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Pronunciation and spelling of Chinese and Japanese words
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Chinese words are spelled in Pinyin. Some hints for Pinyin pronunciation –  “X” sounds like “sh”; “Xi” is pronounced as “she”; “Q” sounds like “ch”; “Qi” is pronounced more like “chi,” except the tongue and upper gum have to be open slightly to allow air to escape. Japanese words are spelled in Hepburn Romanization and pronounced like Latin except a macron (a bar on top of a letter) is used to indicate a long vowel. For example, “ā” is pronounced “ah” or “aa,” and “ō” is pronounced “oh” or “oo.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Preface
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Corporal punishment was a widely accepted practice in Taiwanese elementary schools in the 1960s. Many teachers believed that knowledge had to be physically beaten into students. Each school day typically began with a 30-minute quiz of ten questions, usually in math or Chinese character spelling, followed by a morning ceremony. During the ceremony, we sang the national anthem, listened to yet another lecture extolling the “great achievements” of our “beloved” leader, Chiang Kai-shek, and marched in military formation across the schoolyard. After this daily dose of ceremonial indoctrination, we returned to the classroom to review the quiz results. The teacher, rattan stick in hand, would go over each answer. If you got a question wrong, you had to stand, stretch both arms out horizontally, and turn your palms up to receive the punishment – a sharp slap from the stick. If you made more than three mistakes, your hands would be swollen and red for the rest of the morning.  

Teaching a student like me required a labor-intensive approach and to this day I can still appreciate the physical effort my teachers put into it. Thanks to (or despite) them, I can still read most Chinese characters placed in front of me, even after sixty years of barely using them, and my algebra skills remain stronger than those of many of my colleagues. The pain from the beatings didn’t bother me much – I grew accustomed to it after enduring it morning after morning. What really troubled me, however, was the teachers’ tendency to boast about the greatness of our Chinese civilization. They would endlessly remind us of China’s over 4,000-year history and the many inventions attributed to it: gunpowder, the compass, paper, printing, and more. It made me question their honesty, as the constant glorification seemed out of touch with the reality we experienced daily.

Many of the elementary school teachers at that time were mainland Chinese who had fled to Taiwan with Chiang Kai-shek after his Nationalist Party lost the civil war to the Communists. Naturally, these mainlanders, as we called them, harbored deep resentment toward the Communists, but their hatred for the Japanese ran even deeper due to the unspeakable atrocities committed by Japanese soldiers in mainland China during the Second World War. Time and again, we were shown horrific photos of civilians murdered by Japanese troops. One image that has never left me is that of a lone, crying baby sitting on a railroad track during the Battle of Shanghai in 1937 (Fig. 1). As shocking as that image was to a 9-year-old, I couldn’t help but wonder: if Chinese civilization was so great, and if we had invented gunpowder, firearms, the compass, and so many other technologies, how did we allow foreign powers to invade and defeat China using the very innovations we created? This question lingered in my mind throughout my adult life, and the haunting image of that badly burned baby on the railroad track in Shanghai still begs for answers. 
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Fig. 1. An infant on the railway tracks bombed by Japanese during the Battle of Shanghai (1937). Source: Wikimedia Commons (public domain).

My family moved to Japan when I was 11, and I remained there until the age of 28. Growing up in Japan during such formative years, I quickly came to appreciate the profound sensitivity and beauty with which the Japanese people view their surroundings and relationships. Many of my Japanese friends are peace-loving, gentle, and polite, and my personal experiences in Japan made it difficult for me to reconcile these qualities with the brutal actions of Japanese soldiers during the Nanjing Massacre; indiscriminate executions of innocent civilians, bayonet practices with live Chinese, vivisections of captured farmers for practicing medical skills, rape, and murder of innocent women as young as 16 and as old as 60, and the list goes on(Brook 1999, Rees 2001, Russell 2008). Most historians agree that during the fateful weeks of December 1937, between 100,000 and 300,000 Chinese were killed by Japanese soldiers in Nanjing (Hora 1967, Brook 1999, Yoshida 2006, Russell 2008). 

Despite overwhelming evidence, some Japanese nationalists and historical revisionists continue to dispute the death toll and even deny that the massacre occurred (Takemoto and Ohara 2000). However, the Nanjing Massacre was not an isolated incident. Similar atrocities were reported across Hong Kong, Singapore, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, numerous Pacific islands, and virtually every place the Japanese military occupied during the Second World War (Rees 2001, Russell 2008). These incidents, though often overlooked or denied, form a dark chapter in Japan’s wartime history, which contrasts starkly with the peaceful and respectful nature of Japanese people I encountered during my time there.

Japanese school textbooks of the 1960s–70s rarely mentioned the Nanjing Massacre or any other war-related atrocities committed by Japanese soldiers during the Second World War. However, we did learn that much of Japan’s culture, including its writing system, political institutions, religion, and literature, was imported from China as early as the Yamato period (beginning 250 CE). Historically, Japanese elites regarded China as the source of their intellectual and cultural achievements, and at various points Japan was a vassal state to Chinese dynasties. Given this historical relationship, how did Japan, a smaller country, rise to become such a powerful force in the early twentieth century, capable of invading its larger neighbor and committing such atrocities? And how did China, the mighty Middle Kingdom that had long dominated the region, fall so precipitously, allowing itself to be humiliated and its people to be mercilessly raped and murdered? China had invented gunpowder and firearms before the ninth century, yet by the 1800s, it had become a helpless victim of its own innovations. What had happened in between? This troubling paradox, of China’s once-great civilization falling into decline while Japan rapidly modernized and militarized, raises profound questions about the forces that shaped the fates of both nations during this period.

The Nanjing Massacre evokes a range of emotions among many, but for me, it symbolizes the lowest point in Chinese civilization. Civilizations rise and fall for many reasons, and technological innovations alone cannot fully explain their fates. However, the disparity in military technology between China and Japan in the early twentieth century was a decisive factor in the collapse of Chiang Kai-shek’s “elite” forces in Shanghai, a defeat that opened the path to the horrific suffering of the Chinese population in Nanjing and beyond. This technological gap came to symbolize the decline of a state long regarded as the Middle Kingdom. Yet the imbalance did not arise from the intrinsic decay of Chinese technology. Rather, it reflected centuries of accelerated military development in the Western world and Japan’s remarkable success in assimilating those advances. This divergence has been examined by several scholars including Parker (1996), Andrade (2016), and Pomeranz (2021). 

To understand how China reached this historical nadir, however, one must first examine the sources of Europe’s technological breakthroughs and then consider the conditions that enabled Japan’s rapid transformation. By tracing the development of firearms in China (Chapters 1, 2, 5, 7, and 9), Europe (Chapters 3 and 6), and Japan (Chapters 4, 8, and 10), and by analyzing the political, institutional, and social forces that shaped these trajectories, one can gain a more tangible perspective on this tragic chapter of history. This book is my attempt to answer the question that has haunted me since childhood. If I can uncover the answers, perhaps the echo of that crying baby on the railroad tracks in Shanghai will finally fade.​




Chapter 1

Opening Pandora’s Box: Invention of Gunpowder

The Tang dynasty (618–907)

The first reference to gunpowder was intended to warn others against playing with this dangerous formula. A passage in a Daoist alchemy book of the Tang dynasty dated 850s, Zhenyuan miaodao yaolue (真元妙道要略, Classified Essentials of the Mysterious Dao of the True Origin of Things) says, “some have heated together sulfur, realgar [arsenic disulphide], and saltpeter with honey, resulting in smoke and flames and their hands and faces have been burned, and even the whole house was burned down” (Needham et al. 1986). Apparently, the warning had little effect, and many continued to experiment with different formulas to achieve various incendiary and explosive powers. 

The Tang dynasty is considered the golden age of Chinese civilization. Through the re-opening of the Silk Road, exchange of people and goods extended from China through central Asia all the way to Rome, and the atmosphere of the Tang dynasty was remarkably cosmopolitan. From the east, the Japanese court sent in their tributes and two schools of Buddhism, Tendai-shū and Shingon-shū, were introduced from China by Japanese monks, Saichō and Kūkai. The grid-layout of the ancient capital of Heian era Japan (Kyoto) was a small copy of Tang’s capital Chang’an (today’s Xi’an). It was through the Silk Road that Nestorian Christianity (also known as the Church of the East, condemned as heresy at the First Council of Ephesus in 431 CE) was brought to China in the eighth century, and other exotic religions also flourished on the streets of Chang’an, including Zoroastrianism (or Mazdaism), Manichaeism (one version of Christianity), ​Judaism, and Islam. Among the religious pluralism, however, the most dominant were Buddhism and Daoism. 

Traditional Chinese mythology is extensively intertwined with Daoism, and one Daoist practice was the pursuit of immortality. The first emperor of the Qin (秦), Qin Shihuang who “built” the Great Wall, for example, ordered Daoists to formulate immortality medicine, and was probably given mercury-laced pills that shortened his life instead. Many Daoists experimented with various ingredients to produce medicines for daily illness, to achieve eternal life, or to produce precious metals. The two major components of gunpowder, sulfur and saltpeter, had been used in Chinese medicines as early as 200 BCE in the Han dynasty and were familiar ingredients in Daoists’ alchemy experiments. Gunpowder was probably the accidental result of their numerous trials.

Following the fall of the Tang dynasty, an era of warring states, the Period of Five Dynasties (907–960) ensued, and gunpowder quickly found its way to battlefields. The early gunpowder was attached to the “fire arrow” (huo jian) an incendiary weapon or packaged in “fireballs” (huo qiu) to be fired from trebuchets. These were counter-balanced catapults used to hurl missiles, usually against walls in a siege.  

The Song dynasty (960–1279)

Out of the conflicts of the Five Dynasties period, Zhao Kuangyin (Emperor Taizhu) unified China and founded the Song dynasty (960–1279). Zhao rose through the ranks from a foot soldier to become the emperor. To prevent others from following his career path, he created an institution with severely weakened military power. Song society was governed mostly by scholar bureaucrats selected from the imperial examinations (科舉, Ke Ju). These civil servants were appointed and promoted by skill and merit instead of aristocracy, and it was then the most advanced meritocratic system in the world for recruiting talent to serve in the bureaucracy from the local community to central government level. Under the grassroots administration of these scholarly gentry, the Song economy prospered, and the population doubled from 100 to 200 million between the tenth and eleventh centuries. Planting of early-ripening rice varieties also greatly contributed to population growth. Moreover, numerous technological and organizational innovations blossomed during this period: water clocks; hydraulic engineering (including the pond lock for canal systems); nautical technology (including the first use of the magnetic mariner’s compass); movable-type printing (invented by Bi Sheng); the first circulation of paper currency (papermaking had been institutionalized by 105 CE); and a national postal service—the list goes on.

Peace and prosperity in Song China were precarious due to the constant warfare with neighboring tribes and countries: the Liao dynasty (ethnic Khitans) in the northeast; Western Xia (ethnic Tanguts) in the northwest; Mongols in the north; and the Ly dynasty of Vietnam in the south. Despite repeated campaigns, the Song court never achieved much military success with these neighbors, and in some cases had to pay humiliating tribute (to the Khitans, for example) to secure peace. When the Jurchens (semi-nomadic in Manchuria), then the subject tribe of the Liao empire rebelled against Khitan rule to form the Jin dynasty, the Song court sensed a chance and allied with the Jurchens to topple the long-time nemesis of the Liao dynasty in 1125. This alliance turned out to be a disaster for the Song. Noticing the weakness of the Song military through the joint campaign, the Jurchens quickly turned against its former ally, and captured the Song capital Kaifeng and Emperor Qingzong in 1127. The remaining Song court fled south of the Yangtze River and established the Southern Song dynasty in Lin’an (today’s Hangzhou), hence the former Song in Kaifeng is referred to as the Northern Song dynasty. 

The Yangtze River became the vital defensive line for the Southern Song to fend off the advancing Jurchens from the north. Nautical technology was well advanced in China due to maritime shipment of commodities and products on the Yellow River, the Yangtze and the Great Canal built during the Sui dynasty in the sixth century. Because the trade route (Silk Road) to the west was blocked by warring neighbors, the Southern Song actively promoted overseas trade with Japan, Korea, and Southeast Asia, and by then Chinese merchants had sailed through the Indian Ocean to the Red Sea. In addition to constructing shipyards and seaports for overseas trade, the Southern Song established the first permanent naval force in China. Despite being outnumbered, the navy successfully repelled the invading naval forces of Jurchens at the Yangtze (Battle of Caishi, 1161), mostly due to the treadmill-operated paddle-wheel ships and gunpowder bombs they employed (Needham et al. 1971). The presence of paddle-wheel ships in the twelfth century seems remarkable, but such innovation was in existence in China before the sixth century.

While the Jurchen Jin dynasty was busy attacking the Song in the south, once-splintered Mongolian tribes to the north were united by Genghis Khan and began to invade neighboring states including the Jin dynasty. By then, Jin society was too Sinicized to resist the fierce Mongol army, and in 1215 the Mongols captured the Jin capital of Yanjing (today’s Beijing), forcing the Jin court to flee to Kaifeng on the southern bank of the Yellow River. As with the alliance of the Northern Song with Jin to defeat the Khitans, the Southern Song also allied with the emerging power of the Mongols in the north to trap Jin. This turned out to be another disaster for the Southern Song. When the Mongols conquered the Jin in 1235, the Southern Song effectively lost its buffer against the more aggressive northerner. Again, using the Yangtze for defense, the Song navy fought back repeated attacks of the Mongols led by Genghis Khan’s grandson Kublai for another four decades. Inevitably, the last resistance of the Southern Song was crushed in the Battle of Yamen in 1279, and the Song dynasty that lasted for over 300 years ceased to exist.

First written reference of gunpowder formulas

Despite the Song court’s emphasis on “civilian control,” new military technologies were urgently sought due to tensions with neighboring states. Records show military officers were routinely rewarded by emperors for inventing new types of fire-arrows or fireballs. According to Song Shi (宋史, History of the Song) compiled in 1345, there were 347 treatises written on military affairs during the dynasty. One of the most frequently cited references is Wujing Zongyao (武經總要, Collection of Most Important Military Techniques) by Zeng Gongliang under the order of Emperor Zhenzong. This 1044 military manual contains the first written reference of gunpowder formulas. Three were mentioned: one for general use, huo yao fa (method for making gunpowder); another for use as a firebomb, ji li huo qiu (thorny fireball); and the third to be used in a poisonous gas bomb, du yao yan qiu (poisonous smoke bomb). Table 1 summarizes the proportions of major components of these three formulas and modern black powder (Ding 1995). The source materials for saltpeter and sulfur were similar among these three formulas, but many materials were used as carbon sources, including charcoal, pine resin, dry plant materials, powder lacquer, wax, and oils of various types. The saltpeter ratio (38–50 per cent) of these gunpowder formulas were substantially lower than that of modern black powder (75 per cent), hence they probably functioned as an incendiary. 

[image: ]

One device listed in Wujing Zongyao, pi li huo qiu (thunderclap bomb) has drawn considerable interest among experts as it may be the ancestor of the explosive bomb (Fig. 2). According to the recipe, a mixture of gunpowder and thirty pieces of broken porcelain the size of a coin were packed in a ball around the mid-section of a dry bamboo tube and secured with carton or paper wrapping. The bamboo tube contained two or three unbroken internodes with both ends protruding from the gunpowder ball. Another layer of gunpowder was then applied on the surface of the wrapped paper ball. The surface gunpowder was ignited with a red-hot iron brand before the bomb was hurled by hand or from a trebuchet.
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Fig. 2. Thunderclap bomb (pi li huo qiu) considered to be the ancestor of the explosive bomb. Source: Wujing Zongyao (武經總要, 1044).

Because the porcelain pieces must have functioned as shrapnel, and because the saltpeter proportion of gunpowder used was high (50 per cent), it is considered an explosive device (Ye 1995, Yang and Ding 1995). However, the outer shell of the “thunderclap bomb” was made of layers of paper and may not have been able to contain sufficient gas pressure to produce an explosion. Moreover, since the outer layer of gunpowder was ignited first, the outer casing may be largely burnt when the innergunpowder ball caught fire, further reducing the explosive potential of this device. 

The description of the “thunderclap bomb” included a sentence that when ignited it “...produces a noise indeed like thunder...”  If the gunpowder and soft shell do not produce an explosion, then where does this explosive noise come from?  One key component of “thunderclap bomb” as an explosive device may be the “dry bamboo tube with unbroken internodes” as specified in the recipe. The traditional Chinese word for firecracker is “bao zhu,” literally “exploding bamboo.” As early as 200 CE, bamboo tubes were tossed into fire to produce loud explosive sounds with the intent to scare away evil spirits. This custom became widespread in China, and with the advent of gunpowder the bamboo was eventually replaced by the gunpowder firecrackers, but the name remains. The design of the “thunderclap bomb” suggests that gunpowder may have served as the incendiary to heat the “dry bamboo tube with unbroken internodes” so as to induce its explosion. As the name implies, the principal effect of this early bomb may have been the sound it produced. During the Siege of Kaifeng in 1126, for example, Song soldiers hurled thunderclap bombs against advancing Jurchens to confuse and repel them. The fearsome noise was probably more effective against horses and therefore cavalry. During the defense of Hsiangyang against attacking Jurchens, Song soldiers combined shouting, drumbeats, and explosions of thunderclap bombs to cause “...men and horses to run away as fast as they could...” On another occasion, the same tactic was used and “...the enemy cavalry were again frightened, and retreated...” (Needham et al. 1986). The first hard-shell iron bomb appeared in 1221 during the Siege of Qizhou (Andrade 2016). These pig-iron bombs were catapulted over the city walls and destroyed Southern Song defensive positions. This battle was considered the first in which bombs played a decisive role.

Another controversy surrounding the early development of fire-lance technology is the 1985 discovery of a sculpture that appeared to show a prototype gun or small cannon (Fig. 3a). This sculpture was found by R. Yates (McGill University of Canada) in a Sichuan cave-temple dated 1250–88. Due to the bulbous shape of the device with the uncanny resemblance of gunpowder weapons such as those found in the early firearms in Europe (Fig. 3b), ​Needham et al. (1986) suggested that this may be the oldest record of a handgun. However, for those who grew up in China and frequented Buddhist temples that typically include Daoism deities, the figure resembles the familiar wind god who often carries an air-filled bag with wind blasting from the opening. Cheng (1995) provided several examples of similar wind god figures that carry air-filled bags (presumably sheepskin) in paintings and reliefs dated as early as the sixth century. A wind god is a commonly seen figure among other deities in Buddhist cave temples, and the one discovered by Yates could be one such deity.
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Fig. 3.  A deity figure holding a proto-type gun or small cannon in a cave-temple, dated 1250–88 (a).  The earliest depiction of a bombard in Europe in 1327 (b). Source: Wikimedia Commons (public domain).
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One more significant development in firearm technology during this period is the fire-lance, considered the precursor of all firearms such as guns and cannon. Here, a “firearm” is defined as a tube-like device containing an explosive that is ignited to propel projectiles toward the intended target. Petrol-based flamethrowers appeared in Chinese literature in the early 900s, but many experts agree that the first known depiction of a gunpowder fire-lance is the tube-like device held by a demon figure (with three serpents on the head) in a painted Buddhist banner dated 950 from Dunhuang, a major trading town alongside the Silk Road (Fig. 4a). The device is made of two sections with a smaller tube inserted into (or attached to) a larger diameter tube at the far end from which flames burst out. 
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Fig. 4. A tube-like device held by a demon figure in a painted Buddhist banner dated 950 CE (a). An illustration of a fire-lance appeared in Huo Long Jing (火龍經) in 1350 (b). Source: (a) Wikimedia Commons (public domain), (b) Huo Long Jing (火龍經).

What is puzzling here is that the written record of the gunpowder fire-lance would not appear for almost another 200 years until 1132 during the Siege of Dean. To be displayed in a religious painting in 950 as a weapon, the gunpowder fire-lance had to be in widespread use by the 900s, yet it was not mentioned even in the most comprehensive military literature such as Wujing Zongyao of 1044. In fact, the second illustration of fire-lance would not appear for another 400 years in 1350 (Ming dynasty) in Huo Long Jing (火龍經) (Fig. 4b). 

The early fire-lance was probably more of a flamethrower than a gun due to the low saltpeter ratio of gunpowder available at that time. During the Siege of Dean, Song soldiers used “huo qiang” comprising a long bamboo pole with gunpowder packed at one end, to blast Jurchen soldiers scaling up the walls. Similar gunpowder-filled devices such as “fei huo qiang” (flying-fire spear) were used in turn by the Jurchens to fend off attacking Mongols in the Battle of Kaifeng in 1232, and in a naval battle in 1233. As many more battles were fought among the Song, Jurchens and Mongols, a variety of fire-lances were probably employed, captured, copied, and improved by all sides.


​


Chapter 2. Clearing the Path for Exchanges

The Mongol Empire (1206–1368)

Temujin, the future Genghis Khan, was born in the mid-twelfth century in the Mongol steppe that was ruled by several tribe confederations, Naimans, Merkits, Tatats, Khamag Mongols, and Keraits. These tribes and confederations constantly fought among themselves for dominance. According to The Secret History of the Mongols (Kahn 1998), Temujin’s father Yesugei was a clan chieftain and a major chief of the Khamag Mongol confederation. His mother Hoelun was abducted by his father Yesugei on her way to marry a Merkits noble. Bride-napping was a common practice among nomadic tribes then and even considered an honorable act for a warrior. Because nomadic tribes tend to live far apart from each other and inter-clan marriage was discouraged, the practice is probably one measure of exogamy that prevents excessive interbreeding.

When Temujin was eight, his father was fatally poisoned by Tatars. His clan rejected Temujin’s claim to his father’s title, leaving his mother and siblings to survive on their own by hunting and scavenging in the wild. During this difficult period, when Temujin was only eleven, he murdered his older half-brother, Bekter, presumably over a food dispute, but the real motive was probably to prevent Bekter from becoming the head of the family. In response to the incident, Yesugei’s former ally, the Tayichi’ud, raided Temujin’s camp and captured and enslaved him as punishment. After being kept captive for several years (May 2007), Temujin escaped with his wrists still tied to a cangue (a wooden collar) around his neck, hid in a stream in the darkness, and eventually escaped to the safety of his family.

Temujin later married Borte of Onggirat to secure his alliance with her tribe, but the new bride was soon kidnapped by the Merkits (in revenge for Yesugei’s earlier bride-napping from a Merkits chief) and forced to marry another man. With the support of his father’s old ally, Tonghrul, and his boyhood friend Jamuka, Temujin defeated Merkits and rescued Borte, but by then Borte was pregnant and later gave birth to her first son, Jochi. The incident left a suspicion of Jochi’s paternal lineage, and although Temujin did not appear to treat Jochi differently from his other sons (which may not be accurate since “Jochi” means “visitor” or “guest”), this became the source of a succession dispute later. 

After the successful campaign against the Merkits, Temujin attracted many followers and began to build a sizable army under his command, which eventually led to his conflicts with Jamuka and later with Tonghrul. He defeated both with his brilliant tactics and organizational skills, and after many more battles against other tribes such as the Tatars, Kereit, and Naiman, Temujin conquered and united all Mongol-Turkic tribes on the steppe and was given the title of Khan (great ruler) by the council of Mongol chiefs in 1206.

This brief history of Temujin’s early life illustrates the cruelty and ruthlessness of the environment he had to grow up in, and his story is probably not atypical for those who lived in the Mongol steppe in the twelfth century. In the highly competitive world of Temujin, the roles of prey and predator could quickly change. A weaker party would be raided, forced into submission, enslaved or worse, eliminated. To escape the predicament, it was necessary to be assimilated into a stronger party or rise to dominance through persuasion, coercion, deception, or violence if necessary. Peace and stability were reserved only for those in dominant positions and there was a strong incentive for non-dominant ones to overturn the position by any means possible to survive. The merciless Darwinian selection process was taking place on the Mongol steppe, and in the end, only the fittest survived. When Temujin emerged as Genghis Khan, he led Mongol tribesmen who had survived similar struggles that shaped them into the most effective warriors in the world. 

What made Temujin unique was that he absorbed former enemies into his troops and organized them in a decimal system. He promoted his troops by merits regardless of their social status as nobles or commoners. The most renowned example was his general, Subotai. Born the second son of a blacksmith, Subotai guarded Temujin’s tent flap as a boy, and by the time of his death at the age of 73, he "...had conquered thirty-three nations and won sixty-five pitched battles..."  Subotai is considered one of the greatest generals in military history, recognized as the equal to Hannibal, Alexander the Great, or Caesar (Gabriel 2004).  

Temujin spent approximately forty years of his life to eliminate the opposition within the relatively small confines of the Mongol steppe, but he took only the next twenty or so to build what was then the largest empire in the world, stretching from the Pacific Ocean to the Caspian Sea. He accomplished this astonishing feat with an initial army of about 100,000 warriors. After unifying the Mongol tribes, Temujin started a series of invasions by first attacking Western Xia (south of Gobi Desert) (May 2007). Western Xia put up some opposition but eventually surrendered in 1209 and agreed to become the Mongols’ vassal by paying tribute. Temujin then shifted his attention to the Mongols’ long-time adversary, the Jin dynasty to the southeast. The Jin acted as a suzerain over some Mongol tribes and had been meddling with Mongol politics by pitting one tribe against another to divert hostility away from itself. Temujin challenged the Jin dominance by invading Manchuria (northeastern China) in 1211, and by 1215 he forced the Jin to move their capital south to Kaifeng. The last unfinished business to secure his title of Genghis Khan for all Mongols was to deal with the Kara-Khitan (or Western Liao dynasty) to the west that provided refuge for remnants of the Naiman confederation, which he did with a relatively small force of 20,000 soldiers. 

Until 1218 the wars against these neighboring states were waged presumably to secure the borders (May 2007), or because of Genghis Khan’s thirst for tribute (Craughwell 2010). The reason for the next war against the Khwarezmian Empire, however, was quite different. After the initial trade agreement with the Khwarezmian Shah, Genghis Khan sent a caravan of 450 merchants and 500 camels loaded with lavish gifts as a friendly gesture to Shah Muhammad II. But the governor of the border town of Otrar, with the permission of the Shah, intercepted the caravan and seized the goods after executing the merchants as spies. Another caravan sent by Genghis Khan met a similar fate. This turned out to be a very bad decision. The Shah had just expanded his empire and enjoyed his reputation as the second coming of Alexander the Great. He was probably confident in the ability of his 400,000 troops to fend off the Mongols. Khwarezmia was well protected from the west by the impassable Kizil Kum desert and from the north by and Tien San Mountain ranges, and most Khwarezmian cities were heavily fortified.

Genghis Khan led an invasion force of 150,000 into the Khwarezmian Empire in 1219. He divided his force into four and attacked from all directions. Jebe, one of Genghis Khan’s able generals, approached from the south with a small force of 10,000 by crossing the Tien San mountains amid winter, and troops led by Jochi (the eldest son) advanced from the east. From the north, the force led by Ogodei (appointed heir and the third son) and Chagatai (the second son) attacked the border town of Otrar, captured the governor whose act incited the war, and killed him by pouring melted silver into his ears and eyes. The main force led by Genghis Khan and his most gifted general Subotai marched down the western edge of the supposedly impassible Kizil Kum desert before turning east toward Samarkand, covering over 400 miles. Despite Shah’s initial confidence in his troops, fortified cities of Khwarezmian Empire fell one-by-one, and at the news of advancing Mongol troops toward Samarkand from all sides, Shah fled south to Balkh. 

Unlike previous wars against neighboring states to secure borders, the Khwarezmian war was an act of revenge, and Mongol troops showed no mercy to those who resisted. Typically, after entering the besieged city, the inhabitants were rounded up and divided into groups. Craftsmen and engineers were spared to build future war machines, physicians were kept alive as medics, strong young men were exploited as forced laborers, and some healthy men and women were sent back to serve or sold as slaves. Those who might pose a threat, the sick, the disabled, the elderly and children were killed. In Samarkand alone, as many as 400,000 were slaughtered (Craughwell 2010). Their acts of atrocity appeared to set the tone for the remainder of the Mongol campaigns and firmly established their reputation as the savage hordes. By the end of the two-year war, 80 per cent of the population of the Khwarezmian Empire were killed or enslaved (Gabriel 2006).

Even before the fall of Samarkand, Genghis Khan sent his two most able generals, Subotai and Jebe with 20,000 men to hunt down the Shah. Subotai followed Shah’s track and marched over 2,000 miles from Samarkand to the Caspian Sea but failed to capture him. Shah escaped to a small island of the Caspian Sea and died there in destitution. Subotai and Jebe then marched north along the western shore of the Caspian Sea to conduct a reconnaissance-in-force of the areas west of the newly conquered Khwarezmian Empire. Their three-year reconnaissance into Russia covered over 5,500 miles and is the longest cavalry ride in history (Gabriel 2006). During the mission, they decimated the Georgian army of 100,000 cavalry (Battle of the Kura Plain, 1221) as well as the 80,000 army of the combined Russian principalities (Battle of the Kalka River, 1223). In total they won over a dozen battles before heading east to join Genghis Khan’s main force.

Genghis Khan died in 1227 and was succeed by his third son, Ogodei. Unlike his father, who waged wars primarily to secure the borders and to receive tribute from vassals, Ogodei clearly had the ambition to expand the Empire’s territory, with Hungary as the initial target. Hungarian knights were considered the finest army in Europe at that time. At the news of the approaching Mongols, King Bela marched his 100,000 knights eastward to repulse them, marking the start of the Battle of Mohi (1241). Following a few skirmishes, the Mongol troops led by Subotai and Batu slowly retreated until they crossed to the east of a stone bridge over the Sajo River, where both sides halted and encamped. During the night, Subotai moved downstream with 30,000 men, crossed the river, and hid behind the Hungarian encampment without being noticed. In the early morning, Batu opened the battle by catapulting flaming oil pots and presumably some “noisemaking” explosives at the Hungarians. Mongol cavalry then charged over the bridge, and while the Hungarian troops were fully engaged with this frontal assault, Subotai attacked from the exposed southern flank, causing panic among the Hungarian troops. Subotai intentionally left a gap in the encirclement to allow the frightened Hungarians to escape, and gradually they did. After cutting down those who remained on the field, the Mongols hunted down the escaped troops one-by-one and slaughtered them over the next few days. In the end, more than 60,000 Hungarians were killed and the road to Vienna was wide open for Subotai and Batu. Luckily for Western Europe, the attack on Vienna never materialized. At the news of the death of Ogodei in the winter of 1241, the Mongols packed up, marched eastward and never returned.​

The Yuan dynasty (1271–1368)

After a succession dispute and consolidating his power, the new Great Khan, Mongke, reformed the Mongol finances and established the postal system (Yam) in the Empire. He then resumed the Mongols’ territory expansion in Persia and China. Mongke put his brother Kublai in charge of the China campaign. During his reign as the viceroy of northern China, Kublai became increasing attracted to Chinese culture, and his governance there received great praise from Chinese elites. In 1258, Mongke led an army to invade the Southern Song, but before Kublai could join him, Mongke died. The first kulutai (council of tribes) held in Karakorum elected Kublai’s brother Ariqboke as the Great Khan. Kublai was not elected because he was considered by many Mongol royals to be too Sinicized. But he held another kulutai with his own supporters to become another Great Khan and the two brothers fought until 1264 when Ariqboke surrendered. To establish his legitimacy as the ruler of the Middle Kingdom, in 1271 Kublai claimed the Mandate of Heaven and assumed the title of Emperor for the newly founded Yuan dynasty although the Southern Song still occupied most of China south of the Yangtze River. He moved the capital of Yuan to Dadu, today’s Beijing, where he constructed a palace that was the foundation of today’s Forbidden City.

The Mongol invasion of the Southern Song was started by Mongke in 1259, but unlike the Persian and European theaters, the Mongol cavalry did not perform well in the mountainous landscape of southwestern China and was utterly ineffective in the naval warfare on the Yangtze River. By 1267, however, it became clear to the Mongols that the key obstacles were the fortified twin cities of Xiangyang-Fencheng that guard the waterways of the Han River connecting to the Yangtze. The Battle of Xiangyang was a six-year siege warfare that ended in 1273 only after counterweight trebuchets were brought from Persia to break the fortification walls. With the access to the Yangtze, the Mongol forces eventually defeated the Southern Song at the Battle of Yamen of 1279. Yuan was the first Chinese dynasty founded by a non-Han minority.

The priority of Kublai’s foreign policy appeared to be the establishment of tributary relationships. Kublai solicited tribute from countries such as Champa (a Hindu kingdom in today’s central to southern Vietnam) and Dai Viet (today’s northern Vietnam), Myanmar, Java, and Japan and sent in invasion forces when they did not comply. Although some eventually agreed to become Yuan’s vassals, most of the campaigns were unsuccessful, and the Mongols’ invasions of Japan were especially disastrous. 

Kublai invaded Japan twice, first in 1274 with 23,000 men and 900 ships, and again in 1280 with 140,000 men and 4,000 ships. Initially, the Mongols’ group battle formation overpowered the Japanese samurais’ single-combat approach. They also used hand-thrown hard-casing bombs to disorient the samurai and their horses. On both occasions, however, the Mongol fleets were wrecked by powerful storms, likely seasonal typhoons, costing them most of their forces. These storms, later called kamikaze or Divine Wind, were seen as proof that Japan was a sacred nation protected against foreign invasion.

Even after the spectacular failures of the Japanese campaigns, Kublai sent forces to invade Vietnam (1284 and 1287), Myanmar (1277, 1283, and 1287), and Java (1293). Except for some successes in Myanmar, most of the Mongol campaigns were met with crushing defeats at the hands of these small countries. What then was the motive for Kublai to continue these campaigns despite the repeated failures? Kublai’s insistence to force these countries to send in tribute as vassals may be motivated in part by the Confucian concept of the Heavenly Mandate that provides the legitimacy for the Son of Heaven (Emperor) to rule the Middle Kingdom. In the idealized world of Confucius, a ruler of the Middle Kingdom has to be so venerable that all under heaven would naturally become his subject and respect him as the Son of Heaven. Under this fiction, the virtue of a person is as important as his military might, and only a just ruler is supposed to receive the Mandate of Heaven. In the case of Kublai, his younger brother Ariqboke was legitimately elected as the Great Khan by most Mongol royals. But Kublai usurped the throne by force. The second kulutai held by Kublai to elect him as the Great Khan was considered illegal by most Mongols. To gain legitimacy, Kublai established the Yuan dynasty and assumed the title of Emperor to rule over both China and Mongolia. Being interested in Chinese culture, Kublai was probably very familiar with the concept of the Mandate of Heaven, and the “virtue” required to be a just ruler. To demonstrate the legitimacy of his claim, Kublai needed the neighboring countries to become vassals and to send tribute with ambassadors who would kowtow to him in the royal court in front of other Mongol nobles. 

War and governance

Wherever the Mongol army went, towns were destroyed, inhabitants were slaughtered, and the land was littered with corpses. One of the most gruesome episodes took place in the Persian city of Nishapur, where all inhabitants were decapitated and the heads of men, women, and children were arranged in three separate piles. This was requested by Genghis Khan’s daughter, who had lost her husband during the battle for the city. These acts earned the Mongols a reputation as undisciplined savages capable of revolting cruelty and unspeakable violence. In reality, Genghis Khan’s troops formed one of the most disciplined and efficient armies in human history, and even plunder, looting, and massacre served as tactics to intimidate enemies and discourage further resistance.

Troop mobility is the most frequently cited factor for Mongol military success. Mongol horses were small (48–56 in or 12–14 hands high), but stockily built and capable of enduring harsh conditions. Mongol soldiers typically traveled with several alternate horses and could eat and sleep on horseback without stopping. Their enemies often underestimated the speed at which they traveled. With this mobility, Mongol troops carried out large-scale maneuvers such as the encirclement of Samarkand. During the Khwarezmian campaign, Jebe’s force approached Samarkand from the south in a feint attack while Genghis Khan’s main force flanked the city from the west. This was a remarkable maneuver because the distance between the two forces exceeded 500 miles, yet they accomplished it without sophisticated communication equipment. Coordination among Mongol forces scattered across vast distances was made possible by “arrow messengers,” who maintained communication between armies. These messengers were recruited from the best riders and could travel long distances at full speed. The Mongols also created the Yam system, which consisted of relay stations every 19–30 miles (approximately one day’s journey on horseback) along major routes to supply fresh horses and other accommodations for the arrow messengers. The Yam system preceded the Pony Express of the American West by six centuries.

To appreciate the remarkable maneuverability of Mongol troops, one need only compare it with modern warfare. During the Gulf War of 1991, for example, the U.S. First Cavalry Division launched an initial feint attack near the Kuwait border. While Iraqi troops responded to this attack, the main force of the U.S. XVIII Airborne Corps, positioned 120 miles farther west, crossed the border to outflank the Iraqi forces. Their coordinated attacks were made possible by modern communication equipment and GPS technology. What Subotai possessed were arrow messengers and the Yam system. Yet with the aid of this simple communication network, Subotai repeatedly coordinated multiple Mongol forces maneuvering hundreds of miles apart across the vast Eurasian continent and carried out some of the most brilliant campaigns in military history.

The main weapon of Mongol troops was the composite bow, which had an effective range of 650–980 ft, considerably longer than the 250-ft range of the famed longbow of medieval England. Mounted archers armed with composite bows formed the light cavalry of the Mongol force, while the heavy cavalry was equipped with lances and swords. A standard engagement began with the light
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Chapter 3. European Encounter with the East, Fourteenth to Sixteenth Century
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Chapter 4. Japanese Encounter with the West, Fifteenth to Seventeenth Century


























































Chapter 5. Western Expansion in China, Fourteenth to Eighteenth Century
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Chapter 6. Rise of European Powers, Sixteenth to Nineteenth Century
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Chapter 7. China, a Sleeping Dragon or a Paper Tiger?
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Chapter 8. Modernization and Imperial Japan
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Chapter 9. End of Qing Dynasty and Rise of the Republic of China
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Chapter 10. The Marching of Japanese Militarism




































































	December 13. The 16th, 114th, and 6th Divion of the Central China Area Army entered the city. Groups of Japanese soldiers patrolled the city and its outskirts, indiscriminately shooting and killing many innocent civilians. The streets were strewn with the bodies of men and women of all ages. Suspected prisoners of war, including anyone of military age or bearing the appearance of a soldier, were rounded up and merged with surrendered Chinese units, only to be executed en masse. 









	December 14–16. The 16th division (commander: Lieutenant General Nakajima Kesago), and 6th division (commander: Major General Tani Hisao) rounded up POWs and innocent citizens, divided them into groups before executing them near Xiaohongmen, Yijiang Gate, and Yangtze River with machine-gunning, bayoneting, and beheading. 














	December 17–20. Japanese hold a formal entry ceremony in Nanjing while atrocities continue in the background including widespread rape of women and girls in refugee zones and homes.



















	Late December 1937. Civilians falsely accused as soldiers were executed; bodies were found across the city.

























	January 1938. Atrocities continued with killings, arson, and looting persist in the surrounding countryside. 











































































​


Chapter 11. How Was the “Middle Kingdom” Lost?
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