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Shanghai Rotarian Carl Crow---A Tough Old Chinese Hand
By Herbert K. Lau (¥]#«c2) (Rotary China Historian)

1 October 2017

Carl Crow was one of the 37 charter members of Shanghai Rotary Club (_} /% #* #4+) in 1919
(Classification: Advertising), and was active throughout the years until the Imperial Japan’s
aggression and captured Shanghai in 1937. One of the Rotary projects that contributed much by
Crow was the nation-wide propaganda in 1926 on “Preventing Smallpox for Children”. Crow
through his advertising agency furnished hundreds of bill-posters and other assistance. This
was reported in the September 1926 Issue of { The Rotarian) magazine, Page 42.

Crow’s achievements in his 25 years in China were legion and in many cases long lasting —-
establishing one of the longest running English-language newspapers on the China coast; deeply
influencing Shanghai’s advertising and marketing culture as well as writing several best-selling
books on China of the 20th Century---but when he arrived in Shanghai in the summer of 1911
fresh off the boat from America he was just another Griffin---that wonderful term which has
slipped from usage now but was then widely used to describe a recent arrival to China, a ‘newbie’
in the current parlance. And like all China Griffins he could but wonder at the strange land he
had pitched up in.

Herbert Carl Crow (1883-1945), (though nobody ever called him Herbert and he hated the
name) was born in rural Highland, Perry County, Missouri, United States. After apprenticing as
a printer the lure of journalist life called and he enrolled in the newly established Missouri
University School of Journalism. A combination of financial penury and a thick streak of
entrepreneurialism meant he sat in the classroom for a grand total of 12 hours before setting out
to seek his fortune. Reporting stints with the { Columbia-Missouri Herald) and on the { Fort

Worth Star-Telegram ) ’s crime beat followed before a summons to the International Settlement
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of Shanghai (F /= = £ 42 % ) and a job (associate city editor covering diplomatic affairs) on a
newly formed, American-run newspaper---the {( China Press) (+ I4F) (see image on Page 5).

Carl Crow couldn’t have picked a better time to arrive in Shanghai. His ship docked in the
small trading enclave on the Huangpu River (% jf /) in August 1911. Crow found Shanghai hot,
humid, fascinating but lacking in hard news of global importance. Two months later the 28-
year-old U.S. journalist was covering the uprising that would bring down the Ch’ing Empire ( +
7# ). All that changed following the nationalist revolution of 1911 and Crow, barely three
months in China, found himself in the center of one of the great stories of the first half of the
century as the 267-year old Ch’ing Dynasty passed into history and the Nationalist Republic of
Dr. Sun Yat-Sen (3% # 1) took control of China. For the next few years, Crow was to follow the
rise of Dr. Sun, the power struggles that bedeviled China, the rise of warlords and the impact of
the First World War on China as Japan first bared her teeth menacingly towards Peking (Beijing)
(#* »). It was an era of hope and heartbreak. Crow looked on as the Manchu’s grip on power
failed, ushering in an age of warlords, bandits and provincial powerbrokers with Imperial Japan
waiting in the wings, making increasingly arrogant land-grabs.

Crow swiftly became known among expats in Shanghai as pro-Chinese. He neither ignored
the millions of people who surrounded the 31 sq.km of foreign settlement nor despised them.
Crow was to become a knowledgeable observer of developments, interviewing Dr. Sun during
his brief presidency, then later spending time with Generalissimo Chiang Kai-Shek (4 4 %) and

his bewitching, scheming wife, Soong Mei-Ling (& # #).

Two years later in 1913 Crow published {The Travelers’ Handbook for China) , a reliable
guide to the country. The First World War (1914-1918) was also the catalyst for Crow’s
entrepreneurial inclinations. The post-war economic boom in Shanghai encouraged him to
establish in 1918 Carl Crow Inc.---China’s first and largest western style advertising agency and
the business that was to make him rich and respected member of Shanghai’s foreign community.
Carl Crow Inc. was a business, but for Crow it often appears to have been a way to indulge his
hobbies as an amateur anthropologist and sociologist of Chinese manners and culture (and, by
the way of which, foreign manners and cultures on the China coast too). This deeper
understanding of China meant that Crow not only came to influence Chinese advertising through
promoting the blending of Chinese and Western styles into the images of attractive modern
Shanghai women (see images on Page 11) that were so successful in selling a host of consumer
goods to the Chinese, but also led him to become involved in a host of escapades from helping
rescue hostage from a warlord in Shantung (Shandong) (' 4 ) and witnessing most of the epoch
shaping events in China of the period from the May Fourth Movement (7 = i&#) of 1919 to the
so-called First Shanghai War (- - = ~ ¥ %) in 1932. Many of these eyewitness accounts and
experiences are recalled in his book (Foreign Devils in the Flowery Kingdom) (i* %+ &7 H)
(1940).

In the turbulent years, his success allowed Crow to spend time on China watching. It was
the era in which Shanghai, a gangster-ridden city in the 1930s, made its reputation as the Paris
of Asia or the Whore of the Far East; each title was equally apt.

He also did stints as an emergency police sergeant, gentleman farmer, go-between for the
American government, and propagandist. As his career progressed, so did the fortunes of
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Shanghai. The city transformed itself from a dull colonial backwater when Crow arrived, to the

thriving and ruthless cosmopolitan metropolis of the 1930s when Crow wrote his pioneering

book — ( Four Hundred Million Customers ) (= @ 8 ki %) —- that encouraged a flood of
businesses into the China market in an intriguing foreshadowing of today’s boom.

This Ad is from 1922 and highlights Crow’s poster business outside Shanghai — Crow had the largest
billboard Ad network in China and made good money of the business. Crow’s personal archive is
housed at the Western Historical Manuscript Collection at the University of Missouri, U.S.A.

1

: WEEK CVIE ’ 3
Neptembar 16, 1922 I'HE WEEKLY REVIEW

12 al e
POSTERS IN OUTPORTS .
i B z ars been
This agency hasfor the Past otable - outdoor

. bt 3 e
advertising service in outports. We are no
prepared to offer such a service.

_arge painted walls are not usually available in
ihc L(hxpckly populated centers. In order \phl_)c
able to place an attractive adycrtxsg_mcnt within
view ofpthc masses in the native cities, We have
adopted what is known as the “One Sl‘:ec{
Poster ' board made of strong galvanized s ccd
steel 30" x 40" and surrounded by a painte

wooden moulding.

line of vision on prominent locations, at street
corners and intersections, corners of buildings
projecting into streets, balconics chrloolfmg
bridges, ctc. and are secured by written l?as‘c?
rood for three years, paid one year in ud\hl‘\'(\jt‘(i’.'

ackground walls are repaired and painted 1
necessary.

r The boards are carefully placed in the normal

A staff of foreigners is maintained to select loca-
t;ons and superintend the placing of the .boardsl.
An employee is located pc_rmancntly in cac(:ix
town to make regular inspections, keep the boards
in first class condition, and repaper them as
oftenas necessary. At least once per m_onth’thcy
are inspected by a travelling foreigner in charge.

A few large clients have abandoned some o't_h‘cr
forms of advertising in favor of this service,
which they find cheaper and more satisfactory.
A chit will bring a representative to explain
more fully, or phone Central 2250.

CARL CROW. INC.

6B-Kiangse Road,
SHANGHAL



http://www.chinarhyming.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/02/scan00011.jpg

By 1937, Imperial Japan came into the open and the long and savage attack on China began.
It was the Battle of Shanghai (/& ¢ #¢), the ingression of the Second Sino-Japanese War which
ended Crow’s China coast sojourn. In Shanghai, 350,000 Chinese fled, thousands of expatriates
lining up at the docks to board a hastily improvised evacuation fleet. It was the low point of
Crow’s life. In August 1937 following Black Saturday and the bombing of Shanghai, Crow had
been forced to leave not as a successful businessman returning home on a conquering hero but
as a refugee with one suitcase and an overcoat. He had had to leave most of his money, his
possessions, his business and his property to an uncertain fate in Shanghai. Arriving back in
America, he claimed that for the first time he knew real poverty. His answer to this predicament
was to throw himself into his writing and in the following years published several books
including his classic account of the misfortunes of foreign business in China, (Four Hundred

Million Customers) . Foreign Devils published in 1940 as part of his attempt to stay afloat

financially as it became increasingly apparent that he would not be able to return to Shanghai
and would never see his home and his business again.

Crow’s China odyssey was not at an end. He returned to Chungking (Chongqing) (£ & ) in
1939, entering China via the Burma Road from Rangoon to Kunming (% F? ). He drank whisky
with future premier Zhou Enlai (% 2 %), he worked for U.S. intelligence and he wrote
passionately pro-China books before spending his final years in the United States. He wrote a
diary of this time which has been edited by Shanghai-based English writer Paul French, and
published in 2009 as { The Long Road Back to China: The Burma Road Wartime Diaries) .

Carl Crow died of cancer in Lenox Hill Hospital, Manhattan, New York City, U.S.A., in June
1945, not long before the fall of the Japanese Empire.

| k to China

-

Carl Crow " ¥
The Burma Road .

Wartime Diaries
Edited by Paul French
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(The China Press )

i

A complete set of the original papers is available for readers at the Historical Collection

Shanghai.

o4

Center of the Shanghai Library located at The Bibliotheca Zi-Ka-Wei, No. 1555 Huathai Zhong Lu

This paper provided almost every week news lines about Shanghai Rotary Club’s activities.
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The Newspaper Editor

Crow was also the founding editor of {The Shanghai Evening Post and Mercury) in 1929
which was an American-owned English language newspaper in Shanghai, China, published by
the Post-Mercury Company. The newspaper represented the point of view of Shanghai’s
American business community. The newspaper offices were located across from the Shanghai
International Settlement. (LIFE) reported that the magazine was “old and respected”. Nancy
Bernkopf Tucker, author of ( Patterns in the Dust: Chinese-American Relations) and the

{ Recognition Controversy, 1949-1950) , said that the newspaper was “conservative”. The
paper had a Chinese edition, Ta Mei Wan Pao { ~ % %48 ) . Crow worked for the newspaper
for a period and left, with Cornelius V. Starr replacing him as the manager of the paper. Starr

believed that Crow was not a good choice for a longer term manager but had been a good choice
as the founder of the newspaper.

Front page of (The Shanghai Evening Post and Mercury ) (27 September 1938)

6



The Shanghailander

The word “Shanghailander” was used to for the foreigners living in Old Shanghai. The
Shanghailanders were the foreigners that had already spent more than a year.

Just like many of the English magazines in today’s Shanghai, (The Shanghailander) was
a monthly guide to Shanghai, “A monthly magazine devoted to interpreting Shanghai and China
to visitors---and residents”. It was published by Carl Crow Inc. The first issue publication
started in January 1932. The June 1937 Issue might be the last as the attack on Shanghai by the
Imperial Japan’s army from August 1937 and the fierce Battle of Shanghai that followed saw
many foreign residents start fleeing away, including Crow and his second wife Helen.

The magazine content was very similar to today’s equivalents including a feature article,
business directory, facts about Shanghai and a center-fold street map of the city center. The last
page was devoted to “Places to see in China”, listing Soochow, Hangchow, Nanking and Peking.
The only unusual part was the almanac, listing events related to Shanghai that happened on the
same day years before as the genre was gone out of fashion long ago.

The magazine was surely a good support for selling Carl Crow’s books as the full back cover
as an advertising for {400 Million Customers) , his most famous book. Just like today about
half of the magazine is advertising, for the international and famous local brands including
famous hotels of the time, Astor House and Palace Hotel (now Swatch Art Peace Hotel) from the
HongKong & Shanghai Hotel Company (today’s owner of Peninsula Hotel in Hong Kong),
Broadway Mansions Hotel and Park Hotel. Entertainment places like the Canidrome (:& F # Jj
#-) (the flower market between Maoming Lu 75 % ¥ and Shaanxi Lu % & §.) and the Hai-Alai at
the auditorium on corner of Avenue Joffre (# 4 # ) (today Huai Hai Lu /& /% ) and Avenue du
Roi Albert (I; f 32 ¥&) (today Shaanxi Nan Lu % & = §). Alcohol were also advertised such as

(Ewo Beer) and ( White Horse Whisky ) , both brands of Jardine, Matheson & Co., Ltd., as
well as {Martell Brandy) and {(Sandeman Port) , distributed by Gande, Price & Co., Ltd.

l :75257;170?%/7”3’2/‘
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The 1935 Map of Shanghai Designed by Carl Crow

In 1935, the Shanghai Municipal Council (* /& = % 42 % 1 % & ) published a map for visitors
to the city, and they commissioned Crow to produce. This 1935 historical map of Shanghai
International Settlement (_} ;4 = % 4 7 ) was designed by Crow who was a ceaseless promoter
of China in general, and of Shanghai in particular. The map illustrates his vision of a
“cosmopolitan” city where the American, French, British, and Chinese cultures mixed.

Since its forcible opening in the middle of the 19th century, Shanghai, a “treaty port”
designated for Chinese-Western trade, had been host to self-governing foreign settlements. The
Shanghai Municipal Council, composed of representatives from these settlements, published
this map, and the vignettes ranging around the borders of the map illustrate a poly-cultural
history, juxtaposing portraits of a tea house and Long Hwa Pagoda with images of the French
signal station and a buttoned-down statue of British diplomat Sir Robert Hart.
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Books Written by Carl Crow

Carl Crow wrote and published his first book in China was in 1913: ( The Travelers’
Handbook for China) . The next 2 books were published in New York regarding America and
the Asian countries: 1914 {(America and the Philippines) and; 1916 (Japan and America: A
Contrast) . The latter one was not written to exaggerate the problems or to alarm Americans.
It was the sincere wish of the author that the problems find a peaceful solution and that the ocean
which separates Japan from the mainland of America remain Pacific in fact as well as in name.
But a solution is not to be found until the problem is stated in definite terms, nor does it aid
toward a better understanding of the situation to give the Japanese credit for a sentiment they
do not possess, and attribute to them a code of morality which is as strange to them as is hard
kart to us.

With A. R. Burt and J. B. Powell, Crow published the bilingual {Biographies of Prominent
Chinese) (* #4 & & 4 i) (c.1925). In the 1930s and 1940s, Crow wrote 13 books, including
the explanation of his Confucianism, (Master Kung: The Story of Confucius) (1937); the
anecdotal (The Chinese are Like That ) (1938), titled My Friends the Chinese in England; and
his most popular book, (400 Million Customers) (1937). This book won one of the early
“National Book Awards: the Most Original Book of 1937”. This book was a humorous how-to
manual for doing business in the Middle Kingdom, merged with what historian Stephen R.
MacKinnon calls a “self-deprecating melange of stories” about Crow’s decades in China. Crow
opened the first western advertising agency in Shanghai and ran it for 25 years, promoting
everything from American lipsticks and moisturizers to French brandy and pharmaceuticals, and
nothing was straightforward. Crow's book remains as apt now as when it was written in 1937,
and leading business schools recommend it as one of the best accounts of Chinese business
culture. Probably the best-selling book on doing business in China ever---and undoubtedly the
best ever written---the book is both amusing and informed. {400 Million Customers) has been
reprinted at least twice in the new millennium. Another book worth mentioning is { Foreign
Devils in the Flowery Kingdom) (1940). This book recalls Crow’s 25 years in China and the
lessons he learned. He was almost unique among foreign commentators in taking the time and
effort to understand and appreciate the Chinese and the cultures while also providing vivid
portraits of foreign life in Shanghai.

ing" book, 400 MILLION CUSTOMERS

AT

Foreign Devils
in the
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