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THE RUSSO-JAPANESE WAR 1904–05

INTRODUCTION

THE RUSSO-JAPANESE WAR was a power struggle between the two dominant nations in north-east Asia. Russia had long pursued a policy of eastwards expansion to the Pacific; and the ramshackle weakness of Imperial China encouraged Russian ambitions towards the territories which neighboured her eastern conquests to the south – the northern Chinese region of Manchuria, and the Chinese vassal state of Korea. This policy led to confrontation with Imperial Japan, which during the latter half of the 19th century had emerged from her 200-year self-imposed isolation from the outside world. Astonishingly vigorous modernization of her industry and military forces was achieved in the service of an ambitious, aggressive ideology. China’s inability to play any role other than that of a manipulated victim of the ambitions of foreign powers was irresistibly tempting to a Japan determined to stake a claim as the premier power in Asia.
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The typical silhouette of a Russian soldier in winter field dress. He wears the separate bashlik hood, its long front extensions wrapped around his neck, over the pre-war black lambswool shapka winter cap with the double-headed eagle badge. Note the deep cuffs of the shinel greatcoat, which could be turned down to protect the hands; and the additional bandolier of ammunition. This soldier of an unidentified unit appears to wear only a single belt pouch. A water bottle and haversack are slung to hang on his hips. (Adeq Historical Resources Inc)

The Sino-Japanese War of 1894–95 saw the defeat of the archaic Chinese forces by a Japanese army now equipped by and modelled on the Western powers. Under the Treaty of Shimonoseki, Japan made substantial gains in Korea, installing a puppet government there; and in Manchuria, where she took over the Liaotung Peninsula including the strategic naval base of Port Arthur. However, during the period of feverish Great Power plotting and manoeuvring that followed, Russia deprived Japan of these gains. The Korean government was overthrown by a Russian-backed coup; Japan was forced by international pressure to return the Liaotung Peninsula to China – and shortly thereafter Russia herself occupied it. The perceived strategic threat and the undoubted humiliation suffered by Japan at Russian hands could not be tolerated, and from 1897 conflict between the two nations was inevitable.

During the next seven years Russia built railways and and a new headquarters (Harbin) in Manchuria, which she dominated militarily and economically, although it remained ostensibly Chinese sovereign territory. Port Arthur was the main strategic prize, since – unlike the main Russian Pacific base at Vladivostok – it remained free of ice in winter. However, in response to the Boxer Rebellion in China in 1900, and a consequent threat to Harbin, Russia also poured 100,000 troops into Manchuria. Both Japan and Russia pursued extensive espionage throughout the region; and Japan managed to isolate Russia diplomatically in 1902 by concluding a non-intervention treaty with Britain, from whom she had acquired the warships and the training for her modern navy. (For this and other reasons Russia would enjoy encouragement and some indirect aid from Imperial Germany.)
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General Andrei N.Kuropatkin, who commanded Russia’s First Manchurian Army and later all Russian forces facing the Japanese until replaced by Gen Linevich in March 1905, following the Russian failure at Mukden. He is wearing the general officer’s dress uniform, with the aiguillettes which identify him as a general adjutant to the Tsar. (STAVKA Military Image Research)

It was that navy which launched the first blow when, in 1904, Japan felt strong enough to take her revenge; and it would be the shocking naval defeats suffered by Russia which attracted much of the international attention. However, the land war which accompanied the fleet actions would be of great importance, and the final battle of Mukden in February-March 1905 was the greatest land battle in history up to that date. The Russo-Japanese War was the first conflict of the 20th century fought by major military powers more or less evenly matched in technology; and it was the first war in which the latest weapons and techniques, unveiled to some extent in previous con-flicts such as the Anglo-Boer War (1899-1902), came to dominate the battlefield. Large numbers of military observers from many nations were present to report on the massive use of these new weapons, but not all the armies who received those reports fully absorbed their implications. Ten years later, many of these lessons which the Russians and Japanese had already learned the hard way would have to be re-learned hastily and at great cost in the opening stages of the Great War in Europe.


CHRONOLOGY

Although this book is devoted specifically to the land forces of the Russo-Japanese War, the main naval encounters were decisive; they are included in this chronology in italic type.

1904

8–9 February Japanese naval attack on Port Arthur. Japanese destroyers make surprise night attack on Russian squadron of seven battleships and six cruisers in Port Arthur; two battleships and a cruiser are torpedoed. Several failed Japanese attempts to block harbour entrance will follow in late February, March and April.

10 February Japan declares war on Russia.

12 February Japanese landing at Chemulpo (Inchon), Korea. Led by the 3,000-strong 12th Div, followed by 2nd and Guards Divs, the whole Japanese First Army (Gen Tametoko Kuroki) is ashore by 28 March. They march north for the first land battle with the Russian defenders of the Yalu River line, under Gen A.N.Kuropatkin.

13 April Death of Adm S.O.Makarov when his flagship is sunk by mine costs Russia her most energetic naval commander, and damages morale.

25 April-2 May Battle of the Yalu. Japanese draw Russian fire on false bridging attempt while secretly improvising real portable bridge sections for night crossings; advance and reconnaissance carried out under cover of darkness and terrain, while Russians fail to conceal positions; Japanese assault supported by superior artillery. Casualties approximately 1,000 Japanese, 3,000 Russian; Russian losses in equipment include all their eight machine guns and 11 field guns. Japanese victory aids raising of international finance, and prevents Russians reinforcing Liaotung Peninsula from Korean front.

5 May Japanese Second Army (Gen Oku) begins landings on Liaotung Peninsula.
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This photograph of Russian soldiers marching across a harvested field provides a pointed reminder of the suffering endured by Chinese civilians during the war. Both sides largely ignored the plight of the ordinary people of the countryside that they were using as a battleground, although the Japanese were marginally less rapacious during winter 1904/05, and therefore benefited from better local intelligence. The soldiers are wearing the standard dark green uniform with their greatcoats slung across their chests; the white band of the forage cap shows up clearly, denoting the third regiment within a division. (STAVKA Military Image Research)

25–26 May Battle of Nanshan – successful Japanese attack on weak Russian defences at neck of Liaotung Peninsula by Second Army (1st, 3rd, 4th Divs). Col Tretyakov’s defenders resist skilfully while ammunition lasts, but ordered into hasty retreat by Gen Fok; Russian dead total approx. 1,100, Japanese dead 750.

Early June Japanese Third Army (Gen Maresuke Nogi – 9th & 11th Divs) advance to take port of Dalny and isolate Port Arthur. Main focus of Japanese strategy remains Russian base at Liaoyang on South Manchurian Railway.

14–15 June Battle of Te-Li-Ssu – half-hearted Russian attempt to defeat Oku’s Second Army between Liaoyang and Port Arthur. Oku (3rd, 4th & 5th Divs) attacks northwards and defeats Gen Shtakelberg’s I Siberian Corps, which loses 477 dead, 2,240 wounded and 754 captured plus 16 guns; Japanese losses 217 dead, 946 wounded.

Late June Japanese First (Gen Kuroki) and Fourth (Gen Nozu) Armies, with four divisions, advance north towards Liaoyang. Gen Kuropatkin abandons strategic Motien Pass.

3 & 17 July Russian attempts to retake Motien Pass fail.

22 July Japanese C-in-C, FM Oyama, and his able chief of staff Gen Kodama arrive with Second Army.

26 July Japanese investment of Port Arthur by Third Army (Gen Nogi – 1st, 9th & 11th Divs) begins. Although handicapped by command incompetence and mutual hostility between Gens A.M.Stessel and C.N.Smirnov, the 45,000-strong garrison have some strong emplacements featuring tunnels, concrete, wire entanglements and numerous artillery.

31 July Gen Keller moves against Japanese First Army on south-east approaches to Liaoyang. Russian preparations slow and obvious; pre-empted by attack of Japanese 12th Div (Gen Inouye), which drives back Russian force of twice its strength, killing Gen Keller among approx. 600 dead.

10 August Battle of the Yellow Sea. Adm Vitgeft’s Russian squadron of six battleships, three cruisers and 14 destroyers leaves Port Arthur to confront Adm Togo’s four battleships, 11 cruisers and 46 smaller vessels. After Vitgeft’s death on his crippled flagship his deputy orders withdrawal. The Russians lose two cruisers and a destroyer sunk, plus a battleship, two cruisers and three destroyers interned in neutral ports; Japanese lose only one torpedo-boat. Russian squadron remains blockaded in Port Arthur, removing many guns for use ashore.

9–24 August Gen Nogi’s initial frontal assaults at Port Arthur are overconfident, misled by memory of his own easy capture of the port from the Chinese ten years before, and by poor intelligence. Minimal gains cost some 16,000 Japanese casualties and weaken morale. Nogi settles down for a siege.
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A trio of Russian soldiers pose with an even more dishevelled Japanese prisoner of war. The Russians are wearing bulky M1881 greatcoats, with the shaggy Siberian ‘Manchzhurka’ sheepskin hats giving them a wild appearance. The Japanese prisoner wears what could be a captured, cut-down Russian greatcoat over his dark blue M1886 uniform, and seems to have the 1904 issue khaki cap. (Andrei Karachtchouk)

26 August–3 September Battle of Liaoyang. Oyama’s First, Second & Fourth Armies total 128,000 men with 33 cavalry squadrons and 170 field guns; they attack Kuropatkin’s I, III, IV and V Siberian, X and XVII Corps, with 158,000, 148 squadrons, and 609 guns. Both armies fight to exhaustion in hot, rainy weather, over hilly terrain, on a front about 25 miles wide by 18 miles deep. The result is more or less a stalemate; the Russians claim victory due to their lower casualties (3,600 killed and 14,300 wounded, against Japanese losses of 5,540 and 18,600 respectively). However, Kuropatkin is obliged to retreat northwards; incompetent Russian command, control and communications are exposed; and – worryingly – some Russian units had withdrawn from the battle against orders.

7–17 October Battle of Sha Ho. Kuropatkin attempts a southwards offensive, Oyama a counter-offensive, both sides placing their main hopes on left flanking attacks. Despite the loss of nearly 11,000 dead and 30,400 wounded against Japanese casualties of less than 4,000 and 16,500 respectively, and their failure to advance to relieve Port Arthur, the Russians claim a victory. Exhausted and short of men and supplies, both armies in Manchuria now settle into winter quarters.

25–31 October At Port Arthur, six days of futile Japanese assaults cost them 4,800 dead.

27 November–6 December After arrival at Port Arthur of Gen Kodama, new heavy guns and fresh 7th Div, Japanese Third Army take strategic Hill 203 and Vysokaya Hill dominating harbour, at cost of 14,000 Japanese and more than 5,000 Russian dead. Russian warships in harbour are soon sunk or disabled by Japanese artillery.

18–31 December Four more strongpoints are captured by the Japanese, and Gen Stessel seeks surrender terms for Port Arthur garrison.

1905

2 January Port Arthur garrison surrenders; indiscipline of rank and file, and officers’ dereliction of duty, shocks foreign observers. Fall of city frees Gen Nogi’s Japanese Third Army to move north and reinforce First, Second and Fourth Armies, where FM Oyama now faces Gen Kuropatkin’s First (Gen Linevich), Second (Gen Grippenberg) and Third (Gen Kaulbars) Manchurian Armies and Gen Mishchenko’s Cossack Corps.
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General Maresuke Nogi, the victor of the first attack on Port Arthur during the Sino-Japanese War of 1894–95, was entrusted with the capture of the city once again as commander of the Japanese Third Army in 1904. He underestimated the strength of the new Russian defences and the garrison, and sent his troops into repeated frontal attacks which cost appalling casualties. He later followed the advice of the much more able LtGen Gentaro Kodama, chief-of-staff to Field Marshal Oyama and the real architect of Japanese success in Manchuria. Here Nogi wears the M1900 officer’s service dress ‘Attila’ with a pair of summer trousers and what appear to be full dress high leather boots. His sword is the M1875 parade sabre
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