
Preface

For all the complaints today about the declining possibilities for real
travel in a world crisscrossed by jets, overrun with tourists, and over-
built with the kinds of hotels and resorts they demand, travel writing
and the dissection of such writing both continue to flourish. Much of
the dissection has been done by critics, literary and cultural, who exam-
ine the ways in which travelers have represented peoples, cultures, and
geographies beyond their own, viewing them through lenses colored
by race, gender, and culture, sometimes demonizing them, more often
exoticizing them, and sometimes simply domesticating them into a
familiarity comforting to Europe and North America. All too often,
however, such studies simply add a new layer over this process of
exoticization or familiarization, for, by focusing primarily on the tex-
tual representations as such, the objects of those representations seem
almost denied their real existence, in danger of being turned into peo-
ples, nations, and cultures without voices.

This study, like others of its sort, obviously owes an enormous
debt to Edward Said for the clarity with which he put certain questions
that some might prefer to leave unraised. Yet here I seek to go beyond
a focus on textual representation pure and simple or an indication of
the ways in which my subjects got China right or wrong. I argue here in
the first place that the study of travel writing must pay attention not
only to the representations and discursive strategies of travel texts
themselves but also that it is time to return to considerations of the
objective situations of the peoples and cultures they purport to describe
as well as the changes taking place therein. The observed, after all, have
their own history no less than the observers. Second, my study argues
that, whether convincingly for their readers or not, travel writers claim
a particular kind of veracity and ask for a peculiar kind of trust on the
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part of those readers, one that is different from that given to, say, jour-
nalists or scholars. Finally, it argues that for various reasons a particu-
larly important focus of travel writing at least in the twentieth century
has been a search for authenticity, the desire to discover what it is that
constitutes the true heart of the culture and people under observation.

So, the book is to be read primarily as an essay on travel writing in
a particular place at a particular time. I have chosen China as an object
here, for it is a country that for some centuries has occupied an important
place in the Western imagination, reflected in a large body of travel writ-
ing that goes back at least to the Franciscan missionaries who made their
way to the country in the mid-thirteenth century, even before Marco
Polo. Here I concentrate on what is roughly a sixty-year period, from the
late nineteenth century through the first half of the twentieth, a time of
considerable change both within China and within the countries from
which its foreign observers came. My approach here is that of a historian,
not a literary or cultural critic, and at times I will take issue with the find-
ings and methods of such critics. Still, my hope is that the general
method of looking at travel writing that I have taken toward the Chinese
example may be helpful for other periods and other lands as well.

I am grateful to those who read the book in part or in whole,
including Edward Knox and Peter Rand, and above all to my wife,
Deborah, whose writer’s eye saved me from calamity on more than one
occasion. Sybille Fritzsche kindly offered me help from her own
researches on travelers earlier than mine. Two anonymous readers pro-
vided many suggestions that were helpful to me in the final prepara-
tion of the manuscript. I am grateful, too, to Adam Sobek of the Middle-
bury College Department of Geography, who prepared the map of
China, and to Matt Paul of the Middlebury Reprographics Department,
who prepared the files from which the photographs were reproduced.
I would like to thank those who participated in an electronic discussion
on H-ASIA in March 1996 about the applicability of Edward Said’s con-
siderations on Orientalism to East Asia, a discussion that helped 
me clarify my own thoughts on the subject (the thread can be found 
at http://ww2.h-net.msu.edu/~asia/threads/thrdorientalism.html).
Finally, my deep thanks go to Ingrid Erickson, who has been a most
helpful editor at the Press, and to Marcia LaBrenz for seeing the book
through the process of copyediting. They have been quick to respond to
my many queries, and I could not have asked for a better working rela-
tionship. Needless to say, the book’s shortcomings are mine, not theirs.
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Part of chapter 6 first appeared in somewhat different form as an
article in the New England Review 18, no. 2 (Spring 1997), and I am grate-
ful to the editors of that journal for permission to use it.

Excerpts from Through China’s Wall by Graham Peck. Copyright 
© 1940, by Graham Peck. Reprinted by permission of Houghton Mifflin
Company. All rights reserved.

Excerpts from Two Kinds of Time by Graham Peck. Copyright 
© 1950, 1967, by Graham Peck. Reprinted by permission of Houghton
Mifflin Company. All rights reserved.

Excerpts from Red Star over China by Edgar Snow are reprinted by
permission of Grove Press. All rights reserved.

Excerpts from Journey to a War by W. H. Auden and Christopher
Isherwood are reprinted with the permssion of Faber and Faber, Ltd.,
and Curtis Brown, Ltd.

The quotation from W. H. Auden Collected Poems, copyright © 1945
by W. H. Auden, is reprinted by permission of Random House, Inc.

Excerpts from One’s Company by Peter Fleming are reprinted with
permission from Jonathan Cape and the Random House Group, Ltd.
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