Chapter 15 – Section 3
Rise of Modern Japan

Narrator: In the mid 1800s, America saw Japan as a cooled off land with much to offer as a trading partner and strategic ally. Access to Japan’s ports would be crucial to expanding American commerce in the Far East.

But a succession of warlords known as “Shogun” ruled Japan by dominating both the Emperor and regional landowners. The Shogun feared outside influence as a threat to their power.

In 1846, American envoys were rebuffed in their attempts to establish a pact with the Japanese. They returned home convinced that a large show of power had to accompany future diplomatic efforts.

The delicate job of making a forceful yet tactful overture fell to the U.S. Navy, and Commodore Matthew C. Perry. A visionary commander, Perry had pushed the navy into the steam era by initiating the construction of the first steam powered warships.
On July 8, 1853, Perry sailed into Tokyo Bay with four huge steam driven warships bristling with gun turrets. The sight awed Japanese onlookers, who described the armada as “Giant dragons puffing smoke.” To further the impression of American strength, Perry went ashore surrounded by the largest men in his fleet.

His goal was to deliver a letter to the Japanese leadership from U.S. President Millard Fillmore, requesting diplomatic relations between the countries; the opening of two Japanese ports for trade, and Japanese assistance to American sailors in distress.

When the Shogun’s representatives at first declined to receive him, Perry refused to leave, implying that a further snub might be answered by a naval bombardment. 

Faced with overwhelming military force, the Shogun’s men relented and accepted the letter. The Commodore announced that he would return the next year for a reply.
As promised, Perry steamed back 7 months later with twice as many ships. He found a Japanese delegation ready with a treaty agreeing to all his demands. 

Commodore Perry returned to America to a hero’s welcome and a $20,000 retirement gift from Congress.
The treaty exacted by Perry’s armada signaled the end of an era in Japan. Outrage erupted over the submission to America, destabilizing the Shogun’s authority. The influx of foreign trade and wealth further shifted the balance of power away from the Shogun. In 1868, the dominance of the Emperor and the Imperial Court was restored, ending nearly 700 years of Shogun rule.
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