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This Japanese woodblock picture of 1895 shows a shell bursting in the middle of a unit of Chinese cavalry. Woodblocks usually showed the panicking, retreating and otherwise demoralized Chinese Imperial Army scattering before the valiant Japanese Imperial Army. They were unashamedly biased and colourful if not entirely accurate representations of the fighting in 1894–95.


THE SLEEPING DRAGON

In the 19th century, the Chinese Empire was in a terminal state of decay, under almost continual attack from both external and internal enemies. Over the several thousand years of its history, China had been ruled by a series of dynasties, many of which lasted for hundreds of years before they stagnated, and then were eventually replaced by a new, more vibrant imperial line. By 1850 the Qing dynasty had ruled China for almost 200 years, but had been in a steady decline since the late 18th century, when European visitors to China had been initially overawed by its grand palaces and even grander ceremonials, but had soon begun to see the many weaknesses of what was essentially a ramshackle empire.

The Qing dynasty had taken power in China by force in 1644. Its Manchu armies had invaded China from their Manchurian homeland and had installed their leader as the first Qing ‘Pure’ emperor. The ‘alien’ Manchurians had then taken another 15 years to defeat all of the pretenders to the throne from the previous Ming dynasty. China’s population at this time was mainly Han, and they always saw the Qing dynasty as a foreign monarchy. The Qing maintained their separation from the rest of the population: Manchu and Han were kept apart and emperors only married brides with Manchurian lineage. Han men were made to wear their hair shaved at the front and worn in a long pigtail or queue at the back. This enabled the Manchus to identify their enemies in battle, but also provided a convenient way of holding a Chinese man during a beheading.

The Chinese population swelled enormously during the reign of the Qing, trebling from 100 million in 1650 to 300 million in 1800. It grew even faster over the next 50 years, to 450 million Chinese by 1850, and even the devastating crop failures and resulting famines common to China did not halt its rise.

During the 18th century the Qing dynasty employed military force to try to expand the territories controlled by the empire. It launched a series of expeditions and invasions of neighbouring states, and expanded its lands in the west of the country, although three late-18th-century attacks against Burma, and the invasions of Nepal and Tonkin, were all abject failures. By the mid-19th century the empire extended over 3.7 million square miles, and its people comprised a fifth of the world’s population.

To most outsiders China was an exotic place of mystery and intrigue but to European empire-builders and ambitious businessmen it was also a huge market to be exploited. Although China had established contact with its neighbours and with a few visiting traders in the 17th century, it was not until the mid-18th century that formal trading links were founded. The first British traders established a trading colony in Canton in 1757, but were forbidden to leave its confines. They, along with French and Portuguese traders, had to try and trade with a country who wanted to sell but not to buy. Chinese traders could come and sell their wares to the Europeans but the import of goods was largely forbidden. However, in the late 18th century, British traders from the East India Company were looking for a market for one of their main Indian crops: opium. The opium poppy was grown in huge quantities on the plains of north-east India and China soon became a lucrative market for the drug. Before long, as its addictive effects became apparent, the Qing dynasty became concerned about its widespread use. Its import was also having a negative effect on the Chinese economy with imports of the drug outstripping the country’s exports of tea, silk and other goods.

To counteract this trade deficit, the Qing dynasty introduced laws in 1839 to ban the import of opium. To the British this was an infringement of their trading rights and they instigated a conflict with China in 1839 which appropriately became known as the ‘Opium War’. Over the three years and five months of the Opium War, the British committed 19,000 troops. The poorly armed masses that made up the 200,000-strong Qing armies had no answer to the battle-hardened British Army, who defeated the Chinese in a series of battles. This first clash between a European power and imperial China ended with the capture of Shanghai. When the Qing forces were defeated many of their generals and their families committed suicide rather than face the shame. The Treaty of Nanking of 1842 concluded the Opium War with the Qing government reversing their decision over the import of the drug. The treaty also cost the Chinese treasury dearly with the Qing negotiators agreeing to pay the British 21 million US dollars over a three-year period. This payment included 12 million dollars in war reparations and three million in compensation for loss of trade to British businessmen. Furthermore, the Europeans – led by the British – now knew that the Qing dynasty could be coerced or bullied into agreeing to their demands for trading rights.

A number of further European attacks on the Qing dynasty and its territories ensued, with the Arrow War of 1856–58 reinforcing British rights over trade in China. This joint Anglo-French naval campaign led to the occupation of Canton in 1857 and the storming of the Taku Forts in 1858. The Allies refused to return the forts to the Chinese until they agreed to have foreign ambassadors at the Qing court. Fighting resumed again in 1860 when the British and French provoked the Chinese garrison in the Taku Forts to open fire on their ships. With this provoked action the war was back on and in August 1860 the Allies once again captured the fortifications. Having taken the forts a British and French expeditionary force marched 100 miles towards the capital at Peking. The Qing court fled and the Allied troops ransacked the Forbidden City before the Chinese finally agreed to their conditions. Virtually simultaneously the Russian Empire was taking advantage of Chinese weakness when their armies took over the vast Amur River region in 1858. Two years later, with no response from the embattled Qing court, the Russians annexed the maritime province, which became part of Siberia.
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The Qing dynasty was also to be challenged during the 1850s and 1860s by a series of rebellions which almost destroyed it. The Taiping Rebellion, 1850–64, spread from Kwangsi province across most of south and central China. Its leader – who announced that he was the younger brother of Jesus Christ – commanded a fanatical army that grew to a total of 600,000 men. In defiance of the Qing restrictions on Han hairstyles the rebels grew their hair long, leading to the nickname ‘long hairs’. With its capital at Nanking, the so-called ‘Heavenly Kingdom’ was finally defeated in 1864. It took a million-strong Qing army with European military advisors to finally defeat the Taiping Rebellion. The cost to the Chinese population was an estimated 20 million dead. These deaths were largely caused by famine and disease, the inevitable result of the devastation of large parts of the country, before the rebels were finally defeated.

At the same time, in northern and central China, the Qing were faced with another large rebellion, that of 200,000 Nien Rebels (1851–68). This rebellion was based on the poor Qing reaction to the famine in the region that had been caused by the repeated flooding of the Yellow River. The rebels already had a strength of 40,000 in the 1840s, and then used the people’s anger at the lack of Qing government support to expand their army. Over the intervening 17 years of the rebellion, the Nien Rebels, with their fast-moving cavalry, repeatedly defeated Qing armies. Without any clear political objectives the rebellion was eventually worn down by the large number of Qing troops sent into their territory. Again the cost to the civilian population was heavy, with over 100,000 deaths in battle and from disease and starvation.

In 1861, in the midst of these upheavals, China saw the emergence of a woman who would come to dominate the Qing dynasty until her death in 1908, having a similar effect in China as Queen Victoria had in her 60 years as a pillar of the British establishment. Unfortunately the Dowager Empress Ts’u-hsi did not have the same positive influence as her British counterpart. She began her career as the favourite concubine of the Emperor Hsien-feng who ruled from 1850 until 1861. The emperor epitomized the isolationism of China in this period as he never met a single foreign dignitary in his 11-year reign. When he died, at the age of 30, he left only one son. The mother of this five-year-old boy had convinced the ailing emperor to agree to the child’s accession to the throne on his deathbed. The mother then cleverly gathered around her a group of supporters, including the late emperor’s widow, which allowed her to act as effective regent for her son and elevating her to the position of dowager empress. Between 1862 and her death in 1908, the dowager empress was to become the de-facto ruler of China. She controlled China from 1862 until 1874 and after a year out of power re-established herself in 1875 for another 14 years. Even in official retirement she still held the reins of power and returned to direct rule in 1898 replacing the emperor – who was a little too reforming for her tastes. Despite her reputation for political astuteness, and her undoubted talents for survival and intrigue, she was not a good ruler. Her failure to reform and modernize China terminally weakened the empire. Her final years in power were in reality the death knell of the Qing dynasty, which only survived her by three short years.
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A government official stood outside his residence surrounded by a tough-looking bodyguard Braves in the early 1900s. The soldiers are armed with a mixture of weaponry including the two officers at the front who both have revolvers tucked into their belts. Their soldiers are well armed with modern-looking rifles and have plenty of ammunition in their bandoliers while a few also have fighting swords strapped to their backs.

The period from 1850 until the 1880s also saw a number of rebellions amongst the Muslim population of China. During the 1855–73 period there were major revolts in Sinkiang, Szechwan, Kansu and Chinghai provinces. As just one example, the North-Western Rising in Kansu lasted for ten years, from 1863 to 1873. In western Yunnan province in the early 1870s a local Muslim leader styled himself ‘Sultan Suleiman’ and ruled over what he called the ‘Kingdom of the Pacified South’. In Sinkiang another rebel leader, Yakub Beg, ruled over his ‘kingdom’ from his capital at Kashgar. When he died in 1877 his family were made to suffer for his rebellion. Some were executed, while many of his sons and grandsons were dealt with in a more ‘humane’ way – castrated and then sent to work as eunuchs in the Imperial palaces of the Forbidden City in Peking.

Although all of these many revolts were eventually put down by the Imperial Army, they severely affected the government’s ability to raise taxes. Not only had large swathes of China been devastated, rendering areas unable to pay taxes, but also the government knew it had to relax its taxation policy to avoid further rebellions. This meant that just when the Imperial treasury desperately needed more funds, the government didn’t raise the land tax which it depended heavily on. Lack of taxes prevented investment in the military which, like the rest of Chinese society, stagnated throughout the late 19th century.

At the same time European military aggression continued to eat away at China’s territory. Although the British were temporarily satisfied with their concessions, others wanted to take more from the Chinese. In 1884, France decided to annex parts of China’s territories in Indo-China and took over the northern province of Tonkin. The resulting conflict was another one-sided war with the fighting at sea ending in disaster for the Qing Navy. The French fleet, with eight modern warships and two gunboats, engaged the Imperial southern fleet, which comprised 11 ships: wooden warships, junks and rowing boats armed with cannon. When the two fleets clashed in one of the main naval encounters, on 22 August, the Chinese flagship was sunk in one minute and within an hour all of their ships were on fire and 500 sailors were dead. Although the Qing armies, especially the Black Flag Army, fought well during the land campaign the result was still a Chinese defeat. The Peace of Tientsin gave Tonkin to France, and by 1887 they had also gained the other Indo-Chinese provinces of Annam and Cochin-China.

The many rebellions and wars faced by the Qing dynasty in the 19th century had further weakened an empire already in a state of collapse. Despite thousands of years of Imperial rule, the isolationalist Qing government could no longer ignore the realities of the modern world. Internal revolt and wars with modernized European armies ensured that the Qing dynasty teetered from one disaster to the next as the Imperial hold began to slacken. In many ways the Sino-Japanese War of 1894–95, and the subsequent Qing dynasty’s humiliation at the hands of the European powers in 1900, were the final straws, although it would take another 11 years for the revolutionary pressure ignited by these humiliations to finally topple Imperial rule.
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This French cartoon from 1898 shows an exasperated China watching the leaders of the British Empire, Germany, Russia, France and Japan dividing up the symbolic Chinese pie. China could do little against the combined might of the European powers who between them were determined to extract as much as they could out of the weak and corrupt nation.


CHAPTER 1

BRUTAL AWAKENING

1894–1911

The Qing dynasty had suffered several military defeats at the hands of the British and the French between 1840 and 1884, which had left the Chinese in a weak position to respond to aggression from any enemy closer to home. Despite this, as the 19th century drew to a close Imperial China’s antiquated army and navy would soon have to prepare for conflict with her imperial neighbour.

Ever since Japan had emerged from self-imposed isolation in the 1860s it had been trying to catch up with the European powers, modernizing as fast as possible despite her limited resources. In just a few decades Japan had taken great strides including, importantly, the modernization of its army and navy. The many schemers behind the Japanese Imperial throne were determined that a new empire should be built on the Asian mainland. Any expansion into Asia would inevitably be at the expense of the only other imperial power – China – which either ruled directly or otherwise influenced the majority of East Asia. Throughout the 19th century the imperial government in Peking had controlled not just China itself but had also been involved in other regions, including Mongolia, Tibet and some provinces of Indo-China over which it had suzerainty. Korea was also part of China’s sphere of influence, and it was in this isolated ‘Hermit Kingdom’ that the first clashes China and Japan were to take place.

MODERNIZING THE CHINESE ARMY 1860–95

After 1860, the Qing court finally began to realize that China could benefit from Western ideas and innovations. Chinese officials understood that in order to resist increasing pressure from the European powers they would have to learn from the foreigners. The intention of the Chinese imperial government however was to ‘cherry pick’ elements from Western society without introducing any negative influences. Industry and technology in general would have to be imported from the West so that in future China could fight the European powers on as equal a footing as possible. This was of course particularly relevant when it came to military developments and innovations.

Between 1861 and 1894, the imperial government introduced its so-called ‘Self-Strengthening Movement’, which was intended to modernize most aspects of Chinese industry and commerce. These modernizing policies included plans to revolutionize the Chinese war industry and build government arsenals and shipbuilding yards to equip the Imperial Army and Navy. Various arsenals were built and European machinery and experts were brought in to show the Chinese how to produce armaments and build ships. Unfortunately, although vast amounts of money were lavished on the project, the Chinese-manufactured ships and rifles simply did not match the quality of the imported models. In addition, it was far more expensive to manufacture armaments in China than it was to simply import them. For instance, when the Kiangnan Arsenal opened it was supposed to produce Remington-type breech-loading rifles for the Imperial Army. However over a two-year period, 1871–73, only 4,200 were manufactured. These proved to be far more expensive than the original Remington imports from the USA.
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An Imperial Army officer inspects one of the US-made Gatling guns imported into China in the late 19th century. Weaponry like this was not bought in sufficient quantities to transform the Chinese Imperial Army into a modern military force. Conflict between the traditionalists and the modernizers in the Chinese military was to leave the Imperial Army unprepared for war with Japan in 1894.

The training and organization of the Imperial Army were also issues for the Chinese, and at least some lessons had been learnt from the Taiping and Nein rebellions in the 1850s and 1860s. It was the government’s near-defeat at the hands of the Taiping Rebellion that made it clear to many Imperial officials that China had to modernize its army. The army finally defeated the Taiping Rebellion in 1864, with the help of a number of European military advisors. Foreign advisors like the British Charles George ‘China’ Gordon and the American Frederick T. Ward had a positive impact. They proved that if Chinese troops were given modern training and modern armaments, they could fight in a modern way. More foreign advisors began to arrive after 1865 and they began to train selected Chinese units with recruits taken from the Green Standard Army. These modernized units were known as ‘Lien Chun’ or ‘New Formations’ and although their training and weaponry were not to European standards, they were an improvement on that of the older units. Modernized units were organized into battalions which were 500 strong for infantry and 250 strong for cavalry. Battalions were then organized into loosely established brigades.

The Huai Army

While there were some older Imperial Army officers who always resisted reform, preferring that their men still be armed with spears, bow and arrows, it would be wrong to assume that all Chinese military officers in the 19th century were happy with the status quo. Humiliating defeats in the various wars against European armies had made a number of more enlightened Imperial Army officers look to the West for improvements to their forces. The Huai Army, for instance, was a modernized militia army which had been raised in the 1860s to fight the Taiping Rebellion. It was first organized by General Li Hung-chang in 1861 and had a strength of 25,000 men including a number of former Taiping rebels. After three months of training, this partly modernized force successfully took part in the decisive battle for Shanghai in 1861. The command structure in the Huai Army was different to that of the more traditional armies. In the traditional Imperial Army unit, officers were constantly rotated, which prevented them developing any relationship with their soldiers and building up an esprit-de-corps. In contrast, Huai Army officers remained with their units and this new system also meant that officers could now have an influence on who was allowed to join their unit, rather than just taking charge of a poorly recruited rabble. Most Huai units were armed with modern weapons, and unit commanders insisted on having some input into which rifles were purchased. Some Huai officers were even sent to Germany to study European drill, although some of what they were taught did not really apply to Chinese troops.
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This Japanese Imperial Army infantryman is wearing the typical dark-blue winter uniform of the 1894 to 1905 period. His peaked cap and jacket are faced in the red of the infantry branch and he wears white cloth gaiters over his boots. Although his cap may date this photograph from the early 1900s, his imported Enfield ‘Geberu’ rifle belongs to the pre-1880 Imperial Army.

Although Li had led the way in making general improvements, one of his commanders, General Chou Sheng-ch’uan, wanted to go further. Chou was the most forward-looking officer in the Imperial Army in the 1860s, and he was fascinated by all the new military technologies being introduced into European armies. He had studied military medicine and was even critical of European advisors like Charles Gordon who chose to ignore its uses. The problem was that most Europeans serving in the Imperial Army in the 1860s saw the Chinese soldier as expendable and easily replaced. Chou wanted to create a well-trained and valued force which invested in its men. He also studied other military technologies and, among other innovations, tried to introduce the use of military telegraphs. To encourage his troops to improve their marksmanship he also brought in a system of rewards and punishments: badges and money for good marksmanship and punishments for lack of effort in training. By 1871 the Huai Army – which numbered nearly 45,000 troops – was considered the best army in China. It was to fight with some success against the French in 1884–85 and during the subsequent 1894–95 war with Japan. Despite its successes, the general morale and performance of the Huai Army declined over the years. Good officers like Chou increasingly found that their reforms were being diluted by their fellow officers’ stubborn traditionalism. Although by the 1880s the Huai Army was still well regarded, its standards were only slightly superior to most other Chinese armies. It was not that the other armies had risen to its level but that the Huai had sunk to the level of the other armies. Its officers had aged with the army and many were now stuck in their ways and were unwilling to teach the younger, inexperienced officers who were taking their places. Although the Huai Army was to have an active role in China’s defence for another ten years or so, it would be succeeded by other more modern armies.

THE BEIYANG FLEET


The control of the seas around China and Japan was always going to be vital to the outcome of any conflict between the two Asiatic powers. China was confident in its navy, which had been built up a great expense since the 1860s. Although China officially had four fleets in 1894, the largest, best-equipped and dominant fleet was the Beiyang or ‘Northern Seas Fleet’. This fleet had been lavished with most of the available funds for the navy thanks to the patronage of one of the most powerful men in China, Li Hung-chang. He was a major supporter of the ‘Self-Strengthening Movement’, and was determined to produce a strong modern navy for China. At the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War in 1894, the Beiyang Fleet was the largest in the Far East, and the eighth largest in the world. At the time it was rivalled by the second biggest fleet, the Nanyang or ‘Southern Seas Fleet’. The Nanyang Fleet was fatally weakened, however, when Li, using his influence, insisted on transferring some of its most modern gunboats to the Beiyang Fleet. In exchange Li sent the Nanyang Fleet an equal number of obsolete gunboats from his own fleet! The two other Chinese fleets – the Fukien and the Kwangtung – were much smaller and were usually restricted to a few gunboats each. When the Sino-Japanese War began the Beiyang Fleet had a strength of two battleships built in Germany, eight armoured cruisers, six steel-protected British-built gunboats anda number of torpedo boats.
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The Chinese protected cruiser Chih-Yuen was one of the most modern warships in the Beiyang Fleet in 1894. All the crew of the ship went down with the vessel when it was sunk by the Japanese at the battle of the Yalu River.



Although some formations within the Imperial Army, like the Huai, were improving in the late 19th century, the vast majority of its formations were still out of date. In 1884 a French military observer, Baron G. de Contenson, wrote a study of the Chinese Imperial Army. He was not at all complimentary about the army and noted that although the force looked formidable on paper it was, ‘A rude medieval militia, called out now and then for a holiday parade’. His comments on the Green Standard troops concluded that: ‘Wretchedly paid, these soldiers have nearly all of them callings besides the military one, and they are careful to wear their uniforms as seldom as possible. Sometimes they act as policemen and they are the only postmen in the Empire.’1

THE SINO-JAPANESE WAR

Ever since the Empire of Japan had come out of its self-imposed isolation from the rest of the world in the 1860s it had begun to make noises about its position in East Asia. Within a decade it had already begun flexing its muscles over its ambitions to expand its territories in Asia. Any Japanese expansion in Asia was certain to impact on the Chinese Empire and so would certainly pit the imperial powers against each other militarily.

As part of their expansion plans for East Asia, the Japanese had established a presence in the Empire of Korea. These plans included establishing trade links between Japan and the so-called ‘Hermit Kingdom’ in the 1880s. Japan’s encroachment on what was the Chinese regarded as their sphere of influence was an unwelcome development for the Qing dynasty. Although Korea was officially independent, it was under the nominal suzerainty of the Chinese Empire. China further alarmed when Japanese military advisors arrived in Korea to help train its poorly organized troops. The Chinese, under Yuan Shi-kai, had been training the Koreans since the early 1880s and also had six battalions of troops stationed in the country. The brinkmanship between the Chinese and the Japanese in Korea continued and the balance of power altered when China reduced its troop levels there in 1884, when it was fighting the French for control of North Vietnam, another Chinese protectorate. China withdrew three of the six battalions in Korea, in order to send them to fight the French in Tonkin. Japanese troops used the Chinese government’s distraction to try to launch a take-over of Korea. With the reduction of Chinese troops in Seoul, the Korean capital, the Japanese could launch a coup d’état against the Korean government. Yuan Shi-kai responded to this coup by immediately leading some of his Korean trainees in a counter-coup which quickly restored the government. Despite expectations, these undeclared clashes between the Chinese and Japanese did not develop into an all-out war. As neither side was yet ready to escalate the hostilities, they came to a temporary compromise. In April 1885 the Tientsin Convention was signed between China and Japan, requiring the withdrawal of both nations’ troops from Korea. Earlier in the year the Japanese had sent a force of 1,500 men to Seoul, on the pretext of protecting their citizens during riots against their presence. The convention required that in future both countries had to inform the other if they intended to send troops into Korea for any reason.

This agreement held more or less for ten years, until the launch of a peasant revolt against the Korean Min government and the country’s unpopular empress in March 1894. The Korean people were tired of their government being treated as a ‘puppet’ by both the Japanese or Chinese and demanded the nationals of both countries be thrown out Korea. Initial attempts by the Korean Army to quell the uprising failed and a 2,500-strong Chinese Expeditionary Force was sent to assist. In Japanese eyes this contravened the Tientsin Convention, and they duly sent 8,000 of their own troops through the Korean port of Chemulpo to Seoul. Even though the Koreans themselves had managed to crush the rebellion in the meantime, neither a Chinese nor a Japanese troop withdrawal seemed likely. Japan made threats against any further Chinese reinforcements arriving in Korea and when it was discovered that 1,200 were already on their way by sea, war was inevitable.

The Chinese Army in the Sino-Japanese War

At the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War in 1894, the Chinese Imperial Army was made up of three main components with the so-called Eight Banners forming the elite. The Eight ‘Banners’ or armies were segregated along ethnic lines into Manchu, Mongol, Moslem and Han Chinese units. Bannermen who made up the Eight Banners got higher pay than the rest of the army while the Manchu soldiers amongst them received further privileges. In total there were 250,000 men in the Eight Banners. Over 60 per cent of these troops were kept in garrisons in the Peking Metropolitan area, with the remaining 40 per cent serving as garrison troops in the major cities of China.
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Chinese irregular cavalry and infantry from the north-western provinces move towards the front during the 1894–95 war. These picturesque horsemen were one of the more effective contingents of the Imperial Army and were armed with rifles and bow and arrows. The rag-tag look of Imperial Chinese troops was soon to be reflected in their performance in battle against the Japanese.

The Green Standard Army was a 600,000-strong gendarmarie force recruited from the Han who constituted the majority of the Chinese population. Its soldiers were not given any military training as such in time of peace, but were expected to fight in any conflicts.

The third component was an irregular force called the Braves. The Braves, which were used as a sort of reserve force for the regular army, were usually recruited from the more far-flung provinces of China, and were formed into very loosely organized units from the same province. Sometimes described as mercenaries, its volunteers received as much military training as their commander saw fit to give. With no fixed unit organization it is impossible to say how many battle-ready Braves there actually were in 1894.

There were also the smaller number of units, mainly in the Huai Army, which had received limited training by Western military advisors. Although the Huai troops were a small minority of the overall Imperial Army, they were to do the majority of the fighting in 1894–95. In reality, although these Huai troops who fought in the 1894–95 war were not able to defeat







The Japanese Imperial Army and Navy in the Sino-Japanese War
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The Performance of the Chinese Imperial Army in 1894–95













THE CHINESE IMPERIAL ARMY 1895–1900
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