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			I have often been told that rolling stones gather no moss, but I have a weakness for travelling, having contracted the habit when I was only nine years old.

			– William Mesny, 1883
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			Chinese characters and names

			 

			There’s no alphabet in Chinese: Chinese characters embody meanings, not sounds or spellings. The idea is similar to numerals in the West, where the symbol “8” means the same thing in Britain, France or Iceland regardless of local pronunciation. This way, people from different parts of China – a country with many regional dialects and languages – can at least communicate with each other in writing. 

			However, without an alphabet there is no “correct” way of transliterating the sounds of Chinese characters. Various systems have been used over the years, so that the Taiping leader’s name – written 洪秀全 in Chinese – appears in different English-language accounts as Hong Xiuquan, Hung-sui-tshuen, Hung sew tseuen and Hung Hsiu-ch’üan.

			Some Chinese place names have also changed since Mesny’s day. In Sichuan, Tachienlu has become Kangding and Paoning is now called Langzhong; Guangzhou, the capital of Guangdong province, was known to the colonial British as Canton; the island village of Hwai Yuen Hsien in Guangxi province has been renamed Danzhou, and so on. Working out which settlement Mesny was talking about often involved seeking local knowledge of the old names and hours spent picking over contemporary maps.

			To minimise confusion I’ve used modern place names and the current standard system, pinyin, for transliterating Chinese. The main exceptions are where original sources are quoted and where historic or local names are still in use, such as “Hong Kong” (derived from the Cantonese pronunciation heung gong, instead of the pinyin spelling, “Xiang Gang”). This should make it easier to follow Mesny’s journeys on a modern map, but these are not necessarily the spellings or place names used in the Miscellany or other original sources. 

			Brief biographies of the major players in Mesny’s story can be found at the end of the book.

			 

		

	
		
			Foreword

			 

			I’m not sure exactly when I first heard about the Miao Rebellion. I do know that I was very, very drunk. 

			It was springtime in southwestern China’s Guizhou province and the Sisters’ Meal festival was in full swing. Thousands of Miao girls had descended from outlying villages on the small country town of Taijiang, dressed in jackets that they’d spent years embroidering in beautiful, nit-picking detail for this very event. Defying the historic Chinese norm of arranged marriages, the girls were hunting for husbands, and everything was display and competition. Proud mothers made sure that their daughters looked their best, fixing complex hairdos in place with fluorescent pink combs or, more traditionally, long silver hairpins shaped like writing brushes. Groups danced in concentric circles in the town square, the men playing long gourd pipes and banging drums, the girls jingling as they stamped to the beat underneath huge assemblages of silver necklaces and headpieces. They sang flirty, dirty songs to one another in a strange falsetto. There were buffalo fights between bulls in the surrounding paddy fields, drawing a mostly male crowd, dragon-boat races on the river for the young men to show off their strength and lantern fights at night along the main street, where village teams attempted to torch their opponents’ giant paper dragons with hand-held fireworks. Much collateral damage was inflicted on the crush of spectators. 

			Away from the noise and crowds, suitors tried to find a private moment to present their favourite girl with a packet of sticky rice wrapped in a lotus leaf. If she fancied the man, it would be returned with a pair of chopsticks inside; if she didn’t, there would be only one chopstick or – insultingly – a pickled chilli. Either way, sweet rice wine would be needed to celebrate or drown sorrows, and it was being consumed in vast quantities. Miao are hospitable people and outsiders at the event were dragged cheerfully into the chaos; before even entering the town I’d been stopped by a roadblock of women in festival dress and handed a buffalo horn full of wine. Knowing that if I touched the goblet I’d have to drain it, I put my hands behind my back and waited for a mouthful to be poured in. But buffalo horns are not designed for Westerners; my big nose bumped into the edge and my shirt got a soaking. “Make him do it again!” cheered a young policeman, eager to capture the moment on film. Several attempts later the policeman had his photos and I was let through into Taijiang, fuzzy-eyed and reeking of spirits. The party lasted three days.

			At some point in the proceedings, somebody must have mentioned the rebellion. I had no memory of the event but later on found it written down in my notebook: “Zhang Xiumei, statue, Miao war”. Details resurfaced slowly from the murk. Zhang had led the Miao in an uprising against the Chinese government during the mid-nineteenth century. He had been captured at Xianglu Shan, “Incense-burner Mountain”, and beheaded. Locals still climbed the hill each year in his honour and now there was talk of erecting a statue to him at Taijiang, his hometown. I also dimly recalled being harangued with inebriated insistence about how three million people had been killed in the war. Three million? Even today, there are only nine million Miao in all of China. At the time, three million might have been half the total population of Guizhou province, an unimaginable slaughter. So why hadn’t I heard about it before?

			 

			Guizhou made a big impression on me, not least because in over ten years of regular visits to China, the Sisters’ Meal was the first time I had ever had out-and-out, unadulterated fun. And if continually returning to a country that I didn’t enjoy much sounds perverse, ask anyone from that time what they thought of China and you’d find that it wasn’t a matter of like or dislike. The word everybody used was “interesting”, usually prefaced by “very” or even “incredibly”. On my first visit in 1985, China was just opening up, having been closed to independent travel for over thirty years, and both foreigners and Chinese were rediscovering each other through a fog of mutual ignorance and confusion. Information about anywhere other than major historic sites was most likely gleaned from pre-war literature, now hopelessly outdated. Right through the 1990s Westerners were still barred from parts of the interior whose military value – or embarrassingly impoverished living conditions – made them sensitive, but these bans were slowly lifting. If you were lucky or determined enough (patient negotiators could sometimes charm travel permits for closed areas from local authorities), it was possible to become the first foreigner in decades to be allowed into a region. The boundaries to exploration hadn’t yet been set. For somebody who was hooked on the whole thrill of travel for its own sake, “enjoyable” wasn’t the point.

			China was, however, very hard work. My first trip was crushingly unromantic. I spoke no Chinese; few people spoke English. The cities were grey, depressing, outrageously polluted and gritted with coal dust; the food was terrible; the hotels were miserably cold, disturbingly mildewed and determined not to accept foreign guests. Mao Zedong had been dead barely nine years and his doctrine that Westerners were intrinsically evil still held sway, so hotel staff wanted nothing to do with us. Every single night involved hours of arguing with receptionists before they would reluctantly admit that yes, this was a hotel, and beds were available. Out on the streets the general public were often far too interested, congregating around you in mildly aggressive, jostling crowds whose members jabbed fingers and pulled at your clothes as they discussed your more bizarre features at point-blank range. My hairy arms seemed to be a particular wonder. Toilets were a nightmare; men would wander in, gape at the sight of a foreigner squatting over the porcelain (there were never any doors on the stalls), then rush off to get their friends so that all could laugh and point at your anatomy. I used to hide behind newspapers. 

			Then there were train journeys. Three-hour struggles for tickets were the norm, fighting the whole time to hold your place in the scrum of a queue. Sometimes police would be employed to keep order, which they did by lashing out with steel whips at everybody within reach. If you made it to the window, requests for tickets – to anywhere, on any date, at any time, in any class – would be routinely rejected by surly, hostile staff whose rudeness had to be experienced to be believed. As state employees their jobs and wages were secure however little work they did, so customers were seen as unwelcome irritations to days otherwise spent pleasantly chatting and drinking tea with their friends. Thanks to them, meiyou – “don’t have” – was the first Chinese word many foreigners learned. I soon gave up even trying to buy seats this way and resorted to the black-market touts who flocked like vultures outside train stations, gladly accepting their fifty percent mark-up and hoping that the tickets they sold me weren’t fake. The trains themselves were so overcrowded that there were often platform riots – smashed windows, punch-ups, blood – in the rush to get aboard the “hard seat” compartments, where you were lucky if there was even standing room. Privacy was an impossible luxury: from dawn to dusk people would turn up to gape and practice their English, rummage through your bags, and demand your attention. China is as large as Europe or the US and with trains of the time topping barely 60km per hour, journeys often took days. 

			The other major headache involved Foreign Exchange Certificates, or FEC. China naturally had a single currency, the yuan, but this was issued in two types of banknotes. Renminbi – literally, “Peoples’ Money” – was for the general population, while foreigners were issued with FEC notes. Renminbi and FEC had the same face values and were theoretically interchangeable, but as imported luxuries such as washing machines and televisions could only be paid for in FEC, there was a huge underground demand for them. Naturally, people hoarded FEC, refusing to accept payment in anything else but fobbing you off with Renminbi notes in change. You ended up with huge wads of cash that was almost impossible to spend.

			Of course there were highlights too. My first sight of the Terracotta Army outside of Xi’an, the eerie ranks of life-sized, grey-brown figures emerging from the clay as if they’d been real people fossilized by some ancient disaster. The Great Wall on a clear Spring day, snaking to the horizon across rugged hills, where a young George Michael, taking time off from his groundbreaking gig in Beijing, paid me a huge compliment by complaining loudly to his entourage of photographers that I didn’t look like a Wham! fan. There was also a memorable evening spent wrestling with fellow customers for a seat in the famous Quanjude Peking duck restaurant, one of the few worthwhile places to eat in the capital at the time. The management had squeezed in as many tables and chairs as possible, and the limited floor space was packed to bursting with salivating masses waiting their turn. Exposure to train travel stood me in good stead. The trick was to squeeze in behind a diner who was finishing their meal and, the moment they started getting up to leave, to push them sideways and sit down in their chair before anyone else beat you to it.

			But on balance, I have never left another country with such an overwhelming sense of relief as I left China in 1985, almost running onto the plane and swearing I would never, ever, ever return. Yet like many people, I found that China had wormed its way under my skin. I’d like to say that this was because, in retrospect, I had been intrigued by glimpsing a completely alien view of the world and had begun to appreciate the depth of the country’s history, culture, and art, or that I was hooked by the challenge of learning the language. To be honest, it was probably a combination of rose-coloured spectacles and simple bloody-mindedness. I returned for my honeymoon of all things, and then a few years later began making regular visits as part of my career as a travel writer. After a low point following the crushing of student protests at Tiananmen Square in 1989, living conditions in China seemed to improve with every trip. As the government released its hold on industry and employment, the economy grew competitive and staff in shops and hotels suddenly became attentive and helpful. Widespread TV ownership made Western faces a familiar sight; people were still curious, but you no longer drew oppressive crowds. Food, accommodation and transport infrastructure improved dramatically; FEC were abolished; travel restrictions began to evaporate; people became more open, confident and friendly. They even put doors on the toilet stalls. By the time the Sisters’ Meal festival in 1999 came about, bloody-mindedness had paid off and I was finally having fun.

			 

			Meanwhile, the three million dead in Guizhou deserved some research and I soon discovered why the war rated barely a mention in most history books. Nineteenth-century China wasn’t short of civil conflicts with astoundingly large body counts. The biggest of them all, the Taiping Rebellion, saw between twenty and forty million people killed, depending on whose estimates you believed. Then there was the Nian Uprising, the Tungan Revolt – during which China considered abandoning its entire northwestern frontier – and a Muslim uprising in Yunnan, possibly totalling another twenty million casualties. And these were just the major events. The Miao Rebellion, confined to one corner of a remote province and whose dead were mostly from ethnic minorities, was easily lost amongst this tally. 

			A hunt through library bookshelves turned up just one work in English about the war, Insurgency and Social Disorder in Guizhou: The “Miao” Rebellion 1854–1873 by Robert Jenks. This painted a clear, concise picture of the causes and progress of the uprising, all gleaned from contemporary Chinese records which my limited grasp of the language prevented me from reading. And I was especially intrigued to discover that there had been a surprising first-hand witness to the war: one William Mesny, from the island of Jersey, who had spent five years in the Chinese military fighting against the Miao. Footnotes added that Mesny later rose to the rank of general and, between 1895 and 1905, published his experiences in a weekly magazine, Mesny’s Chinese Miscellany.

			At this stage the internet was relatively undeveloped – no Wikipedia, Facebook or Twitter – but even so a quick online search uncovered a whole website dedicated to Mesny, set up by a distant relative in Canada. This revealed that William had spent his entire adult life in China, arriving at Shanghai in 1860 aged eighteen and dying in the Yangzi port city of Hankou, not long after the end of the First World War. His employment as a Westerner in the Chinese forces wasn’t unique in itself – Americans, Belgians, Germans and other British had served too – but few had written much about their exploits. Mesny’s Miscellany, on the other hand, ran to an enormous four volumes and some two thousand pages. Originals were rare collectors’ items but scans of the entire work were made available for free through the website. I ordered a set and sat down to read. 

			At first glance the Miscellany seemed disappointingly dull, obsessed with dissecting the precise meanings of long-redundant Chinese phrases, titles and professions, interspersed with diatribes on the importance of “progress” and urging investment in mining, railways and steamship navigation. The layout seemed bewilderingly random too, and the only section that really caught my eye was Mesny’s serialisation of his exploits, entitled the “The Life and Adventures of a British Pioneer in China”. Mesny had arrived in the country to find central China occupied by the Taiping rebels, with Imperial forces only just beginning to gain the upper hand. The main trade artery, the Yangzi River, was blockaded and inland cities were desperately short of provisions; there was money to be made as a smuggler, though the chances of being captured or killed by either side was high. Mesny took the risk, narrowly avoided being murdered by government troops and ended up as a prisoner of the Taipings. He survived, joined the customs service, grew bored, and ran off to fight the Miao in Guizhou. Accumulating military rank and decorations, he spent the following two decades roaming the country and witnessing, either directly or through their aftermaths, nearly every major rebellion in nineteenth century China. By now the conservative Qing dynasty was losing its grip on the country and progressive factions were eager to hire foreign experts who could teach them about the modern world. Several of China’s most famous statesmen had employed Mesny, ignoring at their peril his visionary advice on battle tactics, the modernisation of infrastructure and foreign policy. Further larding the tale were his romances with Chinese women, which had resulted in two marriages. Finally settling down in Shanghai in the mid-1880s, his fortunes had slowly declined and he ranted bitterly against the people whom he felt were responsible. How much of all this was true was anybody’s guess, but Mesny had clearly enjoyed a very full life.

			These personal revelations were fascinating enough, but then so were many other things about China. And I found it hard to obsess about history, when the whole point of China in the 1990s seemed to be the pace of change. I couldn’t understand Westerners who were still harping on about the misery, chaos and destruction inflicted by Chairman Mao during the 1960s when the country had clearly long since abandoned Mao’s attempts to dismember society with his Red Guards and Cultural Revolution, embracing instead the philosophy of his successor, Deng Xiaoping. “Poverty is not Socialism”, Deng had declared in 1992, “To get rich is glorious”. His words had sparked a free-market boom and in the rush for personal wealth China was fast forgetting the past, or at least erasing any physical evidence of it. In the frenzy to modernize and be considered an equal by the rest of the world, entire cities were being rebuilt from the ground up, inflicting far more damage to historic remains than the Cultural Revolution had ever achieved. As the country became one huge construction site, the national soundtrack was one of sledgehammers and pneumatic drills. Every year the Chinese public vote for the written character that best encapsulates current trends; my favourite for the entire period since 1985 would be 拆, chai, demolish. You saw the symbol painted up everywhere, often on buildings less than a decade old; citizens dreaded waking up to find it daubed on their front door by a local authority eager to clear yet more homes out the way for another monster shopping mall. All this activity kept the country employed and the economy raging, but it became the norm for so long that you wondered – would China ever be finished?

			 

			And so I carried on working as a travel writer, turning out guidebooks, articles, and a cookbook. Extended stays in China carried me right around the country, improving my knowledge of the language and all things Chinese while turning me into a generalist with many fields of interest but few in-depth skills. This wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. Chinese culture is like a ball of wool with loose ends poking out all over. You get attracted to one strand and begin pulling on it, only to find it linked to another, then another, then another. Despite the ball of wool being infinitely long and tangled, you slowly gain insights into how the separate strands connect, and attain an appreciation of the whole. 

			During this period my mental dossier on Mesny remained open and eventually things built up to critical mass, a point where I needed to read through the Miscellany again. This time I felt a growing personal connection as it dawned that I had, over the intervening decade, unwittingly footstepped almost all of Mesny’s journeys around China. From his descriptions I now recognised several of the villages and battle sites where he campaigned during the Miao war; I had even written about some of the very temples and guildhalls which he visited. Although widely travelled, he had – like me – spent a great deal of time in the southwestern Chinese provinces of Guizhou, Guangxi, Sichuan and Yunnan, seeing them open up to the outside world after years of isolation. I also wondered about one of the Miscellany’s recurrent themes: that Mesny had played a pivotal role in nineteenth-century Chinese history by convincing at least one influential official to attempt Western-style modernisations on a grand scale. No other books seemed to have taken this claim seriously but, if true, Mesny surely deserved wider recognition and it was exciting to suddenly realise that I was qualified to investigate. The idea of writing a Mesny biography took shape. 

			Biographers are always at the mercy of their subjects. People tend to leave behind records of the most interesting parts of their lives, omitting the boring and embarrassing bits and generally presenting themselves in the way they want to be remembered. Mesny was no exception and I could see from the start that my perspective would be very limited if I relied on the Miscellany alone, which was opinionated and episodic and ended fourteen years before his death. By this time it was 2010 and the internet was no longer in its infancy; the trouble now was filtering the overload of information which echoed between sites. Months spent surfing through thousands of Mesny-related hits paid off, however. Online searches of archive indexes turned up the existence of unpublished manuscripts, notebooks and maps, Mesny’s will, some photographs, a few letters and even one of his calling cards. The first of his two major journeys across China was made in company with the explorer William Gill, who had penned a two-volume account of their trip called The River of Golden Sand. In the 1880s Mesny himself had produced a book, Tungking, about the violent scuffle between France and China over control of northern Vietnam. Between 1870 and the mid-1880s, Mesny had also written scores of anonymous articles for contemporary English-language newspapers, whose value lay in providing honest, on-the-spot opinions of key events which he might have later revised in his favour for the Miscellany. There was certainly enough to be getting on with.

			At this point I was brought down to earth by the discovery that other biographies of Mesny already existed. The earliest, based on an interview with his father, filled a lengthy column of The West Briton and Cornwall Advertiser from November 1883; it was lively reading but seemed to conflate several events. The second, a short entry in George Balleine’s Biographical Dictionary of Jersey, was cobbled together in the 1940s from the Miscellany and family recollections, and suffered from being totally uncritical of either. But by far the most comprehensive was A Jersey Adventurer in China, a hundred-page account of Mesny’s life which appeared in a 1992 journal of the Hong Kong Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society. Its author, Keith Stevens, obviously knew not only a great deal about Mesny but also about nineteenth-century China. Was another biography likely to add anything new? 

			On reflection, this only made it easier to choose the direction that my own take on Mesny’s life should follow. I wasn’t about to compete with Keith Stevens’ detailed analysis of Mesny the man, in which he had unravelled the Miscellany’s complex, often contradictory web of autobiographical material. From it Mesny emerged as a not entirely successful chancer, spending most of his life milking a reputation for bravery and resourcefulness gained very early on in his exploits. Stevens felt that Mesny had intended the Miscellany – written decades after his glory days – as a platform for reviving a fading self-image, in which Mesny was never shy of touting his own position at the centre of events, his famous contacts, his specialist insider knowledge, and his many awards. While not arguing with any of these conclusions, I was more interested in the details of Mesny’s adventures, capitalizing on my two definite skills: research, and a solid knowledge of travel in China. Nobody had yet pieced together the many contemporary documents relating to Mesny’s life outside of the Miscellany, and by doing so I could retrace his journeys across the country to the borders with Central Asia, Tibet, Vietnam and Burma, searching for evidence of his presence, colouring in detail, and comparing the hardships of the road. Understanding his travels and the people he met would, of course, involve providing context by framing a solid history of nineteenth-century China, but with feet in both the Western and Chinese worlds, Mesny’s life story was well-placed to provide a balanced view of the times. It seemed that I would have to knuckle under at last and study the past.

			Back in the present, my career as a travel writer seemed increasingly doomed. Even as the internet blossomed, making it ever easier to chase down the details of Mesny’s life, guidebook sales were withering as travellers opted instead to harvest information about their destinations for free off the web. Within weeks of deciding to write about Mesny, a book I had been about to research on Hong Kong was cancelled, leaving me with a plane ticket and six months of spare time. Hong Kong had been one of Mesny’s first ports of call after reaching China in 1860, and he had spent almost a year there. I was off. 
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			William Mesny as a third-rank military official, c. 1875
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			“Able to command many without impatience; Outstandingly modest in nature”
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			William Gill

			 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Zhang Zhidong
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			Mesny’s bridge at Chong’an
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			Li Hongzhang
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			The final issue of the Miscellany
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			Old flagstoned post-road, Guizhou
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			Desert fort at Jiayuguan
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			Miao girls with Welcoming Wine, Guizhou
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			Tibetan village on the Sichuan-Yunnan border

		

	
		
			To China
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			An intricate tangle of events preceded Mesny’s arrival in China in 1860. The causes dated back over two centuries to the foundation of China’s final imperial dynasty, the Qing, and they were all the fault of Wu Sangui. 

			From the outside, China appears as a unity, inhabited by generic “Chinese”. Of course it is to a large extent. Over ninety percent of the population class themselves as Han Chinese, the cultural descendants of the great Han dynasty which lasted from 206 BC to AD 220. But in a country currently numbering 1.4 billion people, even the relatively small remainder make up a fair-sized population of ethnic groups. There are more than fifty of these “minorities”, most of them settled around China’s fringes, including Tibetans, Mongolians, Muslim Hui and Uighur, Bai, Dong, Bouyei and Miao. They haven’t always peacefully coexisted with the Han: many have risen in rebellion and some have even successfully taken over China and had a go at running the country. 

			In 1644 it was the turn of the Manchus, who lived up near the Korean border in what is now Dongbei, northeastern China. After decades of steady expansion their troops were lapping at the Great Wall and the only thing between them and the Chinese capital, Beijing, were the armies of General Wu Sangui. Then came news that the last Ming emperor had hanged himself and that a peasant warlord, Li Zicheng, had captured Beijing and was holding Wu Sangui’s father and his beautiful concubine, Chen Yuanyuan, as hostage. Wu, outraged and without a Ming ruler to defend anymore, formed an alliance with the Manchus. Their combined forces swept south through the wall, threw out Li Zicheng, and entered Beijing on 6 June 1644. It was the beginning of the Qing dynasty.

			For his role in the defeat of his homeland, China’s new Manchu rulers packed Wu Sangui off to help pacify the remote southwest, where he chased the last Ming princes and their dwindling band of loyal followers right into Burma. Wu became governor of “Yungui”, the combined provinces of Yunnan and Guizhou, building up a private army, keeping a tight rein on disgruntled tribes and accumulating wealth and power. All went well until 1673, when Wu’s Manchu overlords, having consolidated their hold on the rest of the country, became concerned over his growing regional power and recalled him for retirement. Wu decided otherwise, made a pact with the Chinese governors of Guangdong and Fujian provinces, and launched the “Revolt of the Three Feudatories”. But the Manchus proved better organised – and armed with European-designed cannons – and the rebellion was systematically suppressed. Wu died in 1678 and within three years the last of his supporters had been chased west to Kunming, the Yunnanese capital, and defeated. Seen as a traitor by both the Chinese and the Manchus, there are few monuments to Wu Sangui: legend has it that his grave was obliterated and his remains dug up and scattered to the four winds.

			So the Qing were a foreign dynasty and at first their rule was bitterly resented by China’s Han majority, who formed secret societies dedicated to their overthrow. As a mark of their subjugation, the Chinese were forced to shave the tops of their heads and grow a long plait of hair at the back – the humiliating “pigtail”. Intermarriage between Manchu and Chinese was banned. Learning from their experiences with Wu, the Manchus also forbade regional authorities from personally recruiting local militias. 

			On the other hand, the early Qing period was one of the most stable in Chinese history. As warfare died away, trade and agriculture flourished under a firm but open-handed administration. Three successive emperors – Kangxi, Yongzheng and Qianlong – reigned for a total of 134 years; Qianlong ran the country so sympathetically that one popular rumour refused to accept that he was of Manchu stock, inventing all sorts of ways a Chinese baby could have been smuggled into the palace and raised as emperor. But by the time Qianlong abdicated in 1796, aged 85, the peace was beginning to unravel. Prosperity had created a population boom: there were land shortages, competition for resources and unrest. Chinese began to migrate westwards into less densely settled parts of the country, coming into conflict with the minority peoples who already lived there. And then there was the growing problem of foreign trade.

			Throughout its history China had swung between openness towards the outside world – when the country absorbed foreign sciences, art and culture – and similar periods of isolationism. The conservative philosophy of Confucianism, one of the three formal strands of belief in China, held contempt for all things foreign, but the Manchus, as foreigners themselves, were to some extent immune to this prejudice. In fact, European Jesuits had been living in China since the sixteenth century, and their knowledge of the sciences and practical engineering skills (including improved methods for casting cannon, which had helped to defeat Wu Sangui) were highly valued by the Manchu court. In 1747, Qianlong even commissioned Jesuit architects to build him a grand Summer Palace, which they completed in a fusion of European and Chinese styles. For their part, the Jesuits were responsible for copying detailed maps of China’s interior – including places that no foreigner had ever visited – and shipping them to France during the seventeenth century.

			But while the Chinese were prepared to borrow and adapt a few useful alien ideas, commercially China was a closed shop. The Portuguese, later joined by the British, Dutch and French, had established trading posts along the south China coast as early as the sixteenth century, but business was very one-sided. The Chinese were happy enough to take the Europeans’ silver in exchange for tea, silk and porcelain but had no interest in purchasing foreign goods, convinced that the country already produced everything it needed. And to emphasise the fact, they held these “barbarian merchants” at arms’ length, eventually confining them to the vast city of Guangzhou, located way down on the nation’s distant southern fringes near the mouth of the Pearl River. Even then, trade was only conducted during certain months of the year, and the foreigners were kept inside the grounds of their waterfront “factories” (which incorporated warehouses, club facilities and accommodation), absolutely forbidden to enter within Guangzhou’s city walls. Those that managed to barge in past the guarded gateways were pelted with stones and filth by angry citizens, and few saw any sights interesting enough to justify the excursion. It was also illegal – on pain of execution – for anyone to teach the foreigners Chinese, so that all business had to be conducted through intermediaries, adding to the expense. 

			For an up-and-coming manufacturing sea power like Great Britain, thoroughly convinced of its own superiority and keen to muscle in to such a large potential market, the situation was intolerable. In 1792, the British government sent an embassy to Beijing to negotiate for a more balanced trade agreement, but the whole idea was rebuffed by Qianlong, who was unimpressed with the mission’s gifts and, in a letter to King George III, grandly ordered his British counterpart to “Tremblingly obey and show no negligence” in any future dealings with China.

			Determined to open up Chinese markets anyway, Britain cast around for a more devious plan. They found it in opium, the dried sap of a particular kind of poppy which grew wild across Europe and Asia. Chinese medicine already knew about opium and used it to cure fevers, rheumatism and malaria, but from the 1700s limited quantities were also smuggled into the country as a recreational drug. The British East India Company now vastly expanded this trade, sourcing opium cheaply from their holdings in Bengal, and by 1834 (when the company lost its lucrative tea monopoly) were importing about 30,000 chests of it into China every year. The flow of silver reversed in Britain’s favour and the Qing court, alarmed at this rapid draining of the Imperial treasury, made several ineffectual efforts to halt the trade. But they were undermined both by resistance from Chinese middlemen at Guangzhou, who were making a tidy profit on opium sales, and a sad ignorance of foreigners: in one attempt to force Britain to the negotiating table, the court decided to ban the export of rhubarb, which they believed that the British urgently needed to cure their chronic constipation. When this dire threat was utterly ignored, the government ordered the incorruptible official Lin Zexu down to Guangzhou to study the situation first-hand. Lin made extensive enquiries about rhubarb and foreigners in general, politely informed the court that they had been misled, and decided that rather more in the way of direct action was needed. In June 1839 he blockaded the British inside their factories, confiscated 20,283 chests of opium – weighing 1,400kg and worth around ten million silver pieces – and destroyed the lot. When the news got home, Britain declared war.

			The First Opium War wasn’t much of a contest. Britain had modern warships and long practice in using them, while the Chinese had no comparable vessels, firepower or organization. Having shelled cities along the China coast, the British fleet moved inland up the Bei River to threaten Beijing’s port, Tianjin. In 1841 Lin Zexu was stripped of his position and banished to China’s remote northwest, and the job of negotiating a peace deal with these aggressive foreigners was given to a Manchu official named Qishan. The spat had all been about the right to free trade, and Britain now demanded a suitable piece of land on which to establish a permanent base, plus financial compensation for the destroyed opium and the insult given to national pride. Qishan agreed and even before a treaty was ratified had allowed Britain to occupy Hong Kong Island, off the coast south of Guangzhou near the mouth of the Pearl River. 

			Qishan’s actions outraged everyone. The Emperor was furious that Chinese territory had been ceded without Imperial permission and had Qishan recalled to Beijing in chains, to follow Lin Zexu into exile. The warmongering British foreign secretary, Lord Palmerston, fumed that Hong Kong was a worthless, “barren island with hardly a house upon it”. Fighting resumed, but there could only be one outcome. In August 1842 the Chinese signed the Treaty of Nanking: Britain was to receive twenty-one million silver dollars in reparations, the enormous sum to be paid within three years; the cities of Guangzhou, Xiamen, Fuzhou, Ningbo and Shanghai were opened up as “treaty ports” where consulates could be established, Christian missionaries could preach, and British merchants could live and conduct business; and Hong Kong Island was to be handed over to the victors in perpetuity. Taking advantage of the situation, America and France demanded similar concessions. Despite being the cause of the war, opium wasn’t mentioned and the trade continued, costing China even more silver every year than it was paying out in damages.

			Being conquered again by outsiders was a humiliating blow to the Chinese, who now remembered that the Manchus were themselves foreign. The pattern throughout Chinese history is that dynasties rule through a combination of public consent and military might; some upstart is always awaiting their chance to challenge the throne and when governments become both unpopular and weak, they fall. By allowing the country to be invaded, the widespread belief was that the Qing dynasty had exhausted the “Mandate of Heaven”, which is its right to rule. The court inflamed the situation by increasing taxes to raise revenue for paying off the war indemnity. Taxation created poverty; poverty led to dissent; and dissent flared into fighting. By 1855 the government had four major rebellions on its hands: the Taiping and Nian in eastern China, the Miao in Guizhou province, and Muslim groups in Yunnan.

			At this point the European powers decided to squeeze China for further concessions. The problem began at Guangzhou, where British merchants had attempted to set up shop in what was now, in theory, an open treaty port. But Guangzhou’s ever-assertive population had rioted, burning down the magistrate’s court and driving the foreigners back to their factories outside the city walls. The situation simmered away unresolved until 1856, when the Guangzhou authorities boarded a British-registered ship, the Arrow, to arrest its Chinese crew for piracy. According to the Treaty of Nanking, under which foreigners and their vessels were not subject to Chinese law, they should have asked permission first. A war of words between Chinese and British officials escalated into plain war: America was drawn in by the shelling of one of their ships, the Spanish by the killing of their vice-consul, the French by the execution of a missionary in Guangxi province and the Russians because everyone else was fighting. An international force gathered and marched on Beijing, demanding that the country cede more treaty ports, more trading rights and more money. Chinese militias fought back but were eventually defeated. As foreign armies surrounded the capital, the Qing court fled northeast into their Manchurian homelands and the British High Commissioner, Lord Elgin, vindictively ordered the Jesuit-designed Summer Palace destroyed as retribution for Chinese mistreatment of prisoners of war. The palace’s demolition was witnessed by Captain Charles Gordon, who was shortly to be fighting on the Imperial side against the Taiping rebels: “after pillaging it, [we] burned the whole place, destroying in a vandal-like manner most valuable property, which could not be replaced for millions... you can scarcely imagine the beauty and magnificence of the palaces we burned... it was a scene of utter destruction which passes my description”. The ruins survive to this day, deliberately preserved as a showcase of barbarian aggression.

			China capitulated to all of Britain’s demands. On 24 October 1860, Lord Elgin and the Manchu representative, Prince Gong Yixin – looking unsurprisingly bitter and sullen in contemporary photographs – signed the Convention of Peking, ending the Second Opium War. And within weeks, an eighteen-year-old William Mesny stepped ashore in China. 

			 

			Mesny was born on Jersey, one of the Channel Islands between France and England, on 9 October 1842, “when the apples are in season and cider is considered a most refreshing drink”. He was the first of three children; his brother John was two years younger while his sister Mary Ann was born in 1846. The family name (also sometimes written as Mesney) was properly pronounced “may-knee”, but as William’s Chinese name transliterates as “mai shi ni”, he probably pronounced the “s” in later life. The family was poor: his mother was an invalid while his father, a Methodist preacher, appeared as a “Shoemaker” on the 1851 census. Mesny always described himself as a Jerseyman, though shortly after his birth the family returned to his father’s home on the smaller island of Alderney, and William grew up there. 

			In 1847 the British Admiralty started building a breakwater and series of forts on Alderney, and Mesny left school at the age of eight – astonishingly early for a man who was to become such a prolific writer – working first at the brickyards and then with stonecutters, carrying tools to the blacksmith to be sharpened. He picked up the basics of smithying along the way and within a few years was learning how to draw up plans, survey with a theodolite and use explosives for excavating. After the fortifications were completed and construction work dried up in 1854, Mesny helped out around the harbour until, one day, a cutter named the Napier, bound for Cherbourg, found itself short-handed and took him on as crew. The Crimean War was then in full swing, Britain and France joining forces to fight Russian expansionism into Turkey and the Baltic, and there was a steady run of vessels taking supplies to the continent. 

			And so, for a wage of one pound – the foundation of his fortune, as he put it – Mesny became a sailor. He served as a cabin boy aboard the West Indiaman Bellweather, then spent five years in various vessels orbiting between Europe, Africa, South America and Australasia. A brief glimpse of his life at sea emerges from the pages of the Australian newspaper, the Sydney Morning Herald: on 4 July 1860 there was a brawl aboard the barque Ann, recently arrived at Sydney from London, and seaman William Mesney found himself in the Water Police court the next day for kicking his bosun, David Andrews, in the ribs, unprovoked; he was ordered to pay a fine of twenty shillings or face a week in jail. Crew lists for the Ann show that Mesny was one of the youngest members aboard, and his position as an ordinary seaman meant that he was still working as a general hand, without any authority. He wouldn’t have had much to lose by giving up the sea. 

			The China that greeted Mesny a few months after this incident existed as a direct consequence of the Opium Wars. Angry and humiliated, the country was dividing into factions: revolutionaries, eager to overthrow the old order; conservatives, trying to ignore China’s disintegration and attempting to hold on to power; and reformers, keen to adopt the very Western technologies which had proved so superior against their own. None of them were necessarily friendly to foreigners but it was in this unstable environment, rich with opportunity, that Mesny was to flourish. For Britain, the greatest territorial trophy of the Opium Wars had been Hong Kong. It seems appropriate that Mesny began his China career there. 

			 

			In fact, that’s a bit of a gloss. Mesny’s first port of call after Sydney was Shanghai, where he deserted his ship in late 1860. It would be satisfying to know his reasons for quitting life as a sailor, but he wrote very little about his beginnings in China. The Shanghai area was then a battleground of marauding Taiping rebels, the Imperial forces fighting them and bands of foreign mercenaries, willing to take up arms for either cause. Lured by the chance of “not only [making] more money than by sea-faring, but also winning for themselves a name and possibly a distinguished reputation”, British and American crews at Shanghai were deserting in such huge numbers that ship-owners were having trouble finding enough men to safely put back out to sea. Mesny was most likely one of the many new arrivals in town hoping to join in the fray, though – as he was to admit much later – it’s possible that his plans were sidetracked by a brief addiction to opium. 

			Whatever the reason, Mesny resurfaced at Hong Kong in April 1861 to find that he couldn’t make himself understood, despite having picked up a smattering of Chinese at Shanghai. So, despite whatever else he’d been up to, he certainly couldn’t have travelled far, or he would have known that the Shanghai dialect was very local. The notion of “Chinese” as a language is as slippery as that of “Chinese” as a people, and the country is a mess of regional tongues, dialects and accents. Northerners, with their purring vernacular, are largely unintelligible to people living in the central provinces. Shanghainese is about as closely related to Cantonese, the language spoken in Hong Kong, as French is to Italian. Hong Kongers have trouble with the Cantonese dialect used one hundred kilometres away in Guangzhou. China does of course have a national language, Mandarin, which ­– in theory ­– is understood to some extent by anyone who has been to school. But even here pronunciation around the country differs by as much as spoken English varies from place to place in Britain. 

			Mesny’s account of his ten months in Hong Kong is thin on facts but rich in Victorian melodrama. He begins the tale with two Cantonese salt merchants, named Li and Luke, who were sailing to the island from Guangzhou. They were probably smugglers. Salt was a government monopoly in nineteenth-century China, but the British at Hong Kong decided that locally harvested sea salt wouldn’t be taxed and there were huge profits to be made by smuggling it to the mainland for sale. At any rate, pirates had boarded the merchants’ ship and killed the crew when Mesny “turned up, gave chase, and the pirates let go their prize in order to escape”. Li and Luke gratefully took William in and arranged for him to marry Loving Pearl, only daughter of the prosperous Huang family. Mesny played along for a while, writing awful, slushy poems about the girl which he later reprinted in the Miscellany, but eventually got cold feet and wriggled out of the deal. Not long afterwards, Li and Luke were arrested over a business affair that had gone awry in Guangzhou and Mesny headed back to Shanghai to try out his luck there. 

			A romantic episode, but it still leaves unanswered the question of what Mesny was doing in Hong Kong in the first place. Since the British had taken possession nineteen years earlier, this mountainous island had become the hub of their China trade. Though only fourteen kilometres wide, it had a superb harbour – a broad, sheltered strait between Hong Kong and the mainland to the north – and was well-positioned at the mouth of the Pearl River, conveniently close to Chinese markets at the treaty port of Guangzhou. But unlike Guangzhou, where foreigners were still having a tough time establishing themselves, Hong Kong’s main settlement, Victoria town, was British built, British owned and British run. Victoria was also safely isolated from the Taiping Rebellion which was still running riot across mainland China; Shanghai itself was now under siege, and, with Imperial armies bogged down elsewhere, it was even possible that the city was going to fall – which as much as anything may explain why Mesny had decided to seek his fortune in Hong Kong. 

			After rough, fever-ridden beginnings, by 1861 Victoria was beginning to coalesce into a well-planned town filling the narrow band of land between Hong Kong’s north shore and the steep lower slopes of the Peak, the island’s rocky apex. Elegant stone buildings with shady colonnades and wraparound balconies were replacing earlier ramshackle constructions; roads were being surveyed, reservoirs dug, telegraph lines installed, avenues of trees planted and a racetrack and botanical gardens laid out. The resident population of some 1500 Westerners were outnumbered a hundred to one by the Chinese, most of them Cantonese-speaking immigrants from the southern coast, drawn by Hong Kong’s burgeoning trade opportunities; Chinese artisans and trading firms were doing brisk business and the harbour was full of junks and European sailing ships. Hong Kong – an approximation of the Cantonese for “Fragrant Harbour”, heung gong – is said to be named after the trade in sandalwood once conducted here, though Mesny deliberately mistranslated it as “Fragrant Streams” so that he could moan about the new town’s “odiferous drains”. Clearly, there were still a few sanitation issues to sort out.

			Despite Victoria’s commercial success, Britain soon became dissatisfied with owning such a tiny piece of Chinese territory. As the Second Opium War escalated through the 1850s, they demanded the narrow Kowloon peninsula too, lying directly north across the harbour. This was a notorious refuge for criminals, who would constantly drift south to the island and cause trouble, and the British authorities were tired of having to periodically round them up, brand them on the ear and deport them back over the harbour, to be imprisoned if they reappeared Hong Kong-side. So the Chinese government leased Kowloon to Britain in early 1860, just as the Anglo-French war fleet was looking for somewhere to reprovision itself before sailing up the coast to bombard Beijing into submission. A splendid photographic panorama taken by Felice Beato in March of that year shows Hong Kong harbour full of warships, the white tents of French and British forces encamped amongst Kowloon’s vegetable plots. At the end of the war, the Convention of Peking cancelled the lease and gifted Kowloon to Britain, expanding the territory that they had forcibly taken from China.  

			And even this hadn’t satisfied the British. In 1898, a new ninety-nine-year lease allowed them to push the Hong Kong border north again from Kowloon, by which they acquired a huge chunk of Chinese land known as the New Territories. This time the villagers fought back, but the colonial administration sent in gunboats and killed five hundred people, whose names are still posted up today in local ancestral halls. There was also resistance from a garrison outpost known to the British as Kowloon City – unflatteringly described by Mesny as a “dirty little walled town called Chinese Kowloon” – whose defiant commander insisted that the Chinese authorities be allowed to continue their jurisdiction. The British warships returned and Kowloon City fell without a fight, but general resistance to the British occupation simmered for decades. Mesny was outraged at this opposition, which he felt was being stirred up by duplicitous Chinese authorities and, in an uncharacteristically jingoistic outburst, exhorted the British government to retaliate by annexing all of southern China. 

			China simply outwaited the colonialists. Britain ignored Mesny’s advice and left southern China alone. Hong Kong Island developed into one of the world’s richest banking and business hubs, but the legal status of Kowloon City was never resolved and it became the haunt of criminals and the dispossessed, a no-go area for Hong Kong’s police right up until its demolition in 1991. Today, a park occupies the site, with the original stone blocks inscribed with the characters for “Kowloon Walled Stockade” set into the south gate. The British invested so much money and infrastructure in the New Territories that they eventually became integral to the existence of Hong Kong as a whole, the source of most of its water and home to half of its population. When their ninety-nine-year lease expired in 1997, Britain had no choice but to hand the entire package back to China: the New Territories, Kowloon, Hong Kong Island, the wealth, the lot.

			 

			Mesny skips over anything as mundane as how he made a living in Hong Kong, but the China Directory residents list crisply fills in this omission with three words and an initial: “Mesney, W. turnkey, gaol”. A lowly position then, which Mesny quietly edited out of his memoirs: in China, being a prison warder was considered so demeaning that even your children were barred from ever holding public office, though this particular post was a moderately well-paid one at £75 per year. His workplace was Victoria Prison, wedged uphill from the harbour between Hollywood Road and Old Bailey Street, which employed a mix of Sikh guards, European warders and Chinese office staff. In 1861 the original wooden stockade, built twenty years earlier for a fraction of the inmates that the prison now housed, was being upgraded to stone though everything remained shambolic: during Mesny’s time here a new wall collapsed and, in another incident, a group of prisoners simply crawled to freedom down a drain. 

			Few documents relating to Victoria Prison’s early days seem to have survived, the records perhaps destroyed during the Japanese occupation of Hong Kong during World War II. Another possible reason behind their disappearance involves Daniel Caldwell, Protector of Chinese during the 1850s. Caldwell seems to have protected them too well, turning a blind eye towards – or possibly even supporting – gambling, racketeering, prostitution and piracy. When one of his Chinese associates threatened to testify against him in 1860, Caldwell had him jailed on slavery charges. The affair was reported in the London Times and a public inquiry ordered; the Hong Kong Governor, John Bowring, was retired and replaced by reformer Hercules Robinson and Caldwell hid his tracks by destroying as many records as possible. He was eventually found guilty of consorting with pirates and dismissed from the service (though, ironically, later re-employed by the government during an anti-piracy campaign). At least, that’s the story as reported in one of Hong Kong’s earliest newspapers, the Friend of China, run by the habitually indignant William Tarrant, which detailed prison floggings, meagre rice gruel diets, abuse of inmates by the governor and poor wages paid to the warders. Tarrant had himself served time for libel and so had many axes to grind, but if this tale is true, it’s hardly surprising that Mesny kept quiet about having worked for such a discredited institution.

			Mesny did, in fact, make one oblique hint about his prison-warder career in the Miscellany. As his escapade with Li and Luke had shown, pirates were a serious menace all along the south China coast; the problem was already so acute during the early Qing dynasty that the Manchu government forcibly relocated China’s entire coastal population far inland, hoping to deprive the pirates of both prey and settlements to hide out in. It didn’t work. By the 1860s, Hong Kong’s wealthy marine traffic had become the target of regular assaults, and contemporary newspapers were abound with tales of crews murdered and hostages taken, to be tortured and executed if ransom demands were ignored. In one famous incident, the British merchant brig North Star was attacked with firebombs and boarded, the captain killed and $4000 in gold stolen. By no means were all the pirates Chinese either, and Mesny – who was in town during the North Star incident – knew Europeans engaged in the trade, including “William Kilburn, nicknamed Fokey Bill... another was named May, alias Allen, and nicknamed Gentleman Jack... and also Four-fingered Jack, because one of his thumbs were missing, having been blown off or chopped off in some fight... [There were also] Red Edwards, Kelly the Bloke and another called Kelly the Rake, all of whom I had seen personally”. Fokey Bill dressed as a Chinese and was a regular patron of the notorious Taiping Shan district, the ironically-named “Peaceful Mountain” just up the road from the jail, whose gambling dens and grog-houses were the haunt of prostitutes, thieves and all manner of low-lifes. Mesny must have met these men during his stint as a warder.

			There’s no record of when Mesny began working at the prison – his name is missing from a staff roster compiled in July 1861 – but a letter between Hercules Robinson and the Secretary of State for the Colonies, Lord Newcastle, fixes the abrupt end to his career as late February 1862:

			 

			“My Lord, I have the honour to report that I have appointed, from 24th instant, Mathew de Chagas to be a turnkey in Victoria Gaol, in the place of William Mesney, dismissed.”

			  

			Robinson never reveals why he sacked Mesny, though a large turnover in prison staff wasn’t unusual; the previous year had seen a flurry of mass hirings and firings, and Mathew de Chagas himself was returning to a post he had quit eighteen months earlier. Perhaps Mesny had already planned to leave Hong Kong, as immediately after his dismissal he departed aboard the P&O steamer Aden, bound for Shanghai. For the first time his stated motives were clear: he hoped to join a band of foreign mercenaries who were gathering to defend Shanghai from the Taiping rebels. This must have seemed an exciting prospect after his unheroic stint at the gaol, though Mesny might have been less enthusiastic at leaving the safety of Hong Kong had he realised the role that the Taipings would play in his immediate future.

		

	
		
			Blockade Running on the Yangzi: 1862–63
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			The roots of the Taiping Rebellion reach back to the 1840s and the general loss of faith in the Manchu government following China’s defeat in the First Opium War. Peasants in central China found themselves facing new taxes, levied to help pay off the war indemnity demanded by Britain, just as the region was brought low by drought. Left penniless and hungry, many drifted into banditry, and a succession of anti-government scuffles broke out across central China. 

			Amongst the disaffected was Hong Xiuquan, a failed civil service candidate and Christian convert who experienced visions in which he appeared as Christ’s younger brother. Reinterpreting the bible accordingly, he converted family and friends to his version of the religion and began to preach the overthrow of the Qing dynasty. On 11 January 1851, Hong and ten thousand followers launched an armed rebellion at Jintian village in the southwestern province of Guangxi, under the banner “Taiping Tianguo”, the Kingdom of Heavenly Peace. Considering the unparalleled slaughter his insurrection was to cause, Hong might have chosen a more suitable name. To emphasise their break with Manchu laws, the Taipings cut off their pigtails and stopped shaving the top of their heads, becoming known to their enemies as chang mao zei, the “Long-haired Traitors”.

			The following year Hong’s army swept up into northern Guangxi, battering aside forces sent against them and swelling their ranks with fresh recruits. Crossing into Hunan province, they met their first real setback attempting to take the provincial capital, Changsha, where they were defeated by the scholar-general Zeng Guofan. Warned of the Taiping’s approach, Zeng had cobbled together a rabble of local militias into what was to become the efficient Hunan Army, the first Chinese-run provincial force since Wu Sangui’s time. Zeng’s success against the Taipings marked the beginning of Hunan’s century-long domination of Chinese politics and the military, and inspired other provincial authorities to create their own forces. Mesny himself was to later serve with the Hunan Army in Guizhou.

			Chased away from Changsha, the Taipings regrouped and moved up to the Yangzi river, the huge trade and transport artery which flows eastwards right across central China, connecting the landlocked interior provinces to the sea near Shanghai. At Yueyang town they captured an enormous quantity of weapons and ships, then sailed downstream to Wuhan, capital of Hubei province. By this time the Taipings were no longer a small but feisty rural army: having looted the provincial treasury at Wuhan, they found themselves with money and upwards of half a million followers, all eager to reap the rewards of rebellion. Cruising ever-eastwards, their armada took several ports along the Yangzi’s middle reaches before finally capturing the walled metropolis of Nanjing in March 1853. Nanjing became the Taiping capital and within two years the rebels had secured a power base for themselves along the lower Yangzi valley, a seven-hundred-kilometre-long stretch of the river between Wuhan and Shanghai.

			It would be difficult to overstate how seriously the fall of Nanjing shocked Qing prestige: the city was not only strategically important but had deep symbolic associations too. During the fourteenth century the founder of the Ming dynasty, the former beggar-monk Hongwu, had driven the Mongol Yuan dynasty from China and then settled at Nanjing, and the city’s name – meaning “Southern Capital” – stood as a direct challenge to the “Northern Capital” of Beijing. The Ming had been the country’s last Han Chinese dynasty, and by making Nanjing their headquarters the Taipings declared their intent to overthrow the despised alien regime and re-establish Han supremacy, just as Hongwu had done by evicting the Mongols centuries before. 

			Nanjing had also been the scene of recent humiliation, where British gunboats forced the Qing government to sign the treaty that ended the first Opium War in 1842. On that occasion Nanjing’s citizens had put up a stiff fight, but now the city apparently fell without a struggle: the Taipings slaughtered the entire Manchu population – men, women and children – and threw their bodies into the Yangzi. The modern scourge of opium was outlawed, along with prostitution, slavery, and the crippling practice of binding the feet of young girls, which created the tiny but grossly deformed foot considered beautiful by Chinese men. Less commendably, the Taipings, as Christians, systematically destroyed the city’s temples and the four-hundred-year-old Porcelain Pagoda, a tall and elegant landmark glazed in white tiles. 

			At this stage, foreign powers in China adopted a “wait and see” neutrality towards the Taipings, impressed perhaps by their drive and Christian leanings but worried about the opium prohibition and preferring a weak, divided China under the Manchus to a strong, unified China under anyone else. For their part, the Qing might have found it easier to suppress the rebels if they hadn’t become distracted by the Second Opium War, which was beginning to unfold. Fortunately for the beleaguered Chinese government, the Taipings were having their own internal troubles at Nanjing. In 1856 an attempted coup against Hong Xiuquan led to a purge amongst the rebel leadership, after which Hong became increasingly paranoid and left the running of his rebellion to others. With resources on both sides stretched, Taiping and Imperial forces battled inconclusively across eastern China, each struggling to gain possession of towns that they would hold for only a few months before losing again. 

			The stalemate continued until 1860. Early that year the Taipings launched their Eastern Campaign, first capturing Suzhou, a wealthy canal town south of the Yangzi, then attacking Shanghai. But here the rebels ran up against “Ward’s Force”, a well-armed band of seventy-odd freebooters, deserters and sailors led by the American mercenary Frederick Townsend Ward. Much to everyone’s surprise, this ragtag militia scored a few initial successes, possibly because the rebels were under orders not to fire on foreigners, but to befriend them. Then in October the British and Manchu governments concluded the Second Opium War, freeing up China’s armies to concentrate on fighting the Taipings. The foreigners now considered the valuable treaty they had just squeezed from the Qing court. How many concessions would they lose, or have to renegotiate, if the rebels won control of the country? They looked at the formerly wealthy trade along the Yangzi valley, torn apart by the conflict, and wondered how profitable their riverside treaty ports would be if the war carried on for much longer. Western missionaries, believing the Taipings’ take on Christianity to be heretical, clamoured for their defeat and removal. For the first time, Britain considered taking sides. 

			In the Spring of 1861 – around the time Mesny left for Hong Kong – a British naval expedition cruised upstream along the Yangzi from Shanghai, installing consuls at their new treaty ports and warning the Taipings to keep away from these towns. In part the threat was effective: the Taipings dropped plans for the recapture of Wuhan and instead renewed their efforts to take Shanghai. They routed Qing forces and captured the suburbs but were again driven back by foreign militias, who were using modern artillery for the first time in China. Elsewhere, the Imperial armies began to make gains against the rebels too, systematically clearing the Taipings from satellite provinces and retaking Anqing, a key Yangzi port about halfway between Nanjing and Wuhan. 

			By this time Ward’s Force had been virtually wiped out in a skirmish west of Shanghai. The badly-injured Ward had survived, however, and was now busy teaching modern military tactics to a Chinese brigade which became known, rather grandly, as the Ever Victorious Army. Ward was further appointed fujiang or colonel, the first foreigner of the times to be awarded a high Chinese military rank. His sponsor was a protégé of Zeng Guofan named Li Hongzhang, a brilliant scholar with a military bent who, in his mid-twenties, had come third in the Imperial examinations. These civil service exams, requiring years of rigorous study in the Confucian classical texts, were open to almost all Chinese, regardless of social background or wealth, and had been used to select government officials for over a thousand years. Aspiring scholars were tested at district, regional and finally Imperial level, sometimes bankrupting themselves to travel from their homes to the examination centres, where they would spend weeks walled up in solitary cells. Despite this conservative schooling Li Hongzhang had become fascinated by foreign technology, joining a growing number of similarly pragmatic military officials who had experienced first-hand the superiority of Western firepower. Li spent his life employing foreign advisors, rose to become a powerful statesman and politician, and – much later on – was to play a telling role in Mesny’s career. 

			Away from the Yangzi battlefields, another far-reaching conflict was taking place inside the Imperial Household in Beijing. The old emperor had died and his successor, Tongzhi, was only six years old. A palace coup in November 1861 led to the regency of Prince Gong, the man who had stared angrily back at the camera whilst being forced to sign away his country’s rights to Britain at the end of the Second Opium War. Prince Gong raised Tongzhi’s mother, Cixi, to a position of authority as Empress Dowager, one that she used to take gradual control of the monarchy over the next fifty years. Concerned only with maintaining her own hold on power, Cixi was supported by those palace officials whose positions depended on the old ruling order and had the most to lose if it collapsed. Their stance became fiercely anti-foreign, and the political struggle between conservative and reformist factions divided the court and drew its attention inwards at a time where it should have been aggressively countering outside intervention and civil war. 

			But all this lay far in the future: in February 1862 Prince Gong remained in command. He had reason enough to hate foreigners and everything that they represented but decided to set aside personal feelings and support Zeng Guofan, Li Hongzhang and other reformers looking to adopt Western military methods against the Taipings. Meanwhile, the district around Shanghai was under siege, and Mesny had just returned from Hong Kong.

			 

			Britain had taken Shanghai in 1843 as one of its first batch of treaty ports, attracted by its strategic location halfway along China’s eastern seaboard near the mouth of the Yangzi. A foreign quarter had sprung up alongside the original Chinese city, protected from the river by a flood-proof embankment and from the rebels by a volunteer force, some heavy-duty artillery and a rammed-earth wall. Inside these defences were warehouses, consular buildings and dirt streets that became impassably muddy during the heavy summer rain. By 1862 the city and its suburbs was bursting with refugees fleeing fighting in the surrounding countryside – half a million of them, according to one estimate – rubbing shoulders with newly-arrived Western entrepreneurs, clergy, the military and all manner of seedy adventurers. 

			Mesny arrived back into this melee with Major W. Brennan, a former US Cavalryman who was immediately snapped up by Ward for use in his Ever Victorious Army. For unexplained reasons, Mesny decided not to serve under Ward and instead assembled a dozen other like-minded mercenaries and a fleet of war-junks intent on liberating Ningbo, a coastal port to the northeast which had fallen to the rebels a few months earlier. Despite this, Mesny’s plans fell through: crossing the ruins of the French Quarter on the evening before their departure, he was challenged by guards, answered in French, and was promptly arrested as a French army deserter. By the time he had proved otherwise, his friends had departed for Ningbo without him.

			So Mesny found himself stranded at Shanghai, but with fighting raging outside the city walls it wasn’t long before he found alternative employment as a blockade runner. Historically, goods had always been ferried along China’s rivers in preference to using the country’s appallingly-maintained network of roads, and the Yangzi – which originated on the country’s distant western borders with Tibet – was the biggest of them all, widely known as chang jiang, the Long River. Now the foreign powers, given that their whole purpose in China was to turn a profit, saw the Yangzi as the easiest way to deliver their wares to untapped markets in the remote interior. Shanghai and the Sichuanese port of Chongqing, 1700 kilometres upstream, were the two poles of the Yangzi trade, with Wuhan, the main marketplace for central China, roughly halfway between them. Chongqing was still closed to outsiders but, despite the turmoil, river traffic between Shanghai and Wuhan was increasing and there was good money to be made for anyone willing to risk running supplies upstream through the various blockades. The work was extremely hazardous: as it was impossible to distinguish between pirates, Taipings and Imperial forces – and you were in any case likely to be robbed, sunk or murdered by any one of them – the general rule was to travel in a convoy and fire on any vessel that attempted an approach. As Mesny put it, “it was dangerous to be merciful in those days”.

			Ideally, you wanted to run the blockades in a foreign-registered ship. The Taipings were still unsure of the consequences of attacking Westerners, so flying the British flag might reduce the risk of being boarded, but the biggest advantage was in the matter of paying lijin, the hated transport taxes on goods. Chinese merchants were subject to them at all manner of toll-houses on roads and rivers, both official and unofficial; the amounts levied were unpredictable and there was the certainty of having to fork out an additional “squeeze” to greedy local authorities. In theory at least, British traders were only bound to pay lijin at treaty ports, where Western powers were busy helping the Chinese government establish efficient, foreign-staffed customs posts and where the tariffs were fixed. But in reality, the rules offered little protection. The British naval officer Augustus Lindley (who, along with his wife, fought for the Taiping cause and defended them passionately in his memoir Ti-Ping Tien-Kwoh), found firearms far more effective than the law: “Every two or three [kilometres] some wretched little bamboo hut would make its appearance round a bend of the creek, with a long pole and dirty white rag on the end, containing huge red and black characters, setting forth the official nature of the den. Then sundry opium-stuffed, villainous-looking mandarin soldiers would rush from their pipes and gambling, catch up their rusty gingalls and spears, and loudly call on my Chinese captain to “soong mow” (let go the anchor), and pay a duty, or squeeze, into their dirty hands. Upon such occasions, P–– and myself would be compelled to get on deck with our fowling-pieces, and drive the harpies off, when they would sullenly retire to their opium and cards, muttering curses upon [us] and trusting for better prey next time.”

			Of course, there were better profits to be made by not paying any taxes at all, and Mesny knew that smuggled salt sold at Wuhan for a dozen times its purchase price further downstream. Buying salt for resale was in itself illegal (if caught, smugglers faced having their vessels confiscated and sawn in two), but given the confusion of war, there was a good chance of getting away with it. And salt was by no means the only contraband that ships carried upriver. In a slippery series of articles entitled “How I Made My Fortune”, Mesny spun an impersonal yarn about the wealth to be made from smuggling weapons, if you could sell to the right people ­– either Taiping or Imperial – without being double-crossed or caught. He was less coy elsewhere in the Miscellany, frankly admitting: “I made a few very successful speculations in the arms trade, on my own or on joint account with other like-minded people”. Without a doubt, Mesny made his first big profits in China as gun-runner out of Shanghai.

			 

			Mesny’s first blockade run began in March 1862, escorting a convoy of Chinese boats from Shanghai to Wuhan with a British business associate called “Captain Bob”. Their ship, the Rob Roy, was an armed junk, a high-sided wooden Chinese vessel with a raised stern, a rectangular hand-stitched sail and a local crew. Anticipating the likely dangers ahead, the two of them invested in an ancient but powerful rifle complete with bayonet, a brace of double-barrelled pistols, a Colt revolver and a British naval cutlass; early on in the journey Mesny ran through an ostentatious weapons drill so that word would get about that they were well-armed. The thought of meeting Taipings didn’t seem to worry them nearly as much as running into Imperial forces, which the Miscellany portrays as aggressive and bullying, and likely as not to pay off a Chinese crew to mutiny against foreign captains in order to steal their cargoes. The Taipings insultingly referred to the Chinese troops as yao mo gui, loosely “Imperial Devils”, or, as Mesny liked to call them, “Imps”.

			The Rob Roy made it unscathed through to Zhenjiang, 250km west of Shanghai, though not without having to weather a storm and scare off a couple of pirate vessels with some target practice – incidents which terrified the crew but left Mesny and Captain Bob feeling almost heroic. The city marked the junction of the Yangzi River and the Grand Canal, one of the many oversized but functional prestige projects that Chinese rulers have indulged in over the centuries, which connects the fertile Yangzi region with China’s dry northern plains. The canal’s value to trade, transport and irrigation are indisputable but millions of peasants were unwillingly drafted to work in its construction, and the repressive Sui dynasty who commissioned the project lasted less than forty years. 

			Zhenjiang itself had fallen to the British in July 1842; the city had been thought impregnable but the Chinese had yet to grasp the superiority of foreign arms and its capture saw distraught Qing officials committing suicide en masse, setting fire to the Manchu quarter and slaughtering their families rather than have them fall into barbarian hands. Then the Taipings descended, and the city was again destroyed during a messy recapture by Imperial forces in 1861. Now the new British consulate had just set up shop inside a well-defended temple complex, but the inner city remained a shambles of ruins; Zhenjiang’s population was starving and the surrounding war-ravaged farmland a desolate, treeless wilderness. The city later bounced back to become famous for its black vinegar and as the one-time home of the American novelist Pearl Buck, and both Mesny’s brother and nephew were to spend years here working in the Imperial Maritime Customs Service – as did Charles Welsh Mason, a young Englishman whose involvement with a Chinese secret society was to have a catastrophic effect on Mesny’s later career.
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