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Shanghai Rotarian Carl Crow---the first Media Professional in Rotary China
By Herbert K. Lau (¥]#=c2) (Rotary China Historian)
1 October 2024

Carl Crow was one of the 37 charter members in 1919 of the Rotary Club of Shanghai
(L} /& 4% #4+) --- the first Rotary Club in the Republic of China (¥ # % K]). He held the
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.

Herbert Carl Crow (30 September 1884 — 8 June 1945)---though nobody ever called
him Herbert and he hated the name---was an American journalist, newspaper proprietor,
advertising pioneer, and author best known for his quarter-century residence in Shanghai,
where he adapted Western business practices to the Chinese market during the Republican
China era.

Carl Crow was born in rural Highland, Perry County, Missouri, United States.
Arriving in Shanghai in 1911 amid China’s revolutionary upheavals, Crow initially worked
as a correspondent for (The China Press) { = (£4% ) and other publications, later acquiring
and managing newspapers such as the { Shanghai Evening Post and Mercury) { ~ % 8.3 ) ,

which he transformed into influential English-language outlets blending American
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journalistic styles with local reporting. In 1918, he established Carl Crow, Inc.---the first
Western-style advertising agency in China---which grew into a leading firm representing
foreign brands like T General Electric; and T Procter & Gamble ; , innovating mass-market
campaigns tailored to Chinese consumers and amassing a client base that treated China’s
vast population as “400 million customers”. His business acumen extended to cultural
ambassadorship, as he collected and displayed artifacts in the Agency’s gallery, fostering
Western understanding of everyday Chinese life. Crow’s writings, including the 1937
bestseller {400 Million Customers){ = & § & % ) ---a practical guide to navigating Chinese
commerce---and anecdotal volumes like (The Chinese Are Like That) (1933), offered
candid, observation-based portrayals of Chinese customs, humor, and economic potential,
drawing from his direct experiences rather than ideological lenses and remaining cited for
their prescience on global trade dynamics. Returning to the United States in 1937 amid
escalating Sino-Japanese tensions, he continued authoring on East-West relations until his
death in 1945, leaving a legacy as a pragmatic bridge between American enterprise and
Republican-era China.

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.

QS
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The Story of Carl Crow

Early Life and Initial Journalism Career

Carl Crow was born on 26 September 1883 in Highland, Missouri, United States. His
parents were George Washington Crow, a farmer, and Elvira Jane Sharrock Crow.

Raised in modest circumstances typical of mid-western farm families in the late 19th
Century, Crow gained practical experience in the printing trade during his youth, reflecting

an early aptitude for journalism in an era when many rural youth apprenticed in such
skilled labors.



Crow pursued early education that included studies at Carleton College before
transferring to the University of Missouri, where he enrolled in the newly established
School of Journalism which was founded in 1908---one of the first such programs in the
United States. Prior to his formal journalism training, Crow gained practical experience
by owning and operating a small newspaper, which provided hands-on insight into the
mechanics of publishing and reporting in rural America.

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. He
worked on the student-run ( The University Missourian ) , reporting stints with the

{Columbia-Missouri Herald) and on the (Fort Worth Star-Telegram) ’s crime beat to
further develop his reporting abilities.

Following his time at the University of Missouri, Crow honed his skills as a crime
reporter in Texas, spending approximately five years covering local law enforcement,
investigations, and criminal cases for newspapers in the region. This period exposed him
to gritty, on-the-ground reporting, building resilience and a focus on factual detail amid
high-stakes stories, though specific publications from this era remain less documented in
available records. His Texas tenure emphasized police beats and public safety issues
contrasting with the diplomatic and revolutionary reporting that would later define his
career abroad.

By 1911 at the age of 27, Crow’s domestic experience positioned him for international
opportunities leading to his departure for Shanghai to contribute to the launch of an
English-language press amid China’s revolutionary upheavals. However, his initial U.S.
work laid the foundational skills in enterprise and adaptability that characterized his

subsequent ventures.
Career in China
Arrival and Reporting on Revolution

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 (+ if /=) in August 1911. Crow found

Shanghai hot, humid, fascinating but lacking in hard news of global importance.

With prior experience at newspapers in Missouri, he sought to cover events in the
crumbling Ch’ing Empire (+ /5 &) (Imperial China), establishing himself quickly in the
city’s expatriate press circles. His timing coincided with rising unrest, as provincial
rebellions against imperial rule gained momentum. Within weeks of his arrival, Crow
reported on the Xinhai Revolution (¥ 7% & &), which erupted with the Wuchang Uprising
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(7 & 42 %) on 10 October 1911, sparking widespread provincial secessions from Imperial
Ch’ing’s control. Traveling to Peking (Beijing) (# » ), he witnessed key negotiations
between revolutionary leaders and Ch’ing officials, including those culminating in Emperor
Puyi’s ( st 2 + & i%) abdication on 12 February 1912, effectively ending over two millennia
of imperial rule. Crow’s dispatches emphasized the Revolution’s chaotic yet
transformative nature, highlighting the republicans’ organizational challenges and the
dynasty’s internal weaknesses, based on direct observations rather than secondary
accounts.

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 Empire passed into history and the Nationalist
Republic of Dr. Sun Yat-Sen (5% # .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. 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 (#% ¥ it ) and his bewitching, scheming wife, Soong Mei-
Ling (& % #).

Newspaper and New Agency Ventures

Crow’s initial newspaper venture in China centered on {The China Press) , an English-
language daily in Shanghai, providing an American perspective amid British-dominated
publications like the { North China Daily News ) { & k& 3§ ) . He served as its night editor,
contributing to its operations during the early Republican era. As a correspondent, Crow
contributed to early editions of {The China Press) , a newspaper he helped establish, which
provided expatriate readers with on-the-ground analysis of revolutionary developments,
including military engagements and diplomatic maneuvers. His reporting avoided
romanticizing the upheaval, noting logistical failures among revolutionaries---such as

inadequate supply lines and factional infighting---that prolonged the transition to



republican governance. This work positioned Crow as a pragmatic observer, prioritizing

verifiable events over ideological narratives prevalent in some Western coverage.

In 1929, Crow founded and edited the {Shanghai Evening Post) (later incorporating
(Mercury) asthe (Shanghai Evening Post & Mercury) ), targeting expatriate readers and
advocating for Nationalist Chinese development while maintaining an independent stance
on local politics. This publication operated until the late 1930s, reflecting Crow’s shift
toward ownership and editorial control in response to evolving Sino-foreign dynamics.

Complementing his directorial roles, Crow launched the Oriental News Agency in the
1920s, which evolved into the Chun Mei News Agency (* # if it4+) (also known as the
Chinese-American News Agency), distributing content to U.S. outlets and facilitating
American reporting on China. In 1921, he compiled and published the first {(Newspaper
Directory of China) , a comprehensive catalog of over 1,000 Chinese periodicals, updated
in subsequent editions through 1935 to aid journalists and advertisers navigating the
fragmented press landscape. These efforts underscored Crow’s entrepreneurial approach
to journalism, blending reporting with commercial directories amid China’s press
liberalization post-1911 Revolution.

Advertising Agency and Business Expansion

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---a successor
to his earlier Chun Mei News 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 22) 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) (.1
% ) and witnessing most of the epoch shaping events in China of the period from the May
Fourth Movement (7 = :& %) 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) (% %+ & ¢ &) (1940).
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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

Neptembor 16, 1922

I'HE WEEKLY REVIEW

POSTERS IN OUTPORTS .

This agency has’ for the past four ?'cars been
working to develop an acceptable outdoor
advertising service in outports. We are now
prepared to offer such a service.

Large painted walls are not usually available in
the thickly populated centers. In order to be
able to place an attractive advertisement within
view of the masses in the native cities, we have
adopted what is known as the “One Sheet
Poster ' board made of strong galvanized sheet
steel 30" x 40" and surrounded by a painted
wooden moulding.

The boards are carefully placed in the normal

line of vision on prominent locations, at street

corners and intersections, corners of buildings

projecting

into streets, balconics overlooking

bridges, etc. and are secured by written leascs
%ood for three years, paid one year in advance.

ackground walls are repaired and painted if
necessary.

A staff of foreigners is maintained to select loca-
t;ons and superintend the placing of the boards.
An employee is located permanently in each
town to make regular inspections, keep the boards
in first class condition, and repaper them as
oftenas necessary. At least once per month they
are inspected by a travelling foreigner in charge.

A few large clients have abandoned some other
forms of advertising in favor of this service,
which they find cheaper and mere satisfactory.

A chit will bring a representative to explain
more fully, or phone Central 2250.

CARL CROW, INC.

6B-Kiangse Road,
SHANGHAL




The firm operated as an advertising and merchandising agent, focusing on promoting
Western products to Chinese consumers through innovative campaigns that adapted
American marketing techniques to local markets. By importing concepts like branded
advertising and consumer outreach, Crow’s agency filled a nascent market gap, serving
foreign companies seeking to penetrate China’s emerging urban economies.

The Agency rapidly expanded its operations, developing the first and largest
advertising network across Eastern China, which included strategic office relocations to
accommodate growth---such as a move in September 1922 to a new building at 6B Kiangse
Road in Shanghai (} /4 /= & § 6B $%). This infrastructure enabled nationwide distribution
of advertisements via newspapers, billboards, and direct merchandising, positioning Carl
Crow, Inc. as the dominant player in interwar China, outpacing local and other foreign
competitors in scale and reach. Crow’s firm also compiled comprehensive newspaper
directories, aiding clients in targeting media placements and underscoring its role in
professionalizing advertising intelligence.

Over two decades, until the late 1930s amid escalating geopolitical tensions, the
Agency sustained profitability by representing major international brands, emphasizing
practical sales strategies over speculative ventures, and leveraging Crow’s journalistic
insights for culturally attuned promotions. This expansion reflected broader Western
commercial inroads into China, though constrained by political instability and competition

from nascent domestic agencies.

Works by Carl Crow
Major Books on China

Carl Crow’s most prominent book on China {400 Million Customers: The Experience
of an American Advertiser in China) was published in 1937 by Harper & Brothers. 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 Robert 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.

Drawing from his decades operating an advertising agency in Shanghai, the work
chronicled the practicalities of marketing Western goods to China’s vast population,
emphasizing cultural adaptations, consumer behaviors, and the pitfalls of assuming

uniform demand across 400 million potential buyers. Crow detailed successful
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campaigns, such as those for TPond’s ; cold cream and T Maxwell House ; coffee, which
leveraged local idioms and imagery to overcome superstitions and preferences for
traditional remedies. The book underscored the nascent commercialization of China in
the Republican era, portraying it as a lucrative yet unpredictable market requiring on-the-
ground insight over remote speculation.

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).
In this book, Crow synthesized 25 years of observations on Sino-foreign interactions,
critiquing expatriate complacency while appreciating Chinese resilience and ingenuity.
The narrative blended anecdotes of business dealings, social customs, and wartime strains,
positioning foreigners as temporary “devils” in a kingdom poised for modernization.
These works collectively established Crow as a candid chronicler of China’s interwar
transformation, prioritizing empirical lessons from commerce over ideological abstraction.

Crow also authored (The Chinese Are Like That) (st &f % » » ® £ ) in 1938, an
anecdotal volume offering candid, observation-based portrayals of Chinese customs,
humor, and everyday life drawn from his direct experiences in Shanghai.

Other Publications and Contributions

Earlier, Crow produced ( The Travelers’ Handbook for China) ( #5f * R #F L # % 4%) ,
first published in 1913 by the Hwa-Mei Book Concern (# # % % ) in Shanghai, with
subsequent revised editions through the 1930s. This guide offered pragmatic advice for
Western sojourners, covering transportation, lodging, currency exchange, and etiquette
amid China’s political turbulence and infrastructural limitations post-Ch’ing Dynasty. It
included maps, itineraries for major cities like Shanghai, Peking and even the British Crown
Colony Hong Kong, with warnings about health risks and banditry, reflecting Crow’s
firsthand navigation of concession zones and treaty ports.

Another 2 books were published in New York regarding America and the Asian
countries: { America and the Philippines) (1914); and (Japan and America: A Contrast)
(1916). (America and the Philippines) was a work analyzing U.S. colonial administration

and economic interests in the islands following the Spanish-American War in 1898. This
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publication drew on his early journalistic observations and contrasted with his later China-
focused writings by emphasizing American expansionism in Southeast Asia.

The next one (Japan and America: A Contrast) 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.

In the realm of reference works, Crow compiled and published the { Newspaper
Directory of China) in 1931, cataloging over 1,000 Chinese periodicals with details on
ownership, circulation, and editorial stances. Subsequent editions appeared in 1933, 1935,
and 1937, reflecting the evolving media landscape amid political turmoil.  These
directories served as practical tools for advertisers and journalists, leveraging Crow’s

extensive network in Shanghai’s press circles.

His periodical contributions extended to U.S. audiences, with articles such as (Office
Morale and Chinese Devils ) in ( Harper’s Magazine ) (April 1937), which humorously
dissected workplace dynamics and superstitions encountered in his China operations.
Crow also penned pieces on advertising and Far Eastern affairs for trade journals like

(Printers’ Ink Monthly) , including a 1939 article exploring war’s impact on commercial
messaging. These writings disseminated his firsthand business insights, often blending

anecdote with market analysis.

With A. R. Burt and J. B. Powell, Crow published the bilingual ( Biographies of
Prominent Chinese) (* # 4 i~ & 4 @) (c.1925). Inthe 1930s and 1940s, Crow wrote 13
books, including the explanation of his Confucianism, ( Master Kung: The Story of
Confucius) (3t 3+ ec% ) (1937).

The Shanghailander

Crow edited and published ( The Shanghailander) , a monthly magazine starting in the
1930s, aimed at expatriates and visitors with practical guides to Shanghai’s customs,
businesses, and social scene, including maps, event listings, and cultural notes to facilitate
foreign adaptation. The publication complemented his advertising agency’s promotional
efforts, distributing thousands of copies annually to hotels and steamship lines. The word
“Shanghailander” was used to for the foreigners living in Old Shanghai. The
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Shanghailanders were the foreigners that had already spent more than a year. 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 (;#/5 ¢ %) 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 (Suzhou) (# "),
Hangchow (Hangzhou) (4+), Nanking (Nanjing) (% % ) and Peking (Beijing) (# » ).
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 (if iz 4< ) and Palace Hotel (%
® 4t now Swatch Art Peace Hotel #7;% 3 {o-T &<k £ jiv ¢ <) from the HongKong &
Shanghai Hotels, Ltd. (4 &+ /4 ~ iF)k 7 *32 @ today’s owner of Peninsula Hotel & § /7
i in Hong Kong), Broadway Mansions (| % % + J& ) and Park Hotel (% < 4< i ).
Entertainment places like the Canidrome (:& F #5 7 #%- the flower market between Maoming
Lu j5 % # and Shaanxi Lu * & §) and the Hai-Alai at the auditorium on corner of Avenue
Joffre (7 4 # today Huai Hai Lu /& /4 i) and Avenue du Roi Albert (I f # & today
Shaanxi Nan Lu % @ = #.). Alcohol were also advertised such as * Ewo Beer ; and T White
Horse Whisky 5 , both brands of Jardine, Matheson & Co., Ltd. ({47 7), as well as

(Martell Brandy) and T Sandeman Port ; ,distributed by Gande, Price & Co., Ltd. (4 #

PR ).

TéL’5 4&’1%3;/1717/2/‘
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The 1935 Map of Shanghai designed by Carl Crow

In 1935, the Shanghai Municipal Council (U} i = % 42 % 1 % %) published a map for
visitors to the city, and they commissioned Crow to produce. This 1935 historical map of
Shanghai International Settlement (_} ;# = & #e % ) 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 (7= #35)
with images of the French signal station and a buttoned-down statue of British diplomat

Sir Robert Hart.

Al

CEE

193 # e qren- R b ao LR EF Bl Bor i L& ko

11



Perspectives on China
Business and Economic Insights

Crow’s primary economic insight centered on China’s vast untapped market, which he
quantified as encompassing approximately 400 million potential customers in the 1930s,
driven by population size and emerging urbanization. This perspective, drawn from his
decades operating an advertising agency in Shanghai, highlighted opportunities for foreign
enterprises in a rapidly modernizing economy, where urban centers like Shanghai fostered
growing consumer demand for branded goods. He noted that Chinese consumers,
particularly in cities, displayed resilient customs alongside adaptability to Western
products, preferring imports perceived as higher quality, which spurred demand in sectors

like manufacturing and retail.

In terms of advertising and business practices, Crow advocated tailored strategies to
navigate local behaviors, emphasizing the effectiveness of humorous and culturally
sensitive campaigns to build brand loyalty amid widespread counterfeiting---a common
economic challenge he frequently observed, where domestic imitators undercut originals
but inadvertently reinforced trademark value. His agency, Carl Crow, Inc., established in
1918 and thriving until 1937, exemplified successful adaptation by handling accounts for
multinational firms, generating revenue through print media in a market where
newspapers reached educated elites. Crow cautioned against over-optimism, critiquing
the “gold rush” mentality among foreigners who projected unrealistic sales volumes
without accounting for infrastructural limitations, regional disparities, and bureaucratic
hurdles that impeded scalable operations.

Economically, Crow foresaw growth potential in China’s shift toward consumerism,
attributing it to increasing middle-class formation and exposure to global trade, though he
underscored persistent challenges like superstition influencing purchasing decisions and
uneven development outside treaty ports. These observations, grounded in his direct
experience rather than abstract theory, positioned foreign investment as viable but
requiring patience and localization, influencing later assessments of Sino-American trade
dynamics. His insights remain pertinent, as evidenced by their use in contemporary
business education for understanding persistent market frictions.

Cultural and Social Observations

Crow documented the Chinese as inherently warm and colorful individuals, actively
engaging in fighting, working, celebrating, or conversing with notable enthusiasm. His
portrayals in works like {400 Million Customers) (1937) intertwined social customs with
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everyday commerce, noting the pervasive influence of traditional practices such as haggling
and indirect communication styles that stemmed from deeper cultural emphases on
harmony and persistence rather than confrontation. Crow highlighted how these norms
shaped interpersonal and market interactions, observing that Chinese consumers
approached transactions with a blend of skepticism toward foreigners and shrewd
evaluation rooted in communal trust networks.

He frequently remarked on the role of superstitions and folk beliefs in guiding social
behavior, from product preferences to auspicious timings for events, which he saw as
enduring elements of Chinese identity despite modernization efforts in urban centers like
Shanghai. Crow’s accounts avoided romanticization, instead presenting these traits as
pragmatic adaptations to historical hardships, including famines and political instability,
that fostered ingenuity and resilience in family and community structures. Overall, his
observations underscored a society where individual actions were subordinated to
collective familial obligations, contrasting sharply with Western individualism while
expressing genuine admiration for the Chinese capacity to maintain cultural continuity

amid rapid change.
Political Views and Anti-Japanese Stance

Crow’s political views emphasized opposition to isolationism, particularly in the
context of Asian conflicts, advocating for U.S. engagement to protect democratic principles
against aggressive expansionism. In a 1939 interview with Zhou Enlai, Secretary of the
Southern Bureau of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China (* + ¥ & =
= k3 3% 2 &), published posthumously, he argued that American neutrality in the Sino-
Japanese War undermined liberty and democratic values, urging intervention to counter
threats from authoritarian regimes. This stance reflected his broader belief that U.S.
policy should prioritize strategic interests in China over non-intervention, informed by his

decades of observation in Shanghai where he witnessed escalating Japanese incursions.

His anti-Japanese position was pronounced and rooted in direct experience of Japan’s
militaristic policies in China, including the 1931 invasion of Manchuria and subsequent
aggressions. Crow viewed Japanese expansion as an existential threat not only to China
but to global stability, warning in his 1937 book (I Speak for the Chinese) that unchecked
conquest would forge an “Oriental power greater than any the world has known”, capable
of dominating Asia and beyond. He criticized Japan’s propaganda efforts to mask
imperial ambitions, drawing from firsthand reporting on incidents like interference in
Chinese internal affairs, and framed the conflict as a clash between Japanese

authoritarianism and Chinese sovereignty.
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This perspective led to professional risks. In June 1937, amid rising tensions, the U.S.
Embassy in Shanghai requested Crow moderate his public criticisms of Japanese actions to
avoid diplomatic friction, though he persisted in his advocacy. Fearing reprisals as
Japanese forces advanced, he evacuated Shanghai permanently on 14 August 1937, days
after the Battle of Shanghai began, closing his advertising agency and newspapers that had
maintained a pro-Chinese, anti-Japanese editorial line. Earlier, during his tenure at the

( Shanghai Evening Post and Mercury ) , Crow supported student-led anti-Japanese
movements, such as the 1925 May Thirtieth Movement (7 + % %) protests, highlighting

their role in mobilizing national resistance.

Crow’s writings, including ( Japan and America: A Contrast ) (1916), contrasted
American democratic ideals with Japanese militarism, attributing Tokyo’s bullying of
China to a flawed national character and ineffective propaganda that belied aggressive
intent. He aligned with Nationalist efforts against Japan, contributing to outlets like {The
China Critic) (¥ ®®#%:i¥ 48 ) that amplified resistance narratives, though his support was
pragmatic rather than ideological, focused on preserving Western commercial
opportunities in China amid the chaos of invasion. This anti-Japanese advocacy, while
prescient given Japan’s later Pacific expansion, drew from empirical observations of
atrocities and economic disruptions rather than abstract ideology, positioning Crow as a
vocal expatriate defender of Chinese territorial integrity.

Personal Life and Later Years
Family and Relationships

Carl Crow’s first marriage was to Mildred S. Powers, a fellow employee at the St. Louis
Post-Dispatch, on 28 December 1912. The couple had one daughter, Mildred Elizabeth
Crow, born on 4 December 1916. Following the dissolution of this marriage, Crow wed
Helen M. Hanniger in 1925. Helen Crow died on 24 November 1941 after a three-week
illness at New Rochelle Hospital, New Rochelle, U.S.A. No children are recorded from

Crow’s second marriage.
Return to the United States

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, August 14th, and
the bombing of Shanghai, Crow had been forced to leave not as a successful businessman
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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) .

(I Speak for the Chinese) (1938) which detailed the hardships faced by the Chinese
under invasion. These works built on his earlier publications, emphasizing economic and
social insights drawn from decades in the Far East.

(Foreign Devils in the Flowery Kingdom) 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. These works built on
his earlier publications, emphasizing economic and social insights drawn from decades in
the Far East.

In the years immediately after his return, Crow conducted extensive lecture tours
across America to highlight Japan’s aggression and China’s plight, positioning himself as
an authoritative voice on the region based on his prolonged residency and business acumen.
During World War II, he contributed to the U.S. Office of Information, leveraging his

expertise in propaganda and public relations honed in Shanghai.

Crow’s China odyssey was not at an end. He made one final trip to China in the
summer of 1941, traveling from Rangoon, capital of the British Burma, up the Burma Road
to Chungking (Chongqing) (£ & ), where he kept a detailed diary of wartime conditions,

including Japanese air raids on the provisional capital.

Crow 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) . He resettled in New York, continuing occasional writing until
his health declined.

Rotarian Carl Crow died of cancer in Lenox Hill Hospital, Manhattan, New York City,
U.S.A,, on 8 June 1945, not long before the fall of the Japanese Empire. His family
requested that friends contribute to the American Society for the Control of Cancer rather
than send flowers, suggesting cancer as the underlying condition. Crow was 61 years old
at the time of his death, having returned to the United States from China in the late 1930s
amid escalating tensions with Japan. He was survived by two sisters. His wife, Helen M.
Hanniger Crow, had predeceased him in November 1941

15



Influence on Western Understanding of China

Crow’s book({ 400 Hundred Million Customers ), published in 1937, became a bestseller,
offering American readers vivid accounts of China’s emerging consumer market based on
his experiences running Shanghai’s leading Western advertising agency from the 1910s
onward. Through anecdotes drawn from marketing American products like T Colgate 4
toothpaste, TBuick; automobiles,and [Kodak; camerasvianewspapers, magazines,
and over 15,000 billboards, Crow portrayed China not as an inscrutable oriental enigma
but as a pragmatic opportunity with 400 million potential buyers exhibiting familiar
capitalist behaviors amid modernization. This depiction countered prevailing Western
stereotypes of China as stagnant or chaotic by emphasizing empirical observations of urban
consumer growth in treaty ports like Shanghai, where Crow’s firm capitalized on rising

literacy and disposable income to promote branded goods.

His writings, including (I Speak for the Chinese) (also 1937), further influenced
perceptions by advocating for China’s agency against Japanese aggression, drawing on
Crow’s firsthand reporting from the 1911 Revolution through World War I-era events. As
an “Old China Hand” resident in Shanghai for over two decades, Crow provided Western
audiences with grounded insights into cultural adaptations---such as Chinese preferences
for Western hygiene products---while critiquing imperial overreach without romanticizing
the Republic of China’s stability. These works crystallized the allure of Sino-American
trade for business elites, inspiring pre-War export ventures, though geopolitical
disruptions like the 1937 Japanese invasion of China and subsequent U.S. embargo post-
1949 limited immediate implementation.

In the broader context of American journalism, Crow’s output---contrasting with
contemporaries like Edgar Snow’s more ideologically sympathetic portrayals---shifted elite
views toward viewing China through a commercial lens, fostering a legacy of economic
optimism that echoed in post-1970s U.S.-China engagement despite intervening isolation.
His emphasis on verifiable market data over abstract orientalism encouraged a pragmatic,
if interrupted, reassessment of China as a partner in global trade, influencing policy
discussions on leveraging its population for mutual gain rather than isolation. Modern
reassessments, such as those in Paul French’s biography, credit Crow with humanizing
Chinese society through accessible narratives, though noting his focus on urban elites
overlooked rural realities. This blend of advocacy and observation helped embed the
notion of China's latent economic power in Western discourse, predating its post-reform

realization.
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Modern Reassessments and Publications

In 2006, Hong Kong University Press (% # ~ & d!3x4+) published (Carl Crow—A
Tough Old China Hand: The Life, Times, and Adventures of an American in Shanghai) , a
biography by British author Paul French that reassesses Crow’s quarter-century residence
in China from 1911 onward, emphasizing his roles as a journalist, newspaper proprietor,
and founder of the first Western advertising agency in the country. French’s work draws on
Crow’s personal papers and contemporary accounts to depict him as an astute observer of
Chinese commercial potential amid political turmoil, including the 1911 Revolution and
Japanese encroachments, while critiquing Western misconceptions of China as a
monolithic market. The book revives Crow’s legacy by connecting his pragmatic business
strategies---such as adapting advertising to local customs---to early 20th-century
globalization efforts, positioning him as a bridge between American enterprise and Chinese
society before the full-scale Japanese invasion of 1937 disrupted such activities.

Crow’s 1937 book {400 Million Customers) , which detailed practical experiences in
marketing to China’s vast populace, has undergone multiple reprints reflecting sustained
scholarly and commercial interest. Editions appeared in 2002 (hardcover) and 2008
(paperback), preserving original insights into consumer preferences, counterfeit goods
challenges, and the pitfalls of underestimating local ingenuity, which French’s foreword in
later versions frames as prescient for contemporary foreign investors. A 2023 analysis in

(The China Project) highlighted the text’s relevance amid renewed U.S.-China economic
tensions, noting how Crow’s emphasis on empirical adaptation over ideological
assumptions offers lessons in navigating protectionism and cultural barriers, though it

cautions against romanticizing pre-War Shanghai’s semi-colonial dynamics.

Scholarly reassessments have linked Crow’s writings to broader legacies in Sino-
American relations, as in a 2010 journal article examining how {400 Million Customers)
perpetuated assumptions of China’s openness to Western commerce that echo in post-
1930s U.S. policy debates on trade reciprocity. This piece argues that Crow’s data-driven
portrayals---citing specifics like the failure of generic branding without localization---
countered overly optimistic narratives but were sidelined by wartime shifts, urging modern
readers to apply his causal analyses of market incentives over geopolitical wishful thinking.
Such evaluations underscore Crow’s value as a primary source for unvarnished economic
realism, distinct from later academic tendencies to prioritize ideological frameworks in

interpreting interwar China.
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WITH AN INTRODUCTION BY
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MAP OF HONGKONG.
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1925 -- Map of Hong Kong drawn for Crow’s (Handbook for China )
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