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Abstract This paper considers how ‘‘knowledge’’ of China was presented for

Victorian and Edwardian children in The Boy’s Own Paper (BOP) between 1879

and 1914. It considers how genre affects the representation of China in the BOP by

comparing travel narratives and adventure stories. First, it focuses on non-fiction

about China, examining the rhetorical strategies employed by the authors of travel

narratives. The travellers express confidence in their ability to survey the land and

present readers with the idea that China is abundant in resources awaiting British

discovery. Second, the article discusses adventure stories about opium and piracy

written during a period when the tension between the British and the Chinese was

particularly fraught over these issues. While the authors of the adventure stories

created a strong contrast between the Chinese as villains and the British as heroes,

the BOP travel writers provide contradictory statements within their narratives,

reflecting an ambivalence about China and the Chinese. However, because the BOP
contributors sought to instil a sense of patriotism, to inspire their readers to serve the

British Empire, both the non-fiction travel narratives and the fictional adventure

stories related to China were published not only to entertain readers with exotic

facts and thrilling stories, but more importantly, to persuade them of the necessity of

British intervention.
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Introduction

In 1810, Joseph Guy stated in the preface to Pocket Cyclopedia: ‘‘useful knowledge…
will give intelligence to youth, it will accustom them to habits of reflection and

inquiry, and teach them to look on objects around them with the EYE OF REASON’’

(Guy Joseph, 1810, p. ix). Because of higher birth rates, a better standard of living, and

more opportunities for education, the literacy rate among the youth of Britain rose

considerably during the latter part of the nineteenth century (Reynolds, 1990,

pp. 5–27). After 1870, when Forster’s Elementary Education Act ensured children

access to elementary education, mass juvenile literacy rapidly became an established

social phenomenon. Publishers, observing this, took the opportunity to produce new

forms of literature for the children of Britain. Realising that ‘‘knowledge’’ was a

valuable currency, nineteenth-century publishers marketed their books and maga-

zines in response to the Victorian thirst for ‘‘useful knowledge.’’ For example,

Thomas Nelson had a ‘‘books of useful knowledge’’ category in its 1874 catalogue

and C. Knight had ‘‘The Library of Entertaining Knowledge’’ series.

As Thomas Richards observes in The Imperial Archive: Knowledge and the
Fantasy of Empire, Victorians were obsessed with trying to control knowledge and

order it in a systematic way because they believed that ‘‘the control of Empire hinged

on a British monopoly over knowledge’’ (1993, p. 7). The popular boy’s magazine The
Boy’s Own Paper (1879–1967) reflects this Victorian preoccupation with knowledge.

Convinced that readers wanted to learn everything about the world—one caption from

an early annual explicitly states, ‘‘If you please Mr. Editor, I want to know about

everything’’ (vol. 3, p. 264)—the editors advertised their periodical as ‘‘an emporium

of knowledge’’ (MacDonald, 1994, p. 10). The BOP editors clearly adhered to the

nineteenth-century belief that ‘‘there was nothing that could not be known, described,

and hence owned,’’ and that if boys familiarised themselves with facts about the

world, they would be able to control it (MacDonald, 1994, p. 11). Many statistics

about different countries can be found within the BOP. For example, the following

facts are provided about the Great Wall of China: it ‘‘was built in twenty years, and is

said to have contents of 6,350,000,000 cubic feet. Its materials are enough to run a

wall round the world six feet high and two feet thick’’ (vol. 10, p. 112). This article

considers how ‘‘knowledge’’ of China was presented to Victorian and Edwardian

children by examining travel narratives and adventure stories about China published

in the BOP between 1879, when the magazine began, and 1914, when many of its

readers would find themselves caught up in the First World War.

Patrick Dunae (1977, 1980), Martin Green (1979), Robert MacDonald, John M.

Mackenzie, Kimberley Reynolds and others have discussed the BOP in the context of

evangelism, gender, imperialism, race, the public school ideology, and the adventure

story genre.1 But none includes any in-depth analyses of the representation of China in

1 There have been only two book-length studies of The Boy’s Own Paper. Published about a decade after

The Boy’s Own Paper had stopped circulating (1967), both books offer an overview of the magazine.

Philip Warner’s The Best of British Pluck: The Boy’s Own Paper (1976) and Jack Cox’s Take a Cold Tub,
Sir! The Story of The Boy’s Own Paper (1982) provide background information on the Religious Tract

Society and the contributors to The Boy’s Own Paper, summarize the changes that the magazine

underwent during its 88 years on the market, and compare it to some of its rival magazines.
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the BOP. China is particularly interesting, because the country had a unique

relationship with Britain. Unlike India or Africa, China was not a formal colony of

Britain (with the exception of Hong Kong). After the Opium Wars (1839–42 and

1856–60) interest in China reached new heights: Chinese products were highly sought

after and China itself became ‘‘a marketable commodity’’ (Pagani, 1998, p. 29). Texts

providing information about the ‘‘half-known’’ country became valuable because

people wanted to be better acquainted with a land that had previously been closed to

foreign trade. As more British subjects came into contact with China, more writing

about the country appeared. Numerous descriptions of first-hand experiences in China

could be found in travel books, personal memoirs, embassy and missionary reports,

speeches, and letters.

In this paper, I consider how genre affects the representation of China in the

BOP. First, I examine travel narratives about China in the periodical, examining the

rhetorical strategies employed by authors in their descriptions of the landscape,

cities, transportation, and people. The travellers express confidence in their ability to

survey the land and present readers with the idea that China is a museum packed

with curious objects and also a country abundant with resources awaiting British

discovery. Secondly, I discuss adventure stories about opium and piracy because,

over this period, the tension between the British and the Chinese was particularly

fraught concerning these issues. While the authors of the adventure stories create a

strong contrast between the Chinese as villains and the British as heroes, the BOP
travel writers provide contradictory statements within their narratives, reflecting an

ambivalence about China and the Chinese.

The Boy’s Own Paper: Origins and Readership

BOP, first published in 1879 by the Religious Tract Society (RTS) in an effort to

provide ‘‘wholesome’’ literature for children during an age where pernicious ‘‘penny

dreadfuls’’ pervaded the market, was the longest-running periodical in the history of

children’s publishing and attracted a large readership. The BOP was available in

three formats: the weekly, the monthly, and the annual. Weeklies targeted

schoolboys, clerks, and assistants, while the monthly bound issues appealed more

to families. Some families bought the paper in both formats, with the weekly being

read and given to friends or donated to libraries, while the monthly was kept for

re-reading. Subscribers from abroad usually ordered the monthly or the annuals

(Cox, 1982, p. 22). Boys who could not afford to buy the paper also had the chance

to read it, for the RTS distributed copies to London Board schools and churches.

Three months after its debut on the market, approximately 200,000 copies of the

BOP were sold per week. In 1888, journalist Edward Salmon noted that the BOP
was the most popular magazine among boys, and second favourite among girls, just

behind The Girl’s Own Paper (p. 14). By the late 1880s circulation figures reached

over 500,000 a week, though, according to Dunae (1976, p. 133), actual readership

may have been as high as one and one quarter million, because the trade usually

considered ‘‘that on average two or three boys read each copy.’’ Given that the total
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circulation of weekly copies rose to 665,000 in later years (Dunae, 1976, p. 134), the

actual readership would have been proportionately higher again.

The correspondence columns in the BOP show that British boys were not the

only ones who read the BOP: British girls and readers of both sexes from all over

the world enjoyed their copies of ‘‘the good old B. O. P.’’ A short notice in the ‘‘Our

Note Book’’ section of the May 9, 1908 issue reveals that readers from the United

States, Canada, South Africa, India, Australia, New Zealand, Singapore, Trinidad,

Sweden, and Austria subscribed to the paper (p. 512). Although the BOP was

originally targeted at boys between the ages of ten to fifteen, not only did it attract

readers of both sexes but also a readership of widely differing ages. Advertisements

for perambulators, cloth, and furniture in the BOP indicate that even mothers

embraced the magazine.

The RTS originally planned to attract readers to the BOP with entertaining stories

that would satisfy readers’ taste for excitement. After gaining a stable readership, it

would then replace these adventure stories with overtly didactic Christian literature.

However, the plan was never carried out. Observing the emerging popularity of

Chums, Young England, and The Captain—boys’ magazines that openly promoted

patriotism and military power through adventure stories set on the outskirts of the

British Empire—George A. Hutchison, the paper’s first principal editor, realised

that the only way to compete with these sensational publications that threatened to

dominate the market was to provide equally thrilling stories that would hold the

attention of readers. He had some difficulty convincing the RTS, which objected to

the secular aspects of the paper, but the Society finally relented, realising that it

depended on the revenues of the BOP to support its missions abroad. As a result,

though the percentage of Christian literature in the BOP was much lower than its

quota of school and adventure stories, the editors would occasionally include

contributions from missionaries to remind readers of the importance of the work of

those bringing the gospel to other parts of the world.

One of the key areas for this missionary work was China. To help BOP readers

picture the immense population of this country and realise the enormous task before

the missionaries, Stanley P. Smith used Biblical references to describe the

population of China:

some one has said that if every letter of the Bible represented a single soul, and

you were to count all the letters of the Bible from Genesis to Revelation, you

would have to count the whole Bible over eighty times before you would have

reached a figure large enough to represent the number of souls in China.

(1900–1901, p. 267)

Travelling to ‘‘Far Cathay’’

Long before the first Protestant missionary, Robert Morrison (1782–1834) of the

London Missionary Society, arrived in China in 1807, many travellers had

embarked on journeys to ‘‘Far Cathay.’’ Travellers to China can be traced back to

the time of the Roman Empire, when merchants headed toward South China to
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establish trade relations. After the first Opium War (1839–1842), Hong Kong

became a colony of Britain, and five treaty ports were opened to foreign residence

and trade. The number of British travellers to China increased after the Tientsin

treaties were signed in 1858 because foreigners were then given the right to travel to

the interior of China, the Yangtze River was opened to foreign ships, and Christian

missionaries were allowed to do mission work in the inner provinces.

Some of the authors of the BOP travel narratives about China also published

books for adults. For example, Frederic Henry Balfour, a Sinologist, also wrote

Waifs and Strays from the Far East; Being a Series of Disconnected Essays on
Matters Relating to China (1876) and Leaves from my Chinese Scrapbook (1887).

Missionary Stanley P. Smith authored China from Within; or, The Story of the
Chinese Crisis (1901). All BOP travel accounts about China include detailed

descriptions of the difficulties involved in travelling around the country. BOP travel

writers stress the difference between travelling in China and travelling in England,

and warn readers that they must drop any expectations about travelling with ease

because ‘‘the Chinese are utterly indifferent to all comfort’’ (Manderson,

1910–1911, p. 826). In ‘‘Crossing the Nan Ling,’’ Horace L. Manderson complains

about the uncomfortable sedan chairs. From the photograph he provides (Fig. 1),

readers can see that no upholstered seats are attached to the wooden frame of the

chair. It looks small, shaky, and shabby.

The deplorable condition of the roads evokes complaints from all the travellers,

who warn readers that ‘‘roads,’’ according to the Western definition of the word, do

not exist in China. These narrow thoroughfares (at most no more than ten feet wide)

have not been ‘‘deliberately constructed,’’ and in the summer, ‘‘odours arise from

the ill-paved streets, beneath which the city sewers run’’ (Manderson, 1910–1911,

p. 826). Frederic H. Balfour cannot believe that ‘‘the idea of ‘making’ or

macadamising a street never seems to have occurred to the Chinese. It is nobody’s

business, apparently nobody cares about it…’’ (1889–1890, p. 48).

Fig. 1 A sedan chair
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In analysing the BOP travel narratives, I find it useful to consider the rhetorical

modes discussed in David Spurr’s The Rhetoric of Empire: Colonial Discourse in
Journalism, Travel Writing, and Imperial Administration (1993). Many BOP authors

use a rhetorical strategy Spurr terms ‘‘Surveillance: Under Western Eyes.’’

According to Spurr, the Western observer’s descriptions of the territory indicate

that he holds the privilege and power to survey the land and to gaze at the local

people. In turn, the people, denied the right to speak or gaze, are obligated to show

themselves, to let the observer view them. In ‘‘Crossing the Nan Ling,’’ Manderson

informs readers that wherever one travels in China, ‘‘something new and strange is

being continually opened to the view; the quaint people, villages, cities, temples,

monasteries, and field scenes are utterly unlike anything to be seen anywhere else’’

(1910–1911, p. 824). He implies that he has the power to unveil the hidden secrets of

China; everything opens for him to view. To add validity to his narrative, he provides

some photographs of the buildings and people he observes. For example, Manderson

notes that pagodas (Fig. 2) are ‘‘monuments of the Buddhistic and Taoistic

superstition that [have] permeated the whole national life of the Chinese, making the

people a prey to the greed and trickery of the necromancer and the geomancer’’

(1910–1911, p. 827). Pagodas were often seen on willow-pattern plates, one of the

most ubiquitous items in English homes during the Chinoiserie craze of the

eighteenth century. Instead of describing the pagoda in romantic terms, however,

Manderson depicts it as a symbol of the superstitious nature of the Chinese.

As Spurr (1993, p. 16) has observed, travel writers often situate themselves ‘‘either

above or at the center of things, yet apart from them, so that the organisation and

classification of things takes place according to the writer’s own system of value.’’

Frederic Balfour, for example, asks readers to imagine that they are in a balloon

above Peking, which, in his opinion, is the best position to survey the land and gain a

Fig. 2 A pagoda standing at the
approach to the city
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bird’s-eye-view of the city. Up in the air, they can see ‘‘the exact shape of the queer

old city, to say nothing of much that no European eye has hitherto ever gazed upon—

the interior of the Palace walls, for instance’’ (Balfour, 1889–1890, p. 21). Balfour

sees himself as a pioneer: because of his position, he can see what others have not

seen and gains new knowledge of the city. Descending lower, Balfour chooses to

obtain a panoramic view of the city from the Great Wall. Similarly, Manderson and

his friends climb to the top of the Nan Ling, where they have

a magnificent view of the country to the north and south. To the south [they]

looked on tropical China, to the north [they] saw the great central plan, the most

fertile and the most thickly populated piece of land on the globe. From the hills

on which [they] were standing sprang all the fine rivers that, wending their way

northwards, at length join the mighty Yang Tze. (1910–1911, p. 828)

Standing above the land, the travellers are empowered to appropriate whatever they

see, as if they could possess everything in sight. These descriptions made from a

promontory are characteristic of what Mary Louise Pratt (1992, p. 201) calls the

‘‘monarch-of-all-I-survey’’ genre of travel writing.

Writers often use what Johannes Fabian (1983, p. 106) describes as ‘‘visual-
ism’’—ethnology’s reliance on maps, charts and tables, because ‘‘to ‘visualise’ a

culture or society almost becomes synonymous for understanding it.’’ Balfour,

seeking to give readers a concrete idea of Peking, provides a diagram of the outer

city, front gate, and imperial palace. In the process of mapping the place, he is

imaginatively taking control of it. Similarly, Mr. Landor, who travels to Tibet,

‘‘heroically’’ defies all risks and records a map of his route using ‘‘a scrap of bone

for a pen and his own blood for ink’’ (Suart-Robson, 1898–1899, p. 363).

The second rhetorical method used by BOP authors falls into the category of

what Spurr calls ‘‘Appropriation: Inheriting the Earth.’’ The appropriation of the

earth is seen as a response to the need for order, technology, and improvement.

Colonisers saw the land as belonging to mankind, not to the people who live on it. It

was thought that whoever had the ability and power to exploit the land had the

freedom to appropriate the land and use it (Spurr, 1993, p. 31). Stanley Smith, who

claims to have travelled in eleven of China’s eighteen provinces, is saddened by

‘‘the good material there is there, but which is lost for want of development’’

(1900–1901, p. 267). In Smith’s opinion, the abundant resources in China are

waiting for Westerners to come and extract them: ‘‘the treasures are there—apart

from European help, they would remain, benefiting no one’’ (1900–1901, p. 268).

For example, China’s coalfields are ten times larger than Britain’s, but the Chinese

do not have efficient means of transporting the coal because of the poor road

conditions. Smith appeals to two of the reasons colonialists frequently give for

intervention: ‘‘that of nature, which calls for the wise use of its resources; that of

humanity, which calls for universal betterment’’ (Spurr, 1993, p. 34).

BOP travel writers also employ the strategies of ‘‘Aestheticisation’’ and

‘‘Idealisation.’’ If BOP authors idealise any part of China, it is the landscape.

Because many parts of England had been polluted and destroyed as a consequence

of the Industrial Revolution, the idealisation of the Chinese landscape is ‘‘in relation
to Western culture itself [his emphasis]’’ (Spurr, 1993, p. 128). Balfour enjoys
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travelling in the South, where one can lie in a boat and feast one’s eyes upon ‘‘the

strange, beautiful scenery’’ (1889–1890, p. 110). He exclaims that the landscape is

‘‘quaint … [and] charming’’ (Balfour, 1889–1890, p. 111). Two boys who travel to

China enjoy ‘‘the scenery where the country was more mountainous and romantic’’

(Stables, 1907–1908, p. 675). They observe ‘‘many a villa slumbering in the

sunshine, or quiet wooded hillsides in which poor Cluny thought he would like to

live for ever, free from all his care and worry’’ (Stables, 1907–1908, p. 675).

Spurr observes that the rhetorical mode of ‘‘Debasement: Filth and Defilement’’

emerges in every form of writing throughout the colonial world. In these writings,

misery and abjection are linked together. Because the Other is seen as defiled, fear

of contamination is a recurrent theme in colonial discourse (Spurr, 1993, p. 87). This

rhetoric of filth and defilement occurs in nearly all of the BOP commentaries on

China. Angus R. H. Mackay observes that the Chinese live in ‘‘filthy den[s],’’ and a

stench arises ‘‘from the filthy street’’ (1899–1900, p. 165). Balfour notes that

villages ‘‘are as dirty as pigsties’’ (1889–1890, p. 22) while villagers are ‘‘extremely

ugly and extremely dirty’’ (Balfour, 1889–1890, p. 110).

The inns in China are usually dirty, dark, and old. In ‘‘Crossing the Nan Ling,’’ there

is a photograph captioned ‘‘A restaurant and inn’’ (Fig. 3). The hut-like inn looks worn

down and coincides with the author’s descriptions of the horrible inconveniences he

experienced while staying there. Because the photographer probably wanted to capture

the architectural structure of the building, the people appear very small. Therefore, it is

hard to see the expressions on their faces. However, one immediately notices the leader

of the expedition, wearing a tropical white suit and hat, standing in front of the group.

He stands out from the crowd because not only is he taller, but his white uniform makes

him appear immaculate in contrast to the others in the photo.

Chinese Fascination with Cameras

Venturing into unfamiliar territory such as China, the BOP travellers, unsure of the

dangers that lie ahead, take photographs to claim the space. In a sense, the camera

Fig. 3 A restaurant and inn
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serves as a kind of weapon for them because they had heard that the Chinese were

infamous for their fear of the camera, believing that it ‘‘could see through the

landscape, and that the photographic process involved the use of eyes stolen from

children’’ (Ryan, 1997, p. 143). Manderson, who travels to Hunan with his friends,

is overwhelmed when the Chinese inspect their clothes, hats, and long beards. He is

also surprised that they stare at his camera in wonder. The young Chinese are

particularly fascinated by the foreigners. In trying to photograph the children,

Manderson ‘‘had great trouble in keeping the subjects against the wall; they were

certain we were bewitching them, and it was only for fear of what the foreign devils

might do if they did not stay that we succeeded in snapping them’’ (1910–1911,

p. 829). Manderson knows that the children are afraid of foreigners and had

probably heard many stories about the ‘‘foreign devils’’ from their parents, but he

strategically uses this fear of ‘‘bewitchment’’ to capture the children on film. As can

be seen in Fig. 4, some of them glance sideways at their companions or up at the

sky, whereas others squint unhappily at the camera. Considering the relatively long

exposure time, it is not surprising that their expressions are stiff. The girl standing in

the centre pushes her hands against the wall behind her, looking as if she is bracing

herself ready for something terrible to happen.

Experiences such as Manderson’s are not rare. As the narrator of ‘‘A Traveller in

the Great Closed Land’’ writes: ‘‘Cowardice and cruelty usually go hand in hand,

and we are not surprised to hear … that craven fear of the unknown and unusual is

among the chief characteristics of the natives of Thibet [sic]’’ (Suart-Robson,

1898–1899, p. 362). Because of this ‘‘fear of the unknown,’’ the Tibetans are afraid

of cameras, and upon seeing Mr. Landor’s Kodak, they fall prostrate, laying their

arms on the ground in front of him. The Chinese are curious about the camera of one

of Captain Gill’s photographers, and ‘‘there is much humour in Captain Gill’s

descriptions of the wonder of the Chinese at the whole affair’’ (vol. 7, p. 152).

Fig. 4 Young China
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Almost all these travel experiences are rendered ‘‘as a journey forward in space

but backward in time’’ (McClintock, 1994, p. 242). Venturing into what Anne

McClintock terms ‘‘anachronistic space,’’ the travellers discover primordial states of

civilisation. When Manderson begins his journey through China, he compares China

to ‘‘the old Bible days. We felt that we had left behind the Occident and were in the

Orient of the past’’ (1910–1911, p. 826). T. C. H. (1882–1883) describes China as

being ‘‘as unprogressive as a pyramid’’ and a ‘‘living fossil of a country’’ (p. 78).

According to Mackay, the Chinese may have been ahead of the British centuries

ago, but presently, the British are ‘‘infinitely farther ahead of them in all points of

real civilisation.’’ He uses the fable of the tortoise and the hare to illustrate the

reason the Chinese have fallen behind: ‘‘like the steady old tortoise, we have been

slowly but surely creeping onward, while John Chinaman has, hare-like, curled his

head under his pig-tail and gone to sleep; in fact, today he is not a bit more civilised

then he was centuries and centuries ago’’ (1899–1900, p. 166). Although some

authors reiterated dominant stereotypes of the ‘‘Celestial Kingdom’’ as dirty,

stagnant, and unprogressive, others present positive features about the land and its

people. In the adventure stories, however, China and the Chinese are presented in

much more simplistic terms.

Opium and Piracy in BOP Adventure Stories

Many nineteenth-century children’s periodicals portrayed contemporary events that

reflected Britain’s political or economic interests in different regions (Castle, 1996,

p. 151). Opium was one of the most sensitive and controversial issues in nineteenth-

century Sino-British relationships. Barry Milligan argues that British impressions of

the Orient, ‘‘including fear, desire, guilt, titillation—are paralleled, mediated, and

represented metaphorically by attitudes toward opium’’ (1995, p. 7). Although

opium had been introduced to China in the late sixth or early seventh century,

opium-smoking did not become popular until the seventeenth century. The

Yongzheng Emperor prohibited both the domestic sale of opium (except as a

medicine) and opium-smoking in 1729. However, with the increase in trade

relations with the West, the number of opium imports accelerated. By 1767, about

one thousand chests of opium arrived in China per year, as compared with two

hundred chests earlier in the century. Despite another prohibition edict in 1796, the

opium problem grew worse.

After the Jiaqing Emperor prohibited the importation of opium in 1799, it became

contraband, and opium smuggling became an organised project. Despite the decree,

most government officials rarely made any efforts to stop the illegal activities,

because they themselves were involved in the clandestine projects, taking bribes

from the smugglers (Booth, 1996, p. 120). The East India Company secretly

smuggled Indian opium into China and the profits were used to support the

Company’s other ventures, such as funding the government of India and balancing

the trade deficit of tea, silk, and porcelain. Although it was the British who

monopolised the opium market in Asia, the common impression among the British
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was that Chinese opium masters were monopolising the opium market in London

(Milligan, 1995, p. 13).

The editors of the BOP, in consideration for their young readers, leavened the

seriousness of the topic by incorporating the theme of opium smuggling into a

gripping adventure tale in which the hero succeeds in stopping the greedy smugglers

from bringing the noxious drug into countries such as the United States, Australia,

or England. None of these stories focuses on opium being brought into China,

possibly because the British wanted to cover up their own opium-smuggling

operations by highlighting the evil deeds of rapacious Chinese merchants who

aimed to sell the drug in other countries.

Edward C. Adams’s ‘‘The Opium Smugglers: A Tale of Burton of the Queensland

Police’’ (vol. 36) takes place in Australia. Bob Burton hears rumours of opium-

smuggling operations around a gold mine at Dugong Creek owned by a Chinese man

named Sin Yen. After observing the port for two days, Burton and his friends spot a

ship called the ‘‘Mandarin’’ sailing in. They overhear Sin Yen, a huge man with an evil

grin, say, ‘‘‘Velly well,… me havee the stuff all leady same time Fliday. We gettee

stuff asho’tomollow. Yo’ come same time, eh?’’’ (Adams, 1913–1914, p. 735).

Although Sin Yen is the villain, the narrator’s description of his Pidgin English, where

/r/ sounds are replaced by /l/ ones, brings some comic relief to the story.

As in other stories, narrators use the derogatory term ‘‘Chinkies’’ to refer to

Chinese coolies (Adams, 1913–1914, p. 734). In the narrator’s eyes, the Chinese

coolies, who either carry ‘‘an ugly curved knife’’ or a revolver at their waists, look

‘‘villainous.’’ The curved knife is another stereotypical image associated with

Chinese villains. In his efforts to stop the smugglers, Bob falls into the hands of Sin

Yen, but, like the typical hero in an adventure story, he instantly devises a plan to

escape and successfully catches the smugglers, who, in addition to opium, have

been smuggling petroleum and blasting powder into the country.

In this story, Arthur Twidle has drawn several illustrations of violent scenes,

which usually appear one page ahead of the written plot development. This

positioning creates suspense and entices readers to read ahead. Exciting excerpts

from the story serve as captions. For example, one caption reads, ‘‘‘With a roar

Connor seized a broken branch, and sprang to his companion’s aid’ (See page 736)’’

(Adams, 1913–1914, p. 735). In these detailed engravings, which depict the action

of the story, the Chinese villains look fierce and strong. Because the villains are

engaged in action, their braided pigtails, which flow behind them, almost come to

life, slithering like snakes. In Fig. 5, the man on the far-left grimaces as he falls

back wounded, writhing in pain after being hit by a bullet. The white man who fired

the shot is wearing a hat that shades half of his face and hides his eyes. Although the

Chinese carry sharp knives, they cannot compete against the white men who have

pistols. Another picture (Fig. 6) shows a tall muscular Chinese man (Sin Yen)

grabbing the Corporal’s throat with one hand and preparing to stab him with a long

knife. The caption explains the thrilling scene: ‘‘‘Too late, Bob turned to meet Sin

Yen. The Chinaman’s eyes blazed evilly, and… his left hand seized the Corporal’s

throat in a grip of iron’ (See page 738)’’ (Adams, 1913–1914, p. 737). Sin Yen’s

bulging eyes and flaring teeth heighten his grotesque appearance. Although the

Corporal has a gun in his hand, it is clutched at the wrong end, so he cannot shoot.
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Compared to the other engravings in the BOP, Twidle’s drawings are much more

realistic and detailed, although he still exploits conventional images of Chinese

villains to achieve the overall effect.

In another story about opium smuggling, ‘‘The Cruise of the ‘Manzanita’’’ (vol. 32),

which consists of six instalments published over a period of 6 weeks, Quon Main the

Chinese villain is described thus:

He was an odd figure, and somehow very incongruous. He wore a silk coat,

richly embroidered, and, like all better-class Chinamen, his pigtail was not

wound round his head, but streamed out freely in the wind. It was very long,

and the black hair was plaited up with various coloured silks, making it still

longer. He was smoking a large black cigar, and on his head he wore a little

fur cap crammed down to his ears. His silk skirt flapped and crackled in the

wind, exposing the dark blue trousers that were tied tightly round the ankles

about his white silk socks. An odd figure, no doubt, but he gave the impression

of being as hard as nails, and no kind of fool. (Kendall, 1909–1910,

pp. 467–468)

The author builds up the suspense by implying that Quon Main is a shadowy

character. His pigtail is longer than most Chinese men’s queues, and it flows freely

in the wind, signifying that Quon Main is not an upright person. With a large black

cigar hanging from his mouth, Quon Main seems to be anticipating that something

is going to happen (Fig. 7). His attire may resemble that of a rich man, but the

Fig. 5 With a roar Connor
seized a broken branch, and
sprang to his companion’s aid
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trousers tied at his ankles ruin his dignified look. Finally, the author points out that

Quon Main is fierce and hard, and very smart and calculating.

The Chinese characters in these stories are either evil, violent opium smugglers

(Quon Main and Sin Yen), or nameless, useless opium addicts. Chinese coolies are

stereotypically characterised as opium smokers who spend most of their time

consuming the drug. Authors suggest that opium smuggling (always linked to

violence) is a lucrative business, but should be avoided.2 The heroes of these stories

easily defeat the opium smugglers, preventing the Western countries from being

contaminated by the Chinese drug. The authors imply that the opium was to be sold

to Chinese men, and do not seem to be worried about the possibility that Westerners

could themselves be potential addicts.

Although all the opium smokers in the BOP are Chinese, authors object to them

smoking opium outside China. The opium addicts appear either on a coolie ship, in

San Francisco, or in Australia. BOP authors rarely use the term ‘‘Opium War’’ in

their works, choosing instead to refer to ‘‘the last war against China,’’ the ‘‘Chinese

War’’ or the ‘‘Anglo-Chinese war.’’ In avoiding the term ‘‘Opium War,’’ the authors

try to steer readers’ attention away from Britain’s compromised position regarding

opium exports. All the readers needed to know was that, in the war against China,

the British won. In fact, BOP authors did not even acknowledge the fact that there

were two Opium Wars (1839–1842 and 1856–1860).

Although many religious organisations took part in the crusade against opium in

China, the RTS does not seem to have openly supported the anti-opium movement

Fig. 6 Too late, Bob turned to
meet Sin Yen. The Chinaman’s
eyes blazed evilly, and … his
left hand seized the Corporal’s
throat in a grip of iron

2 See, for example a story in Volume 28 called ‘‘Bella of Barnia: A Story of Present-day Smuggling.’’
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or endorsed the opinion of Dr. Thomas Arnold, who in a letter to W. W. Hull dated

March 18, 1840, criticised the opium trade as being ‘‘so wicked as to be a national

sin of the greatest possible magnitude’’ (cited in Booth, 1996, p. 136). Nor did they

seem to be influenced by the 7th Earl of Shaftesbury, a fervent anti-opium crusader,

who took part in the meetings of the RTS. In 1843 Lord Shaftesbury had stated that

Britain’s opium trade was ‘‘utterly inconsistent with the honour and duties of a

Christian kingdom’’ (cited in Booth, 1996, p. 152). Judging from their articles, none

of the BOP authors was an anti-opium advocate, because they do not encourage

readers to sympathise with the opium addicts. The opium addiction of the Chinese is

regarded as an unchangeable fact. According to Kathleen L. Lodwick, missionary

doctors presented evidence about the harmful effects of opium at the International

Opium Conferences in 1909 and 1911–1912. As a result, various nations cooperated

in trying to control opium and its derivatives (Lodwick, 1996, p. 3). However, the

BOP’s most famous medical authority, Dr. Gordon Stables, did not write about

opium in any of his columns. Perhaps the editors thought that the issue of opium

was too sensitive to touch upon.

Although Chinese piracy did not garner as much debate as the opium question,

there are more stories about piracy in the BOP than about opium smuggling. Piracy

in the China seas can be traced back to the sixteenth century. The pirates were

usually impoverished fishermen who turned to piracy as a temporary survival

strategy. In Pirates of the South China Coast 1790–1810, Dian Murray notes that

sailors, merchants, porters, peddlers, and hired labourers engaged in acts of piracy

during the late eighteenth century (1987, p. 23). At the time, the Chinese

government did not regard piracy as a serious issue. But piracy became an

Fig. 7 Quon Main was
smoking a large black cigar
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increasing problem in the nineteenth century, as numerous commercial ships

arriving at the busy Chinese ports were attacked and robbed. Neither the Chinese

nor the British could ignore the problem any longer. Under Chinese law, people

found guilty of committing piracy on the sea were beheaded, and their heads were

put on public display. However, this severe punishment failed to achieve its

intended effect. Incidents of piracy not only continued, but multiplied.

The British, who were indifferent to the piracy problem for the first 12 years after

the opening of China, realised the gravity of the situation only during the first

Opium War (1839–1842), when pirates became outrageously daring in their

exploits. Catching pirates was not an easy task, however, because although the

British had the right to try and punish pirates within three miles of the coast of Hong

Kong, they did not have this right along the rivers and coast of China. This

restriction made it difficult for the British authorities to stop piracy effectively.

Most BOP authors who wrote about piracy were members of the British Royal

Navy, and their names were often followed by titles such as F. R. G. S. (Fellow of

the Royal Geographic Society). They were undoubtedly familiar with Robert Louis

Stevenson’s famous pirate story Treasure Island (1883) as well as the countless

exchanges of sea yarns on board. Stevenson’s tale may have inspired them to

compose equally exciting stories based on their experiences at sea. The BOP, which

often featured stories of this nature, was possibly the first place to which they sent

their stories. The publication of the stories must have been beneficial to both parties,

because the BOP editors hoped the stories would entice readers to sign up for the

navy to serve the Empire. They also used these stories to express outrage at the

trouble the Chinese pirates were causing the British. Moreover, these stories not

only glorified the British hero, they also reinforced the stereotype of the cunning,

greedy, murderous Chinese. Although the pirates are a threat in these stories, all of

the protagonists succeed in defeating them without much effort.

In all of the stories, the authors emphasise the reality of pirates in China. A

missionary informs readers that ‘‘pirates are an everyday reality in China, especially

on the great rivers which are the real roads of China, the highways by which the

people communicate with one another, and up and down which millions of tons of

produce of all kinds pass’’ (vol. 30, p. 779). Tom, who thinks that pirates only exist in

stories, becomes very excited when people warn him about the possibility of meeting

pirates on their trip. ‘‘That might apply to most countries,’’ a friend tells him, ‘‘but

China is still infested with them. A few years ago a pirate band attacked and captured

one of the steamers of the line you will travel by, and after killing the passengers and

crew … they beached and set fire to her’’ (Pontin, 1911–1912, p. 722).

‘‘Among Chinese Pirates’’ is one of the most fanciful pirate stories in the BOP.

Tom and Jerry decide to take a trip to Canton along the West River while they are

waiting for their parents to come back to Hong Kong. On the ship, the captain keeps

the Chinese passengers under hatches and examines all their baggage, because

previously, twenty-six pirates had disguised themselves as passengers and nearly

robbed the whole boat. The pirates were captured and ‘‘taken back to Canton and

relieved of their heads—the old lady included’’ (Pontin, 1911–1912, p. 738). The

narrator’s tone remains nonchalant, although the severe punishment of decapitation

was horrible and cruel. Furthermore, by mentioning the fact that an old woman
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involved in the crime did not receive a reduced sentence, but was treated just as

brutally as the men, the narrator reinforces the stereotypical view of the unrelenting

cruelty of the Chinese.

The next day, Jerry and Tom are caught by pirates and held hostage. The

blindfolded boys overhear the pirates’ plan to kill them after taking the ransom

money. Jerry daringly demands that the Chinese listen to his needs, and surprisingly

they follow his orders. Sam Fu, the boy who helps him, secretly tells him that he

used to work for an English master, but was abducted by the pirates and forced to

work for them. After learning about the pirates’ plans, the boys use Morse code to

write a S.O.S. note to their friends and are successfully rescued. This story is full of

problematic characters and plot development. If the Chinese pirates were truly evil,

they would not take orders from an insolent boy.

In ‘‘A Terrible Experience: The Story of an Adventure in the China Sea’’ (vol. 17),

Clayton tells his friend Neville that he believes that the Chinese are ‘‘considerably
behind their age’’ (his emphasis), because they allow pirates to roam free and even

live in villages near the sea. Neville argues that pirates only attack their own

countrymen. Clayton disagrees and relates the story of how two years ago, he and his

friend Gregory were attacked by pirates near the Pescadores on their way to

Shanghai. That night, Clayton hears a wild cry from Gregory and finds the deck

‘‘crowded with Chinamen—villainous-looking ruffians they were too’’ (Pearson,

1894–1895, p. 295). Before he can intervene, Clayton is shot and rendered

unconscious. When he wakes up, it is pitch dark and he finds himself half immersed

in water, imprisoned in the capsized yacht. Although he manages to get to safety, he

does not know whether his friend is alive or dead. Reunited with Gregory two months

later, Clayton finds out that his friend was saved after being thrown overboard by the

Chinese. In conclusion, Clayton says, ‘‘the Chinese naval authorities would take no

steps in the matter. In fact, I know that some of the mandarins receive a subsidy from

the heads of the pirate villages, to keep their eyes and ears shut’’ (Pearson,

1894–1895, p. 296). In this story, the Chinese government is portrayed as incapable

and corrupt. The author implies that the British should be allowed to take over the

situation.

Conclusion

Because nineteenth-century boys’ adventure stories tended to follow formulaic

plotlines of the British hero triumphing over dangerous situations, often involving

an evil Other, it is not surprising that the BOP adventure stories set in China are

based on stereotypes. BOP adventure-story authors, many of whom had never

travelled to China, usually classify the Chinese into two categories. Villains such as

opium smugglers and pirates are shaped from the same mould, making it difficult to

distinguish one enemy from another, because stock-epithets all portray them as

immoral, cunning, stealthy figures that speak amusing Pidgin English and obstruct

the heroes’ paths. Non-threatening Chinese are described as loyal, childlike, dim-

witted, or silly. The tone adopted is almost always condescending and arrogant,

although there are a few dissenting views.
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On the other hand, the BOP travel writers, having personally experienced the

country, reflect more ambivalent attitudes about China. Although they complain

about the difficulties of journeying through China, they present both positive and

negative images of the place and its people. The writers find travelling in China

disagreeable and charming at the same time: ‘‘when you decide upon travelling in

China you must make up your mind to do it for the sake of the novelty of the

thing—for the curious sights you will meet with, and the beautiful scenery you will

enjoy’’ (Balfour, 1889–1890, p. 110).

While some regarded China as a hopeless country that had fallen behind, others

were optimistic that with the help of the British, circumstances could be improved.

For example, one traveller and his friends are excited at the prospect of ‘‘becoming

philanthropists, showering blessings on a miserable people’’ (vol. 32, p. 780).

Although Peking does not resemble a great metropolis, which, according to Balfour,

should be ‘‘smart, handsome, substantial, and imposing,’’ it has the potential to

become a ‘‘splendid city’’ if the government worked to improve it. Therefore, he calls

Peking ‘‘the City of Magnificent Capabilities’’ (1889–1890, p. 47). Balfour, like

many other BOP authors, implies that since the Chinese cannot govern the city, the

British should do it for them, so that the potential of Peking can be maximised.

Manderson optimistically predicts that ‘‘Old China will soon be a thing of the past;

the old cities, of which I have very pleasant recollections, will in a few years be fitted

up with all the latest modern appliances. China is in the stage of transformation’’

(1910–1911, p. 829). Considering that he was writing at the end of the Qing Dynasty,

he was probably hoping that a new republic would herald a new era.

The contributors to BOP sought to instil a sense of patriotism in their readers, and

encourage interest in travel and exploration in the service of the British Empire.

Therefore, in both the non-fiction travel narratives and the fictional adventure

stories, the wide range of information related to China serves not only to entertain

readers with exotic facts and thrilling stories, but more importantly, to persuade

them of the necessity of British intervention.
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