
New Imperialism
1870–1914

Bennie McKinney



NEW IMPERIALISM

1870–1914





NEW IMPERIALISM

1870–1914

Bennie McKinney



New Imperialism: 1870–1914

by Bennie McKinney

Copyright© 2022 BIBLIOTEX

www.bibliotex.com

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any

manner without the prior written permission of the copyright owner, except

for the use brief quotations in a book review.

To request permissions, contact the publisher at info@bibliotex.com

Ebook ISBN: 9781984668516

Published by:

Bibliotex

Canada

Website: www.bibliotex.com

http://www.bibliotex.com
http://www.bibliotex.com
mailto:info@bibliotex.com


Contents 

Chapter 1 Scramble for Africa ............................................................................ 1

Chapter 2 Boxer Rebellion ................................................................................ 30

Chapter 3 Russo-Turkish War (1877–1878) ...................................................... 76

Chapter 4 Antarctica ...................................................................................... 106

Chapter 5 First Opium War ............................................................................ 141





Chapter 1 

Scramble for Africa 

The Scramble for Africa, also called the Partition of Africa, 

Conquest of Africa, or the Rape of Africa, was the invasion, 

occupation, division, and colonization of most of Africa by 

seven Western European powers during a short period known 

to historians as the New Imperialism (between 1881 and 1914). 

The 10 percent of Africa that was under formal European 

control in 1870 increased to almost 90 percent by 1914, with 

only Ethiopia (Abyssinia) and Liberia remaining independent.  

The Berlin Conference of 1884, which regulated European 

colonization and trade in Africa, is usually referred to as the 

starting point of the Scramble for Africa. There were 

considerable political rivalries among the European empires in 

the last quarter of the 19th century. Partitioning Africa was 

effected without wars between European nations. In the later 

years of the 19th century, the European nations transitioned 

from "informal imperialism" — i.e., exercising military 

influence and economic dominance — to direct rule, bringing 

about colonial imperialism.  

Background 

By 1840, businessmen from Europe had established small 

trading posts along the coast, but they seldom moved inland, 

preferring to stay near the sea. They primarily traded with 

locals. Large parts of the continent were essentially 

uninhabitable for Europeans because of their high mortality 



New Imperialism: 1870–1914 
 

2 

rates from tropical diseases such as malaria. In the middle 

decades of the 19th century, European explorers mapped much 

of East Africa and Central Africa.  

Even as late as the 1870s, Europeans controlled only ten 

percent of the African continent, with all their territories 

located near the coast. The most important holdings were 

Angola and Mozambique, held by Portugal; the Cape Colony, 

held by Great Britain ; and Algeria, held by France. By 1914, 

only Ethiopia and Liberia remained independent of European 

control, and Liberia had strong connections to the United 

States.  

Technological advances facilitated European expansion 

overseas. Industrialization brought about rapid advancements 

in transportation and communication, especially in the forms 

of steamships, railways and telegraphs. Medical advances also 

played an important role, especially medicines for tropical 

diseases, which helped control their adverse effects. The 

development of quinine, an effective treatment for malaria, 

made vast expanses of the tropics more accessible for 

Europeans.  

Causes 

Africa and global markets 

Sub-Saharan Africa, one of the last regions of the world largely 

untouched by "informal imperialism", was also attractive to 

business entrepreneurs . During a time when Britain's balance 

of trade showed a growing deficit, with shrinking and 

increasingly protectionist continental markets due to the Long 
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Depression (1873–96), Africa offered Britain, Germany, France, 

and other countries an open market that would garner them a 

trade surplus: a market that bought more from the colonial 

power than it sold overall.  

Surplus capital was often more profitably invested overseas, 

where cheap materials, limited competition, and abundant raw 

materials made a greater premium possible. Another 

inducement for imperialism arose from the demand for raw 

materials, especially ivory, rubber, palm oil, cocoa, diamonds, 

tea, and tin. Additionally, Britain wanted control of areas of 

southern and eastern coasts of Africa for stopover ports on the 

route to Asia and its empire in India. But, excluding the area 

which became the Union of South Africa in 1910, European 

nations invested relatively limited amounts of capital in Africa 

compared to that in other continents. Consequently, the 

companies involved in tropical African commerce were 

relatively small, apart from Cecil Rhodes's De Beers Mining 

Company. Rhodes had carved out Rhodesia for himself. Leopold 

II of Belgium created the Congo Free State for rubber and other 

resource production.  

Pro-imperialist colonial lobbyists such as the Alldeutscher 

Verband, Francesco Crispi and Jules Ferry, argued that 

sheltered overseas markets in Africa would solve the problems 

of low prices and overproduction caused by shrinking 

continental markets. John A. Hobson argued in Imperialism 

that this shrinking of continental markets was a key factor of 

the global "New Imperialism" period. William Easterly, however, 

disagrees with the link made between capitalism and 

imperialism, arguing that colonialism is used mostly to 

promote state-led development rather than "corporate" 
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development. He has said that "imperialism is not so clearly 

linked to capitalism and the free markets... historically there 

has been a closer link between colonialism/imperialism and 

state-led approaches to development."  

Strategic rivalry 

While tropical Africa was not a large zone of investment, other 

overseas regions were. The vast interior between Egypt and the 

gold and diamond-rich Southern Africa had strategic value in 

securing the flow of overseas trade. Britain was under political 

pressure to build up lucrative markets in India, Malaya, 

Australia and New Zealand. Thus, it wanted to secure the key 

waterway between East and West – the Suez Canal, completed 

in 1869. However, a theory that Britain sought to annex East 

Africa during the 1880 onwards, out of geo-strategic concerns 

connected to Egypt (especially the Suez Canal), has been 

challenged by historians such as John Darwin (1997) and 

Jonas F. Gjersø (2015).  

The scramble for African territory also reflected concern for the 

acquisition of military and naval bases, for strategic purposes 

and the exercise of power. The growing navies, and new ships 

driven by steam power, required coaling stations and ports for 

maintenance. Defence bases were also needed for the 

protection of sea routes and communication lines, particularly 

of expensive and vital international waterways such as the 

Suez Canal.  

Colonies were also seen as assets in "balance of power" 

negotiations, useful as items of exchange at times of 

international bargaining. Colonies with large native 
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populations were also a source of military power; Britain and 

France used large numbers of British Indian and North African 

soldiers, respectively, in many of their colonial wars (and 

would do so again in the coming World Wars). In the age of 

nationalism there was pressure for a nation to acquire an 

empire as a status symbol; the idea of "greatness" became 

linked with the "White Man's Burden", or sense of duty, 

underlying many nations' strategies.  

In the early 1880s, Pierre Savorgnan de Brazza was exploring 

the Kingdom of Kongo for France, at the same time Henry 

Morton Stanley explored it on behalf of Leopold II of Belgium, 

who would have it as his personal Congo Free State (see 

section below). France occupied Tunisia in May 1881, which 

may have convinced Italy to join the German-Austrian Dual 

Alliance in 1882, thus forming the Triple Alliance.  

The same year, Britain occupied Egypt (hitherto an 

autonomous state owing nominal fealty to the Ottoman 

Empire), which ruled over Sudan and parts of Chad, Eritrea, 

and Somalia. In 1884, Germany declared Togoland, the 

Cameroons and South West Africa to be under its protection; 

and France occupied Guinea. French West Africa (AOF) was 

founded in 1895, and French Equatorial Africa in 1910.  

Germany's Weltpolitik 

Germany, divided into small states, was not a colonial power 

before it unified in 1871. Chancellor Otto von Bismarck 

disliked colonies but gave in to popular and elite pressure in 

the 1880s. He sponsored the 1884–85 Berlin Conference, which 

set the rules of effective control of African territories, and 
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reduced the risk of conflict between colonial powers. Bismarck 

used private companies to set up small colonial operations in 

Africa and the Pacific.  

Pan-Germanism became linked to the young nation's new 

imperialist drives. In the beginning of the 1880s, the Deutscher 

Kolonialverein was created, and published the Kolonialzeitung. 

This colonial lobby was also relayed by the nationalist 

Alldeutscher Verband.  

Weltpolitik (world policy) was the foreign policy adopted by 

Kaiser Wilhelm II in 1890, with the aim of transforming 

Germany into a global power through aggressive diplomacy, 

and the development of a large navy. Germany became the 

third-largest colonial power in Africa, the location of most of 

its 2.6 million square kilometres of colonial territory and 14 

million colonial subjects in 1914. The African possessions were 

Southwest Africa, Togoland, the Cameroons, and Tanganyika. 

Germany tried to isolate France in 1905 with the First 

Moroccan Crisis. This led to the 1905 Algeciras Conference, in 

which France's influence on Morocco was compensated by the 

exchange of other territories, and then to the Agadir Crisis in 

1911.  

Italy's expansion 

After a war with Austria in 1859, Italy was largely unified into 

the Kingdom of Italy in 1861. Italy sought to expand its 

territory and become a great power, taking possession of parts 

of Eritrea in 1870 and 1882. In 1889–90, it occupied territory 

on the south side of the horn of Africa, forming what would 

become Italian Somaliland. In the disorder that followed the 
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1889 death of Emperor Yohannes IV, Gen.  Oreste Baratieri 

occupied the highlands along the Eritrean coast and Italy 

proclaimed the establishment of a new colony of Eritrea, with 

capital Asmara in substitution of Massawa. When relations 

between Italy and Ethiopia deteriorated, the First Italo-

Ethiopian War broke out in 1895; Italian troops were defeated 

as the Ethiopians had numerical superiority, better 

organization, and support from Russia and France. In 1911, it 

engaged in a war with the Ottoman Empire, in which it 

acquired Tripolitania and Cyrenaica, that together formed what 

became known as Italian Libya. In 1919 Enrico Corradini 

developed the concept of Proletarian Nationalism, supposed to 

legitimise Italy's imperialism by a mixture of socialism with 

nationalism:  

We must start by recognizing the fact that there are proletarian 

nations as well as proletarian classes; that is to say, there are 

nations whose living conditions are subject...to the way of life 

of other nations, just as classes are. Once this is realised, 

nationalism must insist firmly on this truth: Italy is, materially 

and morally, a proletarian nation. 

The Second Italo-Abyssinian War (1935–36), ordered by the 

Fascist dictator Benito Mussolini, was the last colonial war 

(that is, intended to colonise a country, as opposed to wars of 

national liberation), occupying Ethiopia – which had remained 

the last independent African territory, apart from Liberia. 

Italian Ethiopia was occupied by Fascist Italian forces in World 

War II as part of Italian East Africa. The occupation is an 

example of the expansionist policy that characterized the Axis 

powers as opposed to the Scramble for Africa.  
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Crises prior to World War I 

Colonization of the Congo 

• David Livingstone's explorations, carried on by 

Henry Morton Stanley, excited imaginations with 

Stanley's grandiose ideas for colonisation; but these 

found little support owing to the problems and scale 

of action required, except from Leopold II of Belgium, 

who in 1876 had organised the International African 

Association (the Congo Society). From 1869 to 1874, 

Stanley was secretly sent by Leopold II to the Congo 

region, where he made treaties with several African 

chiefs along the Congo River and by 1882 had 

sufficient territory to form the basis of the Congo 

Free State. Leopold II personally owned the colony 

from 1885 and used it as a source of ivory and 

rubber.  

While Stanley was exploring Congo on behalf of Leopold II of 

Belgium, the Franco-Italian marine officer Pierre de Brazza 

travelled into the western Congo basin and raised the French 

flag over the newly founded Brazzaville in 1881, thus 

occupying today's Republic of the Congo. Portugal, which also 

claimed the area due to old treaties with the native Kongo 

Empire, made a treaty with Britain on 26 February 1884 to 

block off the Congo Society's access to the Atlantic.  

By 1890 the Congo Free State had consolidated its control of 

its territory between Leopoldville and Stanleyville, and was 

looking to push south down the Lualaba River from 
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Stanleyville. At the same time, the British South Africa 

Company of Cecil Rhodes was expanding north from the 

Limpopo River, sending the Pioneer Column (guided by 

Frederick Selous) through Matabeleland, and starting a colony 

in Mashonaland.  

To the west, in the land where their expansions would meet, 

was Katanga, site of the Yeke Kingdom of Msiri. Msiri was the 

most militarily powerful ruler in the area, and traded large 

quantities of copper, ivory and slaves  – and rumors of gold 

reached European ears. The scramble for Katanga was a prime 

example of the period. Rhodes and the BSAC sent two 

expeditions to Msiri in 1890 led by Alfred Sharpe, who was 

rebuffed, and Joseph Thomson, who failed to reach Katanga. 

Leopold sent four CFS expeditions. First, the Le Marinel 

Expedition could only extract a vaguely worded letter. The 

Delcommune Expedition was rebuffed. The well-armed Stairs 

Expedition was given orders to take Katanga with or without 

Msiri's consent. Msiri refused, was shot, and the expedition 

cut off his head and stuck it on a pole as a "barbaric lesson" to 

the people. The Bia Expedition finished the job of establishing 

an administration of sorts and a "police presence" in Katanga. 

Thus, the half million square kilometres of Katanga came into 

Leopold's possession and brought his African realm up to 

2,300,000 square kilometres (890,000 sq mi), about 75 times 

larger than Belgium. The Congo Free State imposed such a 

terror regime on the colonized people, including mass killings 

and forced labour, that Belgium, under pressure from the 

Congo Reform Association, ended Leopold II's rule and annexed 

it on 20 August 1908 as a colony of Belgium, known as the 

Belgian Congo.  
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The brutality of King Leopold II of Belgium in his former colony 

of the Congo Free State, now the Democratic Republic of the 

Congo, was well documented; up to 8 million of the estimated 

16 million native inhabitants died between 1885 and 1908. 

According to the former Irish diplomat Roger Casement, this 

depopulation had four main causes: "indiscriminate war", 

starvation, reduction of births and diseases. Sleeping sickness 

ravaged the country and must also be taken into account for 

the dramatic decrease in population; it has been estimated 

that sleeping sickness and smallpox killed nearly half the 

population in the areas surrounding the lower Congo River.  

Estimates of the total death toll vary considerably. As the first 

census did not take place until 1924, it is difficult to quantify 

the population loss of the period. Casement's report set it at 

three million. William Rubinstein wrote: "More basically, it 

appears almost certain that the population figures given by 

Hochschild are inaccurate. There is, of course, no way of 

ascertaining the population of the Congo before the twentieth 

century, and estimates like 20 million are purely guesses. Most 

of the interior of the Congo was literally unexplored if not 

inaccessible." See Congo Free State for further details 

including numbers of victims.  

A similar situation occurred in the neighbouring French Congo. 

Most of the resource extraction was run by concession 

companies, whose brutal methods, along with the introduction 

of disease, resulted in the loss of up to 50 percent of the 

indigenous population. The French government appointed a 

commission, headed by de Brazza, in 1905 to investigate the 

rumoured abuses in the colony. However, de Brazza died on 

the return trip, and his "searingly critical" report was neither 
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acted upon nor released to the public. In the 1920s, about 

20,000 forced labourers died building a railroad through the 

French territory.  

Suez Canal 

French diplomat Ferdinand de Lesseps had obtained many 

concessions from Isma'il Pasha, the Khedive of Egypt and 

Sudan, in 1854–56, to build the Suez Canal. Some sources 

estimate the workforce at 30,000, but others estimate that 

120,000 workers died over the ten years of construction due to 

malnutrition, fatigue and disease, especially cholera. Shortly 

before its completion in 1869, Khedive Isma'il borrowed 

enormous sums from British and French bankers at high rates 

of interest. By 1875, he was facing financial difficulties and 

was forced to sell his block of shares in the Suez Canal. The 

shares were snapped up by Britain, under its Prime Minister, 

Benjamin Disraeli, who sought to give his country practical 

control in the management of this strategic waterway. When 

Isma'il repudiated Egypt's foreign debt in 1879, Britain and 

France seized joint financial control over the country, forcing 

the Egyptian ruler to abdicate, and installing his eldest son 

Tewfik Pasha in his place. The Egyptian and Sudanese ruling 

classes did not relish foreign intervention.  

During the 1870s, European initiatives against the slave trade 

caused an economic crisis in northern Sudan, precipitating the 

rise of Mahdist forces. In 1881, the Mahdist revolt erupted in 

Sudan under Muhammad Ahmad, severing Tewfik's authority 

in Sudan. The same year, Tewfik suffered an even more 

perilous rebellion by his own Egyptian army in the form of the 

Urabi Revolt. In 1882, Tewfik appealed for direct British 
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military assistance, commencing Britain's administration of 

Egypt. A joint British-Egyptian military force ultimately 

defeated the Mahdist forces in Sudan in 1898. Thereafter, 

Britain (rather than Egypt) seized effective control of Sudan.  

Berlin Conference (1884–85) 

The occupation of Egypt, and the acquisition of the Congo were 

the first major moves in what came to be a precipitous 

scramble for African territory. In 1884, Otto von Bismarck 

convened the 1884–85 Berlin Conference to discuss the African 

problem. While diplomatic discussions were held regarding 

ending the remaining slave trade as well as the reach of 

missionary activities - the primary concern of those in 

attendance was preventing war between the European powers 

as they divided the continent among themselves. More 

importantly, the diplomats in Berlin laid down the rules of 

competition by which the great powers were to be guided in 

seeking colonies. They also agreed that the area along the 

Congo River was to be administered by Leopold II of Belgium as 

a neutral area, known as the Congo Free State, in which trade 

and navigation were to be free. No nation was to stake claims 

in Africa without notifying other powers of its intentions. No 

territory could be formally claimed prior to being effectively 

occupied. However, the competitors ignored the rules when 

convenient and on several occasions war was only narrowly 

avoided.  

Britain's administration of Egypt and South Africa 

Britain's administration of Egypt and the Cape Colony 

contributed to a preoccupation over securing the source of the 
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Nile River. Egypt was taken over by the British in 1882 leaving 

the Ottoman Empire in a nominal role until 1914, when 

London made it a protectorate. Egypt was never an actual 

British colony. Sudan, Nigeria, Kenya, and Uganda were 

subjugated in the 1890s and early 20th century; and in the 

south, the Cape Colony (first acquired in 1795) provided a base 

for the subjugation of neighbouring African states and the 

Dutch Afrikaner settlers who had left the Cape to avoid the 

British and then founded their own republics. Theophilus 

Shepstone annexed the South African Republic (or Transvaal) 

in 1877 for the British Empire, after it had been independent 

for twenty years. In 1879, after the Anglo-Zulu War, Britain 

consolidated its control of most of the territories of South 

Africa. The Boers protested, and in December 1880 they 

revolted, leading to the First Boer War (1880–81). British Prime 

Minister William Gladstone signed a peace treaty on 23 March 

1881, giving self-government to the Boers in the Transvaal. The 

Jameson Raid of 1895 was a failed attempt by the British 

South Africa Company and the Johannesburg Reform 

Committee to overthrow the Boer government in the Transvaal. 

The Second Boer War, fought between 1899 and 1902, was 

about control of the gold and diamond industries; the 

independent Boer republics of the Orange Free State and the 

South African Republic (or Transvaal) were this time defeated 

and absorbed into the British Empire.  

The French thrust into the African interior was mainly from 

the coasts of West Africa (modern day Senegal) eastward, 

through the Sahel along the southern border of the Sahara, a 

huge desert covering most of present-day Senegal, Mali, Niger, 

and Chad. Their ultimate aim was to have an uninterrupted 

colonial empire from the Niger River to the Nile, thus 
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controlling all trade to and from the Sahel region, by virtue of 

their existing control over the Caravan routes through the 

Sahara. The British, on the other hand, wanted to link their 

possessions in Southern Africa (modern South Africa, 

Botswana, Zimbabwe, Lesotho, Swaziland, and Zambia), with 

their territories in East Africa (modern Kenya), and these two 

areas with the Nile basin.  

The Sudan (which included most of present-day Uganda) was 

the key to the fulfillment of these ambitions, especially since 

Egypt was already under British control. This "red line" 

through Africa is made most famous by Cecil Rhodes. Along 

with Lord Milner, the British colonial minister in South Africa, 

Rhodes advocated such a "Cape to Cairo" empire, linking the 

Suez Canal to the mineral-rich Southern part of the continent 

by rail. Though hampered by German occupation of Tanganyika 

until the end of World War I, Rhodes successfully lobbied on 

behalf of such a sprawling African empire.  

If one draws a line from Cape Town to Cairo (Rhodes's dream), 

and one from Dakar to the Horn of Africa (now Ethiopia, 

Eritrea, Djibouti and Somalia), (the French ambition), these 

two lines intersect somewhere in eastern Sudan near Fashoda, 

explaining its strategic importance. In short, Britain had 

sought to extend its East African empire contiguously from 

Cairo to the Cape of Good Hope, while France had sought to 

extend its own holdings from Dakar to the Sudan, which would 

enable its empire to span the entire continent from the Atlantic 

Ocean to the Red Sea.  

A French force under Jean-Baptiste Marchand arrived first at 

the strategically located fort at Fashoda, soon followed by a 
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British force under Lord Kitchener, commander in chief of the 

British Army since 1892. The French withdrew after a standoff 

and continued to press claims to other posts in the region. In 

March 1899, the French and British agreed that the source of 

the Nile and Congo Rivers should mark the frontier between 

their spheres of influence.  

Moroccan Crisis 

Although the 1884–85 Berlin Conference had set the rules for 

the Scramble for Africa, it had not weakened the rival 

imperialists. The 1898 Fashoda Incident, which saw London 

and Paris angry with each other's claims, ultimately led to the 

signature of the Entente Cordiale of 1904, which guaranteed 

peace between the two. As a result, the German Kaiser ire 

decided to test the solidity of such influence, using the 

contested territory of Morocco as a battlefield.  

Thus, Kaiser Wilhelm II visited Tangiers on 31 March 1905 and 

made a speech in favour of Moroccan independence, 

challenging French influence in Morocco. France's influence in 

Morocco had been reaffirmed by Britain and Spain in 1904. 

The Kaiser's speech bolstered French nationalism, and with 

British support the French foreign minister, Théophile 

Delcassé, took a defiant line. The crisis peaked in mid-June 

1905, when Delcassé was forced out of the ministry by the 

more conciliation-minded premier Maurice Rouvier. But by 

July 1905 Germany was becoming isolated and the French 

agreed to a conference to solve the crisis.  

The 1906 Algeciras Conference was called to settle the dispute. 

Of the thirteen nations present, the German representatives 
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found their only supporter was Austria-Hungary, which had no 

interest in Africa. France had firm support from Britain, the 

US, Russia, Italy and Spain. The Germans eventually accepted 

an agreement, signed on 31 May 1906, whereby France yielded 

certain domestic changes in Morocco but retained control of 

key areas.  

However, five years later the Second Moroccan Crisis (or Agadir 

Crisis) was sparked by the deployment of the German gunboat 

Panther to the port of Agadir in July 1911. Germany had 

started to attempt to match Britain's naval supremacy – the 

British navy had a policy of remaining larger than the next two 

rival fleets in the world combined. When the British heard of 

the Panther 's arrival in Morocco, they wrongly believed that the 

Germans meant to turn Agadir into a naval base on the 

Atlantic. The German move was aimed at reinforcing claims for 

compensation for acceptance of effective French control of the 

North African kingdom, where France's pre-eminence had been 

upheld by the 1906 Algeciras Conference. In November 1911 a 

compromise was reached under which Germany accepted 

France's position in Morocco in return for slice of territory in 

the French Equatorial African colony of Middle Congo (now the 

Republic of the Congo).  

France and Spain subsequently established a full protectorate 

over Morocco (30 March 1912), ending what remained of the 

country's formal independence. Furthermore, British backing 

for France during the two Moroccan crises reinforced the 

Entente between the two countries and added to Anglo-German 

estrangement, deepening the divisions that would culminate in 

the First World War.  
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Dervish resistance 

Following the Berlin Conference at the end of the 19th century, 

the British, Italians, and Ethiopians sought to claim lands 

owned by the Somalis such as the Warsangali Sultanate, the 

Ajuran Sultanate and the Gobroon Dynasty.  

The Dervish movement existed for 25 years, from 1895 until 

1920; it had a Darawiish Sultan, named Diiriye Guure, an 

emir, named Sayid Mohamed and a government called the 

Haroun. The haroun (i.e. government), the Darawiish king 

Diiriye Guure and its emir carved out a powerful state which 

was subdivided into 13 administrative divisions of which the 

four largest, Shiikhyaale, Dooxato, Golaweyne, Miinanle were 

near exclusively Dhulbahante. The other administrative 

divisions, Taargooye, Dharbash, Indhabadan, Burcadde-

Godwein, Garbo (Darawiish), Ragxun, Gaarhaye, Bah-udgoon 

and Shacni-cali were also overwhelmingly Dhulbahante. The 

Dervish movement successfully repulsed the British Empire 

four times and forced it to retreat to the coastal region. Due to 

these successful expeditions, the Dervish movement was 

recognized as an ally by the Ottoman and German empires. The 

Turks also named Hassan Emir of the Somali nation, and the 

Germans promised to officially recognise any territories the 

Dervishes were to acquire.  

After a quarter of a century of holding the British at bay, the 

Dervishes were finally defeated in 1920 as a direct 

consequence of Britain's use of aircraft. The first ever air raid 

campaign in Africa began with Afqarshe Ismail being the first 

African to be killed in an airstrike, and ended with Haji Yusuf 

Barre holding the last stand at Taleh.  
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Herero Wars and the Maji-Maji Rebellion 

Between 1904 and 1908, Germany's colonies in German South-

West Africa and German East Africa were rocked by separate, 

contemporaneous native revolts against their rule. In both 

territories the threat to German rule was quickly defeated once 

large-scale reinforcements from Germany arrived, with the 

Herero rebels in German South-West Africa being defeated at 

the Battle of Waterberg and the Maji-Maji rebels in German 

East Africa being steadily crushed by German forces slowly 

advancing through the countryside, with the natives resorting 

to guerrilla warfare. German efforts to clear the bush of 

civilians in German South-West Africa then resulted in a 

genocide of the population.  

In total, as many as 65,000 Herero (80% of the total Herero 

population), and 10,000 Namaqua (50% of the total Namaqua 

population) either starved, died of thirst, or were worked to 

death in camps such as Shark Island Concentration Camp 

between 1904 and 1908. Characteristic of this genocide was 

death by starvation and the poisoning of the population's wells 

whilst they were trapped in the Namib Desert.  

Colonial encounter 

Colonial consciousness and exhibitions 

Colonial lobby 

In its earlier stages, imperialism was generally the act of 

individual explorers as well as some adventurous 
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merchantmen. The colonial powers were a long way from 

approving without any dissent the expensive adventures 

carried out abroad. Various important political leaders, such 

as Gladstone, opposed colonization in its first years.  

However, during his second premiership between 1880 and 

1885 he could not resist the colonial lobby in his cabinet, and 

thus did not execute his electoral promise to disengage from 

Egypt. Although Gladstone was personally opposed to 

imperialism, the social tensions caused by the Long Depression 

pushed him to favour jingoism: the imperialists had become 

the "parasites of patriotism" (John A. Hobson). In France, then 

Radical politician Georges Clemenceau also adamantly opposed 

himself to it: he thought colonization was a diversion from the 

"blue line of the Vosges" mountains, that is revanchism and 

the patriotic urge to reclaim the Alsace-Lorraine region which 

had been annexed by the German Empire with the 1871 Treaty 

of Frankfurt. Clemenceau actually made Jules Ferry's cabinet 

fall after the 1885 Tonkin disaster. According to Hannah 

Arendt in The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951), this expansion 

of national sovereignty on overseas territories contradicted the 

unity of the nation state which provided citizenship to its 

population. Thus, a tension between the universalist will to 

respect human rights of the colonized people, as they may be 

considered as "citizens" of the nation state, and the imperialist 

drive to cynically exploit populations deemed inferior began to 

surface. Some, in colonizing countries, opposed what they saw 

as unnecessary evils of the colonial administration when left to 

itself; as described in Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness 

(1899) – published around the same time as Kipling's The 

White Man's Burden – or in Louis-Ferdinand Céline's Journey to 

the End of the Night (1932).  
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Colonial lobbies emerged to legitimise the Scramble for Africa 

and other expensive overseas adventures. In Germany, France, 

and Britain, the middle class often sought strong overseas 

policies to ensure the market's growth. Even in lesser powers, 

voices like Enrico Corradini claimed a "place in the sun" for so-

called "proletarian nations", bolstering nationalism and 

militarism in an early prototype of fascism.  

Colonial propaganda and jingoism 

A plethora of colonialist propaganda pamphlets, ideas, and 

imagery played on the colonial powers' psychology of popular 

jingoism and proud nationalism. A hallmark of the French 

colonial project in the late 19th century and early 20th century 

was the civilising mission (mission civilisatrice), the principle 

that it was Europe's duty to bring civilisation to benighted 

peoples. As such, colonial officials undertook a policy of 

Franco-Europeanisation in French colonies, most notably 

French West Africa and Madagascar. During the 19th century, 

French citizenship along with the right to elect a deputy to the 

French Chamber of Deputies was granted to the four old 

colonies of Guadeloupe, Martinique, Guyanne and Réunion as 

well as to the residents of the "Four Communes" in Senegal. In 

most cases, the elected deputies were white Frenchmen, 

although there were some black deputies, such as the 

Senegalese Blaise Diagne, who was elected in 1914.  

Colonial exhibitions 

However, by the end of World War I the colonial empires had 

become very popular almost everywhere in Europe: public 

opinion had been convinced of the needs of a colonial empire, 
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although most of the metropolitans would never see a piece of 

it. Colonial exhibitions were instrumental in this change of 

popular mentalities brought about by the colonial propaganda, 

supported by the colonial lobby and by various scientists. 

Thus, conquests of territories were inevitably followed by 

public displays of the indigenous people for scientific and 

leisure purposes.  

Carl Hagenbeck, a German merchant in wild animals and a 

future entrepreneur of most Europeans zoos, decided in 1874 

to exhibit Samoa and Sami people as "purely natural" 

populations. In 1876, he sent one of his collaborators to the 

newly conquered Egyptian Sudan to bring back some wild 

beasts and Nubians.  

Presented in Paris, London, and Berlin these Nubians were 

very successful. Such "human zoos" could be found in 

Hamburg, Antwerp, Barcelona, London, Milan, New York City, 

Paris, etc., with 200,000 to 300,000 visitors attending each 

exhibition. Tuaregs were exhibited after the French conquest of 

Timbuktu (visited by René Caillié, disguised as a Muslim, in 

1828, thereby winning the prize offered by the French Société 

de Géographie); Malagasy after the occupation of Madagascar; 

Amazons of Abomey after Behanzin's mediatic defeat against 

the French in 1894. Not used to the climatic conditions, some 

of the indigenous exposed died, such as some Galibis in Paris 

in 1892.  

Geoffroy de Saint-Hilaire, director of the Parisian Jardin 

d'acclimatation, decided in 1877 to organise two "ethnological 

spectacles", presenting Nubians and Inuit. The public of the 

Jardin d'acclimatation doubled, with a million paying 
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entrances that year, a huge success for these times. Between 

1877 and 1912, approximately thirty "ethnological exhibitions" 

were presented at the Jardin zoologique d'acclimatation. "Negro 

villages" would be presented in Paris' 1878 and 1879 World's 

Fair; the 1900 World's Fair presented the famous diorama 

"living" in Madagascar, while the Colonial Exhibitions in 

Marseilles (1906 and 1922) and in Paris (1907 and 1931) would 

also display human beings in cages, often nudes or quasi-

nudes. Nomadic "Senegalese villages" were also created, thus 

displaying the power of the colonial empire to all the 

population.  

In the US, Madison Grant, head of the New York Zoological 

Society, exposed PygmyOta Benga in the Bronx Zoo alongside 

the apes and others in 1906. At the behest of Grant, a 

scientific racist and eugenicist, zoo director Hornaday placed 

Ota Benga in a cage with an orangutan and labeled him "The 

Missing Link" in an attempt to illustrate Darwinism, and in 

particular that Africans like Ota Benga are closer to apes than 

were Europeans. Other colonial exhibitions included the 1924 

British Empire Exhibition and the 1931 Paris "Exposition 

coloniale".  

Countering disease 

From the beginning of the 20th century, the elimination or 

control of disease in tropical countries became a driving force 

for all colonial powers. The sleeping sickness epidemic in 

Africa was arrested due to mobile teams systematically 

screening millions of people at risk. In the 1880s cattle 

brought from British Asia to feed Italian soldiers invading 

Erithrea turned out to be infected with a disease called 
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rinderpest. Rinderpest continued to infect 90% of Africa's 

cattle. African cattle was severely damaged, destroying the 

African livelihood, forcing them to work as labour for their 

colonizers. In the 20th century, Africa saw the biggest increase 

in its population due to lessening of the mortality rate in many 

countries due to peace, famine relief, medicine, and above all, 

the end or decline of the slave trade. Africa's population has 

grown from 120 million in 1900 to over 1 billion today.  

Slavery abolition 

The continuing anti-slavery movement in Western Europe 

became a reason and an excuse for the conquest and 

colonization of Africa. It was the central theme of the Brussels 

Anti-Slavery Conference 1889–90. During the Scramble for 

Africa, an early but secondary focus of all colonialregimes was 

the suppression of slavery and the slave trade. In French West 

Africa, following conquest and abolition by the French, over a 

million slaves fled from their masters to earlier homes between 

1906 and 1911.  

In Madagascar, the French abolished slavery in 1896 and 

approximately 500,000 slaves were freed. Slavery was 

abolished in the French controlled Sahel by 1911. Independent 

nations attempting to westernize or impress Europe sometimes 

cultivated an image of slavery suppression. In response to 

European pressure, the Sokoto Caliphate abolished slavery in 

1900 and Ethiopia officially abolished slavery in 1932. Colonial 

powers were mostly successful in abolishing slavery, though 

slavery remained active in Africa even though it has gradually 

moved to a wage economy. Slavery was never fully eradicated 

in Africa.  
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Colonialism on the eve of  

World War I 

During the New Imperialism period, by the end of the 19th 

century, Europe added almost 9,000,000 square miles 

(23,000,000 km) – one-fifth of the land area of the globe – to 

its overseas colonial possessions.  

Europe's formal holdings now included the entire African 

continent except Ethiopia, Liberia, and Saguia el-Hamra, the 

latter of which would be integrated into Spanish Sahara.  

Between 1885 and 1914, Britain took nearly 30% of Africa's 

population under its control; 15% for France, 11% for Portugal, 

9% for Germany, 7% for Belgium and 1% for Italy. Nigeria 

alone contributed 15 million subjects, more than in the whole 

of French West Africa or the entire German colonial empire.  

In terms of surface area occupied, the French were the 

marginal leaders but much of their territory consisted of the 

sparsely populated Sahara.   

The political imperialism followed the economic expansion, 

with the "colonial lobbies" bolstering chauvinism and jingoism 

at each crisis in order to legitimise the colonial enterprise.  

The tensions between the imperial powers led to a succession 

of crises, which finally exploded in August 1914, when 

previous rivalries and alliances created a domino situation that 

drew the major European nations into World War I.   
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African colonies listed by colonising 

power 

Germany 

• German Kamerun (now Cameroon and part of 

Nigeria, 1884–1916) 

• German East Africa (now Rwanda, Burundi and most 

of Tanzania, 1885–1919) 

• German South-West Africa (now Namibia, 1884–

1915) 

• German Togoland (now Togo and eastern part of 

Ghana, 1884–1914) 

After the First World War, Germany's possessions were 

partitioned among Britain (which took a sliver of western 

Cameroon, Tanzania, western Togo, and Namibia), France 

(which took most of Cameroon and eastern Togo) and Belgium 

(which took Rwanda and Burundi).  

Italy 

• Italian Tripolitania ( integrated into Italian Libya in 1934) 

• Italian Cyrenaica ( integrated into Italian Libya in 1934) 

• Italian Libya 

• Italian Eritrea 

• Italian Somalia 

During the Interwar period, Italian Ethiopia formed together 

with Italian Eritrea and Italian Somaliland the Italian East 
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Africa (A.O.I., "Africa Orientale Italiana", also defined by the 

fascist government as L'Impero).  

United Kingdom 

The British were primarily interested in maintaining secure 

communication lines to India, which led to initial interest in 

Egypt and South Africa. Once these two areas were secure, it 

was the intent of British colonialists such as Cecil Rhodes to 

establish a Cape-Cairo railway and to exploit mineral and 

agricultural resources. Control of the Nile was viewed as a 

strategic and commercial advantage.  
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1956) 
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Independent states 

Liberia was the only nation in Africa that was a colony and a 

protectorate of the United States. Liberia was founded, 

colonised, established and controlled by the American 

Colonization Society, a private organisation established in 

order to relocate freed African-American and Caribbean slaves 

from the United States and the Caribbean islands in 1822.  

Liberia declared its independence from the American 

Colonization Society on July 26, 1847. Liberia is Africa's oldest 

republic, and the second-oldest black republic in the world 

(after Haiti). Liberia maintained its independence during the 

period as it was viewed by European powers as either a colony 

or protectorate of the United States.  

Ethiopia maintained its independence from Italy after the 

Battle of Adwa which resulted in the Treaty of Addis Ababa in 

1896. With the exception of the occupation between 1936 and 

1941 by Benito Mussolini's military forces, Ethiopia is Africa's 

oldest independent nation.  

Connections to Modern Day Events 

Anti-neoliberal scholars connect the old scramble to a new 

scramble for Africa, coinciding with the emergence of a "Afro-

Neo-Liberal" capitalist movement in Post-Colonial Africa. When 

African nations began to gain independence during the Post 

World War II Era, their post colonial economic structures 

remained undiversified and linear. In most cases, the bulk of a 

nation's economy relied on cash crops or natural resources. 

These scholars claim that the decolonisation process kept 
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independent African nations at the mercy of colonial powers 

due to structurally-dependent economic relations. They also 

claim that structural adjustment programs led to the 

privatization and liberalization of many African political and 

economic systems, forcefully pushing Africa into the global 

capitalist market and that these factors led to development 

under Western ideological systems of economics and politics.  

Petro-states 

In the era of globalization, several African countries have 

emerged as petro-states (for example Sudan, Cameroon, 

Nigeria, Angola). These are nations with an economic and 

political partnership between transnational oil companies and 

the ruling elite class in oil-rich African nations. Numerous 

countries have entered into a neo-imperial relationship with 

Africa during this time period. Mary Gilmartin notes that 

“material and symbolic appropriation of space [is] central to 

imperial expansion and control”; nations in the globalization 

era who invest in controlling land internationally are engaging 

in neo-imperialism. Chinese (and other Asian countries) state 

oil companies have entered Africa's highly competitive oil 

sector. China National Petroleum Corporation purchased 40% 

of Greater Nile Petroleum Operating Company. Furthermore, 

Sudan exports 50–60% of its domestically produced oil to 

China, making up 7% of China's imports. China has also been 

purchasing equity shares in African oil fields, invested in 

industry related infrastructure development and acquired 

continental oil concessions throughout Africa.  

  



Chapter 2 

Boxer Rebellion 

The Boxer Rebellion, Boxer Uprising or Yihetuan Movement, 

was an armed and violent, anti-imperialist, and anti-Christian 

insurrection in China between 1899 and 1901, towards the end 

of the Qing dynasty.  

It was initiated by the Militia United in Righteousness 

(Yìhéquán), known in English as the Boxers because many of 

their members had practiced Chinese martial arts, also 

referred to in the Western world at the time as Chinese Boxing. 

Villagers in North China had been building resentment against 

Christian missionaries and the growth of foreign spheres of 

influence after the Sino-Japanese War of 1895. In a severe 

drought, violence and murder spread across Shandong and the 

North China Plain, targeting foreign property, Christian 

missionaries and Chinese Christians. In June 1900, Boxer 

fighters, convinced they were invulnerable to foreign weapons, 

converged on Beijing with the slogan "Support the Qing 

government and exterminate the foreigners." Foreigners and 

Chinese Christians sought refuge in the Legation Quarter.  

In response to reports of an invasion by the Eight Nation 

Alliance of American, Austro-Hungarian, British, French, 

German, Italian, Japanese, and Russian troops to lift the siege, 

the initially hesitant Empress Dowager Cixi supported the 

Boxers and on 21 June issued an Imperial Decreedeclaring war 

on the foreign powers. Diplomats, foreign civilians, and 

soldiers as well as Chinese Christians in the Legation Quarter 

were besieged for 55 days by the Imperial Army of China and 
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the Boxers. Chinese officialdom was split between those 

supporting the Boxers and those favoring conciliation, led by 

Prince Qing. The supreme commander of the Chinese forces, 

the Manchu General Ronglu (Junglu), later claimed he acted to 

protect the foreigners. Officials in the southern provinces 

ignored the imperial order to fight against foreigners.  

The Eight-Nation Alliance, after being initially turned back, 

brought 20,000 armed troops to China, defeated the Imperial 

Army, and arrived in Beijing on 14 August, relieving the siege 

of the Legations. Uncontrolled plunder of the capital and the 

surrounding countryside ensued, along with summary 

execution of those suspected of being Boxers. The Boxer 

Protocol of 7 September 1901 provided for the execution of 

government officials who had supported the Boxers, provisions 

for foreign troops to be stationed in Beijing, and 450 million 

taels of silver—approximately $10 billion at 2018 silver prices 

and more than the government's annual tax revenue—to be 

paid as indemnity over the course of the next 39 years to the 

eight nations involved.  

Historical background 

Origins of the Boxers 

The Righteous and Harmonious Fists (Yihequan) arose in the 

inland sections of the northern coastal province of Shandong, 

long known for social unrest, religious sects, and martial 

societies. American Christian missionaries were probably the 

first to refer to the well-trained, athletic young men as 

"Boxers", because of the martial arts and weapons training 
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they practiced. Their primary practice was a type of spiritual 

possession which involved the whirling of swords, violent 

prostrations, and chanting incantations to deities.  

The opportunities to fight against Western encroachment and 

colonization were especially attractive to unemployed village 

men, many of whom were teenagers. The tradition of 

possession and invulnerability went back several hundred 

years but took on special meaning against the powerful new 

weapons of the West. The Boxers, armed with rifles and 

swords, claimed supernatural invulnerability against cannons, 

rifle shots, and knife attacks. Furthermore, the Boxer groups 

popularly claimed that millions of soldiers would descend out 

of Heaven to assist them in purifying China of foreign 

oppression.  

In 1895, despite ambivalence toward their heterodox practices, 

Yuxian, a Manchu who was then prefect of Caozhou and would 

later become provincial governor, cooperated with the Big 

Swords Society, whose original purpose was to fight bandits. 

The missionaries of the German Society of the Divine Word had 

built up their presence in the area, partially by taking in a 

significant portion of converts who were "in need of protection 

from the law".  

On one occasion in 1895, a large bandit gang defeated by the 

Big Swords Society claimed to be Catholics to avoid 

prosecution. "The line between Christians and bandits became 

increasingly indistinct", remarks Paul Cohen. Some 

missionaries such as George Stenz also used their privileges to 

intervene in lawsuits. The Big Swords responded by attacking 

Catholic properties and burning them. As a result of diplomatic 
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pressure in the capital, Yuxian executed several Big Sword 

leaders, but did not punish anyone else. More martial secret 

societies started emerging after this.  

The early years saw a variety of village activities, not a broad 

movement with a united purpose. Martial folk religious 

societies such as the Baguadao (Eight Trigrams) prepared the 

way for the Boxers. Like the Red Boxing school or the Plum 

Flower Boxers, the Boxers of Shandong were more concerned 

with traditional social and moral values, such as filial piety, 

than with foreign influences.  

One leader, Zhu Hongdeng (Red Lantern Zhu), started as a 

wandering healer, specializing in skin ulcers, and gained wide 

respect by refusing payment for his treatments. Zhu claimed 

descent from Ming dynasty emperors, since his surname was 

the surname of the Ming imperial family. He announced that 

his goal was to "Revive the Qing and destroy the foreigners" 

("扶清滅洋fu Qing mie yang").  

The enemy was foreign influence. They decided the "primary 

devils" were the Christian missionaries, and the "secondary 

devils" were the Chinese converts to Christianity. Both had to 

recant or be driven out or killed.  

Causes of conflict and unrest 

The combination of extreme weather conditions, Western 

attempts at colonizing China, and growing anti-imperialist 

sentiment fueled the movement. First, a drought followed by 

floods in Shandong province in 1897–1898 forced farmers to 

flee to cities and seek food. As one observer said, "I am 
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convinced that a few days' heavy rainfall to terminate the long-

continued drought ... would do more to restore tranquility than 

any measures which either the Chinese government or foreign 

governments can take."  

A major cause of discontent in north China was missionary 

activity. The Treaty of Tientsin (or Tianjin) and the Convention 

of Peking, signed in 1860 after the Second Opium War, had 

granted foreign missionaries the freedom to preach anywhere 

in China and to buy land on which to build churches. On 1 

November 1897, a band of armed men who were perhaps 

members of the Big Swords Society stormed the residence of a 

German missionary from the Society of the Divine Word and 

killed two priests.  

This attack is known as the Juye Incident. When Kaiser 

Wilhelm II received news of these murders, he dispatched the 

German East Asia Squadron to occupy Jiaozhou Bay on the 

southern coast of the Shandong peninsula.  In December 1897, 

Wilhelm II declared his intent to seize territory in China, which 

triggered a "scramble for concessions" by which Britain, 

France, Russia and Japan also secured their own sphere of 

influence in China. Germany gained exclusive control of 

developmental loans, mining, and railway ownership in 

Shandong province. Russia gained influence of all territory 

north of the Great Wall, plus the previous tax exemption for 

trade in Mongolia and Xinjiang, economic powers similar to 

Germany's over Fengtian, Jilin and Heilongjiang provinces. 

France gained influence of Yunnan, most of Guangxi and 

Guangdong provinces, Japan over Fujian province. Britain 

gained influence of the whole Yangtze River Valley (defined as 

all provinces adjoining the Yangtze river as well as Henan and 
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Zhejiang provinces), parts of Guangdong and Guangxi 

provinces and part of Tibet. Only Italy's request for Zhejiang 

province was declined by the Chinese government. These do 

not include the lease and concession territories where the 

foreign powers had full authority. The Russian government 

militarily occupied their zone, imposed their law and schools, 

seized mining and logging privileges, settled their citizens, and 

even established their municipal administration on several 

cities, the latter without Chinese consent.  

In October 1898, a group of Boxers attacked the Christian 

community of Liyuantun village where a temple to the Jade 

Emperor had been converted into a Catholic church. Disputes 

had surrounded the church since 1869, when the temple had 

been granted to the Christian residents of the village. This 

incident marked the first time the Boxers used the slogan 

"Support the Qing, destroy the foreigners" ("扶清滅洋fu Qing mie 

yang") that later characterised them. The "Boxers" called 

themselves the "Militia United in Righteousness" for the first 

time one year later, at the Battle of Senluo Temple (October 

1899), a clash between Boxers and Qing government troops. By 

using the word "Militia" rather than "Boxers", they distanced 

themselves from forbidden martial arts sects, and tried to give 

their movement the legitimacy of a group that defended 

orthodoxy.  

Aggression toward missionaries and Christians drew the ire of 

foreign (mainly European) governments. In 1899, the French 

minister in Beijing helped the missionaries to obtain an edict 

granting official status to every order in the Roman Catholic 

hierarchy, enabling local priests to support their people in 

legal or family disputes and bypass the local officials. After the 
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German government took over Shandong, many Chinese feared 

that the foreign missionaries and possibly all Christian 

activities were imperialist attempts at "carving the melon", i.e., 

to colonize China piece by piece. A Chinese official expressed 

the animosity towards foreigners succinctly, "Take away your 

missionaries and your opium and you will be welcome."  

The early growth of the Boxer movement coincided with the 

Hundred Days' Reform (11 June – 21 September 1898), in 

which progressive Chinese officials, with support from 

Protestant missionaries, persuaded the Guangxu Emperor to 

institute sweeping reforms. This alienated many conservative 

officials, whose opposition led Empress Dowager Cixi to 

intervene and reverse the reforms. The failure of the reform 

movement disillusioned many educated Chinese and thus 

further weakened the Qing government. The empress seized 

power and placed the reformist emperor under house arrest.  

The national crisis was widely considered as caused by foreign 

aggression. Foreign powers had defeated China in several wars, 

forced a right to promote Christianity and imposed unequal 

treaties under which foreigners and foreign companies in 

China were accorded special privileges, extraterritorial rights 

and immunities from Chinese law, causing resentment among 

Chinese. France, Japan, Russia and Germany carved out 

spheres of influence, so that by 1900 it appeared that China 

would be dismembered, with foreign powers each ruling a part 

of the country. Thus, by 1900, the Qing dynasty, which had 

ruled China for more than two centuries, was crumbling and 

Chinese culture was under assault by powerful and unfamiliar 

religions and secular cultures.  
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Boxer War 

Intensifying crisis 

In January 1900, with a majority of conservatives in the 

imperial court, Empress Dowager Cixi changed her position on 

the Boxers, and issued edicts in their defence, causing protests 

from foreign powers. In spring 1900, the Boxer movement 

spread rapidly north from Shandong into the countryside near 

Beijing. Boxers burned Christian churches, killed Chinese 

Christians and intimidated Chinese officials who stood in their 

way. American Minister Edwin H. Conger cabled Washington, 

"the whole country is swarming with hungry, discontented, 

hopeless idlers." On 30 May the diplomats, led by British 

Minister Claude Maxwell MacDonald, requested that foreign 

soldiers come to Beijing to defend the legations. The Chinese 

government reluctantly acquiesced, and the next day a 

multinational force of 435 navy troops from eight countries 

debarked from warships and travelled by train from Dagu 

(Taku) to Beijing. They set up defensive perimeters around 

their respective missions.  

On 5 June 1900, the railway line to Tianjin was cut by Boxers 

in the countryside and Beijing was isolated. On 11 June, at 

Yongding gate, the secretary of the Japanese legation, 

Sugiyama Akira, was attacked and killed by the soldiers of 

general Dong Fuxiang, who were guarding the southern part of 

the Beijing walled city. Armed with Mauser rifles but wearing 

traditional uniforms, Dong's troops had threatened the foreign 

Legations in the fall of 1898 soon after arriving in Beijing, so 

much that United States Marines had been called to Beijing to 



New Imperialism: 1870–1914 
 

38 

guard the legations. The German KaiserWilhelm II was so 

alarmed by the Chinese Muslim troops that he requested the 

CaliphAbdul Hamid II of the Ottoman Empire to find a way to 

stop the Muslim troops from fighting.  

The Caliph agreed to the Kaiser's request and sent Enver Pasha 

(not to be confused with the future Young Turk leader) to 

China in 1901, but the rebellion was over by that time.  

Also on 11 June, the first Boxer was seen in the Legation 

Quarter. The German Minister, Clemens von Ketteler, and 

German soldiers captured a Boxer boy and inexplicably 

executed him. In response, thousands of Boxers burst into the 

walled city of Beijing that afternoon and burned many of the 

Christian churches and cathedrals in the city, burning some 

victims alive. American and British missionaries had taken 

refuge in the Methodist Mission and an attack there was 

repulsed by American Marines. The soldiers at the British 

Embassy and German Legations shot and killed several Boxers, 

alienating the Chinese population of the city and nudging the 

Qing government towards support of the Boxers.  

The Muslim Gansu braves and Boxers, along with other 

Chinese, then attacked and killed Chinese Christians around 

the legations in revenge for foreign attacks on Chinese.  

Seymour Expedition 

As the situation grew more violent, a second multinational 

force of 2,000 sailors and marines under the command of the 

British vice-admiral Edward Seymour, the largest contingent 

being British, was dispatched from Dagu to Beijing on 10 June 

1900. The troops were transported by train from Dagu to 
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Tianjin with the agreement of the Chinese government, but the 

railway between Tianjin and Beijing had been severed. Seymour 

resolved to move forward and repair the railway, or progress on 

foot if necessary, keeping in mind that the distance between 

Tianjin and Beijing was only 120 km. When Seymour left 

Tianjin and started toward Beijing, it angered the imperial 

court.  

As a result, the pro-Boxer Manchu Prince Duan became leader 

of the Zongli Yamen (foreign office), replacing Prince Qing. 

Prince Duan was a member of the imperial Aisin Gioro clan 

(foreigners called him a "Blood Royal"), and Empress Dowager 

Cixi had named her son as next in line for the imperial throne. 

He became the effective leader of the Boxers, and was 

extremely anti-foreigner. He soon ordered the Qing imperial 

army to attack the foreign forces. Confused by conflicting 

orders from Beijing, General Nie Shicheng let Seymour's army 

pass by in their trains.  

After leaving Tianjin, the convoy quickly reached Langfang, but 

found the railway there to be destroyed. Seymour's engineers 

tried to repair the line, but the allied army found itself 

surrounded, as the railway both behind and in front of them 

had been destroyed. They were attacked from all parts by 

Chinese irregulars and Chinese governmental troops. Five 

thousand of Dong Fuxiang's "Gansu Braves" and an unknown 

number of "Boxers" won a costly but major victory over 

Seymour's troops at the Battle of Langfang on 18 June. As the 

allied European army retreated from Langfang, they were 

constantly fired upon by cavalry, and artillery bombarded their 

positions. It was reported that the Chinese artillery was 

superior to the European artillery, since the Europeans did not 
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bother to bring along much for the campaign, thinking they 

could easily sweep through Chinese resistance.  

The Europeans could not locate the Chinese artillery, which 

was raining shells upon their positions. Mining, engineering, 

flooding and simultaneous attacks were employed by Chinese 

troops. The Chinese also employed pincer movements, 

ambushes and sniper tactics with some success against the 

foreigners.  

News arrived on 18 June regarding attacks on foreign 

legations. Seymour decided to continue advancing, this time 

along the Beihe river, toward Tongzhou, 25 km (16 mi) from 

Beijing. By the 19th, they had to abandon their efforts due to 

progressively stiffening resistance and started to retreat 

southward along the river with over 200 wounded. 

Commandeering four civilian Chinese junks along the river, 

they loaded all their wounded and remaining supplies onto 

them and pulled them along with ropes from the riverbanks.  

By this point, they were very low on food, ammunition and 

medical supplies. They happened upon the Great Xigu Arsenal, 

a hidden Qing munitions cache of which the Allied Powers had 

had no knowledge until then. They immediately captured and 

occupied it, discovering Krupp field guns and rifles with 

millions of rounds of ammunition, along with millions of 

pounds of rice and ample medical supplies.  

There they dug in and awaited rescue. A Chinese servant was 

able to infiltrate the Boxer and Qing lines, informing the Eight 

Powers of the Seymour troops' predicament. Surrounded and 

attacked nearly around the clock by Qing troops and Boxers, 

they were at the point of being overrun. On 25 June, a 
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regiment composed of 1,800 men (900 Russian troops from 

Port Arthur, 500 British seamen, with an ad hoc mix of other 

assorted Alliance troops) finally arrived on foot from Tientsin 

to rescue Seymour. Spiking the mounted field guns and setting 

fire to any munitions that they could not take (an estimated 

£3 million worth), Seymour, his force, and the rescue mission 

marched back to Tientsin, unopposed, on 26 June. Seymour's 

casualties during the expedition were 62 killed and 228 

wounded.  

Conflicting attitudes within the Qing imperial court 

Meanwhile, in Beijing, on 16 June, Empress Dowager Cixi 

summoned the imperial court for a mass audience and 

addressed the choice between using the Boxers to evict the 

foreigners from the city and seeking a diplomatic solution.  

In response to a high official who doubted the efficacy of the 

Boxers, Cixi replied that both sides of the debate at the 

imperial court realised that popular support for the Boxers in 

the countryside was almost universal and that suppression 

would be both difficult and unpopular, especially when foreign 

troops were on the march.  

Two factions were active during this debate. On one side were 

anti-foreigners who viewed foreigners as invasive and 

imperialistic and evoked a nativist populism.  

They advocated taking advantage of the Boxers to achieve the 

expulsion of foreign troops and foreign influences. The pro-

foreigners on the other hand advanced rapprochement with 

foreign governments, seeing the Boxers as superstitious and 

ignorant.  
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The event that tilted the Qing imperial government irrevocably 

toward support of the Boxers and war with the foreign powers 

was the attack of foreign navies on the Dagu Forts near 

Tianjin, on 17 June 1900.  

Siege of the Beijing legations 

On 15 June, Qing imperial forces deployed electric mines in 

the Beihe river (Peiho) to prevent the Eight-Nation Alliance 

from sending ships to attack. With a difficult military situation 

in Tianjin and a total breakdown of communications between 

Tianjin and Beijing, the allied nations took steps to reinforce 

their military presence significantly. On 17 June they took the 

Dagu Forts commanding the approaches to Tianjin, and from 

there brought increasing numbers of troops on shore.  

When Cixi received an ultimatum that same day demanding 

that China surrender total control over all its military and 

financial affairs to foreigners, she defiantly stated before the 

entire Grand Council, "Now they [the Powers] have started the 

aggression, and the extinction of our nation is imminent. If we 

just fold our arms and yield to them, I would have no face to 

see our ancestors after death. If we must perish, why don't we 

fight to the death?" It was at this point that Cixi began to 

blockade the legations with the armies of the Peking Field 

Force, which began the siege. Cixi stated that "I have always 

been of the opinion, that the allied armies had been permitted 

to escape too easily in 1860. Only a united effort was then 

necessary to have given China the victory. Today, at last, the 

opportunity for revenge has come", and said that millions of 

Chinese would join the cause of fighting the foreigners since 

the Manchus had provided "great benefits" on China. On 
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receipt of the news of the attack on the Dagu Forts on 19 June, 

Empress Dowager Cixi immediately sent an order to the 

legations that the diplomats and other foreigners depart 

Beijing under escort of the Chinese army within 24 hours.  

The next morning, diplomats from the besieged legations met 

to discuss the Empress's offer. The majority quickly agreed 

that they could not trust the Chinese army. Fearing that they 

would be killed, they agreed to refuse the Empress's demand. 

The German Imperial Envoy, Baron Klemens Freiherr von 

Ketteler, was infuriated with the actions of the Chinese army 

troops and determined to take his complaints to the royal 

court. Against the advice of the fellow foreigners, the baron left 

the legations with a single aide and a team of porters to carry 

his sedan chair. On his way to the palace, von Ketteler was 

killed on the streets of Beijing by a Manchu captain. His aide 

managed to escape the attack and carried word of the baron's 

death back to the diplomatic compound. At this news, the 

other diplomats feared they also would be murdered if they left 

the legation quarter and they chose to continue to defy the 

Chinese order to depart Beijing. The legations were hurriedly 

fortified. Most of the foreign civilians, which included a large 

number of missionaries and businessmen, took refuge in the 

British legation, the largest of the diplomatic compounds. 

Chinese Christians were primarily housed in the adjacent 

palace (Fu) of Prince Su who was forced to abandon his 

property by the foreign soldiers.  

On 21 June, Empress Dowager Cixi declared war against all 

foreign powers. Regional governors in the south, who 

commanded substantial modernised armies, such as Li 

Hongzhang at Canton, Yuan Shikai in Shandong, Zhang 
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Zhidong at Wuhan and Liu Kunyi at Nanjing, formed the 

Mutual Defense Pact of the Southeastern Provinces. They 

refused to recognize the imperial court's declaration of war, 

which they declared a luan-ming (illegitimate order) and 

withheld knowledge of it from the public in the south. Yuan 

Shikai used his own forces to suppress Boxers in Shandong, 

and Zhang entered into negotiations with the foreigners in 

Shanghai to keep his army out of the conflict. The neutrality of 

these provincial and regional governors left the majority of 

Chinese military forces out of the conflict.  

The legations of the United Kingdom, France, Germany, Italy, 

Austria-Hungary, Spain, Belgium, the Netherlands, the United 

States, Russia and Japan were located in the Beijing Legation 

Quarter south of the Forbidden City.  

The Chinese army and Boxer irregulars besieged the Legation 

Quarter from 20 June to 14 August 1900. A total of 473 foreign 

civilians, 409 soldiers, marines and sailors from eight 

countries, and about 3,000 Chinese Christians took refuge 

there. Under the command of the British minister to China, 

Claude Maxwell MacDonald, the legation staff and military 

guards defended the compound with small arms, three machine 

guns, and one old muzzle-loaded cannon, which was 

nicknamed the International Gun because the barrel was 

British, the carriage Italian, the shells Russian and the crew 

American. Chinese Christians in the legations led the 

foreigners to the cannon and it proved important in the 

defence. Also under siege in Beijing was the Northern 

Cathedral (Beitang) of the Catholic Church. The Beitang was 

defended by 43 French and Italian soldiers, 33 Catholic foreign 

priests and nuns, and about 3,200 Chinese Catholics. The 
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defenders suffered heavy casualties especially from lack of food 

and mines which the Chinese exploded in tunnels dug beneath 

the compound. The number of Chinese soldiers and Boxers 

besieging the Legation Quarter and the Beitang is unknown.  

On 22 and 23 June, Chinese soldiers and Boxers set fire to 

areas north and west of the British Legation, using it as a 

"frightening tactic" to attack the defenders. The nearby Hanlin 

Academy, a complex of courtyards and buildings that housed 

"the quintessence of Chinese scholarship ... the oldest and 

richest library in the world", caught fire. Each side blamed the 

other for the destruction of the invaluable books it contained.  

After the failure to burn out the foreigners, the Chinese army 

adopted an anaconda-like strategy. The Chinese built 

barricades surrounding the Legation Quarter and advanced, 

brick by brick, on the foreign lines, forcing the foreign legation 

guards to retreat a few feet at a time. This tactic was especially 

used in the Fu, defended by Japanese and Italian sailors and 

soldiers, and inhabited by most of the Chinese Christians. 

Fusillades of bullets, artillery and firecrackers were directed 

against the Legations almost every night—but did little 

damage. Sniper fire took its toll among the foreign defenders. 

Despite their numerical advantage, the Chinese did not 

attempt a direct assault on the Legation Quarter although in 

the words of one of the besieged, "it would have been easy by a 

strong, swift movement on the part of the numerous Chinese 

troops to have annihilated the whole body of foreigners ... in 

an hour." American missionary Frank Gamewell and his crew 

of "fighting parsons" fortified the Legation Quarter, but 

impressed Chinese Christians to do most of the physical labour 

of building defences.  



New Imperialism: 1870–1914 
 

46 

The Germans and the Americans occupied perhaps the most 

crucial of all defensive positions: the Tartar Wall. Holding the 

top of the 45 ft (14 m) tall and 40 ft (12 m) wide wall was vital. 

The German barricades faced east on top of the wall and 

400 yd (370 m) west were the west-facing American positions. 

The Chinese advanced toward both positions by building 

barricades even closer. "The men all feel they are in a trap", 

said the American commander, Capt. John T. Myers, "and 

simply await the hour of execution." On 30 June, the Chinese 

forced the Germans off the Wall, leaving the American Marines 

alone in its defence. In the June of 1900, one American 

described the scene of 20,000 Boxers storming the walls:  

Their yells were deafening, while the roar of gongs, drums, and 

horns sounded like thunder…. They waved their swords and 

stamped on the ground with their feet. They wore red turbans, 

sashes, and garters over blue cloth…. They were now only 

twenty yards from our gate. Three or four volleys from the 

Lebel rifles of our marines left more than fifty dead on the 

ground. 

At the same time, a Chinese barricade was advanced to within 

a few feet of the American positions and it became clear that 

the Americans had to abandon the wall or force the Chinese to 

retreat. At 2 am on 3 July, 56 British, Russian and American 

marines and sailors, under the command of Myers, launched 

an assault against the Chinese barricade on the wall. The 

attack caught the Chinese sleeping, killed about 20 of them, 

and expelled the rest of them from the barricades. The Chinese 

did not attempt to advance their positions on the Tartar Wall 

for the remainder of the siege.  
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Sir Claude MacDonald said 13 July was the "most harassing 

day" of the siege. The Japanese and Italians in the Fu were 

driven back to their last defence line. The Chinese detonated a 

mine beneath the French Legation pushing the French and 

Austrians out of most of the French Legation. On 16 July, the 

most capable British officer was killed and the journalist 

George Ernest Morrison was wounded. But American Minister 

Edwin Hurd Conger established contact with the Chinese 

government and on 17 July, an armistice was declared by the 

Chinese. More than 40% of the legation guards were dead or 

wounded. The motivation of the Chinese was probably the 

realization that an allied force of 20,000 men had landed in 

China and retribution for the siege was at hand.  

Officials and commanders at cross purposes 

• The Manchu General Ronglu concluded that it was 

futile to fight all of the powers simultaneously, and 

declined to press home the siege. The Manchu Zaiyi 

(Prince Duan), an anti-foreign friend of Dong 

Fuxiang, wanted artillery for Dong's troops to 

destroy the legations. Ronglu blocked the transfer of 

artillery to Zaiyi and Dong, preventing them from 

attacking. Ronglu forced Dong Fuxiang and his 

troops to pull back from completing the siege and 

destroying the legations, thereby saving the 

foreigners and making diplomatic concessions. 

Ronglu and Prince Qing sent food to the legations, 

and used their Manchu Bannermen to attack the 

Muslim Gansu Braves ("Kansu Braves" in the 

spelling of the time) of Dong Fuxiang and the Boxers 

who were besieging the foreigners. They issued edicts 
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ordering the foreigners to be protected, but the 

Gansu warriors ignored it, and fought against 

Bannermen who tried to force them away from the 

legations. The Boxers also took commands from Dong 

Fuxiang. Ronglu also deliberately hid an Imperial 

Decree from General Nie Shicheng. The Decree 

ordered him to stop fighting the Boxers because of 

the foreign invasion, and also because the 

population was suffering. Due to Ronglu's actions, 

General Nie continued to fight the Boxers and killed 

many of them even as the foreign troops were making 

their way into China. Ronglu also ordered Nie to 

protect foreigners and save the railway from the 

Boxers. Because parts of the Railway were saved 

under Ronglu's orders, the foreign invasion army was 

able to transport itself into China quickly. General 

Nie committed thousands of troops against the 

Boxers instead of against the foreigners. Nie was 

already outnumbered by the Allies by 4,000 men. 

General Nie was blamed for attacking the Boxers, as 

Ronglu let Nie take all the blame. At the Battle of 

Tianjin (Tientsin), General Nie decided to sacrifice 

his life by walking into the range of Allied guns. 

Xu Jingcheng, who had served as the Qing Envoy to many of 

the same states under siege in the Legation Quarter, argued 

that "the evasion of extraterritorial rights and the killing of 

foreign diplomats are unprecedented in China and abroad." Xu 

and five other officials urged Empress Dowager Cixi to order 

the repression of Boxers, the execution of their leaders, and a 

diplomatic settlement with foreign armies. The Empress 

Dowager, outraged, sentenced Xu and the five others to death 
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for "willfully and absurdly petitioning the Imperial Court" and 

"building subversive thought." They were executed on 28 July 

1900 and their severed heads placed on display at Caishikou 

Execution Grounds in Beijing.  

Reflecting this vacillation, some Chinese soldiers were quite 

liberally firing at foreigners under siege from its very onset. 

Cixi did not personally order imperial troops to conduct a 

siege, and on the contrary had ordered them to protect the 

foreigners in the legations. Prince Duan led the Boxers to loot 

his enemies within the imperial court and the foreigners, 

although imperial authorities expelled Boxers after they were 

let into the city and went on a looting rampage against both 

the foreign and the Qing imperial forces. Older Boxers were 

sent outside Beijing to halt the approaching foreign armies, 

while younger men were absorbed into the Muslim Gansu 

army.  

With conflicting allegiances and priorities motivating the 

various forces inside Beijing, the situation in the city became 

increasingly confused. The foreign legations continued to be 

surrounded by both Qing imperial and Gansu forces. While 

Dong Fuxiang's Gansu army, now swollen by the addition of 

the Boxers, wished to press the siege, Ronglu's imperial forces 

seem to have largely attempted to follow Empress Dowager 

Cixi's decree and protect the legations. However, to satisfy the 

conservatives in the imperial court, Ronglu's men also fired on 

the legations and let off firecrackers to give the impression 

that they, too, were attacking the foreigners. Inside the 

legations and out of communication with the outside world, the 

foreigners simply fired on any targets that presented 

themselves, including messengers from the imperial court, 
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civilians and besiegers of all persuasions. Dong Fuxiang was 

denied artillery held by Ronglu which stopped him from 

leveling the legations, and when he complained to Empress 

Dowager Cixi on 23 June, she dismissively said that "Your tail 

is becoming too heavy to wag." The Alliance discovered large 

amounts of unused Chinese Krupp artillery and shells after the 

siege was lifted.  

The armistice, although occasionally broken, endured until 13 

August when, with an allied army led by the British Alfred 

Gaselee approaching Beijing to relieve the siege, the Chinese 

launched their heaviest fusillade on the Legation Quarter. As 

the foreign army approached, Chinese forces melted away.  

Gaselee Expedition 

Foreign navies started building up their presence along the 

northern China coast from the end of April 1900. Several 

international forces were sent to the capital, with varying 

success, and the Chinese forces were ultimately defeated by 

the Eight-Nation Alliance of Austria-Hungary, France, 

Germany, Italy, Japan, Russia, the United Kingdom and the 

United States. Independent of the alliance, the Netherlands 

dispatched three cruisers in July to protect its citizens in 

Shanghai.  

British Lieutenant-General Alfred Gaselee acted as the 

commanding officer of the Eight-Nation Alliance, which 

eventually numbered 55,000. The main contingent was 

composed of Japanese (20,840), Russian (13,150), British 

(12,020), French (3,520), U.S. (3,420), German (900), Italian 

(80), Austro-Hungarian (75) and anti-Boxer Chinese troops. 



New Imperialism: 1870–1914 
 

51 

The "First Chinese Regiment" (Weihaiwei Regiment) which was 

praised for its performance, consisted of Chinese collaborators 

serving in the British military. Notable events included the 

seizure of the Dagu Forts commanding the approaches to 

Tianjin and the boarding and capture of four Chinese 

destroyers by British Commander Roger Keyes. Among the 

foreigners besieged in Tianjin was a young American mining 

engineer named Herbert Hoover, who would go on to become 

the 31st President of the United States.  

The international force finally captured Tianjin on 14 July. The 

international force suffered its heaviest casualties of the Boxer 

Rebellion in the Battle of Tianjin. With Tianjin as a base, the 

international force marched from Tianjin to Beijing, about 

120 km, with 20,000 allied troops. On 4 August, there were 

approximately 70,000 Qing imperial troops and anywhere from 

50,000 to 100,000 Boxers along the way. The allies only 

encountered minor resistance, fighting battles at Beicang and 

Yangcun. At Yangcun, the 14th Infantry Regiment of the U.S. 

and British troops led the assault. The weather was a major 

obstacle. Conditions were extremely humid with temperatures 

sometimes reaching 42 °C (108 °F). These high temperatures 

and insects plagued the Allies. Soldiers became dehydrated 

and horses died. Chinese villagers killed Allied troops who 

searched for wells.  

The heat killed Allied soldiers, who foamed at the mouth. The 

tactics along the way were gruesome on either side. Allied 

soldiers beheaded already dead Chinese corpses, bayoneted or 

beheaded live Chinese civilians, and raped Chinese girls and 

women. Cossacks were reported to have killed Chinese civilians 

almost automatically and Japanese kicked a Chinese soldier to 
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death. The Chinese responded to the Alliance's atrocities with 

similar acts of violence and cruelty, especially towards 

captured Russians. Lieutenant Smedley Butler saw the remains 

of two Japanese soldiers nailed to a wall, who had their 

tongues cut off and their eyes gouged. Lieutenant Butler was 

wounded during the expedition in the leg and chest, later 

receiving the Brevet Medal in recognition for his actions.  

The international force reached Beijing on 14 August. 

Following the defeat of Beiyang army in the First Sino-

Japanese War, the Chinese government had invested heavily in 

modernizing the imperial army, which was equipped with 

modern Mauser repeater rifles and Krupp artillery. Three 

modernized divisions consisting of Manchu Bannermen 

protected the Beijing Metropolitan region. Two of them were 

under the command of the anti-Boxer Prince Qing and Ronglu, 

while the anti-foreign Prince Duan commanded the ten-

thousand-strong Hushenying, or "Tiger Spirit Division", which 

had joined the Gansu Braves and Boxers in attacking the 

foreigners. It was a Hushenying captain who had assassinated 

the German diplomat Ketteler. The Tenacious Army under Nie 

Shicheng received Western style training under German and 

Russian officers in addition to their modernised weapons and 

uniforms. They effectively resisted the Alliance at the Battle of 

Tientsin before retreating and astounded the Alliance forces 

with the accuracy of their artillery during the siege of the 

Tianjin concessions (the artillery shells failed to explode upon 

impact due to corrupt manufacturing). The Gansu Braves 

under Dong Fuxiang, which some sources described as "ill 

disciplined", were armed with modern weapons but were not 

trained according to Western drill and wore traditional Chinese 

uniforms. They led the defeat of the Alliance at Langfang in the 
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Seymour Expedition and were the most ferocious in besieging 

the Legations in Beijing. Some Banner forces were given 

modernised weapons and Western training, becoming the 

Metropolitan Banner forces, which were decimated in the 

fighting. Among the Manchu dead was the father of the writer 

Lao She.  

The British won the race among the international forces to be 

the first to reach the besieged Legation Quarter. The U.S. was 

able to play a role due to the presence of U.S. ships and troops 

stationed in Manila since the U.S. conquest of the Philippines 

during the Spanish–American War and the subsequent 

Philippine–American War. In the U.S. military, the action in 

the Boxer Rebellion was known as the China Relief Expedition. 

United States Marines scaling the walls of Beijing is an iconic 

image of the Boxer Rebellion.  

The British Army reached the legation quarter on the afternoon 

of 14 August and relieved the Legation Quarter. The Beitang 

was relieved on 16 August, first by Japanese soldiers and then, 

officially, by the French.  

Evacuation of the Qing imperial court from Beijing to 

Xi'an 

In the early hours of 15 August, just as the Foreign Legations 

were being relieved, Empress Dowager Cixi, dressed in the 

padded blue cotton of a farm woman, the Guangxu Emperor, 

and a small retinue climbed into three wooden ox carts and 

escaped from the city covered with rough blankets. Legend has 

it that the Empress Dowager then either ordered that the 

Guangxu Emperor's favourite concubine, Consort Zhen, be 
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thrown down a well in the Forbidden City or tricked her into 

drowning herself. The journey was made all the more arduous 

by the lack of preparation, but the Empress Dowager insisted 

this was not a retreat, rather a "tour of inspection." After 

weeks of travel, the party arrived in Xi'an in Shaanxi province, 

beyond protective mountain passes where the foreigners could 

not reach, deep in Chinese Muslim territory and protected by 

the Gansu Braves. The foreigners had no orders to pursue the 

Empress Dowager, so they decided to stay put.  

Russian invasion of Manchuria 

The Russian Empire and the Qing Empire had maintained a 

long peace, starting with the Treaty of Nerchinsk in 1689, but 

Russian forces took advantage of Chinese defeats to impose the 

Aigun Treaty of 1858 and the Treaty of Peking of 1860 which 

ceded formerly Chinese territory in Manchuria to Russia, much 

of which is held by Russia to the present day (Primorye). The 

Russians aimed for control over the Amur River for navigation, 

and the all-weather ports of Dairen and Port Arthur in the 

Liaodong peninsula. The rise of Japan as an Asian power 

provoked Russia's anxiety, especially in light of expanding 

Japanese influence in Korea. Following Japan's victory in the 

First Sino-Japanese War of 1895, the Triple Intervention of 

Russia, Germany and France forced Japan to return the 

territory won in Liaodong, leading to a de facto Sino-Russian 

alliance.  

Local Chinese in Manchuria were incensed at these Russian 

advances and began to harass Russians and Russian 

institutions, such as the Chinese Eastern Railway. In June 

1900, the Chinese bombarded the town of Blagoveshchensk on 
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the Russian side of the Amur. The Czar's government used the 

pretext of Boxer activity to move some 200,000 troops into the 

area to crush the Boxers. The Chinese used arson to destroy a 

bridge carrying a railway and a barracks on 27 July. The 

Boxers destroyed railways and cut lines for telegraphs and 

burned the Yantai mines.  

By 21 September, Russian troops took Jilin and Liaodong, and 

by the end of the month completely occupied Manchuria, where 

their presence was a major factor leading to the Russo-

Japanese War.  

The Chinese Honghuzi bandits of Manchuria, who had fought 

alongside the Boxers in the war, did not stop when the Boxer 

rebellion was over, and continued guerrilla warfare against the 

Russian occupation up to the Russo-Japanese war when the 

Russians were defeated by Japan.  

Massacre of missionaries and 

Chinese Christians 

Orthodox, Protestant, and Catholic missionaries and their 

Chinese parishioners were massacred throughout northern 

China, some by Boxers and others by government troops and 

authorities. After the declaration of war on Western powers in 

June 1900, Yuxian, who had been named governor of Shanxi in 

March of that year, implemented a brutal anti-foreign and anti-

Christian policy. On 9 July, reports circulated that he had 

executed forty-four foreigners (including women and children) 

from missionary families whom he had invited to the provincial 

capital Taiyuan under the promise to protect them. Although 
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the purported eyewitness accounts have recently been 

questioned as improbable, this event became a notorious 

symbol of Chinese anger, known as the Taiyuan Massacre. By 

the summer's end, more foreigners and as many as 2,000 

Chinese Christians had been put to death in the province. 

Journalist and historical writer Nat Brandt has called the 

massacre of Christians in Shanxi "the greatest single tragedy 

in the history of Christian evangelicalism."  

During the Boxer Rebellion as a whole, a total of 136 

Protestant missionaries and 53 children were killed, and 47 

Catholic priests and nuns, 30,000 Chinese Catholics, 2,000 

Chinese Protestants, and 200 to 400 of the 700 Russian 

Orthodox Christians in Beijing were estimated to have been 

killed. Collectively, the Protestant dead were called the China 

Martyrs of 1900. 222 of Russian Christian Chinese Martyrs 

including St. Metrophanes were locally canonised as New 

Martyrs on 22 April 1902, after archimandrite Innocent 

(Fugurovsky), head of the Russian Orthodox Mission in China, 

solicited the Most Holy Synod to perpetuate their memory. This 

was the first local canonisation for more than two centuries. 

The Boxers went on to murder Christians across 26 

prefectures.  

Aftermath 

Occupation, looting, and atrocities 

Beijing, Tianjin, and other cities in northern China were 

occupied for more than one year by the international 

expeditionary force under the command of German General 
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Alfred Graf von Waldersee. Atrocities by foreign troops were 

common. French troops ravaged the countryside around Beijing 

on behalf of Chinese Catholics. The Americans and British paid 

General Yuan Shikai and his army (the Right Division) to help 

the Eight Nation Alliance suppress the Boxers. Yuan Shikai's 

forces killed tens of thousands of people in their anti Boxer 

campaign in Zhili Province and Shandong after the Alliance 

captured Beijing. Yuan operated out of Baoding during the 

campaign, which ended in 1902. Li Hongzhang commanded 

Chinese soldiers to kill "Boxers" to assist the Alliance.  

From contemporary Western observers, German, Russian, and 

Japanese troops received the greatest criticism for their 

ruthlessness and willingness to wantonly execute Chinese of 

all ages and backgrounds, sometimes burning and killing 

entire village populations. The German force arrived too late to 

take part in the fighting, but undertook punitive expeditions to 

villages in the countryside. Kaiser Wilhelm II on 27 July during 

departure ceremonies for the German relief force included an 

impromptu, but intemperate reference to the Hun invaders of 

continental Europe which would later be resurrected by British 

propaganda to mock Germany during the First World War and 

Second World War:  

Should you encounter the enemy, he will be defeated! No 

quarter will be given! Prisoners will not be taken! Whoever falls 

into your hands is forfeited. Just as a thousand years ago the 

Huns under their King Attila made a name for themselves, one 

that even today makes them seem mighty in history and 

legend, may the name German be affirmed by you in such a 

way in China that no Chinese will ever again dare to look 

cross-eyed at a German. 
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One newspaper called the aftermath of the siege a "carnival of 

ancient loot", and others called it "an orgy of looting" by 

soldiers, civilians and missionaries. These characterisations 

called to mind the sacking of the Summer Palace in 1860. Each 

nationality accused the others of being the worst looters. An 

American diplomat, Herbert G. Squiers, filled several railway 

carriages with loot and artifacts. The British Legation held loot 

auctions every afternoon and proclaimed, "Looting on the part 

of British troops was carried out in the most orderly manner." 

However, one British officer noted, "It is one of the unwritten 

laws of war that a city which does not surrender at the last 

and is taken by storm is looted." For the rest of 1900–1901, 

the British held loot auctions everyday except Sunday in front 

of the main-gate to the British Legation. Many foreigners, 

including Sir Claude Maxwell MacDonald and Lady Ethel 

MacDonald and George Ernest Morrison of The Times, were 

active bidders among the crowd. Many of these looted items 

ended up in Europe. The Catholic Beitang or North Cathedral 

was a "salesroom for stolen property." The American 

commander General Adna Chaffee banned looting by American 

soldiers, but the ban was ineffectual.  

Some but by no means all Western missionaries took an active 

part in calling for retribution. To provide restitution to 

missionaries and Chinese Christian families whose property 

had been destroyed, William Ament, a missionary of American 

Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, guided American 

troops through villages to punish those he suspected of being 

Boxers and confiscate their property. When Mark Twain read of 

this expedition, he wrote a scathing essay, "To the Person 

Sitting in Darkness", that attacked the "Reverend bandits of 

the American Board," especially targeting Ament, one of the 
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most respected missionaries in China. The controversy was 

front-page news during much of 1901. Ament's counterpart on 

the distaff side was doughty British missionary Georgina Smith 

who presided over a neighbourhood in Beijing as judge and 

jury.  

While one historical account reported that Japanese troops 

were astonished by other Alliance troops raping civilians, 

others noted that Japanese troops were 'looting and burning 

without mercy', and that Chinese 'women and girls by 

hundreds have committed suicide to escape a worse fate at the 

hands of Russian and Japanese brutes.' Roger Keyes, who 

commanded the British destroyer Fame and accompanied the 

Gaselee Expedition, noted that the Japanese had brought their 

own "regimental wives" (prostitutes) to the front to keep their 

soldiers from raping Chinese civilians.  

The Daily Telegraph journalist E. J. Dillon stated that he 

witnessed the mutilated corpses of Chinese women who were 

raped and killed by the Alliance troops. The French commander 

dismissed the rapes, attributing them to "gallantry of the 

French soldier." A foreign journalist, George Lynch, said "there 

are things that I must not write, and that may not be printed 

in England, which would seem to show that this Western 

civilisation of ours is merely a veneer over savagery."  

Many Bannermen supported the Boxers and shared their anti-

foreign sentiment. The German Minister Clemens von Ketteler 

was assassinated by a Manchu. Bannermen had been 

devastated in the First Sino-Japanese War in 1895 and Banner 

armies were destroyed while resisting the invasion. In the 

words of historian Pamela Crossley, their living conditions 
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went "from desperate poverty to true misery." When thousands 

of Manchus fled south from Aigun during the fighting in 1900, 

their cattle and horses were stolen by Russian Cossacks who 

then burned their villages and homes to ashes.  

The clan system of the Manchus in Aigun was obliterated by 

the despoliation of the area at the hands of the Russians.  

Reparations 

After the capture of Peking by the foreign armies, some of 

Empress Dowager Cixi's advisers advocated that the war be 

carried on, arguing that China could have defeated the 

foreigners as it was disloyal and traitorous people within China 

who allowed Beijing and Tianjin to be captured by the Allies, 

and that the interior of China was impenetrable. They also 

recommended that Dong Fuxiang continue fighting. The 

Empress Dowager Cixi was practical, however, and decided 

that the terms were generous enough for her to acquiesce when 

she was assured of her continued reign after the war and that 

China would not be forced to cede any territory.  

On 7 September 1901, the Qing imperial court agreed to sign 

the "Boxer Protocol" also known as Peace Agreement between 

the Eight-Nation Alliance and China. The protocol ordered the 

execution of 10 high-ranking officials linked to the outbreak 

and other officials who were found guilty for the slaughter of 

foreigners in China. Alfons Mumm (Freiherr von 

Schwarzenstein), Ernest Satow and Komura Jutaro signed on 

behalf of Germany, Britain and Japan, respectively.  

China was fined war reparations of 450,000,000 taels of fine 

silver (≈540,000,000 troy ounces (17,000 t) @ 1.2 ozt/tael) for 
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the loss that it caused. The reparation was to be paid by 1940, 

within 39 years, and would be 982,238,150 taels with interest 

(4 percent per year) included. To help meet the payment it was 

agreed to increase the existing tariff from an actual 3.18 to 5 

percent, and to tax hitherto duty-free merchandise.  

The sum of reparation was estimated by the Chinese 

population (roughly 450 million in 1900), to let each Chinese 

pay one tael. Chinese custom income and salt tax were enlisted 

as guarantee of the reparation. China paid 668,661,220 taels 

of silver from 1901 to 1939, equivalent in 2010 to 

≈US$61 billion on a purchasing power parity basis.  

A large portion of the reparations paid to the United States was 

diverted to pay for the education of Chinese students in U.S. 

universities under the Boxer Indemnity Scholarship Program.  

To prepare the students chosen for this program an institute 

was established to teach the English language and to serve as 

a preparatory school. When the first of these students returned 

to China they undertook the teaching of subsequent students; 

from this institute was born Tsinghua University. Some of the 

reparation due to Britain was later earmarked for a similar 

program.  

The China Inland Mission lost more members than any other 

missionary agency: 58 adults and 21 children were killed. 

However, in 1901, when the allied nations were demanding 

compensation from the Chinese government, Hudson Taylor 

refused to accept payment for loss of property or life in order 

to demonstrate the meekness and gentleness of Christ to the 

Chinese.  
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The Belgian Catholic vicar apostolic of Ordos, Msgr. Alfons 

Bermyn wanted foreign troops garrisoned in Inner Mongolia, 

but the Governor refused. Bermyn petitioned the Manchu 

Enming to send troops to Hetao where Prince Duan's Mongol 

troops and General Dong Fuxiang's Muslim troops allegedly 

threatened Catholics. It turned out that Bermyn had created 

the incident as a hoax.  

The Qing government did not capitulate to all the foreign 

demands. The Manchu governor Yuxian, was executed, but the 

imperial court refused to execute the Han Chinese General 

Dong Fuxiang, although he had also encouraged the killing of 

foreigners during the rebellion. Empress Dowager Cixi 

intervened when the Alliance demanded him executed and 

Dong was only cashiered and sent back home. Instead,  

Dong lived a life of luxury and power in "exile" in his home 

province of Gansu. Upon Dong's death in 1908, all honors 

which had been stripped from him were restored and he was 

given a full military burial.  

Long-term consequences 

• The European great powers finally ceased their 

ambitions of colonizing China since they had learned 

from the Boxer rebellions that the best way to deal 

with China was through the ruling dynasty, rather 

than directly with the Chinese people (a sentiment 

embodied in the adage: "The people are afraid of 

officials, the officials are afraid of foreigners, and the 

foreigners are afraid of the people") 

(老百姓怕官，官怕洋鬼子，洋鬼子怕老百姓), and they even 
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briefly assisted the Qing in their war against the 

Japanese to prevent Japanese domination in the 

region.  

Concurrently, the period marks the ceding of European great 

power interference in Chinese affairs, with the Japanese 

replacing the Europeans as the dominant power for their 

lopsided involvement in the war against the Boxers as well as 

their victory in the First Sino-Japanese War. With the toppling 

of the Qing that followed and the rise of the Nationalist 

Kuomintang, European sway in China was reduced to symbolic 

status. After taking Manchuria in 1905, Japan came to 

dominate Asian affairs militarily and culturally with many of 

the Chinese scholars also educated in Japan, the most 

prominent example being Sun Yat-Sen, who would later found 

the Nationalist Kuomintang in China.  

In October 1900, Russia occupied the provinces of Manchuria, 

a move that threatened Anglo-American hopes of maintaining 

the country's openness to commerce under the Open Door 

Policy.  

Japan's clash with Russia over Liaodong and other provinces 

in eastern Manchuria, because of the Russian refusal to 

honour the terms of the Boxer protocol that called for their 

withdrawal, led to the Russo-Japanese War when two years of 

negotiations broke down in February 1904. The Russian Lease 

of the Liaodong (1898) was confirmed. Russia was ultimately 

defeated by an increasingly-confident Japan.  

Besides the compensation, Empress Dowager Cixi reluctantly 

started some reforms, despite her previous views. Known as 

the New Policies, which started in 1901, the imperial 
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examination system for government service was eliminated, 

and the system of education through Chinese classics was 

replaced with a European liberal system that led to a 

university degree. Along with the formation of new military and 

police organisations, the reforms also simplified central 

bureaucracy and made a start at revamping taxation policies. 

After the deaths of Cixi and the Guangxu Emperor in 1908, the 

prince regentZaifeng (Prince Chun), the Guangxu Emperor's 

brother, launched further reforms.  

The effect on China was a weakening of the dynasty and its 

national defence capabilities. The government structure was 

temporarily sustained by the Europeans. Behind the 

international conflict, internal ideological differences between 

northern Chinese anti-foreign royalists and southern Chinese 

anti-Qing revolutionists were further deepened. The scenario in 

the last years of the Qing dynasty gradually escalated into a 

chaotic warlord era in which the most powerful northern 

warlords were hostile towards the southern revolutionaries, 

who overthrew the Qing monarchy in 1911. The rivalry was not 

fully resolved until the northern warlords were defeated by the 

Kuomintang's 1926–28 Northern Expedition. Prior to the final 

defeat of the Boxer Rebellion, all anti-Qing movements in the 

previous century, such as the Taiping Rebellion, had been 

successfully suppressed by the Qing. The historian Walter 

LaFeber has argued that President William McKinley's decision 

to send 5,000 American troops to quell the rebellion marks 

"the origins of modern presidential war powers":  

McKinley took a historic step in creating a new, 20th century 

presidential power. He dispatched the five thousand troops 

without consulting Congress, let alone obtaining a declaration 
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of war, to fight the Boxers who were supported by the Chinese 

government.... Presidents had previously used such force 

against non-governmental groups that threatened U.S. 

interests and citizens. It was now used, however, against 

recognised governments, and without obeying the 

Constitution's provisions about who was to declare war. 

Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., concurred and wrote,  

The intervention in China marked the start of a crucial shift in 

the presidential employment of armed force overseas. In the 

19th century, military force committed without congressional 

authorisation had been typically used against nongovernmental 

organisations. Now it was beginning to be used against 

sovereign states, and, in the case of Theodore Roosevelt, with 

less consultation than ever. In the Second Sino-Japanese War, 

when the Japanese asked the Muslim general Ma Hongkui to 

defect and become head of a Muslim puppet state, he 

responded that his relatives had been killed during the Battle 

of Peking, including his uncle Ma Fulu. Since Japanese troops 

made up most of the Alliance forces, there would be no co-

operation with the Japanese.  

Controversies and changing views of 

the Boxers 

From the beginning, views differed as to whether the Boxers 

were better seen as anti-imperialist, patriotic and proto-

nationalist, or as "uncivilized" irrational and futile opponents 

of inevitable change. The historian Joseph Esherick comments 

that "confusion about the Boxer Uprising is not simply a 
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matter of popular misconceptions" since "there is no major 

incident in China's modern history on which the range of 

professional interpretation is as great".  

Chinese liberals such as Hu Shih often condemned the Boxers 

for their irrationality and barbarity. Dr. Sun Yat-sen, the 

founding father of the Republic of China and of the 

Nationalists, at first believed that the Boxer Movement had 

been stirred up by the Qing government's rumors, which 

"caused confusion among the populace" and delivered "scathing 

criticism" of the Boxers' "anti-foreignism and obscurantism". 

Sun praised the Boxers for their "spirit of resistance" but 

called them "bandits". Students shared an ambivalent attitude 

to the Boxers and stated that while the uprising originated 

from the "ignorant and stubborn people of the interior areas", 

their beliefs were "brave and righteous" and could "be 

transformed into a moving force for independence." After the 

fall of the Qing dynasty in 1911, nationalist Chinese became 

more sympathetic to the Boxers. In 1918, Sun praised their 

fighting spirit and said that the Boxers were courageous and 

fearless in fighting to the death against the Alliance armies, 

specifically the Battle of Yangcun. The leader of the New 

Culture Movement, Chen Duxiu, forgave the "barbarism of the 

Boxer... given the crime foreigners committed in China" and 

contended that it was those "subservient to the foreigners" that 

truly "deserved our resentment."  

In other countries, views of the Boxers were complex and 

contentious. Mark Twain said that "the Boxer is a patriot. He 

loves his country better than he does the countries of other 

people. I wish him success." The Russian writer Leo Tolstoy 

also praised the Boxers and accused Nicholas II of Russia and 
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Wilhelm II of Germany of being chiefly responsible for the 

lootings, rapes, murders and the "Christian brutality" of the 

Russian and Western troops. The Russian revolutionary 

Vladimir Lenin mocked the Russian government's claim that it 

was protecting Christian civilization: "Poor Imperial 

Government! So Christianly unselfish, and yet so unjustly 

maligned! Several years ago it unselfishly seized Port Arthur, 

and now it is unselfishly seizing Manchuria; it has unselfishly 

flooded the frontier provinces of China with hordes of 

contractors, engineers, and officers, who, by their conduct, 

have roused to indignation even the Chinese, known for their 

docility." The Indian Bengali Rabindranath Tagore attacked the 

European colonialists. A number of Indian soldiers in the 

British Indian Army sympathized with the cause of the Boxers, 

and in 1994 the Indian military returned a bell looted by 

British soldiers in the Temple of Heaven to China.  

Even some American churchmen spoke out in support of the 

Boxers. The evangelist Rev. Dr. George F. Pentecost said that 

the Boxer uprising was a  

"patriotic movement to expel the 'foreign devils' – just that – 

the foreign devils". Suppose, he said, "the great nations of 

Europe were to put their fleets together, came over here, seize 

Portland, move on down to Boston, then New York, then 

Philadelphia, and so on down the Atlantic Coast and around 

the Gulf of Galveston? Suppose they took possession of these 

port cities, drove our people into the hinterland, built great 

warehouses and factories, brought in a body of dissolute 

agents, and calmly notified our people that henceforward they 

would manage the commerce of the country? Would we not 
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have a Boxer movement to drive those foreign European 

Christian devils out of our country?" 

The Russian newspaper Amurskii Krai criticized the killing of 

innocent civilians and charged that "restraint", "civilization" 

and "culture," instead of "racial hatred" and "destruction," 

would have been more becoming of a "civilized Christian 

nation." The paper asked, "What shall we tell civilized people? 

We shall have to say to them: 'Do not consider us as brothers 

anymore. We are mean and terrible people; we have killed 

those who hid at our place, who sought our protection.'"  

The events also left a longer impact. Historian Robert Bickers 

noted that for the British government, the Boxer Rebellion 

served as the "equivalent of the Indian 'mutiny'", and the 

events of the rebellion influenced the idea of the Yellow Peril 

among the British public. Later events, he adds, such as the 

Chinese Nationalist Revolution in the 1920s and even the 

activities of the Red Guards of the 1960s were perceived as 

being in the shadow of the Boxers.  

In Taiwan and Hong Kong, history textbooks often present the 

Boxer as irrational, but in the People's Republic of China, 

government textbooks described the Boxer movement as an 

anti-imperialist, patriotic peasant movement that failed by the 

lack of leadership from the modern working class, and they 

described the international army as an invading force. In 

recent decades, however, large-scale projects of village 

interviews and explorations of archival sources have led 

historians in China to take a more nuanced view. Some non-

Chinese scholars, such as Joseph Esherick, have seen the 

movement as anti-imperialist, but others hold that the concept 
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"nationalistic" is anachronistic because the Chinese nation had 

not been formed, and the Boxers were more concerned with 

regional issues. Paul Cohen's recent study includes a survey of 

"the Boxers as myth," which shows how their memory was used 

in changing ways in 20th-century China from the New Culture 

Movement to the Cultural Revolution.  

In recent years, the Boxer question has been debated in the 

People's Republic of China. In 1998, the critical scholar Wang 

Yi argued that the Boxers had features in common with the 

extremism of the Cultural Revolution. Both events had the 

external goal of "liquidating all harmful pests" and the 

domestic goal of "eliminating bad elements of all descriptions" 

and that the relation was rooted in "cultural obscurantism." 

Wang explained to his readers the changes in attitudes towards 

the Boxers from the condemnation of the May Fourth 

Movement to the approval expressed by Mao Zedong during the 

Cultural Revolution. In 2006, Yuan Weishi, a professor of 

philosophy at Zhongshan University in Guangzhou, wrote that 

the Boxers by their "criminal actions brought unspeakable 

suffering to the nation and its people! These are all facts that 

everybody knows, and it is a national shame that the Chinese 

people cannot forget." Yuan charged that history textbooks had 

been lacking in neutrality by presenting the Boxer Uprising as 

a "magnificent feat of patriotism" and not the view that most 

Boxer rebels were violent. In response, some labeled Yuan 

Weishi a "traitor" (Hanjian).  

Terminology 

The first reports coming from China in 1898 referred to the 

village activists as "Yihequan", (Wade–Giles: I Ho Ch'uan). The 
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first known use of the term "Boxer" was September 1899 in a 

letter from missionary Grace Newton in Shandong. It appears 

from context that "Boxer" was a known term by that time, 

possibly coined by the Shandong missionaries Arthur H. Smith 

and Henry Porter. Smith says in his book of 1902 that the 

name  

I Ho Ch'uan... literally denotes the 'Fists' (Ch'uan) of 

Righteousness (or Public) (I) Harmony (Ho), in apparent 

allusion to the strength of united force which was to be put 

forth. As the Chinese phrase 'fists and feet' signifies boxing 

and wrestling, there appeared to be no more suitable term for 

the adherents of the sect than 'Boxers,' a designation first 

used by one or two missionary correspondents of foreign 

journals in China, and later universally accepted on account of 

the difficulty of coining a better one. 

On 6 June 1900 The Times of London used the term "rebellion" 

in quotation marks, presumably to indicate their view that the 

rising was in fact instigated by Empress Dowager Cixi. The 

historian Lanxin Xiang refers to the "so called 'Boxer 

Rebellion,'" and explains that "while peasant rebellion was 

nothing new in Chinese history, a war against the world's most 

powerful states was." The name "Boxer Rebellion", concludes 

Joseph Esherick, another recent historian, is truly a 

"misnomer", for the Boxers "never rebelled against the Manchu 

rulers of China and their Qing dynasty" and the "most common 

Boxer slogan, throughout the history of the movement, was 

"support the Qing, destroy the Foreign." He adds that only 

after the movement was suppressed by the Allied Intervention 

did both the foreign powers and influential Chinese officials 

realize that the Qing would have to remain as government of 
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China in order to maintain order and collect taxes to pay the 

indemnity. Therefore, in order to save face for the Empress 

Dowager and the imperial court, the argument was made that 

the Boxers were rebels and that support from the imperial 

court came only from a few Manchu princes. Esherick 

concludes that the origin of the term "rebellion" was "purely 

political and opportunistic", but it has shown a remarkable 

staying power, particularly in popular accounts.  

Other recent Western works refer to the "Boxer Movement", 

"Boxer War" or Yihetuan Movement, while Chinese studies use 

义和团运动 (Yihetuan yundong), that is, "Yihetuan Movement." 

In his discussion of the general and legal implications of the 

terminology involved, the German scholar Thoralf Klein notes 

that all of the terms, including the Chinese ones, are 

"posthumous interpretations of the conflict." He argues that 

each term, whether it be "uprising", "rebellion" or "movement" 

implies a different definition of the conflict. Even the term 

"Boxer War", which has become widely used by recent scholars 

in the West, raises questions, as war was never declared, and 

Allied troops behaved as a punitive expedition in colonial style, 

not in a declared war with legal constraints. The Allies took 

advantage of the fact that China had not signed "The Laws and 

Customs of War on Land", a key document at the 1899 Hague 

Peace Conference. They argued that China had violated its 

provisions but themselves ignored them.   

Later representations 

By 1900, many new forms of media had matured, including 

illustrated newspapers and magazines, postcards, broadsides 
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and advertisements, all of which presented images of the 

Boxers and of the invading armies. The rebellion was covered 

in the foreign illustrated press by artists and photographers. 

Paintings and prints were also published including Japanese 

wood-blocks. In the following decades, the Boxers were a 

constant subject for comment. A sampling includes:  

• In the Polish play The Wedding by Stanisław 

Wyspiański, first published on 16 March 1901, even 

before the rebellion was finally crushed, the 

character of Czepiec asks the Journalist 

(Dziennikarz) one of the best-known questions in the 

history of Polish literature: "Cóż tam, panie, w 

polityce? Chińczyki trzymają się  mocno!? ("How are 

things in politics, Mister? Are the Chinese holding out 

firmly!?"). 

• Liu E, The Travels of Lao Can sympathetically shows 

an honest official trying to carry out reforms and 

depicts the Boxers as sectarian rebels. 

• G. A. Henty, With the Allies to Pekin, a Tale of the 

Relief of the Legations (New York: Scribners, 1903; 

London: Blackie, 1904). Juvenile fiction by a widely 

read author, depicts the Boxers as "a mob of 

ruffians." 

• A false or forged diary, Diary of his Excellency Ching-

Shan: Being a Chinese Account of the Boxer Troubles, 

including text written by Edmund Backhouse, who 

claimed he recovered the document from a burnt 

building. It is suspected that Backhouse falsified the 

document, as well as other stories, because he was 

prone to tell tales dubious in nature, including 

claims of nightly visits to the Empress Dowager Cixi. 
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• In Hergé's The Adventures of Tintin comic The Blue 

Lotus, Tintin's Chinese friend Chang Chong-Chen 

when they first meet, after Tintin saves the boy from 

drowning, the boy asks Tintin why he saved him 

from drowning as, according to Chang's uncle who 

fought in the Rebellion, all white people were wicked. 

• The novel Moment in Peking (1939), by Lin Yutang, 

opens during the Boxer Rebellion, and provides a 

child's-eye view of the turmoil through the eyes of 

the protagonist. 

• Tulku, a 1979 children's novel by Peter Dickinson, 

includes the effects of the Boxer Rebellion on a 

remote part of China. 

• The Diamond Age or, A Young Lady's Illustrated 

Primer (New York, 1996), by Neal Stephenson, 

includes a quasi-historical re-telling of the Boxer 

Rebellion as an integral component of the novel 

• The novel The Palace of Heavenly Pleasure (2003), by 

Adam Williams, describes the experiences of a small 

group of foreign missionaries, traders and railway 

engineers in a fictional town in northern China 

shortly before and during the Boxer Rebellion. 

• Illusionist William Ellsworth Robinson (a.k.a. Chung 

Ling Soo) had a bullet-catch trick entitled 

"Condemned to Death by the Boxers", which 

famously resulted in his onstage death. 

• The 1963 film 55 Days at Peking directed by Nicholas 

Ray and starring Charlton Heston, Ava Gardner and 

David Niven. 

• In 1975 Hong Kong's Shaw Brothers studio produced 

the film Boxer Rebellion (Chinese: 八國聯軍; pinyin: 

bāguó liánjūn; Wade–Giles: Pa kuo lien chun; l it . 



New Imperialism: 1870–1914 
 

74 

'Eight-Nation Allied Army') under director Chang 

Cheh with one of the highest budgets to tell a 

sweeping story of disillusionment and revenge. 

• Hong Kong's Shaw BrothersLegendary Weapons of 

China (1981), director Lau Kar Leung. A comedy 

starring Hsiao Ho (Hsiao Hou) as a disillusioned 

boxer of the Magic Clan who is sent to assassinate 

the former leader of a powerful boxer clan who 

refuses to dupe his students into believing they are 

impervious to firearms. 

• There are several flashbacks to the Boxer Rebellion 

in the television shows Buffy the Vampire Slayer and 

Angel. During the conflict, Spike kills his first slayer 

to impress Drusilla, and Angel decisively splits from 

Darla. 

• The film Shanghai Knights (2003), starring Jackie 

Chan and Owen Wilson, takes place in 1887 and 

features Boxers as the henchmen of the film's lead 

antagonist, English Lord Rathbone (Aiden Gillen), 

either working as mercenaries for Rathbone, or 

helping him as part of their support for the anti-

imperialist leader Wu Chow (Donnie Yen), Rathbone's 

ally. 

• The Last Empress (Boston, 2007), by Anchee Min, 

describes the long reign of the Empress Dowager Cixi 

in which the siege of the legations is one of the 

climactic events in the novel. 

• Mo, Yan. Sandalwood Death. Viewpoint of villagers 

during Boxer Uprising. 

• The pair of graphic novels by Gene Luen Yang, with 

colour by Lark Pien, Boxers and Saints, describes the 

"bands of foreign missionaries and soldiers" who 
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"roam the countryside bullying and robbing Chinese 

peasants." Little Bao, "harnessing the powers of 

ancient Chinese gods", recruits an army of Boxers, 

"commoners trained in kung fu who fight to free 

China from 'foreign devils.'" 

• The 2013 video game BioShock Infinite featured the 

Boxer Rebellion as a major historical moment for the 

floating city of Columbia. Columbia, in an effort to 

rescue American hostages during the rebellion, 

opened fire upon the city of Peking and burned it to 

the ground. These actions resulted in the United 

States recalling Columbia, which led to its secession 

from the Union. 

• The Boxer Rebellion is the historical backdrop for 

the episode titled "Kung Fu Crabtree" (Season 7, 

Episode 16, aired 24 March 2014) of the television 

series Murdoch Mysteries, in which Chinese officials 

visit Toronto in 1900 in search of Boxers who have 

fled from China. 

  



Chapter 3 

Russo-Turkish War (1877–1878) 

The Russo-Turkish War of 1877–1878 (Turkish: 93 Harbi, 

l it .   'War of ’93', named for the year 1293 in the Islamic 

calendar; Bulgarian: Руско–турскаОсвободителнавойна, 

romanized: Rusko-turska Osvoboditelna vojna, "Russian–Turkish 

Liberation war") was a conflict between the Ottoman Empire 

and the Eastern Orthodox coalition led by the Russian Empire 

and composed of Bulgaria, Romania, Serbia, and Montenegro. 

Fought in the Balkans and in the Caucasus, it originated in 

emerging 19th century Balkan nationalism. Additional factors 

included Russian goals of recovering territorial losses endured 

during the Crimean War of 1853–56, re-establishing itself in 

the Black Sea and supporting the political movement 

attempting to free Balkan nations from the Ottoman Empire.  

The Russian-led coalition won the war, pushing the Ottomans 

back all the way to the gates of Constantinople but for the 

timely intervention of the western European great powers.  

As a result, Russia succeeded in claiming provinces in the 

Caucasus, namely Kars and Batum, and also annexed the 

Budjak region. The principalities of Romania, Serbia, and 

Montenegro, each of which had de facto sovereignty for some 

years, formally proclaimed independence from the Ottoman 

Empire. After almost five centuries of Ottoman domination 

(1386–1878), an autonomous Bulgarian state emerged with the 

help and military intervention of Russia: the Principality of 

Bulgaria, covering the land between the Danube River and the 

Balkan Mountains (except Northern Dobrudja which was given 
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to Romania), as well as the region of Sofia, which became the 

new state's capital. The Congress of Berlin in 1878 also 

allowed Austria-Hungary to occupy Bosnia and Herzegovina 

and Great Britain to take over Cyprus.  

The initial Treaty of San Stefano, signed on 3 March 1878, is 

today celebrated on Liberation Day in Bulgaria, although the 

occasion somewhat fell out of favour during the years of 

Communist rule.  

Conflict pre-history 

Treatment of Christians in the Ottoman Empire 

Article 9 of the 1856 Paris Peace Treaty, concluded at the end 

of the Crimean War, obliged the Ottoman Empire to grant 

Christians equal rights with Muslims. Before the treaty was 

signed, the Ottoman government issued an edict, the Edict of 

Gülhane, which proclaimed the principle of the equality of 

Muslims and non-Muslims, and produced some specific 

reforms to this end. For example, the jizya tax was abolished 

and non-Muslims were allowed to join the army.  

However, some key aspects of dhimmi status were retained, 

including that the testimony of Christians against Muslims was 

not accepted in courts, which granted Muslims effective 

immunity for offenses conducted against Christians. Although 

local-level relations between communities were often good, this 

practice encouraged exploitation. Abuses were at their worst in 

regions with a predominantly Christian population, where local 

authorities often openly supported abuse as a means to keep 

Christians subjugated.  
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Crisis in Lebanon, 1860 

In 1858, the Maronite peasants, stirred by the clergy, revolted 

against their Druze feudal overlords and established a peasant 

republic. In southern Lebanon, where Maronite peasants 

worked for Druze overlords, Druze peasants sided with their 

overlords against the Maronites, transforming the conflict into 

a civil war. Although both sides suffered, about 10,000 

Maronites were massacred at the hands of the Druze.  

Under the threat of European intervention, Ottoman 

authorities restored order. Nevertheless, French and British 

intervention followed. Under further European pressure, the 

Sultan agreed to appoint a Christian governor in Lebanon, 

whose candidacy was to be submitted by the Sultan and 

approved by the European powers.  

On 27 May 1860, a group of Maronites raided a Druze village. 

Massacres and reprisal massacres followed, not only in 

Lebanon but also in Syria. In the end, between 7,000 and 

12,000 people of all religions had been killed, and over 300 

villages, 500 churches, 40 monasteries, and 30 schools were 

destroyed. Christian attacks on Muslims in Beirut stirred the 

Muslim population of Damascus to attack the Christian 

minority with between 5,000 and 25,000 of the latter being 

killed, including the American and Dutch consuls, giving the 

event an international dimension.  

Ottoman foreign minister Mehmed Fuad Pasha came to Syria 

and solved the problems by seeking out and executing the 

culprits, including the governor and other officials. Order was 

restored, and preparations made to give Lebanon new 
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autonomy to avoid European intervention. Nevertheless, in 

September 1860 France sent a fleet, and Britain joined to 

prevent a unilateral intervention that could help increase 

French influence in the area at Britain's expense.  

The revolt in Crete, 1866–1869 

The Cretan Revolt, which began in 1866, resulted from the 

failure of the Ottoman Empire to apply reforms for improving 

the life of the population and the Cretans' desire for enosis — 

union with Greece. The insurgents gained control over the 

whole island, except for five fortified cities where the Muslims 

took refuge. The Greek press claimed that Muslims had 

massacred Greeks and the word was spread throughout 

Europe. Thousands of Greek volunteers were mobilized and 

sent to the island.  

The siege of Moni Arkadiou monastery became particularly well 

known. In November 1866, about 250 Cretan Greek combatants 

and around 600 women and children were besieged by about 

23,000 mainly Cretan Muslims aided by Ottoman troops, and 

this became widely known in Europe. After a bloody battle with 

a large number of casualties on both sides, the Cretan Greeks 

finally surrendered when their ammunition ran out but were 

killed upon surrender.  

By early 1869, the insurrection was suppressed, but the Porte 

offered some concessions, introducing island self-rule and 

increasing Christian rights on the island. Although the Cretan 

crisis ended better for the Ottomans than almost any other 

diplomatic confrontation of the century, the insurrection, and 

especially the brutality with which it was suppressed, led to 
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greater public attention in Europe to the oppression of 

Christians in the Ottoman Empire.  

Small as the amount of attention is which can be given by the 

people of England to the affairs of Turkey ... enough was 

transpiring from time to time to produce a vague but a settled 

and general impression that the Sultans were not fulfilling the 

"solemn promises" they had made to Europe; that the vices of 

the Turkish government were ineradicable; and that whenever 

another crisis might arise affecting the "independence" of the 

Ottoman Empire, it would be wholly impossible to afford to it 

again the support we had afforded in the Crimean war. 

Changing balance of power in Europe 

Although on the winning side in the Crimean War, the Ottoman 

Empire continued to decline in power and prestige. The 

financial strain on the treasury forced the Ottoman government 

to take a series of foreign loans at such steep interest rates 

that, despite all the fiscal reforms that followed, pushed it into 

unpayable debts and economic difficulties. This was further 

aggravated by the need to accommodate more than 600,000 

Muslim Circassians, expelled by the Russians from the 

Caucasus, to the Black Sea ports of north Anatolia and the 

Balkan ports of Constanța and Varna, which cost a great deal 

in money and in civil disorder to the Ottoman authorities.  

The New European Concert 

The Concert of Europe established in 1814 was shaken in 1859 

when France and Austria fought over Italy. It came apart 

completely as a result of the wars of German Unification, when 
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the Kingdom of Prussia, led by Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, 

defeated Austria in 1866 and France in 1870, replacing 

Austria-Hungary as the dominant power in Central Europe. 

Britain, diverted by the Irish question and adverse to warfare, 

chose not to intervene again to restore the European balance. 

Bismarck did not wish the breakup of the Ottoman Empire to 

create rivalries that might lead to war, so he took up the Tsar's 

earlier suggestion that arrangements be made in case the 

Ottoman Empire fell apart, creating the Three Emperors' 

League with Austria and Russia to keep France isolated on the 

continent.  

France responded by supporting self-determination 

movements, particularly if they concerned the three emperors 

and the Sultan. Thus revolts in Poland against Russia and 

national aspirations in the Balkans were encouraged by 

France. Russia worked to regain its right to maintain a fleet on 

the Black Sea and vied with the French in gaining influence in 

the Balkans by using the new Pan-Slavic idea that all Slavs 

should be united under Russian leadership. This could be done 

only by destroying the two empires where most non-Russian 

Slavs lived, the Habsburg and the Ottoman Empires. The 

ambitions and the rivalries of the Russians and French in the 

Balkans surfaced in Serbia, which was experiencing its own 

national revival and had ambitions that partly conflicted with 

those of the great powers.  

Russia after the Crimean War 

Russia ended the Crimean War with minimal territorial losses, 

but was forced to destroy its Black Sea Fleet and Sevastopol 

fortifications. Russian international prestige was damaged, and 
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for many years revenge for the Crimean War became the main 

goal of Russian foreign policy. This was not easy though – the 

Paris Peace Treaty included guarantees of Ottoman territorial 

integrity by Great Britain, France and Austria; only Prussia 

remained friendly to Russia.  

The newly appointed Russian chancellor, Alexander Gorchakov 

depended upon alliance with Prussia and its chancellor 

Bismarck. Russia consistently supported Prussia in her wars 

with Denmark (1864), Austria (1866) and France (1870). In 

March 1871, using the crushing French defeat and the support 

of a grateful Germany, Russia achieved international 

recognition of its earlier denouncement of Article 11 of the 

Paris Peace Treaty, thus enabling it to revive the Black Sea 

Fleet.  

Other clauses of the Paris Peace Treaty, however, remained in 

force, specifically Article 8 with guarantees of Ottoman 

territorial integrity by Great Britain, France and Austria. 

Therefore, Russia was extremely cautious in its relations with 

the Ottoman Empire, coordinating all its actions with other 

European powers. A Russian war with Turkey would require at 

least the tacit support of all other Great Powers, and Russian 

diplomacy was waiting for a convenient moment.  

Balkan crisis of 1875–1876 

The state of Ottoman administration in the Balkans continued 

to deteriorate throughout the 19th century, with the central 

government occasionally losing control over whole provinces. 

Reforms imposed by European powers did little to improve the 

conditions of the Christian population, while managing to 
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dissatisfy a sizable portion of the Muslim population. Bosnia 

and Herzegovina suffered at least two waves of rebellion by the 

local Muslim population, the most recent in 1850.  

Austria consolidated after the turmoil of the first half of the 

century and sought to reinvigorate its longstanding policy of 

expansion at the expense of the Ottoman Empire. Meanwhile, 

the nominally autonomous, de facto independent principalities 

of Serbia and Montenegro also sought to expand into regions 

inhabited by their compatriots. Nationalist and irredentist 

sentiments were strong and were encouraged by Russia and 

her agents. At the same time, a severe drought in Anatolia in 

1873 and flooding in 1874 caused famine and widespread 

discontent in the heart of the Empire. The agricultural 

shortages precluded the collection of necessary taxes, which 

forced the Ottoman government to declare bankruptcy in 

October 1875 and increase taxes on outlying provinces 

including the Balkans.  

Albanian revolts 

Franklin Parker states that the Albanian highlanders resented 

new taxes and conscription, and fought against the Ottomans 

in the war.  

Balkan uprisings 

Herzegovina Uprising 

An uprising against Ottoman rule began in Herzegovina in July 

1875. By August almost all of Herzegovina had been seized and 

the revolt had spread into Bosnia. Supported by nationalist 
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volunteers from Serbia and Montenegro, the uprising continued 

as the Ottomans committed more and more troops to suppress 

it.  

Bulgarian Uprising 

The revolt of Bosnia and Herzegovina spurred Bucharest-based 

Bulgarian revolutionaries into action. In 1875, a Bulgarian 

uprising was hastily prepared to take advantage of Ottoman 

preoccupation, but it fizzled before it started. In the spring of 

1876, another uprising erupted in the south-central Bulgarian 

lands despite the fact that there were numerous regular 

Turkish troops in those areas.  

A special Turkish military committee was established to quell 

the uprising. Regular troops (Nisam) and irregular ones (Redif 

or Bashi-bazouk) were directed to fight the Bulgarians (11 May 

– 9 June 1876). The irregulars were mostly drawn from the 

Muslim inhabitants of the Bulgarian regions, many of whom 

were Circassian Islamic population which migrated from the 

Caucasus or Crimean Tatars who were expelled during the 

Crimean War and even Islamized Bulgarians. The Turkish army 

suppressed the revolt, massacring up to 30,000 people in the 

process. Five thousand out of the seven thousand villagers of 

Batak were put to death. Both Batak and Perushtitsa, where 

the majority of the population was also massacred, 

participated in the rebellion. Many of the perpetrators of those 

massacres were later decorated by the Ottoman high command. 

Modern historians have estimated the number of killed 

Bulgarian population is between 30,000 and 100,000. The 

Turkish military carried on unjust acts upon the Bulgarian 

populations.  
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International reaction to atrocities in Bulgaria 

Word of the bashi-bazouks' atrocities filtered to the outside 

world by way of the American-run Robert College located in 

Constantinople. The majority of the students were Bulgarian, 

and many received news of the events from their families back 

home. Soon the Western diplomatic community in 

Constantinople was abuzz with rumours, which eventually 

found their way into newspapers in the West. While in 

Constantinople in 1879, Protestant missionary George Warren 

Wood reported Turkish authorities in Amasia brutally 

persecuting Christian Armenian refugees from Soukoum Kaleh. 

He was able to coordinate with British diplomat Edward Malet 

to bring the matter to the attention of the Sublime Porte, and 

then to the British foreign secretary Robert Gascoyne-Cecil 

(the Marquess of Salisbury). In Britain, where Disraeli's 

government was committed to supporting the Ottomans in the 

ongoing Balkan crisis, the Liberal opposition newspaper Daily 

News hired American journalist Januarius A. MacGahan to 

report on the massacre stories firsthand.  

MacGahan toured the stricken regions of the Bulgarian 

uprising, and his report, splashed across the Daily News's 

front pages, galvanized British public opinion against Disraeli's 

pro-Ottoman policy. In September, opposition leader William 

Gladstone published his Bulgarian Horrors and the Question of 

the East calling upon Britain to withdraw its support for 

Turkey and proposing that Europe demand independence for 

Bulgaria and Bosnia and Herzegovina. As the details became 

known across Europe, many dignitaries, including Charles 

Darwin, Oscar Wilde, Victor Hugo and Giuseppe Garibaldi, 

publicly condemned the Ottoman abuses in Bulgaria.  
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The strongest reaction came from Russia. Widespread 

sympathy for the Bulgarian cause led to a nationwide surge in 

patriotism on a scale comparable with the one during the 

Patriotic War of 1812. From autumn 1875, the movement to 

support the Bulgarian uprising involved all classes of Russian 

society. This was accompanied by sharp public discussions 

about Russian goals in this conflict: Slavophiles, including 

Dostoevsky, saw in the impending war the chance to unite all 

Orthodox nations under Russia's helm, thus fulfilling what 

they believed was the historic mission of Russia, while their 

opponents, westernizers, inspired by Turgenev, denied the 

importance of religion and believed that Russian goals should 

not be defense of Orthodoxy but liberation of Bulgaria.  

Serbo-Turkish War and diplomatic maneuvering 

On 30 June 1876, Serbia, followed by Montenegro, declared 

war on the Ottoman Empire. In July and August, the ill-

prepared and poorly equipped Serbian army helped by Russian 

volunteers failed to achieve offensive objectives but did manage 

to repulse the Ottoman offensive into Serbia. Meanwhile, 

Russia's Alexander II and Prince Gorchakov met Austria-

Hungary's Franz Joseph I and Count Andrássy in the 

Reichstadt castle in Bohemia. No written agreement was made, 

but during the discussions, Russia agreed to support Austrian 

occupation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Austria-Hungary, 

in exchange, agreed to support the return of Southern 

Bessarabia—lost by Russia during the Crimean War—and 

Russian annexation of the port of Batum on the east coast of 

the Black Sea. Bulgaria was to become autonomous 

(independent, according to the Russian records).  
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As the fighting in Bosnia and Herzegovina continued, Serbia 

suffered a string of setbacks and asked the European powers 

to mediate an end to the war. A joint ultimatum by the 

European powers forced the Porte to give Serbia a one-month 

truce and start peace negotiations.  

Turkish peace conditions however were refused by European 

powers as too harsh. In early October, after the truce expired, 

the Turkish army resumed its offensive and the Serbian 

position quickly became desperate. On 31 October, Russia 

issued an ultimatum requiring the Ottoman Empire to stop the 

hostilities and sign a new truce with Serbia within 48 hours. 

This was supported by the partial mobilization of the Russian 

army (up to 20 divisions). The Sultan accepted the conditions 

of the ultimatum.  

To resolve the crisis, on 11 December 1876, the Constantinople 

Conference of the Great Powers was opened in Constantinople 

(to which the Turks were not invited). A compromise solution 

was negotiated, granting autonomy to Bulgaria, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina under the joint control of European powers. The 

Ottomans, however, refused to sacrifice their independence by 

allowing international representatives to oversee the 

institution of reforms and sought to discredit the conference by 

announcing on 23 December, the day the conference was 

closed, that a constitution was adopted that declared equal 

rights for religious minorities within the Empire.  

The Ottomans attempted to use this manoeuver to get their 

objections and amendments to the agreement heard. When they 

were rejected by the Great Powers, the Ottoman Empire 

announced its decision to disregard the results of the 
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conference. On 15 January 1877, Russia and Austria-Hungary 

signed a written agreement confirming the results of an earlier 

Reichstadt Agreement in July 1876. This assured Russia of the 

benevolent neutrality of Austria-Hungary in the impending 

war. These terms meant that in case of war Russia would do 

the fighting and Austria would derive most of the advantage. 

Russia therefore made a final effort for a peaceful settlement. 

After reaching an agreement with its main Balkan rival and 

with anti-Ottoman sympathies running high throughout 

Europe due to the Bulgarian atrocities and the rejection of the 

Constantinople agreements, Russia finally felt free to declare 

war.  

Course of the war 

Opening manoeuvres 

Russia declared war on the Ottomans on 24 April 1877, and its 

troops entered Romania through the newly built Eiffel Bridge 

near Ungheni, on the Prut river. On 12 April 1877, Romanians 

gave permission to the Russian troops to pass through its 

territory to attack the Turks, resulting in Turkish 

bombardments of Romanian towns on the Danube. On 10 May 

1877, the Principality of Romania, which was under formal 

Turkish rule, declared its independence.  

At the beginning of the war, the outcome was far from obvious. 

The Russians could send a larger army into the Balkans: about 

300,000 troops were within reach. The Ottomans had about 

200,000 troops on the Balkan peninsula, of which about 

100,000 were assigned to fortified garrisons, leaving about 
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100,000 for the army of operation. The Ottomans had the 

advantage of being fortified, complete command of the Black 

Sea, and patrol boats along the Danuberiver. They also 

possessed superior arms, including new British and American-

made rifles and German-made artillery.  

In the event, however, the Ottomans usually resorted to 

passive defense, leaving the strategic initiative to the 

Russians, who, after making some mistakes, found a winning 

strategy for the war. The Ottoman military command in 

Constantinople made poor assumptions about Russian 

intentions. They decided that Russians would be too lazy to 

march along the Danube and cross it away from the delta, and 

would prefer the short way along the Black Sea coast. This 

would be ignoring the fact that the coast had the strongest, 

best supplied and garrisoned Turkish fortresses. There was 

only one well manned fortress along the inner part of the river 

Danube, Vidin. It was garrisoned only because the troops, led 

by Osman Pasha, had just taken part in defeating the Serbs in 

their recent war against the Ottoman Empire.  

The Russian campaign was better planned, but it relied heavily 

on Turkish passivity. A crucial Russian mistake was sending 

too few troops initially; an expeditionary force of about 

185,000 crossed the Danube in June, slightly fewer than the 

combined Turkish forces in the Balkans (about 200,000). After 

setbacks in July (at Pleven and Stara Zagora), the Russian 

military command realized it did not have the reserves to keep 

the offensive going and switched to a defensive posture. The 

Russians did not even have enough forces to blockade Pleven 

properly until late August, which effectively delayed the whole 

campaign for about two months.  
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Balkan theatre 

• At the start of the war, Russia and Romania 

destroyed all vessels along the Danube and mined 

the river, thus ensuring that Russian forces could 

cross the Danube at any point without resistance 

from the Ottoman Navy. The Ottoman command did 

not appreciate the significance of the Russians' 

actions. In June, a small Russian unit crossed the 

Danube close to the delta, at Galați, and marched 

towards Ruschuk (today Ruse). This made the 

Ottomans even more confident that the big Russian 

force would come right through the middle of the 

Ottoman stronghold. On 25–26 May, a Romanian 

torpedo boat with a mixed Romanian-Russian crew 

attacked and sank an Ottoman monitor on the 

Danube. Under the direct command of Major-General 

Mikhail Ivanovich Dragomirov, on the night of 27/28 

June 1877 (NS) the Russians constructed a pontoon 

bridge across the Danube at Svishtov. After a short 

battle in which the Russians suffered 812 killed and 

wounded, the Russian secured the opposing bank 

and drove off the Ottoman infantry brigade defending 

Svishtov. At this point the Russian force was divided 

into three parts: the Eastern Detachment under the 

command of Tsarevich Alexander Alexandrovich, the 

future Tsar Alexander III of Russia, assigned to 

capture the fortress of Ruschuk and cover the army's 

eastern flank; the Western Detachment, to capture 

the fortress of Nikopol, Bulgaria and cover the 

army's western flank; and the Advance Detachment 

under Count Joseph Vladimirovich Gourko, which 
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was assigned to quickly move via Veliko Tarnovo and 

penetrate the Balkan Mountains, the most 

significant barrier between the Danube and 

Constantinople.  

Responding to the Russian crossing of the Danube, the 

Ottoman high command in Constantinople ordered Osman Nuri 

Paşa to advance east from Vidin and occupy the fortress of 

Nikopol, just west of the Russian crossing. On his way to 

Nikopol, Osman Pasha learned that the Russians had already 

captured the fortress and so moved to the crossroads town of 

Plevna (now known as Pleven), which he occupied with a force 

of approximately 15,000 on 19 July (NS). The Russians, 

approximately 9,000 under the command of General Schilder-

Schuldner, reached Plevna early in the morning. Thus began 

the Siege of Plevna.  

Osman Pasha organized a defense and repelled two Russian 

attacks with colossal casualties on the Russian side. At that 

point, the sides were almost equal in numbers and the Russian 

army was very discouraged. A counter-attack might have 

allowed the Ottomans to control and destroy the Russians' 

bridge, but Osman Pasha did not leave the fortress because he 

had orders to stay fortified in Plevna.  

Russia had no more troops to throw against Plevna, so the 

Russians besieged it, and subsequently asked the Romanians 

to cross the Danube and help them. On 9 August, Suleiman 

Pasha made an attempt to help Osman Pasha with 30,000 

troops, but he was stopped by Bulgarians at the Battle of 

Shipka Pass. After three days of fighting, the volunteers were 

relieved by a Russian force led by General Radezky, and the 
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Turkish forces withdrew. Soon afterwards, Romanian forces 

crossed the Danube and joined the siege. On 16 August, at 

Gorni-Studen, the armies around Plevna were placed under the 

command of the Romanian Prince Carol I, aided by the Russian 

general Pavel Dmitrievich Zotov and the Romanian general 

Alexandru Cernat.  

The Turks maintained several fortresses around Pleven which 

the Russian and Romanian forces gradually reduced. The 

Romanian 4th Division led by General Gheorghe Manu took the 

Grivitsa redoubt after four bloody assaults and managed to 

keep it until the very end of the siege.  

The siege of Plevna (July–December 1877) turned to victory 

only after Russian and Romanian forces cut off all supply 

routes to the fortified Ottomans. With supplies running low, 

Osman Pasha made an attempt to break the Russian siege in 

the direction of Opanets. On 9 December, in the middle of the 

night the Ottomans threw bridges over the Vit River and 

crossed it, attacked on a 2-mile (3.2 km) front and broke 

through the first line of Russian trenches. Here they fought 

hand to hand and bayonet to bayonet, with little advantage to 

either side. Outnumbering the Ottomans almost 5 to 1, the 

Russians drove the Ottomans back across the Vit. Osman 

Pasha was wounded in the leg by a stray bullet, which killed 

his horse beneath him. Making a brief stand, the Ottomans 

eventually found themselves driven back into the city, losing 

5,000 men to the Russians' 2,000. The next day, Osman 

surrendered the city, the garrison, and his sword to the 

Romanian colonel, Mihail Cerchez. He was treated honorably, 

but his troops perished in the snows by the thousand as they 

straggled off into captivity.  
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• At this point Serbia, having finally secured monetary 

aid from Russia, declared war on the Ottoman 

Empire again. This time there were far fewer Russian 

officers in the Serbian army but this was more than 

offset by the experience gained from the 1876–77 

war. Under nominal command of prince Milan 

Obrenović (effective command was in hands of 

generalKosta Protić, the army chief of staff), the 

Serbian Army went on offensive in what is now 

eastern south Serbia. A planned offensive into the 

Ottoman Sanjak of Novi Pazar was called off due to 

strong diplomatic pressure from Austria-Hungary, 

which wanted to prevent Serbia and Montenegro from 

coming into contact, and which had designs to 

spread Austria-Hungary's influence through the 

area. The Ottomans, outnumbered unlike two years 

before, mostly confined themselves to passive 

defence of fortified positions. By the end of 

hostilities the Serbs had captured Ak-Palanka (today 

Bela Palanka), Pirot, Niš and Vranje.  

Russians under Field MarshalJoseph Vladimirovich Gourko 

succeeded in capturing the passes at the Stara 

Planinamountain, which were crucial for maneuvering. Next, 

both sides fought a series of battles for Shipka Pass. Gourko 

made several attacks on the Pass and eventually secured it. 

Ottoman troops spent much effort to recapture this important 

route, to use it to reinforce Osman Pasha in Pleven, but failed. 

Eventually Gourko led a final offensive that crushed the 

Ottomans around Shipka Pass. The Ottoman offensive against 

Shipka Pass is considered one of the major mistakes of the 

war, as other passes were virtually unguarded. At this time a 
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huge number of Ottoman troops stayed fortified along the 

Black Sea coast and engaged in very few operations.  

A Russian army crossed the Stara Planina by a high snowy 

pass in winter, guided and helped by local Bulgarians, not 

expected by the Ottoman army, and defeated the Turks at the 

Battle of Tashkessen and took Sofia. The way was now open for 

a quick advance through Plovdiv and Edirne to Constantinople.  

Besides the Romanian Army (which mobilized 130,000 men, 

losing 10,000 of them to this war), more than 12,000 volunteer 

Bulgarian troops (Opalchenie) from the local Bulgarian 

population as well as many hajduk detachments fought in the 

war on the side of the Russians.  

Caucasian theatre 

The Russian Caucasus Corps was stationed in Georgia and 

Armenia, composed of approximately 50,000 men and 202 guns 

under the overall command of Grand Duke Michael 

Nikolaevich, Governor General of the Caucasus. The Russian 

force stood opposed by an Ottoman Army of 100,000 men led 

by General Ahmed Muhtar Pasha. While the Russian army was 

better prepared for the fighting in the region, it lagged behind 

technologically in certain areas such as heavy artillery and was 

outgunned, for example, by the superior long-range Krupp 

artillery that Germany had supplied to the Ottomans.  

The Caucasus Corps was led by a quartet of Armenian 

commanders: Generals Mikhail Loris-Melikov, Arshak Ter-

Gukasov (Ter-Ghukasov/Ter-Ghukasyan), Ivan Lazarev and 

Beybut Shelkovnikov. Forces under Lieutenant-General Ter-

Gukasov, stationed near Yerevan, commenced the first assault 
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into Ottoman territory by capturing the town of Bayazid on 27 

April 1877. Capitalizing on Ter-Gukasov's victory there, 

Russian forces advanced, taking the region of Ardahan on 17 

May; Russian units also besieged the city of Kars in the final 

week of May, although Ottoman reinforcements lifted the siege 

and drove them back. Bolstered by reinforcements, in 

November 1877 General Lazarev launched a new attack on 

Kars, suppressing the southern forts leading to the city and 

capturing Kars itself on 18 November. On 19 February 1878, 

the strategic fortress town of Erzurum was taken by the 

Russians after a lengthy siege. Although they relinquished 

control of Erzerum to the Ottomans at the end the war, the 

Russians acquired the regions of Batum, Ardahan, Kars, Olti, 

and Sarikamish and reconstituted them into the Kars Oblast.  

Kurdish uprising 

As the Russo-Turkish war came to a close, a Kurdish uprising 

began. It was led by two brothers, Husayn and Osman Pasha. 

The rebellion held most of the region of Bohtan for 9 months. It 

was ended only through duplicity, after force of arms had 

failed.  

Civilian government in Bulgaria 

during the war 

After Bulgarian territories were liberated by the Imperial 

Russian Army during the war, they were governed initially by a 

provisional Russian administration, which was established in 

April 1877. The Treaty of Berlin (1878) provided for the 

termination of this provisional Russian administration in May 
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1879, when the Principality of Bulgaria and Eastern Rumelia 

were established. The main objectives of the temporary 

Russian administration were to secure peace and order and to 

prepare for a revival of the Bulgarian state.  

Aftermath 

Intervention by the Great Powers 

Under pressure from the British, Russia accepted the truce 

offered by the Ottoman Empire on 31 January 1878, but 

continued to move towards Constantinople.  

The British sent a fleet of battleships to intimidate Russia from 

entering the city, and Russian forces stopped at San Stefano. 

Eventually Russia entered into a settlement under the Treaty 

of San Stefano on 3 March, by which the Ottoman Empire 

would recognize the independence of Romania, Serbia, and 

Montenegro, and the autonomy of Bulgaria.  

Alarmed by the extension of Russian power into the Balkans, 

the Great Powers later forced modifications of the treaty in the 

Congress of Berlin.  

The main change here was that Bulgaria would be split, 

according to earlier agreements among the Great Powers that 

precluded the creation of a large new Slavic state: the northern 

and eastern parts to become principalities as before (Bulgaria 

and Eastern Rumelia), though with different governors; and the 

Macedonian region, originally part of Bulgaria under San 

Stefano, would return to direct Ottoman administration.  
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A surprising consequence came in Hungary (part of the Austro-

Hungarian Empire). Despite memories of the terrible defeat at 

Mohács in 1526, elite Hungarian attitudes were becoming 

strongly anti-Russian. This led to active support for the Turks 

in the media, but only in a peaceful way, since the foreign 

policy of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy remained neutral.  

Effects on Bulgaria's Muslim and Christian populations 

Muslim civilian casualties during the war are often estimated 

in the tens of thousands. The perpetrators of those massacres 

are also disputed, with American historian Justin McCarthy, 

claiming that they were carried out by Russian soldiers, 

Cossacks as well as Bulgarian volunteers and villagers, though 

there were few civilian casualties in battle. while James J. Reid 

claims that Circassians were significantly responsible for the 

refugee flow, that there were civilian casualties from battle and 

even that the Ottoman army was responsible for casualties 

among the Muslim population. According to John Joseph the 

Russian troops made frequent massacres of Muslim peasants 

to prevent them from disrupting their supply and troop 

movements. 

During the Battle of Harmanli accompanying this retaliation on 

Muslim non-combatants, it was reported that a huge group of 

Muslim townspeople were attacked by the Russian army, which 

as a result thousands died and their goods confiscated. The 

correspondent of the Daily News describes as an eyewitness 

the burning of four or five Turkish villages by the Russian 

troops in response to the Turks firing at the Russians from the 

villages, instead of behind rocks or trees, which must have 

appeared to the Russian soldiers as guerrilla attempts by the 
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local Muslim populace upon the Russian contingencies 

operating against the Ottoman forces embedded in the area.  

The number of Muslim refugees is estimated by R.J. Crampton 

to be 130,000. Richard C. Frucht estimates that only half 

(700,000) of the prewar Muslim population remained after the 

war, 216,000 had died and the rest emigrated. Douglas Arthur 

Howard estimates that half the 1.5 million Muslims, for the 

most part Turks, in prewar Bulgaria had disappeared by 1879. 

200,000 had died, the rest became permanently refugees in 

Ottoman territories. However, according to one estimate, the 

total population of Bulgaria in its postwar borders was about 

2.8 million in 1871, while according to official censuses, the 

total population was 2.823 million in 1880/81. And as such 

would make the aforementioned claim of 216,000 – 2.8 millions 

of persons dead due to Russian engagement and the 

subsequent fleeing of the majority of the Muslim population 

highly questionable.  

During the conflict a number of Muslim buildings and cultural 

centres were destroyed. A large library of old Turkish books 

was destroyed when a mosque in Turnovo was burned in 1877. 

Most mosques in Sofia were destroyed, seven of them in one 

night in December 1878 when a thunderstorm masked the 

noise of the explosions arranged by Russian military 

engineers."  

The Christian population, especially in the initial stages of the 

war, that found itself in the path of the Ottoman armies also 

suffered greatly.  

The most notable massacre of Bulgarian civilians took part 

after the July battle of Stara Zagora when Gurko's forces had 
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to retreat back to the Shipka pass. In the aftermath of the 

battle Suleiman Pasha's forces burned down and plundered the 

town of Stara Zagora which by that time was one of the largest 

towns in the Bulgarian lands. The number of massacred 

Christian civilians during the battle is estimated at 15,000. 

Suleiman Pasha's forces also established in the whole valley of 

the Maritsariver a system of terror taking form in the hanging 

at the street corners of every Bulgarian who had in any way 

assisted the Russians, but even villages that had not assisted 

the Russians were destroyed and their inhabitants massacred. 

As a result, as many as 100,000 civilian Bulgarians fled north 

to the Russian occupied territories. Later on in the campaign 

the Ottoman forces planned to burn the town of Sofia after 

Gurko had managed to overcome their resistance in the passes 

of Western part of the Balkan Mountains. Only the refusal of 

the Italian Consul Vito Positano, the French Vice Consul 

Léandre François René le Gay and the Austro–Hungarian Vice 

Consul to leave Sofia prevented that from happening. After the 

Ottoman retreat, Positano even organized armed detachments 

to protect the population from marauders (regular Ottoman 

Army deserters, bashi-bazouks and Circassians).  

Bulgarian historians claim that 30,000 civilian Bulgarians 

were killed during the war, two-thirds of which occurred in the 

Stara Zagora area.  

Effects on Bulgaria's Jewish population 

Many Jewish communities in their entirety fled with the 

retreating Turks as their protectors. The Bulletins de l'Alliance 

Israélite Universelle reported that thousands of Bulgarian Jews 

found refuge at the Ottoman capital of Constantinople.  
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Internationalization of the Armenian Question 

The conclusion of the Russo-Turkish war also led to the 

internationalization of the Armenian Question. Many 

Armenians in the eastern provinces (Turkish Armenia) of the 

Ottoman Empire greeted the advancing Russians as liberators. 

Violence and instability directed at Armenians during the war 

by Kurd and Circassian bands had left many Armenians 

looking toward the invading Russians as the ultimate 

guarantors of their security. In January 1878, Armenian 

Patriarch of ConstantinopleNerses II Varzhapetian approached 

the Russian leadership with the view of receiving assurances 

that the Russians would introduce provisions in the 

prospective peace treaty for self-administration in the 

Armenian provinces. Though not as explicit, Article 16 of the 

Treaty of San Stefano read:  

As the evacuation of the Russian troops of the 

territory they occupy in Armenia, and which is to be 

restored to Turkey, might give rise to conflicts and 

complications detrimental to the maintenance of 

good relations between the two countries, the 

Sublime Porte engaged to carry into effect, without 

further delay, the improvements and reforms 

demanded by local requirements in the provinces 

inhabited by Armenians and to guarantee their 

security from Kurds and Circassians. 

Great Britain, however, took objection to Russia holding on to 

so much Ottoman territory and forced it to enter into new 

negotiations by convening the Congress of Berlin in June 1878. 

An Armenian delegation led by prelate Mkrtich Khrimian 
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traveled to Berlin to present the case of the Armenians but, 

much to its chagrin, was left out of the negotiations. Article 16 

was modified and watered down, and all mention of the 

Russian forces remaining in the provinces was removed. In the 

final text of the Treaty of Berlin, it was transformed into 

Article 61, which read:  

The Sublime Porte undertakes to carry out, without 

further delay, the improvements and reforms 

demanded by local requirements in the provinces 

inhabited by Armenians, and to guarantee their 

security against the Circassians and Kurds. It will 

periodically make known the steps taken to this 

effect to the powers, who will superintend their 

application. 

As it turned out, the reforms were not forthcoming. Khrimian 

returned to Constantinople and delivered a famous speech in 

which he likened the peace conference to a "'big cauldron of 

Liberty Stew' into which the big nations dipped their 'iron 

ladles' for real results, while the Armenian delegation had only 

a 'Paper Ladle'. 'Ah dear Armenian people,' Khrimian said, 

'could I have dipped my Paper Ladle in the cauldron it would 

sog and remain there! Where guns talk and sabers shine, what 

significance do appeals and petitions have?'" Given the absence 

of tangible improvements in the plight of the Armenian 

community, a number of Armenian intellectuals living in 

Europe and Russia in the 1880s and 1890s formed political 

parties and revolutionary societies to secure better conditions 

for their compatriots in Ottoman Armenia and other parts of 

the Ottoman Empire.  
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Atrocities and ethnic cleansing 

Both sides carried out massacres and an ethnic cleansing 

policy during the war.  

Against Turks 

In January 1878, advancing Russian and Bulgarian forces 

started committing atrocities against Muslim population in 

region such as Harmanli massacre, in which more than 2,000 

Muslims were murdered. British reports from that time has 

detailed information about atrocities and massacres. According 

to those reports, in İssova Bâlâ, 96 of the 170 houses in village 

and the school were burned to the ground. The inhabitants of 

Yukarı Sofular were slaughtered and 12 of the 130 houses in 

village, a mosque and a school was burned. In Kozluca, 18 

Turks were killed. Massacres of Muslim inhabitants occurred 

in Kazanlak too. In the village called Muflis, 127 Muslim 

inhabitants were kidnapped to kill by a group of Russian and 

Bulgarian troops. 20 of them managed to escape, but rest were 

killed. 400 people from Muflis were killed according to Ottoman 

sources. 11 inhabitants were killed in Keçidere.  

Many villages in the Kars region were pillaged by Russian army 

during the war. The war in Caucasus caused many Muslims to 

migrate to remaining Ottoman lands, mostly in poverty and 

with poor conditions. Between 1878 and 1881, 82,000 Muslims 

migrated to Ottoman Empire from lands ceded to Russia in 

Caucasus.  

There are different guesses about losses during Russo-Turkish 

War. Dennis Hupchik and Justin McCarthy says 260,000 
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people went missing and 500,000 became refugees. Turkish 

historian Kemal Karpat claims that 250–300,000 people, about 

17% of the former Muslim population of Bulgaria, died as a 

consequence of famine, disease, and massacres, and 1 to 

1,5 million people were forced to migrate. Turkish author 

Nedim İpek gives the same numbers as Karpat. Another source 

claims 400,000 Turks were massacred and 1,000,000 Turks 

had to migrate during war.  

Against Bulgarians 

Ottoman Army carried many massacres against Bulgarian 

civilians during the war, the most significant one being Stara 

Zagora massacre in which Suleiman Pasha's Ottoman Army, 

composed mainly of 48,000 Albanian troops massacred 18,000 

Bulgarian civilians. Circassians in the Ottoman forces also 

raped and murdered Bulgarians during the 1877 Russo-

Turkish war.  

Against Circassians 

Russians raped Circassian girls during the 1877 Russo-

Turkish war from the Circassian refugees who were settled in 

the Ottoman Balkans. Circassian girls were sold into Turkish 

harems by their relatives.  

Lasting effects 

International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement 

This war caused a division in the emblems of the International 

Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement which continues to this 
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day. Both Russia and the Ottoman Empire had signed the First 

Geneva Convention (1864), which made the Red Cross, a colour 

reversal of the flag of neutral Switzerland, the sole emblem of 

protection for military medical personnel and facilities. 

However, during this war the cross instead reminded the 

Ottomans of the Crusades; so they elected to replace the cross 

with the Red Crescent instead.  

This ultimately became the symbol of the Movement's national 

societies in most Muslim countries, and was ratified as an 

emblem of protection by later Geneva Conventions in 1929 and 

again in 1949 (the current version).  

Iran, which neighbored both the Russian Empire and Ottoman 

Empire, considered them to be rivals, and probably considered 

the Red Crescent in particular to be an Ottoman symbol; 

except for the Red Crescent being centred and without a star, 

it is a colour reversal of the Ottoman flag (and the modern 

Turkish flag).  

This appears to have led to their national society in the 

Movement being initially known as the Red Lion and Sun 

Society, using a red version of the Lion and Sun, a traditional 

Iranian symbol. After the Iranian Revolution of 1979, Iran 

switched to the Red Crescent, but the Geneva Conventions 

continue to recognize the Red Lion and Sun as an emblem of 

protection.  

In popular culture 

The novella Jalaleddin, published in 1878 by the novelist Raffi 

describes the Kurdish massacres of Armenians in the Eastern 
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Ottoman Empire at the time of the Russo-Turkish War. The 

novella follows the journey of a young man through the 

mountains of Anatolia. The historical descriptions in the 

novella correspond with information from British sources at 

the time.  

The novel The Doll (Polish title: Lalka), written in 1887–1889 

by Bolesław Prus, describes consequences of the Russo-

Turkish war for merchants living in Russia and partitioned 

Poland. The main protagonist helped his Russian friend, a 

multi-millionaire, and made a fortune supplying the Russian 

Army in 1877–1878. The novel describes trading during 

political instability, and its ambiguous results for Russian and 

Polish societies.  

The 1912 silent film Independența României depicted the war 

in Romania.  

Russian writer Boris Akunin uses the war as the setting for the 

novel The Turkish Gambit (1998).  

  



Chapter 4 

Antarctica 

Antarctica is Earth's southernmost continent. It contains the 

geographic South Pole and is situated in the Antarctic region of 

the Southern Hemisphere, almost entirely south of the 

Antarctic Circle, and is surrounded by the Southern Ocean. At 

14,200,000 square kilometres (5,500,000 square miles), it is 

the fifth-largest continent and nearly twice the size of 

Australia.  

It is by far the least populated continent, with around 5,000 

people in the summer and around 1,000 in the winter. About 

98% of Antarctica is covered by ice that averages 1.9 km 

(1.2 mi; 6,200 ft) in thickness, which extends to all but the 

McMurdo Dry Valleys and the northernmost reaches of the 

Antarctic Peninsula.  

Antarctica, on average, is the coldest, driest, and windiest 

continent, and has the highest average elevation of all the 

continents. Most of Antarctica is a polar desert, with annual 

precipitation of 200 mm (7.9 in) along the coast and far less 

inland; yet 80% of the world freshwater reserves are stored 

there, enough to raise global sea levels by about 60 metres 

(200 ft) if all of it were to melt. The temperature in Antarctica 

has dropped to −89.2 °C (−128.6 °F) (or even −94.7 °C 

(−135.8 °F) as measured from space), though the average for 

the third quarter (the coldest part of the year) is −63 °C 

(−81 °F). Organisms native to Antarctica include many types of 

algae, bacteria, fungi, plants, protista, and certain animals, 

such as mites, nematodes, penguins, seals and tardigrades. 
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Vegetation, where it occurs, is tundra. Antarctica was the last 

region on Earth to be discovered, likely unseen until 1820 

when the Russian expedition of Fabian Gottlieb von 

Bellingshausen and Mikhail Lazarev on Vostok and Mirny 

sighted the Fimbul ice shelf. The continent remained largely 

neglected for the rest of the 19th century because of its harsh 

environment, lack of easily accessible resources, and isolation. 

In January 1840, land at Antarctica was discovered for the 

first time, almost simultaneously, by the United States 

Exploring Expedition, under Lieut; Charles Wilkes; and a 

separate French expedition under Jules Dumont d'Urville. The 

latter made a temporary landing. The Wilkes expedition—

though it did not make a landing—remained long enough in the 

region to survey and map some 800 miles of the continent. The 

first confirmed landing was by a team of Norwegians in 1895.  

Antarctica is governed by parties to the Antarctic Treaty 

System. Twelve countries signed the Antarctic Treaty in 1959, 

and thirty-eight have signed it since then. The treaty prohibits 

military activities, mineral mining, nuclear explosions and 

nuclear waste disposal. It supports scientific research and 

protects the continent's ecology. Between 1,000 and 5,000 

people from many countries reside at research stations 

scattered across the continent.  

Etymology 

The name Antarctica is the romanised version of the Greek 

compound word ἀνταρκτική (antarktiké), feminine of ἀνταρκτικός 

(antarktikós), meaning "opposite to the Arctic", "opposite to the 

north".  
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Aristotle wrote in his book Meteorology about an Antarctic 

region in c. 350 BC. Marinus of Tyre reportedly used the name 

in his unpreserved world map from the 2nd century CE.  

The Roman authors Hyginus and Apuleius (1–2 centuries CE) 

used for the South Pole the romanised Greek name polus 

antarcticus, from which derived the Old Frenchpole antartike 

(modern pôle antarctique) attested in 1270, and from there the 

Middle Englishpol antartik in a 1391 technical treatise by 

Geoffrey Chaucer, A Treatise on the Astrolabe, referring to the 

modern Antarctic Pole. Matthias Ringmann called Terra 

Australis the Ora antarctica (antarctic land) in 1505.  

Change of name 

The long-imagined (but undiscovered) south polar continent 

was originally called Terra Australis, sometimes shortened to 

Australia as seen in a woodcut illustration titled "Sphere of the 

winds", contained in an astrological textbook published in 

Frankfurt in 1545.  

In the early 19th century, the colonial authorities in Sydney 

removed the Dutch name from New Holland. Instead of 

inventing a new name to replace it, they took the name 

Australia, leaving the south polar continent nameless for some 

eighty years. During that period, geographers had to make do 

with clumsy phrases such as "the Antarctic Continent".  

They searched for a more poetic replacement, suggesting 

various names such as Ultima and Antipodea. Eventually 

Antarctica was adopted as the continental name in the 1890s—

the first use of the name is attributed to the Scottish 

cartographerJohn George Bartholomew.  
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History of exploration 

Antarctica has no indigenous population. According to Māori 

oral history in New Zealand, Hui Te Rangiora (also known as Ūi 

Te Rangiora) and his crew explored Antarctic waters in the 

early seventh century on the vessel Te Ivi o Atea. Accounts 

name the area Te tai-uka-a-pia, which describes a 'frozen 

ocean' and 'arrowroot', which resembles fresh snow when 

scraped.  

The oldest known human remains in Antarctica was a skull 

that belonged to a young Yaghan woman on Yamana Beach at 

the South Shetland Islands, which dates back to 1819 to 1825. 

She was found in 1985.  

Belief in the existence of a Terra Australis—a vast continent in 

the far south of the globe to "balance" the northern lands of 

Europe, Asia and North Africa—had prevailed since the times 

of Ptolemy in the 1st century AD. Even in the late 17th 

century, after explorers had found that South America and 

Australia were not part of the fabled "Antarctica", geographers 

believed that the continent was much larger than its actual 

size.  

Integral to the story of the origin of Antarctica's name is that it 

was not named Terra Australis—this name was given to 

Australia instead, because of the misconception that no 

significant landmass could exist further south. Explorer 

Matthew Flinders, in particular, has been credited with 

popularising the transfer of the name Terra Australis to 

Australia. He justified the titling of his book A Voyage to Terra 

Australis (1814) by writing in the introduction:  
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There is no probability, that any other detached body of land, 

of nearly equal extent, will ever be found in a more southern 

latitude; the name Terra Australis will, therefore, remain 

descriptive of the geographical importance of this country and 

of its situation on the globe: it has antiquity to recommend it; 

and, having no reference to either of the two claiming nations, 

appears to be less objectionable than any other which could 

have been selected. 

European maps continued to show this hypothetical land until 

Captain James Cook's ships, HMS Resolution and Adventure, 

crossed the Antarctic Circle on 17 January 1773, in December 

1773 and again in January 1774. Cook came within about 

120 km (75 mi) of the Antarctic coast before retreating in the 

face of field ice in January 1773. In 1775, Cook called the 

existence a polar continent "probable" and in another copy of 

his journal he wrote: "[I] firmly believe it and it's more than 

probable that we have seen a part of it".  

According to various organisations (the National Science 

Foundation, NASA, the University of California, San Diego, the 

Russian State Museum of the Arctic and Antarctic, among 

others), ships captained by three men sighted Antarctica or its 

ice shelf in 1820: Fabian Gottlieb von Bellingshausen, a 

captain in the Imperial Russian Navy, Edward Bransfield, a 

captain in the Royal Navy, and Nathaniel Palmer, an American 

sealer.  

The First Russian Antarctic Expedition led by Bellingshausen 

and Mikhail Lazarev on the 985-ton sloop-of-warVostok ("East") 

and the 530-ton support vessel Mirny ("Peaceful") reached a 

point within 32 km (20 mi) of Queen Maud's Land and recorded 
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the sight of an ice shelf at 69°21 ′28″S2°14 ′50″W, on 27 

January 1820, which became known as the Fimbul ice shelf. 

This happened three days before Bransfield sighted the land of 

the Trinity Peninsula of Antarctica, as opposed to the ice of an 

ice shelf, and ten months before Palmer did so in November 

1820. The first documented landing on Antarctica was by the 

American sealer John Davis, apparently at Hughes Bay, near 

Cape Charles, in West Antarctica on 7 February 1821, 

although some historians dispute this claim. The first recorded 

and confirmed landing was at Cape Adare in 1895 (by the 

Norwegian-Swedish whaling ship Antarctic).  

On 22 January 1840, two days after the discovery of the coast 

west of the Balleny Islands, some members of the crew of the 

1837–40 expedition of Jules Dumont d'Urville disembarked on 

the highest islet of a group of coastal rocky islands about 4 km 

from Cape Géodésie on the coast of Adélie Land where they 

took some mineral, algae, and animal samples, erected the 

French flag and claimed French sovereignty over the territory.  

Explorer James Clark Ross passed through what is now known 

as the Ross Sea and discovered Ross Island (both of which 

were named after him) in 1841. He sailed along a huge wall of 

ice that was later named the Ross Ice Shelf. Mount Erebus and 

Mount Terror are named after two ships from his expedition: 

HMS Erebus and Terror. Mercator Cooper landed in East 

Antarctica on 26 January 1853.  

During the Nimrod Expedition led by Ernest Shackleton in 

1907, parties led by Edgeworth David became the first to climb 

Mount Erebus and to reach the South Magnetic Pole. Douglas 

Mawson, who assumed the leadership of the Magnetic Pole 
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party on their perilous return, went on to lead several 

expeditions until retiring in 1931. In addition, Shackleton and 

three other members of his expedition made several firsts in 

December 1908 – February 1909: they were the first humans to 

traverse the Ross Ice Shelf, the first to traverse the 

Transantarctic Mountains (via the Beardmore Glacier), and the 

first to set foot on the South Polar Plateau. An expedition led 

by Norwegian polar explorer Roald Amundsen from the ship 

Fram became the first to reach the geographic South Pole on 

14 December 1911, using a route from the Bay of Whales and 

up the Axel Heiberg Glacier. One month later, the doomed 

Scott Expedition reached the pole.  

Richard E. Byrd led several voyages to the Antarctic by plane 

in the 1930s and 1940s. He is credited with implementing 

mechanised land transport on the continent and conducting 

extensive geological and biological research. The first women to 

set foot on Antarctica were Caroline Mikkelsen, who landed on 

an island of Antarctica in 1935, and Ingrid Christensen who 

stepped onto the mainland in 1937.  

It was not until 31 October 1956, that anyone set foot on the 

South Pole again; on that day a U.S. Navy group led by Rear 

Admiral George J. Dufek successfully landed an aircraft there. 

The first women to step onto the South Pole were Pam Young, 

Jean Pearson, Lois Jones, Eileen McSaveney, Kay Lindsay and 

Terry Tickhill in 1969.  

In the southern hemisphere summer of 1996–97 the Norwegian 

explorer Børge Ousland became the first person to cross 

Antarctica alone from coast to coast. Ousland got aid from a 

kite on parts of the distance. All attempted crossings, with no 
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kites or resupplies, that have tried to go from the true 

continental edges, where the ice meets the sea, have failed due 

to the great distance that needs to be covered. For this 

crossing, Ousland also holds the record for the fastest 

unsupported journey to the South Pole, taking just 34 days.  

Geography 

• Positioned asymmetrically around the South Pole and 

largely south of the Antarctic Circle, Antarctica is 

the southernmost continent and is surrounded by 

the Southern Ocean; alternatively, it may be 

considered to be surrounded by the southern Pacific, 

Atlantic, and Indian Oceans, or by the southern 

waters of the World Ocean. There are a number of 

rivers and lakes in Antarctica, the longest river being 

the Onyx. The largest lake, Vostok, is one of the 

largest sub-glacial lakes in the world. Antarctica 

covers more than 14 million km (5,400,000 sq mi), 

making it the fifth-largest continent, about 1.3 times 

as large as Europe. The coastline measures 

17,968 km (11,165 mi) and is mostly characterised 

by ice formations 

Antarctica is divided in two by the Transantarctic Mountains 

close to the neck between the Ross Sea and the Weddell Sea. 

The portion west of the Weddell Sea and east of the Ross Sea is 

called West Antarctica and the remainder East Antarctica.  

About 98% of Antarctica is covered by the Antarctic ice sheet, 

a sheet of ice averaging at least 1.6 km (1.0 mi) thick. The 

continent has about 90% of the world's ice (and thus about 
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70% of the world's fresh water). If all of this ice were melted, 

sea levels would rise about 60 m (200 ft). In most of the 

interior of the continent, precipitation is very low, down to 

20 mm (0.8 in) per year; in a few "blue ice" areas precipitation 

is lower than mass loss by sublimation, and so the local mass 

balance is negative. In the dry valleys, the same effect occurs 

over a rock base, leading to a barren and desiccated landscape.  

West Antarctica is covered by the West Antarctic Ice Sheet. The 

sheet has been of recent concern because of the small 

possibility of its collapse. If the sheet were to break down, 

ocean levels would rise by several metres in a relatively short 

geological period of time, perhaps a matter of centuries. 

Several Antarctic ice streams flow to one of the many Antarctic 

ice shelves, a process known as ice-sheet dynamics.  

East Antarctica lies on the Indian Ocean side of the 

Transantarctic Mountains and comprises Coats Land, Queen 

Maud Land, Enderby Land, Mac. Robertson Land, Wilkes Land, 

and Victoria Land. All but a small portion of this region lies 

within the Eastern Hemisphere. East Antarctica is largely 

covered by the East Antarctic Ice Sheet.  

Vinson Massif, the highest peak in Antarctica at 4,892 m 

(16,050 ft), is located in the Ellsworth Mountains. Antarctica 

contains many other mountains, on both the main continent 

and the surrounding islands. Mount Erebus on Ross Island is 

the world's southernmost active volcano. Another well-known 

volcano is found on Deception Island, which is famous for a 

giant eruption in 1970. Minor eruptions are frequent, and lava 

flow has been observed in recent years. Other dormant 

volcanoes may potentially be active. In 2004, a potentially 
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active underwater volcano was found in the Antarctic 

Peninsula by American and Canadian researchers. Antarctica 

is home to more than 70 lakes that lie at the base of the 

continental ice sheet. Lake Vostok, discovered beneath 

Russia's Vostok Station in 1996, is the largest of these 

subglacial lakes. It was once believed that the lake had been 

sealed off for 500,000 to one million years, but a recent survey 

suggests that, every so often, there are large flows of water 

from one lake to another.  

There is some evidence, in the form of ice cores drilled to about 

400 m (1,300 ft) above the water line, that Lake Vostok's 

waters may contain microbial life. The frozen surface of the 

lake shares similarities with Jupiter's moon Europa. If life is 

discovered in Lake Vostok, it would strengthen the argument 

for the possibility of life on Europa. In 2008, a NASA team 

embarked on a mission to Lake Untersee, searching for 

extremophiles in its highly alkaline waters. If found, highly 

resilient creatures could further bolster the argument for 

extraterrestrial life in extremely cold, methane-rich 

environments.  

In September 2018, researchers at the National Geospatial-

Intelligence Agency released a high resolution terrain map 

(detail down to the size of a car, and less in some areas) of 

Antarctica, named the "Reference Elevation Model of 

Antarctica" (REMA).  

Geologic history 

From the end of the Neoproterozoic to the Cretaceous, 

Antarctica formed part of the supercontinentGondwana. Over 
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time, Gondwana gradually broke apart, and Antarctica as we 

know it today was formed around 25 million years ago, when 

the Drake Passage opened between it and South America. 

Antarctica was not always cold, dry, and covered in ice sheets. 

At a number of points in its history, it was farther north, 

experienced a tropical or temperate climate, and was covered 

in forests.  

Palaeozoic era (540–250 Ma) 

During the Cambrian period, Gondwana had a mild climate. 

West Antarctica was partially in the Northern Hemisphere, and 

during this period large amounts of sandstones, limestones 

and shales were deposited. East Antarctica was at the equator, 

where seafloor invertebrates and trilobites flourished in the 

tropical seas. By the start of the Devonian period (416 Ma), 

Gondwana was in more southern latitudes and the climate was 

cooler, though fossils of land plants are known from this time. 

Sand and silts were laid down in what is now the Ellsworth, 

Horlick and Pensacola Mountains. Antarctica became glaciated 

during the Late Paleozoic icehouse beginning at the end of the 

Devonian period (360 Ma), though glaciation would 

substantially increase during the late Carboniferous. As 

Antartica drifted closer to the South Pole and the climate 

cooled, though flora remained. After deglaciation during the 

latter half of the Early Permian, the land became dominated by 

glossopterids, an exinct group of seed plants with no close 

living relatives, most prominently Glossopteris, a tree which is 

interpreted as growing in waterlogged soils, which formed 

extensive coal deposits. Other plants found in Antarctica 

during the Permian include Cordaitales, sphenopsids, ferns, 

and lycophytes. At the end of the Permian, the eruption of the 
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Siberian Traps led to a dry, hot climate over much of 

Gondwana, and the collapse of the glossopterid forest 

ecosystems. There is no evidence of any tetrapods having lived 

in Antarctica during the Paleozoic.  

Mesozoic era (250–66 Ma) 

As a result of continued warming, much of Gondwana became 

arid. During the Triassic, Antarctica was dominated by seed 

ferns or pteridosperms belonging to the genus Dicroidium, 

which grew as trees. Other associated Triassic flora includes 

ginkgophytes, cycadophytes, conifers and sphenopsids. 

Tetrapods first appeared in Antarctica during the earliest 

Triassic, with the earliest known fossils being in the Fremouw 

Formation in the Transantarctic Mountains. Synapsids, 

commonly known as "mammal-like reptiles" and which 

included species such as Lystrosaurus, were common in 

Antarctica during the Early Triassic. The Antarctic Peninsula 

began to form during the Jurassic period (206–146 Ma). Ginkgo 

trees, conifers, Bennettitales, horsetails, ferns and cycads were 

plentiful during this period. In West Antarctica, 

coniferousforests dominated through the entire Cretaceous 

period (146–66 Ma), though southern beech (Nothofagus) 

became more prominent towards the end of this period. 

Ammonites were common in the seas around Antarctica, and 

dinosaurs were also present, though only a few Antarctic 

dinosaur genera (Cryolophosaurus and Glacialisaurus, from the 

Early Jurassic Hanson Formation of the Transantarctic 

Mountains, and Antarctopelta, Trinisaura,Morrosaurus and 

Imperobator from Late Cretaceous of the Antarctic Peninsula) 

have been described to date. It was during this era that 

Gondwana began to break up.  
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Gondwana breakup (160–23 Ma) 

The cooling of Antarctica occurred stepwise, as the continental 

spread changed the oceanic currents from longitudinal 

equator-to-pole temperature-equalising currents to latitudinal 

currents that preserved and accentuated latitude temperature 

differences. Africa separated from Antarctica in the Jurassic, 

around 160 Ma, followed by the Indian subcontinent in the 

early Cretaceous (about 125 Ma). By the end of the Cretaceous, 

about 66 Ma, Antarctica (then connected to Australia) still had 

a subtropical climate and flora, complete with a 

marsupialfauna. In the Eocene epoch, about 40 Ma Australia-

New Guinea separated from Antarctica, so that latitudinal 

currents could isolate Antarctica from Australia, and the first 

ice began to appear. During the Eocene–Oligocene extinction 

event about 34 million years ago, CO2 levels have been found to 

be about 760 ppm, and had been decreasing from earlier levels 

in the thousands of ppm. 

Around 25 Ma, the Drake Passage opened between Antarctica 

and South America, resulting in the Antarctic Circumpolar 

Current that completely isolated the continent. Models of the 

changes suggest that declining CO2 levels became more 

important. The ice began to spread, replacing the forests that 

until then had covered the continent. Since about 15 Ma, the 

continent has been mostly covered with ice.  

Pliocene and Pleistocene 

Fossil Nothofagus leaves in the Meyer Desert Formation of the 

Sirius Group show that intermittent warm periods allowed 

Nothofagus shrubs to cling to the Dominion Range as late as 3–
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4 Ma (mid-late Pliocene). After that, the Pleistocene ice age 

covered the whole continent and destroyed all major plant life 

on it.  

A study from 2014 estimated that during the Pleistocene, the 

East Antarctic Ice Sheet (EAIS) thinned by at least 500 m 

(1,600 ft), and that thinning since the Last Glacial Maximum 

for the EAIS area is less than 50 m (160 ft) and probably 

started after c. 14 ka.  

About 2,200 years ago, a volcano erupted under Antarctica's 

ice sheet, as detected by an airborne survey with radar images. 

The biggest eruption in Antarctica in the last 10,000 years, the 

volcanic ash was found deposited on the ice surface under the 

Hudson Mountains, close to Pine Island Glacier.  

Present-day 

The geological study of Antarctica has been greatly hindered by 

nearly all of the continent being permanently covered with a 

thick layer of ice. However, new techniques such as remote 

sensing, ground-penetrating radar and satellite imagery have 

begun to reveal the structures beneath the ice. Geologically, 

West Antarctica closely resembles the Andes mountain range of 

South America. The Antarctic Peninsula was formed by uplift 

and metamorphism of sea bed sediments.  

The most common rocks in West Antarctica are andesite and 

rhyolite volcanics formed during the Jurassic period. There is 

also evidence of volcanic activity, even after the ice sheet had 

formed, in Marie Byrd Land and Alexander Island. The only 

anomalous area of West Antarctica is the Ellsworth Mountains 

region, where the stratigraphy is more similar to East 
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Antarctica. East Antarctica is geologically varied, dating from 

the Precambrian era, with some rocks formed more than 3 

billion years ago. It is composed of a metamorphic and igneous 

platform which is the basis of the continental shield. On top of 

this base are coal and various modern rocks, such as 

sandstones, limestones and shales laid down during the 

Devonian and Jurassic periods to form the Transantarctic 

Mountains. In coastal areas such as the Shackleton Range and 

Victoria Land some faulting has occurred.  

The main mineral resource known on the continent is coal. It 

was first recorded near the Beardmore Glacier by Frank Wild 

on the Nimrod Expedition, and now low-grade coal is known 

across many parts of the Transantarctic Mountains. The Prince 

Charles Mountains contain significant deposits of iron ore. The 

most valuable resources of Antarctica lie offshore, namely the 

oil and natural gas fields found in the Ross Sea in 1973. 

Exploitation of all mineral resources is banned until 2048 by 

the Protocol on Environmental Protection to the Antarctic 

Treaty.  

Climate 

Antarctica is the coldest of Earth's continents. It was ice-free 

until about 34 million years ago, when it became covered with 

ice. The lowest natural air temperature ever recorded on Earth 

was −89.2 °C (−128.6 °F) at the Russian Vostok Station in 

Antarctica on 21 July 1983. A lower air temperature of 

−94.7 °C (−138.5 °F) was recorded in 2010 by satellite—

however, it may have been influenced by ground temperatures 

and was not recorded at a height of 2 metres (7 ft) above the 

surface as required for official air temperature records. 
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Temperatures reach a minimum of between −80 °C (−112 °F) 

and −89.2 °C (−128.6 °F) in the interior in winter and reach a 

maximum of between 5 °C (41 °F) and 15 °C (59 °F) near the 

coast in summer. Northern Antarctica recorded a temperature 

of 19.8 °C (67.6 °F) on January 1982, the highest temperature 

ever recorded on the continent.  

Antarctica is a frozen desert with little precipitation; the South 

Pole receives less than 10 mm (0.4 in) per year, on average. 

Sunburn is often a health issue as the snow surface reflects 

almost all of the ultraviolet light falling on it. Given the 

latitude, long periods of constant darkness or constant 

sunlight create climates unfamiliar to human beings in much 

of the rest of the world.  

The aurora australis, commonly known as the southern lights, 

is a glow observed in the night sky near the South Pole created 

by the plasma-full solar winds that pass by the Earth. Another 

unique spectacle is diamond dust, a ground-level cloud 

composed of tiny ice crystals. It generally forms under 

otherwise clear or nearly clear skies, so people sometimes also 

refer to it as clear-sky precipitation. A sun dog, a frequent 

atmospheric optical phenomenon, is a bright "spot" beside the 

true sun.  

Regional climate 

East Antarctica is colder than its western counterpart because 

of its higher elevation. Weather fronts rarely penetrate far into 

the continent, leaving the centre cold and dry. Despite the lack 

of precipitation over the central portion of the continent, ice 

there lasts for extended periods. Heavy snowfalls are common 
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on the coastal portion of the continent, where snowfalls of up 

to 1.22 metres (48 in) in 48 hours have been recorded. At the 

continent's edge, strong katabatic winds off the polar plateau 

often blow at storm force. In the interior, wind speeds are 

typically moderate. During clear days in summer, more solar 

radiation reaches the surface at the South Pole than at the 

equator because of the 24 hours of sunlight each day at the 

Pole.  

Antarctica is colder than the Arctic for three reasons. First, 

much of the continent is more than 3,000 m (9,800 ft) above 

sea level, and temperature decreases with elevation in the 

troposphere. Second, the Arctic Ocean covers the north polar 

zone: the ocean's relative warmth is transferred through the 

icepack and prevents temperatures in the Arctic regions from 

reaching the extremes typical of the land surface of Antarctica. 

Third, the Earth is at aphelion in July (i.e., the Earth is 

farthest from the Sun in the Antarctic winter), and the Earth is 

at perihelion in January (i.e., the Earth is closest to the Sun in 

the Antarctic summer). The orbital distance contributes to a 

colder Antarctic winter (and a warmer Antarctic summer) but 

the first two effects have more impact.  

Climate change 

Some of Antarctica has been warming up; particularly strong 

warming has been noted on the Antarctic Peninsula. A study 

by Eric Steig published in 2009 noted for the first time that 

the continent-wide average surface temperature trend of 

Antarctica was slightly positive from 1957 to 2006. Over the 

second half of the 20th century, the Antarctic Peninsula was 

the fastest-warming place on Earth, closely followed by West 
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Antarctica, but these trends weakened in the early 21st-

century. Conversely, the South Pole in East Antarctica barely 

warmed last century, but temperatures shall have three times 

the global average in the last three decades. In February 2020, 

the continent recorded its highest temperature of 18.3 °C 

(64.9 °F), which was a degree higher than the previous record 

of 17.5 °C (63.5 °F) in March 2015.  

There is some evidence that surface warming in Antarctica is 

due to human greenhouse gas emissions, but this is difficult to 

determine due to internal variability. A main component of 

climate variability in Antarctica is the Southern Annular Mode, 

which showed strengthened winds around Antarctica in 

summer of the later decades of the 20th century, associated 

with cooler temperatures over the continent. The trend was at 

a scale unprecedented over the last 600 years; the most 

dominant driver of this mode of variability is likely the 

depletion of ozone above the continent.  

In 2002 the Antarctic Peninsula's Larsen-B ice shelf collapsed. 

Between 28 February and 8 March 2008, about 570 km 

(220 sq mi) of ice from the Wilkins Ice Shelf on the southwest 

part of the peninsula collapsed, putting the remaining 

15,000 km (5,800 sq mi) of the ice shelf at risk. The ice was 

being held back by a "thread" of ice about 6 km (4 mi) wide, 

prior to its collapse on 5 April 2009.  

Ice loss and global sea level 

Due to its location at the South Pole, Antarctica receives 

relatively little solar radiation except along the southern 

summer. This means that it is a very cold continent where 
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water is mostly in the form of ice. Precipitation is low (most of 

Antarctica is a desert) and almost always in the form of snow, 

which accumulates and forms the giant ice sheets which cover 

the continent. Parts of this ice sheet form moving glaciers 

known as ice streams, which flow towards the edges of the 

continent. Next to the continental shore are many ice shelves. 

These are floating extensions of outflowing glaciers from the 

continental ice mass. Offshore, temperatures are also low 

enough that ice is formed from seawater through most of the 

year.  

Sea ice and ice shelves 

Sea ice extent expands annually in the Antarctic winter, but 

most of this ice melts in the summer. This ice is formed from 

the ocean water and floats in the same water and thus does 

not contribute to a rise in sea level. The extent of sea ice 

around Antarctica, in terms of square kilometres of coverage, 

has seen no significant trend in the satellite era (1978–2018), 

with initial growth being reversed in the last years of the 

record. A possible explanation for the difference between the 

Antarctic and the Arctic, which has seen rapid sea ice loss, is 

that thermohaline circulation transports warmed water to 

deeper layers in the ocean. The amount of variation it has 

experienced in its thickness is unclear with satellite 

techniques just emerging as of 2019.  

Melting of floating ice shelves (ice that originated on the land) 

does not in itself contribute much to sea-level rise, since the 

ice displaces only its own mass of water. However, ice sheets 

work as a stabilizer of the land ice, and are vulnerable to 

warming water. Recent decades have witnessed several 
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dramatic collapses of large ice shelves around the coast of 

Antarctica, especially along the Antarctic Peninsula. This loss 

of ice shelf ' 'buttressing'' has been identified as the major 

cause of ice loss on the West Antarctic ice sheet, but has also 

been observed around the East Antarctic ice sheet.  

Ice sheet loss and sea level rise 

The Antarctic ice sheet is losing mass as ice flows faster into 

the ocean than before. This effect is partially offset by 

additional snow falling back onto the continent. A 2018 

systematic review study estimated that ice loss across the 

entire continent was 43 gigatonnes per year on average during 

the period from 1992 to 2002 but accelerated to an average of 

220 gigatonnes per year during the five years from 2012 to 

2017. The total contribution to sea level rise has been 

estimated as 8 mm to 14 mm of sea level rise.  

On the continent itself, the large volume of ice present stores 

around 70% of the world's fresh water. East Antarctica is a 

cold region with a ground base above sea level and occupies 

most of the continent. This area is dominated by small 

accumulations of snowfall which becomes ice and thus 

eventually seaward glacial flows. Estimates of the mass 

balance of the East Antarctic Ice Sheet as a whole range from 

slightly positive to slightly negative. Increased ice outflow has 

been observed in some regions.  

Future projections of ice loss depend on the speed of climate 

change mitigation and are uncertain. Tipping points have been 

identified in some regions; when a certain threshold warming 

is reached, these regions may start melting significantly faster 
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and irreversibly. That is, even when temperatures come down 

again, the ice will not immediately regrow.   

Ozone depletion 

There is a large area of low ozone concentration or "ozone hole" 

over Antarctica. The hole, reoccurring every spring since the 

1970s, was detected by scientists in 1985. This hole covers 

almost the whole continent and was at its largest in September 

2006; the longest-lasting event occurred in 2020.  

The ozone hole is attributed to the emission of 

chlorofluorocarbons or CFCs into the atmosphere, which 

decompose the ozone into other gases. In 2019, the ozone hole 

was at its smallest in the previous thirty years, due to the 

warmer polar stratosphere weakening the polar vortex. This 

reduced the formation of the 'polar stratospheric clouds' that 

enable the chemistry that leads to rapid ozone loss.  

Ozone depletion may have a dominant role in governing 

climatic change in Antarctica (and a wider area of the Southern 

Hemisphere). Ozone absorbs large amounts of ultraviolet 

radiation in the stratosphere. Ozone depletion over Antarctica 

can cause a cooling of around 6 °C in the local stratosphere.  

This cooling has the effect of intensifying the westerly winds 

which flow around the continent (the polar vortex) and thus 

prevents outflow of the cold air near the South Pole. As a 

result, the continental mass of the East Antarctic ice sheet is 

held at lower temperatures, and the peripheral areas of 

Antarctica, especially the Antarctic Peninsula, are subject to 

higher temperatures, which promote accelerated melting. 
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Models suggest that ozone depletion and the enhanced polar 

vortex effect also account for the period of increased sea ice 

just offshore of the continent.  

Biodiversity 

The terrestrial and native year-round species appear to be the 

descendants of ancestors who lived in geothermally warmed 

environments during the last ice age when these areas were the 

only places on the continent not covered by ice.  

Animals 

Invertebrate life of Antarctica includes microscopicmites like 

the Alaskozetes antarcticus, lice, nematodes, tardigrades, 

rotifers, krill and springtails. The flightless midgeBelgica 

antarctica, up to 6 mm (1 ∕4 in) in size, is the largest purely 

terrestrial animal in Antarctica. Members of Chironomidae 

include Parochlus steinenii. Antarctic krill, which congregate in 

large schools, is the keystone species of the ecosystem of the 

Southern Ocean, and is an important food organism for whales, 

seals, leopard seals, fur seals, squid, icefish, penguins, 

albatrosses and many other birds.  

Few terrestrial vertebrates live in Antarctica, and those that do 

are limited to the sub-Antarctic islands. Some species of 

marine animals exist and rely, directly or indirectly, on the 

phytoplankton. Antarctic sea life includes penguins, blue 

whales, orcas, colossal squids and fur seals. The emperor 

penguin is the only penguin that breeds during the winter in 

Antarctica; it and the Adélie penguin breed farther south than 

any other penguin. The snow petrel is one of only three birds 
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that breed exclusively in Antarctica. The Antarctic fur seal was 

very heavily hunted in the 18th and 19th centuries for its pelt 

by sealers from the United States and the United Kingdom. The 

Weddell seal, a "true seal", is named after Sir James Weddell, 

commander of British sealing expeditions in the Weddell Sea. 

The leopard seal is an apex predator in the Antarctic 

ecosystem, and they migrate across the Southern Ocean in 

search for food.  

A census of sea life carried out during the International Polar 

Year and which involved some 500 researchers was released in 

2010. The research is part of the global Census of Marine Life 

and has disclosed some remarkable findings. More than 235 

marine organisms live in both polar regions, having bridged the 

gap of 12,000 km (7,456 mi). Large animals such as some 

cetaceans and birds make the round trip annually. More 

surprising are small forms of life such as sea cucumbers and 

free-swimming snails found in both polar oceans. Various 

factors may aid in their distribution – fairly uniform 

temperatures of the deep ocean at the poles and the equator 

which differ by no more than 5 °C, and the major current 

systems or marine conveyor belt which transport eggs and 

larval stages.  

Fungi 

About 1,150 species of fungi have been recorded from 

Antarctica, of which about 750 are non-lichen-forming and 400 

are lichen-forming. Some of these species are cryptoendoliths 

as a result of evolution under extreme conditions, and have 

significantly contributed to shaping the impressive rock 

formations of the McMurdo Dry Valleys and surrounding 
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mountain ridges. The apparently simple morphology, scarcely 

differentiated structures, metabolic systems and enzymes still 

active at very low temperatures, and reduced life cycles shown 

by such fungi make them particularly suited to harsh 

environments such as the McMurdo Dry Valleys. In particular, 

their thick-walled and strongly melanised cells make them 

resistant to UV light.  

Those features can also be observed in algae and 

cyanobacteria, suggesting that these are adaptations to the 

conditions prevailing in Antarctica. This has led to speculation 

that, if life ever occurred on Mars, it might have looked similar 

to Antarctic fungi such as Cryomyces antarcticus, and 

Cryomyces minteri. Some of these fungi are also apparently 

endemic to Antarctica. Endemic Antarctic fungi also include 

certain dung-inhabiting species which have had to evolve in 

response to the double challenge of extreme cold while growing 

on dung, and the need to survive passage through the gut of 

warm-blooded animals.  

Plants 

About 300 million years ago Permian forests started to cover 

the continent, and tundra vegetation survived as late as 15 

million years ago, but the climate of present-day Antarctica 

does not allow extensive vegetation to form. A combination of 

freezing temperatures, poor soil quality, lack of moisture, and 

lack of sunlight inhibit plant growth. As a result, the diversity 

of plant life is very low and limited in distribution. The flora of 

the continent largely consists of bryophytes. There are about 

100 species of mosses and 25 species of liverworts, but only 

three species of flowering plants, all of which are found in the 
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Antarctic Peninsula: Deschampsia antarctica (Antarctic hair 

grass), Colobanthus quitensis (Antarctic pearlwort) and the 

non-native Poa annua (annual bluegrass). Growth is restricted 

to a few weeks in the summer.  

Other organisms 

Seven hundred species of algae exist, most of which are 

phytoplankton. Multicoloured snow algae and diatoms are 

especially abundant in the coastal regions during the summer. 

Bacteria have been found living in the cold and dark as deep 

as 800 m (0.50 mi; 2,600 ft) under the ice.  

Conservation 

The Protocol on Environmental Protection to the Antarctic 

Treaty (also known as the Environmental Protocol or Madrid 

Protocol) came into force in 1998, and is the main instrument 

concerned with conservation and management of biodiversity 

in Antarctica. The Antarctic Treaty Consultative Meeting is 

advised on environmental and conservation issues in 

Antarctica by the Committee for Environmental Protection. A 

major concern within this committee is the risk to Antarctica 

from unintentional introduction of non-native species from 

outside the region.  

The passing of the Antarctic Conservation Act (1978) in the 

U.S. brought several restrictions to U.S. activity on Antarctica. 

The introduction of alien plants or animals can bring a 

criminal penalty, as can the extraction of any indigenous 

species. The overfishing of krill, which plays a large role in the 

Antarctic ecosystem, led officials to enact regulations on 



New Imperialism: 1870–1914 
 

131 

fishing. The Convention for the Conservation of Antarctic 

Marine Living Resources (CCAMLR), a treaty that came into 

force in 1980, requires that regulations managing all Southern 

Ocean fisheries consider potential effects on the entire 

Antarctic ecosystem. Despite these new acts, unregulated and 

illegal fishing, particularly of Patagonian toothfish (marketed 

as Chilean Sea Bass in the U.S.), remains a serious problem. 

The illegal fishing of toothfish has been increasing, with 

estimates of 32,000 tonnes (35,000 short tons) in 2000.  

Population 

Several governments maintain permanent, staffed research 

stations on the continent. The number of people conducting 

and supporting scientific research and other work on the 

continent and its nearby islands varies from about 1,000 in 

winter to about 5,000 in the summer, giving it a population 

density between 70 and 350 inhabitants per million square 

kilometres (180 and 900 per million square miles) at these 

times. Many of the stations are staffed year-round, the winter-

over personnel typically arriving from their home countries for 

a one-year assignment. An Orthodox church—Trinity Church, 

opened in 2004 at the Russian Bellingshausen Station—is 

manned year-round by one or two priests, who are similarly 

rotated every year.  

The first semi-permanent inhabitants of regions near 

Antarctica (areas situated south of the Antarctic Convergence) 

were British and American sealers who used to spend a year or 

more on South Georgia, from 1786 onward. During the whaling 

era, which lasted until 1966, the population of that island 

varied from over 1,000 in the summer (over 2,000 in some 
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years) to some 200 in the winter. Most of the whalers were 

Norwegian, with an increasing proportion of Britons. The 

settlements included Grytviken, Leith Harbour, King Edward 

Point, Stromness, Husvik, Prince Olav Harbour, Ocean Harbour 

and Godthul.  

Managers and other senior officers of the whaling stations 

often lived together with their families. Among them was the 

founder of Grytviken, Captain Carl Anton Larsen, a prominent 

Norwegian whaler and explorer who, along with his family, 

adopted British citizenship in 1910.  

The first child born in the southern polar region was a 

Norwegian girl, Solveig Gunbjørg Jacobsen, born in Grytviken 

on 8 October 1913, and her birth was registered by the 

resident British Magistrate of South Georgia. She was a 

daughter of Fridthjof Jacobsen, the assistant manager of the 

whaling station, and Klara Olette Jacobsen. Jacobsen arrived 

on the island in 1904 and became the manager of Grytviken, 

serving from 1914 to 1921; two of his children were born on 

the island.  

Emilio Marcos Palma was the first person born south of the 

60th parallel south, the first born on the Antarctic mainland, 

and the only living human to be the first born on any 

continent. He was born in 1978 at Esperanza Base, on the tip 

of the Antarctic Peninsula; his parents were sent there along 

with seven other families by the Argentine government to 

determine if the continent was suitable for family life. In 1984, 

Juan Pablo Camacho was born at the Frei Montalva Station, 

becoming the first Chilean born in Antarctica. Several bases 

are now home to families with children attending schools at 
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the station. As of 2009, eleven children were born in Antarctica 

(south of the 60th parallel south): eight at the Argentine 

Esperanza Base and three at the Chilean Frei Montalva 

Station.  

Politics 

Several countries claim sovereignty in certain regions. While a 

few of these countries have mutually recognised each other's 

claims, the validity of these claims is not recognised 

universally.  

New claims on Antarctica have been suspended since 1959, 

although in 2015 Norway formally defined Queen Maud Land 

as including the unclaimed area between it and the South Pole. 

Antarctica's status is regulated by the 1959 Antarctic Treaty 

and other related agreements, collectively called the Antarctic 

Treaty System. Antarctica is defined as all land and ice shelves 

south of 60° S for the purposes of the Treaty System. The 

treaty was signed by twelve countries including the Soviet 

Union (and later Russia), the United Kingdom, Argentina, 

Chile, Australia, and the United States. It set aside Antarctica 

as a scientific preserve, established freedom of scientific 

investigation and environmental protection.  

Military activities banned 

The Antarctic Treaty bans military activity on Antarctica. This 

was the first arms control agreement established during the 

Cold War.  
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The Antarctic Treaty prohibits any military activity in 

Antarctica, including the establishment of military bases and 

fortifications, military manoeuvres, and weapons testing. 

Military personnel or equipment are permitted only for 

scientific research or other peaceful purposes. The only 

documented military land manoeuvre has been the small 

Operation NINETY by the Argentine military in 1965.  

Environmental protection 

A coalition of international environmental protection 

organisations led largely by Greenpeace International, 

launched a public campaign to pressure governments to 

prevent any minerals development in the region. Greenpeace 

International operated its own scientific station—World Park 

Base—in the Ross Sea region from 1987 until 1991 and 

conducted annual expeditions to document environmental 

effects of humans on Antarctica.  

In 1983 the Antarctic Treaty Parties began negotiations on a 

convention to regulate mining in Antarctica. In 1988, the 

Convention on the Regulation of Antarctic Mineral Resources 

(CRAMRA) was adopted. The following year, however, Australia 

and France announced that they would not ratify the 

convention, rendering it dead for all intents and purposes. 

They proposed instead that a comprehensive regime to protect 

the Antarctic environment be negotiated in its place. The 

Protocol on Environmental Protection to the Antarctic Treaty 

(the "Madrid Protocol") was negotiated as other countries 

followed suit and on 14 January 1998 it entered into force. The 

Madrid Protocol bans all mining in Antarctica, designating the 

continent as a "natural reserve devoted to peace and science". 



 

To protect the marine environment in Antarctica, all ships over 

500 tonnes are subject to mandatory regulations under the 

International Code for Ships Operati

adopted by the International Maritime Organization on 1 

January 2017.  

The Argentine, British and Chilean claims all overlap, and have 

caused friction. On 18 December 2012, the British Foreign and 

Commonwealth Office named a previously 

Elizabeth Land in tribute to Queen Elizabeth II's Diamond 

Jubilee. On 22 December 2012, the UK ambassador to 

Argentina, John Freeman, was summoned to the Argentine 

government as a protest against the claim. Argentine

relations had previously been damaged throughout 2012 due to 

disputes over the sovereignty of the nearby Falkland Islands, 

and the 30th anniversary of the Falklands War. 

The areas shown as Australia's and New Zealand's claims were 

British territory until they were handed over following the 

countries' independence. Australia currently claims the largest 

area. The claims of Britain, Australia, New Zealand, France 

and Norway are all recognised by each other. 

Other countries participating as members of the Antarctic 

Treaty have a territorial interest in Antarctica, but the 

provisions of the Treaty do not allow them to make their claims 

while it is in force.  

•  Brazil has a des

not an actual claim.

•  Peru has formally reserved its right to make a 

claim. 
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To protect the marine environment in Antarctica, all ships over 

500 tonnes are subject to mandatory regulations under the 

International Code for Ships Operating in Polar Waters, 

adopted by the International Maritime Organization on 1 

The Argentine, British and Chilean claims all overlap, and have 

caused friction. On 18 December 2012, the British Foreign and 

Commonwealth Office named a previously unnamed area Queen 

Elizabeth Land in tribute to Queen Elizabeth II's Diamond 

Jubilee. On 22 December 2012, the UK ambassador to 

Argentina, John Freeman, was summoned to the Argentine 

government as a protest against the claim. Argentine

viously been damaged throughout 2012 due to 

disputes over the sovereignty of the nearby Falkland Islands, 

and the 30th anniversary of the Falklands War.  

The areas shown as Australia's and New Zealand's claims were 

British territory until they were handed over following the 

countries' independence. Australia currently claims the largest 

area. The claims of Britain, Australia, New Zealand, France 

are all recognised by each other.  

Other countries participating as members of the Antarctic 

Treaty have a territorial interest in Antarctica, but the 

provisions of the Treaty do not allow them to make their claims 

 

Brazil has a designated "zone of interest" that is 

not an actual claim. 

Peru has formally reserved its right to make a 
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Argentina, John Freeman, was summoned to the Argentine 

government as a protest against the claim. Argentine–UK 

viously been damaged throughout 2012 due to 

disputes over the sovereignty of the nearby Falkland Islands, 

The areas shown as Australia's and New Zealand's claims were 

British territory until they were handed over following the 

countries' independence. Australia currently claims the largest 

area. The claims of Britain, Australia, New Zealand, France 

Other countries participating as members of the Antarctic 

Treaty have a territorial interest in Antarctica, but the 

provisions of the Treaty do not allow them to make their claims 

ignated "zone of interest" that is 

Peru has formally reserved its right to make a 



 

•  Russia has inherited the Soviet Union's right to 

claim territory under the original Antarctic Treaty.

•  South Africa has formally reserved its

make a claim.

•  United States reserved its right to make a claim 

in the original Antarctic Treaty.

Economy 

There is no current economic activity in Antarctica outside of 

fishing off the coast and small

Although coal, hydrocarbons,

chromium, nickel, gold and other minerals have been found, 

they have not been in large enough quantities to exploit. The 

1991 Protocol on Environmental Protection to the Antarctic 

Treaty also restricts a struggle for resources.

compromise agreement was reached to place an indefinite ban 

on mining, to be reviewed in 2048, further limiting economic 

development and exploitation. The primary economic activity is 

the capture and offshore trading of fish. Antarctic fisherie

2000–01 reported landing 112,934 tonnes. 

Small-scale "expedition tourism" has existed since 1957 and is 

currently subject to Antarctic Treaty and Environmental 

Protocol provisions, but in effect self

International Association of Anta

Not all vessels associated with Antarctic tourism are members 

of IAATO, but IAATO members account for 95% of the tourist 

activity. Travel is largely by small or medium ship, focusing on 

specific scenic locations with accessib

iconic wildlife. A total of 37,506 tourists visited during the 
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Russia has inherited the Soviet Union's right to 

claim territory under the original Antarctic Treaty.

South Africa has formally reserved its

make a claim. 

United States reserved its right to make a claim 

in the original Antarctic Treaty. 

There is no current economic activity in Antarctica outside of 

fishing off the coast and small-scale tourism.  

Although coal, hydrocarbons, iron ore, platinum, copper, 

chromium, nickel, gold and other minerals have been found, 

they have not been in large enough quantities to exploit. The 

1991 Protocol on Environmental Protection to the Antarctic 

Treaty also restricts a struggle for resources. 

compromise agreement was reached to place an indefinite ban 

on mining, to be reviewed in 2048, further limiting economic 

development and exploitation. The primary economic activity is 

the capture and offshore trading of fish. Antarctic fisherie

01 reported landing 112,934 tonnes.  

scale "expedition tourism" has existed since 1957 and is 

currently subject to Antarctic Treaty and Environmental 

Protocol provisions, but in effect self-regulated by the 

International Association of Antarctica Tour Operators (IAATO). 

Not all vessels associated with Antarctic tourism are members 

of IAATO, but IAATO members account for 95% of the tourist 

activity. Travel is largely by small or medium ship, focusing on 

specific scenic locations with accessible concentrations of 

iconic wildlife. A total of 37,506 tourists visited during the 

Russia has inherited the Soviet Union's right to 

claim territory under the original Antarctic Treaty. 

South Africa has formally reserved its right to 

United States reserved its right to make a claim 

There is no current economic activity in Antarctica outside of 

iron ore, platinum, copper, 

chromium, nickel, gold and other minerals have been found, 

they have not been in large enough quantities to exploit. The 

1991 Protocol on Environmental Protection to the Antarctic 

 In 1998, a 

compromise agreement was reached to place an indefinite ban 

on mining, to be reviewed in 2048, further limiting economic 

development and exploitation. The primary economic activity is 

the capture and offshore trading of fish. Antarctic fisheries in 

scale "expedition tourism" has existed since 1957 and is 

currently subject to Antarctic Treaty and Environmental 

regulated by the 

rctica Tour Operators (IAATO). 

Not all vessels associated with Antarctic tourism are members 

of IAATO, but IAATO members account for 95% of the tourist 

activity. Travel is largely by small or medium ship, focusing on 

le concentrations of 

iconic wildlife. A total of 37,506 tourists visited during the 



New Imperialism: 1870–1914 
 

137 

2006–07 Austral summer with nearly all of them coming from 

commercial ships; 38,478 were recorded in 2015–16. As of 

2018, there are two Wells FargoATMs in Antarctica, both 

located at McMurdo Station.  

There has been some concern over the potential adverse 

environmental and ecosystem effects caused by the influx of 

visitors. Some environmentalists and scientists have made a 

call for stricter regulations for ships and a tourism quota.  

The primary response by Antarctic Treaty Parties has been to 

develop, through their Committee for Environmental Protection 

and in partnership with IAATO, "site use guidelines" setting 

landing limits and closed or restricted zones on the more 

frequently visited sites. Antarctic sightseeing flights (which did 

not land) operated out of Australia and New Zealand until the 

fatal crash of Air New Zealand Flight 901 in the Mount Erebus 

disaster in 1979, which killed all 257 people aboard. Qantas 

resumed commercial overflights to Antarctica from Australia in 

the mid-1990s.  

About thirty countries maintain about seventy research 

stations (40-year-round or permanent, and 30 summer-only) in 

Antarctica, with an approximate population of 4000 in summer 

and 1000 in winter.  

The ISO country code 3166-1 alpha-2 "AQ" is assigned to the 

entire continent regardless of jurisdiction. Different country 

calling codes and currencies are used for different settlements, 

depending on the administrating country. The Antarctican 

dollar, a souvenir item sold in the United States and Canada, 

is not legal tender.  
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Research 

Each year, scientists from 28 nations conduct experiments not 

reproducible in any other place in the world. In the summer 

more than 4,000 scientists operate research stations; this 

number decreases to just over 1,000 in the winter. McMurdo 

Station, which is the largest research station in Antarctica, is 

capable of housing more than 1,000 scientists, visitors, and 

tourists.  

Researchers include biologists, geologists, oceanographers, 

physicists, astronomers, glaciologists, and meteorologists. 

Geologists tend to study plate tectonics, meteorites from outer 

space, and resources from the breakup of the supercontinent 

Gondwana.  

Glaciologists in Antarctica are concerned with the study of the 

history and dynamics of floating ice, seasonal snow, glaciers, 

and ice sheets. Biologists, in addition to examining the 

wildlife, are interested in how harsh temperatures and the 

presence of people affect adaptation and survival strategies in 

a wide variety of organisms. Medical physicians have made 

discoveries concerning the spreading of viruses and the body's 

response to extreme seasonal temperatures.  

Since the 1970s an important focus of study has been the 

ozone layer in the atmosphere above Antarctica. In 1985, three 

British scientists working on data they had gathered at Halley 

Station on the Brunt Ice Shelf discovered the existence of a 

hole in this layer. It was eventually determined that the 

destruction of the ozone was caused by chlorofluorocarbons 

(CFCs) emitted by human products. With the ban of CFCs in 
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the Montreal Protocol of 1989, climate projections indicate that 

the ozone layer will return to 1980 levels between 2050 and 

2070.  

In 2007, the Polar Geospatial Center was founded. The Polar 

Geospatial Center uses geospatial and remote sensing 

technology to provide mapping services to American federally 

funded research teams. Currently, the Polar Geospatial Center 

can image all of Antarctica at 500 mm (20 in) resolution every 

45 days. In 2007 the Belgian-based International Polar 

Foundation unveiled the Princess Elisabeth station, the world's 

first zero-emissions polar science station in Antarctica, to 

research climate change. The prefabricated station, which is 

part of the International Polar Year, was shipped to the South 

Pole from Belgium by the end of 2008 to monitor the health of 

the polar regions. The project includes research in climatology, 

glaciology and microbiology.  

Astrophysics 

Astrophysicists at Amundsen–Scott South Pole Station study 

the celestial dome and cosmic microwave background 

radiation. Many astronomical observations are better made 

from the interior of Antarctica than from most surface 

locations because of the high elevation, which results in a thin 

atmosphere; low temperature, which minimises the amount of 

water vapour in the atmosphere; and absence of light 

pollution, thus allowing for a view of space clearer than 

anywhere else on Earth. Antarctic ice serves as both the shield 

and the detection medium for the largest neutrino telescope in 

the world, the IceCube Neutrino Observatory built 2 km 

(1.2 mi) below Amundsen–Scott station.  
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Meteorites from Antarctica are an important area of study of 

material formed early in the solar system; most are thought to 

come from asteroids, but some may have originated on larger 

planets. The first meteorite was found in 1912 and named the 

Adelie Land meteorite. In 1969, a Japanese expedition 

discovered nine meteorites. Most of these meteorites have 

fallen onto the ice sheet in the last million years. The motion 

of the ice sheet tends to concentrate the meteorites at blocking 

locations such as mountain ranges, with wind erosion bringing 

them to the surface after centuries beneath accumulated 

snowfall. Compared with meteorites collected in more 

temperate regions on Earth, the Antarctic meteorites are well-

preserved.  

This large collection of meteorites allows a better 

understanding of the abundance of meteorite types in the solar 

system and how meteorites relate to asteroids and comets. New 

types of meteorites and rare meteorites have been found. 

Among these are pieces blasted off the Moon and Mars by 

impacts. These specimens, particularly ALH84001 discovered 

by ANSMET, were at the centre of the controversy about 

possible evidence of microbial life on Mars. Because meteorites 

in space absorb and record cosmic radiation, the time elapsed 

since the meteorite hit the Earth can be determined from 

laboratory studies. The elapsed time since fall, or terrestrial 

residence age, of a meteorite represents more information that 

might be useful in environmental studies of Antarctic ice 

sheets.  

  



Chapter 5 

First Opium War 

• The First Opium War also known as the Opium War

or the Anglo-Chinese War, was a series of military

engagements fought between Britain and the Qing

dynasty of China. The immediate issue was China's

official seizure of opium stocks at Canton to stop the

banned opium trade, and threatening the death

penalty for future offenders. The British government

insisted on the principles of free trade, equal

diplomatic recognition among nations, and backed

the merchants' demands. The British navy defeated

the Chinese using technologically superior ships and

weapons, and the British then imposed a treaty that

granted territory to Britain and opened trade with

China.

In the 18th century the demand for Chinese luxury goods 

(particularly silk, porcelain, and tea) created a trade imbalance 

between China and Britain. European silver flowed into China 

through the Canton System, which confined incoming foreign 

trade to the southern port city of Canton.  

To counter this imbalance, the British East India Company 

began to grow opium in Bengal and allowed private British 

merchants to sell opium to Chinese smugglers for illegal sale 

in China. The influx of narcotics reversed the Chinese trade 

surplus, drained the economy of silver, and increased the 

numbers of opium addicts inside the country, outcomes that 

seriously worried Chinese officials.  
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In 1839, the Daoguang Emperor, rejecting proposals to legalise 

and tax opium, appointed ViceroyLin Zexu to go to Canton to 

halt the opium trade completely. Lin wrote an open letter to 

Queen Victoria, which she never saw, appealing to her moral 

responsibility to stop the opium trade. Lin then resorted to 

using force in the western merchants' enclave. He confiscated 

all supplies and ordered a blockade of foreign ships on the 

Pearl River. Lin also confiscated and destroyed a significant 

quantity of European opium. The British government 

responded by dispatching a military force to China and in the 

ensuing conflict, the Royal Navy used its naval and gunnery 

power to inflict a series of decisive defeats on the Chinese 

Empire. In 1842, the Qing dynasty was forced to sign the 

Treaty of Nanking—the first of what the Chinese later called 

the unequal treaties—which granted an indemnity and 

extraterritoriality to British subjects in China, opened five 

treaty ports to British merchants, and ceded Hong Kong Island 

to the British Empire. The failure of the treaty to satisfy 

British goals of improved trade and diplomatic relations led to 

the Second Opium War (1856–60). The following social unrest 

within China was the background for the Taiping Rebellion, 

which further weakened the dynasty. In China, the year 1839 

is considered the beginning of modern Chinese history.  

Background 

Establishment of trade relations 

Direct maritime trade between Europe and China began in 

1557 when the Portuguese leased an outpost from the Ming 

dynasty in Macau. Other European nations soon followed the 
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Portuguese lead, inserting themselves into the existing Asian 

maritime trade network to compete with Arab, Chinese, Indian, 

and Japanese merchants in intra-regional commerce. After the 

Spanishconquest of the Philippines the exchange of goods 

between China and Europe accelerated dramatically. From 

1565, the Manila Galleons brought silver into the Asian trade 

network from mines in South America. China was a primary 

destination for the precious metal, as the imperial government 

mandated that Chinese goods could only be exported in 

exchange for silver bullion.  

British ships began to appear sporadically around the coasts of 

China from 1635 on. Without establishing formal relations 

through the Chinese tributary system, by which most Asian 

nations were able to negotiate with China, British merchants 

were only allowed to trade at the ports of Zhoushan, Xiamen, 

and Guangzhou. Official British trade was conducted through 

the auspices of the British East India Company, which held a 

royal charter for trade with the Far East. The East India 

Company gradually came to dominate Sino-European trade 

from its position in India and due to the strength of the Royal 

Navy.  

Trade benefited after the newly risen Qing dynasty relaxed 

maritime trade restrictions in the 1680s. Taiwan came under 

Qing control in 1683 and rhetoric regarding the tributary 

status of Europeans was muted. Guangzhou (known as Canton 

to Europeans) became the port of preference for incoming 

foreign trade. Ships did try to call at other ports, but these 

locations could not match the benefits of Canton's geographic 

position at the mouth of the Pearl River, nor did they have the 

city's long experience in balancing the demands of Beijing with 
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those of Chinese and foreign merchants. From 1700 onward 

Canton was the center of maritime trade with China, and this 

market process was gradually formulated by Qing authorities 

into the "Canton System". From the system's inception in 1757, 

trading in China was extremely lucrative for European and 

Chinese merchants alike as goods such as tea, porcelain, and 

silk were valued highly enough in Europe to justify the 

expenses of traveling to Asia.  

The system was highly regulated by the Qing government. 

Foreign traders were only permitted to do business through a 

body of Chinese merchants known as the Cohong and were 

forbidden to learn Chinese. Foreigners could only live in one of 

the Thirteen Factories and were not allowed to enter or trade-

in any other part of China.  

Only low-level government officials could be dealt with, and the 

imperial court could not be lobbied for any reason excepting 

official diplomatic missions. The Imperial laws that upheld the 

system were collectively known as the Prevention Barbarian 

Ordinances (防範外夷規條). The Cohong were particularly 

powerful in the Old China Trade, as they were tasked with 

appraising the value of foreign products, purchasing or 

rebuffing said imports and charged with selling Chinese 

exports at an appropriate price. The Cohong was made up of 

between (depending on the politics of Canton) 6 to 20 merchant 

families. Most of the merchant houses these families ruled had 

been established by low-ranking mandarins, but several were 

Cantonese or Han in origin. Another key function of the 

Cohong was the traditional bond signed between a Cohong 

member and a foreign merchant. This bond stated that the 

receiving Cohong member was responsible for the foreign 
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merchant's behavior and cargo while in China. In addition to 

dealing with the Cohong, European merchants were required to 

pay customs fees, measurement duties, provide gifts, and hire 

navigators.  

Despite restrictions, silk and porcelain continued to drive 

trade through their popularity in Europe, and an insatiable 

demand for Chinese tea existed in Britain. From the mid-17th 

century onward around 28 million kilograms of silver were 

received by China, principally from European powers, in 

exchange for Chinese products.  

European trade deficits 

A brisk trade between China and European powers continued 

for over a century. While this trading heavily favoured the 

Chinese and resulted in European nations sustaining large 

trade deficits, the demand for Chinese goods continued to drive 

commerce. In addition, the colonisation and conquest of the 

Americas resulted in European nations (namely Spain, Great 

Britain, and France) gaining access to a cheap supply of silver, 

resulting in European economies remaining relatively stable 

despite the trade deficit with China.  

This silver was also shipped across the Pacific Ocean to China 

directly, notably through the Spanish-controlled Philippines. In 

stark contrast to the European situation, Qing China sustained 

a trade surplus. Foreign silver flooded into China in exchange 

for Chinese goods, expanding the Chinese economy but also 

causing inflation and forming a Chinese reliance on European 

silver.  
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The continued economic expansion of European economies in 

17th and 18th centuries gradually increased the European 

demand for precious metals, which were used to mint new 

coins; this increasing need for hard currency to remain in 

circulation in Europe reduced the supply of bullion available 

for trade in China, driving up costs and leading to competition 

between merchants in Europe and European merchants who 

traded with the Chinese. This market force resulted in a 

chronic trade deficit for European governments, who were 

forced to risk silver shortages in their domestic economies to 

supply the needs of their merchants in Asia (who as private 

enterprises still turned a profit by selling valuable Chinese 

goods to consumers in Europe). This gradual effect was greatly 

exacerbated by a series of large-scale colonial wars between 

Great Britain and Spain in the mid 18th century; these 

conflicts disrupted the international silver market and 

eventually resulted in the independence of powerful new 

nations, namely the United States and Mexico. Without cheap 

silver from the colonies to sustain their trade, European 

merchants who traded with China began to take silver directly 

out of circulation in the already-weakened economies of Europe 

to pay for goods in China. This angered governments, who saw 

their economies shrink as a result, and fostered a great deal of 

animosity towards the Chinese for their restriction of European 

trade. The Chinese economy was unaffected by fluctuations in 

silver prices, as China was able to import Japanese silver to 

stabilise its money supply. European goods remained in low 

demand in China, ensuring the longstanding trade surplus 

with the European nations continued. Despite these tensions, 

trade between China and Europe grew by an estimated 4% 

annually in the years leading up to the start of the opium 

trade.  
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Opium trade 

Opium as a medicinal ingredient was documented in Chinese 

texts as early as the Tang dynasty, but the recreational usage 

of narcotic opium was limited. As with India, opium (then 

limited by distance to a dried powder, often drunk with tea or 

water) was introduced to China and Southeast Asia by Arab 

merchants. The Ming dynasty banned tobacco as a decadent 

good in 1640, and opium was seen as a similarly minor issue. 

The first restrictions on opium were passed by the Qing in 

1729 when Madak (a substance made from powdered opium 

blended with tobacco) was banned. At the time, Madak 

production used up most of the opium being imported into 

China, as pure opium was difficult to preserve. Consumption of 

Javanese opium rose in the 18th century, and after the 

Napoleonic Wars resulted in the British occupying Java, 

British merchants became the primary traders in opium. The 

British realised they could reduce their trade deficit with 

Chinese manufactories by counter-trading in narcotic opium, 

and therefore efforts were made to produce more opium in the 

Indian colonies. Limited British sales of Indian opium began in 

1781, with exports to China increasing as the East India 

Company solidified its control over India.  

The British opium was produced in Bengal and the Ganges 

River Plain. Rather than develop the Indian opium industry 

themselves, the British were able to inherit an existing opium 

industry from the declining Mughal Empire, which had for 

centuries profited by selling unrefined opium inside the 

empire. However, unlike the Mughals, the British saw opium as 

a potentially valuable export. The East India Company tightly 

controlled the opium industry, and all opium was considered 
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company property until it was sold at auction. From Calcutta, 

the company's Board of Customs, Salt, and Opium concerned 

itself with quality control by managing the way opium was 

packaged and shipped. No poppies could be cultivated without 

the company's permission, and the company banned private 

businesses from refining opium. All opium in India was sold to 

the company at a fixed rate, and the company hosted a series 

of public opium auctions every year. The difference of the 

company-set price of raw opium and the sale price of refined 

opium at auction (minus expenses) was profit made by the East 

India Company. In addition to securing poppies cultivated on 

lands under its direct control, the company's board issued 

licences to the independent princely states of Malwa, where 

significant quantities of poppies were grown.  

• By the late 18th century, company and Malwan 

farmlands (which were traditionally dependent on 

cotton growing) had been hard hit by the 

introduction of factory-produced cotton cloth, which 

used cotton grown in Egypt or the American South. 

Opium was considered a lucrative replacement, and 

was soon being auctioned in ever larger amounts in 

Calcutta. Private merchants who possessed a 

company charter (to comply with the British royal 

charter for Asiatic trade) bid on and acquired goods 

at the Calcutta auction before sailing to Southern 

China. British ships brought their cargoes to islands 

off the coast, especially Lintin Island, where Chinese 

traders with fast and well-armed small boats took 

the goods inland for distribution, paying for the 

opium with silver. The Qing administration initially 

tolerated opium importation because it created an 
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indirect tax on Chinese subjects, as increasing the 

silver supply available to foreign merchants through 

the sale of opium encouraged Europeans to spend 

more money on Chinese goods. This policy provided 

the funds British merchants needed to then greatly 

increase tea exports from China to England, 

delivering further profits to the Qing monopoly on 

tea exports held by the imperial treasury and its 

agents in Canton. 

However, opium usage continued to grow in China, adversely 

affecting societal stability. From Canton, the habit spread 

outwards to the North and West, affecting members from every 

class of Chinese society. This spread led to the Qing 

government issuing an edict against the drug in 1780, followed 

by an outright ban in 1796, and an order from the governor of 

Canton to stop the trade in 1799. To circumnavigate the 

increasingly stringent regulations in Canton, foreign 

merchants bought older ships and converted them into floating 

warehouses. These ships were anchored off of the Chinese 

coast at the mouth of the Pearl River in case the Chinese 

authorities moved against the opium trade, as the ships of the 

Chinese navy had difficulty operating in open water. Inbound 

opium ships would unload a portion of their cargo onto these 

floating warehouses, where the narcotic was eventually 

purchased by Chinese opium dealers. By implementing this 

system of smuggling, foreign merchants could avoid inspection 

by Chinese officials and prevent retaliation against the trade in 

legal goods, in which many smugglers also participated.  

In the early 19th century American merchants joined the trade 

and began to introduce opium from Turkey into the Chinese 
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market—this supply was of lesser quality but cheaper, and the 

resulting competition among British and American merchants 

drove down the price of opium, leading to an increase in the 

availability of the drug for Chinese consumers. The demand for 

opium rose rapidly and was so profitable in China that Chinese 

opium dealers (who, unlike European merchants, could legally 

travel to and sell goods in the Chinese interior) began to seek 

out more suppliers of the drug. The resulting shortage in 

supply drew more European merchants into the increasingly 

lucrative opium trade to meet the Chinese demand. In the 

words of one trading house agent, "[Opium] it is like gold. I can 

sell it anytime." From 1804 to 1820, a period when the Qing 

treasury needed to finance the suppression of the White Lotus 

Rebellion and other conflicts, the flow of money gradually 

reversed, and Chinese merchants were soon exporting silver to 

pay for opium rather than Europeans paying for Chinese goods 

with the precious metal. European and American ships were 

able to arrive in Canton with their holds filled with opium, sell 

their cargo, use the proceeds to buy Chinese goods, and turn a 

profit in the form of silver bullion. This silver would then be 

used to acquire more Chinese goods. While opium remained the 

most profitable good to trade with China, foreign merchants 

began to export other cargoes, such as machine-spun cotton 

cloth, rattan, ginseng, fur, clocks, and steel tools. However, 

these goods never reached the same level of importance as 

narcotics, nor were they as lucrative.  

The Qing imperial court debated whether or how to end the 

opium trade, but their efforts to curtail opium abuse were 

complicated by local officials and the Cohong, who profited 

greatly from the bribes and taxes involved in the narcotics 

trade. Efforts by Qing officials to curb opium imports through 
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regulations on consumption resulted in an increase in drug 

smuggling by European and Chinese traders, and corruption 

was rampant. In 1810, the Daoguang Emperor issued an edict 

concerning the opium crisis, declaring,  

Opium has a harm. Opium is a poison, undermining our good 

customs and morality. Its use is prohibited by law. Now the 

commoner, Yang, dares to bring it into the Forbidden City. 

Indeed, he flouts the law! However, recently the purchasers, 

eaters, and consumers of opium have become numerous. 

Deceitful merchants buy and sell it to gain profit. The customs 

house at the Ch'ung-wen Gate was originally set up to 

supervise the collection of imports (it had no responsibility 

with regard to opium smuggling). If we confine our search for 

opium to the seaports, we fear the search will not be 

sufficiently thorough. We should also order the general 

commandant of the police and police- censors at the five gates 

to prohibit opium and to search for it at all gates. If they 

capture any violators, they should immediately punish them 

and should destroy the opium at once. As to Kwangtung 

[Guangdong] and Fukien [Fujian], the provinces from which 

opium comes, we order their viceroys, governors, and 

superintendents of the maritime customs to conduct a 

thorough search for opium, and cut off its supply. They should 

in no ways consider this order a dead letter and allow opium to 

be smuggled out! 

Changing trade policy 

In addition to the start of the opium trade, economic and social 

innovations led to a change in the parameters of the wider 

Sino-European trade. The formulation of classical economics 
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by Adam Smith and other economic theorists caused academic 

belief in mercantilism to decline in Britain. Under the prior 

system, the Qianlong Emperor restricted trade with foreigners 

on Chinese soil only for licensed Chinese merchants, while the 

British government on their part issued a monopoly charter for 

trade only to the British East India Company.  

This arrangement was not challenged until the 19th century 

when the idea of free trade was popularised in the West. 

Fueled by the Industrial Revolution, Britain began to use its 

growing naval power to spread a broadly liberal economic 

model, encompassing open markets and relatively barrier free 

international trade, a policy in line with the credo of Smithian 

economics.  

This stance on trade was intended to open foreign markets to 

the resources of Britain's colonies, as well as provide the 

British public with greater access to consumer goods such as 

tea. In Great Britain, the adoption of the gold standard in 1821 

resulted in the empire minting standardised silver shillings, 

further reducing the availability of silver for trade in Asia and 

spurring the British government to press for more trading 

rights in China.  

In contrast to this new economic model, the Qing dynasty 

continued to employ a Confucian-Modernist, highly organised 

economic philosophy that called for strict government 

intervention in industry for the sake of preserving societal 

stability. While the Qing government was not explicitly anti-

trade, a lack of need for imports and increasingly heavy taxes 

on luxury goods limited pressure on the government to open 

further ports to international trade. China's rigid merchant 
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hierarchy also blocked efforts to open ports to foreign ships 

and businesses. Chinese merchants operating in inland China 

wanted to avoid market fluctuations caused by importing 

foreign goods that would compete with domestic production, 

while the Cohong families of Canton profited greatly by keeping 

their city the only entry point for foreign products.  

At the turn of the 19th-century countries such as Great 

Britain, the Netherlands, Denmark, Russia, and the United 

States began to seek additional trading rights in China. 

Foremost among the concerns of the western nations was the 

end of the Canton System and the opening of China's vast 

consumer markets to trade. Britain in particular was keenly 

increasing its exports to China, as the empire's implementation 

of the gold standard forced it to purchase silver and gold from 

continental Europe and Mexico to further fuel its rapidly 

industrialising economy. Attempts by a British embassy (led by 

Macartney in 1793), a Dutch mission (under Jacob van Braam 

in 1794), Russia (headed by Yury Golovkin in 1805), and the 

British again (Earl William Amherst in 1816) to negotiate 

increased access to the Chinese market were all vetoed by 

successive Qing Emperors. Upon his meeting the Jiaqing 

Emperor in 1816, Amherst refused to perform the traditional 

kowtow, an act that the Qing saw as a severe breach of 

etiquette. Amherst and his party were expelled from China, a 

diplomatic rebuke that angered the British government.  

As its merchants gained increasing influence in China, Great 

Britain bolstered its military strength in Southern China. 

Britain began sending warships to combat piracy on the Pearl 

River, and in 1808 established a permanent garrison of British 

troops in Macau to defend against French attacks.  
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Foreign merchants in Canton 

As the opium-fuelled China Trade increased in scope and 

value, the foreign presence in Canton and Macau grew in size 

and influence. The Thirteen Factories district of Canton 

continued to expand, and was labelled the "foreign quarter." A 

small population of merchants began to stay in Canton year 

round (most merchants lived in Macau for the summer months, 

then moved to Canton in the winter), and a local chamber of 

commerce was formed. In the first two decades of the 19th 

century, the increasingly sophisticated (and profitable) trade 

between Europe and China allowed for a clique of European 

merchants to rise to positions of great importance in China.  

The most notable of these figures were William Jardine and 

James Matheson (who went on to found Jardine Matheson), 

British merchants who operated a consignment and shipping 

business in Canton and Macau, with associates such as 

Jamsetjee Jejeebhoy, who became their principal supplier in 

India.  

While all three dealt in legal goods, they also profited greatly 

from selling opium. Jardine in particular was effective in 

navigating the political environment of Canton to allow for 

more narcotics to be smuggled into China. He was also 

contemptuous of the Chinese legal system, and often used his 

economic influence to subvert Chinese authorities. This 

included his (with Matheson's support) petitioning for the 

British government to attempt to gain trading rights and 

political recognition from Imperial China, by force if necessary. 

In addition to trade, some western missionaries arrived and 

began to proselytise Christianity to the Chinese. While some 
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officials tolerated this (Macau-based Jesuits had been active in 

China since the early 17th century), some officials clashed 

with Chinese Christians, raising tensions between western 

merchants and Qing officials.  

While the foreign community in Canton grew in influence, the 

local government began to suffer from civil discord inside 

China. The White Lotus Rebellion (1796–1804) drained the 

Qing dynasty's treasury of silver, forcing the government to 

levy increasingly heavy taxes on merchants. These taxes did 

not abate after the rebellion was crushed, as the Chinese 

government began a massive project to repair state-owned 

properties on the Yellow River, referred to as the "Yellow River 

Conservancy". The merchants of Canton were further expected 

to make contributions to fight banditry. These taxes weighed 

heavily on the profits made by the Cohong merchants; by the 

1830s, the once-prosperous Cohong had seen their wealth 

greatly reduced. In addition, the declining value of China's 

domestic currency resulted in many people in Canton using 

foreign silver coins (Spanish coins were the most valued, 

followed by American coins) as they contained higher amounts 

of silver. Using western coins allowed Cantonese coiners to 

make many Chinese coins from melted-down western coins, 

greatly increasing the city's wealth, and tax revenue while 

tying much of the economy of the city to the foreign merchants.  

A significant development came in 1834 when reformers (some 

of whom were financially backed by Jardine) in Britain, 

advocating for free trade, succeeded in ending the monopoly of 

the British East India Company under the Charter Act of the 

previous year. This shift in trade policy ended the need for 

merchants to comply with the royal charter for trade in the far 
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east; with this centuries-old restriction lifted, the British 

China trade was opened to private entrepreneurs, many of 

whom joined the highly profitable opium trade.  

On the eve of the Qing government's crackdown on opium, a 

Chinese official described the changes in society caused by the 

drug;  

At the beginning, opium smoking was confined to the 

fops of wealthy families who took up the habit as a 

form of conspicuous consumption, even they knew 

that they should not indulge in it to the greatest 

extreme. Later, people of all social strata—from 

government officials and members of the gentry to 

craftsmen, merchants, entertainers, and servants, 

and even women, Buddhist monks and nuns, and 

Taoist priests—took up the habit and openly bought 

and equipped themselves with smoking instruments. 

Even in the center of our dynasty—the nation's 

capital and its surrounding areas—some of the 

inhabitants have also been contaminated by this 

dreadful poison. 

Napier Affair 

In late 1834, to accommodate the revocation of the East India 

Company's monopoly, the British sent Lord William John 

Napier to Macau along with John Francis Davis and Sir George 

Best Robinson, 2nd Baronet, as British superintendents of 

trade in China. Napier was instructed to obey Chinese 

regulations, communicate directly with Chinese authorities, 

superintend trade pertaining to the contraband trade of opium, 
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and to survey China's coastline. Upon his arrival in China, 

Napier tried to circumvent the restrictive system that forbade 

direct contact with Chinese officials by sending a letter directly 

to the Viceroy of Canton. The Viceroy refused to accept it, and 

on 2 September of that year an edict was issued that 

temporarily closed British trade. In response, Napier ordered 

two Royal Navy vessels to bombard Chinese forts on the Pearl 

River in a show of force. This command was followed through, 

but war was avoided due to Napier falling ill with typhus and 

ordering a retreat. The brief gunnery duel drew condemnation 

by the Chinese government, as well as criticism from the 

British government and foreign merchants. Other nationalities, 

such as the Americans, prospered through their continued 

peaceful trade with China, but the British were told to leave 

Canton for either Whampoa or Macau. Lord Napier was forced 

to return to Macau, where he died of typhus a few days later. 

After Lord Napier's death, Captain Charles Elliot received the 

King's Commission as Superintendent of Trade in 1836 to 

continue Napier's work of conciliating the Chinese.  

Escalation of tensions 

Crackdown on opium 

By 1838, the British were selling roughly 1,400 tons of opium 

per year to China. Legalization of the opium trade was the 

subject of ongoing debate within the Chinese administration, 

but a proposal to legalise the narcotic was repeatedly rejected, 

and in 1838 the government began to actively sentence Chinese 

drug traffickers to death.  
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There were also long-term factors that pushed the Chinese 

government into action. Historian Jonathan D. Spence lists 

these factors that led to war:  

• the social dislocations that began to appear in the 

Qing world, the spread of addiction, the growth of a 

hard-line mentality toward foreigners, foreign refusal 

to accept Chinese legal norms, changes in 

international trade structures, and the ending of 

Western intellectuals' admiration for China.... When 

the tough prohibitions of 1838 began to take effect, 

the market diminished and dealers found themselves 

dangerously oversupplied. A second contributing 

factor was that the new British post of 

superintendent of foreign trade in China was held by 

a deputy the British crown....If the Chinese crossed 

the superintendent, they would be insulting the 

British nation rather than the business 

corporation....[The superintendent could] call 

directly on the aid of British armed Forces and the 

Royal Navy in times of serious trouble. 

In 1839, the Daoguang Emperor appointed scholar-officialLin 

Zexu to the post of Special Imperial Commissioner with the 

task of eradicating the opium trade. Lin's famous open "Letter 

To Queen Victoria" appealed to Queen Victoria's moral 

reasoning. Citing what he mistakenly understood to be a strict 

prohibition on opium within Great Britain, Lin questioned how 

Britain could declare itself moral while its merchants profited 

from the legal sale in China of a drug that was banned in 

Britain. He wrote: "Your Majesty has not before been thus 

officially notified, and you may plead ignorance of the severity 



New Imperialism: 1870–1914 
 

159 

of our laws, but I now give my assurance that we mean to cut 

this harmful drug forever." The letter never reached the Queen, 

with one source suggesting that it was lost in transit. Lin 

pledged that nothing would divert him from his mission, "If the 

traffic in opium were not stopped a few decades from now we 

shall not only be without soldiers to resist the enemy, but also 

in want of silver to provide an army." Lin banned the sale of 

opium and demanded that all supplies of the drug be 

surrendered to the Chinese authorities. He also closed the 

Pearl River Channel, trapping British traders in Canton. As 

well as seizing opium stockpiles in warehouses and the 

thirteen factories, Chinese troops boarded British ships in the 

Pearl River and South China Sea before destroying the opium 

on board.  

The British Superintendent of Trade in China, Charles Elliot, 

protested the decision to forcibly seize the opium stockpiles. 

He ordered all ships carrying opium to flee and prepare for 

battle. Lin responded by besieging the foreign dealers in the 

foreign quarter of Canton, and kept them from communicating 

with their ships in port. To defuse the situation, Elliot 

convinced the British traders to cooperate with Chinese 

authorities and hand over their opium stockpiles with the 

promise of eventual compensation for their losses by the 

British government. While this amounted to a tacit 

acknowledgment that the British government did not 

disapprove of the trade, it also placed a huge liability on the 

exchequer. This promise, and the inability of the British 

government to pay it without causing a political storm, was 

used as an important casus belli for the subsequent British 

attack. During April and May 1839, British and American 

dealers surrendered 20,283 chests and 200 sacks of opium. 
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The stockpile was publicly destroyed on the beach outside 

Canton. After the opium was surrendered, trade was restarted 

on the strict condition that no more opium be shipped into 

China. Looking for a way to effectively police foreign trade and 

purge corruption, Lin and his advisers decided to reform the 

existing bond system. Under this system, a foreign captain and 

the Cohong merchant who had purchased the goods off of his 

ship swore that the vessel carried no illegal goods.  

Upon examining the records of the port, Lin was infuriated to 

find that in the 20 years since opium had been declared illegal, 

not a single infraction had been reported. As a consequence, 

Lin demanded that all foreign merchants and Qing officials 

sign a new bond promising not to deal in opium under penalty 

of death. The British government opposed their signing of the 

bond, feeling that it violated the principle of free trade, but 

some merchants who did not trade in opium (such as Olyphant 

& Co.) were willing to sign against Elliot's orders.  

Trade in regular goods continued unabated, and the scarcity of 

opium caused by the seizure of the foreign warehouses caused 

the black market to flourish. Some newly arrived merchant 

ships were able to learn of the ban on opium before they 

entered the Pearl River estuary, and so they unloaded their 

cargoes at Lintin Island. The opportunity caused by the sharp 

rise in the price of opium was seized upon by some of the 

Cohong trading houses and smugglers, who were able to evade 

commissioner Lin's efforts and smuggled more opium into 

China. Superintendent Elliot was aware of the smugglers' 

activities on Lintin and was under orders to stop them, but 

feared that any action by the Royal Navy could spark a war and 

withheld his ships.  
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Skirmish at Kowloon 

• In early July 1839 a group of British merchant 

sailors in Kowloon became intoxicated after 

consuming rice liqueur. Two of the sailors became 

agitated with and beat to death Lin Weixi, a villager 

from nearby Tsim Sha Tsui. Superintendent Elliot 

ordered the arrest of the two men, and paid 

compensation to Lin's family and village. However, 

he refused a request to turn the sailors over to 

Chinese authorities, fearing they would be killed in 

accordance with the Chinese legal code. 

Commissioner Lin saw this as an obstruction of 

justice, and ordered the sailors to be handed over. 

Elliot instead held a trial for the accused men 

aboard a warship at sea, with himself serving as the 

judge and merchant captains serving as jurors. He 

invited the Qing authorities to observe and comment 

on the proceedings, but the offer was declined. The 

naval court convicted 5 sailors of assault and 

rioting, and sentenced them to fines along with hard 

labour in Britain (this verdict would later be 

overturned in British courts.) 

Angered by the violation of China's sovereignty, Lin recalled 

Chinese labourers from Macau and issued an edict preventing 

the sale of food to the British. War Junks were deployed to the 

mouth of the Pearl River, while signs were placed and rumours 

spread by the Qing that they had poisoned the freshwater 

springs traditionally used to restock foreign merchant ships. 

On 23 August a ship belonging to a prominent opium merchant 

was attacked by lascar pirates while travelling downriver from 



New Imperialism: 1870–1914 
 

162 

Canton to Macau. Rumors spread among the British that it had 

been Chinese soldiers who had attacked the ship, and Elliot 

ordered all British ships to leave the coast of China by 24 

August. That same day Macau barred British ships from its 

harbour at the request of Lin. The commissioner travelled in 

person to the city, where he was welcomed by some of the 

inhabitants as a hero who had restored law and order. The 

flight from Macau ensured that by the end of August over 60 

British ships and over 2000 people were idling off of the 

Chinese coast, fast running out of provisions. On 30 August 

HMS Volage arrived to defend the fleet from a potential 

Chinese attack, and Elliot warned Qing authorities in Kowloon 

that the embargo on food and water must be ended soon.  

Early on 4 September Elliot dispatched an armed schooner and 

a cutter to Kowloon to buy provisions from Chinese peasants. 

The two ships approached three Chinese war junks in the 

harbour and requested permission to land men in order to 

procure supplies. The British were allowed through and basic 

necessities were provided to the British by Chinese sailors, but 

the Chinese commander inside Kowloon fort refused to allow 

the locals to trade with the British and confined the 

townspeople inside the settlement. The situation grew more 

intense as the day went on, and in the afternoon Elliot issued 

an ultimatum that, if the Chinese refused to allow the British 

to purchase supplies, they would be fired upon. A 3:00 pm 

deadline set by Elliot passed and the British ships opened fire 

on the Chinese vessels. The junks returned fire, and Chinese 

gunners on land began to fire at the British ships. Nightfall 

ended the battle, and the Chinese junks withdrew, ending what 

would be known as the Battle of Kowloon. Many British officers 

wanted to launch a land attack on Kowloon fort the next day, 
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but Elliot decided against it, stating that such an action would 

cause "great injury and irritation" to the town's inhabitants. 

After the skirmish, Elliot circulated a paper in Kowloon, 

reading;  

The men of the English nation desire nothing but peace; but 

they cannot submit to be poisoned and starved. The Imperial 

cruisers they have no wish to molest or impede; but they must 

not prevent the people from selling. To deprive men of food is 

the act only of the unfriendly and hostile. 

Having driven off the Chinese ships, the British fleet began to 

purchase provisions from the local villagers, often with the aid 

of bribed Chinese officials in Kowloon. Lai Enjue, the local 

commander at Kowloon, declared that a victory had been won 

against the British. He claimed that a two masted British 

warship had been sunk, and that 40–50 British had been 

killed. He also reported that the British had been unable to 

acquire supplies, and his reports severely understated the 

strength of the Royal Navy.  

First Battle of Chuenpi 

In late October 1839 the merchant ship Thomas Coutts arrived 

in China and sailed to Canton. Thomas Coutts 's Quaker owners 

refused on religious grounds to deal in opium, a fact that the 

Chinese authorities were aware of. The ship's captain, Warner, 

believed Elliot had exceeded his legal authority by banning the 

signing of the "no opium trade" bond, and negotiated with the 

governor of Canton. Warner hoped that all British ships not 

carrying opium could negotiate to legally unload their goods at 

Chuenpi, an island near Humen.  
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To prevent other British ships from following Thomas Coutts 's 

precedent, Elliot ordered a blockade of British shipping in the 

Pearl River. Fighting began on 3 November 1839, when a 

second British ship, Royal Saxon, attempted to sail to Canton.  

The British Royal Navy ships HMS Volage and HMS Hyacinth 

fired warning shots at Royal Saxon. In response to this 

commotion, a fleet of Chinese war junks under the command of 

Guan Tianpei sailed out to protect Royal Saxon. The ensuing 

First Battle of Chuenpi resulted in the destruction of 4 Chinese 

war junks and the withdrawal of both fleets.  

The Qing navy's official report on the Battle of Chuenpi 

claimed that the navy had protected the British merchant 

vessel and reported a great victory for the day. In reality, the 

Chinese had been out-classed by the British vessels and 

several Chinese ships were disabled. Elliot reported that his 

squadron was protecting the 29 British ships in Chuenpi, and 

began to prepare for the Qing reprisal.  

Fearing that the Chinese would reject any contacts with the 

British and eventually attack with fire rafts, he ordered all 

ships to leave Chuenpi and head for Causeway Bay, 20 miles 

(30 km) from Macau, hoping that offshore anchorages would be 

out of range of Lin. Elliot asked Adrião Acácio da Silveira 

Pinto, the Portuguese governor of Macau, to let British ships 

load and unload their goods there in exchange for paying rents 

and any duties. The governor refused for fear that the Chinese 

would discontinue supplying food and other necessities to 

Macau, and on 14 January 1840 the Daoguang Emperor asked 

all foreign merchants in China to halt material assistance to 

the British.  
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Reaction in Britain 

Parliamentary debates 

Following the Chinese crackdown on the opium trade, 

discussion arose as to how Britain would respond, as the 

public in the United States and Britain had previously 

expressed outrage that Britain was supporting the opium 

trade. Many British citizens sympathised with the Chinese and 

wanted to halt the sale of opium, while others want to contain 

or regulate the international narcotics trade. However, a great 

deal of anger was expressed over the treatment of British 

diplomats and towards the protectionist trading policies of 

Qing China. The Whig controlled government in particular 

advocated war with China, and the pro-Whig press printed 

stories about Chinese "despotism and cruelty."  

Since August 1839, reports had been published in London 

newspapers about troubles at Canton and the impending war 

with China. The Queen's Annual Address to the House of Lords 

on 16 January 1840 expressed the concern that "Events have 

happened in China which have occasioned an interruption of 

the commercial intercourse of my subjects with that country. I 

have given, and shall continue to give, the most serious 

attention to a matter so deeply affecting the interests of my 

subjects and the dignity of my Crown."  

The Whig Melbourne Government was then in a weak political 

situation. It barely survived a motion of non-confidence on 31 

January 1840 by a majority of 21. The Tories saw the China 

Question as an opportunity to beat the Government, and 

James Graham moved a motion on 7 April 1840 in the House of 
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Commons, censuring the Government's "want of foresight and 

precaution" and "their neglect to furnish the superintendent at 

Canton with powers and instructions" to deal with the opium 

trade. This was a deliberate move of the Tories to avoid the 

sensitive issues of war and opium trade and to obtain 

maximum support for the motion within the party. Calls for 

military action were met with mixed responses when the matter 

went before Parliament. Foreign Secretary Palmerston, a 

politician known for his aggressive foreign policy and advocacy 

for free trade, led the pro war camp. Palmerston strongly 

believed that the destroyed opium should be considered 

property, not contraband, and as such reparations had to be 

made for its destruction. He justified military action by saying 

that no one could "say that he honestly believed the motive of 

the Chinese Government to have been the promotion of moral 

habits" and that the war was being fought to stem China's 

balance of payments deficit. After consulting with William 

Jardine, the foreign secretary drafted a letter to Prime Minister 

William Melbourne calling for a military response. Other 

merchants called for an opening of free trade with China, and 

it was commonly cited that the Chinese consumers were the 

driving factor of the opium trade. The periodic expulsion of 

British merchants from Canton and the refusal of the Qing 

government to treat Britain as a diplomatic equal were seen as 

a slight to national pride. Few Tory or liberal politicians 

supported the war. Sir James Graham, Lord Phillip Stanhope, 

and William Ewart Gladstoneheaded the anti-war faction in 

Britain, and denounced the ethics of the opium trade. After 

three days of debate, the vote was taken on Graham's motion 

on 9 April 1840, which was defeated by a majority of only 9 

votes (262 votes for vs 271 votes against ). The Tories in the 

House of Commons thus failed to deter the Government from 
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proceeding with the war and stop the British warships already 

on their way to China. The House of Commons agreed on 27 

July 1840 to a resolution of granting £173,442 for the 

expenses of the expedition to China, long after the war with 

China had broken out.  

Cabinet Decision and Palmerston letters 

Under strong pressure and lobbying from various trade and 

manufacturer associations, the Whig cabinet under Prime 

Minister Melbourne decided on 1 October 1839 to send an 

expedition to China. War preparations then began.  

In early November 1839, Palmerston instructed Auckland, 

Governor General of India, to prepare military forces for 

deployment in China. On 20 February 1840 Palmerston (who 

remained unaware of the First Battle of Chuenpi in November 

1839) drafted two letters detailing the British response to the 

situation in China. One letter was addressed to the Elliots, the 

other to the Daoguang Emperor and the Qing government. The 

letter to the Emperor informed China that Great Britain had 

sent a military expeditionary force to the Chinese coast. In the 

letter, Palmerston stated that,  

These measures of hostility on the part of Great Britain against 

China are not only justified, but even rendered absolutely 

necessary, by the outrages which have been committed by the 

Chinese Authorities against British officers and Subjects, and 

these hostilities will not cease, until a satisfactory 

arrangement shall have been made by the Chinese 

Government. 
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In his letter to the Elliots, Palmerston instructed the 

commanders to set up a blockade of the Pearl River and 

forward to a Chinese official the letter from Palmerston 

addressing the Chinese Emperor. They were to then capture 

the Chusan Islands, blockade the mouth of the Yangtze River, 

start negotiations with Qing officials, and finally sail the fleet 

into the Bohai Sea, where they would send another copy of the 

aforementioned letter to Beijing. Palmerston also issued a list 

of objectives that the British government wanted accomplished, 

with said objectives being:  

• Demand to be treated with the respect due to a royal 

envoy by the Qing authorities. 

• Secure the right of the British superintendent to 

administer justice to British subjects in China. 

• Seek recompense for destroyed British property. 

• Gain most favoured trading status with the Chinese 

government. 

• Request the right for foreigners to safely inhabit and 

own private property in China. 

• Ensure that, if contraband is seized in accordance 

with Chinese law, no harm comes to the person(s) of 

British subjects carrying illicit goods in China. 

• End the system by which British merchants are 

restricted to trading solely in Canton. 

• Ask that the cities of Canton, Amoy, Shanghai, 

Ningpo, and the province of northern Formosa be 

freely opened to trade from all foreign powers. 

• Secure island(s) along the Chinese coast that can be 

easily defended and provisioned, or exchange 

captured islands for favourable trading terms. 
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Lord Palmerston left it to Superintendent Elliot's discretion as 

to how these objectives would be fulfilled, but noted that while 

negotiation would be a preferable outcome, he did not trust 

that diplomacy would succeed, writing;  

To sum up in a few words the result of this Instruction, you 

will see, from what I have stated, that the British Government 

demands from that of China satisfaction for the past and 

security for the future; and does not choose to trust to 

negotiation for obtaining either of these things; but has sent 

out a Naval and Military Force with orders to begin at once to 

take the Measures necessary for attaining the object in view. 

War 

Opening moves 

The Chinese naval forces in Canton were under the command 

of Admiral Guan Tianpei, who had fought the British at 

Chuenpi. The Qing southern army and garrisons were under 

the command of General Yang Fang. Overall command was 

invested in the Daoguang Emperor and his court. The Chinese 

government initially believed that, as in the 1834 Napier Affair, 

the British had been successfully expelled. Few preparations 

were made for a British reprisal, and the events leading to the 

eventual outbreak of the Sino-Sikh War in 1841 were seen as a 

greater cause for concern.  

Left without a major base of operations in China, the British 

withdrew their merchant shipping from the region while 

maintaining the Royal Navy's China squadron in the islands 

around the mouth of the Pearl River. From London, Palmerston 
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continued to dictate operations in China, ordering the East 

India Company to divert troops from India in preparation for a 

limited war against the Chinese. It was decided that the war 

would not be fought as a full-scale conflict, but rather as a 

punitive expedition. Superintendent Elliot remained in charge 

of Britain's interests in China, while Commodore James 

Bremer led the Royal Marines and the China Squadron. Major 

General Hugh Gough was selected to command the British land 

forces, and was promoted to overall commander of British 

forces in China. The cost of the war would be paid by the 

British Government. Per Lord Palmerston's letter, plans were 

drawn up by the British to launch a series of attacks on 

Chinese ports and rivers.  

British plans to form an expeditionary force were started 

immediately after the January 1840 vote. Several infantry 

regiments were raised in the British isles, and the completion 

of ships already under construction was expedited. To conduct 

the upcoming war, Britain also began to draw on forces from 

its overseas empire. British India had been preparing for a war 

since word had arrived that the opium had been destroyed, and 

several regiments of Bengali volunteers had been recruited to 

supplement the regular British Indian Army and East India 

Company forces. In terms of naval forces, the ships earmarked 

for the expedition were either posted in remote colonies or 

under repair, and Oriental Crisis of 1840 (and the resulting 

risk of war between Britain, France, and the Ottoman Empire 

over Syria) drew the attention of the Royal Navy's European 

fleets away from China. Orders were dispatched to British 

South Africa and Australia to send ships to Singapore, the 

assigned rendezvous point for the expedition. A number of 

steamers were purchased by the Royal Navy and attached to 
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the expedition as transports. The unseasonable summer 

weather of India and the Strait of Malacca slowed the British 

deployment, and a number of accidents decreased the combat 

readiness of the expedition. Most notably, both of the 74-gun 

ships of the line that the Royal Navy intended to use against 

Chinese fortifications were temporarily put out of action by 

hull damage. Despite these delays, by mid-June 1840 British 

forces had begun to assemble in Singapore. While they waited 

for more ships to arrive, the Royal Marines practised 

amphibious invasions on the beach, first by landing ashore in 

boats, then forming lines and advancing on mock fortifications.  

British offensive begins 

In late June 1840 the first part of the expeditionary force 

arrived in China aboard 15 barracks ships, four steam-powered 

gunboats and 25 smaller boats. The flotilla was under the 

command of Commodore Bremer. The British issued an 

ultimatum demanding the Qing Government pay compensation 

for losses suffered from interrupted trade and the destruction 

of opium, but were rebuffed by the Qing authorities in Canton.  

In his letters, Palmerston had instructed the joint 

plenipotentiaries Elliot and his cousin Admiral George Elliot to 

acquire the cession of at least one island for trade on the 

Chinese coast. With the British expeditionary force now in 

place, a combined naval and ground assault was launched on 

the Chusan Archipelago. Zhoushan Island, the largest and best 

defended of the islands was the primary target for the attack, 

as was its vital port of Dinghai. When the British fleet arrived 

off of Zhoushan, Elliot demanded the city surrender. The 

commander of the Chinese garrison refused the command, 
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stating that he could not surrender and questioning what 

reason the British had for harassing Dinghai, as they had been 

driven out of Canton. Fighting began, a fleet of 12 small junks 

was destroyed by the Royal Navy, and British marines captured 

the hills to the south of Dinghai.  

The British captured the city itself after an intense naval 

bombardment on 5 July forced the surviving Chinese defenders 

to withdraw. The British occupied Dinghai harbour and 

prepared to use it as a staging point for operations in China.  

In the fall of 1840 disease broke out in the Dinghai garrison, 

forcing the British to evacuate soldiers to Manila and Calcutta. 

By the beginning of 1841 only 1900 of the 3300 men who had 

originally occupied Dinghai were left, with many of those 

remaining incapable of fighting. An estimated 500 British 

soldiers died from disease, with the Cameron and Bengali 

volunteers suffering the most deaths, while the Royal Marines 

were relatively unscathed.  

Having captured Dinghai, the British expedition divided its 

forces, sending one fleet south to the Pearl River while sending 

a second fleet north to the Yellow Sea. The northern fleet 

sailed to Peiho, where Elliot personally presented Palmerston's 

letter to the Emperor to Qing authorities from the capital. 

Qishan (� � � �), a high-ranking Manchu official, was selected by 

the Imperial Court to replace Lin as the Viceroy of Liangguang 

after the latter was discharged for his failure to resolve the 

opium situation.  

Negotiations began between the two sides, with Qishan serving 

as the primary negotiator for the Qing and Elliot serving as the 

representative for the British Crown. After a week of 
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negotiations, Qishan and Elliot agreed to relocate to the Pearl 

River for further negotiations. In return for the courtesy of the 

British to withdraw from the Yellow Sea, Qishan promised to 

requisition imperial funds as restitution for British merchants 

who had suffered damages.  

The war, however, was not concluded and both sides continued 

to engage each other. In the late spring of 1841 reinforcements 

arrived from India in preparation for an offensive against 

Canton. A flotilla of transports brought 600 men of the 

professionally trained 37th Madras Native Infantry to Dinghai, 

where their arrival boosted British morale. Accompanying the 

fleet as far as Macau was the newly constructed iron steamer 

HMS Nemesis, a weapon to which the Chinese navy had no 

effective counter. On 19 August three British warships and 380 

marines drove the Chinese from the land bridge (known as "The 

Barrier") separating Macau from the Chinese mainland. The 

defeat of the Qing soldiers coupled with the arrival of the 

Nemesis in Macau's harbour resulted in a wave of pro-British 

support in the city, and several Qing officials were driven out 

or killed. Portugal remained neutral in the conflict, but after 

the battle was willing to allow British ships to dock in Macau, 

a decision that granted the British a functioning port in 

Southern China. With the strategic harbours of Dinghai and 

Macau secured, the British began to focus on the war on the 

Pearl River. Five months after the British victory at Chusan, 

the northern elements of the expedition sailed south to Humen, 

known to the British as The Bogue. Bremer judged that gaining 

control of the Pearl River and Canton would put the British in 

a strong negotiating position with the Qing authorities, as well 

as allow for the renewal of trade when the war ended.  
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Pearl River campaign 

• While the British campaigned in the north, Qing 

Admiral Guan Tianpei greatly reinforced the Qing 

positions in Humen (Bocca Tigris), suspecting 

(sources state that Guan had been preparing for an 

eventual attack on the position since Napier's attack 

in 1835) that the British would attempt to force their 

way up the Pearl River to Canton. The Humen forts 

blocked transit of the river, and were garrisoned with 

3000 men and 306 cannon. By the time the British 

fleet was ready for action, 10,000 Qing soldiers were 

in position to defend Canton and the surrounding 

area. The British fleet arrived in early January, and 

began to bombard the Qing defences at Chuenpi after 

a group of Chinese fire-rafts were sent drifting 

towards the Royal navy ships.  

On 7 January 1841 the British won a decisive victory in the 

Second Battle of Chuenpi, destroying 11 Junks of the Chinese 

southern fleet and capturing the Humen forts. The victory 

allowed the British to set up a blockade of The Bogue, a blow 

that forced the Qing navy to retreat upriver.  

Knowing the strategic value of Pearl River Delta to China and 

aware that British naval superiority made a reconquest of the 

region unlikely, Qishan attempted to prevent the war from 

widening further by negotiating a peace treaty with Britain. On 

21 January Qishan and Elliot drafted the Convention of 

Chuenpi, a document which both parties hoped would end the 

war. The convention would establish equal diplomatic rights 

between Britain and China, exchange Hong Kong Island for 



New Imperialism: 1870–1914 
 

175 

Chusan, facilitate the release of shipwrecked and kidnapped 

British citizens held by the Chinese, and reopen trade in 

Canton by 1 February 1841. China would also pay six million 

silver dollars as recompense for the opium destroyed at Humen 

in 1838. However, the legal status of the opium trade was not 

resolved and instead left open to be discussed at a future date. 

Despite the success of the negotiations between Qishan and 

Elliot, both of their respective governments refused to sign the 

convention. The Daoguang Emperor was infuriated that Qing 

territory would be given up in a treaty that had been signed 

without his permission, and ordered Qishan arrested (he was 

later sentenced to death; the sentence was then commuted to 

military service.) Lord Palmerston recalled Elliot from his post 

and refused to sign the convention, wanting more concessions 

to be forced from the Chinese per his original instructions.  

The brief interlude in the fighting ended in the beginning of 

February after the Chinese refused to reopen Canton to British 

trade. On 19 February a longboat from HMS Nemesis came 

under fire from a fort on North Wangtong Island, prompting a 

British response. The British commanders ordered another 

blockade of the Pearl River and resumed combat operations 

against the Chinese. The British captured the remaining Bogue 

forts on 26 February during the Battle of the Bogue and the 

Battle of First Bar on the following day, allowing the fleet to 

move further upriver towards Canton. Admiral Tianpei was 

killed in action during the fighting on 26 February. On 2 

March the British destroyed a Qing fort near Pazhou and 

captured Whampoa, an action that directly threatened 

Canton's east flank. Major General Gough, who had recently 

arrived from Madras aboard HMS Cruizer, personally directed 

the attack on Whampoa. Superintendent Elliot (who was 
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unaware that he had been dismissed), and the Governor-

General of Canton declared a 3-day truce on 3 March. Between 

the 3rd and the 6th the British forces that had evacuated 

Chusan per the Convention of Chuenpi arrived in the Pearl 

River. The Chinese military was likewise reinforced, and by 16 

March General Yang Fang commanded 30,000 men in the area 

surrounding Canton.  

While the main British fleet prepared to sail up the Pearl River 

to Canton, a group of three warships departed for the Xi River 

estuary, intending to navigate the waterway between Macau 

and Canton. The fleet, led by Captain James Scott and 

Superintendent Elliot, was composed of the frigate 

HMS Samarang and the steamships HMS Nemesis and 

HMS Atalanta. Although the waterway was in places only 6 feet 

deep, the shallow drafts of the steamships allowed the British 

to approach Canton from a direction the Qing believed to be 

impossible. In a series of engagements along the river from 13–

15 March, the British captured or destroyed Chinese ships, 

guns, and military equipment. 9 junks, 6 fortresses, and 105 

guns were destroyed or captured in what was known as the 

Broadway expedition.  

• With the Pearl River cleared of Chinese defences, the 

British debated advancing on Canton. Although the 

truce had ended on 6 March, Superintendent Elliot 

believed that the British should negotiate with the 

Qing authorities from their current position of 

strength rather than risk a battle in Canton. The 

Qing army made no aggressive moves against the 

British and instead began to fortify the city. Chinese 

military engineers began to establish a number of 
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mud earthworks on the riverbank, sank junks to 

create riverblocks, and started constructing fire rafts 

and gunboats. Chinese merchants were ordered to 

remove all of the silk and tea from Canton to impede 

trade, and the local populace was barred from selling 

food to the British ships on the river. On 16 March a 

British ship approaching a Chinese fort under a flag 

of truce was fired upon, leading to the British setting 

the fort on fire with rockets. These actions convinced 

Elliot that the Chinese were preparing to fight, and 

following the return of the ships of the Broadway 

expedition to the fleet, the British attacked Canton 

on 18 March, taking the Thirteen Factories with very 

few casualties and raising the Union Jack above the 

British factory. The city was partially occupied by 

the British and trade was reopened after negotiation 

with the Cohong merchants. After several days of 

further military successes, British forces commanded 

the high ground around Canton. Another truce was 

declared on 20 March. Against the advice of some of 

his captains, Elliot withdrew most of the Royal Navy 

warships downriver to the Bocca Tigris. 

In mid April Yishan (Qishan's replacement as Viceroy of 

Liangguang and the Daoguang Emperor's cousin) arrived in 

Canton. He declared that trade should continue to remain 

open, sent emissaries to Elliot, and began to gather military 

assets outside Canton. The Qing army camped outside of the 

city soon numbered 50,000, and the money earned from the 

reopened trade was spent repairing and expanding Canton's 

defences. Concealed artillery batteries were built along the 

Pearl River, Chinese soldiers were deployed in Whampoa and 
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the Bocca Tigris, and hundreds of small river craft were armed 

for war. A bulletin sent from the Daoguang Emperor 

commanded the Qing forces to "Exterminate the rebels at all 

points," and orders were given to drive the British from the 

Pearl River before reclaiming Hong Kong and driving the 

invaders out of China altogether. This order was leaked and 

became widely circulated in Canton among foreign merchants, 

who were already suspicious of Chinese intentions after 

learning of the Qing military buildup. In May many Cohong 

merchants and their families left the city, raising further 

concerns about a renewal of hostilities. Rumors spread that 

Chinese divers were being trained to drill holes in the hulls of 

British ships, and that fleets of fire rafts were being prepared 

for deployment against the Royal Navy. During the buildup the 

Qing army was weakened by infighting between units and lack 

of confidence in Yishan, who openly distrusted Cantonese 

civilians and soldiers, instead choosing to rely on forces drawn 

from other Chinese provinces. On 20 May Yishan issued a 

statement, asking the "people of Canton, and all foreign 

merchants who are respectfully obedient, not to tremble with 

alarm and be frightened out of their wits at the military hosts 

that are gathering around, there being no probability of 

hostilities." The next day Elliot requested that all British 

merchants evacuate the city by sundown, and several warships 

were recalled to their positions in front of Canton.  

On the night of 21 May the Qing launched a coordinated night 

attack on the British army and navy. Artillery batteries hidden 

in Canton and on the Pearl River (many of which the British 

believed they had disabled earlier) opened fire, and Qing 

soldiers retook the British Factory. A large formation of 200 

fire rafts connected by a chain was sent drifting towards the 
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British ships at Canton, and fishing boats armed with 

matchlock guns began to engage the Royal Navy. The British 

warships were able to evade the attack, and stray rafts set 

Canton's waterfront on fire, illuminating the river and foiling 

the night attack. Downriver at Whampoa the Chinese attacked 

the British vessels at anchor there and attempted to prevent 

ships from reaching Canton. Having suspected an attack, (and 

as a consequence delaying his own offensive) Major General 

Gough consolidated the British forces at Hong Kong and 

ordered a rapid advance upriver to Canton. These 

reinforcements arrived on 25 May, and the British counter-

attacked, taking the last four Qing forts above Canton and 

bombarding the city. The Qing army fled in panic when the city 

heights were taken, and the British pursued them into the 

countryside. On 29 May a crowd of around 20,000 Cantonese 

villagers and townspeople attacked and defeated a company of 

60 Indian sepoys in what became known as the Sanyuanli 

Incident, and Gough ordered a retreat back to the river. The 

fighting subsided on 30 May 1841 and Canton came fully 

under British occupation. Following the capture of Canton the 

British command and the governor-general of Canton agreed to 

a cease-fire in the region. Under the terms of the limited peace 

(later widely referred to as "The Ransom of Canton"), the 

British were paid to withdraw beyond the Bogue forts, an 

action they completed by 31 May. The peace treaty was signed 

by Elliot without consulting the British army or Navy, an act 

which displeased General Gough.  

The defence of Canton was declared a diplomatic success by 

Yishan. In a letter to the Emperor, he wrote that the 

barbarians had begged "the chief general that he would implore 

the great Emperor in their behalf, that he would have mercy 
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upon them, and cause their debts to be repaid them, and 

graciously permit them to carry on their commerce, when they 

would immediately withdraw their ships from the Bocca Tigris, 

and never dare again to raise any disturbance." However, 

General Yang Fang was reprimanded by the Emperor for his 

agreeing to a truce rather than forcefully resisting the British. 

The Emperor was not informed the British expedition had not 

been defeated and was very much intact. The imperial court 

continued to debate China's next course of action for the war, 

as the Daoguang Emperor wanted Hong Kong retaken.  

Central China 

• Following their withdrawal from Canton, the British 

relocated the expeditionary force to Hong Kong. Just 

as with the Chinese commanders, the British leaders 

debated how the war should be continued. Elliot 

wanted to cease military operations and reopen 

trade, while Major General Gough wanted to capture 

the city of Amoy and blockade the Yangtze River. In 

July, a typhoon struck Hong Kong, damaging British 

ships in the harbour and destroying some of the 

facilities the expedition was building on the island. 

The situation changed when, on 29 July, Elliot was 

informed that he had been replaced as 

Superintendent by Henry Pottinger, who arrived in 

Hong Kong on 10 August to begin his administration. 

Pottinger wanted to negotiate terms with the Qing for 

the entire country of China, rather than just the 

Pearl River, and so he turned away Chinese envoys 

from Canton and gave permission for the 

expeditionary force to proceed with its war plans. 
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Admiral Sir William Parker also arrived in Hong Kong 

to replace Humphrey Fleming Senhouse (who had 

died of a fever on 29 June) as the commander of the 

British naval forces in China. It was agreed by the 

British commanders that combat operations should 

be moved north to put pressure on Peking, and on 21 

August the fleet sailed for Amoy. 

On 25 August, the British fleet entered the Jiulong River 

estuary and arrived at Amoy. The city was prepared for a naval 

assault, as Qing military engineers had built several artillery 

batteries into the granite cliffs overlooking the river. A purely 

naval assault was considered too risky by Parker, prompting 

Gough to order a combined naval and ground attack on the 

defences. On 26 August British marines and regular infantry 

(under the covering fire of the Royal Navy) flanked and 

destroyed the Chinese defences guarding the river. Several 

large British ships failed to destroy the largest of the Chinese 

batteries (which withstood over 12,000 cannonballs being fired 

at it), so the position was scaled and captured by the British 

infantry. The city of Amoy was abandoned on 27 August, and 

British soldiers entered the inner town where they blew up the 

citadel's powder magazine. 26 Chinese junks and 128 cannons 

were captured, with the captured guns being thrown into the 

river by the British. As Lord Palmerston wanted Amoy to 

become an international trade port at the end of the war, 

Gough ordered that no looting be tolerated and had officers 

enforce the death penalty for anyone found to be plundering. 

However, many Chinese merchants refused to ask for British 

protection out of fear of being branded as traitors to the Qing 

dynasty. The British withdrew to an island on the river, where 

they established a small garrison and blockaded the Jiulong 
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River. With the city empty of any army, peasants, criminals, 

and deserters looted the town. The Qing army retook the city 

and restored order several days later, after which the city 

governor declared that a victory had been won and 5 British 

ships sunk.  

In Britain, changes in Parliament resulted in Lord Palmerston 

being removed from his post as Foreign Minister on 30 August. 

William Lamb, 2nd Viscount Melbourne replaced him, and 

sought a more measured approach to the situation in China. 

Lamb remained a supporter of the war.  

In September 1841, the British transport ship Nerbudda was 

shipwrecked on a reef off the northern coast of Taiwan after a 

brief gunnery duel with a Chinese fort. This sinking was 

followed by the loss of the brig Ann on another reef in March 

1842. The survivors of both ships were captured and marched 

to southern Taiwan, where they were imprisoned. 197 were 

executed by Qing authorities on 10 August 1842, while an 

additional 87 died from ill-treatment in captivity. This became 

known as the Nerbudda incident.  

October 1841 saw the British solidify their control over the 

central Chinese coast. Chusan had been exchanged for Hong 

Kong on the authority of Qishan in January 1841, after which 

the island had been re-garrisoned by the Qing. Fearing that the 

Chinese would improve the island's defences, the British began 

a military invasion. The British attacked the Qing on 1 

October. The battle of the Second Capture of Chusan ensued. 

The British forces killed 1500 Qing soldiers and captured 

Chusan. The victory reestablished British control over 

Dinghai's important harbour.  
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On 10 October a British naval force bombarded and captured a 

fort on the outskirts of Ningbo in central China. A battle broke 

out between the British army and a Chinese force of 1500 men 

on the road between the town of Chinhai and Ningbo, during 

which the Chinese were routed. Following the defeat, Chinese 

authorities evacuated Ningbo and the empty city was taken by 

the British on 13 October. An imperial cannon manufactory in 

the city was captured by the British, reducing the ability of the 

Qing to replace their lost equipment, and the fall of the city 

threatened the nearby Qiantang River. The capture of Ningbo 

forced the British command to examine their policy towards 

occupied Chinese territory and prizes of war. Admiral Parker 

and Superintendent Pottinger wanted a percentage of all 

captured Chinese property to be turned over to the British as 

legal prizes of war, while General Gough argued that this 

would only turn the Chinese population against the British, 

and that if property had to be seized, it should be public 

property rather than private. British policy eventual settled 

that 10% of all property captured by the British expeditionary 

forces would be seized as war loot in retaliation for injustices 

done to British merchants. Gough later stated that this edict 

would compel his men to "punish one set of robbers for the 

benefit of another."  

Fighting ceased for the winter of 1841 while the British 

resupplied. False reports sent by Yishan to the Emperor in 

Beijing resulted in the continued British threat being 

downplayed. In late 1841 the Daoguang Emperor discovered 

that his officials in Canton and Amoy had been sending him 

embellished reports. He ordered the governor of Guangxi, Liang 

Chang-chü, to send him clear accounts of the events in 

Canton, noting that since Guangxi was a neighbouring 
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province, Liang must be receiving independent accounts. He 

warned Liang that he would be able to verify his information by 

obtaining secret inquiries from other places. Yishan was 

recalled to the capital and faced trial by the imperial court, 

which removed him from command. Now aware of the severity 

of the British threat, Chinese towns and cities began to fortify 

against naval incursions.  

In the spring of 1842 the Daoguang Emperor ordered his 

cousin Yijing to retake the city of Ningpo. In the ensuing Battle 

of Ningpo on 10 March the British garrison repelled the assault 

with rifle fire and naval artillery. At Ningpo the British lured 

the Qing army into the city streets before opening fire, 

resulting in heavy Chinese casualties. The British pursued the 

retreating Chinese army, capturing the nearby city of Cixi on 

15 March.  

The important harbour of Zhapu was captured on 18 May in 

the Battle of Chapu. A British fleet bombarded the town, 

forcing its surrender. A holdout of 300 soldiers of the Eight 

Banners stalled the advance of British army for several hours, 

an act of heroism that was commended by Gough.  

Yangtze river campaign 

With many Chinese ports now blockaded or under British 

occupation, Major General Gough sought to cripple the 

finances of the Qing Empire by striking up the Yangtze River. 

25 warships and 10,000 men were assembled at Ningpo and 

Zhapu in May for a planned advance into the Chinese interior. 

The expedition's advance ships sailed up the Yangtze and 

captured the emperor's tax barges, a devastating blow that 
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slashed the revenue of the imperial court in Beijing to a 

fraction of what it had been. On 14 June, the mouth of the 

Huangpu River was captured by the British fleet. On 16 June, 

the Battle of Woosung occurred, after which the British 

captured the towns of Wusong and Baoshan. The undefended 

outskirts of Shanghai were occupied by the British on 19 June. 

Following the battle, Shanghai was looted by retreating Qing 

banner-men, British soldiers, and local civilians. Qing Admiral 

Chen Huacheng was killed while defending a fort in Woosong.  

The fall of Shanghai left the vital city of Nanjing (Known as 

Jiangning under the Qing) vulnerable. The Qing amassed an 

army of 56,000 Manchu Banner-men and Han Green Standards 

to defend Liangjiang Province, and strengthened their river 

defences on the Yangtze. However, British naval activity in 

Northern China led to resources and manpower being 

withdrawn to defend against a feared attack on Beijing. The 

Qing commander in Liangjiang Province released 16 British 

prisoners with the hope that a ceasefire could be reached, but 

poor communications led both the Qing and the British to 

reject any overtures at peace. In secret, the Daoguang Emperor 

considered signing a peace treaty with the British, but only in 

regards to the Yangtze River and not the war as a whole. Had it 

been signed, the British forces would have been paid to not 

enter the Yangtze River.  

On 14 July, the British fleet on the Yangtze began to sail up 

the river. Reconnaissance alerted Gough to the logistical 

importance of the city of Zhenjiang (Chinkiang), and plans 

were made to capture it. Most of the city's guns had been 

relocated to Wusong and had been captured by the British 

when said city had been taken. The Qing commanders inside 
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the city were disorganised, with Chinese sources stating that 

over 100 traitors were executed in Zhenjiang prior to the 

battle. The British fleet arrived off of the city on the morning of 

21 July, and the Chinese forts defending the city were blasted 

apart. The Chinese defenders initially retreated into the 

surrounding hills, causing a premature British landing. 

Fighting erupted when thousands of Chinese soldiers emerged 

from the city, beginning the Battle of Zhenjiang.  

British engineers blew open the western gate and stormed into 

the city, where fierce street to street fighting ensued. 

Zhenjiang was devastated by the battle, with many Chinese 

soldiers and their families committing suicide rather than be 

taken prisoner. The British suffered their highest combat 

losses of the war (36 killed) taking the city.  

After capturing Zhenjiang, the British fleet cut the vital Grand 

Canal, paralysing the Caoyun system and severely disrupting 

the Chinese ability to distribute grain throughout the Empire. 

The British departed Zhenjiang on 3 August, intending to sail 

to Nanking. They arrived outside the Jiangning District on 9 

August, and were in position to assault the city by 11 August. 

Although explicit permission to negotiate had not yet been 

granted by the emperor, Qing officials inside the city agreed to 

a British request to negotiate.  

Treaty of Nanking 

• On 14 August a Chinese delegation led by the 

Manchu high court official Qiying (Kiying) and Llipu 

departed Nanking for the British fleet. Negotiations 

lasted for several weeks as the British delegation 
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insisted the treaty be accepted by the Daoguang 

Emperor. The court advised the emperor to accept 

the treaty, and on 21 August the Daoguang Emperor 

authorised his diplomats to sign the peace treaty 

with the British. The First Opium war officially 

ended on 29 August 1842 with the signing of the 

Treaty of Nanking. The document was signed by 

officials of the British and Qing empires aboard 

HMS Cornwallis. 

Technology and tactics 

British 

The British military superiority during the conflict drew 

heavily on the success of the Royal Navy.  

British warships carried more guns than their Chinese 

opponents and were manoeuvrable enough to evade Chinese 

boarding actions. Steam ships such as HMS Nemesis were able 

to move against winds and tides in Chinese rivers, and were 

armed with heavy guns and congreve rockets. Several of the 

larger British warships in China (notably the third-rates HMS 

Cornwallis, HMS Wellesley, and HMS Melville) carried more 

guns than entire fleets of Chinese junks. British naval 

superiority allowed the Royal Navy to attack Chinese forts with 

very little risk to themselves, as British naval cannons out-

ranged the vast majority of the Qing artillery.  

British soldiers in China were equipped with Brunswick rifles 

and rifle-modified Brown Bess muskets, both of which 

possessed an effective firing range of 200–300 metres. British 
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marines were equipped with percussion caps that greatly 

reduced weapon misfires and allowed firearms to be used in 

damp environments. In terms of gunpowder, the British 

formula was better manufactured and contained more sulphur 

than the Chinese mixture. This granted British weapons an 

advantage in terms of range, accuracy and projectile velocity. 

British artillery was lighter (owing to improved forging 

methods) and more manoeuvrable than the cannons used by 

the Chinese. As with the naval artillery, British guns out-

ranged the Chinese cannon.  

In terms of tactics, the British forces in China followed 

doctrines established during the Napoleonic Wars that had 

been adapted during the various colonial wars of the 1820s 

and 1830s. Many of the British soldiers deployed to China were 

veterans of colonial wars in India and had experience fighting 

larger but technologically inferior armies. In battle, the British 

line infantry would advance towards the enemy in columns, 

forming ranks once they had closed to firing range. Companies 

would commence firing volleys into the enemy ranks until they 

retreated.  

If a position needed to be taken, an advance or charge with 

bayonets would be ordered. Light infantry companies screened 

the line infantry formations, protecting their flanks and 

utilising skirmishing tactics to disrupt the enemy. British 

artillery was used to destroy the Qing artillery and break up 

enemy formations. During the conflict, the British superiority 

in range, rate of fire, and accuracy allowed the infantry to deal 

significant damage to their enemy before the Chinese could 

return fire. The use of naval artillery to support infantry 

operations allowed the British to take cities and forts with 
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minimal casualties. The overall strategy of the British during 

the war was to inhibit the finances of the Qing Empire, with 

the ultimate goal of acquiring a colonial possession on the 

Chinese coast. This was accomplished through the capture of 

Chinese cities and by blockading major river systems. Once a 

fort or city had been captured, the British would destroy the 

local arsenal and disable all of the captured guns. They would 

then move on to the next target, leaving a small garrison 

behind. This strategy was planned and implemented by Major 

General Gough, who was able to operate with minimal input 

from the British government after Superintendent Elliot was 

recalled in 1841. The large number of private British 

merchants and East India Company ships deployed in 

Singapore and the India colonies ensured that the British 

forces in China were adequately supplied.  

Qing Dynasty 

China did not have a unified navy, instead allowing individual 

provinces to manage naval defenses. Although the Qing had 

invested in naval defences for their adjacent seas in earlier 

periods, after the death of the Qianlong Emperor in 1799, the 

navy decayed as more attention was directed to suppressing 

the Miao Rebellion and White Lotus Rebellion, which left the 

Qing treasury bankrupt. The remaining naval forces were badly 

overstretched, undermanned, underfunded and uncoordinated.  

From the onset of the war, the Chinese navy was severely 

disadvantaged. Chinese war junks were intended for use 

against pirates or equivalent types of vessels, and were more 

effective in close range river engagements. Due to their ships' 

slow speeds, Qing captains consistently found themselves 
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sailing towards much more manoeuvrable British ships, and as 

a consequence the Chinese could only use their bow guns. The 

size of the British ships made traditional boarding tactics 

useless, and the junks carried smaller numbers of inferior 

weaponry. In addition, the Chinese ships were poorly 

armoured; in several battles, British shells and rockets 

penetrated Chinese magazines and detonated gunpowder 

stores. Highly manoeuvrable steamships such as the HMS 

Nemesis could decimate small fleets of junks, as the junks had 

little chance of catching up to and engaging the faster British 

steamers. The only western-style warship in the Qing Navy, the 

converted East IndiamanCambridge, was destroyed in the 

Battle of First Bar.  

The defensive nature of the conflict resulted in the Chinese 

relying heavily an extensive network of fortifications. The 

Kangxi Emperor (1654–1722) began the construction of river 

defences to combat pirates, and encouraged the use of western 

style cannons. By the time of the First Opium War, multiple 

forts defended most major Chinese cities and waterways. 

Although the forts were well armed and strategically 

positioned, the Qing defeat exposed major flaws in their 

design. The cannons used in the Qing defensive fortifications 

were a collection of Chinese, Portuguese, Spanish, and British 

pieces. The domestically produced Chinese cannon were crafted 

using sub-par forging methods, limiting their effectiveness in 

combat and causing excessive gun barrel wear. The Chinese 

blend of gunpowder contained more charcoal than the British 

mixture did. While this made the explosive more stable and 

thus easier to store, it also limited its potential as a 

propellant, decreasing projectile range and accuracy. Overall, 

Chinese cannon technology was considered to be 200 years 
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behind that of the British. Chinese forts were unable to 

withstand attacks by European weaponry, as they were 

designed without angled glacis and many did not have 

protected magazines. The limited range of the Qing cannon 

allowed the British to bombard the Qing defences from a safe 

distance, then land soldiers to storm them with minimal risk. 

Many of the larger Chinese guns were built as fixed 

emplacements and were unable to be manoeuvred to fire at 

British ships. The failure of the Qing fortifications coupled 

with the Chinese underestimation of the Royal Navy allowed 

the British to force their way up major rivers and impede Qing 

logistics. Most notably, the powerful series of forts at Humen 

were well positioned to stop an invader from proceeding upriver 

to Canton, but it was not considered that an enemy would 

attack and destroy the forts themselves, as the British did 

during the war.  

At the start of the war the Qing army consisted of over 200,000 

soldiers, with around 800,000 men being able to be called for 

war. These forces consisted of Manchu Bannermen, the Green 

Standard Army, provincial militias, and imperial garrisons. The 

Qing armies were armed with matchlocks and shotguns, which 

had an effective range of 100 metres. Chinese historians Liu 

and Zhang note that the Chinese soldiery "were equipped with 

sixty or seventy percent traditional weapons, of which the most 

important were the long lance, the side sword, the bow and 

arrow, and the rattan shield, and only thirty or forty percent 

[of their armament consisted of] gunpowder weapons, of which 

the most important were the matchlock musket, the heavy 

musket, the cannon, the fire arrow, and the earthshaking 

bomb and such things." Chinese soldiers were also equipped 
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with halberds, spears, swords, and crossbows. The Qing 

dynasty also employed large batteries of artillery in battle.  

The tactics of the Qing remained consistent with what they had 

been in previous centuries. Soldiers with firearms would form 

ranks and fire volleys into the enemy while men armed with 

spears and pikes would drive (described by the Chinese as Tuī 

(推) push) the enemy off of the battlefield. Cavalry was used to 

break infantry formations and pursue routed enemies, while 

Qing artillery was used to scatter enemy formations and 

destroy fortifications. During the First Opium War, these 

tactics were unable to successfully deal with British firepower. 

Chinese melee formations were decimated by artillery, and 

Chinese soldiers armed with matchlocks could not effectively 

exchange fire with British ranks, who greatly outranged them. 

Most battles of the war were fought in cities or on cliffs and 

riverbanks, limiting the Qing usage of cavalry. Many Qing 

cannon were destroyed by British counter-battery fire, and 

British light infantry companies were consistently able to 

outflank and capture Chinese artillery batteries. A British 

officer said of the opposing Qing forces, "The Chinese are 

robust muscular fellows, and no cowards; the Tartars [i.e. 

Manchus] desperate; but neither are well commanded nor 

acquainted with European warfare. Having had, however, 

experience of three of them, I am inclined to suppose that a 

Tartar bullet is not a whit softer than a French one."  

The strategy of the Qing dynasty during the war was to prevent 

the British from seizing Chinese territory. This defensive 

strategy was hampered by the Qing severely underestimating 

the capacity of the British military. Qing defences on the Pearl 

and Yangtze rivers were ineffective in stopping the British push 
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inland, and superior naval artillery prevented the Chinese from 

retaking cities. The Qing imperial bureaucracy was unable to 

react quickly to the prodding British attacks, while officials 

and commanders often reported false, faulty, or incomplete 

information to their superiors. The Qing military system made 

it difficult to deploy troops to counter the mobile British 

forces. In addition, the ongoing conflict with Sikhs on the Qing 

border with India drew away some of the most experienced 

Qing units from the war with Britain.  

Aftermath 

The war ended in the signing of China's first Unequal Treaty, 

the Treaty of Nanking. In the supplementary Treaty of the 

Bogue, the Qing empire also recognised Britain as an equal to 

China and gave British subjects extraterritorial privileges in 

treaty ports. In 1844, the United States and France concluded 

similar treaties with China, the Treaty of Wanghia and Treaty 

of Whampoa, respectively.  

Legacy and memory 

The opium trade faced intense enmity from the later British 

Prime Minister William Ewart Gladstone. As a member of 

Parliament, Gladstone called it "most infamous and atrocious" 

referring to the opium trade between China and British India 

in particular. Gladstone was fiercely against both of the Opium 

Wars Britain waged in China: the First Opium War initiated in 

1840 and the Second Opium War initiated in 1857. He 

denounced British violence against the Chinese and was 

ardently opposed to the British trade in opium to China. 
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Gladstone lambasted it as "Palmerston's Opium War" and said 

in May 1840 that he felt "in dread of the judgments of God 

upon England for our national iniquity towards China". 

Gladstone made a famous speech in Parliament against the 

First Opium War. Gladstone criticised it as "a war more unjust 

in its origin, a war more calculated in its progress to cover this 

country with permanent disgrace". His hostility to opium 

stemmed from the effects opium brought upon his sister Helen. 

Due to the First Opium war brought on by Palmerston, there 

was initial reluctance to join the government of Peel on part of 

Gladstone before 1841.  

The war marked the start of what 20th century Chinese 

nationalists called the "Century of Humiliation". The ease with 

which the British forces defeated the numerically superior 

Chinese armies damaged the Qing dynasty's prestige. The 

Treaty of Nanking was a step to opening the lucrative Chinese 

market to global commerce and the opium trade. The 

interpretation of the war, which was long the standard in the 

People's Republic of China, was summarised in 1976: The 

Opium War, "in which the Chinese people fought against 

British aggression, marked the beginning of modern Chinese 

history and the start of the Chinese people's bourgeois-

democratic revolution against imperialism and feudalism."  

The Treaty of Nanking, the Supplementary Treaty of the Bogue, 

and two French and American agreements were all "unequal 

treaties" signed between 1842 and 1844. The terms of these 

treaties undermined China's traditional mechanisms of foreign 

relations and methods of controlled trade. Five ports were 

opened for trade, gunboats, and foreign residence: Guangzhou, 

Xiamen, Fuzhou, Ningbo, and Shanghai. Hong Kong was seized 
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by the British to become a free and open port. Tariffs were 

abolished thus preventing the Chinese from raising future 

duties to protect domestic industries and extraterritorial 

practices exempted Westerners from Chinese law. This made 

them subject to their own civil and criminal laws of their home 

country. Most importantly, the opium problem was never 

addressed and after the treaty was signed opium addiction 

doubled. China was forced to pay 21 million silver taels as an 

indemnity, which was used to pay compensation for the 

traders' opium destroyed by Commissioner Lin. A couple of 

years after the treaties were signed internal rebellion began to 

threaten foreign trade. Due to the Qing government's inability 

to control collection of taxes on imported goods, the British 

government convinced the Manchu court to allow Westerners to 

partake in government official affairs. By the 1850s the 

Chinese Maritime Customs Service, one of the most important 

bureaucracies in the Manchu Government, was partially staffed 

and managed by Western Foreigners. In 1858, opium was 

legalised, and would remain a problem.  

Commissioner Lin, often referred to as "Lin the Clear Sky" for 

his moral probity, was made a scapegoat. He was blamed for 

ultimately failing to stem the tide of opium imports and usage 

as well as for provoking an unwinnable war through his rigidity 

and lack of understanding of the changing world. Nevertheless, 

as the Chinese nation formed in the 20th century, Lin became 

viewed as a hero, and has been immortalised at various 

locations around China.  

The First Opium War both reflected and contributed to a 

further weakening of the Chinese state's power and legitimacy. 

Anti-Qing sentiment grew in the form of rebellions, such as the 
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Taiping Rebellion, a war lasting from 1850–64 in which at least 

20 million Chinese died. The decline of the Qing dynasty was 

beginning to be felt by much of the Chinese population.  

Revisionist views 

The evil impact of the opium habit on the Chinese people, and 

the arrogant manner in which the British imposed their 

superior power to guarantee the profitable trade, have been the 

staples of Chinese historiography ever since. One British 

historian Jasper Ridley concluded:  

• Conflict between China and Britain was inevitable. 

On the one side was a corrupt, decadent and caste-

ridden despotism, with no desire or ability to wage 

war, which relied on custom much more than force 

for the enforcement of extreme privilege and 

discrimination, and which was blinded by a deep-

rooted superiority complex into believing that they 

could assert their supremacy over Europeans 

without possessing military power. On the other side 

was the most economically advanced nation in the 

world, a nation of pushing, bustling traders, of self-

help, free trade, and the pugnacious qualities of 

John Bull. 

However, Ridley adds, opposition in Britain was intense:  

• An entirely opposite British viewpoint was promoted 

by humanitarians and reformers such as the 

Chartists and religious nonconformists led by young 

William Ewart Gladstone. They argued that 

Palmerston (the foreign secretary) was only 
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interested in the huge profits it would bring Britain, 

and was totally oblivious to the horrible moral evils 

of opium which the Chinese government was 

valiantly trying to stamp out. 

The American historian John K. Fairbank wrote:  

• In demanding diplomatic equality and commercial 

opportunity, Britain represented all the Western 

states, which would sooner or later have demanded 

the same things if Britain had not. It was an 

accident of history that the dynamic British 

commercial interests in the China trade was centered 

not only on tea but also on opium. If the main 

Chinese demand had continued to be for Indian raw 

cotton, or at any rate if there had been no market for 

opium in late-Ch’ing China, as there had been none 

earlier, then there would have been no “opium war”. 

Yet probably some kind of Sino-foreign war would 

have come, given the irresistible vigor of Western 

expansion and immovable inertia of Chinese 

institutions. 

Some historians claim that Lord Palmerston, the British 

Foreign Secretary, initiated the Opium War to maintain the 

principle of free trade. Professor Glenn Melancon, for example, 

argues that the issue in going to war was not opium but 

Britain's need to uphold its reputation, its honour, and its 

commitment to global free trade. China was pressing Britain 

just when the British faced serious pressures in the Near East, 

on the Indian frontier, and in Latin America. In the end, says 

Melancon, the government's need to maintain its honour in 
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Britain and prestige abroad forced the decision to go to war. 

Former American president John Quincy Adams commented 

that opium was "a mere incident to the dispute ... the cause of 

the war is the kowtow—the arrogant and insupportable 

pretensions of China that she will hold commercial intercourse 

with the rest of mankind not upon terms of equal reciprocity, 

but upon the insulting and degrading forms of the relations 

between lord and vassal."  

Australian historian Harry G. Gelber argues that opium played 

a role similar to the tea dumped into the harbour in the Boston 

Tea Party Of 1773 leading to the American Revolutionary War. 

Gelber argues instead that:  

• The British went to war because of Chinese military 

threats to defenceless British civilians, including 

women and children; because China refused to 

negotiate on terms of diplomatic equality and 

because China refused to open more ports than 

Canton to trade, not just with Britain but with 

everybody. The belief about British “guilt” came 

later, as part of China’s long catalogue of alleged 

Western “exploitation and aggression.” 

Western women were actually not legally permitted to enter 

Canton, although they were permitted to live in Macao. Into the 

19th century, Western nations did not recognise diplomatic 

equality for entities that failed to meet their "standard of 

civilisation", including China.  

The policy of concentrating trade to a single port was also used 

in Western countries such as Spain and Portugal. Western 

merchants could also trade freely and legally with Chinese 
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merchants in Xiamen and Macao, or when the trade was 

conducted through ports outside China such as Manila and 

Batavia. That being said, the government did hamper foreign 

trade, and through the Canton system concentrated trade in 

Canton. Furthermore Macao was restricted to Portuguese 

traders, and Xiamen the Spanish, who rarely made use of this 

privilege.  

The public in Western countries had earlier condemned the 

British government for supporting the opium trade. Opium was 

the most profitable single commodity trade of the 19th century. 

As Timothy Brook and Bob Wakabayashi write of opium, “The 

British Empire could not survive were it deprived of its most 

important source of capital, the substance that could turn any 

other commodity into silver.” although this thesis is 

controversial  

The Qianlong Emperor granted Lord Macartney a golden 

scepter, an important symbol of peace and wealth, but this was 

dismissed by the British, who were unaware of its symbolism. 

The Qianlong Emperor also dismissed the "lavish" presents the 

British gave to facilitate diplomatic relations, concluding they 

were no better than other European products. In 1806, Chinese 

officials compromised with the British on the murder of a 

Chinese man by British seamen, as Westerners refused to be 

punished under Chinese law, and local citizens vigorously 

protested, for both xenophobic reasons and because of 

perceived injustice. In 1816, the Jiaqing Emperor dismissed a 

British embassy for their refusal to kowtow, but he sent them 

an apologetic letter with gifts (which were later found in the 

Foreign Office, unread). The British ignored Chinese laws and 

warnings not to deploy military forces in Chinese waters. The 
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British landed troops in Macao despite a Chinese and 

Portuguese agreement to bar foreign forces from Macao, and 

then in the War of 1812 attacked American ships deep in the 

inner harbour of Canton (the Americans had previously robbed 

British ships in Chinese waters as well). These, in combination 

with the British support to Nepal during their invasion of Tibet 

and later British invasion of Nepal after it became a Chinese 

tributary state, led the Chinese authorities to become highly 

suspicious of British intentions. In 1834, when British naval 

vessels intruded into Chinese waters again, the Daoguang 

Emperor commented: "How laughable and deplorable is it that 

we cannot even repel two barbarian ships. Our military had 

decayed so much. No wonder the barbarians are looking down 

on us."  

Was the war inevitable? 

Historians have often pondered whether the war could have 

been avoided. One factor was that China rejected diplomatic 

relations with Britain, or anyone else, as seen in the rejection 

of the Macartney mission in 1793. As a result, diplomatic 

mechanisms for negotiation and resolution were missing. 

Michael Greenberg locates the inevitable cause in the 

momentum for more and more overseas trade in Britain's 

expanding modern economy. On the other hand, the economic 

forces inside Britain that were war hawks—Radicals in 

Parliament, and northern merchants and manufacturers—were 

a political minority and needed allies, especially Palmerston, 

before they could get their war. In Parliament the Melbourne 

government faced a host of complex international threats 

including the Chartist riots at home, bothersome budget 

deficits, unrest in Ireland, rebellions in Canada and Jamaica, 
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war in Afghanistan, and French threats to British business 

interests in Mexico and Argentina. The opposition demanded 

more aggressive answers, and it was Foreign Minister 

Palmerston who set up an easy war to solve the political crisis. 

It was not economics, or opium sales or expanding trade that 

caused the British to go to war, Melancon argues, it was more 

a matter of upholding aristocratic standards of national 

honour sullied by Chinese insults.  

One historiographical problem is that the emphasis on the 

British causal factors tends to ignore the Chinese. The Manchu 

rulers were focused on internal unrest by Chinese elements, 

and paid little attention to the minor issues happening in 

Canton. Historian James Polachek argues the reasons for 

trying to suppress the opium trade had to do with internal 

factionalism led by a purification-oriented group of literary 

scholars who paid no attention to the risk of international 

intervention by much more powerful military forces. Therefore, 

it was not a matter of inevitable conflict between contrasting 

worldviews. Lin and the Daoguang Emperor, comments 

historian Jonathan Spence, "seemed to have believed that the 

citizens of Canton and the foreign traders there had simple, 

childlike natures that would respond to firm guidance and 

statements of moral principles set out in simple, clear terms." 

Neither considered the possibility that the British government 

would be committed to protecting the smugglers.  
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