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PROLOGUE

The ancient Greeks defined hubris as the worst sin a leader, or a nation, could commit. It was the attitude of supreme arrogance, where mortals in their folly would set themselves up against the gods. Its consequences were invariably severe. The Greeks also had a word for what usually followed hubris. That was called peripeteia, meaning a dramatic reversal of fortune. In practice, it signified a falling from the grace of a great height to unimaginable depths. Disaster would often embrace not only the offender, but also his nearest and dearest, and all those responsible to him.

Having written, over the course of fifty-odd years, numerous books and articles on warfare in its various shapes, some time ago I sat down to reflect on what might be the common features of warfare that stood out over the ages. One that emerged pre-eminently was hubris: wars over the ages have generally been won or lost through excessive hubris on one side or the other. In modern military parlance it might also be dubbed ‘overreach’. So this is the genesis of the current work. Wars and battles seldom happen in isolation, in a vacuum. Each has its causes from the past, and each has its often baneful consequences in a subsequent period. To study them the good historian needs to be able to scan backwards, and forwards, as well as sideways. Thus I have focused on those conflicts which affected future history powerfully in ways that transcended the actual war in which the conflict was set.

I chose to limit my study to the first half of the twentieth century, the bloodiest in history, and a century which indeed could be called the century of hubris – during which humans were slaughtered in numbers to exceed those of any other century, all at the whim of one or two warlords or dictators.

One immediate effect of hubris was often complacency, a first step on the path to ruin. As the German Chancellor Otto von Bismarck once remarked, in an axiom that might be seen as a prediction of the eventual fate of his own country: ‘A generation that deals out a thrashing is usually followed by one which receives it.’

Two battles which I have already written about, the Siege of Paris (1870–1) and the gory Battle of Verdun (1916),* provide good examples of the validity of Bismarck’s warning. Out of their victory in 1871, the Germans emerged so well stuffed with arrogance that defeat in the next war, if not the one after, seemed all but certain. Nearly half a century later, the French heirs to the terrible pyrrhic victory of Verdun, on the one hand, felt that they could never repeat such a sacrifice and, on the other, had been impregnated with hubristic self-confidence that they would be safe behind the super-Verdun-like fortress of the Maginot Line, and that the hereditary German foe ne passera pas. The shibboleth of their fathers’ heroism was enough. Or was it? Six weeks in that summer of 1940 would prove that it was not.

The book is divided into five parts. I begin with the Battle of Tsushima, and the sinking of the Russian fleet at Port Arthur – an event that shocked the world. Bracketed within that, there is a look at the triumph of Japanese ambitions. In the second part, the little-known Battle of Nomonhan in Mongolia in 1939 illustrates the rise of Soviet power and the first check on Japan. Third, after Hitler had overreached himself with his invasion of the Soviet Union, there is the Battle of Moscow in 1941, which takes us to Pearl Harbor and to the fourth part, the turning point of the Pacific War with the Battle of Midway. Key episodes from the Korean War, in Part Five, provide a perfect illustration of the hubristic folly of not knowing when to stop. I end with the French disaster in Vietnam at Dien Bien Phu, last of the old-fashioned colonial wars in the Far East.

My choice of subjects may well be challenged as capricious: it is certainly idiosyncratic and personal. Deliberately, the First World War is left out. It seemed to me that the whole war began, and was caused by, various sublime practitioners of hubris in conflict with each other. Secondly, it would be difficult to identify any one battle more than another which held calamitous consequences for the future. The whole war did that.

I would hesitate to write anything to belittle British prowess in either world war. But where was the battle in which hubris displayed by the leadership affected post-war events? El Alamein? Caen? Arnhem? Montgomery was certainly a candidate for hubris in the eyes of his allies. But, as I tried to show in my biography The Lonely Leader, Montgomery had his special reasons. He had inherited a battered army, which had been defeated almost incessantly since the beginning of the war, and had reason to be truly alarmed by the Wehrmacht; in consequence he had to infuse it with massive doses of what he called ‘Binge’ – the right spirit for victory. Then again, without belittling British arms, El Alamein, designated by Churchill ‘the end of the beginning’, was indeed a small affair compared numerically with the troops arrayed before Moscow in 1941 – over ten to one in comparison to Alamein – and could there be found in any of Monty’s battles issues that would affect post-war history?

To my mind Moscow 1941 was more definitively an ‘end of the beginning’, added to which, probably more than any other salient victory, it was to have an influence on Soviet conduct in post-war events. Even today the scale of the fighting, and the numbers, before Moscow in 1941 stun the imagination. It was a true turning point in the war, seen from this distance, more significant even than Soviet Marshal Georgy Zhukov’s great victory of the following year at Stalingrad. It marked a decisive moment in warfare, as the first time that the apparently invincible Panzers were stopped, defeated and then forced to retreat. It marked Hitler’s final loss of confidence in his generals, displaced by belief in his own star – with the disastrous consequences which remain familiar to history. More than that, the victory, and its cost to the Russian people, established in Stalin’s mind the shape of the post-war map of Europe under a Soviet aegis. More immediately, it confirmed him as the irreplaceable, omnipotent Russian war leader. As far as overall Allied strategies were concerned, so much after Moscow seems to have been dancing to Stalin’s tune. Certainly, for the next unhappy forty-five years the shape of Europe would be the shape that Stalin had dictated.

Much of this book concerns the Pacific, and Japan. It’s not an area I’ve written about much before. Perhaps I may plead, in part, the enticement for a historian, and the sheer excitement of uncovering fresh green fields, their consequence to world history perhaps not adequately explored in depth. Over the years I have written, in one form or other, about most of the battles in this book, from Verdun to Dien Bien Phu, to Pearl Harbor, and Korea 1950. But I have never before studied the Japanese side of things in depth. It has been instructive. My argument is that this is where it all began, with Admiral Togo’s far-off victory over the Russians at Tsushima in 1905. In their invasion of Manchuria in 1931, Japan’s warlords showed the way to aggression two years before Hitler came to power. A great deal subsequently flowed from this, in terms of the huge imbalance it caused in world affairs. And, of course, it was in the Pacific area, within a few miles of Tsushima, that the sword of Damocles descended on Japan with such catastrophic force in 1945. If one can read the tea leaves correctly, the Pacific theatre may well be the arena for future disputes between the major world players.

Characters in history often carry within them hooks and eyes which can provide a certain linkage. For instance, Japanese Commander Yamamoto, who as a lieutenant after the Battle of Tsushima went to comfort the humiliated Russian Admiral in his hospital bed, would be the leader appointed to inflict a copycat defeat on the American fleet a generation later at Pearl Harbor. At the Battle of Midway in 1942, Yamamoto would be roundly chastised for his hubris in attacking Pearl Harbor six months previously. Midway clearly marked a peripeteia in Japan’s imperial pretensions, a harbinger of the doom that would overtake them three years later. With parallel congruence, one of the US leaders most responsible for Yamamoto’s eventual defeat, General Douglas MacArthur, would live to see a hitherto triumphant career plunged into disgrace following one act of hubris in the ensuing Korean War.

As one who would mete out the punishment prescribed by hubris, Zhukov, on the Mongolian battlefield of Nomonhan in 1939, would emerge as one of the Soviet leaders responsible for beating back Hitler’s armies on the outskirts of Moscow in December 1941. Zhukov, appropriately, would then go on, through the triumph of Stalingrad, to inflict the ultimate destruction of the Führer’s evil dreams in the ruins of Berlin.

Thus, all of the conflicts I have chosen have links with each other, as do many of the players. One of the most depressing facts about military history is how very little the great warlords ever learn from the mistakes, indeed calamities, of their predecessors. A thread running all the way through my selection is a kind of racist distortion whereby one power would persist in writing off its foe because of the colour of their skin or the slant of their eyes, or the supposed backwardness of their culture. Thus we may note the Russians’ contempt for the little yellow men; and, in reverse, the Japanese tendency to relegate the Chinese to the rank of Untermenschen, much as Hitler regarded the barbarian Slavic hordes during Operation Barbarossa. Before and even after 7 December 1941, American indoctrination was persuading pilots that the ‘Japs’ couldn’t fly because of their poor eyesight. It was a racial legend that would pursue the US into the Korean War, with the denigration of the ‘dumb gooks’, and on into Vietnam. That sturdy notion of occidental superiority would influence the French defenders of Dien Bien Phu and even beyond: the heroic Para survivors of the final colonial debacle in South-East Asia would carry the fatal mystique on into the Algeria War.

One of the incidental questions prompted by this study is: why don’t successful generals know when to stop? A good general should know, unlike those of the Western Front constantly battering away at an illusory target regardless of the human cost. How different world history might have been if MacArthur had had the good sense to stop on the 38th Parallel. The answer of course is that it is hubris itself which blinds generals. But we students of history should not succumb to our own arrogance in supposing that hubris is easy to avoid. It arises out of success. In the aftermath of triumph, anything seems possible. And that, as this book tries to show, is when so many calamitous decisions are taken. If a leader is successful, why hold him back? This book tries to provide an answer.

 

* See Horne trilogy: The Fall of Paris, The Price of Glory and To Lose a Battle.
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THE NEW CENTURY

As new centuries are wont to do, the opening years of the twentieth seemed generally full of promise – of a continuation of Victorian peace, prosperity and progress. Certainly there was no hint that might lead the most pessimistic of Cassandras to predict the horrors that would lie ahead, making it the most savage century in the history of mankind. Back in another untroubled summer, that of 1870, the British Foreign Secretary Lord Granville, gazing up from Whitehall, could detect ‘not a cloud in the sky’. Yet a month later Europe would be torn asunder by a conflict, the Franco-Prussian War, that would mark the ending of a century of Pax Britannica and all its optimistic assumptions. But this was just the sort of dirty trick that history plays to confound historians – and the architects of grand policy.

The century had also opened on a note of melancholy and uncertainty, as well as optimism. Britain, as the Victorian Age ran to its end, was subjected to unheard-of humiliations at Ladysmith and Spion Kop in the Boer War which had broken out the previous October. It would be a year before the British Army could reassert its superiority. In the Far East fear and confusion among Europeans spread with the outbreak of the Boxer Rebellion, while in mid-Pacific the new American imperialism put down its marker by annexing Hawaii.

In England, on 22 January 1901 the old Queen, who had stamped her name on most of the previous hundred years, died. The uncertainty in every Briton’s mind was – without her, would things go on, pursuing their same comfortable course? Reassuringly, a vast area of the inhabitable globe was tinted a friendly pink; in terms of mass, the only area to compete, generally shaded a cold green, was the Russian colossus, which stretched unmanageably from the eastern frontiers of Germany to Vladivostok. But, apart from the little-seen skirmishes in the ‘Great Game’ regularly taking place on the barren fringes of Central Asia where the pink and the green met, backward Russia presented little threat to the pink areas. Of comfort was the fact that, almost as the old Queen’s life ebbed to its close, the unpleasant Boer War was ending. Britain, however, having suffered a series of shocking defeats inflicted on her regulars by a bunch of armed farmers, had emerged with nil distinction, moral or military. Humiliating reverses had been dished out with an ease similar to that administered at Concorde, Massachusetts, over a century earlier. Jealous nations among Kipling’s ‘lesser breeds’, such as Kaiser Wilhelm II’s Germany, could not help but sit up and take notice. And so too, across the world, on the fringe of China and the Pacific, did the newly emerged nation of Japan.

In June of 1900, the European powers, comfortably established in their concessionary enclaves carved from the decaying body of China, were rocked by the outbreak of the Boxer Rebellion. A sudden eruption of the suppressed Chinese proletariat, led by the so-called Society of Righteous and Harmonious Fists outraged by the unequal treaties which the ‘foreign devils’ had imposed, massacred hundreds of Europeans in Peking, including the German Ambassador. Overstretched in Africa, Britain found itself having to fall back for help on a new ally, Imperial Japan, an unknown quantity only so recently released from its centuries-long hibernation from the world scene behind its self-imposed lacquer screen. Within a few months the Boxer Rebellion leaders were executed in Peking, and the Rebellion ended with the signature in September 1901 of the Peking (or Boxer) Protocol, which permitted the ‘powers’ to resume their bad old greedy ways. The difference was that now there was a new player on the scene: Japan. Some with the gift of prognostication might have deemed that the lid of Pandora’s box had been lifted.

In terms of the technology of warfare, though undetected at the time, there were certainly pointers in the century following the epic struggle against Napoleon with which the nineteenth century had begun. There was the American Civil War, as well as various minor wars, to suggest what modern soldiery could do to each other on a land battlefield. But since Trafalgar in 1805 there had been no major battle at sea to suggest that warfare there too might have moved on. Ever since the invention of the cannon and its installation aboard ship, since before the Spanish Armada of 1588, the basics had remained little changed. Great wooden ships, studded with massive guns and propelled by acres of sail, hammered away at the enemy at almost point-blank range, 300 yards at most, until one or other was reduced to a mastless hulk, or blew up. It was all about weight of broadside. Tactics too had little altered; every midshipman would dream of one day ‘crossing the T’ of an enemy column as Nelson had done at Trafalgar, manoeuvring a line of ships to sail across the front of the Franco-Spanish fleet and so enabling them to fire broadsides while the enemy could deploy only his forward guns.

Yet there was one engagement, a very minor and inconclusive one, which gave an indication that, though out of sight, a most fundamental sea-change in naval warfare might be under way. That, too, took place in the western hemisphere, right at the beginning of the American Civil War. At Hampton Roads, Virginia, on 9 March 1862, two strange-looking craft, contoured like horseshoe crabs, one called the Merrimac and the other the Monitor, engaged each other. They were the first ‘ironclads’ in the history of naval warfare. They hammered away for about three hours, without being able to inflict significant damage, then backed off. The two American ironclads did not fight again, but a notable point had been reached. The days of the ‘sides of oak’ were henceforth numbered. Vanished almost overnight were the awe-inspiring ships-of-the-line like Nelson’s Victory or the lithe greyhound-like frigates that had harried Britain’s Royal Navy during the war of 1812. Navies the world over hastened to refurbish their fleets at immense cost. The two major naval powers, Great Britain and France, had already halted construction of wooden-hulled ships, and others followed suit. In 1859 France launched a new iron super-ship, properly called La Gloire, the world’s first ocean-going ironclad, a steam-driven behemoth of 5,630 tons and a crew of 570. The next year Britain followed up with a mammoth twice its size, HMS Warrior.*

The world’s first arms race was on. Fortunately there was no conflict in sight to lend it particular urgency and neither Warrior nor its French rival would ever see action. Navies would from now on protect the vitals of their ships with great slabs of cast iron of ever-increasing thickness. Even more challenging was the development of the long-range, rifled, breech-loading guns of monster calibres that could hit and destroy an enemy ship with huge high-explosive shells at 7,000 and even 10,000 yards’ range, the guns themselves now protected in revolving armoured turrets. No more the murderous eyeball-to-eyeball grappling of Nelson’s day. In October 1901 the Royal Navy launched its first submarine, a weapon that was to prove deeply disadvantageous to the progenitor nation.

If it challenged navies of the established world powers to compete, the new naval race also offered newcomers an entrée hitherto closed to Kipling’s ‘lesser breeds’. One such was Kaiser Wilhelm II’s Germany, and another Meiji Japan.

Nevertheless, to the amazement of most of the world, not only of the injured party, this peaceful scene was scarred on 8 February 1904 when little Japan suddenly launched a surprise attack on the Russian base of Port Arthur (or Lüshun, as it was known by its previous, and perhaps rightful, owner, China), at the tip of a Manchurian promontory in the Yellow Sea. Three weeks later there followed reports of Russian troops retreating from Korea into Manchuria, pursued by an army of 100,000 Japanese.

Initially, not much occured to upset the applecart in the rest of the world. Then, suddenly, on 22 October, Great Britain was rocked by news that the Russian Baltic Fleet, appearing off the Dogger Bank, had attacked a British fishing fleet and sunk a trawler, killing members of its crew. The Russians’ excuse was that they had mistaken the trawlers for Japanese torpedo boats which they believed were hunting them. Japanese torpedo boats in the North Sea? There was consternation and outrage in the clubs of St James’s. Calls were made to declare war instantly on Russia, or at least to demand extensive reparations.

But what was this war all about? Who were they, these Japanese, anyway? And what did they think they could possibly achieve against the might of Imperial Russia, all that green on the map stretching from the Pacific to the Vistula? Where had these Japanese come from? What most people in the West knew of Japan was more or less limited to its skill in the decorative arts. Hokusai’s woodblock print The Wave, for example, influenced the French Impressionists, from Manet to Renoir, and Art Nouveau in Germany. There were also netsuke, but awareness of these minute treasures was limited to the more refined occidental collectors. In 1885 there came Gilbert and Sullivan’s Mikado, or The Town of Titipu, a rather cruel send-up of pre-Restoration Japan. Though it was intended as a farce on contemporary England, some Japanese critics saw the setting of a medieval Japan as deeply disrespectful of the revered, and very modern, Meiji Emperor. Neverthless it ran at the Savoy Theatre for 672 performances, the second-longest run for any operetta. Then came Puccini’s Madama Butterfly, hardly flattering of Japan’s harsh social customs, and equally offensive to its modern sensibilities. (Butterfly’s first night at La Scala took place within days of the outbreak of the Russo-Japanese War; it was a major flop.)

If Western views of Japan at the turn of the century were not flavoured by ignorance and condescension, they were downright contemptuous. The Tsar dismissed the Japanese as ‘little yellow men from whom Europeans have nothing to fear’, or simply as ‘monkeys’. His cousin and fellow monarch Kaiser Wilhelm, ever the provocateur, sympathized with his views on the ‘Yellow Peril’: it was Russia’s divine mission ‘to defend Europe from the inroads of the Great Yellow Race’. The views privately expressed in the clubs of St James’s would probably not have been dissimilar.

Nevertheless, here was a small nation, imbued with extraordinary discipline and aggressive spirit, which had emerged only recently from self-imposed obscurity. Tucked away in the isolation of its island strongholds, the Japanese nation had, from time immemorial, developed its own myths and beliefs, alien and largely incomprehensible to the rest of the world. To begin with, whereas monarchs in medieval or Renaissance Europe could claim to be God’s Anointed, the Emperor of Japan was divine in his own right.

Thus ordinances issued by ministers in the emperor’s name had to be regarded as coming directly from God. This would go some way to explain the fanatical bravery of Japanese combatants through the ages. By legend, the first Japanese were descended from the brother of the Sun Goddess, a contentious and violent figure called Susa-noo-no-Mikoto. In a direct line from him came the first Emperor, Jimmu Tenno, who, after a great deal of combat and bloodshed, set up court in the central province of Yamato. The date when he established his throne, often given as 660 BC, is still celebrated to this day, thereby according to the current imperial dynasty by far the longest bloodline of any royal family in history.

Through the ages Japan tended to regard its neighbours with a mixture of fear and covetousness. The huge, shambling mass of China just across the East China Sea was always its principal worry – real or imagined. Twice in the thirteenth century Japan was threatened with invasion by the dread Mongol hordes of Kublai Khan, operating out of a vassal China. On the second occasion, in 1281, the Mongols had amassed an army estimated at 150,000. They established a toehold on Kyushu Island. Then, suddenly, the Mongol fleet was hit by a typhoon and virtually destroyed. Japanese history recorded it as the ‘Divine Wind’, or Kamikaze. It was a term that would gain fateful significance in the latter, desperate days of the Second World War, as the name accorded the imperial suicide bombers that attacked the US fleet. But, historically, the typhoon reinforced the legend of the nation’s divine origin, something which would always protect it when confronted by disaster.

To meet foreign threats like the Mongols, in similar fashion to that other island kingdom, Britain, Japan built up its navy, a tradition that would survive through the centuries. In 1592, Japan used its navy to invade Korea, possibly as a prelude to attacking China proper. There followed a bitter campaign, lasting six years, and the establishment of an appallingly harsh and cruel regime which left an imprint of enduring hatred among the Koreans, who also would never forget the name of the daimyo or feudal warlord Hideyoshi.

Inevitably, with the advent of the Renaissance in Europe, the West came in contact with Japan. First, it was Portuguese merchants, and Jesuit fathers. Shortly after his arrival in Japan in the sixteenth century Father Francis Xavier wrote effusively: ‘The people whom we have met so far are the best who have yet been discovered, and it seems to me that we shall never find among heathens another race to equal the Japanese. They are people of very good manners, good in general, and not malicious; they are men of honour to a marvel, and prize honour above all else in the world …’

Perhaps the good Father was lucky in his contacts. At any rate the honeymoon lasted some fifty years, reaching a point where the Jesuits seemed to have good prospects of converting the whole of Japan to Christianity. Then, by the end of the sixteenth century, a reaction set in. Twenty-six Christians were martyred, by the daimyo tyrant Hideyoshi – acting, of course, in the name of the Emperor. English and Dutch traders who had set up commerce with Japan became almost as unpopular among the Japanese. By the 1630s, Japan’s rulers decided that they had had enough of foreigners and their interference in domestic affairs. Abruptly all interaction with the outside world was cut off. In 1647 a draconian edict decreed that any Japanese leaving the country would do so under pain of death, and the same fate would await him if he returned. Foreigners attempting to enter would be similarly at risk. So Japan’s self-isolation continued for two centuries, with consequences felt until the mid-twentieth century. On the other hand, as historian Richard Storry remarks, ‘the Japanese lived in peace … with themselves and with the world, for two and a half centuries – a record that most nations, reviewing their own history over a similar period, must surely envy’.

At the same time, an unpleasant manifestation known as bushido was allowed to take root among the samurai. Achieving a semi-religious status, it was best described as ‘a Spartan devotion by a warrior class to the arts of war, a readiness for self-sacrifice’. Its full unpleasantness would be demonstrated in the Second World War, and earlier in the invasion of China.

The aim of the ruling Tokugawa shogunate was, simply, to maintain the status quo of antiquity. But then, in the mid-nineteenth century, came a rude awakening. On 8 July 1853, four sinister black warships, commanded by US Commodore Matthew Perry (and accompanied by Puccini’s fictional ‘Pinkerton’), forced their way into Uraga Harbour, near Edo (modern Tokyo). Two of Perry’s squadron were steamships, a novelty never before seen in isolated Japan. The Commodore rejected demands to leave, insisting instead that he present a letter from President Millard Fillmore, who probably did not know exactly where Japan was. Perry threatened force if the Japanese resisted. The presidential letter contained a demand that the Japanese regime open up trading relations – the first display of ‘Yankee Imperialism’. Perry announced that he would return the following year for an answer. He was back in February, this time with seven warships, but in the interval the ruling shogunate had undergone a remarkable about-face. Antiquated Japan was more than ripe for change, and by 1857 Japan was telling the US, ‘Intercourse shall be continued for ever.’ Two centuries of isolation was abandoned almost overnight. A new, modern-minded oligarchy thrust aside the feuding daimyos and the Tokugawa shogunate, restoring centralized power to the new Emperor, the fifteen-year-old Mutsuhito, in 1867. He took on the name of Meiji, meaning ‘enlightened rule’. Historians of Japan would dub the astonishing renaissance that followed the ‘Meiji Restoration’.

In January 1869, the following declaration was issued from the new capital of Tokyo:


The Emperor of Japan announces to the sovereigns of all foreign countries and to their subjects [that permission has been granted to the Shogun Tokugawa Yoshinobu to return the governing power in accordance with his own request]. We shall henceforward exercise supreme authority in all the internal and external affairs of the country. Consequently the title of Emperor must be substituted for that of Taikun [the shogun], in which the treaties have been made. Officers are being appointed by us to [sic] the conduct of foreign affairs. It is desirable that the representatives of the treaty powers recognize this announcement.



Shortly thereafter the young Emperor (he would rule for forty-five years) boarded a Japanese naval vessel for the first time, and the next day gave instructions for studies to see how Japan’s navy could be strengthened. There followed an extraordinary, indeed miraculous urge to join the modern world. It is true that upon so proud a nation Perry’s brutal forced entry would leave a scar which time could never efface. However, for the foreseeable future Japan, abandoning all national pride, would learn and copy from the West in every possible direction. In 1868 the young Emperor himself spelled out in a Charter Oath his determination that ‘Knowledge shall be sought for all over the world and thus shall be strengthened the foundation of the imperial polity.’

A new, compulsory educational scheme would create 54,000 primary schools – or one for roughly every 600 inhabitants; this would lead eventually to the Japanese becoming the most highly literate people in Asia. Within one generation Japan subjected itself to an astonishing industrial revolution, designed to catch up with two centuries of Western progress. The mantra for Japanese industry and learning became henceforth, unashamedly and in general successfully, ‘copy, improve and innovate’.

Inevitably, these developments acquired a military, and naval, flavour. Popular was the slogan: ‘Rich country, strong army’. Envoys scoured Europe for the best models to emulate. Initially it was the France of Louis-Napoleon, which was reckoned to have the world’s finest army – just returned from the Crimean War. French shipyards were filled with orders for Japanese naval vessels. Then came the sudden debacle of 1870, and France’s humiliation at Sedan, at the hands of Bismarck and Moltke. Prussian military advisers were soon on their way to Meiji Tokyo, while British shipyards would shortly receive orders for the Emperor’s new model navy. Naval officers, like the future Admiral Togo, were sent to Plymouth to study and train. Togo spent seven years with the Royal Navy, returning aboard one of the three new warships delivered to Japan. Hand in hand with this martial renaissance went thoughts of imperial expansion. As little Japan watched the land-grab for Africa, led by the forces of another small island power, Britain, and in which even a newcomer like the upstart Kaiser could claim outposts as far away as the northern coast of China, an element of ‘me-too-ism’ crept in. Predictably, this would bring Japan into conflict with the two neighbouring imperial colossi, first China, then Russia.

At that time, Japan could cite demographic excuses for becoming expansionist. Its population in 1873 totalled nearly 35 million, roughly the same as Great Britain. (By 1904, it would be approaching 47 million.) They were crammed into islands roughly the same size as the British Isles, but much of their mountainous terrain was as resistant to the plough as the Grampians. And Japan had no outlets for expansion as did the much envied Britain in India, Canada, Australia and the newly acquired colonies in Africa. The Japanese looked across the 100-mile Straits of Tshushima to the fertile fields of Korea, and beyond to the huge empty plains of Manchuria, rich in the mineral wealth, timber and raw materials that their country lacked. Both were vassal provinces of China’s groggy Manchu empire.

In 1894 Japan went to war with China. The nominal excuse was the assassination, and quartering, in Shanghai of a pro-Japanese Korean revolutionary, Kim Ok-gyun. But in fact the Sino-Japanese War was one of more or less straightforward colonial acquisition, and gave the young resurgent Japan an opportunity to flex its muscles and demonstrate its newly acquired martial hardware. The war lasted only eight months. Japan won virtually every round – especially at sea, where its modernized fleet (eight of whose ships were of British origin, to three French and two Japanese-built warships) sank eight out of China’s ten warships, and inflicted disproportionately brutal losses upon the sluggish Chinese ground forces. Most of the Japanese dead had succumbed to disease. Japan ended up in possession of Taiwan (Formosa) and with a degree of control over a Korea removed from fealty to Peking. For the first time in over 2,000 years, dominance in East Asia shifted from China to Japan. In China the humiliating loss sparked an unprecedented revolt against the tottering Manchu dynasty, leading eventually to the Sun Yat-sen revolution. In the harsh Shimonoseki Treaty that followed, China also had to pay war reparations of 200 million silver Kuping taels. According to the Chinese scholar Jin Xide, the Manchu government paid a huge sum of silver to Japan for both the reparations of war and war trophies, equal to about 6.4 times the total Japanese government revenue.

In addition – and it was a vital concession – China agreed to cede the strategically important Liaotung Peninsula, with its key naval base that later became known as Port Arthur* (now Lüshunkou), a superb and well-protected natural harbour on the extreme southern tip of the peninsula. Among other things, it was an imposing sign of how far Japan had come since the Meiji Restoration, within only one generation. The European powers, consisting of Russia, France and Germany, all with their own colonial interests, and their own enclaves on the coast of China, however, were shocked by the draconian terms exacted by this upstart minor nation. They were also incensed by the Japanese troops’ brutal massacre of Chinese soldiers and civilians in conquered Port Arthur – a glimpse of the future. The powers expressed concern that the port, in Japanese hands, would present a ‘constant menace’ to the Chinese capital, which lay less than 300 miles to the north-west.

Russia, Germany and France (Britain, keen to sell warships to Japan, was conspicuously absent from this imposing line-up) intervened to demand a revision of the Shimonoseki terms. Under threat of war against overwhelming force (all Russian ships in Japanese ports received orders to be ready to sail at twenty-four hours’ notice, in preparation for hostilities), Japan, though allowed to hang on to Taiwan, was forced to cede Port Arthur back to China – which promptly leased it on to Russia for a period of twenty-five years. In return Japan was granted a further bribe of 30 million taels. It would be enough to re-equip its navy, and start up its own munitions industries, instead of having to depend on European imports: all in time to prepare its war machine for the next round – which would come in ten years’ time.

However, not for the first or last time, the proud Japanese deeply resented this interference by the powers, and their ‘disrespectful’ condescension. In Tokyo the hand of the nationalists and expansionists was notably strengthened. The significance of Port Arthur’s proximity to Peking, as an assurance against any future threat from the traditional foe, had certainly not escaped the strategically minded Japanese either. But not only that: the port was an ideal base from which to control Korea, or to launch any future venture into Manchuria just across the Yalu River. And what was more, Port Arthur, sheltered within the embrace of the Yellow Sea, offered the most northerly ice-free port on the mainland.

This is what now brought Russia on to the scene. As of the turn of the century, Tsarist Russia was both the largest and the most aggressively imperialist nation on the globe. Its advance across Siberia to the Pacific had begun with Yermak Timofeyevich, a freebooter Cossack, as early as the late sixteenth century, at the time of Ivan the Terrible. Yermak was eventually murdered by the exploited Tartars, and it was not until 1860 that a firm foothold was established on the Pacific, where a modest town was built at Vladivostok, opposite the northern Japanese island of Hokkaido. But the trouble with Vladivostok, though it was an excellent port capable of holding the whole of the Russian Pacific Fleet, was that it was iced in for three to four months in the year. In contrast, Port Arthur, protected by the almost landlocked Yellow Sea, was not – hence the Russians’ passionate interest in acquiring it as a base, equalled only by Japanese determination that they should not. Apart from its winter limitations, Vladivostok was at the end of the world’s longest, most attenuated and most tenuous railway line, the Trans-Siberian, single-tracked from Moscow for 7,000 miles. In the event of war in the Far East the railway might be logistically disastrous: railway trucks had to be ferried for sixty miles across the vastness of Lake Baikal before performing a great loop around the north of Chinese Manchuria.

In 1896, a year after the Sino-Japanese War had ended, Russia wheedled rights from the battered Chinese to build a spur-line straight across Manchuria, via Harbin, to Vladivostok. This line, the Chinese Eastern Railway, shortened the route by about 400 miles. Only two years later, the Russians started to push through another spur-line, the South Manchuria Railway, from Harbin, a new Russian-built town, through to Port Arthur – thus connecting it by rail to Moscow. Under the dynamic lead of Sergey Witte, son of a German Baltic baron, a railways expert and the Tsar’s Minister of Finance, work on the railways went ahead at phenomenal speed, unprecedented in shambling Tsarist Russia – although Witte himself was said to have been strongly opposed to Russia’s commitment to constructing a naval base at Port Arthur.

An anxious Tokyo seethed with rage over the Russian rail enterprises. Understandably, it looked as if the Russians, deploying a substantial armed force to protect the railway workings, were pulling off a de facto take-over of Manchuria; and then, with the second line – the South Manchuria Railway – entrenching themselves permanently in Port Arthur. Towards the end of 1903, Japan prepared for war against the Russian colossus. Most observers in the West thought it would never happen, that this upstart oriental David could not possibly prevail against St Petersburg’s imperial Goliath. Certainly the Tsar’s generals didn’t think so. But, at the beginning of February 1904, the Japanese Chief of Staff, Field Marshal Iwao Oyama, told the Emperor that it was essential for Japan to strike first if it wished to avoid the loss of its ‘birthrights’ in Korea and Manchuria.

 

* Superbly reconditioned, Warrior lives on today in Portsmouth harbour.

* Port Arthur was named after a humble Royal Navy lieutenant, William C. Arthur, who in 1860, during the Second Opium War, had towed his crippled frigate into the harbour of what was then an unfortified fishing village.
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