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-

correspondence, and photographs, recently discovered, nonetheless sig-

period.
A number of scholars have looked at Korea in the 1880s, including Kim 

Dalchoong, Martina Deuchler, Lee Yur-Bok, Kirk Larsen, Robert Swartout, 
Lew Young Ick, Koh Byong-ik, and Kim Key-hiuk, among others. Much of 

maritime customs service of Korea and its relationship to the larger issue 

these earlier studies by providing an unprecedented inner history of this 

beyond the immediate environs of the capital.
 The central and overarching theme in this study is the transformation 

benevolent policy expressed in Korean as sadae (Chinese: shida -

decade, to a policy that has been variously termed as “indirect,” “infor-
mal,” or “secondary” imperialism. A key bellwether in this transformation 

Preface
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forced departure from Korea three years later was similarly a result of the 
increasingly harsh measures China imposed upon its smaller neighbor. 

The two events that triggered the more draconian measures in the sec-

customs, Owen Nickerson Denny was summoned to provide pro-Chinese 

was dispatched to Seoul as the Chinese “resident.” Overseeing these more 

these increasingly interventionist moves, China never converted Korea 
into an outright colony. Although there was broad agreement in China 
that Korea needed to be kept on a tight rein, there were disagreements 

consistent. Moreover, the key players—nations, institutions, individuals, 

-

found themselves at the center of this maelstrom being dragged down by 

ultimately lost its independence. 

enough to allow an in-depth exploration of four related aspects of the late 
-

not a Korea expert, did not venture much beyond Pusan except for one 
month in Seoul, had limited contact with ordinary Koreans, and did not 
read and could barely speak the language, it is important to remember 
that, with the possible exception of George Clayton Foulk, there were no 

-

was already a seasoned observer of Asia by the time he arrived in Pusan. 
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contemporary observations of late nineteenth-century Korea. At the same 

agency will be readily apparent.

Customs Service during this early “open port period” (kaehang sidae -
like accounts that look at the customs service from the top down and con-

-

able to form this view in part because of his close friendship with Möllen-

-

the existing literature on the Korean Customs Service.

loneliness, boredom, and isolation, with the family depending upon the 

family and social life in what they regarded as a hardship post. And be-
cause they lived in the Japanese section of the city, much of their day-to-
day existence consisted of shopping in Japanese establishments and so-
cializing with their Japanese neighbors.

late nineteenth-century China and Korea. These include, among others, 

on how the relationship between the two nations should be constructed.

to China and had the good fortune to meet Lina Sharp, who was touring 
China at the time. Upon learning my occupation, she mentioned that she 
had in her possession the correspondence of a man who had worked in 
East Asia in the late nineteenth century, given to her by a friend before he 

in dates, leaving gaps in the documentation, the collection is complete 
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-
ect aside for nearly two decades before starting work on it. Although this 

-
dertook additional research on three continents to gain a more complete 
picture. At each location, I was aided immeasurably by many institutions 
and individuals.

-

there, including Susan Lee Lawrence, Carter Eckert, David McCann, and 
Edward Baker, as well as the students in my graduate seminar in Korean 

thanks to a grant from the China and Inner Asia Council of the Associa-
tion for Asian Studies, which I gratefully acknowledge. While I was at 

-
union in Minnesota in 2004, the centennial year of his death, and several of 

to share with me.
At the University of California, Berkeley, in 2009 and 2010, simultane-

ous appointments as visiting professor of Asian Studies and visiting schol-
ar at the Institute of East Asian Studies gave me the opportunity to write 

go to John Lie, Clare You, Martin Backstrom, Cathy Lenfestey, Aaron 

who helped make my stay there a productive one. Special thanks go to 

book form. Thanks go also to her two outside readers of the manuscript, 
Kirk Larsen and Don Baker, who made many helpful suggestions. Also in 

Other research locations in the United States included Nevada, Arizo-
na, Minnesota, and Wisconsin. In Nevada, two fourth-generation descen-

hospitality. Also in Nevada was Lina Sharp, who originally provided me 
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-

-

of St. Norbert College, I am indebted to the Faculty Personnel Commit-

for a grant from the Faculty Publications Fund, and Stacey Wanta, who 
assisted with the photographs and illustrations. My greatest thanks, how-

secretary, who spent long hours conscientiously and painstakingly tran-

this study would not have been possible.
-

-
ental and African Studies at the University of London yielded valuable in-

the curator, Deirdre Wildy, assisted me and extended her hospitality. In 
France, Regine Thiriez of the Ricci Institute in Paris and Charles Blackburn 
supplied me with the correspondence and photographs, respectively, of 

-
stitute at Seoul National University yielded the correspondence between 

-

grateful to the Fulbright Commission, particularly its director, Shim Jae-

of Pusan National University and Kim Jae-Seung of the Korea Maritime 

I was assisted by its curator, Lee Yong-deuk. My research in Pusan was 
funded in part by a grant from the Northeast Asia Council of the Associa-
tion for Asian Studies, whose support I gratefully acknowledge.
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Final thanks go to my wife, Marlene, for her support throughout and 

canine and feline research assistants, Montgomery and Cecil, were always 
eager to help. Although I would like to blame them for any errors of fact 
or interpretation, in the end, I am solely responsible.



employ the more recent pinyin rendering of Chinese names, nor have I 
-

own idiosyncratic rendering of Chinese, Japanese, and Korean words. For 
-

Japanese pronunciation but also the dual nature of the city. Otherwise, 
Korean names and places are rendered using McCune-Reischauer roman-
ization, except for Seoul. Japanese words are romanized using the modi-

without macrons. Following standard practice, Asian family names are 

usual way, but only abbreviated citations are given in the notes (e.g., Mer-

herein. In the interest of economy, citations normally appear only at the 
ends of paragraphs.

A Note on Romanization, Name Order, 
and Citation



and his Japanese forces in the late sixteenth century were repelled with as-
-

pan and Korea was regularized in 1609 along the lines of kyorin, or “neigh-

the capital of the Tokugawa shogunate, and trade was carried out between 
the two nations through the intermediary of the Tsushima domain. To fa-
cilitate that trade, the Korean government allowed the Japanese to set up 

Korea also traded with China by means of trade fairs on the border and 

of the Korean policy of sadae (Chinese: shida
None of the three countries, which were dominated by a Confucian phi-

-
pand upon the trade. This system, more political and ritualistic than com-
mercial, remained relatively unchanged for more than two hundred years, 
until the Opium Wars in China in the middle of the nineteenth century. 

1

For more on the relationship between Japan and Korea between 1609 and 1876, see James 
B. Lewis, , as well as his 1994 disser-

Views of Japan through Economic, Political, and Social Connections.” Trade between China 
-

Korean-Japanese interactions and trade.

ONE

Introduction
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-

to China, where the Second Opium War was raging. Shipping out from 

-

British army, in concert with the French, marched through Tientsin and 
-

be short lived, as he was soon transferred to Shanghai, where he found 

Fighting with him was the fabled Colonel Charles “Chinese” Gordon and 
his “Ever-Victorious Army.”

-
tering out of the British military, he signed on with the Chinese Imperial 
Maritime Customs Service under the inspector generalship of the Irishman 

-
ing in Tientsin in the mid-1860s, now at the rank of tidesurveyor.2

-
came the second East Asian country to experience Western encroachment, 

the West to strengthen itself and was particularly interested in expand-
ing trade, not only with the West but also with its neighbor, Korea. This 

For more information on the early years of the Chinese Customs Service, see Fairbank, 
. Tidewaiters boarded ships searching for smuggled 

goods and determined how much and what cargo a ship was carrying in order to levy the 
appropriate customs duty. Tidesurveyors supervised tidewaiters and calculated the duty to 



twenty-two as an assistant secretary in the customs service with an under-

given an appointment in the German diplomatic service in China. In 1871, 

his wife, William Nelson and Paul Georg soon became good friends. Jen-
nie, meanwhile, bore two more children—John and Ida—and in the sum-

1

-

-
-

-

not to call on her, “she will feel very bad indeed.”2

West 

TWO



-

appointed councillor (

1

-
ing Korean mines and anticipated customs revenue as collateral, and with 

of half a million taels. While back in Tientsin, he looked in on his pregnant 

-
an Customs Service. From Tientsin, the delegation proceeded to Shanghai.2

Lee, 
-

variously as chief commissioner or commissioner general.
Pusansisa, 1:800; Lee, 

Establishment of the Korean 
Customs Service



“Personally, I am not in favour of going to Corea unless it is an awful good 

-

1

One factor was the sheer weight of inertia that militated against change. 

Korea represented the unknown: “The more I think of Corea, the less I 
-

Moreover, Tientsin represented a very favorable posting: “I would like to 

The climate is the best I have been in in China.” And if he remained in the 
-

ing up in rank: “I am 

is so slow in the service.”2

To convince his wife that he valued family togetherness over rising in the ranks, he averred 

in the way of promotion, and ask for two years leave of absence. I prefer to be with you to 
everything else.”

FOUR

To Go or Not To Go to Korea?



about to interact on a continuing basis with Koreans and Japanese for the 
-

cord is mixed. On the one hand, his view of Africa and blacks was not 
-

rica will have to be opened up, and the niggers must go—this will have to 

of respect for the Chinese people and culture at the same time that his 
adopted country—the United States—was enacting the Chinese Exclusion 
Act. Regarding the Japanese, seven years before he arrived in Korea he 
seemed to disparage them: “Deep will be my maledictions on the Japanese, 
that light, trivial, and, alas, not overly virtuous people.” But he also com-
pared the Japanese city of Kobe favorably to Chefoo and averred that “there 
is more sociability amongst the Japanese. They are not so stuck up as the 

1

Since he was about to assume a position based upon the premise of 

-

-

laughed at the rumor and was more than happy to make the house his residence (Lee, West 

FIVE 

Life in Pusan



-
san late in the summer of 1884: “The steamer that brought the mail also 

France are at war. I am so glad we are not in China now.” Knowing that 
their family back in Minnesota was unfamiliar with East Asian geography, 
they reassured them: “You must not worry about us, for the war is not 
likely to come here.”1

-
nese. The Chinese have such vast numbers of men and they are now much 

Massacre that occurred when he was in Kiukiang in 1870, he averred that 

was certainly no Francophile, lambasting the French for destroying the 
-

French ought to be ashamed of the way in which they conduct the war.” 

were trumped by the issue of foreign privilege in China. Many of the Lo-

the possibility that they themselves might eventually return to China. A 
French victory would ensure the continuation of foreign privilege: “I hope 

1884.

SIX

War and a Coup



Customs Service had problems more serious than merchants trying to 
weasel out of paying their assessed duty. The low volume of trade that 
had threatened to reduce scheduled steamer service also made it increas-

had to respond that there was nothing in Korea for him: “The Customs 
-

tiful as might be desired to pay who they have here.”1

If reforms were not initiated, there were two possible outcomes. One 

will not be able to go on unless things improve.” The other possibility 
was that, if the customs remained functioning, “downsizing” might be in 

-

-

-
ways managed to meet his payroll. As George Foulk recorded in his diary, 

-
ishing here well; they only take dollars now as duty; that Pusan is busy 
and doing well; and that so far during the Korean month they had taken 

SEVEN

The Beginning of Trouble  



-

-

1

-
-

to go. On July 27, he was relieved of his position as vice-minister of the 

some sort of diplomatic imbroglio, and his prediction had now proven 
-
-

-

Merrill in Charge



Up to this point, China had taken a number of steps to bind Korea closer 

-
-

customs services closer together with a view to an eventual merger, in-

expensive Chinese and Koreans, and the standardization of reporting pro-
cedures. The only step remaining was to dismiss the three commission-

it out because he was not completely convinced that the three commis-

-

decided in mid-February to ask them formally for their resignations.

may not be altogether unprepared to learn, however, that a change of 

NINE 

End Game



of nearly 6,000 dollars, a six-month leave of absence at half salary, an addi-

-
toms Service if he chose not to be unemployed. With most of his demands 

trade.” Ironically, now that he was about to leave, the renovations that 
he had ordered for the customs house—white plastering, paper ceiling, 

“brighter and far more pleasant.” Only the construction of the sea wall 
remained, scheduled for completion the following January.1

By this time in the spring of 1886, the foreign community in Pusan had 
-

there.” That routine also included inviting the new consul to dinner: “I 
had Mr. Liu in to dinner. We had a combination dinner—half the dishes 

TEN

Departure from Korea



Minnesota with his family. But as his year of unpaid leave expired and his 

reason was his continued distaste for the harsh climate, and with a sec-
ond consecutive winter season looming, the thought of more of the same 
did not appeal to him. Referring to “those two awful winters of 86–87, 

winter in Minnesota—summers yes, winters no.” A second reason was 

estate in nearby St. Paul, but those investments proved unsuccessful, such 
that “everything was going out and nothing was coming in.” Underscor-
ing the seriousness of the problem, he told his wife, “I think if you are led 

book containing our monthly expenditures will convince you we could 

swallowed his pride and sought reemployment in China under Sir Robert 
1

-

time of his forced resignation from the Korean customs in June 1886 and 
-

-
teen, Mabel was eight, and William was two. See the Minnesota State Census Records.

ELEVEN 

Epilogue



The origins of the Korean Customs Service can be traced to 1876, when Ko-
rea was forced open by Japan to diplomatic and economic intercourse on 
a scale unprecedented in its history, and three Korean ports were opened 
for trade. As trade increased, the Korean government saw the possibility 

advice and assistance at the same time that China was revising its tra-
sadae toward its neighbor in favor of a more 

interventionist approach.

for help with its customs service as well as to keep Korea within the Chi-
nese orbit and out of the hands of the Japanese and the Russians, Viceroy 

-

-

that his friend could actually get such a service up and running. Indeed, 

Service, where he had been serving for twenty years. When that promo-
tion was not forthcoming, the lure of a higher rank and salary carried the 

few other Western men, mostly his subordinates, who lived as bachelors. 

TWELVE 

Conclusion



Glossary

William Nelson LOVATT ( , , 
-

veyor in the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs Service under Sir Robert 

-

Paul Georg von MÖLLENDORFF ( , 
Commissioner of the Korean Customs Service and Vice-Minister of the 

-

, 

,  — De facto Foreign Minister of China, 

, -
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