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German-equipped Chinese soldiers run past Sihang Warehouse.
(Author’s Collection)
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INTRODUCTION
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Go tell the Spartans, stranger passing by, that here, obedient to their laws, we lie.

Epitaph for the 300 Spartans

China will not die, China will not die,

Look at our national hero Lieutenant Colonel Xie. China will not die, China will not die,

Watch the eight hundred heroes of the lone battalion fight for every inch of land,

From four sides come the gunfire, from the four sides come the wolves,

They would rather die than retreat, they would rather die than surrender.

Amidst the sea of chaos our nation’s flag flies proudly, flies proudly, flies proudly, flies proudly.

Eight hundred heroic hearts all beat as one, unstoppable to the thousands of enemies,

Our actions are mighty, our integrity heroic Comrades, arise! Comrades, arise!

Let’s answer the call to arms, and follow the example of the eight hundred heroes

China will not die, China will not die!1

Song of the 800 Heroes

AN EPIC LAST STAND

In October 1937 a battalion of around 420 Chinese soldiers led by the stoic 32-year-old Lieutenant Colonel Xie Jinyuan defended Sihang Warehouse in Shanghai against an overwhelming force of invading Japanese troops. The lone battalion, comprised of soldiers from the elite 88th Division, were loyal to the Republic of China, ruled by Chiang Kai-shek’s Kuomintang (Nationalist) Government. As these determined men fought the Japanese with intense bravery, the rest of the Chinese Army withdrew from the city. However, as the isolated Chinese detachment was only a small force, they informed the outside world that 800 soldiers were defending the warehouse in order to deceive the Japanese into not realizing their true number. This successful ruse created the legend of the ‘Eight Hundred Heroes’ and their demonstration of valour raised Chinese morale during the first year of the long Sino-Japanese War (1937–45).

The Eight Hundred Heroes performed an incredible feat of heroism that quickly gained international fame and sympathy. Even before the fighting ended, The New York Times declared: ‘The stand of the battalion stirred Shanghai Chinese to patriotic frenzy.’2 The story of Sihang Warehouse created its own mythology that helped define the modern Chinese nation. The actions of the Eight Hundred, as the journalists Chen Yu-fu and Jonathan Chin explained in 2017, is ‘considered one of the most heroic and symbolic events in the Republic of China Army’s history’.3

The defence of Sihang Warehouse in military terms was a minor incident during a titanic conflict that claimed the lives of between fifteen and twenty million Chinese people — a scale of human suffering beyond comprehension. The action took place during the Battle of Shanghai, a brutal urban conflict which lasted almost three months, resulting in over 187,000 Chinese and 32,000 Japanese casualties. Although Japan emerged victorious, their triumph was a pyrrhic victory as the Japanese Empire became overextended in a war it could not win without a workable strategy to end the conflict on favourable terms, fighting an enemy that refused to capitulate. Chinese soldiers in Shanghai demonstrated that they could successfully resist Japanese troops, which surprised many observers. ‘Japan announced that she would finish her campaign in China in three months’, an American journalist reported during the war. ‘Some American experts believed Japan. They watched the Shanghai battle during that summer of 1937 and waited for Shanghai to fall like a house of cards. But it didn’t fall so easily.’ The Eight Hundred formed a core part of this narrative as the reporter continued: ‘The story of the “lone battalion” which held out in a warehouse against the rest of a captured city was blazoned across the newspapers of the world.’4
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Lieutenant Colonel Xie Jinyuan, commander of the Eight Hundred Heroes.
(Author’s Collection)

The defence of Sihang Warehouse more than any other event symbolized Chinese defiance during the long years of war as Lu Pan explained:

Although the Chinese eventually lost the battle, the warehouse became the symbol of the tenacious spirit of national resistance in the enemy-occupied Shanghai. Later, it emerged as a highly mythologized narrative in the whole Sino-Japanese War propaganda effort.5

The Eight Hundred personified the David versus Goliath nature of the conflict with a clear underdog standing up against a powerful aggressor, a narrative that naturally generates sympathy, and this was no accident as their last stand occurred precisely to capture the imagination of the world.
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Sihang Warehouse on the bank of Suzhou Creek seen from Shanghai’s International Settlement.
(Contributor: Imaginechina Limited/Alamy Stock Photo)

Sihang Warehouse is located on the bank of Suzhou Creek, which separated the Chinese districts of Shanghai from the International Settlement, dominated by the British and American concessions. Less than 70 metres separated the Eight Hundred from a neutral cosmopolitan metropolis and its large foreign community. Inside the relative safety of the Settlement, the population watched the inferno of destruction across the creek from the rooftops of buildings including the city’s most glamorous hotels.6

The international press in Shanghai covering the conflict lived a surreal existence, as the American journalist Edgar Snow explained: ‘It was as though Verdun had happened on the Seine, in full view of a Right Bank Paris that was neutral; as though a Gettysburg were fought in Harlem, while the rest of Manhattan remained a non-belligerent observer.’7 The journalist Emily Hahn and her entourage watched the fighting from the roof of the Cathay Hotel before enjoying cocktails at the bar.8 George Bruce, another reporter, witnessed the battle from his hotel room on the Bund waterfront and remarked that ‘the roofs of buildings in the Settlement near the struggle are lined night and day with watchers’.9

[image: images]

Westerners watch the fighting in Shanghai from a rooftop in the International Settlement.
(Author’s Collection)

The Chinese leadership understood how the war in Shanghai was being reported when it ordered the Eight Hundred to defend Sihang and it hoped to create an international media sensation, which is precisely what occurred. The warehouse was perfectly located to achieve this aim and reporters from the English language North China Daily News actually watched the fighting from the roof of their own office building. Reporters had the perfect vantage point to witness the spectacle, as an American newspaper explained in sensationalistic terms when advertising a screening of documentary footage taken during the fighting:
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Two westerners watch the fighting in Shanghai from a rooftop in 1937.
(Contributor: Historic Collection/Alamy Stock Photo)

The greatest battle of the Sino-Japanese War ends with the greatest conflagration the Far East has ever seen — under constant fire, Movietone’s cameramen film sensational fight to the death — for the first time, actual pictures of hand-to-hand combat — the heroic last stand of Chinese ‘suicide battalion,’ trapped and doomed to destruction in a warehouse — attack and counter-attack amid a hail of bullets and grenades — Japanese shells and bombs smash a city before your eyes — fires rage unchecked — an inferno in a city of millions — and civilians, the innocent victims, fleeing, driven, machine-gunned and bombed, their homes a shambles, seek shelter from the slaughter, in a land where terror reigns.10

The story of the Eight Hundred naturally transitioned into mythology and, as Kevin Blackburn and Daniel Chew Ju Ern concluded, their ‘heroics and sacrifices for the motherland were overblown and exaggerated into legend’.11 In most accounts, the Eight Hundred are credited with delaying the Japanese advance through Shanghai, allowing other Chinese soldiers to retreat. A Chinese journalist reported during the battle that they ‘were ordered to defend critical positions to cover the majority of troops retreating’.12 More recently a Taiwanese newspaper reported in 2014: ‘Defenders of the warehouse held out against numerous waves of Japanese attacks and covered Chinese forces retreating westward during the Battle of Shanghai.’13 The Eight Hundred certainly fought off numerous Japanese assaults, but their actions did not secure the retreat of their comrades, as Peter Harmsen concluded:

The battle for the Four Banks [Sihang] Warehouse . . . was one bloody, drawn-out public relations exercise. The battle served no tactical purpose as that part of the city had already been evacuated. Perched near the edge of the International Settlement, a heroic stand at the warehouse simply helped show to the world that there was still fight in the Chinese.14

Acknowledging this truth is not disrespectful as the winning of international sympathy for China constituted a higher strategic objective than any potential tactical benefit for soldiers retreating from Shanghai. Furthermore, the Eight Hundred understood that their mission served a symbolic purpose. Zhang Boting, the 88th Division’s chief-of-staff who helped coordinate the battle, concluded: ‘The “800 warriors” was only a small number for the hundreds of thousands of troops participating in the Shanghai Battle, and therefore, it certainly did not carry significant strategic and tactical value.’15 However, Zhang did emphasize that their stand ‘had a great illuminating effect for the whole nation to rise up to join the anti-Japanese war, as well as for friendly nations’ sympathy and support’.16

Although Lieutenant Colonel Xie Jinyuan was the central figure at Sihang, Yang Huimin, a 22-year-old Chinese Girl Guide, came to personify the incident more than any other individual and is also the subject of the greatest myth-making concerning the story. Yang delivered a Republic of China flag with its White Sun and Blue Sky to the defenders, which flew over the warehouse as a beacon of hope surrounded by a sea of Rising Sun flags. Yang’s act of bravery, as Kristin Mulready-Stone explained, ‘cemented the patriotic fervor surrounding the stand of the eight hundred heroes’.17
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The Girl Guide Yang Huimin poses with a Republic of China flag.
(Wikipedia)

Yang became an international celebrity who, on a Kuomintang sponsored tour, represented China at the World Youth Congress in New York State where she met Eleanor Roosevelt.18 After this event, she travelled across the American heartland and gave speeches at high schools, churches, Masonic temples and YMCA halls. Yang electrified audiences with tales told with confidence and her events were covered by media giants like The New York Times but also by local community newspapers as she passed through small town America.

THE PANTHEON OF LAST STANDS

As an episode of world history, the Eight Hundred Heroes shares similarities with other epic last stands that have become legendary and perhaps the most obvious parallel is the 300 Spartans — a small band led by King Leonidas who defended Thermopylae against an overwhelming force of Persians in 480 BC. Although the Persians defeated the Spartans, who fought with great valour against impossible odds, the Greeks ultimately won the war. In Herodotus’s account of the Greco-Persian Wars, Leonidas obtained eternal glory by sacrificing himself for the ultimate victory.19 To Herodotus, Thermopylae is significant because the battle inspired Greek heroism and the 300 Spartans won a moral victory by helping to unify the Greek city-states against Persia.20 Thermopylae paved the way for the eventual Greek triumph in much the same way as the Eight Hundred inspired Chinese determination during the Sino-Japanese War.

During antiquity the Romans became fascinated with Thermopylae and Leonidas’s last stand in a cross-cultural transfer as they retold the tale to suit their own needs.21 The Romans adapted the Greek narrative and perceived a connection between Thermopylae and their legend of the 306 Fabii clan members who died heroically while fighting the Etruscans at the Battle of Cremera River in 477 BC.22 The Romans used Thermopylae as a rhetorical device in their literature to inspire virtue. For example, Valerius Maximus in his Facta et dicta memorabilia declared:

At this point Leonidas, the famous Spartan, comes to mind. Nothing could be braver than his resolve, his act, his death. With three hundred compatriots he had to face all Asia at Thermopylae and by determined valour he reduced Xerxes, that bully of sea and land, not only terrible to men but threatening even Neptune with chains and the sky with darkness, to ultimate desperation.23

Just as the Romans drew upon the 300 Spartans to inspire their own heroics, the western Allies found inspiration in the Eight Hundred after Pearl Harbour. Nevertheless, the parallel between Sihang and Thermopylae is seldom made, but the western imagination frequently associates the Chinese last stand with another epic.

During the defence of Sihang Warehouse, western reporters referred to the Eight Hundred as China’s ‘Lost Battalion’ — a reference to a World War I battle. On 2 October 1918, around 690 American soldiers from the 77th ‘Statue of Liberty’ Division commanded by Major Charles Whittlesey, mostly from the 1st and 2nd Battalions of the 308th Infantry Regiment, marched into the Argonne Forest in France as part of the Meuse-Argonne Offensive. After they advanced into the Charlevaux Ravine, the Germans surrounded their position and for five desperate days this small force fought off repeated attacks from the 254th and 122nd Regiments.

The men became known as the ‘Lost Battalion’ because they faced a hopeless situation, enduring intense assaults, and their predicament became so desperate they reused blood-soaked bandages taken from their own dead.24 When the Germans withdrew on 7 October, only 194 Americans walked out of the forest and the remainder were either dead, wounded or captured. The Army awarded the Medal of Honor to seven participants including Whittlesey, who was promoted to lieutenant colonel.25

The Army tried to minimize the story of the ‘Lost Battalion’ during and after the battle. General Robert Alexander, the 77th Division commander, considered their plight embarrassing since they had become surrounded, so he downplayed the fighting during press conferences. Senior officers also suspected that Whittlesey had intentionally gone too far forward in an ego-driven glory quest, but in reality his advance reflected clearly understood orders. Reporters, however, found the saga irresistible and they made Whittlesey and his men national heroes.26 As the press propelled the ‘Lost Battalion’ into popular consciousness, there is an obvious parallel with the Eight Hundred as journalists transformed both battles into myths. However, there is also a critical difference as the American High Command did not want the story to break and the battalion’s predicament was an unintended accident. The Eight Hundred in contrast were sent into harm’s way by their command hoping to attract media attention.

Another parallel between the ‘Lost Battalion’ and the Eight Hundred is the extent to which both battles have become the subject of folklore in contradiction to historical evidence. As the story of the ‘Lost Battalion’ was retold, as Robert Laplander explained, ‘so too have the many mistakes and errors that were at first incorrectly associated with the story come to be accepted as fact’.27 The soldiers in the Argonne Forest were trapped in two separate pockets, but the vast majority of accounts reduced this to a single position. In popular mythology, Whittlesey replied to a German request to surrender with the famous words ‘Go to hell!’ The press accordingly labelled him ‘Go to Hell Whittlesey’, but in reality he denied uttering these words and clarified: ‘No reply to the demand to surrender seemed necessary.’28 Despite the romanticized story in the popular imagination, the horrific reality of what the men endured was something else and Whittlesey, completely traumatized by the experience, most likely committed suicide by jumping off a ship bound for Cuba on 26 November 1921.

The ‘Lost Battalion’ and the Eight Hundred also became widely known in the immediate aftermath of the battles through cinema. The silent film The Lost Battalion directed by Burton L. King was released on 2 July 1919, less than a year after the events it depicted. The movie was made with the help of the Army Signal Corps and was partially shot in the Charlevaux Ravine and several survivors played themselves including Whittlesey. Nevertheless, the film depicted the defence of a single pocket and further obscured reality with its over-the-top one-dimensional heroics and most ‘Lost Battalion’ veterans considered the film ridiculous.29 In a similar way, two Chinese movies (both titled Eight Hundred Heroes) depicted Sihang Warehouse less than a year after the battle and were released in 1938 — one made in the Republic of China and the other in the British colony of Hong Kong. Both films also popularized the legend and the Republic of China version in particular introduced myths into the story that were repeated in two subsequent movies — the Taiwanese film Eight Hundred Heroes (1976) and mainland production The Eight Hundred (2020).

The ‘Lost Battalion’ was portrayed as a microcosm of America, as William Terpeluk explained: ‘In many ways, the story of the Lost Battalion is the story of America itself in its diversity of social status, nationalities, religions, and political beliefs.’30 The Eight Hundred is likewise depicted as embodying the unified spirit of China, as a reporter noted during the battle: ‘Proud Chinese officials said the besieged warriors all were under 30 years old and came from every province in China. They are fully representative of heroic China’s new fighting spirit, said one.’31 Despite the fame ‘Lost Battalion’ achieved, memory of the men eventually faded from American society and they became largely forgotten. In contrast, Chinese communities today keep the memory of their ‘Lost Battalion’ very much alive in a similar way to another American legend.

On 8 November 1937, less than a week after the battle, Time magazine labelled Sihang Warehouse ‘The Chinese Alamo’.32 In 1836 during the Texas Revolution, a small band of around 200 soldiers defended the Alamo, a fort outside San Antonio that had once been a mission, against the Mexican dictator General Antonio López de Santa Anna who commanded 1800 soldiers. Lieutenant Colonel William Barret Travis and his second in command Jim Bowie led the mostly Anglo-American defenders, including the famed frontiersman Davy Crockett, fighting for an independent Texas. Santa Anna’s forces besieged the Alamo for thirteen days and Travis, knowing all was lost, told his men that they would die if they remained. He drew a line in the ground with his sabre and invited the men to volunteer to stay and fight to the death by crossing the line — all the men crossed and awaited their fate.

On 6 March 1836, the Mexican army launched its final assault and soon most Alamo defenders were dead. A few weeks later a Texan army commanded by General Sam Houston surprised Santa Anna at San Jacinto and defeated him in a fifteen-minute battle. The Texans captured the dictator who agreed to give them independence in exchange for his life.33 The Alamo may have been a defeat for the Texans, but they won the war and their heroic deeds achieved everlasting immortality with the famous words ‘Remember the Alamo’. Texas later joined the United States in 1845 and generations of Americans, particularly Texans, grew up with stories of the Alamo through school plays, books and the popular movie The Alamo (1960), directed by John Wayne who also played Davy Crockett.34 Today, the Alamo is sacred space and a place of pilgrimage to millions of visitors who pay their respects where the heroes met their fate.35 Sihang Warehouse in Shanghai is likewise sacred space and a popular destination for Chinese pilgrims paying their respects to the Eight Hundred. In this way, both the Alamo and Sihang Warehouse serve current needs. ‘For all the visitors,’ as Randy Roberts explained, ‘the Alamo is both history and memory, as alive today as it was in the nineteenth century.’36 The same is true in twenty-first-century China.

Despite the Alamo being a foundation myth for Texans, most attention is focused on the battle itself and not the changing narratives of what the battle represents. The historical Alamo is more complex than the legend as the heroes did indeed fight for their own liberty, but they also believed in the institution of slavery.37 Therefore, African American reflections on the Alamo differ from the dominant white narrative and, in a similar way, Hispanic Texans remember the Alamo differently as the standard narrative casts Mexicans as villains, and given this complexity Randy Roberts reflected:

The battle cry of Texans during the battle of San Jacinto, and later the Mexican-American War, ‘Remember the Alamo,’ raises crucial cultural questions: How do we remember? What do we remember? Who governs our memory of historical events? . . . In the end, the quest for the meaning of the Alamo has merged with the struggle to ascribe a meaning for America itself.38

The same questions can be asked about Sihang Warehouse because what the Eight Hundred represents has changed over time and is different in each Chinese community. In wartime propaganda the Eight Hundred were portrayed as uncomplicated stoic heroes fighting invaders as a model to emulate to serve the needs of an ongoing war. After Chiang Kai-shek lost the Chinese Civil War in 1949, the Eight Hundred in Taiwan symbolized a bygone age of pure heroism before corruption and incompetence plagued the Kuomintang — an ideal that could be rediscovered. The meaning of the Eight Hundred in the People’s Republic of China is even more complex. After being airbrushed from history during the Maoist years, the heroes made a comeback as patriots who fought for China against Japanese imperialists, despite being Kuomintang soldiers on the wrong side of history. However, no amount of spin can hide the fact that the Eight Hundred were not communist soldiers.

The Easter Rising is another last stand with parallels to the Eight Hundred as they both incorporate a sacrificial rebirth of ancient nations in modern times. On Easter Monday 1916, Irish nationalists launched an insurrection against British rule by seizing key buildings in Dublin, most notably the General Post Office, but skirmishes also took place in Meath, Galway, Louth, Wexford and Cork. Although the British swiftly defeated the rebels after six days of fighting, the Irish Free State was born five years later in 1921. The rising inspired other Irish people to fight for independence and the Easter rebels, despite failing militarily, won a significant moral victory over the British by becoming martyrs.39

The rebellion’s leadership mostly realized before the rising that they would almost certainly be defeated but made a conscious decision for martyrdom, although the majority of rank and file believed victory was possible.40 Pádraic Pearse, a key rebel leader who read the ‘Proclamation of the Republic’ outside the General Post Office, advocated rising during Easter to associate their actions with the Christian feast honouring the sacrifice of Christ.41 Pearse believed their deaths would be a ‘blood sacrifice’ to redeem Ireland, echoing Jesus’ redemption of humanity. ‘We must be ready to die,’ he reminded his followers, ‘as Christ died on Calvary, so that the people may live.’42 James Stephens declared a week after the rebellion: ‘The day before the rising was Easter Sunday, and they were crying joyfully in the Churches “Christ has risen”. On the following day they were saying in the streets “Ireland has risen”.’43 The Easter Rising, therefore, was not an accidental last stand like the American ‘Lost Battalion’, and the rebel leadership, like the Eight Hundred, mostly knew their sacrifice would be symbolic before the shooting started.

As much of the Irish rebel leadership never expected to win on the battlefield, their symbolic rising had a theatrical element that was not coincidental. Of the seven rebels who signed the ‘Proclamation of the Irish Republic’, three of them — Pádraic Pearse, Thomas MacDonagh and Joseph Plunkett — were poets. Pearse carried an anachronistic sword during the rising that only had symbolic value and many rebels wore striking costumes and brought various props with them, unsurprising facts as numerous rebels had links to Irish theatre. MacDonagh’s play When the Dawn is Come concerns an uprising in the near future involving an Irish army confronting the English in a battle to decide the fate of the island. James Connolly, another rebel leader, had recently staged a play, Under Which Flag, the tale of the Fenian rebellion of 1867. ‘Thomas MacDonagh and James Connolly’, as James Moran explained, ‘rehearsed the rebellion on the Irish stage before they led troops into the streets of Dublin.’44

After the start of the rising, many curious onlookers believed they were witnessing a performance. Joseph Holloway, a citizen of Dublin, read the ‘Proclamation of the Irish Republic’ and recognized the names of playwrights and assumed it was a theatre advertisement.45 Another bystander walked into Liberty Hall, famous for hosting stage productions, and noticed rebels handling ammunition. He approached Countess Constance Markievicz, a well-known member of the Theatre of Ireland, and asked, ‘Rehearsing, I presume?’ After the countess replied ‘Yes’, the man further enquired, ‘Is it for children?’ Markievicz responded, ‘No, this is for grown-ups.’46

The rebels occupied symbolic buildings in Dublin that were militarily indefensible, notably the General Post Office, but these locations provided the ideal stage for their sacrificial production. Michael Collins, who later led republican forces to victory in 1921, declared, ‘Looking at it from the inside (I was in the GPO [General Post Office]) it had the air of a Greek tragedy about it.’47 After the British crushed the rising, many commentators considered the rebellion, as James Moran put it, ‘crazed poetic folly’ and accordingly viewed the rebels as ‘misty-eyed idealists’ who were ‘obsessed by madcap fictional notions’.48 Nevertheless, such commentators missed the point as the rebels won in the long run by inspiring the successful Irish War of Independence.

Although the Eight Hundred lacked the flamboyant theatrics of some Easter rebels, Sihang Warehouse was deliberately chosen as an ideal stage to captivate the press in Shanghai’s International Settlement who all had front row seats to the drama. However, unlike the Irish rebels, the Eight Hundred had an excellent stage and an ideal position to conduct a defensive battle. Sihang was a natural fortress and its close proximity to the International Settlement prevented the Japanese from bombing the warehouse or using heavy artillery due to fear of accidentally attacking the foreign concessions across Suzhou Creek. The Japanese had no choice but to conduct suicidal frontal attacks against determined and well-protected Chinese soldiers.

The Eight Hundred are remembered in China in similar ways to which westerners remember the 300 Spartans, Americans remember their ‘Lost Battalion’ and the Alamo, and how the Easter Rising is remembered in the Republic of Ireland. Sihang Warehouse deserves a place in world history as a chapter in the universal pantheon of heroic last stands in which history and myth are difficult to separate. The valour of the historic Eight Hundred is real enough and the overblown heroics found in propaganda and legend is unnecessary. This book attempts to separate history from mythology and to present an account of the men who defended Sihang Warehouse that is as accurate as possible. For the first time it provides a comprehensive exposition, bringing together the accounts of the Chinese participants who fought the Japanese from inside Sihang Warehouse and the westerners who witnessed the battle from across Suzhou Creek. However, this is also the story of modern China and begins with the founding of the Republic in 1911 and the emergence of Kuomintang’s founder, Sun Yat-sen.



CHAPTER ONE

REVOLUTION AND THE REPUBLIC
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SUN YAT-SEN AND WHAMPOA ACADEMY

Xie Jinyuan, the future leader of the Eight Hundred Heroes, was born into an impoverished peasant farming family in Jiankeng village, Guangdong Province on 26 April 1905.1 Xie Faxiang, his father, married a fisherman’s daughter and their eldest son Xie Jinhong died of malaria after immigrating to Southeast Asia.2 The Xie family descended from the Hakka ethnicity which had disproportionally supported the failed Taiping Rebellion (1850–64), an unorthodox Christian uprising against the Qing Dynasty led by the Hakka rebel Hong Xiuquan. As Xie Jinyuan grew into infancy, he had no way of knowing that the Qing, which had ruled China since 1644, would soon be overthrown and that China was about to enter a turbulent era of massive change and enormous suffering. Sun Yat-sen, the republican revolutionary who would become instrumental in overthrowing the decaying dynasty, would also shape Xie’s destiny.

Sun, born in Cuiheng village, Guangdong on 12 November 1866, had Hakka and Yue (Cantonese) ethnicity and his father had participated in the Taiping Rebellion. At twelve years of age, Sun was sent to live with his emigrant elder brother in Hawaii, where he attended the Iolani school run by British missionaries. After four years in Hawaii, he was sent by his brother back to China. As his horizons had been broadened, Sun could not adjust himself to the rural life in his native village. Consequently, in 1883, at the age of seventeen, he went to the British colony of Hong Kong and converted to Christianity the following year under the influence of an American missionary and a local pastor. After making a brief trip to Hawaii, he returned to Hong Kong before proceeding to Guangzhou (Canton), where he attended the Medical School of Canton Hospital. Sun later transferred to the College of Medicine for Chinese in Hong Kong, graduating in 1892. However, his heart was never devoted to practising medicine. Instead, he became an anti-Qing revolutionary and travelled frequently, seeking support from overseas Chinese communities. In 1894, Sun organized the Revive China Society in Honolulu with the aim of overthrowing the Qing Dynasty after Japan inflicted a humiliating defeat on China during the First Sino-Japanese War (1894–95). Shortly after, Sun returned to Hong Kong where he organized a similar Revive China Society to plot with several like-minded conspirators. But after the First Guangzhou Uprising failed in 1895, Sun was declared an outlaw and he entered a long period of exile. During this time, he travelled through Europe and America raising funds for the republican cause, helped by his fluent command of English and knowledge of the wider world.

[image: images]

Sun Yat-sen, founder of the Kuomintang. (Wikipedia)

On 22 October 1900, Sun launched the Huizhou Uprising against the Qing but again experienced failure and his exile resumed. In 1905, he founded the United League which advocated republican democracy and he also formulated his political ideology — the ‘Three Principles of the People’, which consisted of Nationalism, Democracy and People’s Livelihood.

‘Nationalism’ meant developing a modern national consciousness because, according to Sun, the Chinese lacked a cohesive spirit and were a ‘sheet of loose sand’ because they ‘have shown loyalty to family and clan but not the nation’.3 This process would retain the best aspects of tradition, as Sun the pragmatist declared ‘we ought to preserve what is good in our past and throw away the bad’, but it was vital to recover China’s ‘ancient morality’.4 China had to transcend western materialism to realize its own cultural destiny in the way of the sage kings of ancient China.5

‘Democracy’ initially meant a republican government which seemed the most modern and promising. A republic would reorganize the state and society, allowing the masses to participate in political life under elite leadership. Sun advocated constitutional democracy, but the public would first have to change due to their low cultural and educational levels, although they would eventually be educated into political consciousness.

‘People’s Livelihood’ meant alleviating mass poverty and developing the economy by combining socialism and capitalism as Sun hoped ‘these two economic forces of human evolution will work side by side in future civilisation’.6 Sun advocated a form of state socialism inspired by Bismarckian Germany in which the workers would benefit from regulated workdays and old age pensions. Sun praised Bismarck who ‘Practised State Socialism’ and ‘used the force of state to enable himself to realize the program of the socialists’.7 Sun’s socialism was never communist and he desired to work with the western powers and the international financial system.8

On 9 October 1911, a bomb in a revolutionary’s house at Hankou exploded accidentally, compelling plotters led by Huang Xing to act promptly to save themselves by launching a premature revolution, but local soldiers joined their rebellion and defeated Qing troops sent from Beijing. The army mutinied and fifteen provinces in south and central China severed ties with the dynasty. Yuan Shikai, the former Viceroy of Zhili in charge of military reforms who had been dismissed by the Empress Dowager in 1908, was recalled to quell the rebellion due to his military connections in northern China. However, he was persuaded to join the revolutionary cause and he opportunistically seized power in Beijing. Sun returned to China from the United States and entered Shanghai in triumph on Christmas Eve and became the provisional president of the new Chinese Republic. However, his presidency would only last six-and-a-half weeks.

At the beginning of 1912, President Sun resided in Nanjing while Prime Minister Yuan ruled from Beijing and the former viceroy sidelined the revolutionary and seized the presidency. On 10 March 1912 Yuan took the oath as president in Beijing and Sun, realizing he had been outmanoeuvred, resigned from government. The 1911 Revolution forced the abdication of the last Qing ruler, the child Emperor Puyi, and formally established the Republic of China, but Yuan failed to bring stability as the new regime had no effective control in the provinces beyond Beijing.

On 25 August 1912, Sun founded the Kuomintang with other revolutionary colleagues in opposition to Yuan and the new party won 269 out of 596 seats at the National Assembly elections and 123 out of 274 Senate seats.9 Yuan became even more authoritarian after crushing an armed rebellion in July 1913 and he outlawed the Kuomintang. As the regime became a dictatorship, Yuan restored the monarchy by declaring himself the new Hongxian Emperor in the Forbidden City on 23 December 1915, but numerous southern provinces rebelled, forcing him to abdicate before dying of natural causes on 6 June 1916.

The failure of the 1911 Revolution ushered in the Warlord Era as China fragmented into competing sub-states ruled by local military governors who ignored the weak government in Beijing and fought each other in the pursuit of their own interests. Powerful warlords dominated politics such as the Manchurian Zhang Zuolin, Wu Peifu at Hankou, Yan Xishan in Shanxi and Feng Yuxiang the ‘Christian Warlord’ in Anhui.

During the chaos, Sun re-evaluated his political theories and developed a new plan for action. He now had misgivings concerning representative democracy and advocated a more authoritarian, executive-dominated government. Sun also developed a three-stage plan to establish constitutional government in China: a period of military conquest to unite the provinces, a period of political tutelage under one-party rule to educate the masses followed by true constitutional government with citizens enjoying full suffrage. Tutelage was necessary to raise the political consciousness of the people under a workable government ruled by dedicated and highly qualified elites.

Sun returned to Guangdong in 1917 in southern China where his message found support among nationalistic youth. As Sun increasingly personified republican aspirations, he founded a new Kuomintang party on 10 October 1919. By 1920, the Kuomintang had built a power base in Guangdong, the home of Xie Jinyuan who now at fifteen years of age was increasingly politically aware and concerned about China’s future.

As the Kuomintang’s influence in southern China grew, Sun planned to unite the country as an increasingly opportunistic spirit took hold. In 1921, Sun established a provisional government in Guangdong, but he also realized that the Kuomintang could not unify China on its own. After failing to find allies among the Great Powers, the Kuomintang forged an alliance with the Chinese Communist Party, which had been founded in 1921, and this partnership set the trajectory of Chinese history for the rest of the twentieth century. The socialist aspects of Sun’s philosophy created common ground with the communists and through this United Front he gained an international ally as the Soviet Union believed this alliance would help spread international revolution with the aid of the Comintern.10

In 1923 Sun accepted Soviet assistance and a delegation arrived in Guangdong headed by Mikhail Gruzenberg, who operated under the revolutionary alias ‘Borodin’. A joint statement declared the need for national unity with a concession that China was not ready for communism.11 Sun admired Soviet organizational ability: ‘If we wish our revolution to succeed, we must learn the methods, organization, and training of the Russians.’12 Borodin helped Sun reorganize the Kuomintang under Leninist principles which elevated the party above government and he became president for life despite the support for democracy found in his Three Principles.13 The Kuomintang adopted some communist traits as every party member had to be prepared to sacrifice their individual freedom for the greater good.

Soviet advisers arrived in China to provide military assistance, notably General Vasily Blyukher, also known as ‘Galen’, who during the Russian Civil War (1917–23) had successfully defended the Urals and defeated the White Army leader Admiral Alexander Kolchak. In October 1924, Galen became chief military adviser to the Kuomintang’s Nationalist Revolutionary Army and he believed in quality over quantity, advocating that three or four well-trained divisions could defeat the warlords. As Soviet ships unloaded armaments for the National Revolutionary Army, more Soviet advisers arrived in Guangdong.

On 6 February 1924, the Kuomintang established the Whampoa Military Academy on Changzhou Island in the Pearl River with Soviet assistance.14 The Qing had earlier established western-style military academies in the late nineteenth century and in 1887 Zhang Zhidong, governor-general of Guangdong and Guangxi, founded an academy that became Whampoa.15 The new institution would create an elite fighting force using Red Army methods and political education. During the opening ceremony Sun declared, ‘our aim in opening this Academy is to create the revolutionary task anew from this day, and students of this Academy . . . will be the bones and trunks of the forthcoming Revolutionary Army’.16 Sun also had just the right man to make this happen — Chiang Kai-shek.

Chiang, a professional Japanese-trained officer, was born on 31 October 1887 to a middle-class wine merchant. After Chiang toured Whampoa, he noted the dilapidated conditions of the facilities which dated from the late Qing period, but he nevertheless concluded it would be a suitable place to train officers. In May 1924, Chiang became commandant of Whampoa, and he used this position to consolidate his power base by acquiring the loyalty of the academy’s graduates.17 Whampoa in time became a critical pillar in the Kuomintang power structure, but in its early days Chiang searched for qualified men to run the academy and personally handpicked its officers. He oversaw the training of around 50 officers who would soon teach the academy’s first class.18

[image: images]

Sun Yat-sen (third from left) and Chiang Kai-shek (second from left) at the opening of Whampoa Military Academy in 1924. (Wikipedia)

Whampoa Academy, under the guidance of Soviet advisers, trained cadets through a rigorous and ambitious program which aimed to commission them as officers after a six-month course.19 The students participated in classroom and field lessons six days a week with Sundays being devoted to political indoctrination focusing on Sun’s Three Principles of the People as well as the Confucian values of wisdom, benevolence and bravery.20 Political indoctrination mirrored the Soviet military model and Whampoa produced military commanders and political commissars.21

[image: images]

Xie Jinyuan. (Author’s Collection)

To find students, Kuomintang officials searched for suitable candidates across China with middle school or higher primary school education.22 Prospects had to write an essay on why they wanted to serve and given the party’s base in Guangdong, a disproportionate number of cadets came from this province including the future leader of the Eight Hundred.

Xie Jinyuan attended Yumin Primary School before being admitted to Sanzhen Public School and later Fifth Provincial Middle School in Meixian. At age seventeen he studied at Guangdong University (later Sun Yat-sen University) in Guangzhou for three years.23 In December 1925, Xie was admitted into Whampoa Academy as a typical cadet and his son Xie Jimin later explained the influence Sun had on his father:

Sun Yat-sen was a person that attached great importance to cultivating talents for national construction, commending Guangdong University as an institution committed to fostering ‘wenzhuangyuan’ (top talents versed with literature skills) as opposed to Whampoa Military Academy which produced ‘wuzhuangyuan’ (top military talents). His remarks delivered in meetings at Guangdong University had a profound impact on Xie Jinyuan, who, under the influence of Sun’s revolutionary ideas . . . resolved to renounce the pen in pursuit of a military career, and was enrolled in the fourth group of students in Whampoa Military Academy.24

Chiang Kai-shek played an active role in the daily activities at Whampoa by supervising the cadets and delivering lectures on loyalty, discipline, obedience and the need to be ready to sacrifice their lives for China. He had the academy’s motto, ‘Affection with Sincerity’, mounted on silk in his office and, as a patriarchal figure, earned the cadet’s loyalty and obedience.25

Xie and the other cadets lived a Spartan lifestyle, but they were well cared for and provided with good food. The curriculum contained less focus on book learning compared with traditional Chinese military education and instead emphasized combat training, field skills and physical fitness given the urgent need to confront the warlords.26 Whampoa also adopted some Japanese concepts that Chiang had been exposed to such as a belief that the problem of inferior weapons and equipment can be negated with an aggressive spirit, bold actions and discipline. The students developed a ‘Whampoa Spirit’ of working together in order to unify China.27 Chiang believed that the self-sacrifice of his cadets leading the National Revolutionary Army would prevail over the numerically superior warlord armies through unity of purpose, coordinated action and superior strategy.28 He stressed to his students that they would fight outnumbered as ‘each soldier has to be able to fight one hundred enemy soldiers’.29

The personal bonds of the Whampoa officers, and their relationship with Chiang, propelled their future careers with many later occupying key positions in the Kuomintang.30 The graduates maintained their special relationships forged at the academy within an army and party system that rewarded personal loyalty in the context of a traditional Confucian hierarchy of human relations and social conventions.31 The Qing had sent officer candidates to overseas military academics in Japan, Europe and America, and therefore the Kuomintang recruited officers with a diversity of training backgrounds. Nevertheless, the Whampoa graduates had a distinct advantage in rising up through the ranks, even against Chinese officers educated at the prestigious United States Military Academy at West Point.

Whampoa produced 645 officers in the academy’s first class in 1924 and two years later 3000 students graduated.32 Not all cadets were Chinese and the faculty included students from Mongolia, Tibet, Thailand, Korea and Vietnam. The Vietnamese revolutionary Nguyen Ai Quoc, who would later become known as Ho Chi Minh, oversaw the academy’s Vietnamese students.

THE EASTERN EXPEDITION

In 1920, Chen Jiongming, a soldier from Guangdong known as the ‘Hakka General’, defeated Sun’s enemies and invited the revolutionaries to return to the provincial capital Guangzhou. Chen later disagreed with Sun’s planned Northern Expedition to unite China in favour of a southern confederation independent from the rest of China. After relations deteriorated in 1922, Chen forced Sun to flee before declaring himself commander-in-chief in Guangdong and the warlord Wu Peifu recognized him as governor of the province. Sun hired mercenaries who forced Chen to retreat to the east of the province and the revolutionary returned to Guangzhou on 21 February 1923, but Chen marched towards the city later that year until a force of volunteers raised by Borodin defeated this attempt.33
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