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English Documents on Elisha E. Rice in the Bakumatsu Period:
Perception and Misperception in Japan-U.S. Relations

Yasuhiro Hazumi, Akira Iikura

Abstract

Elisha E. Rice, a commercial agent of the United States, landed in Hakodate, Japan, in April 1857,
and set up the United States Commercial Agency in May to coordinate trade and commercial relations
between Japan and the United States. He dealt not only with commercial matters but also various
matters including jurisdictional issues. Rice and the Japanese governors at Hakodate (Hakodate
Bugyd) with their subordinates struggled to build up commercial relations and, as a result, brought
about somewhat better dealings among them by overcoming frictions and misunderstandings. First,
this research note attempts to translate letters from Rice to Bugyd and letters to Rice in 1859 and
investigates how they managed to establish a mutually beneficial relationship. This note also
examines the old translation of those letters by the translators of Tokugawa Shogunate (Tokugawa
Bakufu) and clarify how they understand or misunderstand foreign business practices and so on. The
history of the opening of Japan to the West in the last days of the Tokugawa government, — the
so-called Bakumatsu era —, tends to emphasize the gunboat diplomacy by the Western powers
through which they forced Japan to yield to their demands. However, the letters related to Rice
reveal the gradual progress toward mutual understanding between Japan and the United States through

problem-solving, negotiations and mutual rapprochement.
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