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Introduction

In 1644, the Ming Dynasty in China came to an end after almost three centuries of rule. A Manchurian leader, Nurhaci, took control of Beijing and thus began the Qing Dynasty. Over the following decades, they would double the size of the empire of China so that, at its peak in 1790, it would be the fourth largest empire in history, covering over a tenth of the world’s landmass.

The defeated Ming had been of the Han Chinese population, as were the vast majority of the population, so the Manchus were seen as foreigners, an invading force. As a symbol of subservience to the regime, all Chinese men were now required to shave their heads and wear one long braid, known as the queue. This was not only symbolic but also practical, as this braid could be tied together with those of other men when taken captive by imperial agents, or, worse, they made execution by decapitation easier by simply pulling up the queue before swinging the sword.

Still, as the empire grew, and through a well-organized bureaucracy, life under the Qing in the eighteenth century was much-improved for the people of China. Imported foods from abroad and improvements in medicine meant better health and longer life expectancy. Smallpox was virtually eradicated and infanticide decreased. Money flowed into the empire from the west as demand for Chinese produce grew, especially for tea and silk.

There was also the potential for Chinese men to gain entry into the elite through the imperial examinations. These were based on the Confucian classics, which ensured that Chinese society would continue to conform to the doctrines of Confucianism. The examinations were held every three years in the provincial capitals and took three days to complete. They were notoriously difficult, with a pass rate of between ten and twenty percent, but success in them could mean a high-ranking role within the imperial bureaucracy and an elevated status in society.

Life was relatively peaceful within the Qing Dynasty for over a century and, with the empire growing to such a vast size, the empire was seen as invincible on a military level, at least internally. Rebellion, it seemed, was out of the question. Besides which, it was believed that the emperor had a Tianming, a “Heavenly Mandate,” which would be taken away by heaven if misused.

Despite being ruled by a foreign force, the people accepted that “heaven” had chosen the Qing to rule over them. Such unchallenged power led to complacency. The Qing army became poorly trained and ill-equipped, armed mainly with matchlock muskets—these had been more or less obsolete in European armies since the 1720s. The influx of foreign money caused spiraling inflation, while the ever-increasing population resulted in higher demands for food. Incomes reduced while taxes increased.

The White Lotus Rebellion, which began as a tax protest in 1794, took ten years to suppress. This was the first sign that the invincibility of the Qing army was, perhaps, nothing more than a myth.

Foreign trade in China was highly regulated under the Canton System that the Qing had established in 1757. This stipulated that all foreign trade coming into China had to come only through the port of Guangzhou (Canton) in Guangdong province. Only officially approved Qing merchants could deal with the foreigners, the outsiders being viewed as “barbarians.” While Chinese products flowed out, the Chinese would not buy western products in return, resulting in a trade deficit.

As a result, British and American merchants, in particular the British-owned East India Company, set up floating warehouses of opium off the Guangdong coast, smuggling the drug into China through networks of dealers. By 1839, the opium trade had balanced the deficit. The result for the Chinese population was an addiction epidemic, estimated at around ten million addicts from a population of four hundred million. As inflation and taxation increased alongside the opium addiction, poverty became a way of life for vast numbers of the Chinese population.

Growing up in this environment, not far from Guangdong, was a young man by the name of Hong Xiuquan.


Chapter One

The Visions of Hong Xiuquan

“If you think in terms of a year, plant a seed; if in terms of ten years, plant trees; if in terms of 100 years, teach the people.”

—Confucius

Under the Qing Dynasty, the majority of Chinese people were subservient to the ruling Manchu minority. Another ethnic group, the Hakka, were treated as even more inferior by the majority of the population. Translated literally, Hakka means “guest people,” or migrants. They had migrated centuries earlier from more northern provinces to settle mainly in the more fertile south, with their own dialects and traditions. As they were still treated as outsiders, and poverty grew within the empire, the Hakka suffered more than most.

In a Hakka farming village in Guangdong province, one of the families had three sons, the youngest of whom, Hong Xiuquan, was born in 1814. Hong showed himself to be highly intelligent. He was able to recite the Confucian texts by the age of 11 and achieved the highest marks in the local preliminary exams for the Civil Service before the age of 13. The family saw him as their way into a better life, as did the people of his village. The local teachers dedicated their free time to prepare Hong Xiuquan to take the provincial examinations.

When it was time, Hong moved to Guangzhou to take the tests. He failed and moved back to his village to become a teacher, where he stayed and attempted to qualify to take the examinations again. Following a similar path was his cousin, Hong Rengan, who lived in a neighboring village and who was also supporting himself by working as a teacher. Hong Rengan, nine years younger, looked up to his older cousin, who the whole family saw as the truly gifted one.

In 1836, Hong Xiuquan qualified to take the examinations again, nine years after his first attempt. Once again, he traveled to Guangzhou with the hopes of his family and village resting on his shoulders.

As Guangzhou was the only port of entry for foreign trade into China, it was a melting pot of different nationalities, especially western ones. This was still under strict control by the empire, who wished to avoid any external influence on their subjects. Non-Chinese people were limited to one neighborhood, known as the Factories, were forbidden to learn Chinese, and could be executed if caught preaching Christianity. Any Chinese converts to this “barbarian” faith were made to renounce their new faith or face a similar fate.

In spite of the danger, western missionaries saw this as an opportunity to spread the word of Christ. An early convert was a printer known as Liang Fa, who wrote a Christian pamphlet, printing thousands of copies for missionaries to hand out to Chinese citizens in Guangzhou. A copy of the pamphlet found its way into the hands of Hong Xiuquan when he was in the city for his second attempt at the examinations. Focused on passing the test, he paid little attention to it and filed it away.

Hong failed the test for a second time, and then again the following year. This third failure proved too much for him. Asking his family for forgiveness for his failure, he








Conclusion

The Taiping rebellion was the deadliest civil war in the recorded history of the human race. The actual number of casualties is impossible to calculate but is said to be somewhere between 20 and 30 million people. Atrocities were certainly committed by both sides, and innocent civilians, as always in war, suffered and died.

As the saying goes, history is written by the victors, but, in this case, who really won? Only the “foreign barbarians” came out of the situation with anything close to a satisfactory outcome, but, to them, the Taiping were a distraction to the main cause of opening up China to trade, and dealing with them cost lives and money. The entry of the British and French into the fray proved to be fatal to the Taiping, and it is not certain that the Qing would have ultimately defeated them if the foreigners had stayed neutral.

Although the end did not come until 1864, it was arguably two decisions made by the Taiping leaders 11 years earlier that decided the outcome. Had they decided in 1853 to press on to Beijing instead of Nanjing, or had the Northern Expedition gone straight for Beijing instead of Taiping, the city would most probably have fallen and the Qing Empire with it.

The war is a chapter in what became later known in China as the “Century of Humiliation,” beginning in 1839 with the First Opium War and ending with occupation by the Japanese from 1937 to 1945.

Perhaps the only major players to have survived the war in a better position than they entered it were Zeng Guofan and Charles Gordon. Zeng was given a noble title, and, as promised, took over Hong Xiuquan’s palace in Nanjing for his own residence. He died in the palace in 1872, aged 60. Condemned originally by the communists as an imperialist traitor, in recent years, there has been a revision to his legacy and today he is held up as a highly capable general and politician.

“Chinese Gordon” perhaps comes out of the story with the most credit, not only for his military victories with the Ever-Victorious Army but also for his humanity and selflessness. After leaving China, he became governor-general of Sudan, where he worked to end the Arab slave trade there. He returned to China in 1880, where he helped broker a peace between China and Russia, preventing a war. He returned to Sudan in 1885, where he died a heroic death attempting to defend Khartoum. There are a number of statues to him around the former British Empire, including on the Embankment in London.

Rebellion against the Qing continued throughout the 50 years which followed the end of the Taiping Kingdom. Many Taiping survivors, with no amnesty offered to them, joined with the Nian Rebellion which continued for another four years, and the independent Hui kingdom which endured until 1871. Finally, the Qing were overthrown, and the Chinese Republic formed in 1912.

Perhaps it is due to the vastness of China, and the many facets of her history, that the Taiping Civil War has been buried into a larger narrative and largely forgotten outside of China. History gives us these great “what if” questions and certainly intriguing ones to ask would be “what if the Taiping had taken Beijing in 1853?” or “what if Britain had stayed neutral, or decided to side with the Taiping?” Modern China, and indeed the world, could have been a very different place today, and because of that, the story of the Heavenly Kingdom is one that should be better remembered.
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