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Japanese books in the USA

Yale accessioned two Japanese woodblock-printed books in 1868 and began 

collecting Japanese books in the early 1870s. 

Ellen H. Hammond, “A history of the East Asia Library at Yale University,” 

in Peter X. Zhou, ed., Collecting Asia: East Asian libraries in North 

America, 1868-2008 (Ann Arbor MI: The Association for Asian Studies, 

2010): 3-20.

Were these the first Japanese books in the USA?  Actually, no…

We need to go further back than 1868 and take another look at the Perry 

Expedition.



Ikoku ochibugusa異国
落穂草



The Perry Expedition as shopping trip…

• ‘Apart from the bathing scenes, there was enough in the popular 
literature, with its obscene pictorial illustrations, to prove a 
licentiousness of taste and practice among a certain class of the 
population, that was not only disgustingly intrusive, but disgracefully 
indicative of foul corruption.’ [Shimoda]

• ‘A lively and in some cases rather a furious desire to purchase 
Japanese curios and works of art broke out among the officers of the 
squadron, some of whom had to be disciplined for brutal conduct 
toward the shopkeepers before the trade could be put upon a 
conventional basis of cash payment for good received.’ [Hakodate]











Who was Wilson?

Precise address but 

no date

Why is half the boat 

missing?







Dr Joseph Wilson (1816-1887)

Retired as Surgeon Captain, US Navy = 海軍大佐



The New York Historical 

Society copy of Japanese 

botany (acquired in 1867): 

‘Commodore M. C. Perry 

From your ob[edien]t 

ser[van]t, Joseph Wilson 

Jr. M.D., U.S.Navy’



Ehon ōshukubai

画本鶯宿梅
Tachibana no Morikuni

Published in 1739.

Volume 5 only.

Note British Museum 

acquisition date and 

added page numbers.

Anastatic printing



Careful examination shows 

that it is a composite picture 

with elements taken from 

book 4 of Ehon ōshukubai …















Daily National Intelligencer (Washington DC) 

27 August 1855

Was Joseph Wilson the first 

American to learn Japanese? 

And how did he manage to 

learn so much in so little time?





Samuel Wells Williams (1812-1884)

• American missionary in Canton from 1833.

• Supervised the printing press of the American Board of Commissioners for 
Foreign Missions in Macao.

• Became acquainted with Japanese castaways in Canton

• Sailed to Japan in 1837 aboard the Morrison

• In 1840 published translation of Kodō zuroku皷銅図録

• In 1851 published article on Japanese syllabaries 

• In 1853 acts as Commodore Perry’s interpreter

• From 1860 to 1876, US Chargé d’Affaires in Beijing

• Returned to USA in 1877 and became first professor of Chinese at Yale





• Poor sales.

• As in Europe, botany of greater interest than the language.

• The American Oriental Society and Japan
• Inaugural meeting 1842: John Pickering as President of AOS
• 2nd issue of the journal: Pickering on paper money in China and Greenough on 

population and trade in China 
• 1851 issue, review of a German translation of a Japanese novel
• 1853 issue, hopes that Commodore Perry’s expedition “may contribute to enlarge our 

knowledge of that great Empire, all we know of which, at present, only excites the 
desire to know more.”

• The next article on Japan in the Journal of the American Oriental Society came in 
1910, the first of Asakawa Kan’ichi’s articles on village society in Japan.

• Up to 1940 only two substantial articles on Japanese subjects, one by Sakanishi Shiho 
of the Library of Congress (she was forcibly repatriated in 1942) and one by Chitoshi
Yanaga of Hawai’i.

Conclusion: the significance of Japanese Botany


