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A Study on the Sino-British Military Conflict during the Amherst Embassy to China in 1816

CHEN Mingyue (School of History, Capital Normal University ; b484@cnu.edu.cn)

Abstract: In November 1816, when the British warship HMS Alceste, which had escorted the
Ambherst Embassy to China, returned to the waters off Guangdong, local officials regarded it as
an armed escort ship rather than a tribute ship, and refused it entry into Humen. The domineering
British captain, Murray Maxwell, insisted on advancing with his warship, triggering a minor
military confrontation. This clash epitomized the deepening conflict between the Qing dynasty’s
increasingly restrictive maritime defense policies and Britain’s expanding imperialist mindset.
Against the backdrop of the Qing court’s conciliatory posture toward the diplomatic mission, the
incident was swiftly contained. Despite later concealing the facts from the imperial court, local
officials in Guangdong further reinforced coastal defense measures and heightened vigilance
against the British’s potential aggressive intentions. The spread of this conflict convinced more
British people that forceful resistance was the best way to uphold imperial honor and avoid
humiliation by China, laying the groundwork for Britain’s subsequent implementation of gunboat
diplomacy toward China.

Keywords: Amherst Embassy, HMS A4/ceste, Murray Maxwell, Sino-British military conflict
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