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The Inflow of American Silver into China from

the Late Ming to the Mid-Ch’ing Period

(A Summary)

HAN-SHENG CHUAN

Having taken possession of the Philippine Islands in 1565, the Spanish govern-
ment began to send galleons between Spanish America and the Islands. Until 1815,
Spanish galleons regularly crossed the Pacific between Acapulco, Mexico and Manila,
Philippines. Ships sailing towards Manila carried large amounts of Mexican and Peruvian
sitver, while those heading towards Acapulco contained cargoes of Chinese silks.

In 1375, the Ming government began to issue paper money as a medium of
exchange. But, as the quantity of notes increased, confidence in their purchasing
power declined. By the fifteenth century, they were generally rejected in favour of
silver, which was regarded as a more reliable unit of account and medium of exchange.
However, the mining of silver in China failed to keep pace with its demand; and this
caused the price of silver to reach a record high level (nearly twice of that during the
Sung and Yuan periods).

During the latter part of the sixteenth century, silver output in Spanish America
greatly increased as a result of the discovery of a rich silver deposit at Potosi in Upper
Peru (now Bolivia) in 1545, The annual amount of silver extracted from Potosi
averaged 254,000 kg. or roughly 60 per cent of the world’s output. In Manila,
Chinese merchants coveted American silver. It became the Spaniards’ most important
commodity in the Philippine trade. Anxious to acquire as much silver from the Spanish
as possible, Chinese traders in Manila did their best to meet Spanish demands for daily
necessities, silks, ammunition, etc. Thus, beginning in the late sixteenth century,
American silver flowed continuously into China through Manila.

I

When the Spaniards arrived in the Philippines in 1565, they knew that trade
with China had to be maintained with silver. Therefore, they asked their govern-
ment officials in Mexico to send them “one case of large gilded coins for the coast of
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China” and “coins and small bars of fine silver for trade in China.” In July 1, 1573,
the government notary (Hernando Riquel) and others reported from Manila to the
Spanish government: “For the Spaniards they (Chinese traders) brought some fine
ware and other articles, which they readily sold, since we who are here have plenty of
money, and the Chinese need it.” 1In a letter to Felipe II on December 5, 1573, the
Viceroy of New Spain wrote: “The commerce with that land (China) must be carried
on with silver, which they value above all other things.” In 1609, Antonio de Morga
also wrote: “The purchase price (of Chinese goods) is paid in silver and reals, for the
Sangleys (Chinese traders) do not want gold, or any other articles, and will not take
other things to China.” Since the Spaniards understood the important role silver
would play in the transactions of the Sino-Filipino trade, it was natural for them each
year to carry large quantities of silver to Manila in order to buy whatever they needed
from China. The annual silver imports from Spanish America into the Philippines
were as follows:

TABLE I
ANNUAL AMERICAN SILVER IMPORTS INTO THE PHILIPPINES, 1598-1784

YEAR AMOUNT (in pesos) YEAR AMOUNT (in pesos)
1598 1,000,000 1729 & before 3-4,000,000
1602 & before 2,000,000 1731 2,434,121
1604 2,500,000 (+) 1740 3,000,000
c. 1620 3,000,000 1746-1748 4,000,000
1633 2,000,000 1762 2,309,111 (+)
1688 & before 2,000,000 1764 3,000,000 (+)
1698-1699 2,070,000 1768-1773 1,500,000-2,000,000
1712 & before 2,600,000 (4 ) 1772 2-3,000,000
1714 & before 3-4,000,000 | 1784 2,791,632
1723 4,000,000 }

In his memorial of 1765, Francisco Leandro de Viana said that more than
two hundred million pesos had gone to the Philippines since 1565. According to the
computation of De Comyn, the total amount of silver imported from Spanish America
into Manila from 1571 to 1821 was four hundred million pesos,

11T

In order to acquire necessities for daily use, ammunition for the armed forces
on the Islands, and silks for shipment back to Spanish America, the Spaniards spent
most of the silver that they had brought from Mexico to Manila. A sampling of
evidence which demonstrates considerable exportation of American silver from Manila
to China is -as follows:



THE INFLOW OF AMERICAN SILVER INTO CHINA 7

(1) Quoting a letter (unsigned) to Felipe IT on June 17, 1586: . .. a large
amount of silver and coin is carried thither (Manila) in exchange for them (Chinese
wares). Although a portion of this money remains in those Islands (the Philippines),
all the rest is carried away by the Chinese who go thither from the mainland to sell
their wares.”

(2) Quoting a letter from Portugal (unsigned) to Felipe II in 1590: .
if navigation is permitted from the western Indias to China, all the money and coin in
the kingdom will flow thither and none will go to Hespana, because China is so large
and has so much to exchange and sell that, however much coin is sent, that country
will absorb it all.”

(3) In his letter to Felipe II from Manila on June 28, 1597, Luis Perez Das-
marinas, Governor of the Philippines, wrote: “All the money goes and passes to China,
and remains there from year to year and in fact always.”

(4) In his letter to Felipe II on June 24, 1598, Fray Ygnacio, Archbishop
of Manila, asserted: “There comes each year from Nueba Espana a million in money,
contrary to the mandate of your Majesty, all of which passes on to the heathen of
China.”

(5) In c.1602 a lawyer wrote: “This (silver) and all else which is carried is
placed in the power of the infidels, who received it as the price of the Chinese mer-

chandise.” Also in the same year, a bishop of South America wrote: “. . . the
Filipinas, which receive annually two million pesos of silver; all of this wealth passes
into the possession of the Chinese, and is not brought to Espana . . .”

(6) On December 1, 1604, Felipe IIT decreed: “All this money (more than
two millions of ducats) finally makes its way into infidel kingdoms, . . .”

(7) In 1630 Fray Juan de Medina, O.S.A., wrote: “For that exceedingly
vast kingdom (China) abounds in whatever can be desired to sustain life,. . .the large
vessels . . . and those of lesser size, are well nigh innumerable; and they sail annually
to surrounding countries, laden with food and merchandise. Forty, and upwards,
were wont to come to Manila alone. . . . These vessels go to Siam, Camboja, . .
They carried away all the silver in the world. . . . Thus the kingdom of China is the
most powerful in the world; and we might even call it the world’s treasury, since the
silver is imprisoned there, and is given an eternal prison. And if there were no more
silver there than what has been taken from Mexico during sixty-six years of trade, it
could make them most wealthy; and much more so, inasmuch as the Mexican silver
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is not the most that they get, for they take much from other quarters. They are the
most greedy for and affectioned to silver of any race known. They hold it in the
greatest esteem, for they withdraw the gold from their own country in order to lock up
the silver therein. And when they see silver, they look at it admiringly. I am
writing not from hearsay, but from the sight and experience of many years . . .”

(8) In his memorial of 1637, Grau y Monfalcon wrote: ..., the silver is
withdrawn and conveyed to the islands, whence it passes into the possession of the
enemies of religion and of this crown, Moors and pagan; and finally remains in China
— which, according to what we understand, is the general center for the silver of
Europe and Asia. For as it always is current, gaining and increasing in value until
it reaches that great kingdom, whence it must issue with a loss, it does not issue, and
remains perpetually among those inhabitants.”

(9) 1In 1727, in a plea on behalf of both Spaniards and natives of the Philip-
pines, Pedro Gonzdles de Rivera and six other citizens said: “The Sangleys are those
who take nearly all the silver that comes from New Spain . . .”

According to the Spanish records, the annual imports of American silver into
China by way of Manila from the late sixteenth to the early nineteenth century were

as follows:
TABLE II
ANNUAL AMERICAN SILVER IMPORTS INTO CHINA
BY WAY OF MANILA
YEAR AMOUNT (in pesos)
Before 1586 300,000
1586 500,000 (+)
1598 & before 800,000-1,000,000 (+)
1602 & before 2,000,000
1604 2,500,000 (+)
1633 & before 2,000,000
1729 & before 3-4,000,000
1815 1,550,000

De Comyn estimated that the importation of silver into Manila from Spanish
America, during the 250 years of intercourse, 1571-1821, had amounted to 400 mil-
lions of pesos, and of this, a large share, perhaps one-half, had gone to China.
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v

The article finally presents Chinese documentary sources which confirm the
flow of American silver into China by way of Manila during the late Ming and the
early and middle Ch’ing periods.



