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Introduction

In the twentieth-century saga of two investigative journalists reporting on the skullduggery of a presidential campaign, an anonymous source advised Washington Post to “follow the money” as they sought to unravel the Watergate scandal during Richard Nixon’s presidential term. For those who wish to unravel the roots of a different political headline, one which erupted in the year 1899 between China and the West, a more apt direction might be to “follow the opium.”

The Boxer Rebellion began in 1899, but its roots went deeper into the fertile but rocky soil that harvested the lucrative commerce between the Empire of China, which for centuries had been the dominant country in Asia, and Great Britain, which by the middle of the nineteenth century had built an “empire on which the sun never sets.” Many of the Western powers were engaged in trade with a sometimes-reluctant China, but it was Great Britain, flexing its imperial muscle, which took center stage in the conflict.

Great Britain had been on the losing end of the trade with China, as the British and the Western world were ardent buyers of Chinese goods, but the Chinese did not reciprocate when British goods were offered for sale. The financial future of the British East India Company was at risk. Then the Portuguese discovered a highly potent form of opium in India, one that was much more powerful—and addicting—than what the Chinese used in their medicines. The poppy which produced this opium was grown in Bengal, which was under the control of the British.

The Chinese tried to legislate the problem by making opium use illegal, but smugglers managed to bring in the powerful substance and sell it anyway. The British would go to battle against the Chinese twice in efforts to force China to legalize the opium trade. William Gladstone, a future British prime minister, regarded the Opium Wars as a disgrace upon the British nation. Still, profit ruled over principle, and the Chinese eventually capitulated to the British. This led them to open up more ports to British trade and grant Britain most-favored-nation trade status as well as legalize the sale of opium, despite the harm it inflicted on the Chinese who were becoming addicted to it.

The weakness of the Chinese military, combined with the fact that the Chinese government was powerless to keep the foreigners out of the Forbidden City, Beijing, was demoralizing for the Chinese, and the Qing Dynasty was held to blame. Resentment against foreigners mounted, and social unrest increased. Tensions between those in the government who saw advantages in encouraging trade with the West and those who recognized the threats to the Chinese way of life challenged the Qing Dynasty’s effectiveness and power. In the late 1890s, as northern China dealt with natural disasters which led to drought, depriving the citizens of employment and food, a group known as the Boxers arose.

The name “Boxer” probably came from the Christian missionaries in the area and referred to the Boxers’ emphasis on physical fitness and the martial arts. Yet the Yìhéquán, or the Society of Righteous and Harmonious Fists, the Boxers’ official name, were about much more than shadow boxing. They were determined to purify China by ridding it of the Western foreigners whose influence was dominating the Chinese government and sullying their ancient and cherished traditions. They resolved to purge the country of the missionaries whose Christian beliefs diminished the long-held Confucian precepts which had formed the Middle Kingdom, as China called itself.

When the Boxers left northern China and made their way to Beijing, the foreign legations established there realized their danger and called upon their nations’ armies to come to their rescue. The Chinese Empress Dowager Cixi, who had initially hesitated as the crisis mounted, subsequently declared war on all foreign powers. The Boxers united with the imperial Chinese forces against the Eight-Nation Alliance which was marching to Beijing to rescue the besieged legation officials, civilians, missionaries, and Chinese Christians who were trapped in the Forbidden City.

No one can be sure how many people were killed in the ensuing fighting; some estimates believe that as many as 100,000 lives were lost in the conflict. However, some casualties cannot be counted in terms of loss of life. For the Chinese, the victory of the Western powers was yet another blow to their traditions, their autonomy, and their image in the eyes of their neighboring nations. For the Qing Dynasty, it was the beginning of the end; in 1912, the child emperor Puyi abdicated, bringing to an end the 268-year reign of the Qing and imperial rule in China. China then became a republic under the presidency of Sun Yat-sen, bringing the nation out of its feudalistic history into the modern era. China’s tenure as a republic was brief, however, as the Communist Party under the leadership of Mao Zedong took control of the country in 1949.

When viewed against a timeline of 2,000 years of imperial rule, 30-some years as a republic, and over 70 years as a communist nation, the Boxer Rebellion might seem irrelevant. But the Boxer Rebellion spoke with the voice of a Chinese population that was weary of being subject to the whims of foreign powers. By striking against the Western powers, the Boxer Rebellion set the stage for a Chinese government that would follow its own course and, for good or ill, define a new way of life in a rapidly changing world. Twenty-first century China is an economic and political force not only in Asia but across the globe, and the role of the Boxer Rebellion in the restoration of China to a position of power must be acknowledged. Whether modern China exemplifies the model that the Boxers sought is, of course, open to debate.


Chapter One

Trade with the Mighty Middle Kingdom

“If you put together all the Christians in the world, with their Emperors and their Kings, the whole of these Christians—aye, and throw in the Saracens to boot—would not have such power, or be able to do so much as this Kublai, who is Lord of all the Tartars in the world.”

—Marco Polo

Trade with imperial China, which was already thriving in the East when the Roman Empire was coming to dominance in the West, was the stuff of legend early on in Chinese history, as the Silk Road brought merchants to Cathay, as China was then known. In the thirteenth century, Marco Polo, along with his merchant father and uncle, traveled to China, where they were received by Emperor Kublai Khan, founder of the Yuan Dynasty.

Kublai Khan, the grandson of Genghis Khan, was a Mongolian who did not speak Chinese and was mainly raised by his mother, a Nestorian Christian princess. Under Genghis Khan, the Mongols had conquered China. By the time Kublai Khan was emperor, the empire under his control reached from the Caspian Sea to the Korean peninsula. In 1271, Kublai Khan’s ambition was to unify China under his rule, which he named the Yuan Dynasty, and establish Beijing as the capital of the nation.

Even though China itself was actually a conquered territory under the control of the Mongols, the Chinese regarded everyone who was not Chinese as inferior. The Chinese were Huá; those outside China were Yi, or “barbarians” and “uncivilized.” Despite his identity as a foreigner, Polo was entrusted with diplomatic missions on the emperor’s behalf, traveling within China as well as to neighboring Asian regions. Polo reportedly stayed in China for 17 years, and upon his return to Europe, his accounts of the exotic East excited the imaginations—and the commercial interest—of Western explorers and monarchs, who learned from his writings of Chinese products such as paper money, gunpowder, coal, and porcelain.

Under the Ming Dynasty, which ruled from 1368 to 1644, the emperor welcomed foreign envoys to Nanjing and Beijing but did not permit Chinese merchants to venture abroad in pursuit of private trade. The Chinese under the Ming era explored much of Asia while the Ming leaders limited but did not discourage trade with other nations.

After 1557, trade with other nations opened up. It was then that the Portuguese began to trade with the Chinese. China soon also started trading goods with the Spanish in exchange for silver mined from Spain’s New World colonies. So much silver currency was exchanged in China that the silver became a familiar sight and would, in time, become a bulwark of the Chinese economy.

For the Western world, mercantile expansion was also a route to Christian evangelism, and Jesuit missionaries began to come to China under the Ming Dynasty. It was in fact the Italian Jesuit Matteo Ricci who translated the name of a Chinese philosopher, Kong Qiu, into Confucius. Working with a Chinese colleague who had been baptized, Ricci also translated Euclid’s Elements into Chinese. The cross-pollination of ideas followed the incursion into China made by commerce.

Although the Chinese emperor decided against expanding trade with Great Britain in 1793, trade between the West and East still played an active role in the commercial enterprises of Western nations. However, the Chinese did not need Western trade as much as the West needed trade with the Chinese. The Chinese operated outside the European sphere of influence and were capable of meeting the domestic needs of their own citizens, offering a high standard of living, independent innovation, and agricultural prowess. There was no need for the Chinese Empire to feel threatened or even influenced by Western demands. China remained focused upon its own world view, establishing policies which mitigated the expansion of Western power.

During the eighteenth century, the British, French, and Dutch were zealous in their efforts to maximize their trade networks in Asia, which made China’s Qing Dynasty a sought-after partner in their expanding markets. China had, for more than a millennium, been the Silk Road’s eastern destination, one which the British and Dutch East India Companies yearned to break into in order to increase the profits of their trading companies.

However, the centuries would see a dynamic shift in the global influence which the West held over the East, and in the mid-nineteenth century, the British Empire was rapidly becoming the largest empire in history. The British, along with much of the world, continued to desire Chinese exports such as tea, silk, and porcelain. At this point, China’s boundaries upon Western trade, which included restricting European traders to the port of Canton, forbade the foreigners from learning Chinese and threatened punishment to any European who attempted to venture outside Canton in order to enter China. The Chinese were still able, despite Great Britain’s growing power, to define the borders of trade in the country.

Although Chinese goods were wildly popular in Europe, the Chinese did not reciprocate with an interest in the manufactured products of Europe. Instead of trading goods, the Qing Dynasty required payment in silver. This lopsided trading partnership left the British with a trade deficit; the British, lacking their own supply of silver, had to purchase the coveted metal either from Mexico or from those European nations who had silver mines in colonies they controlled.

By this time, the British had become excessively fond of tea, and the nation was importing more than six tons of Chinese tea each year. The imbalance was so pronounced that in 50 years of trading with each other, the British sold £9 million worth of its manufactured goods to the Chinese while buying £27 million worth of Chinese products, paying for the difference in silver. The opium trade was about to shift the balance of trade in Great Britain’s favor.

The Chinese had been introduced to opium late in the sixth or early in the seventh century by Turkish and Arab traders. It was useful to relieve pain and tension in limited quantities. The importation of opium increased during the first century of the Qing Dynasty rule, which began in 1644. As the practice of smoking tobacco had spread from the New World, smoking opium became a common practice.

As the eighteenth century dawned, the Portuguese began earning a great profit by importing Indian opium
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