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Introduction

When comparing military forces, it’s tempting to focus on numbers—numbers of troops, guns, or ships. But less easily quantified factors impact an army or navy’s performance just as much as quantity. Morale, training, how intelligence is gathered and used, and the ability and experience of commanders all have a profound impact on how any military unit performs on the battlefield.

Nowhere did this become more apparent than during the short war between the Russian and Japanese Empires in 1904 and 1905. The Russian Empire had the largest standing army in the world and the third largest navy. Russian military forces had almost two hundred years of experience in combat, and Russia was able to send almost two million troops to protect its acquisitions in Korea and Manchuria (northeastern China). The army and navy of the Japanese Empire were smaller and had a much shorter history of combat in the modern age. Japan was able to send only around 400,000 men to Korea and Manchuria—a sizeable army, but much smaller than that of their Russian adversaries.

In addition, until the 1860s, Japan was largely isolated from the rest of the world and remained a feudal, largely agrarian society. Only after the Meiji Restoration did Japan begin to industrialize and build well-equipped, modern armed forces.

When these two empires came into conflict over territory in Asia, few people doubted that Russia would quickly triumph. Underlying this assumption was the inherent racism of the period; at the beginning of the twentieth century, most people assumed that Europeans were somehow innately superior to Asians. This led to a belief the European soldiers were also superior to their Asian counterparts and would therefore quickly win any war between east and west.

The first major war of the twentieth century undermined all these assumptions. The rise of the Japanese Empire showed that Asians were just as capable as Europeans and that intelligent, motivated Asian soldiers and leaders could win against a larger European enemy. This war demonstrated that the Russian Empire was not as powerful as it seemed and led the Japanese Empire toward the zenith of its power.

The Russo-Japanese War also introduced new weapons and new tactics that caused casualties on a much larger scale than anything seen before, something that would find its final and most devastating expression just ten years later in World War I.


Chapter One

Russian Expansion

“The absorption of Manchuria by Russia would render it impossible to maintain the integrity of China, and would, in addition, compel the abandonment of all hope for peace in the Extreme East.”

—Emperor Meiji

As the nineteenth century drew to a close, the Russian Empire was one of the most powerful nations on the planet. Geographically, this was also one of the largest nations, covering almost one-sixth of the earth’s landmass. The building of railroads had linked many parts of the empire than had previously been inaccessible, but even by train, it took more than ten days to travel from the Black Sea in the west to Vladivostok in the east.

In military terms, Russia had one of the largest standing armies in the world. However, the Russian defeat in the Crimean War in 1856 had exposed serious deficiencies in military units. Soldiers received little training beyond what was needed to look smart on the parade ground, and equipment and supplies were poor as both soldiers and men regularly sold off food and weapons.

During the reign of Tsar Alexander II from 1855 to 1881, significant reforms were introduced. These included compulsory military service (lasting for six years) for all Russian men aged 20, which led to the creation of better-trained units and to the establishment of a large military reserve of trained men who could be called up in a time of war. By the end of the nineteenth century, and if reserves and militias were included, the Imperial Russian Army could call on up to three million men. In comparison, the army of the British Empire at the same time numbered less than 400,000 men with no pool of trained reservists to call upon in times of war. When an international military force was assembled to protect European residents in China during the Boxer Rebellion from 1899 to 1901, Russia was able to provide 100,000 troops while Britain contributed only 12,000.

The Russian Navy was also a powerful force at this time. An expanded building program instituted by Tsar Nichols II saw the Russian Navy become the third largest in the world, behind only Britain and France. The main element of this navy was the Baltic Fleet, based in the port of Kronstadt, west of the city of St. Petersburg. The Imperial Russian Navy also had a Pacific Fleet based in the port of Vladivostok and a Black Sea Fleet based in Odessa in the Crimea.

Because the port of Vladivostok was covered in ice for part of the year, the Russian Empire used the threat of military action in 1897 to force the tottering regime in China to grant Russia a 25-year lease on the Liaodong Peninsula in Manchuria. This Included Port Arthur, a large port originally created by the British and more recently occupied by the Japanese after the First Sino-Japanese war (1894-1895). The port was an important acquisition for Russia, as it was ice-free at all times and provided Russia, for the first time, with year-round access to the Pacific Ocean.

Russia immediately began to send warships to Port Arthur; by 1904, the First Pacific Squadron comprised seven battleships and seven cruisers, as well as many smaller warships. The smaller Siberian Military Flotilla remained stationed in Vladivostok. The construction of a railway from Port Arthur up the Liaodong Peninsula also began as soon as Russia took control of the port. By 1903, this railroad line connected with the Russian-controlled Chinese Eastern Railway, which in turn connected to the main Russian rail system. From 1901, it became possible to travel from St. Petersburg to Port Arthur by train on what became known as the Trans-Siberian Railway. This allowed the rapid transit of troops, supplies, and weapons to the port, which Russia quickly began to fortify.

Port Arthur became an essential element in Russian foreign policy, which was increasingly looking to Asia for the possibility of expansion. Russia had no desire to become involved in a war with any European power. Britain, France, and the German Empire had strong armies and powerful navies, and any war there involved the risk of catastrophic defeat. The possibility for expansion in Asia seemed to offer better opportunities.

Korea, in particular, looked to provide access to new markets and new sources of raw materials without the risk of a war against any European nation. The Korean Empire was created in 1897 after the defeat of China in the First Sino-Japanese War brought the nation independence for the first time. The Korean Empire was nominally neutral, though in truth it had formed close diplomatic relations with Russia. Many people believed that Russia intended to turn Korea into a protectorate of the Russian Empire.

Meanwhile, another power in the region also had designs on Korea and viewed the prospect of continuing Russian expansion with grave concern.


Chapter Two

Japanese Expansion

“It goes without saying that when survival is threatened, struggles erupt between peoples, and unfortunate wars between nations result.”

—Hideki Tojo

Up until 1868, Japan pursued a policy that was isolationist and intended to preserve traditional values. The Tokugawa shogunate (which had ruled Japan since 1603) preserved feudal values and, as far as possible, excluded Japan from foreigners. After a civil war, this system of rule was overthrown, and an emperor installed was as the ruler of Japan. Emperor Meiji would lead Japan for the next forty years through a period of social upheaval and rapid industrialization.

The new rulers of Japan sought contact with the west. Although they still retained traditional Japanese social and cultural values, they understood that to become a powerful modern nation, they needed to adopt western technologies and approaches. This applied particularly to military technology. As an island, naval power was extremely important to Japan.

Under the policy of sakoku (seclusion) imposed by the Tokugawa shogunate, the building of ocean-going ships was absolutely forbidden. Almost as soon as Emperor Meiji was established on the throne, it was recognized that Japan would need a strong navy. In 1870, it was decided that Britain, at that time the nation with the most powerful navy in the world, would serve as the model for the new Japanese Navy. British officers taught at the new Japanese naval academy, and warships ordered for the Japanese Navy were constructed in British shipyards.

In the 1880s, an arms race began with Japan attempting to build a navy powerful enough to challenge its main rival in the region, China. The Japanese Navy was by now equipped with their modern warships constructed in Britain, while China ordered a number of equivalent ships from Imperial Germany. The main focus of enmity between Japan and China was the Korean peninsula.

Japan viewed Korea as a significant source of natural resources that were scarce on the Japanese home islands. China regarded Korea as a tributary state, and an increasing Japanese presence in the region caused mounting concern. In 1882 and 1884, several diplomatic incidents in Korea came close to causing war. As a result, a treaty was signed in 1885 under which China and Japan agreed that neither nation would send troops to the area without first consulting the other.

In 1894, Korea’s rulers requested China to send troops to the area to help crush a local rebellion. In response, Japan also rushed troops and naval forces to Korea. After the rebellion was successfully overcome, neither nation would agree to withdraw its troops. Inevitably, fighting soon broke out, and the ensuing First Sino-Japanese War was a disaster for China. During a naval battle off the mouth of the Yalu River in September 1894, two-thirds of the Chinese fleet was sunk. On land too, the modernized Japanese Army proved to be superior to their Chinese counterparts. The war ended in April 1895 with a treaty that gave Japan notable concessions. China agreed that the island of Formosa, the Pescadores Islands, and the Liaotung Peninsula would all be ceded to Japan.

Russia, France, and Germany were concerned that these acquisitions would give Japan too much power in the
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