broad. There was a big and 
steady demand for these razors, and soon 'Hamburg horse shoes' 
became a staple article of commerce in the China h·ade. 

Junk dealers in a great man y other cities had old worn-out 
horse shoes they wanted to get rid of, and soon there were ship 
ments to China from New York, Liverpool, Paris and many other 
places. But the Chinese blacksmiths were unanimous in refus
ing to purchase these substitutes. They maintained that the great 
size and weight of the German draft horses, and the day by day 
hammering of the horse shoes on the cobbled streets of Ham
burg, gave the old shoes a size and a temper which was just right 
for the manufacture of razors, and could not be duplicated in 
any other city. Hamburg became the old-horse -shoe centre of 
the world and, unJess the old shoes were shipped from there, 
they found no market. As a result, horse shoes from all guarters 
were assembled there for shipment and sale to China. The fact 
that horse shoes from Paris or New York which reached China in 
Hamburg bottoms were found to be entire ly satisfactory proves, 
perhaps, that there was nothing in the original theory of the tem
pering effect of Hamburg's cobbles, but it was typical of the Chi
nese to discover , or to think that they had discovered, a definite 
superiority in the horse shoes from one particular city and then 
to stick to their conv ictions. 
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In the last two decades the China vogue in horse shoes has 
changed. Soon afler the Repub lican Revolution caused the cut
ting of millions of Chinese qu eues, and made barbering a more 
serious busine ss than it had ever been before, an enterpr ising 
Chinese who had lived in San Francisco established a pucka bar
ber shop in Shanghai, with reclinin g chairs and a sign which 
looked like a giant stick of striped candy. Before this, barbers in 
Chjna had carried their equipment about with them like scissors 
grinders. They would shave a wealthy customer in the privacy 
of his own cow-t-yard, or set up a shop on the pavement to take 
care of the barberin g needs of the more humble . The added ex
pense of shop rental made it necessary for the modern barbers to 
charge higher prices, so, like good business men, they justifi ed 
this in every way possib le. They even washed the lather off the 
customer's face, instead of leaving him to do that for himself as 
had been the good old custom. They also abandoned the use of 
the crude but efficient Chinese razor and bought Sheffield razors 
made in Japan. This gave the Chinese razor-makers a serious 
blow, so, with their razor business slumpin g, they began making 
knives and hatchets and cleavers out of the old horse shoes . The 
Hamburg product had been of just the right size for razors but 
was a little too sma ll for these new uses. Then it was discovered 
that the draft horses of Liverpool, especially those which add 
grace and majesty to the brewery drays, provided much larger 
shoes, and now Liverpool is the centre of the world's old-horse
shoe trade. Hamburg shoes are now a drug on the market. Old 
metal dealers with stocks of Liverpool horse shoes on hand say 
that the stree ts of Hamburg are no longer cobb led and that there
fore the horse shoes have lost the superio r quality they formerly 
possessed .1 

Curiously enough, Hamburg became, and still is, the fortu
nate centre for another peculiar Chinese preference. In certain 
parts of Belgium, there is a very white clay which is known by 

1. As a matter of fact the only cobb led streets rema ining in I lambu rg are a fow near the 
water-front. 
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the trade name of lithopone. It is used all over the world as a ba
sis for white paints and is sometimes mixed with wh ite lead. 
Though the white clay comes from Belgium, it was introduced 
to China by German traders who bought the clay in Belgium, 
packed it in uniform wooden casks, and shipped it from Ham
burg. By and by, the Belgians who had been selling the clay to the 
German merchants, learned tha t it was marketed in China and 
came to the conclusion that they might just as well make all the 
profits themselves instead of dividing them with the German go
betweens. Trouble started as soon as the first shipment arrived 
in Shanghai from Antwerp. The Chinese who had ordered the 
lithopone insisted that it was not according to specifications, the 
casks were of different design and did not bear the trade mark 
with which they were familiar, and, furthermore, it had not been 
shipped from Hamburg. It was obviously an imitation article 
with which the deceitful foreigner was trying to cheat them. 
They said they should have known that there was a trick of some 
sort when they were offered the cargo at a price lower than they 
had been paying. A chemical analysis made by the experts in the 
Chinese customs service showed the old and the new product to 
be identical, but that carried no weight with the Chinese paint 
manufacturers. They wanted Hamburg lithopone and would ac
cept no substitutes. The Belgians finally had to close the trans 
action with what migh t be called 'a very handsome loss '. They 
never tried the experiment again. The Germans buy from the 
Belgians, pack and ship from Hamburg. The Chinese purchasers 
have to pay extra shipping charges and a middleman's profit, 
but they are sure they are getting the genuine article; that is the 
way that business has always been done and they have no wish 
to change it. 

Chinese are not the only people who deceive themselves with 
the idea that the point of shipment of cargo is identical with the 
point of origin and stick to absurd prejudices. Eggs are very 
cheap in China, compared to the price which prevails in most 
other countries, and in 1919 there was a roaring business in Chi-
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nese preserved and cold storage eggs which were expor ted to 
England and America. 1 Although the volume of business done 
in each country was large, the consumption of eggs is of such 
tremendous proportions that the importation of a few million 
Chinese eggs did not affect the market to any appreciable de
gree. But for some reason there sprang up, in each country, a 
h·emendous and bitter propaganda against Chinese eggs, which 
were alleged to harbour innumerable dangerous germs, to say 
nothing of other and more spectacular creatures. One farmer in 
England wrote a letter to his local paper, in which he said that 
when setting a hen, he had, out of cur iosity, included a Chinese 
egg and that a snake had hatched. No one ever knew the kind 
of snake it was, because he had killed it at once. A great man y 
English news papers reprinted the s tory, and although dozens of 
scientists and practica l chicken breeder s wrote in to say that an 
egg which had been in cold storage cou ldn 't even hatch a tad
pole, the harm was done, and man y English housew ives would 
have nothing more to do with Chinese eggs, no matt er how low 
the price. Bakeries, however, continued to bu y them. 

Propaganda in America against the Chinese egg did not go to 
the extreme of hatching out imaginary snakes; but it wa s equally 
effective. The restrictions of pur e food laws were invoked and, 
in a short time, the egg bu siness in each countr y was, though 
not exactly dead, sickly; it had ceased to be a major undertak ing 
which wou ld interest big busin ess men. Th e Americans had been 
the first to go into the busine ss, and they were the first to get 
out. Sadly they se ttled their hot el and club bills in Shanghai and 
went home. Some of them had to pay through the nose because 
of cancelled conh·acts. The British egg deal ers lived up to the 
good old British reputation for dogged persistence. They kept 
on shipping eggs to England wh ere there was, at most, a very 
limited market, and everyon e who knew anything about the egg 

1. In 1934 the Un ited Kingdom imported 2,254 million eggs. of which 172 million or about 
6% came from China. Home prod uction provid ed 68% of the total eggs consumed , wh ich 
Whittaker says is about 155 eggs per annum per head. Britons cat more eggs than app les. 
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business wondered why, in their stubborn and stupid playing of 
a losing game, they did not go broke. finally the mystery was 
solved. The Chinese eggs were shipped to England, repacked 
and re-shipped to Amer ica, where they fow1d ready acceptance 
as English eggs. 1 

One would naturally assume that when it comes to such a 
common art icle of com merce as a hand sew ing needle, the sell
ing methods, like the article itself, would be the same the world 
over, but thin gs are different in China. If I had known this a few 
years ago, I could have saved one of my clients quite a lot of 
money instead of helping him to tlu-ow it away. This client was 
looking for a cheap premium article which he could give away 
to s timulate sales in a territory where competition was becoming 
troublesome. The premium must, in order to be effective, n,eet 
certain conditions. It must be an article for which there is a wu 
versal demand, cheap in price, small and easi ly tran spor table, 
not perishable. [ thought at the time that tlus would be a difficult, 
if not an impossible, order to fulfil, but we did our best, and I 
spent several hot afternoons poking about Clunese department 
stores looking for !'lints. I was about to give up when a cargo 
broker wandered into my office:. He was a stupid fellow, other 
wise he would have known that an advertising agenc y does not 
provide a logical market for odds and ends of cargo wluch some 
importer has been stuck with and wants to sell at a cheap price. 
He was apparent ly making an office to office canvass. That is 
what some stupid salesmen do and, as a result, turn up a lot of 
business which the smart salesmen don't get, because they are 
too smart to waste their time on what they know to be impos
sible prospects. 

This proved to be a lucky day fo~ the stupid salesman, for he 
was selling needles, a huge consignment of fine German needles 
which for some reason or another could be bought at bankrupt 

1. In sp ite of legislation designed to protect the American poultryman, the United States 
continue s to import egg products. The bulk of the importations come from China, bu t 
second in volume are importations from England, presumably of Chinese origin. 
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prices. I have forgotten w hat the reason was, and in any case, he 
didn 't tell me the real une. Bul Lhe pri ce was convincing enough. 
I tried 1ny best to ma intain a discreet trading attitude whi le I 
got all the details and a few sample packets, and as soon as the 
broker was well out of sight , went to see my client. He agreed 
with me that the problem of a premium had been solved. The 
packet of twelve needles in asso rted sizes met all the theor eti
cal requirements. It was somethin g that would be treasured by 
the poor, would be acceptabl e to the rich and be useful in every 
household. The first askin g price was low enou gh and by the 
time my client's Scotch purchasing agen t got through with his 
nego tia tions the price was of course even lower. The cargo of 
need les chan ged ownership. If the sa lesman got anything like 
a decent commi ssion, his living expenses were taken care of for 
some mon ths to come . 

As soon as the premiums we re advertised and offered to the 
pub lic, I began to learn som ething about the needl e business. The 
only need les I had ever seen were, like these , put up in pack ets 
of twelve assorted sizes. My clien t, who was generous enough 
to share with me the responsibility for the stupid mistake I had 
drag ged him into , had the same idea. As neither of us had eve r 
seen or heard of anyt hin g but a packet of a dozen needles of as
sorted sizes we had both assumed that needles, like pup s, are 
produ ced in litters. In most other coun tries, all other countri es so 
far as I know, all needles are sold in that way, and a woman who 
was offered a packet as a premium for the purchase of a standard 
article at no increase in price would accept it withou t trou bling 
to open the pack et to see if all twelve need les were there. But not 
in Chin a. Ther e is an old adage about not lookin g a gift hor se in 
the mouth, but no Chinese woman ever heard of it and, even if 
she had, she would forget abou t it whe n enjoy ing the fine frenzy 
of a shopping expedition. She wou ld not only look in his mouth 
and count his teeth but weigh and measu re him and try to com
pute the value of his hide. The Chinese woman shoppe r take s no 
chanc es. If she is buying a piece of cloth she will not, like care less 
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women in other countries, judge the quality by an examination 
of one end of the bolt. She measures out the length she wants and 
then goes over it inch by inch to see that the quality is uniform 
throughout. 

That is what she did with our needles. First she opened up the 
packet to make sure that there were twelve needles. She found 
the count to be correct, but the twelve needles were all differ
ent sizes, and she could use or wanted only one size. There was 
some trick in this, some devilish foreign attempt to palm off on 
her a dozen needles all but one of which were obviously too 
small or too large to be of any practical use. She appealed to the 
unfortunate sa lesman to show his honesty and fair dealing by 
exchanging the packet for twelve needles of the size she wanted. 
Of course he couldn't do that, so we lost a customer instead of 
gaining one. This was repeated every tin1e the packet was of
fered, and finally the harassed salesman got tired of the abuse 
and wouldn't bother with the premium any more. Need les soon 
became an unpopular subject of conversation between my client 
and myself. I never really inquired how they were finally dis
posed of, but I know we were all relieved when we had heard 
the last of them. 

There are approximately 2,000 million needles sold in China 
every year. As everyone, rich and poor, must use needles, and as 
no needles are manufactured in China, the annual sale provides 
some interesting statistical comparisons. If we assume that all 
women above the age of five or six spend a good part of their 
time in sewing, an assumption which I think is more accurate 
than most figures pertaining to China, then it will be seen, by a 
simple calculation, that the consumption of needles is approxi 
mately one per month per customer, which is just about right. 
A smaller number would not account for the millions of shirts, 
gowns and other garmen ts, and a greater number would indicate 
a carelessnE'ss in use, or an extravagance in purchase, of which I 
am sure no Chinese woman would ever be gu ilty. These needles 
are not bought by the packet but by the piece, or, at most, three or 
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four at a time. Each cus tomer knows what size she wants and she 
is not interested in any other kind. Needles, mostly of Japanese 
and German manufacture, are not sold in packets of assorted siz
es. Each packet is made up of one size. That is where our needle 
premium scheme went flat. To offer a Chinese woman a packet of 
twelve assorted sizes was like offering her a dozen pairs of shoes 
of assor ted sizes . As only one pair would fit her she wouldn't be 
interested in the other eleven. That was the reason we had been 
able to buy the needles at such a bargain. A German manufac
turer, who was attempting to break into the China market, had 
shipped them out in packets of assorted sizes and found them 
unmarketable. 
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CHAPTER II 

MJSS CHINA DISCOVERS HER LEGS 

MY advertising age ncy in Shanghai plac ed the first lip-stick 
and vanishing cream advertising in Chin ese pripers about 

fifteen years ago, and since that time the adve rtising of cosmet ics 
has been an important part of our business. We placed the first 
big toilet soap campaign about the same time. I did not expect to 
find any romance in the advertising agenc y business, but we ran 
into it ear ly and it has since then been a part of our s tock in trad e. 
Thanks to our efforts and the liberal advertising appropriations 
of our client s, a good many Chine se girls have been taught to put 
on vanishing creams a base for powder and rouge and to use cold 
cream at night, rubbing it into the pore s of the skin. We advise 
them that after a liberal use of soap the face should be washed 
with co ld water. The only reason we hav e not told them anything 
about 'cosmetic sk in ' is because it is impossible to trans late that 
term into Chinese. We induced all tbe Chinese mo ving-picture 
stars to use the toilet soap we advertised and they write us dis
creet but convincing testimonials which form the principal part 
of our advertising copy. It happ ens to be the same soa p that is 
used by all the Hollywood stars, so, in our newspaper adverbs-
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ing, we picture one Hollywood and one Chinese star together, 
but we devote more space to the ChinesP. star. In our world, she 
is the more important, though the Hollywoo d star earns more 
in a week than she does in a year. In our copy, we have to go 
rather cautious ly on the subject of unsightly pores, because the 
skin of Chinese women is of much finer texture than the skin of 
the foreign J/le/11St1hibs and whatever pores she may have are no 
more unsightly than the pores in the skin of a baby. So we don't 
have to promise that the use of our cold cream and toilet soap 
will remove unsightl y pores, but say that they will prevent them , 
which is a much safer propo sitio n. 

It must not be assumed tha t our first lip-stick and other cos
metic advertisements started Chinese gir ls on the cosmetic road 
to beauty. It would be very pleasant to harbour that though t but 
the facts do not justif y it. Five thousa11d years ago, according to 
au thentic Chinese history, Chinese girls were plucking useless 
hairs from their eyebrows, and putting rouge on their cheeks. It 
was probably an ancient custom even then. Old pictures show 
that, from century to cen tur y, there were changes in the style of 
applying rouge. Sometimes it was most prominent in the upper 
part of the cheek. At other time it was a vivid red circle marking 
the spo t where the jaws are hinged . In some centu ries it was used 
lavishly, spar ingly in others, but it was always used. Dynasties 
have fallen and the cou ntry has been devastated by floods, fam
ines and civi l wa rs, but the cosmetic business has always flour 
ished . When the savage hord es from the North overran China, 
as they did from time to time, the barbaria n women at once cop
ied the beaut y methods of the Chinese, bu t in a coarse barbarian 
way. They covered their cheeks and sometimes the ir foreheads 
with the reddest rouge they cou ld get. The surviving Manchu 
women, represen tatives of China's most recent invasion (1618), 
rouge their faces in a way that makes the Chinese woman shud
der. 

Japanese women also learned their first beauty lessons from 
the Chinese and do not appear to hav e added any refinemen t 
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of their own. They are mor e restrained than the Manchus in the 
use of rouge, but their prodigal application of rice powder often 
gives them the appearance of a cake that has been covered with 
icing. Chinese women do not think much of them. They know 
that without the allurements of the kimona, obi, tabi and getn the 
sex-appeal of the Japanese woman would become a negligible 
quantity and that no Japanese woman would dare to wear the 
revealing Chinl:!SI:! gown. 

The oldest retail shop I have ever been able to discover in 
China is an establishment in Hangchow, which was the Chinese 
equivalent of a beauty shop centuries ago, and still does a thriv
ing business in roug e, talcum and other aids to daintiness and 
beauty . A famous Hangchow poet, who, almost ten centuries ago, 
wrote sonnets in praise of the eyebrow pencil and the perfumed 
rouge of his lady love, may have been referring to the wares of 
this identical shop. I once h·ied to get them to sell some rouge 
we were advertising, but, after trying out a few sa1nples, they 
said they had come to the conclusion that we could offer nothing 
superior to the brands which were popular in Hangchow when 
Columbus found a con tinent blocking his way on his route to 
China. 

That, of course , was not the real reason, for you never get the 
real reason for anything in China except by earnest and expert 
research. They didn't want to stock our rouge because it was too 
expensive for middle-class customers . The high price of import 
ed rouge does limit sales, but those who can afford to do so buy 
the brand we advertise, and the volume of business is satisfac
tory and growing .1 

The best Chinese customers for lip-stick, rouge, or any other 
beauty aids are the married women and not the debutantes . Chi-

1. China's aruma l purchases of perfumery, cosmetics, etc., amounts to abo ut C$2,000,000 or 
about £125,000. The United States leads with 30% of the business and France comes next 
with 22%. Grea t Britain's sha re is 14%. The United States now sells more perfumery th.in 
France, though the latter still leads in face powders. American brands .ire widely adver
tised and are rapidly gaining a dominant posit ion i,1 this field 11s well. There are more than 
300 Chinese factories producing perfum ery and cosmetics. 
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Chinese wives have 11111clt more leisure 

nese wives discovered many centur ies ago that, if they would 
make themselves attractive enough, their husband s wou ld will
ingly employ servan ts to do the cooking and scrubbing. The re
sult is that Chinese women are the most perfectly groomed in the 
world and, everything considered, enjoy the grea test measure of 
luxury. The wife of a clerk making the equiva lent of £!5 a month 
enjoys the convenience of a serv ant, usually a small slave who 
will do the rough work for her. If tbe husband's income is larger, 
there are more servants . Many British women think they are for
tunate if they can have a single servant to wash the dishes and 
help with the sweeping and dusting. Her Chinese sister, whose 
husband enjoys the same incom e, will never turn a hand at the 
hou sework and will have her own persona l maid whose sole 
duty is to brush her hair, manicu re her nai ls, and take care of her 
clothing. The Chinese women undoubt edly spend - and hav e 
spe nt for many centuries - a greater propo rtion of the family 
income on cosmetics than is spent by any other national group. 
The wealthy buy the most expensive of perfumes and cosmetics 
and in libera l quantities. Those who can not afford these extrava
gances buy cheaper brands and in smaller quantities, but every 
woman, rich or poor, has a beauty kit. The middle -aged wife of a 
ricksha coolie always has among her possess ions a bit of ta lcum 
powder and some rouge . She may use it only once or twice a yea r 
- at we dd ing and festiva ls - but she always has the comfort 
ing assurance that she can make herse lf beautiful any time she 
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wants to tak e the troub le to do so. Only the aged widows deny 
themse lves these va nities . The use of cosme tics might imp ly a 
des ire to re-marry, which would be looked on as an indication of 
wa ntonn ess . 

Before there had been any rouge or lip-stick advert ising in 
China, Shang hai g irls discuver1::d an aid to beauty wh ich their 
sisters in o ther cou ntrie s had all over looked . An i1nporter of rub 
ber goods noticed that there was a surpri singly large sa le for the 
small hot water bag s which w ill somet imes re lieve the pc1ins of 
toot hache or neurn lgia . As fast as he broug ht in a new shipm en t, 
all were sold out, an d it seemed to him that a good part of Shang
hai was sufferi ng from toot hache, until he found that Chin ese 
g irls were using the m to make their cheeks rosy. Bags filled with 
hot wa te r were concealed in their mu ffs and , by applying hea t 
to the cheek, a natural rosy glow was produced which was all 
the more captivating because it had not been there a fev,, mo
ments before . 1t was the nearest app roach to an a rtificial maid
enly blush tha t one co uld imc1gine. Of course, this beauty aid was 
not en tire ly sa tisfacto ry, beca use it could on ly be used in cold 
weather. The nex t seaso n mu ffs we nt out of s ty le and so did the 
miniature hot wate r bags. It wo uld be a difficult ma tter to find 
one in any Shang hai sho p to-da y. 

Our clients go t only a small part of the increase d cosn,etic 
business which eve ntua lly resulted from our adve rtising . When 
we start to exploit a new product in China, we can always be 
certain of one thing , and that is that if it is poss ib le to do so some 
Chine se or Japanese manufacturer wi ll start mak ing a simi lar 
article and sell ing it at a cheaper pr ice. Thi s is wha t happ ened 
as soon as we bega n to adverti se vanish ing crea m, rouge and 
lip-sticks . Mos t of the small cosme tic manufac tur ers rode c1long 
in the tail w ind of our adv ertising, but a fair proportion of the 
others did some advertising of their own. One Chinese manufac 
turer was so encouraged by his early sales that he plunged on a 
whirlwind campaign wh icb, to the surprise of everyo ne, proved 
succe ss ful, and he built up a big and pro sperous busin ess . In the 
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meantime our toilet soap advertising was appearing in big spac
es in all the leading newspapers and magazines. The net result 
of all this pub licity on the subject of beauty was to change the 
attitude and, to a certain extent the psychology, of the Chinese 
women. Before this all beauty aids had been a feminine mystery, 
like midwif ery, but as soon as they were given pub licity they be
came genteel and respectable. Chinese girls, for the first time, 
began to powder their noses in publ ic with no sense of shame, 
and their horizons immediately broadened . They had been kep t 
in seclusion for several thousand centuries, but as soon as they 
discovered that they cou ld make up their faces in the presence 
of men and that the men thought it a gracefu l and intriguin g 
gestu re there was no holding them back. The Chinese woman 
has broken out of the inner courtyards of the Chinese home and 
nothing will ever put her back again. 

The great revo lution in woman 's dress followed as a logical 
and unavoidable sequence . Wben I first came to China almost 
all the women wore trousers. They were not the baggy or scanty 
two-legged affairs which foreign ladies wore on the beach with 
an eye to their sex appea l, but trousers as decorous as any pair 
that a cabi net minister eve r thrust his legs into. The most perfect 
picture of feminine respectability I have ever seen was provided 
by a trousered Chinese Sunday School teacher explaining Bible 
texts to her trousered girl pupils. I hadn't seen my old Sunday 
School teacher for a matter of fifteen years or mor e, and my recol
lection of her was rather hazy, but she had always been my idea l 
of respectabi lity. I couldn't help comparing the two, and I am 
sorry I had to do it, for my dear ly beloved and high ly respect
able old spinst er with her billowy skirts, has, ever since then, 
presented a new picture to my mind. She is no longer the most 
respectable look ing woma11 I ever knew, for the trou sered Chi
nese lady has replaced her on my litt le private pedestal. 

Some time after the end of the War, the women in America 
and England began wearing short skirts; in a very short time the 
ladies' tailors in Shanghai were using only two-thirds of the ma-
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terial they had formerly used and were charging the same prices. 
We weren't very happy over the new style, because one of our 
oldest and favourite accounts is a Manchester firm, which we 
cou ld truthfully advertise as making the finest and most beauti 
ful calico in the world. It was obvious that short skirls meant 
a reduced consump tion of calico, therefore less sa les, therefore 
less advertising. But when most of the foreign women living in 
Shanghai blossomed out in knee-length skirts, I felt a little more 
hopeful abo ut the calico business . As the ladies with ugly legs 
outnumbered those with pretty legs by more than ten to one, it 
seemed logical to assume that, in the end, the style preferences 
of the owner of ugly legs would prevail and force their more 
fortunate sisters back into long skirts. That is what event ually 
happened, though the ultra-short skirts lasted one season longer 
than I thought they would. 

However, the calico consumption of foreign women in China 
does not amount to very much. The important question, so far as 
we were concerned, was what the Chinese girls were going to do 
about these new styles. Most of the fashionable ones had already 
begun to wear skir ts instead of trousers, that being one of the 
manifestations of modernity which followed the overthrow of 
the Manchus; but the more old-fashioned ones were stiU wear
ing trousers. We didn't have to wait very long for their decision 
after they had had a chance to see what other women looked like 
from the knees downward. They observed the passable legs of 
the French women, the generally unattractive legs of the Brit
ish and American, the fat legs of the German and Scandinavian, 
the atrociously ugly legs of the Japan ese, and came to a sudden 
though centuries belated realisation of the fact that here was an 
asset which had been overlooked. The naturally sma ll feet and 
the beautiful hands of Chinese women have driven lovers to 
poetry and suicide. Lips, hair, eyes and teeth had been fittingly 
celebrated in the literature of forty centuries, but legs had never 
been mentioned . The girls decided that legs had been neglected 
entirely too long and that they would put them into circulation 
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withou t any further delay. 
The logical thing for those who were wearing trousers to have 

don e wou ld have been to put them selves into short pants . A few 
tried it, but these looked excessively masculine and immodest. As 
the result of paternal governmental regulntions, growing Middle 
School girls were already wearing knee-high skirts, which were 
constan tly climbing up their thighs, so that style was out of the 
question. Then they hit on a very happy so lution, a long skirt 
with the left side slit to a point above the knee so that every alter 
nate step revealed the contours of a beautiful leg. Old-fashioned 
fathers and a few jealous husband s raised the very devil about 
this scandalous style, but the girls liked it so well that the next 
seaso n they slit both sides of the skirt and, with minor altera
tions, that has remai11ed the style ever since. Some add a touch 
remini scent of the old trousered days by wearing, underneath 
the sk irt, wide trou sers of brocaded silk, but most of them just 
wear high-heeled shoes and silk stockings. A few of the foreign 
ladies of Shanghai have copied the Chinese style, but the result 
is not entirely successful. 

For several years we had been discussing with our Man
chester friends the idea of ge tting out a style book for Chinese 
women. This had been suggested to us by the fact that some of 
the small up-country pap ers sometimes borrowed the blocks 
and published our vanishing cream advertising free, because we 
always saw to it that the girls in the illustrations were dre ssed 
in the latest Shanghai styles, and sma rt up-country ladies gave 
these picture s to their tailors to copy. However, we weren't quite 
sure we cou ld compile a comp lete style book and our clients 
were a little dubious about the whole project, so the matter was 
discussed from tim e to time and nothing done. Then, quit e un
expectedly, we received instructions to go ahead with the sty le 
book, and were worrying about what we were going to put into 
it, when we got advance information about the slit skirts. We 
had to work fast, but before the spring demand for calico arrived 
we had pub lished the first fashio n book China had ever seen, in 
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which we showed how attractively the new style skirts would 
look when made up wi th our clients' calico. Because of its lucky 
timeliness the book was a great success. Some copies found their 
way to Java and Siam and there was such a demand for them 
in the large colonies of Chinese expalriales lhat we prin ted up 
extra editions for each of these places. For several years after that 
we published annual fashion books, and we always featured the 
s lit skirt, sometimes introducing, on our own initiative, some 
nove lty such as having the slit on one side a little higher than 
on the other . It was always great fun to check up and see how 
far our ideas were carried out. We were never entirely success
ful in getting our suggestions adopted, but, on the other hand, 
they were never entirely ignored. There are many Chinese fash
ion books now, most of them better than our pioneer produc 
tions, so we have gone out of the fashion book business. But I am 
ra ther proud of the fact that we brought out the first one and that 
we played our small part in revea ling the most beautiful leg the 
world has ever seen. 

Abo ut the time that Miss China discovered her legs, she also 
discovered that there was no reason why she should lace her 
slender body so tightly as to produce a flat-chested effect which 
was as unnatural in a way as the bound feet of past generations. 
For once science and fashion agreed, for Chinese doctors said 
that the women would be healthier if they allow ed a natural bust 
development; so curves and legs enjoyed a simultan eous vogue 
which, it appears, will be permanent. The Chinese women like 
it, and the men are quite willing to let them have their own way. 
While the Chinese girl finds her new curves quite satisfactory 
she knows that anything can be carried to an extreme, and the 
result is that among the many beau ties of China, there is no one 
who remotely resembles Mae West. They cou ldn't look like her, 
even with a blond wig. Every time there is a Mae West show in 
Shanghai, the Chinese girls flock to it, but they attend to marve l 
rather than to admire, and leave the performance with the com
forting satisfaction that they are not as other women are. They 
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know that if there were any old maids in China they would be 
plump and generously curved. 

A few months ago I received a letter from one of our associ
ates in Australia, outlining the possibilities of a new advertising 
account we might ge t. lt was a preparation which would make 
fat women thin. Enclosed were some cuttings of advertisements 
showing the copy which had made a financial success of this 
remedy in Australia and New Zealand. One of the pieces of copy 
which intrigued me very much included the picture and testimo
nial of a beautiful blonde lady voluptuously stream -lined, who, 
according to the testimonial, had lost the love of her husband 
and the admiration of her friends, had, in fact, become a virtual 
outcas t in society because she had carelessly allowed herself to 
put on two stone in weight. Then she took a course of this mar
vellous medicine, lost not only the wicked two stone weight, but 
a few additional pounds and was again a slim blonde beaut y, 
adored by her husband, the envy of her friends, and invited ev
erywhere in Sydney. 

Here was a remedy on which anyone in China could make a 
fortune except for the fact that there are no customers, because 
there are no fat women. There used to be a popular music hall 
refrain to the effect that nobody loved a fat man. What the wag 
had in his mind, but did not dare to say in those sq ueamish pre
War days, was that no one loves a fat woman, except the man 
who married one when she was slim and so cannot change his 
affection without some difficult emotional and sentimental ad
justments. The Chinese husband is never faced by a problem of 
that sort, because his wife never allows hers elf to get fat. They 
never go on a diet or take reducing exercises to restore their girl
ish figure s, because they never lose them. The mother of five or 
six husky children will usually be as slim as a schoolgirl. 

With all of these changes in styles there is one fundamental 
attitude of the Chinese woman on the subject of clothes which 
has remained unchanged from the time of Cleopatra. She dresses 
to attract the admiration of men, and especially to hold the admi-
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ration of her husband. The foreign woman dresses for the benefit 
of her sisters, hoping that her new ensemble will be admired by 
her friends and acquaintances, nor would it be a matter of great 
regret on her part, if some sho uld be made miserable through 
the extremity of their jealousy and envy. Whether or not her hus
band is pleased is a matter of relatively small importance. He has 
to pay for the gown anyway. The point of view of the Chinese 
woman is just the reverse. She dresses with the idea of pleasing 
her husband. Her prettiest dresses are worn in her own home. 
If she is admired by other women, she accepts the compliment 
with all the greater pleasure because she has not striven for it. I 
suppose the foreign woman has a lot more fun and excitement in 
her endeavours to outdress and outbeautify her sisters, but I am 
sure the Chines e wife has a much easier time of it when it comes 
to the problem of getting her dress allowance increased . 

These changing styles had repercussions in the business 
world of China which no one could have foreseen at the time. 
The silk weavers were the first to be hit. They had a more or less 
standardised product, and although one of them might produce 
a new pattern at uncertain intervals, when the fancy shuck him, 
their shelves were pretty weJJ filled with good old standard stuff 
which the Chinese women bought year after year without any 
idea of demanding something new until the old gown wore out. 
They would never have thought of a gown going out of style. 
Now the Chinese women demanded something new and began 
to find the old stock passee. The beautiful new patterns our Man
chester friend offered each year added to, if they did not create, 
this feminine unrest. The silk weavers and dealers soon found 
that if they want ed to keep their business they would hav e to get 
out some new designs every season or stir up their dye pots so 
as to produce new colours on old patterns. In the meantime some 
of their old steady sellers began to move slow ly and then came 
to a dead stop. Some pieces had to be shipped to remote parts of 
the country to find buyers among women who were still staidly 
old fashioned. 
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The pawnbrokers also got a jolt. Pawnbrok ing is an old and 
highly respectable business in China, and usually a very pros
perous one. 1 While in other countr ies a visit to a pawnshop is 
supposed to imply a rather desperate need for funds, that is not 
the case here. Chinese can see no reason why they shou Id bother 
to store their win ter clothing during the summer months when 
the pawnshop proprietor will not only do this for them, bu t wil l 
lend them a small sum for the privilege. The result is that at 
each change of season, the pawnshops do a big business lend
ing sma ll sums on clothing and redeeming old garments. To the 
pawnbrokers a si lk gown had always been a silk gown whose 
re-sale va lue could be accurately appraised. Then the changes in 
style began to come in, and he was confronted with the unprec
edented situation that a gown of known value last spring was a 
totally unsaleable object this autumn. Much against his will, the 
pawnbroker now has to study ladies ' styles and become a fash
ion expert. I wonder what he would think if he knew that he had 
been brought to this sorry state through New York lip-sticks and 
Manchester ca lico! 

1. There are more than 300 pawnshops in the International Settlement of Shanghai with a 
population of approximately one million. They are much more numerous in purely Chinese 
municipalities where the licensing conditions are not so strict. 
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CHAPTER III 

FORTUNES THROUGH PROFITLESS SALES 

IN every town, and in almost every part of every town in China, 
one will find in operation, on any sunny day, the smallest and 

most modest retail establishments on eart h. The stock is some
times disp layed on a make -shift tres tle board counte1~ but as fre
quently it will be found on a square of bamboo matting spread 
on the gro und. Rarely does either the trestle board counter or the 
matting cover more than a sing le square yard. The pitiful stock 
invariably consists of what appears to be the most useless col
lection of articles it is possible to imagine - crooked nails, rusty 
screws, defective buttons, broken door knobs, cracked saucers, a 
couple of empty cigarette tins. It is just the sort of a nondescript 
collection of rubbi sh that a child might collect in an atte mpt to 
'play shop ' on an ambitious scale and that is really all that it is - a 
playtime store - but the players are old men instead of children. 
Every fine morning you can see these ancient playboy merchants 
trudging to their favouri te corners carrying their precious cargo 
with them. There they assemble their stock, carefully separating 
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rusty screws from crooked nails, and there they sit all day in the 
sun . If it is a rainy day the shops do not open. It is a plea sant life. 
They see the moving picture of the crowds on the street, pass the 
time of day with an acquaintance, chatter with competing mer
chants, and once in a long time they may actually make a sale. 
Someone may find himself in need of just the piece of rubbish he 
sees displayed and buy it for a few coppers. But these old mer
chan ts do not have to worry about their customers or make any 
reports on sales volume. A son or a grandson provides them with 
bed and board and they keep shop for the fun of the thin g, just as 
old gentlemen in other parts of the world play golf or pitch horse 
shoes or go to offices where they are no longer needed. Perhaps 
some of them have wanted all their lives to be shopkeepers and 
are ab le to gratify their ambition only wh en in their dotage. If 
that is the way they want to spend their time, their children see 
that they are allowed to do so, for in China the whims of babies 
and of old men are always gratified. 

To a great many foreign manufacturers the activities of the 
regular shopkeepers appear just about as futile and whimsical as 
this - so far as profits to the shopkeepe r are concerned. When
ever any proprietary article becomes popular in China, either 
because of its merits or because of advertising, though usually 
because of both, we can be sure that it will be only a question of 
a few weeks until it will be selling in many retail shops at a price 
not only below the advertised price, but frequently below the 
who lesale or replacement cost. These price reductions develop 
and spread rapidly. There is no secrecy or privacy abou t the small 
retail shop in China; the fronts of most of them are open to the 
street so that a mercha nt, without leav ing his own counter, not 
only sees all that is go ing on in his competitor's shop across the 
way, but can observe almost every individual tran saction. If he 
notices that a standard brand of toilet soa p is selling very rapidly, 
he loses no time about moving his stock of that brand up to the 
front cou nter and hanging out a sign offering it at a cent or two 
below the normal price or the price offered by his competitor. 
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The competing merchant counters with a further price reduction, 
and so the competition goes on until they reach a profit sacrific
ing price below which they dare not venture. News of these price 
reductions spread up and down the street and into other streets, 
and soon the whole tuwn i!; selling the soap below cost. 

One would think that this price-slashing would create more 
sales of soap and therefore be good for the soap business. This 
is true in so far as it creates a greater aggregate sale of soap, but 
it doesn 't do the price-slashed brand any good. The merchant 
makes no profit on it, therefore is not interested in selling it. He 
displays the soap, hangs out sign s telling of the cheap price, but 
when a customer comes into the shop he tries to sell him every 
other brand rather than the one which he appears to be pushing. 
He may even go so far as to say that this brand is not so good as it 
used to be, that he can no longer recommend it, and that that is the 
reason for the cut price. If the price cutting keeps up, the brand 
finally acquires a bad name as being one on which no profit can 
be made. The dealers will stock it, if there is an insistent demand 
for it, but they do so resentfully and under compulsion and make 
no attempt to sell it. Advertising has to carry the double burden 
of creating a demand for the product which is strong enough to 
counteract the antagonism of the dealer. Merchandising becomes 
a vicious circle. The more popular a brand becomes the more the 
price is cut, the more unprofitable it becomes to the dealer and 
the harder he will attempt to sell other brands. 

It may sound very absurd, but it is no exaggeration to say that 
one of the problems faced by every manufacturer of a popular 
and widely advertised proprietary article in China is to compel 
the dealer to sell it at a profit to himself, and no one has ever 
been able to do this with complete success. The big cigarette 
companies have gone farther than anyone towards solving this 
problem; they have an elaborate system of deferred discounts, 
secret rebates, and free goods deals. These rebates, discounts or 
free goods deals are genuinely secret in that the beneficiary does 
not know what they are until the time comes to collect them. The 
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goods are sold to the dealer at a fixed price per case, but with the 
understanding that at a time when, presumably, the dealer has 
sold out his entire stock to consumers, he wi!J be given a pre
mium consisti ng of a cash rebate on his purchases or some free 
goods. Some manufacturers make the scheme very comp licated, 
and more enticing, by means of monthly allowances of this kind 
followed by one gra nd final rebate just before Chinese New Year, 
when everyone is supposed to liquidate all his obligations and 
when cash is urgently needed by almost all, and is especially use
ful to merchants. No matter how keen the competition may be, 
the dealers who have bought and paid for goods on these bizarre 
terms do not dare to go very far in their price cutting, for if they 
do, they may end up with a loss. This sales policy requires a lot 
of combined jugg ling and tight-rope walking on the part of the 
manufacturer, and a single mis-step may mean a disastrous spill. 
The most skillful perforn,er is the one who can make the original 
sales pr ice high enough to enab le him to give the dealers a sur
prisingly liberal allowance and still leave a satisfactory margin 
of profit for himself. And, of course that may lead to trouble, for 
the dealer who gets an unexpected ly big rebate this season will 
expect a similar pleasant surprise next season and there will be 
heart burnings and resentment if he is disappointed. 

The cutti ng of prices to below the who lesale or replacement 
cost affects only a comparatively few brands in retail shops, but 
there are a great many wholesale dealers in a number of lines 
who, as a matt er of ordinc1ry business practice, sell goods at ex
actly the same price they pay for them and, what is more, they 
have prospered and amassed fortunes by this fantastic comic 
ope ra policy. Incredib le as it may sou nd at first, this method of 
growing wealthy is really very simp le and very easily expla ined. 
The wholesale cigarette dealer, for example, is given credit for 
ninety days by the manuf act urer and, if he is a big and impor
tant dealer, the manufacturer will not be too harsh and unbend
ing with him about payment on the due date. The days of grace 
which are customari ly allowed to creditors all over the world are 
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mo re flexible in China and often turn out to be weeks or mon ths. 
The wholesaler extends credit of a month to the more reliable 
retai l dealers, but not more than one month, wh ile he sells for 
cash to the s mall dealers and hawkers. It doesn 't tak e very much 
of a mathematician to see that if he takes thr ee months' credit for 
himself, g ives not more than on e month 's cred it to others, and 
ha s a monthl y turn over of $5,000, he will at all tin-1es be cash in 
hand to the amoun t of two months ' busine ss , or $10,000. 

Al l Chinese believe, and the y a re more or less co rr ec t in the 
bel ief, tlw t anyone who has $10,000 at his command must be e i
ther a foo l or ve ry unlucky if he does not make a fortune. Th ere 
are any numb er of leg itimat e enterpr ises he can go into w hich 
wi ll enab le him to mak e hi s capital earn mon ey with a rapid
ity that is unkn ow n in co untri es w here mor e cap ital is ava ilable 
and int erest rates lower. If he is co nse rva tiv e, he \,viii become a 
ba nk er and len d small sum s at high rates of inte res t. Ju st ho w 
high these rates may be is indicated by a recent laws uit in Shang 
hai in w hich the p laint iff c laimed the ret urn o f his principal, pl us 
compound int erest at 10% a mon th, w hich he sa id he co uld eas
ily have mad e. T he judg e consid ere d thi s cla im to be ex trava ga nt 
a nd did not al low it, but if the cred itor had claimed, let us say, 
2% c1 month, compo und ed mo nthl y, the re is littl e doubt but thc1t 
the decision would have bee n in his favour. It is possible to get 
eve n higher inter est rates on small short term loan s c1t New Year, 
and the wholesaler could, wi thout takin g any dangerou s risks, 
double his mon ey in a few years . lf he want ed to go into a more 
ven tur esome line of bu siness, but one promising more libcrn l re
turns, he mi ght finance a chai n of retail shop s or one or more 
whol esa le es tab lishment s in d ifferent lines, thus doub ling, tre
bling c1nd quadrupling hi s working capital. By purchasing land 
and erecting sma ll shop s, he can secure profitable rental s, pos
sessio n of the lc1nd will give him more credit which will enable 
him to purchase more la nd and bu ild more shops, and so on nd 
i1~fi11itu111. 

The cigc1rette business is only one of many which enable for-

I 32 J 



FORTUNES THROUGH PROFITLESS SALES 

tunes to be made thro ugh profi tless sa les. Ch ina impor ts qu ite a 
large quantity of fresh fruits from America, principally oranges. 
An old custom has been estab lished of selling this fr uit to local 
dea lers on thirty days' credit which, in practice, means that the 
importer hopes to get paid for it in th irty days, but usually has 
to wait very much longer. As soon as the retailer receives a ship
ment of oranges he sells them out as rapidly as possible, offering 
them, in his shop, at a price which is a little below cost and often 
sending hawkers to make office to office calls. As his sales are all 
for cash, he soon accumulates funds which he w ill not have to re
pay until some uncertain time in the future. With this he buys for 
cash fresh fruit from Northern China, which constitutes the bulk 
of his business, and if he is lucky and the season and the mar
ket are favourable, he may be able to turn the stock over several 
times and take two or tlu-ee profits before it is necessary to pay 
for the or igina l stock of oranges. In the meantime, the American 
fruit dealers have been financing all the fruit business of Shang
hai and unwittingly aiding the sale of all competing fruits. 

With their smaller turnover and more restricted line of credit, 
the small retai l merchant does no t enjoy these golden opportu
nities to make profits out of the use of someone else's cash, but 
he does business and often thrives on a marg in of profit which 
would be the despair of merchants in any other country. He is 
able to do th is because his fixed expenses are very low. Need
ing some space to store advertising materia l, and to house some 
workmen, we once rented a shop in Ningpo; the monthly rental 
was six Ch inese dollars, which is about eight shillings. Accord
ing to standards in other countries, it was not a very pretentious 
establishment, but it was typical of the shops in which nine 
tenths of the wares of China are sold. The main room was 12 
feet wide and about 18 feet deep, wi ndow less and doorless so 
that the whole front was open for the display of goods in the 
daytime and closed by shutters at night. In the back was a small 
stone-paved court-yard separating the shop from the kitchen, 
and above were several sleeping-rooms. 
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With a shop like this, where the taxes are infinitesimal, the 
shopkeeper has not only adequate business quarters, but a shel
ter for his family, who invariably live on the premises, and all 
he has to worry about is to make enough profits to provide food 
and clothing and meet the rent. The question of capital is usually 
very easi ly solved, for he can get some goods on cons ignment; 
even if he has to put up cash, the entire outlay would not be 
more than a few hw1dred dollars . It is remarkable what a brave 
showing can be made on the she lves for a very sma ll investment 
through the judicious display of empty cartons. One never sees a 
shop which does not present the appearance of being crammed 
with saleable merchandise from floor to ceiling, but if the shelves 
were inspected it would, in many cases, be found that most of 
the car tons were empty and that the entire stock was not worth 
$100. 

No matter how small his establishment, the shopkeeper wi ll 
have at least one assistant. In small shops in other cow1tries the 
proprietor wou ld depend on his wife for help, but the Chinese 
wife, except of the very lowest class, has seldom allowed eco
nomic pressure to interfere with what she considers to be her 
mos t important business, and that is the business of being a wife. 
She is not, like her Japanese sister, a worker by day and a woman 
at night, nor will she tamely submit to the ill-treatment which is 
often the lot of the Japanese wife. She will care for her husband 
devotedly, bear him innumerable children withou t complain
ing, h·im his toe-nails and wash his shirt, but she will not, unless 
it is absolutely necessary, help him to make a living . The Ch i
nese husband accepts this dogma with equanimi ty, if not wi th 
outr ight approval. He never makes any attempt to shirk or di 
vide his responsibi lity as a bread-winner and is what is known 
in homely phrase as a 'good provider '. That is the reason that 
among the women of Siam, Malaya, and various other places in 
the Far East, Chinese are in grea t demand as husbands and so axe 
able to marry the prettiest girls. 

The employment of an assistant does not mean the beginning 
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of an expensive pay roll, because the assistant draws no wages. If 
there is a vacant room in the house he is allowed to sleep in it. If 
not, he sleeps on the floor of the shop. He sha res the family meals, 
but with a certain discretion and restraint, especially when there 
are bits of expensive food such as pork or chicke n in the comm u
nal bowl. He will be provided with the necessary clothing and, 
if business prospers, he may ge t an extra cotton gown at Chinese 
New Year and perhaps a little cash . There is, on either side, no 
thought of injustic e in this arrangement. The boy is not only be
ing given food and shelte r, thereby relieving his parents of this 
burden, but also an opportunity to learn a business. By and by 
he may become a shopkeep er himself and thus achieve the ambi 
tion which appears to dominat e half the Chinese race. 

As the business grows and the shop is enlarged, new assis 
tants will be engaged, and there will always be more of tbem 
than are ever kept busy or could conceivably be needed. It is a 
very rare occurrence to walk into any retail shop where there are 
not twice as many assistants as customers. When he adds to his 
staff, the shopkeeper does not select his assistants by any such 
haphazard method as picking out boys because of his estima te 
of their intelligence, indush·y and honesty. No matter how care
fully one may investigate the matter, one can never be sure that 
the new emp loyee will hav e any or all of these characteristics 
or will use them to the advantage of his employer if he has. The 
shopkeeper has a system of choosing employees which is much 
more efficient. Looking about the neighbourhood from which his 
customers are drawn, he notes that the Wong family is large and 
prosperous and that he is not getting any of their business. As 
soon as matters can be arranged, a young and humble member 
of the Wong family is introduced into the shop on the presump
tion, which usuall y proves to be correct, that a fair share of the 
Wong family business will follow. Jn like manner a Chow, a Ling 
and a Chang will be added to the staff, the only limit being the 
number of families in the neighbour hood whose trade may be 
large enough to be profitable. When not busy, which is most of 
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the tim e, these lads may be seen keeping an observant eye on the 
street to sec whether or not a ny of their relatives stray int o a com
pe ting s hop, a nd when they do , the matter becomes a prob lem 
for family adjustment. 

Eventually, afte r some yen rs of se rvice, nnd the con trol of n 
profitab le vo lum e of fam ily trade, the ass is tant may be g iven a 
small wage, and at a still more remote time eventually may be 
taken into pa rt nership. Whatever the wage, it will barely cove r 
,1ctually living c"pc nses, but if the year has been c1 profit,1ble one, 
the bonus at I L'W Year may be liberal. If the VVong family pros
PL'rs and thei r trade is big enough, the probabilities arc that in
stead of working up to partnership with his old cmployL'r, Wong, 
financed by hi<. family, will start a shop of his own, in which case 
the Wong familv busi ncss move~ over in mass t0 the ne\\ shop. 
That, a.., ,1 mattlc'r of fact, is tlw logical and m,ual de, l'lopnwnl 
,rnd accounts for the foct that though there arc many shops in 
China, there arc ,·cry few lc1rgc ones. Tn most cases, the few large 
..,hop" in e,istence arc mc1de po..,siblc only b) the fact that the 
fomilv is so large nnd prospewus that little if ,1ny outside help 
need be employed. 

While the Ch inese merchnnt offers visual ev idence of his 
prosper ity by leaving cargo about ,.,vhere it can be eas ily seen, he 
seldom invests any money in new show cases, plate glass win
dows, or similar va nitie s wh ich bri ng joy to the heart of the Brit
ish retailer. There are two reasons for this, which are just about 
as different as two reasons can be. 1f he has prospered he docs 
not wa nt to di sturb the lucky influences w hich su rrou nd him by 
any changes in the shop or office. The other rea son is more prac
tical. Merchandise is so mething th at can be so ld, presun1ably at 
a profit, but in any case is marketable. Equipme nt, such as show 
cases and desks, form a permanent investment and as such arc 
like ly to give a bad impr ess ion among the customers of the shop. 
Obvio usly the man who has spent a few thousand dollars on 
things of this so rt must ge t his money back one way or anothe r 
and eventually the cus tomer mu st pa y the bill. It stands to rea-
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son that the man with expensive tastes of this kind is going to be 
more avaricious for profits than the one who is content with a 
shabby shop, and the buyer had better beware of him. 

A great many tourists who come to Shanghai make it a point 
to visit a silk shop which is world famous for its products. And 
justly famous, for no other roof in the world covers such a wealth 
of beautiful fabrics. Beside them the treasures of many Bond 
Street establishments are cheap and tawdry. But the exterior of 
the shop gives no hint of its wealth. It is located in an obscure 
street, there are no plate glass windows and the paint is so old 
that it might originally have been one of several different colours. 
Inside the shop the floors are of cheap wood, very much worn 
and somewhat splintered. It would be difficult to find anywhere 
in Great Britain counters and show cases of such cheap construc
tion, and few British office boys are required to sit at a desk so 
shabby as that occup ied by the manager. At an auction sale the 
entire stock of furniture and fixtures would probably bring less 
than a fairly good second-hand motor-car sold in the same way. 
But what a wea lth of silk is piled on the cheap pine counters! 
And what a big and prosperous business they do. Even on a dull 
day, the proceeds would much more than cover the cost of all the 
shop furniture and fixtures. 

A few blocks farther up the same street is the office of one 
of the biggest tobacco concerns in the country, one of the most 
prosperous to be found anywhere. The entrance is cluttered with 
packing boxes which the v isitor has to step round. The sta irs to 
the offices above is narrow, steep and dark. Offices are small and 
crowded and the whole place resembles nothing so much as a 
care lessly designed rabbit warren wh ich has been built large 
enough to allow human beings to move about in it. The only evi
dence of wealth and prosperity about the whole p lace is the pres
ence of severa l heaviJy armed Russian guards who are there to 
protect the very wealthy proprietor from kidnappers. These gen
try know tha t he could easily pay a ransom of a million. It was 
in these quarters that this tobacco millionaire made his humble 
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Henvily armed guards i11dicnte his wealth 

sta rt, it was here that he grew wealthy and nothing could induc e 
him to change . He will not even allow a window in his private 
office to be enlarg ed so as to provide more light and air. 

It is a privilege to be ab le to visit the great advertising agen 
cies in New York. Here is business housed wi th a ll the art and 
skill of the architec t and the interior decorator. In London, Paris 
and Berlin, the offices of some of the big agencies are so striking 
that one who has once visited them will always remember them. 
But I can 't imagine any Chinese advertiser ever placing his ac
cou nt with one of thes e gloriously housed agencies . The moment 
he stepped across the threshold he could instinctively compu te 
the price of the rugs, the cost of the modern istic furniture, the 
salary of the charming girl at the reception desk. He could come 
to but one conclus ion . 'Too much overhead expenses! Too much 
window dress ing! These things cost money and someone mu st 
pay for them. It will not be me. I wil l take my account to some 
concern where they will sell me advertising instead of interior 
decora lions.' 

Fashions and ideas change, and during the present genera
tion nowhere so fast as in China. And so fashions in the mat-
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ter of offices are changing . Chinese who were educated abroad 
have something to do with it, the real esta te boom in Shanghai 
probab ly had more. The students who were educated in America 
came back with the plate glass and stee l furniture comp lex and 
the idea that China 's progress depended on the adoption of thes e 
window dressing methods. A few of them convinced their fa

thers, but most of them fai led. 
The fact that Shanghai was ripe for a big real estate devel

opment occurred to some financiers, dingy old buildings were 
pulled down and newer, finer and more expensive ones put up 
for which we had to pay a higher rent. With lifts instead of stairs, 
plate glass windows and all the other appurtenances of modern 
office housing, it was only natural that there sho uld be a change 
in the furniture style of the city and some are now quite mod
ern in every respect. But with very few exceptions these very 
handsome offices, and the superior furniture with which they 
are equippe d, are occupied by foreigners. As the construction of 
the new buildin gs made parts of the old buildings tenantless the 
Chinese moved into them at even cheaper rents than the prem 
ises had former ly brought. The Chinese occupation of modern 
offices wit h good furniture awaits the prob lematical tin1e when 
Shangha i will be so thoroughl y rebuilt that there are no more 
shabby buildings available and all the second-hand furniture 
shops have gone out of business. 

Although the lads who work in the retail shop s seldom re
ceive any fixed wages, that does not mean that they have no 
spending money. This, in some shops, may be quite liberal. By 
very old and inalienable custom, everything which comes into a 
shop except the stock itself constitutes salvage belonging to the 
assis tants. This includes all cases, barrels, crates, and other pack
ing materia ls, samples of merchandi se and all advertising matter. 
Packing cases provide the richest prizes . The nails are careful ly 
removed, the lumber sorted out and sold. It fetches a good price. 
With unimportant exceptions, all lumber in China is imported 
and, when shipped to interior par ts, where there is no local sup-
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ply, the high freight charges make lumber excessive ly dear. The 
individual boards in a packing case may be worth in some parts 
of Ch ina four or five times the value of the lumber when it came 
from the overseas mill. For a Chinese living in the interior to 
chop up a packing case for kindling would be as absurd as for 
people living in countries where wood is more plentiful to chop 
up pieces of furnitu re for the same purpose. 

A good many manufacturers who have tried to econom ise in 
the cost of packing cases in China have found the experiment 
an expensive one. If a shop stocks two comp eting brands of 
sardi nes, let us say, one packed in a case with a re-sale value of 
30 cents and the other in a case with a re-sale value of half that 
amount, there is no question about which brand will receive the 
concerted selling efforts of the shop staff. The brand with the 15 
cents case will be shoved into an out -of-the-way corn er and the 
other will be thru st on the attention of the customer. There are 
few fibre board boxes in use in China. They are manufactured 
there and are widely used for expor t packing, but few manu
facturers dare to use them in sh ipping goods to interior points 
in China. They have no re-sale va lue and any goods packed in 
them would meet the determined opposition of the men who 
actually sell the goods. On the other hand, some manufacturers 
deliberately use heavier and more expensive cases than neces
sary in order to provide a higher re-sale value. The additional 
cost is added to the who lesale price, passed on to the customers, 
the assistants get the benefit and everyone is contented. The man 
who is trying to estab lish a sa le for his products in China and 
is not thoroughly familiar with the re-sale value of his packing 
cases and other containers has not learned one of the kindergar
ten lessons in Chinese merchandising. On the other hand, the 
manufacturer who can devise a practical packing case or other 
container with a low production cost and a high re-sale value is 
well on the road to success and might even build up a very large 
and profitable business without the aid of an advertising agent. 

Free samples which are given to the retailer for distribution to 
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his customers fall into the same category with packing material 
and, if the quantity is liberal enough, are of even greater value, 
not as a means of promoting sales but as a means of filling the 
pockets of the salesmen. With their hard common sense, born of 
the necessity of salvaging every stray copper that appears to be 
homeless, Chinese cannot understand why anything should be 
given away and, if an article, even a sample which is supposed to 
be free, has any value, they are perfectly willing to pay for it. The 
result is that when some hopeful manufacturer sends samples 
to a retailer, the assistants sell them, and the proceeds purchase 
many cigarettes. As the most logical customers are peop le who 
are already using this brand of tooth paste, let us say, the samples 
are usually so ld to them at a very low price, so that all the manu
facturer accomplishes is to kill the sale of some of his regular size 
packages and turn a profit into a loss. Also he has establi shed a 
very bad precedent, because once the assistants have found out 
that a manufacturer is foolish enough to give away good sa le
able merchandise they never give up exerting pressure on him 
for more and more samples. 

Every now and then I read in the American advertising jour
nals of a successful sampling scheme by which the manufacturer 
of some new product has made his brand well known almost 
overnight through a princely distribution of full-size packages 
as samples. In all cases the scheme is fundamentally the same. A 
coupon is to be clipped from the paper and presented at certain 
designated places in exchange for a package of the article adver
tised. Sometimes the reader is told to present the coupon to any 
dealer who, by arrangement with the manufacturer, gives the 
samp le packages out of stock and the manufactur er later reim 
burses the dealer by paying for the coupons at the full retail price 
of the goods given away. It must be a good plan or so many man
ufacturers would n't use it. But I shudder to think what would 
happen if we shou ld try anything like that in China. 

We have had two experiences, with modifications, of this 
wholesale free sampling and both were sad. Jn the first one, 
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which happened just after the War, an old and highly respectable 
and very conservative British firm had taken over the agency for 
a New York house which manufactured talcum powder, cheap 
perfumery and other such knick-knacks. The New York manu
facturers, full of the self-confidence and exuberance of post-War 
prosperity, sen t to Shanghai thousand of samples and full details 
of the method they had used to popularise their product in city 
afte r city in America. It was nothing more nor less than an invi
tation to all readers to come in with a coupon and get a sample 
consisting of miniatures of talcum powder, scent, soap and tooth 
paste. 

The assets taken over with the perfumery agency by this Brit
ish firm included our services as advertising agents, and we were 
called in to put the schem e into execut ion. We argued aga inst the 
free offer and suggested that a small charge of ten cents be made 
for the samples. The manager of this rather aristocratic old firm 
had always before dealt in big and important articles such as cot
ton goods, machinery and dye stuffs and had been a little cha
grined when his London directors had compelled him to take on 
this cosmetic line. Our suggestion that he charge for the samples 
threw him into a very natural rage. Did we think, he demanded, 
that he was running a retail shop? Did we think that, because 
they had taken on this line of muck they were reduced to the 
necessity of cadging postage stamps and asking coolies for cop
pers? In the end, the free offer was advertised, but we purposely 
advertised it in only one of the local papers, the one which had 
the smallest circulation and which we assumed wou ld bring the 
poorest results. 

Before the agent's office opened on the morning following 
the appearance of the advertisement a good-sized crowd had as
sembled; an hour later the street was blocked. They couldn't give 
out the samples fast enough and the crowd grew unruly. Some
one threw a brick through a plate glass window. The police were 
called out to clear the street so that traffic could get through. In 
the end, the manag er was hauled before the police court on a 
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charge of obstructing traffic and fined £!:J. 
We took part in a similar scheme several years later and 

thought we wou ld work out a sys tem which would, at least, obvi
ate the necessity of an appearance in a police court. The idea was 
to give everyone a full-sized cake of a new brand of toilet soap 
in exchange for a coupon clipped from a newspaper. Arnrnge 
m.ents were made for distribution of the samples at forty differ
ent points so that, no matter how great the demand, it would be 
sca ttered over a wide area and cause no serious trouble. In orde r 
to avoid counterfeiting of the coupons, and other nefarious plots, 
the scheme was kept a complete secret to all but a few execu
tives. The first copy sent to the papers contained no hint of a free 
scheme, but at the last moment we substituted a new block and 
went to bed feeling that we had been rather clever. 

The next day we found out that we had not been quite clever 
enough. While the papers were being printed someone discov 
ered the free offer and soon every newsboy in Shanghai knew of 
it. They promptly increased their orders for papers so that some 
10,000 extra copies were printed. Then the boys clipped the cou 
pons from all the papers, delivered or sold the mutilated papers 
and were all ready for us when the coupon redemption was to 
begin at 8 o'clock. 

Of course, we had specified that only one sample would 
be given to any one person, which was a very fine theory but 
nothing more than a foolish gesture in actual practice. When we 
tried to enforce it the newsboys, with pocke ts full of coupons, 
merely employed gangs o.f small boys and paid them a coppe r 
for each coupon they redeemed. In fact this suited the racketeers 
very well, for they sa t in a near-by tea house which provided a 
convenient place for the assembly of the tablets of soap wh ich 
were costing them practically nothing. Before the day was ove1~ 
we had given away severa l thousand dollars ' worth of va luab le 
samp les and so far as we could judg e, mor e than nine tenths of 
them went to the newsboys. They sold the samp les to dealers 
who offered them to the public at a very cheap price; the new 
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brand was completely and thoroughly dead in less than six 
months from the date of its birth. 

When we ship adve r tising matter to any poin t in China, we 
always try to avo id assessment of du ty by declaring it to the cus
toms as being of 'no commercia l value '. That phrase, which is a 
common one in sh ipping documents covering advertising mate
ria l, is entirely false so far as China is concerned . It is impossible 
for me to conceive of anything which has no commercial value. 
The lowlies t circular or handbill can be put to some useful pur 
poses for which it was never intended. Its mos t common use will 
be for wrapping paper, or, pasted together with others of its fel
lows, it will make good i1111er soles for shoes. There is an old story 
to the effect that that is how the tracts of religious societies find 
such a wide circulation. If printed on one side only, the circular 
wiJI serve as wr iting paper or make a very satisfactory enve lope . 
Coloured hangers find a fairly good sale and sometimes at really 
remarkable prices. We once produced a large lithographed hang 
er for an American cigarette company which sold readily at 25 
cents, actually a few cents more than the cost of production . Chi
nese buy these hangers as works of art and use them to decorate 
their homes, and see nothing especia lly objectionable in the fact 
that they may advertise a cigarette or a brand of cod liver oil . In 
Shanghai, and every other large city, there are dealers whose sole 
stock consists of these advertising calendars and hangers. Metal 
signs are valuable, especially those of heavy enamel which Brit
ish advertisers use on the London buses and therefore assume 
to be suitable for use in any other par t of the world. These make 
really good small stoves. One shop in Soochow has for years 
been se11ing stoves of this kind, made from Scotch whisky signs . 
The proprietor of the shop appears to have an inexhaustible sup
ply of raw mater ial, probably he has a nephew who works for 
some Englishman who has a wh isky agency. 

Very few of these shop assistants would be ab le to pass a test 
for efficiency which wou ld enable them to qualify for work in a 
smar t London shop, bu t they all, apparently by inst inct , do one 
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thing that would bring joy to the heart of any retail merchant in 
other countries. When you hand one of them a note or a coin he 
immediate ly confirms its denomination. He will hold it in front 
of you and say: 'five dollars' or 'ten dollars' as the case may be. 
There are never any arguments or misunderstandings in China 
from customers who insist that they should have change for a 
ten dollar bill instead of a five. The manager of a Milwaukee de
partment store who was visiting Shanghai told me he had spent 
thousands of dollars trying to teach his sales girls to do this but 
had never succeede d. He visited a lot of the retail shops of Shang
hai and I think he made man y small purchases just for the joy of 
having the assistants verify the denomination of the note he had 
given them. When he finally left China to return to America, he 
told me that he had not been able to find a single salesman who 
had failed. 
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CHAPTER IV 

STARVATION FOR THE SEA-GULLS 

ACH1NESE friend who spends a good dea l of time in my office 
made a tr ip to Dairen recently and returned to Shanghai 

very much impressed by the evident prospe rity of tha t para dise 
of the Japanese sm uggler . The very modern wharves and docks 
did not impress him as they would a foreign visi tor with a keen 
eye to such things, for his point of view was human rat her than 
mechanical. He discoursed at leng th about the warm garments 
in which everyone appeared to be clothed, and the heaped bow ls 
of food which seemed to be the portion of every labourer in this 
modern and prosperous smugglers' cove. He was so enthusiastic 
about it that for days he talked of nothing else. Whe n someone in 
the office expressed the opinion that he had overdrawn the pic
ture a bit, he adduced one final and convincing bit of evidence. 
The peop le of Dairen, he said, we re so prosperous tha t the streets 
of the city were littered with cigarette butts and no one bothered 
to pick them up. 

The re are no cigarette butts littering the pavements of the 
purely Chinese sections of Shanghai. By the time a smoker gets 
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through with the cigarette here, as in other parts of China, there 
is so little of it left that if he took another puff he would burn his 
lips. What is left could only be called a bu tt because of the ety
mological difficulty of finding another appropria te name for it. 
Foreign smokers are more wasteful. Most of them toss a cigarette 
away when there is gout! half inch left, and others are even more 
extravagant. But there is no waste. This flotsam of the pavement 
is observed by keen-eyed old men who, with a prong on the end 
of a stick, pick up the commercially valuable butts and deposit 
them in a tin. On rainy days, when the salvage end of his busi 
ness is a total loss, he removes the charred ends, shreds the to
bacco from the papers, a11d with this material rolls by hand a lot 
of readi ly marketable cigarettes. In the matter of net income, it is 
the most profitable cigarette business in the wor ld. There is no 
expense either for materials or advertising and every cent the 
manufacturer takes in is just so much clear gain. It also serves the 
useful purpose of keeping our streets clean . 

During the Japanese war on Shanghai in 1933, there was a tre
mendous expenditure of ammunition of all kinds, ranging from 
heavy shells to machine gun bullets. In fact, some of the Shang
hai foreigners developed the theory that the Japanese had a lot 
of old ammunition on hand and had decided to use it up on the 
live targe ts provided by Chinese and so gain some useful mili
tary experience. In the fighting which took place in the Hongkew 
section of the International Settlement of Shanghai, there was a 
lavish and apparently useless expenditure of ammunition. There 
were no Chinese soldiers in Hongkew, and never have been any, 
but the Japanese riflemen and machine guru1ers took shots at 
every moving object, and the artillerymen showed considerable 
skill in putting shells through some Chinese houses and leaving 
uninjured adjacent structures in which there was some Japanese 
interest. A great many inoffensive Chinese civilians were killed 
and the slaughter of cats was terrific. 

While the Japanese we re enjoying this bloody military holi
day, everyone moved out of this area, even the police sta tions 
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were closed, and the streets were deserted except for the pres 
ence of Japanese troops. The one branch of municipal service 
which was at all times in the greatest danger, but which con 
tinued to operate during the entire war, was the street cleaning 
department. The coolies who swept the streets of Hongkew were 
ordered to come in for duty in a safer part of the settlement, bu t 
they ignored the order, or pretended they had never received it, 
and stuck to their old post. A good part of the time they remained 
hidden in comparatively safe places, but when there was a lull in 
the Japanese target practice, and it appeared to be safe to do so, 
they swarmed out with their brooms and baskets to salvage the 
rich harvest of empty brass sheJls and other abandoned articles 
of modern warfare. This was probably the only opportunity they 
had ever had to sweep off the streets anything of the least pos
sible value. Ordinarily early risers give the sh·eets a pretty thor 
ough going over and pick up the more important scraps of paper 
before the street cleane rs star t to work. Here they had a rich field 
with no competition and they made the most of it. When, a few 
hours after the fighting was definitely over, an army of Shanghai 
souvenir hunters swarmed into the war zone, they didn' t find 
even so much as an empty machine gun clip. The 'Shanghai war' 
was, in this respect, probably the most tidy war that was ever 
fought, because every morning the bullets were no t whistling 
about them, the street cleaning coolies were on the job and left 
the battle area as clean as a freshly swept kitchen floor. 

The harbour of Shanghai is not only one of the most important 
and busiest but one of the cleanest in the world. 1 The water is not 
the bri lUant blue to be found in other more favoured places, it 
is a murky ye llow. However, on the surface of the wa ter will be 
found none of the flotsam and jetsam of other harbours, no bro
ken frui t crates, ha lf-submerged gunny sacks, decayed oranges, 
and odds and ends of lumber floating about. All these things are 
valuab le and they are rescued from the harbour by the salvage 

l. In point of tonnage entering and leaving, Shangha i is the second largest port in the 
world. 
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S/1n11g/1ni salvage lion ls are 11/wnys renrly 

boats which ply about. Most tourists, in the ir ignorance, i::efer 
to these respectab le craft as 'beggar boats ' or 'scavenger boats '. 
These derogatory ter ms are both inaccurate and unjust. In their 
limited way, the work done by these Shanghai salvagers is just 
as reputable as that done by bigger concerns with steam tugs, 
stockho lde rs and boards of directors. The difference is only one 
of size and the importance of the undertaki ng. They are mod
est, both in equipment and personnel. The boat is flat-bottomed 
and sma ll enough to be navigated by a single pair of oa rs. The 
crew invariably consists of the skippe1~ who is also the owner , h is 
wife and such children as are too young to be usefully employed 
ashore. The energ ies of the entire family are devo ted to the res
cue of wrecks from the sea. 
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It is because they do their work so thoroughly that there are 
no sea-gu lls in Shanghai. These usefu l scavengers thrive on the 
thrifty coas ts of Scotland, but they would starve to death here. 
There is a fanciful sto ry to the effect that migrating gulls occa
sionally call at Shanghai but always hurry away to warn the 
confrate rn ity that no matter how shor l the ra lions may be, Lhe 
member s had better stay where they are, for here there are no 
rations at all. 

As soo n as a big merchantman or gunboat drops anchor in 
Shanghai, one or more of the little salvage boats anchors in a 
strate gic position to catch everything that comes from the gar
bage chu te. It is cus tomary in the British and American navies to 
delay clearing the ga lleys for a day or so before arrivi ng in Shang
hai. This allows for the accumulation of an amazjng amount of 
empty bottles and tins and sometimes food which has been con
demned by the navy doctors. Members of the crew save up their 
old clothing to add to the largesse and so provide riches for the 
human gulls of Shanghai. When one of these richly laden gun
boats steams into port, the salvage boats come swarming about 
just as the Arab pirates of the Barbary Coast came around the 
clipper ships a century ago. Each skipper does his best to get 
there first; there is foul and abusive language, and a lot of unfair 
and reckless seamanship. 

The crews of the British and American gu nboats watch these 
races with keen interest and reward the winner with the richest 
prizes by giving him the best garbage the galley affords. But he 
is not allowed to take everything. After the garbage chute has 
disgorged what appears to be a just and appropriate amount of 
salvage, he is ordered away so as to give somebody else a chance. 
From the time the gunboat arrives in Shanghai until it leaves, it 
is always surrounded by these small salvage boats. Nothing es
capes them. The bot tles and tins are read ily marketab le and the 
food will fatten pigs and chickens. Everything in China has some 
intrinsic value and can be turned into cash. 

Every foreign household provides a rich supply of salvage 
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which is the perq uisite of the house coolie. In fact, the zeal and 
avidity with which house coolies collect every discarded object 
around the house wou ld seem to indicate that the principal func
tion of the househo ld was to keep him supplied with saleable 
emp ty bottles, tins, old newspapers, and discarded garments. 
Clothing is seldom too old to find a ready sale, but if it is, the 
garment is reduced to its component pa rts. The cloth can then 
be patched toge ther and reconstructed to form almost anything 
from a shirt to an overcoat. A few of the buttons may be chipped 
or cracked, and whi le these defects may lessen the market value 
they do not destroy it. If there are any dress-making activities 
going on around the place every scrap of cloth is saved. If the 
cloth cannot be used in any other way several layers of scraps 
are pasted together and make very serviceable shoe soles. The 
sails of a great many Yangtsze River junks are composed of old 
flour sacks. Some tins are valuable just as they are. The solder is 
melted from others, producing from each a rectangulax piece of 
serviceable tin, which may be put to any number of uses. If you 
get enough of them you can put a tin roof on your house, lapping 
the indiv idual pieces like shingles. Even bits of broken window 
panes have a value, as carpenters use broken glass to finish wood 
work. Our house coolie searches the waste basket every day for 
old manuscript pages I have tlu·own away. He has no foolish idea 
that pages bearing my handwriting will ever have any historical 
value or become collectors ' items, but he knows that as only one 
side of the papers has been written on, only half of the useful
ness of the writing pape r has been destroyed and that what is 
left finds a ready sale to students. Stubby ends of lead penc ils 
probably find the same market. He even saves old film negatives, 
though I can't imagine what use is ever found for them unless for 
kindling fires. 

Hundreds of garbage coolies push their carts arow1d Shang
hai and collect the refuse from the househo lds of three million 
people. Theirs is a melancholy occupation, not because of its 
humbleness, bu t because of its humdrum lack of opportunity . 
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They know that never, by any chance, will there be an empty 
beer bottle, an old pair of shoes or a broken -down chair in their 
carts . They know that even if an old newspaper is found there, it 
will be so torn or crumpled as to have lost its re-sale value. The 
servants of the household always see to it that nothing that is by 
any possibility useful or saleable ever escapes them. 

Since the Chinese boys and cooks are as a rule far better 
housewives than any of the foreign ladies of Shanghai, the lat
ter gracefully surrender the management of the household to the 
servant s and thus have plenty of time to play bridge. Life for 
them is one perpetual series of week-ends, which start on Thurs
day morning and end on Wednesday nigh t. Shanghai is p robably 
the only place in the world where bridge games start at 9 o'clock 
in the morning, the wife going to her bridge game at the same 
time as her husband goes to his office. The quantity of slightly 
soiled playing-cards produced here is prodigious and provides 
the wher ewithal to purchase many an extra piece of pork for the 
enjoyment of the thrif ty house coolies. They also provide the 
ricksha coolies with unbelievably cheap cards, for each card is 
cut in two pieces thereby making two packs out of one and pro 
vid ing a pack which wi ll fit into the pocket of a Chinese jacket. If 
you examine a pack of cards close ly, you will note that each card 
can be cut in half withou t in any way destroying its utility. 

One of the most interesting streets in Shanghai is Peking Road, 
famous for its second-hand shops. Some of the more aris tocratic 
establishments deal only in second-hand furniture; if one is lucky 
and a careful purchaser, fine antiques at very reasonable prices 
may at times be picked up. In the less pretentious places will be 
found some of the salvage from the foreign households . Here one 
may a lso purchase antique silk hats, riding boots, sadd les, golf 
balls, and slightly worn collars. Some of the shops speciali se in 
odds and ends of motor -cars, radiators, engines, steering whee ls, 
and old tyres. In other shops there axe stray parts collected from 
launches, marine engines, binnacle lights, bells, lanterns and life 
preservers. One would think that only by an almost miraculous 
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coincidence could anyone find in this assortment of highly spe 
cialised rubbish anything that would be needed, but I pass these 
shops several times a day on my way to and from the office, and I 
see that sales are constant ly being made. I once bought a second
hand bear trap there, not because I had any need for it, but be
cause I was so surpr ised to find one on sale. Very probably any
one with patience enough to hunt for the parts and skill enough 
to assemble them could build himBelf a comp lete motor-car out 
of the materials to be found on Peking Road. 

When I say that everything in China has so1ne value, that 
statement is a little more compre hensive than one might think, 
for it includes counterfeit coins. Twenty years ago, before the 
coinage of silver dollars became uniform through the operation 
of a centra l mint, ther e was quite a number of provincial mints 
operating and, in addit ion to the coins they produced, a great 
many Mexican and a few old Spanish dollars were in circu lation. 
As directors of the various provincial mints had different ideas 
as to what should consti tut e the proper weight and fineness of a 
dollar, and also changed their minds from time to time, we had 
do!Jars of many different values. In any transaction involving the 
payment or the collection of a quantity of dollars, it was neces
sary to specify which dollars were to be used, or to come to an 
agreement as to the relative va lue of the different kinds of coins. 
Travellers usually carried a confusing assortment of dollars 
around with them; the Chinese Government Railway had posted 
in most of its principal station s an official list setting forth the 
discount at which various provincial dollars would be accepted . 
At the bottom of the list there was a line reading: 

'Counterfeit coins accepted at market rate .' 
We are on a paper or '1nanaged ' cu rrency basis now, and sil

ver dollars are rar e, but when they were found weighing down 
the pockets of everyone except the totally impoverished, it was 
not a t all unu sual to locate, arnong the mementoes of last night's 
visit to a cabaret or night club, one or two dollars of doubtful 
parentage whose silver tinkle was somewhat dulled. But the fact 

( 53 ] 



400 MILLION CUSTOMERS 

that they were not of pure silver, or contained no silver at all, 
did not by any means destroy their value. It wasn't necessary to 
slyly pass them off on someone else. We merely took them to an 
exchange shop where the experts would determine their va lue 
very carefully and give a fair price for them. If r should find my
c;elf in posse ssion to-day of a ches t full of coun terfeit dollars, I 
wou Id take them to my friend Lott Wei, of the Chinese Mint, who 
would give me full value for them. I wonder what would happen 
to me if 1 tried to sell a lot of counterfeit coins to a mint director 
in some other part of the world! 

Of course, the reason for this lenient atti tud e on the subject of 
counterfeit coinage was found in the fact that Chinese coins were 
never worth any more than the value of the metal they contained. 
A lump of silver weighing five pounds was worth approximately 
the same as five pounds of silver dollars, provided the fineness 
of the silver was the same. The older silver dollars had stamped 
on them the exact weight of the piece so that there could be no 
misunderstanding as to what it was worth . The silver dollars 
have now been replaced by notes, and the smaller silver coins 
are being replaced by nickel and copper tokens. The new coins 
are coming into circulation as fast as they can be minted and the 
old coins being melted as fast as the mint can buy them up, so 
it is only a question of time unti l the old coins will disappear 
entirely. But it will be a much' longer time before the practical 
minded Chinese will become accus tomed to the miracle that a 
copper coin containing metal worth only a tenth of a cent will 
actually purchase one cent's worth of goods. 

If I were living in England or America, there is a pet charity I 
would promote. Instead of throwing my daily paper away after 
havin g read it, I wou ld fold it up carefu lly, stac k it with its fel
lows and induce my friends to do the same thing until we had 
most of the town following our exampl e. Then when everyone 
had a six months' supply of newspapers, we would collect them 
at some central depot, have them baled and shipped to China to 
be so ld for the benefit of Chinese famine relief. There are famines 
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in China at all times, some are big famines and some are not so 
big. So this is a cha rity which needs per ennial support. Of course, 
if everyo ne saved their newspapers and contribut ed them to this 
worthy cause, the chan ces are that the Chinese market would be 
glu tted, the marke t price for second-hand newsprint would drop 
severe ly and the cash return for the benefit of the famine suffer
ers wou ld be very small after the packi ng and car riage charges 
had been deducted . But if the normal market price cou ld be 
maintai ned, a contribu tion of the old newspa pers of the United 
Kingdom wou ld feed starving China during a small famine year 
and go far toward feeding it durin g a big one. 

Several years ago two wea lthy brothers fell heir to one of 
the too numerous foreign language newspapers of Shangha i. 
They didn't know anything abo ut the publishing business, but, 
fortunately for them and for all concerned, they had inherited, 
with the newspape1~ a fine old fortune from their grandfather's 
opium busin ess, so they could afford the luxury of play ing at 
running a newspa per. They stuck wi th it for severa l years and 
never lost their amat eur standin g as publishers . One of their fa
vourite stunts was to get out specia l ed itions, and some of them 
were very successful. A few of the advertisers in Shanghai, in
cluding all our clients, have learn ed that about the only thin g 
extraord inary about a specia l issue is the extra revenue it brings 
to the publisher, but there are enough dupes to give Shanghai 
the world' s record , month by month and yea r by yea r, for spec ial 
editions. Daily papers are publi shed in six differen t languages 
and each has different pretexts for special editio ns. The numer
ous weeklies a lso hav e a spec ial issue on the slightest provoca 
tion. The only people who don 't ge t them out are the publishers 
of annu al directories and they are probabl y making plans for 
golden anniversaries or centennia ls. 

Encouraged by their success in sma ller enterpri ses, these in
experienced publishers decided to get out a special issue whic h 
wou ld make all previous attempts, either by then1selves or oth
ers, trivial and insig nificant, and to se t a record which would 
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be very difficu lt to beat. They employed extra advertising and 
circulation canvassers, mad e discreet cuts in ra tes to stingy ad
vertisers and, in the end, produced one Sunday morning the big
gest daily newspaper I have ever seen . Being an old fogey about 
such matters, I never place any business in these specia l editions 
unless compe lled to do so by my clients, and this Gargantuan 
edition had appeared without any he lp from us. The advertis
ing manager was so proud of his success that he couldn't resist 
the temptation to do a little gloatin g, so he came around a few 
days later to tell me what a wonderful opportunity I had missed 
because the sale of this Sunday paper had been twice that of the 
ordinary issues and very much greater than that of any other 
foreign language newspaper that had ever been published in 
China. 

He bad fairly convincing proofs of his claim about the circula
tion of the paper, but they were entirely unnecessary so far as I 
was concerned, because I already had a gui lty knowledge of the 
sales of their paper which was embarrassing to me. When I got to 
the office on the Monda y morning, after the big editio n came out, 
1 found the place full of cop ies of the giant newspaper. It didn 't 
take very long to find out wha t had happened, though I never 
wou ld have known that anything had happened if I had arrived 
in the office half an hour later for, by that time, all the Sunday pa
pers would have been delivered to the old paper dealer who had 
conh ·acted to buy them. What had happened was this. A couple 
of coo lies in my office, who through selling my old papers had 
an expert knowledge of the market va lue of old newspaper, had 
learned of the amazing number of pages this issue was to obtain, 
had compu ted the weight and made the profitable discovery that 
they could buy copies of this paper at the regular news stand 
at sh:eet sale prices and re-sell them to the old-paper dealers at 
a profit of about $25 for each thousand copies . They formed a 
synd icate to finance the enterprise, got some friends to help them 
in their operations, and as fast as the papers came off the pre ss 
they bought them. They did the job so thoroughly that a lthough 
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deliveries were made to the regu lar subscrib ers, it is doubtful if 
a single copy got into the hand s of any other bona fide readers. 
J heard rumours around the office that the coolies made about 
$300 on the deal. 
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CHAPTERV 

SALES WfTHOUT SALESMEN 

WHEN a new field marshal of industry arrives in Shangha i to 
storm the citadels of Ch inese trade, one of the first things 

he usually thin ks of doing is to organise some shock troops of 
Chinese salesmen and put things over in a big way with no loss 
of time. That is what he has done at home with grea t success and 
he does not see why the same programme canno t be car ried out 
in China. Tf he has picked up any acquaintances on the boat who 
tell him anyt hing about the way business is conduc ted in Shang
hai, he wil l have learned that competing firms have not gone 
very far in tbe employmen t of this obvious aid to sales, and it ap
pears that the door of oppor tunit y is wide open to anyone who 
knows how to organise and train a sales force. A great ,nany have 
come to us wit b the request to help them to ge t things star ted by 
recommend ing one or more good salesmen to form the nucleu s 
of their organisa tion. When confronted by a request of this sor t, 
I have always had to make the same reply, which is perfec tly 
h·uthful, though often unconvincing to men who think in terms 
of salesmansh ip: 

'[ am sorry I can' t help yo u, for if I knew where I could find a 
good Ch inese sa lesman, J would emp loy him myself. ' 
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A great deal of Chinese philosophy is based on the idea of 
the dual principle in nature, which they know as the yin and the 
yang. There is male and female, sun and moon, heat and cold 
and so on throu gh innumerable combinations of complementary 
forces, which, in combination, form the perfect whole. The yin 
and the yang principle, which is as old as China itself, operates 
in many countries where it was never heard of and applies to 
situa tions which were undreamed of by the old Chinese philos
ophers. The philosophical princip le is so comp lete and perfect 
and all embracing that it includes the relationship between the 
crust and fruit of a pie, the butter and bread of a sandwich, the 
whisky and soda of a drink. These commonplace comparisons 
have nothing to do with the philosophy and are mentioned only 
for the purpose of show ing the universal application. For exam
ple, it is obvious that good orators could not develop without 
good listeners . The quality of oratory all over the wor ld started 
to decline when people began to read newspapers instead of go
ing to political meetings. This is an example of the application 
of the positive yang principle of oratory and the negative yin 
principle of auditors, the two in combination forming a perfect 
whole. Anthropologists might elaborate this ancient philosophi
cal principle until one could find in it a complete explanation of 
the influenc e of environment. 

America has produced the greatest race of salesmen the world 
has ever known because American psychology, for reasons I do 
not understand and will not attempt to explain, has mad e this 
development possible. Perhaps the decline in audiences turned 
to the more restricted field of salesmanship those whose temp er
aments demanded an opportunHy for vocal self expression. At 
any rate, selling and being so ld to is a great American vocation. 
Just as my fellow countrymen enjoy the ministrations of a barber 
and a bootblack, they revel in the visit of salesmen. It appears 
to me that a great many American business men enjoy getting 
settled into a comfortable chair and letting a good salesman turn 
himself loose on them. They appraise his technique with the eye 
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and the ear of a connoisseur, enjoy a good performance and are 
irritated by a poor one. Tf this is not true, then why does such 
a trem endo us proportion of the population find profitable em
ployment talking people into buying something that they should 
know, without aid from anyone, whether or not they nee<l or 
want it? It has all the appeara nce of being a contest in which both 
get the keenest enjoyment. The buyer says, in effect: 

'T have a whale of a Jot of sa les res is tance this morning. Jump 

in and see what you can do abou t it.' 
Then if the salesman is good enough he wins, the fountain 

pen is brought out and another s ignature goes on the dotted line. 
ln listening to stories of sales which have been made, often told 
by the man who did the buying, one ca nnot escape the convic
tion that in most cases it was the technique of the sa lesman rather 
than the price or quality of the goods that was the deciding fac
tor. It was not by mere chance that the expressive phrase 'so ld a 
pup ' crept into the English language as an Americanism. 

The last time I was in America, I had a deuce of a time buy
ing a hat and some neckties of which I was very mu ch in need 
because, it appeared to me, no one would let me buy anything; 
they insis ted on se llin g things to me. I remember the hat episode 
very well. I went into a shop in Herald Square and, in order to 
make my position perfectly clear in the matter, announced that 
I propo sed to buy a hat. I did not explain that I had a rather 
definite idea of what l wanted in the way of head gear, for I pre
sum ed that would be taken for granted, and that, in any event, l 
would be consulted in the matter and my idea s given some con
sideration. But apparently that was not the procedure demanded 
by efficient business methods. The smar t young man gave me a 
most appra ising glance and, seiz ing a hat from the shelf, be ga n 
presenting more selling points than I thought a single hat could 
possib ly possess. 

Ha ving been away from my native land for a lon g time and 
accustomed to the complaisant and non-resistant attitude of the 
Chinese salesman, these aggressive tactics were new and rath er 
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disconcerting to me; but I was determin ed to buy a hat instead of 
having one sold to me, so I said to the salesman: 

'I came here to buy a hat and fully intend to do so . If you wi ll 
quit trying to sell me the one you prefer and allow me to look 
around, I will undoubtedl y find one whic h suits me and will buy 
it.' 

Some look on the salesman 's face must have telegrap hed a 
signal of distress to the floor mana ge1~ for he came rushing over 
to inquii-e if he could do anything for me. I started to repeat what 
1 had told the salesman but go t no fart her than: 

'I came in here to buy a hat-' 
'Here is our ve ry latest model- ' said the floor manager. 
'Never mind ,' I said . 'I don 't want a hat.' 
Then my w ife intervened, diplom atic relations were restored 

and I was sold a hat. I a lways disliked it and was glad when it 
got shabby enou gh to justify me in giving it to a ricksha coolie in 
Shangha i The only way I was ever able to buy a tie with any de
gree of satisfact ion to myse lf was to spot one in a shop window 
and ru sh in and buy it before the salesman had an opportuni ty 
to say any thin g. 

I have n't told this story in order to prove that I am a crabbed 
old crank (which it probably does prove to most of my readers) 
but to indica te that Americans are, more than any other people, 
recep tive to sa lesma nship , and so come back to an explanation of 
why there are few, if any, Chinese salesmen in China. The reason 
is tha t they have n't the proper menta l material to work on and 
so are as helpless and useless as a carpenter wi thout wood or a 
plumber without pipes. One of the joys of dim1er at a good res
tauran t in most places in Europe seems to be the ritual of allow
ing the head wa iter to mak e up your mind wha t you wa nt to eat, 
but I can 't imagine any Chinese doing this. He knows just w hat 
he wa nts to eat and just what he wan ts to buy, or if he is dealing 
with someth ing that is outside his range of expe rience, he will 
ask a frien d who owns one. More than two thousand years ago, 
the great Chinese sage Confucius taught his fellow-countrymen 
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to be susp icious of eloquence of any sort, which he branded as a 
subtle and deceptive form of insincerity, and they are especially 
suspicious of any form of eloquence that is designed to part them 
from their mon ey. In fact, the Master held up for specia l con
demnation the very type of person who would qua lify to-day as 
an ideal salesman, that is a handsome, well-dressed man with a 
pleasing address. He warned his disciples to beware of people of 
this type because they were usually unprincipled and without 
conscience. 1 Followers of the Master have amplified and con
firmed this dictum and no one has ever said a word in defence of 
the salesman. The result is that the salesman follows a profession 
which is without honour in China. They make little distinction 
between the hawker and the salesman except to be more sus
picious of the latter because he operates wi th more dangerous 
wi les and on a more expensive scale . It is impossible to conceive 
of a convention of Chinese salesmen , for everyone would be 
ashamed to attend it. Many Chinese employed by foreign firms 
would be proud of the title 'chief accountant ', 'assistant cashier', 
or 'service manager', and would prefer any of these to the titles of 
'sales manager' . There is, in fact, no such term as 'sales manager' 
in the Chinese language; when a translation is necessary the term 
'business manager' is used instead. 

If the field mar shal of indusb·y did manage to get together a 
crew of Chinese and train them to the point that they were letter 
perfect in the theory of salesmansh ip, he would be in the posi
tion of the young man in the popular song who got all dressed up 
and had nowhere to go . To be more accurate, he would be in the 
position of having an expensive staff of yow,g men all dressed 
up with very limited places to go, because neither in busine ss 
nor socia l life in China are strangers welc ome. The house-to
house canvasser who attempted to ply his trade would be beaten 
before he started. The Chinese servant considers that one of his 
most important duties is to prote ct his master and mistress from 

1. Confuc ian Analects, Book I, Chapter Ill: 'Fine words and an insinuati ng appearance are 
seldom associated with true virtue.' 
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the intrusion of strange rs, whom he naturally assumes come for 
some evil purpose. A full exp lanation of the reason for the visit 
is necessary before one gets past the watchman at the gate, and 
as soon as the servant learns that it is for the purpose of selling 
something, his suspicions as to the evil intent are confirmed. Be
sides, he knows that there is no need for this particular article in 
his household and saves the canvasser a lot of trouble by telling 
him so. Then he closes the gate and the interview is ended with 
no sale and no encouragement to make a second call. 

The por tals to the execut ive offices of the big shop, or the 
business offices of other concerns, are not quite so effectively 
closed as are the doors to the home, but the salesman will waste 
so much time slipping or bribing his way through them that it 
is hardly worth his while to make the attempt. In the business 
office, as in the home, the doors are open to friends but closed to 
strangers, and the assistants of the proprietor or manager guard 
their employer from intrusion just as carefully as the servants 
do in his home. It is extremely difficult for an unknown Chinese 
to gain access to the office of another Chinese, no matter what 
his business may be, except through the introduction of a mu
tual friend. Even if he does succeed, the chances of his doing 
any business are very remote. It is not quite so difficult for a for
eigner, but he is likely to run into barriers which are none the less 
real because they are invisible. It is not an unusual experience for 
a new ly arrived foreigner to make a number of calls and spend 
hours in a Chinese business house trying to close some deal, only 
to find out eventually that the non-committal man he has been 
talking to is an ass istant who has no authority to do anything 
more than talk, and has mere ly been shielding his super iors. But 
once the two parties to a deal, the salesman and the customer, 
are brought together by a mutual friend, the whole atmosphere 
is changed. The clouds of distrust and suspic ion van ish and the 
two get down to the details of the transaction with the ease and 
security enjoyed by those who have been doing business togeth
er for a decade. 
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Very few foreigners, even including those who live in China, 
realise the very important part that friendship plays in all Chi
nese bus iness transactions. A Chinese wants, first, to do business 
with members of his own family, next, with his friend s, and will 
not have any dea lings wi th strangers if it is possihle to avoid 
it. If two strangers are parties to a business deal then it is abso 
lutely esse ntia l tha t there be a go-betw een, a mutu a l friend who 
will conduct the negotiat ions, compose differences of opinion 
and, when the deal is concluded, act as joint guarantor for both 
parti es, makin g himself perso nally responsib le that the contract 
will be carried out and the money paid. When a Chinese whom 
I do not know comes to see me on business, he is almost invar i
ably accompanied by a mutual friend who introduces him and 
takes part in the negotiatio n. Someti mes the circles of our friend
ship do not overlap and then it is necessary to bridg e the gap 
by means of a mutual friend of a mutu al friend, which is a little 
more compl icated but answers the same purpose. I do exactly 
the same thing if I have any business to discuss with a Chinese 
with whom I am not personally acquaint ed and have no business 
connections. rt does not matter if each is well known to the other 
by reputation. The friendly relationship must be estab lished in 
the ortho dox manner. In many ways, it is a nice, and very usefu l 
custom. Business relationships a re estab lished at once on a basis 
of mutual trust and conf idence and, if there should be any dif
ficulties later on, the go-be tween is always ava ilable to straighten 
them out. If you are a seller inst ead of a buyer it has one disad
van tage when you are called up on to manifest you r friendship 
by a reduction in price, but the wise business man know s that 
this request is inevitabl e and has prepared for it in his 'first ask
ing price'. But this custo m of doing business only with friends 
does not fit in with high pressure or mass salesmanshi p, as the 
sa lesman's contacts are limited to the number of mutual friends 
he can locate. This complicates the routine of selling to such an 
extent that it becomes impracti cal. 

Just a few days ago J received a postal remittanc e for $20 from 
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a retail merchant in remote Kansu, with a letter asking me to 
invest that amount in the toilet soap we are advertising and ship 
the cargo to him. Hardly a month goes by but I receive one or 
more requests of this sort, and I am no longer surpri sed to re
ceive remittances from people I have never heard of and who, 
presumably, have never heard of me. What happened in the case 
of the Kansu dealer is typica l. He read one of our advertisements 
and was interested in selling the soap. But as the manufactur
ers were unknown to him, he called on his friend the publisher 
of the paper, to secure an introduction. The manufacturer was 
also unknown to the publisher, as all his dealings regarding ad
vertising matters were wi th me. So he introduces the retailer to 
me and f introduce him to the manufacturer. A mutual friend 
of a mutual friend bridges the thousand miles between Kansu 
and Shanghai and establishes business relationships between a 
small retail dealer and the biggest of British soap manufactur
ers. If business develops to proportions of any importance I will 
doubtless be asked to act as guarantor for this British firm, which 
lists its assets in terms of millions of pounds sterling. I have on 
several occasions acted as guarantor for world famous British 
and American companies, binding myse lf to meet their obliga
tions if they sho uld fail; but I have never said anything about 
it to the companies concerned for they would probably not feel 
very flattered . 

There are, of course, a great many Chinese whose business 
is to turn in daily orders for goods, and who perform that func
tion very successfu lly, but this is not because of their abilities as 
salesmen but because of their friendship and acquaintance with 
a number of individuals in one particular classification of deal
ers. In other countries, there is a theory that the volume of busi
ness a sales man turns in will depend on the number of calls he 
makes. If ten calls a day will produce x sa les, then twenty calls a 
day will produce 2x sales. It is a favourite theory of sales manag
ers and they can prove its correctness to everyone except some of 
the salesmen who have to make the calls. In China, the number 
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of calls a salesman makes does not have to be taken into account 
and he does not mention them in whatev er report s he may make. 
Usually he makes but one call a day and tha t is to the tea house 
which serves as a sort of informal club room and meeting place 
for the dealers interested in the line of goods he is supposed to 
sell. He does not have to worry about the heat of the pavem ent 
or the weight of the sampl e cases, because he takes a ricksh a to 
the tea house and, if he has any samples, they are sto wed und er 
the tab le where he sits to drink tea, nibble wat er melon seeds, 
and goss ip about the mark et with his cronies. But the volume of 
busine ss he doe s will dep end entirel y on the numb er of friends, 
acquaintances, and relatives he has. Of course , he must know 
something about the goods he is selling, but it is not becaus e of 
any abilities he has as a salesman that he enjoys any degr ee of 
success and prosperity. He might be the most success ful hard
ware sa lesman in Ch ina, but would starve to dea th if he changed 
his line to soap or handk erchiefs, because he would have no 
friends dealing in those lines. 

There are a grea t many expor t managers who, on reading 
this, would feel quite justifi ed in rising up to accuse me of bear
ing false witness and, to p rove their charge, wo uld on ly need to 

He lakes a ricksha to lhe lea house 

[ 66 J 



SALES WITHOUT SALESMEN 

po int to the record of the sales they made while on a brief visit to 
Shanghai. The export manager, on corning here, naturally visits 
the dea lers, escorted by his local agent, and, in order to show the 
agent how things shou ld be done, books as many orders as pos
sible. He finds the dealers surprisingly easy to sell, and, when he 
leaves Shanghai, it is wi th the satisfaction of knowing that he has 
not only secured a record-breaking lot of orders, but that he has 
shown the local agent what can be done and has put him on his 
toes, which was one of the principal objects of his visit to China. 
The local agent does not share this happiness and satisfaction. 
If I am handling the advertising of the product I do not share 
it either. We know that the increased orders were given solely 
because of face. If the agent should call on a dealer with his ex
port manager and no business resulted there would be a loss of 
face all round, for the agent, for the export manager and for the 
dealer. The agent would lose face because he introduced his su
perior and no business resu lted. The export manager would lose 
face because he came all the way from New York or London to 
get this business and was sent away empty handed . The dealer 
would lose face because he did not place an order - his shop 
was not prosperous enough to do so. Orders are placed and so 
the amenities have been observed and everyone 's face has been 
saved. But the agent knows that long before the transaction is 
fina!Iy closed one after another of the fat orders the export man 
ager has secured will, for one good reason or another, be can
celled or cu t down and that in the end the volume of business 
will probably be about the same as it would have been if the 
export manager had remained at hom e. And he also knows that 
it is going to be a difficult matter to explain. 

It is because of this desire to confine one 's business transac 
tions to the circle of family and friend s that residents of certain 
provinces or of certain localities within a province tend to mo
nopolise certain lines of business. Nearly all the silk dea lers in 
the country are Soochow men, whi le the tea dea lers come from 
Anhwei. The sundry goods shops, which sell odds and ends of 

[ 67 J 



400 M ILLION CUSTOMERS 

foreign goods such as thermos bottles and aluminium ware are 
largely dominated by Cantonese, who also run most of the bake
shops of the country. Until the turn of the century practically all 
the ban king business was done by men from Shensi, and all the 
scriveners ca111e from Shaoshing. 

We were once given the handling of a fair sized chewing gum 
campaign, and as the manufacturer thought it might be possib le 
to teach all China this picturesque habit, we were more than usu 
ally anxious that the advertising should produce results. Accord 
ing to the programme which had been mapped out by the manu
facturer, the distributor was to do his part by getting the gum put 
on sale in every possible shop in Shanghai before the advertising 
started, and we were to hold up the campaign until we had a 
favourable report from him. When the report finally came, it was 
too good to be convincing, for he said the gum was on sale in 
90% of all potential retail outlets. We d id some investigating of 
our own and found that his figure was just double wha t it should 
be. We also made the very interesting discovery that while the 
gum was on sale in every Cantonese sweetmeat shop in town, it 
was not on sale in any but Cantonese shops. The Chinese staff of 
the foreign distributor were aJI Cantonese and they hadn't both
ered trying to sell to anyone but their fellow provincials who, of 
course, were the eas iest to approach . 
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CHAPTER VI 

GETTING A JOB AND KEEPING TT 

FOR a good many reasons Chinese like to work for foreign 
firms. The pay is usually better than that of Ch inese firms, 

there are shorter hours, more frequent holidays, and greater op 
portunities for advancement. Although the observance of Sun
day as a day of rest is growing as a business rather than as a 
religious custom, and is practically univer sa l in Chinese banks 
and big concerns in Shanghai, it is by no means common; more 
than nine tenths of the business houses of China never close their 
doors except for the annual New Year holiday, and in many of 
them the ten or twelve hours' day is the general rul e. On the 
other hand, foreign concerns in Shanghai take two hours off for 
the midday tiffin, close their doors at noon on Saturdays, and 
observe Sunday and many national holidays in addition to a two 
weeks' summer vacation . A computatio n of the working hours 
of foreign and Chinese firms shows that the former aggrega tes 
less than 1,800 a year, while the latter is more than 3,000.1 Shor t 

1. The British Chamber of Commerce in Shanghai observes seven teen bank hol idays. Some 
of the firms close at one o'clock during the su mmer months of July and August, so that dur
ing the year their offices are open for bus iness less than 1,500 hours. German and Japanese 
concerns are the only foreign establishmen ts wh ich work longer hours and do not observe 
all the holidays. British banks in Shanghai open at ten o'clock, close at noon, reopen at two 
o'clock and close at three, except on Wednesdays, which is a half holiday, making a total 
of 664 hours for the year, without taking summe r holidays into accou nt. Stock brokers and 
exchange brokers observe the same hours. 
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hour s, how ever, do not provide the most compelling attraction. 
Tn a Chinese concern, the relatives of the owner or manager have 
first opportunities for promotion and the richer rewards of la
bour, and they are usually so numerous that, by the time they are 
served, there is little or nothing left for the other employees. In 
a foreign company the ability of an office boy to sharpen pencils 
and answer the telephone intelligently may lead to promotion, 
without the aid of powerful family influence. Also, although in 
these hard times there is little contemporary evidence to support 
the idea, there is a stron g and popular belief that the biggest and 
easiest of fortunes is to be made in foreign trade and that the 
ambitious boy should learn the import and export business. The 
result is that Chinese boys in Shanghai try to break into offices 
of foreign firms just as arden tly as American boys in Los Angeles 
try to break into the Hollywood studios. 

The ability to read, write and speak a little English, and to 
peck on the keys of a typewriter are prerequisites to employment 
in a foreign office, and every purposeful lad in Shanghai makes 
himself proficient in these lines as early as possible. He does not 
expect to become letter perfect in bis knowledg e of English by 
the school or text-book method. His mastery of the language will 
come later, if it eve r does, by the trial and error method, when 
he is comfortab ly established on the pay roll of the foreign firm 
which will not only employ him but educate him as well. His 
immediate linguistic requirements embrace nothing more than 
the mastery of enough words to make a good enough showing 
to get him the coveted job, so he takes all the short cuts possible, 
and limits his vocabulary to words which will be of some practi
cal value . Soon after he learns to identify and to form the let ters 
of the alphabet, he acquires a second-hand copy of an English 
ready-letter writer1 and is then fully equipped to carry on the 
most comp licated correspondence in the most cor rect Eng lish. 

1. A number of Chin1,sc publishers have brought out local editions of letter-writing manu
als, with footnotes in Chinese explaining the difficult passages and with many useful sug
gestion, as to how a Ch inese lad should behave in the presence of a foreign emp loyer. 
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There must be a few of the old Mid -Victorian letter wr iting 
manua ls sti ll knocking about in the second-hand bookshops of 
China, for their presence is unmistakably revealed by the atmo 
sphere of great respectabi lity which surrounds an occasional let
ter. Although, from the point of view of present -day social and 
business requiremen ts, these old manuals of correspondence are 
sadly deficient, they were quite adequate for their time and pe
riod and, in fact, appear to have taken into consideration, and 
dealt with, almost every circumstance of life in which a letter 
might come in useful. It is to the branch of correspondence deal
ing with applications for a position that Chinese boys pay the 
most attention, laboriousl y copying such complicated words as 
'diligence ', 'faithfulness ', 'in tegrity ', and winding up with the 
sta tely old flourish: 

'I beg to remain, Sir, your ob'd 't and f'thf'l servant. ' 
I dare to say a great many of them have wondered what an 

'ob'd't and f'thf' l' servant is, for they can't find the words in any 
English-Chjnese dictionary. 

Sometimes they hit tbe wrong page in the letter book, and 
it is said that one liverish old Eng lish gentlem an of Hongkong, 
with married daughters of his own, was some years ago shocked 
to receive a letter kindly but sternly telling him that he must 
mend his wild and disso lute ways if he hoped to be allowed to 
pay attentions to the fair young daughter of the subscriber. The 
'subscr iber' in this instance was an ambitious Chinese school-boy 
looking for employment in the old gentleman 's firm. He had cop 
ied the wrong letter. There mu st be a very old and well authen
ticated h·adition that many young men have obtai ned emp loy
ment, and so become wealthy, through the simp le expedient of 
writing a letter. Nothing less than tbis would account for the zeal 
with which hundreds go through the telephone book for names 
and addresses and copy out letters, which are usually in a leg
ible hand, and rema rkably free from errors, considering the fact 
that, in a grea t many cases, the wr iter has a very hazy idea of the 
meaning of the sentences he is transcribing. I suppo se I get more 
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of these letters than Smith or Jones, for my name comes near the 
front part of the list of telephon e subscribers, and they write to 
me in the vigour of their first enthusiasm. Some must either get 
emp loymen t or give up before they get much further down the 
alphabet. 

If you take the troubl e to interview any of these applicants, 
you will usua lly find that the fluent letter writer is so timorous 
about his vocal English that he has brought a friend along to help 
him over the rough places. The friend explains that the appli
cant's knowledge of English is practically perfect in theory, but 
that he has not had very much practice in speaking it, with the 
inference that as soon as he had accustomed himself to his sur
roundings, and learned the kind of English you are accustomed 
to, he will amaze you with his fluency. You will also learn that the 
amount of pay he is to receive is a matter of indifference to him, 
and that he is willing to start at no sa lary at all, so as to give you 
an opportunity to observe his abilities. If he is really a smart lad, 
he will prefer a low wage to a high one. He would like his place 
on the pay roll to be so unobtrusive that no one would think 
it worth while to discharge him. What he really wants, is to be 
taken on as an appre nti ce, where he can learn the mysteries of 
foreign trad e - can start by carrying messages and sharpening 
pencils and so work up to the dignity and emoluments which 
go with the decoding of cables or making out consular invoic es. 
He will usually be content to work for years at a wage which is 
little more than rice money, and will make no attempt to better 
his position by securing a place in another company. Very few 
Chinese w ill change from one employer to another if they can 
avoid doing so, as with all of them, permanence and security of 
employment is of much greater importanc e than the amount of 
the monthly wage. 

In sp ite of the apparently widespread theory to the contrary, 
I doubt if these many letters asking for emp loyment accomplish 
very much . Whenever there is a vacancy in any office, there are 
innumerable cousins, nephews, or younger brothers of members 
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of the present staff who, it appears, are just fitted for the work in 
hand and are temporarily unemployed. Of course, if the write r 
of a Jetter should secure an interview with the foreign manager, 
find favour in his eyes, and be approved by the cashie r and be 
employed, and it should transpire months or years later that 
he was the younger brother of the cashier and a nephew of the 
chief accountant and a cousin of thre e of four of the clerks, that is 
something everyone would se t down as a fortunate coincidence, 
one of those turns of fate which should be accepted with grati
tud e and not inquired into. If, on the other hand, the choice of 
the manager should light on an applicant who was a stranger to 
older members of the staff and, further, if he came from a remote 
part of the counh·y with no fellow provincials on the pay roll, that 
would neither be a coincidence nor would there be anything for
tunate about it. This lone emp loyee might possibly hold out for a 
time and, with the support of the manager, gain what appeared 
to be a pe rmanent place on the pay roll, but the chances arc very 
much aga inst it. Outward ly, everything would be sere ne, and, if 
the manager ask ed the opinion of the staff, he would hear noth
ing but praise for the en1ployee he selected . But things go wrong. 
An important Jetter misse s the boat. The item s in an invoi ce are 
wrongly totalled. A parcel of advertising material which should 
have been sent to Soerabaya goes to Singapore. Japanese copy 
is sent to a Chinese new spaper . The trails of these petty er ror s 
lead s directly to the lonely newco mer who is outside the clan. 
The pack is after him and there is no hope for him. 

Boys who arc fortunate enough to have well-to-do parents 
with progressive ideas, do not go into offices and acquire their 
profici ency in Eng lish by the tria l and error method. They are 
sent to school where they go though the pangs of learning gram 
mar, which is especially obnoxious to them, because anyone can 
learn a ll there is to learn c1bout Chinese gram1T1c1r in one easy 
lesson, for c1II he has to learn is that there isn 't c1ny; there being 
no infinitives, no one has to worry about splitting them. Former
ly the only schoo ls that taught English were mi ss ion establish-
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ments and the boys emerged from their training spea king with 
a distinct evangelical accent, which followed them through life, 
no matter how sinful their later occupation might be. Often it 
was the only available evidence that they had ever been under 
missionary influence . Just why the devoted old missionaries 
thought one could be a better Christian in the English language 
than in the Chinese I do not know. Probably the poor expatriates 
were lonely and homesick and just wanted someone to talk to. 
Of recent years, a great many secular governmen t and private 
schools have been established in many parts of China; here the 
boys learn a lot of text-book English, which is understandable 
enough in print, but, when it is vocalised, sounds surprising ly 
like a strange tongue. 

My wife and I were on one of our trips through the waterways 
of Kiangsu province and, in the late afternoon, had anchored the 
houseboat and gone for a stroll, through a picturesque Chinese 
village. As had been our good fortune on many similar occasions, 
we were soon joined by a group of small boys who showed us 
about the p lace, and, behind our backs, gigg led luxuriou sly at 
our strange and comic appearance . It is rather unusual in one 
of these villages to find anyone who speaks English, so we were 
very much surprised when the most handsome and best dressed 
lad of the crowd came forward and said: 

'Good morning. You are from Shanghai?' 
'Good morning,' I rep lied, although it was late afternoon. 'We 

are from Shanghai.' I knew what his next question would be, so 
anticipated it by adding: 'We are Americans.' 

'Thank you.' 
It was my turn to make polite inquiries, so I sa id: 'This is your 

native place?' 
'This is my native place. My school is Soochow, I am now rest

ing from my studies.' 
The conversation which had start ed with such fluency flour

ished for a quarter of an hour. On seeing various object s come 
into view, we mutually confirmed the fact that a dog was a dog, 
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a cat a cat, a tree a tree, until we began to run out of thing s to talk 
about. The other sma ll boys, in the meantime, were simply gog
gle-eyed with astonishment that one of their gang could carry 
on a long and involved conversation in this stran ge barbarous 
tongue. They were so impressed that they forgot to giggle at us. 
About the time we appeared to have exhausted the conve rsa 
tion we came to the schoo l grounds, where there was an obvi
ously new basketball field. The boys were very proud of this, 
even though most of them were too small to play, and we had 
been lured around first one corner, and then another, so that we 
might admire this monument to the progress and prosperity of 
the village. It was heart warming to see the pride and joy the 
lads took in their school and the basketball field they could play 
on when they were a few years older, so there was no insincerity 
about the way my wife and I admired and talked about it to each 
other . Even our polyglot guide couldn't follow this, and he began 
to lose a bit of prestige with his colleagues. He had had nothing 
to say for a full two minutes. Then a set look came on his face. He 
was in the throes of literary composition. At length he looked me 
square ly in the eye and said slowly and deliberately: 

'I love to indulge in athletic exercises.' 
This was his most ambitious linguistic effort, and his com

panions looked at him with some scepticism until my wife and I 
both assured him that we enjoyed similar tastes. So two bonds of 
fellowship were estab lished - sportsmanship as well as scho l
arship. It now being about time for tea, we all adjo urn ed to the 
houseboat, some twelve or fifteen of us, and had a most enjoy
able party, cleaning out the entire ship 's stores of cake and swee t
meats. When the boys left, the spo kesman knew some thing was 
demanded of him. There was the right thing to say, if he could 
only remember what it was. We wanted to help him but were as 
tongue-tied as he, knowing that the more we sa id without his 
being able to reply, the more face he would lose. He thought of 
the right remark when he was half-way down the gangway. He 
said: 
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' l am glad to make your acquaintance.' 
This established a third bond of fellowship between us. I knew 

then that there was a strong Amer ican influence in his school. An 
Englishman might ardently desire to make your acquaintance, 
and it might prove very profitable and agreeable to him to do 
so, but he would never tell you that he was glad or even faint ly 
pleased . So far as I was concerned this schoolboy's knowledge of 
English, though incomplete, was well rounded. 

As soon as he gets on the pay roll, a Chinese sta rts in to con
solidate his position. If he has written a letter of application, he 
is certain to have promised to be diligent and faithful and, in the 
case of almost every employee I have ever had, he works dili
gently and faithfully. That is about the point where the ambitious 
employee of other nationalities stops, but it is where the Chinese 
begins. He takes those virtues more or Jess for granted and then 
learns and practices a thousand different ways to make himself 
.indispensable to you. The best and most striking example of this 
is supplied by the personal servant, who pursues the same policy, 
but on a more intensive scale. Though I have lived in the East for 
a quarter of a century, during which time I have always had one 
or more personal servants at hand, ready to tie my shoelaces, put 
on my slippers or light my cigarette, the traditions of my birth 
still persist and I like to fend for myself, or at any rate feel that I 
am still competen t to do so and that I would not be entirely help
less if compelled to live in some servantless land. But if I should, 
at this moment, decide to change my clothes without the aid of 
my hous eboy, I would have a sorry time of it. The shirt buttons, 
studs, collar or socks would be missing - not exactly missing 
but located somewhere out of my easy finding. Before I got very 
far, I would have to ring the bell for Ching. If I tried to enjoy a 
bottle of beer by the conventional method of going to the ice box 
and getting it myself, the strong probabi lities are that the opener 
would be so carefully concealed that again I would have to ring 
the bell. The Chinese servant does not care how often you ring 
the bell. It is his job to take care of you, and he does tbis gladly 
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and cheerfully no matter how unreasonable or can tank erous you 
may be. The more he does for you, the more secure is his posi
tion. What worries him is when you stop ringing the bell and 
start doing things for yourself. That lessens his value to you. 

The office employee has no opportunity to conceal collar 
buttons or beer openers, but he makes himself indispensable in 
many other and more important ways. T remember that in one 
of the few success books I hav e read, there was some sap ient 
advice to the effect that one method of mounting the ladder of 
success was to teach the man under you how to do your work, 
as that would pave the way for you to climb a step high er. I lost 
two jobs before I found out the sophistry of this adv ice, but with 
the Chinese it would not hold water for a moment. Their theory 
is: 'Teach friend, friend take job. ' The employ ee will learn his 
particular duties as thoroughly as he can, but if anyone learns 
anything about them from him, it must be by stealth. There was 
something else I once read, or was told by a big business man, 
and that was that the written records of an office should be so 
complete that if anything should happen to anyone - such as 
sudd en death or imprisonment - the affafrs of the office could 
be carried on without a hitch. rt is one of my pet adopted ideas, 
and I have spent a lot of time impressing it on members of my 
staff, in groups and individually . They all agree that it is a fine 
theory - for me - and encourage me in every way to carry it 
out. But not for them. In fact, the idea of a Chinese is that an of
fice shou ld be so organised that if he should leav e it the whole 
place would be thrown into the utmost confusion and remain 
that way until he is called back to straighten it out. The result is 
that I can go away on long vacations and everything seems to 
run as well or better than it docs when I am present, but when a 
Chinese executive is kept away from the office for a few days by 
illness, we usually hav e to send someon e to his s ick bed to check 
up on some matters that should be clear in the correspondence 
files. Very rarely can a Chinese be induced to take a holiday, be
cause that would mean turnin g over to someon e else too much 

( 771 



400 MILLION CUSTOMERS 

detailed information as to how he does his work. He is afraid 
that by the time he gets back, someone else will have replaced 
him or will have learned so much about his work that he is no 
longer indispensable. This is also why it is so difficult to add to 
the pay roll anyone who is not a member of one of the clans al
ready securely established in the office. The cashier, if his dutie s 
grow so arduous that he has to have an assistant, makes sure that 
the new employee is a nephew, or a younger brother, or some 
relative whose dangerous ambitions can be kept in bounds by 
means of family discipline. 

Just after the dose of the War, we had a lot of stran ge Ameri
can visitors in Shanghai. They were the new millionaires who 
had been created by the War, and most of them gave me the 
impression that they were taking a trip round the world to see 
whether or not they wanted to buy it. One of these millionaires 
spent a good deal of time in my office, because he had once been 
in the advertising business and liked to talk shop, and as I was 
just getting my business started , he gave me a lot of advice. For 
one thin g, he told me that an advertising agency, in ord er to func
tion efficiently, should be 'highly departmentalised'. As I had 
only about a dozen employees, including coolies, at the time, I 
couldn't do very much about following his advice, as there were 
already more departments than there were men on the staff. But 
as the business grew, and I learned what little encourag ement a 
pay roll needs to climb clear over the fence, I kept his advice in 
mind. But I soon found out that in China you don't have to em
ploy exper ts to help you to departmentalise your business . Just 
employ enough people, and let nature take its course, and pretty 
soon you will find that while one office boy licks the stamps on 
domestic mail, ano ther is required for the more exacting and im
portant duty of computing and affixing the postage on overseas 
letters. We have never attained to that high degree of departmen
talisation of duties, because we have never had enough office 
boys to go round; one member of our staff is supposed to know 
when different mails close and no one else ever ventures to ex-
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We always redraw tire picture in 01i11a 

press an opinion on the subject. 
The division of work in a commercial art studio affords an 

interesting examp le of the way in which Chinese apportion work 
between them selves so as not to step into each other's spheres 
of influence and to give employment to as many as possible. A 
great many coloured hangers or calendars are used for advertis
ing in China, and there is a good deal of rivalry between foreign 
concerns to see which can produce the most attractive ones. It 
goes without saying th at the picture of a pretty gir l, or of severa l 
pretty girl s, must appear on the design; there are a number of 
Chines e artists who specialise in painting pretty faces, and they 
charge a rather fancy price per face. Once he has painted in the 
faces , he will have nothing further to do with the job; a second 
artist must be employed to paint in the figures. This one consid
ers himself too important a personage to put in the background 
of foliage or furniture, so a third artist does that. There is often 
a conventional border design and this final work is done by a 
fourth artist. The result is that the finished job usually shows not 
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only several qualities of art work, but severa l different sty les. 
It is the trade s union sys tem work ed out according to different 
grades of skill. 

Because he is always an individualist it is not easy for a Chi
nese to fit comfortably into a big business organisation. He feels 
at home in a small one, for that is more or less a family affair, 
and that relationship is one with which he is fam iliar. But when 
an organisation numbers hund reds, or thousan ds of employees, 
the individual cogs do not fit accur ate ly into the giant wheel and 
there is some trouble keepin g the machine going efficiently. The 
Chinese employee may give the most comp lete loyalty to a sma ll 
and personally conducted business, like mine, but the idea of any 
sort of loyalty to a corporation whose ow ners arc merely name s 
to him, is some thing that comes outside the scope of his phi loso
phy. He does not w1derstand why he should suffer unne cessa ry 
fatigue buildin g up profits for people who are neither friends nor 
relatives. The first import ant employers of Chinese labour were 
foreigners, who erected cotton mills and cigarett e factories, estab
lished shipping companies, and built up big organisations for the 
sale and distribution of kerosene oil, and they are still the larg
est employer s. Not one of these concerns has ever leaned very 
heavily on the loyal ty of its Chinese emp loyees. They do not oc
cupy any important positions and each one is under more or less 
direct control of so me foreigner. These compani es do give their 
employees, as far as it is possible to do so, security of employ 
ment, reasonable op portuniti es for promo tion and liberal retire
ment pensions. In that way the older companies have built up a 
remarkably fine esprit de corps. Chinese are proud to be ab le to say 
that they work for the Standard Oil Co., or for Jardine, Math eson 
and Co., but this is the result of years of fair dealing on the part of 
these concerns and cannot be easily duplicated by a newcomer. 

The fact that Chinese are ind ividualists, and do not rea dily 
submit to discipline, or confor m to what appears to them to be 
aitificial loyalty to a company, is one of the reasons, perhaps the 
prin cipal reason, why there are so few big Chin ese owned com-
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panies and why most of those wh ich are in existence suffer from 
frequent labour troubles. As a matter of fact, aside from a few 
semi -governmenta l concerns, there is no such thing as an impor
tant public company in China, though there are a few big family 
companies in which most of the stock is owned by members of 
the same clan, who also ho ld the mos t impor tant and mos t lucra 
tive positions . This makes for a certain harmony in management, 
but this harmony is secured at considerable expense to the pay 
roll and considerable Joss of efficiency. Mr. Wong may be a stock
holder and hope for a profitab le year which will mean satisfac
tory d ividends. But he is also an emp loyee, and wh ile waiting 
for problematica l dividends, he sees no reason why he should 
not cash in on the opportunities afforded him by his connection 
wi th the organisation. There are supp lies to be bought, and why 
should they not be bough t through the agency controlled by his 
wife's brother, in which he is a silent partner? His cousin, who 
holds about the same amount of stock, has eight sons or neph
ews on the pay roll. Mr. Wong has only three . Why should there 
be this discrepancy? The next time there is a vacancy, he success
fully presents his claim and another incompetent but deserving 
nephew is added to the pay roll. These nephews never resign 
and no one dares to discharge them, wi th the resu lt that a Chi
nese company pay roll soon resembles a family tree - a tree that 
is barren but not dead, for the roots suck nutr ition from the soil 
but produce no profitable fruit. 

While the big opportunities to squeeze these indirect profits 
out of a company come to the stockho lders and executives, there 
are many small but lucrative plums which may be picked up by 
the humble, and no plum ever rots on the ground in China. In 
those prosperous days just after the War we were buying a stu
pendous amou nt of advertising posters, bookle ts, etc. My bank 
accoun t had never before been so active; with the pay ing in of 
thousands of dollars on the part of our clients and the paying 
out of slight ly smaller amounts to printers, the difference rep 
resented a satisfactory profit to ourse lves. For one good reason 
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and another, most of our printing business finally went to a shy 
but hard-working and dependable assistant manager represent
ing one of the big Chinese printing companies . We had met each 
other only a few times before Mr. Yen told me his troubles. It ap
peared that he was the only man with a responsib le position in 
this big company who was not related in any way to the family 
which controlled it. He had got on to the pay roll more or less by 
reason of a lucky accident, and he was sure that sooner or later 
another accident, an unlucky one, would add him to the unem
ployed. He thought the only reason this had been delayed was 
because of the very big orders he was getting from us. 

One day, when we had ju st paid over to hjs company the big
gest cheque it had ever been my privilege to sign, I remarked to 
him that I was very happy to be able to give him all this busi
ness and that I supposed his commissions must be piling up at a 
very sa tisfactory rate so that, if the worst did happen, he would 
have something to Live on until he, could find a new connection. 
He expressed his appreciation for the business, but said that so 
far as the commissions were concerned, he had a rather difficult 
time ho lding on to any reasonable proportion. Every employee 
in the p lace no t only knew the commission he received, but also 
the amount of our contracts, an d everyone who had anything 
to do with the production of our work insisted on a division. 
Lithographers, compositors, pressmen, all demanded a share. If 
he did not divide w ith them, our work would be delayed, and 
he would get no fur ther orders. He didn 't dare complain to the 
management because, if he did so, the workmen would be sure 
to find out about it, our work would be still further delayed, be
side which they would probably emp loy some toughs to beat 
him up. The result was that he was lucky if he managed to keep 
a fourth of the commissions which he earned . The worst of it was 
that before our work began coming in in such big volume he had 
been getting a fair sa lary on which he could live. As his theoreti
cal commissions began increasing, his salary had been cu t and 
now he was actually making less money than before. 
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CHAPTER VII 

OFFICE MORALE AND THE CASTING 
OUT OF DEVILS 

As I write this, our house coolie is polishing the windows. 
There are a number of windows he might work on, but he 

has chosen one in the corner of the long veranda, where I will 
be sure to see him every time I look up. If I should go out for a 
walk, he will leave his window s, but not to loaf, for he is cursed 
by some devil of energy which keeps him busy from the time he 
gets up at daybreak until he goes to bed, sometimes very late 
at night. In my absence, he will do some other work - follow 
some necessarily clandestine employment - such as scrubbing 
the kitchen floor. That is one thing he cannot do publicly. When 
I return, he will begin to polish windows again or dust the ve
randa furniture which wa s thoroughly dusted this morning. If it 
is impo ssible for him to find anything to do, which I can see him 
doing, he starts to work chopping kindling wood. That operation 
is performed in the privacy of the kitchen yard, but he always 
makes so much noise about it that I can't help hearing him. ln 
fact, the whole neighbourhood hears him and know s that the 
Crows have kindling wood and that it is being chopped. 

When I leave the hou se to go to the office in the morning, 
he will be at the front gate polishing the brass door knob. In 
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a competition for well polished door knobs I would back this 
one aga inst a ll comers. There are several other brass door knobs 
a round the place, but they receive attention only on the regul ar 
brass polishing day which, I believe, is Th ursday. He is busily 
hrlppy during the winter months, for there are two fireplaces in 
the living-room and that gives him an opportunity to bustl e in 
every quarter of an hour or so to put some fresh coal on the fire. 
My ash -tray used to give him some well adve rtised employment, 
for eve ry time as much as a mat ch end appea red, his hawk' s eye 
would see it and the ash-tray would be cleaned and polished. It 
was the constant emptyin g of ash-trays that finally led to his ban
ishment from the room when I am writing and reduced him to 
the necessity of polishing windows, du sting furnitur e, and sp lit
ting kindling wood. 

He is not a new coolie who is on trial and is attemp ting to 
make an impress ion so that he will get a perm anent job. His job 
is about as permanent as any employment can be. He has been 
wi th us so long that we could n't get along without him, and he 
couldn't get along without us, and he knows it as well as we do. 
His ancestors he ld the un iversa l belief that the labour er is wor 
thy of his hire, but they lea rned that he wou ld have much less 
difficulty about getti ng it, and that it would be paid much more 
cheer( ully if the labo ur was performed out in the open where it 
could be observed. So long as work has to be done, why not do it 
in the full blaze of publicity and get all the credit possible for it? 

Any time one of my clients dro ps into my office he can, as 
soon as he enters the do or, tell whe ther or not we are shipping 
any advertising material; for the parcels, ready for mailing, will 
be piled up in the reception hall. He can also te ll wh ether or not 
we are doing any direct mail adve rti sing, for the circu lars or 
bookle ts will be stacked up on the count er. Tf we have recen tly 
received a case of electrotypes or matrices from London or New 
York, he wi ll see that also, for the case will be half-ope ned and 
some of the contents, with care less care, displayed on the top, 
so that any visitor may see the iden tity and be impr esse d by the 
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importance of the clients we serve. A part of this evidence of ac
tivity is intended for my benefit, but most for the benefit of our 
clients - to show that we are on the job. We do not conceal our 
activities except through urgent necessity. 

When we are mailing a quantity of circulars, we usually post 
them 10,000 at a time, dividing them into two batches and post 
ing half in the morning and half in the afternoon. What we would 
prefer to do would be to mail the whole lot at one time - a whole 
truck load. We used to do this until the postal clerks complained 
at piling so much work on them. When we star ted mailing in 
lots of 10,000 daily, thereby making the biggest display possible, 
we got another complaint. Why should we load so much work 
on one shift of sorting clerks and give the other sh ift nothin g to 
do? That reduced us to mailing lots of 5,000, which was a great 
disappointment, because the qua nti ty is not at aU impressive to 
anyone, and would indicate that we are doing a very small bus i
ness. However, we make the best of it. We do not mail one lot 
until a second is ready, so that the reception hall is always piled 
high. It would be mor e convenient to send the mail to the post 
office before office hours in the morning or late in the afternoon. 
The streets are less crowded then, but we like to do the work in 
crowded stree ts. If some important client is coming to see me, it 
almost invariably happens that the coo lies are, with great noise 
and bustle, going out of the doorway staggering under loads of 
outgo ing mai l just as the visitor arrives . When they get to the 
ground floor, the big hall leading to the st ree t door gives them a 
convenient place to rest. It also affords, to all who may pass by, 
an opportunity to observe that while business in other Jines may 
be slowing up a bit the advertising business as repr esented by 
our concern is showing some very healthy activity. 

The circulars are usuall y pi led into a ricksha for transporta
tion to the post office, and this is an event comparable on ly to 
the loading of an ocean liner. Everyone in the immediate neigh
bourhood takes a hand in it, either by actively helpin g or giv
ing advice. They all like to appear to be associated with obvious 
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prosperity. The ricksha coolie does not care how high the parcels 
are pi led, the higher they are the loud er he ye lls as he thread s 
his way throu gh other rickshas. From his tone and manner one 
might think that he was shouting: 

'Gangway! Valuable cargo here!' 
'Gangway! Gangway for big business!' 
When we moved into new office quarters a few years ago, 

I thought the change gave me an opp ortwuty to put into effect 
some much needed reforms in office procedure. It was the first 
office we had ever occup ied which was equipped with a lug
gage lift and that equ ipment provided the text for my business 
sermon. We were now going into new quar ters with this mod ern 
improvement and so we should keep in step wi th the times. We 
should give up the good old-fashio ned Chinese cus tom of haul 
ing parcels up and down the stairs and use the lift which was 
prov ided for us and which could be used without one cent of 
additional cost. I also told them that on my recent visit to ad
vertising age ncies in New York, London, Paris, and Berlin, I had 
not found a single place where the reception room was bein g 
used for the storage of advertising material. There the reception 
rooms were fitted up with hand some funuture, rugs on the floor 
and pictures on the walls. I didn't see any outgoing mail piled 
up in any of them. We were now going to follow their exampl e. 
Everyo ne though it was a good idea. Then I bou ght for the recep
tion hall some blackwood furniture which any New York agency 
might envy, put linoleum on the floor and some Hogarth print s 
on the wa ll We also fixed up a store-room and mailin g-room so 
seclud ed that a visitor wou ld never suspect that we had one. 

That is as far as our great reform movement ever went. When 
the blackwood furni tur e was delivered, it was not brought up the 
luggag e lift, but throu gh the main entrance of the building and 
up four flights of stairs, with leisurely but noisy halts at each of 
the landin gs. The only thing that could have made the arrival of 
the furniture any more public would hav e been a fife and drum 
corps. Tenants on each of the four floors had plenty of opportu-
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nity to admire the tab les and chairs and speculate on their cost. 
The new reception room, in all its glory, had not been completed 
a week before I came in one afternoon and found half a dozen 
clerks addressing envelopes or wrapping up parcels of advertis
ing stereos. I finally gave up and our reception room to-day is 
just like all the others in China. In it the visitor will find visual 
evidence of all our current activities . The only way I could ever 
hope to make it otherwise would be to build a reception room so 
small that no one could get into it. We do draw the line at putting 
teapots on the table or storing electros on the chairs. 

The first time the typewriter service men came into our new 
office to perform their monthly duties, they picked on the black
wood table in the reception room as the logical and proper place 
to do their work. Everyone around the place apparently agreed 
with them, because they kept on working there merrily and nois
ily until I caught them at it. Now they oil and repair the typewrit
ers in the middle of the large office which houses all the clerks 
and coolies. Through my idiosyncrasies they are denied the more 
select audiences provided by the reception room, but they have 
the sa tisfaction of working in full view and hearing of most of 
the staff. So far as I know, these services men do their work very 
well, the typewriters are kept in good condition, and of one other 
thing I am certain. Many obscure advertising agencies in other 
cities hav e more typewrite rs than we have, but none can make 
more noise with them than we when we are going full blast. 

Chinese love noise and bustle and a display of activity, and 
usualJy see to it that there is just as much display as there is activ
ity. They also hold in high regard the credit which is reflected on 
all concerne d when an office is obviously busy. If it is not busy, 
they will do their best to make it appear so, and even do a lot of 
unnecessary work in order to accomplish this purpose. They do 
not in the least mind working overtime, especia lly if employees 
of less prosperous offices who go home at five o'clock can see that 
they are still hard at it. In fact, they appear to enjoy occasiona l 
overtime work. During the first few days of every month, there is 
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in our office the usua l extra labour of getting out the statemen ts 
and invoices . Now, we have in Shangha i a two-hour lu ncheon in
terval, a surviva l of the leisure ly old sailing ship days when there 
wasn't very much to do except when a ship was in por t. As most 
of the staff have their midday meal brought into the office from 
a restaurant it would be a very easy matter for them to get on 
with the extra work as soon as they are finished eating. But they 
never do so. Until 'Big Ching ', the customs clock, strikes the hour 
of two, when work is supposed to be resumed by all hands, they 
read the newspapers, gossip with friends in other offices, play 
checkers or look out of the window. When five o'clock comes 
they stay on a few hours longer. They boast to their friends: 

'Pretty busy in our place just now. We didn't get away unt il 
almost eigh t o'clock last night.' 

We once started a chain letter scheme for the distribution of 
samp les. lt was very successful and grew to such proportions 
that, for a month or more after we began trying to kill it, the 
clerks had to work until very late ope ning letters and addressing 
packages of samp les. No one complained about the late hours 
and extra work, but soon I heard from outside sources a peculiar 
story to the effect that the landlord was going to raise our rent 
because we were using too much electricity, keeping the lights 
going unreasonably late at night. When the story was h·aced to 
its source, it h·anspired that some of my employees had been 
boasting to the employees of a competitor. 

This hustle and bustle and pleasant pretensions of activity 
give the Chinese emp loyees confidence in themse lves and in the 
firm they are working for. They create this atmosphere for them
selves, but if they are to have complete confidence in the office 
they need to be assured that the influences surrounding it are not 
malignant. They know, as their ancestors have known for forty 
centuries, that one course of action sometimes results in success, 
that at other times exactly the same course of action, under what 
appears to be the same or simi lar circumstances, leads to failure. 
There can be but one reason for this, and that is the presence of 
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malignant or benevo lent spirits. Thousands of years ago, this gave 
the philosophers of the day a great deal of anxious thought, and 
they came to the conclusion that while it was perhaps impossible 
and certainly difficult to change the fates, their influences could 
be measured and foretold and one 's actions governed thereby. So 
they set up an elaborate system by which those who master its 
secrets can calculate to a nicety the element of luck which may 
aid or thwart them. The element of good or evil chance en ters 
into every htunan activity. There are lucky and unlucky offices, 
houses and days, even suspicious day s for burial. 

Everyone in my office thirtks that our organisation is a very 
lucky one, because not only has it never been touch ed by death, 
but no one belonging to it has suffered a serious illness. We were 
very much saddened a few years ago by the sudden death of a 
Russian artist who in spite of the fact that Chinese, as a rule, do 
not like Russians, was a general favourite with the Chinese staff 
After the sadness over his death had been somewhat softened, 
the matter was discussed at length, and it was finally decided 
that, as he had been with us only a few years, his death had not 
been the result of any evil influen ces emanating from our organi
sation and that our charmed circle rema ined unbroken. We get a 
good deal of sa tisfaction out of this, though we do not tempt fate 
of talkin g about it to outsiders. In fact, I am a little apprehensive 
that I may be commit ting a grave indi scretion by mentioning it 
here . 

Not only is our organisation luck y, but our office quarters are 
also lucky. This is not boasting or guesswork, but a plain state
ment of fact, for the good influences were surveyed, determined 
and appraised by the best talent the Chinese staff could obtain. 
This was done by a geo111n11cer who, I suppose, would be called 
in other countries an 'engineer of psychic influences'. J met him 
quite by accident, because he was suppo sed to get his work done 
during my absence, but his profession was such a peculiar one 
that I did my best to get acquainted with him. Though engaged 
in a very s tran ge occupation, ther e was nothing unusual about 
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him. He was middle-aged, soberly dressed, and looked and talk
ed like a high school teacher. It took him several hours to go over 
our new office, with his compass and footrule, but when he got 
through his verdict was favourable. You probably think this is a 
lot of nonsen se, anyway, so I will not bore you with the details 
but mention only the most essent ial features. Facing the front 
door was the biggest bank in China. On the south was an Ameri
can bank, which was presumed to be very prosperous, and in the 
opposite dir ection was the office of a British land company of 
great wealth. There were a lot of oth er good influences, such as 
the Dollar Company boats on the river and the British Consulate 
in the neighbourhood, but the two banks and the land company, 
with their substantial assets provided enough prosperous influ
ences to sat isfy anyon e. He changed the loca tion of a few desks 
and paid a good deal of attention to mine, for it presented some 
extraordinary difficulties. The correct orthodox position for my 
desk would have left me facing a window, which was obviously 
impra ctical for one with weak eyes, accordingly a compromise 
was worked out so that the lines of the desk run due East and 
West. This places it at an awkward angle to the wall, but that is a 
matter of sma ll importance considering the fact that the geoman
tic influences are correct. 

Not very many mon ths had passed before we began to feel 
that we would need all the beneficent influences we could get, 
for hard times surro unded us with the relentlessness of a chol
era epid emic. Shanghai's artificial real estate boom collapsed, lo
cal stocks dropped to a fraction of their former value, the banks 
dema nded the payment of old loans and refused to make new 
ones, and for the first time in my experience there were vacant 
shops on our principal business street, Nanking Road. It was a 
fine time for everyone to get panicky and a great many people 
availed themselves of the opportunity. Every club in town lost 
a Jot of members because they cou ldn 't pay their bills and the 
bar receipts of the Shanghai Club declined, providing the most 
conclusive indication that the British and Am.erican commu-
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The depression cm1serl n drop in club bar receipts 

nities were feeling the pinch of hard times . It often seemed to 
me that my office was the only cheerful spot in town. Nothing 
could daunt the confidence of my Chin ese staff that, while less 
favoured concerns might go to the wall, we were surrounded by 
such an aura of good fortune that nothing could seriously affect 
us. And strangely enough they proved to be correct. Very few 
have prospered in Shanghai for the past few years and we are not 
numbered among them, but we have nothing to complain about. 
We have collected accounts we thought we would have to write 
off, all our clients have conti nu ed to advertise, and a few new ac
count s which we never solicited have walked into the office and 
made them selves at home. 

On the rare occasions that J do more than look at the profit 
and/ or loss item on our balance sheet, I note that among our 
assets is an imponderable something known as 'Good Will'. As 
T w1derstand it, this represents an attempt to appraise in tern-is 
of Chinese dollars the va lue of the reputation we may have ac
quired for honesty and efficiency and the resulting confidence 
reposed on us by our clients. It is a very flattering itein but, if the 
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auditors would let me do it, I would replace it with another item 
which would be identified by the Chinese pidgin English word 
'joss'. This wou ld represent the confidence of my Chinese staff, 
that, come what may, ill-luck cannot harm us, that there is no 
occasion to worry, that we will be able to pay the rent and meet 
the pay roll. 

A few months after our local depression started I had, or 
thought I had, some reason to be disturbed regarding these very 
fine geo11w11tic influences which we re supposed to surro und us. 
The big Chinese bank on the east moved into temporary quarters 
severa l blocks away and their old building was torn down. The 
big British land company on the north fell on evi l days and was 
unable to pay its debe nture interest. The American bank on the 
south failed under most dishonourable conditions and its pres
ident and manager were sent to prison. The British Consula te 
continued to function and the Dollar boats made their regular 
schedu led appearances on the river, but these, the geo111m1cer had 
told me, provided influences of secondary importance . It ap
peared to me tha t so far as our joss was concerned, we might as 
well write it off as a total loss . I expected the Chinese to begin 
looking down in the mouth, but they were as cheerful as ever. 
Geo111n11cy is a subtle and complicated science, but I have not fol
lowed it very far and am familiar with but few of its mysteries. 
Jt appea rs that the remova l of the good influences which had 
formerly surrounded us did not in any way affect us. Why this 
should be true I do not understand, but it is reassuring. 

Mine is not the only office which is controlled by geomnntic 
influences, though I am one of the very few who admit it. Most 
foreigners laugh at this sort of thing, and since derision is some
thing no Chinese can stomach, his Chinese assistant s and col
leagues tell him nothing about it, but in the ar rangement of their 
desks and in the arrangement of his, they see that the evil influ 
ences are guarded against and the good influences given every 
poss ible opportunity to show what they can do. An old English 
neighbour told me recently that for fifteen years he had occup ied 
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a poorly light ed and poorly ventil ated office because his Chinese 
staff thought it was 'good joss '. His continued prosperity seeme d 
to confirm this, and so he had quit fussing about it and come 
to a kind of a half-way belief in it himself. Until the real esta te 
boom resulted in the razing of a lot of obsolete buildings, and 
so compelled them to move, some prospero us old concerns had 
been for yea rs occupying cramped and uncomfortable quarters. 
Every time anyone suggested moving the Chinese staff put up 
such determine d oppos ition that the project was dropped. 

One day we were visited by the headman of a village, ten or 
twe lve miles from Shanghai . He was quite apologetic about his 
mission, whic h turned out to be of rather serious impor t. A year 
before this we had erec ted a large cigarette sign near the village 
and it appea red that soon afterward ill-luck descended on the 
vicinity . Crops had been bad, there had been an unusual amount 
of sickness and a few deaths. The elders of the village had con
sumed innumerable pots of tea discussing the matter and had 
finally ca lled in an efficient geo111n11cer to give them expert advice . 
He made a thorough survey of the situation and came to the con
clusio n that our cigarette sign was the trysting place for evil spir
its who gat hered there and then swooped down on the village . 
The elders had no desire to break my rice bov,,l, and the object 
of the headman 's visit was to inquir e what we wou ld consider a 
reasonab le comp ensation for removing this ev il influence. 

A grea t many diplomatic matters of this so rt come up in my 
office and the problems solved without my knowing anything 
abou t them . The Chinese say that they don 't want to bother me 
wi th such h·ivia l matt ers, but the truth of the matter is that they 
think that I, being a foreigner, mu st lack the finesse necessary 
to handl e affairs of this sor t and would make a mess of thin gs. 
Purel y by accident, I learned abou t the visit of the head man , and 
inh ·oduced n,yself into the nego tiation s. The situation was very 
compl ica ted . All agreed that the village had a just cause for com
plaint. We were quite willing to take the offending s ign down 
without any payment by them, but the sign was mainta ined for 
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one of our golf-playing clients and he saw it every time he drove 
to the golf course . He had, in fact, selected the position himself, 
and for that reason thought it was a good deal more valuable and 
important than it really was. If we took the sign down, we would 
have a lot of troub le explaining matters to him. He hadn't been 
in China Jong and didn't know about the dangers of evil sp irits. 
Furth ermore, he wou ld probably get some other concern to put 
up another sign in the same place, so we would lose business 
and the village be just as badly off as before. 

Then I made a suggestion that met with general approval. 
Since that was the lurkin g place of devils, why not shoot off a lot 
of fireworks around the place and frighten the evil spirits away? 
The headman thought this was a fine idea, but, like a sensible 
man, insisted on getting the opinion of his professional adviser, 
the geo111n11cer. The latter agreed that this wou ld solve the prob
lem, though he was cautious enough to advise us that we might 
have to repeat the performance every year or so. The devils might 
muster up courage and come back again. At the same time, he 
picked out a lucky day for setting off the fireworks, which ev
eryone hoped wou ld be an unlucky day for the devils. It was 
thought that ten dollars ' worth of fireworks would do the trick, 
but as it was my first experience in exorcising devils I was deter
mined to make a thorough job of it, so I doubled that amount. 
You can buy an amazing amount of fireworks for twenty dollars. 
Some members of my staff went ou t to see that the job was done 
properly, but I couldn 't get away and so missed a corking good 
show. 

All the villagers were out, with a few from neighbouring vil
lages. None of them had ever before seen such a wonderful dis
play of fireworks and they 1narve1led at my lavish expenditure. 
The noise was terrific, and must have frightened tbe devils so 
thoroughly that they fled to another county. At any rate, they 
never came back, for the village prospered and we had no more 
comp laints. The headman sent me annual presents of tea until 
the sign was torn down. Our golf-playing clien t gave up golf for 
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yachting and so lost interest in this position and did not renew 
his contract. I have often thought what a pity it was that my New 
England forefathers did not know the use of fireworks. A few 
dollars' worth of them would have driven all the devi ls out of Sa
lem and it would not have been necessary to burn the witches. 

When I was home a few years ago, I could not help notic
ing that there are very few house s in America, from the White 
House downwards, that are built so as to ward off evil spirits 
and receive the benefit of the best geomantic influences. Noth
ing shor t of a pagoda could correct the evil influences around 
the \t\,11ite House lawn, and the position of the president's office 
desk is nothing more than an invitation to evil spirits to come in 
and do thefr worst. Buckingham Palace is a little better, thank s 
to the monuments which face the entrance, but there sho uld be 
a running stream in St. James's Park, and a pagoda in the neigh
bourhood would be of tremendous value. Some of my Chinese 
friends would be horrified if they knew the way my sis ters in 
Pittsburgh and St. Louis leave my charming young nephews 
and niece exposed to any evil spirit that may be loitering about 
the neighbourhood. As a matter of fact, from a Chinese point of 
view, the unrestrained devils who can pop into almost any home 
in America constitute a worse menace than the gangsters and 
would quite logically account for the depression. Among the 
new buildings, the New Yorker hotel was, from a geomantic point 
of view, designed along correct lines, but the architecture of the 
Empire State Building was perfectly harrowing. No Chinese in 
his right senses would ever occupy an office in any of the upper 
floors. 

[ 95 ] 



The linrmge c 11 t us off from Ille motor cnr 

CHAPTER VIII 

TREMBLE AND OBEY! 

DURING the centuries that China was a monarchy, almost all 
official orders were issued in the form of 'Imperial Man

dates', that is, either as a direct order from the emp eror himself, 
or an order from some subsidiary official who spoke with del
egated au thority from the Son of Heaven. The mandates issued 
in a single busy day might range from such important matters 
as a command to a viceroy to contr ibut e a few million dollars 
and raise an army for the defence of the country against a threat 
ened invasion, to such comparatively trivial matters as an order 
to the headman of a village to repair a dyke or a canal. The edic ts 
were very often verbose compos itions which might lead any
one to wonder how the august Son of Heaven cou ld take time 
to exercise such circumspection. Often the edicts contained de
tailed insh·uctions as to just how the work was to be done, details 
shrouded in language as beautiful as it was vague, but there was 
never any doubt as to the final results the official who received 
the mandate was supposed to accomplish. No matter what the 
mandate was about, the text almost invariably concluded with 
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the exhortation: 'Tremble and obey.' Then, if the matter was one 
of some urg ency or importan ce, there was a second admonition: 
'Do not try to avoid responsibility!' 

To the Occidenta l this conjunction of the two phra ses may 
seem illogical. It would appear that any official who received 
and read the edict and then trembled and obeyed was not try
ing to avoid responsibility. But that did not necessarily follow. 
The ancient Chinese statesman who put this formula into impe 
rial edicts many centuries ago had a very thorough understand
ing of the weaknesses and idiosyncrasies of his fellow-country
men. The only time that obedience is pleasant to him is when it 
carries with it the concomitant and mitigating circumstance of 
freedom from responsibility. What he would like to do would be 
to tremble, and obey spec ific orders, so that if the job he is sup
po sed to do is helplessly bungled he will be able to say that he 
did what he was told and is in no way to blame for the failure 
which result ed. It is to circumve nt this desire on his part that the 
mandate was complicated by the inclusion of two commands. In 
plain, blunt language, the purport of the injunction from the Son 
of Heave n was: 

'Get busy! Do your job! No alibis!' 
As a part of my everyday work, I attend a lot of sales and ad 

vertis ing conferences. Having taken a prom inent and sometimes 
very vocal part in them in New York, London, Paris, Berlin, to 
say nothing of Osaka, I think I may be allowed to say that al
though they are necessa ry institutions, one can seldom leave one 
without the mental reflection that there has been as much talk 
and cigarette smoke as results accomplished. Advertising confer 
ences, like com1nittee meeting s, have a tendency to reduc e each 
individual to the lowest common denominator of intelligence. 
The more people there are at the conference, the more difficult it 
is to accomp lish anything, and when more than one nationality 
is involved, the smoke and the talk are prodigiously increased 
without in any way speeding up the work or adding to the vol
ume of accomplishment. 
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When the confere nce is held in China and a prominent part 
in it is taken by Chinese, it is usually productive of even more 
than the usua l amount of talk and even less than the usua l re
sults . In fact, it takes a lot of very careful steering and dip lomatic 
rnanceuvring to accomplish anything at all . In nine out of ten 
conferences I attend the two principal parties concerned cons ist 
of a foreign manufacturer who wants to promote the sa le of his 
goods, and a foreign advertising agen t (myself), whose duty it is 
to ass.ist in this laudable ambition. We talk the matter over and 
get as far as we can, with the Chinese listening and saying noth
ing, or perhaps not even listening, and soon we flow1der about 
in what we believe to be our imperfect knowledge of Chinese 
psychology, taste, and everything else connected with the prob
lem of selling to the Chinese. In a good many cases, each of us 
is suffering from an inferiority complex, because the observant 
and intelligent foreigner who has lived in China for a lon g time 
has, with his detached point of view, a better knowledge of the 
Chinese than they have of themselves . This is no reflection on the 
Chinese mentality. But if I wanted to find out something about 
the psychology of, Jet us say, the Latvians, I would much pre
fer to ask an American who had lived in that little half-pint size 
countr y than to take the opinion of a nativ e Latvian . In fact, ask
ing the native of any countr y abo ut the tastes and the psychol
ogy of his own countrymen is like asking an orange tree how an 
orange blossom sme lls. The tree doesn't know because it has no 
basis of comparison . 

In any event, we have no particular confidence in our individ
ual or collective knowledge and opinions, so we ask our Chinese 
colleagues for their help. It sho uld be very easy foc them to put 
us on the right track and keep us from blundering. So long as it 
is a matter of getting their information and advice on minor and 
unimportant details they are honestly and sincerely helpful. And 
if we have already decided on the main features of a scheme, and 
only want their reassurance before going ahead with it, we find 
that it has their enthusiastic endorseme nt. If we were not disillu -
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sioned hands at the game we might be flatter ed. But being what 
we are, sly and crafty, we disc ount the unanimous approval , talk 
all around the subject and eventually come to our own conclu
sions as to which way the wind is blowin g. We know tha t no one 
could be so supremely impolite as to say that a schem e was im
practical, no maller how sincendy he might think so. But if you 
give him time enough, he may be able to con vey that idea to you 
in some indire ct way that will save face all around. 

Sometime s it comes to a question of whether we sha ll do this 
or do flint, and when the Chinese members of a conference are 
confront ed with a definit e issue like this, they will invariab ly and 
instinctive ly run to cover. They will talk about everything un
der the sun, drag in innumerabl e side issues, hope for so methin g 
that will break up the conference, anything to avo id being com
pelled to come to a definite decision. Each one may have a fair 
idea of what he thinks should be don e. Mr. Chang ma y be con
vinced in his own mind that the this policy is the right one, but 
he reflects that if he sho uld come out open ly and enthusiastically 
in its favour and it should later prov e a failur e, he would have 
to bear the responsibility. All the others feel the same way. Each 
one is evas ive and non -committ al, thou gh full of talk, and so the 
confer ence dra gs on. In order to stir things up , the manufacturer 
and myself become violently controversial and take issue with 
each other. Finally someone cautiou sly advances an idea, leav 
ing hin1self plenty of room for retreat if he shou ld find himself 
in hostile territory. Someone else makes an equally ca utious sug
ges tion. Mr. Wong and Mr. Chang find them selves in appar en t 
agree ment, and Mr. Ling also says some thin g in approval of their 
plan s. The bogy of individual responsibility is broken. We find 
that we are all agre ed as to what should be done and set to work 
with ent hu siasm plannin g the details. 

Of course Chinese are at a disadv antage at a sales and ad
vertisi ng confer ence. They do not think in merchand ising terms, 
even those who are engaged in merch andisin g. Their approa ch 
to any problem is alway s object ive, and they find it impo ssible 
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to detach themse lves from their surround ings and visualise the 
sa les possibilities in a city a hundred miles away. Statistics bore 
them to the point of resen tment. Figures will either confirm the 
fact that they are right, which is unnecessary, or prove that they 
are wrong, whic h is unwelcome. Fur thermore, a Chinese mind 
has distinct feminine traits. He comes to a conclusion by instinct 
or personal preferences, especially if it be regarding some thing 
imponderab le suc h as a sales or advertising plan. He may be per
fectly su re that he is right, but it is very disconcertin g to hint 
to be called upon to give reasons for his conclusions, for that is 
something he has not thou ght about. When reasons are demand 
ed, he tries to produce them, but he gets excited and flounders 
about and often ends up by advancing the silliest reason possible 
under the circumstances. The Japanese mind follows the same 
feminine mental processes, the only difference being that, in its 
applicat ion to modern problems, the Japanese mind is the more 
sophisticated. Innumerable examp les of this are to be found in 
the present-day diplomacy of Japan. The militarists, who rule the 
country, decide what they want to do and do it, and then the dip 
lomats have the job of justifying and explaining what has been 
done. Jn the end it comes back to the old idea of cause and effect, 
but with this important difference, that, in Japanese dip lomacy, 
the sequence is reversed, and the effect is accomplished before 
anyone has bothered to see just what the cause was. That is why 
Japanese diplomacy is so disconcerting to those whose minds 
run in logical charu1els. 

Every foreigner who lives in China is annoyed almost daily 
by what appears to him to be the inexcusab le dilatoriness of the 
Chinese with whom he comes in contact. Except in matters of 
great emergency, it seems to be impossib le to get one of them to 
act with any reasonable degree of promptness. A cardinal rule 
of conduct appears to be: 'Do not do anything to-day if you can 
possib ly put off doing it until to-morrow or the day after.' Th.is is 
not the philosophy of a lazy man, for, whatever else their critics 
may say agains t them, no one can accuse the Chinese of laziness. 
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In my opinion, it is solely because of their timorous avoidance 
of responsibility. They know that they may fail in any task they 
are given to do, and, before undertaking it, they wish to have 
themselves fortified against that contingency with a sound and 
unassailable excuse. My theory may be wrong, but I know from 
experience that no matter how stupidly a Chjnese has blundered, 
no matter how ignominiousl y he has failed, his excuse will be a 
perfect one. Indeed I have often marvelled that the same brain 
could produce such a stupid blunder and such an amazingly 
brilliant alibi . It is because of their aversion to accepting any re
sponsibility that so many foreigners are emp loyed in Chjna, do
ing work the Chinese themselves are quite capable of doing, but 
will not do because they have not the courage to make decisions. 
In any business house in Shangha i, the Chinese are quite willing 
to do all the work, in fact they insist on it, but the foreigner must 
make the decisions and bear the responsibil ity, even in the most 
trivial matter. In big Chinese companies where no foreigners are 
employed, there is seldom a single individual who decides im
portant questions. They are always family decisions. There are, 
of course, exceptions, and that is why the raxe Chinese who will 
accep t responsibility and make decisions often achieve such a 
meteoric success . 

Chinese have always made a very fine distinction between ab 
stract and concrete truth, H1at is, h·uth as to facts and figures, and 
truth as to ideas and opinions. If you ask him how many bales of 
cargo have been delivered, what the price of a certain commod
ity is, or any other question whose answer can be computed on 
the abacus and set down in figures, yo u may be sure that his an 
swer is not only truthful but, what is more important, accurate. 
But if you ask him a question about some abstract thin g, such 
as his idea as to wheilier or not a certain article will sell in the 
Chinese market or if it would be advisable to change the pack
aging of an old established brand, ilie truth is very difficult to 
find. Having no fixed or well-thought-out opinions on theoreti
cal matters which are of no practical interest to himself, he looks 
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on it as an encroachment on his rights when he is asked to make 
up his mjnd and express an opinion on matters which are of no 
personal concern or responsibility. The result is that when he is 
asked a question of this sor t, his first concern is to give you an 
answer whkh he thinks will be plec1sing to you, and thereby get 
the n,atter over with as quickly and easily as possible. The sur
est way to escape arguments is to agree. I dare say that if some 
educa tional mission from England were to ask ten thousand Chi
nese schoo lboys where they would like to go to school if given 
the opportunity of an overseas ed ucation, the response would 
be 100% for England, unle ss some schoolboy was stupid enough 
to get his nationalities mixed up. The same thing wou ld be true 
of inquiries by a sim ilar commission from America, France, Ger
many, and almos t any other country, eve n Japan. It would be ex
cessively impolite and trouble some to give any other answer. 

Chinese are like a good many other people in their aversion 
to violent mental exercise, and it is their habit of thought to avoid 
issues and delay decisions so far as it is possible to do so. For 
that reason, we foreigners who have to deal with them are con
stantly comp laining of their lack of initiative. There is a good 
deal of justice in this criticism , and it is not until a Chinese gets 
himse lf into an embarrassing situation, which is so complicated 
and despernte that there does not appear to be any way out, that 
he concentrat es on the problem. He then shows an amount of 
initiativ e and ingenuity that is amazing. Like an Englishman, he 
frequently doesn't know what he is going to do until he does it, 
so that his decisions are all in the past tense. 

One Sw,day, about ten years ago, I took a couple of tourist la
dies out to show them what a Chinese battle was really like. Two 
local war lords were manifesting their hatred for each other on 
the shores of the Yangtsze about thirty miles away, and several 
friends who had been out to see the battle said it was more than 
usua lly thrilling. We drove through the war-ravaged country
side, where a terrified population was fleeing to safety, and had 
just got sett led in a comfortable and fairly safe position, when 
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the attacking h·oops decided to try a little diversion by putting 
down a barrage. It was so placed as to cut us off from my motor
car, and so close to us that we moved away as fast as it was pos
sible for ladies with high -heeled shoes to move through muddy 
roads. A dead shell fell with a big splash in a filthy pool near by 
and irritated one of my tourists because it muddied her dress. 
An old faTmer tried to convince us that we should seek safe ty 
inside his thatched hut. We turn ed a corner and saw the body of 
a little girl who had been killed only a few minutes before . We 
had seen aJI the war we wan ted to see, and what had started out 
as an exciting excursion was turning into a terrif ying and ghastly 
experience; all we wan ted to do was to get as far away from it as 
possible. As there was no let up in the barrage we tramped sev 
eral miles. Night was falling and the ladies were getting rather 
frigh tened, when we were picked up and taken back to town by 
a British military observer. He said the barrage was having its ef
fect and had been followed by an attack and that he thought the 
defenders would retreat as soon as daylight broke. He thought 
my chauffeur had very probably been killed, for the fighting bad 
been very heavy round the spo t where my car was parked. As 
for the car, it was a foregone conclusio n that it had been, or soon 
would be, confiscated by the retreating troops. 

While I was eating my breakfast the following morning, the 
chauffeur drove into the yard with the car. We must have looked 
at each other rather foolish ly, for each of us was certa in that the 
other was dead. It h·anspired that when the barrage cut us off 
from the car be started in search of me and dodged bullets for 
several hours until he came to the conclusion that I bad been 
killed, a fate which I certainly deserved for having been so fool
hardy. He asked some of the soldiers to help to look for me, but 
they were busy with their own affairs. When he came to the con
clusion that there was no sense on looking for me any further, 
his one idea was to get back to Shanghai as soon as possible and 
tell rny friends, so that the corpse could be rescu ed and given a 
decent burial. What happened to the two ladies did not interest 
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him in the least. 
I cou ldn 't imagine how he had managed to get the car back, 

but he said it had been rather easy. As soon as daylight came 
he had one more look for me, then piled a couple of wounded 
soldiers into the car and started for Shanghai . Every time he was 
questioned, he explained that he was driving an official ambu
lance car, and so had no troub le. As soon as he got past the last 
sentries he left his wounded soldiers by the side of the road, 
where someo ne else could pick them up, and drove to my house 
as fast as he could. There were three bulle t holes in the car, and 
he spen t aJJ bis spa re time for severa l weeks showing the car to 
his friends and was a little disappointed when I had the car re
paired and the holes were covered. There was gossip around the 
office that he had charged the wounded soldiers a dollar apiece. 

On an ave rage once a year there is an emotional wave which 
hits some part of China and gives the foreign importer or manu
facturer some rather serious worries, because the object of this 
wave is to boycott foreign goods and thereb y break the foreign
ers' rice bowl. Sometimes these movements are directed against 
some particular nationality, the Japanese receiving especial and 
persistent attention in this regard. Since the Japanese 1nilitarists 
provide new reasons for Chinese animos ity with almost every 
move they make, there is a genera l Japanese boycott going on all 
the time, but other boycotts are spasmo dic, regional, and often 
confined to one paiiicular line of goods . In a great many cases 
they are promoted by son1e group of Chinese manufacturers who 
have been hard hit by foreign competition and are pursuing the 
course of self-preservation that they think wiII prove the most 
effective. They se ldom accom plish anyth ing of benefit to them 
selves, for, though it is a fairly easy matter to stir up the mob 
sp irit and arouse a lot of animosity agains t the bra nds manufac 
tured by a foreign competitor, it is quite a different matter to turn 
the mob into customers for another brand. They are usually very 
noisy affairs, but we 'old China hands' do not take them very 
serio usly, for we have seen too many of them fizzle out. I per-
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sona lly believe they a lways will, except when kept alive by yea r 
after year of injustice and aggression as is the case with Japan . A 
Chinese, like most other people, has too much common sense to 
buy infer ior goods or pay a higher price just because the goods 
happen to be made by a fellow-countryman. He may make up 
his mind that he is going to do it, but his resolution weakens 
when he comes to make the purchase, when he compares the 
goods, and counts out the purchase price to the shop-keeper. 
As a matter of fact, there are in China what might be called two 
schoo ls of advertising thou ght on this subject. Some believe that 
it is an advantage to be able to advertise that an article is mad e 
in China and so appeal to the patriotism of the people; others are 
equally insistent that it is good merchandising to advertise an 
article as made in England, with the inference that it is therefo re 
superior . Since most advert isers are timjd creatu res and have an 
almost Chinese aversion to making up their minds on con trover
sia l questions, most of them maintain a discreet silence on trus 
point. 

When a group of young hot-heads set out to injur e foreign 
trade and promote the sa le of Chinese goods, one of the first 
trungs they think about doing is to go out and tear down all the 
foreign advertising signs in town. That sou nd s like a feasible and 
spectacu lar thing to do, but if the signs have been properly con 
structed and the different units scatte red at strategic points ove r 
the city, as they shou Id be, the job is not an easy one. Even if the 
police do not interfere, the pah"iotic youths usually succeed in 
smashing up a few of them; they then get tired and call it a day 
and go home to bed . We have had our outdoor adver tising plants 
in various cities condemned to destruction so many tim es that 
I co uldn 't even guess a t the number, but nothin g really serious 
ever happened, except when Communist soldiers got busy and 
did a job of destruction which was almost perfect. They car ried 
away enough of my good galvanised iron to make al l the wa ter 
pails the Communist army could use for years . 

In 1925 the anti-foreign stew pot in Ningpo was boiling and 
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Our Ni11gpo mm,nger mnde n speech 

we were, in a way, a con tributing cause. A brand of American 
cigarettes which we were advertising had built up such a good 
volume of business that Chinese competitors were hit and a boy
cott agai nst foreign cigare ttes was worked up . The movement 
cu lmina ted in a mass meeting at which a lot of red-hot speeches 
were made, and it was decided to adjourn the meeting at once 
and des troy all the signs. Our Ningpo manager had attended 
the meeting and contr ibuted to the oratory. He had not seen the 
agenda, and for that reason was under a very serious misappre
hension. He knew that the purpose of the meeting was to work 
up a cigarette boycott, but it never occurred to him that it was 
to be directed against the brand we were advertising. There had 
been innumerable boycotts against the cigarettes of a big British 
competitor and he assumed that this new movemen t was follow
ing the old conventional anti-British lines. Up to this time, the 
sale of American cigarettes in China had been so small that no 
one, including the consumers, had paid much attention to them, 
and it had certainly not been worth whi le to promote an agi ta
tion against them . 
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It wasn 't until the meeting was practically over that our 
Ningpo manager found that the sign-destroying programme 
was aimed at our brand. This was a situation which an experi
enced diplomat would have a difficult time getting out of, with 
or wilhout honour. Our man apparently made things worse in 
a second speech. He didn't retract any thing he had previou sly 
said, in fact, he added a few new points he had just thought of, 
and then offered a very practical suggestion. He was, he admit
ted, an employee of the foreign firm which had put up these of
fending signs. He had been compelled to do so in order to fill his 
rice bowl, but now he was anxious to make amends by helping 
to destroy the signs. He offered his expert advice and pointed out 
that to go out in the dark and tear down a few hundred advertis
ing signs presented a lot of difficu lties. He exaggerated gener
ously in giving the number of the signs. He pointed out that it 
would be hard to find the signs, and fur thermore that if they 
started ripping them down in the dead of nigh t, when everyone 
was asleep, there would be a lot of trouble from the citizens, who 
would complain to the police. His suggestion was that they all go 
home as soon as the business of the evening had been complet
ed and get up at daybreak to destroy the signs. He would meet 
them, supply a list of the positions and sup erintend the work; 
with his help they could make a very thorough job of it. 

As everyone was pretty well talked out by that time, they en
dorsed his propo sal, listened to a little more oratory, and then 
drifted home. Since all Chinese, who are not inordinately purse
proud, and sleep late as a matter of principle, get up at dawn 
anyway, a fair proportion of the enthusiasts were on hand at day
break the following morning armed with such wrecking tools 
as they could find and ready to put in a hard morning 's work 
destroying all of our advertising. They waited in vain for our 
Ningpo manager, so they started out on their own. They walked 
around for hour s looking for the signs which had been sticking 
up all over the city the night before. But they had mysteriously 
disappeared. Not one was to be found. 
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The first news we had of this occurrence came in the form of 
a perfect ly accurate report of the speeches our Ningpo manager 
had made at the mass meeting, and, without my knowledge, 
some of our bullies had taken the five o'clock boat lo Ningpo to 
execute their own personal, as well as the company's vengeance 
on the traitor. They didn 't find him, for by the time they got to 
Ningpo he was back in Shang hai. And then we learn ed what had 
really happened. At the time he made his first speech at the mass 
meeting he thought they were talking about the British company, 
and as he had his own private grudge against the bill-posters in 
that concern he was quite enthusiastic about the idea. When he 
found it was our posters they intended to destroy he offered to 
help them so as to prevent immediate action. He then thought 
and worked very fast. After the mass meeting adjourned he went 
to see a friend and colleague who had charge of putting up the 
posters for the Chinese company which had insp ired the boycott, 
and presented to him in a very convincing way the community 
of interest which exists between bill-posters. lt was obvious that 
once people started tearing down advertising signs there would 
be unemployment among the bill-posting fraternity of Ningpo, 
and no one could tell how far this might go. Having made an 
ally of his friend, the two of them collected their pots of paste, 
some of each crew, and worked all night covt:?ring our posters 
with the posters of the Chinese competitor. That was the reason 
that when the Don Qu ixotes of Ningpo went out the follow ing 
morning to attack the windmills of foreign trade they cou ld find 
no windmills. 

A few days later the whole furore died out. A technica l vic
tory had been won by the Chinese company because our posters 
had disappeared. In a week or so we sta rted pu ttin g them back 
again and within a month we had a complete show ing. That was 
the last I ever heard of that matter. The Nin gpo manager had 
a wonderful opportunity to put in an expense account which, 
even if exorbitant, could not very well be questioned. He paid 
for his own trip to Shanghai, stayed around the office for a few 
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days, boasting about what he had done, and then paid his own 
way back to Ningpo and star ted to work again. The face he had 
made by ou twitting these Ningpo college boys and saving my 
rice bowl was worth a great deal more to him than any profit he 
might get from a padded expense account. He would spend the 
money, but his grandchildren would hear about how smart he 
was and perhaps tell their grandchildren. 
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Chinese dogs nlwnys bnrk nt n foreigner 

CHAPTER IX 

"HARK! HARK! THE DOGS DO BARK!" 

EVERY now and then we are visited in Shanghai by an export 
manag er, usuall y a new one, who appears to be spending 

his compan y's money on an expensive trip around the world for 
the sole purpos e of discov ering how many points of superior
ity he and others of his nationality enjoy over the people of the 
country he is visiting. This is an old subject with those of us who 
live in China. We have argu ed about it, and thresh ed it all out 
from several national angles so many times that we have entirely 
exhaus ted its conversational possibilities . Most of us have lived 
here so long that the ricksha coolies have given us nicknames, so 
we can, in a way, qualify as experts on questions of Ang lo-Saxon 
superiorit y and the shortcomings of the Oriental. It is extremely 
irritating to an expert in any line to have to listen to ex cathedra 
opinions of a man who doesn' t know wha t he is talking about, no 
matter whether the subject be an old or a new one, and the visi
tor to China who insists on bringing up comparisons with life as 
it is lived in the old home town causes us more menta l suffering 
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than any other bore we have to endure. Local opinion is rather 
evenly divided as to whether Englishmen or Americans are the 
worst, but all agree that most residents of California are in a class 
by themselves. 

Whenever I have a visitor of this sort on my hands, whether 
he be an important export manager or an unimportant tourist, I 
never overlook an opportunity to lure him into a motor-car trip 
through the countryside, followed by a stroll through a Chinese 
village , for the chastening and enlightening influence that the 
barking dogs may bring to him. The dogs of the village always 
start a chorus of protest as soon as we get near them. And the 
boldest of them come yapping around our heels, while the cow
ardly and the lazy, who vastly outnumber the others, bark away 
at us from a distance. As every Chinese village is equipped with 
a great many more dogs than could be justified on any grounds, 
we usually manage to raise a terrific hubbub, which keeps up 
persistently, for as we stroll out of the orbit of one neighbour
hood of dogs we stroll into the orbit of another. 

The visitor is invariably annoyed, as I anticipated he wou ld 
be, and almost as invariably asks why we should be the cause of 
this canine chorus. I explain that it is because we are foreigners, 
and then await results. As most people take a certain satisfaction 
in putting two and two together and confirming the fact that the 
total is four, it doesn 't take him very long to figure it out and 
say: 

'Of course! The dogs notice our clothes,' thereby proving that 
he doesn't know anything about dogs. 

'No ,' I reply sadly, but as convincingly as possible. 'That is not 
the reason. It is because they don 't like the way we smell. They 
think that we are a fox or that one of us has the uncured pelt of a 
skunk in his pocket.' 

It is usually possible to prove that his theo ry about clothing 
is wrong by pointing out that there are, in the neighbourhood, a 
number of Chinese dressed just as we are, and that the dogs are 
paying no attention to them. If his feelings appear to have been 
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hurt, and they usually are, I shoulder my share of the respon
sibility by saying that, in spite of my membership of the China 
Kennel Club and my nat ur ally kindly feeling toward dogs, to 
say nothing of the ownership of the champion Scottie of China, 
the dogs of China have resented my scent and have barked at me 
over a period of a quar ter of a century . I also explain that, as a 
matter of choice, and not with any idea of catering to the finical 
tastes of Chinese dogs, I use in my bath a world famous soap 
which is presumed to ban ish all body odours, but which has 
never fooled the dogs. In fact I have, on many occasions, stepped 
from a houseboat bathed, shaved, redolent of the odour of soap, 
as immacu late as a male can be, and, in a few minutes, every 
dog to the windward of me has registered an anguished protest. 
Those who cou ld not, by any possibility, get a whiff of me, know, 
from the noise their colleagues are making, that some strange an 
imal is prowling abou t the neighbourhood, and add their noisy 
note of protest. This little psychological experiment has always 
had one of two results. It has either had the effect I hoped for and 
brings the visitor's self-esteem down to reasonable proportions, 
or has augmented his hatred for dogs. 

Physicians, anthropologists and others, who know, or should 
know, what they are talking about, say that there is no inherent 
reason why the dogs should find the scent of Chinese so tolerable 
and the scent of foreigners so objectionable. They contend that 
we white folks were not born that way and that we cannot blame 
evolution as we do for most of our imperfections, but that we 
have acquired our peculiar and irritating aroma through years of 
meat eating augmented, perhaps, by whisky and gin drinking, 
while the Chinese are either odourless or more delicately scented 
because of their diet of rice, barley, cabbage and fish with only an 
occasional feast of pork. 

Tha t theory may be correct in the main, but there is something 
wrong with it. We must have inherited some thing from our more 
thorough ly carnivorous ancestors, for a Chinese dog will bark at 
a vegetarian foreigner and pay no attention to a wealthy Chinese 
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with degraded tastes who eats a big meal of pork every day and 
empties many bottles of Martel's brandy. 

It is very difficult to get a Ch inese to tell you anythi ng that 
is even indi rectly uncomplimen tary to yourself, but some, who 
have known me so long that they look on me as they would on a 
Chin ese book in a foreign binding, have admitted to me that we 
do smell, not only peculiar, but rather nauseating, though they 
have hastened to add that I was an exception, a flattering sta te
men t which any dog knows to be untrue. All Chinese readily 
account for the Englishman's trad itional daily bath by the very 
simp le explan at ion that he is by natur e such a dirty beast that 
he must bathe frequently. In the market survey cove ring the use 
of soap in China, we did discover the very interesting fact that 
in Northern Ch ina a daily bath is the rule , even in the below 
zero weather, while in the comparatively warmer climate south 
of the Yangtsze such a prodigal use of soap and water is looked 
on as unnecessary. The more virile Northerners, who, as a rule, 
conquer China every 800 years, ea t noodles instead of rice, have 
no depe ndabl e suppli es of fish and eat a great deal more meat 
than the small-sta tur ed Southerne rs. Perhaps the surest method 
of increas ing soap sa les in Ch ina wou ld be to convert all the 
vege tarian Buddhist s and make meat-eating Christi ans or Mo
hammedans out of them. Efforts to make them drink gin and 
Scotch have, so fa1~ proved ent irely futile , thoug h for some curi
ous reaso n they do drink port and brandy. The last time I was 
home, I had a lot of nasa l ev idence of the way my fellow Nordi cs 
smell when assemb led in generous number s. The first time for 
many years that r was in a crowd of non-Chinese was in the New 
York subway, and at once I was consciou s of the presence of that 
ove rpow ering body odour which, according to the advertise
ments, wrecks romance, prevents happy marriages and proves 
an insuperable handicap to business success. After man y years 
in China, I had forgotten that human beings smell that way. It 
was the same in London, Paris, Berlin and Moscow. No, not quit e 
the same in Moscow, for there the bod y odour enco unt ered on 
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trains and in raiJway waiting -rooms reaches a height of perfec
tion which would indi cate some conscious striv ing toward an 
ideal, the following of a cult, a determination to excel. 

There are famous smells in China, many of them of nauseat
ing intensity. If you are foolish enough to get up for a stroll be
fore breakfast through a Chinese city, your route will inevitably 
lead you through a good many spots where the garbage coolies 
are quite frankJy at work, you can only pass through them with 
a fair degree of comfort in a cloud of tobacco smo ke, and with 
an averted gaze. Also there are other smells confin ed to certai n 
geographical divisions. Once you cross the Yangtsze, on a h·ip 
from Shanghai to Peiping, you enter the great garlic belt. There 
the atmosphere is so thoroughly impregnated that, some old 
residents say, unacclimatised mosquitoes from Shanghai who 
happen to be on the train drop dead in their tracks the moment 
the car window is opened and bedbugs survive only because of 
their less venturesome habits of life. Even here the local dogs will 
detect my (and your) animal scent through the thick fog of garlic 
and start on an impromptu fox hunt as soon as we get into the 
country. 

I have often wondered what would happen if someone 
brought a pack of American bloodhounds to China and tried 
them out on a few escaped Chinese criminals. I don 't believe they 
would bother about such a scent of rice and cabbage. I feel sure 
they wouldn't if they had previously nosed their way over many 
trails in the Union of Soviet Republics and learned what a real 
communist scent smells like. 

While I might at tempt to lower his Kiplingesque pride as a 
white man by taking a visitor on a tour of a Chinese village so 
that the dogs may note his offensive smell and bark at him, I al
ways steer him clear of a herd of water buffaloes and even avoid 
the proximjty of the individual buffalo unl ess, as is customary, 
he is securely tethered by means of a rope and a ring through 
his nose. The water buffalo is the most useful beast of burden 
the Chinese possess, and is almost indispensable in rice grow-
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ing. Although his hooves do no t, from my inexpert and cautious 
observation, appear to be unusually large for an animal of his 
weight, he will slog unconcernedly through a muddy rice paddy 
in which a horse or a muJe would bog down - through foot
ing the smart labour -shirking camel would not even undertake. 
When he has ploughed a decade or more of rice fields and is too 
old for further work, he is slaughtered, and his flesh provides 
tough steaks, but passable beef stews, for Shanghai foreigners 
who think they are eating the flesh from another and more aris
tocra tic member of the cow family. 

Although the conventional two sexes are represented in the 
water buffalo fami ly in the usual proportions, it is customary to 
refer to all of them as males, because it seems an outrage to the 
romantic English language to use the feminine gender in refer
ring to a beast which is so outrageously ugly. He looks as if he 
had been created by collecting on one chassis all the discarded 
parts from one of the assembly lines set up during some imma
ture per iod of evo lution. But as a mach ine he is, in one respect 
at least, mechanically perfect. His one joy in life is to submerge 
himself in water, and he can without effort do this so completely 
that only his eyes, nostrils and the tips of his horns are visible. 
No other quadruped except the hippopotamus can do anything 
like this. When submerged in this fashion the part of him that 
is visible looks like nothing so much as an alligator with horns. 
That is what I thought he was when I first came to China, fresh 
from the bayous of Texas. 

He is normally one of the most docile of beasts, and in ev
ery farm household it is the duty of the smallest of the small 
boys to take him to and from the fields and watch him whi le he 
grazes under the trees or on the narrow strip of grassland along 
the canal. One of the most familiar sights in China is that of a six
year -old boy perched on the back of this lumbering beast. This 
has been a favourite subject of Chinese artists, who find some 
intriguing charm in this association of the puny infant and the 
powerful beast. He accepts the small Chinese boy with a ma-
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terna l kindness, but beneath that ugly and placid exterior there 
lurk s a savage primordia l hate against some ancient enemy. 

Unfortunately, we foreigners appear to smell like these old 
foes, perhaps some ancient and odorous ape who lived in the 
buffalo's ancestral borne in Africa. Whatever old enemy we re
mind the buffa lo of, we sho uld be proud of him. He mu st have 
been good with fang and claw, because to-day the buffalo is the 
one beast the tiger will not tackle and the lion respects. The fact 
that small boys in the country are almost invariably seated on 
the backs of buffaloes may be the surviva l of an ancient custom. 
When China was covered with dense forests, and there were 
many ferocious tigers about, the safest place for a small boy was 
on the back of the buffalo. No tiger would ever try to get pas t 
those menacing horns. Indian tiger hunt ers like to trail their 
game throu gh wandering herds of buffalo, because with these 
neighbours they feel secure against any treacherous attack. But 
the Nord ic is never permanently safe in the buffalo's vicinity. Oc
casionally some neolithic odour arouses him and he starts in to 
pay off an ancien t grudge which has survived at least one geo
logical pe riod. When British h·oops carry out manceuvres on the 
mainland near the British crown colony of Hongkong, the pre
caution is always taken to remove all water buffaloe s from the 
neighbourhood so as to avoid conflict with a foe whose tactics 
are governed by no accredited code. During the Philippine in
surrection a company of American troops, which was otherwise 
victorious, was compelled to retreat in undignified and unsol
dierly haste when a herd of buffa lo decided to aid the Filipinos. 
In this battle betw een man and beast, one American sold ier was 
gored in the rear and it took the War Department seven years 
to decide whether or not to classify thjs as 'wounded in action'. 
Fortunately for the soldier, they stretc hed a point in his favour 
and thus enabled hfo1 to collect an extra pens ion . No Chinese, 
not even an unfumigated soldier, who is covered w ith lice, have 
that wrath provoking sme ll, becau se any Son of Han can wander 
through a herd of buffalo as carelessly and as free from danger as 
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through a chicken yard. 
Fortunately for we foreigners who live in China, when we go 

tramping through the countr yside, most of the buffaloes are so 
busy with their present task s, or so exhausted from tasks they 
have just performed, that they wouldn 't pay any attention to a 
sable toothed tiger unl ess he came up and bit them. Tf a buffa
lo has any leisure, his one idea is to submerge himself in a nice 
muddy pool and get so covered with mud that the flies can 't get 
thro ugh his ugly thick hide and s ting him. He may bitterly resent 
our provocative sme ll, but is usually either too busy or too tired 
to make an issue out of it. Sometimes he gets a different point of 
view and new ambiti ons dominat e him. In the ea rly morning, 
when he has had an unexpectedly satisfying bellyful of coarse 
grass and a good night's rest in his sta ll, where he has slep t in 
his own dung and urin e, he feels differen tly about things. The 
ancient hate surges through his tiny brain and motivates his 
powerfu l body. The first odorou s white man whose scent as
sails him drives him into action. His rice-field gait is about two 
miles an hour, but when his rage thro ws him into high gea r, he 
travel s over the ground with amazing spee d. Fortun ate ly there 
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is always a warning signal, for ugly and ungainly as he is, the 
buffalo is a gentleman, and challenges his foe not once, but twice. 
The first challenge comes when he sniffs the air, looks in your 
direction, and manifests his profound distaste with a snort. His 
second challenge comes when he puts his silly tail in the air and 
paws the ground. I don't think anyone knows whether he paws 
the ground just once or a number of times, because no one ever 
stayed around long enough to find out. The first paw is the signal 
to get elsewher e with all possible speed. 

The buffalo is often the stable mate of horses and what you 
might call orthodox cows, and they set along together with 
chummy indifference. Chinese dogs and buffaloes are mutually 
contemptuous and pay no attention to each other. The city-bred 
Shanghai dog who is taken into the country and there sees his 
first vulnerable buffalo usually has a wonderful time for a few 
minutes, barking and snapping at heels, but as soon as he finds 
out that he might just as well be barking at a piece of mud, he 
gives up. The only animal the buffalo wants to attack is the white 
man. Why should our odour be so offensive and provocative to 
him? In China, he has not been menaced by wild beasts for many 
centuries and, even when the forests of China were full of en
emies, were they not two-legged beasts? What is there about the 
scent of the Nordic that recalls an old foe and arouses this in
stinct for vengeance? 

The camel, who is to be met in the streets of Pei ping and other 
places near the Great Wall of China, has probably had more expe
rience with human smells than any other animal, wild or domes
tic. He has for months on end associated with Chinese, Mongols 
and Thibetans without benefit of or desire for a bath . In Pei ping, 
he has had an opportunity to samp le the odours of the diplo
matic body, composed of representatives of all the great powers 
and of a few who hope to become great. A more versati le experi
ence could not be imagined, but the camel has never learned to 
distinguish between an ambassador extraordinary, a third sec
retary, a dowager and a Mongol sheep herder. No one except a 
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tourist ever tries to pet a camel and he seldom tries it more than 
once. Sophisticated dowa gers and third secretaries never pet a 
came l or go near one except through necessity. When a foreigner 
in Peiping walks by a camel train, some camel is likely to take 
a nip at hjm, or, what is worse, to cough at him. When a camel 
coughs at you with any degree of accuracy the only thing you 
can do is to go back to the hotel, have a bath, and change your 
clothes. There is no narrow national, racial or personal animus 
about the camel's attitude as is the case with the water buffalo 
and the Chinese dog. All human beings look and smell alike to 
him and he hates them all with equal intensity. 

Having gone so far in an indelicate exposure of Nordic body 
odours, I may as well be even more sha meless and go a little far
ther, and say that the dom estic an imals of China do not make any 
differentiation as regards sex; the dogs bark at dainty ladies with 
just as much noise and cowardly enthusiasm as at fat and per
spiring gentlemen. On every occasion I have had an opportunity 
to do so, I have escorted a yom 1g lady, of Dresden-doll charm 
and daintiness, about the Chinese countryside or any other place 
she wanted to go, because I liked to look at her and be patronis
ingly paterna l. I thought she would fool the dogs but she didn't. 
There was a lot of difference between the appearance of the two 
of us, but we smelled just the same to the dogs. I never tried her 
on a buffalo or a camel, but I am sure the result would have been 
equa lly disillusioning. 
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CHAPTERX 

FISH AN D STR ING AND MELON SEEDS 

BUSINESS deals in China are always full of surprises, beca use, 
until the transact ion is finally concluded and the goods or 

service paid for and consumed or performed, no one can ever be 
quite sure that all the details of the transaction have been settled, 
and that there will be no misunderstand ings. Many authorities 
contend that the Chinese have a gen ius for misunderstanding 
which works to their advan tage in many lines and that it is espe
cially advantageous to them in matters connect ed with travel or 
in bargains with the inexpe rienced. In fact, in most of the deals 
undertaken by the stranger, the one thing that he can be cer tain 
of is that, when the time comes to pay, the price which has been 
definitely agreed upon has for one very plau sible reason or an 
other been increase d. Jt appea rs to be impo ssib le to foresee all 
the twists and turns that force 111nje11re or the acts of God may 
take, and they invariably turn to the disadvantage of the party 
to the contra ct whose fun ction is to pay the mon ey. Chair bearers 
who carry you ove r hilly or mountainous roads are not oriously 
skillfuJ at wangling extra money in this way and many travel
lers have suffe red at their hands. Of course, if one jump s into a 

[ 120 J 



FISH AND STRING AND MELON SEEDS 

chair as into a licensed taxicab and starts on a journ ey without 
having a definite understanding as to how many coolies are to 
be employed for each chair, the rout e to be taken, the number of 
stops to be made, the time to be spen t at each stop, the amount to 
be paid per chair, whether or not the lunch basket and other light 
luggage is to be carried in a separa te chair, and the wine money 
allowance for each coolie, he has made a very careless contract 
in which there are plenty of loopholes for hon est differences of 
opinion to say nothing of dishonest ones. 

After long experiences, I am, I think, fairly expert at arrang
ing these matters, but I have never yet succeeded in making a 
deal for chairs in which every contingency was provided for so 
thoroughly that there was no room for argument at the end of 
the journey. It has rained, and thus the trip has been made over 
muddy roads which the bearers had not anticipated. Or the sun 
has come out and made the bearers lose a lot of sweat. Or I have 
walked a large part of the way, loitering and looking at the wild 
flowers and taking photographs and thus delaying the journey, 
or they didn't notice that I was carry ing a camera and thereby 
adding to their burdens. Of recen t years my increasing weight 
has formed the basis of many disputes . I know that I am fat and 
must pay for it. They know pretty much what I weigh at first 
glance, because it is theis business to estimat e the weight of a 
passenger and they are expert at it. But they always insist at the 
end of a journey that my appearance was very deceptive and 
that they would certainly have added somethi ng to the price be
fore agreeing on it if I had not, in a way, deceived them. When 
we were in Chungking with a pa1ty of friends last summer, my 
wife and all the other members of the party paid 12 coppe rs for 
the regulation chair journey from waterside to hill top on which 
this Szechuen city is situated. It cost me 16 coppers. I don't know 
how the coolies arrived at that exact figure, but during the two 
weeks we were there I could never get taken for any less, thou gh, 
as a matter or principle, I tried to beat them down by one cop
per. When we take chairs for a trip in the country I am conscious 
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dur ing all the prel iminary negotiation that every ounce of my su
perfluous flesh is being tallied up and taken into consideration. 
But when we get to the end of the trip the coolies are unanimous 
in expressing surprise and astonishment at my excess ive weight. 
They shout to each other about it, demanding to know if anyone 
had ever heard of a fellow that cou ld weigh as much as I do . 
They all agree that no one has. A foreigner like me, they say, must 
be filled with rocks instead of flesh and blood. 

All this, of course, is intended to be very polite and very flat
tering to me. The Chinese theory is that anyone who has money 
will eat his fill and therefore, when you get near the age of fifty, 
you shou ld be comfortably fat unless you have been a wastrel 
and therefore unable to keep your rice bowl filled. Fatness also 
denotes a philosophic calm that comes with a study of the sages, 
so that in China you can spot a prosperous scholar across the 
street. When these rasca ls go into ecstasies over my rotundness, 
they are really paying me very sincere flattery and hoping to get 
me in such a good humour that they can gouge a few extra coins 
out of me. 

A crowd always gathers, for these squabbles are more fun 
than a lawsuit. The coolies have their say and we have our say. 
The lie is passed freely and cheerfully by both parties and with 
no hard feelings on either side. As soon as the neighbouring 
crowds learn the gist of the matter, they step into the argument, 
inquire abou t the facts, and eventually decide how the matter 
should be settled. So far as I know this rough and ready jury 
decision is usually as just as one has any reason to expect, and I 
have never had any reason to believe that there was any preju
dice against me because of the fact that I was a foreigner. There 
is the assumption that anyone who idles his time away riding 
around in chairs and looking at the scenery must be a rather 
prosp erous individual, and therefore should be liberal, but that 
would apply to a Chinese as well as to a foreigner. Of course, 
if I had been foolish enough to start out without a definite and 
thorough understanding as to the amoun t to be paid, then it was 
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obvious that no one could do anything for a fool like that, and so 
the villager would leave me to pay for my own folly. But if the 
chair bearers, on the other hand, are trying to wriggle out of a 
fair and definite agreement, then the crowd is against them. Of 
course, the jury must be a fair one. If the place is packed with 
chair coolies then the passenger has no chance, so I always make 
it a point to discharge the coolies in some neutral territory where 
there are no other chair coolies hangin g about. And no matter 
what the decision is, everyone's face must be saved. Even if the 
coolies have completely failed to establish their case, it would 
be too bad to let them put up all this argument and get nothing 
for it. Also it would prove us to be stingy, mean-natured people 
who do not deserve to enjoy the hospitality of the countryside. 
So they are given an extra wine money allowance whether they 
deserve it or not. Everyone has had a glorious time over the ar
gument and everyone is satisfied. 

Of the many pleasant excursion s my wife and I have en
joyed in China, one of the finest was a houseboat trip with three 
friends on the Chien Tang River, the beautiful stream that flows 
into Hangchow Bay. It has been visit ed by few foreigners, but 
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if more accessible it would be one of the famed beauty spots of 
the world. We intend ed to do a little fishing on this trip and had 
brought a var iety of equ ipm ent with us from Shanghai. When 
we got comfor tably settled on the hou seboat the envirorn11ent 
appeared to be appropriate for our enterprise . All about us were 
successfu l Chinese fishermen who would go by in their little 
boats and proudly exhibit beautiful strings of fish. And at dusk 
we wou ld hear the thrilling splash of fish leaping out of the wa
ter~ the pleasantest sounds a man can listen to, except the solemn 
honk of a wild goose. The Chinese on this river fish with cor
morants, nets, traps, hook and line, and every device known to 
fishermen and, what is more important, they catch fish, beautiful 
fresh-water fish, born and brought up in clear mountain streams 
and without the muddy taste of those caught around Shanghai. 
[ can' t yet understand why we were so comp letely w1successful. 
There were many opportunities, many pools wh ich appeared to 
provide an ideal rendezvous for fish! There was nothing wrong 
with the technical equ ipment and the bait was such as should 
have tempted any fish. In fact, we tried any number of different 
kinds of bait, gxasshoppers, angle worms, grubs, bacon and rice 
balls . But it finally became apparent that if we were going to eat 
any of the Chien Tang River fish we would have to use more 
simp le and direct methods of secu ring one. 

Very soon after we had reached this rathe r mortifying conclu
sion a professiona l fisherman came along with a large and very 
beautifu l fish whose points were strang e to me. The cook and 
the crew were unanimous that it was a fish of exceptionally fine 
qua lity. We opened negotiations for its purchase, and this proved 
to be a long drawn -out affair. The first asking price was a dollar, 
count ered by an offer of twenty cents. For bargaining purposes 
the cook mentioned that a former master of his had once bought 
a fish like this and that it turned out to be so bony that no one 
could eat it. The crew, who came from a different part of the river, 
said publicly that no really fine fish were to be found here and 
urged me to wait until the following day, when we would not 
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only fu1d fish that any gentleman of my standing could eat, but 
also be able to deal with fishermen who were imbued with some 
ideas of decency and honesty. This went on for some time with 
the lnodah and everyo ne else takin g part in the bargaining and 
having a v~ry noisy and joyful lime until I, after a conference, 
took executive action and closed the deal by paying sixty cents, 
thereby, in all probability, settin g a new high level in the local 
fish market. 

As soon as I had paid over the money and we started to take 
delivery of the fish, a new and complicated situation arose. The 
fish was very much alive and was secured by a str ing about 
twelve or fifteen feet long, tied through its gills. Having lived 
long in China I should have known better, but I assumed that 
whe n I bought the fish I bought all the gear and equ ipm ent ap 
pertaining thereto ; but that had not been the understanding of 
the fisherman. The strin g had not been mentioned in the negotia
tions and according to the vendo1~ was not included in the sale. 
He was quite right about this, for the ur gent need of the string 
bad not occurred to anyone. Ordinarily a str ing ca n be dug up 
out of tbe immediate neighbourhood, but we didn't have a foot of 
string on the boat. Furthermore, it transpired that, except for the 
bathtub, the only vessel we had big enough to hold the fish was 
a wate r buc ket which was in frequent and urgent use in bailing. 
The fish was not to be eaten until the following day, and the only 
way it could be kept alive and fresh was to put it on a string and 
ancho r it in the water alongside the boat. The negotiations for the 
purchase of the string were even more difficult than the deal of 
the fish. As I had already paid for the fish, the fisherman was in a 
very advantageous position, for he knew that we were like a man 
who has bought a horse and has no halt er to lead it home. But 
wbj}e he had this advantage on his side, we ouh1umbered him 
ten to one and could make more noise. He soon wea kened. The 
price of ten coppers was fina lly agreed on, and then it transp ired 
that , with all of our smartness and browbeating the deal had not 
been specific enough. We all had thought that the ten coppers 
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were for the enti re string. The vendor insisted that when he ac
cepted this ridiculously low price he assumed, and in fact defi
nitely understood, that we were only purchasing string sufficient 
for our immediate needs, that is string enough to string the fish. 
He tried, unsuccessfully, to shame us by saying that it was grasp 
ing and ung en tlemanly to expect more string. He didn't make 
any remarks about foreigners, but he did comment to the cook 
on the well-known iniquities of Shanghai people. During a lull in 
the proceedings he got out his knife and started to cut the str ing 
a scant four feet from the fish. While his knife was in the air the 
lnodah yanked the string so as to give us an additional foot, and 
so we won. But it was an empty victory. That night the fish got 
away - but we had the string. 

Now if I have given the impr ession that the Chin ese are a 
nation of hagglers and hagglers whose main business in life is 
to snare extra coppers from the unwary, I must correct that im
pression, for it certainly is a wrong one. They love to bargain for 
the fun of it as well as for the profit, but they are quite willing at 
any time to stop the most absorbing negotiations and toss a coin 
to determine whether you get a fish free or pay for a fish and 
get nothing. As might be expec ted from that sporting, happy-go
lucky point of view on life, they are very kindly and hospitable. 
Usually all the country people have to offer a visitor is a cup of 
tea, and not very good tea at that, but the pot and the cups are 
always brought out and if there happe n to be a few tea leaves 
of extra good quality in the house, an extra pot of tea will be 
brewed for the guest. 

The day after the fish got away we anchored near a temple 
which for some reason was occupied by soldiers, so moved a 
mile or two further up stream, for soldiers in any country, wheth
er a t peace or war, are usually not good neighbours. At this new 
anchorage I found something I had been curious about for years, 
and that was a patch of watermelons of the variety grown for 
their seeds. These edible seeds have a delicate nutty flavour and 
are served at all restaurants and tea houses; dishes of them are 
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on the table at every Chinese feast. They are supposed to have a 
slightly aphrodisiac effect and so are not offered to ladies. A great 
many tourist ladies insist on eating them and probably wonder 
why every Chinese around the place has suddenly found some
thing so irresistibly amusing. 

One of the surest ways to make friends with a Chinese farmer 
is to give him an empty beer bottle, which they appea r to value 
above all other bottles. I don't know just why it is, but an empty 
beer bottle seems to carry with it some of the friendly and hospi
table traditions of its former alcoholic contents. It can always be 
offered and accep ted with propriety and always calls for a return 
of the compliment. I admired the farmer's melons, gave him the 
bottle, and he asked me to help myself to the melons, which I did 
to the extent of picking one out, which was all that I needed for 
my amateur science investigations. 

The transaction should have ended there, but while I was, 
as the saying goes, fanning the breeze with the farmer, a boat
man who followed me filled his apron with melons, picking out 
the finest and biggest in the patch. I didn't see him until he had 
pulled off all the melons he cou ld carry in his skirt, and as it was 
too late to do anything else about it, I tried to squar e matters by 
paying the farmer, but he refused to accept anything. I thought 
he was being excessively polite, so I slipped two twenty-cent 
pieces into his jacket pocket and walked back to the boat. Now 
these silver coins represented a good deal of wealth in that part 
of the country. An ab le bodied man would work hard all day 
to earn them, and as this old man was no longer able bodied it 
would be difficult to translate the money into terms of his earn
ing power. It was eith er a princely gift or a very generous pay
ment for the melons. 

I was back in the boat showing the melons to my shipma tes 
and we were marvelling at the vast quantity of seeds and the 
inedible quality of the flesh, when there was a terrific rumpus 
at the foot of the gang plank. The old farmer had found the two 
coins in his pocket and had walked a half -mile to return them 
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and to tell his troubles . He put the two coins on the gang plank 
with a dramatic gest ure and then recounted his grievances to all 
and sundr y. Boiled down , it was somet hing like this. I had called 
on him, had admired his misera ble melon s and had presented 
him wit h the most magnificent beer bottle he had ever seen. He 
was not one to who m beer bottles were a new experience, for he 
had owned severa l tens of them during his lifetime, but the one 
I gave him was twice as large as any he had ever seen before. He 
was well aware of the hospitality one owes to strangers and had 
turned his insignificant melon patch over to me, had not even 
bothered to count wha t was taken. He did not at the pres ent mo 
ment know and did not care. This far it had been a transaction 
between two gentlemen, but I had not been content to let it re
main so, but had turned it into a base commercial trans action by 
slipping these two coins into his jacket pocket. Fortunately he 
had found them and had come back to return them. 

It is neve r difficult to start an argument in China and here the 
situation was idea l. The old man 's friends and neighbours were 
all on his side and my boat crew all on mine. The rascal who 
had started all the h·ouble by filching the melons led off. The old 
gentleman, he said, was not familiar wi th the large and generous 
way in which foreigners did thing s. It was quite obvious that I 
was a very wealthy man for here I was, for some foolish reason 
und erstandable only to foreigners , renting this boat for the sole 
purpose of idlin g about in it, paying out money every day and 
making no attempts to ge t anyth ing back. I had even lost my tem
per and threaten ed to fire the whole crew when they had been 
caught trying to smugg le a cargo of odorous ham s in Hangchow. 
For me to chuck twenty-cent pieces about was mere child play, 
and as for beer bottles, he would not dare tell how man y my par
ty emptied in a day, because no one would believe him. This was 
a very timely and convincing remark, for several quart bottles of 
beer were being emptied at that very moment, within plain view 
of the crowd on the river bank. As a crowning example of my 
foolish and almost unbelievabl e extravagance, other members of 
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the crew told of what had happen ed only a few nights previ
ously, when we were anchored near a sandy beach. I had paid an 
entire dollar for bundles of firewood and then, when darkness 
fell, had piled it up and burned it for no apparent reason except 
to amuse the little girl who was a member of the party. The ways 
of foreigners were past w1derstanding . 

Others added their testimony. The reputation for prodigal 
generosity which the ship's crew was building up for me was 
very amusing, because only the day before we had had a seri
ous argument over their claim for an exh·a wine money allow
ance, in which I had come out completely victorious, and I knew 
that they privately thought me to be the most close-fisted foreign 
devil they had ever come in contact with. However, they seemed 
to have the best of the argument. Some of the vi llagers were 
loud in their denunciation of my conduct, but the old man, hav
ing had his say, let matt ers go at that and declined to be drawn 
into any side issues. He stuck aroun d until the argument fizzled 
out and no one was paying any more attention to him. He went 
back to his melon patch, leaving the two coins on the gangway. 
Later when it occurred to me to do so, I went down to retrieve 
the money, but it had disappeared. I am morally certain that the 
boatman who got the old man 's melons also stole the two coins, 
but as I had no definite proof I said nothing abou t the matter. 
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'Off with his head, and no nonsense about it' 

CHAPTERXI 

THE FEW WHO READ THE PAPERS 

WHEN I first came to China the Manchus were ruling the 
country, the boy emperor who is now the adult but pow

erless ruler of Manchukuo was seated on the dragon throne, Sun 
Yat Sen was a political refugee and the revolutionary movement 
which was soon to upset the monarchy was so obscure and so 
timorously concealed that few of us knew that it existed. But the 
Manchus knew about the activities of the revolutionists and took 
no chances with them. A revolution cannot thrive and prosper 
without publicity and the cheapest and most efficient vehicle of 
publicity is the newspaper. Therefore the members of the ruling 
clan were against all newspapers, and none was published ex
cept in the foreign concessions and settlements where no heads 
were chopped off and no one even sentenced to jail withou t 
some regard for the processes of law. Even with this protection 
the zeal and efficiency with which the Manchus sought out and 
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beheaded the publishers of newspapers made it a very hazard
ous undertaking. 

In this connection, I must tell of one Chinese I knew whose 
life insurance policy proved to be real insurance against loss of 
life. This man happened to be the first Chinese newspaper man I 
ever met. He was an ardent revolutionist, and when he decided 
to start a newspaper in one of the foreign concessions in Han 
kow he was well aware of the high percentage of publishers who 
parted with their heads. He took out an insurance policy with 
a British company so that if he were decapitated he would not 
leave his family destitute. He had not been publishing his paper 
very long before something he wrote offended the dignitaries. 
He was seized while on a reckless visit outs ide the foreign con
cession, was thrown into prison by orders of the local mandarin, 
who ordered the publisher into his presence to inform him that 
his head was to be chopped off, and no nonsense about it. While 
languishing in prison, the publisher had plenty of time to think 
over his troubles and try to devise a way out of them. He thought 
of something that might be effective. As he had nothing to lose in 
any event he decided to try the appeal he had worked out. 

'Excellency,' he cried, pounding his head on the floor, 'you 
can, of course, cut off my insignificant head, but if you do so you 
wiH be offering a grave affront to the King of England and the 
consequences may be very serious for your excellency. ' 

The idea that the King of England would be annoyed by the 
execution of a louse of a Chinese revolutionist, and that the long 
arm of British vengeance would reach him, intrigued the curios
ity of the mandarin, and he forgot his dignity long enough to 
inquire how such a remote and trivial cause could have such a 
far reaching and important effect. With much head knocking the 
publisher explained. His insurance policy with a British compa
ny bound him to pay to the company certain quarterly sums as 
long as he lived and, on the other hand, the company was bound 
to pay his heirs a surprisingly large sum of money in the event 
of his death. If he lived, it would be distinctly profitable for the 
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British company, but if he died it would be distinctly unprofit
able. If he died from natural causes the company would have no 
reason for complai nt, but if his head was chopped off by official 
orders, thereb y cutting off their revenue and putting them to this 
extraordi nary expe nse, they might be expected to complain very 
bitterly about it. 

The British lion roared a good deal louder and more frequent 
ly then than it does now, and it roared loudest arow,d Hankow, 
for the Yangtsze Valley was presumed to be a British 'sp here of 
influence '. The local consu lar officials had made things hot for 
the mandarin on numerous occasions when Chinese merchants 
failed to take delivery of cargo they had ordered, or when the 
mandarin had been caught levying illegal taxes on British goods. 
He decided there might be something in what the publisher said 
and postponed the execution until he could inquire into matters. 
A dispatch was sent to the capital in Peking and the Wai Chao Pu, 
or Chinese Foreign Office, drafted a note to the British Minister 
inquiring whether or not the publisher could be executed with
out causing dip lomatic complicatio ns. No one will ever know 
just what the British official at titu de on this problem would have 
been, or whether the matter was referred to the Foreign office, 
fo1~ before a rep ly could be sen t, the Republican revolution had 
broken out; the prisons were thrown open and the publisher es
caped to start a paper in Shang hai, where he told me how his 
life had been saved . Incidentally, ther e was a local boom in the 
life-insurance business. 

With the establishmen t of the Republic, the danger of editors 
getting their heads chopped off did not entirely disappear, but 
was minimised to such an extent that the publishing business 
became almost as safe as any other and enjoyed a mushroom 
prosperi ty. Just as in other countries, almost every Chinese who 
has the equivalent of a grammar schoo l educat ion thinks that he 
can edit a newspaper or a magazine, and enough of them try it to 
keep the cow1try well supplied with a lot of useless publications 
and a few really good ones. 
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When a new or prospective client asks me how many Chinese 
are ab le to read and write and I give him the melancholy statisti
cal information that not more than one out of ten 1 can either put 
the queer Chinese characters on paper or know what the char
acters mean when written by others, the market for advertising 
takes a very decided slump. If such a small proportion are able 
to read, it appears obvious that any appea l that advertising can 
make must be extreme ly limited. Our stock reply to any pessi 
mism of this sort is that the peop le who can read are the only 
ones wi th money enough to be good customers. This reply is not 
only fairly h·uthful, but , in most cases, convincing, so that the ad 
vertising appropria tion is saved, but the advertiser loses a good 
deal of his enthusiasm regarding the possibilities of this market. 

Partly for the benefit of our clients, and partly in order to sat
isfy a natural cur iosity on such statistica l matters, we have gone 
to a good deal of trouble to arr ive at a reasonable conjecture as to 
the number of newspaper readers there are in China. Since there 
is no audit ed circulati on, figures and the claims made by pub
lishers reflect future hopes rather than past performances. It is 
by no means easy to determine the circula tion of one publication, 
but when it comes to arriving at a figure which wiJI represent 
the circulation of all the daily papers in the country the problem 
becomes complicated. However, we have a fair idea as to the cir
culation of the leading papers (less than a hundred) with which 
we do business. The sta tistics of the Chinese cus toms show how 
many tons of newsprint are imported into the cow1try each year. 
Since the domestic production of newsprint is so small as to be 
negligible, it is rather an easy matter to figure out the maximum 
numb er of average -sized newspapers it would be possible to 
produce from this newsprint supply. Then we have accurate fig
ures as to the number of newspapers and other periodicals that 
are transmitted through the Chinese Post Office. This figure, of 

1. There are no accurate figures as to the literacy of China . 10% is only a guess, which is 
generally accepted because no one can prove that it is wrong . Whatever the present per
centage of literacy may be, it is growing rapidly, for the Chinese gover nment is making a 
determined effort to place ed ucation within reach of all. 
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course, represents only a liberal fraction of the total number of 
papers circulated, since most of them are delivered by the pub
lishers, but it serves as a check on our other calculations. We also 
have fairly complete information as to the press equipment of the 
paper s, know which ones cannot possibly print more than 2,000 
copies daily, which ones are limited to 10,000, and so on up to the 
select few with equipment to print more than 100,000. We carry a 
lot of advertising containing coupons which people can send in 
to us with a few cents in stamps and receive in return samples of 
tooth paste, pen nibs, toilet soap or lip-sticks. We get thousands 
of these every month and compile them very carefully. We figure 
that if an advertisement in a newspaper with a known circula
tion of 10,000 pulls 100 coupons and the same advertisement in 
another newspaper of w1known circulation pulls 50 coupons, we 
are fairly safe in setting down the circulation of the latter paper 
at 5,000. From these four sources of information, which we know 
to have an elemen t of inaccuracy, and by a method of calculation 
which we know to be haphazard, we arrive at the conclusion that 
the total number of purchasers of daily newspapers in China is 
approximately 3,000,000. This includes innumerable small 'mos
quito' papers which earn a precarious livelihood by blackmail. 
Smart auditors who figure circulation so closely that they leave 
out nothing but the decimal points will probably observe this 
figure with very little respect. If any one of them thinks he can 
arrive at a more accurate figure he is perfectly welcome to make 
the attempt. 1 

The figure of a circulation of 3,000,000 daily newspapers in
dicates that less than 1 % of the population of the country are 
newspaper readers, but that figure presents an inaccurate pic
ture. Every important newspaper enjoys what we call a 'second
ary' circulation. Many newsboys in Shanghai sell their papers on 
what might be properly called a rental basis. The paper is first 
delivered to Mr. Wong who works for a foreign firm and there-

l. The present circulation of daily newspapers in China is about the same as the circulation 
of daily papers in the United States sixty years ago. 

[134 J 



THE FEW WHO READ THE PAPERS 

fore has to appear at the office at nine o'clock. When he leaves 
his home the paper is collected by the newsboy and delivered to 
a reader of more leisurely habits, and this procedure is carried 
on until, a week later, the same paper may be in the hands of a 
provincial reader a hundred miles away. 

This penny-saving device of renting a paper instead of buy
ing one is, of course, scorned by the well-to-do, but in many cas
es their servants see to it that the value of a morning newspaper 
is not destroyed wi th the advent of the midday sun and they sell 
the paper to some less prosperous neighbour. No one can make 
more than a blind guess as to how much this secondary circula
tion amounts to. It may triple or possibly quadruple the total 
of 3,000,000 daily papers printed, but with the most optimistic 
guess, the fact remains that the total number of daily newspap er 
readers in China is a good deal less than 5% of the total popu
lation. Tha t may present a very gloomy picture, bu t there is a 
brighter side to it. Using in part the same methods by which we 
arrived at the figures regarding present circulation figures, we 
have reconstructed the newspaper history of the past and found 
that although the present number of Chinese newspaper read ers 
is, proportionately, very small, it is more than twice as large as 
it was fifteen years ago . China is not a very important consumer 
of newsprint to-day, but the consumption is increasing in such 
proportion that if it continues it should double every ten years. 

When any figures regarding the illiteracy of China are quot
ed, the mental picture presented to the average person is a very 
black one. Most of us have known of one or more persons who 
were too stupid to learn to read and many others who never 
learned to keep their tenses and pronouns properly disciplined, 
and the natural assumption is that China's vast population mu st 
be made up of many million s of people who are much below 
the human average in intelligence. Of course that is all wrong. 
Very few Chinese are illiterat e because of the fact that they are 
too stupid to learn to read and to write, but many are so because 
they were given no opportunity to learn, or found themselves 

[135 J 



., 

400 MILLION CUSTOMERS 

engulfed in more pressing duties. It has rarely been because of 
lack of energy, of desire, ability, or ambition. From the earliest pe 
riod in China's long authentic history, the Confucian h·adition of 
honour to scholarship has preva iled. It has made prime ministers 
and field marshals out of inefficient men who were clever word 
carpenters, and accounts in great measure for the dilettantism 
which resu lted in the country's weakness. For several centuries 
they tried to solve serious diplomatic and domestic problems by 
wr iting clever essays. Only since the present generatio n came 
into power have more practical methods of administration and 
diplomacy been adopted. This has not been done by discounting 
scholar ship, but by giving it a n'IOre practical application. Except 
for a very early period of Chinese history there has never been a 
scholarly caste in China nor even a scholarly class. Any boy who 
had the inclination and oppo rtunity to study might attai n to very 
high honou rs . 

Men and women who are blind or deaf develop compe nsat
ing faculties which are very noticeable in the individual , and the 
generation s of illitera te Chines e have enjoyed a similar develop 
ment. In man y ways they are more intelligent than their literate 
brethren. The man who gets through life successfully without 
the menta l labour-saving devices of pencil and paper has to use 
his brain a great dea l more than the man who has these aids. One 
of the most intelligent men I know is an illiterate Chinese carpen 
try contractor who, as a routi ne of his everyday work, performs 
mental feats few college profes sors could equal. He can compute 
quickl y and accurately the cost of any job of work and, if you are 
curious about such details, can tell you exactly how many nails 
will be requ ired, the size of each kind of nail and the number 
of pounds needed for the total job. With the help of a re-write 
man he wou ld make a corking good newspaper reporter, for his 
powers of observation are almost uncanny. With one glance at a 
roomfu l of people he seems to mentally photograph each indi
vidua l, and a month later can eith er name them all or describe 
those he does not know. I am not mentioning him because he is 
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in any sense a prodigy, for he is not. He does not think there is 
anyth ing remarkable about his mental abilities, and neither do 
any of his Ch inese friends. His family were poor cow1try people 
who could not send him to school. As he had no opportunity to 
learn to read and write he had to learn how to accomplish thin gs 
in other ways . There aTe millions of Chin ese who aTe just like 
him. 

Foreigners with little or no knowledge of the Chinese lan
guage are usually surpr ised at how easily they get alon g wit h 
no language at all. Chinese seem to know instinctively just what 
the needs of the traveller are, and wi ll guide him to the inn or 
show him where the boat landing is, and genera lly see to it that 
he is helped on his way. A very interesting recent visitor to my 
office was a young Austrian, who, with a companion, had just 
completed a motor-car trip from Vienna to Shanghai, being the 
first to pilot a car from Europe to China. During the latter part of 
their trip they had to traverse severa l provinces of China where 
there are very few Ch inese who speak any foreign language. The 
young Austrian told me they had no difficulties at all, although 
neither of them spoke a word of Chinese. At every place they 
stopped, the local residents seemed to take it for gra nted that they 
needed water for their radiator, petrol for their tanks, food and a 
place to spend the night. Without the excha nge of any words that 
were mutually intelligible all those things were provided. There 
is nothing psychic about this. There aTe innumerab le dialects 
spoken in China, and for genera tions the Chinese have been ac
customed to meeting and dealing with fellow-cou ntrymen who 
cou ld not make themselves understood, so they hav e learned to 
appraise and satisfy a traveller's needs without the aid of con 
versation. 

The fact that such a large proportion of the popu lat ion cam1ot 
read has led us to adopt a very simple technique in the prepara 
tion of advertising copy, and that is to make eve ry advertisement 
as complete as possible wi thout the use of a word of text, in other 
words, to resort to the old device of picture-writing. We know, in 
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spite of our sales argument to advertisers that anyone who can 
buy advertised goods can read a newspaper, that the statement 
is slightly inaccurate. There are a great many illiterates who, 
like my carpenter friend, own motor-cars and smoke expensive 
cigarettes. There are even more wives of prosperous men who 
cannot read, because female education has only recently become 
a popular fad. The Chinese wife who spends the money in the 
family usually cannot read the paper her husband subscribes for, 
but she will look at the pictures and, if our advertising shows a 
good picture of the package with an illustration showing what 
the article is used fo1~ we feel that it has probab ly accomplished 
something, has presented a message to the reader who cannot 
read. 

Because many Chinese are illiterate does not mean that they 
do not enjoy good literature, for they do . The professiona l story
teller is to be found everywhere, and his repertoire is rich and 
varied. Some are itinerants who set up shop on any street corner 
where a crowd may be collected and garner enough coppers to 
keep their rice bowls filled. Others, the aristocrats of the profes 
sion, are employed on the small canal boats, where every passen
ger, as a matter of course, pays the copper which old custom has 
established as the fee for the story-teller. One does not need to 
und erstand a word of Chinese to appreciate the talents of these 
troubadours. The histrionic, though restrained, gestures, the 
carefully -modu lated voice, the dramatic pause, the occasiona l 
bur st into snatches of song, the rapt attention of the passengers, 
all show that the narrative, in any language, would be a work 
of art. He holds them for hour s with ancient fairy stories or nar
ratives of famous sieges or battles, the popular classics of the 
cow1try. In a more modest and restrained way, the Chinese nurse 
who cannot write her own name knows by heart the famous old 
romances of the country. The result is that many who cannot read 
or write have a solid background of knowledge and appreciation 
of Chinese literature. 

At first it was much easier for the Chinese publisher to get a 
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subsidy from some individual, or a group of politicians, than it 
was to secure a paid circulation and sell advertising, and most 
of the papers were started in that easy way. A few of them have 
outgrown that pol itical genesis, but the numbers of newspapers 
in China to-day, both foreign and Chinese, which have indepen 
dent ownership and derive their sole revenue from circulation 
and adve rtising cou ld be counted on the fingers of two pairs of 
hands. With almost all the small provincial papers, and some of 
the fairly important ones, this subsidy system leads to a rather 
curious situation as regards advertising. With his expenses al
ready paid by means of the subsidy, the publisher does not have 
to take into account his cost of production when figuring what 
he will charge for advertising. Anything he can get for the space 
is just so much net gain. The result is that we place a great deal 
of advertising in some of these small papers, at rates which we 
know do not meet more than a fraction of the cost of the white 
paper on which the advertisement is printed. We never ask these 
sma ll publishers anything about their rates. If we did, it would 
take weeks or months to get down to a reasonab le and mutually 
satisfactory basis on which we could do busin ess . If we have any 
business to place, we figure out about what we think space in 
this particular paper should be worth, send along the order on 
that basis, and usua lly it is accepted without any further corre
spo nd ence . 

Although their rates may be satisfactorily low, that is about 
the only thing about business relationships with these subsi
dised papers that is satisfactoxy. The small provincial publish 
ers are not interested in any advertising except that which is 
schedu led to appear every day. We once sent to a new spaper 
in Yunnan an order for a small advertisement which was to ap 
pear twice a week, on Wednesdays and Sundays, without hav
ing come to any definite understanding as to what the rate was 
to be and, through an over sig ht, failed to specify in our order 
the rate we were prepared to pay. We finally received an invoice 
charging us, for these infrequent insertions, twice as much as 
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had been previously charged for a daily inser tion of the same 
size. We wrote the publisher a letter in polite Chinese, point ing 
out that, as we were using the space in his paper only two days 
out of the seven, the very most we would expec t to pay would 
be about half the charge for publishing the adver tisemen t dai ly. 
In conclusion, we said that in any event we wouldn't pay the 
invoice he had sent us. 

The publisher 's letter in rep ly was just as polite as ours, but, 
between the courteous phrases, it bristled with indi gnation, and 
he made his poin t of view perfectly clear. When peop le orde red 
advertising wh ich was to appear daily, at a certain monthl y 
charge, he could take care of the business wi th no parti cular trou 
ble, because the advertisement was put in the fonnes and s tayed 
there permanently. But since we ordered the advertisement for 
Wednesdays and Sundays only, he had to check up and see that 
they appeared on those days, and did not appear on others, and 
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if we insisted in putting him to all that extra trouble there was no 
reason why we should not pay for it. In conclusion, he said that 
if we didn 't pay the bill, all Yunnan would learn of our rascally 
tricks. 

We were not convinced by his argument, and as to his threat, 
we had heard the wind blow before without tearing off any 
thatched roofs. So we wrote and told him, not too politely, that 
he had better put himself in line with modern advertising prac
tice and conclu ded with a remark to the effect that unless he sent 
us an amended and reasonable bill he woulc;l never get a cent out 
of us, and that there was no need to write us any more letters 
on the subject. The next development came a week or so later 
in the form of an anguished call from the client for whom we 
had placed the advertising. The publisher had written his own 
account of our controversy, naming the client as well as myself, 
and pub lished it on the principal news page of hjs paper with a 
warning to all his fellow-Yunnanists to beware of us both, and 
advising them that, if they did any business with us, to be sure to 
get the cash in advance, because if they did not take that precau
tion they would probably never get it at al l. He also said that this 
was only the first of a series of articles he intended to write on 
this subject and that they wou ld be continued from time to time 
until I paid him what was justly due him. 

Of course, with this wind knocking over thatched roofs, we 
forgot about teaching this publisher any ideas of correct adver
tisi11g practice, and paid the bill. Jn fact, our clien t insisted that 
we remit by telegraph so that the money wou ld reach lum before 
he had time to write any more articles. I regre t to say tlus was 
the first, but not the last, experience of this sort. Trouble usually 
breaks out when we refuse to pay for an adver tisement, per haps 
because it has been so poorly printed that no one can identif y it, 
or for some other good reaso n. Then we find ourse lves 'posted' 
again, like a club member who has not paid his bill, and our ini
quities are heralded to all who read the paper. We don 't waste 
any s leep over this, but it invariably puts our client in a blue 
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funk, especia lly if it is the first time he has met blackmail face to 
face. I may say that this is a rather conunon practice among small 
Chinese papers and, as a method of collecting debts, is very suc
cessful. When the publisher is in need of cash and finds that he 
has a sizeable amou nt of outstandings, he compiles and publish
es a list of debtors with the amounts they owe him, reprinting 
the list every day, but he is fair enough to keep it up-to-date by 
deleting the names who have paid up. 

Any advertisi ng man who made a collection of the rate cards 
of the Chinese newspapers of Shanghai would doubtless be sur
prised to note that, of the dozen standard sized dai lies, the rates 
are exactly the same. Even to one who has had no experience as 
a space buyer, it must appear rather peculiar that a newspaper 
with a circu lation of less than 10,000 could ask as high a rate for 
its space as the paper with a circula tion of more than 100,000. The 
answer to this curiou s situation is found in the extremely flexible 
scale of discounts . The publisher of the newest and most clan 
destine of papers would feel that he had suffered a serious loss 
of face if he published a rate card quoting rates any lower than 
that of his biggest competitor, as it would be a virtua l adnussion 
that his paper was inferior. The result is that the rate cards are all 
the same, but the discounts may range from 5% to 75%. The same 
thing is true in every large city in China. When we have a rate 
card from one paper, our rate file for that city is complete except 
for the all-important figures showing the discount and conunis
sions each paper will allow us. 

One of the cardina l tenets of the British and American adver
tiser is tha t his advertising shall not appear alongside, or on the 
same page with, that of a competitive product. This applies to 
practically all classes of commercial advertisers except motor-car 
manufacturers, who appear to like to travel together on the same 
page. Almos t every order we receive from America contains a 
clause about competitive advertising, printed in bold type, and 
sometimes accompanied by the stern warning that payment for 
the advertising will be denied unless this injun ction is comp lied 
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with. 
We do everything possible to carry out the wishes of the ad

vertiser. By devious inquiries through friends on the papers, we 
learn the dates when competitive advertising is appearing, and 
:;chedule our advertising for different days so far as that is pos
sible. As comparatively few Chinese observe Sunday, and all the 
days bear numbers rather than names, there is no particular dif
ference between the days and, for advertising purposes, one is 
just about the same as another. We write the newspapers strong 
letters on the subject and cultivate friendly relations with the 
Chinese foreman who is in charge of make-up, but invariably, 
sooner or later, one of our tooth paste or lip-stick or cereal ad
vertisements appears alongside that of a hated competitor. We 
always try to get a free re-run of the advertisement, but whether 
we succeed or not does not depend on the justice of our claim but 
on whether the publisher is in need of more advertising and is 
therefore included to keep us in a good humour, or already has 
so much business that he can afford to be independent. 

When the highly-efficient auditors in New York or London 
get the voucher copies of newspapers containing these offend
ing advertisements, they write us letters which are very difficult 
to answer, because it is impossible for them to believe that any 
newspaper could be run with the divided authority and lack of 
discipline that exists on a Chinese paper. The truth of the matter 
is that the printers consider it their privilege to make up the ad
vertising pages to suit their own convenience, so they move the 
advertisements about in any way that they see fit. It is the adver
tising manager 's business to turn in the copy, and it is the print
er's business to put it into type and print it, and they will stand 
for no interference. We actually receive fewer complaints than 
we should regarding Chinese, Japanese and Russian advertising, 
because the auditor can't read these languages; his advert ising 
might be completely surrounded by competitive advertising and 
he would never know anything about it. But quite frequently one 
of our advertisements appears alongside a competitive advertise -

I 143 J 



400 MILLION CUSTOMERS 

ment in one of the English language dailies of Shanghai, Hong
kong, Tientsin or Hankow, and that is a very difficult matter to 
explain to the auditor. He might understand why, in a Chjnese 
new spaper, specified advert ising positions might go awry, be
cause even he himself couldn't be certain of the make-up in these 
newspap ers, but he can't understand how this could happen in 
a paper published in the good, old, thoroughly understandable 
English language. 

The exp lana tion, which is cjuite truthful, but not very convinc
ing, is that the linotype operators, make-up men and all the other 
mechank s who have to do with the production of an English 
language newspaper in China are practically all Chinese who, in 
most cases, can neither speak nor understand a hundred words 
of English outs ide the technjcal terms of their own craft. Unless 
the illustration gives them some hint, they do not know whether 
a given advertisement exploits a tooth paste or a cure for Hong
kong Foot or Shanghai Throat. The text means little more to them 
than the text of a Chinese advertisement means to the foreign 
auditor. It is difficult to imagine an illiterate printer, but they are 
thoroughly illiterate so far as the English language is concerned. 
They set up columns on the linotype every day, but they haven't 
any idea what the text means. In spite of the fact that they are 
work ing blindly in a language they do not under stand they are 
remarkably efficient compositors. The Chinese linotype operator 
has always been a marv el to me, as he must be to anyo ne with 
any understanding of his difficulties and hls handicaps. Without 
the faintest idea of the meaning of the text, without the ability 
to carry a sen tence or a phrase in his memory, without know
ing when a word in the typewritten text contains a ludicrous 
typographical error, he clatters rapid ly over the keyboard and 
produces proofs whlch, whl!e remarkably clean, will accurately 
reproduce all the rnis-spe lled words and typograp hical errors 
contained in the typescript. 

There are English, French, Germa n and Russian linotype key
boards in Shanghai, as well as a good many specia l alphabets, 
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printed and read in this most cosmopolitan and polyglot of cit
ies. I don't suppose any British linotype operator would think of 
trying to operate a Russian linotype machine unless he had at 
least taken a correspondence school course in the Russian lan
guage and had learned what some of the more important words 
and phrases mean, and that is not an easy accomplishment. Dur
ing the first months of the world war, I made a two weeks' train 
trip through Siberia, and having nothing to do but watch the 
dreary Siberian landscapes and smoke the thoroughly unsatis
factory Russian cigarettes, I spent my time h·ying to learn the 
Russian written language, but when the train finally pulled into 
Petrograd, I was still a little hazy about some of the letter s of 
the alphabet. These inferiority complexes which affect one with 
an English education do not bother the Chinese opera tor. The 
thirty-two letters of the peculiar Russian alphabe t are so simple, 
as compared to the thousands of characters of his own language, 
that he soon masters them and in a coup le of weeks can operate 
a Russian linotype as well as an English language machine. It 
takes him even less time to learn to operate a French or German 
machine . 

This ignorance of English on the part of the printers some
times leads to ludi crous mistakes, and we occasionally enjoy 
some very rich typographical errors in the Shanghai papers. The 
wonder is that there are not more of them. Twenty-five years ago, 
when I was night editor of the local American owned paper, I 
was giving a proof of the front page a fina l glance before call
ing it a day and going to bed, when I happened to see a curi
ous-looking paragraph which, on examination, proved to be a 
flippant and slight ly ribald note I had written to ano ther mem
ber of the s taff earlier in the evening. He had left it lying on his 
desk and some boy had put it on the copy hook. I still sh udd er 
when I think what the consequences might have been if I had not 
caught this paragraph in time and it had appeared in the follow
ing morning's paper. One of the results would undoubtedly have 
been the termi nation of my career on the paper, for I had made 
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some unnecessary and entirely unjustified remar ks about the 
edito r and the business manager for whom I was working. They 
so und ed inno cent and playful when I typed them out on a piece 
of copy pa pet~ but they were shocking when I read them in cold 
type on the page proof. T can't imagine how supreme ly ghastly 
these silly sentences wou ld have appeared if l had read them 
for the first time the following morning, after the paper s had all 
been printed and delivered. It is very probable that I would not 
now be writing about a quarter of a cen tury in Ch ina, because I 
wou ld certainly have been fired and would probably have never 
come back. 

Another Shanghai journalist, editor of the leading British 
newspaper, was not so fortunate in discovering and del eting his 
flippant remarks which crept into print. His paper publi shed an 
annual city directory which was then, and still is, the sta ndard 
publication of its kind in Shanghai. He had nothing to do with 
its comp ilation but, as a matter of routine, the corrected page 
proofs were a lway s submit ted to him for final approva l before 
being sent to press. One year he was glancin g through the proof 
sheets when he happened to see the name of a man he detested 
and who had d ied a few months previous ly. In reproof s to the 
compiler of the directory he linked in a black border around the 
name of the deceased and wrote on the margin of the proof: 

'This silly ass is dead.' 
A few day s later the annual edition of the dir ectory came out, 

with the black border around the name of the dead man and the 
editor's comment. The subseq uent developments proved very 
conclusively what tran sient and changeable factors affect and 
degrade hon est reputation s. This Eng lish editor was one of the 
most brilliant of the many who have contributed to the fame of 
British journalism in China, but he is famous, not for his accom 
plishme nts, but because of his silly, unconsidered comm ent on 
the proof of a page of what, after all, was not a very important 
publication. 
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T11ey teamed poker according to Texas rules 

CHAPTER XII 

STRAIGHTS AND FLUSH ES 

THERE was one period of several months when anyone who 
visited my office in Shanghai would have found, in one of 

the inner room s, a round, cloth- covered table with chair s, cigar
ettes and ash-trays, a pack of playing-cards, and some piles of 
neatly stac ked poker chip s. It looked very much like a layout 
for a friendly poker game, and that is exactly what it was. If the 
visitor had rem ained for any length of time he woul d, in all prob
ability, have seen one of my Chinese staff come in and consult 
with me, and we would have gone to the table, ca lled in two or 
three clerks to help us, shuffled the cards, count ed out the chips 
and play ed a few hand s of poker with a good deal of Anglo
Chinese conver sation. Then he would have seen us, appa rently, 
go back to work again. The spectacle would have impr essed any 
visitor as a very singu lar way for a reputabl e business office to 
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be conducted. 
As a matter of fact, we were hard at work on a very impor

tant commission when we were playing the few hands of poker, 
for we were preparing the Chinese ru les for that great American 
game. We had just been employed to do this by an American 
manufacturer, for, by a cur ious coincidence, poker playing be
came popular in China about the same time that Americans and, 
to a lesser extent, Englishmen, went through a mild Mah Jongg 
craze. 1 am not sure which was published first, poker rules in 
China or Mah Jongg rules in English, but both appeared at about 
the same time. 

We had just completed the work of translating the United 
States Pharmacopoeia into Chinese, a task which had occupied 
several men for more than a year; beside that monumental un
dertaking the translation of the rules of poker appeared to be 
very simp le. I told the manufacturer we would complete the 
work in a week and quoted a correspondingly low price for it. 
He was going to be in Shanghai for a fortnight and the plan was 
to have the translation completed and in the hands of the printer 
before he left. At the end of the week, I reali sed that we were 
confronted by a very difficult task - much more difficult than 
I had anticipated. There were no Chinese equivalents for what 
might be called the technical terms used in poker and we had 
to adapt old characters to new uses and then explain what they 
meant. By the time the manufacturer left Shanghai we had made 
such little progress that we couldn't guarantee when we would 
finish the work. He couldn't understand why there shou ld be so 
much pother and delay about a matter which was as simple as 
a, b, c, to him, as poker is to most Americans, including myself. I 
am sure he would have turned the work over to someo ne else if 
he had had time to make the arrangements, but he couldn't delay 
his sa iling and so left us to muddle along with it. 

Eventually our amateur poker players finished the tran sla
tion and we followed the usual custom of giving the Chinese 
text to an outside translator to be put back into English for pur -
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poses of checking. When re-trans lated into what is the mother 
tongue of poker, no one could make head or tail of the rules. 
They would have app lied to Mah Jangg or Parcheesi as readily 
as to poker. It was then that I set up the poker table as a labora
tory and schoo l room, and became a teacher of the ar t of poker 
playing. We played as a part of reguJar daily work, taking up one 
rule at a time and making sure that it was not only understood 
by the Chinese staff, but put into understandable Chinese before 
we went on to the next one. Naturally there was no money at 
stake, but I tried my best to win so as to give my pupils confi
dence that they were being taught by a master and so stir them 
up to put their hearts into the work. We went through straight 
poker and show down first, and gradually progressed through 
jack pot, stud, seven-toed Pete, wh isky poker, and all the oth
er ramifica tions of the game. Our efforts to put the rules of the 
game into Chinese aroused the sympathetic interest of some of 
my fellow-Americans and they gave a lot of help. One of them 
insisted that the introduction of poker into China and its general 
adoption as an indoor sport would be a great civilising influ
ence, would serve to break down the provincialism of the people 
and prov ide them with a common interest. My volunteer helpers 
got so enthusiastic about the work that, towards the end, I was 
able to turn it all over to them and so main tain my usual deco
rum in my own private office. Six weeks after we had star ted 
the work, they announced that the compilation was complete. A 
re-trans lation proved understandable and, with a few slight ex
ceptions, entirely accurate. Then, as a final test, we selected five 
non-poker-playing Chinese for a laboratory experimen t. We sat 
them at our poker tab le, gave them chips, cards and copies of the 
ru les, and watched anxiously while they struggled with the rules 
and put them into action . In order to make the test as effective 
and real istic as possible, I supp lied them with chips which had a 
small cash value. We found a few obscure points which required 
straightening out, but at length we were ab le to call the job com
plete and send the copy to the printers. 
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Few books ever published in China have had such a wide 
distr ibution as these rules of poker. The translation of President 
Wilson 's speeches during the War bad proved very popular, but 
neve r had anything like the popularity of these poke r rules. The 
first edition consisted of 100,000 copies, and I don 't know how 
many times it has been reprinted, for we sent the plates to the 
manufacturer at home and he printed subsequent editions there 
to be packed in cases of cards shjpped to China. I understand, 
howeve 1~ that the printings to date run to well over a million. My 
name and address appeared on the first edition and, althoug h 
that was published almost twenty years ago, we still receive oc
casional letters enclosing postage stamps in payme nt for cop 
ies of the book. They have come from all pa r ts of the Far East, 
from Peru, Jamaica and Mauri tius . The most recent reques t we 
received came a few months ago from a town on the edge of Tbi
bet, giving the address of a Lama monastery. The compilation of 
this book took so much time that we didn 't make any money on 
it, so I must take a little cred it to myself. I learned to play poker 
in Fort Worth and have always played the orthodox game. Like 
others of my generation, it has grieved me to see the debasemen t 
of the game which has been brought about through the influ
ence of women players, such perversions as 'spit in the ocean ', 
'railroad ', 'one-eyed jack' and other games which allow the use of 
wild cards. My colleagues felt as I did, tha t a poker han d which 
might contain five aces was an abomination, and so we not only 
framed the rules so as to prevent anything of this sort, but incor
porated a solemn warning aga inst it. Our rules still constitute the 
standard author ity in China, and, as a resu lt, it is no exaggeration 
to say that the Chinese are the only people who play orthodox 
poke r as it was played in Texas thirty years ago. 

It was this attemp t to put more life and action into a game 
which needed no improvement tha t killed Mah Jongg, which 
was, for a year or two, so popu lar in America and England . Like 
poke 1~ Mah Jongg is a game into wh ich an infini te variety of 
changes may be introduced . But, as in poker, when new va lues 
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are given to the tiles, the game becomes more one of chance and 
less one of skill, and human nature is such that people soon tire 
of a game in which, when they win, they must give the credit to 
luck and cannot enjoy the secret satisfaction of a belief that they 
have won by clever playing. Mah Jongg is a comparatively new 
game in China, having been invented by a Ningpo fisherman 
only 300 years ago, but it has always been popular because, al
though luck plays a very large part in the game, the competent 
player is the one who will eventua lly win. 

The h·anslation of the rules of poker was the most difficult 
job of that sor t we ever undertook, but when we began advertis
ing motor-cars, we fow1d plenty of trouble expressing motor-car 
terms in the Chinese language. Naturally, there were no Chinese 
names for the parts of cars and, in order to define them, it was 
necessary to devise some arbitrary combination of existing Chi
nese words or to put old words to new uses. This has had to be 
done with every new article inh·oduced to China, and sometimes 
it has been very easy. For instance, a mortar is called a 'frog gun' 
and an electric light is called 'bottled moonlight ', two perfectly 
descriptive phrases. As between 'bottled moonlight' and 'incan
descent bulb' I would choose the 'bottled moonlight' as one which 
at least has greater advertising possibilities and would lend itself 
to romance and to poetic phrases. 

Motor-cars had been in use in China for some time before 
anyone gave a thought to what Chinese names should be given 
to the various parts; in fact, the whole problem was dumped on 
us when we took on the first motor-car account of any size and 
started to get up Chinese press advertising and translate some 
cata logues. In our search for a glossary of Chinese automotive 
terminology, which we soon found did not exist, we ran across a 
very interesting argot which had been developed by the Shanghai 
chauffeurs. Many of them had started in life as carriage drivers, 
for it was perfect ly natural that when the master replaced his car
riage by a motor-car, he shou ld give the driver of his carriage an 
opportunity to learn to drive the new vehicle. As the art of driving 
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Grooms spenk n horsey ln11g1rnge of their ow11 

cars was ent irely unknown in China, a horse carriage driver was 
as well prepared as anyone to learn it. In fact, he had one distinct 
adva ntage over others, because he did know the name s of streets 
and the situa tion of the mast er 's club, and was familiar with the 
two or three traffic rules which were adeq uat e for sedan chairs, 
carriages and rickshas . The new chauffeurs brought their stable 
language with them, wi th the result that various parts of the mo
tor-car were referred to in rich horsey te1ms, some of which were 
quite suitable for the stab le, but would not look well in public 
print. Then we found tha t the motor-car mechanics had an en
tirely different se t of terms, which were also curious, but at any 
rate were printable and gave us something we cou ld s tart with. 
Their terminology smacke d of the sea, because a lot of them had 
been recruited from the ranks of marine eng ineers on account of 
their abi lity to effect repairs. We felt quite encouraged over this, 
until a new complexity presented itself. The mechanics in differ
ent garages had each adopted their own Chinese terms, so before 
we could make any progress we had to make a collection of all 
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the different term s in use in Shanghai, then select those which 
appeared to be the most su itable or have the widest cur rency. 

Those first catalogues we got out were fairly intelligible in 
Shanghai , but when copies were sent to Hongkon g, Tientsin 
and Hankow, the people there hadn 't any idea wh at the text 
was about, and wouldn't have known that it was a motor- car 
catalog ue if it had not been for the illustrations. To give some 
idea of the confu sion, we referred to petrol as 'steam oil ', but in 
Tien tsin it was known as 'electric oil'. We called a tyre a 'rubber 
tube', but in Peking it was called a 'rubber band '. There was some 
similarit y in these term s, but when we came to such complicated 
matters as carb uret tors and gear shifts and differential, the re was 
absolutely no similari ty in the terms used in different places. In 
each place, the chauffeurs and mechani cs had picked out names 
which were en tirely differen t from those in use in Shanghai, and 
worse than that, the Chinese nam es of the cars we were adver 
tising were different in every city where they we re sold. Obvi
ously, if we were going to do any business advertising cars in 
Chinese, which we eventu ally did, we would have to manage 
in some way to make the advertising message intelligible. With 
that idea in view, we set to work on the compilation of a com
ple te glossary, collec ting from each centre all the terms which 
were used locally. From these we thr ew out those wh ich were 
ribald or obviously absurd , and then printed a glossary which 
contained a wide selection of term s. Copies of this were sent to 
everyone who was in any way interested in cars, and everyone 
who manjfested the leas t interest in our project and their opinio n 
solicited as to the terms which we re the most suitab le. When we 
had coHected all the opinion s we could get, ther e being no one 
else to assume the responsibility, we mad e a final se lection of the 
terms to be used and publ ished a glossary which we refer red to 
as 'standard ', and cajoled an indi fferent association of ca r dealers 
into giv ing it their officia l endor sement. No one eve r questioned 
this glossary , which was soon adopted by commo n consen t, and 
so it has become the standard. The tenns we se lected are now 
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found in all Chinese technical dictionaries. 
The chauffeurs wer e not the only Chinese who developed an 

nrgot of their ow n; in fact, almost eve ry occupation has an nrgot 
which cannot be understood by the uninitiated. Each craft thus 
becomes a kind of a masonic mystery with sy mbols and signs 
which enabl e fellow -craftsmen to communicate with each oth 
er without divulging to outsider s any hint of the subject under 
discussion. The story may be exaggerated, but it is said that the 
hundreds of s table boys and mnfoos who are emp loyed around 
the Shanghai Race Club spea k a language which no one else can 
understand and use this as a means of levying tribute on the 
newcomer. When the foreign horse owner employs a new stable 
boy the latter is unable to perform his duties satisfactorily until 
he mas ters the nrgot of the other stab le boys, and they charge him 
for the privilege, taking a percentage of his wages for the first 
few months. It is, in effect, an initiation fee which he must pay 
before he is admitted to the full privilege of the g uild. Shopkeep 
ers and their ass is tant s have their own sys tem of signs and s lang 
which they find very useful. By a gesture or by the use of words 
which are meaningless to others the shopkeeper can tell his as 
sistant to accep t the price offered by the cus tomer or to hold out 

for a higher figure. 
Every foreigner who lives in China for any length of time 

must get a Chinese name for himself if he wants to have an 
identity among the Chinese, as he must hav e if he int ends to 
do any business with them or meet them socially. Jt is probably 
unnecessary to explain that the Chinese is not an alphabetic 
language in which words are formed by a combination of lette rs, 
bul that each word is a separate character in itse lf. The foreigner's 
business card is just as unintelligible to the average Chinese as 
the hieroglyphic on a Chinese business card would be to him. As 
there is no Chinese alphabet and as it is impo ss ible to do more 
than approximate the sound of a foreign name by the use of 
Chinese characters, the foreigner's name is usually an arbitrary 
selection . His name may be a s impl e one such as Smith or Jones, 
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but his Chine se will be something quite different. Furthermore, 
a hundred Smiths may, and probabl y will, have a hundred 
different names, for it is impo ssible to exp ress the sound of that 
name with Chinese characters . The name selected depends on the 
cap rice of the Chinese who selects it, and my experience is that 
when it comes to giv ing names to foreigners they are extreme ly 
capric ious, not to say waggish. 1f you are fortunate enough to 
be named Lee or Washington, the sou nd of your name can be 
expressed perfectly, but in the case of most names the so und gives 
little hint of the origina l. For examp le, my official Chin ese name 
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is 'Ko Lo' which is as close as they can get to Carl Crow. My name 
could be trans lated, but it was not expedient to do so because a 
crow is a bird of evil habits and ill repute. My sim ple four letter 
Chinese name, which mean:; 'untiring energy', was given to me by 
a Chinese clerk in the American Consulate in Shanghai twenty
five years ago. I suspected him at the time of saddling me with 
a humorous name and often though t I saw suppressed smiles 
when I was introduced to Chinese, but it wasn't until I had worn 
the name for ten yea rs or more that I found out how good the 
joke was. In my vanity I had assumed that the untiring energy 
referred to was that dynamic, driving energy that characterised 
captains of indush·y and makes millionaires out of poor boys. 
My conscience hurt me a lit tle when I reflected that I had nev er 
tried to live up to such a grand nam e, and then I found that, in 
my own mind, f had been living under an al ias. My name does 
not refer to that kind of ene rgy at all, but to the muscular energy 
necessary to push a wheelbarrow or pull a ricksha. 

Howeve1~ I am not so badly misnamed as some of my friends, 
who are simp ly top heavy with such names as 'Perpe tual Vir
tu e', 'Ancient Sage', 'Quiet and Discreet', 'Always Temperate' and 
'Admired by Sages '. These are reall y semblances of the titles for 
merly bestowed on deceased ru lers. I prefer my name wit h its 
humble implications, for I would rathe r be c1 live ricksha coolie 
than a dead duke. 

Not only the names of foreigners but the names of all foreign 
cities have to undergo these transformations and be chxistened 
anew in Chinese. In most cases the Chinese name is only an ap 
prox imation of the so und of the 'foreig n' name, but in oth er cases 
it is descriptive. London is known simp ly as 'British Capital'. San 
Francisco is 'Old Gold Hi ll', Honolu lu is 'Sandalwood Is land'. 
San Francisco was the focal point for early Chinese im migration, 
and the name was give n it by the Chinese go ld hunters. At abo ut 
the same period the Hawaiian Islands provided China's supply 
of sa ndalw ood. In Chinese songs San Francisco is known by the 
poetical name of 'Mar ket of the Three Barbarian Tribes', referring 
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to the Americans, British and Spanish who made up the greater 
part of the population of California in the Gold Rush days. Filipi
nos, on whom Chinese traders have waxed fat for several centu 
ries, are known simp ly as 'Luzon-Kwei' or Devils frurn the Island 
of Luzon. Every time we take on the advertising of a new brand 
our first task is to select a suitable Chinese name, and it is not an 
easy one. But no client ever understands either its importance 
or its difficulties. In fact, we usually have a troublesome time 
explaining to him that his brand, which is well known in many 
countries, has to be rechr istened in China. The Chinese brand 
name must be simp le, easily read and yet so distinctiv e that it 
cannot be easily imitated or confused with other names. When 
we get a na1ne which meets these requiremen ts we have to make 
a test for ribaldry. China is the paradise of punsters, and the most 
sedate phrase may, by a simple change in tone, be turned into a 
ribald quip which will make the vu lgar roar. This is son:iething 
we have to guard against as we would the plague. We have al
most slipped once or twice, but so far have escaped. 

Foreigners, except for the very few who are able to speak the 
languag e, find Chinese persona l names very confusing and dif
ficult to remember, and few bother to learn them. I don't suppose 
there is one foreigner out of fifty who has the faintest idea of the 
names of their personal servants, who are called boy, cook, coo 
lie, amah, or gardener, as the case may be. In offices the foreign 
manager will know the names of the pr incipal Chinese emp loy
ees, but all the others are known mere ly as boy, sh roff or coolie . 
As there are more than one in each occupation they are given 
separa te identiti es by means of numb ers. The dean of the staff of 
office boys is known as No. 1 Boy and the next as No. 2 Boy and 
so on down the line. This method of ra nking people by numb er 
is so convenient that it has been generally adopted. Instead of 
referring to a man as general manager or president of a com
pany we caJJ him the company's 'numb er one'. If in a conversa 
tion anyw here on the Ch ina Coast someone referred to the King 
of England's 'No. 1 Boy', the allusion might be in doubtful taste, 
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but everyone would understand that the Prime Minis ter was the 

person referred to. 
No matter what your official Chinese name may be, you will 

be known by one or more nicknames which wi ll be given you by 
your servants and employees. Very few foreigners know what 
their servants call them, which is probably just as we ll. Chinese 
do not give nicknames to foreigners because they are foreign 
ers, for it is a universa l custom and almost every Chinese has a 
nickname. If a man wi th the family name of Wong shou ld have 
survived the smal lpox it is a foregone conclusion tha t he will be 
known as 'Pock Marked Wong', a name which he does not resent, 
because the good luck which is supposed to follow a recovery 
from smallpox more than compensates for any facia l disfigure
ment which results . Any physical disability or disfigurement 
will form the basis for a nickname and, in the absence of these, 
any peculiar mental characteristic. Chinese servants find it diffi
cu lt to remember and to pronounce the names of foreig ners and 
resort to the simp le expedient of referring to them by their stree t 
addresses. Thus my boy, when sending a message to one of my 
friends through anothe r houseboy, does not refer to me by either 
my foreign or Chinese name, but as 'No. 883 Connaught Road 
Master'. This was all very simple before there were any apartment 
houses in Shanghai, bu t the latter has brought complica tions, for 
two or more of your friends may have the same address . Thus, 
when my wife is told that whi le she was out 'Broadway Man
sions missie' has telephoned her, she has to inquire wh ich 'mis 
sie' is referred to, and the boy explains that it is the 'old missie'. In 
point of years the old 'missie' is by far the youngest, but she has 
been a resident of Broadway Mansions longer than the other, and 
therefore takes the more honourable rank. The other nicknames 
which are given us are not so colourless . I happen to know only 
one of my Chinese nicknames. When I come out of the American 
Club in Shanghai, the doorman calls out: 

'Co Co.' 
The chauff eurs who are waiting for other lingering club mem -
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bers to go home repeat the call until my chauffeur hears it. It is 
not very dignified for an old and more or Jess respected resident 
to be hailed by the frivolous comic opera nam e of 'Co Co', and 
I might object to it, but if I did, the only result would be that I 
would spend a lot of time waiting for my car. When it arrives, the 
doorman opens the door respectfully, I step into the car with dig 
nity and the chauffeur drives away. The doorman has only done 
his best to pronounce my nam e and has improved it by making it 
simp ler and easier to recognise above the street noises. 

Even in what you might call my 'garage name ', I do not fare 
so badly eith2r, when it comes to a matter of dignity. One of the 
editors of the leading English language paper is known to all the 
printers in the place as 'Fat Rascal'. He is undoubtedly fat, but his 
rascality appears to consist only in his insistence on clean proofs. 
One of our most illustrious citizens, who, on a recent visit to Lon
don, was invited to sit on the bench, is known to every ricksha 
coolie and taxicab driver in Shanghai as 'Young Jelly Belly'. Why 
this venerable old gentleman's name is prefixed by the qualifying 
'Young' is because, a generation ago, a predecessor was given the 
orig inal name of 'Jelly Belly', and, when the second pear -shaped 
man came along, the only logical thing to do was to give him 
junior rank. Ano ther old gentleman is known among the ricksha 
fraternity as 'Twenty Cents ', because no matter how long, or how 
short, his ricksha ride may be, that is the amount he pays. The 
ricksha men who have a stand at his club all understand, and en
joy, this, for it introduces into his patronage a delightful element 
of chance . He may use the ricksha for only a few blocks and the 
puller is happ y over the rich reward for his labour. On the other 
hand, the coolie may pull up tired and perspiring at the end of 
a trip from the Bund to the Race Club, and still get the conven 
tiona l twenty cents. He is not happy abou t it, nor is he unhapp y. 
It is just a turn of fate which has been against him and to-morrow 
he may have a luckier break, such as getting an American tour 
ist who will pay him in U.S. currency, which, such as it is, is sti ll 
more va luable than Chinese money. 
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The sick 111n11 gambles on t'1e choice of II doctor 

CHAPTER XIII 

PILLS FOR THE ILLS OF CHINA 

I DON'T suppose there is a proprietary medicine manufacturer of 
importance in any part of the world who has not, at one time or 

another, encouraged his imagination to play with the idea of the 
prosperous business he might build up, and the wealth he might 
accumulate, if he could, by some means, convince a reasonable 
number of Chinese of the efficiency of his remedies. The less the 
manufacturer knows about China, apart from the population 
figure, the less restricted are his day -dreams, and, as he usually 
knows nothing about the count ry, his fancy is in most cases free 
to wander into distant and prosperous fields. He knows from his 
own practical experience as a vendor of remedies that no one is 
going to eat an app le a day in order to avoid contracting debts 
to the doctor. So secure does the normally healthy person feel re
garding the continuance of his good health that he will not even 
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eat a prune or a raisin a day. Everyone will buy remedies, but 
few will bother to take a prophylactic, even if it costs nothing. 
Everyone knows, or should know, that a glass of hot water be
fore breakfast provides a fairly reliable guarantee against certain 
common ailments, but not one in a thou sand will bother to drink 
the water. But the medicine man knows that when a man gets a 
bellyach e, or a backache, or a headache, or any of the num erous 
aches this flesh is heir to, he almost invariably takes some medi
cine whic h will relieve his pain and make him feel like a normal 
human being again. When he computes the number of China 's 
millions who must, accord ing to the laws of average, be suffering 
from some kind of an ache at any given moment and reflects on 
the efficacy with which his pills would cure them or give them 
relief, it is easy for him to conjure up rosy day-dreams in which 
a private yacht occupies the foreground and a country estate can 
be seen in the middle distance. 

He knows that the problem of advertising a medicine is a 
very simpl e one . You never have to worry about the interest of 
the reader, and do not have to resort to expensive art work and 
tricky layouts in order to ath·act his attention. If, for exampl e, 
you are adver tising pills which will take the misery out of a back
ache, you may be sw-e that no one who is unconscious of the ex
istence of his back will do more than glance at the display Jines, 
but that everyone with an ach ing back will read the advertise
ment through from beginning to end, tally up the symptoms and 
convince himse lf that his is no ordinary run-of-the-mill backache 
which any Tom, Dick or Harry might suffer, but one with a per
versity of its own and superior on many counts to all others. The 
most satisfactory and enjoyable how-s a sick person spends are 
devoted to talkin g to others who are suffering from the same 
ailment, comparing symptoms and boasting about them. If he 
can 't talk about symp toms, the most pleasurable alternative is to 
read abou t them. Backaches make the whole wor ld kin, because 
a Chinese coolie's back can ache just as painfully between the 
shafts of his ricksha as a millionaire' s back can ache on the sent of 
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his limousine . Since the 'confession' type of magazines have had 
such a success in America, I wonder why someone doesn 't start 
a similar periodical in which invalids and the casually sick could 
express themselves, and feel that by doing so they had gained a 
sympathy as broad and all-embracing as the audited circulation 
of the magazine . If anyone ever starts a publication of this sort, 
I can give him a corking confession on 'Hongkong foot' and a 
fairly good one on gash ·itis. 

From the theoretical, or what one might call consular report 
point of view, the assumption that China should provide a big 
and profitable market for proprietary medicines is a perfectly 
sound one. Here is a huge population, comparatively ignorant 
of the blessings of liver and kidney pills, cold cures, blood puri
fiers, tonics and all the other remedies which find such a large 
sale in other countries. There are few doctors and fewer hospi
tals.' It would appear reasonable to suppose that there would be 
a great quantity and variety of diseases and an urgent demand 
for any thing which wou ld cure them. If the manufacturer takes 
the trouble to investigate the matter by reading the reports of 
the medical missionaries, who shoul d be, and are, honest and 
reliable sources of in.formation, he will find plenty of reason for 
encouragement. Every report from these honest, hard-working 
and self-sacrificing Christian missionaries will tell of crowded 
surgeries and dispensaries and of the urgent need for more hos
pitals and for increased funds for the support of the medical mis
sions. To the pill manufacturer, it looks like an opportunity to 
serve suffering humanity and make a fortune while doing so. 

I used to be enthusiastic myself about the possibilities of this 
business until I learned better through the process, expensive to 
my clients and discouraging to me, of helping some of them to 
spend money in advertising new remedies which never found a 
sale of profitable proportions. In this way I learned, first, that the 
Chinese are a very healthy race. Many of them live in poorly ven
tilated houses, amid filthy surroundings and take no exercise. By 

1. There are only 25,000 hospital beds in all China. 
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rights, they should be very sickly. Why they are not I will not at
temp t to explain except to say that the high infant mortality may 
mean that only the strong survive to middle age and so can put 
up a stub born resistanc e to disease. Whatever the reason may 
be, the fact remains that a dozen or more big life insurance com
panies are glad to insure the lives of Chinese, and at no increase 
over the rates charged to men of other nationalities in other parts 
of the wor ld where people live under presumably much healthi
er conditions. As a matter of fact, since Chinese will bargain over 
life insurance premiwns as over anything else, many of them are 
ach1ally paying (in some companies) less for insurance than we 
foreigne rs pay, or are getting greater benefits for the same pre
mium payment. 

The second thing I found out about the Chinese as potential 
consumers of medicines was that, when a Chinese falls ill, he 
does not, like other people, send for a doctor or run to the fam
ily medicine chest. It wouldn 't do him any good to run to the 
medicine chest, becau se he hasn't any, though a few medicinal 
herbs may be hanging up in the kitchen. In a good many cases, 
he just goes to bed and, as he has no appetite for food, undergoes 
a fast which involves no hardships. That is what he does if he 
has a cold, and he usuall y gets well just as quickly as he would 
if thoroughly dosed with medicines. I believe the British doctors 
say to each other, but do not confide the fact to laymen, that a 
cold should be cured in two weeks with proper treatment by a 
physician and in a forbught with no trea tment at all. The Chinese 
learne d this centuries ago. They do not even delude them selves 
with the idea that a good hot alcoholic drink will do them any 
good . 

The third thing I learned about the sale of pills in China was 
that, when a Chinese does get sick enough to fee l the urgent 
need for medicines, the chances are a good deal more than ten 
to one that he will go to an old-fashioned Chinese doctor or else 
buy herbal remedies from an old-fashioned Chinese apothecary 
shop, or entrust himself to the mini strations of some old man 
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of the neighbourhood who is famed for his skill in taking care 
of the sick. This preference for remedies which have been ha l
lowed by centuries of use in his own country is not confined 
to the poor and the ignorant. I know at least three graduates of 
American universities who depend on Chinese doctors and Chi
nese medicines to cure them, and there are doubtless many other 
university gradua tes who hold the same views . At first glance 
this would appear to prove the mission doctors guilty of gross 
exaggeration or woefu l perversions of facts, but this conclusion 
wou ld be unjust. Their reports are quite correct when they tell 
of crowded dispensaries, but they do not explain that the mis
sion dispensaries are usually so small that a couple of sick fami
lies would crowd them . In few cities are the dispensaries large 
enough to take care of more than one per cent of the population 
who may be sick, so that a very moderate acceptance of 'foreign 
medic ine' will provide more patien ts than the dispensary can ac
commodate. ·1 

Althoug h in the inexperienc e and youthful enthusiasm of my 
early forties, I aided and even encouraged some of my clients in 
the spe nding of advertising appropria tions to estab lish new rem
edies which remarkably few people ever bought, it has been a 
long time since I got any business of this sort tluough any fault of 
my own. In fact, if I had only a portion of the money I have saved 
manufacture rs of several nationalities by talking them out of go
ing into the medicine business in China, I probably wou ldn't be 
able to buy, or, what is more important, maintain, a private yacht, 
but I would own the finest houseboat in Shanghai. One of the un
fortunate circumstances connected with my profession is that the 
most valuable service an advertising agent can render to a manu
facturer is to keep him from tluowing his money away on a vain 
enterprise, but it is a service for which he seldom gets paid. 

1. The modern se mi-fo reign city of Shangha i, w ith a population of 3,000,000, has ;ihc"' I 

924 ph ysic ian s registered by the Sha ngha i Municipal Council. Thi s is a very much larger 
proportion than will be found in any o ther city in Ch ina. There are, in a ll o f China, only 
about 25,000 hospit;il beds. That would take care of only a litt le more than half the wor ld 
war veterans who are now undergoing hospital treatment in the United States. 
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In spite of the more or less open contempt in which the Chi
nese doctor and the Chin ese mnteria medicn is held by almost all 
foreign doc tors, the fact remains that crude and imp erfect as 
their methods may be, they have held the faith of millions of 
their fellow countrymen for a stagger ing number of centuries. 
And thou gh British doctors hold Chin ese medical practice in 
very low esteem, it must be remembered that there are a lot of 
different kinds of medical practitioners in Great Britain, that each 
has a certain amount of contempt and disdain for the other and 
vice versn. Though working along different technical lines, the 
Chinese medica l profession has not been without its heroes, its 
practitioners of great fame and its patient searches after scien
tific facts. In 1848, the decade which saw the opening of Chjna to 
foreign trade and to the residence of foreign missionaries, ther e 
was published in China a monumental work: 'Researches into 
the Names and Virtues of Plant s.' This set of books cons isted of 
60 volumes and contained almost 2,000 accurate botanical draw
ings. Although there was some new material in this encyclopae
dic compi lation, a very large part of it was a resume of ancient 
medical works. More than a thousand years before the birth of 
Christ, the medical profession was well establish ed in China and 
doctors were writing down case histories and arguing with each 
other about the values of different herbs. 

Although I am fortunate enough to be a very poor cus tomer 
so far as doctors are concerned, and know even less about doc
tors and hospitals than the average layma n of my age, l have a 
very decided, though entirely amateur and theore tical opin ion 
abo ut Chinese doctors. 1 do not believe that a hundred genera
tions of them, carefully observing the effects of the administra
tions of various herbs on their patients, cou ld have failed to learn 
a great deal about the art of healing. That is the way the Chinese 
feel about it, and, on the few occasions in China when I hav e 
been really sick, my Chit1ese frien<ls have implored me to call in 
a Chinese doctor or to take some of the Chinese medicine which 
had cured the ills of their forbears for many generations. Of 
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course, my theory doesn 't go that far, and when there is anything 
the matter with me I listen to, and sometime s follow, the advice 
of my old friend, Dr. Tom Dunn. 

The practice of Chin ese medicine was never put on a for
malised or scientific basis, and was taught by the apprenticeship 
sys tem. Each doctor taught his craft to one or more of his sons 
or other younger relatives, just as doctors did in other countries 
until a comparatively recent period. Until 1858, any number of 
schools and other inst itutions in Grea t Britain laid down their 
ow n rules and granted licences to pra ctice medicine without any 
state supervi sion. In Ch ina, it has not been necessa ry to secure a 
licence or diploma from any organisation, and anyone who cares 
to do so can set himself up as a phy sician, a privil ege whi ch many 
quacks take advantage of. Jn the eyes of the law all varieties of 
med ical pr actice stand on an equal footing in China , but in all 
public health services, Western medical practi ce is adopted. No 
doubt, a great many of the Chinese officials who are responsible 
for carrying out quarantin e and other publi c health measures 
secre tly believe in the super iority of the old-fa shioned Chinese 
doc tor. But there being no sys tem, sta ndards of practice or code 
of ethics, it is a much eas ier matter to adopt foreign medicine en 
bloc than to reform and standardi se the old medical practi ce, and 
this is what has been done, just as it was done by Japan under 
almost identical condition s. 

A large number of foreign manufacturer s are selling their 
remedies here, some as 'ethical ' preparations which are pre
scribed by doctors, and others as hou sehold rem edies whi ch will 
make the employment of a doctor unnecessary. 1 The pages of the 
Chinese new spapers are full of medical adverti sing. There are a 
number of preparations which enjoy a world -w ide sale and all 
of them are to be found in China. We handle the advertising for 
sever al of them. All have been selling here for a generation or 

I. The annual sale of proprietary medicines in China amounts to about £400,000. Germany 
leads with 36% or the business, Great Britain comes second with 26%, Japan has 13% and 
the United States 10%. Almost all doctors deny that ginse ng has any medici nal value, yet 
America sel ls China more ginseng than pills . 

l 166 J 



PILLS FOR THE ILLS OF CH1NA 

more and have built up sound reputations and a profitable fol
lowing. These remedies appear to satisfy the existing demand 
complete ly and so leave little room for the introduction of any 
new competing nostrums. Since the Chinese are so reluctan t to 
change old brands for new, it is not surprising that they sho uld 
be conservative about a matter of such personal importance as, 
let us say, a kidney pill. The present generation wants the pill 
that cured grandfather's backache and wi ll take no other. That 
is all very fine for the brand which cured grandfather, but dis
couragi ng for the man who is trying to put a new pill on the 
market. About the best he can hope to do is to get a few satis
fied custome rs now and wait for the grandchi ldren to grow up 
before expecting any great and dependable volume of business. 
Even after wa iting tlu-ee generations for it, the volum e may not 
be very large. The total amount of business done by anyone of 
the manufacturers now in the field is reaJly absurdly small as 
compared to the theoretica l volume that can be built up without 
doing violence to a healthy imagination. The total consumption 
of foreign pills probably does not average much more than one 
pill pe r annum per person. 

One of the many old sailor yarns about China and the Chinese 
is to the effect that the Chinese pay their doctors to keep them 
well, and stop their pay when illness invades the family circle. 
About all that this interesting bit of misinformation amounts to 
is that many centuries ago a few Chinese established the sys tem 
of paying the doctor a regular annual or monthly fee for which 
he was supposed to look after the ills of the entire household. It 
is a very sensib le sys tem and has in recent years been put into 
effect in progressive conununities in many countries. It assures 
the doctor of a steady incom e and ensures the head of the house
hold against the extraordinarily heavy expenses which a long 
period of illness might involv e. This em ployment of doctors on a 
monthly or annual basis is by no means univ ersa l, is in fact con
fined to a very small number of the thrifty well-to-do classes. It is 
probably no more common in China than sickness and accident 
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insura nce in its var ious forms is in Englan d. 
/\ grc.-it many people never consult a doctor until some mem

ber of the family is really ill. Then there is a serious problem to 
be solved - which of the neighbou ring doctors to call. Good 
Chinese doctors, like their e thical foreign bre thren, do not adver
tise, and the ir reputations are established and their practice built 
up through the uncertain medium of common gossip wh ich, as 
every doctor knows, may bring fame, practice and profi ts to a 
quack or ruin the repu tation of an honest man who has made 
an unfortunate diagnosis. In these circumstances, the head of a 
Chinese household who has to employ a doctor for a son, wife, 
daughter or other ailing relative feels on his shoulders the weight 
of a very heavy responsibility. If he selects the right physician, 
the loved one may soon be hale and hearty again . If he picks the 
wrong one, there may be another mound on the family burial 
plot. The heads of a great many families in other countries have 
been confronted by the same prob lem, but few of them have ever 
put it up to themse lves in the definitive and fatalistic way of the 
Chi11ese. Although the prob lem is one of tragic seriousness, the 
Chinese have what they consider to be a very sensible way of 
solving it. The re are, perhaps, a dozen local physicians of good 
reputa tion, any one of whom would be as acceptab le as any oth
er. In order to make sure that fortune favours the selection of the 
doctor, the names of all those who are under consideration are 
written on individual slips of paper and the sick person draws 
one. The designated doctor is employed and everyone feels very 
optimistic about it. They all know tha t there is, in sickness and 
doctoring, a very important element of luck and that, by allow
ing the sick person to make a blind selection of his own doctor 
they have in a way circumvented the bad luck which might have 
attended the selection made by some more logical method. Very 
important is the fact that the sick man, having drawn the name 
of the doctor himse lf, feels a comp le te confidence in him and is 
prepared to get well. If I were to fall ill in a strange town, I think 
I wou ld like to select a doctor by that method. 
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While we can't work up any ent husiasm in our agency over the 
idea of selling a new foreign nostrum to the Chine se, we would 
leap at the opportunity to advertise a Chinese patent medicine 
in some count ry such as Aush·alia or India, the greatest patent 
medicine countries in the world. What interesting copy could be 
written, without serious dev iations from the compass point of 
truth! We have been advertising one famous children 's remedy 
here for so long that, during the period of our stewardship, the 
slogan has been change d. It formerly boasted a reputa tion cover 
ing a period of half a century, but this has now been extended 
to sixty years. That soun ds like a very respectable age for a pat
ent medicine, but suppose you were confronted in your morning 
newspaper with an advertisement of some remedy which had 
been curing this or that illness from the time of Nebuchad nez
zar! Suppose we could tell you that the Samson-like streng th of 
some living Chinese athlete was due to the use of the same tonic 
that, many centuries ago, helped Genghis Khan to become the 
ru ler of the world' Wouldn 't that be convincing? Of course, there 
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arc a great many sceptical people who would scoff at good ad
vert ising copy like this, but I am sure that in the main it would 
be effective. 

The preparation of patent medicine copy is not difficult any
where, but it is less difficult in China than in most other coun
tries. The securing of genuine testimonials here is a rather easy 
matter, and no one expects to be paid for them. If you can in
duce a Chinese to take yo ur remedy and he finds that it gives 
him relief from pain or cures him, he has no objection to writ
ing you a letter about it which you can use in advertising. In 
fact, sometimes, you get testimonials when you are not definitely 
looking for them. Severa l years ago, we were putting on a fairly 
big campaign for a British cocoa manufacturer who wanted to 
make the Chinese a nation of cocoa drinkers. As cocoa is a drink 
with which the Chinese were entir ely unfamiliar, we put all our 
effort into getting people to send in 30 cents for a sample tin big 
enough to make a dozen cups and we were able to dispose of a 
surpris ing number of samples in this way. Full directions as to 
how to prepare the cocoa were enclosed with each tin we posted. 
But in order to make sure that there were no mjsunderstandings 
or mistakes regarding this important detail, we sent a second 
copy of the directions a few days late1~ with a let ter which po
litely expressed the hope that the recipient had tried the cocoa 
and had liked it. 

The first respo nse came from a railway official at Hangchow. 
He said that he had been suffering from sleeplessness and in
digestion for years and that he drank tremendou s quantities 
of tea in order to keep himself going and get through his daily 
work. After trying out ou r samples of cocoa, he had bought a 
full-size tin, discontinued drinking tea, had been drinking cocoa 
instead, and now, after a fortnight's change in diet, he was sleep
ing sountlly, his digestion was improvin g, and he felt better than 
he had felt for years. 

For an advertising agent to find a letter like that in his morn
ing's mail is like finding an unexpected gold piece in a pocketful 
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of coppers. In the next week or so we found a few more gold 
pieces, because we received severa l other letters along the same 
line. It seemed to me that here was the basis for an entire ly new 
advertising appeal in which we would stress the health-giving 
properties of cocoa. But it sounded too good to be true. In order 
to make sure that I was right in what I proposed to do, I called on 
an old missionary doctor who had been treating ailing Chinese 
for a generation, and showed him the letters. He said they did 
not surprise him in the least. AJthough Chinese tea is very weak , 
it will, if consumed in intemperate quantities, produce nervous 
disorders which would cause sleeplessness and indigest ion. A 
change from tea to cocoa wou ld naturally serve to correct these 
conditions, and cocoa provided some food elements which might 
be Jacking in the Chinese diet. 

There didn't seem to us to be any further doubt as to what we 
should do. We changed the whole campaign into a health appeal, 
got photographs of some of the people who had been benefited 
by drinking our cocoa and printed these with their testimonial s. 
We were rather proud of ourselves when we wrote to the British 
manufacturer telling him wha t we had done. Unfortunate ly for 
us, the manufacturer did not share our enthusiasm. He did not 
approve of anything we had done. Though he wrote to us with 
some Quak erish restra int, his words we re biting enou gh as they 
were, and much could be read between the Jines. The reputation 
of his old and resp ectable firm had been dragg ed in the mire by 
our blatant and unethical advertising. He took no more chances 
with us but turned the advertising over to another agency who 
could be trusted to maintain the respectabilit y of the firm no mat
ter how much that high esta te might cost in the loss of sales op 
portunities. That was about fifteen years ago. In the J1"1eantirne, 
someth ing has changed. Many manufacturers are now advertis
ing cocoa as a relief from sleep lessness . 
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Rice, shnrk's fi11s a11d bird's nest soup 

CHA PTER XIV 

SHARK'S FINS AND ANCIENT EGGS 

A LTHOUGH the vision of selling an apple a day to the Chinese 
remains nothing more than a statistical extravagance, a 

great many foreign manufacturers have, by persistent adver
tising, built up a good sale for certain foreign foods in China . 
Tinned milk was the first to be introduced and gradually found 
acceptance as a baby food. As it was both the duty as well as the 
desire of every wife to produce as many children as possib le, the 
demand for wet nurses exceeded the supp ly and tinned milk was 
welcomed as supplying an actual need. As there is little graz
ing land in this over-populated and intensely cu ltivated country, 
cows are scarce and the local supply of milk in all the communi
ties of China wouldn't meet the demand that exists in a good
sized town in England. Tinned milk and various milk products 
are on sale in all parts of the country, but milk has never been 
looked on as a beverage. Its use is confined to children and inva 
lids, and no Chinese drinks a glass of milk because he likes it. I 
hope that wi ll not be true a few years from now, for we are just 
starting an advertising campaign to popu larise milk drinks fla
voured with chocolate or strawberry. As they drink a lot of sweet 
carbonated waters we are rather hopeful of success . 
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We did go far towards mak ing the Chinese a na tion of rai
sin eaters . Fifteen years ago raisins were practically unknown in 
China, but now the litt le red box which forms the packet of the 
world's mos t famous rais in is a fami liar sight on the shop shelves 
of almost every city. 

When we started promoting the consumption of raisins I sug 
gested that we should conduct a cake-baking con test, offering 
cash prizes to those who would send in the best cakes in which 
raisins formed a part of the ingredients. It was my first experi
ence with anyth ing of this sort, and it wasn't until the entries 
began pi ling in that I realised how strong the gambling instinct is 
with the Chinese and how eagerly they will seize on opportunity 
to get something for nothing. The day the contest closed I went 
to see my client and found him complete ly surrounded by a sea 
of cakes . 

'You got me into this mess,' said my client, 'and now you can 
get me out of it. You have been nom inated and unanimous ly 
elected as sole judge of the contest and, with in the hour, all the 
cakes will be in your office and you need not bother to return 
them .' 

I must admi t that at the time J proposed the con test the ques
tion of how we were going to decide the winners had not oc
curred to me. When the cakes were all in my office on display 
and covering every availab le desk and table I looked at the dis 
play hoping for insp iration, but none came. My Chinese staff 
were of no help, though one of them did suggest that we could 
disqualify a few of the contenders who had entered pudd ing, 
three who had entered plain cakes, and a few others who had put 
in curren ts or pru nes instead of raisins. With these thrown out 
there were still more than 500 cakes to be judged, and the only 
sens ible way to judge them was by tast ing them. 

While I was worrying about the prob lem a ricksha coolie 
came into the office and sniffed at the cakes like a hungry dog in 
a meatshop. When J told him to help himse lf he looked carefully 
over the who le collection and sniffed a t several before selecting 
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the one he wanted. Tha t solved my pro blem. I told him to col
lect fifty of his friends and bring them to the office as soon after 
five o'clock as possible and that they cou ld eat all the cakes they 
wanted. He promptly suggested that the party be postponed for 
twenty -four hours, as everyone had already eaten something 
that day; if a feast of this sort was in progress they shou ld have 
an opportunity to take full advantage of it by fasting for 24 hours, 
which is wha t most Chinese do when they are invited out to din
ner . This seemed like a sensib le suggestion and so the party was 
postponed. 

Next day the coolies arrived. Most of them had been to the 
barber and put on their cleanest clothes . All of them acted like 
the first one. They did not fall on their food and gulp it but 
picked and chose with what appeared to be rare discrimination, 
and most of them nibb led at several before they decided which 
one they liked best. Under the most favourable of circumstances 
the merits of a cake cannot be determined with scientific accu
racy, and my system worked as well as any other. It was easy to 
note which cakes appeaTed to be the most popula1~ and the priz 
es were awarded on that basis. When weak human flesh could 
do no more and the coolies voluntarily quit eating, I called the 
inciden t closed and let them take the remaining cakes home with 
them. For months after that, when some ricksha coolie gree ted 
me with a particulaTly joyous grin, I realised that he had been 
one of my guests at the cake feast. 

~ 
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Rickshn coolies decided who baked the best cakes 
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I had neve r said any thing to my client abo ut how I judged the 
cakes, and a week or two later he asked me about it. 

'Why,' I said, 'I jus t ate a good big piece out of each one of the 
500 en tries. How else do you think I could judge them?' 

When we pro moted the sale of raisins we were not inh·od ucing 
any new food product to the Chinese. Arabian trade rs brought 
raisins to China abou t the time of Christ, and late1~ grapes were 
grown and dried in North China. These Chinese raisins were not 
produced in any quan tity and did not become a household artic le 
until the California raisin growers put on the aggressive selling 
campaign in which we played a part. The marketing condi tions 
were ideal for, although the Chinese, like all other people, like 
sugar in any form, they do not eat sweet dishes at their regu lar 
meals . There are, on the other hand, I believe, more sweetmeat 
shops per capita in China than in any other country in the world, 
and the Chinese are a race of between mea l nibblers. It was a very 
easy matter to convince them that in raisins they found sugar in 
its purest and most economical form and that the iron in raisins 
was conducive to health. 

But 1 do not believe that any amount of adve rtising wi ll ever 
lead to any change in the Chinese diet. Jndeed, I can't under
stand why any Chinese would eve r wish to change the die t to 
which he has been accus tomed fo1~ with the exception of the very 
poor, Chinese enjoy a wider var iety of food and better cooking 
than is the lot of the average Briton or Amer ican. So far as T am 
personally concerned, there is no meal I enjoy bette r than a good 
Ch inese dinner and I wou ld not anticipate an unhappy future 
if I knew that I would have nothing but Chinese food to eat all 
the rest of my life. I would miss the corned beef and cabbage, 
the beef-steak and kidney pudding, baked beans and hot corn 
bread, but there are compensations in sweet -and-sour pork, Pe
king duck and Canton chicken cooked in vege tab le marrow. 1 am 
not alone in this opin ion, for it is shared by a lmost all foreigners 
who have lived in China for any length of time and are not still 
encased in their narrow nat ional prejudices. As a matter of fact, r 
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would greatly enjoy attacking this problem from the other angle 
and could, with a great deal of confidence, put on a campaign 
to promote the adopt ion of a modified Chinese cuisine and diet 
in England or America. If it were adopted it would give to the 
residents of both counh·ies a diet healthier and more economical 
than the one they now enjoy and a cuisine full of culinary delights 
they never dreamed of. A few Chinese who have lived in foreign 
countr ies have picked up a taste for foreign dishes, but they eat 
them occasionally as a novelty or a pose and not as a steady diet 
or because they like them. I know of one Chinese who is passion
ately fond of buckwheat cakes and maple syrup, the American 
breakfast dish wh ich Benjamin Franklin tried unsuccessfully to 
introduce in England. The dish never became popular there, nor 
is there the least chance that it will ever be popular in China. The 
only foreign food for which there is a steady demand in China is 
porridge, but that is so much like the native congee, or rice gruel, 
that its use as a breakfast dish involves only a slight adaptation 
and not a change in taste. 

A Chinese friend who has lived in many countries, and is 
something of a cosmopolitan, recently told me that his idea of 
an ideal condi tion of life was to be an American citizen with a 
Japanese wife and be able to eat Chinese food. His idea was this. 
As an American citizen he would have all that the world could 
offer in the way of liberty and opportunity, a Japanese wife is the 
most loyal, devoted and uncomplaining of helpmates, and with 
Chinese food he would have at his disposal food unsurpassed by 
any other country. Of these three ideals he had to conten t himself 
with the last one, which, he said, was after all the most important 
of the three. 

When you mention Chinese food to the average English
man who does not live in China, he either has no idea what you 
are talking about or if he has that dangerous small learning, he 
thinks of shark's fins, bird's nest soup and ancient eggs. Not one 
of these is calculated to excite the salivary gland of the unso 
phisticated Anglo-Saxon. I have eaten all of them and will do so 

[ 176) 



SHARK 'S FINS AND ANC IENT EGGS 

again the next time I go to a dinner where they are served, not 
because I care for them especially, bu t I don't mind them and it 
would be noticeab le and an offence to the host if I didn't dip my 
chop sticks into all the bowls on the tab le. When I can't avoid it, 
I eat parsnips for the same reason . The shark's fin soup may be 
very good unless it is too sharky, and I was never able to discover 
any particular taste in bird's nest soup, but I find the ancient eggs 
sligh tly queasy. These eggs, by the way, are put through a pick
ling process whjch hardens and preserves them and they are, in 
taste and appearance, more like a sh·ange cheese than anything 
else. The eggs are not rea lly ancient, for the pickling process is 
completed in about a month and if they are kept more than a 
year it is only because no sale has been found for them. Great age 
does not make them more valuable; in fact, if they are kept too 
long they desiccate and cannot be eaten. That fiction about great 
age used to be an old sajlors ' yarn until it was sto len by fiction 
and adventure writers who wanted to put exotic local colour into 
their stories but were too lazy to look up the facts . I once made a 
sandwich out of slices of these eggs, put in dash of mus tard and 
fed them to a squeamish friend . He liked them until the top of 
the sandwich fell off and he saw what they were. As I said before, 
I don't care for these ancient eggs. The taste is not repulsive but 
strange. However, as I have, without suffering any hardship or 
going out of my way to do it, learned to like Limburger cheese, 
escargots, raw fish, Scotch whisky and Dutch gin, it wou ld not be 
a difficult matter to become accustomed to the taste and possibly 
cultivate a liking for pickled eggs. 

But these three, and many other items which uninformed 
tour ists talk about, are not common in China, are expensive, and 
mjgh t almost be classed as novelties. There are a great many Brit
ons who have never eaten caviar, terrapin, or canvas back duck, 
yet these iten1s are much more common in England and eaten 
by a greater proportion of consumers than are to be found for 
shark 's fin or bird's nest soup. Ancien t eggs are a little more com
mon, but there are a million of Chinese who have never tasted 
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them - probably as great as the proportion of Britons who have 
never eaten Roquefort cheese. 

Another Chinese dish which most foreigners have heard of 
and a great many have eaten is chop suey. It has been called by 
some 'the national dish of China', and is generally assumed to be 
the Chjnese counterpart of the roast beef of old England. Now, 
the truth of the matter is that chop suey, as we know it, is not only 
not the national dish of Chjna, but it is not even a Chinese dish 
and no Chinese ever eats it. The only chop suey which the Chinese 
know is a cheap kind of Cantonese hash which is salvaged by 
Cantonese beggars. The beggars in Canton go from door to door 
carrying their capacious food bowls, into which housewives who 
are charitably inclined throw any odds and ends of food which 
may be left over from the family meal. As the beggar has to visit 
several homes in order to get his bowl satisfactorily filled, he 
usually collects quite an assortment of meats and vegetables be
fore he retires to some shady corner, stirs the accumulation with 
his chop sticks and eats his meal. In spite of its humble origin 
there is no reason why this beggar 's hash should not be whole
some and tasty. But there is naturally a prejud ice against it in the 
minds of all Chinese. 

Dr. Wu Ting Fang, the famous Chinese diplomat, told me the 
peculiar circumstances under which this beggar dish became the 
favourite exotic dish of foreigners in many lands. The discov
ery of gold in California brought thousands of Chinese to San 
Francisco, some to work in the gold fields, but more to earn their 
fortunes in slower but more cer tain ways by working at various 
trades. For a long time, all the shoes and cigars in San Francisco 
were made by Chinese, who also did most of the carpenter work. 
Soon after the discovery of gold the Chinese colony in the city 
was large enough to support a couple of restaurants conducted 
by Cantune8e cuuks, who catered only to their fellow exiles from 
the Middle Kingdom. The white men had heard the usua l sailor 
yarns about what these pig-tailed yellow men ate, and one night 
a crowd of miners decided they would try this strange fare, just 

[ 178) 



SHARK'S FINS AND ANCIENT EGGS 

to see what it was like. 
They had been told that Chinese ate rats and they wanted to 

see whether or not it was h·ue. When they got to the restaurant 
the regular cus tom ers had finished their suppers, and the pro
prietor was ready to close his doors. But the miners demanded 
food, so he did the best he could to avoid trouble and get them 
out of the way as soon as possible. He went out into the kitchen, 
dumped together all the food his Chines e patrons had left in 
their bowls, put a dash of Chines e sauce on top and served it 
to his unwelcom e guests. As they didn 't understand Cantonese 
slang they didn 't know what he meant when he told them that 
they were eating chop suey, or 'begga r hash '. 

At any rate, they Liked it so we ll that they came back for more 
and in that chance way the great chop suey indus try was estab
lished. Many more Chinese fortunes have been made from it than 
were ever mad e from gold mining, and thousand s of Chinese 
have laughed for genera tions because every dish of chop sucy 
serve d is a culinary joke at the expense of the foreigner. Chines e 
restaurants where c/Jop suey is served are to be found in big cities 
all over the world except in Ch ina. Our Chinese cook knows how 
to make it only becau se n-iy wife taught him, with the aid of a San 
Francisco cookery book. He ate some of it once, but said he didn't 
like it. As he is from the Yangtsze Valley, he doe sn't like anything 
that is ren,otely connected with Canton. There is an ent ire ly ab
surd story that the dish was popularised in America by Lord Li 
Hung Chang, but it is safe to say that, with bis grea t we<llth and 
fastidious tastes, this powerful Chinese steltesrn<ln never elte 'beg
g<lr hash '. It was served in San Franc isco long before a Lord Li 
mad e his famous trip round the world. Dr. Wu told me that he 
had served it at" legation dinn er party in Washingt on, but that 
he did so only becau se the American public see med to expec t it 
of him. Knowing the old gentlema n's flair for personal publi city, 
I strongly suspect that he knew the dinn er would be featured on 
the front pa ges of the news pap ers. 

Experts disagr ee as to the relativ e skill of French and Chinese 
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cooks, but all those who award first place to the French give sec
ond place to the Chjnese, and there is a general agreement that 
if the comparison were carried to the logical conclusion some 
other nation would naturally have to be awarded third place. 
That humble position would have to go to cooks so far below 
the French or the Chinese that it is not wor th while going to 
the trouble to find out who sho uld have third place. Americans 
have been mentioned, principally by themselves, but if kitchen 
economy is to be taken into account, they would be ruled out, 
because they are the most wasteful cooks in the world. A good 
sized province of China could eat to satiety from the waste food 
of American kitchens. Englishmen are usually keen to uphold 
national prestige in every line, but I hav e noticed that one thing 
he will not argue about is the superiority of British cooking. 

Long before the Christian era the Crunese, in their search for 
food, were experimenting with everytrung they could chew and 
swallow. They had no inherited prejudices and no religious pro
hibitions. Buddhi sm forbids the killing of animals and, as a cor
ollary, the eating of flesh, but Buddhism was brough t to Cruna 
from India long after the Chinese had perfected the art of cook
ing and had established their food habit s. The Buddrust prorubi
tions, wruch affected a very larg e part of the population, gave the 
Crunese cooks a difficult problem to solve, to provide a peopl e 
accustomed to meat with a purely vegetarian diet wruch would 
be acceptable to them. I really believe that if the Chinese cooks 
had not solved trus prob lem so successfully we would not now 
see the magnificent Buddhist temp les and monasteries which 
are to be found in all parts of the country as testimonials to the 
strength of the following of the gentle Mahatma. The Chinese 
cooks made the vegetarian diet so palatable that it was no hard
ship to adopt it, and what might have been a perpetua l Lent be
came a perpetua l feast. Dr. Wu Ting Fang was a vegetarian, not 
because of Buddhist faith but because some lady food faddist in 
Washing ton convinced him that a vegetarian diet wou ld prolong 
his life. I ate my first vegetarian Crunese meals in his home and 
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they were very good . But I never realised how sk ilfully vegetar 
ian dishes could be given the taste and appearance of meat un til 
my wife and I were enterta ined at a rather sumptuous dinner by 
the abbot of a Buddhist monastery where we were spending our 
Christ1nas holidays. If I had not known that nothing but vegeta
bles can be brought into a monastery kitchen and that the pious 
old abbot would rather commit suicide than serve so much as a 
spoonful of chicken liver gravy at his table, I would have thought 
that this was just an especia lly good Ch inese dinner . The va rious 
dishes had not only the appearance and the taste of meat but 
even the texture . Since the eating of meat is so evil I wondered 
why it was not sinful to give this Buddhist banquet such an evil 
appearance, but the abbot didn't know what I was talking about 
when I brought this question up, because there is nothing in the 
Buddhist doctrine which says anything about the avoidance 
of evil appearances. There are a few Protestant Christia n sec ts 
which have made vegetarianism an article of faith, but shame 
lessly serve false replicas of pork chops and other food of sinfu l 
and evil appearance. I would like to ask them how they justify 
this in the light of the Biblical injunct ion. I know in advance that 
the answer will be a good one and will probably show me up in 
the light of a sinner who has asked a foolish question, but I am 
willing to take the chance because I would rea lly like to know 
what the answer is. Christian theologians are notoriously skilful 
at exegesis and the Buddhists are not far behind them. The abbot 
was explain ing to me the Buddhist doctrine which forbids the 
taking of life and, in order to make the matter unders tandab le 
to me, abandoned metaphysics and confined himself to describ 
ing the harmlessness of various creatures and the benefits they 
bestow on man, even without providing food for him. He made 
out a fine case for the ox and the horse, which was easy, and gave 
rats and mice good reputations they did not deserve, so I asked 
him abou t mosquitoes. 

'Man should be ve ry grateful to mosquitoes,' he said, 'for they 
save a great many lives. In the summer when it is hot the work-
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men in the fields get very tired and they lie down in the shade 
to rest. Some times they go to sleep, and if they sleep a long time 
they will get chilled and become sick. But they do not sleep long 
because a mosquito, on an errand of mercy, stings them and 
wakes them.' 

During our fortnight in this Buddhist monastery, we didn't 
have to exist on vegetar ian food, for we had brought our prov i
sions wi th us and they included all the solids and liquid s which 
enliven the Christmas holidays . A wing of the monastery had 
been turned over to us and in one of the many rooms our cook 
set up a very serviceable kitchen. When we were about ready to 
return to Shanghai, and I could bring the matter up without fear 
of raising a dangerous issue, I asked the abbot why he had been 
so lenient and allowed us to bring meat, to say nothing of gin, 
into the monastery . His exp lanation was just as pleasing as his 
exposition of the virtues of the mosquito had been. He recalled 
that two years before I had come to the monastery more or less 
as a refugee, for I had been on a hou seboat trip on the Ningpo 
Lakes when a typhoo n struck and I had abandoned the boat and 
headed for the monastery as the only shelter in sight. He said he 
knew at the time that among the supplies my servants dragged 
in there was very probably some sinful meat and that he shou ld 
have refused to allow them to bring it in, but I was a stranger and 
sick and he was afraid that if he deprived me of my regu lar food 
it might be injurious to my health. So he had sa id nothing about 
the meat and there were no dire results. On the contrary, the 
monastery had enjoyed an unusual prosperity. In the five hun
dred year history of the monastery, I was the first foreigner who 
had ever spent a night under its roof and they had come to the 
conclusion that a part of this good fortune had been due to their 
hospitality to me. Also, I had not behaved as they had been led 
to believe foreigners would behave, had been respectful at the 
ceremonies and had contributed liberally toward the rebuilding 
of the temple. He said they looked on me as a kind of lay broth er, 
albeit a sinful one, and that I was always welcome, even with my 
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roast turkey and boiled ham and Scotch whisky, but he warned 
me not to encourage any other foreigners to come to the place. 

In their searc h for food, the Chinese explor ed the widely dif
ferent climates that are to be found betw een sub-tropical Canton 
and semi-arctic Siberia . Here were to be found a wide variety 
of anim als, fish, birds, insec ts, fruit, grain , nut s, roots and green 
vegetables, and the Chinese tried them all, cooking them in ev
ery way possib le, flavoui-ing them with eve ry conceivable sauce. 
Periods of famine intens ified the search and broadened its scope. 
History doe s not record the nam e or the nationality of the man 
who ate the first oys ter, but I feel certain that he was a Chinese . 
At any rate, long before Englishmen had learned to dr ink tea 
or coffee, Chinese had learned so much about oys ters that they 
were drying them in orde r to make them keep indefinitely. The 
only rea l oys ter shop in Shanghai - that is, a shop which sells 
nothin g but oysters - is an old establi shment near the Chinese 
restaurant dish·ict on Foochow Road which sells nothin g but 
dried oys ters. I will not attempt to explai n how an oys ter can be 
dried before it putr efies, but it can be don e. 

Althou gh the Ch inese sea rched the eart h, the waters and the 
air for food, they never learn ed to use dairy products. Neithe r 
milk, butter nor cheese formed any pa rt of the Chinese diet unti l 
foreigners taug ht them the use of milk. That is now consu med in 
fairly liberal quantities by the very young or the very aged. They 
make a very acceptable substitute for milk by squeezing the juic
es from soya beans. It looks like milk, tastes somet hin g like it, has 
most of the food va lues, and sells at a ve ry sma ll fraction of the 
price. They are ind ifferent to butter, neither likin g nor disliking 
it, and as they see no need for it they do not use it. 

They detest cheese, and will not ea t it under any circum
stances. Even if they ate cheese, it wo uld not be a popular food 
produc t, because a very simp le and obvious pun on the Chinese 
name turns it into the name of an art icle wh ich is certain ly un
fit for hum an consumption. During one of the many civ il wars 
which for a decade made life in Shanghai a more or less con-
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tinual round of encitement, a crowd of more than 1,000 hungry 
and defeated soldiers threw down their arms and sough t refuge 
in the Internationa l Settlement. During those hectic days, almost 
every able-bodied foreigner in Shanghai was serving as a vol
unteer soldier or po liceman, and in the latter capacity I was put 
in charge of the refugee camp for one spell of duty. All I had to 
do was to see that the refugees didn't run away, which was very 
easy, because that was the last thing in the world they wanted 
to do. However, they had had nothing to eat for two days and 
were desperately hungry; I appea led for he lp to the first man 
who came along, who happened to be a British army cap tain . 
He got busy at once and in less than half an hour we had several 
hundred tins of cheese and biscuits which he had managed in 
some way to get from the British army stores. We opened up a 
few tins to show the refugees how it was done, and assumed 
that they wou ld fall to at once. As soon as they saw and smelt 
the cheese they set up roars of anguish. They could not have 
been more disappointed if we had given them a tin full of nice 
hard flints. It looked for a moment as if a British army captain 
and an amateur policeman were going to have a rather excit
ing morning. But we arranged a truce and I made a hasty and 
very unbusiness- like deal wi th a Chinese restaurant keeper in 
the neighbourhood by giving him all the cheese in exchange for 
a few thousand steamed dumplings. After the transac tion was 
finished and our charges were eating the dumplings, the anny 
captain cheerfu lly remarked that he supposed I knew tha t I had 
been guilty of the high crime of traffick ing in His Majesty's army 
stores; he said it was a good thing I was an amateur American 
policeman ins tead of a British soldier, as under the la tter circum
stances, he would have had to report me for court martial. In 
the meantime, he had held on to one tin of cheese and so, as we 
didn't see any other food near at hand, we ate it for breakfast, to 
the great amazement of the refugees, who cou ldn 't understand 
why we should eat that disgusting food so long as the steamed 
dumplings were available. 
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I hope these paragraph s about cheese will be read by cheese 
manufacturers and convince them that ther e is no mark et for 
their product among the Chinese. l don't mjnd answering their 
letters of inquiry about the potentialities of the Chinese market. 
As there is not even a trace of a potent iality the letters are easy to 
answer. The difficulty is that I feel sure non e of them believe me. 
It seems impossible to convince a cheese manufacturer tha t there 
are any peop le on eart h who simply will not eat cheese . 

In the spring of 1923, a group of bandits in Shantung put to 
shame all the previous exploits of Chinese bandits by wrecking 
the Shanghai-Peking express train and carrying away to their 
bandit lair the entire h·ainload of passengers - abou t thirt y 
foreigners and several hundred Chinese. For almost a week af
ter their capture, there was no news as to the ir whereabouts; in 
fact, all we knew about the captives was that they had no food 
except the coarse fare that might be found in one of the most 
poverty-s tricken and inho spitable parts of the country . As most 
of the foreign captives came from Shanghai and included well
known foreign residents of several nationali ties, there was more 
excitement around the town than anyone wou ld have previously 
thought possible. 

I was looking for an excuse to get a\A.'ay from Shanghai for a 
holida y and, with all the excitement there was about the bandit 
raid, l found it an easy matter to talk my fellow -members of the 
American Red Cross Committee into sendin g me to the bandit 
area to try to establish contact with the foreign captives and get 
food, clothing and medicines to them. I had barely effected dip
lomatic relationship s with the bandits and got supplies organ
ised and going forward regularly to the foreig n captives, when 
one of the local war lords sent his secretary to me with a roll of 
currency amounting to $3,000 and a request that I get some food 
and cloth ing and medical supp lies to the Ch inese cap tives who 
had up to that time been existing on what scan ty ration s they 
cou ld get from the bandits, who were thems(>lvf's i mpovc>rished. 
The first contribution by the war lord was followed by ot hers as 
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often as I ran short of funds. A month later, as a cordon of Chi
nese troops was thrown around the entire bandit area, cutting off 
their supp lies entire ly, the Chinese government commissioned 
me to feed the 2,000 bandits as well, so that they would not be 
driven by hunger to confiscate the supplies intended for the cap
tives. They had up to this time scrupulously observed the prom
ises they had made to protect the relief supplies, and nothing 
had been stolen, though the temptation must have been stron g. 
The work kept me in the bandit area for six weeks - one of the 
most interesting holidays it is possible to imagine. I learned a lot 
about the tecluuque and ethics of banditry, which will probably 
never be of any practical value to me, and I also learned a good 
deal about the cost of living in China. 

With my expenditures for relief work as a basis, and through 
investigations as to the diet of local people and the cost of sup
plies, I came to the conclus ion that it was easily possible for any 
Chinese to provide himself with food, clothing and shelte r for 
five Chinese dollars a month and that I could Jive for that myself, 
though I wouldn't have much fun doing it. At present exchange 
this amounts to about six shillings. My figure was a more or less 
intelligent guess and I was later very much gratified to learn that 
Shantung Christian University, a mission schoo l of very high 
standing, had made a rather exhaustive investigation of the same 
kind, and their figure confirmed my conclusions. Their estimat e 
of the cost of food was 15 Chinese cents, 2112d. per day per per
son. That would leave only fifty cents per month for clothing 
and lodging, which is a rather narrow margin, but the university 
survey covered consumption by the rather well-to-do middle 
classes who did not have to stint themselves on the quantity of 
food consumed and who ate some expensive sauces which could 
be dispensed with. 

The following table shows the percentage in weight of differ
ent kinds of foods consumed by Chinese in Shantung according 
to the university survey, with comparative percentages showing 
a typical English diet. 
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China Percentage British Percentag e 
Bread, cerea ls and beans 71. 10.14 
Fruit and vegetables 23. 44. 
Meat and fish 2.3 13. 
Butter, fats, sugar 1.2 7.6 
Eggs .7 2.3 
Milk and cheese .0 22 . 
Other foods 1.8 . 02 

The firs t thing that will probably strike the reader is the fact 
that rice is not mentioned in this tab le. There is a widespread 
misapprehension that rice is the staff of life of all Chinese. The 
fact is that rice is the universal food sou th of the Yangtsze River, 
but it is practically unknown in the north, which is not a rice
producing area. The list given above would appear to indicate a 
very limited variety of foods, but that is not the case. The wheat 
is not only baked into bread, but also provides an infinite va
riety of noodles, macaroni, spaghe tti and dumplings . There are 
twenty -nin e varieties of green vegetab les and fifteen varie ties 
of beans. The detailed report shows that there are a few Irish 
potatoes eaten, weighing about half as much as the fresh fruit 
consumed, and one sixth as much as the weight of shrimps. The 
Irish potato was brought from Virginia by Sir Walter Raleigh and 
planted on his Irish estate, hence its name. From there the potato 
spread to all parts of Europe and was brought to China by the 
Dutch. In Thibet it is known as 'Dutch Wheat'. Unimportant po
tato patches are to be found in many parts of China, but [ have 
never heard of any place where the potato is an important ar ticle 
of diet or is given any consideration as a food supply. Ano ther 
food of A1nerican origin, Indian corn, is much more popular. The 
residents of Shantung cons ume more Indian corn than rice. 

A second ana lysis of the food consumption prepared by Shan 
tung Christian University is a lso of cons iderab le interest, as it 
shows the comparative percentages of expenditure compared to 
the average American expenditure. I have no British figures suit -
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able for comparison, but they would not differ materially from 
the Amer ican ones. 

China Percentage American Percentage 

Meat and fish 6. 23. 

Milk 0. 10. 

Eggs 2. 5. 

Bread, cereals and beans 72. 13. 

Butter, fats, sugar 4. 15. 

Fruit and vegetables 14. 16. 

Other foods 2. 7. 

A study of these figures will convince almost anyone that a 
very strong case can be presen ted for the adoption by Britons 
and Americans of a modified form of the Chinese diet. It prob
ably wouldn't be possible to reduce their food bills to approxi
mately six shillings per month, but the food bill could be cut in 
ha lf without allowing anyone to go hungry. There wouldn' t be 
so many fat women, but there would be more slim girlish figures 
and fewer doctor's bills. But, on the other hand, it would be dif
ficult to find any argument about a change of diet convincing 
enough to make any impression on the Chinese. 
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Face is nn importnnt 111ntter in Chinn 

CHAPTER XV 

FACE SAVED AN D FACE LOST 

ALTHOUGH the word is not a new one, the Chinese have added 
to the riclmess of the English langua ge by giving an added 

meaning and a new use to the word 'face'. In its new, Sinologi
cal, meaning, it was for a centur y or mor e purely a Ch ina Coast 
word, unknown except on the Western shores of the Pacific, bu t 
in 1934 it was formally ado pt ed and legalised by the editor s of 
the Oxford Dictionar y, who define: 

lose face, of Chinaman, be humiliated. 
snve person's face, spare him from open sham e. 
These brief definitio ns give but little hint of the very impor 

tant part tha t face plays in all affairs of life in China . It embodi es 
a code of human relationship s which enjoins on everyone the ob
liga tion, in all circumstance, to help his fellow-man to maint ain 
his self-respect and to hold up his head in pride. In a way, it is a 
code of toleration and forbea ranc e which enab les Ch inese to live 
toge ther under crowded and highly comp etitive condit ions with 
a min imum of friction. A man 's misfor tun es, or the results of his 
foolish acts, are not he ld up to derision, because that would make 
him lose face. In this way enmiti es are avoided. If one comes out 
the loser in a business deal, the victor does not push his ad van-
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tage to the ultimate, but grants the unfortunate one some little 
concession so as to remove the sting of humiliation from his de
feat. It is at the same time a mental stimulus and a moral bulwark 
for the individual, as everyone more or less instinctively tries to 
avoid any act, or any course of conduct which might cause him 
to lose face, that is, be openly shamed or humiliated. On ethical 
grou nd s it is, of course, open to the charge of insincerity for, in 
great measure, the loss of face lies, not in the shamefulness of 
one 's conduct, but in the misfortune of exposure. 

No one in China is too lowly to h·easure and guard his face, 
that is, his dignity and self-respect. And no foreign resident has 
ever accomplished anything in dealing with Chinese if he failed 
to take this factor into account. Those who know how to utilise it 
have found life pleasant and sometimes prosperous. Everyone's 
face must be respected. One may frequently and sharply repri
mand a Chinese servant, make him do over and over again the 
tasks he has bungled, and still the household remains unruffled. 
But if the reprimand is deli vered in front of others, especially in 
front of other servants, that is quite a different matter. The unfor
tunate servant has 'lost face ' and suffers an anguish difficult for 
the foreigner to under stand . If the master or mistress continues to 
make him lose face by advertising his shortcomings to all within 
hearing, there will soon be a vacancy in the establishment. The 
boy or cook or coolie will sad ly report that it is necessary for him 
to be absent for a few days to attend the funeral of his brother, 
and that is the last that is seen of him. A friend will arrive later to 
collect the wages due and to explain that the servant is suffering 
from a very severe illness and that the chances of his resuming 
his duties in the near future are so remote that a substitute had 
better be employed. There are many houseboys, cooks and coo
lies working in foreign homes in Shanghai at ridiculously low 
wages, who never think of asking for an increase, but slave along 
contentedly year after year. On the other hand, there are a great 
many foreigners living perforce in hotel s or pensions who cannot 
keep hous e because no servants will work for them, no matter 
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what wages are offered. Employmen t in their household would, 
in itself, imply a loss of face, for their treatment of servan ts is 
well known, and any who accepted emp loyment there would be 
sub ject to the ridicule of his fellows. Although such occurrences 
are very rare, there have been instances of murderous attacks on 
foreigners by Ch inese servan ts, and police officials who investi
gate such matters are of the opinion that most of thes e attacks are 
directly attributable to a loss of face. The foreigner has caused the 
boy or the cook such h umiliation as to drive him to a murdero us 
frenzy . Long hours, hard work , poor pay, an exacting or even 
unxeasona ble mish·ess - all these things they will endure cheer
fully and philosophically so long as they are no t humiliat ed. 

Sometimes the servan t's face depends not on ly on the treat
ment his employer accords him, but also on what he thinks of 
the socia l status of his master. I once helped a boy to get a place 
as personal servan t to a Shanghai bach elor. The wages were sat
isfactory, and I was very much surprised when he turned up a 
fortnight later with the announcement that he had quit and was 
look ing for ano ther job. It transpired that the bachelor had but 
two passio ns in life, horses and Scotch whisky, so he kep t the boy 
up late at night serving whisk ies and made him get up early to 
brew a pot of tea in preparation for the eaTly morning ride. But 
it was not these long hours that distressed the boy. The bach 
elor spent so much time and mon ey on whisky and horses that 
his wa rdrobe was a very sketch y affair. J have forgotten aU the 
shameful details divu lged to me by the horrified boy, but it ap
pears that the bachelor had only thr ee pairs of socks, and one 
of these was full of holes. The bachelor 's indifference to an ad 
equate supply of haberdashery was well known to aJJ the other 
boys in the neigh bow-hood and was the subject of frequent com 
ment and servants ' quar ter jokes, and as a resu lt no one cou ld 
work for him without a serious loss of face. If he had been too 
poor to afford anythi ng more, the boy said, it wou ld hav e been a 
different matter, but he was shabby from sloth and indifference, 
thereby proving that he was not a proper gentleman. 
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Different occupations are graded according to the face they 
bestow on an employee. Banks probably rate the highest, and 
every bank has a long waiting list of sons of prominent families 
whose one ambition in life is to be employed by a bank. With 
them salary is no object. Indeed, many a wea lthy Chinese father 
wou ld bribe his son 's way into a bank pay roll and pay out more 
than the son could possibly earn in several years. Such employ
ment not only gives face to the employee but reflects face on all 
members of the family. This desire for face-giving jobs has led to 
the deve lopment of a system of fraudulent promotion schemes 
which are peculiar to China. The promoter, usually of a bank or 
a shipping company, goes through all the pre liminaries which 
usually accompany a fraudulent stock selling scheme - ornate 
offices, impressive office stationery, etc. He may sell some stock, 
but that is not his main objective, for it is eas ier and equally 
profitable to sell jobs. The staff of the prospective bank is filled 
over and over again, everyone from the cash ier to the most ju
nior office boy paying for his employment and putting up a cash 
deposit as security or, as it is know in Chinese phrase, 'honesty 
money'. By and by, when the opportunities have been exhausted, 
the promoter departs for some distant province, and that is the 
last his deluded employees ever see of him. 

This sale of jobs in a fictitious concern is an old swindle in 
China, but the cinema vogue has introduced a new version of it, 
which a gang of my fellow-Americans have been working with 
a fair degree of success. I had an opportuni ty to play a very use 
ful part in this swindle myself . A man asked me to call on him 
at his hotel to discuss a big advertising campaign, and when I 
saw him he told me he was planning to open a beauty parlour 
in Shanghai and cater especially to Chinese girls of the wea lthy 
classes. I didn't like the man 's looks, and knew we would never 
get along very well together. Also, I couldn' t see any possibil ity 
of beauty shop advertising amounting to very much, though he 
had thrown out hints that this was a different kind of a beauty 
shop in which large profits were to be made. So I told him beauty 
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shop advertising was a little out of our line, and that he would 
probably get better service from one of the small Chinese agen 
cies. 

I didn't know at the time what a clever swindle he was pre
paring to operate. The beauty shop was only the blind or trap 
into which he lured his victims, and this was his method of op
eration. A pretty Chinese girl, a member of a wealthy family, be
came a patron of his shop and, after the first few visits, the man
ager of the shop, who pretended to have come from Hollywood, 
asked the girl if she had ever thought of going into the movies. 
Of course every young girl, no matter what her nationality, has 
thought of becoming a movie star and every girl is interested and 
flattered by a question of that sort. 

The next step was to have some test photographs made and, 
by a singular coinc idence, a Hollywood casting director hap
pened to be going through Shanghai just about the time and one 
inspection of the test pictures proved to him that this girl was 
just the type the movie studios were looking for - here was a 
girl who was the superior of Am1a May Wong in every way. This 
was not difficult for the Chinese girl to believe, for Anna May 
Wong had visited China for the first time a few months previ 
ously and the Chinese girls made careful comparisons and were 
unimpressed by her. 

The bogus Hollywood director offered the girl a contract at 
once on very flattering terms. However, there were a few little 
preliminaries to be attended to before the contract was actually 
operative and the embryo star began to draw the enormous salary 
which had been promised her. She had to undergo some training 
which, though very simp le, was also very expensive . After that, 
the swindle proceeded along its allotted course and the family of 
the girl continued to put up money until they discovered that the 
whole thing was a fake. This has been operating for a number of 
years in Shanghai, and there is litt le chance of the swindlers ever 
being prosecuted, as the family which has been duped would 
lose too much face if the scheme was exposed. 

r 193 J 



400 MILLION CUSTOMERS 

Bandit or advertising mnn? 

When I started to organise my advertising agency, I at once 
encoun tered difficulties in the matter of face. There was no such 
thing as a properly organised agency, and the best known and 
most active representatives of the advertising profession consist
ed of gangs of coolies who pasted venereal disease circulars on 
blank walls. The advertising business not only had no face, but 
was not even respectab le. I wanted to employ a young graduate 
of an American university who had taken a course in advertising 
at home and had worked for a year in an advertising agency in 
New York. His family had not learned until his return home that 
he had chosen advertising as his life work, and when they heard 
the sad news they were horrified. If he had announced that he in-
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tended to turn into a bandit or take up p iracy, it wou ld not have 
created much more consterna tion . He was very anxious to join 
my staff, but had to submit my offer of employment to a fam
ily conference. The decision was finally against me and he went 
to work for an impo r ting firm at half the salary I had offered 
him. His wo rk was to handle advertising for this company but, 
as advertising was only a side line, one of its many activities, he 
cou ld pretend to be in the mercan tile business and thereby save 
the face of the family. One of my earliest efforts was to give face 
to the advertising agency business, and when I see the nu mber 
of Chinese competitors who have gone into the business I think 
sometimes that my efforts in that line have been more success
ful than was abso lute ly necessary. The business was much more 
exclusive when less reputab le. 

If one of these competitors shou ld take a client away from us, 
my Chinese staff would think a great deal more about the face 
we had lost than of the profits. I wouldn't be happy abou t it, but 
I am sure I would bear up more philosophically than they. When 
anyone, either foreigner or Chinese, is caught in some question
able dealing and is hai led into court, the popular discussion does 
not centre around his guilt or innocence, but around the amount 
of face he has lost. If a printer delivers a poorly executed job to 
us, we do not appeal to his sense of fairness, honesty and justice 
to make the matter right, but point out to him the amount of 
face we would lose if we should send this job to our clien t, who 
would undoubtedly refuse to accept it. In order to save our face, 
he does the job over again. The only time our cook stirs himse lf 
out of his usual lazy routi ne is when we have guests coming to 
dinne1~ for if there shou ld be anything wrong with the mea l the 
amount of face lost by the entire househo ld would be incalcu la
ble. In my bachelor days, a dinner party I gave appeared simply 
miraculous to me, for the tab le was a thing of luxurious beauty 
with silver, china and linen, which I not only did not possess but 
had never seen before. The cook and the boy, realising, as I did 
not, the humbleness and inadequacy of my equipment, had, on 
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their own initiative, borrowed from a neighbour who happened 
to be out of town. Thus my face was saved . More than twenty 
years ago I bought several suits of clothi ng from a London tailor 
and, ten years later, I happened to notice that a suit my Chinese 
tailor had made for me was distinguished by a Regent Street la
bel. When I asked him to explain this anachronism he said that as 
I discarded my old clothing he had removed the London labels 
and put them in the new clothing, as a London label gave me 
more face. As no one except the house servants was ever likely 
to see the labels, I don 't know just how this possession of face 
on my part would manifest itse lf, but, at any rate, his intentions 
were of the best. All of my suits were distinguished by London 
labels until the labels finally wore out. 

Face makes promotio ns and salary adjustments very difficult 
problems in any office. Promotion of any employee out of the 
regu lar order of progression causes a loss of face to all those who 
have been passed over and they feel not only great humiliation 
but a keen sense of injustice. A single promotion of this sort can 
turn an efficien t and harmonious office organisation into an un
ruly conglomeration with enough animosities to supp ly a Noah's 
Ark. It is not at all unusual for a deserving employee who has 
proved his superior abilities to refuse a promotion, because he 
knows the feuds which would arise and be centred around him. 
Problems connected with adjustment of pay fall within the same 
category. Any pay increase wh ich does not embrace the whole 
staff is bound to cause loss of face, heart burnings and secret 
hostilities. The problem of giving one employee an increase and 
ignoring the others is a very difficult one to solve . Only the new 
comer who has had little experience in handling Chinese labour 
ignores the amenities and adop ts the 'take it or leave it' attitude. 

For a long time this fetish of face provided what appeared 
to be an insuperable obstacle to the development of ath letics in 
China, for the loser in a contest, whe ther a team or an individual, 
felt such a humiliating loss of face that it was impossible to main
tain regular spor ts schedu les. Teams would even walk off the 
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field during the progress of a game if they saw that defea t was 
inevitable. Since the phy sica l development of the people forms 
an important part of the programme for the building of a new 
China, this caused serious concern to the Chinese leaders and 
they have, after a decade of work, modified that idea . By means 
of provincial and national Olympic contes ts in which all the par
ticipants are honoured and cheered and royally entertained, they 
have accomplished what appeared to be the impossible, and 
have built up a spir it of spor tsmansh ip in which the vanquished 
accept defeat without shame - tha t is, without as much shame 
as formerly. 

Until a few years ago, face was en tirely a personal matter and 
its vario us concep tions were of very ancient origin, which did 
not take into accoun t modern conditions of life. Now, under the 
guidance of Chinese leaders it is coming to assume entirely new 
aspects and is being widely used to accomplish the regeneration 
of China. The cha nge in the attitude towards ath letics is only one 
of many similar changes. Chinese have been notorious for their 
lack of public spirit. Filthy streets which would enrage the for
eign visitor, who had no personal interest in the matter, were ap
par en tly unn oticed by the Chinese resident, who wou ld spend a 
lifetime jumping over mud puddles and never take the trouble 
to fill one up. Now they are coming to a new understanding that 
if the st reets of a city are dirty the city has lost face and a ll the 
residents share in this municipal humiliation. Twenty-five years 
ago r would not have thought it possible, but the residents of 
many Chinese cities are now taking pride in the fact that their 
city is cleaner than a neig hbouring one. We have n't yet reached 
the stage of aggressive city pride that characterised some Ameri
can cities such as Seattle and Lost Angeles, but there is a healthy 
rivalr y. There has been more street cleaning in the past ten years 
than in any preceding ten cent uries. 

But the old traditions remain unchanged in official life. An 
ambitious war lord starts a revolt against the authority of the 
Cen tral Government. The revo lt is put down, sometimes as a re-
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suit of actual fighting, but more frequently as a result of a show of 
armed force accompanied by some clever political manceuvring. 
In any other countr y the rebellious general would be stripped 
of his honours, thrown into prison, perhaps executed for high 
treason. Not so in China. Such stern measures would cause such 
a loss of face to the war lord that even his bitterest enemy would 
not approve them. Instead he is given a high rank and appointed 
on a commission to some distant and harmle ss duty, such as to 
investigate the use of submarines in Switzerland or the growing 
of potatoes in Hyde Park. This serves a very useful political pur
pose, for no animosities have been created among the adherents 
of the defeated general, and it is much easier to secure their loy
alty. Some big foreign firms adopt a simi lar policy when, for any 
reason, they find it necessary to discharge an important member 
of the Chinese staff. He is promoted by h·ansfer to some branch 
office and, being ab le to read the handwriting on the wall, soon 
sends in his resignation, which is accepted with great show of 
regret. 

The great importance attached to face leads to many absurdi 
ties as any pretence invariably does. Motor -car numbers are never 
changed in Shanghai, the owner retaining the same number year 
after year. As the first licence issued was No. 1 and new numbers 
followed in numerical order as new motor -cars were bought, a 
sma ll number indicates that the owner of the car was one of the 
earliest motorists in Shanghai, thereby implying early and con 
tinued prosperity. All the ear ly cars were bought by foreigners, 
for Chinese were very slow in accepting what they considered to 
be an expensive and dangerous toy. But all the present owners of 
cars bearing small licence numbers are Chinese. As opportunity 
offered, after the motor -car vogue was established, they bought 
up the old cars for the sake of the licence number, and in that 
way many a foreigner got a fancy price for a broken down old 
crock which would otherwise have been quite unsaleable. 

Wealthy Chinese business men think that it gives them great 
face to come to the office late, thereb y proving that they are no t 
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mere wage slaves and clock punchers . This has led to the con
vention tha t all business calls should be paid in the afternoon. To 
call on a Chinese before noon would imply that he was of rather 
low standing and therefore had to get to work ear ly, just like the 
coolies who sweep the office. This custom is so well establii;hed, 
and a morning call is such an unusua l occurrence that, when a 
Chinese of any importance calls on me before noon, I can 't help 
wonder ing what desperate need has caused this violation of the 
conventions. There is not a really big and successfu l afternoon 
paper in China, and the only reason r have been able to find for 
this is that morning papers are more popula r because the Chi
nese business man has so much time to read them before con1ing 
to the office. 
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CHAPTER XVI 

THE SACRED RICE BOWL 

IN addition to considera tion for the face of your fellow-man, 
there is another complementary factor which is of possibly 

equal importance in China. You must not sham e a man by mak
ing him lose face and also you must not destroy his live lihood 
or, as the expressive Chinese phrase goes , 'break his rice bowl '. It 
is qu ite in order to get the best of him in a busin ess deat to beat 
him down to the lowest possible price and then make another 
attack by demanding discounts, rebates and allowances. But to 
bring him to destitution, to cause him unnecessary loss, to take 
advantage of technicalities, to insist on him fulfilling a contract 
when he can only do so by impoverishing himself - all these 
things are looked on as being abho rrently inhuman. The right 
to live is inherent and he who deprives his fellow-man of that 
right is no better than a cannibal. There are, everything cons id
ered, surprisingly few lawsuits in China . One reason is that most 
business deal s are between friends or relatives, and the powerful 
and we ll organised trade gui lds usually settle all disputes in a 

[ 200] 



THE SACRED RICE BOWL 

friend ly and common -sense manner without reference to co urts 
of law. Another reason is that no matter how favourable a con
tract one party to a controversy may have, or how much another 
is indebt ed to him , he will se ldom resort to .:i lawsuit to enforc e 
a claim or collect an account which might throw the other party 
into bankruptcy. Those suits which are brought in to the courts 
are usually fought with great bitterness because the two parties, 
before resorting to the employment of lawyers, have reduced 
themselves to s1,1ch insane anger that they have forgotten all 
about friendship, face and broken rice bowls. 

It must not be assumed that greedy avarice does not play its 
part in the life of China, for it does, and Shylocks exist, though 
they are not common, and are held in universal de testation. Pop
ular Chin ese folk tales are full of stories of covetous old men who 
come to no good end and of the miser 's store of wea lth which 
always mysteriously disappears. Confucius divided the age 
of men into three parts in stead of seven and warned old men 
against the sin of covetousness. 1 It is partly because the character 
of Shylock produce s such a tlu·ill of horror th at, of all the Shake
spear ian pla ys The Merchant of Venice is the most popu lar for am
ateur production, and partl y to the fact that Chinese girls like to 
play the parts of Portia. Here is one foreign female character they 
can thoroughl y und erstand for Po rt ia might have been a Chinese 
girl. I think they take the character of Shylock rather too literally, 
for a Chinese friend told me he couldn 't und ersta nd why Shy
lock should in sist on a pound of human flesh which was of no 
commerc ial value. He would have more readily under stood the 
scene if the Jew had demanded a pound of pork . 

To an Occidental, Chinese consideration for the other feJlow 's 
rice bowl is carr ied to a poin t where it becom es illogica l and ab
surd. An employee of a foreign firm who is so obscure that he 

1. Conf ucian Ana lects, Book XVI, Chapter VII: 'Conf ucius sa id, "There are three th ings 
which the superior man guard s against. In youth, when the physical powers arc not yet 
sett led, he guard s agai 11st /us/. When he is strong and the physical powers arc full of vigour , 
he guard s against quarrelsomeness . When he is old, and the animal powers are decayed. he 
guards against nn•t..•lous11rss." • 
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escapes the attention of the foreign manager may be hopelessly 
stupid and inefficient. Everyone around the place, including his 
Chinese superiors, who are presumed to discipline him, knows 
his inefficiency, covers up his mistakes and does his work for 
him . Of course, if he has been on the staff for a long time, and has 
friends or relatives in the office, there is more solicitude for him 
than wou ld be the case if he were a comparative newcomer. But 
the sentimen t is the same and the difference is only one of degree. 
In this connection a client of ours had an illuminating experience 
a few months ago when the business depression made it neces
sary to reduce his pay roll. He consulted the senior members of 
his staff about who should be discharged and, much to his sur
prise, found that they all agreed to the discharge of one of the 
best clerks in the place, but stubbornly resis ted the suggestion 
that a stupid one be let out. When he finally got to the bottom of 
things he found that they had no qua lms about discharging the 
clever employee, because he would have no difficulty in getting 
another position, but they knew that the stupid one would prob
ably find this very difficult. 

As practically all the Chinese living in the Philippines come 
from the Southern China port of Amoy, there is at all times a 
lot of travel between the two places, and the American govern 
ment formerly maintained a health office in Amoy to examine 
immigrants and guard against the introduc tion of infectious dis
eases into the Philippines. Health statistics are bread and meat to 
a member of the public health service, and this doc tor was very 
much perturbed over the fact that there were none in Amoy . In 
fact, there were no health statistics in Chinese cities unt il a few 
years ago . Statistics were demanded by Washing ton and he set 
out to collect them himself by a method of his own devising. He 
detailed one of his assistants to make a weekly canvass of all the 
coffin shops in the city and find out how many coffins had been 
sold. He was correct in his assumption tha t the number of cof
fins sold would coincide rather accura tely with the number of 
deaths, and in this way he could trace and measure the progress 
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of epidemics. This rough and easy method of gathering vital sta
tistics was inaugurated before the am1Ual visitations of cholera 
and plague, so as to estab lish the norma l Amoy death rate, and 
when these two deadly diseases appeared the coffin sales went 
up as the doctor had anticipated they would, and he was able to 
plot the sinister curves on his charts. 

Finally cooler weather came with autumn and the cholera 
and plague seasons ended. The doctor expected that his statistics 
would reflect this return to healthier conditions by a decrease in 
coffin sales, but, according to the weekly repo rts, the coffin busi
ness was just as thriving now as it had been during the worst of 
the epidemic. The thing was illogical and uncanny, for he knew 
the ep idemics were over and that the city was suffering from no 
more than the usual and normal amount of sickness . With the 
aid of a sympathetic Chinese docto1~ he made a thorough inves
tigation and finally got to the bottom of the matter. One of the 
coffin makers explained the figures by saying that they knew the 
Chinese, who was checking up on coffin sales for the American 
doctor was doing it on account of the deat hs from plague and 
cholera, and they were afraid be would lose his emp loyment if 
their report showed that there was no more of these diseases in 
the city, so they had continued to report the sales of the same 
number of coffins as before. When assured that the employment 
of the doctor's clerk would not be affected by the number of cof
fins he reported sold, they agreed to send in repor ts of scrupu
lous correch1ess. 

Some recent troubles ove r the ricksha situation in Shang
hai serve to provide a very striking illustration of the Chinese 
point of view on the subject of the rice bowl. For many years 
the Shanghai ricksha puller has been an oppressed and down
trodden labour er, who barely managed to make eno ugh to keep 
body and soul together, while the owners of rickshas, by charg
ing the pullers an outrageously high rental for the use of the ve
hicles, nrnde tremendous profits and accumulated vast fortunes. 
Except for a few foreigners who took pa rt in this exploita tion of 
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the pullers, every foreigner in Shanghai who gave any thought 
to the question set the ricksha owners down in his own mind as 
a rapacious bunch of wolves, and sympathised with the hard 
working and poorly-paid puller. From time to time, over a pe
riod of years, var ious foreign organisations stirred up agitation 
for the relief of lhe puller, but the Chine se never joined in these 
movements, though many attempts were made to get their sup
port. In fact, the whole ques tion appeared to be one in which the 
Chinese were not in the least interested, and they cou ldn 't un 
derstand why the foreigners bothered so much about it. Finally, 
a few years ago, condi tions got so bad that the Shanghai Munici
pal Counci l, which controls the affairs of the International Settle
ment, inaugurated a programme which was designed to better 
the living conditions of the ricksha puller and, by reduc ing the 
rental charged by the owners, make it possible for him to earn a 
living wage. Almost without exception the foreigners living in 
Shanghai gave the rnovement their heartiest support, but also 
almost without exception, the Chinese were either antagonistic 
or indifferent during the period that the plan was under discus
sion. When the decision of the Council was finalJy armounced, 
the ricksha owners refused to agree to any reduction in rental 
and declared a lockout, refusing to rent any rickshas, and there
by throwing some 35,000 pullers out of employment. 

From the Chinese poin t of view, this put an entirely different 
comp lexion on the matter. For genera tions they had been content 
to see contemporary generations of poor coolies suffering all the 
hard ships which accompany the most distressing poverty . But 
the moment the owners broke the coolies' rice bowls, poor and 
inadequate as the bowls were, by refusing to rent the rickshas, 
Chinese sentiment changed almost overnight and the unhappy 
robber barons found themselves en tirely friendless. Chinese in
dividual and pub lic bodies denounced them in open letters to 
the newspapers. 'Cannibals' was the favourite taunt thrown at 
them. The robber barons weakened the second day and surren 
dered on the third, and the rental reductions went into effect. 
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There is never any question in the minds of the Chinese as to 
the responsibility of the individual who, for any reason whatev 
er, deprives a man of his livelihood. The introduction of the au
tomobile has led to the inevitable accidents and fatalities. These 
are, in fac t, more numerous in China than elsewhere. Chjnese 
have never been accustomed to any vehicle moving more rapid
ly than a wheelbarrow, and the motor-car is on them before they 
realise the necessity of getting out of the way. The universal rule 
is that the motorist must pay. It does not matter that he may be 
entirely blameless, that the injured man may have been guilt y of 
the most cr imin al carelessness. So thoroughl y is this understood 
that when there is a motor-car fatality or accident, the insurance 
companies always make a prompt settlemen t wi thout ever al
lowing the matter to go to the courts. No doubt, in many cases, a 
legal decision would be in favour of the insuranc e company, but 
no company would dare to face the storm of indignation which 
wou ld follow. 

At one time I thought I owned a daily newspaper in Shang
hai, and continued to think so until the friend who was backing 
me in the enterprise decided differently. During the period I was 
under this delusion I had to struggle with a printers ' s trike which 
developed a lot of ramifications. One of the strikers, in excess of 
zeal, waylaid a newsboy and destroyed all the papers he was 
delivering, so I had the striker arrested and charged. Very much 
to my surprise the Chinese jud ge took a very serious view of 
the matter and gave him a sentence of nine month s. The next 
day his entire fami ly moved in on me, demanding to know how 
they were going to live now that their rice-winner was impris 
oned. It was useless for me to say that problem was no concern 
of mine. Their contention was that since I had sent him to prison 
and therefore made it impossible for him to keep the rice bowl 
filled, that responsibility devolved on me . I seemed to be the only 
person who did not look at it that way, so eventually I weak
ened and the family became pensioners. This kept up for severa l 
months. In the meantime the strike was settled, so I emp loyed a 
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lawyer to represent the striker and get him out of priso n so that 
he cou ld go to work again . 

We have on a good many occasions found it necessary and 
profitable in our business to appeal to the sanctity of the rice 
bowl. fn almost all cities in the lower Yangtsze Valley there are 
taxes on all forms of outdoor advert ising and, in most cases these 
are munic ipal taxes which vary from city to city, with the result 
that a poster display costs more than twice as much in Ningpo as 
in Soochow . That is not the worst of it for, with a nice calculation 
of charging all that the traffic will bear, the local tax authorities 
sometimes raise the rates without notice, and we are some times 

Dcceitf11/ sig11s which deceive 110 011c 
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confronted with the fact that we have a contract to paint soap 
advertisements in a certain town but that we cannot carry out 
the contract without a very substantial loss, because the taxes are 
much more than we had calculated. However, that situation is 
not at all disconcerting and we waste no time worrying about it. 
The head of the outdoor crew argues against the new rates and , 
if he can make no progress in any other way, shows our contracts 
and estimates of costs and the loss we will suffer, and cries: 

'You cam1ot break my master's rice bow l.' 
I am, of course, the rice consuming master referred to. 
The appeal never fails, though sometimes we do not get as big 

a reduction as we hoped for. It would probably be idle to make 
the appeal unless we are prepared to prove the actual danger the 
rice bowl is in, bu t once the official is convinced that the figures 
are correct and that we have made our contrac ts in good faith, he 
is on our side. Of course we could, with perfect logic, revert to 
foreign ideas and talk about preserving the life of the goose that 
lays the golden eggs, for the advertising geese of China do lay 
a lot of small but profitable eggs for the tax collectors. But I am 
sure we would get nowhere with that entirely utilitarian appeal. 

Now, in most cow1tries it would not be of any particular ad 
vantage to gain the sympathies of a tax collector, for they do not 
assess the taxes and have no author ity to change them. Fortu
nately, matters are arranged on a more sensible basis in China, 
where reasonableness and the spirit of compromise always out
weigh any lega l formalities. The tax collector here cannot change 
the tax rate which has been set by his superiors, but there is no 
reason why he should weary himself by going out to count all 
the signs we put up. So, by arrangement, we pay taxes on fifteen 
signs, but put up twenty. That is the way the amenit ies are ob
served, the tax rate is adjusted and brought down to a reasonable 
basis. No one 's rice bow l is broken and everyone 's face is saved. 

The mutual respect for rice bow ls has led quite naturally to the 
formation of associat ions and guilds which are found in almost 
every line of business except the newer ones such as advertising 
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and publishing. The guilds of bankers, siJk and rice dealers, are 
probab ly the richest and the oldest and their guild houses so or
nate that tourists often mistake them for temp les. In a restricted 
way, each one is a religious establishment, for it conta ins a shrine 
dedicated to the god who affords special protE>ction to that par 
ticular guild. Some of the guilds have huge cash reserves and 
make generous contributions to funds for famine relief or other 
charitable purposes. Just at present the most popular method of 
manifesting patriotism and public spiritedness is by con tribu t
ing aeroplanes to the government 's defence forces and many 
have been given by the wealthy guilds and a few by guilds with 
very modera te resources. 

The guild organisations are so all-embracing that they include 
guilds of thieves and beggars . I have never, to my know ledge, 
ever met a member of the thieves' guild, for Shanghai is too large 
a city and too thoroughly policed for this gui ld to operate in suc
cessfully, but a great many old residents who have spent years in 
the smaller up-country places have told me of their system of pro
cedure. The head of the guild works as a theft prevention bureau 
and, by paying through him a small annual fee to the gui ld he 
guaran tees agains t any molestation by thieves. It is looked on by 
many as an ideal arrangement. As everyone who has any tempt 
ing valuables pays this small tribute to the guild, the thieves are 
able to lead honest lives in comfort and security without being 
compelled to practise their profession. I don't supposed anyone 
ever thought very seriously over the question of whether or not a 
thief deserved to have his rice bowl filled. This makes it possible 
for thieves and the honest citizentry to live together on cordial 
terms, a cordiality which is only disturbed when some amateur, 
who does not belong to the gui ld, purloins something from one 
of the gui ld's patrons. Then the members of the guild become 
thief catchers, and if they cannot find and return the stolen article 
they compensate the owner for its loss. While there is no exag
geration about this br ief no te on the operations of the thieves' 
guild, it should be explained that it represents a picture of the 
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past ra ther than the present, for with the organisation of police 
and gendarmeries in all parts of the country, the thieves' guilds 
are passing out of existence. 

I did get very well acquainted with the chief of a beggars' 
guild, who was one of the first acquaintances I made in China. 
It was in the summer of 1911 and the Yangtsze was suffering 
from a very severe flood. There has been a much more serious 
flood since then, but the 1911 flood was the most disastrous in 
the memory of any living man. I was sent to Hankow to write a 
series of news articles about the flood for the Shanghai newspa
per on which I was working and also for a syndicate of American 
papers. Here I encountered my first difficulty in securing con 
crete facts and had my first experience with Chinese indifference 
to matters in which they have no direct personal concern. The 
flood was all about us at Ha nkow, the river was full of wreckage, 
and the low-lying portions of the city itself were under water. 
Corpses which floated by with horrifying frequency testified to 
the fact that there was great loss of life, but no one seemed to 
have any idea of what the fatalities were or to care very much 
about the matter. One old French padre was doing a great dea l of 
relief work, but when I asked him about the fatalities he said: 

'We will mourn and bury our Christian dead but God must 
count the heathen.' 

The editor of the one Chinese newspape r could give me no 
help. He was conducting his paper for the sole purpose of stir 
ring up a revo lution against the Manchus and was not interested 
in anything else. He was the editor r have already mentioned 
whose life was saved a few months later because his life was 
insured in a British company. I had employed an interpreter in 
Hankow and, after a day of fruitless work, I hinted to him that he 
would be discharged unless we could find some information that 
was wor th interpreting. Then, for the first time, he did a sensible 
thing and took me to see the head beggar. 

He was a very intelligent and capable old man, with a vener
able grey queue, and wh ile answer ing my questions about the 
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flood told me a great deal abou t the profession of begging as it is 
cond ucted in China. His father had been the head beggar before 
him, but his assumption of the office had been confirmed by all 
the beggars of the city and he became their autocratic head, act
ing as their business manager, and official representative in all 
dealings with the police and trades people. Here, as in most oth
er Chinese cities, begging has been thoroughly systematised . The 
begga rs were apportioned between the streets under separate 
chiefs and all were under the contro l of the head beggar. No beg
gar was allowed off his own street in his profess ional capacity, 
nor could he beg there except on the first and the fifteenth day of 
each month. This arrangement had been made by the head beg
gar after many conferences with the merchant guild and was an 
improvement over the administrative machinery he had inher
ited from his father. He is very proud of his achievemen t, as it en 
abled his people to loaf on all except two days of the month, and 
gave the least amount of annoyance to the shopkeepers. On the 
appointed days, the beggars, in company, wou ld canvass their 
street, and the proprietor of each shop gave their chief the money 
to be divided between them. The amount given depended on the 
size of the shop, according to a we ll-regulated sca le. 

It was because of this admirable arrangemen t that the head 
beggar was so keenly int erested in the flood and so well able to 
give me the details for which I had been searching. The flood 
had submerged a number of neighbouring vi llages and many 
farms, sending the refugees scurrying towards the larger cities 
for shelter and food. They were encamped in large numbers just 
outside the city gates, while many of them had en tered and were 
in the city itself, detailing to every passer-by the story of their 
misfortunes and threatening to die on the spot unless aid were 
forthcoming. This the head beggar naturally resented, and he 
grew very indignant as he told of the way in whic h these unor
ganised, non-union beggars were playing havoc with his own 
organisation. 

'The shopk eepers are all complaining to me,' he said, 'bu t what 
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can I do? These refugees are competing with my own people and 
I can't get any protection from the officials, who throw open the 
city gates to any vagabond who wants to come in and beg. They 
do not belong to our guild, have no business here, and ought not 
to be allowed in the city.' He made his grievances so convincing 
that I agreed with him . 

It is through their guilds that the Chinese have always en
joyed a rather democratic administration und er a very autocratic 
government. Under the Manchu rule, the local magistrates, tao
tais, or prefects, possessed, in theor y, almost unlimited powers. 
In practice they had at all times to be very careful not to run foul 
of the guild regulations, or to arouse public opinion to the point 
that a11 the gui lds would combine against them. In the latter case, 
the guilds inaugurated a 'cessa tion of trad e', which is a combined 
strike, lockout and boycott. Workmen quit work and employees 
closed their doors. No one bought anything and the shopkeepers 
put up their shutters. The whole city took a holiday, or several of 
them, if the official was unusually stubborn. 

The self-governing guilds naturally bred a democratic spirit 
and during the Republican revolution many of them gave valu 
able aid to the Republican cause. The first contribution to the 
funds of the revo lutionist s was mad e by a merchant gui ld at 
Hankow, and simi lar contributions from many other guilds en
abled the republicans to keep on fighting and finally win against 
the monarchy. The guilds were well able to do this, for some of 
them are fabulously rich, owning carved and lacquered guild 
houses and boasting of millions of taels in their treasuries. In 
many cases their funds hav e been accumulating for centu ries, 
for most of them have on their membership rolls the names of 
men whose fathers and grandfathers were members before them 
in an unbroken line for a dozen generatio ns, and a few auda
ciously date their record s from about 2,000 B.C. In a counh·y as 
yet untroubled by statistics, it would be impo ssible to do more 
than guess at the aggregate wealth of the guilds, but all guesses 
would be expressed in hundreds of millions. However, this is a 
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false mea sure of the guilds, whose imp ortance lies, not in their 
wealth, but in their power to regu late all the com merce and in
dustries of one fourth of the world 's population. 

Business failures are rare in China, for the gu ilds usua lly as
su me the obl igations of thP bankrupt , thereby preventing a dis
turbance of credits. It is seldom that a civil sui t comes up for a 
tria l in a Chinese court, for busi ness disp utes are almost invari
ably settled by the guilds. A Chinese si lk dealer wou ld laug h at 
the suggestion that anyone but a guild of silk merchants could 
decide a dispute il, the silk trade, and when one sees the celerity 
with which such cases are sett led in the w1official guild courts, 
and the cheerfulness with which the verdic ts are accep ted, he is 
inclined to agree with the Chjnese point of view. 
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CHAPTER XVII 

SEVERAL WAYS THAT ARE DARK 

A GOOD many compe tent observers, including some who 
rth ave lived in China and have done bus iness wi th the Chi
nese over the greater part of a lifetime, have testified in mos t 
enthusiastic terms to the honesty and fair dealing of the Sons of 
Han. The earliest foreign traders said that 'a Chinaman's word is 
as good as his bond', and some contend that the saying still holds 
good. A great many others who are, presumab ly, equa lly compe
tent observers, and have enjoyed similar opportunities to gain a 
practical working knowledge of Chinese business customs, can 
tell you long and distressing stories of dev ious turnings down 
the by-pat hs of ways that are dark and deceitful. They coun ter 
the saying about a Chinaman 's word being as good as his bond 
by declaring that it may well be, because in most instances his 
bond isn 't worth anything anyway; they can bring forth innu
merable examples in proof, evidence which is direct, circum
stantial and convincing. These two directly opposing statements 
of fact and expressions of opinion are very disconcert ing to the 
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outsider who has had no opportunity to acquire any first-hand 
knowledge and come to his own conclusions, and he natural ly 
wonders which is right. The divergent views, of course, are very 
easily explained and, in a general way, both are right. The two 
parties who hold suc h contradictory opinions have beP.n in con
tact with different Chinese. One was fortunate in his associates 
and the other was not, and each has made the same mistake of 
assum ing that his experiences were typical, and that the conduct 
of the Chinese he knew set the pattern for them all. Everyone, 
no matter what his country, knows that among his own fellow
countrymen there are honest and dishonest men, with a great 
numb er so mewhere in between and, if he ever stopped to think 
about it, he shou ld realise that the same condition very probably 
exists in other parts of the world, including China. 

It is very easy to come to certain general conclusions about 
other people and nationalities, and with the imperfect menta l 
and emotional equipmen t which we possess, very difficult to 
avoid doing so. More than twenty years ago, when I was living 
in Tokyo, a Belgian, by means of some very clever misrepresenta 
tion defrauded me of a typewriter. So far as I can remember he 
was the first Belgian I had ever met. He was certainly the first 
one I had eve r done any busines s with, and I made up my mind 
that he would be the last one. Some years later, when in business 
in Shanghai, I deliberately let a competitor take a Belgian adver
tising account that I could have had for the asking, because I had 
put representa tives of that nationa lity on a mental black list and 
didn't want to have any dealings wi th them . 

For fifteen years I disliked and distrusted the Belgians, and 
then I had a big shovel -full of very unsavoury Belgian business 
dumped on me without my knowledge or consent and very 
much against my wishes. An Esthon1an employee of mine had 
been taking a correspondence-school course in crime by read 
ing the American detective magazines and going to see the crook 
shows, and had got along very successfully until he committed 
the stupid technica l error of forg ing my name to a cheque on a 
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bank where I had no account. Before this mistake brought his 
activities to my atten tion, he had committed me to all kinds of 
obliga tions to a Belgian firm, had collected money in my nam e, 
and involved me in a tangl e which would obvious ly be very ex
pensive to me if the Belgians insisted on their rights, which is 
what I expec ted them to do , because that was a very sma ll part 
of wha t the Belgian had don e when he got my typewriter by fe
lonio us means. But when I told them my story, they tore up their 
contra ct and left me wi th my own pound of flesh. In fact, if I had 
not insisted on compensating them, they would have share d a 
good part of the loss which lega lly and ethically fell on me. No 
one could have been more fair or genero us. Having spe nt fifteen 
years distrusting the Belgian, I hope J live long enou gh to be able 
to spe nd an equal length of time regretting it. 

The fact is very disconcerting to moralists, especially to those 
who are una ble to disassociate morality and rel igion, but it is 
true that honesty, in its practical applica tion to everyday affairs, 
is a very uncertain factor until translated into terms of business 
e thics and formulated into codes and s tand ards of practice. The 
Yankee pedlar who made aJ1d sold wooden nutmegs was not the 
scou nd rel he is usually made out to be, because there was not, 
at that time, any definite stan dard of quality established for nut
megs, nor any code of ethics regarding nutm eg transaction. If the 
sa me man were alive to-day you could probably be perfectly safe 
in buying his nutm egs, because the world has become nutmeg 
conscious and the standa rd of qua lity a nutmeg mu st possess 
has become well established and is we ll known. Since practical 
honesty involves the app lication of codes of commercial ethics, 
rather than abstrac t theories of moral conduct , it stands to rea
son that the Ch inese, with t11eir cent uries of trading expe rience, 
should have built up elaborate and complete codes cover ing a ll 
possible business relationships . That is what they have do ne and, 
as might be expecte d, the deg rees of honesty as shown by differ
i11g codes of eth ics follow occupational as well as individual lines 
of demar kation . 
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The silk merchants of Ch ina, who are also weavers, prob
ably represen t the oldest business in the country, if not in the 
world, for they were weaving and selling silk a thou sand years 
or more before the birth of Christ and there has been no break 
in their activity. Their standa rds of manufacture have always 
been high. The Japanese had not been making silk for export a 
decade before they learned from foreigners how to give an ar
tificial weight to their prod uct, wi th the resu lt that there is no 
such thing as pure Japanese silk. The Chinese had an equal op
portunity to Learn these sly h·icks and practise them, but never 
availed themselves of the opportunity. Any Chinese silk dealer 
is glad to demonstrate the purity of his product by snipping off 
a piece and burn ing it in a saucer. Pure silk is the only substance 
that a flame wi ll entirely consume without leaving a trace of ash. 
If there is the slightest adulteration, the tell-tale ash will appear. 
Because Ch inese silk is pure and Chinese have confidence in its 
purity, it is sold by weight instead of by length. In all good shops 
there is no haggling over prices; usually the policy of the shop is 
proclaimed by a sign reading: 

'Prices are fixed. We cheat neither old nor young.' 
The silversmi ths also represent a very ancient craft with a 

strong gui ld and very rigid rules of conduct. Every piece of silver 
ware bears the 'chop' or trade mark of the shop which produced 
it, and in China this is treated w ith as much respect as the legend 
on a minted coin. It is a guaran tee of the purity of the metal and 
also constitutes the most liberal and unconditional money-back 
guarantee any manufacturer in any country ever put on his 
product. No matter how old or battered the piece may be, the 
silversmi th will always buy it back at a slig ht reduction from the 
original price. The homes of wealthy Chinese are crowded with 
silver vases and boxes which they buy, not only because they 
think they are highly ornamental, but also because they can, at 
any time, turn these ornaments into cash. 

But in other lines of business the standard s are not so high. 
For some reason which I have not heard satisfactoril y explain ed, 
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Chinese never built for perma nence as the term is understood 
in other countries . Though many of their temples and palaces 
made a very impressive appearance they were never as substan
tial as they appeared to be and rarely outlasted the lifetime of 
the grandson of the builder. Thjs was true even where plenty of 
good building stone was availab le. The 'ho llow brick' mE>thod of 
construction, which is generally thought to be a modern archi 
tectural improvement, was in use in China centuri es ago. But it 
was not used to improve methods of construction. Its sole pur
pose was to Jnake two thin bricks do the work of one big thick 
brick, thereby producing a flimsy building of deceitfully massive 
appearance and adding to the profits of the building con tractor. 
One exception must be made to the statement that all construc
tion was shoddy . Modern engineers would find it difficul t to im
prove on either the design or the methods of construction of the 
Great Wall, which is still sound after more than 2,000 years of 
sun, frost and earthquakes. But this great defensive work was 
built by a military genius to keep out barbarian invaders. The 
danger vvas a real one and flimsy walls would afford no protec
tion. A hundred genera tions of builders have observed the Great 
Wall and adm ired it, but no one has ever sough t to emulate it. 
Unless they are constantly and expertly watched, they will use 
the cheapest materials poss ible and even cheat on the quantity 
if they find an opportunity to do so. They excel in plaster work, 
because with it they can conceal their shoddy workmanship. 
The fact that they cannot conceal all the inferior material does 
not deter them from using it. Except in a few modern buildings 
erected under strict foreign supervision, it is impossible to find, 
in the whole of China, a window with no imperfect panes. For
eign window -glass factories find i11 China a sale for the defective 
glass they could not sell in any other country, and, in fact, this 
glass is known to the glass trade as 'China grade'. 

An architect in Shanghai show ed a Chinese contractor a pic
ture of the Empire State Building and jokingly asked him how he 
would like to have a contract to put up a building like that. 
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'What a cha nce!' said the con tractor, who also had a sense of 
humour. 'What a chance ! I could leave out a who le floor and no 
one would know the difference!' 

No doubt if there had ever been a demand for well -cons truct 
ed houses, and for public bui ldings which wou ld last though the 
centuries, a high standard of ethics wou ld have been built up 
in the building trades, but this demand never existed and was 
in fact discouraged by the rulers, who restricted the size and 
style of houses that could be bui lt by commoners, no matter how 
wealthy they might be. 

The newer occupa tions, such as manufacturing and publish
ing, and the export trade, have not built up as ye t any code of 
ethics worthy of the name. Chinese manufacturing almost invari
ab ly follows one disastrous cycle. The manufacturer starts wi th 
new equipment, turns ou t a good product and builds up a fair 
sale for his goods. When he has accomplished this much it seems 
to be impossible for him to resist the temptation to work off poor 
materials, the quality of his product deteriorates, his sales fall off, 
his business fails. Then someone buys him out, starts ove r again 
and runs through the same cycle . I have seen dozens of examp les 
of it in the cigarette business. Most of the cigarettes in China are 
made by a British company so large that it is almos t a monopoly. 
This makes it a rathe r easy matter for a Chinese to start a factory, 
work up a little furore about smoki ng Chinese cigarettes instead 
of British, and so build up a profitab le business in a new brand. 
As soo n as he has accomplished this, the manufac turer reflects 
that he can add a great deal to his profits by using tobacco of 
a little cheaper price and poorer grade. It takes some time for 
srnoke rs to become conscious of a change in the quali ty of the 
cigarettes and, encouraged by the fact that use of the cheaper 
grades of tobacco have not affected sales, the manufacturer p uts 
in a few more economies. Then one day he finds that his brand 
of cigarettes is expir ing and that it is too late for him to do any
thing about it. It has come to be taken for granted that no brand 
of cigarettes turned out by a Chinese factory will be popu lar for 
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more than a few years. 
The Chinese manufacturer is also a grace less and shameless 

imitator of trade marks . As soon as some foreign product which 
is easily manufactured builds up a good business in China, one 
or more Chinese manufacturers produce a product with pack
ages and brand names which are similar. At one time we were 
advertising a sticky pomade which would keep the hair slicked 
down and give heads the appearance of having been covered 
with lacquer. It enjoyed a good sale, because that was before it 
became fashionable for Chinese men to clip theix haix short in the 
mili tary or monkish fashion, and the hair on the Chinese male 
head is usually coarse and unruly. In a few weeks there was an 
imitat ion brand on the market, and an average of one or more 
new imitations appeared every month. We finally began collect
ing them, like new issues of pos tage stamps . At one time we had 
twenty-one varieties, but there were a few rare issues that es
caped us. 

These imitations are very irritating, but I was never ab le to feel 
the amount of moral indignation they arouse in the breasts of my 
clients, because they never deceive anyone. In fact, I am in some 
doubt as to how far they are intended to deceive . I think many 
of them are put out by the Chinese manufacturers because they 
haven't the ability to get up something that is entirely original. 
In any town in the Yangtsze Valley you will find a number of 
shops which sell sma ll batteries for use in electric torches. If 
you ask the shopkeeper for a well -known American brand he 
will offer you the genu ine article, but if you find the price too 
high, he wi ll promptl y offer yo u another battery with the same 
name and often an identical trade mark and explai_n that he can 
se ll this at a cheaper price because it is an imitation. It is not an 
easy fftatter to invent an en tirely new design for a package or 
for any thing else. That is what the fathers of America found 
out when they attempted to design a flag which cou ld replace 
the separa te standard s of the thirteen colonies. The flag, when 
finally produced, turned out to be an exact copy of the flag of the 

r 219 J 



400 MILLION CUSTOMERS 

Hon . East India Company except that my ancestors added two 
more stripes. With that excep tion, the only difference betw een 
the American flag and that of the 'Jolu1' company of 160 years 
ago consists of later cha nges and additions. If any manufacturer 
to-day copied his competito r 's trade mark as unscrupulou sly 
as my forefather s copied the flag of the East India Company, he 
would indubitably lose in a suit for trade mark infring ement. 
The fact that the Yankee traders of those days were offering the 
stronges t competitio n to the British trading monopoly promp ts 
the thou ght, po ssibly unpatriotic, that the similarity in flags was 
more than a coincid ence.1 

Any observant visitor to Shanghai must inevitab ly come to 
the conclusion that the barbering business here is very prosp er
ous and very highly organised for nine out of ten of the hundred s 
of shops bear the name 'Excelsior ', all apparently being units 
of one gian t chain . But the connection between the individual 
shops exists solely in the similari ty of names, for each shop is 
under individual ownership and management. One of the first 
of the American style barber shops that was established when 
the Chin ese began cutting their queues in 1912 was started by a 
Chinese barber from San Francisco who had worked in a shop 
called the Excelsior. So that was the name he gave his shop , and 
as othe r shops were started his competitors copied rus sign. This 
has gone on year after year until now a barber shop looks queer 
wi th any other name. 

While the Chinese manufacturer makes clumsy imitations of 
foreign labels and packages he seldom counterfeits them, an art 
1. In 1775, a comm ittee was appointed by the Continental Congre ss to design a new nag 
whic h would provide a symbol of uni ty and whic h could be used by all of the thirteen 
colon ies. The Comm ittee performed their labours with a minimum effort by copying the 
flag of the Hon. East India Compan y, but adding two additio nal stripes so as to brin g the 
number up to thirteen , to cor respo nd wi th the numb er of the colonies. In th is flag the field 
was formed by the crosses of St. And rew and St. Geo rge, just as in the Union Jack of to-day. 
Two yea rs late r, with open wa rfare be t\veen England and the Ame rican colonies , the inap
propr iateness of this nag beca me apparent and on June 14, 1777, a new flag was adopted 
and the Union was replace d by a field of blue. The earlier flag wa s officially disowned a 
few yca.rs ago by the adoption of June 14 as flag day. nw story that Betsy Ross made the 
first flag from a pencil ske tch of Washington 's is, unhappil y, nothin g more than a pleas ing 
legend . See E11cyclopa?din Brilmmicn, 13th edition , Vol. 9, pag e 458. 
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The boy was suspected of bei11g 11 /11p1111e~e spy 

at which the Japanese are masters. The Japane se counterfeiting of 
well-known brands was an evil-sfftelling scanda l forty yea rs ago, 
and it is just as redolent to-day . The entire centr e of operations 
has moved from Yokohama and Kobe to Dairen . There anyone 
can buy imitations of any we ll-known brand of Scotch whisky or 
English gin in bott les with labels which counterfe it the miginals 
so cleverly that no one can tell the difference between the genu
ine and the imitation. 

Probably half a century from now the Chinese publishers 
and advertising men will hav e built up a code of business con 
duct equal to that of their silk-weaving and silver-crafting fel
low-countrymen, but there is not, as yet, any very substan tial 
evidence that this will happen. Figures regarding newspaper cir
culations are as grossly exaggerated as they were in America be-
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fore the Audit Bureau of Circulation compelled publishers, much 
against their will, to be honest. As we spend most of our clients' 
money on advertising in Chinese newspapers the circu lation fig
ure is a matter of great importance to us. In the absence of any 
mor e accurate method we have several devious ways of arriv
ing at our own conclusions regarding circulations. One me thod 
we have is one we call 'the acid test', and a good many Chjnese 
publishers have wished that the acid referred to had burned my 
eyes out before I had an opportunity to burn the chaff out of their 
circulation figures. We do not advertise free samples, but we do 
give readers of the Chinese newspapers frequent opportunities 
to send us five to ten cen ts in stamps for which we will send them 
samples of vanis hin g cream, cold cream, pen nibs, toilet soap or 
a cure for infantil e co lic, which sho uld be better known than it 
is. Each remittance of postage stamp s must be accompanied by 
a coupon clipped from the advertisement, and by compiling and 
tabulating the coupon returns we arrive at a fair idea of the num
ber of people who read a publication. 

This acid test enabled us, on one occasion, to discover a pub
lication which undoubtedly holds the world's all-time record 
when it comes to circulation figures, because the net paid circu
lation was absolute zero. The publication was a very well print 
ed monthly magazine which, according to the sales lette1~ had 
30,000 women readers. Its bulky pages were prosperous ly full 
of advertising. Our accountants liked it very much because the 
July issue came out in July instead of late in the autumn, which is 
the cus tom with many Chinese monthlies. It is very troublesome 
to explain to fussy New York and London aud itor s that the rea
son we have not included in our September invoice the charge 
for advertising in a July magazine is because that issues ha s not 
yet been published. One of our clients suggested the use of this 
journal, and we ran a full page advertisemen t offering any one 
of the 30,000 ladies a generous sample of vanishing cream for 
five cents in stamps. When the advertisement had appeared for 
three months without a single one of the 30,000 ladies evincing 
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any cw-iosity about our generous offer, we began to think that 
there was some thing wrong and made an inves tigation, which 
disclosed the fact that the only copies of the magazine published 
each month were those which were required to support the in
voices sent to the advertisers. And that was not all. The reading 
maller in the magazine was never changed, but was the same 
from month to month and had been so as far back as we could 
trace the record . The only change to be fow1d from one month's 
issue to the next was in the advertising copy and in the date of 
issue on the cover page. And even that was not all. The text of 
the reading matter which appeared month after month and year 
after year did not have the slightest interest to women, or to men 
either, for it consisted of reprints from the columns of an old 
Shanghai newspaper. The publishers solicited advertising only 
from foreigners and assumed quite correctly that as they couldn't 
read Chinese anyway it didn't matter what was published. They 
did change the colour of the cover each month, that being their 
only extravagance. The magazine is still appearing and prosper
ing and we get occasio nal letters from overseas clients pointing 
out that all their competitors are advertising to these 30,000 la
dies and suggesting that we may have overlooked a valuable 
medium when we made out our schedules. 

It is in the export business that the ways of the Chinese busi
ness man become the darkest. Chinese are not the only ones who 
have found it profitable and comparatively easy to sell to the ex
port market goods which are not up to standard and feel secure 
in the knowledge that the deception will not be discovered until 
the goods are unpacked in some distant port under circumstanc 
es which make it difficult to place the guilt on any one particular 
person. The aggressive selling methods adopted by Sir Thomas 
Lipton changed the big English demand from Chinese tea to In
dian, but that would not have been possib le, or at any rate his 
success would not have been so easy, if the Chinese had mai11-
tained the quality of their product. Instead, they succumbed to 
the temptation of easy profits . There was a big demand for Chi-
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nese tea, and the suppliers found it was not a difficult matter 
to sell tea which had been ad ulterated or insufficiently cured. 
At the same time that the Chinese tea merchants were lowering 
the quality and the prestige of Chinese tea, British cotton goods 
dea lers were doing the same thing with the products of the Man
ches ter mills. British cotton cloth had always been sold in China 
with a labelled 'chop' or trade mark and some of those chops be
came famous and popular. Then mills in Ch ina and Japan began 
operating in a big way, cutting prices and underseJling Manches
ter. The British manufacturer met this competition by weaving 
a cheaper cloth which they sold under the old chop. This has 
gone on for a generation or more, with the result that, with a few 
exceptions, a British trade mark on cotton goods is now of very 
doubtful value, and the British cotton goods business in China is 
comparab le to the Chinese tea business in Grea t Britain. 1 

The large Chinese bean, which is known to commerce as the 
'horse bean', is the most humble of the bean family . It thrives on 
land which its more aristocra tic relatives would be ashamed to 
thrust their roots into, and produces in abundance a crop which 
is so coarse that, whi le edible and nutritious, no human beings 
ever consume unless driven to do so by the direct necessity of 
famine. As an item of export trade this 'horse bean' has a very 
singular destination. It is shipped only to coal-mining counh ·ies 
and is consumed only by those unfortunate animals, the pit 
mules, who, by reason of their occupations , spend their lives in 
the darkness of the colliery tunnels. For some reason the Chinese 
horse bean is the favourite food of pit mules in collieries all over 
the world, keeps these poor animals in a fair sta te of health, and 
prolongs their lives. The bean exporter who told me about it says 
there is vitamin Din the bean, which, in a way, makes up for the 
lack of sunlight. 

Since this bean grows and produces like a hardy weed, it is 

1. In 1935 China's total importation of manufactured cotton goods amounted to only 27 mil
lion Chinese dollars, less than 2 million pounds sterling. In 1936 the importation was 233 
million Chinese dollars. Total exports of tea amounted to 29 million Chinese dollars, only a 
fraction of what it was a half-centu ry ago. 
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unbeli eva bly cheap. Hankow is the principal cenh·e of produc 
tion and the beans have never sold there at more than a few cop
pers a pound. In fact the bean s constitute probably the cheapest 
food product known to commerce and it wou ld not appear pos
sible that there cou ld be any profit in adulteration and that imi
tations should be impossible, but my exporter friend found out 
differently . After he had been exporting beans for several yea rs 
he received comp laints that the beans comprising a recent ship
ment had been found to be coated with clay, that in all the bags 
were found smal l lumps of mud. This was a mys tery to him, for 
before shipm ent the bags had und ergone the usual inspection 
and apparently contain ed nothing but sound dried beans with 
on ly the ordinary amount of du s t and trash one might expec t to 
find in cheap cargo of this kind. 

However, his suspicions were aroused and he made a person
al and very careful inspection of a few bags of beans wh ich were 
awaiting shipmen t. At firs t everything appeared to be in order. 
When a bag was ope ned up and the contents poured on the ware 
hou se floor, it appeared to cons ist of nothing but dry beans. But 
a more carefu l examinatio n showed tha t a few of the beans were 
broken squarely in two and these aro used his suspicions, for a 
sound bean does not break. He then made a minute examinatio n 
of all the beans on the floor. He was an o.ld hand at the Chinese 
export business, but he now encoun tered a new and almost un 
believably strange experience . About one out of every twent y of 
the apparently so und beans in the bag was nothi ng more than a 
bit of sunbaked clay moulded into the form of a bean. It was the 
same shape, colour and weight, a commercially perfect replica. 
The fraud had apparently been detected only because someone 
had been care less enou gh to allow a few bags of beans to become 
so thoroughly wa tersoaked that the sundri ed pellets mad e in the 
shape of beans had resolved themselves back into the original 
Yangtsze mud from w hich they had been created . 

He reflected that he had been exporting these beans for years, 
that his cus tom ers, who trusted him to ship good sound cargo, 
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and paid him bean prices for a good many tons of Yangtsze River 
mud, and that thousands of poor pit mules had eaten clay beans. 
Thorough ly angry, he started to do a little amateur de tective 
work . Partly by persistent effort and partly by a stroke of luck, 
he soon discovered, in the neighbou rhood of Hankow, a clay 
bean facto ry. Equipped with a lot of wooden mou lds the factory 
workmen scooped clay from the banks of the Yangtsze , forced 
it into the moulds to form pellets in the shape of beans. These 
were set out in the sun to dry and, if the sun was hot enough, 
as it usually is around Hankow dur ing the bean harvest season, 
it was a very simple matter and a comparatively inexpensive 
process to make aJI the clay beans that the trade cou ld absorb. 
The middleman, who had contracted to supp ly the expor ter 
with beans, bou ght these cheaper clay replicas at a low price and 
mixed them with the real beans in as generous a proportion as 
his conscience would alJow and his caution would justify . It was 
a profitab le enterprise for him and no one had real ly suffered 
except the pit mules. 

Having discover ed the deception and laid the whole plot bare, 
the exporter could do a little satisfactory chortling over his suc
cess as a sleuth. But his business was exporting beans, no t doing 
detective work, and he was now just as helpless and defenc eless 
as he had been before. The clay beans were prac tically identical 
with the genuine beans in size, shape, weight and colour. The 
only way one could be sure of telling the two apart would be 
by the individual examination into the life history of each bean, 
which obviously involved too much labour to be practica l. Then 
he hi t on an idea which was disastrous so far as the clay bean 
indu stry was concerned but gave the pit mu les all the vitamins 
their owners were paying for. He built a sma ll platform or mez 
zanine floor near the top of the warehouse, some fifteen to twenty 
feet above the ground floor. When he received the next consign
ment of beans the coolies were instructed to make del ivery on 
the platform, open the bags and pour the beans on the concrete 
floor below. As the exporter had anticipated, the genuine beans 
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could stand any kind of punishment of this sort, but the clay 
beans broke into bits. With great loss of face on the par t of the 
middleman the broken beans were swept up, an adjustment was 
made on the contract, and the clay bean factory went out of busi 
ness . So far as is known, the pit mules have had no clay beans to 
eat for several years, but the exporter still keeps his testing plat
form intact and every now and then he has a few bags of beans 
dumped on the floor just for his own personal satisfaction and 
for the moral influence it may have. 

In the sixth century B.C., when the great Chinese reformer, 
Confucius, was appointed governor of a small township in what 
is now the province of Shan tung, he introduced several regula
tions which were designed to promote honest business methods. 
For example, farmers who were driving their livestock to market 
were no t allowed to water the beas ts while en route and so give 
them an artificial weight. Merchants were also required to dis
card the false weights they were using and to weigh all goods 
on honest s tandardised scales. History records these innova tions 
without making any comment as to how long these honest prac
tices prevailed, but, as in the succeeding 25 centuries weights 
and measures were reformed many times we can assume that 
each reform was short lived and had to be frequently revived. 

Certainly when China was opened to foreign h·ade, less than 
a centur y ago, a pint was not necessarily a pint, nor was a pound 
always a pou_nd. Each was what the owner of the measure or the 
scale thought it should be, in order to be most profitable to him. 
British merchants, who were pioneers in China trade, insisted on 
knowing exactly what they were buying when they bought, and 
what they were selling when they sold, and the resu lt was a se
ries of trade treaties which, set down in terms of English ounces, 
pints and inches, was just what cons titu ted lega l weights and 
measures in China. 

This restricted the Chinese trader in his dealings and elimi
nated one source of sure and easy profits to which he had been 
accus tomed, but it wasn't very long before he found that the same 
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results might be accomplished in another way by the use of, not 
exactly false, but sligh tly exaggerated invoices. For example, all 
paper is bought from the manufacturer by the pound but is sold 
by the rea m, and if an invoic e sets forth a certain poster paper 
is 43 lb. to the ream, very few will take the trouble to weigh the 
rea m and find that it tips the scales at 39 lb. If the posters have 
been printed it is then impossible to calculate the original weight 
of the paper stock. 

False weights in all paper transactions hav e become so com
mon that no one but the amateur is deceived. We know that 16 
lb. bond pape r is actually 14 lb., that 43 lb. poster paper mean s 39 
lb., that 130 lb. art paper will not we igh an ounce more than 110 
lb. We know that this is true in spite of the fact that the printer 
is always able to produce an invoice from some highl y repu
table foreign firm which appears to prove that the paper is of 
the weight he claim s it to be. This supplying of false invoices to 
Chinese dealers by foreign firms is a rather general practice in 
all nationalities and applies to many lines of goods in addition 
to pape r. In most cases the guilt of the foreign importer is rather 
difficult to appraise and would be impossible to prove . He usu 
ally knows that it is being don e in his office, but is innocent of 
any knowledge of the details, because these are attended to by 
his Chinese associates and he can more or less h·uthfully say that 
he doesn't know anyth ing abou t them. 

A few days ago I was discussing this matter of false invoices 
with a foreign importer and he told me that he had not only nev
er made out a false invoice himsel£ but had given all his Chinese 
employees strict instructions that they were not to do so. 

'You must have lost a lot of business that way,' I said sympa
thetically. 

'Neve r lost a cen t's worth,' he assured me. 'Whenever we sell 
goods to a Chinese dealer we give him a few blank invoice forms 
and he can fill them out to suit himself.' 
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CHAPTER XVIII 

JOHN BULL AND UNCLE SAM AS EXPORTERS 

WHEN an export manager comes to China to bestow the rep
resentation of his products on some deserving agent or 

distributor, he is usually rather shoc ked at the lack of enthusi
asm with which his advances are met. Of course, if his product 
has been on the rnarket for a long time and has a well-estab
lished sale, he will have plenty of agents to choose from, but if 
his company is unknown it is usually quite disillusioning to him 
to learn how completely and thorough ly it is unknown and what 
an en tire lack of cur iosity there is abou t it. Shanghai, where most 
of the foreign trad e of China is cen tred, and most of the agents 
are located, is a big and busy city and singu larly blase, with the 
combined sop histicatio n of each of the seven seas. Doug las Fair
banks, Charlie Chap lin, and Col. Lindbergh, to say nothing of 
innumerab le British lords, American senators and continenta l 
princes have all been visitors and have all wandered thro ugh our 
shopping districts with no congestion of traffic. When Arn.erican 
government officials of high degree visit us, the local Amer ican 
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Chamber of Commerce has to fan local patriotism to a white heat 
in order to get any noticeable attention paid to them. If this were 
not done, and the visitors were left to bask in the unaided reflec
tion of their own glory, I am afraid that most of the dignitaries 
wou ld leave Shangha i feeling that the American colony had a 
singular lack of appreciation for the presence of greatness . Our 
British neighbours have to do the same thing, but the British no
tables seem satisfied to get along with less limelight. This is just 
as well, for their cow1trymen are not so skilfu l as we are when it 
comes to working up impressive mass effects in artificia l enthu 
siasm and highly organised and noisy hospitality. 

It is probably because representatives of all the nations of the 
world pass thro ugh our gates daily that we do not get excited 
over any of them but app laud instead our own small local heroes, 
and for a very similar reason the Shanghai importer appears to 
be more interested in the old agencies he has than in the new 
ones that are offered him. It seems that every manufacturer in the 
world at some time or another tried to get an agent in Shangha i, 
and there are not enough agents to meet all the demands. As a 
result, no manufacturer of a product which is new to Chin a has a 
very easy time estab lishing a satisfacto ry agency connection and 
he has to do so much looking aro und that it usually takes him 
weeks to accomplish what he thought could be done in a few 
days. While on his way to China, he forms pretty definite ideas 
as to the kind of an agent he is going to appoin t, but he usua lly 
ends up by appoin ting the first one he can talk into und ertak 
ing the work , who is in any way accep table . This is true of all 
manufacturers, but, if he happens to be an American, he will find 
the agents a little more coy than ii he is British or German, for 
Amer ican manufacturers have a reputation for fickleness which 
leaves much to be desired. 

A few years ago, one of the local salesmen of a large firm of 
Shanghai importers went to his chief with a scheme which he felt 
sure would grea tly increase the sales of the brand of American 
motor-car tyres for which they held the agency. The chief listened 
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to him attentively and encouragingly until he became convinced 
that the sales programm e had a fair chance of being a success. 
Then he sent for the sales reports on this item, considered them 
carefully and made his decision. 

'No,' he said, 'we are doing just as much business with this 
line as we want to do . If we carry out your suggestions and the 
sales increase, as I think they will, we will very probably lose 
the agency. The manufacturers will see the amount of business 
we are sendin g them, and will come to the conclusion that they 
can make more mone y by taking the agency away from us and 
establis hin g their own branch. Let this line rock along and work 
on something else, and don't write these tyre people any enthu
siastic letters about prospective sales and the big opportunities 
there are in the Chinese mark et.' 

The manager was right. A few years later, as the sales con
tinu ed to increase , a smart young man from Akron arrived one 
day, term inated the agency and established a branch of the hom e 
office. Since almost all agency agreements give the manufactur er 
the option of terminating them without compensation for the 
business and good will which has been built up, all the agent 
gets out of a change of this sor t is the bitter satisfac tion of know
ing that he has worked up a good business for the manufacturer 
and has lost the agency through his own efficiency. I have seen 
at least a dozen important American agencies taken away from 
firms in Shanghai in this manner, for no apparent reason other 
than the manufacturer 's belief that he could enlarge his profits. 
In most cases, the profitable Chinese business which he took over 
had been built up entirely by the efforts of the old agents, and the 
bitter feelings with which they accepted the termination of their 
age ncy contra cts can easi ly be imagined . 

However, it does not appeai~ in all cases, to have been a cold 
blooded analysis of sa les returns and costs of operntion and 
theoretical profits which prompted the opening of some of the 
branch offices in Shanghai. It is really remarkable how much 
vanity there is in supposed ly astute business men, or how much 
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romance . It is either vanity or the romantic idea that business is 
like an adventure story that, in many cases, provides the urge 
to make them open expe nsive branch offices all over the world. 
These branches broke out in Shanghai like meas les during the 
boom years following the end of the war, and it is to be hoped 
that the manufacturers had a lot of fun out of their ventures, be
cause they didn't make much money and most of them would 
have made a better showing on the balance sheet if they had not 
disturbed their old sales anangements. When the depr ession 
made it necessa ry to cut out luxuries and useless window dress
ing in many Jines of business, a great many of these branch of
fices were closed and the young men who opened them, slightl y 
aged now, turned the business back to some local firm. The next 
boom will probably bring all the branch offices back again with 
some new ones. 

Apart from this passion for decorating their letterh eads with 
the names of cities where their branch offices are loca ted, the 
American manufa cturers seem to enjoy changing their agenc ies 
in the hope, usua lly futile, that the new will be better than the 
old. This happ ens so frequently that when we get the renewal of 
an advertising appropriation from New York we always check 
up before re leas ing the advertising to make sw-e that the same lo
ca l agent is still functioning. We handle the advertising of quite a 
number of American ma11ufacturers and, at the moment, I cannot 
recall but two which have not changed their Shanghai agency or 
established a branch office during the past ten years; some have 
n,ade three or four changes during that period. On the other 
hand, among an equally large number of British and continen
tal clients I can recall only two which have made any changes 
in their sales arrangemen t during the same period of time. My 
busin ess brings me in daily contact with dish·ibutors and sales 
agents of severa l nationa lities and I know that they all feel that if 
they have a profitable British agency they have an asse t of some 
permanent value to which they can afford to put their best ef
forts, but if it is an American agency, they have the uneasy feel-

(232] 



JOHN BULL AND UNCLE SAM AS EXPORTERS 

ing that it may be taken away from them any time on the whim 
of an expor t manag e1~ and American export managers, righ tly 
or wro ngly, have the repu tation of being very whimsical peop le. 
British ma nu facturers, on the other hand, mig ht find it advanta 
geous and profitab le to do a little mor e shifting of agenc ies than 
they do. Too many agents of British companies feel such a sense 
of security that they make no effort to increase sales but content 
themse lves with the unearne d commissions which come to them 
without any effort. There are a number of Shanghai men with 
British agencies who have suspiciously low golf handicaps . 

The system of hiring and firing, which is much more common 
in America than in any other country, may be a wholesome one 
so far as domestic business is concerned , but it is ve ry disturbing 
in the export bus iness, and American expo rt managers appear to 
hold rather insecure pos itions . In fact, it is the firing of old and 
the hir ing of new managers that is frequently the cause of the 
change in agencies, for the new man se ts in to improv e on the 
organisatio n of his predecessor by securin g a lot of new repr e
sentatives. Every time T see tbe name of a new expor t mana ger on 
a lette1~ I know that we are in for a lot of tedious correspondence 
in which we will travel through many new doors but finally get 
back to the place we started from. All know ledge is not confined 
to us, the 'old China hands', who hav e usua lly, if truth must be 
told, acq uired more disillusionments than knowledge, but the 
new expor t manager has acquired neither. 

Th is hiring and firing by American firms cost me qu ite a little 
time and mone y on my last visit to America, abou t five years 
ago . We were handling the advertising of a large motor-car com
pany and, when he heard of my impending trip to America, the 
Far Eastern Manager of the company insisted that I should visit 
their Deh·oit head office for a conference on advertising in China, 
and gave me lette rs of inb·oduc tion to five different executives. 
There were severa l differences of op inion and misunderstand
ings which he thought I cou ld straig hten out on this visit, and 
he believed it would give me some menta l stimulus if 1 would 
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spend a few days at the fountain head of the world's automo 
tive knowledge. As soon as I could arrange to do so, I Jeft New 
York for Detroit, taxied for many miles through the uninterest
ing streets of that mass product ion city and finally reached the 
impo sing head office of the company. I hadn't taken the troubl e 
to wire for an appointment, because my friend had assured me 
that, barr ing a golf game, any one of the five executives would 
drop anything he was doing and go into conference wi th me as 
soon as I sent in my card. I gave the most important letter of 
introduction to the charming young lady at one of the many re
ception desks, but she soon return ed with the in.formation that 
the man to whom the letter was addressed was no longer with 
the company. She didn 't know where he was but thought he was 
in New York. The second Jetter brought the same information, 
so in order to save time, I gave her the three remaining letters 
and asked her to deliver one to the first man she could locate. 
She came back with the sad new s that not one of them was now 
connected with the company and that not one of them was in 
Detroit. I didn't like the idea of having made this long trip with 
no accomplishments, so f gave her a few of my business cards 
and said: 

'I have been handlin g the advertising of this company in Chi
na for seve ra l years. At the request of your Far Eastern Manager, 
I made a special trip from New York to Detroit to talk to the men 
in your export department. I wish you would go out there and 
tell them this and see if any of them has ever heard of me or if 
anyone wants to see me.' 

She must have done a thorough job of it, for she was gone a 
long time, but when she returned it was only to report that no 
one had heard of me and no one wan ted to see me. So I took a 
drive around Belle Isle and caught the next h·ain to New York. I 
reflected that the only satisfac tion I could get out of the incident 
would be the story I would have to tell my friend in Osaka, but 
even that was denied me, for when I got back to the Far East a 
few months later I found that he also had been remove d from 
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the pay roll . 
A manufacturer 's agent living in Shanghai confided to me 

some years ago: 
'I have found out how to handle New York expo rt managers. 

Write them plenty of letters. They have a lot of fun answering 
them, and send the carbon copies to the general manger to show 
how busy they are. About all an export manager can do is to 
write letters anyway, and it is only fair to give them plenty of 
opportunities. Of course, they must have a reasonable number of 
orders, but if you write them enou gh letters they won't grouse so 
much about the size or infrequency of the orders. ' 

I noticed that he is still here and holds the same agencies, so 
his system must have some mer its. The expor t managers, by rea
son of their isolation from the peop le with whom they are doing 
business, must carry on a voluminous correspondence, but theirs 
is not the only department in American business concerns which 
produces ready letter writers . The numb er of letters, and the 
length of the letters, which American business men seem to find 
it necessary to write amaze the business men of other na tionali
ties - all excep t the Spaniard . He is even more long winded, and 
can, without rhetorica l difficu lty, quote Aleman or Cervantes 
and give you an idea of the weather he is enjoyin g and the sta te 
of his health at the time of writing. The responsib ility for Ameri
can verbosity, I feel sure, lies with the very efficient American 
stenographer, and the tempta tion to garru lousness provided by 
the skill of her fingers. In some offices it seems that letter writing 
has finally become a major undertaking, like writing for publica 
tion, and not a means to an end. The re is no one who appears 
to be quit e so well satisfied with the result of a day 's work as 
the American business man who has dictated so man y letters 
that his secretary has to work over time transcribing them. The 
first practical evidence I had of the existence of the depression 
in America came when I noticed that the letters I received were 
fewer and shorter. Obviousl y, it had been necessary to reduc e 
the staff of stenographers . Business must be improvin g now, for 
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A111ericn11 ste11ogrnphers nre too efficient 

the letters are growing in frequency and leng th and will soon be 
what they were in 1928. 

It is my candid opinion, after reading these letters for about 
twenty years, that half the typewriters in America could be 
scrapped and half the stenographers married off, and the whee ls 
of business would run just as fast and with a good deal less noise 
and waste effort. Businesses in other countries are conducted 
successfully with only a fraction of the amount of correspon
dence Americans appear to find necessary. Every man whose 
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business it is to dictate letters should be compelled to read over, 
at the beginning of every business day, the copies of the letters he 
dictated one year before and see for himself how many of them 
were twice as long as necessary, and how many we re not neces
sary at all . 

It may be unjust, but I can't escape the feeling that a great 
many of the letters I receive are not written to me, but for the 
benefit of the executiv e who looks over the carbon copies . If the 
letter is from one of the New York advertising agencies, it is al
ways quite obvious that the carbon copies should create quite a 
good impr ession on the client, who can easily see that the agen t 
is alert and is looking out for his best interest. The English typ 
ists are not so skilful and so the Englishman is not subject to the 
same temptation of verbosity. Just the other day I received, by the 
same mail, let ters from New York and London correspondents. 
The letters were especially welcome, for each was a renewal for 
the ens uing year of advertising which we had in each instance 
been car rying on for a decade or more. 

The letter from New York covered several typewritten pages 
of ins tructions, supported by formal orders, schedu le of inser
tion dates, etc. In the Jetter, we were admonished to be careful 
to get the best positions possible for the advertising, see tha t the 
publi shers didn 't place competing advertising on the same page, 
look out for poor printing, contact the distributors occasionally 
to keep them contented and see how sales were going, etc. In 
other words, we were exhorted to do just what any advertising 
agent would do as a matter of the usual routine and just what 
they had been telling us to do, annually, for more than ten years. 
In fact, in a properly organised office, it would disturb the rou
tine and be a lot of trouble to avoid doing all these things. The 
final paragraph was almos t lyr ical in its appeal to me to do the 
right thing by this account. 

It didn't take the Englishman long to dicta te his letter . In fact 
it was so shor t that I suspect he wrote it out by hand and then 
had it typed. The Jetter read : 
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'DEAR Sm, 

We beg to acknowledge receipt of your favour of the 17th 
ult. and to advise you of our approval of the revised advertis 
ing schedules contained therein. Trusting that this business wi ll 
receive your usual careful attention, we are, Dear Sirs, 

Yours faithfully.' 

I believe it was an English nobleman who, when away on a 
hunting trip, wrote to his wife: 

'Madam, it is very cold and I have killed two sheep.' 
While the Englishman 's terse letters are more than satisfac

tory iJ1 ord inary business correspondence, the average English 
correspondent is hopeless when it comes to writing a selling let
ter. Give an Amer ican the least bit of encouragement and he will 
bombard you with sales letters designed to convince you of the 
superiority of the goods he is selling . The Englishman's idea of a 
good, snappy, sales letter is, 

'In response to your inquir y we beg to quote-' 
While the American writes many and lengthy letters he does 

not always compose them very carefully . When an important 
business letter is written to be dispatched several thousand miles 
across the sea, it should be checked to make sure that it is clear 
and complete. Most letters from English firms bear a number of 
initials, showing that the letter has been read by several peop le. It 
is a far cry from that practice to the rubber stamp on some Ameri
can letters which inform you that a letter has been dictated but 
not read, or to the fact that in many American offices it appears 
that everyone except the office boy is allowed to write and sign 
letters. I recall one bit of carelessness on the part of a letter writer 
which caused us a lot of bother and some uru1ecessary expense. 
A letter which we received countermanded the instructions con
tained in an earlier letter which, it was said , was dated January 
16. We looked through our files, cou ld find no communication 
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of that date and assumed that it had been delayed in the mails 
and would show up later. The letter did not arrive and then the 
Chinese office boy made the interesting discovery that January 
16 was a Sunday, so obviously some other da te was meant. We 
finally had to send a cable asking the correct <late, as it might 
have referred to any one of several January letters. Now, if your 
correspondent has a registered cable address, and any one of a 
dozen or more cab le code books, you can send quite a long mes
sage at a cost which is not excessive, but this concern, although 
engaged in overseas trade, had no registered cable address and 
apparently did not possess a code book. We had to pay cable 
tolls on the whole name and street and city address of the firm 
and send the message in plain language, and the costs were too 
large to be cheerful about. In the end, we learned that the letter 
referred to was dated January 6. 

There are very few people who will dispute the statement that 
when it comes to the technique of advertising and merchandis
ing Uncle Sam is far ahead of John Bull, though far behind him 
in other factors which influence the sales in export markets. The 
most striking example of Uncle Sam's superior merchandising 
methods is found in the packaging by which the manufactur
ers of the two countries present their goods to their customers. 
A great many of the English packages of brands which have a 
world-wide sale were designed several generations ago, before 
typography had reached its present high stage of development 
or the modern art of package design had ever been heard of. 
They were, however, the best that cou ld be produced at the time, 
which is more than can be said of the modern British package, 
for the manufacturer makes little or no use of the expert modern 
talent which could be supplied by any commercia l art studio in 
England . He turns out the best product it is possible for him to 
make, and, having done that, he appears to consider that he has 
done all that a manufacturer could be expected to do. There are 
probably a good many honest differences of expert opinion as 
to which of the two nations is the most artistic, but there can be 

[ 239] 



400 MILLION CUSTOME RS 

no doubt about the fact that the American manufacturer was the 
first to discover that art is a valuable aid in the selling of goods. 
When, in 1882, Oscar Wilde toured the country from New York 
to San Francisco, he sco lded Americans for their lack of appre
ciation of art, for the ugly surro undin gs which they endured so 
complacently. He found nothing to admire, but if he were alive 
to-day, he would undoubtedly give American manufacturers a 
word of praise for their packages. 

And he would probably exhort his fellow Britons to follow 
the American example. The safety razor I use is of British manu
facture and de sign. It is a very fine piece of workmanship and, 
as safety razors go, is a rather expensive article. But there is no 
hint of the existence of a superior article in the case enclosing the 
razor. Anyone who saw it for the first time might easily imag
ine that it was a tin of sardines of rather novel proportions. Any 
American manufacturer would, with little or no additio nal cost, 
produce a package of dignifi ed beauty, in keepin g with the high 
quality of the razor itself, and, by this method, make the article 
more saleable. In fact, any Chinese in my art department cou ld 
desi gn a more attractive package than this one. 

There is the same indifference to sty le and beauty in British 
advertising, and lack of care or indifference in the typography 
and lay-out. But in one way, in the expor t field, the Briton is a 
better advertiser and mer chandiser than the American. I have 
never known the latter to make or even to discu ss any plan s be
yond those which are to be put into execution at once. All appear 
to make their plans on the assumption that the world will come 
to an end at the close of their next financial year. And with the 
first approach of a slump in sales he visualises early dissoluti on. 
The Englishman has seen sales slump before and knows that 
somehow or other their business has conti nued for a good many 
years and is not going to come to a sudden end. Th.is differ ence 
may partly be psychological, but it is partly due to the difference 
in company organisation. Too many American manufacturers 
hav e found that they could make more money by floating stock 
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companies and specu lating in their own stock than by earning 
legitimate dividends. The result has been over-capitalisation and 
hungry stockholders whose only interest in the business is in the 
figure showing quarterly earnings . Most of the big British com
panies are privately owned. They hav e, as a rule, much larger 
reserves than American companies and are not so easily thrown 
into a panic by a temporary drop in sales. One of these British 
clien ts, by the way, use s his cash reserves to cut quite a generous 
slice out of his advertis ing costs, for he pays for a year's advertis
ing in advance, and we are able to get such liberal cash discounts 
for him that he actually earns 18% on his money. Often we get 
our American appropriations and de tailed instructions quarter 
by quarter. The Englislm1an takes a more long-range view of 
things . His firm has been doing business for a long time and he 
assumes that it is going to be in business next year and the year 
after. He likes to make plans not only for the current year, but for 
the years which he knows will follow. 

The British manufacturer, once he has produced an article 
which is saleab le, seldom changes it, and stubbornly resists any 
sugges tion that it might be improved. In fact, it is not much of 
an exaggeration to say that he seldom makes any change or im
provement until circumstanc es compel him to do so . So far as the 
Chinese market is concerned, this conservatism is a help rather 
than a hindrance to sales, for the Chinese customer is equa lly 
conservative . So long as an article is satisfactory he sees no rea
son for alter ing it and is likely to look with some suspic ion on 
any change. His expe rience has made him sceptical and he finds 
it much easier to believe that a product has been changed so as 
to reduce the cost of manufacture at the expense of the quality 
than to believe that the manufacturer has voluntarily sta rted in 
to produce a better piece of goods with no increase in price. 

This conserva tive attit ude on the par t of the British manufac
turers forms a striking contras t to the cons tant search for change 
on the part of the American. Sometimes this does not bring the 
reward that should follow hon est and earnest effort. 
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The electric torch is one of the most recent articles of foreign 
manufacture to become generally popu lar in China, and there 
is a very large sale for the sma ll electric batteries which go with 
the torch. A friend of ours secured the agency for a well-known 
American battery and in a short time bu ilt up a surprising ly big 
sale for which we took some credi t, as we were hand ling the ad
vertising. Then someone in the factory came to the conclusion 
that the package could be improved and expert package design
ers were put to work. Without any warning tha t a change was 
even contemplated, a big shipment of batteries arrived in the 
new package, characterised by a few broad stripes instead of 
many thin stripes. There was no doubt that the psychology of 
the new package was correct, for it gave an impression of stur 
diness which was entirely lacking in the old package. But the 
Chinese consumer didn't know that. All that he knew was that 
this was a new package, which he at once concluded must be a 
Japanese imitation and therefore inferior. We had to scrap all the 
advertising picturing the old battery and then spend most of the 
advertising appropriation explaining that the battery was really 
just the same as the old . 

AU this naturally slowed up sales and they were just return
ing to normal when we suffered a body blow even more serious 
by another manifes tation of efficiency. It was an engineer this 
time. He had gone through the records of domestic sales and 
found that all batteries were no t only sold but consumed within 
six weeks from the time of production. Without thinking abo ut 
the nice little business that was being bui lt up in China, he came 
to the conclusion tha t it was a was te of money to make a ba ttery 
which would outlas t its allo tted period of usefulness . The exper ts 
set to work to produce a battery which would last just as long as 
it was necessary for it to last, and no longer, thereby providing 
a saleable and satisfac tory article at a subs tan tial reduction in 
factory costs. We didn't know anything about this change until 
angry dealers along the Yangtsze refused to pay their bills on 
the justifiable grounds that the batteries wou ld not work. Their 
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span of life which had been so expertly allotted by the efficiency 
experts had expired while the batteries were at sea. The batteries 
should then have been wrapped in an old sail and dropped over 
the side, after the manner of burials at sea. That was the end of 
our promising battery business. 

British and Americans are more active in the expo rt trade than 
any other nationalities. So far as China is concerned, there are 
but two other nationali ties who offer any serious competition, 
Japanese and German. Were the Japanese not in the field, each 
of the two great English speaking nations would do a great deal 
more business, not only in China, but in other parts of the world . 
But Japan has contributed nothing new to the world's variety 
of merchandise, nor has Japan ever gained a foothold in world 
h·ade becau se of any sup eriority in methods of manufacture or 
n,erchandising. Japanese competition has been successful solely 
on the basis of price - low costs of production made possible by 
the most shame less exploitation of cheap labour. In the markets 
of the world Japan conducts a perpetua l bargain sa le. 

German competition falls within a different category. He has 
no essential advantage over either Jolu, Bull or Uncle Sam when 
it comes to costs of production. In his merchandis ing methods, 
he displays all the faults and all the virtues of both, but there is 
one essential difference, he works very much harder. He is more 
energetic than the American, much more energetic than the Eng
lishman, who, all in all, is probably the world's most leisurely 
business man. 

The French manufactur er has never had to work for his ex
port business and as a result he hasn 't very much. He doesn't 
employ any export managers, because he depends on French 
soldiers to hold colonies which soldiers of past generations hav e 
conquered, and on French legislator s who wilJ build up a tariff 
wall high enough to keep all competition out. His conception of 
an ideal market is one in which no one else has any chance to 
compete and he has only to make the goods with no brain fag or 
expense over selling or advertising. The French statesmen of last 
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century, anxious to be given full credit for their achievements, 
coddled him into the belief that they could take care of all the 
sales exploitation he needed . Now that France is lagging behind 
in exports the statesmen would like to waken the manufacturer 
and get him to go to work. They have appointed commercial at
taches and in a mild way have copied the work of the United 
States Department of Commerce. But they haven't succeeded in 
awakening him, and a friend of mine in the French consu lar ser
vice says that the only response they get are a few lazy grunts. 

Sales of French goods to China account to less than 11/2% of 
China's total importations. AustraJia, Belgium, British India, 
Canada, Germany, Japan, Siam, United States, all exceed her. 
Germany' s h·ade with China is almost ten times that of France. 
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Chinese eat a lot of apples 

CHAPTERXIX 

AN APPLE A DAY 

LET'S take apples as a good, practical exa mp le of the oppor
tunities afforded by the Chinese market with which I, as an 

advertising agent, have to familiarise myself. Apples are grown 
in all tempera te zones, there are few crop failures, they are com
paratively cheap, easie r than most fruit to pack and ship, and 
undoubt edly provide a very popular and healthy food. They 
can be eaten as they fall from the tree or can be cooked in a 
numb er of appetising ways. They can be stewed, fried, roasted, 
bak ed or made into cider or salads . An individual apple can 
be convenient ly and cleanly divided into segm ents of the most 
meagre or most generou s proportions, thu s lendin g itself to 
small retail sale or to consumption on the communistic or fam
ily plan. Because of these and other reasons, an apple is, among 
all the fruits, the easies t to market. Supp ose we could conv ince 
the 400 million potential Chinese customers that an apple a day 
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would keep the doctor away. 1 

Apart from the matter of dependable supply, cheap price 
and satisfac tory shipping qualities, an apple has, as a problem 
of selling to the Chinese, a good many factors which are en 
couraging. The Chinese believe that everything they eat has 
some medicinal value, so they would be less sceptica l about the 
health -giving properties of apples than most other people. A 
great many Britons, in spite of several decades of advertising, 
are still doubtful about there being iron in raisins, but the Chi 
nese are not, thou gh it is a comparatively new story to them. 
It didn't take very much advertising to convince them that the 
eating of raisins would make them healthily ferriferous, be
cause they were curing their ills with fruits, herbs and other 
vegetable products more than ten centuries before the birth of 
Christ, and the idea was not a novel one to them. Although very 
few apples are grown in the country, Chinese eat a lot of them 
which are imported from Korea, and some which come from 
America and New Zealand. 2 So there is no question of over
coming any food prejudices or breaking down any strong sales 
resistance. It is only a question of making the present scattered 
demand for apples universal. 

When working out figures of prospective sales it is best to 
be conserva tive, even when all the factors are so favourable that 
failure seems impossible, so we will assume that the advertising 
and sales campaign will not be an entire success, and that only 
half the people will become apple consumers. This will leave 
out the old who have lost their teeth, and the young whose den
tition is incomplete and for whom orange juice wou ld be more 
appropriate. Then, since one cannot expect rigid consistency in 
any human undertaking, let us assume that one half of the char-

1. Consumption of apples in the United Kingdom amounts to about 2,000 million lb. per 
annum, two thirds being locally grown and one third imported. The consumption, accord
ing to Whittaker, works out at about 42 lb. per head. That would mean approximately two 
app les a week. Until 1932, the bu lk of the imported app les came from the U.S.A., but since 
that year both Canadian and Australian importations exceed those of the U.S.A. 
2. China's importation of apples for the year 1935 amounted to less than 4 million lb., not 
enough to provide one day's supply for Great Britain. 
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ter members of Apple -a-Day Club will not stick to the diet but 
get tired and disco ntinu e it after the first month or so. Finally, 
in order to be thoroughly cautious, and arou se no false hopes, 
let us cut thi s conservative estimate of Chinese apple consump 
tion from the orthodox regularity one might wish fo1~ and as
sum e that the remainin g consumers will eat an ave rage of an 
apple every other day. This would give us a daily consump tion 
of fifty million apples, not an unreasonable amo unt for suc h 
a tremen dou s population once our adver tising campaign has 
convinced them of the benefits to be derived. 1 Medium sized 
apples will pack 200 to the box (an approximate bushel) and 
there are twenty-five boxes in a sh ip-t on, so thi s would mean 
10,000 ship -tons of apples daily. Figured in terms of tonnage 
that is a lot of app les - mor e than the average single ship could 
carry, even if it had no other cargo. Gosh, when you ge t down 
to detail s, the scher ne is not practical. If all the British ships 
which call at Shanghai did nothing but carry appl es they could 
take care of only a fraction of the business.2 Besides , if there 
were enough ship s to br ing them her e, the Chinese railways 
and river boat s couldn't haul them away. And also, if we so ld 
al l thes e apples to the Chi nese, there wou ldn't be any apples 
left for the rest of the wor ld. 

Any time an export manager wants to enjoy a pleasan t day
dr eam of the future, in which fame and prosperity will unite to 
banis h daily cares, all he has to do is to take a pen cil and a pad 
of paper and start figuring out what sales he could make if he 
cou ld only find an advertis ing agent cleve r eno ugh to induce a 
reasonable proportion of China 's 400 million customers to buy 
his goods. Merchants wore out quill-pens on the same pleas
ant speculations Jong before graph ite pencils, calcu lating ma
chines and adver tising agents began to play an importan t pa rt 

1. If the Chinese consu mption of apples was equal to that in the United Kingdom, it would 
amoun t to approxima tely 115 million applc s daily. 
2. The tonnage of British shippin g engaged in foreign trade which entered and cleared 
Chinese port s in 1935 was 18,541,804, representing 43% of the total of foreign shippin g in 
China. 
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in the affair s of the bu siness world. So long as people of one 
cou ntry make goods to sell to others, so Jong as ships cross the 
ocean and international trad e exists, the golden illusion of the 
sales which may be made to China 's indus trious million s will 
always be an intri guing one. No matt er what you may be sell
ing, your business in China should be eno rmou s, if the Ch inese 
who sho uld buy your goo ds wou ld only do so. 

China' s trad e with foreign countri es embra ces, wi th a few 
regional inter ruption s, a period of almost 2,000 years, but it has 
only been dur ing the comp arative ly recent period covered by 
the past centur y that foreign traders began coming to China to 
sell rather than to buy. Before that period Chin a was the great 
est manufacturing nation on earth, produced the fines t goo ds 
and in the grea test quantities. Chin ese silks were sold in Rome 
in the first century A.D., and were probably sold to Arabian 
traders before that time. 1 Silks in ancient Ch ina were provided 
for the comfort of the age d, were wov en for warmth as we ll as 
beauty, and were much heavier than the silk produced to-day. 
This did not suit the Roman ladies, who separated the threads 
from the Chinese cloth, spun them finer, and then wov e ga r
ments of a cobweb transparency which shocked the respec t
able. Reformers of the day made as much fuss abo ut it as re
forme rs of the prese nt genera tion made about the on e piece 
bath ing suit, and with as little effect. Silk, in whic h they had 
a monopoly, was not the only article the Chinese exported to 
Rom e. In sp ite of the difficu lties and expense of transportation, 
Chinese tools of iron an d steel were sold in Rome during this 
period and, because of their super ior quality, broug ht such high 
prices that the trad e was a profitable one, and Chinese tools 
became famo us throu ghout the civilised world. 

About a thousand years later (during the Sung dynasty), 
Chin ese porce lain, which was then in the childhood of its de
ve lop ment, reached a stage of perfection so far ahead of that 

1. The English word ;nli11 was derived from Zilyton, the name of an ancient Chinese port 
from which si lk was shipped at a later period. 
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repr esented by the rude ear thenwar e of other countries that 
the wealthy in Europe and the Near East bought the jar s and 
vases as fast as they could be imp orted, often paying weight 
for weight in si lver. The European scien tists had puzzled un
succPssfully over how si lk was made, and now porcelain gave 
them a new mystery which they were also unable to solve. The 
Dutch traders, who had imported hu ge quantities of s ilk, in
troduced Chinese tea to Europe in the sixteenth century, and 
for more than 200 yea rs it provided a big and profitable expor t 
business. It was, in a way, a third mystery, for it was strange to 
the herbalists of Europe. It was not until a few cent urie s before 
the discovery of America that the Chinese learned of the exis
tence of cotton, brought seed from Persia and began to grow 
'the cloth plant'. They were novic es at growing co tton, but they 
introduced into the spinning and weaving of the new textile the 
advanced technique of silk manufacture, which they had known 
for at least 4,000 yea rs, and so became both as to quantity and 
quality the world's premier manufacturers of cotton cloth. Dur
ing the six teenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and for 
some time after that, the best cotton cloth available anywhere in 
the world came from the hand-loom s of China. No gentlen1an 
in Eng land thought he was fashionably dressed unless he had 
on a pair of knee breeches made of Chinese hand-woven cotton, 
and no lady thought her wardrobe complete witho ut at least 
one dress of Ca nton silk. 

During all of this period, the West had very little to sell that 
the Chinese wanted. From the earliest times they bought san
dalwood, peacock feathers, sp ices, elephant tusks and precious 
stones, and these continued to be in demand, but articles like 
these do not fill the hold with cargo, and generations of traders 
saw ships come to Chjna half empty or in ballast and return to 
home ports full y laden with the rich produce of China. The dis
covery that ginseng, a root to wruch the Chinese attribu te grea t 
medicinal value, grew wild in the hills of New England, en 
abled some early American traders to make some easy fortunes, 
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for it could be had for the expense of digging it, and it sold in 
China for very high prices. The cargo of the first Ame rican ship 
to call at Canton, 1784, consisted principally of ginseng, and 
that continued for some years to be a very importan t American 
export. But, valuable as it was, the cargoes of ginseng would 
not meet the costs of the produce America bought, nor could 
any other country sell to the Chinese enough goods to pay for 
what was bought. An essential part of the cargo of every ship 
coming to China to trade at this time consis ted of kegs of Span
ish or Mexican silver dollars, for the balance of trade was all in 
China's favour and, in the absence of banking facilities, trade 
was on a cash basis . 

Without wishing to revive a controversy which was long 
ago interred without benefit of clergy, I may say that the persis 
tence of the hated opium traffic in China was due to the fact that 
opium was, at that time, the only commodity the British and 
American traders could sell to the Chinese in sufficient quan
tity to meet a substantial part of their payment for cargoes of 
silk and tea. Thousands of the old silver dollars, some of which 
have done service for a cen tury or more, are now being melted 
in the Shanghai mint as one of the steps to make effective the 
country's new monetary policy. Some of them have been worn 
smooth in domestic trade, bu t have never left China's shores, 
because the Chinese found nothing in the West worth exchang
ing them for. From the dawn of history everything produced by 
China had been superior to anything produced by the barbar 
ians. The Chinese assumed that this was a condition of affairs 
which would last for ever and paid but scant attention to the 
goods the foreign trader had to sell. The first serious blow their 
inordinate pr ide suffered came when they discovered that the 
barbaria11s could really produce good merchandise. This indif
ference to the products of Europe continued until some time 
during the middle part of last century, when the tide turned 
and the sale of foreign goods to Chinese became more impor
tant and more profitable to foreign traders than the sale of Chi-
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nese goods to the West. It started with the invention of the cot
ton gin and the application, in Manchester, of power machinery 
to the manufacture of cotton cloth. This English machine-made 
cloth was not as strong or of such good quality as th e product 
of the Chinese hand-loom, but it was very much cheaper and 
every shipload sent to China found a ready sale at prices which 
represented a satisfactory profit to the manufacturers and the 
middlemen. For a few decades preceding the turn of the cen
tury more than fifty cents out of every dollar the Chinese spent 
for foreign good s went for the purchase of cotton goods. Man
chester got the bulk of this trade, but the New England business 
in Manchuria was important enough for the United States to 
negotiate the opening of Manchurian ports to foreign trade. 

The China trade has not only been a fascinating one in theo
ry, but has also been, in the main, a profitable one, and there are 
many 'made in China' fortunes in various parts of the world. 
As each generation of manufacturers has brought new products 
to the world 's markets, consumers have been found in China 
and new fortunes have been made. From sandalwood, peacock 
feathers, ginseng and opium, China 's trade turned to cotton 
goods, candles, and kerosene . These more recent articles re
placed older products as producers of fortunes and now newer 
products are replacing them. Kerosene oil came in to cu t down 
the sale of cand les. Now batteries for electric torches are of
fering strong competition to kerosene and have created such a 
vogue in peripatetic illumination that the formerly huge busi
ness in storm lanterns is practically dead .1 But while the kero
sene business is slowing up, the oil companies are dotting the 
countryside with filling stations to supply petrol to those who 
travel China's thousands of miles of new motor roads. 2 Chinese 

1. The grea t popularity of the electric torch in China is due lo a rather curious reaso n. Chi
nese country peop le have an inve terate fear of burglars and bandit s and know that when 
they walk through the fields with a lighted lantern bandits can eas ily follow their move
ments. The electric torch is nashed on as needed and is more difficult to follow. 
2. China now has 26,000 miles of motor roads. Practically a ll have been built in the past ten 
yea rs. 
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who bough t carriage whips twenty years ago are buying spark
ing p lugs now . With changi ng demand and changing supply, 
China's millions have bought many different things, and they 
have always been steady customers, they could always be de
pended on to absorb a good proportion of the world's surplus 
products. They now buy such a wide variety of things that a 
list of them would look like the text of a mail order catalogue. 
But, while a few are wealthy, the average purchasing power 
has been low, and a very small proportion has ever become 
more than theore tical customers who are interesting for statisti
cal purposes, but valueless from the standpoint of actua l sales. 
It is doub tful if more than ten million Chinese could afford to 
buy an apple a day without diminishing their bowls of rice or 
noodles. 1 

Since the beginning of the present century, China 's purchas
es of foreign goods have shown a constantly changing picture 
of the wants of the Chinese people. In 1900 the total sale of ciga
rettes in China was 300 million, or less than one per person per 
annum . Ten years later it had jumped to 7,500 million or, say, 
abou t 19 per annum . In another ten years i t was 22,000 million 
or 60 per annum. Now it amounts to 80,000 million or, practi
cally a dai ly cigarette for every male residen t of the country. In 
the meantime, the sale of imported cotton goods has dropped 
from more than 50% of the total to less than 3%. Importations of 
'candles, soaps, oils, fats, waxes, gums and resins ' now amount 
to more than importations of cotton cloth. This does no t mean a 
decrease in the demand for cotton goods, but the development 
of a new source of supply. Most of the cotton goods they now 
buy are produced in local mills owned by Japanese, Chinese 
and British. 

1. China's record year for foreign trade was in 1931, when the total was Ch. $2,256,000,000. 
At curre nt exchange that would represent about £141,000,000, or about Ss. per head. In 
1935 the total was less than ha lf of this amount. ln that year Great Britain's sha re amounted 
to 10% of the total, being exceeded by Germany 11 % Japan 15% and U.S.A. 18%. No other 
country accoun ted for more than 5% except lndo-China with 6%, cons isti11g almost wholly 
of rice. 
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The old British 111erc/1n11t told me 111n11y stories 

The Chinese were a long time making up their minds that 
they wanted any of the modern articles manufactured by the 
West, but once they started buying they found that they wanted 
everything they could afford to buy and a good deal more. Now 
they are buying aeroplanes, motor-cars and, among other mod
ern things, laundry machinery. The catalogue of Chi"na's wants 
is no longer restricted by ignorance and prejudice, but solely by 
ability to purchase . In fact, China's 400 million customers face 
the same problem as that which confronts the lady who has a 
shopping list which calls for an expenditure of $10 and has only 
$4.95 in her purse. Before anything is purchased, it is neces
sary to give careful consideration to the value and desirability 
of that article in comparison with simi lar articles, and also in 
comparison with a number of other articles of an entirely dif
ferent nature. This is true of small as well as large purchases 
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and is strikingly illustrated by the annual summer slump in the 
cigarette business. The many varieties of melons which come 
on the market in June provide about the only uncooked food 
the Chinese eat and there is a universal demand for them, but 
many cannot afford the twin luxuries of melons and cigarettes. 
As a res ult, some give up cigarettes for melons, and cigarette 
consumption does not resume normal proportions until the 
melon season is over, in the early autumn. 

Thus, every sale that is made in China is the result of success 
ful competition not only with similar articles made by a com
petitor, but with a wide variety of other things with which it 
would not appear to have any particular connection. The apple 
eater, for example, would, like the melon eater, have to choo se 
between fruit and cigaret tes and then, if the choice fell on fruit, 
apples would have to run the gamut of all other fruits before a 
sale was made. This introduces into the selling of goods to Chi
na complications which are measured by the geometric rather 
than the arithmetical progression, and adds grey hairs to the 
heads of sales managers and advertising agents. 

Compared with the complexities of selling in China to-day, 
marketing during the boom days of the clipper ships and the 
early days of the Manchester mills was a very simple matter. 
When I first came to China, twenty -five years ago, I had a great 
many talks wi th an old British merchant whose experience 
went back more than fifty years, and so embraced a part of that 
halcyon period. 

He never got tired of telling me about how simple it was to 
do business then, what a leisurely life one could lead and how 
certain the profits were. He was very bitter about the modern 
commercial methods, the petty trading and bargaining one had 
to do to make any profits or even to make ends meet. In his boy
hood days, business was conducted along quite different lines. 
The firm with which he had served his apprenticeship as a clerk 
maintained two main offices, one in London and one in Shang
hai, with partners in charge of each office. The London partner 
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bought cotton cloth which was shipped to the Shang hai office 
and sold at auction. The proceeds of this sale were invested in 
tea, which was shipped to London and so ld at auction to buy 
more cotton, which was sold to buy more tea which was so ld 
- and so on ad infinitum . It was a continuous process, and was 
looked on at that time as a rather hustling business, as each 
ship arriving in Shanghai carried a cargo of cotton cloth, and 
each departing ship carried a cargo of tea. Sometimes as many 
as two ships arrived and departed in the same month and then 
there were busy day s to be talked abou t for months. 

The old merchant maintained that this was the only genu
inely honest and above-board system of selling . What he had 
heard of modern advertising and high pressure selling met h
ods which were practised elsewhere, and were beginning to be 
introduced in Shanghai, filled him with profound disgust. They 
savoured to him of trickin ess, if not of downright dishone sty. 
His conten tion was that, when a Chinese bought a bale of cot 
ton cloth at auction sale, he was paying exactly what it was 
worth on the Shanghai market, no more and no less. The goods 
offered for sa le were a lways on displa y in the auct ion room, to 
be freely examined by all, and there could never be any ques
tion of a claim because of damaged cargo or misrepr esentation 
of quality. In these later unregenerate days he had to quote 
prices subjec t to confirma tion by cable from London, shade his 
pric es and cut his profits in order to mee t rascally competition, 
knuckle und er to what he knew to be unjust claims. He had to 
worry now about whether or not his customers would pay their 
bills. In the old days, everything had bee n cash on the nail. The 
fact that the business was always profitable to his firm did not 
dim inish his enthusiasm for the sys tem. 

It was an economical and in many ways an ideal method of 
se lling. Th e book-keeping in London and Shanghai was so sim
ple that the partners themselves could take care of it. There were 
usually steady profits and, occasionally, a de lightful windfall, 
as when a cargo of choice tea was the first of the season to reach 
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London, or when a cargo of cotton cloth arrived in Shanghai at a 
period when other ships had been delayed, and found a market 
depleted of stocks. 1 The modern curse of over-production had 
not on ly never been heard of but had never been dreamed of. 
The English markets could always consume all the tea shipped 
to London and the Chinese market could always consume all 
the cotton goods shipped to Shanghai . Prices might fluctuate, 
but never below a poin t where sales would be unprofitable. 
In fact, the only really important problem the partners in this 
pleasant business had to decide was whether they should con 
tinue to invest their surplus in increasingly larger cargoes of tea 
and cotton or divide some of the profits. 

Those good old days are gone and are remembered by but 
few. The sale of cotton cloth by auction, running to millions of 
pounds annually, continued into the present century and then 
lingered on to become finally one of the casua lties of the Great 
War. There are still a few cotton goods auctions in Shanghai, but 
they are of no importance. The Shanghai auctioneers now sell 
unclaimed cargo and bankrupt stock and the household goods 
of residents who are going home . Sir Thomas Lipton's advertis 
ing and aggressive selling methods, coincident with Chinese 
chicanery in the production and curing of their own tea, turned 
British taste from the delicately-flavoured Chinese to the heavy 
Indian teas, and it has been many years since there was an auc
tion of Chinese tea in London. 

Now we have in China regular schedules of steamer sailings, 
merchandising managers, sales conferences and advertising 
agents. A very large proportio n of the foreigners living in China 

1. About 65 years ago, the completion of the Suez Canal enabled a Shanghai tea dealer 
to set all London talking by his enterprising selling methods . He loaded an entire sailing 
ship with tea and accompanied the cargo as far as Marseilles. From that port, he went by 
the fastest possible route to London with samples of his tea and had the entire cargo sold 
by the time his ship arrived. A competitor, whose ship actually was first to anchor in the 
Thames, found the market already well supplied. No super-cargo had ever before arrived 
on the London tea market i.n adva.nce of his ship, and there was some difference of opinion 
both in London and in Shanghai as to the ethics of this procedure. The unfortunate com
petitors were outspoken in their denunciations of this sly trick. 
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are, like myself, primarily interested in selling goods to as many 
as possible of China's 400 million cus tomers. We make market 
surv eys, speculate on what articles they will buy, how the article 
should be packed, how advertised, and what merchandising 
methods should be followed. The problems are the same as those 
we might attempt to solve at home, with added complications 
and difficulties, and competition from every coun try that boasts 
a factory. None of us ever prosper to the extent we think our 
work justifies, but we have compensations . The work is always 
int eres ting and, in spite of our years of disillusionment, all of us 
secretly cherish the thought that a reasonable number of the 400 
miJlion may buy our goods next year. 
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------Szeclrnen bnndits disturb tire world's s11pply of tooth bmshes 

CHAPTERXX 

THIS NEIGHBOURLY WORLD 

You may have noticed that the last tooth brush you bought 
was not quite so good as the previous one of the same brand. 

You may also have read that the Chinese government has recently 
been sending soldiers to clear the bandits and communists from 
Szechuen, that amazingly rich and populous province which 
borders on mys ter ious and inaccessible Thibet. It probably never 
occurred to you that there was any connection between the two 
incidents or that banditry around the head waters of the Yangtsze 
would affect the quality of an English tooth brush. 

All tooth brnshes are made from pig bristles and most of 
the world's supply of bris tles comes from China; the best ones, 
which go into the kind of superior brush I presume you use, come 
from Szechuen. White bristles are required for the manufacture 
of tooth brushes, and China produces more white bristles than 
any other country, and for a reaso n similar to that which caused 
the farm er's black horses to eat more than his white horses. The 
farmer had more black horses than white, and the Chinese have 
mor e white pigs than black. 

Very few of the white pigs grown in other par ts of the world 
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contribute to the manufacture of tooth brushes, for the pig grow
ers are not, like the Chinese, thrifty enough to save the bristles, 
clean and sort them and make them a marketable product. Even 
if they did, the supply would not be very large because, the 
world over, except in China, blond pigs are not preferred, possi
bly because they soil so easily. Russia formerly suppli ed quanti
ties of white bristles but, when the Soviet governmen t set about 
improvin g the strain of communist pigs, black breeding stock 
from capitalis tic America was brought in and the white pig is 
now so rare that its white bristles barely suffice to meet the So
viet demand, whatever that may be. The encouragement of the 
growing of black pigs may have been a grand Soviet gesture of 
contempt for capitalism and all its bourgeois refinements. 

Be that as it may, the fact remains that the world 's supply of 
good tooth brushes depends on the continued health and pros
perity of the Szechuen pig. If cholera should destroy the Szechuen 
herds, the world wou ld either not brush its teeth or would accus 
tom itself to the incongruity of black brushes. 

Consider you r tooth brush and reflect on the smallness of 
the world, which makes you a neighbour of the 400 millions of 
China. 

THEEND 
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400 MILLION 
CUSTOMERS 

CARL CROW 
Probably the best -selling book on doing in business in 
China ever - and undoubtedly the best ever wr itten 
- Carl Crow's 400 Million Customers is amusing and 
informed. First published in 1937, 400 Million Customers 
is the distillation of the experiences of one of the most 
successful foreign businessmen ever to wash up on the 
China coast . Crow brilliantly explains the eternal truths 
about doing business in the Middle Kingdom. 

"A rich trove of anecd otes and insights about the 
Chinese people and doing bus iness in China, much of 
which still holds true today ." 

-

James McGregor 
author of One Billion Customers 
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