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PREFACE


‘Much of the best history stems from serendipity,’ said the Economist review of this book’s first edition in 1988. This refers to the good fortune of my having been a member of the teaching staff at the Army Staff College, Camberley, at a time when the decision was taken to auction off to staff and students the library’s duplicate books and papers. I found some very interesting books I wanted on the 1870–1 Franco-Prussian War but I also happened to notice volume after volume on a war about which I knew nothing – the Russo-Japanese War 1904–5. Curiosity got the better of me and I bid 50p (75¢) for each of the volumes on the latter war.


At the time, I was preparing for a two-year assignment to teach at the Australian Army Command and Staff College and packing was well advanced. The Librarian rang and said I had been successful at the book auction. I told him I would be down. ‘Bring your car, you were the sole bidder for the Russo-Japanese War books and you have got the lot,’ he said. I took them to Australia and in the process of scanning the volumes I was immediately struck by the similarities between what had happened in 1904–5 in Manchuria and what happened later in Europe 1914–18.


The book was published by Routledge in 1988. I did not set out to write an academic tome (there are few footnotes) and while I wanted to cover the spectrum from tactics to grand strategies, I also wanted to research the behaviour of the individuals involved – the man in uniform and the noncombatant. I was intensely aware of the danger of falling between a number of stools because national power was beginning to shift visibly in a way that it had not done for almost one hundred years. The exponential growth in technology and its effect on modern warfare was waiting to be fully tested at a time when the world was undergoing a tectonic shift in the way wars would be waged. In the early years of the twentieth century there was a discernible movement away from the concept of annihilation to attrition, from short wars to long wars, and from limited war to general war. Nevertheless, I gave myself a brief to tell the story of the war, its politics, its battles and its people. These limited objectives shielded the truth that I was writing about a major war in an area that at the time I was unable to visit.


In the year 2000 I received an invitation from the Chinese authorities to visit Manchuria, a Manchuria affected by one hundred years of population growth and development. Having said that, Port Arthur is a gem of a battlefield waiting to be rediscovered. Going there and deriving the benefit of Fingerspitzengefühl is essential in the writing of history. The Imperial Japanese Navy’s insistence that General Nogi should concentrate not upon the eastern but upon the northern defences becomes transparently obvious and sensible when one stands on Wantai and finds that the view of the harbour is masked by an intervening feature, yet the view of the whole harbour from 203 Metre Hill is virtually unobstructed.


The original book was undoubtedly due for revision but the problem lies in determining what additional material to include in a one-volume history. There was some room for comment and limited analysis. There were wider questions deserving answers. Why was it, given that the war was witnessed by up to one hundred military observers who saw the pounding artillery, the deep trenchworks, barbed wire and machine guns, these lessons of the land campaign were apparently not learned in preparation for the First World War? Indeed, one of the greatest ironies of this war was that it arguably had greater impact upon the Second rather than the First World War.


The reason why the Japanese beat the Russians in every engagement on land and at sea is a worthy subject for a book by itself rather than through passing reference in concluding thoughts. This, the first defeat of a European power by an Asian power since the thirteenth-century invasion of the Mongols, did ring alarm bells, not only in St Petersburg but as far away as London, Paris, Berlin and Washington – and with good reason.


Richard Connaughton




CHAPTER ONE


THE EVENTS LEADING UP TO THE DECLARATION OF WAR


A milestone in the history of Russia’s aspirations to gain a warm-water port on the Pacific coast occurred on 14 November 1860. The British and French forces had barely vacated Peking a week before when the Chinese ceded to the Tsar the eastern coast of Manchuria from the Amur River to the Korean frontier. This game of Russian bagatelle had taken almost three centuries to conclude. Russian tribes had been drawn initially into the vacuum created by the collapse of the Mongol Empire. Thwarted in the Mediterranean, unable to dominate the Kurds and Turks, squeezed south by the inhospitability of Siberia, they found in the mid-seventeenth century their new lebensraum at Kamchatka. Persistent efforts followed to achieve a dialogue with Japan, still enjoying her self-imposed seclusion, but these were continually rebuffed.


Russia’s ultimate goal, a secure, permanently ice-free port, still eluded her. Vladivostok, ‘Lord of the East’, the new home of the Russian naval headquarters, was closed by ice for three months of the year. Her ability to use the new port effectively depended upon the attitude of Japan whose choker necklace of islands controlled both the Sea of Japan and the egress into the Pacific. To the north, the Straits of La Perouse were overlooked by the northern shore of Hokkaido and the Kurile Islands. Other than the Tsugaru Straits, a narrow passage between Hokkaido and Hondo, the main seaway lay to the south, the bottleneck of the Straits of Korea with the cork provided by the strategically placed Japanese island of Tsushima.


In 1861 the Russians invaded Tsushima. After a brief fight the island was taken by a force of marines. The British, not enjoying the best of relations with Russia, sent a strong naval party to counter this aggression and backed it by vigorous diplomatic protests. As a result, the Russians withdrew, but not before the seeds of anti-Russian loathing were sown in the Japanese mind. Greater cause was yet to come.
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Sakhalin had always been regarded by the Japanese as theirs. From early history it had been occupied by the Ainu tribe, but because of its northern aspect and inhospitable weather it was never settled by the people from the south. In new moves, Russia maintained that Sakhalin was hers by right of discovery, by right of occupancy by Siberians, and finally as part of the 1860 cession agreement. None of these claims had much validity but they did lead to a tenuous partition, establishing the Russians in the north and Japanese in the south. Russian pressure grew to such a degree that by 1875 Japan abandoned southern Sakhalin, having to accept the undisputed claim on what she already owned – the Kurile Islands. (The Kurile Islands were subsequently to be taken over by the Russians in the closing weeks of the Second World War when Moscow unilaterally renounced its non-aggression treaty with Tokyo.)


Japan’s position at this stage of history is of interest. The world subordination of non-white tribes by white civilisations was almost complete. The Japanese were not as we know them now. Their interest was particularly defensive and inward-looking. They had no regional aspirations and, other than an incursion into Korea in the sixteenth century, had enjoyed for years their own form of splendid isolation. Although this indolence is not now recognisable, their national characteristic has remained constant, manifested by a fervent patriotism which, when provoked, releases an unstemmable national temper.


Her progress since Perry’s arrival in 1853 had been remarkable, leading to a well-defined military and naval polarisation. The Japanese had already begun to admire the Prussian military machine as more closely akin to their own views than to any others. It was logical, therefore, that when the French were beaten by the Prussians in 1871 the Prussians should replace the French as instructors in an expanding army for which a new Conscription Act of that year had paved the way. The Royal Navy had always been popular with the Japanese and Nelson was much admired and studied. His philosophy of having a navy sufficiently strong to attack the enemy in their own ports was something the Japanese could both understand and copy.


Russia was gradually preparing Japan for the coup de grâce, and why not? What had this most hungry and acquisitive white race to fear from a docile state? What had Russia, who had seen off Napoleon, to fear from these puny Asiatics? The humiliation of the Japanese over Sakhalin was not even noted as relevant by the Russians. To the Japanese it was yet another unacceptable loss of face. It showed that the only road to real independence was through military power. They prepared for war.


A weak China maintained suzerainty over the corrupt, bankrupt, feudal and defenceless kingdom of Korea; a Korea which was now taking on immense strategic importance. The fear of a Russian occupancy led the Japanese to determine two options for the future of Korea. Either she would be occupied by Japan or she should display her neutrality through independence. The first option was discarded, for Japan knew that the European states would not be averse to intervening, so she selected the second course and waited for the opportunity. Not long after, a Japanese ship off the Korean coast was fired upon and a number of sailors killed. Negotiations opened between the two countries with Japan treating Korea as a fully fledged independent state, ignoring the suzerainty claims of China. A game of cat and mouse then ensued.


The region’s vogue for attempts at assassination, this time upon the King and Queen of Korea, gave China the opportunity to recover her sway by offering the threatened royal couple military protection. When it was gratefully accepted, China found herself once again holding the reins of power in Seoul. Anti-Japanese sentiment was never far below the surface and again came to prominence resulting in the legation being burned down. Not only did Japan demand reparations but, unprecedentedly, she sent troops to Seoul where their presence with Chinese soldiers held all the prospect for a major conflict. Eventually the danger subsided and by the Tientsin Convention of 1885, both parties agreed to withdraw their troops. It was also agreed that if either party’s future interests required intervention, then the other party should be both forewarned and permitted to despatch a comparable number of troops. So passed another flurry, during which Japan gained a possible foothold into a country for which she had developed a growing interest.


Meanwhile, Russia had not been an idle spectator in the region. In 1891, as if to confirm her determination to dominate the Far East, she announced the single-track Siberian Railway Project. Hugely expensive, with no economic justification, and with the eastern terminus ending at Vladivostok, the Japanese had good cause to feel threatened. Their resolve not to be intimidated was hardening. There then occurred an act of incredible insensitivity. Arriving directly from the inauguration of the railway scheme at Vladivostok, Nicholas II, then heir apparent, came to Japan for a royal visit supported by no less than six warships. Of the six, one was the Koreyetz (Korea) and another the Manjour (Manchuria). As if to confirm the Japanese fear of the Russian peril, an otherwise respectable middle-class officer named Tsuda Sanzo stepped out from the crowd at Lake Biwa and attacked Nicholas with a sword. The small mark left by the sword on the Tsarevitch’s head was soon to disappear but the psychological impact was not. Nicholas entirely misread the ensuing kowtowing and genuine embarrassment. In concluding that the Japanese were dangerous and unbalanced he spread abroad through the courts of Europe his own psychological propaganda against the Yellow Peril. He had not paused to wonder what the real cause of the attack was. Then in 1895, the year of the Tsar’s accession, in Shimonoseki, Japan, the Chinese peace envoy plenipotentiary was shot in the face by a would-be assassin, confirming in the Tsar’s mind his earlier impression. The anti-Japanese propaganda increased, presumably as a prelude to a ‘preventive’ advance by Russia.


The building of the railway moved on apace until it was decided at this stage in the events to abandon the 1,000-mile leg from Striekensk following the northern arch of the Amur River to Khabarovsk in favour of a direct route to Vladivostok through Manchuria. Accordingly, in 1896, a contract was drawn up between the Russo-Chinese Bank and the Chinese government which appointed the Chinese Eastern Railway Company to build the Manchurian link from Chita in the west, through Harbin to join the Vladivostok–Khabarovsk railway at Nikolsk Ussuriski. In this way, Russia had achieved a direct and cheaper route to the Pacific but, more importantly, an excuse to intervene in Manchuria if the railway were to be threatened.


Prior to 1896, however, China had already been at war with Japan. Once again, in 1894, a rebellion had broken out in Korea, the army was defeated and the King appealed to the suzerain power to come to his assistance. China responded, at the same time fulfilling the treaty agreement by informing Japan of the despatch of 2,000 troops to Seoul. The Japanese reacted, occupying Pusan and Chemulpo. By that time the Chinese had restored the situation in Seoul and on recommending a joint evacuation by the Chinese and Japanese armies, met resistance from Tokyo. Japan had grown very nervous of the weakness of Korea and saw the prospect of other nations intervening in what was coming to be considered by her an essential Japanese sphere of interest. She therefore asked China to initiate a number of reforms in Korea. The Chinese replied indignantly that the affairs of Korea were of no concern to Japan. So occurred the inevitable war.


It was a short campaign lasting eight months. At sea, a Captain Togo had come to prominence for his attack on a Chinese transport fleet in which 1,200 soldiers and sailors perished. On land, the Japanese launched a twopronged attack. After the battle of Pyongyang on 15 September 1894 the First Japanese Army advanced north-west into Manchuria while the Second Japanese Army, which had landed on the Liaotung Peninsula on 24 October, joined forces on 6 March 1895 with the First Army to annihilate the Chinese at Tienchuangtai. With her navy routed and the Shantung peninsula occupied by a Japanese expeditionary force, the Chinese sued for peace. The peace treaty was signed at Shimonoseki on 10 April 1895. Under the terms of the treaty, the full independence of Korea was recognised, Japan gained Formosa, the Pescadores and the strategically important Liaotung Peninsula upon which lies the warm-water port of Port Arthur. Japan pocketed £25,000,000 at 1895 values and retained a foothold on the Shantung Peninsula until ratification. In all, Japan had a good war and was congratulating herself on her good fortune – that is, until the White Peril intervened.


Russia was not unnaturally mortified at Japan’s success and determined that she should not enjoy the benefits of her spoils. After all, it was Russia’s eventual aim that she should possess what she saw as the crucially important Port Arthur, not only because it was ice-free but also because she needed this foothold on the southern mainland of China in order to take advantage of what she foresaw as the impending collapse of China. However, the fact began to dawn upon Russia that she might not be sufficiently strong to attack Japan unaided. The Japanese had a reputation for stern, uncompromising defence. It still remained Russia’s belief, supported by reports from the Military Attaché during the Sino-Japanese conflict, that Japan would never have the strength to attack a European nation.


An article appeared in the Russian newspaper Novoe Vremya on 20 April (reported in The Times, 22 April 1895):


Russia cannot permit the protectorate over Korea which Japan has secured for herself by the conditions of the treaty. If the single port of Port Arthur remains in possession of Japan, Russia will severely suffer in the material interest and in the prestige of a Great Power.


The Tsar and the Kaiser, his ‘cousin Willy’, both agreed on the dangers posed by the Yellow Peril. It was unusual, however, for Germany to take a direct interest in the area, but colonial aspirations were growing among important political personages. It was this intervention which had much to do with the Japanese Emperor’s capitulation. There was no difficulty persuading France, who had major colonial interests in Africa and Indo-China, to join a coalition to confront Japan. Le Temps saw the situation as ‘a constant menace for the interests of Europe’. It was ‘a serious blow dealt at the rights of the immediate adjacent powers’, and the article concluded that a European concert was ‘now a duty toward civilisation’. So it was that the three European powers set out on a knuckle-rapping exercise to force this upstart Asiatic race to release her hold on her territorial gains. The eastern fleets of the three powers were reinforced and concentrated while Russia prepared the mobilisation of the army in the Amur region. On 20 April 1895 the objections were delivered through the respective diplomatic representatives in Tokyo. The Emperor was in no position to resist the demands of the Europeans and on 10 May 1895 was obliged to issue a withdrawal from the Treaty of Shimonoseki. ‘I have’, said the Emperor, ‘yielded to the dictates of magnanimity, and accepted the advice of the three powers.’ Although the Japanese fleet was fast expanding, it did not possess a single battleship and any one of the three opposing powers’ fleets could have accounted for the Imperial Japanese Navy. Moreover, in 1895, the active component of the army numbered only 67,000 and the reserve was of little consequence.


As a sweetener for the retrocession of the Liaotung Peninsula and the loss of Port Arthur, Japan received £5,000,000 from China. There was, however, no sugar on earth sweet enough to assuage Japan’s distaste and fury at this further example of regional bullying. Prisons began to fill with enraged Japanese patriots, newspapers were suspended and guards placed on printing presses. The volcano rumbled and then died down; for the time being. The total indemnity considerably exceeded Japan’s outlay on the war. The profit was invested principally in a large contract placed on British shipyards for the most modern warships available. Having backed off, ‘in the interests of peace’, the jewel of Port Arthur was returned to the control of China.


Despite her disappointments in Korea and China, Japan’s determination and confidence were growing. She had shown that she could organise against and defeat foreign armies. She had enjoyed the fruits of military success in the important regions of Korea and Manchuria. Whilst there, the military and political representatives were to cast envious eyes upon the economic possibilities of Korea and China and grew to covet the land. The pressure to colonise did not arise simply because the land was there or for a perceived divine right but out of an increasing need. It is also true that Russia shared this need for, large as her country was, much of it was useless; unarable, mountainous or frozen waste.


Japanese life was characterised by a burgeoning population with a massive expansion of her industrial and trade base. The population had grown from 34,000,000 in 1875 to 46,305,000 on 31 December 1903, but was still less than a third of Russia’s. Over approximately the same period, Japan’s foreign trade increased by a factor of twelve from 50,000,000 yen to over 600,000,000 yen, but again, she was still poor by comparison with Russia. During this period there had been a shift from rural to urban life reflecting the Japanese industrial revolution. By 1903, eighty-five per cent of Japan’s export trade consisted of manufactured goods. The progress of agriculture was much less dramatic, failing now either to feed its population or to produce goods for manufacture. Japan became increasingly dependent on imports to feed her people while her ability to produce food for the home market went into an exponential decline. Japan’s market both for the sale of her manufactured goods and the food baskets for her extra mouths was East Asia. Europe and America could not combine together in importance to Japan as could her own immediate area. If these markets were to be closed then Japan would surely be brought to her knees. Of the East Asian markets, none were more important to Japan than Korea and Manchuria. A conflict with Russia’s own political and industrial aspirations was therefore inevitable; both countries were on a collision course, but only Japan knew that. She was soon to make necessity the mother of intervention.


The only crumb retained by Japan in the Yellow Sea was Weihaiwei on the Shantung Peninsula, since it did not form part of the Treaty of Shiminoseki but was rather a guarantee which was good until full reparations were paid by China. Germany too had an interest on the Shantung Peninsula. Indeed, even today, the town of Tsingtao has a brewery which produces large quantities of German-type lager beer. In 1897 two German missionaries were murdered. After lengthy discussions Germany was granted a ninety-nine-year lease of the land on either side of the entrance to Kiaochao Bay as well as certain trading rights. As a result of the German lease agreement, there developed among the other colonial powers an escalation of interest in the area.


In December 1897 a Russian fleet appeared off Port Arthur. After three months, a convention was agreed by which Russia was leased Port Arthur, Talienwan (a town which had interested Britain), and the surrounding waters. It was further agreed that the convention could be extended by mutual agreement. Russia clearly believed that would be the case for she lost no time in fortifying Port Arthur. A year later, in order to consolidate her position, she began a new railway from Harbin through Mukden to Port Arthur. It was at this stage that Britain negotiated the ninety-nine-year lease with China for Hong Kong’s ‘New Territories’. At the same time, in order to balance the position of the Russians across the Straits of Peichihli, Britain dispossessed Japan of Weihaiwei, securing an agreement for Britain to remain there as long as the Russians were at Port Arthur. Not to be left out, France made her own territorial demand for the lease of Kwangchouwan which was approved on 10 April.


Weak as China was, this scramble for her national territory by the despised ‘ghost faces’ led to the Boxer ‘Rebellion’, regarded by many Chinese as a necessary act of self-preservation. The seeds of the uprising had begun in Shantung in 1898 as a natural anti-Christian, anti-partisan action and followed the earlier murder of the German missionaries. Soon emotive circulars were to spread to Peking urging the masses to rise up to rid the nation of these ‘foreign devils’ before China was irrevocably partitioned and colonised. Chinese troops sent to reinforce Peking acquiesced with the nationalists and refused to intervene. The Japanese Chancellor and German Ambassador in Peking were murdered. On 12 June 1900 the legation area was attacked and besieged, resulting in those nations affected sending troops to raise the fifty-five-day siege of Peking.


The development of the railway was a contributory factor towards the Boxer ‘Rebellion’. To many Chinese the railway represented the ascendancy of the west’s materialism over their own spiritualism. The focus of attention was the conflict the new railways were to have with ancestral resting places. The placing to rest of remains depended on factors known as fung shui, literally wind and water.* It was not only auspicious but necessary that the departed were buried where these intangibles to western minds happened to exist. As a result, by western standards, Chinese burial grounds were haphazardly prevalent. Railway engineers could not avoid the multitude of cemeteries, being obliged to go over them or near them. As if the proximity of the line was not bad enough, the large mechanical engines wheezed their way throughout the countryside, polluting the all-important air with thick, acrid black smoke. It was not surprising that on 5 July the railway stations at Tiehling and Liaoyang were burnt. Russia acted predictably, mobilised and occupied Manchuria.


By 1902 order had been restored in Peking. The armed forces had been thinned out, reparations had been agreed and the ‘rebels’ punished. There then followed among the European powers a consolidation of their interests through a series of bilateral agreements. Encouraged by a mutual desire to see China and Korea retain their independence, Japan and Britain entered into an agreement on 30 January 1902. Japan had witnessed to her cost the power of even an ad hoc alliance and saw in this entente a natural development and display of her growing power. Britain’s and Japan’s concerns over Russia’s strengthening position were increasing. Britain saw in the emergent Japan a convenient ally in the east, hence Britain’s entry into this, her first alliance since turning her back on the rest of the world. The treaty was warmly welcomed in Japan providing a substantial boost to national pride. Under the terms of this agreement, if either nation was to go to war to protect its regional interests against a third power, the unaffected party would not only remain neutral but would also use its energies to prevent the conflict from widening. If the war was to be extended by the appearance of an additional power (they had France and Germany in mind), then the uncommitted country would come to the assistance of her ally. In effect the 1902 treaty facilitated Japan’s acquisition of Korea and also strengthened Japan’s resolve to chance her arm against Russia in Manchuria.


On 16 March 1902 a Franco-Russian declaration endorsed the principle of the Anglo-Japanese treaty but reserved their right to take action should either a third party intervene or the disturbances in China recur. This declaration was closely followed on 8 April by the Manchurian Convention between China and Russia. Russia confirmed her ultimate aim to evacuate Manchuria on condition that the railway and Russian citizens were protected by the Chinese. Russia reaffirmed the rights and independence of China.


It was agreed that Russia’s withdrawal should be phased over three periods each of six months, handing back progressively predetermined areas of Manchuria. After six months the first assigned territory, the south-west of Mukden, was evacuated and returned to China. The anticipated second phase of the withdrawal from the remainder of the province of Mukden and Kirin did not occur. When the Chinese Ambassador at St Petersburg enquired as to why the move had been delayed he was fobbed off, being reassured that the matter was in hand. Eventually, twenty days after the withdrawal should have begun, Peking was presented with demands for concessions in Manchuria. There were seven in all:


None of the returned territory was in any way to be given to another power.


Mongolia’s system of government was not to be altered.


No new ports or towns were to be developed or opened in Manchuria without informing Russia.


Foreigners serving in the Chinese government were not to exercise authority in northern Manchuria.


The telegraph line connecting the Liaotung Peninsula with Peking was to be assured.


On Newchwang being returned to China, the Customs’ dues were to continue to be paid into the Russo-Chinese Bank.


The rights acquired by Russian interests or Russian people were to be continued.


On 29 April, encouraged by the protests and support of Great Britain, the United States and Japan, the Chinese government rejected the seven demands as an unwarranted interference in her domestic affairs. The leaking of these conditions by China had caused the Russians some embarrassment; so much so that the Foreign Minister, Count Lamsdorf, and the Russian Ambassador in Washington, Count Cassini, were to deny on 28 and 29 April the existence of such requirements. In Peking on 29 April, however, the Russian Chargé d’Affaires, Mr Plançon, was endeavouring to have each condition answered separately by the wavering and unwell Prince Ching. The Chinese Foreign Office showed all the signs of being overwhelmed by the will of the Russian bear. Japan now determined that there was no option but for her to deal directly with Russia.


At this point, it is necessary to turn back the clock to pick up another thread in the development of this story. The Korean assassins had persevered and, on 8 October 1895, had accounted for their turbulent, anti-reforming Queen. In July of the following year an uprising in the north prompted the King to seek temporary asylum in the Russian legation, from where he issued orders to dispose of the Prime Minister and two of his principal supporters. The King remained under Russian protection for two years, during which time the pendulum of power in that country took a distinct swing in Russia’s favour. Russia seized this opportunity to strengthen her forces in defence of her legation, a move reciprocated by Japan in order to protect the telegraph line between Seoul and Pusan.


A further agreement between Russia and Japan had been signed in Tokyo on 25 April 1898. The agreement contained three understandings:


The independence of Korea was assured; neither country would interfere in Korea’s domestic affairs.


There would be no appointment of military or civil advisers without discussion with the interested parties.


Russia agreed not to hinder Japan’s development of trade with Korea.


A Russo-Korean bank had been formed in 1897 and, across an entirely different bank, that of the Yalu, the boundary between China and Korea, a timber-cutting contract had been given to a consortium of Russian noblemen. The contract was not initiated until the Manchurian railway was completed. The manager of the logging company was a retired Russian officer who with his armed men, all ex-soldiers, began work in earnest in April 1903. This coincided with the arrival of Russians into the Yalu region, the acquisition of land and the establishment of a fort at Yongampo at the mouth of the Yalu River. Meanwhile large victualling contracts were being made, not only in the United States but also with Japan. Intelligence reports showed that Port Arthur was being heavily stocked with supplies while large Russian troop movements were observed across the Liaotung Peninsula heading for Korea. It was perfectly clear to the Japanese that Russia had no intention of honouring her agreement, treating the Japanese instead in a high-handed, contemptuous and arbitrary manner. A Japanese minister summed up the situation at the time: ‘We do not want war, for it would cost us so much, and we have nothing to gain even if we win; but by keeping peace too long we may lose even our national existence’.


On 28 July 1903 the Japanese Ambassador at St Petersburg was instructed to represent his country’s view that the drawing up of the seven demands did not represent a Russian relaxation of her hold on Manchuria but rather a consolidation. As if to confirm the Japanese assertion, on 30 July 1903 the Russian Admiral Alexeiev was appointed Viceroy of the Far East with supreme power to exercise diplomacy between Russian East Asia and neighbouring countries as well as command of Russian military and naval forces. Japan believed that the permanent occupation of Manchuria would be prejudicial to her own security and interests and would also constitute a threat to Korea, a sphere of interest she was not now prepared to share. Russia agreed to consider a draft treaty, which was presented at St Petersburg on 12 August 1903. There then followed on Russia’s part much prevarication while she continued to strengthen her position in the Far East.


The situation was reached on 13 January 1904 whereby Japan offered to recognise Manchuria as being outside her sphere of interest and sought in return a similar statement relating to Russia’s discontinuing interest in Korea. This proposal was by no means unanimous, being essentially a political rather than military idea. The army chief Yamagata Aritomo was implacably opposed to any concession likely to fuel Russia’s wider ambitions. Japan requested an early reply to this proposal. By 4 February 1904 no reply had been forthcoming and on 6 February Mr Kurino, the Japanese Ambassador, called on the dumbfounded Russian Foreign Minister, Count Lamsdorf, to take his leave. Kurino explained to Lamsdorf that his government had decided to adopt such independent action as was deemed necessary to defend its established rights and legitimate interests.


Japanese patience had come to an end. The Russian Ambassador to Tokyo, Baron Rosen, had consistently warned his masters in St Petersburg that if Japan was manoeuvred into a corner she would fight. Much the same sentiment had been echoed by the War Minister, General Kuropatkin, who had resigned in a state of exasperation some months earlier. The Tsar did not want a war but was continually being assured by his closest advisers that Japan would not under any circumstances fight. Nevertheless, when Mr Kurino left, an immediate signal was made to the newly appointed Russian Far East Viceroy, Admiral Alexeiev, at that time in Tokyo. The Viceroy had seen evidence of Japanese mobilisation and advised St Petersburg accordingly. After calling on the Japanese Foreign Ministry the Viceroy received confirmation that Japanese patience had been exhausted and that their ambassador had been recalled. There was no discussion of war and he signalled back that, in his view, Japan was bluffing. A more astute man might have formed another opinion but then, the Admiral had his limitations, owing his position more to the fact that his father was rumoured to have been Tsar Alexander II. It is possible that Alexeiev was not averse to war with a country which he believed would be militarily outclassed. There were certainly, at the time, those close to the Tsar who saw the possibility of a short victorious war as being an essential distraction to stem the tide of revolution which threatened three centuries of Romanov rule. The irony of the impending war was that both protagonists were about to fight for, and on, territory which neither owned. The Chinese, who found themselves caught between the two, suffered casualties and were dispossessed and humiliated.


On 6 February, while Mr Kurino was making his final preparations to leave St Petersburg, a small British steamer slipped quietly out of Port Arthur for the open sea. On board was the Japanese population of that city. In Japan, requisitioned trains and vehicles were assembling personnel and equipment at the port of Sasebo. The day before, Admiral Togo had opened his orders, ‘to destroy the Russian fleet’. At 1 a.m. the imperial message was read to the naval commanders assembled on board the Mikasa. Thomas Cowen, a war correspondent with the Daily Chronicle, reported: ‘In the evening the die was cast, the waiting ended and the tension relaxed. And Japan was glad – not glad to be at war, but glad to end the terrible strain, glad to know the worst at last.’ In fact war was not to be declared until 10 February. Japan had a number of plans to execute before the formal declaration of war.


* A superficial explanation of fung shui would suggest that it is like the wind, which you cannot comprehend, and like water which you cannot grasp. However, according to an 1885 book of the Chehkiang Mission, the formulated system of fung shui has four divisions: Li, the general order of Nature; Su, her numerical proportions; Ki, her vital breath and subtle energies; and Hing, her form or outward aspect. The harmonising of these four factors would appear to constitute a perfect fung shui while anything less was considered to be the recipe for disaster.




CHAPTER TWO


THE OPPONENTS


Japan had observed for some time the looming encroachment from the west. She responded by introducing conscription, which started to take effect in 1873. A conscious effort developed to restructure Japanese society, militarily, socially and politically. This was achieved by retaining the best of the home system – patriotism, industry and loyalty – combined with western technical skill and assistance. The previous tribal structure, with homage accorded to the feudal lord, was discarded, while the Japanese need to honour some higher being was diverted and channelled directly to no lesser person than the Emperor. The redundant retainers of the feudal lords, the Samurai, were encouraged into the services where their outlook and standards did much to raise the horizons of those lesser but willing mortals inducted into the employment of the Emperor.


The intelligence network was set up, officers sent abroad to study in military establishments and to return with ideas, books and pamphlets. All Japanese officers were obliged to be able to speak at least one language other than their own. By comparison, the Russian army had not one Japanese speaker in Port Arthur at the time of the siege. It was relatively simple, therefore, for the Japanese to select suitable officers to precede the army into Manchuria and Korea. Secretly and systematically the whole area to the east of Lake Baikal was surveyed and mapped. When war began, the Japanese had a more accurate knowledge of the Russian-held territory than did the Russians. That much they had learned from their studies of the Franco-Prussian War. The exceptional standard of the officer corps in staff and tactical ability was derived principally from the Prussian army and British naval systems. This was a vital investment from which Japan was to derive a worthy dividend. The Confucian dictum that ‘one must make preparations before the rain falls’ had been both well observed and actioned.


General Sir lan Hamilton, whose Staff Officer’s Scrap Book gives a valuable insight into the campaign, rated the Japanese soldier as better educated and more civilised than his beloved Gurkha, but not as physically strong. Both the army and the navy were imbued with a profound devotion to duty and a belief that to serve one’s country was an honour but to die for it was the ultimate privilege. They were an indomitable and dogged people who fought with fortitude, at their best when under the most extreme difficulty.


These qualities were summarised by J. H. Anderson, an historian of the time: ‘The training and “moral” were excellent, the war popular, the initiative was inculcated, and the men’s bravery was hereditary – in short they retained the virtues of the barbarian without the defects of civilisation.’


At the outbreak of war, the Japanese military order of battle was approximately thus:





	Active and reserve army

	380,000




	2nd reserve

	200,000




	Conscript reserve

	50,000




	Trained men of the National Army

	220,000






The in-theatre trained troops totalled 850,000, with an untrained force consisting of the conscript reserve and those available for induction into the army amounting to 4,250,000.


On analysis, the effective strength would have been 257,000 infantry, 11,000 cavalry and 894 guns. The distribution of these assets was among the Imperial Guard, twelve infantry divisions each of 11,400 infantry, 430 cavalry and thirty-six guns, two cavalry brigades, and two artillery brigades. Batteries were established for six guns. The balance of 850,000 is achieved by adding thirteen reserve brigades, depot troops and the Formosa garrison. Most of the war commitment fell on those formations in being. Although four additional divisions and four reserve brigades were raised in 1904, no further formations were created, the pool of untrained troops being used to top up existing units.


Troops were combat-liable after twelve months’ training but, as the war progressed, the liability changed to after six months. Divisions were to be fought as divisions unencumbered by a corps staff or corps troops. Garrison duties were conducted by reserve formations, leaving the best and sharpest teeth to fight the battle.


Russian drawing-rooms had resounded with laughter arising from reports of spies having seen Japanese cavalry going into the trot and riders being discarded over the whole line of advance. There may have been some truth in this, but also much exaggeration, which all fuelled a major under-appraisal of Japanese martial qualities. Although among the most intelligent, the Japanese cavalry was not the cream of the Imperial Army. They were trained principally for shock action, equipped with the 1900-pattern carbine and sword, but did not represent a high proportion of the military establishment. Even so, they had to satisfy the additional requirement of fighting on foot. Most of the Japanese cavalry engagements were fought as dismounted infantry, the horse being but an instrument to put them down at the desired place on the battlefield. Each man carried ninety rounds of ammunition, additional firepower being provided by the six Hotchkiss machine guns indigenous to each cavalry brigade. When the indifferent and ‘overweighted’ stock was taken into account, it was not surprising that standards were low.


Japanese artillery battalions consisted of three batteries. Both the field and mountain guns had the same calibre of 2.95 inches with a range out to 5,000 yards. Some batteries in the army artillery were equipped with 4.72-inch howitzers. The tactical employment of guns was superior to their effectiveness, particularly in relation to the second-generation Russian guns. Invariably a fire plan would precede offensive action. Fire and control were centralised at the highest level, missions being fired by less than a battalion only in extremis. Guns were set on reverse slopes or, where this was not practicable, earthworks were thrown up in front of the guns to conceal them from view and protect them from fire. Five of the infantry divisions and the artillery brigades were armed with the slow-firing Arisaka field gun which took either high explosive or shrapnel shells. All but one of the other divisions had the mountain guns, which had a slightly shorter range but proved to be more effective. The Seventh Division had two batteries of each type of gun.


The infantry were equipped with the modern 1900 .256-inch magazine rifle which was sighted out to 2,000 yards with the most effective range between 100–300 yards. The rounds were supplied in clips of five with each man having 210 (120 in pouches, thirty in his haversack, and an additional sixty on unit transport). This number would be varied in the light of future plans. Each soldier had a knapsack to which were attached a greatcoat and shelter tent. Inside he carried two days’ rations and, in addition, some men carried entrenching tools. The total weight of what the British soldier would describe as the ‘large pack’ was 57 lbs. The equivalent to the ‘small pack’ was a blue holdall – the same colour as the winter-weight uniform. It was an open-ended blue drill sack sewn lengthwise down the middle. Normally it was carried empty, but often when it was required for the infantry to fight unencumbered by the large pack, the holdall was filled with reserve rations and ammunition and worn as a bandolier across the body with the two ends tied across the chest. At the outbreak of hostilities the machine gun had not been an infantry weapon. In the autumn of 1904, ten Hotchkiss guns were added to the division’s inventory to be increased by March the following year to fourteen. These weapons were not distributed down to companies but were kept concentrated in two batteries of six guns and one section of two guns.


It has been said that tactics is the art of the logistically feasible; logistics being the gums which hold in place and regulate the teeth. As in so many cases, the success of a campaign was to turn on the ability to orchestrate logistic support and to attend to the detail in the unglamorous monotony of administration and routine. The Japanese supply system was better organised than the Russian and enjoyed the additional benefit of a short line of communication. In common with the current British system it was built up on a series of ‘lines’ of support; first line being unit resources, second line division, and third line higher formation. At first line, each soldier physically carried two days’ rations with an additional day on echelon transport. At second line, the divisional transport column held four days’ rations, while at third line the so-called magazine column drew from railhead, storage site or port of entry. Each division had its own transport battalion and while those soldiers underwent a shorter training period of three months, their recruitment followed the same pattern as the rest of the army. The gunners had the benefit of their own integral artillery re-supply train. An ambulance train dealt with casualties and, not unlike today’s field ambulance, comprised a high proportion of doctors and medical attendants. Animal transport was relied upon heavily with the donkey preferred to the horse. Most of the supplies were manhandled from post to post along the main supply routes. One supply function was the requisitioning of Chinese carts and recruitment of Korean coolies. The Japanese had learnt that supplies and their transportation are equal and indivisible functions.


There is no consensus of opinion as to how many Russian troops were stationed in the Far East in February 1904. There is a variance between the British official account and the German official account. There is no doubt that Russia’s trained army stood at 4,500,000. However, only six of the twentyfive European army corps played an active part in the war. It is believed that on 8 February 1904 the number of Russian combat troops available was: 60,000 infantry, 3,000 cavalry and 164 guns posted at Vladivostok and Port Arthur, with a portion at Harbin. By the middle of that month the figure had increased to 95,000: 45,000 field troops near Vladivostok, 8,000 at Harbin, 9,000 near Haicheng, 11,000 on the Yalu and 22,000 near Port Arthur. A corps consisted of two divisions and corps troops, yet a European corps and a Siberian corps were fundamentally different. The latter was smaller and less well organised. The Siberian division comprised 3,400 men and twelve horse artillery guns in two batteries while the field battery numbered eight guns. The Siberian infantry division did not exist when the war began but evolved from the expanding brigades. The Siberian corps not only had fewer guns than the Europeans but was also deficient in divisional cavalry. War began then with only two widely dispersed and disorganised Siberian corps. As the war progressed the harmony and efficiency of the Siberian army improved, and the number of corps increased to seven. They were to be joined from Europe by the First, Fourth, Eighth, Tenth, Sixteenth and Seventeenth Army Corps, each numbering 28,000 rifles and 112 guns. Three additional corps were despatched from Europe but were too late to take part in the war. It was none the less significant, therefore, that Russia embarked upon a more limited war than did the Japanese.


The emphasis was quite clearly placed on the ability of the Russians to mobilise quickly to reinforce. Vladivostok was ice-bound, so the pressure fell upon the new railway. With luck, a train from Europe would take fifteen days to cover the 5,000 miles but forty days was not unusual. It took, by rule of thumb, a month to deploy a battalion from Moscow to Mukden (Shenyang). Added to the difficulties was the high-handedness of nobility and generals claiming priority over their army who were relegated to sidings while the VIPs swept by. The sidings were used by returning engines, but not the rolling stock. It was not cost effective to return the empty wagons, which were destined to become either fuel or living accommodation.


An obstacle along the route was Lake Baikal because the railway had not been built initially around its southern end. The lake, the sixth largest in the world, is between twenty and fifty miles wide and 386 miles long, covering 13,200 square miles. It equates to approximately the size of Switzerland. The first severe frost of 1904 occurred on 2 January. Steamers or sledges plied across it depending on the weather but the thaw was most difficult to predict, in which case the soldiers marched the southern route while the supplies went across the water. If the ice persisted, then the men marched across.


Each year, usually during the months of February–April, a half-way house was established on the frozen lake. It was a substantial building made of wood, felt and brick. It offered temporary shelter for the privileged weary and limited sustenance of soup and coffee. The majority had to make do with rough shelters, a hurried meal and cursory treatment for such ailments as frostbite and influenza. In February of 1904, the need dictated that rails were laid across the ice of the lake and by 28 March over sixty military trains had made the laborious crossing. By September the Circum-Baikal link was completed, and by the end of the year the system ran nine to ten trains daily each way and had carried 410,000 soldiers, 93,000 horses and 1,000 guns. To put that in perspective, a European Russian army corps needed 267 railway trains with which to move.


The railways were spared the need for setting aside too much of the valued capacity on supplies. Other than tea, sugar, flour and oats, all other foodstuff was to be found locally. Cattle came from Mongolia, chickens, rice grain, corn and pigs were the subject of local arrangements. Coal for heating and fuelling ships’ boilers was to be found in the region. The normal Russian procurement system was straightforward, a regional commander receiving funds with which to feed his men. This was not entirely possible in Manchuria and local purchase teams procured mountains of provisions. The operational and logistical planning was worked in tandem, the supplies and transport being orchestrated to produce the goods where the operational plan placed the troops. Transport vehicles consisted of four-wheeled wagons and two-wheeled carts found within the regimental transport echelon, the divisional supply column and special transport columns. At regimental and divisional level eight days’ biscuits and six days’ groats were carried. There was some pack transport and the special transport columns were formed at the outbreak of war – but then, very slowly. Russian plans were severely hampered by this acute shortage of transport exacerbated by an abysmal road system.


Russia’s military thought had been moribund for years. The value of the bayonet, for example, had already come into question during the Franco– Prussian War of 1870–71. Seven years later the Russians were to fight the Turks and, as reported by the French observer, General Langlois, ‘The two infantries charged one another in spite of theories to the contrary, and hand to hand fights were common enough for the Russian infantry to realise that the point of the bayonet was much surer than the bullet.’ In peace and war, the Russians had their bayonets fixed as a matter of course. The bayonet, a cruel thin spike, extended their rifle barrels by some two feet. Not surprisingly, Sir Ian Hamilton was to describe the Russian soldier as the worst shot among the European quality armies. Aimed fire was therefore made difficult enough but their fire fight was also poor, being akin to the volley firing of the Napoleonic War. They were equipped with modern .299-inch calibre rifles sighted out to 3,000 yards, yet they were conditioned to fire in unison at short range on orders from their superior officer.


Both armies were to attack in close formation, but more so the Russians. From the mid-nineteenth century their tactic in the attack was to approach in echelon on a broad front, spurning the opportunity to use the flanks or to attempt anything which required an iota of co-ordination. Operations were preordained by detailed, specific and pedantic orders aimed at covering every contingency, except the unexpected. Orders were given at considerable length. Whereas planners today are encouraged to think ‘two down’, the issuing of orders two down, which occurred on occasions in the Russian army, by-passing the intermediate commander, led to confusion and chaos. Little wonder that companies and battalions surrounded their commander for an early indication of a change of idea. As the war evolved, the Japanese were to learn to spread out, but they were not at such great risk from aimed rifle fire. Their command and control system afforded greater flexibility than that available to the Russians. In mission-oriented orders, also known by the German term auftragstaktik, commanders at all levels were expected to use their own initiative within the framework established by a superior commander’s concept of operations. In principle, auftragstaktik provided the more effective system yet, on occasions, action did founder due to inexperienced junior commanders not being used to making decisions in the fog and danger of war.


The majority of the Russian soldiers who fought in Manchuria were peasants from the east of their country who were nominally on a war footing. They were therefore hardy, brave, obedient soldiers accustomed to privation and, at the beginning of the war, the majority of Siberians were still motivated by loyalty to the Tsar. Spontaneous cheering and genuine warmth flowed through the Russian lines when the news of the Tsarevitch’s birth was announced. Their lack of sophistication, education, flair and intuition separated them from a Japanese army well prepared to fight a modern war. The Russian soldier was a soft bear who took an alarming time to begin to hate his enemy. Once the war started the Russians were to maintain a genuine respect for the Japanese. General Kuropatkin described them as ‘our brave foe’. When the Japanese sent the Russians their condolences on the loss of their flagship, an officer in Liaoyang responded by proposing and drinking a toast to the Japanese with the assembled company. They were kind, stoical, simple soldiers lacking fanaticism and leaders conditioned to fight a modern war. The average Russian soldier appeared confused in a war which he could neither cope with nor comprehend.


The very size of the Russian army demanded constant analysis and intelligence assessments. European armies had a grudging respect for the Russian soldier. His limitations were nullified largely by his numbers. The weak link in the Russian profession of arms was regarded universally as the officer corps. The prevailing British view of the Russian contingent during the Boxer Rebellion was summarised in 1901 by Colonel J. M. Grierson, who wrote in his reflections that they were ‘lions led by asses’. He confirmed the admiration for the peasant soldier, yet observed that his officer was ‘beneath contempt’. Observations of the Russian officers’ performance during the Russo-Japanese War do not support Griersen’s generalisation.


The officer corps was large, exceeding the then total strength of the United States’ armed forces. The quality varied. The exploits of some rivalled the best that the Japanese were capable of achieving. For the most part, the regimental officer was brave, efficient and paternal yet not greatly gifted with intelligence. There was little qualitative difference noticeable between the regular and territorial officer, both adding to the homogeneity of the force. Their edge had been dulled by too long a period on low pay, in boring and indifferent posts with little prospect of promotion. On occasions their honesty was called into question, but this suspicion was fuelled from the Russian system of the commanding officer being responsible for the regiment’s finance. While some may well have erred, it is not thought to have been common.


The first of two types of the General Staff were the educated graduates from the Staff College. For them, promotion was rapid but on merit. They were keen and zealous, although their critics will describe them as doctrinaire, safer with theory than practice. The second type, and one of the two least positive aspects of the Russian army, was the grace and favour afforded to the Guards officers who invariably found themselves in staff positions. Often effete, idle, preoccupied with social pursuit, promoted prematurely and beyond the level of their competence, they did little to facilitate the national war aims.


The crucial weakness of the Russian forces was the manifestation of the gerontocracy which evolved from the general rule of seniority being given precedence over talent. Many formation commanders were lacking in energy, having long since succumbed to sedentary lethargy. As a group, they displayed reluctance to make decisions and shoulder responsibility. Their ability to orchestrate formation tactics was invariably abysmal. They drank to excess, had little empathy with their soldiers, and lacked the flexibility to react to the changed circumstances of the modern war in which they found themselves embroiled. Confirmation is available in Story’s book, The Campaign with Kuropatkin:


When war broke out the chief commands were in the hands of generals of a departed generation. Many of them were ignorant of the use of such ordinary instruments of modern warfare as wireless telegraphy, heliography, and flashlight signalling. I have known generals refuse permission for the erection of a heliograph apparatus on the ground that it was a mere toy.


As a microcosm of their society, they could not have demonstrated more clearly the reason why they, as a social group, were doomed.


A Russian soldier called to arms was liable for military service from his twenty-first to his forty-third birthday. This national service comprised four years with the colours, and fourteen years in the reserve during which time he would expect two training periods each of six weeks. After eighteen years he passed into the Opolchenie or militia.


There were few exemptions from military duty, although Cossacks, Finns and Christians in the Caucasus had different conditions of service. Muslims were permitted to pay a tax in lieu of service but could join in certain special cases. The soldiers filled the four components of the army: the field army brought up to wartime establishment from mobilised reserves; fortress troops filled in a similar manner as the field army but confined to garrison duties; depot troops and the militia which were responsible both for home defence and provision of reserves for the field troops. Approximately a hundred depot battalions were formed to sustain the front-line strength, of which half deployed to the Far East. Port Arthur, Vladivostok, Possiet Bay and Nikolaissk were manned by fortress troops comprising infantry, artillery and engineers. Port Arthur and Vladivostok each contained two East Siberian rifle divisions with each division comprising 11,400 rifles and between twenty-four and thirty-two guns. The lines of communication were protected by independent units. The highly sensitive railway systems, the Manchurian and Ussuri, were operated by special railway battalions initially provided by six East Siberian battalions reinforced from Europe during the course of the war.


The Russian cavalry comprised almost without exception Cossack troops. The word Cossack is derived from a Tartar word meaning ‘bandit’. When cavalry was required in support of a division or corps, a suitable slice was detached from the cavalry division. Each division consisted of 3,400 sabres and lances with some divisions equipped with twelve horse artillery guns. The Cossacks were not to live up to their reputation, being of an inferior standard in comparison with European cavalry. Like the Japanese, they were trained to fight mounted and dismounted, yet their marksmanship imposed a severe limitation on their uses when on foot. The special terms of employment of Cossacks were that in exchange for a grant of land and freedom from taxation they were responsible, when called to arms, for the provision of their own horse, uniform and equipment. War for the Cossack had ceased to be cost effective, and this meant that these soldiers were not going to expose these items to unnecessary risk, particularly when the compensation was so paltry.


The war caught the Russian gunners in the midst of a re-equipment programme. A third of their guns were the new 3-inch quick-firing gun whose range of 6,000 yards bettered the Japanese field artillery. The issue programme escalated at the onset of war but, for many gunners, their training period was quite literally on the job and for real. At 13¹/² lbs the new gun’s projectile was lighter than that fired by the 3.42-inch gun which still formed the bulk of the field artillery. Guns were grouped in brigades of between two and four batteries. Peacetime training had been largely neglected. Indirect laying had been hardly practised yet was quickly and widely resorted to, as was the use of gun pits.


The Russian infantryman had good claim to be the forerunner of the Falklands yomper. His ammunition was supplied in clips of five rounds. He normally carried 120 rounds with an average of sixty-five rounds per man on the regimental carts. In this campaign each man carried, in addition, fifteen rounds in his kit bag with more in his blouse pockets so that it was not unusual for a soldier to go into action carrying between 200 and 300 rounds. His kit was carried in a waterproof canvas bag slung over his right shoulder and hanging down his left-hand side. In this bag he would carry two and a half days’ supply of salt and biscuit. Over the left shoulder was his rolled greatcoat, a shelter tent sheet and occasionally a shovel. When his personal belongings and a kettle were added in, the weight of an individual’s total kit came to 70 lbs. The infantry’s firepower was enhanced by Maxim machinegun companies which fired the same round as the .299-inch rifle. Although extremely effective, their value was not fully appreciated until later in the campaign and many divisions were never to receive their increment of machine-gun companies.


The effective support of the undertaking in Korea and Manchuria would not have been possible without command of the sea. That crucial factor was recognised by both countries. By 1902 Japan had a slight lead on the Russian Far East fleet but by 1904 Russia had spurred on her own notoriously lethargic shipbuilding industry to reach rough numerical parity. Her Black Sea fleet was still incarcerated by treaty to the confines of that sea, and the Baltic fleet with its own regional problems was thought to be too far away to influence events in the Yellow Sea.


Equivalence was numeric rather than qualitative. The Russian Far East fleet was already constrained from round-the-year training by being icebound in Vladivostok for three months. She also had a ragbag of a fleet with wide variations in armament, protection, speed and flexibility. Despite having its own shipbuilding industry, which Japan did not, the Russian navy had a high proportion of foreign-built ships under her flag, including vessels supplied from Great Britain, the United States, Germany and France. Architecturally there was an important difference between the two fleets. The Russians had a global interest, hence their ships needed large bunkers for large volumes of coal. Coal was carried at the expense of protection. The Japanese fleet was designed for localised operations, hence there was less need for large coal bunkers and the Japanese ships were better protected.


Russian naval manning policy was based on conscription which required seven years’ active service with three years in reserve. In the main, the conscripts were found lacking in affinity, interest and tradition. It was not a happy service; the appointment of many officers was based seemingly on the criteria of who they knew rather than what they knew. Other than the notable Admiral Makarov, there do not appear to have been many among the senior naval officers who were highly regarded and respected by their men. It was not surprising that the discontent that was to be seen on the Orel should reappear with such dramatic effect on the Potemkin. At the outbreak of hostilities, the bulk of the Russian Far East fleet of seven battleships, six cruisers and thirteen antiquated torpedo boats was at Port Arthur; four first-class cruisers were supported by a number of torpedo boats at Vladivostok; and the American-built, first-class, protected cruiser Varyag with the gunboat Koreyetz were at Chemulpo in Korea.


The Japanese fleet suffered none of the Russian disadvantages. It was concentrated, with commonality being the keyword in its equipment and procedures. The six modern battleships and six cruisers, mostly British-built, were organised into two distinct squadrons by type. Of the smaller frontline vessels most were modern, well equipped and fast. Those other ships known not to be combat-worthy were given roles appropriate to their condition.


The officers were confident and enjoyed the confidence of their sailors. Most of the crew were conscripts serving eight years on active duty with four years in reserve. There was, however, a useful proportion of volunteers throughout the fleet. Unlike the army, the Japanese navy’s tactical doctrine was not modified during the progress of the war.




CHAPTER THREE


EARLY NAVAL ACTION


During the first week of February 1904, events in Japan moved on apace. For Japan to have any prospect against mighty Russia, a pre-emptive strike against her fleet at Port Arthur, Dalny and in Korea was deemed to be imperative. The formal declaration of war would come only after the synchronised attacks on the Russian fleet. The flotilla was to sail from its base at Sasebo at the same time that diplomatic relations were to be broken off. No one questioned or moralised over the subject of pre-emptivity.


The final preparations for war were coming to a head, like the completion of a giant jigsaw puzzle. Troop trains sped through the night, troopships took up their predetermined positions already loaded with the provisions and munitions of war. On board his flagship the Mikasa on 6 February, the squat, unprepossessing Admiral Togo read his admirals the Emperor’s message and after some champagne and enthusiastic banzais they separated to their various ships to set about their duty. A tumultuous farewell of assorted craft full of relatives and well-wishers joined the fleet as it slipped anchor. An array of lanterns was left bobbing in the wake of the departing vessels. Only two days previously, the British Ambassador had told a reporter that the Japanese were bluffing. Secrecy had been maintained with the press tightly gagged. In the early light of the morning, the flags on the Mikasa cracked in the cold wind as the fleet headed for the open sea.


When the war was over, the battleflag of the Mikasa was put into temporary retirement, to reappear in another war flying from the attack carrier Akagi at the pre-emptive assault on Pearl Harbor. Thus, we are provided with yet another instance of the lessons of war being overlooked or forgotten.


If war was to come, the Tsar wished it to be at a time and place of his own choosing. In the unlikely event that he was not to have the initiative, his rules of engagement were quite simple: Japan must fire first. The Japanese had a fail-safe rule in the event of meeting the Russians en route and that was quite simply to attack the enemy without question. They too agreed that they would fire first.


The combined fleet steamed to the west of the Korean coast, anchoring during the morning of Sunday 7 February at Lindsay Island to the south of Chemulpo. Here they made rendezvous with the cruiser Akashi tasked to watch for any Russian movement towards Korea. The message was of critical importance, for the fleet was at its first separation point. The information was that the Russians had not left Port Arthur. The way was therefore clear for the Japanese to land on the mainland of Korea without unnecessary complications. The sum of the Russian presence in Korea was the unprotected cruiser Varyag and the ageing gunboat Koreyetz, both anchored at Chemulpo. Three troopships, with 2,500 troops embarked, left the main body, escorted by the armoured cruiser Asama, 9,750 tons, the Nanussa and Takachiho, unarmoured and each of 3,700 tons, the 2,700-tons Suma and Akashi, and two torpedo boats. Their course was set for Chemulpo, the port of Seoul, where they had landed in 1894.


Togo sailed on with the main body for the new rendezvous point of Elliot Island some sixty-five miles east of Port Arthur. His fleet had been divided into three divisions. The first division, appropriately, had massive power among the six similar battleships. The Hatsuse, Asahi and Shikishima were sister ships at 15,000 tons with a common division speed of 18 knots. The Fuji and Yashima were sister ships at 12,300 tons. The flagship Mikasa displaced 15,000 tons with the average broadside for the first division at 4,000 lbs. Armoured cruisers made up the second division. All were in the region of 10,000 tons and capable of 24 knots. They were lwate, Izumo, Azuma, Yagumo and Tokiwa. The third division comprised four fast but unarmoured cruisers, the Kasagi, Chitose, Takasago and Yoshino. Other ships were assigned to picquet duty but Togo’s fleet also included fifteen 30-knot destroyers armed with the new Whitehead torpedo as well as some twenty makeweight torpedo destroyer boats.


Commanding the Chemulpo-bound flotilla was the forty-six-year-old Rear Admiral Uriu, a graduate of both the British and American schools of naval warfare. Already a proven and distinguished sailor, it was the diplomatic aspect of the forthcoming conflict which was uppermost in his mind as he sailed slowly eastward. Recent intelligence reports confirmed that at anchor in the port were not only the two Russian warships but also foreign warships protecting their respective national interests. The international fleet comprised HMS Talbot, USS Vicksburg, the French Pascal, the Italian Elba and, not unnaturally, a Japanese protected cruiser, the Chiyoda. The Chiyoda had come to be regarded as something of a fixture at Chemulpo during her ten-month sojourn in the port. Just before midnight on 7 February, however, without lights and with little sound, she slipped out to sea to make rendezvous with Admiral Uriu.


Three hours later Chiyoda’s captain reported to Uriu. His news did much to ease the Admiral’s mind. The political brief that accompanied the captain gave guidance that since foreign warships were at anchor at Chemulpo it would be contrary to international law to attack the Russians in the harbour. If Russian ships were met outside the harbour, then they were to be attacked and sunk. During the course of the morning of 8 February other contingencies and plans were discussed as the Japanese continued their unhurried progress towards the culmination of the synchronised attack on the Russians.


The Japanese plans were to be made academic by the action of the Russian gunboat Koreyetz. That something was afoot was confirmed that morning by the absence of Chiyoda. The communication system was already in Japanese hands so it was determined that Koreyetz was to liaise with Port Arthur to gain an update on the political situation. Early in the afternoon, as the Russian ship sailed westward out of the harbour, she passed close by the Japanese fleet sailing eastward in the same channel. The Japanese fleet was not recognised immediately. The Russian guard of honour was quickly despatched to action stations as the rising sun emblems on the ships were discerned. The captain reversed course but in the confusion, and reflecting the prevalent trigger-happiness of the Russian fleet, two ineffectual shots were fired from this equally ineffectual gunboat. The Japanese now had the pretext upon which they were to reap a publicity dividend. They studiously ignored reference to their warlike presence, the earlier capture of a Russian ship at Pusan, and the loosing off of three torpedoes prior to Koreyetz opening fire.


Chemulpo is a deceptive anchorage. At high tide it appears an expansive harbour dotted with haphazard islands. Low tide sees an average drop of over twenty feet to reveal the reason why ships had to anchor in clusters three to five miles from shore. Mud. Lots of it, divided sparingly by tortuous little channels. Koreyetz returned to her original ice-free anchorage to the south of the lighthouse with the large Varyag on one side and the recently arrived steamer Sungari on the other. A hurried consultation ensued between the three captains. They did not know whether hostilities had commenced and consequently they were reluctant to open fire on the Japanese fleet now positioning itself inside the harbour. The warships anchored nearby, while the first of the Japanese troopships sailed into the inner harbour just off the town. It was 4 p.m., less than two hours to darkness.


At 6 p.m. on 8 February 1904, the first of the Japanese troops went ashore in sampans and lighterage brought by the troopships. New arrivals on shore gasped in amazement, ‘It’s not the Russians, it’s the Japanese.’ Bonfires were set up along the quay to illuminate the scene as the soldiers in their smart blue uniforms moved purposefully through the light fall of snow to be swallowed up by the dark shadows of the town. The deployment was quiet, mechanical and efficient. In many respects this occupation resembled what we now expect of the stereotype Japanese package tour. Guides led platoons through the town to prearranged billets for the night. While all this went on, the Russian crews looked on in amazement, while above them the barrels of their impotent guns protruded into the dark. By all accounts, they had become so neutralised by the total lack of information that they took on the role of the involuntary spectator; so much so that that night they did nothing, appearing to pretend they were not there – even washing was left out in the evening’s cold breeze.


By 3 a.m. on 9 February the disembarkation of four battalions of the Twelfth Division had been completed without incident. As the morning arrived to eclipse totally the dying embers along the length of the quay, the Japanese fleet, with the exception of Chiyoda, left port. Concurrently, a letter from Rear Admiral Uriu was delivered to Captain Stefanov, the senior Russian. He was advised that a state of hostilities existed between the two countries and that the Russian ships must now leave the neutral port of Chemulpo. The ultimatum was copied through the various consulates so that if the Japanese fleet felt obliged to come into port to attack the Russians, then the neutrals had been warned to stay clear of the firing. The Russians had until noon to leave, but if in the event they should stay, firing would commence at 4 p.m. on 9 February.


A conference was quickly convened aboard HMS Talbot. Captain Stefanov pleaded in vain that the other warships should either forcibly restrain the Japanese or escort the Russians out to the high seas. That morning a great deal of diplomatic decision-making was done at an unusually low and unlikely level. Captain Denis Bagly of the Talbot sailed out to meet Uriu with a letter signed by all the captains except the American, protesting the proposed violation of the neutral port of Chemulpo. He recognised his journey as forlorn but necessary. As he bade Stefanov farewell he advised him to go out and take his chance unless the Russians were prepared for the option of surrender. With the protest rejected, the Russians set about clearing for action, casting overboard anything superfluous, inflammable or liable to splinter. They would not surrender.


At 11 a.m., outgunned and outnumbered, the two Russian warships raised steam and left their anchorage. The harbour was littered with ships’ debris, the hills filled as in an amphitheatre with thousands of spectators, while the ships’ rails of the neutral vessels were lined by sympathetic sailors waving and wishing them luck. First the Varyag and then the old, slow Koreyetz steamed proudly past the non-combatant warships. Varyag’s band played ‘God Save the Tsar’ and then, each in turn as she saluted her comrades, the individual national anthems of the ships present. Across the length of the harbour spontaneous cheering broke out while the voices of the Russian sailors could be heard singing their national anthem as, with flags flying, they sailed out to meet the waiting Japanese fleet and what seemed to be certain death.


It was an unequal battle. The fast, American-built Varyag was encumbered and tied to the best possible speed achievable by the old Koreyetz. It was upon the more dangerous of the two that the Asama turned her 8-inch guns at a range of four miles. Soon the newly developed Shimose rounds were finding their target and then Chiyoda’s fire superimposed upon Asama’s to wreak havoc upon the luckless Varyag. The reporter Thomas Cowen produced a graphic description:


Her decks were being torn and riven, and men were dashed down in mangled heaps all round each gun, for the guns had no shields to protect their crews. Like the furious windsqualls in the height of a hurricane came the bursting of terrible explosives all the length of the ship, shattering and burning and sweeping away men and pieces of machinery indiscriminately.


Soon there were not enough men left on deck to carry the wounded away. The captain on the bridge had great difficulty giving orders. A shell passed to his left, taking with it the corner of the bridge and the captain’s runner. The next passed to his right, killing his bugler and removing the side of his own face. Most of the guns were disabled and then a shell struck below the waterline, listing the ship to port. Despite the flooding in the engine room and stokeholds, the men below decks stuck to their duty, manoeuvring the ship by the propellers after the steering gear had been shot away. The few guns left able to fire continued, but more in desperation than effect for the Japanese fleet was not to suffer any damage during the course of the one-hour engagement.


The captain ordered the ship back to port. Slowly she turned about, circled by the Japanese keeping up relentless fire like a marauding band of Red Indians. This manoeuvre left Koreyetz exposed for the first time. Unable to add to the fire fight due to her inadequate range, she attracted the attention of Chiyoda. The captain had already made the decision to follow Varyag when she was struck and set on fire. Then, as suddenly as the battle started, the noise stopped. The Japanese regrouped just outside the harbour to await developments while the Russians took up their original anchorages.


Much of the superstructure of Varyag had been flattened. Two of her four funnels were down, as were her masts. It was with difficulty that the ship signalled to the others in port for help to take off the wounded. As if to make amends for what appeared to be an earlier lack of solidarity, the Vicksburg’s captain made available a recently arrived steamer. His offer was declined and the survivors were taken aboard HMS Talbot, Elba and Pascal.


The Russian captains decided that the three ships should be destroyed rather than fall into enemy hands. The old Koreyetz was not badly damaged, but she was no match for the pack waiting off the harbour entrance. So it was with humble reverence that the portrait of the Tsar was carried off the doomed vessels to be placed in safe keeping. At 4 p.m., two almost simultaneous explosions rocked the Koreyetz, sending two palls of thick black smoke and debris high into the sky. The fading sun was temporarily eclipsed by the smoke. When the sploshing and splashing noise of returning debris died down, the band of the Elba struck up the Russian national anthem. As the Russians took up the singing, the wounded struggled to their feet and across the bay sailors from many nations joined their voices with the Russians. It was a sad, poignant moment when many grown men wept unashamedly.


Varyag’s departure was less dramatic. Riddled by shot and shell, she was already on fire. Accompanied by a few rumbles, her list to her damaged port side became progressively worse. At 6 p.m. she gave up the ghost as she rolled completely to port, the onrushing water extinguishing the flames with much noise and smoke. Then Pascal’s boat was launched for the Sungari. She was set on fire and burned throughout the night, sinking in the early morning of 10 February, the day Japan was to declare war on Russia. Meanwhile, out to sea the Japanese sailors turned landward and bowed in salute, not for the unfortunate Russians but to honour His Imperial Majesty. That is not to say that the Japanese were not honourable in victory. Some of the wounded were treated in the Japanese hospital at Chemulpo before receiving specialist treatment in Japan. Then, like their unwounded colleagues, they were permitted to return to Russia on parole.




CHAPTER FOUR


NAVAL ACTION AT PORT ARTHUR


Mizumo Kokichi, the Japanese Consul at Chefoo, stood on the deck of the British steamer Foochow as she edged herself carefully through the 400-yard wide entrance into Port Arthur harbour. He had arrived to supervise the mutually desirable business of evacuating Japanese nationals. It was the morning of 8 February 1904.


The naval dockyard was sited in a basin to the south of the old town between the fortifications on Quail Hill and Golden Hill. Opposite, the curl of the Tiger’s Tail pointed like a crooked index finger at the main naval area of interest, apparently neglecting to declare its own role as the anchorage for the torpedo boats. At the very end of the finger was a lighthouse with a larger sister some nine miles further around the western end of the peninsula at Laotiehshan. The main disadvantages of the harbour were its small size and narrow access, described by The Times as ‘the fatal germs of strategic death’. At low tide the Port Arthur channel out to the open sea was 6 metres deep. The Novik had a shallow draught of 5.7 metres and her ability to leave port at any time accounts for her being mentioned frequently in the accounts of naval activity. At high water, the channel had a depth of 8.7 metres. Battleships such as the Pobieda, Poltava and Peresvyet drew 8.3 metres of water so they could only enter and leave harbour during a brief period at high tide and in daylight. The Russians were notoriously bad at manoeuvring their battleships. It would take up to three days to move the Port Arthur fleet either in or out of harbour. It was normal practice therefore for the Imperial Russian fleet to anchor in the roadstead outside the harbour under the watchful fortifications on Golden Hill and Electric Hill. Here, in this exposed anchorage, the Russian fleet invited attack.


[image: ]


Kokichi took off in a sampan to make his final call on the Russian officials while his valet took particular interest in looking beyond the harbour to the open sea where the might of Russia’s Far East fleet lay. The ships were set in three lines running east and west. The inner line comprised five battleships, Petropavlovsk, Sevastopol, Peresvyet, Pobieda and Poltava. In the middle line were the other two battleships, Tsarevitch and Retvizan, supported by three cruisers. In the southernmost line were three further cruisers with the duty ship, the Pallada, occupying the easternmost position. The valet took note of all this. He would have known too that the two picquet destroyers, the Rastoropni and Bezstrashni were patrolling twenty miles out to sea while similar small ships were safely ensconced in the harbour with their crews enjoying a general stand-down and run ashore. At about this time the captain of the Japanese gunboat Tatsuta joined the main Japanese fleet anchored at Round Island sixty miles away. He had made rendezvous previously with informants from the town who had reported that much jollification was to be expected in town that night. The fleet had returned from exercising off Dalny and was unlikely to sail again for a day or two. Satisfied, the valet put away his notebook. He had just completed his audit of the Russian fleet; a business being copied in many diverse forms throughout the various ports in the region. No normal valet, he was Commander Mori Gitaro of Japanese Naval Intelligence.
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