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Introduction 

Most warlord historians describe Warlord Era China as a time of great chaos, 

confusion, and complexity. The chaos that engulfed China during the 1920s made it 

difficult for foreign nations with economic interests in the region to protect and expand 

their business. The United States and Great Britain clearly hoped to protect the status quo 

i~ China by reaffirming policies that promoted equal trade and free access to all foreign 

nations in the region. However, by the 1920s, the United States, most European nations, 

and Japan already had a long and complicated history of encroaching on Chinese 

sovereignty with the purpose of expanding their trade in the country. 

These nations thus found it difficult to work together and benefit equally in China 

and consequently much of the time they sought to implement policies that would promote 

their own interests, rather than call for free trade. This caused tension to emerge among 

even the closest foreign allies. Consequently, the belief that a unified group of foreign 

powers acted together to determine China's future is a myth. Instead, foreign nations 

attempted to further their own positions in China by jockeying for power among one 

another. 

Evidence in support of this argument can be found in both US and British media 

sources and US Department of State foreign policy directives from the 1920s. This Senior 

Individualized Project is divided into four sections. Each section is meant to reveal the 

different types of policies that led to tensions between foreign nations and furthermore 

demonstrate the way in which the US and Britain sought to protect their economic 

interest in China ~uring the 1920s. 
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Historiography 

Most historians agree that much work remains to be done in the field of Warlord 

Era studies. In her article, "Warlord Studies," Diana Lary comments that "no single 

scholar has created or defined the field." 1 James Sheridan similarly noted in his book that 

little work in English has focused on China's warlords. 2 In fact, over the past two 

decades, historians have published few works about the Warlord Era. Furthermore, the 

number of Warlord Era historians still remains small. 

As a result, some aspects of my SIP topic have not been examined much by past 

historians. This has given me an excellent opportunity to form my own assessment of 

certain aspects relating to my topic, US and British media perceptions of Warlord Era 

China from 1920 to 1928. For example, the formation of a four power financial 

consortium in 1920 is the most unique aspect of this project, since past historians have 

largely ignored it. Instead, most warlord historians' works can be separated into three 

categories: warlord biographies, military histories, and macro-level studies of warlord 

politics. 

After examining US and British media sources and the United States Department 

of State foreign policy directives, I have found that both nations reported primarily on 

four key areas of interest in China including: China's economic crisis, the issue of 

banditry and Chinese nationalism, Japan's aggressive policies in China, and the 1919 

Arms Embargo Treaty. After examining these topics, I found that each c~used tension 

between foreign nations with economic interests in China. 

1 Diana Lary, "Warlord Studies," Modern China 6, no. 4 (October 1980), http://www.jstor.org (accessed 
November 15, 2011}, 446. 
2 James E. Sheridan, China in Disintegration: The Republican Era in Chinese History 1912-1949 (New 
York: The Free Press, 1975), 315. 
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Chapter 1: The Economy in Warlord Era China 

During the 1920s, the policies of China's warlords drove the country towards 

chaos and created widespread instability. Their struggle to gain military supremacy 

required large sums of money. This resulted in the creation of a financial catastrophe in 

China, which impacted China's citizens and deeply concerned foreign nations that held 

trade interests in the country. The Chinese citizens became aware that the warlords were 

enriching themselves at the expense of China ·and its citizenry, which led to an increase in 

nationalistic sentiment. As a result, this period proved to be a dynamic time where the 

Chinese people realized the inability of the warlords to promote the best ·interests of the 

nation. Furthermore, the incompetency of the warlords to run the Peking gov.ernment's 

finances properly became a large concern of the foreign nations that had already lent the 

central government many loans. 

ln1 China's Warlords, David Bonivia asserts that "Most of the Chinese warlords 

were ... highly self-indulgent, wallowing in gluttony, drunkenness, and opium, hoarding 

money and treasure, and taking as many concubines as they wanted." 3 In· order to ensure 

this type of lifestyle, the warlords sought to ensure their military supremacy by raising 

money to buy arms, recruit soldiers, and pay troops. The warlords realized the easiest 

way to achieve this goal was to control the central Peking government, which collected 

taxes and petitioned foreign governments for loans. These abuses of the central 

government by warlords created both financial and political crisis in Peking. 

Consequently, "from mid-1916 until the spring of 1926, China had six different 

3 
David Bonivia, China's Warlords (Hong Kong: Oxford University Press, 1995), 5. 
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presidents and twenty-five cabinets." 4 In fact, the presidency and government soon 

became little more than a farce to the Chinese people and foreigners, who saw it as a 

pawn in the warlords' struggle for supremacy. 

In ·1920, it was widely known that the warlords did indeed lead luxurious 

lifestyles. A British journalist noted that among them China's warlords possessed 

"enough money to pay off four-fifths of China's national debt." 5 Evidence of the 

warlor~s' wealth can still be seen in China today. In Shenyang, formerly known as 

Mukden, Zhang Xueliang's personal compound is a popular tourist destination. This 

compound contains a banking office, finance center, and Zhang's three-story mansion. 

After the death of his father, Zhang Zuolin, in 1928, the_ New York Times reported Zhang 

would inherit "a fortune of between $35,000,000 and 50,000,000," which is today 

somewhere around $350,000,000 to $500,000,000. 6 Meanwhile, the rest of China 

suffered from famines caused mostly by constant. warfare, which disrupted grain 

distribution routes. 
I 

Even though the warlords abused China's finances, the Chinese economy 

performed quite well in the 191 Os and the 1920s. According to Arthur Waldron, in 1924, 

''trade thrived, and even at the low rate at which internal and external customs duties 

were permitted to be levied, the yield was respectable- some $114,905,091." 7 However, 

$66,000,000 of China's yearly income was used to cover foreign debts and indemnities. 8 

This policy resulted in the creation of a chronic deficit because after foreign debt 

4 R. Keith Schoppa, Revolution and Its Past: Identities and Change in Modern Chinese History (Prentice 
Hall, 2005), 152. 
5 Bonivia, China's Warlords, 11. 
6 Hallet Abend, "Manchurian Ruler Broken by Intrigue," New York Times, October 22, 1928, 
http://www.nytimes.com (accessed, November 15, 2010). 
7 Arthur Waldron, From War to Nationalism: China's Turning Point, 1924-1925 (Cambridge University 
Press, 1995), 121. 
8 Waldron, From War to Nationalism, 122. 
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payments were taken into account, the government's income equaled merely ten percent 

of its expenditures. 
9 

In the 1920s, this situation grew even more serious as the warlords 

began to petition any foreign governments willing to provide funds for more loans. As a 

result, The North China Herald reported that in 1922 the country already had a floating 

debt, which totaled a staggering $400,000,000. 10 

Prior to the 1920s, the United States, France, Japan, and Great Britain, which had 

invested heavily on the Chinese market, were aware of the Peking government's past 

financial dealings. Over the course of the war, the Japanese provided loans to the Anfu 

leaders in charge of Peking with the purpose of expanding Japanese influence, so it could 

dominate the Peking government and thus extend its economic interests at the expense of 

the other foreign nations trading in China. According to warlord historian Hsi-sheng Ch'i, 

the Japanese had extended at least $350 million in loans to the Anfu Clique. The North 

China Herald reacted to this news by stating the Peking government went on a borrowing 

orgy. 11 Jacob Schurman, the United States Foreign Minister in China, reacted similarly 

by condemning the dealings of the Anfu leaders and by firmly saying the leader of the 

Anfu Clique had "without Presidential authorization, established [a] dictatorship placing 

Peking under martial law under the administration of his own henchmen thus openly 

assuming dominance [of] Peking." 12 Unfortunately, these actions by the Anfu Clique 

ended up setting a .precedent in the 1920s as warlords continually vied for control of the 

central government's finances. 

9 Waldron, From War To Nationalism, 124. 
10 Rodney Gilbert, "The Ways of Finance in China," North China Herald, March 4, 1922, 
http://www.newspaperarchives.com (accessed November 15, 2011 ). 
11 "The Consortium Once More," North China Herald, June 19, 1924 http://www.new spaperarchives.com 
(accessed November 15, 2011). 
12 The United States Department of State, Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States: 
1920,438, http://digital.library.wisc.ed u/1711.dl/ (accessed November 15, 2011). 
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In newspapers and foreign policy directives it is clear that the US and Britain 

deeply mistrusted the warlords. The North China Herald issued an article which stated 
' 

"To pay a Tuchun [warlord] or any other military leader to reduce his forces is only to 

encourage him to recruit more." 13 Another similar article stated that loans were just used 

to pay troops in the capital, so the warlord could continue to assert his authority. 14 

Foreign nations thus became reluctant to offer loans to China since they had "found that 

large sums had been misappropriated." 15 

This information also led the foreigners to realize that the Peking government had 

lost its legitimacy and more importantly illustrated the need for foreign nations to become 

involved in the financial dealings of the central government. This way the foreigners 

hoped to control the warlords and ensure their debts would be paid. The foreign nations 

that contained the largest economic interests in China, such as the United States, Great 

Britain, Japan, and France, found China's debt crisis particularly troubling, since they 

were owed large sums of money. It was widely believed if Peking defaulted on foreign 

debt payments it could cause the economies of these nations to enter into financial panics. 

As a result, these four countries attempted to closely monitor China's financial status and 

soon developed a scheme to safeguard their investments. 

In 1920, The United States, Great Britain, Japan, and France realized the 

seriousness of the situation and responded by establishing a financial consortium to 

improve China's financial crisis. The US originally proposed forming a financial 

13 "The Imperious Need of Bringing the Provincial Armies Under Control and Disbanding," North China 
Herald, June 3, 1922, http://www.newspaperarchives.com (accessed November 15, 2011). 
14 "The Proposed £5,000,000," North China Herald, February 7, 1920, http://www .newspaperarchives.com 
(accessed November 15, 2011). 
15 US Department of State, Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States: 1920,474, 
http://digital.library.wisc.ed u/1711.dV 
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consortium with the purpose of guaranteeing debt payments, but also as a way to further 

its own political agenda in China by checking the old spheres of influence system and 

reaffirming the Open Door Policy. Checking the spheres of influence system was seen as 

beneficial because the US had never received its own sphere of influence in China. These 

spheres were territories over which these states had significant cultural economic 
' ' 

military or political i¢1uence. As a result, by forming the consortium, the US thought it 

could severely weaken the advantage that the spheres of influence system gave sphere-

holding countries, like Britain and Japan. 

In theory, the US also felt the consortium would tie these nations closely together 

and make It more likely for them to adhere to the US Open Door Policy, which called for 

equal access and trade in China. The New York Times reaffirmed this belief of US policy 

makers by reporting that once the consortium was organized, "we shall see no more 

'spheres of influence' set up in China." 16 The same article notably stated that Japan was, 

for this reason, nervous about joining the consortium, but agreed to as long as its 

economic interests within its sphere were not threatened. As a result, in 1920 some 

tension and contradictory views ·between the US and Japan concerning the spheres of 

influence system and the Open Door Policy were already apparent even as th~ <?Onsortium 

was being formed. 

US and British newspapers and US foreign policy directives commonly 

J?lentioned that solving China's financial crisis would be quite difficult for the four power 

consortium. US quarterly foreign policy reports became increasingly cynical about 

China's financial and political situation. The first sentence in the section on China's 

16 Thomas W. Lamont, "Banking Consortium for China as a Power for Peace," New York Times, August 8, 
1920, http://www.nytimes.com (accessed, November 15, 2010). 
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Northern politics from the 1920 foreign policy directives read as follows, "The 

helplessness of the Central Government continued to find exemplification in various 

ways." 
17 

The North China Herald more pessimistically stated that due to China's chaotic 

state any attempts to fix China's financial.issues would be like "trying to satisfy one's 

hunger by painting the picture of a cake." 18 In other words, any attempt to rectify 

China's current issues could very well be for nothing. However, despite the protests of 

the Americans and British, both countries were completely willing to take on this 

monumental task because they realized ensuring foreign debt payments were key to their 

interests in China and maintaining economic stability at home. But, these motivations 

were obviously never mentioned in media sources or policy directives. This is most likely 

due to the fact that US and British politicians hoped to avoid close scrutiny at home and 

abroad into the specific nature of the consortium. 

Although the consortium members argued their policies would help China, the 

Chinese remained skeptical that the consortium delegates were simply working to further 

their own interests in China. In 1920, when U.S. officials began discussing the formation 

of the consortium, it was noted that the Chinese were obviously wary of international 

control of Chinese finances. 19 The Peking government refused to acknowledge the 

consortium because the government and many Chinese people viewed the formation of 

this group as an embarrassment to.China and as completely encroaching on the country's 

sovereign rights. In fact, as late as 1925, The North China Herald stated, "the consortium 

17 US Department of State, Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States: 1920,485, 
http://digital.library.wisc.ed u/1711.dV 
18 "China and the New Consortium," North China Herald, June 4, 1921, http://www 
.newspaperarchives.com (accessed November 15, 2011). . 
19 US Department of State, Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States: 1920,474, 
http://digital.library. wisc.ed uJ 17ll.dl/ 
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has never been officially recognized by the Chinese Government." 20 Nevertheless, the 

Peking government was so weak that the foreigners considered its formal recognition to 

be of little importance anyway. 

Although US and British politicians stated that they did not appear worried by 

these accusations, representatives from both countries continually attempted to justify the 

formation of this group in both foreign policy directives and newspapers. It was 

commonly argued that the consortium would respect China's sovereignty. Mr. Thomas 

Lamont, who was the lead American delegate for the consortium and a partner of J.P. 

Morgan & Company, time and again indicated that the consortium would benefit China. 

He told The New York Times that "it is the aim of the Consortium to assist China in 

building up her credit until ... she can borrow for her requirements on the strength of 

national wealth." 21 The Herald similarly rebuked arguments stating that the main 

purpose of the consortium would be to bully the Peking government and ensure debt 

payments. Instead, it was claimed the consortium was helping to preserve China's 

integrity by putting an end to indiscriminate spending, rather than forcing the Peking 

government to pay back foreign loans. 22 

Throughout the 1920s, the consortium members continued to develop plans to 

make sure China could repay its foreign debt obligations. It was agreed that all four 

nations must make loans together for the consortium to be effective and ensure that after 

these loans had been made the Peking government could pay them back. However, this 

20 North China Herald, October 16, 1926, http://www .newspaperarchives.com (accessed November 15, 
2011). 
21 "Bankers Tell Plan to Assist China," New York Times, July 2, 1923, http://www.nytimes.com (accessed, 
November 15, 20 I 0). 
22 "Special Articles: China'Consortium Meeting," North China Herald, August 25, 1923, http://www 
.newspaperarchives.com (accessed November 15, 2011). 
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policy was not widely enforced because now it is known that the US, Britain, France, and 

Japan secretly provided aid to different warlords. These nations thus kept attempting to 

further their interests through these behind the scenes negotiations, even while agreeing 

to act in unison to control all loans offered to the Chinese. 

In addition to ensuring debt payment, the consortium had two secondary goals, 

which included financing railway development and revising the customs tariff schedule. 

The consortium members made it clear that only small loans would be provided for 

ventures like building railways. The Chinese considered railway development to be an 

internal issue, but it appears the foreigners took little heed of these protests. This was 

most likely due to the fact that infrastructure improvements, like railway development, 

would benefit foreign trade in China. Newspapers from this time reflect the American 

and British Government's goal to develop China's railway system. The London and 

China Telegram reported that the consortium should focus on making productive loans, 

like those that would lead to railway development. 23 Furthermore, Mr. Lamont 

reportedly met with both Japanese officials and US Secretary of State Kellogg to discuss 

floating a $40 million loan to the development of the South Manchurian Railway. 24 

However, Japan wanted to unilaterally develop the South Manchurian Railway, which lay 

within its sphere of influence, so it refused to make a deal with Mr. Lamont. 

Consequently, in this case, the Japanese asserted their right to control affairs in their 

sphere, rather than adhere to the Open Door Policy. 

23 London and China Telegraph, January 24, 1921, http://www.newspaperarchives. com (accessed 
November 15, 2011). 
24 "Lamont Consults Kellogg on Orient," New York Times, November 18, 1927, http://www.nytimes.com 
(accessed,~ November 15, 2010). 
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The consortium also faced the daunting task of revising China's current tariff 

schedule. In 1921, it was reported China's ·salt revenue had decreased. Earlier, the Peking 

government had guaranteed that the taxes collected on salt would be large enough to 

payback the interest on foreign loans. But, as the Peking government grew weaker, it 

bec~e less able to collect taxes from across the country and meet its foreign debt 

obligations. A salt revenue distribution table from 1918-1928 illustrates this fact. It shows 

that after 1918 the central government collected less salt revenue each year, while local 

warlords began to collect more and more salt revenue. 25 The Peking government faced 

further embarrassment when it defaulted on foreign loans in 1921 and 1922. It, therefore, 

became blatantly obvious to the consortium that China needed to yield a larger yearly 

income to avoid financial ruin. The most obvious solution was to revise China's tariff 

schedule, which would enable the central government to raise the money needed to make 

foreign debt payments to the consortium. The North China Herald issued an article more 

diplomatically stating that tar.iff revision would give China a fair chance to put her house 

in order. 26 

US Foreign Minister Schurman told Secretary of State Kellogg that it was 

necessary to increase the tariff on regular goods by a half percent and place a new five 

percent increase on the tax of luxury goods. Purchases of luxury goods were most likely 

being made by the warlords, who were by and large the only people in China with 

enough money to buy such things. It was estimated this revision alone would increase 

25 Ch 'I Hsi-sheng, Warlord Politics in China: /916-1928 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 197.6), 155. 
26 "China TariffTreaty," North China Herald, AprilS, 1922, http://www.newsp aperarchives.com 
(accessed November 15, 2011). 
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yearly revenue by about $15,000,000. 27 It was also later agreed that another tax of twenty 

percent would be placed on tobacco sales to better ensure China could pay back its 

loans.
28 

Nevertheless, even though these revisions benefitted.China, the Chinese people 

were still upset because these revisions were far too conservative and still unfair. The 

Chinese also still lacked the ability to set their own tariff schedule in the first place and 

accurately suspected the increased revenue was simply being used to benefit the 

foreigners, which caused great discontentment. Even Time Magazine pointed out this 

encroachment on Chinese sovereignty by stating "China's tariff has been for centuries not 

a national but an international affair." 

As the consortium was working to control China's financial crisis, America acted 

alone to demonstrate its good intentions towards China's faltering economy by remitting 

payments of the Boxer Indemnity. Earlier in 1901, the Americans, along with seven other 

foreign nations quelled a rebellion in China that had been supported by Cixi, who was the 

Dowager Empress. The treaty the Chinese had been forced to sign after the Boxer 

Rebellion led to a staggering indemnity totaling $333,000,000.29 Over the next few 

decades, the harsh treatment and the large indemnity the foreigners forced China to pay, 

remained fresh in the minds of the Chinese. The Syracuse Herald mentioned though that 

America's share of the Boxer Indemnity had been cut from approximately $24,500,000 in 

1901 to $13,700,000 in 1908. 30 After World War I, it was also officially agreed at the 

Versailles Peace Conference. that China would not have to continue paying German and 

27 US Department of State, Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States: 1922, 819, 
http://digital.library.wisc.ed u/17ll.dl/ 
28 US Department of State, Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States: 1923, 589, 
http://digital.Iibrary.wisc.ed u/17ll.dV 
29 Schoppa, Revolution and Its Past, 123. 
30 "Washington Remits $6, 136,552," New York Times, July 21, 1925, http://www.ny times.com (accessed, 
November 15, 2010). 
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Austrian shares of the Boxer Indemnity. In the 1920s, US officials revisited this is~ue on 

two occasions. The first time, US Foreign Minister Schurman, Secretary of State Kellogg, 

and President Harding· agreed to remit payments, without telling other foreign nations 

still owed indemnities of their intentions. 

In 1921, Senator Henry Cabot Lodge stated that further remission of the Boxer 

Indemnity would certainly "be a very good move politically. It would strengthen still 

further our hold in China." 31 By further remitting the Boxer indemnity, it was stated the 

US and other foreign nations could help China save an additional $8,877,000 per year, 

which most likely would be utilized to pay off foreign loans. 32 Furthermore, the US 

argued that agreeing to remit or cancel further payments would prove to be a simple 

process that neither involved financial transactions or appropriations. As a result, that 

year, a bill to further remit the indemnity was introduced to Congress. It was stated that 

part of this money would be used to construct Tsinghua University with the purpose of 

advancing the field of science in the country. In 1924, according to US Foreign Minister 

Schurman, the money not used to build Tsinghua University would probably go to the 

consortium, since the central government lacked the authority to stop the warlords from 

using the remitted sums for their own purposes. 33 Therefore, it seems that most of the 

remitted money probably went to the consortium. It appears though that the consortium, 

itself, did not have the authority to handle the question of whether or not remittances 

would be made, even though this issue would impact the central government's finances. 

31 US Department of State, Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States: I 92 I, 399, 
http://digital.library. wisc.ed u/171l.dl/ 
32 K. K. Kawakami, Washington Posi, November 26, 1921, http://www.newsp aperarchives.com (accessed 
November 15, 2011). 
33 US Department of State, Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States: 1924, 564, 
http://digital.library.wisc.ed u/171l.dl/ 
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This was probably due to the fact that the US, France, Britain, and Japan would never 

agree whether or not indemnity payments should be remitted in the first place. 

The US seems to have been aware of this fact. By unilaterally addressing this 

issue, the US attempted to enact a policy aimed at furthering its own interests, while 

pressuring other foreign nations to follow suit. This policy clearly led to some tension 

between the foreign nations. In fact, many European countries were angered by the 

actions of the U.S. Government. Primary and secondary sources revealed that both 

Britain and. France were both unwilling to follow the example of the US. They w~re left 

in a tough position because if these two nations refused to remit the remaining amounts 

they were owed, the Chinese would i~deed come to view America in a much more 

favorable light. The Chinese would likely begin to protest in other nations' legations. 

The British did not believe they needed to remit their share of the Boxer 

indemnity, but it appears pressure from the US eventually caused them to make some 

concessions. The British North China Herald clearly stated, "We do not suggest that 

Great Britain should remit what is still due to her, but we certainly believe that she would 

be well advised to apply a generous part of it to founding univ~rsities for Chinese in 

China." 34 A year later, it seems other nations had also been pressured to make 

remittances. The New York Times stated that five other nations had copied Uncle Sam and 

agreed to remit their indemnity payments. Consequently, the actions of the U.S. can be 

regarded as "unprecedented in international relations" because it appears this political 

34 "The Boxer Indemnity," North China Herald, June 4, 1921, http://www.newsp aperarchives.com 
(accessed November 15, 2011). 
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maneuvering pressured and eventually led quite a few other nations to follow the 

example of the US. 35 

Some nations, however, still proved unwilling to adhere to the US example. The 

French planned to use their share of the Boxer indemnity to more creatively develop a 

Sino-French bank, which on the surface appeared beneficial for the Chinese. The French 

first approached Wang Kemin, a prominent banker, about reopening a French bank that 

had closed a year earlier. However, Wang, who the French and Chinese knew was 

corrupt, hoped that the Chinese financiers, who had earlier invested in the failed bank, 

would be able to regain their lost investments and profit from the bank's future 

transactions. Wang also advised the central government to pay the indemnity in gold 

because the French currency had depreciated in value. But, following this advice would 

make it more difficult for the Chinese to payback France's share because gold was worth 

far more than France's currency. In fact, US Foreign Minister Schurman told the 

Secretary of State Hughes that if payments were made to most European countries in 

their respective currencies, the sum would be only three eighths of what it would be in 

gold. 36 Wang's tactics correctly appeared to many people as "corrupt and 

antinationalistic." 37 In Wang's hometown, Hangzhou, the Chinese protested, desecrated 

his family's ancestral shrine, and threw pieces of it into West Lake. This situation seems 

to have escalated initially due to the fact that the other nations agreed to remit indemnity 

payments, while France had not. As a result, France, Japan, and other European nations, 

35 "Uncle Sam Copied in Remitting Indemnity," New York Times, August 17, 1924, http://www.ny 
times.com (accessed, November 15, 201 0). 
36 US Department of State, Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations oft he United States: 1923, 592, 
http://digi~al.library. wisc.ed ul1711.dV 
37 Schoppa, Revolution and its Past, 160. 
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which argued "that China must pay the Boxer indemnity in the currency of the country 

concerned and upon a standard gold basis" only exacerbated this already tense situation. 38 

In 1925, President Coolidge once again sought to improve relations between 

America and China when he followed President Harding's example and remitted all 

remaining payments of the Boxer indemnity. This led even more anti-foreign sentiment 

to be directed against the Europeans and Japanese. Consequently, tension grew between 

the Americans, Europeans, and Japanese, who were at this time supposed to be working 

together to solve China's financial crisis. 

By the mid-1920s, it was apparent the consortium had not done much to bring the 

foreign nations together. The financial consortium proved fairly successful in making it 

difficult for the warlords to abuse the foreign governments' loans, but not impossible. 

However, in an effort to generate even more money, the warlords turned to more creative 

ways to fund their armies. The policies of the consortium thus had some unintended 

consequences, which included an increase in banditry among soldiers and more 

importantly caused the growth of opium to once again become a pervasive societal issue. 

The warlords forced peasants to grow opium and then levied substantial illegal taxes on 

their yearly crop as one popular alternative to make money. It was impossible for foreign 

nations to crackdown on opium growing in China, which would have been expensive and 

time consuming. Furthermore, foreign officials and the Chinese people were both aware 

that Chinese warlords, soldiers, and bandits were involved in this illegal activity. The 

topic of opium thus received little attention in foreign policy directives, but foreign 

38 "Foreign News: Boxer Payment," Time Magazine, February 25, 1924, http://ww 
w.time.com/time/archive (accessed November 15, 2011). 
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newspapers paid thqrough attention to the ills that opium growth brought upon Chinese 

society. 

The North China Herald reported that the warlords were compelling the peasants 

to ~roduce a large number of opium poppies. 39 Throughout the 1920s, foreign 

newspapers continued to lament the problems caused by the opium trade. It was reported 

that smoking was increasing all the time. In fact, the growth and abuse of opium in China 

was often times compared to Prohibition, which was taking place in America at the same 

time. In many cases, opium and alcohol were depicted as similar evils and discussed it) 

both religious· and highly moralistic language. An American man told reporters for the 

Herald that he sincerely hoped the younger generation of Chinese would rouse 

themselves to a holy and moral crusade against the curse of opium.40 Meanwhile, in a 

New York Times article, opium smoking was said to be a habit worse than slavery. 41 

Many news reports speculated that opium was being grown in many places across 

the country. The London Daily Mail stated that the opium trade in 1917 had been nearly 

eliminated, but later in the 1920s the weak central government could do little to prevent 

provincial military governors from growing it to finance their armies. 42 It was reported 

by many newspapers that opium was being produced or traded in numerous cities like, 

Hunan, Sichuan, Gansu, Yunnan, Fujian, Canton, Shanghai, Dalian, and Macao. Time 

Magazine ran an article more specifically stating that the military authorities in Fujian 

province would make $15,000,000 off opium alone, which is approximately 

39 "Traffic in Opium and Drugs," North China Herald, date not clear, http://www.n ewspaperarchives.com 
(accessed November 15, 2011). 
40 "Mr. Morgenthau in Shanghai," North China Herald, March 12, 1926, http://www .n 
ewspaperarchives.com (accessed November 15, 2011). 
41 Elizabeth Washburne Wright, "Opium Evil up to League," New York Times, July 3, 1921, 
http://www .nytimes.com (accessed, November 15, 20 I 0). 
42 "Sir J. Jordan on Opium, London Daily Mail, April 18, 1922, http://www.newspape rarchives.com 
(accessed November 15, 201 1). 

17 



$150,000,000 today. 
43 

The North China Herald also stated that Gansu province, which . 

was one of the poorest provinces in the country, suffered from "earthqu~es, floods, 

droughts, disorderly soldiers, paper currency depreciation, and opium growth. 44 During 

the 1920s, it was also estimated that as much as twenty percent of the population were 

. addicted to the drug. 

A National Anti-Opium Association, largely supported by foreign money, existed 

in Peking, but this group proved unable to combat the growing opium trade in China. 

Many newspapers reported that the foreign nations were not sure how best to deal with 

this situation. Sir Aglen, a British politician, told The North China·Herald that the opium· 

trade should have been made legal. In his opinion, if not legalized, the Chinese would 

simply continue to develop an extensive underground market for opium. 45 Japan using a 

similar rationale, urged the other powers not to intervene with the opium trade. Instead, it 

expressed confidence that China could stamp out the trade. 46 This statement is interesting 

since the foreign powers completely acknowledged that the Peking government held no 

power to control its finances or make decisions that would influence other parts of the 

country. Therefore, it appears Japan made this statem~nt because it did not ~ant to spend 

a lot of money trying to stop an already popular trade method of the warlords. Some also 

argued that if opium became a larger problem, Japan would have more leeway to gain 

control over its foreign concessions. It was widely reported that opium-growing nations, 

like India and Persia, would not stop exporting opium to China. These nations thus 

43 "China: Opium," Time Magazine, April 14, 1923, http://www.time.com/time/ar chive (accessed 
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46 "The League of Nations: Opium," Time Magazine, November 24, 1924, http:// 
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clearly recognized that they possessed no real means of preventing other nations from 

exporting opium. It is also probable that opium-producing nations, such as India, which 

was a British colony, were profiting from the opium trade. Consequently, many factors 

led foreign nations to decide not to clamp down on this issue. 

Some powers though did make small efforts to curb the opium trade. The New 

York Times reported an American, ex-District Attorney for China, would be put on trial 

for selling arms and opium to the Chinese. 47 The Americans also discovered large 

amounts of opium were being shipped from Shanghai, which came as a shock. 

Nevertheless, the opium trade proved to be too lucrative for most to refuse to take part. 

The Salt Lake Tribune said it was rumored that American agencies were trading opium. 48 

The London and China Telegraph also reported opium shipments from Shanghai were 

continuing to grow, which implies foreign nations were profiting from this trade as 

wel1.49 Hsi-sheng Ch'i mentioned that once Yuan Shikai died, "even the central 

government could not resist the lucrative profits of the opium trade." 50 He said the 

Kuomintang also failed to crackdown on the opium trade. Instead, it found the trade so 

pervasive, that it raised about $1,000,000 alone from opium taxes in Guandong province 

in 1927. 51 However, despite these facts, US and British media outlets both reported that 

Chiang Kai-shek and Feng Yuxiang were highly respected for not smoking opium, even 

47 "American Testifies to Part in Arms Deal," New York Times, May 5, 1927, http://w ww.nytimes.com 
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50 Hsi-sheng, Warlord Politics, 163. 
51 Hsi-sheng, Warlord Politics, 165. 

19 



while their troops were growing it. 52 Ironically, soon after, the Nationalist government 

won support for setting up a board to prevent the growth of opium. However, this 

organization clearly did little to halt the growth of this trade, especially in areas where 

Kuomintang supporters were profiting from the trade. 

Although the Nationalist government failed to resist the temptations of the opium 

trade in the 1920s, it began to emerge as an increasingly legitimate government in China. 

In 1926, it was now reported that the government in Peking temporarily ceased to 

function. It also mentioned that Wu Pei-fu's forces along the Yangtze were quickly 

retreating as those of the Kuomintang moved northwards. US Foreign Minister 

MacMurray noted that the Nationalist Army could very shortly return to power in Peking. 

53 By late 1926, the US and other foreign nations decided to remain neutral and support 

no one single factio~, but it was declared that the Canton government was quickly 

expanding, which meant that foreign nations would soon have to decide whether or not to 

support it. 54 

The same year, it was stated in US foreign policy directives that the Kuomintang 

had successfully outmaneuvered the foreign powers. 55 It appears that as Chiang Kai-shek 

began to unify the country, he felt he had the power to begin implementin_g his own 

treaties concerning China's finances. As a result, in 1926 the consortium declined in 

importance and received little mention in either newspapers or foreign policy directives. 

In fact, by 1927, I could not find any mention of the four power financial consortium in 

52 Henry F. Misselwitz, "Nationalists Move to Supress Opium," New York Times, October 7, 1928, http://w 
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any of my primary sources. Rather, news of the Kuomintang' s growing strength became 

the primary focus of the United States' 1926 and 1927 foreign policy directives and 

newspapers. Finally, by 1928, it was reported that the Kuomintang had disregarded the 

tariff schedule set by the consortium and now established its own tariffs in addition to 

overthrowing the Peking government. 

When the Kuomintang set its own tariffs, the Nationalist tariff schedule revisions 

made those of the consortium seem very small in comparison. The new average tariff was 

set at eighteen percent, which was much higher than the revisions of the consortium, but 

also a fair and competitive rate. The highest tariff to be levied would amount to fifty-nine 

percent on luxury cigarettes, which were most likely from brands being imported by 

foreign nations into China. 56 The author of a Time Magazine article even conceded that, 

quite truthfully, this large increase was necessary to raise funds for the Kuomintang 

government, so it could recover after years of civil war and carry out out an extensive 

development and reform program. Meanwhile, the Kuomintang continued to steadfastly 

boycott many British and Japanese goods in different cities. In order to avoid trouble, 

President Coolidge acknowledged the Kuomintang to be the legitimate Government of 

China in 1928. This proved to be a smart choice because it demonstrated that the US had 

faith in the new government, even though it meant most anti-foreign sentiment wo~ld 

now be directed against the Japanese and the British. 

Although mention of the consortium had largely disappeared from news and 

foreign policy sources in 1926, analyzing this financial group clearly proved valuable to 

my thesis, since it reveals a great deal of tension between the Americans, British, French, 

56 "Foreign News: New Tariff," Time Magazine, December 24, 1928, http://www .time.com/time/archive 
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and Japanese. For example, even though this group was formed in part to reaffi.rm the US 

Open Door Policy and strengthen US relations with the Japanese, French, and British. 

The Japanese were still clearly unwilling to jointly invest in the South Manchurian 

Railway. Instead, they asserted their ability to unilaterally develop the South Manchurian 

Railway, which they argued was their right because it was located within their sphere of 

influence. Questions relating to the Boxer indemnity arid the growth of opium also reveal 

points of contention between these nations. Ultimately, the only thing that seems to have 

brought these four nations together in the first place was a common interest in ensuring 

that the central government would pay off its debts. As a result, these four nations 

together agreed to revise China's tariff schedule. However, the other examples above 

reveal that even though an attempt was made to bring these nations together, in the end 

economic competition and the spheres of influence. system again led these nations to 

continue to jockey fiercely for power among one another in an attempt to dominate the 

Chinese market. 
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Chapter II: The Rise of Nationalism and Banditry in China 

In Warlord Era China, threats to U.S. and British citizens as well as foreign 

legations grew more prevalent leading up to 1928. As stated earlier, the financial 

consortium solely addressed the Peking Government's financial issues. As a result, 

foreign businessmen never analyzed the consequences that their financial policies might 

have In China. The most serious consequence of these businessmen's policies was the 

spread ofbanditry. In 1910, banditry had been a problem, but as foreign nations grew 

stricter about providing loans to the warlords, large numbers of soldiers were forced to 

turn to banditry as a way to generate income. This led to the destabilization of society, 

which threatened both the Chinese people and the economic interests of foreign nations 

in the region. Therefore, as society grew increasingly unstable, tensions between different 

foreign nations and the Chinese people grew stronger. 

As previously stated, the Chinese were well aware that foreign nations had been 

encroaching on China's sovereignty for decades. Warlord historian David Bonivia 

asserted that the 1919 May Fourth Movement led to "the crystallization of an intelligent 

patriotism" in China. 57 This ~ovement was led by Chinese students who were 

protesting the Twenty-One Demands presented by Japan in 1915, the ineffectiveness of 

the Peking government to solve the countries many problems, and more generally foreign 

encroachments on China's sovereignty. This movement drew attention to the weaknesses 

of China's warlords, who continually caved into demands made by foreign nations. 

Furthermore, the Chinese people were aware that the warlords used their armies to wage 

destructive civil wars, which only harmed them. Consequently, it is not surprising that 

Chinese students launched a number of anti-imperialist and anti-warlord protests across 

57 Bonivia, China's Warlords, 59. 
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the country. These protests led to an upsurge in Chinese nationalism in the 1920s, as the 

Chinese people began to call for foreign nations to respect China's sovereignty. However, 

foreign nations were unwilling to respect China's sovereign rights and instead ignored the 

pleas of the Chinese people. This way, they thought they could continue to exploit China 

for their own economic purposes. However, this policy only caused tension between the 

Chinese and foreigners and in many cases led to violence. 

Prior to this point, U.S. wartime President Wilson had given many people hope 

that World War I would "bring the 'self-determination' of people's to control their own 

destiny inside their chosen homelands at the Peace Treaty of Versailles in 1919." 58 The 

Chinese delegation at Versailles shared these hopes and had earlier joined America in 

declaring war on Germany, with the promise that such an action would gain them the 

right to abrogate some past unequal treaties. However, the Chinese became disaffected 

when President Wilson failed to fulfill his promise and agreed to preserve the status quo 

in China. 

Therefore, "during the 1920s China's intellectuals and students had been playing 

an increasingly vocal political role." 59 It seemed many Chinese felt that both imperialism 

and warlordism posed a deep threat to society. Historian Edward McCord notes that 

many Chinese accurately believed that many foreign nations supported warlords within 

their spheres of influence and by doing so, kept China weak through these rivalries. For 

example, the Japanese succeeded in manipulating the Anfu Clique with the purpose of 

expanding their economic interests in Manchuria. This policy allowed the Japanese to 

58 Schoppa, Revolution and Its Past, 157. 
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further their agenda in the country, but also caused the Anfu Clique to lose support from 

the Chinese people once it was found they were under the control of the Japanese. 

Later, ~ warlords began to receive less foreign ·financial support, they fell into 

debt, which in turn caused China to fall into disintegration. This meant most warlords 

could no longer pay their armies. As a result, banditry became a popular way for soldiers 

to earn money, since they often lacked the specialized skills necessary to find other jobs. 

James Sheridan noted that "instead of returning to peaceful occupations after their 

separation from the army, many disbanded soldiers formed bandit gangs to live off the 

country." 60 These bandits generally possessed little formal education. They also realized 

that the easiest way to raise money was to abduct foreigners and then ransom them for 

large sums of money. 

Before the 1920s, banditry had been common in China. Earlier, "'national 

protection' armies were no more than renamed bandit bands." 61 These protection armies 

were simply meant to police different towns and villages, but many. of these soldiers 

turned to banditry in their spare time to make extra money. Furthermore, many warlords 

who became prominent military leaders in the 1920s, had a history of past bandit activity. 

Historians have argued whether or not Zhang Zuolin was truly a bandit. David Bonivia 

pointed out that in 1896, Zhang joined a bandit gang, which later became part of the 

imperial army during the Boxer Rebellion. McCord also provided information that Zhang 

had given many bandit leaders governmental titles and positions. In his overview of 

China's warlords, Bonivia provides evidence that Lu Rongting, Guangxi province's 

military governor, also had bandit roots. Some warlords further distinguished themselves 

60 Sheridan, China in Disintegration, 54. 
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on the battlefield by hunting down bandit leaders. For example, Feng Yuxiang, in 1913, 

rose to prominence after defeating the well-known bandit leader, "White Wolf." 62 Later, 

Yan Xishan attempted to curtail the bandit issue in Shanxi province. He employed 

education policies with the hopes of keeping his men busy at all times, so they could not 

join bandit groups. Nevertheless, despite his best efforts, even Yan' s authority was still 

undermined by the spread of banditry in Gansu, Henan, and Shaanxi provinces. 

The issue of banditry was never a key concern to top US and British officials. 

Rather, their key concern was protecting their economic interests in China. In the three 

hundred and ninety-eight pages of U.S. foreign policy directives on China from 1920, the 

topic of banditry only received twenty-one pages. In comparison, U.S. and Japanese 

relations in China were covered in approximately two hundred pages and related to many 

different topics such as, railways, economic aid, and the financial consortium. It is clear 

after reading US Government reports relating to Chinese banditry, that it was generally 

believed this problem was not undermining US economic interests in the region. The 

section on banditry in US foreign policy directives related to very specific cases, in which 

single foreigners were either held for ransom or killed by different bandit groups. 

Consequently, it appears that this issue did not receive a lot of attention because it only 

affected a limited number of people in isolated cases. 

Nevertheless, these stories received great media coverage in the United States and 

details about them can be found in many local newspapers. Americans were clearly 

fascinated by stories of Chinese bandits abducting US citizens. A local U.S. newspaper 

called the Oxnard Daily Courier contained many specific details of one US missionary's 

plight. The title of this article grabbed the attention of the viewer by stating "Is Captive 

62 McCord, The Power ofthe Gun, 178. 
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71 Days in China ... Tells of His Experience with the Outlaw Gang ... Suffered Awful 

Hardships." 
63 

On ~e other hand, the British newspaper article was more simply titled 

"American Missionary Held For Ransom ... Vigorous Chinese Action." 64 In fact, it 

appears the Shanghai based North China Herald and most other British newspapers did 

not closely follow or report on stories involving banditry. They seem to have been more 

concerned with news stories directly relating to British economic interests. Foreign 

governments also did not go into great detail reporting these stories. Instead, they usually 

pressured local warlord into using their own money to hunt down the bandits and force 

them to turn over hostages. This way, foreign nations did not have to spend their own 

money and resources resolving such issues. 

While foreign officials demanded the warlords hunt down bandit groups 

abducting foreigners, they were well aware of the weak state of the Peking government 

and thus knew the warlords did not possess.the ability to resolve this issue. One North 

China Herald article commented "the continued interference with ordinary trading by 

illegal taxation, civil war and bandit depredations." 65 The foreigners, however, remained 

unwilling to use foreign troops to eliminate the bandit threat, which would have been 

costly. Rather, they repeatedly asserted that the weak military governors needed to solve 

this problem. Naturally, the warlords were similarly unwilling to divert time and money 

to combat this issue. They were primarily "concerned with preserving their own troops 

for political battles," which meant they "were reluctant to expand them to suppress 
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banditry or local disorder." 
66 

As a result, the bandit threat continued to grow more 

serious as China fell into chaos in the 1920s. 

In 1922, when one American missionary was killed by bandits, US officials spent 

slightly more time discussing banditry in China. Foreigners were told not to travel to 

Sichuan province where the missionary had been killed, because of "the numbers of 

brigands in the border regions of Sichuan." 67 The Chinese Foreign Minister wrote a letter 

to American Minister Schurman acknowledging that the border near Sichuan was indeed 

unsafe. Schurman replied by stating that the U.S. Government still held the Chinese 

accountable for the protection of American citizens in that region which was guaranteed 

by treaty. 

Little changed in the way the US and other foreign nations addressed the issue of 

banditry in the 1920s. The U.S. still refused to involve foreign troops in hunting down 

bandits. Instead, the US placed more and more pressure on warlords and threaten~d to 

withdraw loans or other considerations if all hostages were not promptly returned to the 

US consulate. Later in 1922, a hostage story in Hunan received much attention. In this 

case, the foreigners held Wu Pei-fu, the military leader in charge of Peking, responsible 

for failing to secure the release of a number of hostages. Schurman wrote that Wu Pei-fu 

was angered by a telegram which 'jointly [held] him responsible for continued captivity 

of foreigners." 68 Such a telegram cast doubt on Wu's leadership abilities and also made it 

~eem that he was unable to effectively cope with bandit organizations. 
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A New York Times article pertaining to the missionary that was killed revealed the 

bandits had at first not treated him cruelly. In fact, he probably would not have been 

kidnapped in the first place, if while traveling, he had not agreed to take a side trip. The 

article stated that the bandits trusted the missionary and "gave him money to keep for 

them." 
69 

They also provided him with money and opium. In his book, David Bonivia 

wrote a chapter titled "The Bandit Way." 70 In this chapter, he reveals many aspects about 

bandit life, which were not known in the 1920s. A British man named Dr. Howard was 

taken hostage by a group of bandits in 1926. He recorded his observations and found 

most bandits were addicted to opium. This bandit group had an opium treasurer, who 

traded opium to soldiers for money or other goods. Dr. Howard soon discovered "opium 

smoking seemed to fill their every need." 71 In many cases, it could be substituted for a 

lack of sleep, food, and recreational activities. Some bandit groups also generated income 

by forcing the local villagers to grow opium and then requisitioning the locals to hand 

over most of their crops. Dr. Howard finally, found that local troops, who could have 

helped him escape, often times visited the bandits, so they could buy opium and smoke it 

with them. This story, in addition to those reported by newspapers, accurately reflects the 

weak state Chinese society had degenerated into by the 1920s. It is apparent that for 

many, the bandit lifestyle, which was very tough, was still clearly the best and only 

option for many Chinese soldiers. 

As the 1920s progressed, banditry continued to remain a serious issue in China. 

However, protest movements launched by Chinese people, who were fed up with the 
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poor state of China and abuses by foreign nations in the country, became the top threat to 

foreigners and their economic interests. The inability of the warlords to effectively cope 

with the foreigners and bandits resulted in a number of demonstrations by the Chinese 

people. The United States and Britain attempted to remain neutral when protests broke 

out, but often sent gunboats to protect their citizens and concessions. By sending 

gunboats, however, these actions indicated that they were not willing to provide troops to 

help other foreign nations in danger of coming under attack by the Chinese. This was 

probably because the US and British did not want to get involved in any large scale 

struggles, which could result in hurting their economic interests in the region and cost a 

lot of money. A struggle involving actual US or British soldiers would also be widely 

scrutinized in China and at home, which could potentially increase tensions between 

nations and pressure on individual governments. "In 1922, the commander of American 

Forces in China described the policy of the United States Army in the region. He stated 

the US Army would adhere to the principles listed in the Boxer Protocol of 1901, which 

were to maintain communications between Peking and Shanghaiguan and if requested 

assist in the defense of the legation quarter of Peking. In other words, the military was 

supposed to have a very minimal role in China. He also pointed out, "The reason for 

establishing this force in China with the mission above described, is to maintain national 

prestige and to support the policy of the United States in the Far East." 72 

By the mid 1920s, the United States adamantly attempted to remain neutral in the 

conflicts that had begun to erupt between the British, Japanese, French, and Kuomintang. 

This proved to be a wise decision. The US avoided most of the anti-foreign backlash 
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since it had no spheres· of influence in the country. The US could thus continue its 

economic activities, while other nations were forced to address this issue. Late in 1925, 

Time Magazine, reported "the situation in China arising out of the anti-foreign riots 

neither improved nor grew worse." 73 The anti-foreign tension that existed in Peking, 

Shangh~, and Canton, however, was reported to have spread to a number of smaller 

cities including: Jiujiang, Changsha, Wuhan, and Hainan. The case in Canton proved to 

be the most volatile. Another Time article published information stating that two British 

reporters had been chained and locked in "a small bamboo cage" for seventeen hours. 74 

It was later found that British and Japanese troops fired on Chinese students that "were 

armed with nothing more than pamphlets and playbills." 75 

The U.S. Consul General at Canton reported that on June 23, 1925 in Shameen 

Island, Canton, "heavy rifle and machine-gun firing started between Chinese soldiers and 

British and French sailors lasting 20 minutes." 76 The US Government stated that no U.S. 

citizens were wounded in the fighting. Also, neither the British nor the French had 

requested U.S. military assistance. Consequently, U.S. officials remained content to 

watch from the sidelines as other powers and the Kuomintang forces faced off. In a 

lengthy article, the British North China Herald reported the "Canton Bolshevists" had 

removed the US from the conflict, insinuating that the Kuomintang's Soviet influenced 
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officials and the US Consul in Canton had been cooperating in making an inquiry. 77 This 

statement reveals some tension between the groups and British resentment at not having 

been more strongly supported by the US. The Kuomintang also later sent US officials in 

the area letters stating that it had been ·decided the Chinese would not boycott US goods. 

The United States, nevertheless, took all necessary precautions and sent most foreigners 

in Canton to Hong Kong, while sending the U.S.S. Helena and Asheville to Canton in 

case the situation escalated further. 

British and Chinese accounts of the June 23rd Incident differ greatly. British 

Consul Jamieson's report of the massacre barely described the fighting that took place. 

He rather discussed the tense stand off between student demonstrators and British and 

French troops. Jamieson stated he suddenly heard a rifle shot and then violence broke out. 

He reported that thirty-seven Chinese had been killed and eighty injured. 78 The President 

of Guangzhou University, Zou Lu, who was also a Kuomintang politician, more clearly 

described the rationale behind the student demonstrations and the outbreak of violence. 

He noted the people's frustrati~n with "eighty long years of foreign political and 

economic aggression." 79 Zou also said the protests were peaceful and orderly, ·but 

violence broke out when the British and French started firing machine guns to break up 

the crowd. Furthermore, he pointed out that the attack killed at least sixty people and 

wounded over a hundred. Finally, Zou argued the British Consuls' description of the 

massacre was self-serving and contained "fraudulent language," which today is known to 
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be true. 80 The language used by the British official was meant to extricate himself from 

guilt by alleging the Chinese had started the violence. 

Such anti-foreign sentiment in Canton remained strong and gained in strength as 

Kuomintang forces successfully launched the Northern Expedition in the mid 1920s and 

began to defeat many of China's warlords. The United States and other powers had by 

now struggled for years to protect their economic interests in Chinese port cities along the 

Yangtze River, which suffered from piracy. It was believed this piracy, like banditry, 

grew as soldiers sought alternative ways to generate money. These factors caused the 

powers to reassess their policies towards the Chinese. Earlier, they had argued China's 

warring factions were incapable of effectively administering the country. As a result, they 

could justify stationing troops along railway lines, using their own naval vessels to 

protect their trade, and controlling the country's finances. However, Kuomintang success 

meant the Kuomintang leaders began to assert their right to control the Chinese economy 

and determine China's future. 

United States foreign policy directives from 1927 contained no mention of 

banditry. It seems that the Northern Expedition caused many bandits to either fight for 

the North or join Chang Kai-shek's Southern forces. Instead, over a quarter of the reports 

on China from that year related to the protection of foreigners and concessions from 

Nationalist attacks. The New York Times released an ~icle stating that now any military , 

intervention in China would cost billions of dollars, while requiring at least 300,000 

troops to subdue China's 1,700,000 men at arms. 81 Consequently, the costs of 

undertaking this type of operation would far outweigh any benefits. The United States 

80 Pei-kai Cheng et al., The Search for Modern China, 262. 
81 Thomas F. Millard, "China Would Fight Any Intervention," New York Times, August 19, 1925, 
http://www.nytimes.com (accessed, November 15, 2010). 

33 



realized this fact and sought to improve on its already good relations with the 

Kuomintang by formally recognizing it as the government of China in 1928. 

The examples used in this section relating to banditry and threats to foreign 

legations demonstrate some of the main consequences that foreign nations' policies and 

specifically the consortium had in China during the .1920s. Foreign nations developed 

policies meant to stabilize China's finances through the formation of the financial 

consortium. However, this group ultimately further destabilized Chinese society and 

demonstrated the need for a strong Chinese leader to unify the country. This led the 

Chinese to openly protest against the foreigners and call for the formation of a strong 

central government that could protect their rights and stop the struggle between foreign 

nations to dominate the Chinese market. 
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. Chapter III: Japan's _Role in China 

In the 1920s, Japan's aggressive imperial ambitions in China caused great concern 

among the United States and British governments. In terms of market dominance, the 

consortium powers clearly failed in the large majority of cases to come together and 

multilaterally solve China's financial crisis. This failure can be mainly attributed to the 

fact that these nations each had their own economic agendas in China. Even though each 

of these nations were highly competitive with one another, the aggressive nature of 

Japanese i:tpperialism appeared to time and agaiQ strain relations between the Japanese 

and other nations involved in China. Consequently, during this decade tension between 

the Japanese and the US and Britain consistently flared up over a number issues. 

Prior to the 1920s, America, many European nations, and Japan had a 

complicated history of encroaching on Chinese sovereignty in an effort to expand their 

economic goals. By the early 1900s, it was clear Japan hoped to create its own sphere of 

influence in China. The 1904 Russo-Japanese War marked Japan's emergence as a 

modem military power and its effort to become involved in Chinese affairs. This war 

largely grew out of Russia and Japan's rival imperial ambitions in Korea and Manchuria, 

which is in Northern China. Both nations saw this area·of China as a key place to develop 

and expand their economic interests. Warlord historian David Bonivia pointed out that 

Manchuria had "variously been styled 'cockpit of Asia' and 'the Jewel of Asia' for some 

time. 82 The Russo-Japanese War resulted in a resounding victory for the Japanese, which 

far exceeded the expectations of the US and Britain. Now Japan had defined a new and 

82 Bonivia, China's Warlords, 63. 
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far more respectable place for itself in the world order and more importantly won the 

privilege to make Manchuria into its sphere of influence in China. 

The US and Britain recognized Japan's emergence as a powerful nation in 1905. 

In an effort to maintain the Open Door Policy of equal trade and free access in Asia, the 

US and Britain both signed separate treaties with Japan to ensure the Japanese respected 

their holdings in the region. At the Portsmouth Treaty, US President Theodore Roosevelt 

acted as a peace mediator between the Russians and Japanese. He acknowledged Japan's 

success in the war, but refused to agree to all of Japan's demands, such as possession of 

all of Sakhalin and a large Russian indemnity. This left the Japanese with a sense that the 

US was concerned about the threat posed by Japan's growing influence in the world. The 

signing of these policies demonstrates that in the early 1900s tension was already 

developing between both of these nations and Japan. 

In 1915, Japan's actions in China became increasingly worrying to other foreign 

nations and to the Chinese people. The Japanese Government presented a list of Twenty

One Demands to China's Provisional President Yuan Shikai. These demands aimed at 

further expanding Japan's sphere of influence into Shandong Province, which was a 

German sphere and more controversially sought to place Japanese advisers in the central 

government. These demands by Japan sought to expand Japan's economic interests and 

· ultimately desired to use Japan's previous military victories over C~ina to "transform 

China into a Japanese protectorate of sorts." 83 In China, the signing of this treaty by 

Yuan Shikai had many consequences both internally and externally. 

The 1915 Treaty and Japan's actions first of all marked Japanese attempts to 

expand Japan's influence in China, while many European nations and later the US were 

83 Pei-kai Cheng et a]., The Search for Modern China, 217. 
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involved in World War I. In hindsight, Japan's desire to expand into China was not 

surprising. Japan is located right next to China, which meant unlike the US and Britain, 

China was a convenient and cheap place to ship goods. Nevertheless, Japan's aggressive 

manner in dealing with the Chinese leading up until and continuing through the 1920s 

often caused hostile relations to develop between Japan and China. The US and Britain 

also understood Japanese success in the Chinese market would most likely come at their 

expense, which naturally created tension. 

In China, the day the Twenty-One demands were signed became known in history 
. . 

as "National Humiliation Day." 84 Warlord historian David Bonivia stated that China's 

Provisional President, Yuan Shikai, "weakened the nation's morale and self-respect," in 

part, by failing to stand up to the Japanese. 85 The Chinese people apparently took notice 

of these developments and took matters into their own hands. By the late 191 Os, the 

Chinese increasingly supported nationalistic causes to demonstrate their displeasure and 

mistrust with the Japanese government as well as other foreign governments. It became 

common for the Chinese to boycott one or a couple foreign nations' goods in an effort to 

hobble their trade. By boycotting certain nations' goods, the Chinese realized they had an 

outlet to mark their discontent with the unfair economic policies of these nations in 

. China. 

US newspapers and foreign policy directives revealed that often times Great 

Britain and Japan received the brunt of Chinese anti-foreign backlash. This was due to 

the fact that these nations both held large spheres of influence in China. These nations 

also by 1920 were importing the largest number of foreign goods into the Chinese 

84 Schoppa, Revolution and Its Past, 157. 
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market. Furthermore, they also both had a complex history of encroachment on Chinese 

sovereignty. However, Great Britain had developed its sphere prior to the 1900s, where 

as Japan later implemented more aggressive policies so it could quickly establish a 

foothold in Manchuria and thus make up for lost time. As a result, Japanese 

encroachment on Chinese sovereignty appears to have remained fresher in the minds of 

many Chinese people, while in turn demarking a substantial threat to the US and Britain 

economic interests in the region. 

U.S. foreig~ policy directives and US and British media sources reveal these two 

powers continued in vain to reaffirm the Open Door Policy in the 1920s. In 1921, the US 

held the Washington Naval Conference in part to reassert the principles of the Open Door 

Policy. But the conditions agreed to in this article were ultimately toothless because there 

was "no way to enforce the agreement or to take action against a country that violated its 

terms." 86 Furthermore, even while the US was trying to reaffirm the Open Door Policy 

by. making the Japanese agree to principles of the Washington Conference, US policy 

makers were attempting to appease Japan's economic ambitions in China. The U.S. 

Department of State issued a note acknowledging Japan's ambitions in the region by 

stating, "the regions of South Manchuria and Eastern Inner Mongolia which are 

contiguous to Korea stand in close and special relation to Japan's national defense and 

her economic existence." 87 Consequently, by sending these mixed messages the US 

revealed that it did not want to get directly involved with Japan over a dispute in China. 

The British by attending the Washington Conference also suggested they wanted to use 

good faith and fairness to promote economic growth in China. As a result, in the early 
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1920s the Japanese clearly felt little pressure to stop their more aggressive approach 

towards China. This led them to continue to act In an aggressive manner similar to that of 

the two preceding decades. 

In fact, these realizations by the Japanese led them to expand economic activities 

in China in the mid 191 Os and 1920s, which clearly worried the Americans and British. 

In 1926, the British North China Herald noted the expansion of the Japanese economic 

interests in China, emphasizing the fact that it appeared to have come at the expense of 

British trade through a comparison of Britain's and Japan's total imports to China. As of 

1910, British goods sold to China represented 56.02% of total imports coming into China, 

while Japan's total imports amounted to only 15.41% of the market. Thirteen years later, 

in 1923, Japan had expanded its trade in China and its imports equaled 53.04% of total 

imports, while British imports had dwindled to 35.03% of total imports. 88 These 

advances of the Japanese economic objectives in China were foreseeable. Japan's 

proximity to China allowed it to quickly develop its interests in the county and expand 

trade, while Britain was involved in World War I. Japan's sphere in Manchuria also, as 

many scholars thought, proved to be a valuable territory, which once developed yielded 

high returns to the Japanese. Finally, Manchuria's convenient location in the Northern 

part of China proved beneficial to the Japanese, who expanded their trade with Peking 

and other northern cities by developing North China's railways. However, the British 

accurately saw the expansion of Japanese trade in China as a direct threat to British 

influence in the region, which had been extensive up until World War I. 
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In the early 1920s, US policy makers were similarly aware of Japanese expansion 

in China. It was pointed out that in addition to developing their own sphere of influence, 

the Japanese had provided the Peking government with large amounts of foreign capital. 

US Foreign Minister Jacob Schurman noted that the Chinese were heavily indebted to the 

Japanese government, which had invested large sums of money to promote economic 

growth in the North. Schurman argued that "ignoring big debts besides those secured by 

customs and other revenues, successive governments have rolled up debt of 

$346,000,000." 89 The Chinese owed the Japanese $146,000,000 of the $346,000,000, 

while the rest was owed to the US, Britain, France, and smaller European nations. These 

loans provided primarily by the Japanese were given to fund China's military, railways, 

industrial development, commercial development, mining, forestry, and telegraphs. 

Furthermore, in 1921, the Japanese provided approximately 68% percent of the funds to 

Chinese military activity and almost completely funded railway development. The British 

had during this time, invested the second largest sum of money, which totaled a mere 

$24,000,000. 

Jacob Schurman's document is interesting because it notes the amount of foreign 

aid offered to China from the late 191 Os to the early 1920s, but he does not state whom 

the aid was benefiting. It was later made clear in both US foreign policy directives and 

US and British media sources that Japan's economic aid went to the Peking government 

and the Manchurian warlord, Zhang Zuolin. Furthermore, it became very apparent that 

Japanese financial aid came at a high price for the Chinese. Most foreign nations with 

economic interests in China by the 1920s had a custom of providing loans to the central 

89 US Department of State, Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States: 192 I, 346, 
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gove~ent in an effort to expand their influence in the region and further their economic 

interests. But, by providing much larger loans than other foreign nations had been willing 

to supply, Japan took matters further than other foreign nations had previously done. The 

Japanese clearly expected that by providing large loans, they would be able to solidify 

their control over the Peking government and control politics in North China. They also 

demonstrated their desire to quickly expand their economic interests in the region. 

By the early 1920s, the Japanese were well aware the Peking government was 

simply a pawn of the warlords. As a result, they knew their loans were going directly to 

the military faction in control of Peking. From 1916 to 1920, the Japanese provided large 

loans to the Anfu Clique in Beijing to enable the Anfu leaders to expand their military 

operations and start to unify the country. Then, the Japanese would be able to control this 

indebted government and essentially make it into their puppet. 

The Americans and British were aware of this fact and feared the Japanese would 

succeed. In 1920, US Minister in China, Charles Crane reported to US Secretary of State 

Bainbridge Colby that "with [the] financial aid of [the] Japanese, [Duan Qirui] and [Xu 

Shuzheng of the Anfu military clique] are forming military force to take aggressive 

action against supporters of Canton government." 9° Foreign Minister Crane also later 

added that the military governors "are pop~larly condemned as rapacious autocrats but 

[the] Anf\1 Party carries the stigma which is extremely strong of pledging(?) [sic] all 

available Chinese resources to Japan." 91 This statement reveals that for the Anfu Clique, 

Japanese support indeed came at a steep price. On the one hand, this military group was 
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ensured enormous funds, but on the other, the price was that Japan would basically turn 

this group into its puppet. 

Later in 1920, after the four power financial consortium took control of Peking's 

finances, the Japanese realized they could no longer directly make deals with the Peking 

government. As a result, the Japanese now began to offer more financial aid to individual 

warlords, who agreed to facilitate Japan's economic expansion in China. Now, for the 

Japanese, the best option was to support Zhang Zuolin. He was the most powerful 

warlord within Japan's sphere of influence in China. As a result, by offering him 

financial aid, the Japanese hoped to continue to freely develop th.eir interests in 

M~churia, as Zhang stood by passively. Furthermore, by taking these actions, the 

Japanese felt they could ensure the assistance and approval of many of the Chinese within 

their concession and also pressure Zhang to support their policies. If Zhang became 

unwilling to agree to Japanese plans, then pressure in the form of threats and bribes were 

often times used to force his approval. 

The Americans and the British took special interest in the Japanese-Zhang 

alliance. US Minister Charles Crane reported the way in which the Japanese threatened 

Zhang. He said, the "Japanese threaten[ed] Zhang Zuolin with trouble in Manchuria ifhe 

is not neutral." 92 In 1924, Time Magazine pointed out in an article that it suspected the 

Japanese were giving large amounts of financial aid to Zhang, even though they were · 

denying this. Rumors had recently circulated "that he [Zhang Zuolin] was being financed 

by Japan; but, naturally, this was denied." 93 Zhang Zuolin found himself in a precarious 
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situation with the Japanese throughout the decade. It is obvious that Zhang had to 

perform a careful balancing act. If the Japanese felt he was not pliable to their demands, 

he knew that they would consider deposing and then replacing him. He also knew that 

without Japanese funds, his army woul~ lose strength and other warlords would threaten 

his rule in Manchuria. Additionally, no other countries would be willing to fund him, 

since it was widely suspected that he was a pawn of the Japanese. 

Despite Zhang's precarious position in Manchuria, it appears the Japanese had 

grown comfortable dealing with him by the.mid-1920s. When Zhang's General, Kuo, 

tried to take control of Manchuria, the Japanese military leaders supported Zhang. A The 

New York Times article claimed that the Chinese press believed "Japanese help given to 

Zhang and their intervention when the coup d'etat seemed likely to succeed ... prevented 

the defection of other generals and stopped the actions of anti-Zhang plotters in 

Mukden." 94 It was also widely believed that the Japanese military induced Kuo's troops 

to desert by offering them large sums of money. 

However, despite Japan's best efforts to win the favor. of China's elite warlords 

and politicians, Japanese relations with the Chinese people continued to deteriorate 

throughout the 1920s. The Japanese, like many other nations, failed to realize that 

providing aid to the warlords, who represented a small percentage of society, actually 

caused the anti-foreign sentiment of most Chinese people to increase. This was due to the 

fact that the Chinese people knew the warlords were corrupt and power hungry. 

Consequently, by providing aid to the warlords, most Chinese accurately understood that 
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foreign nations were trying to manipulate the warlords, so they could expand their expand 

their economic interests. 

It was therefore not surprising that the Chinese people became infuriated upon 

learning that the Anfu Clique was receiving extensive Japanese financial support. Lucian 

Pye stated the Anfu Club "could not escape the accusation that it was supporting a pro-

Japanese policy." 95 This in turn, caused the Chinese to favor Wu Pei-fu and the Zhili 

Faction which rose to power in the early 1920s. The United States, also later received 

information that the many Anfu leaders had taken asylum in.the Japanese legation in 

Manchuria. The Japanese most likely did not offer these leaders asylum because they 

feared for their well being. Rather, it was probably surmised that if protected, these 

leaders could later be reinstated by the Japanese to act as puppet rulers in Peking or 

Manchuria. 

As the 1920s progressed, US policy directives as well as both US and British 

media sources indicated that Sino-Japanese relations were continuing to deteriorate. In 
. . 

1923, the London Daily Mail reported that the Japanese refused to acknowledge a 

Chinese diplomatic message stating that the Chinese desired to abrogate the 1915 Sino-

Japanese Treaty. The atticle further stated that, "Japan will never consent to ~hange or 

abrogate treaties to which Japan and China were signa~ories in 1915. There is no room for 

discussion or negotiation." 96 If the Japanese had abrogated the treaty, it would have 

allowed the Chinese to immediately regain control of past German concessions in 

Shandong and weakened Japanese control of Manchuria. The Shandong issue continued 

to create t~nsion between the two nations. The Japanese sought to make use of the 
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Kiaochow-Tsinan Railway, which had been located in Shandong. In the past, the Chinese 

said that it had only been briefly operated by the Germans and then returned to the 

Chinese. Nevertheless, despite this fact, the J~panese saw this railway as crucial to their 

economic interests. They thus stationed troops at the railway. The British North China 

Herald paid very close attention to this example of deteriorating Sino-Japanese relations 

and supported the Chinese by arguing "there was absolutely no military necessity 

justifying the occupation of the railway by Japan." 97 The Chinese protested the actions of 

the Japanese, but it was hard to rectify the situation since the Japanese had received the 

right from other foreign nations to control this railway earlier at the Versailles Peace 

Treaty. 

While primary source materials indicate that the Chinese remained opposed to 

Japanese aggression in China throughout the 1920s, the Americans and British seemed 

unwilling to oppose or further attempt to limit Japane~e aggression in China. One major 

fear held by the Americans, British, and Chinese was that Japan would try to annex 

Manchuria, like it had previously done to Korea. US Minister of Schurman was told in 

1922, "There is no intention now [to] declare independence but conditions may bring 

about such action." Another expert added, "[the] declaration of [the] independence of 

Manchuria would not be surprising" and that Japan would undoubtedly find her hand 

strengthened if Zhang declared Manchuria's independence. 98 However, Japanese Foreign 

Minister, Count Uchida, and other Japanese officials attempted to depict Japanese 

intentions in a more positive manner to deescalate the fears of most Americans and 
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British. Count Uchida stated that if Manchuria became independent, "Japan will remain 

strictly neutral in every way and will not give assistance to either side." 99 

Throughout the 1920s, it became quite common for high-ranking Japanese 

officials to make such statements to US foreign policy experts and US and British 

newspaper editors in an effort to downplay Japanese aggression in China. In 1923, 

Japanese Viscount Goto was reported in the North China Herald as having said Emperor 

Meiji believed "China and Japan must stand and fall together." 100 The emperor believed 

there must be no territorial aggression towards China by Japan. The Viscount later 

attempted to explain that Westerners did not understand China's past. Conversely, "the 

Japanese honored and admired the Chinese beyond anything that is conceivable today." 

101 He also pointed out that Japan had earlier been colonized by the imperial powers. As a 

result, Japan clearly understood what China's plight and was in a position to help China. 

"In fact, the only reason Japan had developed an aggressive policy in China was because it 

feared Western powers would take all of China's resources. As a result, according to 

Japanese officials, it would be an error to assume Japanese policy harmed China in 

anyway. 

The fears of the U.S. and British that the Japanese were attempting to dominate 

China's market were also somewhat assuaged when the Japanese agreed to reaffirm the 

Open Door Policy at the Washington Conference. The Americans believed the Japanese 

had grown more compliant and accepting of the Open Door Policy. Just before the 
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conference, Prince To~ugawa expressed sentiments very similar to those of Viscount 

Goto. He asserted that Japan was opposed to militarism, and he hoped this would become 

clear at the Washington Conference. He then stated that Japan's policy in China will be 

defined by the characteristics of "can dour and frankness." 102 An American representative 

at the conference, named Isaac Marcosson, seemed persuaded that Japan would adopt a 

less aggressive stance in China. He confidently told a New York Times reporter that the 

conference made it impossible for Japan "to continue her old policy of corruption and 

intimidation ... and had rather experienced 'change of heart' in terms of her foreign 

policy." 103 In 1922, Count Uchida also took steps to inform the United States that over 

the past fifteen years the Japanese and Chinese in Manchuria had developed an 

"increasingly cordial" relationship. 104 Dr. C. C. Wang, who was an influential Peking 

politician and also oversaw some railway development projects, also reported to US 

Minister Schurman that Japan had seemingly abandoned its past aggression. In Wang's 

opinion, "It is not likely that in the future she will encroach more than in the past." 105 

Despite the beliefs of some US, British, and even Chinese officials, many people 

remained convinced that the Japanese were pursuing an aggressive course in China, 

which disregarded the US Open Door Policy. Joseph Henry Longford, a former British 

consular official and a professor of Japanese at King's College, was listed in the North 

China Herald as having said that he appreciated Japan's achievements, but was also 

keenly aware of her faults. Furthermore, in his view, "Japan places her own interpretation 

102 "Japan and China," Daily Mail, October 31, 1921, http://www.newspaperarchive s.com (accessed 
November 15, 2011). 
103 

"Marcosson Finds Japan Near a Crisis," New York Times, June 26, 1922, http://w ww.nytimes.com 
(accessed, November 15, 2010). 
104 

US Department of State, Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States: 1922, 709, 
http://digital.library.wisc.ed u/1711.dl/ 
105 

US Department of State, Papers Relat_ing to the Foreign Relations of the United States: 1922, 
(Washington, D.C.), 890, http://digital.library.wisc.ed u/171 J.dl/ 

47 



on the phrases 'Integrity of China' and 'Open Door."' 106 In the London Daily Mail, 

Alfred Charles William Harmsworth a powerful British newspaper and publishing 

magnate, also known as Lord Northcliffe, directly warned readers to "Watch Japan." 
107 

He then explained that Japan's policy towards China was to foment faction and strife, 

which would weaken China and make it difficult for her to oppose Japanese demands. 

The United States and Britain were also keenly aware of a number of suspicious 

activities being undertaken by the Japanese, which soon increased tensions between these 

nations. Numerous press sources and policy directives refer to strategies used by the 

Japanese to further their own agenda. In 1921, the North China Herald ran an article 

stating that China and Japan's "economic coalescence has been as it were going on 

behind the curtain of military strength." 108 In other words, Japan was using military 

pressure to force China to assist Japan to expand its economic activity within the country. 

The same article stated that the Chinese have attempted to resist Japan through economic 

revenge. In this case, that seems to have meant boycotting of Japanese goods. As a result, 

this statement seems to contradict the earlier statement of Japanese officials whq said, 

Sino-Japanese relations were growing stronger and both nations had much in common. 

For example, the Japanese commonly asserted, "Japan and China have the same race and 

script," so they will work well together. 109 Later, in 1928, a Time Magazine article 
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reiterated the point that tension existed between the two Asian countries. By noting, 

"rumors and charges of bad faith are always plentiful in the Far East." 110 

In terms of foreign relations, the United States and Britain also found that the 

Japanese often times did not present formal economic plans, like possible consortium 

plans to jointly develop Chinese railways. It thus became difficult for the US and Britain 

to understand where the Japanese stood on a number of issues. Furthermore, by stalling, 

the Japanese could spend more time weighing the pluses and minuses associated with the 

proposals of other nations. They could then later delay negotiating the proposals they 

thought would not further their motives in the region. 

For example, in 1922, the United States proposed establishing a telegraph 

network in China that could be used by all foreign powers. At the time, a delegation of 

American technical experts sent a report to the Secretary of State Charles Hughes saying 

that it appeared the Japanese had no definite proposals, but appeared willing to discuss 

the matter. Much later in 1928, it appears as though Japan and the United States had still 

reached no agreement concerning this issue. In this case, the US hoped to benefit from 

the Japanese, who has earlier begun to develop their own telegraph network in China. As 

a result, making a deal with the US presented no benefits for the Japanese. In fact, the 

Japanese had most likely sought to develop this telegram system on their own, so they 

could enjoy the advantage of being able to transfer messages quickly. The US on the 

other hand, would benefit since the Japanese had already started to construct the tower 

and had developed a network of communications. The US also wanted to become a part 

of this project because it feared the Japanese would indeed gain an advantage by 
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developing an extensive communications network on its own. More generally, the US 

sought to check the benefits that the Japanese would receive by unilaterally developing 

this network of communications. In other words,· this effort by the US, like the 

consortium itself, was clearly meant to enforce the status quo in China. 

By the late 1920s, Japan felt pressured as the political situation in China turned 

against them, and foreign nations began to pay even closer to Japanese actions in the 

region. Kuomintang successes in the both southern and northern China quickly led to 

tension. Earlier, the Kuomintang refused to recognize the 1915 treaty with Japan. As a 

result, the Japanese understood that if Chiang Kai-shek's Kuomintang succeeded in 

unifying the country, Japanese economic interests in China would be threatened. In 1928, 

tension between the Japanese and Chiang Kai-shek's forces were further exacerbated as 

Chiang succeeded in unifying much of the country. The New York Times reported that the 

Nationalists "in a sharp note to Japan announced that they considered the treaty had 

expired." 111 Consequently, Japanese in China no longer held a privileged position. 

Warlord Feng Yuxiang, who had become allied· with Chiang Kai-shek, also rebuked 

Japanese actions in China by stating "Japanese Imperialism is comparable only to the 

ways of wolves and tigers." 112 

By this point, the Nationalists had grown frustrated by Japan's use of military 

power to give itself economic advantages in the country. In 1927, it was reported the 

Japanese policed and operated four-hundred and fifty miles of railway line from Dalian to 

Port Arthur, which .violated past treaties. Chiang Kai-shek later commented to a Time 
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Magazine reporter that the Japanese were using military intimidation, in addition to 

diplomatic pressure, against the Nationalist government. 113 He clearly said this in the 

hopes that the US would support him and rebuke the Japanese. The decision of this 

magazine to interview Chiang may also have indicated that Time was offering their 

support to him over the Japanese. 

Japanese plans met greater resistance once the United States officially recognized 

the Nationalist government in 1928. After satisfactorily negotiating a settlement to a 

dispute that occurred between Americans and Kuomintang troops, the U.S. Secretary of 

State recommended President Coolidge recognize the Nationalist's rule in China. 

President Coolidge agreed by asserting that the "signing of [the] treaty is a recognition of 

the Nationalist Government." 114 Shortly after, the British also concluded a fair settlement 

of damages to British property sustained during the "Nanjing Outrage," which led to 

more amicable relationship between Britain and Nationalist China. This implicit support 

of Chiang Kai-shek's forces by the US and Britain appeared to have many benefits. The 

Nationalists were clearly more anti-Japanese than anti-US or British, so both the US and 

Britain had a chance to try to preserve their interests in the region by supporting Chiang 

Kai-shek. The Japanese on the other hand, came under close scrutiny by the US and 

British supported Nationalists. 

These settlements with the US and Britain also gave the Nationalists leverage to 

question Japanese actions in Shandong Province and more aggressively assert their right 

to rule China. Manchurian Warlord, Zhang Zuolin, understood this and soon formed an 

113 "China: Sam, We Are Here!," Time Magazine, August 6, 1928, http://www.time .com/time/archive 
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alliance with the Nationalists, which further crippled Japanese ef~orts to transform 

Manchuria into a protectorate. The Japanese sensed that Zhang could no longer be used 

as their pawn in Manchuria. Consequently, they cut their losses and assassinated Zhang 

Zuolin by bombing his train on the outskirts of Shenyang. 

The death of Zhang Zuolin came as a shock to America and Britain. It took some 

time for both nations to recognize that the Japanese military in Manchuria had 

assassinated Zhang. Press reports in The Circleville Herald and The Corsica Semi-Weekly 

Light did not accuse the Japanese military or name any group suspected of committing 

the assassination. However, The Corsica Daily Light did mention that the initial report 

came from Tokyo. Nevertheless, two months later, reports were found in the North China 

Herald and Time Magazine, which stated the Japanese military could possibly have been 

involved in the attack to varying degrees. However, it was emphasized that it could very 

well just have been a radical wing of the military that decided to assassinate Zhang. The 

Time Magazine article stated the Chinese believed the Japanese military planned the 

attack. In China, the Japanese military clearly used this assassination as a warning that 

force would be used to assert its right to retain control over its concessions. David 

Bonivia argued that the Japanese military "hoped to see Manchuria descend into chaos 

with the death of Zhang." 115 They could then use force to control the situation and send 

more troops to assert their authority. 

However, Zhang's son, Zhang Xueliang, inherited his father's position as the 

warlord of Manchuria. Zhang Xueliang, like his father, worked to frustrate Japanese· 

plans. He stated to a New York Times reporter, "present circumstances compel me to a 

course opposed to the wishes of Japan" and if the Japanese continued to pressure him, he 

115 Bonivia, China's Warlords, 84. 
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would resign. 116 A Time Magazine article also foreshadowed future events by noting 

later, "There may be a time when complications with Japan and all the other envious 

nations which hate us may make China's friendship valuable." 117 

Throughout the 1920s, US foreign policy directives and US and British media 

sources reveal that great tension existed between these two nations and Japan. 

These three nations were all guilty of violating Chinese sovereignty in an effort to expand 

their own economic interests in China. However, the aggressive nature of Japanese 

actions in the 1920s concerned the Americans and British, who hoped to protect their 

economic interests. As a result, most foreign policy directives and media sources from 

these two nations have a clear bias against the Japanese. This fear that the Japanese were 

gaining a strong footing in China should not have come as a surprise since China's 

proximity to Japan meant that the Japanese could easily expand their interests in the 

region. However, both the US and especially the British feared that Japanese gains in the 

region were coming at their expense. This situation changed slightly by the late 1920s as 

the US and British made alliances with Chiang in an effort to protect their economic 

interests. Meanwhile, Japan remained unwilling to negotiate a compromise with the 

Nationalists and consequently became even more willing to use their military to protect 

their interests in Manchuria. This proved to be a source of great tension between the US, 

Great Britain, and Japan over the coming decades, and within China, the Second-Sino 

Japanese War would eventually break out between the Chinese and the Japanese in 1937. 
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Chapter IV: The Arms Agreement between Foreign Nations 

In Warlord Era China, the issue of armaments was always a large concern for 

foreign nations with economic interests in China. It is not surprising to find that 

foreigners had this fear because this was an era where military rulers relied on their 

personal armies to guarantee their authority. As noted, by the 1920s, governmental 

institutions had largely become powerless as warlords vied for military control of Peking 

and the entire country. A warlord's path to success meant victory on the battlefield, 

which could be better ensured by stockpiling modem weaponry. Warfare was a common 

part of life for most Chinese at this time. In fact, "fn a period of merely 16 years ( 1912 -

1928), over 1,300 warlords fought more than 140 provincial and inter-provincial wars." 

118 The government in Peking soon became a farce. In 1923, it was accurately reported in 

Time Magazine that Tsao Kun had bought himself the presidency by offering 5,000 

pieces of silver to members of the Peking parliament. 119 It was also rumored that Dr. 

Wellington Koo was forced to assume the role of Peking's Foreign Minister after he had 

received the lowest score in a game of mahjong. 

The Foreign powers in China were well aware of the feeble nature of the Peking 

Government. But, they still worrie~ that if the warlords were able to amass arms and 

ammunition, they could then use these weapons to wage destructive wars. Nations like 

the US and Great Britain more importantly feared that foreign nations could unfairly 

profit from the arms trade. As a result, many foreign nations involved in trade in China 

agreed to adhere to the International Arms Embargo Treaty of 1919. They thought this 
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plan would benefit China by "materially weaken[ing] the power of the military caste for 

evii." 120 The warlords would be left without arms and ammunition, which would make it 

impossible for them to wage war. Consequently, less warfare would make it far easier for 

foreigners to safeguard their economic interests and continue to exploit the Chinese 

through the unequal treaties of the nineteenth century. However, in reality, this embargo 

was not a feasible solution to the arms issue because it was not enforceable. The treaty 

actually caused competition to increase among foreign nations, which were struggling 

against one another to unfairly profit from the arms trade. This naturally created great 

tension among foreign nations. 

The rulers of the Qing Dynasty had done little to advance military weaponry and 

tactics. Instead, Chinese militarists paid close attention to the tactics and weapons used 

by Western nations in World War I. By 1920, although Chinese troops still carried 

"spears, swords, and shotguns," the rifle became the most widely used weapon. 121 

Warlords relied highly on trade with foreigners to obtain modem weaponry and 

ammunition. According to Hsi-sheng Ch'i, in 1916, China had just eight arsenals capable 

of producing armaments. These arsenals were located in six provinces, which meant most 

Chinese provinces required trade to obtain modem weaponry. 

The Arms Embargo Treaty of 1919 made the business of gathering weaponry 

more complicated for most warlords, but hardly impossible. Foreign policy documents 

from 1920 reveal that many nations freely violated the terms of the treaty. For example, 

the Italians were caught sending arms to Zhang Zuolin. It was also suspected that the 

Japanese, Belgians, Americans, and the British had also not strictly adhered to the 

120 
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embargo. Nevertheless, Secretary of State Kellogg wrote in a letter to the US Foreign 

Minister Schurman that "our Government appears to be the only one that is trying to keep 

its nationals from obtaining contracts for munitions and that the embargo on arms is a 

dead letter." 122 The same year, the North China Herald reported that Japan had lent 

money and secretly imported arms to the Chinese. It also mentioned that the Italians had 

imported arms, while the British were in the process of selling airplanes. 123 Foreign 

policy documents confirmed this report and stated that the Italians had indeed shipped a 

number of weapons to Zhang Zuolin, including: 12 tons sent to Mukden, 2124 tons sent 

to Shanghaiguan, and 2460 tons sent to Tianjin. Mortars being sent to Duan Qirui were 

also titled "Italian." In addition, British arms dealers skirted the agreement by making 

arrangements to sell "commercial airplanes" to the Chinese. 124 In ~he original treaty, 

airplanes were not listed as a prohibited weapon. Furthermore, by saying they would be 

used for commercial purposes, the British government alleged no crime or violation was 

being committed, even though there was no concept of commercial airplanes in China at 

this time. 

Despite these violations, the U.S. and British governments continued to state that 

the treaty could be strengthened to become even more effective. In 1921, however, no 

substantial progress was made towards creating a more effective treaty. Rather, foreign 

nations pointed their fingers at one another for having violated the treaty. The Japanese 

alluded to the fact that airplanes from the British Vickers Company had been converted 
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into war machines. They also restated the same Italian violations that the U.S. and Britain 

had previously discussed. Meanwhile, they placed blame on American firms for allegedly 

giving $1,000,000 to the Chinese. 125 When questioned again by U.S. officials, the British 

government reiterated their view that they sold the Chinese "commercial aeronautical 

material wholly unsuited for any military purposes." 126 The Italians issued a similar 

statement. They defended their actions by stating that "if Italian arms were furnished to 

Chinese buyers, it was done in execution of contracts made prior to May 1919."127 

Midway through the year, the United States and Britain again attempted to form a closer 

alliance by reaffirming their mutual commitment to the arms embargo through a series of 

diplomatic letters, even though both nations were wary that the other was illegally 

providing arms to China. The result was both groups tried to assuage the fears of the 

other and thus deescalate tensions. Consequently, many newspapers, like The North 

China Herald published optimistic articles similarly stating that despite past violations, 

the "spirit of the agreement ... has really cramped the style of the Tuchunate [Warlord 

system] very seriously." 128 

However, some other newspapers more accurately reflected the numerous 

weaknesses of the arms embargo. A few years later, the New York Times released an 

article titled, "Chinese Still Get Arms Despite Embargo - Large Quantities that Reach 
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Warlords and Bandits Include Bombing Planes." 129 In addition, this article asserted that 

12 French planes were sent to Zhang Zuolin and his military arsenal was capable of 

producing the latest weaponry. In fact, today historians agree that Zhang Zuolin' s forces 

were the best equipped in the country. Monthly armament output statistics from 1928 

reveal the production of weapons in Manchuria was almost as high as that of the rest of 

China. 130 Warlord historian Arthur Waldron pointed out that Japan provided Zhang with 

large amounts of weapons and fmancial aid meant for developing arsenals. Many · 

suspected "Japanese modified Maxim guns" were produced at the Mukden arsenal or 

somewhere nearby. 131 Other warlords received arms from different foreign nations. Time 

Magazine said Feng Yuxiang "gets his arms from Moscow ... " and also received 

27,000,000 cartridges. 132 Russia had actually never signed the 1919 Arms Embargo in 

the first place, so it was able to easily offer aid to Feng, but also more critically to the 

Kuomintang forces in Canton. Indeed warlord historian Edward McCord has argued that 

a failure to enforce the embargo aided warlords in amassing stockpiles of weaponry 

because foreign arms dealers were able to act with a high level of autonomy in the 

country. 

This belief is confirmed by both US media and secondary sources relating to 

Zhang Zuolin. The New York Times released an article containing the translated Chinese 

proverb, "In many laws lies the rogue's opportunity." 133 This proverb clearly applied to 

the many ways foreign powers had found to violate the arms embargo. A Time Magazine 
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article more directly referred to the Warlords' efforts to gain arms. It was said, "A dog 

invests in a bone. A peasant invests in a silver filled stocking. A fool invests in wildcat 

stock. But a Manchurian War Lord [Zhang Zuolin] invests in munitions." 134 In fact, 

historians now know that Zhang Zuolin in addition to receiving munitions from Japan, 

also developed a close relationship with a British arms dealer named Frank Sutton. The 

Englishman sold Zhang a number of field mortars. Later, this weapon was successfully 

used by Zhang Zuolin's Fentien troops to drive back Wu Pei-fu's much larger, but poorly 

equipped Zhili troops. Sutton was also made "Master General of Ordinance to the 

Man~hurian Armies" and given the tasks of reequipping the Mukden arsenal as well as · 

developing more advanced weaponry. 135 

Nevertheless, the U.S. and Britain continued to overlook the numerous examples 

of treaty infractions for most of the 1920s. Both nations' companies were benefiting from 

the arms trade, and both nations, therefore, realized they had no way to effectively limit 

international arms deals. However, the British knew they were not benefiting from the 

arms trade as much as the Japanese. Therefore, Chan states the British led an initiative to 

enforce the 1919 Arms Treaty with the purpose of protecting their economic interests in 

China by attempting to limit Japanese arms deals in China. 136 If the 1919 treaty was 

declared void, it was believed the Japanese aggressive economic policy would surely help 

it come to dominate the arms market. Additionally, the Japanese already had a large 

number of outstanding arms contracts, which would be fulfilled if the 1919 Treaty was 

declared void. The United States, which hoped to adhere to the Open Door Policy, 

134 
"China: Spring Manuevers," Time Magazine, March 17, 1924, http://www.t ime.com/time/archive 

(accessed November 15, 2011). 
135 Bonivia, China's Wqr/ords, 14. 
136 Chan, Arming the Chinese, 61. 

59 



followed the British lead and took steps to reaffirm the treaty and thus promote equal 

trade. 

In 1922, President Warren G. Harding issued a proclamation stating: 

"that whenever the President finds that in any American country, or in any 
country in which the United States exercises extraterritorial jurisdiction, 
conditions of domestic violence exist, which are or may be promoted by 
the use of arms or munitions of war procured from the United States, and 

· makes proclamation thereof, it shall be unlawful to export, except under 
such limitations and exceptions as the President prescribes, any arms or 
munitions of war from any place in the United States to such country until 
otherwise ordered by the President or by Congress." 

Furthermore, people found guilty of violating this proclamation would now "be punished 

by fine not exceeding $10,000, or by imprisonment not exceeding two years, or both." 137 

At first glance, then it appears that the United States attempted to enforce this new 

law. The New York Times reported that Washington would use every means available "to 

prevent the shipment of arms or munitions to China for use in the threatened civil war" 

between Wu Pei-fu and Zhang Zuolin. 138 Later that year, the New York Times ran an 

article which stated three Americans had attempted to sneak arms into China, but had 

ultimately been. detained by Admiral Phelps, who was in charge of US naval operations 

in China and the Phillipines. However, even though the United States showed a 

willingness to adhere to the 1919 Treaty, most nations, including the US and Britain, 

continued to violate the treaty, while making feeble attempts urging other nations to agree· 

to follow it. 

Throughout the mid-1920s, both nations, for obvious reasons, failed to persuade 

other foreign nations, inCluding Russia, France, Japan, Czechoslovakia, Norway, 
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Belgium, Germany, the Netherlands, and Sweden to adhere to the treaty. Secretary of 

State Hughes said the State Department felt that even though the 1919 embargo was not 

entirely effective, and even though most powers could not legally enforce the terms, the 

treaty had proven beneficial. Despite this assertion, Foreign Minister Schurman remained 

far more skeptical. He stated that any agreement would most likely benefit Italy and aid it 

in consolidating an arms selling monopoly. 

In 1924, the North China Herald stated the current policy still benefited those not 

strictly adhering to the policy. 139 A Time Magazine article more clearly depicted the 

crucial issue with the United States and Britain's attempt to adhere to a stricter arms 

/ 

embargo by pointing out that many nations were unclear whether arms sales would be 

totally prohibited or just closely surveyed. Also, the topic of planes and toxic gas sales 

were not addressed in the original agreement, so many wondered whether or not they 

would be prohibited. In fact, it is likely the topic of planes was not addressed because the 

British were in the process of selling planes to the Chinese. A US delegate stated that he 

favored prohibiting the sale of "asphyxiating poisonous gases" and was supported by 

seven other nations, while thirty-five other nations "were either hostile or silent." 140 The 

Washington Post noted that on this issue Japan, Britain, and the US appeared to strongly 

agree and share very friendly relations. 141 Nonetheless, without the support of all arms 

dealing nations, the friendship of the three powers meant little. The North China Herald 

issued an article in the same year, which lamented the failure of foreign nations to adhere 

139 "The Anns Embargo in China: British Government Strongly in Favour of Effective Application," North 
China Herald, June.21, 1924, http://www.newspaperarchives.c om (accessed November 15, 2011). 
140 

"The League ofNations: Gasology," Time Magazine, May 18, 1925, http://www.t ime.com/time/archive 
(accessed November 15, 2011). · 
141 "Concordat Seen as Means of Ending Chaos in China," Washington Post, November 23, 1921 1 

http://www .newspaperarchives.c om (accessed November 15, 20 II). 

61 



to the text of the 1919 treaty. It stated, "no one was supposed to dodge the letter of the 

text by quibbling about fine distinctions between deadly weapons designed for this 

purpose or that purpose." 142 

By 1925, the United States and Britain finally admitted that it was doubtful 

further progress could be made in strengthening the arms embargo. The two powers 

agreed that the current treaty could not stop China's military modernization. The 

American Foreign Minister in China, MacMurray, admitted that even though he had 

earlier played a part in establishing the treaty and the State Department felt it was 

necessary to adhere to it, in reality, the embargo accomplished little. In his opinion, this 

was due to the fact that no nation except the United States and Britain vigilantly enforced 

the embargo. British Ambassador Howard added that~ "so long as they [foreign powers] 

are l.mable or unwilling to prevent their nationals from making money" by selling arms to 

the Chinese, they will only increase the suffering of the Chinese people, which was 

true. 143 Additionally, the arms trade only promoted civil war in China, which would 

threaten foreign lives and concessions. As Anthony Chan, who. wrote his dissertation on 

armaments in Warlord Era China, pointed out, China was not by any means the largest 

arms market in the world. However, reports of intermittent warfare drew arins dealers of 

all nationalities to China. 144 The fact that the arms trade remained strong in China 

throughout the 1920s is clearly reflected in many newspapers. 

This created tension even between allies, like the Americans and British, who 

both suspected the other of being involved in the arms trade, even though publicly both 
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nations had earlier agreed to reaffirm the 1919 Treaty. The tension between these two 

nations is especially apparent in newspaper articles. The North China Herald asserted 

that the British government enforced the policy against British nationals, while other 

countries did as they pleased. 145 A New York Times article similarly stated that most 

European countries had as late as 1928 continued to deal arms. It was also stated that the 

Chinese had grown frustrated by US and British attempts to control the inflow of arms 

and munitions into China. Consequently, the Kuomintang began to argue that arms and 

munitions issues should be regarded by the Nationalist government as an internal 

affair. 146 

In 1928, the United States' official position was still that the embargo should be 

enforced. However, the United States now backed down and agreed that airplanes could 

be sold for commercial reasons, even though the British and Americans knew planes 

were never used for commercial reasons in China. They probably did this to appease the 

British, who were heavily involved in this trade. Meanwhile, the Japanese suddenly 

began to become more actively involved in discussing the issues with the embargo. They 

probably feared the Kuomintang, which was unifying the country would be able to easily 

gather arms that could later be used to pressure the Japanese. As a result, Japanese 

officials in China most likely now saw it beneficial to try to limit the arms trade. 

After reading secondary materials relating to the arms embargo, it becomes 

readily apparent that the United States and Britain were not the moral enforcers of the 

embargo that they seemed to be in the foreign policy directives. Anthony Chan reports 
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British companies like, Vickers, Handley Page, Curtis, Jardine and Mason, and 

Butterfield and Swire were all active in selling airplanes, war machinery, and poisonous 

gas to the Chinese. The American companies Bethlehem and Dumont were also involved 

in selling arms to China. 147 As a result, it appears that US and British officials clearly 

had little intention of actually enforcing the 1919 Arms Embargo Treaty. Instead, they, 

like other foreign nations in China, often times offered their support to private 

companies, which could quietly make arms deals with the Chinese. It is thus not 

surprising that the 1919 Arms Embargo was violated by many nations. In this case, as 

with the financial consortium, it is clear these. foreign nations violated the ·arms treaty 

numerous times as they jockeyed amongst one another to profit from the arms trade. 

These actions in tum, led to tension even between close allies such as the Americans and 

the British. 
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Conclusion 

Although efforts were made to bring the US, European nations, and Japan 

together to trade equally and freely in China, competition led these nations to pursue their 

own agendas. As a result, most multilateral efforts meant to tie these nations together 

ultimately failed. Evidence supporting this statement is found in examinations of the four 

power financial consortium, the issue of banditry, the case of Japan's aggressive 

economic policies in China, and the 1919 Arms Embargo Treaty. 

Ultimately, the US, European nations, and Japan were all equally guilty of 

abusing China's sovereign rights in an effort to unfairly expand their economic interests 

in the region. When foreign nations developed foreign policy for China in the 1920s 

economic concerns clearly shaped the making of foreign policy. The US, which did not 

have a sphere of influence, promoted equal trade and open access policies in China 

because these policies were in the best interest of the US. The British, in tum, came to 

support these policies, when it realized the Japanese were succeeding in expanding their 

economic influence at the cost of Great Britain, which had before World War I had the 

largest economic influence in China. The Japanese, on the other hand, clearly preferred 

the sphere of influence system. Their close proximity to China, resource rich sphere in 

Manchuria, and aggressive economic policy allowed them to rapidly develop a strong 

economic influence in China and gain dominance in the Chinese market. 

However, the policies implemented by these nations failed.to address China's 

societal issues. This meant that the Chinese people suffered and issues such as banditry 

grew more pervasive, while the foreigners promoted policies to expand their economic 

interests in the China. This led the Chinese people to develop a deep-seated mistrust of 
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foreigners, which eventually helped fuel the intense nationalist movements of the 1920s. 

By the late 1920s, the Kuomintang finally managed to start unifying China. This in some 

ways lessened tension between the foreign nations, as each nation now had to decide 

whether or not to support Chiang Kai-shek's Kuomintang Government. Nevertheless, 

tensions between both the US and Japan as well as Britain and Japan were never 

completely erased. The Kuomintang's emergence simply forced foreign nations to 

account for yet another factor when negotiating with one another. Later, these tensions, 

which had started to develop in the early 1900s would reach t~eir peak following Japan's 

seizure of Manchuria. 
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