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 A note on spelling

A note on the spelling of words and names as they appear in this book.
I have retained the spelling of names as they appeared in the texts that I 

refer to in the following chapters, and in some cases there have been differ-
ences between the way some names were written by different authors. In the 
case of place-names, I have retained the original spelling as found in the texts 
I refer to in the f irst instance, but have otherwise used contemporary local 
spellings in subsequent references. Whatever discrepancies or inaccuracies in 
spelling found in the originals have been retained, and are indicated as well.





 Introduction
The eagle in the Indies: America’s early encounters with 
Southeast Asia, and how Southeast Asia was imagined in 
the nineteenth century

All moments, past, present and future, always have existed, always will 
exist. The Tralfamadorians can look at all the different moments just 

the way we can look at a stretch of the Rocky Mountains, for instance. 
They can see how permanent all the moments are, and they can look 

at any moment that interests them.1

– Kurt Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Five

I A book about books, and why books matter

Book! You lie there; the fact is, you books must know your places. You’ll do to give 
us the bare words and facts, but we come in to supply the thoughts.2

– Herman Melville, Moby-Dick; or, The Whale

This is a book about books; and work on this book began while I was working 
on another book, that was also about books. What ties this work to my 
previous effort is my interest in how Southeast Asia was seen, imagined 
and depicted in the books that were written by Western authors in the 
nineteenth century; and how an entire region along with its peoples and 
cultures were discursively constructed in the writings that were produced 
by those who had come from the West and were encountering the world of 
the East Indies face-to-face for the f irst time.

This book will look at the writings of American authors – who came to 
Southeast Asia at different times and with different intentions – and how 
the Americans of the nineteenth century came to see Southeast Asia as 
a region that was distinct and different from the world they knew back 
home. I will attempt a close reading of their works, in order to show how the 
early encounters with Southeast Asia helped to frame an understanding of 
America’s own identity (in the minds of the authors) as well as the identity of 
Southeast Asia and Southeast Asians, that were cast as America’s constitutive 
Other. In the course of doing so, my approach will be a combination of both 

1 Vonnegut, pp. 26-27.
2 Melville, Moby-Dick, pp. 429-430.
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literary and discourse analysis, though set against a broader backdrop of 
history and political economy. I would like to state at the outset that this is 
not a work on the history of Southeast Asia or America, for much work has 
already been done in both domains by scores of able scholars. Rather, the 
aim of this work is to look at how American writers had imagined a part of 
Asia through the perspective of their own national identity, and how that 
identity was put in bold relief as it was contrasted to the idea of Southeast 
Asia as a region that was foreign and alien to them. In the course of this 
work I wish show how that idea of Southeast Asia was added to, modif ied 
and redefined time and again, as America’s own development took it along 
a path which led it from being a former colony to an Asia-Pacif ic power.

There are three points that I would like to address in the introduction of 
this book: The f irst is that America’s presence in Southeast Asia dates back 
much longer than many people may realize. In Southeast Asia today there 
is the popular belief that America’s presence in Southeast Asia can be dated 
back to America’s conquest of the Philippines after the Philippine-American 
War of 1899 to 1902, and that America’s influence was most strongly felt 
across the region from World War Two to the end of the Cold War in 1989. 
This is obviously true, and America’s hold on the Philippines in particular 
has been well documented by a range of eminent writers, both Filipino and 
American. McCoy and Scarano, for example, have looked at how America’s 
conquest of the Philippines (and the occupation of Hawaii, Guam and Puerto 
Rico) expanded the territory of the United States and transformed it into a 
Pacif ic power, and also expanded the scope of American governmentality 
into domains that had hitherto been untouched, such as colonial race 
relations, colonial law enforcement, colonial education and the development 
of a vast communicative and logistical network that held America’s Pacif ic 
territories together.3 Theirs is an impressive volume that has offered a broad, 
macro-level account of the building on America’s Pacif ic empire; and how 
that vast domain was regulated and governed by the modern American 
state. But my intention is to push the clock back even further, and look at 
how America was already present in Southeast Asia at the beginning of the 
nineteenth century, and how America’s f irst tentative attempts to gain a 
foothold in the region had set the stage for its eventual arrival as a colonial 
power in the East Indies.

The second point follows from the f irst, and it is this: That on both 
sides of the Pacif ic America’s early encounter with Southeast Asia in the 
nineteenth century is an area that has received relatively less attention 

3 McCoy and Scarano.
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when compared to the works that have been written about America’s role 
in Asia in the twentieth century. Weatherbee’s very detailed account of 
American-Southeast Asia relations, for instance, focuses on relations that 
were developed from the 1950s.4 In my cursory examination of the history 
textbooks used in the schools of Southeast Asia I have seen that students – at 
both primary and secondary school level – are taught about the American 
revolution and America’s role in the Pacif ic during World War Two; but 
the image of America that is conveyed is that of a distant land that has had 
little contact with Southeast Asia until very recently.5 When discussing 
the colonial era from the eighteenth to mid-twentieth centuries, school 
books in Southeast Asia have tended to focus on the role played by the 
major European colonial powers – Britain, Holland, France, Spain and 
Portugal – while overlooking the fact that during the nineteenth century 
Southeast Asia was a region hotly contested by other states as well, and 
that citizens of many other countries, including America, were trying to 
establish a presence there for both themselves and their respective countries. 
Andreas Zangger’s work on the history of the Swiss in Singapore is one of the 
few works that has looked at the role of other Europeans who were active 
in Southeast Asia in the nineteenth century,6 while Khoo Salma Nasution’s 
work on Germans and German-speaking Austrians and Jews in Penang is 
another work of importance as it traces the history of German missionaries 
like Johann Georg Bausum and freemasons such as Felix Henri Gottlieb.7 
Most recently Richard Hale’s The Balestiers: The First American Residents of 
Singapore (2016) is among the few books that have focused on Americans 
in Southeast Asia in the same century.

The third point that I would like to raise is that America’s rise as an 
Asia-Pacif ic power and a colonial presence in Southeast Asia was not a 
linear, predetermined process, but rather the result of a range of competing 
factors and pressures. The contingency that was at the heart of the American 
revolutionary project and present in its genesis, has been best captured in 
my opinion by Ellis in his study of the founding brothers of the revolutionary 
generation8; while it is Herring’s recounting of America’s complex evolution 

4 See Weatherbee.
5 Noor, ‘How Indonesia’.
6 Zangger has noted that by the 1820s there was already a Swiss presence in Southeast 
Asia, thanks to the solitary efforts of the Swiss merchant Auguste Borel, who had been sent 
to Cochinchina on behalf of the French government, and who later acted as a private Swiss 
merchant (pp. 19-24).
7 Nasution, pp. 21-30.
8 Ellis, Founding Brothers.
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from colony to superpower that presents America’s history painted upon a 
broad canvas, and which captures the contingency, accidents and ironies of 
America’s eventual ascendancy as the undisputed power in the Pacific.9 Ellis’ 
work brings to the fore the complex questions of identity and purpose that 
troubled America’s founding fathers so, while Herring’s work highlighted 
the manner in which America’s quest for recognition and later prominence 
necessarily brought it into contact with the rest of the world, and in the 
course of doing so shaped America’s identity and destiny as well. Both 
these works remind us that contingency is the bedfellow of history, and that 
historical progression is hardly ever neat or linear. They also remind us that 
history is something that can be recorded at a number of levels – from the 
macro to the micro – and that there are in fact layers of histories that have 
to be peeled one by one. And that is where this work comes in.

Once again I would like to state that this is a book about books. What 
I intend to do in this work is to bring together some of the earliest known 
writings on Southeast Asia that were written by American authors in the 
nineteenth century. As we shall see in the following chapters, these authors 
were themselves men of diverse backgrounds – some of them were diplomats 
by appointment, others attached to the navy or the clerical orders – and 
they were among the f irst Americans to write about their experiences 
in Southeast Asia. They were often well aware of the fact that they were 
Americans abroad, and they were writing for the benef it of their fellow 
Americans back home. Elsewhere I have looked at how British authors – men 
of the East India Company in particular – had likewise produced a body 
of writing on Southeast Asia for the benef it of their king, their company 
patrons and their fellow countrymen, and in the course of doing so also 
defined themselves and justif ied their presence in Southeast Asia, creating 
a self-referential narrative that spoke as much about themselves as it did 
about the place they were writing about.10 In this work I wish to show how 
America’s early encounter with Southeast Asia not only produced some of 
the f irst American works on the region, but also helped to create a discursive 
community of like-minded American scholars, diplomats and adventurers 
who saw America as a nascent nation that was Western, and yet distinct 
and different from the rest of Europe – at least at the beginning.

What I aim to demonstrate is that the early American travellers to 
Southeast Asia did see themselves as a people who were different from other 
Westerners, and who wished to communicate and record that difference in 

9 See Herring.
10 Noor, Discursive Construction.
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their writing and the manner that they saw the world differently as well. 
Scholars like McCoy and Scarano have claimed that the American empire 
in the East was, in some respects, a distinctive kind of imperial state – a 
claim that echoes America’s early claims to exceptionalism and uniqueness. 
But as this is a book about books, my intention is to offer a close reading of 
the works that were produced by the American writers who wrote about 
Southeast Asia in the nineteenth century. As such this work will focus on 
the content, tone and tenor of the writings that were produced by these 
American authors for the benefit of their fellow American readers at home; 
to see if there was anything distinctive about the works themselves, and 
if it could be said that there was a particular American understanding of 
Southeast Asia in the nineteenth century.

Before proceeding further I would like to take this opportunity to 
acknowledge and thank those who have been my fellow-travellers in this 
journey back to the past.

My thanks go to Saskia Gieling and Jaap Wagenaar of Amsterdam Uni-
versity Press for supporting my work over the years, and it goes without 
saying that this work would not have seen the light of day without their help 
and encouragement. I am also indebted to Chris Hale, producer and writer, 
with whom I have worked over the past f ive years in the related domain 
of f ilm-making, and whom I have to thank for giving me the opportunity 
to translate some of my earlier work into documentary format for a wider 
audience. Chris has been more than a friend and supporter; and our discus-
sions on the history and politics of Southeast Asia often dragged on late 
into the night. Together we travelled across Southeast Asia and Europe as 
we recounted the long and complex story of Europe’s arrival in the East, 
and taxing though our journeys have been the f inal results were tangible 
and worthy of the effort.

My thanks also go to Rachel Harrison, Peter Carey and Martin van 
Bruinessen, whose works on Southeast Asia – past and present – have been 
so important in shaping and directing my own research. Rachel’s work on 
Southeast Asian literature and f ilm has been instructive in so many ways, 
reminding me of the power of narratives and language, and how our socio-
political realities are discursively constructed. Peter’s work in the recovery 
of the forgotten stories and narratives of Southeast Asia has been crucial 
in determining the focus of my work as well, for he has reminded me time 
and again that the power of narratives is found in political structures and 
differentials of power. Martin has been a friend, mentor and brother to me 
in so many ways, and it is thanks to him that my interest in Southeast Asia 
was rekindled two decades ago. In so many ways all of them have always 
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been close to me as I laboured away in my off ice. By way of acknowledging 
their presence in my work, I would like to thank all of them from the bottom 
of my heart.

A special mention also has to be made of my colleagues at the S. Raja-
ratnam School of International Studies and the School of History of the 
NTU School of Humanities. My thanks go to Ambassador Ong Keng Yong, 
Executive Deputy Chairman of RSIS; Joseph Liow, Dean of RSIS; Ralf Em-
mers, Associate Dean of RSIS; as well as my colleagues Ang Cheng Guan, 
Ngoei Wen-Qing, Irm Haleem, and Joel Ng in particular – fellow scholars 
with a keen interest in Asian history and politics, and who have been kind 
enough to bear with my incessant ramblings and petty obsessions about 
lost records, obscure letters and forgotten maps. I would also like to thank 
my friends David Henkel, Michael Feener and Kevin Tan, whose interest 
in the material history and archives of Southeast Asia matches my own, 
and with whom I have had many discussions about the region’s past over 
drinks and dinner. I hope that the publication of this book proves that those 
chips were not consumed in vain, notwithstanding the deleterious effect 
they had on our waistlines.

In Europe I would like to thank the friends and colleagues whose hospital-
ity I truly appreciated, and without whose help I would not have been able 
to conduct my research in the archives there: Christele Dedebant, Akanksha 
Mehta, Eric Germain, Violaine Donadello Szapary, Romain Bertrand, Wim 
Manuhutu, Marije Plomp, Willemijn Lamp, Chris Keulemans, Laila Zwaini, 
Dietrich Reetz, Saskia Schafer, Dominik Muller, Pablo Butcher and not least 
the late Henry Brownrigg, whose friendship I shall dearly miss. I would 
also like to thank Pierre Brocheux, whose extraordinary work on French 
Indochina was illuminating in so many ways, and which reminded me of 
how complex and nuanced the realities of colonialism were.

In Japan I would like to thank my friend and colleague Haruko Satoh, 
with whom I have had the enormous pleasure of working at OSIPP, Osaka 
University. Not to be forgotten are my academic friends in Osaka, Kyoto 
and Tokyo who have hosted me, and it is thanks to them that I learned 
so much about Japan’s own rise as a Pacif ic power, which happens to be a 
concurrent theme in this book. My gratitude goes to Kazufumi Nagatsu, 
Shinzo Hayase, Naoki Soda, Misako Ito, Koji Sato, Mitsuhiro Inada, Carmina 
Yu Untalan and the staff of the National Diet Library and the Toyo Bunko 
Oriental Library of Tokyo.

I would also like to express my gratitude to my colleagues and students 
with whom I have had the pleasure to work with and teach at RSIS, and whose 
enthusiasm helped me stay focused on my work. My thanks go to Nicholas 
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Chan, Oleg Korovin, Abhishek Mehrotra, Maria Ronald, Prashant Waikar, 
Iulia Lumina, Alex Bookbinder, Ram Ganesh Kamatham, Vincent Mack, 
Carli Teteris, Randy Wirasta Nadyatama, Benny Beskara, Sean Galloway, 
Annie Yong, Adri Wanto, Anais Prudent, Rohit Muthiah and all my other 
students in Singapore, Malaysia and Indonesia.

Last but not least, I have my wife, Amy, to thank for keeping me on the 
sane and lucid path. For the past three years my time and energy has been 
absorbed by two works that were written together at the same time, leaving 
me marooned in my off ice for nights on end. My failing health, and the 
maritime theme of the books, reinforced the impression that I was a leaky 
old rustbucket, foxed along the edges, lost at sea. During that period when 
I laboured alone it was the thought of Amy, and returning home to her, that 
kept me going; and it was Amy, my mother and my daughters who reminded 
me of what was truly important in life. I have them to thank for showing 
me that there is, after all, life after the nineteenth century.

Farish A. Noor
RSIS, January 2018
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