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THE BEGINNING OF THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN AMERICA 
AND VIETNAM: HISTORICAL LESSONS

America is a powerful nation w hose  
potentials and international influence are 
so great that every country, in its  policy 
making process, has to take America and 
its relationship w ith Am erica as a factor 
into consideration. U nder the current 
rapid and highly in tensive but extrem ely  
complex internationalization and globalization, 
there ex ists an idea that there is a danger  
of identifying Globalization with  
Am ericanization. This poses a serious  
problem to us -  scholars in E ast A sia, a 
region with different cultural traditions  
from others -  to think over and exchange  
ideas to find out the best solutions that can 
both cope w ith the common trend and 
bring into play the advantages of the 
traditional cultural values. Looking back 
ovei' the first contacts betw een America 
and Vietnam  is not only m eaningful to 
historians but also useful to the current as 
well as the future knowledge. In this 
article, an attem pt is made to look 
objectively at the nature of the first 
contacts between V ietnam  and America so 
as to draw som e historical lessons. 
Hopefully, w hat w ill be discussed below  
will, more or less, a ssist our thoughts in  
the current com plex changing world.

1. The First Contacts between
Vietnam and America

According to the extant docum ents in 
America, in Ju ly  1787, Thom as Jefferson, 
then representative of the U nited S tates of 
America in France w rote a letter to h is

n  Prof.Dr.Sc., Vietnam National University. Hanoi.

V u M inh  Giang**’

native country, in which he expressed a 
special concern about the information  
given by Pierre Poivre about agriculture in 
the South o f V ietnam . He asked a son of 
N guyen Anh (who later becam e King Gia 
Long), Prince Canh, w ho w as in France 
then to get him  som e V ietnam ese rice 
seeds [6]. This can be regarded as the 
earliest inform ation about the concern 
about V ietnam  of the Am ericans.

In 1801 Thom as Jefferson w as elected  
the third president of the U nited S tates of 
America. It has rem ained a wonder why a 
year after Jefferson w as in power, a 
commercial ship nam ed Frame captained  
by Jerem iah Brigg w as sen t to V ietnam  to 
collect inform ation and study sugar and 
coffee supplying sources for the American  
market.

The Frame landed Da N ang port on 
May 218t 1803. H ere Captain Brigg met 
two w arships of the N guyen dynasty’s navy 
conducted by the French. They advised 
Brigg to go to Hue to have a formal 
interview  w ith King Gia Long. However, 
the American captain  then  w as arranged 
to m eet w ith the representative of the 
N guyen dynasty, a few clergym en, and 
French navy’s officers who were under 
King Gia Long. After obtaining some 
inform ation, the Frame left V ietnam  for 
M anila on June 10th 1803. It w as the first 
American ship to arrive in Vietnam (4, p.3]. 
This event is m entioned in the V ietnam ese  
historical docum ents. [1, V.3, p p l3 4 t 193].

It was not u n til 16 years later that the 
second Am erican ship arrived in Vietnam.

14



The beginning of the relationship between America and Vietnam: historical lessons 15

It w as the Franklin  conducted by Captain  
John W hite. The Ship arrived in Vung Tau 
port on January F* 1819. J. W hite had a 
m eeting with local officials and they  
promised to issue him perm its to enter  
Saigon. Yet the captain w aited without 
replies. A local official said that foreign 
ships needed perm ission from the dynasty  
to enter Saigon. Thus, J. W hite made a 
decision to go to Hue to have a direct 
formal talk with the King. U nfortunately, 
King Gia Long was then on holiday in the 
northern part of V ietnam  (Bac Ha) so J. 
W hite’s plan w as not successful. The 
captain decided to leave for M anila with  
the hope to find an interpreter then 
returned to Vietnam .

After the arrival of the Franklin, there 
w ere three more American ships (the 
Marmion, the Aurora and the Beverly) to 
call at Vung Tau and Da N ang ports, yet 
none of them  m anaged to achieve their 
trade aim s. These sh ips one after another 
left for M anila and m et J. W hite there. 
After an interpreter w as found, L. White 
asked Captain John Brown to together 
steer the Marmion  back to V ietnam . The 
two American sh ips arrived in Vung Tau 
port on September 25th 1819. This time J. 
W hite w as given perm its to enter Saigon. 
After collecting som e goods, m ost of which  
w ere sugar and raw silk , the two ships left 
Saigon port on January 30th 1820. J. White 
arrived in Salem  on A ugust 30th 1820, 
after a tw enty-m onth voyage.

J. W hite wrote a book entitled  A 
Voyage to Cochin China  published in 
Boston in 1823. The book had a great 
influence on the a ttitudes of Americans, 
particularly those of the American  
businessm en towards V ietnam . Apart from 
the vivid and detailed descriptions which  
are of docum ental value about various 
aspects of life, which helped readers have

part of the picture of V ietnam  and its 
people in early 19,h century, J. White 
provided som e com m ents that discouraged  
Am ericans who had intentions to seek for 
business opportunities in th is distant, land.

J. W hite appraised: “During the time I 
was in this country , all that I  learnt about 
it were villainy and turpitude. They 
completely lacked honesty so they often 
tried to play tricks on us and were experts 
on finding tricks to hide their 
responsibilities. They can easily get all 
these with our open attitude and serious 
way o f doing business. A ll serious business 
affairs were, in the end, trifling things. 
There was not any insurance to every 
affair\ except for documentary contracts, 
which were hardly ever had. They dared to 
use any tricks to swindle businessmen who 
get them annoyed for money. Apart from 
these, the authorities greediness, shiftiness, 
cruelty, and anti-commercial character 
should drive this land to be the least 
attractive place, even for the most 
adventurous businessm en . ..” [3].

Afterwards, a French who read the 
book suggested that J. W hite judged the 
local people w ith the view of a Rigid 
Puritan and never asked h im self how he 
had behaved to them .

2. Diplomatic Efforts to Set up Trade
Relation

It is likely that in the early days the 
concern of the A m ericans about Vietnam  
w as greater than that of N guyen dynasty 
about them. U nder the Gia Long regime 
(1802*1820), the dynasty had many 
relations w ith the W est, especially with 
France so the presence o f the American 
ships had not drawn attention  so far. 
Moreover, the lack of local custom s made 
the A m ericans suspect of the local people 
and authorities.
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A lthough Brigg and J. W hite’s m ission  
in in vestigating  the p ossib ilities of 
estab lish ing  trade relations w ith  V ietnam  
m ight be considered a failure, the u s  
representative agency in B atavia  had a 
different view. In 1826, the American 
Envoy John Shillaber sen t a letter to the  
native country to recom m end greater  
expansion of the activ ities  of trade sh ips in 
A tlantic countries, which included Cochin 
China (the South o f V ietnam ). J. W hite 
sen t a num ber of le tters persuading the by 
then Am erican P resident to delegate him  
powers in n egotiating  trade agreem ents. 
The efforts m ade by th e Envoy w ere  
successful after Andrew Jackson w as 
elected president of the U nited  S ta tes in 
1929. A delegation  led by Edm und  
Roberts, which w as directly sen t by the  
P resident, brought the trade agreem ent 
across the Indian O cean to V ietnam  to sign  
w ith the N guyen  dynasty . The w arship  
Peacock carried the delegation  to V ung  
Lam (a place in Phu Yen) a t the beginn ing  
of January 1832. R ep resen ta tives o f the  
local au thorities w en t up to the ship and  
asked carefully about the A m ericans’ 
intention . After a ten -day’s w aiting , on 
January 17th, the dynasty  sen t tw o  
m andarins and an escort there to negotiate  
with Edmund Roberts, yet after m any days 
of d iscussion it w as still im possib le for 
both sid es to sign  th e agreem ent. Edm und  
Roberts assum ed that the N guyen  dynasty  
w as fully responsib le for the failure. 
According to him , the diplom atic  
procedures w ere far too com plicated. 
B esides, sen ior officials of the dynasty  did 
not have clear ideas and u su a lly  evaded  
direct questions from the Am erican  
partner. The V ietn am ese officials then  
were too h esitan t and cautious and a lw ays  
showed their suspicion . The major reason  
for the d isagreem ent o f the N guyen  
dynasty w as, at last, the docum entary  
problems. They said th at the words in the

proposal did not comply w ith the essen tia l 
form ulas of veneration tow ards the King of 
V ietnam . They even questioned the  
partner and after being explained that the  
U S P resident w as th e one who was elected  
by the people, they concluded that the 
Am erican P resident w as not on the sam e 
rank or hierarchy w ith the V ietnam ese  
K ing [2]...

H istory has shown us that the two 
m andarins sen t by the N guyen dynasty to 
negotiate w ith  Edm und Roberts were 
N guyen Tri Phuong and Ly Van Phuc. 
A fter listen in g  to the proposal and the  
credential from the u s  President, they  
considered it inappropriate then, and 
w ithout subm itting  to the King, they  
replied th at the V ietnam ese King would 
not prohibit the trading activ ities un less  
th ese  obeyed the defined law of the 
country. So the American ships had to 
anchor at Tra Son bay (Da Nang) and were 
not allow ed to build houses on land. 
E d m u n d s delegation left V ietnam  after 
receiving the note [1, volum e 11, p. 231].

According to the letter of Joseph  
B aslestier, the Am erican Envoy to 
Singapore to Forsyth, the secretary at the  
P resident’s office provided different 
inform ation. According to the new s source 
w hich Joseph B aslestier  considered  
reliable, the reason for the American  
failure in  sign ing the trade agreem ent 
w ith V ietnam  w as th at the letter w as sent 
to the K ing too late. After receiving the  
letter, K ing Minh M ang invited  the 
delegation  and the crew of the Peacock to 
H ue but by the tim e the letter arrived at 
the port, Edmund Roberts’ ship had  
already left.

Perhaps Joseph B aslestier thought his 
assessm en t w as right so as soon as he was 
appointed the Envoy to Singapore, he tried  
to persuade the P resident to continue the

VNV, Journal o f Science, Site.. Sci . Human . N .JE. 2004



The beginning of Che relationship between America and Vietnam: historical lessons 17

negotiation to sign the trade agreem ent 
with Vietnam . Edmund Roberts again w as  
assigned w ith the m ission. Edmund  
Roberts’s delegation arrived in Tra Son 
bay on May 15,h 1836. A gain trouble 
happened. Soon after arriving in V ietnam , 
Edmund Roberts w as seriously ill so when  
the representative of the N guyen dynasty  
arrived he w as not able to receive them . 
The Nguyen dynasty’s officials considered  
it an offense. On the other hand, the  
American delegation asked the partner to 
reply to President Andrew Jackson w ithin  
three days but the H ue dynasty could not 
m anage it as good interpreters w ere aw ay  
on business.

The result of the second negotiation  
was the sam e as the first one. The trade  
agreem ent rem ained unsigned.

3. T h e C o n stitu tio n  D estroyer  E v e n t

While the American Envoy to
Singapore Joseph B aslestier w as finding  
solutions to the problem s of sign ing  the  
trade agreem ent with th e N guyen dynasty, 
a regretful event happened w hich strongly  
affected the relation betw een the two 
countries. The Am erican Constitution  
Destroyer steered by John Percival stopped  
by Da N ang bay to buy food and drinking  
water on M ay 14th 1845 w hen they m et 
local guards who were tracing for a French  
priest. John Percival prom ulgated to 
attack the guards to rescue the priest. The 
m andarins assigned  by the dynasty  to 
solve the case were detained as hostages  
[4, p.47]. According to historical documents, 
the event happened in 1844 and the two 
m andarins w ere diplom ats N guyen Long 
and Viceroy N guyen Dang G iai [1, volum e  
25, p. 282]. After that, the relation  
between the N guyen dynasty and Am erica  
became in tensive. President Zachary 
Taylor im m ediately sen t B aslestier  as  
special Envoy to deal w ith the case and to

promote negotiation  for sign ing  the trade 
agreem ent. B a s le s tie r s  delegation arrived  
in Da N ang on M arch 13th 1850. The 
person in charged o f receiving the  
delegation w as Q uang N am ’s provincial 
mandarin. According to Baslestier s report, 
the V ietn am ese m andarin refused to 
receive the A m erican P resid en t’s letter as 
the President allow ed h is navy to kill 
V ietn am ese people right in V ietnam ese  
land. B aslestier  w arned the m andarin that 
his refusal to receive the letter would be 
an offence to the u s  President, yet he kept 
his a ttitu d e unchanged. The talk  lasted  for 
three hours. B aslestier  w aited for three  
more days to see  if  h is partner would show  
any com m otion, but noth ing happened. 
The Am erican delegation  left Da N ang for 
T hailand on M arch 16th [5]. V ietnam ese  
historical docum ents describe the v isit by 
B aslestier s delegation  a s a kind of 
expressing  apology for w hat the Am erican  
w arship  had done five years before. Since  
th is even t, there had been alm ost no 
official A m erican delegations to V ietnam .

4 . B u i V ie n ’s V is i t  to  A m e r ic a

In 1858, French navy opened fire to 
attack Da N ang port, m arking the 
beginn ing o f the French conquest of 
V ietnam  by force. The N guyen  dynasty did 
not m anage to figh t aga in st the invader. 
M any major areas w ere occupied by the  
French. M any so lu tion s w ere suggested  to 
save the situation» one of w hich w as to 
seek  assistan ce  from powerful nations. The 
U S, w ith  its  anti-co lonia lism  policy, w as  
considered to be a nation th at could help  
V ietnam  then . The N guyen dynasty sent 
Bui V ien to the u s  in 1873 to ask for help. 
Bui V ien first w en t to the u s  consulate in 
Hong Kong and there he w as welcom ed by 
the representative o f the u s .  M aking use 
of th is  advantage, Bui V ien  w ent straight 
to Y okoham a then  to A m erica. T hanks to 
m any friends’ help, he w as able to m eet
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P resident Sim pson Grant. The P resident  
supported V ietnam 's fight aga inst  
colonialism , yet he could not prom ise 
anything as Bui V ien did not bring w ith  
him an official credential then . Bui V ien  
decided to return to Vietnam to ask for the 
credential, but then w e knew  the u s  
governm ent had changed  their view. Close 
relationship  w ith th e French would bring  
more benefits to the u s , w hich m eant that  
they could not a ss is t  V ietnam  to fight 
against French colonialism .

5. Historical Lessons

It can be inferred from the above- 
m entioned even ts th at the relationship  
betw een the u s  and V ietnam  had a 
positive beginning, startin g  w ith T hom as 
Jefferson’s in terest in V ietnam , the land  
that before that had been alm ost unknow n  
to the Am erican. The u s  governm ent then, 
being attracted by the trade potential in 
Cochin China and through the activ ities of 
the U S’s em bassy in Singapore, had active  
steps in estab lish in g  trade relation w ith  
Vietnam .

H ow ever, the d ifferences in culture and  
custom s w ere a big barrier preventing the 
relationship  w ith the u s  and V ietnam  
from developing. D esp ite  the fact th at the 
U S had m ade considerable efforts in  
estab lish in g  the relationsh ip , it lacked  
understanding and patience w hich w ere of

necessity in negotiating w ith the Nguyen  
dynasty. The event of the Destroyer 
Constitution attacking the Nguyen  
dynasty’s guards and detaining the 
governors as hostages made the dynasty’s 
trust in the Americans, which was very 
little, become even less.

On the part of the N guyen dynasty, the 
understanding about the u s  w as alm ost 
nothing until the French attacked Da 
N ang (1858). The K ings often considered 
them selves civilized people and the 
American savage ones. T hey even did not 
show in terest in their proposals- The 
m andarins often thought o f the Americans 
as "cunning, m achiavellian” so their 
reaction was very cautious.

U nder difficulties because of 
continuous losses in fighting against the 
French colonialism» the N guyen dynasty 
gradually took on more practical views, 
they even wanted to seek  assistance from 
the US, but the possib ility  of establishing  
a friendly relation betw een the two 
countries had already gone.

The biggest historical lesson  which can 
be drawn from the first contacts between  
V ietnam  and the u s  is to give first priority 
to m utual understanding and to patiently  
find solutions to the d isagreem ents and 
m isunderstandings. U ntil th is day, this 
historical lesson still rem ains valid.
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