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glossed with some trappings of democracy. The authorities regarded visiting
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reported on many countries attempting to make the transition from colonial
rule to democracy. Taiwan, in contrast, was clearly making the same transition
with many more hopes of success than I had seen in places like Zimbabwe,
Zambia, Angola, Namibia, Ethiopia, Nigeria, and South Africa. It was clear
too that political and social changes were more soundly based in Taiwan than
in some other Asian countries where similar transitions were underway at the
same period. I wondered what had given Taiwan its advantage. I started ex-
ploring the island’s history even as I reported on the final stages of democratic
transition in the 1990s. This book is the product of that exploration and my
response to what I found.

Writing in English about societies that use variations of the Chinese lan-
guage and written characters poses a very basic problem. How should one
spell Chinese names using the Roman alphabet? This problem goes beyond
accuracy; it is a highly political issue. Many sounds used in the Chinese lan-
guage and dialects have no easy equivalent in English. Several systems have
been developed over the years and under different political regimes. Thus
the system that a writer in English uses is frequently seen as a political state-
ment of his or her approach to the subject. There are two main systems for
the Romanization of Chinese names. There is the Wade-Giles system, first
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developed in the mid-nineteenth century and which is used on Taiwan, and
there is pinyin, a simplified form which was instituted by the Communists
after they came to power on the mainland in 1949. I have had long discus-
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My main debt on these questions of English spelling is to Dr. Charles Yang,
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land names rendered in pinyin. For example, Beijing is now established as the
English spelling of the name of the Chinese capital rather than the older
Wade-Giles version, Peking. Similarly, Mao Zedong is now the more common
spelling of the name of the Communist revolutionary leader in place of Mao
Tse-tung under the Wade-Giles system. So I have used pinyin spelling for
mainland names and Wade-Giles for those on Taiwan. Where older names,
such as the Fujian provincial port city of Amoy, appear in quotations I have
put the modern name, in this case Xiamen, in brackets.

There are similar questions about how to render Japanese characters into
English. There are, for example, several ways of expressing the long “o” which
occurs at the end of many Japanese names such as Tokyo and Kyoto. After
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Japanese publications, which is not to include any accent at all.
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whose help and guidance I should recognize is massive. I must therefore con-
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support my career as a foreign correspondent would not have followed the
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idea of the book from the start and championed it through thick and thin.
Toby Wahl of Palgrave Macmillan has been an essential link, tempering and
bending the author’s inclination to explore the story’s side streams toward
what’s best for the reader. Alan Bradshaw of Palgrave Macmillan has done a
splendid job of editing the manuscript as well as engaging in an interesting ex-
ploration of those English words and phrases that need translation when they
cross the Canada-United States border. I am indebted to many members of
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PREFACE

Taiwan is entering an era when the four-hundred-year-old dream of the is-
land’s 23 million people to be internationally recognized as sovereign masters
of their own house will be won or lost. Since the early 1600s the efforts of the
Taiwanese settlers and pioneers, mostly from China, to create their own na-
tion on the island have been suppressed or smothered by a succession of colo-
nial administrations. The voice of Taiwanese aspirations began to gain volume
and power in the late 1980s with the transition to democracy. The affirmation
of Taiwan as a distinct society—predominantly ethnic Chinese but not of
China—has blossomed since then. It has been nurtured by the election of suc-
cessive administrations dedicated to severing the remaining links of Taiwan’s
colonial past and establishing nationhood.

The question for Taiwanese is how to achieve that end. The growth of
democracy has unleashed its own dynamic on the island. Taiwanese are cele-
brating their distinctiveness and exploring their cultural potential as never be-
fore now that colonialism by outsiders has been largely removed. The last
interlopers, the mainland nationalist Kuomintang government, whose rem-
nants fled to Taiwan in 1949 and established there a 50-year regime of rea-
sonably benevolent despotism, have been largely absorbed. What is rapidly
emerging is a unique country fashioned from its own distinct history and ge-
ography. It is also a composite society with not always friendly internal rela-
tions between the aborigines, the close-knit Hakka, the majority Hoklo, and
the recently arrived mainlanders. Taiwan’s aborigines are ethnic Malays from
Southeast Asia whose ancestors migrated to the island over thousands of years
before recorded history. Intermarriage with Chinese over the past five hundred
years means that about 70 percent of modern Taiwanese have aboriginal
blood. The Hakka are ethnically mainstream Han Chinese, but their distinct
culture and language has made them outcasts within Chinese society. Hakka
origins are in northern China, but over hundreds of years they were pushed
down into the mountainous border country between Guangdong and Fujian
provinces. Many Hakka became sea nomads and were among the first Chinese
to establish outposts on Taiwan. Hoklo is the name given to natives of Fujian
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province. They make up the majority of modern Taiwanese. The mainlanders
who came to Taiwan after 1945 are of mixed origins, but many came from the
two last outposts of Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek’s Kuomintang adminis-
tration: Shanghai on China’s east coast and Guangdong province north and
west of Hong Kong.

About half of Taiwan’s people applaud President Chen Shui-bian’s policy
of asserting at every opportunity the island’s independence and cultural indi-
viduality. Most of the other half quietly support the aim, but not Chen’s
means. They think Chen’s style unnecessarily goads China and is an abuse of
American friendship. They think the Chen administration is putting at risk
the extraordinary economic success and social development Taiwan has
achieved in recent decades.

Most countries emerging from colonial rule have faced similar internal
stresses and strains. But Taiwan languishes in a muddy legal quagmire without
historical precedent. China claims to own the island, which is just 100 miles
(160 kilometers) off the mainland’s coast. The case for China’s sovereignty over
the island, especially by the communist one-party government currently in
power in Beijing, is frail. The new generation of leaders in Beijing, however, is
steeped in old propaganda of imperial hubris and new pride in their country’s
growing economic power and regional political influence. For them Taiwan’s
de facto independence is unfinished business from China’s civil war in 1949
that brought the Communists to power in Beijing and the ousted Kuomintang
government to exile on Taiwan. Reclaiming Taiwan would also, in Beijing’s
eyes, finally end the “humiliation” that began in the 1840s when industrial-
ized powers grabbed chunks of China as colonies and trading enclaves.

Since the 1970s China has used the lure of its vast market to blackmail
most governments into consigning Taiwan and its people to an opaque inter-
national status. Governments the world over have been seduced by the lure of
China’s market of 1.3 billion people for goods and services. That lure has be-
come ever more enticing as China’s economy has developed. The hypocrisy of
this deal is especially stark in the capitals of Europe and North America, where
it would normally be an easy choice between a repressive one-party state in
Beijing and Taiwan’s vibrant democracy. Taiwan has been betrayed by greed
and the age-old Western missionary zeal to transform China. Taiwan is a de
facto independent nation upholding all the Western political values of freely
elected and open government, and the rule of law by an independent judici-
ary. Yet Taiwan is denied membership in the United Nations and remains in
legal limbo because of Beijing’s persistent diplomatic pressure on the interna-
tional stage. Even the island’s main ally, the United States, refuses to give Tai-
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wan formal diplomatic recognition or support its membership in international
organizations.

Beijing has made some half-hearted efforts to persuade Taiwan to agree to
unification with the mainland. It has proposed some variation of the “one
country, two systems” formula used to frame the return to Chinese sovereignty
of Hong Kong in 1997 and Macau in 2000 after centuries of British and Por-
tuguese colonial rule. China’s leaders, however, have shown no understanding
or sympathy for the workings of free and open societies, especially in Hong
Kong. Taiwanese have been repulsed by those examples. Beijing’s passion for
the dominance of one country constantly overrides respect for the promised
autonomy of the peoples gathered into the embrace of the Chinese mother-
land. The deciding, unacceptable issue for most Taiwanese, however, is Bei-
jing’s unwavering insistence that the islanders must acknowledge they are
subjects of the Communist Party, that they submit to Beijing’s view that there
is only “one China” and Taiwan is part of it, before negotiations begin.

The alternative to Taiwan’s submission, Beijing warns, is war and invasion
of the island by mainland forces. China’s legal pretext for military intervention
is that Taiwan is merely a “rebel province.” Therefore an invasion would be
only an internal police action; an entirely domestic affair. Taiwan, however, is
well armed and has powerful friends. It will be some years before China could
launch an attack on Taiwan with any certainty of success. Beijing must calcu-
late too what the effect of an invasion would be on its sustained efforts in Asia
and beyond to present modern China as a reliable business partner and diplo-
matic player on the international stage.

Sustained economic growth in China is vital to the maintenance of inter-
nal civic order and the unchallenged authority of the Communist Party. The
country has quite massive social problems stemming from a wandering popu-
lation of over 200 million unemployed people and popular outrage at the cor-
ruption of Communist Party officials. There are daily outbreaks of unrest on
a large scale requiring the use of force by the police or army to contain them.
Beijing has managed to prevent a national uprising by ensuring that no or-
ganization is allowed to emerge that could provide a coordinating focus for
dissent. So Beijing’s leaders must ask themselves whether the loss of interna-
tional reputation and perhaps even domestic political power is worth the gam-
ble of invading Taiwan.

Sentiments are strong on the island and particularly among Taiwanese
nationalists that China has too much to lose by invading and will not do so.
This often leads to China’s threats being quickly dismissed as mere bluster, an
attitude that makes Taiwan’s allies angry and anxious. The island sits on the
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strategically critical meeting place between the Far East and Southeast Asia,
an accident of geography that has made Taiwan such an attractive target for
colonial occupation throughout its history. If Taiwan were invaded by China
the United States would be required to come to Taiwan’s aid because of these
regional strategic considerations as well as American public opinion and do-
mestic legislation. The realization in the Taiwanese capital Taipei, in Wash-
ington, and in Beijing that missteps or mistakes in handling the Taiwan file
could lead to armed confrontation between the United States and China
looms behind the daily drive on the island to assert its nationhood.

Often forgotten is that Japan, whose southern Ryukyu Islands are closer
to Taiwan than is the mainland, also has a keen interest in the future of the is-
land. Perhaps surprisingly, warm bonds of friendship and mutual regard per-
sist between Japan and Taiwan despite Japan’s 50-year colonial occupation of
the island. And Japan views with deep concern the idea that the Taiwan Strait,
a seaway that carries much of Japan’s exports and essential imported com-
modities, might become an internal Chinese waterway.

Successive administrations in Washington have fudged the Taiwan ques-
tion. What some see as Washington’s betrayal of Taiwan began with President
Richard Nixon’s ground-breaking visit to Beijing in 1972 and his meeting
with the Communist revolutionary leader Mao Zedong. That initiative cul-
minated in 1978 with President Jimmy Carter’s “acknowledgement” of the
“one China principle” and his shifting of America’s diplomatic relations from
Taipei to Beijing. Washington’s strategic ambiguity in courting Beijing while
remaining Taiwan’s principal ally has been reasonably utilitarian. It is now be-
coming a farce, however, under pressure from China’s growing national confi-
dence as an economic and political power and the uncorking of Taiwan’s
bottled-up nationalism with the advent of democracy. These are fiercely com-
peting tides of history. It may be there is an elegant solution that can satisfy
with a minimum of compromise all the hotly contending positions. If so, that
happy median line is not immediately apparent. And there is no reason to
imagine that Taiwan’s future will be any neater, tidier, or more orderly than has
been its tumultuous, factious, and often chaotic past.

x i v FORBIDDEN NATION
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Chapter One

T W O  S H O T S  O N
C H I N H U A  R O A D

No one heard the two pistol shots or saw the gunman amid the continuous,
overwhelming rattling roar and billowing smoke of the strings of exploding
firecrackers. Remembering the scene three weeks later, Vice President An-
nette Lu was sure she heard the cracks of the two shots above the staccato
noise of the fireworks. At the time, though, the sharper sound of the gun did
not register in her mind. Yet it was Lu who first thought something was
wrong. She felt a strong “impact” on her right knee.1 Recalling the incident
in a statement issued a few days later, Lu described the force of the bullet
hitting her as strangely heavy and painful, enough to make her cry out. Her
immediate conclusion was the logical one: Lu imagined she had been hit by
the empty cardboard casing of one of the firecrackers that were exploding
everywhere and are a common feature of Chinese festive occasions. It wasn’t
until she looked down and saw a rip in her slacks seeping blood that she
knew it was something more. She turned to Taiwan’s president, Chen Shui-
bian, standing next to her in the back of an open-topped Jeep Wrangler in a
motorcade parading slowly through the island’s southern city of Tainan.
Chen, she noticed, was holding his stomach with one hand and waving to
the crowd with the other. It was then that she noticed the bullet hole in the
windscreen, just above the head of the president’s chief bodyguard, Lt. Gen.
Chen Tsai-fu, who was sitting in the front passenger seat. Lu pointed out the
bullet hole to the president who, shouting to be heard above the din of the
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fireworks, said: “I kept thinking we were hit by firecrackers. Why didn’t you
tell me earlier?”

It was March 19, 2004, the last day of campaigning in a passionate, fierce,
and sometimes verbally vitriolic contest for the Taiwanese presidency. Chen
and Lu were seeking to return to office in only the third open presidential elec-
tions since the island’s ponderous, two-decade transition from one-party mil-
itary rule. They had won a three-cornered contest in the 2000 election with
only 39 percent of the vote and ousted the Kuomintang, the old national party
of China, which had ruled Taiwan since 1945. That had been a signal moment
in Chinese history. For the first time in any predominantly ethnic Chinese so-
ciety there was a peaceful and legal democratic change of administration. The
coming to power of Chen’s Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) with its em-
phasis on asserting the distinct cultural identity and independence of Taiwan
and its 23 million people, was also a blow to China. Beijing claims sovereignty
over the island, which is just one hundred miles (one hundred and sixty kilo-
meters) off its southeastern coast. But the mainland Communists have never
controlled the island, which has been a de facto independent state since the
end of China’s civil war in 1949. Taiwan then became the refuge for defeated
Kuomintang leader Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek and some two million of
his followers. The long-term policy of Chen and the DPP is to affirm the
country’s independence and to edge Beijing into giving up its claim to Taiwan.
Beijing responded to the election of Chen and Lu in 2000 by deploying hun-
dreds of missiles aimed at the island and constantly repeating its threat to in-
vade Taiwan if there were moves toward internationally recognized
independence. Undaunted by Beijing’s threats, in their first four years in office
Chen and Lu pursued policies boosting “Taiwan consciousness” and a sense of
island nationalism, often to the neglect of more immediate economic and so-
cial problems.

The neglect of bread-and-butter issues meant their reelection was any-
thing but certain. Samples of public opinion before the 2004 campaign indi-
cated Kuomintang presidential candidate Lien Chan and his running mate
James Soong had a lead of about 10 percentage points. They should have been
able to win handily. But they presented a lackluster campaign and their ad-
vantage dwindled. Polls taken in the last days of the campaign showed a very
close race, but with the challengers Lien and Soong having a marginal advan-
tage. However, Chen and Lu skillfully controlled the agenda of election issues
and insisted that the central questions revolved around Taiwanese identity and
nationhood. A vote for Lien and Soong, the DPP campaign strategists im-
plied, was a vote for Taiwan’s submission to China. A victory for Chen and Lu
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in 2004 would, therefore, be a political watershed just as profound as the
change of administration in 2000. For the first time a majority of the island’s
people would be giving open support to Taiwan’s independence movement.
Such an outcome would mark the failure of China’s attempts to lure Taiwan
by peaceful means into unification with the mainland. It would present Bei-
jing with few options but to focus even more fixedly on a military solution.

A Chen and Lu victory would be just as destabilizing for Taiwan’s chief
ally, the United States. A return to power with a majority vote by the DPP
presidential and vice presidential candidates would make it near impossible for
Washington to continue with its purposefully ambiguous “one China” policy.
(For nearly 30 years successive U.S. administrations have managed to main-
tain good relations with both Beijing and Taipei by asserting that there is only
“one China” but refusing to say what that means. Does it mean Washington
accepts there is one China and Taiwan is part of it? That is Beijing’s position.
Or does it mean there is one China, but Taiwan is a separate country?) The
utility of this piece of diplomatic obfuscation began to collapse with Taiwan’s
transition to democracy, which started with the lifting of martial law in 1987.
The reelection of Chen and Lu, with their clear intention of finally severing
any pretence that Taiwan is or will ever be a willing part of China, would force
Washington to confront the conflicts and paradoxes in its policy. That risked
putting the United States on a collision course with China. So it was easy to
imagine many motives for attempting to affect the outcome of the election by
shooting Chen and Lu.

The assassination attempt was in the early afternoon as Chen and Lu were
leading a last, morale-boosting parade through Tainan city, Chen’s hometown
and the heartland of support for their Democratic Progressive Party. They
were due to return to Taipei later to prepare for a final, highly choreographed
rally that night.

The gunman’s plan was simple and effective. The lone assassin is always
the most difficult and unpredictable assailant for security staff to prepare
against. And police security was muddled and ineffectual, as a subsequent in-
vestigation showed. It was later found that police had received intelligence re-
ports that an attempt might be made on Chen’s life, but they disregarded the
information. That dismissal was remarkable. Taiwan has a long record of vio-
lent repression during four hundred years of control by various colonial mas-
ters. And in recent years there had been several politically sponsored murders,
most engineered by the old ruling party, the Kuomintang. The memory of
these killings quickly fuelled rampant rumor mongering after the shooting.
But on the bright and cheerful afternoon of March 19 the police apparently
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chose not to recall those dark incidents, and security was lax. Neither Chen
nor Lu was wearing a bulletproof vest and bodyguards were not stationed close
enough to the couple to block the line of sight of any would-be assassins.

Police believe the gunman stood at the back of the crowd lining the route
of the motorcade close to No. 2 Chinhua Road in Tainan. He waited until
the Jeep carrying Chen and Lu was about 20 feet (seven meters) away and
then fired twice. It was only the gunman’s lack of skill that saved Chen’s life.
The Jeep was approaching the gunman at an angle and about 10 miles an
hour (16 km/h). It is always a difficult shot to hit a moving target approach-
ing at an angle. To do so with a pistol rather than a more accurate rifle is even
more difficult. The gunman had to aim ahead of Chen, allowing for the speed
of the Jeep and the time it would take after he pulled the trigger for the car-
tridge to detonate and the bullet to travel to the target. With both shots he
overestimated and aimed too far ahead of his target. The first bullet punched
through the windscreen of the Jeep well ahead of Chen, narrowly missed
bodyguard Lt. Gen. Chen sitting in the front seat, and grazed Lu’s knee be-
fore burying itself in the upholstery of the rear seat. When police retrieved
the slug, microscopic examination showed fragments of glass, confirming its
path through the windscreen.

The gunman fired a second time almost immediately after the first shot.
By this time, the Jeep was almost parallel with him. The gunman judged the
second shot better than the first, but again he aimed too far ahead of his tar-
get, the president. The bullet gashed the surface of Chen’s stomach but did not
penetrate below the surface fat. Doctors said later even a fractional difference
in the assassin’s aim could have been fatal for the president.

Chen was wearing a gray golf jacket with an elasticized waist. The bullet
punched through the right side of the jacket and then the shirt and t-shirt the
president was wearing underneath. Doctors later found a wound four and one-
quarter inches long (11-cm) and three-quarters of an inch (2 cm) wide gouged
across Chen’s stomach just below the navel. The bullet then tore through the
left side of Chen’s t-shirt and his shirt. At this point the slug’s energy was
spent. It could not get through the thicker material of the president’s coat and
was found inside the elasticized waist.

After Annette Lu cried out to the security officers that she and president
Chen had been shot, it took the bodyguards several minutes to work out what
to do. They belatedly clustered around the Jeep while debating where to take
Chen and Lu. It should not have been a difficult decision. Officials of Chen’s
DPP said later that in planning for the visit, the Chi-Mei Medical Center just
outside the city in Tainan County had been designated the emergency center
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rather than the closer public hospital in the city center. The more distant Chi-
Mei center was chosen because organizers anticipated that crowds of people
waiting to see the cavalcade would block the route to the city hospital. On ar-
rival at the medical center Chen walked in unaided while Lu, now hobbling
from her knee wound, had to be helped in. Inside the clinic doctors quickly
removed the president’s top clothes to examine the wound while Chen start-
ing making calls on his cell phone. Chen spoke first with his wife, Wu Shu-
chen, to assure her he was not seriously injured. He then called his closest
advisor, the secretary general to the presidential office, Chiou I-jen, to set the
national security apparatus in motion.

Chiou called a meeting of the National Security Council, which ordered
the immediate upgrading of the island’s state of military and police readiness
to face an invasion. Tens of thousands of troops were called to duty and many
were unable to vote the following day as a result. This became grist to the
conspiracy theory mill. It is usually reckoned that support for the Kuo-
mintang in the military is higher than the national average, about 75 percent,
because pre-democracy culture is still strong in armed forces training. The
denying of votes to many thousands of soldiers who were required to stay on
duty was seen as evidence of a conspiracy by the president to cut support for
Lien and Soong.

The inevitable first thought for any Taiwanese administration after an at-
tempted assassination is that Beijing might be behind it and that the “decapi-
tation” of the island’s government is a prelude to invasion. So one of the first
people swept into action was the head of Taiwan’s National Security Bureau,
Tsai Tsao-ming. He flew immediately from Taipei to Tainan to take charge of
security and the shooting investigation. While in transit Tsai telephoned the
U.S. military’s Pacific command center in Hawaii. He also called Washington.
Tsai’s calls were to inform the Americans of what had happened and to see if
there were any indications that the attempt on Chen’s life was the first move
in an invasion by China. Tsai was given assurance that American satellites and
spy planes in their regular monitoring of Chinese military communications
and activities had seen no signs of any preparations for an invasion. Those calls
and the ready responses Tsai received emphasizes the close functional alliance
between Taiwan and the United States on regional security matters.

The information from the United States suggesting Taiwan was not
under imminent threat of invasion from China was a relief to all those trying
to assess the implications of the shooting. It didn’t remove China entirely
from the list of suspects, but it did shift attention toward the Kuomintang
with its history of politically motivated assassinations. In the mid 1980s,
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when it was beginning to become obvious that military rule by the Kuo-
mintang was becoming increasingly untenable, government security organi-
zations became frantic and irrational in their attempts to halt the tide of
history. One such organization, the Intelligence Bureau of the Ministry of
National Defense (IBMND), hit on the idea of using gunmen from the is-
land’s triad gangs to remove or intimidate the government’s political oppo-
nents. The triads began life many hundreds of years ago as nationalist
organizations with a spiritual belief in the intertwined relationship of three
elements of the Chinese nation—heaven, earth, and the people—hence the
name triad. Over the centuries, however, the triads evolved into secret crim-
inal gangs with elaborate initiation rites designed to instill life-long loyalty to
the brotherhood. The then deputy director of the IBMND, Major General
Hu Yi-min, pursued the idea of utilizing triads and developed a working re-
lationship with Chen Ch’i-li, the boss of the Bamboo Union gang. In 1984 a
Taiwanese journalist, Henry Liu, then living in exile in California and a nat-
uralized American citizen, was close to finishing and publishing a book that
was believed, with good reason, to be heavily critical of the island’s then pres-
ident, Chiang Ching-kuo. Major General Hu hoped Liu could be removed
before he could complete the book. American police who investigated the
killing came to think that Chiang Ching-kuo’s dissolute son, Alex, was the
necessary link with the “royal family” who approved the killing. Bamboo
Union boss Chen was contracted to do the job. The management of the
shooting of Henry Liu in the garage of his home just outside San Francisco
in October 1984 illustrates the stupidity that can overtake such ventures. Be-
fore Chen set off on his assignment on September 14, senior IBMND offi-
cers threw a farewell banquet for him. And when Chen returned to Taiwan’s
Chiang Kai-shek International Airport on October 21, bringing with him the
two gunmen who shot Liu, IBMND officers were there to greet him and ap-
plaud him for a job well done. What never seemed to have occurred to them
was that American intelligence agencies might get wind of the operation.
Washington’s National Security Agency monitored several highly incriminat-
ing telephone calls from Chen in California to his IBMND managers back in
Taiwan. The killing of Liu, an American, generated intense anger in the U.S.
administration, which led to accelerated pressure from Washington on Taipei
to speed up political reform. So, far from stalling political change in Taiwan,
the killing of Liu had the reverse effect.

At about the same time, 1985, an attempt was made to kill Chen Shui-
bian’s wife, Wu Shu-chen, that left her paralyzed from the waist down and
confined to a wheelchair. Chen had sought election as commissioner of Tainan
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County. He lost the election, but afterward both Chen and his wife traveled
independently around the county to thank supporters. At one stop Wu was hit
by a truck in a dead-end street. The truck driver made a concerted effort to
kill Wu by backing up and running her over several times. It has never been
established beyond doubt whether the truck driver acted on his own behalf or
on instruction from a faction within the Kuomintang. But he never stood trial
and his action enhanced greatly the popular view of Chen and his wife as vic-
tims of state terrorism and champions of Taiwanese aspirations.

Another more recent killing with official connections failed equally in its ob-
jectives. On December 9, 1993, the body of Taiwanese navy captain Yin Ching-
feng was found on a beach. Military coroners delivered a quick verdict of death
by drowning. But Yin’s widow demanded an independent autopsy that con-
cluded he had been bludgeoned to death. The case aroused interest because Cap-
tain Yin was one of the officers overseeing a U.S. $2.8 billion deal for Taiwan to
buy six Lafayette-class frigates from France. Taiwan’s diplomatic isolation makes
arms purchases for the island’s forces difficult. Arms sales to Taiwan always re-
quire strong political will in the selling countries, where there is bound to be
pressure from China not to go through with the sale. There is therefore an ob-
vious opportunity for corruption among both buyers and sellers. It quickly be-
came known that Captain Yin was unhappy with the way the agreement was
progressing, did not believe Taiwan was getting its money’s worth, and further
believed that massive bribery had been involved in France’s acquisition of the
contract. The shock waves from Captain Yin’s death reverberated for years. In
France the revelations led to the downfall of the foreign minister, Roland
Dumas, and the imprisonment of several officials in companies that had laun-
dered the bribes. In Taiwan several senior officers were sacked or imprisoned and
the upper echelons of the military were scoured for evidence of affiliations to
triad gangs. Investigators looked unsuccessfully for links to the Green Gang, the
Shanghai triad in which Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek had begun his career as
a gunman in the 1920s and that still has tentacles in Taiwan’s military.

Politically motivated violence in Taiwan is not, however, exclusively a
Kuomintang preserve. In 1966 a parcel bomb was sent to the office of then
vice president Hsieh Tung-min. Hsieh suffered serious injuries to his hands
when he opened the parcel. The package was sent by Wang Sing-nan, who, by
2004 had become a DPP member of the Taiwanese parliament. In 1970 an at-
tempt was made to kill then Taiwanese president Chiang Ching-kuo while he
was visiting New York. The assailant was Peter Huang, who later became pres-
ident of the Taiwan Association for Human Rights and in 2004 was an advi-
sor to President Chen Shui-bian.
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Violence, politics, and crime have been essential ingredients of the bub-
bling brew of Taiwanese life since the 1500s. The first Chinese settlements on
the island were safe havens established by pirate gangs that preyed on shipping
routes off China’s south and east coasts. Triad secret societies, which in their
early years hovered somewhere between patriotic rebel conspiracies and crim-
inal outlaws, were brought to Taiwan in the mid-1600s when the “pirate
prince” Cheng Cheng-kong, known in the West as Koxinga, ousted the Dutch
and established his own kingdom on the island. Triad-based patriotic uprisings
and turf wars between rival gangs were behind much of the civil turmoil that
was part of daily life on Taiwan during the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies. Even the Japanese, who acquired Taiwan as a colony in 1895 and in-
troduced a meticulously organized system of authoritarian rule, were unable to
totally eradicate what Japanese official accounts describe as “banditry.”2 It was
evident, though, that one of the main hopes Taiwanese voters had for democ-
racy was that it would finally break the link on the island between crime and
politics, known in headline vernacular as “black gold.” Popular demands that
this hangover from Taiwan’s one-party past be confronted were the main do-
mestic issue in all the elections after the advent of democracy. When Chen
Shui-bian was elected president in 2000, among his first acts was to establish
a new, independent investigation and prosecution agency to attack “black
gold.” Thus the attempted assassination of the president was doubly shocking
and troubling for many Taiwanese. It appeared to be a resurgence of a violent
style of conduct of public affairs they hoped had been relegated by political re-
form to the island’s past.

During the afternoon of March 19 at the Kuomintang headquarters in
Taipei, presidential candidate Lien Chan and his running mate James Soong
were quick to appreciate they were ripe for blame for the Tainan shooting.
They issued a statement that afternoon condemning the violence, and Lien
told local media reporters that the campaign had decided to postpone that
night’s rallies so as to maintain a sense of calm among the electorate. The “Pan
Blue Alliance” of Lien’s Kuomintang and Soong’s People First Party had
planned four simultaneous rallies in Taipei, Taoyuan, Taichung, and Kaohsi-
ung. The rallies were expected to draw over a million people in all and give a
final burst of momentum to their campaign.

Meanwhile, in Tainan investigators were beginning to gather scraps of ev-
idence about the shooting. When doctors at the Chi-Mei clinic had removed
Chen’s clothes they had found in the folds of his golf jacket the bullet that had
gashed his stomach but lost so much power it was unable to punch out
through the coat material. Examination by ballistic experts showed that the

8 FORBIDDEN NATION

02 manthorpe 1-5  8/11/05  11:54 AM  Page 8



bullet was made of lead, but, significantly, it was homemade. Other investiga-
tors examining the Jeep found imbedded in the upholstery the bullet that had
grazed Vice President Lu’s knee. This too was homemade, but fashioned out
of bronze. Police scouring the area around No. 2 Chinhua Road, where the
gunman was thought to have stood, found two spent cartridge cases from an
automatic pistol. Like the bullets, the cartridge cases were clearly homemade.

The private ownership of pistols is not permitted in Taiwan. Gangsters,
however, manage to get hold of weapons. One source is to adapt replica
firearms. Replicas are made for collectors and gun buffs in jurisdictions with
tight firearms ownership laws such as Taiwan. They look and function like the
real thing, except they cannot fire a real cartridge and the steel used in their
casting is not of the same high quality as a factory-made weapon. They can be
made to work, however, by replacing key components such as barrels with
ones made of higher-grade steel. Police believe there are about 2,000 small
workshops in Taiwan where replica firearms are changed into working guns,
mostly for mobsters. These guns are not very accurate or reliable and that
probably helped save President Chen’s life.

The type of gun used suggests the assassin was a lone disgruntled voter. A
professional would have used a hard-hitting and accurate rifle. But from the
moment of the official announcement that the president had been shot, nearly
two hours after the event, speculation about the identity of the gunman and
his motive dominated the election and its inconclusive outcome. Political op-
ponents decided almost immediately the attempted assassination was an elec-
tion stunt aimed at garnering support from undecided voters. The most
cynical did not believe Chen and Lu had been shot at all. They were convinced
the whole incident had been faked.

Even as Chen and Lu were being flown back to Taipei on the evening of
the shooting, Taiwan’s scandal- and rumor-obsessed media was in full cry. Sisy
Chen, hostess of one of the most outrageous radio and television phone-in
shows and a maverick member of Taiwan’s parliament, the Legislative Yuan,
told her audience with utter certainty the shooting had been faked and the en-
tire incident fabricated to sway voters. She had received, the media maven
said, information from a source at the clinic where the president and Lu were
treated that the medical records had been falsified. Most of her audience
would have been aware that Sisy Chen was a disgruntled former member of
the president’s Democratic Progressive Party and that she was then giving elec-
tion campaign advice to the opposition Pan Blue Alliance. But such was the
climate of mistrust and suspicion generated by the boiling emotions of the
election campaign that many Taiwanese were prepared to believe any rumor
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without wanting verification or wondering about the motives of the source.
The mistrust of President Chen and his DPP administration among political
opponents was so deep that some opponents even speculated that in order to
win the election the president had shot and wounded himself or that his chief
bodyguard, Lt. Gen. Chen, had been assigned to do it.

Speculation on the influence of the shooting on the election might not
have been so intense if the victory by Chen and Lu had not been so narrow.
As the votes were counted and running totals announced on the night of
March 20 the lead seesawed back and forth. It was only when the results
started coming in from the DPP stronghold in the south that Chen and Lu
began to hold a consistent, narrow lead. Their victory, however, could not have
been much slimmer. Out of 12,914,422 votes cast—80.2 per cent of regis-
tered voters—Chen and Lu won by only 29,518 votes. This inevitably raised
questions whether the shooting incident had excited a sympathy vote or en-
couraged DPP supporters who might otherwise have stayed at home to get out
to cast their ballots. Over the following days and weeks the details of the inci-
dent were minutely dissected in the Taiwanese media, in cafés and tea houses,
and in a cacophony of cell phone text message chatter. It sometimes seemed
during those days that every new detail, every attempt by President Chen’s of-
ficials to issue clarifying information, only solidified the conviction among
half the Taiwanese population that officials were trying to fool them. The
shooting happened shortly before two o’clock in the afternoon of March 19.
In response to an instant media hue and cry, the president’s office later that af-
ternoon released medical photographs of a prosperously round tummy with a
shallow, gouged wound across it just below the navel, and other pictures with
the wound stitched up. More photos showed a gashed knee before and after
treatment. Skeptics, however, sneered that this could be anybody’s stomach
and anyone’s knee. Moreover, they said, who was to say if these were real in-
juries. They could just be the work of a skilled make-up artist.

A few days later Chen’s office made another attempt to calm the clamor
by releasing videotape of the president being treated in the Chi Mei Medical
Center. The video was filmed from behind Chen’s head while he lay on an op-
erating table and showed the president talking on a cell phone while doctors
cleaned and stitched the stomach wound using a local anaesthetic. Ha-ha,
laughed the skeptics. This little tableau was clearly staged. The doctors were
not wearing any head covering, as they should have done if this were a real
medical operation. And, anyway, everyone knew a friend of the president
owned the clinic. Why hadn’t he and Lu been taken to the larger and better-
equipped public hospital in Tainan, which was closer to the scene of the shoot-
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ing? Obviously it was because Chen’s doctor friend was in on the plot to gar-
ner a sympathy vote with the fake assassination attempt.

Then there was the mystery of the red patch. Out of focus and jittery
videotape of Chen and Lu in the Jeep at the time of the shooting appeared to
show a red mark on the president’s waist-length golf jacket. But later video
showed him walking unaided—in itself suspicious, said the skeptics—into the
medical center and there was no red mark on the coat. The explanation that
the red on the first video was the out-of-focus image of a safety belt, not a
bloodstain, came too late to stop the story becoming embedded in popular
imagination as part of the sheaf of evidence of duplicity.

To try to quell the seething and dangerous tide of rumor and speculation
about the shooting, the Chen administration turned, as Taiwanese often do in
times of trouble, to the United States. From the start opposition candidates
Lien and Soong said there should be an independent investigation into the
shooting. They did not trust police and prosecutors beholden to the Chen ad-
ministration to investigate the case. The police may not have been biased, but
their investigation certainly did not produce much in the way of results in the
days and weeks after the shooting. There were no suspects and only a sketchy
outline of what had happened during the shooting. Lien suggested calling in
a well-known team of American forensic experts led by Henry Lee, a former
Taipei police captain who immigrated to the United States in the 1960s. Lee
gained an international reputation as a forensic expert and gave evidence for
the defense in the O. J. Simpson murder trial.

The Chen administration agreed to invite Lee and his team to examine the
evidence, the scene of the shooting, and even the president’s stomach. Lee is-
sued a report on April 11 saying the examination of the wound showed that
the president had definitely been shot. The gash was not the work of a make-
up artist. Lee also concluded the gunman had not been in the Jeep Wrangler,
thus attempting to bury speculation that Chen had either shot himself or that
his bodyguards had been commissioned to carefully fire a wounding bullet.
But Lee was unable to say conclusively that the assassination attempt had not
been staged.

Taiwanese police were just as unable to say much that was definitive about
the shooting, even after months of investigation. They scrutinized 223 video-
tapes made by various people recording Chen and Lu’s campaign parade and
interviewed 260 people who were either at the scene or who might know
something. Occasionally in the succeeding months the police would issue a
notice with a description of someone seen near the parade whom they re-
garded as “a person of interest” to the inquiry and wished to talk to. None of
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these initiatives produced evidence against anyone. In June, three months after
the shooting, the Criminal Investigation Bureau conducted an experiment
that appeared to owe more to desperate theatrics than useful forensic science.
Officers covered a model with the skin of a pig, including an appropriate layer
of fat, and then dressed the dummy in clothes similar to those Chen had been
wearing on March 19. Then police fired three bullets at the model with a
homemade gun from the same angle and distance as the would-be assassin. To
no one’s surprise the recreation produced the same damage as the original. It
did, however, produce some amusement with the imagery of the president’s
stomach being simulated by a thick layer of pig fat.

Finally in mid-December 2004, nearly ten months after the shooting, the
police had a breakthrough. They discovered and arrested an arms maker in the
Tainan area whom they identified only as “Tang.” “We are very, very sure that
this man is the one who manufactured the bullets used in the shooting of the
president and vice president,” the commissioner of the Criminal Investigation
Bureau, Hou Yu-ih, told local reporters.3 The investigators’ certainty that they
had found the right gun maker was based on distinctive tools found in Tang’s
workshop and on machine markings on the cartridge cases, Commissioner
Hou said. “According to our understanding, he has no political colors. He is
simply an arms maker in the Tainan area. We now have the upstream supplier,
and we need to work our way downstream” to his customers.

The barrage of accusations and innuendo from the Pan Blue camp and its
supporters neatly deflected attention from the very obvious answer to the
questions of who was most likely to have taken the shots at president Chen
and why. It is far more likely to have been a supporter of the Kuomintang or
James Soong’s People First Party than anyone else. The simple equation is that
someone thought that the removal of Chen would aid an election victory by
Lien and Soong. Would-be assassins are usually not very clever, or are moti-
vated by intense anger or by misguided devotional loyalty. Most frequently
they are spurred by a combination of all three impulses and fail to grasp that
assassinations seldom achieve their intended outcomes. The homemade or
adapted gun used also suggests no professionals or high-grade criminals were
involved. Such people could be expected to use a weapon capable of efficiently
doing the job. The most convincing explanation is that the shooting was done
by a lone disgruntled man, someone perhaps on the fringes of the underworld.
This was the conclusion police came to in March 2005, when they announced
they were certain the shooting had been carried out by a middle-aged man
who was depressed because he could not sell his house. The man blamed Chen
for poor economic management and the depressed property market. Police
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certainty that they had found the culprit did not stop the conspiracy theories
however. The man drowned himself ten days after the shooting and left a sui-
cide note confessing to the attempted assassination, but, according to the po-
lice, his ashamed family burned the note.

Like most people in countries that have newly made the fraught transi-
tion from dictatorship to democracy, Taiwanese are passionate about their
politics and the issues that face their society. There is little apathy, save among
the young who have known only the good life Taiwanese have come to ex-
pect. The transition is still so fresh that the memories of the years under
Kuomintang rule have not yet been erased or eroded by the passage of time.
For many of the so-called native Taiwanese whose forebears escaped chaotic
and repressive life in China from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries,
the last 50 years was a bitter period of authoritarian rule by the Kuomintang.
It must be acknowledged, however, that the leavening of economic and social
development promoted by the Kuomintang in the later years of their exclu-
sive rule made the party’s style more akin to strict Chinese paternalism than
pure totalitarianism.

Kuomintang rule was not so kind in its early years. Generalissimo Chiang
Kai-shek, his army, and about two million Kuomintang followers fled to the
island in 1949 after their defeat in China by the Communists of Mao Zedong.
Chiang and the Kuomintang regarded Taiwan merely as a brief haven where
they would rebuild their strength in preparation for an eventual return to the
mainland to oust the Communists. The rule Chiang and his followers estab-
lished over Taiwan was colonial in all but name. It was not totalitarian in the
strict sense but limited the opportunities available to native Taiwanese to low-
and middle-level positions in the hierarchy. Within those boundaries Chiang’s
government allowed some real reform. Land reform in the 1950s and early
1960s ended the power of the landlord class that had prospered during Qing
and Japanese rule. Landlords were forced to sell much of their holdings to
their tenants. Armed with the deeds to their land, many Taiwanese were able
to go to the banks with collateral for loans. Their small plots became the sites
of cottage industries which within a couple of decades evolved into Taiwan’s
high technology miracle. But behind this enlightened despotism real power
and influence was kept firmly in the hands of mainlanders. Many native Tai-
wanese quickly realized the key to survival under this regime was acquiescence.
A few years after the arrival of Chiang and his followers, half the members of
the Kuomintang were native Taiwanese.

The Kuomintang had become a deeply corrupt political organization dur-
ing the war with Japan on the mainland in the 1930s and 1940s. One of the
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many disdainful nicknames for Chiang Kai-shek adopted by American mili-
tary advisers to the Kuomintang during those years was Generalissimo “Cash
My Check.” In exile on Taiwan the Kuomintang kept its old habits, and a spi-
der’s web of fraud and bribery quickly enmeshed the whole community. The
party accumulated vast wealth and became, by some estimates, the richest po-
litical organization anywhere as the lines blurred between state-owned enter-
prises, Kuomintang companies, and supporters’ corporations.

From the time of the Kuomintang’s arrival Chiang allowed free democracy
to operate only at local levels where political power was largely meaningless. A
few non-Kuomintang parties were allowed to operate, but they were totally
suborned operations, entirely dependent on ruling party patronage and money
for their survival. Significant political reform and change at municipal and na-
tional levels only began in the 1980s, when the Kuomintang finally acknowl-
edged that its dream of reconquering China was a fantasy. Washington’s formal
diplomatic recognition of Beijing at the beginning of 1979 and the parallel
downgrading of relations with Taipei forced this change of attitude.

The demoralization of the Kuomintang gave heart to the underground and
outlawed opposition of native Taiwanese dedicated to democracy and self-de-
termination for the island. The opposition attempted to mount a rally on De-
cember 10, 1979, United Nations Human Rights Day, in Kaohsiung. State
security forces were ready for them. With up to 30,000 demonstrators assem-
bled, there were scuffles with riot squads, and the protest organizers, known as
the Kaohsiung Eight, were arrested. The arrests did not come, however, until
after the eight had spoken to the crowd. One of the organizers was a young
woman, Annette Lu, who had abandoned her PhD law studies at Harvard a few
months before to come home to Taiwan and take up the life of a reform activist.
“That speech changed Lu, it changed everything,” remarked her friend, Linda
Arrigo, to journalist Ron Gluckman for a profile published in the magazine
Asiaweek in August 2000.4 “It was an amazing speech. I think it even surprised
Lu.” The speech also earned her a 12-year prison sentence. She was adopted by
Amnesty International as a prisoner of conscience, and her arrest brought
worldwide condemnation of the Kuomintang regime. She contracted thyroid
cancer while in prison, and this gave the authorities a face-saving excuse to re-
lease her in 1985 so she could return to the United States for treatment. When
martial law was lifted and political reform begun, Lu returned to Taiwan and
was elected to the Legislative Yuan, the parliament, in 1992. Friends say she had
hoped to be the DPP’s presidential candidate in the first free elections in 1996.
She was passed over in favor of the lion of Taiwanese political activism, Peng
Ming-min. Lu retreated to her home town of Taoyuan, where she became the
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elected chief executive of the county. Her performance there was unremarkable,
according to local journalists, but in 2000 Chen Shui-bian plucked Lu out of
gathering obscurity to be his vice presidential running mate. Many of his close
advisers had no idea they had loosed a political wildcat. Chen should have
known what he was taking on, though some say he did not.

“Chen never realized how difficult she is,” Antonio Chiang, newspaper
publisher and friend of both Chen and Lu, said in the Asiaweek profile.5 “He
underestimated how difficult she can be. It’s beyond most people’s imagina-
tion. She’s close to impossible. In the beginning, every time she opened her
mouth, everyone held their breath. We had no idea what would come out.”

If Beijing hates and mistrusts Chen Shui-bian, it loathes Lu with an even
greater and shriller contempt. That is because she is the pure face of Taiwanese
nationalism that China can never hope to charm or buy off. At various times
Beijing’s official media have called her a lunatic, “scum of the nation,”6 and
“betrayer of her ancestors.”7 Lu, born in June 1944, the youngest of four chil-
dren of a poor shopkeeper in Taoyuan, delights in her notoriety. Every out-
burst from Beijing equals a badge of honor and votes in her pocket.

“I have no idea why Beijing is so angry with me,” she told a local inter-
viewer in 2000 with a coy twinkle in her eye. “I like China. But we’re part of
the Chinese. Not China.”8

When Lu was tried for her involvement in the Kaohsiung Incident, among
those on her legal team was a young expert in maritime law named Chen Shui-
bian, who had no courtroom experience. Like Lu, Chen came from a poor Tai-
wanese family and had had to fight every step of the way to gain university
degrees. Chen was born in February 1951 in His-chuang, a dirt-poor village of
less than a hundred households in Tainan county. His mother was illiterate and
his father had only a primary school education. Both worked as agricultural day
laborers. Like many peasant families Chen’s parents gave him a name, Shui-
bian, that suggested poverty so that jealous spirits would not be tempted by
pompous aspirations to play tricks on him. Shui-bian is the name for the split
bamboo pole that many rural and poor Chinese use to carry two water buckets
or other loads. Chen’s nickname, A-bian, is used constantly and is a familiar
diminutive in the way Robert is shortened to Bob or Bobby in English. What
is sometimes off-putting about Chen to the uninitiated is the way he invariably
refers to himself in the third person as A-bian. To outsiders this smacks of the
royal “we,” but it does not have the same connotation on Taiwan. What it does
convey, though, is Chen’s roots as a son of the Taiwanese soil and its people. It
is also a highly successful piece of populist political brand marketing. In a re-
gion where politics, even in democracies, is carried out in measured tones by
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formal men in somber suits, Chen’s rousing populist style is unusual and raises
suspicions about his sagacity and dependability. This has led Chen to be labeled
an “impetuous maniac” and a “clown,” to quote his political opponent Lien
Chan. For Chen the A-bian image is essential. While he can use formal and cul-
tured Mandarin Chinese when required (though in his government’s drive for
Taiwanization these occasions are less and less frequent), Chen prefers to use
the often earthy Taiwanese dialect, including, in the company of close friends,
ribald curses and swear words.

Chen obtained an education the same way many poor Chinese children
do: well-off relatives were persuaded to invest in what was clearly a talented
child whose future advancement might benefit the entire family. Chen’s criti-
cal experiences began at middle school, where his talents as an essayist and
polemicist began to emerge. In 1963 he won a national prize for an essay on
the death of U.S. president John F. Kennedy. He was also politicized by one of
his teachers, Yang Hung-kai, a former student of Peng Ming-min, who in
1964 was imprisoned for circulating a manifesto calling for Taiwanese inde-
pendence. Yang also instructed his favored students on recent Taiwanese po-
litical history, such as the Two-Two-Eight Incident, the White Terror, and the
general oppression of the Taiwanese by the ruling mainland clique, discussion
of which was forbidden by the Kuomintang government. In 1969 Chen was
the top graduate in his high school class and won a place at the island’s fore-
most college, National Taiwan University. He started on a business degree with
the aim of being able to repay the debt to his family for providing for his ed-
ucation. At the end of his first year, however, Chen switched to commercial
law, arguing to himself that this would still give him business skills while feed-
ing his growing interest in politics. Chen was spurred in part to make this
move by the arrest in 1969 of his middle school teacher Yang. Yang was de-
tained for two months for, as the official explanation put it, “teaching subjects
outside the curriculum” on Kuomintang oppression.9 In 1971 Yang was ar-
rested again for direct involvement in the Taiwan independence movement.
This seems to have solidified Chen’s growing contempt for the Kuomintang,
though he kept most of his political views to himself as he completed his law
degree. Chen graduated in 1974 and joined the Formosan International Ma-
rine and Commercial Law firm where he quickly gained a reputation for win-
ning cases. That success made him very much a businessman-lawyer,
accumulating a healthy personal fortune from fees and returning his family’s
investment. He stayed with the law firm for 13 years, until 1989, by which
time he and his wife, Wu Shu-jen, whom he married in 1975, were financially
secure, and he could move into a fulltime political career.
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Chen began that formal move in 1979 when he helped defend the Kaoh-
siung Eight. He ran unsuccessfully for office in his native Tainan in 1985 but
was victorious when the mayoralty of Taipei became a freely elected office in
1994. He won in the mainlanders’ Taiwan heartland by downplaying the
DPP’s staunchly pro-independence, pro-self-determination positions and por-
traying himself as a man who could clean up the capital both physically and
ethically. Chen’s tenure as mayor of the capital was the beginning of a trans-
formation that has made Taipei one of the most attractive cities in Asia. But
his successes and populist style were not enough to beat off a determined cam-
paign by the Kuomintang machine and its attractive candidate, Ma Ying-jeou,
in 1998. Chen lost, but his term as mayor had given him a national profile
that made him the logical DPP presidential candidate in 2000.

The period of Chen’s political apprenticeship coincided with the progress
of political reform on Taiwan. Having abandoned the hope of returning to the
mainland and under pressure from Taiwanese dissenters and increasingly
pointed advice from its allies, especially the United States, the Kuomintang
began dismantling the one-party state in the late 1980s and allowed demo-
cratic development. But for many Kuomintang members, democracy has re-
moved much of the privilege that went with being a colonial elite. Since Chen
and his Democratic Progressive Party won power in the presidential elections
of 2000 many Kuomintang stalwarts see themselves under the thumb of a gov-
ernment made up of people they consider an underclass. The policies of the
Chen government have tended to rub salt in these wounds. The Chen ad-
ministration has vigorously promoted, and not always wisely, notions of “Tai-
wanese consciousness.” This includes the near eradication of Chinese history
from the school syllabus and the almost exclusive use of the Taiwan dialect,
Minnan—as different from the mainlanders’ Mandarin as Portuguese is from
English—in daily life.

China’s claim to own Taiwan and its citizens is based on historically frail ar-
guments and outdated legal concepts that have been overridden by new notions
of the rights of peoples to self-determination that have developed since the in-
ception of the United Nations. In contemporary terms, there can be no doubt
that the 23 million Taiwanese have the right to choose their own future. The
legal and moral imperatives should have led to the Taiwanese being asked to
choose their own course after the end of Japanese colonial control of the island
in 1945. That did not happen. Even so, the only people who have established
sovereignty over Taiwan are the Taiwanese, no one else. Taiwan has been a de
facto independent state for nearly 60 years and an administration outside Chi-
nese rule for over a century. The island has never been ruled by the Chinese
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Communist Party, currently in power in Beijing. Taiwan has had no significant
administrative ties to mainland China since 1895. In the 200 years before that,
when parts of Taiwan were ostensibly under Chinese administration, the island
was beyond any effective governmental control that amounted to clear sover-
eignty. As late as the mid-1870s the Qing imperial court in Beijing denied hav-
ing any responsibility for what happened in the island’s aborigine territory in
the mountainous eastern two-thirds of Taiwan. Public opinion polls over many
years show consistently that the vast majority of Taiwanese would choose in-
ternationally recognized independence for their island if they were given an op-
portunity to do so free of menace from the mainland. Only the threats of
invasion by China have kept Taiwanese from speaking out clearly about their
desire for recognized independence. As the continued rise in popularity of the
cause of Taiwanese consciousness shows, that hesitancy is fast disappearing as
the islanders become increasingly confident in using the freedoms embedded
by democracy.

China’s great failure has been its inability to convince the Taiwanese they
can engage with safety in any form of sovereignty association with the main-
land. China set out its first substantial prescription for peaceful unification with
Taiwan in 1979. This statement by the Standing Committee of the National
People’s Congress, China’s rubber-stamp parliament, called for talks on peace-
ful unification by officials from both sides of the Taiwan Strait. To that end Bei-
jing pledged to “respect the status quo on Taiwan and the views of people in all
walks of life there and adopt reasonable policies and measures.”10 This approach
was fleshed out in the early 1980s when the Chinese paramount leader Deng
Xiaoping enunciated the concept of “one country, two systems” that was to
govern Britain’s return of Hong Kong to Beijing’s sovereignty. Hong Kong was
to keep its British institutions, such as the rule of law and an independent ju-
diciary, for at least 50 years and be able to govern itself “with a high degree of
autonomy.” Taiwan watched with growing skepticism in the late 1990s and
early 2000s as Beijing first intervened in ways that seemed to undermine Hong
Kong’s legal autonomy and then blocked a timetable for democratic reform,
which had been promised in the hand-over package. When confronted with
challenges to Communist Party authority, the power of “one country” always
trumped the demands of “two systems.” So even when Beijing tried to extend
the concept and said Taiwan could even keep its own armed forces if it would
agree to unify with the mainland, the islanders were not inclined to believe they
would be allowed to remain autonomous.

For the same reasons, Taiwanese were not seduced when the then Chinese
president and secretary general of the Communist Party, Jiang Zemin, offered
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on January 30, 1995, an eight-point proposal to frame talks on unification.
Jiang’s first point was that “the principle of ‘One China’ is a sine qua non for
peaceful reunification.”11 Under that umbrella, Jiang continued, Taiwan
would be allowed to maintain people-to-people, cultural, and economic rela-
tions with other countries. Negotiations must start to end the formal state of
war still existing between the two sides of the Taiwan Strait, he said. Every ef-
fort should be made to resolve the dispute peacefully, but, he emphasized, “we
do not renounce the use of force” especially if there is interference by “foreign
powers” inspiring an independence plot. Efforts should be made to start direct
mail, shipping, and trading services across the Taiwan Strait. And, finally, peo-
ple on both sides of the strait should “bring into play” China’s five thousand-
year history.12

At the core of Beijing’s failure to seduce the islanders is the insistence by
the Communist Party leaders that Taiwan must acknowledge there is only
“one China,” and that the island is only “a rebel province.” In the Communist
Party’s view, discussions about the island’s future relationship with the capital
and its degree of autonomy can only start after Taiwan has submitted to Bei-
jing’s authority. Taiwanese do not find this prospect at all attractive. They do
not see why they should be expected to give up their current well-established
independence, based on democracy and a vibrant market economy, as a pre-
condition for talks with a despotic and repressive regime that has little evident
political legitimacy beyond the use of force on its own people. Most Taiwanese
come from families that immigrated to the island for the express purpose of
escaping life on the mainland. They have developed their own distinct society
and view of the world. They have only recently extricated themselves from the
coils of the corrupt and dictatorial one-party Kuomintang state, and see no
reason to jump into the arms of another one, the Communist Party of China.

The raw truth is that no government of China, neither the current Com-
munist administration nor the previous Kuomintang regime, has a persuasive
legal or moral claim to sovereignty over Taiwan. During the 300 years of
Qing dynasty presence on the island, which ended in 1895 with Japanese an-
nexation, China exercised a feeble and constantly challenged administration
on only the western third of Taiwan. After Taiwan was handed to Chiang Kai-
shek at the end of the Second World War in 1945—an illegal bequest as will
be shown—the mainland Kuomintang government was already on the run
from the Communists. Large areas of China were never under effective
Kuomintang control and Chiang lost it all to Mao Zedong by the end of
1949. Thus there has never been a Chinese administration that exercised gov-
ernment over both the mainland and Taiwan at the same time. Beijing’s lust
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to now possess Taiwan is excited by the same passions that have driven other
empires over the last five centuries to gather the island under their imperial
mantles. Taiwanese, for whom the island has simply been a refuge from the
horrors of life elsewhere, are cursed for living on an outcrop of mountains
and plains that sits on the strategic meeting place between the Far East and
Southeast Asia. It is also a spot in the oceans that can give control over the
south China coast. For that unhappy accident of geography Taiwanese have
paid and continue to pay dearly.
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Chapter Two

A  L E A F  O N  
T H E  WAV E S

Taiwan has had a confused and confusing kaleidoscope of names across its
colorful history. The names have been muddled because sometimes the peo-
ple identifying the island were unsure where it was and how it related to other
islands in the vicinity. The name Taiwan is both new and old. It has been
adopted as the standard name for the island among westerners only within
the last four decades or so. Chinese speakers have used it for a long time. The
derivation of the name goes back at least four hundred years. Taoyuan was the
name the Dutch used for their settlement, the area of modern Tainan on the
island’s southwest coast, when they established their trading colony in 1624.
Chinese adopted it as the name for the whole island around the end of the
seventeenth century, when Tainan was the capital of the Qing dynasty’s ad-
ministrative outpost on Taiwan’s western lowlands. Where this word, with
several spellings, came from is disputed. Some authorities say it is a word the
local aborigines used when they found Chinese, Japanese, and Dutch voy-
agers on their shores. Taoyuan, Taian, or Taiyan is said to mean “foreigners”
or “aliens” in the local aboriginal language, and the Dutch picked it up be-
cause it was the most discernible part of the natives’ conversation. Others say
it is a corruption of Chinese words meaning “terraced bay.” Another opinion
is that it may have been the name of the tribe living in the region where the
Dutch established their forts and trading post. A further speculation is that
Taiwan may be a corruption of the Chinese phrase tung hwan, meaning “eastern
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savages,” thus encapsulating much of what the mainlanders knew and
thought about the island. While Taiwan is the name mainland Chinese have
used for the island in recent history, Yosaburo’s theory gets some backing
from an earlier Chinese name for the island. Chinese geographical records
from the third century A.D. refer to the island as “I Chou,” meaning “a bar-
barous region to the east,” a phrase that acknowledges a degree of ignorance
rather like the apocryphal European maps that filled in blank spaces with the
all-purpose phrase “here be dragons.” For a while, still confused about Tai-
wan’s position, Chinese cartographers called the island “Liu Chiu,” mistak-
enly believing it was what is now known as Okinawa in the Japanese Ryukyu
chain. When the mistake became understood around 607 A.D. during the Sui
dynasty, the Chinese changed the name to “Little Liu Chiu.” To the Japanese
the island has long been called “Takasago,” though this is thought by some
historians to have been adopted from the name of the first aboriginal tribe
with which the Japanese came in contact. Other authorities report it simply
as the name of a Japanese pirate and trading outpost established on the is-
land’s southwest coast in the late sixteenth century.

The name “Formosa” is an abbreviation of “Ilha Formosa,” meaning
“beautiful island,” and was used for several hundred years among westerners
until the recent domination of “Taiwan.” The derivation of the name Formosa
is a pleasant story, but it may be no more than that. In 1517 an early Por-
tuguese expedition, led by the merchant Tome Pires, was dispatched by the
viceroy of Malacca to open trade with China. Pires got at least as far as
Guangzhou and is believed by some to have sailed further up the south China
coast to Fujian and Taiwan. Other authorities are more certain that a group of
Portuguese traders, sailing with a Chinese pirate in 1542, stumbled upon the
island. On its way north, the party, led by Fernao Mendes Pinto, was blown
off course by a typhoon and, much to their joy, ended up at Japan, which they
had been trying to find for some years. On the way back the ship traveled
down Taiwan’s lush west coast. The problem with this story is that the only au-
thority is Pinto in his book Peregrinacao, and he was notoriously extravagant
with the truth. As one writer put it, reflecting widespread skepticism about
Pinto’s tales: “Politely stated, the book has not enjoyed universal credibility
with historians.”1 Among the problems with believing Pinto is that there is at
least one other European account of the existence of Taiwan before the Por-
tuguese got into print with his 60-year-old reminiscences in 1614.

Some erroneous accounts claim there was a Dutchman, Jan Huygen van
Linschoten, with Pinto on the pirate ship, who exclaimed in Portuguese, “Ilha
Formosa” (beautiful island), on seeing Taiwan’s dramatic eastern coast. Van
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Linschoten has gotten enormous mileage out of this one moment of epiphany,
and he deserves it, but for other reasons. His name for the island has survived
over four hundred years and is still preferred over the name “Taiwan” by many.
Not least of the objections to the story of van Linschoten naming the island
Formosa is that he was not born until 1563, more than 20 years after Pinto’s
expedition to Japan. While van Linschoten’s exclamation was his only direct
contribution to Taiwanese history, he is an essential figure in the age of explo-
ration in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Van Linschoten was actually
a spy, a mole who infiltrated the Portuguese maritime establishment—the
most successful explorers and navigators of the age—to learn the secrets of
their technological advantage. While van Linschoten probably did not give the
name Formosa to Taiwan, there is no doubt he popularized it. In 1596 he pub-
lished a book called Itineratio, exposing the secrets of Portugal’s routes to Asia.
The book included references to Taiwan as “Ilha Formosa.” Itinerartio was
translated into several languages and quickly became a handbook and guide
for the Europeans lusting to trade with China and Japan. Within five years
Portugal’s supremacy in Asia vanished as Dutch and English traders, with van
Linschoten’s handbook as their guide, swarmed all over the East. It was a sig-
nal moment in Europe’s relationship with Asia and changed the entire balance
of power in as profound a way as the acquisition of the secrets of the atom
bomb by agents of the Soviet Union in the mid-twentieth century.

When the Spanish briefly established a fortified trading enclave in north-
ern Taiwan in the early seventeenth century, they used van Linschoten’s name.
They simply translated it into Spanish and called the island “Hermosa.”

There is one other significant name for the island, and that is “Pekan.”
This name is still used by the aborigines of southern Taiwan, whose ancestors
came to the island from Southeast Asia when the expansion of the Indian em-
pire forced local peoples to flee eastward in search of land. These peoples of
proto-Malayan or Austronesian heritage arrived by raft and canoe and named
their new home “Pekan,” meaning, “a haven gained after long wandering.”

These names in the context of their times hold great political significance.
Islanders over the ages have consistently adopted the usage of a name for their
state that in their minds establishes their communal distinctiveness. Among
themselves they purposefully use in a small act of defiance a name that is not
used by their colonial rulers. There are many instances of this persistent drive
to enforce recognition of the island as a separate and special place. A good ex-
ample is that of a man who might be called the intellectual father of the mod-
ern Taiwanese independence movement, Peng Ming-min. In his account of his
emotional and pragmatic journey from Japanese colonial subject to Taiwanese
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patriot, A Taste of Freedom, Peng consistently refers to himself as “Formosan.”2

Peng does this because his torment, imprisonment, escape, and exile were dur-
ing the Stalinist rule of Chiang Kai-shek and the Kuomintang, mainlanders
who saw the islanders as a lesser breed and the island “Taiwan Province” as a
brief sanctuary from which they would strike out to regain rule of China. Peng
now happily describes himself as “Taiwanese,” but a lot has changed since he
wrote his book as a “Formosan” in 1972. For Peng to now label himself a “Tai-
wanese” is just as much a political statement as to call himself “Formosan” 30
years ago. Mainland China’s rulers like to consider their “Taiwan compatri-
ots,” as they are usually called in the Beijing-controlled official media, as
merely wayward sons and daughters of China, cast into the wilderness by a
quirk of history and now misguided and deceived by nefarious, self-seeking
rulers. There is therefore no such thing as a “Taiwanese” in Beijing’s view.
There are Chinese who live on Taiwan island and who, in Beijing’s view, are
yearning to rush to the arms of the motherland once they perceive the de-
structive foolishness of the jumped-up petty politicians controlling their lives.
But Beijing just does not understand Taiwan and its people. The statement “I
am Taiwanese” that the island’s people make every day in how they live, their
communal and political values, their relationship with authority, and their
view of their part in Asia and the world, is beyond Beijing’s current compre-
hension. Beijing may one day understand that there are people of primarily
Chinese stock who relish the culture, love the history, glory in the poetry of
the language, but who do not wish to be considered Chinese in the way it is
currently defined by mainland China. Taiwan is a repository of those reserva-
tions about what “one China” currently entails, but there is much more to the
mix of peoples and experiences on Taiwan than that.

It is not only Taiwan’s various names that have made it an ambiguous and
deceptive place. Even its geography presents an island of differing contexts and
characters depending on the viewpoint. A map looked at from close up pres-
ents the conventional picture of Taiwan as an offshore island of China, shaped
like a leaf and separated from the mainland by only one hundred miles (one
hundred and sixty kilometers) of sea across the Taiwan Strait. Moreover, to-
wards the southern end of that strait are the 64 islands of the Pescadores group,
in Chinese the Penghu Islands, which dot the seas like a string of stepping
stones linking island with mainland. On many occasions in history that has
been the function of the Penghu Islands, and most of the invasions and tides
of immigrants to Taiwan have first established themselves on this archipelago.

With a close-up view of the map of Taiwan, however, the eye is drawn to
another context for the island. Poking into the north-east, top right corner of
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the map is Yonaguni Island, the most easterly in Japan’s southern Ryukyu
chain. Yonaguni is actually only sixty miles (one hundred kilometers) from
Taiwan, considerably closer than mainland China. Draw back a little further
from the map and Taiwan appears to be not exclusively a Chinese offshore is-
land, but also what has been described as the period dot at the base of the
question mark formed by Japan’s island chain.

That broader view then brings in another perspective in the southeast,
bottom-left corner of the map. There, about one hundred miles (one hundred
sixty kilometers) off Taiwan and a mere sixty miles (one hundred kilometers)
from Taiwan’s Lan Yu group of south-eastern outer islands, is the Philippines’
northern outpost of Batan. Draw the eye back a little further and Taiwan takes
on another geographic character. It is the northern end of the Philippine ar-
chipelago and clearly linked to the whole network of islands, including In-
donesia, that make up much of Southeast Asia.

Thus, in the full panoramic view, Taiwan’s geographic position presents
three different realities at once. It is an offshore extension of China, the south-
ernmost reach of the Japanese chain, and the northernmost stretch of South-
east Asia. In its tumultuous story Taiwan has played all three roles. But it also
has a fourth part in its own drama: as a link and crossroads where the three ge-
ographic pressures on Taiwan, and thus where the human cultures they have
spawned, meet and collide. Sometimes these collisions have been peaceful and
to the advantage of all involved. Far more frequently they have not. The peo-
ples of the island have usually found themselves buffeted and torn by pressures
from elsewhere over which they have had little or no control. That is true to
this day.

It was entirely natural pressures that made Taiwan the leaf-shaped island
of today. Until the end of the Pleistocene era, about ten thousand years ago,
Taiwan was with the Japanese islands and most of archipelagic Southeast Asia,
part of a larger Eurasian land mass, much of it covered by Ice Age glaciers.
What are now islands were then mountain ranges on the southern fringe of the
Asian continent. It is easy to imagine that the southern and eastern coast of
China at that time looked much like the western regions and coast of North
America today with the coastal mountains forming a barrier between the
ocean and the great plains behind. The slow ending of the Ice Age and melt-
ing and retreat of the glaciers, however, caused a rise in sea levels, flooding the
plains and creating the Sea of Japan, the Yellow Sea, the East China Sea and
the South China Sea. The Taiwan Strait was fashioned at the same time. The
strait is relatively shallow, only one hundred fathoms, while off Taiwan’s east
coast the ocean floor of the Pacific falls sharply to one thousand fathoms.
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Above the tide line this drama continues. The east coast of Taiwan has cliffs
rising up to six thousand feet (two thousand meters), some of the highest sea-
coast cliffs in the world.

Other natural forces were at work shaping Taiwan both before and
since the retreat of the last Ice Age. Volcanic activity and shifts in the con-
tinental tectonic plates under the Pacific Ocean exerted massive pressures
on Taiwan, continuing to thrust up a series of mountain ranges with the
highest, Mount Morrison, rising over thirteen thousand feet or almost four
thousand meters. Between these folded mountain ranges is a series of high
valleys running roughly north and south the length of the island. Lushly
forested mountains and hill country now cover almost 70 percent of the is-
land. These forces are still at work and the island continues to suffer irreg-
ular but persistent earthquakes.

As the mountains rose from the Pacific floor they carried up with them
vast amounts of seabed coral, which became the raw material of Taiwan’s ex-
ceptional agricultural fertility. Having established Taiwan’s basic form, nature
now started sculpting its creation. Taiwan straddles the Tropic of Cancer and
is in the direct path of monsoon rain storms and typhoons - Asian hurri-
canes—that sweep in from the Pacific every year. The island’s average annual
rainfall is 98.5 inches, but it does not fall evenly. Most falls on the east coast
and the mountains. The west coast receives only about 50 inches of rain a year.
Millennia of torrential rain have done much to shape modern Taiwan. Wind
and water have worked away at the mountains. Toward the east the torrents of
water have created sharply etched river valleys that rush into the sea. To the
west, however, similar rivers have annually deposited masses of eroded tailings
from the mountains into the much shallower seas between the island and
mainland China. The deposits from these rivers have created a large and fer-
tile plain down the western side of the island. This natural construction proj-
ect continues. Sites and geographic features such as the coastline mapped or
settled by the first European explorers, traders, and colonists four hundred
years ago are now well inland. Physically, at least, Taiwan continues to progress
toward China.

The stories of Taiwan’s early inhabitants are epic sagas in themselves.
People have lived on the island for tens of thousands of years. But identify-
ing with scientific certainty who they were and how they came there is an
ongoing process. It is inevitable that as more becomes known about these
peoples, more questions will appear. What is evident from the continuing
exploration of the origins of Taiwan’s aborigines, as they have come to be
known, is that tribal peoples were arriving on the island from several points
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of the compass and over many more thousands of years than has been ac-
knowledged until recently.

Partial knowledge and the natural desire to tell a clear-cut story has led
some writers to dramatically oversimplify the immigrations. A common
analysis is that there were prehistoric people living on Taiwan as long ago as
the last Ice Age, when there was still a land link with the mainland. This part
is true and well established. But, the writers continue, these people died out
and were replaced by other, non-Han Chinese tribes from the mainland
about one thousand years B.C., within the time of Chinese recorded history.
This assertion is far more problematic and unproven. An alternative view is
that the original inhabitants may have been assimilated by new arrivals or
their cultures and habits may have evolved into a different social order. Then,
the clear-cut version continues, sometime around five hundred A.D., Aus-
tronesian tribes from the Philippines, Indonesia, and perhaps mainland
Southeast Asia began arriving and eventually clashed with the tribes originally
from the mainland.

While this handy outline contains a core of truth, it is no more than a
handy outline. A more probable scenario is a continuous and fluid movement
of people to the island. Some new arrivals would indeed have been ethnically
distinct from those already on the island. Others were from the same heritage
as previous settlers, except that their adaptation to living conditions over the
generations created substantially different cultures. This formless pattern of
migration has, like much else on Taiwan, often become confused by politics.
Schools of thought about the origins of Taiwan’s aboriginal peoples have fre-
quently been influenced by contemporary considerations. Too often scholar-
ship is based on claims to the island’s ownership rather than the evidence of
science. Japanese scholars, for example, while doing some of the first academ-
ically stringent work on Taiwan’s prehistory, have tended to emphasize the
speculation that there was a significant influx of peoples from Japan’s nearby
Ryukyu Islands. Japanese analysts also often acknowledge the dominant com-
ponent of Austronesians of Southeast Asia while minimizing prehistoric in-
fluxes of mainland Chinese groups. Contemporary independentist or
“nativist” Taiwanese anthropologists enthusiastically acknowledge the South-
east Asian origin of most of the island’s aboriginal peoples. But they frequently
stress as well the intermarriage of aborigines with later Chinese pioneer set-
tlers, who were predominantly men. This view carries the political message
that modern Taiwanese are a hybrid, distinct people who have evolved from
many heritages and who should not be considered Chinese in the way, say, that
people from Shanghai or Beijing are Chinese.
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During the period of oppressive military rule by the Kuomintang main-
landers, from 1945 until martial law was lifted in 1987, the island’s aboriginal
peoples, who now number about 350,000 and two percent of the population,
were largely ignored and their languages and culture suppressed. Chiang Kai-
shek saw Taiwan’s natives as just one of the over 50 minority ethnic groups in
China proper—groups to be tolerated but not encouraged. It was when Lee
Teng-hui, a Taiwanese-born ethnic Chinese of the Hakka minority, was se-
lected president in 1990 that a profound cultural and political transformation
began on the island. Political freedom gave a voice to Taiwanese of all ethnic
backgrounds with a long heritage on the island who had been kept silent by
the ruling minority of Chiang’s mainlanders. They latched on to the aborigi-
nal component of their heritage as one of the distinctive elements in the is-
land’s multicultural ethnic identity. Modern Taiwanese aborigines frequently
view this new attention as a mixed blessing. On the one hand it offers the op-
portunity for them to rise out of the third-class citizen status of the last several
hundred years. (The Hakka have claimed the dubious right to second-class po-
sition after the dominant Hoklo.) At the same time, the majority view of the
aborigines has not progressed much beyond stereotypical images of an exotic
minority with colorful costumes, songs, and dances. Political freedom, as well
as the international networks made possible by modern means of communi-
cation, has also brought a new assertiveness among Taiwan’s 13 recognized in-
digenous groups. This is evident not only in pressure for official recognition
and support but also in academic exploration of the place of Taiwan’s aborig-
inal peoples in the wider world of indigenous races living in the Pacific Ocean
region.

There is a radical theory of Taiwan’s place in regional migration that was
first propounded in the late 1970s by Peter Bellwood of Australia’s National
University.3 Bellwood contends that as well as being the target of immigration,
Taiwan was the base from which early migrants to Southeast Asia, Polynesia
and other Pacific islands, and even the Indian Ocean spread between 6,000
and 3,600 years ago. Work by scientists in New Zealand, Canada, the United
States, and Taiwan has produced supporting evidence of cultural, linguistic,
and ethnic links between the Polynesian peoples of the island of the Pacific
Ocean and the Austronesians of Taiwan. New Zealand’s Geoffrey Chambers,
for example, has identified clear similarity in mitochondrial DNA samples
from Maoris in New Zealand and the Yami people of Taiwan’s Lan Yu Island.4

This is not conclusive proof of Taiwan as the fount of Polynesian migration,
however, because the Yami was one of the later tribal groups to arrive on Tai-
wan. They migrated to Lan Yu from the islands of the Batan archipelago of the
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northern Philippines around 500 A.D. More recently, David Burley of
Canada’s Simon Fraser University and William Dickinson of the University of
Arizona have found pottery evidence in the South Pacific from about 850 B.C.
suggesting links back to Austronesian pioneer voyagers from Southeast Asia.5

The work by Burley and Dickinson indicates the Pacific islands were settled
over an extended period and through a complex pattern of voyages of which
Taiwanese migration from as early as 3000 B.C. may have been a part.

There is a long history of radical scientific theories exciting great passions,
and Bellwood’s thesis is no different. Professor Martin Nakata of Australia’s
University of Technology in Sydney, Australia, was abruptly dismissive in com-
ments made at the end of 2003: “Bellwood’s model is bunk. The idea of a rel-
atively rapid dispersal of proto-Austronesian people based on Taiwan does not
tally with the data from DNA and medical studies,” he wrote in an article for
the magazine Taiwan News.6

Others are prepared to keep an open mind. In an interview for this book
in February 2004, Dr. Bien Chiang, deputy director of the Institute of Eth-
nology at Taiwan’s Academica Sinica, said:

From my point of view, Bellwood’s is the most economical theory. If you
place Taiwan as the base [for regional population] you can come up with
many reasons why that should be so. Otherwise you have to look at the
mainland and Southeast Asia as the base. There are problems with that, es-
pecially the timing of migrations. But if you place the fount in Taiwan, then
the timing works better. Taiwan, for example, has one of the earliest datings
for Austronesian people, though there are at the moment earlier examples
known in Malaysia and Sarawak. So there is some irregular evidence to be
ironed out. But I think Bellwood’s theory is the most economical and gives
the least difficulties. One must also keep in mind, though, that for ideolog-
ical reasons the idea of making Taiwan the homeland for the Polynesian peo-
ple is very acceptable politically at the moment.7

Indeed it is. Taiwanese cultural self-awareness has been heavily promoted
since the transition to an open society. Within a fairly narrow corridor of dif-
ferences both main political parties on the island, the Kuomintang and the
Democratic Progressive Party, have sought to emphasize for audiences both at
home and abroad Taiwan’s cultural individuality and diversity. At home, this
involves much greater governmental support and recognition than in the past
for aborigines and their organizations. Abroad, it includes the government
funding for the creation of nongovernmental organizations like the Taipei-
based Austronesian Co-operation and Exchange. China has managed to force
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the exclusion of Taiwan from most international organizations. So successive
Taiwanese governments have taken every opportunity to create their own bod-
ies that operate on the international stage outside China’s sphere of influence.

Archaeologists and anthropologists are still discovering the clues left by
the first inhabitants of Taiwan. From remains that have been found it seems
certain that what is now Taiwan was first inhabited when the island was joined
to the mainland at the time of lower sea levels during the last Ice Age. In the
1960s human remains, pottery, and stone tools were found in caves in south-
ern Taiwan at Changpin in the far southeast and at Tsochen near Tainan on
the southern west coast. This Paleolithic, Stone Age culture existed until about
15,000 B.C. and several of the relics found on Taiwan are similar to those dis-
covered from the same period on the mainland. There have also been several
discoveries in northern and southwestern Taiwan of evidence of later prehis-
toric Neolithic tribes. Finds have included polished stone arrowheads and axes
as well as cord-patterned and painted pottery with similarities to northern
China’s Yang-shao culture. Evidence of another painted pottery culture has
been found at Fengpitou near Kaohsiung in southern Taiwan. These people
were farmers, and not the hunter-gatherers of the previous cultures. Many of
their artifacts show common ancestry with the tools used by people on the
mainland side of the strait between 1,500 and 1,200 B.C. The picture that
emerges from the more intense archaeological investigations of recent years is
of a continuous trickle of tribes and communities migrating to and, if one ac-
cepts Bellwood’s theory, from the island over many thousands of years.

The aspect of Taiwan’s character that made the island a haven for peoples
seeking refuge from troubles or pressures elsewhere was established early. Of
the groups identifiable today as distinct, some of the earliest arrivals were the
people now known as the Atayal. They established themselves over large areas
of northern Taiwan from about one thousand B.C. Atayal men practiced facial
tattooing, primarily to display their status as successful headhunters. Women
were also adorned with facial tattoos, suggesting that the patterns were also in-
tended to ward off evil spirits. Where the Atayal came from is debated, and the
argument is an early example of the continuing habit of outsiders to impose
their own national and nationalist imperatives on the island. The nineteenth-
century German anthropologist Ludwig Riess contended that the Atayal ar-
rived on Taiwan from the Ryukyus to the east of the island. Riess drew on
Japanese research available at the time, 1895, when Tokyo had assumed colo-
nial control of Taiwan.8 There was undoubtedly a subliminal Japanese desire
to establish historic links with their new possession, though that need not have
affected academic scientific rigor. Riess suggests the Atayal were a branch of
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the people called Lonkius who originally came from the northern Japanese
Kurile Islands, but who retreated south before the advancing Ice Age. Their
descendants are the Ainu of Japan’s Hokkaido Island. Japanese anthropologists
identified the story of the “Cutting of the Sun” as told by tribesmen of the
Taruko, a subclan of the Atayal, as evidence of a historic journey to escape the
cold of the north.

Chinese anthropologists and historians, in contrast and in line with their
own national inclinations, make the case that the early aboriginal tribes of Tai-
wan came not from Japan but from the mainland. As Taiwan was to become,
as we will see, a sanctuary for a mélange of peoples over the centuries, it is most
probable that both the Chinese and Japanese analysts are right.

The Chinese version of the early aboriginal colonization of Taiwan begins
in the forested, mountainous region of central China about 2200 B.C. during
the Xia dynasty. Emperor Yu oversaw the implementation of agricultural de-
velopment among his people, the Han Chinese. Among the emperor’s inno-
vations was a project to construct many thousands of irrigation and drainage
channels both to control flood waters and to bring land into effective agricul-
tural production. The area under Emperor Yu’s control was, however, relatively
small and the success of his revolution soon led to land hunger and pressure
to expand the borders of his territory. This brought the Han farmers into con-
flict with primitive Guizhou tribesmen; an ethnically distinct community of
hunter-gatherers living in the forests to the south of the Xia empire. The em-
peror’s armies made several attempts to dislodge the Guizhou from their hill
forests and mountains, but without success. The Guizhou fought fiercely to
protect their territory and for several hundred years an uneasy standoff was
maintained along the Han empire’s southern border. That changed with the
coming to power of the Shang dynasty founded by Ch’eng Tang. In 1740 B.C.
he launched a national campaign to conquer the Guizhou “barbarians.” The
land lust among the Han was so strong that Ch’eng mustered a massive vol-
unteer army that was able, after much bloody fighting over some 60 years, to
take possession of the southern forests, hills, and mountains. But the Han did
not conquer the Guizhou. The tribesmen decided to migrate rather than sub-
mit. The Guizhou fled primarily to the south and west. Some Chinese histo-
rians believe that in their flight to the west the Guizhou established themselves
in what are now the Chinese provinces of Sichuan and Yunnan as well as the
northern reaches of modern Burma, Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam. The mi-
grants are, these historians believe, the ancestors of the people now known as
the Yueh and still significant minorities in the same regions. The Guizhou who
moved south readily adapted to their new coastal environment and became
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renowned navigators and traders. In the late 1950s the Chinese historian
Chang Chi-yun wrote that there are indications the Guizhou/Yueh migrated
to Taiwan around 770–469 B.C., the period of the “Spring and Autumn An-
nals.”9 Chang cites common customs among the Guizhou and the Atayal of
northern Taiwan. One is the custom of a husband pretending illness when his
wife is about to give birth. Until the late twentieth century this habit was still
followed among the Yueh peoples of Southeast Asia. There is also the combi-
nation of headhunting and tattooing. While each of these practices was fol-
lowed separately by peoples of China and Southeast Asia, only among the
Guizhou, Yueh, and Atayal are they known within one culture and pursued in
uniquely similar ways.

It is unlikely that the Atayal and associated tribes had Taiwan to them-
selves. About one thousand years after their emergence, upheavals in another
part of Asia, the Indian subcontinent, in the early centuries of the Christian
period, set another chain reaction of migrations in motion. Indeed, beyond
India it was the expansion and economic might of the Roman Empire in far
off Europe that led eventually to fleets of canoes with their crews of pioneers
riding the surf to land on Taiwan’s southern shores.

Rome’s conquest of Egypt in 30 B.C. accelerated a passion for eastern
goods and artifacts. Until it acquired Egypt and control of ports on the sea
routes to Asia, Rome’s access to eastern trade had been hampered by the long,
arduous, and dangerous overland trails through Central Asia. But within 50
years of bringing Egypt into its empire, Rome had well-established maritime
trade links with India. The development of this commerce had a profound ef-
fect on the subcontinent. India became not only a trading partner with Rome
but also a clearing house for goods from further east: Southeast Asia and
China. For centuries the ebb and flow of Indian empires and dynasties had
been in the north of the subcontinent. The south had been largely ignored.
The development of the southern ports such as Muziris (Cranganore) and
Arikamedu (Pondicherry) brought not only new wealth but also commercial
and cultural contact with the principalities in Southeast Asia and what is now
Indonesia. The first four centuries A.D. saw a sustained spreading of Indian
trade, culture, Hindu-Buddhist religion, and colonizers through Southeast
Asia. Kingdoms dominated by Indian culture and military strength were es-
tablished over much of the region and as far south as the island of Java, now
the hub of Indonesia. Early Chinese texts recorded by John Keay in his book
India: A History, published in 2000, describe several of these “petty Indian
states.”10 One Malay peninsular state, which the Chinese called Tun-Sun, was
ruled by five Indian families and a thousand high-caste religious Brahmans.
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The local Malays took to giving their daughters in marriage to the Brahmans
in order to ensure family security. “Consequently,” wrote the Chinese, “many
of the Brahmans do not go away. They do nothing but study the sacred canon,
bathe themselves with scents and flowers, and practice piety ceaselessly by day
and by night.” The ultimate expression of this transplanted Indian idyll is the
huge palace and temple complex of the Indianized kingdom of the Khmers at
Angkor in what is now Cambodia.

Ethnic Malays lived throughout Southeast Asia and many of the islands of
what are now Indonesia and the Philippines. They resented the imposition of
the alien Indian monarchies and religions over them and the accompanying
demands for land. The military dominance of the Indians, however, made
Malay resistance ineffective. People began moving to find new land away from
the power and influence of the Indian princes. Some merely ousted their
neighbors, who then did the same and set off an ever-widening ripple of pres-
sure for land. Some Malays inevitably had to take to their canoes and rafts and
seek land beyond the seas. It was on these pioneering voyages that the Malays
discovered and settled southern Taiwan.

There is general agreement among anthropologists and ethnologists that
the Yami people of the Lan Yu islands came from the northern islands of the
Philippines. The Yami are probably the most recent arrivals, the last wave of
the ripple effect set off by the pressure for land in Southeast Asia. When and
how the earlier tides of immigration reached Taiwan remains a matter of aca-
demic investigation. There is well-founded speculation that migrants did not
just island hop to Taiwan. Some immigrants probably made longer sea jour-
neys from Borneo and used favorable currents in the South China Sea that car-
ried them to Taiwan’s southwest coast. Another current from the Celebes Sea
sweeps up the eastern coast of the Philippines and reaches the east coast of Tai-
wan. A common race memory among many of the aboriginal peoples of
southern Taiwan is of the tribal ancestor who arrived by canoe or raft from the
south. Until relatively recently many of these peoples conducted annual reen-
actments of the arrival as a prelude to days of feasting in which the gathering
of food and planting of crops were a central feature. The lifting of martial law
on the island in 1987 helped sideline the negative attitude toward aborigines
of the mainlanders who arrived with Chiang Kai-shek in 1945, and official
sympathy and encouragement has allowed the revival of many of the aborigi-
nal people’s customs.

Although the new arrivals on Taiwan were all ethnic Malays, they came
in family, tribal, and cultural groups from various parts of Southeast Asia
with their own specific cultural traditions and languages. Once they arrived,
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the geography of Taiwan tended to promote the maintenance of these differ-
ences and the evolution of even greater distinctions. Those who colonized the
west coast flatlands were separated by the island’s spinal mountain ranges
from those who settled on the narrower plains and steep river valleys of the
east coast. The ridge formation of the central mountains tended to form iso-
lated pockets of habitation for those who worked their way up into the high
country. These solitudes created over time groups that have become distinct
in language and other aspects of their cultures. The Paiwan in the far south,
Puyuma in the southeast, the central Bunun, the Ami of the eastern central
region, and Yami on Lan Yu Islands, with the Tsou in central Taiwan are all
of Malay heritage, but their languages, religious ideas, manners of livelihood,
and communal structures vary widely.

Geography and ferocious warrior cultures sustained aboriginal independ-
ence on Taiwan for a remarkably long time. Neither the Dutch nor early Chi-
nese administrations ever controlled much more than the western third of the
island. It was not until the 1930s that the Japanese administration, with the
help of machine guns and poison gas, brought Taiwan as a whole under cen-
tral control.
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Chapter Three

B A R B A R I A N
T E R R I T O RY

The first written record of contact with Taiwan is in 230 A.D. Sun Chuan,
the first emperor of the Wu “Three Kingdoms” dynasty, sent an expedition
to explore for islands said to be in the seas off China’s east and southern
coasts. The explorers found Taiwan and returned with several thousand cap-
tives and enough information to conclude that the island was “barbarian ter-
ritory” unworthy of China’s attention. No official interest in Taiwan is
recorded for nearly four more hundred years. Then, the second emperor of
the short-lived Sui dynasty, Yang Ti, received in about 605 A.D. intriguing
reports from Fujian province that in spring and autumn when the weather
was calm and clear a smoky haze could be seen out at sea stretching several
hundred miles along the horizon. The emperor sent Captain Chu K’uan to
investigate the phenomenon. Chu and his fleet reached Taiwan, but because
of the language barrier could not communicate with the natives, a peaceful
group according to the captain’s report. He nonetheless captured at least one
of the natives—some accounts say he took several prisoners—and returned
to the mainland. Two years later, in 607 A.D., another expedition of one
thousand soldiers led by General Chen Ling was dispatched with orders to
“explore the new land.”1 The general was given a very different reception
from the welcoming greetings offered to Chu K’uan two years before. Gen-
eral Chen had with him one of the natives captured by the previous expedi-
tion who had learned enough Chinese to be able to translate. It appeared
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that the peaceful natives of Taiwan’s northwestern plains encountered by
Captain Chu had been ousted by a far more bellicose group pushing up from
the south. Chen demanded tribute from the Taiwanese and recognition of
the sovereignty of Emperor Yang Ti. The island’s natives not only refused but
challenged the Chinese to combat. General Chen’s forces fought three bat-
tles with the Taiwanese and triumphed on each occasion, but the cost of vic-
tory was high. He returned to China convinced that taking possession of
Taiwan would not be worth the necessary investment in blood. His judg-
ment was confirmed at the court of Emperor Tang Yi, who had other more
pressing military problems. Three of the emperor’s other armies had just re-
ceived their third crushing defeat in attempts to subjugate Korea.

General Chen believed he had been to what the Chinese then called “Liu
Ch’iu,” meaning “Precious Round Stone.” This was what the Chinese called
the southern Japan Ryukyu Island now known as Okinawa. During the cen-
turies of the Tang dynasty, following the Sui, little attention was paid to Tai-
wan as the emperors and their armies concentrated on pacifying the
northeastern and northwestern reaches of the empire. There was, however,
private Chinese movement toward Taiwan. There are indications of a signifi-
cant migration of mainland people to the Penghu groups of islands midway
between Taiwan and the mainland. A poet from Zhejiang province, Shi
Jianwu, moved to Penghu with his family around 806 A.D. Shih kept up a reg-
ular correspondence with friends and relatives at home and composed several
poems while living on the islands. Migration to the Penghu group, mostly by
fishermen and their families, continued over the next three hundred years, and
the official history of the Sung dynasty mentions Penghu as being under the
administration of Fujian province. This outpost was far from secure. An offi-
cial, Wang Ta-yu, mentions in his records of 1171 that the Penghu colonies
were regularly attacked by “island barbarians” from Taiwan. Wang recounts
one such invasion in which four hundred of the Taiwanese were captured and
their chief killed. Some accounts say the Taiwanese raids were spurred by the
hunt for iron, which was used to fashion arrowheads, spears, and knives. Oth-
ers say the raids were a response to migration and incursions on Taiwan by the
Hakka people, a Han Chinese offshoot minority of sea nomads who have
played a central role in the island’s history. Whatever the cause or combination
of reasons for the seaborne raids by the Taiwanese natives, their attacks were
not confined to Penghu. They had the skill and confidence to make lighten-
ing assaults on the mainland too. The records of the Sung Dynasty note that
on many occasions between 1174–89, “Hundreds of natives of Liu Ch’iu, led
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by their chiefs, suddenly appeared at Shui-ao, Wei-t’ao and other villages on
the coast of Fujian, robbing them of all the iron and armor.”2

The Hakka, whose name means “guests” and who were treated as an un-
touchable caste, came originally from northern Henan province. They were
driven south in a pogrom around 419 A.D. and sought a temporary sanctuary
in the mountains of Fujian and Guangdong provinces. But they were forbid-
den to own land and their sons were prohibited from taking the imperial ex-
aminations that were the route to advancement for other Chinese families. It is
understandable, then, that the Hakka were in the forefront of the substantial
overseas Chinese migration into Southeast Asia during the period of civil chaos
and famine in the twelfth century. The Hakka’s second-class status—evident on
Taiwan and in China to this day—has created a fiercely independent and am-
bitious community. Some mainstream Han Chinese note ruefully that in the
early 1990s the three predominantly ethnic Chinese states—China, Taiwan,
and Singapore—were all led by Hakka. There was Deng Xiaoping, the para-
mount leader of China; Lee K’uan Yew, the founding father and in retirement
the hidden guiding hand of Singapore; and Lee Teng-hui, the president of Tai-
wan. Some accounts place Hakka migration to southwestern Taiwan as early as
1000 A.D. and state that the Hakka established pioneer farms on land wrested
from the aboriginal Taiwanese. Defending their homesteads from attacks by the
aborigines was a constant battle for the Hakka, whose heads were considered
prime trophies by the native Taiwanese. Yet the Hakka survived and thrived.
There are reports from this period of tea, dyes, sugar, and rice being exported
to China through the Penghu islands by the Hakka frontiersmen.

Interest in Taiwan revived in China with the conquest of the empire by the
great Mongol leader Chinggis Khan. In 1281 his grandson and successor in
China, Kublai Khan, was determined to extend the empire to Japan. But his
fleet was battered and scattered by a typhoon that the Japanese called Kamikaze,
“the divine wind,” a word that was to resound into the future. A decade later,
in 1291, Kublai Khan decided to make another effort to conquer Japan. This
time, however, he decided on the more cautious approach of first capturing the
Liu Ch’iu islands as a stepping stone. Admiral Yang Tsiang, still believing Liu
Ch’iu and Taiwan were one and the same, set off across the Taiwan Strait. He
quickly discovered his mistake and named Taiwan “Little Liu Ch’iu.” When he
did eventually make landfall further north on what is now Okinawa he met
with no greater success than the ill-fated 1281 armada. His forces encountered
such stiff resistance from the islanders that he decided to return to China.

Meanwhile the raids on the Penghu Islands and even on the mainland
by the Taiwanese natives continued and intensified. In 1297 the governor of
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Fujian, Kao Hsing, sent an anguished memorial to the emperor saying that
there was a need to immediately pacify Taiwan and requested authority to un-
dertake the task. Permission was given and the commander of the provincial
army, Chang Hao, soon set off. The expedition was no more able to subjugate
the island than its predecessors had been. But it did return with 130 captured
Taiwanese and, to official surprise, news that some 1,300 Chinese were living
on Penghu and that their “several tens” of oceangoing ships, called “junks,”
were engaged in regular trade with the Taiwanese aborigines and the Hakka
colonists. China’s Mongol emperors formally gathered the Penghu Islands into
the empire and a garrison was stationed there. This military presence was in-
effectual, especially against the Japanese Wakou, “dwarf pirate” sea raiders who
infested the Taiwan Strait and East China Sea at this time. In 1387, 19 years
after the native Chinese Ming dynasty took over from the Mongols, the mili-
tary garrison was withdrawn from Penghu and was replaced by a naval base
with the intention of combating the pirates. At the same time the settlers on
Penghu, many of them Hakka, were ordered to return to the mainland. Some
did, but others decided to defy the order and go on to Taiwan.

Over the next century the Hakka pioneers extended their domains on Tai-
wan’s western plains, but the settler families were never dominant and lived
under a permanent state of siege. Even this tenuous Hakka hold in the west
was soon challenged by a new wave of migrants, the Hoklo from Fujian, where
95 percent of the province is hills and mountains unsuitable for agriculture.
The Hoklo were driven across the treacherous seas of the Taiwan Strait by
famine, land hunger, and civil upheaval in China. These Hoklo were the van-
guard of a prolonged migration from which the great majority of modern Tai-
wanese trace their ancestry. Their sheer weight of numbers drove the Hakka
ever deeper into aboriginal territory and reaffirmed the traditional animosity
and suspicion between the two Chinese peoples that remain significant ele-
ments in Taiwanese society and politics even now.

The increasing seaborne activity in the oceans around Taiwan by fisher-
men, traders, pirates, and imperial naval ships was a natural result of China’s
remarkable developments in ship design and technology. Until the eighth cen-
tury A.D., China’s boat design accomplishments were largely focused on river
craft. Foreign commerce was of minor importance and what trade there was
was conducted by Arab, Persian, and Singhalese merchants. That began to
change in the ninth century, when under imperial patronage China started to
develop a blue ocean navy and trading fleet. In 1161 A.D., a Chinese naval fleet
defeated a larger Korean fleet and gained control of the East China Sea. There
are carvings dating from 1185 on the Bayon temple at Angkor Thom in Cam-
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bodia showing two-masted Chinese trading junks, indicating the size and
range of the merchant ships. The Mongols, who came to power in 1279, con-
tinued the policy of maritime development. They produced the massive four-
masted ocean-going junks with holds divided into compartments by
watertight bulkheads—a protection against the hull being breached by sub-
marine rocks not adopted by Europeans until the nineteenth century—that so
impressed the Venetian explorer Marco Polo.

When the Ming dynasty began in 1368 there was a natural inclination to
reestablish nativist Chinese culture after a century of Mongol rule. Within the
imperial court Confucian scholars became increasingly ascendant as the fount
of policy. But they were in almost constant conflict with the emperor’s eu-
nuchs in charge of daily administration. It was, perhaps surprisingly, on the
back of this tussle for power that China’s great age as a naval force grew and
then died. Naval power grew because the early Ming emperors saw the pay-
ment of regular tribute from neighboring “vassal states” as an essential affir-
mation of China as the Middle Kingdom between lesser peoples and Heaven.
The projection of naval power was a necessary element in enforcing that rela-
tionship and, ultimately, in embellishing the legitimacy of the Ming emperors,
the sons of Heaven, themselves. This hubris reached its zenith in the person of
Emperor Cheng Tsu, usually referred to as the Yung Lo emperor.

Some historians argue that the vassal state system was profoundly differ-
ent from the aggressive imperialism then beginning to reach out from Europe.
Rather, it was an expression of Chinese cultural certainty. In order to benefit
from the patronage of the Middle Kingdom, foreign potentates had to accept
and acknowledge the universal supremacy of the emperor of China. Vassals
were required to pay tribute and perform the “kowtow”—kneeling three times
and prostrating themselves nine times before the emperor or his empty
throne—in order to receive the blessings of trade and diplomatic relations.
Today, Communist Party cadres in tailored suits have superceded mandarins
in costumes of imperial silk, and the ceremonies of supplication have moved
from the Forbidden City across the road to Mao Zedong’s Great Hall of the
People, but little else has changed. The foreign diplomats, investors, mer-
chants, bankers, and opportunist carpetbaggers who now flock to Beijing are
presented with the same choice: Accept China’s terms or be frozen out of its
market and future potential. Now, of course, an essential tribute Beijing exacts
concerns Taiwan. Diplomatic relations with Beijing, and all they promise, will
not be accepted from any nation that maintains formal ties with Taiwan. Over
the last half-century few nations and no internationally significant ones have
balked at making that kowtow.
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In the fourteenth century the eunuchs, with their control over the palace
and all its grandeur, were prime promoters of gathering more vassal states
under the imperial domain. Yung Lo agreed and in the dying years of the cen-
tury he ordered the construction and fitting out of a great fleet of treasure
ships, warships, and supply vessels to bring known and unknown lands under
China’s influence.

The fleet was put under the command of a Muslim eunuch, Zheng He,
who set off in 1405 with 62 vessels (some probably exaggerated accounts say
317 ships) carrying 28,000 men. The treasure ships have been calculated by au-
thorities such as maritime historian Louise Levathes to have been about four
hundred feet long, among the largest sailing vessels ever built. Others carried
cavalry horses, some were fighting ships, and there were even bulk water carri-
ers.3 Admiral Zheng’s first three voyages were through Southeast Asia to India.
The fourth and fifth voyages also showed the flag in Southeast Asia and India
before going on to Aden. The sixth voyage in 1421 has achieved recent celebrity
with the claim by British writer and former submarine commander Gavin
Menzies, supported by much speculative evidence, that elements of Admiral
Zheng’s fleet not only found the American continent 70 years before Christo-
pher Columbus, but also circumnavigated the world.4 Menzies tells a riveting
story, but he has at least as many expert detractors as he does supporters.

After the sixth voyage the massive expenditure of energy and investment
prompted a hiatus, a few years of seeming exhaustion. When the young
Zhanji, Yong Lo’s grandson, became emperor in 1426 he quickly noticed a
falling off of the tribute from vassal states and a corresponding loss of the dy-
nasty’s prestige and influence. In 1430 the emperor ordered a seventh voyage
by the treasure fleet. Preparations took time because the fleet needed restora-
tion. Admiral Zheng, now in his sixties, finally left Nanjing on January 19,
1431, but it was a year later that he finally left the south China coast of Fu-
jian, bound again for India. At the eastern Indian port of Calicut the fleet di-
vided into flotillas and one of the eunuch commanders, Hong Bao, sailed
down the east coast of Africa to what is now Malindi in Kenya. The fleet re-
turned to China and the mouth of the Chang Jiang River, better known out-
side of China as the Yangtze River, in July 1433, laden with the exotica of
India, Africa, and the Middle East, including giraffes and elephants. Zheng He
also brought with him ambassadors from Ceylon, Sumatra, Cochin (Viet-
nam), Calicut, Hormuz, Aden, and Dhufar to pay tribute and homage to the
Son of Heaven.

Taiwan figures little in the story of Admiral Zheng’s voyages, but the im-
plications of the aftermath of this great age of Chinese naval power were pro-
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found. By some accounts one or two of Zheng’s ships visited Taiwan during
the first voyage and, finding it inhabited largely by headhunting savages and a
haven of tropical diseases, decided it was a worthless place. It is also believed
that one of the fleet’s ships was wrecked on the island during the return on the
seventh voyage. What was important for the island’s history, however, was the
tremendous growth of private regional maritime trade inspired by the exam-
ple and technological advances of Admiral Zheng’s fleet. Of even more imme-
diate importance for the island was what happened when the emperor
abruptly abandoned China’s maritime prowess.

Even as Zheng He conducted his last triumph the political climate in Bei-
jing was changing. The ascendancy of the eunuchs and their promotion of the
grandiose overseas missions were being successfully undermined by the Con-
fucian scholars. There is much debate among modern historians about why
imperial China so decisively turned its back on the sea. Four central reasons
are put forward. One is that there was a growing focus in the court on devel-
opment of the administration within China. Another is that there was an in-
tense philosophical debate within the court on the benefits of international
commerce and technological gain versus the more spiritual gain of cultural pu-
rity and isolationism. Third was the enormous cost of the navy and the belief,
based on historical experience, that all threats to China’s territorial integrity
and sovereignty came overland. And fourth, all these debates pitted the Con-
fucians against the eunuchs in a contest for power and influence within the
palace. The eunuchs lost the argument and power.

At its pinnacle of power in the early 1400s, the Ming navy had over 3,500
vessels. Some 2,700 of these were warships stationed at dozens of naval bases
along the China coast, keeping the seas safe for merchantmen. By the mid-
1400s that fleet possessed only a fraction of its former strength. Then, in an
act that may seem like overkill but is typical of the single-mindedness of Chi-
nese authority, the building of ocean-going ships was made a capital offense by
1500. That ruling was strengthened in 1525 by an imperial edict authorizing
coastal officials to destroy all ocean-going ships and to arrest merchants who
used them. But the principle and benefits of foreign trade had been seen and
established. And as they always do, Chinese people found countless ways to
defy authority. Into the vacuum left by the shriveled Chinese navy flowed a
new sea power of private maritime entrepreneurs: merchants or pirates de-
pending on the fortunes and opportunities of the day. For some of them, look-
ing at the now established trade routes between China, Japan, and Southeast
Asia, one place leapt out as the key to domination of the rich traffic. That
place was the easily dismissed island of savages and sickness, Taiwan.
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Chapter Four

P I R AT E  H AV E N

There has always been a fine line between commerce and piracy. Profit, after
all, is simply recompense for risk. Whether an entrepreneur is willing to put
only monetary investment at risk or if he is prepared to venture life, limb, and
liberty is largely a matter of desperation or other circumstance. As the fulsome
writer on Taiwan James W. Davidson said in 1903 of the Wakou Japanese pi-
rates who flourished after the decline of the Ming navy, “They combined
piracy with legitimate trade, resorting to the former when opportunities for
the latter were not at hand.”1

By the late 1500s trade among China, Japan, and Southeast Asia was well
established. It flourished despite the decision of the Ming court in Beijing, in-
fluenced by the cultural superiority of the Confucian literati, to adopt a policy
of splendid isolation, tsung chu chuan. With the first buccaneer merchants
from Europe beginning to make their appearance in Asian waters, China’s de-
cision to cease exercising power beyond its borders created an anarchic mar-
ketplace. Even by the mid-1500s formidable pirate confederacies had been
formed, and they not only preyed mercilessly on shipping in the East China
Sea and Taiwan Strait but even attacked coastal villages and towns. For these
sea rovers the island of Taiwan, astride the trade routes but beyond the rule of
any law and with its dark reputation as a dangerous and forbidding place, was
the perfect refuge.

The identity of the Wakou pirates has been decorated with as much polit-
ically inspired interpretation as other aspects of history involving Taiwan. Chi-
nese texts refer to them as Japanese and there is a clear propaganda benefit in
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blaming foreigners for China’s ills. But historians such as Hung Chien-chao say
that what records there are on the Wakou suggest that while there was un-
doubtedly a Japanese component, sometimes even leadership, in the pirate
bands, the rank-and-file cut-throats were usually Chinese.2 Hung says that
among the Wakou, Chinese outnumbered Japanese by ten to three and some-
times ten to one. Certainly when the major pirate chieftains and princes begin
to appear in the 1550s they were Chinese. The first was Lin Tao-chen, who
commanded a large pirate fleet based on the Penghu Islands, which were at the
time abandoned by the Chinese officialdom and military. Lin and his crews be-
came such a scourge to shipping in the Taiwan Strait and to villages on the
mainland that Beijing was stirred from its isolationism. In 1562 (some author-
ities say 1564), Admiral Yu Ta-yu was dispatched to deal with Lin.3 The admi-
ral and his fleet encountered the pirates in the open sea. It is a measure of Lin’s
confidence in his military power that instead of running, his ships turned to
face Yu’s armada and, in Davidson’s words, “with full sail charged straight for
the intruders and assailed them briskly.”4 Yu apparently made a disciplined de-
fense and the battle raged for five hours before Lin and his ships broke off the
action and made a run for the safety of their havens in the Penghu Islands. Ad-
miral Yu, however, was able to outsail Lin and got to the islands ahead of the
much-battered pirate fleet. Lin found his way blocked and rather than risk a
further engagement, he sailed for Taiwan, landing at Luerhman near present-
day Anping and the site of later invasions of the island. Yu decided not to fol-
low the pirates into the treacherous and unfamiliar shoals and islets guarding
the harbor and returned to Penghu. There the admiral captured Lin’s followers
stationed on Penghu and left a garrison. The court in Beijing was delighted
with Yu’s exploits and, it may be said in some conflict with its isolationist ideals,
drew the Penghu chain further into the empire by sending a governor. The ar-
rival of a semblance of law and order on the Penghu Islands attracted colonists
and for the first time the chain became a recognized entrepot for trade with the
mainland, a status that assumed considerable significance a few years later when
European traders began arriving in force.

Meanwhile Lin and his several hundred followers on Taiwan were not hav-
ing an easy time of it. The island proved to be a far cry from the mythical land
of milk, honey, and an indolent old age that pirates of all cultures are said to
seek. Lin and his men found the land of Taiwan inhospitable and the natives
even more so. The pirate outpost suffered near constant raids and attacks by
aborigines, who valued Chinese heads above all in their measure of tribal hi-
erarchical status. Lin eventually decided on a preemptive strike. His men at-
tacked several surrounding villages and slaughtered scores of the aborigines.
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There is a story, perhaps a folkloric embellishment, that Lin and his men then
caulked their ships with the blood of their victims before sailing off and aban-
doning Taiwan. The survivors of the pirate fleet made their way to the Pearl
River delta in China’s Guangdong province where Lin is said by Davidson to
have retired and later “died a miserable death, richly deserved.”5

Although Chinese pirates made up the majority of those plundering ship-
ping and mainland coastal villages in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the
Japanese were far from inactive. On several occasions in the 1500s Beijing em-
perors sent outraged messages to the Japanese shoguns, then completing their
unification of the archipelago, demanding that the pirates be brought to heel.
There is little evidence the Japanese made any strenuous efforts to comply, or
that what they did attempt was at all effective. In frustration Beijing eventu-
ally forbade all contact between Chinese and Japanese and ordered that any
Japanese caught in China and any Chinese apprehended returning from Japan
be immediately decapitated.

The shoguns and the Japanese trader/pirates did clearly see Taiwan’s
dominant position on regional trade routes. The establishment of the Japan-
ese merchant buccaneer outpost at Takasago on Taiwan’s southwest coast in
the 1590s has already been mentioned. At around the same time Japanese es-
tablished a small colony at Keelung on the northeastern coast, a short voyage
from Japan’s Ryukyu Islands, only recently brought under the shogun con-
trol. There was a clear belief among the Japanese rulers that Taiwan was a log-
ical and useful southern extension of their island empire, which created a lust
that would take another three hundred years to fulfill. In 1591 Harada
Magoshichiro was sent on an armed diplomatic mission to Manila, the capi-
tal of the Spanish colony in the Philippines. On his return Harada stopped at
Takasago on Taiwan to deliver a letter from the shogun demanding that the
Japanese outpost submit to their home country’s rule and send tribute under
threat of invasion. This piece of bombast ended lamely. Harada was unable
to find a leader or any group in authority at the outpost to which he could
deliver the ultimatum and felt compelled to carry the letter back home with
him. In 1603 the new shogun, Ieyasu, first of the Tokugawa shogunate, con-
tinued Japan’s interest in acquiring Taiwan. In 1609 he sent a senior lord,
Arima Harunobu, to Taiwan to examine the island’s potential for seizure and
colonization. Arima toured Taiwan and made some attempts to fashion the
Japanese trader/pirate outposts into a coherent colonial network, but without
success.

Ieyasu was not dissuaded from his Taiwan ambitions by Arima’s failure. In
1615 the shogun ordered the governor of the port city of Nagasaki, Murayama
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Toan, to invade and capture Taiwan. Murayama set off in May 1616 with a
fleet of thirteen ships and about three thousand troops. The enterprise was ill-
starred from the start. The small fleet ran into a typhoon during the crossing
and only one ship reached the Japanese outpost at Keelung. Aborigines at-
tacked the survivors of the voyage and many of the Japanese were killed. For
the abject failure of his mission, Murayama and his family were all executed
on the shogun’s orders. Had Arima been more forceful or Murayama luckier
with the weather the story of Taiwan and its position today might have been
very different, but history is replete with such twists of chance.

In August 1604, while shogun Ieyasu was contemplating seizing Taiwan,
ships arrived at Penghu, beginning a chain of events that shaped the island’s
future for over half a century and that have faint echoes to this day. Wybrand
van Warwyk, a captain of the Dutch East India Company, anchored at Penghu
after one of many unsuccessful attempts by the company to capture the Por-
tuguese enclave at Macau on China’s Guangdong coast. Van Warwyk’s mission
was to open up a still-isolationist China to trade with the Dutch. As Macau
was unobtainable, van Warwyk looked to Penghu to be a reasonable second
choice for a base from which to establish commercial links with China. The
captain sent messages to Xiamen requesting official permission to travel to the
mainland to negotiate a trade treaty. Then he waited. When, by the middle of
December and after four months of kicking his heels in mounting frustration,
there had been no reply from Xiamen, van Warwyk upped anchor and re-
turned to the company’s regional headquarters at Bantam in West Java, now
central Indonesia.

The Dutch did not forget about Penghu, however. In 1623 the East India
Company directors, now established in their new Indonesian capital of
Batavia, dispatched Cornelius Reijersen to again try to capture Macau. If that
proved impossible, as it did, Reijersen was to go on to Penghu, which he did.
Reijersen was a good deal more persistent in trying to force the Chinese au-
thorities to allow trade with Penghu as a base. But he was no more successful
and in the summer of 1624 was replaced as commander of the expedition by
Martinus Sonck. To negotiate a settlement with the persistent and brutal
Dutch, the governor of Fujian province, Nan Juyi, nominated an unlikely can-
didate, Li Tan, the head of the Chinese traders based illegally on Taiwan.

Li Tan wore many guises in his life, and it sometimes seems that he
adopted a new name for every role he played in the history of Taiwan, South
China, and Japan. This has confused posterity, though doubtless Li’s objective
was to befuddle his contemporaries rather than those who would later try to
track the footprints of his extraordinary career. For when all the false trails and
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deceptive roles are put aside, Li Tan emerges as the greatest pirate prince of his
place and age. And Li’s heirs built an even greater corporate enterprise of rob-
bery and plunder, culminating in the capture of Taiwan and the creation of a
kingdom on the island. Just as significant, though less dramatic, Li can be seen
as the prototype of the compradores, those later shadowy middlemen mar-
shalling business between China and the West. They often amassed great but
discreet personal fortunes in the process and, in places like Hong Kong and
Macau, spawned huge corporate empires that still dominate commerce in
southern China and beyond.

Li Tan was, so far as is known, born in a Fujian province, and as a young
man he joined the steady migration of Chinese to Manila, where the Spanish
colony offered great opportunities. Some accounts say Li fled to Manila after
killing the servant of a local official in Li’s home village. On arriving in Manila
young Li became a Christian and took a new name, Andrea Dittis, one of his
first deceptive guises employed to further his ambitions. There is little in Li’s
subsequent life story to suggest his conversion to Christianity was anything
but a convenience for doing business with the Europeans, who were then be-
ginning to appear in significant numbers in Asia. Even early on his piety
clearly did not run deep. He was soon convicted of a serious offense—what,
exactly, is unclear—and was sentenced to slavery in the galleys. Somehow Li
managed to escape and to stow away on a ship bound for Japan. Some say Li
was a tailor by trade and first worked in this business before establishing him-
self as a merchant in Hirado. If this record is accurate it makes an elegant link
to Li’s future choice of successor. In 1616 he received a license from the
shogun to engage in foreign trade.

It was a time of opportunity in Japan as the major European sea powers—
Portugal, Spain, Britain, and Holland—all vied with each other for Japanese
and Chinese goods and markets. Li became very rich very quickly. More than
that, he became the recognized leader of the Chinese merchant community in
Hirado. From this recognition came one of the names that stayed with him all
his life, Captain China. That nickname has an English ring to it that is not
surprising. Li had long and, for him, very profitable dealings with the local
agent of the English East India Company, the easily fooled Richard Cocks.
Cocks believed Li was the key to British trade with China and that Captain
China’s evident excellent contacts among officialdom could get all the neces-
sary permissions and treaties. Li did everything to encourage Cock’s self-delu-
sion, including such ingratiating ploys as having the Englishman act as
godfather to Li’s daughter Ignacia. Cocks was entirely taken in by Li and it
paid off handsomely for the Chinese merchant pirate. Over several years
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Cocks handed over a fortune in silver bars, which Li said regretfully were
necessary to grease the right palms in China. And the more Li lamented that
the permissions had not come through, the more silver Cocks shoveled at
him. Eventually the directors of the East India Company in London saw all
too clearly what Cocks could not see or would not admit to himself: that
Captain China was taking them for a very profitable ride without any in-
tention of helping the company get into the China market. Cocks died at
sea on the way home after being recalled to London in disgrace for his lav-
ish and fruitless importuning of Li. The Englishman is the archetype of all
those western businessmen who have followed since in greed and certainty
that they knew how to hustle the East. He is also, perhaps, the first of those
rogue traders who gambled outrageously with his company’s money, lost be-
yond redemption, and found himself in such a deep hole he saw no option
but to keep digging.

The stern directors of the English East India Company demanded, in
1622, that Cocks retrieve from Li all the silver bullion the swindler had re-
ceived. But it was much too late. By the time Cocks received the message, Li
Tan had moved his center of operations and departed for Taiwan, where he
saw the prospect of new and even greater opportunities. While Li had main-
tained one persona in Hirado as the diligent agent for the English and Dutch,
he played a different role at the major port city of Nagasaki. Here he kept his
own trading factories and ships with which he did business with Taiwan,
southern China, and Southeast Asia. Those ships were well armed and there is
good reason to think that with the protection, no doubt for a fee, of the local
lord, the daimyo Matsuura, Li’s merchant captains were equally active as pi-
rates. Li hoped to make Taiwan a pirate kingdom under his own control, and
for the two or three remaining years of his life he was remarkably successful.
His Chinese heritage and extensive Japanese experience, plus the compelling
salesman’s patter that had so effectively duped Cocks, allowed him to bring the
Japanese pirates of northern Taiwan and the Chinese of the west and south
under one flag. The meeting of the pirate chiefs to create their confederacy was
held in a small cove south of Anping. The outlaw chieftains were seduced by
Li’s vision and swore to accept his leadership of what was not only the first
Asian multinational trade conglomerate but also the first semblance of an is-
land government for Taiwan. Author W. G. Goddard, writing in 1966, said:

The whole situation was nothing short of fantastic, and the closer our inves-
tigation of it, the more incredible it appears. From Japan to Java and beyond,
the orders of Li carried more weight than the injunctions of Governments.
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His ships, flying [his] tortoise-shell flag, were masters of the seas and the
dread of all merchants engaged in legitimate trade. His connections reached
from Hirado and Nagasaki in Japan, down the China coast, where members
of his family in Fujian were co-partners in the gigantic scheme, right down
to Batavia. For a brief period Formosa was the most important spot in the
Far East. For twelve months in 1624–5, Li Tan—Captain China—was the
uncrowned king of the western Pacific, ruling his maritime kingdom from
the island of Formosa.6

The same political and commercial phenomenon was described in 1903 by
James W. Davidson in slightly less breathless tones:

The Chinese pirates who resorted to the island as a safe retreat, were as a rule
divided into bands, and, according to the scanty historical material which we
have at hand, established a rough form of government over their settlements.
So admirable was the organization that the different bands lived together
without discord and chose their leaders by vote, while a supreme chief was
appointed to look after the interests of the combined bands whenever any-
thing arose of common concern. The strongest of them was a powerful band
under the leadership of one Gan Shi-sai [Li Tan]. Their exploits brought
large returns, and by combining legitimate trade with piratical raids they
eventually attained a position so formidable that smaller bands combined
with them for their own protection, and thus nearly the whole of the China
and Formosa trade was brought under their control.7

It speaks volumes for Li’s subtlety of intellect and confidence in his own
purpose that he created this empire right under the noses of the Dutch with-
out them fully comprehending what was going on around them. More than
that, it was Li who encouraged and orchestrated the Dutch move from the
Penghu Islands to the harbor at Tayoun, which eventually gave the entire is-
land of Taiwan its abiding name. The Dutch knew about Andreas Dittis, as
they sometimes called him, as they began their mission to find a bridgehead
into China. They doubtless heard about him from So Bing Kong, the head of
the Chinese community in Batavia, the Dutch East India Company’s head-
quarters on Java. The Dutch may not have known that So was the southern
manager of Li’s pirate empire. They had suspicions, however, and never en-
tirely trusted Li, though they engaged him as their agent to help facilitate
their China venture. A note in the East India Company records of 1624 from
the commander of the Dutch expedition, Martinus Sonck, then still on the
Penghu Islands, to his directors at Batavia said, “Had we been able to use
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anybody else, we would not have trusted Captain China as much as we are
now forced to do for lack of an alternative.”8

It was Li who suggested a compromise between the Dutch and the Chi-
nese authorities in Fujian, who were violently opposed to the interlopers re-
maining on the Penghu Islands, which were regarded as sovereign Chinese
territory. Li’s suggestion was that the Dutch decamp to Taiwan, still a distant,
barbarian place in Chinese eyes, in return for an agreement to trade. This be-
came the basis for the East India Company’s nearly 40-year presence on Tai-
wan. Why Li encouraged the Dutch to establish themselves in what was his
own kingdom can only be speculated upon now. The Dutch were the naval su-
perpower of the age and Li may well have judged that they would make bet-
ter allies than enemies, especially if he were confident he could dupe them
about the true nature and extent of his own operations. Subsequent events give
support to that view. Li’s empire not only continued to blossom but did so
under the protection of Dutch guns.

In 1625 Li disappeared from the historical record. In Hirado there was a
brief report that he had died in Japan, though it is more likely he died on Tai-
wan. Part of the confusion is because Li had yet another name, Yen Ssu-chi.
This was sometimes Romanized as Gan Shi-sai, the name used by Davidson
for Taiwan’s pirate chief. Davidson was not alone among historians in failing
to make the direct connection between Yen and Li Tan. Chinese often adopt
altruistic and poetic names, frequently applied to them by others, conveying
their aspirations. Li may well have liked the name Yen Ssu-chi, which implied
that his visage conveyed the demeanor of one thoughtfully intent on building
an empire.

Before he died Li tried to ensure that his empire would be passed into ca-
pable hands. The inheritor of the pirate conglomerate was a young man, then
about 21 years old, named Cheng Chih-lung. Li’s choice was entirely logical.
The two men were cut from the same cloth. Cheng nursed his inheritance
well. He oversaw the substantial growth of Li’s pirate fleet, which achieved
such mastery of the southern China seas that the Ming dynasty felt compelled
to adopt it as their navy with Cheng as admiral. Then he achieved the ultimate
respectability of being appointed a royal prince. His son, Cheng Cheng-kung,
better known in the West as Koxinga, took Li’s inheritance to its apex of power
when in 1661 he drove the Dutch out of Taiwan and established the island as
an independent principality.

Cheng Chih-lung’s early life was remarkably like that of his mentor, Li
Tan, which was doubtless what attracted Captain China to the young man in
the first place. There is some suggestion in Dutch records of the East India
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Company from the time that their relationship was a close one from the start.
The Dutch speculated, based on Li addressing Cheng as “son” and “son-in-
law” in messages, that Cheng was at least betrothed as a child and perhaps
married to a daughter of Li by his senior Chinese wife. At any rate, Cheng was
born about 1603, the eldest son of a minor official in the village of Shih-tsing
near Anhai in Fujian province, close to Li Tan’s own birthplace. The region
was poverty stricken at the time, and as a teenager Cheng, like Li a tailor by
trade, left to seek his fortune in the Portuguese enclave of Macau, where an
uncle lived. Cheng appears to have worked for Portuguese employers because
he learned the language and also converted to Christianity. His baptismal
name was Nicholas, but he also somehow acquired the name Jasper, which is
“Icoan” in Portuguese. From this combination he became known to most
westerners he encountered as Nicholas Iquan and it is under this identity that
he appears in the records of the Dutch East India Company. The matter is not
necessarily that straightforward because i-quan or yeh-kuan can also mean eld-
est son in Chinese.

While still a teenager Cheng abandoned tailoring in favor of petty trade
and apparently spent some time in Manila, for he acquired some Spanish as
well as Portuguese. Around 1623, when Cheng was about 20 years old, he
moved to Hirado in Japan. The exact circumstance of how Cheng came to Li
Tan’s notice is unclear, but it is obvious that Captain China quickly saw the
potential of this talented and ambitious young man. Within a remarkably
short time—it can only have been a matter of months—Cheng was acting as
Li’s righthand man and frequently as his representative on voyages to far cor-
ners of the pirate empire. This speedy rise makes most sense if Cheng was a
close and trusted relative of Li’s.

During Cheng’s relatively brief stay in Japan, he married a local woman of
the Tagawa clan, who in 1624, just as the Dutch were establishing themselves
on Taiwan, gave birth to a son, Cheng Cheng-kung, Koxinga. It was a signal
moment in the history of Taiwan that resonates today. Koxinga’s life was ex-
traordinary in itself and various interpretations of his heritage and exploits re-
main potent political symbols for the Taiwanese, the mainland Chinese, and
even the Japanese. Koxinga’s younger brother remained in Nagasaki all his life,
acting as a Chinese translator and, when Davidson wrote in 1903, the family
was still there, a source of great pride to local Japanese. If Koxinga’s bequests
to earthly history were not enough, he is for many Taiwanese adored as a god
and there are 63 temples on the island dedicated to his worship.

When Li moved his operation to Taiwan in 1623 Cheng Chih-lung went
with him. Cheng played a key role in negotiations between the Dutch and the
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Chinese authorities in Fujian in 1624, acting as interpreter using Portuguese
as an intermediate language. In this role Cheng was very much in the fore-
front of Li’s policy of trying to persuade the Dutch to move their trading base
to Taiwan. But after Li’s death in 1625 Cheng broke off his connections with
the Dutch, who were as skeptical about his trustworthiness as they had been
of Captain China’s. Cheng moved his entire fleet from Taiwan to Xiamen in
Fujian, which fell to his pirate army after an eight-day siege and from where
he launched a reign of piratical terror on shipping in the Taiwan Strait and
neighboring seas. A little more than a year after he took over Li’s empire
Cheng had about one thousand junks in his fleet and was doing a mighty
trade selling goods pillaged from hapless merchantmen in the Chinese and
Japanese markets. A message in 1627 from the Dutch on Taiwan to the com-
pany directors in Batavia notes that a year before a man who had worked as
an interpreter for the company, who they called Iquan, had left his job with-
out notice and become chief of a pirate band. The message says he had put
together a large fleet, was terrorizing the whole China coast, and made navi-
gation in the region impracticable.

In the spring of 1628 the Dutch decided to rid themselves of the trouble-
some Cheng, whose fleet now allowed him to attack and capture Dutch, Por-
tuguese, Spanish, and English vessels just as readily as local junks. The Dutch
dispatched eight warships “armed with the bravest men” and led by Comman-
der de With to attack Cheng’s fleet at Xiamen.9 It was a disaster for the Dutch.
A message of June 16, 1628, from the Dutch Fort Zeelandia on Taiwan to the
company officials in Batavia says, “The said commander, on arriving there [Xi-
amen], was so overwhelmingly attacked by the Pirate’s fire-ships that he had to
make his escape to Java with the Vrede and Erasmus without firing a shot, hav-
ing previously instructed the remaining yachts and junks to return hither [to
Taiwan]. But, as we have said, not one of them has appeared yet.”10

To say that Cheng was infuriated by the Dutch attempt at a sneaky, pre-
emptive attack is to put it mildly. Over the next few weeks Cheng loosed his fleet
to take any Dutch ship it could find. A bleakly worded and desperate message
from Fort Zeelandia catalogues six Dutch ships captured by Cheng’s forces as the
pirate chief spent his fury. Several Dutchmen were killed in these encounters and
at least 85 captured. Most of these captured Dutch, with their superior weapons
technology, the matchlock musket, were persuaded to enter Cheng’s service as
his personal bodyguard. “Such then is the fruit of this imprudent undertaking,”
comments the writer in Fort Zeelandia, making it clear that the attack on
Cheng’s fleet was not universally approved by the Dutch on Taiwan. “No vessel
can show itself on the coast of China, or Iquan has it in his power.”11
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Chapter Five

T H E  H O U S E  
O F  C H E N G

It was not only the Dutch who were watching with concern Cheng Chih-
lung’s burgeoning power and overt control of the south China coast. In Bei-
jing the Ming court was confronting a double threat. In the north Manchu
warriors were on the move and demanding the full attention of imperial
forces. At the same time the court believed there would be continual pressure
from the Europeans, especially at that time the Dutch, to establish colonial
trading outposts in the south. The court decided it needed Cheng Chih-lung
and his outlaw fleet to contain the Europeans so imperial forces could con-
centrate undistracted on the Manchu. The man chosen to try to bring Cheng
into the imperial tent was Tsai Shan-chi, who had been prefect of Cheng’s
home district of Chuan Chow. Tsai had known Cheng as a boy and com-
mented publicly and favorably on the youth’s evident qualities. The prefect
had even tried to encourage Cheng to enter government service and had him-
self given the boy some instruction in preparation for the preliminary exams.
Tsai was disappointed when Cheng decided instead to go to Macao to seek his
fortune. But the relationship between student and teacher in China then was
a lifelong one, and often still is. The Ming court had reason to be confident
that Cheng, even as an adult pirate warlord, would show respect and listen at-
tentively to what his old teacher had to propose.

The seduction of Cheng into the imperial fold did not proceed in quite as
straightforward a manner as the court in Beijing hoped. Cheng did indeed
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agree to meet his old master, Tsai, and did listen with evident enthusiasm to the
proposal. Tsai set out the court’s basic strategy that it would handle the Manchu
if Cheng would deal with the Dutch, but the envoy added that Beijing was con-
sidering bringing Taiwan into the empire and would be happy if Cheng ex-
pelled the Dutch altogether. This appealed strongly to Cheng, who had never
accepted the policy of subtle coexistence with the Dutch promoted by his men-
tor, the pirate Li Tan. But before making a decision Cheng discussed the im-
perial proposal with his brother, Cheng Chih-hu, who was a good deal more
skeptical of imperial intentions. Cheng should delay a decision, his brother ar-
gued, until the court gave firm commitments about the future security and sta-
tus of the Cheng family. Cheng Chih-lung accepted this position and it was
then that another intervention by the Dutch decided the matter.

The East India Company’s governor on Taiwan, Pieter Nuyts, got word of
the Tsai-Cheng negotiations and decided Dutch interests should be consid-
ered. Nuyts requested an invitation to Xiamen and Cheng agreed. After all,
while he was considering Beijing’s importuning he might as well see if the
Dutch were offering anything better. Nuyts duly sailed in a Dutch warship to
Xiamen, where he was well received and feasted. To repay the hospitality, os-
tensibly, Nuyts invited Cheng to visit the Dutch warship. When Cheng and
his party boarded, far from receiving Dutch hospitality, they were seized.
Nuyts then dictated a treaty he required Cheng to sign in return for his free-
dom. The treaty was to force Cheng to support Dutch freedom of trade in all
the south China ports. Cheng signed, but without any intention of comply-
ing. Because of Nuyts’s actions, Cheng decided to accept the imperial offer if
Beijing would agree to some guarantees.

As soon as Cheng was released from the Dutch warship he contacted Tsai,
who set off for the capital immediately with the warlord’s terms. The Ming
court, increasingly unsuccessful in its efforts to contain the Manchu, agreed.
Cheng was appointed commodore of the imperial fleet, essentially his own pi-
rate band then numbering about three thousand ships. In a classic example of
poacher-turned-gamekeeper, Cheng was now responsible for the suppression
of piracy on the south China coast. He took his responsibilities seriously.
When a group of freelance pirates led by Li Kuai-chi and based on the Penghu
Islands attacked Kinmen, near Xiamen, in the summer of 1629, Cheng’s re-
sponse was quick and devastating. Li’s band was totally destroyed. This and
other diligent work to fulfill his imperial mandate earned Cheng much pres-
tige at court, and in 1630 he was promoted admiral.

It is a measure of how secure and confident Cheng felt in his future that
in the same year, 1630, he sent for his eldest son, Cheng-kung, Koxinga, still
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living in Japan, to join him at the grand mansion he had built at Anhui.
Cheng’s Japanese wife was either not sent for or could not get the necessary of-
ficial approvals to allow her to leave Japan. She did not leave Japan for another
14 years and never saw her husband again. In Anhui Koxinga lived the life of
a princeling, with all the advantages and duties that entailed, and acquired a
thorough education in the Chinese classics.

The concept of leadership in China is very different from that in the west.
In China, even now, military power, political authority, or the muscle to sup-
press the people is not enough. The concept of leadership involving the “man-
date of Heaven” is no less true for having become a cliché. This notion of the
semidivine responsibility to care for the wellbeing of ordinary Chinese is part
of the burden of power, and lies as heavy on today’s Communist leaders in Bei-
jing as it did on the emperors and their officials in the past. In Chinese ac-
counts of the career of Cheng Chih-lung, therefore, there has been a conscious
effort to establish that when he donned the mantle of an imperial official, he
also willingly accepted the responsibilities of the mandate of Heaven. This
view asserts that a major reason why Cheng accepted imperial overlordship
was so he could be in a better position to help the land-starved and famine-
stricken people of Fujian province. To this end, Cheng suggested to the gov-
ernor of Fujian, Hsiung Wen-tsan, that he, Cheng, be commissioned to
assemble “several tens of thousands of starving people” and ship them to Tai-
wan, where the Dutch were beginning to establish agriculture and needed in-
dentured labor with better skills than the aborigines.1 Because of this initiative,
Cheng is frequently held up by Chinese writers as the father of the Chinese
colonization of Taiwan. That basic view cannot be contradicted. Yet it is also
true that Cheng added handsomely to his already massive fortune with the fees
for transporting the laborers. In addition all kinds of other taxes and pay-offs
came his way from what was in essence officially approved human trafficking.

On Taiwan, meanwhile, Pieter Nuyts had been succeeded as governor by
Hans Putmans, an even more aggressive and trigger-happy officer of the com-
pany. Although the Dutch and Cheng had reestablished a low-level working
relationship, such as over the supply of agricultural labor, Putmans was out-
raged that Cheng had torn up the agreement to open up the China coast to
Dutch trade. Putmans decided therefore on yet another now-familiar display
of Dutch force. In July 1633, Putmans launched a surprise attack on the most
powerful portion of Cheng’s fleet, then anchored in Quanzhou Bay. The ini-
tial attack was dramatically successful and Cheng lost a large portion of his
fleet. Confident of his victory, Putmans blocked the harbor of Cheng’s capital,
Xiamen, and demanded the Dutch be allowed to establish a trading enclave
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on the mainland as well as freedom of trade with the south China ports. In re-
turn the Dutch, according to their Taiwan colony records, were prepared to
offer Cheng and the Ming “cannon, gunners and soldiers to fight the Manchu
invaders.”2 With yet another example of Dutch duplicity to add to his already
well-stocked store of contempt, Cheng dismissed the terms and set about
planning a counterattack. There was a standoff for over two months, during
which Cheng managed to put together another fleet of war junks. Then, in
October and under cover of night, Cheng’s fleet attacked the Dutch flotilla
blockading Xiamen harbor, setting several of the ships ablaze. Putmans and
the remaining ships fled back to Taiwan in disarray. In the sober light of dawn
Putmans sifted through the ashes of his adventure to see what could be re-
trieved. He sent a letter to Cheng saying that if he found the Dutch offer un-
acceptable—a mild description of Cheng’s response if ever there were
one—perhaps the admiral could suggest some alternative.

Cheng was happy to oblige. He wrote back saying he would allow the es-
tablishment of a Dutch trading post on the mainland at Fuzhou so long as all
the goods traveling between Taiwan and south China were transported in Chi-
nese ships. For Putmans this looked like the best he could retrieve from a bleak
situation. He would get his trade and his enclave, even though he would not
control the shipping. For Cheng the agreement had the advantage of restrict-
ing Dutch shipping in the Taiwan Strait as well as keeping the admiral inti-
mately informed with gossip from his ships’ captains of what was going on in
Taiwan, where the population of Chinese laborers was growing substantially.

In northern China the defensive war against the Manchu was not going
well. The resulting famine and displacement of people carried down into the
south, providing human fodder for Cheng’s business of transporting laborers
to Taiwan. As well as sending men into indentured service with the Dutch,
Cheng was also transporting independent migrants into growing communities
of Chinese in northwestern Taiwan outside the areas then controlled by the
Europeans. The Dutch were generally happy with the influx, which allowed
the rapid development of the highly profitable sugar cane industry on the is-
land. But now and then notes of anxiety and caution are evident in the Dutch
record. A Dutchmen reflecting a little later in the East India Company records
on his nation’s Taiwan colonial experience, wrote:

A considerable number of junks kept arriving in Taiwan [from China]. As for
those Chinese, they had been driven from China on account of the war, and
had been increasingly in Tayoun and Formosa from time to time; until now,
they form a colony of some twenty-five thousand fighting men, besides
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women and children. They occupied themselves in trade and agriculture, by
which later means much rice and sugar was produced here, so that whole
shiploads were annually sent to other places, from which the [Dutch East
India] Company derived much profit from customs duty.3

The reference to a significant number of Chinese “fighting men” being
among the immigrants has led to the thought among some analysts that even
in the mid-1630s Cheng foresaw the defeat of the Ming by the Manchu. He
was, this view holds, consciously preparing Taiwan as a final sanctuary for the
Ming loyalists from which a counterattack on the mainland could be made.

Cheng was certainly a passionate Ming patriot at this time, and an in-
creasingly important one as the dynasty’s empire shrank before the Manchu
onslaught and the southern navy became the Ming’s only significant fight-
ing force. On June 3, 1644, the Manchu captured Beijing and the Ming
court removed to Nanjing, which fell on June 8 the following year. The em-
peror committed suicide and Cheng found himself the last authority of the
Ming dynasty. Cheng proclaimed the prince of Tang, Chu Yu-chien, the
new Ming emperor and established him on the throne at Fuzhou on the Fu-
jian coast. Soon after the enthronement, in 1646, Cheng presented his son
Cheng-kung to the emperor he had created. There is something a little
tragi-comic about what followed. The emperor—in reality Cheng’s pup-
pet—was pleased with the young man’s appearance and bestowed on the
22-year-old the great honor of the right to use the imperial surname, Chu.
Thus Cheng Cheng-kung became, in the Fujian dialect, Kuo-hsing-yeh,
“Lord of the Imperial Surname,” which was heard and pronounced by Eu-
ropeans as “Koxinga.”

By this time the Ming empire had shrunk to three southern provinces, Fu-
jian, Guangdong, and Guangxi. As well as receiving a new name, Koxinga was
loaded with official appointments, one of which was as an officer in the im-
perial bodyguard. In this capacity he was dispatched to guard a pass between
Fujian and the Manchu-held neighboring province of Zhejiang. But Koxinga’s
father failed to send supplies to his son’s army. In the autumn Koxinga was
forced to retreat to Fuzhou and in October the Manchu armies marched
through the pass into Fujian. The emperor Chu Yu-chien wanted to attack
them with the remnants of his land army while Cheng and his navy sailed up
the coast, landed his forces north of Fuzhou, and attacked the Manchu from
the rear. Cheng hesitated and the emperor marched off without him. The
Ming army was defeated, the Ming emperor was captured and committed sui-
cide, and the Manchu forces took Fuzhou.
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It is certain that Cheng’s hesitation, and perhaps his failure to send sup-
plies to his son, was because he was already in negotiations to capitulate to the
Manchu. The invaders had for some years pursued a practical policy of guar-
anteeing Ming officials that they could continue in their positions if they
swore loyalty to the Manchu. It had been a highly productive policy as the
Ming dynasty withered and was obviously in its death throes. As they ap-
proached the Ming dynasty’s remaining three provinces the Manchu made the
same overtures to Cheng, who was tempted and had heated debates with his
son about the issue. Cheng eventually decided to throw in his lot with the
Manchu. We are told that Cheng, dressed in the robes of a Ming duke and sur-
rounded by troops and his personal bodyguard of two hundred former African
slaves, escapees from the Portuguese at Macau (and replacing Cheng’s guard of
Dutch musketeers, who had been allowed to return to Batavia), marched into
Fuzhou. The Manchu appeared at first to keep to their policy of retaining
Ming deserters in their former posts and proclaimed Cheng the king of Ping-
nan, southern China.

There are several versions of what happened next. One account says that
during three days of feasting to celebrate Cheng’s defection, Cheng did not
notice that he was being gradually separated from the main body of his troops.
Then Manchu troops fell on Cheng and one hundred of his African body-
guards died trying to protect their master. Cheng was captured and taken in
chains to Beijing, where he was held prisoner. Another version is that having
made Cheng their local proconsul and loaded him with honors, the Manchu
army prepared to return to Beijing. Cheng, as was his duty, set out to escort
them part of the way. Once Cheng was separated from his fleet and army the
Manchu captured him and carried him off to Beijing in chains. The two ver-
sions are not inconsistent and the differences are only in nuance.

Cheng spent the remaining 20 years of his life as a prisoner in Beijing,
but under a fairly liberal regime of house arrest. In 1661 he was executed
for refusing to persuade his son Koxinga to hand over the southern fleet to
the Manchu. It appears that in his final years Cheng returned to the Chris-
tian, Catholic faith. Two priests, the Portuguese Gabriel de Magalhaes and
the Italian Luis Buglio, who became his friends in his captivity and whose
church he visited daily to hear mass, administered the last rites before his
execution.

Ming resistance to the Manchu Qing dynasty did not end with the fall of
Fuzhou in 1646. Armed remnants of the old regime remained on the loose in
the southern provinces, hiding out in the hills and mountains that rise behind
the narrow coastal plain. It was into these hills that Koxinga fled with a ret-
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inue of only a few friends after his father’s desertion. Here, after much con-
templation at a Confucian temple, Koxinga burned his scholar’s robes in an
emotional ceremony. With defiance in his heart he then left the hills to gain
control of what was left of his father’s army and fleet, and to take up the cause
of the Ming. He went first to Xiamen, where he took command of two of his
father’s ships and then sailed to the island of Kinmen. Here he began re-
assembling the Cheng army and pirate fleet. Dutch records tell us that he soon
gathered an army several thousand strong and a substantial fleet. In 1647 he
was strong enough to extend his territory by capturing and moving his base to
the island of Ku-lang-yu, off Xiamen, and went on to capture a number of
cities along the Fujian coast. When Koxinga heard in 1648 that a Ming em-
peror, Chu Yu-lang, had been crowned in exile in western China, the young
warlord sent a message of congratulation. He was rewarded for his courtesy by
being named the marquis of Wei Yuan (Glory Extended) and subsequently
given the title duke of Chang Kuo.

The extended Cheng family was split into factions by the importuning of
the Manchu, with some, like Koxinga’s father, kowtowing to the new Qing
empire and others holding out. In 1650 Koxinga captured Xiamen from his
Manchu mandarin cousin Cheng Lien and combined the city’s troops with his
own. It was the beginning of a major insurrection against the Qing, with for-
tunes swaying this way and that for over a decade. There was a setback for
Koxinga early the following year, 1651, when the Ming emperor Chu Yu-lang
ordered him to rescue the Ming governor of Guangdong and Guangxi
provinces. Koxinga got only as far as Shantou, just over the provincial border
from Fujian, when he heard of a dispute among his subordinate relatives back
in Xiamen. He decided dealing with the family in-fighting was more impor-
tant than the Ming emperor’s mission, returned to Xiamen, and executed his
uncle, Cheng Chih-kuan.

Over the next two years, as Koxinga’s armed power grew in the south and
the Ming insurrection gained momentum in western China, especially Yun-
nan, Sichuan, and Shaanxi, both the Ming and Qing emperors courted him
with favors and titles. Koxinga steadfastly refused the Manchu Qing blandish-
ments and even declined the Ming offer of the title prince of eternal peace on
the grounds that he had done nothing to deserve it. A year later he was per-
suaded to accept the Ming decoration. He had by this time established an im-
pressive Ming outpost along China’s south coast. By mid-1655 he had built a
thorough military and civil administration in Fujian with 72 chen (military
outposts) and 6 civil administration offices. Koxinga’s forces at this time were
about 50,000 cavalry and 70,000 infantry, which included an elite Praetorian
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guard of 10,000 heavily armored foot soldiers known as “iron men,” with
more men arriving to join up every day.

Koxinga’s enclave also became a gathering place for scholars and literati
disaffected from the Manchu dynasty. Several of these torchbearers of classical
Chinese culture moved further, to Taiwan, beginning the island’s tradition as
a repository of cultural purity. In this heady atmosphere of defiance against the
foreign Manchu invaders, Koxinga ordered Xiamen renamed Ssu-ming-chou,
meaning “thinking of the Ming.”

Koxinga was not as able a general on land as he was an admiral at sea. It
was still his fleet, direct descendant of Li Tan’s pirates, that was most impres-
sive and threatening. An eyewitness description of the fleet in Xiamen harbor
has come down from Vittorio Ricci, an Italian Jesuit who appears on several
occasions in the story of Koxinga and Taiwan, playing somewhat murky roles.
“Never before nor since was a more powerful and mighty fleet seen in the wa-
ters than that of Koxinga, numbering more than 3,000 junks, which had been
ordered to rendezvous in the bays and waters around Xiamen. The sight of
them inspired one with awe. This squadron did not include the various fleets
he had, scattered along neighboring coasts.”4

The Manchu made an attempt to destroy Koxinga’s fleet, sending a scratch
armada of some eight hundred war junks against Xiamen. The enterprise was
a failure. The Manchu were no match for Koxinga’s captains at sea. A con-
temporary account says that after the battle “for weeks putrid corpses and tan-
gled wreckage strewed the shores of Xiamen and Kinmen.”

The Qing armies were more successful on land. In late 1655 they
launched a campaign against Koxinga’s battalions and forced him out of a sig-
nificant portion of his western domains on the south coast. At the same time
the Manchu moved against the forces of the Ming emperor Chu Yu-lang in
western China. The emperor fled first to Yunnan, from where he sent a mes-
sage to Koxinga urging a counterattack, then on to Burma and finally to Siam
(Thailand) where he was captured. Chu Yu-lang was sent back to Yunnan by
the Siamese and was strangled by the Manchu. Koxinga in the meantime
raised his largest army ever, estimated at about 170,000 men. Some accounts
say this force was only the core infantry and that in addition he had 5,000 cav-
alry, 50,000 marines, and his 10,000 “iron men.” He also attempted to play
on his Japanese heritage and asked the shogun to send support, but without
success.

In 1658 Koxinga was ready for what he believed would be a decisive at-
tack on the Manchu at their capital, Nanjing, on the Chang Jiang (Yangtze)
River. He began by launching seaborne attacks at various cities along the coast,
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but on September 11 his fleet was caught in a typhoon and he was forced to
retire and regroup. Contemporary accounts say he lost eight thousand men
and one of his sons in this disaster. After this inauspicious beginning he was
ready again by the summer of 1659. While the land army headed north to-
ward Nanjing from Fujian, Koxinga’s great fleet sailed around China’s south-
ern and east coasts and then up the Chang Jiang (Yangtze) River to the outer
defenses of Nanjing, where it united with the land army. This vast force be-
sieged Nanjing’s outer defenses, which soon fell. It seemed that victory was
certain and that after only 15 years the end of the Manchu dynasty was at
hand. But, in the words of A. Grove Day in his book about pirates of the Pa-
cific Ocean, Koxinga “behaved more like a prince than a pirate.”5 He decided
to celebrate his thirty-fifth birthday and launched a carousing party that
within hours had much of his army besotted with drink. In Nanjing the
Manchu defenders quickly heard of the disarray among their attackers and
launched a counterattack. A sortie in the middle of the night by the Manchu’s
most effective weapon, their cavalry, routed Koxinga’s drunken army while fire
ships played havoc with his fleet in the confines of the river.

It was a bedraggled and dispirited force that dragged itself back to Xia-
men with only four hundred battle-scarred junks. The Manchu attempted to
press home their advantage, well aware that even when severely mauled,
Koxinga’s forces were dangerous. A fleet of some eight hundred war junks was
assembled by the Manchu and set out to attack the remnants of Koxinga’s
fleet, by this time holed up in the harbors of Kinmen. At this moment
Koxinga’s pirate instincts came to the fore. He commanded his crippled and
outnumbered fleet so ably that toward evening, after a day-long battle, he
maneuvered the Manchu fleet under two lines of his guns. The attackers were
wiped out and, it is said, not one Manchu survived to take news of the defeat
back to Nanjing.

Despite this great victory Koxinga knew that his days were numbered and
the Manchu would keep coming by land if not by sea. This they did in June
the following year, 1660. That attack was successfully repulsed, but it con-
firmed in the minds of Koxinga and his generals what they had already been
discussing: They could not hold out forever at Kinmen and Xiamen. A new
refuge must be found from which they could rebuild their strength for a fur-
ther attempt to restore the Ming dynasty.

Koxinga had been casting covetous eyes on Taiwan since he had taken
control of his father’s forces in 1646. The Dutch had certainly heard rumors
that he might attack the island in 1652 when a Jesuit, apparently with infor-
mation from the ever-watchful Vittorio Ricci, told company officials in
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Batavia that Koxinga had “an eye on Formosa, with the view of ultimately set-
tling down in that territory.”6 It seems, though, that Koxinga’s firm interest in
Taiwan was not aroused until 1659, when his agent on the island, Ho Pin,
who had been left as the Cheng family surrogate when Cheng Chih-lung left
to attack Xiamen in 1626, fled to the mainland.

The Dutch first suspected around 1657 that Ho Pin was Koxinga’s agent
on the island. In March that year the governor, Frederick Coyett, used him as
an envoy to negotiate a resumption of trade between Taiwan and China after
the so-called Kuo Huai-yi Incident, when the Chinese settlers rose up against
oppressive Dutch taxation. Part of Ho’s mandate from Coyett was to directly
ask Koxinga if there was any truth to the rumors that he intended to invade
Taiwan. Ho returned in August with a calming letter from Koxinga saying he
had no ambitions for the island and that the breech in trade was the fault of
disobedient subordinates. Trade was immediately restored. The Dutch were
mollified for a while. But in 1659 Coyett discovered Ho Pin was not only
Koxinga’s agent, he was also levying taxes on behalf of his master on all trade
between Taiwan and the mainland. A warrant was issued for Ho’s arrest, but
he slipped the net and escaped to Xiamen. There he urged Koxinga to take the
island as soon as possible. Koxinga was at the time fixated on his pending at-
tack on Nanjing, with all the hopes of an overthrow of the Manchu that en-
tailed, and took little notice of Ho’s entreaties.

Taiwan looked a much more interesting option later in the year after the
defeat at Nanjing. However, one of Koxinga’s commanders, Wu Hao, who had
visited Taiwan, said the Dutch were well able to defend the island with their
two fortresses and one thousand European troops. The matter was shelved
temporarily, but Koxinga was approaching the conclusion that Taiwan offered
the most secure prospect for a haven from which to relaunch the Ming cause.
In February 1661, Koxinga put the case to his generals and at the same time
ordered preparations for an invasion of the island. A fierce debate ensued, with
most of Koxinga’s leading commanders firmly against the idea. Those from Fu-
jian didn’t want to leave their native province for a place with a bad reputation
for disease and savage headhunters. Others argued that their forces would be
outclassed by the Dutch guns and the impregnable fortresses of Zeelandia and
Provintia. Some even suspected, perhaps correctly, that Koxinga was aban-
doning the Ming cause and was intent on establishing his own principality.
One commander, Ma Hsin, suggested what seemed like a compromise. He ar-
gued that Koxinga should send a division of troops to scout the island, feel out
the Dutch defenses, and see if Taiwan could be taken. This was agreed upon
and Koxinga had backing for at least an exploratory invasion. But the situa-
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tion changed almost immediately when it was learned that a major portion of
the Dutch fleet at Taiwan had left for Batavia.

Koxinga’s invasion plans were put into high gear. A force of 25,000 sol-
diers on 400 war junks was assembled at Kinmen. The fleet left its home base
on April 21, 1661, and arrived at the Penghu Islands early the next day. The
weather turned bad and the army was forced to stay on Penghu for eight days.
On the evening of April 29, Koxinga decided to continue, despite the still ad-
verse weather conditions. That night, as the fleet set out, the weather improved
and on the morning of April 30 the fleet appeared on the northern horizon to
a sentry at Fort Zeelandia.
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Chapter Six

T H E  S I E G E  O F
F O RT  Z E E L A N D I A

At dawn on April 30, 1661, sentries at Fort Zeelandia saw what they had an-
ticipated for nearly 10 years. Koxinga’s invasion fleet of over four hundred
Chinese war junks was approaching the coast a little north of the fort at the
inlet of Luerhman. The Dutch, governor Frederick Coyett wrote later to the
company directors in Batavia, were unable to resist such a powerful foe. For
the ten years in which successive Dutch governors had anticipated an invasion
by Koxinga, they had warned the directors of the East India Company in
Batavia that it would be impossible to stop a landing with only their regular
garrison of about 1,200 men.

In the frantic preparations of the previous months, governor Coyett and
his council had tried their best to block off obvious invasion sites. In an at-
tempt to make the narrow Luerhman inlet unusable for an attacking fleet
they had sunk rock-laden barges across the mouth. But it was the time of the
spring tides, when the sea level was at least two feet higher than normal.
Koxinga moved his troops into the boats with the shallowest draft. They
rowed with ease over the obstacles placed in the waterway and streamed
ashore. His army of 25,000 was given an ecstatic welcome by thousands of
the island’s Chinese settlers, who rushed down to the beaches with handcarts
to aid the landing. For these early Taiwanese islanders the arrival of Koxinga
was an intoxicating moment of liberation, and they mobbed the arriving
army. The invasion held the prospect of an end to burdensome Dutch rule
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and the advent of a familiar Chinese administration with all the formulas of
Chinese culture but without the regular chaos of life on the mainland.

Koxinga’s landing site was well chosen. It was out of range of the Dutch
heavy guns, which far outclassed the Chinese artillery. It also put Koxinga’s
army between the two Dutch strongholds. To the west of Koxinga’s force
and across the mouth of the harbor was Fort Zeelandia, built at the north-
ern end of Tayouan, a sparsely vegetated island a mile and a half long and
half a mile wide. Tayouan tailed away south toward the shore of the main
island. A shallow channel, fordable at low tide, separated the two at the
southern end. Fort Zeelandia was an imposing, square brick-built castle
with bastions for heavy guns at each corner, designed to cover the harbor
entrance.

To the southeast of Koxinga’s landing place was Fort Provintia on the main
island’s harbor shore. Fort Provintia had been hastily built nine years before
after an uprising of Chinese islanders. With the help of maps provided by
Koxinga’s secret agent on Taiwan, the Chinese interpreter Ho Pin, called
“Pincqua” in Dutch accounts, Koxinga’s forces had not only landed unchal-
lenged but also threatened communications between the two Dutch defend-
ing forts. The Dutch position looked perilous but not yet hopeless. Governor
Coyett had only 1,140 soldiers, of which about 800 were regular troops. The
rest were militia. He had four warships, but only two of those, the Hector and
the ’s Gravelande, were true fighting vessels. The others, the Maria and the
Vink, were lightly armed auxiliaries designed for local trade in pirate-infested
waters.

There was, however, no shortage of cultural and racial certainty among the
Dutch, who were the naval superpower of their age. One Dutchman armed
with a musket, they believed, was worth a hundred Chinese armed with bows
or swords. There was some reason for this bravado. Dutch matchlock muskets
were the first practical portable firearms, but they were crude affairs more like
small canons than modern rifles. Pulling the trigger sprung a smoldering
length of gunpowder-impregnated thin rope against a primed touchhole, set-
ting off the main charge in the barrel and firing a large lead ball. Matchlocks
were slow to load, it was near impossible to keep the match alight in the rain,
and they were often as dangerous to the musketeer as to the target. But the
Dutch had mastered the infantry discipline necessary to make them effective.
Dutch musketeers were as good as any in Europe. In southern Africa and Asia,
the unwavering lines of their soldiers and the fearsome noise and clouds of
smoke from their guns terrified the local peoples.
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It was this certainty of the superiority of their forces that had in part led
Coyett’s masters, the governors of the Dutch East India Company at Batavia,
to disregard the warnings from Taiwan of an imminent attack by Koxinga and
the appeals for reinforcements. Coyett did have, though, a large store of am-
munition and food supplies for at least six months. Most important, the
Dutch had the indomitable spirit of Coyett himself. He held his small and
constantly dwindling force together for ten months through an ever-tighten-
ing siege made worse by the island’s endemic malaria and typhoid. 

What Dutch bravado ignored, however, was that Koxinga’s army was not
the rag-tag collection of farmers and peasants whom they usually faced. It
was a well-trained and highly disciplined force of veterans of years of war
against the Manchu. It is true that most of the soldiers were armed only with
crossbows, swords, and Chinese pikes—only Koxinga’s personal bodyguard
of two hundred Africans had muskets—and the Chinese cannons were infe-
rior to those of the Dutch. But what the Chinese lacked in armaments they
made up for in numbers and experience. A Dutch account of the siege pub-
lished 15 years after the battle says: “The archers formed Koxinga’s best
troops, and much depended on them, for even at a distance they contrived
to handle their weapons with so great skill, that they very nearly eclipsed the
[Dutch] riflemen.”1

From the early hours after Koxinga’s landing the fighting did not go well
for the Dutch. On May 1, the day after the invasion, Coyett tried to stop the
rest of the Chinese army from landing. The four Dutch warships sailed up the
coast with the most powerful, the Hector, in the lead to engage the Chinese
junks off Luerhman. Koxinga’s admirals, Ch’en Tse and Ch’en Kuang, sent out
60 of the largest junks, each armed with two cannons, to engage the Dutch. It
seemed at first an unequal fight. The heavy guns of the Hector sank eight of
the junks and the remaining Chinese vessels scattered to keep out of range of
the Dutch man-of-war.

Then the tide of battle turned dramatically. The Hector blew up and sank.
According to Dutch accounts it was an accidental explosion in the gunpowder
magazine, not Chinese action, that destroyed the ship. Some Chinese accounts
give greater credit to the attackers. They say the Hector was beset by junks that
closed in below the Dutch ship’s guns. In this version it was the Chinese at-
tack that caused the Hector to explode, but the Dutch ship took several of the
junks with it.

The sinking of the most formidable of the Dutch warships gave a huge
boost to the morale of the Chinese. The Chinese boats swarmed toward the
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three remaining Dutch ships, which started to head out to the open sea, where
they would have the advantage over the junks. But before the Dutch were able
to regain the initiative, four junks approached the ’s Gravelande and the Vink
from their most vulnerable quarter, the stern, and threw grapple hooks and
lines aboard. Chinese fighters scrambled up the ropes, but the Dutch seamen
and marines were able to clear the decks and free their ships. The Maria,
meanwhile, too small and ill-equipped for the battle, headed far out to sea and
kept going to Batavia, where it brought news to the Dutch East India Com-
pany governors of the attack on Taiwan. The Chinese made one more attempt
to destroy the two remaining Dutch warships. They brought out fire ships and
managed to attach one to the bowsprit of the ’s Gravelande with an iron chain.
The Dutch ship caught fire, but the crew was able to extinguish the flames.
And there the sea battle ended with both sides claiming victory. The Dutch
believed they killed at least one thousand Chinese marines. No reliable esti-
mate of the Dutch losses has survived, but the explosion in the Hector alone
must have killed scores if not hundreds. On balance the Chinese claim to vic-
tory is more convincing. The Dutch failed to seriously damage Koxinga’s fleet.
At the same time, the Dutch lost their most powerful ship and the ’s Grave-
lande was seriously damaged. Neither of Coyett’s remaining ships took any
further part in the war.

On May 1 the land battle went no better for the Dutch. Koxinga began
moving about four thousand of his troops toward Fort Zeelandia on Tayouan
Island. They marched around Fort Provintia and south, fording the water to
the island at low tide. With the approach of the Chinese the townspeople
around Zeelandia fled in panic to the fort, which was soon crammed with
about three thousand people. Coyett’s deputy, and one of those who had
loudly proclaimed that one Dutchman was worth a hundred Chinese, the hot-
headed Captain Thomas Pedel, demanded to be allowed to lead a sortie
against the attackers. It is unclear from contemporary records whether he got
Coyett’s permission or not. Some accounts insist he took it on himself to rec-
onnoiter and attempt to clear the Chinese from the Zeelandia island. At any
rate he took 240 of the most professional soldiers in the fort and set off down
Tayouan Island toward the oncoming Chinese. At the same time another offi-
cer, Aeldorp, a militia captain whose real job was as a baker’s assistant, was or-
dered to cross the bay to Fort Provintia with two hundred men to reestablish
contact with the other bastion and keep communications open.

Captain Pedel’s contempt for the fighting ability of the Chinese got the
better of him. He divided his small band into two companies, apparently be-
lieving his 240 men could catch the 4,000 Chinese in a pincer movement.
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Koxinga’s troops saw an opportunity and took it. About eight hundred of the
Chinese circled behind the Dutch under cover of a hill. When the Dutch
opened fire with their matchlock muskets on the main body of Chinese
troops, a rain of arrows hit them in front and behind. Many Dutch died in the
first few minutes of the engagement. Others threw down their cumbersome
muskets and fled back to Fort Zeelandia or ran into the sea. Pedel tried to or-
ganize an orderly retreat, but he had lost control of his men, all of whom now
dropped their guns and fled. With the Chinese swiftly encircling them, the
only escape was to wade out to a Dutch pilot boat, which took them back to
Fort Zeelandia. In the rout 118 of the 240 Dutchmen were killed, including
Pedel. Most of their muskets were captured by the Chinese and used later
against the Dutch.

Captain Aeldorp, ordered to reach Fort Provintia, was no more successful,
except he did not suffer the losses of Pedel. Aeldorp’s first attempt to reach Fort
Provintia met with stiff resistance from the Chinese at Sakkam village. He gave
up and returned to Fort Zeelandia. At the same time deputy governor Jacobus
Valentyn, in command at Fort Provintia, managed to get a message through
to Coyett begging for four hundred troops to reinforce his garrison.

Even though Coyett was governor of Taiwan he did not have an entirely
free hand. He was obliged to call a meeting of the 28-man “Council of For-
mosa” to discuss the request. The council decided they could not send the four
hundred men Valentyn wanted, partly because the only safe approach to Fort
Provintia was across the bay, and they did not have enough shallow draft boats
to carry that many men. Secondly, sending four hundred troops would have
left only five hundred in Fort Zeelandia, not enough to repel a determined at-
tack by the Chinese. The compromise was to order Aeldorp to try again to
reach Fort Provintia with his two hundred men. There were only two boats
available that might make the passage in shallow water, a Chinese boat, which
could carry only 60 of the soldiers, and a Dutch pilot boat, which took the
rest. Ultimately, only the Chinese boat was able to get to shore and bolster the
Fort Provintia garrison. Aeldorp and the remaining 140 soldiers returned to
Fort Zeelandia.

While the council had been discussing Valentyn’s plea for reinforcements
on the afternoon of May 1, it also took stock of the general situation of the
Dutch in the face of Koxinga’s invasion. Their assessment was gloomy. Fort
Provintia, they felt, was likely to be overrun by the Chinese very soon because
of its small garrison and the inferior quality and design of its defenses. Fort
Zeelandia, they judged, was not in the same immediate danger from the Chi-
nese, but it could not survive a long siege, not least because it had no fresh
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water beyond what could be brought in across the harbor or by sea. They be-
lieved, however, that Koxinga was buyable. They saw him only as a jumped-
up pirate. They conceded Koxinga’s military successes had made him a
significant regional warlord. But in the view of the Dutch he was no more than
that. They considered, too, intelligence reports from the roving Spanish Jesuit
missionary Vittorio Ricci that Koxinga’s main ambition was to establish him-
self on the Philippine island of Luzon and that he had come to Taiwan only
to resupply his army. The councilors were therefore convinced that Koxinga
could be bought off and that he would see it was in his long-term financial in-
terests to keep on friendly terms with the Dutch East India Company. The
council decided to offer Koxinga an “indemnity”—essentially protection
money—to leave Taiwan alone, abandon his invasion, and to go back to the
old trading partnership with the Dutch that had pertained before April 30. If
Koxinga would not accept this offer the councilors agreed on a second pro-
posal. They would tell Koxinga they were willing to abandon the island so long
as all the Dutch people scattered around Taiwan were permitted to come to
forts Zeelandia and Provintia and leave the island safely. If neither of these al-
ternatives appealed to Koxinga the council decided the Dutch should defend
their forts to the last man and woman.

The council sent a message to Koxinga that evening, May 1, asking for his
reasons for attacking the Dutch, with whom he had previously had a some-
times difficult but usually functional relationship. The council suggested ne-
gotiations. In the middle of the night of May 1, Koxinga sent a reply to the
council’s message. He demanded the complete surrender of the Dutch. They
would, however, be allowed to leave for Batavia in their own ships with all
their possessions, including the fort’s cannon, so long as they also demolished
the two forts. If they did not agree or tried to hold out against him, Koxinga’s
army would storm both forts. The council met on the morning of May 2 to
consider Koxinga’s message. In the meantime they had received dispiriting
news from Fort Provintia. Dutch refugees from other parts of Formosa had
flooded into the fort, far more accessible than Zeelandia on Tayouan Island.
The council was told ammunition at Provintia was running low. The quarter-
master, it appeared, had a profitable sideline selling the fort’s stock of gun-
powder to local hunters. The single well had almost run dry because of the
influx of people, and the small garrison was close to collapse through sheer fa-
tigue. The message said Fort Provintia and its people could not stand more
than one attack by the Chinese.

Two council members, Thomas van Yperen and Leo de Leonardus, were
sent to Koxinga’s camp under a flag of truce the following day, May 3. They

7 0 FORBIDDEN NATION

03 manthorpe 6-10  8/11/05  11:55 AM  Page 70



were instructed to try to gauge Koxinga’s intentions and, if convinced he in-
tended to storm Fort Provintia, to surrender it under the best terms possible.

The envoys began by saying to Koxinga that he had always shown a
friendly attitude toward the East India Company and asked why he was show-
ing such hostility toward the Dutch now. According to the account of the
meeting the two Dutchmen gave to their countrymen later, the Chinese leader
replied haughtily that he was under no obligation to explain his actions to
them. He added that the company extended friendship toward him only so
long as it suited their purpose. There were no genuine bonds of brotherhood
or loyalty in his view. Taiwan, he added, was part of China, of which he had
been made a prince and administrator of the entire southern coastal region by
the Ming emperor. He was free to take back what belonged to him, he told
them. To prove he was not intent on enriching himself from the company’s as-
sets, he would allow them to leave immediately with their goods, cannon, and
people.

“You Hollanders are conceited and senseless people. You will make your-
selves unworthy of the mercy which I now offer you. You will subject your-
selves to the highest punishment by proudly opposing the great force I have
brought with the merest handful of men which I am told you have in your cas-
tle,” Koxinga prophesied according to the report the two ambassadors made
later to the council at Fort Zeelandia.2

He then referred to the Dutch setbacks on land and sea after the invasion.
“Are these not sufficient proofs of your incompetency and inability to resist my
forces? I will give you more and stronger ones. But if you still persist in refus-
ing to listen to reason and decline to do my bidding, and if you wish deliber-
ately to rush to your ruin, then I will shortly, in your presence, order your
castle [Fort Provintia] to be stormed. If I wish to set my forces to work, then
I am able to move Heaven and Earth. Wherever I go I am destined to win.
Therefore take warning, and think the matter over.”3

De Leonardus and van Yperen replied with arguments that echo to this
day. Taiwan, they said, belonged to the Dutch East India Company. That own-
ership, they pointed out, was enshrined in a 1624 treaty between the company
and the Ming empire made when the Dutch agreed to leave the Penghu Is-
lands in the Taiwan Strait. Koxinga refused to listen to this argument about
ownership. He dismissed the two envoys with the warning that if they did not
agree to his terms by eight o’clock the following morning, May 4, the war
would continue. If they agreed to surrender they should fly his flag from the
walls of Fort Zeelandia, he told them. If they were intent on war they should
fly a red flag.
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After their discouraging audience with Koxinga the emissaries van
Yperen and de Leonardus were allowed to visit Fort Provintia on their way
back to Zeelandia. They found the situation as bad as Valentyn’s message
had indicated. The two councilors told the deputy governor he was free to
negotiate his own surrender with Koxinga if it were in the best interests of
the garrison and Dutch refugees. Thus Valentyn surrendered the following
day, May 4, on the understanding that he and his people would be treated
as prisoners of war. That is not what happened. Koxinga wanted to frighten
the Zeelandia defenders into an abject surrender. He therefore ordered the
killing of many of the male prisoners while the women were given to favored
officers to be concubines.

De Leonardus and van Yperen gave an account of their meeting with
Koxinga to the Zeelandia council later on May 3. These were not timid men
and even though they realized their position was perilous, the councilors felt
there were good reasons to defy Koxinga’s ultimatum. The immediate position
of the Dutch might look dangerous, but reinforcements could arrive from
Batavia at any time, and they maintained a firm belief in their military, cul-
tural, and spiritual superiority, despite the reverses of the first hours of fight-
ing with Koxinga’s forces. They were convinced that Koxinga would not have
the stomach for a long siege. He was, after all, a rebel on the run from the
Manchu on the mainland. He had come to Taiwan because he had been
chased out of his last refuge in Fujian province. They still believed their intel-
ligence reports that Koxinga’s main aim, after resupplying his army on Taiwan,
was to go on to the north Philippine island of Luzon to establish a Ming Chi-
nese principality in exile well away from the Manchu armies. Koxinga, they
knew, could be a formidable foe, but his military record was mixed and on that
night before Nanjing he had shown a gross error of judgment by getting his
army drunk. Something similar might happen. Coyett and his council felt the
response they must give to Koxinga’s ultimatum was obvious. On the morn-
ing of May 4, 1661, a red flag flew over Fort Zeelandia.

On May 5, Koxinga’s army began swarming up the island of Tayouan to-
ward the town and Fort Zeelandia while scores of junks patrolled the sea and
harbor just out of range of the Dutch cannon. About four thousand of
Koxinga’s troops moved into the abandoned town below the fort and set up
defensive lines. Nothing happened for the next three weeks except for a few
minor skirmishes. Then the Chinese moved up 28 guns, which they stupidly
sited on the open plain before the fort without any barricades or protection.
The Dutch fired at them through the night of May 25, but because of the
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darkness and the smoke they aimed wide and did little damage. The Chinese
launched a barrage of fire at the fort the following morning. Coyett ordered all
guns possible to be brought to bear on the exposed Chinese. The powerful
Dutch guns had a devastating effect and about one thousand of the attackers
were slaughtered and the plain strewn with dead and wounded. Seeing the
Chinese had abandoned their cannon, Coyett decided to send out a small
group of sailors and musketeers to disable any that were undamaged. There
was a simple way to do this in the age when cannons were fired by lighting
gunpowder in a small touch hole, which then set off the main charge in the
breech. The gun could be made useless by driving an iron spike into the touch
hole. The spiking party rushed out and succeeded in disabling the surviving
Chinese guns as well as capturing 32 of the invaders’ battle banners before
coming under fire from archers hidden in the town. Three of the party were
killed and a few wounded by arrows as they ran back to the fort.

After experiencing the superiority of the Dutch guns, Koxinga’s men de-
cided to blockade Fort Zeelandia and wait the garrison out. “The enemy was
in no hurry, seeing that those inside [the fort] were closely surrounded, so
helpless that they could scarcely have broken a straw; whereas the enemy
possessed beautiful and fertile grounds, in which the soldiers, who had
roamed the seas for so long, might now rest in a leisurely manner; and, as a
matter of fact, they took their full swing of comfort,” says a contemporary
Dutch account.4

The siege continued throughout June, the monotony broken only by the
occasional arrival of letters from Koxinga calling on the defenders to surren-
der. He pointed out that even if Batavia sent them two thousand men, the
most the company could dispatch in the ships available, it would not be
enough to defeat the Chinese, who were prepared to keep the siege going for
ten years if need be.

Meanwhile the little sloop Maria, which had broken off from the sea bat-
tle on May 1 and put out to sea, reached Batavia. The voyage took 50 days be-
cause the adverse monsoon winds forced the captain to take a long detour
around the Philippine islands instead of sailing the direct route through the
South China Sea. The news that Koxinga had indeed attacked Taiwan caused
a commotion among the directors in Batavia, who had just dispatched Her-
manus Clenk to take over as governor of Taiwan. Clenk carried with him a let-
ter from the directors in which they set out all Coyett’s sins based on the
reports of the previous governor that Koxinga was no threat. So when the
Maria arrived with news that Coyett had been right all along the directors
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rushed to cover their embarrassment and retrieve the situation. A relief fleet
was hastily put together with the hope of overtaking Clenk and getting back
the letter before it was delivered. But, we are told, the directors had a hard time
finding anyone to command the reinforcements. While everyone wanted to be
governor of Taiwan when it was a peaceful and productive place, no one was
eager to rush to Fort Zeelandia under siege. The man picked by default to lead
the relief fleet was Jacob Caeuw, “a person so defective in the power of speech,
that one almost required an interpreter to understand his words.”5 That was
how he was described a few years later by a supporter of governor Coyett.
Caeuw not only lacked the communication skills of a natural commander, but
he was not a soldier. He was a lawyer. His entire martial experience, according
to the Coyett loyalist, was as a student at the Academy at Leyden in Holland,
when he would run his sword “through the windows of decent people’s
houses.”6 Doubtless these escapades involved drinking beer with fellow stu-
dents. So, under the command of an incomprehensible amateur soldier the so-
called Succor Fleet set off on July 5, 1661.

Caeuw’s ships never did catch up Clenk and the now evidently libelous
letter of indictment of Coyett and other Taiwan councilors. Clenk arrived at
Fort Zeelandia on July 30 and, instead of the quiet and peaceful country he
expected to find, saw the castle flying the blood red war flag and the Chinese
army circled around. He decided not to go ashore but anchored well away
from the hostilities. A wiser man might have seen that under the circum-
stances he should keep the letter from the Batavia directors to himself for the
moment. But Clenk was not a wise man and even though he had no intention
of involving himself in the siege, he managed to get the indictment sent ashore
to Coyett and the Fort Zeelandia councilors. The scathing opinion of their
masters in Batavia was not, to say the least, a great boost to morale in the
fortress, where after nearly three months of the siege, disease and bad well
water were beginning to take a fearful toll on the defenders.

The Zeelandia garrison had lost its best troops and its only professional of-
ficer on May 1 when Captain Pedel was ambushed and he and most of his 240
soldiers were killed. The manpower of the forts had been further depleted on
the same day when Aeldorp managed to land 60 men at Fort Provintia, lead-
ing only to their early capture and the execution of many. By the end of July
Aeldorp, the baker’s assistant, was the only officer left in Zeelandia. There had
been others like Aeldorp, who were officers in name. Most, however, were or-
dinary soldiers who had been given officers’ titles in the months before
Koxinga’s arrival as a sop to persuade them to stay on Taiwan when their tours
of duty were over. Disease and fatigue had cut through these untrained offi-
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cers, the remainder of the troops, the merchants, wives, children, and loyal
Chinese in the castle. Only four hundred able-bodied men remained to mount
the defense. In this atmosphere the letter brought by Clenk weighed heavily
on everyone. It meant there was little hope of support from Batavia. The sea-
sonal winds were now blowing from the south, which meant it would be per-
haps two months before those besieged in Fort Zeelandia could send a message
back to company headquarters. Then the winds would change and, even if
they managed to get Batavia to change its attitude, it would likely be close to
a year before relief could arrive.

Clenk was still refusing to come ashore, his enthusiasm for taking up the
post of governor now completely vanished. His opportunity for a pretext to
leave came a few days after his arrival when a storm blew up and he insisted
his ship would be safer in the open sea than at anchorage. Once clear of Tai-
wan he decided he needed water and rice, so he headed for Japan. He stopped
en route at Keelung and managed to do yet another disservice to Coyett and
the defenders at Fort Zeelandia by taking on board the 170 Dutch troops
there. Both Dutch forts at Keelung and Tamsui were thus abandoned, which
Coyett didn’t discover until he managed to send a ship to the north to try to
collect the outlying garrisons for the defense of Fort Zeelandia.

On the way to Japan Clenk encountered a Chinese junk loaded with cargo
from Batavia. It seemed to Clenk like a good moment to turn pirate, so he
seized the junk and divided the cargo among the officers, only to discover to
his horror the captain of the junk had a free pass from the Dutch East India
Company. Clenk’s powers of decision failed him yet again. He thought of
going to Japan and selling the cargo there. But the existence of the pass was
bound to become known, with unpleasant results. Clenk therefore decided to
try to cover up his crime. The pass was torn up, the junk was sunk, and the
crew was abandoned on a desert island without water or food. Clenk sailed off
confident that he had destroyed the evidence. However, the junk crew was
picked up by a passing fishing boat that took the sailors to Batavia, where they
told their story to the company directors. Clenk may have been a rotten leader,
but he was an expert sycophant. His friends rallied around and he was sent
home to Holland without a stain on his record.

On August 12, almost as soon as Clenk left Taiwan, the relief fleet of ten
ships commanded by Caeuw arrived and the mood of the garrison lightened
immediately. “The sick lying in their cribs, the men from behind the walls,
and everyone else, looked upon it as succor from heaven, far in excess of
their expectations,” says the council’s daily journal.7 The weather was still
bad, but the next day the garrison and ships’ crews managed to unload over
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two thousand pounds of gunpowder, other essential provisions, and many of
the soldiers. The storm worsened and Caeuw’s fleet was forced to put out to
sea to weather it. The fleet tried again to unload on August 16, but without
success. It put to sea again and was away 28 days. Meanwhile Coyett and his
council learned from those who had landed that the fleet was bringing only
seven hundred men. This would only bring their strength back up to what
it had been at the start of the siege and offered no hope that they could break
out and take the battle to Koxinga.

The swift arrival of the relief fleet startled Koxinga. He had been confident
in his information that Batavia would not lend serious support to the besieged
fort and, not knowing of the epic voyage of the Maria, did not believe any
help could arrive so soon. But any anxiety Koxinga felt was soon dispelled. A
small ship of the relief fleet, the Urk, was wrecked on the coast of Taiwan by
the storm. Its crew was captured and tortured before being killed. From them
Koxinga learned there were only seven hundred soldiers on the ships. Koxinga
decided the Dutch in Batavia were either short on resources or didn’t care
about Taiwan. He was now confident Fort Zeelandia could not expect further
relief before the end of 1661 and he was sure the Dutch garrison would ca-
pitulate before help arrived.

There were about six hundred Dutch settlers, clergymen, and teachers liv-
ing in the island’s hinterland, mostly in native villages scattered around west-
ern Taiwan, at the time of Koxinga’s invasion. About one hundred living in
northern Taiwan managed to escape to Japan, and some gathered at Fort Zee-
landia and at Provintia for safety as the expectations of invasion rose. But sev-
eral hundred were still in the countryside when Provintia was surrendered and
Zeelandia besieged. With the Dutch soldiers bottled up in Fort Zeelandia, the
greatest threat to Koxinga’s troops as they fanned out over the island was the
indigenous warriors. Koxinga took this threat seriously, especially from among
the natives who had become Christians and might therefore be expected to
maintain some loyalty to the Dutch. His policy was as harsh as it was effective.
He reasoned that the most direct way to break the bonds between the natives
and the Dutch was to kill the Dutch in as humiliating a way as possible while
at the same time lavishing gifts upon the aborigines. The campaign to hunt
down the Dutch in the hinterland went on for months. Those who managed
to get messages to Fort Zeelandia, whose stories were recorded in the day
book, spoke of even Christian villages slowly turning against the Dutch and
warriors sometimes killing and beheading their pastor or schoolmaster. If
caught by the Chinese, the Dutch were usually crucified as an object lesson to
the native villagers. One particularly poignant account is the story of one of
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the missionaries, Anthonius Hambroek, who with his wife and children was
captured by Koxinga’s men. On May 25, 1661, Koxinga sent Hambroek to
Fort Zeelandia with one of the Chinese leader’s letters demanding surrender.
Hambroek had to leave his wife and children behind as hostages to assure his
return. When Coyett refused to surrender, Hambroek was urged to stay at the
fort as he and his family were bound to be killed because of the failure of his
mission. The emotional pull to remain was intensified by the discovery that
two of his daughters from whom the family had been separated during the
chaos of the invasion were among the refugees in the fort. But Hambroek de-
cided his duty was with his wife and other children. The two daughters, says
the fort daybook, “hung about his neck, overwhelmed with grief and tears to
see their father ready to go where he knew he must be sacrificed by the merci-
less enemy.”8 The fate of Hambroek is recorded by Caeuw, the commander of
the relief fleet. Two native boys got into the fort in October and said they had
seen Koxinga fly into a rage the previous month and order the decapitation of
all the Dutch male prisoners, Hambroek among them. The wives were given
to Koxinga’s captains as concubines and the small children were sent to China.
Koxinga himself took one of Hambroek’s teenage daughters—“a very sweet
and pleasing maiden” according to Caeuw—as one of his concubines.9 In Au-
gust there was also a killing of captive Dutch from the hinterland and Fort
Provintia; Koxinga believed they had been inciting the aborigines against the
Chinese. The Dutch reports say five hundred men were either beheaded or
“killed in a more barbarous manner.”10 Many women and children were killed
too, but others were “preserved for the use of the commanders, and then sold
to the common soldiers. Happy was she that fell to the lot of an unmarried
man, being thereby freed from vexations by the Chinese women, who are very
jealous of their husbands,”11 says the fort’s daily journal.

The results of these incidents are still evident in some parts of southern
Taiwan. There are areas where the people have decidedly European features
and even occasionally the red or auburn hair common among seventeenth
century Dutch.

Coyett and his council were disappointed by the small number of soldiers
Caeuw had brought them. But the reinforcements were welcome nonetheless,
and Caeuw’s ships, of which five remained at Fort Zeelandia, added consider-
ably to the defenders’ firepower and maneuverability. The new arrivals were
keen for a fight and the council decided to try to clear Koxinga’s troops from
the town below Zeelandia and thus ease the pressure on the fort. The ships
would first try to destroy Koxinga’s junks tied up near Fort Provintia and then
get behind Zeelandia town, where they could bring their guns to bear on the
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Chinese lines. At the same time four hundred men from the fort would sally
out and attack the Chinese from the front. The attack was launched on Sep-
tember 16, but the weather foiled the scheme. The ships were first becalmed
and then caught by an adverse wind that made it impossible for them to reach
their appointed attack points. Part of the attack plan was that soldiers in row-
ing boats would make for the beaches behind the town under cover of the
ships’ guns. The rowing boats foolishly pressed ahead without the protection
of the becalmed big ships. They were routed and the warships didn’t do any
better. Two were stranded on the mud by the retreating tide, one was blown
to bits by the Chinese guns, and a fourth was set on fire by a Chinese fireboat.
The Dutch losses, along with many wounded, were one skipper, one lieu-
tenant, one color-sergeant, and 128 men. The Chinese lost about 150 men.
After this failure and with even the new arrivals now succumbing to disease
and bad water, several other plans were hatched, but most of October passed
with only skirmishes between the two sides.

On November 6 the prospect of relief arrived from an unexpected quar-
ter. A letter arrived from the Manchu governor of Fujian province. The gov-
ernor said he had heard of Koxinga’s invasion and “he therefore offered what
assistance he could command to destroy this pirate once and for all with their
combined forces,” say the fort’s records.12 The council debated the offer for
nearly three weeks and on November 26 decided to send three of their most
powerful warships plus two supply ships to help the Manchu try to take
Koxinga’s remaining island outposts on the China coast. Caeuw eagerly of-
fered to command the expedition. It seems to have slipped everyone’s memory
that only a month before Caeuw had been saying he felt it was time for him
to return to Batavia and argue the case with the directors for more support for
Fort Zeelandia.

Caeuw should have sailed straight to the China coast and coordinated an
attack with the Manchu forces. Instead he sailed directly to the Penghu Is-
lands, where he anchored until strong winds caused three of his five ships to
lose their anchors and drove them back to Fort Zeelandia. They were quickly
repaired and sent back to Caeuw at Penghu. While the three ships were away
Caeuw decided he had had enough of warfare, which was a good deal less fun
than breaking windows with his sword. He ordered his captains to sail for
Batavia, much to the disgust and anger of his officers and crew, who felt they
were abandoning their comrades. The ships stopped at Thailand, then called
Siam, on the way to Java. Caeuw went everywhere with a personal bodyguard
of six soldiers, apparently for protection against his own men rather than the
Thais. The kingdom had a rule that foreigners were allowed only a small num-
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ber of lightly armed attendants. Caeuw and his bodyguard, all wearing full
armor according to the records, were so upsetting to the Thais that they nearly
disrupted the entire trading relationship with the East India Company. When
Caeuw finally did make it back to Batavia he gave a fanciful account of con-
ditions at Fort Zeelandia and why he was not still there supporting the be-
sieged Dutch. He was charged with neglect of duty but got off with a small
fine and suspension from duty for six months, after which he was reinstated
and promoted.

When the three repaired ships got back to Penghu and found Caeuw
gone, they returned to Fort Zeelandia. The news of Caeuw’s desertion caused
great dismay, not only for the loss of the troops and supplies on his two ships
but because it destroyed any hope of an alliance with the Manchu. The garri-
son and refugees in the fort felt totally betrayed and abandoned. But there was
worse to come as the siege entered its final weeks.

Hans Jurgen Radis had arrived at Taiwan with Caeuw’s relief ships and
was one of the few experienced and professional soldiers at Fort Zeelandia.
He had fought in several European wars, but he was one of those crafty in-
dividuals who are found in every army and whose only loyalty is to personal
survival. With Caeuw’s desertion removing the last hopes of victory or relief
from Batavia, Radis thought self-preservation was his first duty. He decided
to abandon his comrades and sell information to the Chinese about the sorry
state of affairs in Fort Zeelandia in return for his own life. He did more than
that. Radis also told Koxinga how he could capture Fort Zeelandia or at the
very least make continued resistance by the garrison untenable. Radis
slipped out of Fort Zeelandia one night, crossed the lines, and demanded to
be taken to see Koxinga. There he described to the Ming prince how, if the
Chinese could capture one of the fort’s outposts, known as the Utrecht gun
redoubt, which they ought to be able to do with few men and at little cost,
their guns could dominate the fort. Koxinga saw the logic of the plan, gath-
ered together all his forces on the island, and marshaled them on the plain
of Tayouan away from the fort during January 1662. The Chinese prepared
the assault on Utrecht by digging trenches and throwing up sand barricades
to protect their guns. The assault on Utrecht began on January 25, and, de-
spite a brave defense by the Dutch, the redoubt was in total ruin the fol-
lowing morning. The Dutch gunners retreated to Fort Zeelandia, but before
going left a bomb of four barrels of gunpowder on a long fuse in the under-
ground magazine of Utrecht. Many Chinese soldiers who had scrambled
into the abandoned redoubt died when the barrels exploded. Koxinga him-
self was almost killed in the explosion. He had wanted to be among the first
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at the captured redoubt but was warned against it by Radis, who told him it
was common among Europeans for troops abandoning an emplacement to
leave a bomb behind.

With the capture of Utrecht the Chinese expected to have Fort Zeelandia
at their mercy, but Coyett remained defiant. He listed for the council reasons
why they should be resolute, but the loss of Utrecht had been the last straw for
most of the defenders. Coyett’s list of reasons to be hopeful was, admittedly,
fanciful—one argument was the likelihood that Koxinga was running short of
gunpowder after the more than 2,500 rounds fired at Utrecht—and the coun-
cilors replied with a list of their own.

The councilors said the Dutch soldiers were demoralized and their provi-
sions, though plentiful, were damaged and inedible. Koxinga now controlled
the high ground and Fort Zeelandia could expect no meaningful help from
Batavia. They might be able to fend off one or two full attacks on the fort, but
the losses would be great and they would eventually be overcome. To save lives
in a lost cause, the councilors urged Coyett to surrender. Coyett agreed with
the majority decision, a message was sent to Koxinga, and after six days of ne-
gotiations a treaty was signed on February 1, 1662.

The 18-point treaty was more generous than the Dutch had reason to ex-
pect. They had to abandon the fort with its artillery, money, and trade goods
but were allowed to take enough stores and ammunition to get them safely to
Batavia. The Dutch were allowed to take their private possessions with them
as well as some money. All prisoners held by the Chinese were to be freed, in-
cluding those held in China, and any Dutch who had avoided capture were to
be given free passes to leave. Koxinga agreed to provide more ships for the voy-
age to Batavia if the company’s vessels could not hold enough people. Until
the Dutch left, the Chinese would be responsible for providing food for them.
And when they left the Dutch soldiers would march out of Fort Zeelandia
with drums beating, their banners flying, their guns loaded, and the fuses lit.
And that is the way it happened on February 12, 1662.

The end of the siege was not the end of the torment for Coyett. Someone
had to pay for the company’s loss of its most consistently profitable colony,
and no one in Batavia was about to accept any blame. All the mistaken, mali-
cious, and ill-informed criticisms of Coyett were revived, and he was charged
with a host of offenses. A court in Batavia, unsurprisingly, found him guilty,
took all his possessions, and sentenced him to two years in prison. On his re-
lease he was banished for life to the northern Indonesian region of Banda.
There he languished for ten years until 1674, when a campaign by his family
and friends in Holland bore fruit. They persuaded several members of the gov-
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ernment and the Prince of Orange to write to the Dutch East India Company
demanding Coyett’s release. Under such pressure the company had no option
but to accept. But they insisted Coyett go straight to Holland and stay there.
They did not want such an able and experienced man working for anyone else
in Asia.
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Chapter Seven

T H E  P R I N C E  W H O
B E C A M E  A  G O D

In the nearly four hundred years since Koxinga’s expulsion of the Dutch from
Taiwan and his death only a year later, he has been deified as an example of
the ideal Chinese prince. He epitomizes the system of meritocracy that has
been at the heart of Chinese government and administration for several mil-
lennia. Koxinga was a warrior but also a classical scholar, poet, and musician
whose learning and skills capitalized on the hard and grubby work of his pi-
rate father to better the Cheng family. Koxinga even became an adopted royal
prince.

Once he had captured Taiwan, Koxinga proved himself an able and far-
sighted administrator who mapped the course of the island’s development
reaching right into the second half of the twentieth century. As a dispenser of
justice he was brutally stern, following a Chinese tradition that still survives
under the Communist Party in mainland China and that is the constant tar-
get of human rights complaints in a more liberal age. Above all Koxinga
demonstrated that essential element of a Chinese leader whether he be prince
or Communist Party secretary-general: a clear and diligent concern for the
welfare of the Chinese people. It is this quality more than any other that gives
a Chinese leader legitimacy in power.

Koxinga’s legend has benefited from his early death at age 39. He was
called to sit in Paradise beside the departed Ming emperors, to whom his loy-
alty never wavered, before the inevitable corruption of absolute power could
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soil his record. He thus retains the luster of those who die young and at the
height of their powers. The nature of Koxinga’s legends and the significance of
his victory over the Dutch, however, vary depending on from which side of the
Taiwan Strait they are viewed. To the Communist government on the main-
land, Koxinga, or Zheng Chenggong, as he is known there, was a nationalist
military hero who first demonstrated to the Chinese they could overcome Eu-
ropean colonial instincts and superior technology. By this view Koxinga lit the
beacon that guided future generations to expel foreigners from occupation of
Chinese soil and unite the Motherland. There was the defeat and removal of
the Japanese from their colonial conquests of much of China at the end of the
Second World War. There was the expulsion of Europeans and Americans
from the largely self-governing enclaves in Shanghai, other spots on the coast,
and inland river ports with the Communist Revolution in the late 1940s. And
there was the voluntary return of Hong Kong by the British in 1997 and of
Macau by the Portuguese in 2000.

In Beijing’s eyes Koxinga was also the man who firmly and irrefutably
made the island of Taiwan an inalienable part of China. Before Koxinga, the
mainland made no claim to own Taiwan. After Koxinga there can be no
doubt, in Beijing’s view, that the island and its people belong to the mainland.
Koxinga, then, can also be said to represent the Beijing government’s drive for
Greater China: the determination of the current generation of Chinese lead-
ers to establish the country’s contemporary boundaries at the furthest markers
of the old imperial empire. Those include Tibet and the largely Turkic Mus-
lim northwestern province of Xinjiang as well as the high reaches of the Hi-
malayas, where Chinese and Indian troops remain in confrontation over
disputed territory. Modern leaders in the ten countries of Southeast Asia won-
der, aloud sometimes, whether the Chinese vision includes their subjugation
to the old role of vassal states paying tribute to the imperial court in Beijing.
In Hanoi, Phnom Penh, Bangkok, and Kuala Lumpur, the wonder of China’s
extraordinary economic and military growth in the closing decades of the
twentieth century is mixed with questions about its implications for their own
sovereignty.

Mainland leaders at the beginning of the twenty-first century have tried to
enlist Koxinga’s name in the campaign of threats and inducements aimed at
pressing Taiwan’s 23 million people to capitulate to Beijing’s rule and sover-
eignty. On one of the islands off Xiamen there is a 16-meter-high statue of the
warrior pointing a threatening finger out across the Taiwan Strait. Whether he
is pointing at the ghosts of the Dutch or at modern-day Taiwanese who resist
the embrace of the People’s Republic of China is left to the viewer’s imagina-
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tion. Beijing portrays Koxinga as the essential Chinese cultural nationalist
“fighting to retake Taiwan from the foreign colonizers,” to quote the official
mainland handbook available at the statue for visitors.1 He was “the great na-
tionalist who recovered Taiwan from Dutch imperialists, restoring it to its
proper place in Chinese territorial domain.”2 In 2002, to mark the three hun-
dred and seventy-eighth anniversary of Koxinga’s birth, the mainland lavished
an extraordinary amount of attention on him. There was a full-length feature
film, two television miniseries, a competition for playwrights, many confer-
ences, three first-class postage stamps, and four souvenir phone cards. Tour
groups were led around his grave and the Zheng Chenggong Memorial Mu-
seum. When Nan’an, Koxinga’s mainland hometown, close to the port city of
Xiamen, held a ceremony in February 2002 to mark the three hundred and
fortieth anniversary of the victory over the Dutch on Taiwan, the mayor, Chen
Chenggong, invoked the hero’s name as a bond across the Taiwan Strait.
“Nan’an is willing to make the Zheng Chenggong culture a bridge to
strengthen exchanges and co-operation with Taiwan, so as to be the pioneer
region of economic and cultural exchanges towards Taiwan,” mayor Chen said
in a speech quoted by local newspapers.3

In the eyes of many Taiwanese, such blandishments cannot obscure the
five hundred or so missiles aimed at Taiwan from the coast of Fujian province.
Nor can they camouflage the clear indications, set out in detail in Pentagon
intelligence assessments, that the prime aim of China’s military reform and
modernization is to be able to carry out its perennial threat to invade the is-
land. And in a reaffirmation of Taiwan’s regional geopolitical and economic
significance, first spotted by the pirate Li Tan and exploited by the Dutch,
Chinese military strategy for capturing the island is predicated on being able
to defeat or neutralize American forces in the Pacific.

Mayor Chen’s invocation of Koxinga as a symbol of brotherhood across
the Taiwan Strait drew little echo on the island for deep historic and cultural
reasons too. All the Koxinga activity on the mainland was largely in response
to an awakening interest in him on Taiwan. The island started producing
documentaries, biographies, and revised school and college textbooks about
Koxinga as the transition to democracy progressed and the sense of a Tai-
wanese identity bubbled to the surface. On the island Koxinga is seen as the
original ancestor, the man who created the free nation-state of Taiwan. In the
context of contemporary politics he is the symbol of the beginning of “Tai-
wan consciousness,” of the evolution of a separate national entity. As the
guide at the Koxinga memorial hall at Tainan, once Koxinga’s capital, puts it:
“Before Zheng Chenggong there were no Chinese on Taiwan. He brought all
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the people over and made this a safe place for them.”4 That is not true, but
raising a ghost for modern propaganda wars inevitably involves distortion.

The position Koxinga occupies in Taiwanese awareness goes well beyond
his political stature as the father of the nation. Koxinga is as much a spiritual
being as a political one. He is the patron saint of the island’s liberty and is rec-
ognized as a god. Around the island there are over 60 temples dedicated to the
worship of the man generally known on the island as Kaishan Shengwang,
“the Sage King who Opened up Taiwan.” In the view of many islanders,
Koxinga did not restore China’s rule, but heroically led persecuted, fearful, and
dissident Chinese to a new land of hope and promise away from the chaos of
the mainland.

When talking about Koxinga today, many Taiwanese mention early in the
conversation that he was half Japanese. Mainlanders seldom if ever refer to
Koxinga’s Japanese mother. She was the daughter of a poor samurai and
Koxinga’s father, the pirate, merchant, and latterly Ming dynasty admiral
Cheng Chih-lung, married her while he controlled Sino-Japanese trade. No
one knows her name for sure, but sometimes she is called Tamura Matsu.
Tamura was her family name and Matsu may be a fanciful addition because it
is the name of the queen of Heaven and goddess of the sea, the patron god-
dess of seafarers, usually written in English as “Mazu.” Mazu is thus one of the
most important gods on Taiwan, and there is a legend on the island that she
was Koxinga’s mother. The legend is very similar to the Greek myth of the hero
Aeneas, son of King Priam and the goddess Aphrodite.

Cheng Chih-lung, Iquan, was an absentee father. Koxinga was born on
August 28, 1624, and brought up by his mother at Hirado until he was six
years old. The core of his personality was thus formed in and by Japan, and in
the milieu of a Japanese aristocratic family at that. This has resonance today
with the elder generation of Taiwanese who grew up under the period of
Japanese colonial rule of the island, from 1895 until 1945, and who often at-
tended Japanese schools, colleges, and universities. Men like Lee Teng-hui,
who was Taiwan’s first freely elected president in 1996 and in semi-retirement
is one of the island’s most outspoken advocates of internationally recognized
independence, often speak and read Japanese better than they do Mandarin
Chinese. One of Lee’s speechwriters once told this writer that the former pres-
ident has difficulty reading many Chinese characters. If when writing a speech
for him, they came to a character with which they knew he would have diffi-
culty, they would substitute a Japanese version.

The Japanese have often been as avid as mainland Chinese and Taiwanese
to claim Koxinga for their own when the occasion suited. The first play about
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the prince, Kokusen a Kassen, “The Battles of Koxinga,” was written in the
eighteenth century by Chikamatsu Monzaemon and first performed in the old
Japanese imperial capital of Kyoto. Koxinga’s elevation to god status on Tai-
wan also has distinct Japanese Shinto connotations. After the Japanese an-
nexed Taiwan as a colony in 1895 they attempted to establish kinship with the
island’s people by dedicating Koxinga’s temple in his old capital, now called
Tainan, as a Shinto shrine. Similarly, the Japanese historian Yosaburo
Takekoshi, writing in 1905 in the early years of Tokyo’s possession of Taiwan,
made this assessment of Koxinga:

Inheriting tact and talent from his father and a sound judgement and daring
from his mother, he was full of great ambition roused by the tendencies of
the age, and proved himself to be a hero, gifted with great governing and or-
ganizing powers. His deeds in Formosa proved him a statesman of no ordi-
nary mould. He was the leading spirit of the government and he alone gave
life and vigor to the whole institution.5

So Yosaburo attributed Koxinga’s masculine qualities of martial heroism
and administrative ability and sagacity to his Japanese blood and cultural her-
itage. This fitted nicely with Japanese assertiveness of the time, its industrial
revolution and determination to catch up with the American and European
nations as a military and colonial power.

Ancestor worship is a form of early religious development common to many
cultures. In China it blended with Taoism and Confucianism, but in Japan it
reaches its zenith in Shintoism and the belief that the emperor is a direct de-
scendant of the god who created the Japanese. In Shintoism all dead ancestors
become gods. Koxinga on Taiwan assumes a role similar to that of the emperor
in Japan: he becomes the spiritual and political father of his people. But on the
island Koxinga’s transformation from pioneer creator of the nation to commu-
nal god precedes the period of Japanese colonial rule. The deified paternity of
Koxinga was an abiding force on the island, especially during the two hundred
years leading up to 1895, when the mainland Manchu Qing dynasty had con-
trol over the western third of Taiwan. There were scores of uprisings against
Qing overlordship, very many of them in the name of Koxinga and his loyalty
to the deposed Ming dynasty. These uprisings continued into the early years of
Japanese rule, though by this time the insurgents abandoned the demand for the
return of the Ming and aimed at the establishment of a Taiwanese republic.

The very different views of Koxinga on the mainland and Taiwan are
nicely encapsulated in the accounts of that moment when his army crossed the
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sandbar into the Luerhman inlet on April 30, 1621. Myths that even the forces
of nature obeyed Koxinga, swelling the waters so his fleet could land quickly,
grew and have survived on the island. In this vision there is more than a touch
of Moses parting the Red Sea to lead the Jews out of Egypt. For very many Tai-
wanese the myth has much the same function as it does in Jewish history.
Koxinga is their liberator and patron saint, leading his people to the Promised
Land. President Chen Shui-bian’s vice president, Annette Lu, once made this
exact comparison in a speech, saying Koxinga was like Moses who “led his
people to the land of milk and honey.”6 It is significant that his temple images
usually portray him not as a warrior but as an imperial sage. For Taiwanese,
though, the spiritual reference is to Mazu, the queen of Heaven and patron
saint of seafarers whose protection was essential to all islanders be they fisher-
men, pirates, traders, or simple migrants crossing the treacherous waters of the
Taiwan Strait. Koxinga’s navigation of the perils of Luerhman inlet showed di-
vine intervention by Mazu and was yet another indication that he possessed
the mandate of Heaven.

In contrast, on the mainland the story of Koxinga’s landing is used only as a
demonstration of his military expertise. The story of the invasion is regularly re-
counted as a morale booster in the training of People’s Liberation Army marines.
It is drummed into them as a model to follow one day if ordered to invade the is-
land. Koxinga’s example tells the marines that superior tactics can overcome a bet-
ter-equipped enemy. They are extolled to adopt the “Koxinga spirit.”7

Koxinga began asserting his rule over Taiwan in mid-May 1661 soon after
Fort Provintia had surrendered and the main Dutch force was bottled up in
Fort Zeelandia. At Peikang, the main Chinese coastal village north of Tayouan,
which is now well inland through silting, he held an audience with the lead-
ers of the Chinese community, many of whom were guardians of the Cheng
family interests, appointed by Koxinga’s father. He was congratulated on the
recovery of Taiwan from the Dutch, though victory was still ten months away,
and given gifts. As the siege wore on Koxinga kept only the minimum num-
ber of troops necessary to enforce the blockade under the command of his
most able lieutenant, Ma Hsin, at Tayouan. The rest of his forces were dis-
persed around Taiwan, cajoling the indigenous tribes into submission where
possible and pacifying them by force when necessary. Thus when the Dutch
left with all the pomp, ceremony, and pride they could muster on February 12,
1662, Koxinga already had a good idea of the extent and possibilities of his
new domain.

His first move was to erase all vestiges of Dutch rule and to build in their
place all the institutions of a classic Chinese, Ming administration. One of the
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first acts of liberators in all ages has often been to rename the places they have
conquered. It is a sound psychological move, drawing a line under the van-
quished regime and emphasizing the dawn of a new age. Sakkam was given the
cumbersome name of Tung-tu Ming-ching, usually abbreviated to the more
handy Tung-tu. The southern part of Taiwan was designated a prefecture and
divided into two districts. Fort Zeelandia was demolished and a new, Chinese
castle built that, as An-ping-Chin (City of Peace), became Koxinga’s official
residence. The city that has grown up on the site is now called Anping, and re-
stored remnants of Koxinga’s castle are still there. On the mainland Koxinga’s
son, Cheng Ching, was put in command of Xiamen and the family’s remain-
ing possessions around the city. Trustworthy officers were assigned to the
Penghu Islands.

With the basic structure of his administration in place, Koxinga set off to
tour Taiwan accompanied by a bodyguard of about one thousand heavy in-
fantry, archers, and artillerymen. Koxinga’s progression northward was a
charm offensive. At every village and settlement he held court, listened to local
gripes, and distributed gifts of clothing and tobacco. Word spread ahead of the
entourage of the goodness of the new prince, and, Chinese records say, at every
stop people clamored to see Koxinga.8 He traveled as far as Tamsui and the is-
land’s northern ports, noting all the way the fertility of the soil and casting es-
pecially appreciative eyes over the plains land still held by the aborigines.

Koxinga returned to Anping with an agricultural development plan. At
the castle, military and civil officers were assembled to hear what was a broad
policy statement, an enunciation of principle that would be studied, mulled
over, and fleshed out over the coming months and years.

“In order to establish our rule over this island we must have food for our
subjects,” Koxinga said. “With insufficient food in a house even a family, in
spite of the ties which bind them together, finds it difficult to live happily. So
in this island, notwithstanding the patriotic spirit of our subjects we cannot
hope for tranquillity unless we can provide them with the necessities of life.
Again with few of our subjects engaged in agriculture we are not provided with
the necessary of all munitions of war—abundant food to support us while
fighting the enemy. Hence our soldiers, whose occupation is to guard us
against our foes, should prepare for battle by engaging during times of peace
in agriculture.”9

The style and content of Koxinga’s speech could have been delivered by any
Chinese leader before and since. It is the perennial concern in governing China
that there are too many people and, despite the country’s size, not enough
arable land to provide for them with any confidence of long-term security.
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Koxinga was in the happier situation of having plenty of land available for the
population under his control. The task he set his officials was to bring forward
policies that would encourage the development of the surplus of good land on
Taiwan. A four-tiered plan was developed. Officials and Koxinga’s family and
clansmen were given large grants of land, which they owned and worked with
hired labor. This had the effect of creating a significant gentry class of major
landowners who lived off the rents of their tenants. This class became the po-
litical establishment of Taiwan and in later years easily shifted its allegiance
from the Cheng family to the Qing dynasty, then to the Japanese, and finally
to Kuomintang. It was not until a major land reform program began in the
1950s that the control over land by the gentry was broken, and by that time
many of the major landowners had diversified their investments and become
captains of industry.

In order to encourage agricultural development, Koxinga offered free
grants of undeveloped land to Chinese who had already been on Taiwan be-
fore his army arrived and to new emigrants from the mainland. Pioneer farm-
ers were exempt from land tax during the three years it took to clear their plots
and bring them into production. If they managed to bring the land into prof-
itable production earlier and started paying land tax, their subsequent assess-
ment was reduced. Greater concessions were given to groups of people who
formed themselves into rural villages, usually a clan or extended family. The
caveat to being granted free land was that all able-bodied men had to undergo
a period of military training so they could be called up to militia defense forces
should the island be attacked.

The last element in the land development plan was Koxinga’s professional
soldiers. He had 72 garrisons, known as chen, around the island, each with one
thousand troops. In addition his navy is said in contemporary records to have
been made up of 20 chen. How many men and ships that describes is unclear.
At any rate, soldiers and sailors were required to produce food when not en-
gaged in military duties. Land was provided around garrisons and barracks for
this purpose. As well as making the troops nearly self-sufficient in food, this
policy had the added benefit, contemporary records say, of giving the soldiers
no idle moment to create trouble.

On the mainland the Manchu Qing dynasty inadvertently gave a huge
boost to Koxinga’s call for pioneers when in 1662 it ordered the evacuation of
all villages and towns on the South China coast and the depopulation of a
swath of land 15 miles (24 kilometers) inland. The regulation was an attempt
to stop an invasion of the mainland by Koxinga and deprive him of the sup-
port of local people. It was ruthlessly applied and the south coast was turned
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into a scene of death, desolation, and famine. Tens of thousands of people
managed to slip across the Taiwan Strait and chose the option of free land on
the island, despite its evil reputation for disease and fierce aborigines, rather
than being made penniless beggars on the mainland.

The Manchu were just as suspicious of scholars, writers, and poets as they
were of the Fujian and Guangdong peasantry. They saw scholarship and writ-
ing as subversive occupations. When raids began on the homes of men with li-
braries, about a thousand of the so-called literati from the Ming tradition fled
to Taiwan. They were welcomed with open arms and reinforced the notion
that the island was a sanctuary where Ming culture could gather its strength
for a victorious return to China. But these writers and philosophers also
formed the nucleus of a particular scholastic and artistic tradition on Taiwan.
The original literati and their descendants came to play a significant role at
several points in the island’s story. They were central to the ill-fated founding
of the Taiwan Republic in 1895, to resistance to Japanese occupation in the
first half of the twentieth century, and to Taiwanese opposition to the Kuo-
mintang in the second half of the century.

Koxinga’s policy of giving land to small farmers preceded by three hundred
years the “land to the tiller” policy of Sun Yat-sen, which was one of the three
pillars of the republican revolution in China in 1911. Koxinga’s son Cheng
Ching continued the agricultural development policy with even greater suc-
cess, making Taiwan one of the major food-exporting nations in Asia.

Having set the island on a course toward self-sufficiency and military se-
curity, Koxinga turned his mind to his passion: the defeat of the Manchu dy-
nasty and the restoration of the Ming. Koxinga thought that if he could weld
Taiwan to the Chinese diaspora in Southeast Asia he could form an alliance
strong enough to defeat the Qing regime in Nanjing. The first target for in-
clusion in Koxinga’s empire of exiles was the Philippines, where some 13,000
Chinese lived around the Spanish colonial outpost of Manila. On April 24,
1662, Koxinga sent his friend, the Dominican friar Vittorio Ricci, to Manila
with an abrupt letter demanding that the Spanish pay him annual tribute. He
threatened to deal with them as he had done the Dutch only two months be-
fore if they did not comply. Ricci was received by the Spanish governor, Don
Sabiniano Maurrique, but it is unclear whether Koxinga’s letter was delivered
or its contents spelled out. The Spanish were on edge after the ouster of the
Dutch from Taiwan and highly suspicious of Ricci and the local Chinese,
known as Sangleys. Maurrique and his troops moved to preempt any uprising.
They seized two Chinese trading junks and ordered the local Chinese to re-
main in their ghetto, called Parian. Somehow, and it is now unknown whether
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it was purposeful or accidental, a Spanish officer was killed in the marketplace.
The governor was delighted. He had been purposefully heavy-handed with the
junk captains and the Chinese ghetto in the hopes of stirring up outrage that
would justify retaliation. Maurrique was ready with eight thousand infantry,
one hundred cavalry, and well-placed artillery. The death of the officer was the
pretext the governor needed to attack. How many of the 13,000 Chinese pop-
ulation around Manila were killed in the ensuing slaughter is not known. Ac-
cording to a Spanish historian of the time, Juan de la Concepcion, the original
intention of the governor was to kill all the Chinese in Manila.10 He only or-
dered a halt to the killing when it was pointed out to him that the colony
needed Chinese merchants and tradesmen in order to survive. “Therefore they
made a virtue of necessity and graciously pardoned in the name of His
Catholic Majesty all who laid down their arms.”11

Many of the Manila Chinese managed to escape and get to Taiwan, where
they told their story. Koxinga got a firsthand account, too, from Ricci when
he returned. Koxinga was furious and ordered the preparation of a fleet and
army to attack the Spanish at Manila. It never sailed. Koxinga fell ill at the be-
ginning of May 1662 and died some time in June, aged 39. There have been
numerous causes cited for his death. A bad cold that turned to bronchitis, tu-
berculosis, and malaria are just some of them. But drama must attend the
deaths of great men. Chinese accounts say Koxinga changed into ceremonial
robes, bowed to the sacred testament of the first Ming emperor and then, with
the precious document in his hands, turned to his courtiers and said, “How
can I meet my Emperor in Heaven with my mission unfulfilled?”12

Then he leaned forward with his face in his hands and died.
Some records say that after Koxinga’s death his councilors met under a

plum tree by the Confucian temple that the prince had built and where he
used to sit and contemplate the future of Taiwan. The councilors swore a
blood oath to continue Koxinga’s aim of driving out the Manchu Qing dy-
nasty and restoring the Ming empire. To that end they formed the San Ho Hui
secret society, also known as the Tien Ti Hin, the Heaven and Earth Society,
and the Hung Society. It was one of the first of the Chinese triads. For most
of their centuries of existence the triads have been seen primarily as Chinese
nationalist organizations, usually dedicated to restoration of the Ming dynasty.
Their criminal activities have often had a Robin Hood revolutionary flare. It
is only in the last century that triads have become exclusively criminal gangs.
Both Sun Yat-sen and Chiang Kai-shek were triad members. Chiang, indeed,
started his career as a hit man for the Green Gang, which controlled drug traf-
ficking in Shanghai in the 1920s and 30s. At various times in the last 50 years
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questions have been raised about the influence of the Green Gang within the
Kuomintang government in Taiwan, especially among the military that came
to the island with Chiang in 1949.

Even in orderly families the succession and inheritance can be a problem
on the death of the patriarch. It is likely to be much more so, irrespective of
the cultural context, when there is a wealthy and promising little principality
at stake. The permutations become even more complex when polygamy is
practiced, even when, as in Chinese culture, there is a strict hierarchy among
wives and concubines. Cheng Ching was Koxinga’s eldest son by his first wife
and thus the obvious choice for the succession. The problem was that
Koxinga had been outraged by his son’s outlandish and disrespectful behav-
ior, and ordered him executed. Cheng Ching was a wild and dissolute youth
who had affairs with many women after his wife failed to have children. One
of the women was a former wet nurse to Cheng Ching’s younger brother, and
she gave birth to a son. Under Chinese ritual custom this affair was consid-
ered incest and Koxinga was apoplectic with rage when he heard about it. At
the time, Cheng Ching was Koxinga’s viceroy in Xiamen, governing the
Cheng family’s mainland holdings. A messenger was sent to the military com-
mander at Xiamen with orders to kill Cheng Ching, the baby, the mistress,
and Cheng Ching’s mother, one of Koxinga’s wives, for failing to exercise bet-
ter control over the family. The order to kill Koxinga’s heir presented the sen-
ior officers with a serious problem. They decided the order was unreasonable.
They killed only the mistress and her son and sent the heads to Taiwan with
a petition asking that the lives of Cheng Ching and his mother be spared.
Koxinga was determined and sent back fresh orders for the execution to be
carried out.

What could have turned into an open conflict between father and son was
avoided by Koxinga’s death. The seeds of internal conflict had been sprouting
for some time. Many of the senior officers at Xiamen and on islands under
Cheng control were unhappy with Koxinga’s instructions to abandon the
mainland and move to Taiwan along with their families. There were plans for
an open revolt against Koxinga and the establishment of a separate pro-Ming
enclave on the mainland under Cheng Ching’s rule. Koxinga’s death fore-
stalled the mutiny.

The news of the second refusal to obey his order to execute Cheng Ching
reached Koxinga around the same time he heard about the massacre of the
Chinese in Manila. Some historians contend these two emotional upheavals
caused his death. Others go so far as to say Koxinga committed suicide in his
anguish.
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Cheng Ching declared himself his father’s successor on June 30, 1662, in
Xiamen. He was already aware he was going to have to struggle to win his in-
heritance. Koxinga’s anger with his son was so evident that the Cheng family
members and officials on Taiwan decided he couldn’t possibly have intended
Cheng Ching to take over the principality. There was even talk of a will dis-
inheriting Cheng Ching. The officials and military commanders on Taiwan
chose Cheng Ching’s uncle and Koxinga’s brother, Cheng Shih-hsi, to succeed
Koxinga.

Meanwhile, on the mainland, the Manchu learned of the death of Ko-
xinga with relief and delight. They knew of Cheng Ching’s wayward youth
and thought he might be easily coerced into accepting Manchu sovereignty.
The governor of the Manchu-controlled areas of Fujian province, Li Shuai-tai,
was summoned to the capital for a conference. It was decided that if Cheng
Ching would agree to demonstrate his submission to Beijing by handing over
all the official seals and edicts of the Ming dynasty as well as shaving his head
and growing a pigtail, he would be given a high position and wealth. His past
sins would be forgotten. Just in case this was not inducement enough, the
Manchu also mobilized a considerable army.

Governor Li met Cheng Ching in Xiamen. During the interview the
young leader showed diplomatic skills that had not been apparent before. He
successfully played for time without arousing Li’s suspicions. Cheng Ching
told the governor that he was willing in theory to submit to the Qing dynasty.
Some accounts say he begged for some time to consider the details of the
proposition and to persuade his officers and officials to follow his lead. Oth-
ers say he asked that Taiwan and the Xiamen enclave be associated with China
only as a tributary state, like Korea, and not as an administrative part of the
nation. Hand-in-hand with this suggestion went the request that he be exempt
from shaving his head and growing a pigtail queue. Cheng and his advisers
made these suggestions knowing full well Beijing would not allow him to
avoid this humiliating demonstration of submission. The requirement that all
Chinese shave the front of their heads and grow a long queue at the back in
the Manchu manner was a powerful everyday symbol of the Qing empire’s au-
thority. It was a precondition of being accepted into the empire. As such it is
very similar to the demands by the Beijing government today that Taiwan ac-
knowledge the “one China principle” before there can be any discussions
about future constitutional relations between the two states.

Governor Li set off happily for the capital, carrying Cheng Ching’s con-
ditions and feeling he had accomplished his mission. The menacing Manchu
troops were withdrawn. This gave Cheng Ching time to attend to his main
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purpose, which was to gather his fleet and an army in order to invade Taiwan
and remove his uncle. As this was a family affair Cheng Ching observed the
courtesy of sending a messenger ahead announcing he was coming to take over
governance of the island. Cheng Ching also hoped some of the commanders
on Taiwan would be induced to defect, knowing that Koxinga’s son was about
to invade.

It didn’t work. When Cheng Ching’s fleet arrived at Taiwan his army’s
landing was strongly opposed and there was a fierce battle. Cheng’s soldiers
did, though, manage to kill the commander of the defending forces. During a
lull in the battle one of Cheng’s commanders called out: “Here is Cheng
Ching. The commander of your forces is dead. Let us all join the standard of
the true son of our late beloved King!”13 The passion of this appeal loses some-
thing in translation, but it did persuade many of the defending officers to lead
their soldiers over to Cheng Ching’s side. He welcomed them warmly. Cheng
Shih-hsi was then invited to meet his nephew. Cheng Shih-hsi, seeing that
many of his soldiers had already switched sides, readily relinquished leadership
to Cheng Ching. Both men blamed their conflict on devilment by ambitious
officers and underlings, a useful fiction frequently used in Chinese diplomacy.
A few officers were executed to give veracity to the story, and Cheng Ching
was declared the rightful heir to Koxinga. He established his court in his fa-
ther’s castle at Anping.

This victory and Cheng Ching’s assumption of his father’s position did
not make him secure in power. His grip on Xiamen was tenuous. Through the
summer and autumn of 1662 the Manchu kept up diplomatic pressure on the
Ming loyalists. Many of Cheng Ching’s senior officials were tempted with
blandishments and secretly negotiated with the Manchu for pardons and po-
sitions in the Qing dynasty administration. Among them was Cheng Tai, a
cousin of Koxinga and the family member with direct control over the Chengs’
fleet and trade interests and therefore a power in his own right. Cheng Tai, as
part of the negotiating process with the Manchu, sent to the capital in Octo-
ber 1662 six official Ming seals and three imperial edicts. He also sent an ac-
counting of the Cheng family domain. This listed 2,156 officers, an army of
412,500 men, 5,000 war junks, and a population of three million people.

A showdown between Cheng Ching and Cheng Tai was inevitable. It
came quickly, early in 1663. When Cheng Ching invaded Taiwan in Novem-
ber 1662 and his forces killed the defending commander, Huang Chao, a
search was made of Huang’s camp. Letters were found from Cheng Tai urging
Huang to support the leadership of Cheng Shih-hsi, Koxinga’s brother. Cheng
Ching did not act immediately after learning that his cousin was an enemy. He
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bided his time. Over the winter of 1662 relations between the two men dete-
riorated. Early in 1663 Cheng Tai got his fleet ready for instant flight, loaded
his hoard of silver bars, and even had his family living on board. In the mean
time he was carrying on half-hearted negotiations with the Manchu. But he
didn’t trust them and feared that if he submitted he would meet the same fate
as Iquan, Cheng Chih-lung: imprisonment in Beijing and finally execution.
Attempting to play both sides and believing that Cheng Ching was in Taiwan,
Cheng Tai went to Xiamen in July 1663, taking with him a gift of 100,000
ounces of silver for the military campaign against the Manchu. It turned out
that Cheng Ching was in Xiamen and a banquet was organized to mark Cheng
Tai’s generous donation. In the middle of the meal Cheng Ching excused him-
self to go and change his clothes—perhaps he purposefully spilled food on
himself. While he was away two of his officers produced the letters found in
Huang’s camp. Cheng Tai was arrested almost before he realized he was in a
trap. Even as this drama was playing out soldiers were sent to take over Cheng
Tai’s fleet. One commander with 180 ships and over 7,000 men escaped the
net and defected to the Manchu. The rest were put under commanders loyal
to Cheng Ching. Cheng Tai committed suicide while imprisoned at Xiamen.

The Dutch, meanwhile, were sniffing around to see if they could regain a
foothold on Taiwan. A fleet of 12 ships under the command of Admiral
Balthasar Bort was sent in June 1662 by the company directors in Batavia with
this purpose. The fleet anchored first on the mainland, where there were ne-
gotiations with the Manchu governor of Fujian, Li Shuai-tai, over a joint at-
tack on Taiwan. These talks came to nothing and Bort contented himself with
piratical raids on the Taiwan coast. The Batavia directors sent a more power-
ful fleet of 16 ships, 1,386 sailors, and 1,234 soldiers in July the following year,
1663. Two weeks later another 17 ships were sent, the combined fleet being
the most powerful the Dutch had ever deployed off the southern China coast.
This fleet did work in coordination with Manchu forces against Xiamen,
where Cheng Ching had taken personal command. The Ming forces were de-
feated in several hotly fought skirmishes, but Cheng Ching despaired of being
able to hold on to Xiamen. In April 1664 he abandoned the city and its sur-
rounding area, but kept control of Kinmen and some smaller offshore islands,
and took his family to Taiwan.

Cheng Ching saw that the Dutch might be a continuing problem. He sent
a message to the fleet pointing out that there were still about one hundred
Dutch men and women on Taiwan who had been kept as hostages as part of
the agreement between his father and Frederick Coyett. They should have
been released many months before, and Cheng offered to release them now as
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part of a trade agreement with the Dutch. He offered to let the Dutch set up
a trading establishment either at Tamsui or Keelung if they would abandon
their links to the Manchu. The Dutch decided their best long-term interests
lay with the Qing dynasty on the mainland. The fleet did, however, storm and
capture Keelung, which the Dutch held for five years, but it was never a prof-
itable trading post and they eventually abandoned it. Instead of seeking a trad-
ing arrangement with Cheng Ching on Taiwan, the Dutch in 1665 sent an
embassy to Beijing. The envoys were treated to all the attention, feasting, and
presents that are still showered on high-ranking visitors to the Chinese capital.
As they left, the Dutch were given a sealed envelope that they believed con-
tained a treaty allowing them trade access to the mainland. When they finally
opened the letter and had the contents translated they discovered the Qing dy-
nasty had graciously decided to enroll Holland as one of the nations privileged
to be a tributary state of the Chinese empire. This allowed Holland to bring
gifts to the emperor in Beijing and receive presents in return, in Manchu eyes
a far more gracious, honorable, and civilized exchange than the grubby busi-
ness of trade. It is unlikely the Dutch ever fully appreciated the honor be-
stowed upon them.
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Chapter Eight

D E L I V E R A N C E
A N D  D E F E AT

Cheng Ching’s seventeen-year reign was Taiwan’s first Golden Age. He proved
a worthy guardian of his father’s dream for the island and kept the family
pledge to attempt to restore the Ming dynasty. But he never gave up his taste
for debauchery, which shortened his life. When Cheng Ching died on March
17, 1681, at age 39 like his father, he had overseen a great burst of agricultural,
industrial, commercial, and administrative development on the island. Yet this
was also the beginning of the end of the Cheng dynasty on Taiwan. Cheng’s
designation of Cheng Ko-tsang, a son by a concubine, as his successor set off
a family feud that ended with submission to the Qing dynasty in Beijing. Tai-
wan became for two hundred years an ignored and ill-used outer island of the
Qing empire until its colonial occupation by Japan in 1895.

An essential quality of leadership is the capacity to pick and delegate au-
thority to able lieutenants. In his desire to turn Taiwan into a model outpost
of the Ming imperial system, Cheng Ching was fortunate to have available the
outstanding scion of a family of administrator-scholars, Chen Yung-hua. Chen
was drafted into the Cheng family administration at Xiamen by Koxinga in
1650 and later made Cheng Ching’s tutor, the beginning of a lifelong rela-
tionship, as is still common among Chinese teachers and their students. As a
leading advisor at Xiamen, Chen planned the campaign by Cheng Ching after
his father’s death to overthrow Cheng Shih-hsi’s usurpation on Taiwan. When
Cheng Ching established himself on the island, Chen was made the chief
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planner and day-to-day administrator of the government. Chen was also given
military responsibilities as commander of the elite Yung-wei brigade. In the
1670s, when Cheng Ching was away for several years fighting in the Ming
cause on the mainland, Chen was the de facto ruler of Taiwan.

With Taiwan’s population burgeoning because of the Manchu scorched
earth policy in the mainland coastal regions, Chen’s first task was to divide the
Chinese areas of the island into controllable administrative sections. The ex-
isting prefectures established under Koxinga were divided into wards under
chiefs responsible for civil administration. Areas where Chinese lived outside
the prefectures and that were not yet developed enough for that status were di-
vided into 32 li under the control of superintendents. Within each li were vil-
lages headed by chiefs, and each village was divided into ten sections or chia.
The chia were divided in turn into groups, called pai, of ten households. An
elder headed each pai with the responsibility of gathering and reporting infor-
mation on such things as births, deaths, and marriages, and also maintained
collective responsibility for order among the ten households. The heads of chia
carried the powerful incentives of reward or punishment for the activities of
households under their watch.

The so-called pao-chia system for maintaining social order has a long his-
tory in China, right up to recent years in Communist China. It is an impor-
tant element of Chinese social culture for foreigners to understand because it
is one of the clearest expressions of the difference between a society based on
the rights of the individual and one organized on the concept of group re-
sponsibility to which the individual must always submit. Outsiders coming
from the western tradition often see the pao-chia system as a malignant form
of authoritarian control under which every act by the individual is watched
and noted by neighborhood spies. The system has indeed been used for that
purpose on many occasions. The Japanese used pao-chia not only on Taiwan
but on the mainland in Manchuria in the 1930s and 1940s. Chiang Kai-shek
and the Kuomintang retained the system on Taiwan during the period of mar-
tial law from the 1940s until 1987. In Communist China the system began to
break down only with the launch of economic reform in the late 1970s. The
end of the centrally planned, collectivized economy put tens of millions of
people out of work and sent many of them tramping around the country in
search of jobs. The pao-chia system only works among a sedentary population.
It cannot function when many millions of people are itinerant. But even
though pao-chia is largely a thing of the past, the social and cultural concepts
on which it is based are still very much alive. It is in part why Chinese com-
munities even in the overseas diaspora tend to be more cohesive than coun-
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terparts from other cultures, why consensus decision making remains perva-
sive, why the common good is always an overriding factor, and why guangxi—
a network of contacts—is often effective.

When Cheng Ching took control of Taiwan, the most pressing need was
agricultural development, which Cheng addressed by bringing virgin land under
cultivation. Surviving records have been analyzed in several different ways by his-
torians, who have come up with diverse estimates of the island’s population at
this time. A reasonable estimate, though, is that the ethnic Chinese population
was about 100,000, equal to that of the indigenous peoples, at the time of
Koxinga’s death in 1662. When Cheng Ching died in 1681 the Chinese popu-
lation was probably about 400,000. Chief minister Chen Yung-hua decided that
the quickest way to boost food production for the ever-increasing population
was to expand the military farm system started by Koxinga. Even then it took
three years for positive results, and it was not until 1665 that a significant in-
crease in food production was evident. In all, about 40 military farms were es-
tablished on the plains of western Taiwan during Cheng Ching’s reign.

The pioneer work done by the military to clear land and bring it into pro-
duction trespassed on the hunting grounds of Taiwan’s indigenous peoples.
The pushing forward of the boundaries of Chinese occupation created a great
deal of resentment among aborigines and led to several serious uprisings. To
try to ease the tension the Cheng administration eventually separated the set-
tlers and aborigines with a boundary line running roughly down the western
side of Taiwan’s central mountains. This division, called the “red line” for the
color of the markers, kept aboriginal eastern Taiwan outside any effective gov-
ernment administration until after the arrival of the Japanese in 1895. Until
1887, when Taiwan was designated as a province of China, officials disavowed
any responsibility for or control of what happened east of the red line. Even
today there are regulations on what mountain land may be used for and who
may own it, with aborigines given preference.

Administrator Chen and the natural inclinations of the Chinese settlers
emphasized the production of the staple food, rice. More than 15 major irri-
gation schemes were constructed to store water from uneven annual rainfalls
and regulate its flow to rice paddies. These schemes involved large ponds for
water storage and networks of ditches to transport the water to paddy fields
during the dry season. With this system Taiwanese farmers were able to get
two or three crops a year, and the island became a significant rice exporter to
other parts of Asia.

Chen was less successful in encouraging the production of cash crops, such
as sugarcane and tea, for export. Despite the construction of a basic refinery for
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producing marketable sugar, production was only about two-thirds of what it
had been during the Dutch colonial period. Tea production, another crop pio-
neered on the island by the Dutch, was even less popular among farmers. The
planting of tea bushes requires significant capital investment and a consistent
market to make it profitable. There was no dependable market at the time. The
harvesting of camphor wood and the distilling of camphor oil for export to
Japan did become a significant cash industry. But the harvesting method then
employed required felling the trees, which were mostly in aboriginal areas, and
this thus led to tensions and skirmishes—usually headhunting expeditions on
the part of the native Taiwanese—that continued right into the period of Japan-
ese occupation.

The Chinese settlers had rebelled against the tax regime under the Dutch,
but the burden under the Cheng was at least as heavy. Koxinga continued al-
most all the Dutch taxes, and Cheng Ching added new ones as the military
and administrative costs of government increased. The Dutch land taxes were
almost unaltered. In 1683, when the island submitted to the Manchu Qing
dynasty and an accounting was made, land tax receipts were the equivalent of
nearly 13,000 metric tons of rice. Revenues from a host of other taxes ranging
from fishnets to oxen and salt exports to licensing monks brought in
76,469.69 taels of silver, equivalent to 2,168 metric tons of the precious metal.

As well as leading to a population explosion on Taiwan, the closure of the
coastal region on the mainland had two significant economic effects on the is-
land, one positive, one negative. During the Dutch period fishing was a major
industry around the island, with several hundred fishing boats harvesting large
catches of primarily gray mullet and shrimp each year. (Grey mullet, by the
way, is still known on Taiwan as “harder,” its Dutch name.) With the closure
of mainland coastal villages this industry dropped off to almost nothing. A few
Taiwanese fishing boats worked the island’s coast, but they in no way filled the
breach left by the absent mainlanders. A positive result of the closure of the
mainland ports was that Taiwan had to develop a ship building industry both
to sustain its lifeblood commercial industry and to maintain its navy. This
grew into a substantial enterprise and hundreds of vessels were built on Tai-
wan during the two decades of Cheng rule. The ships were of two main types:
war junks known as fu-chuan and trading ships called yang-chuan. Some of the
merchantmen built on the island were large vessels by the standards of the pe-
riod. The records of one yang-chuan built in the island’s shipyards in 1682 in-
dicate it was 77 feet (23.47 meters) long and had a beam of 24 feet (7.32
meters). The ship had 25 compartmentalized holds and could carry about 132
tons. It was designed for a crew of 83 men.
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Once the island had become self-sufficient in food and was producing a
surplus, trade was essential to provide the wealth for further development and
to maintain the large military force necessary to deter Qing encroachments.
Over three hundred years later that equation has not changed. Modern Taiwan
keeps a large military force with sophisticated and expensive weaponry to deter
invasion by mainland China.

The Manchu ban on contact between the mainland and Taiwan was only
partially successful. There was a considerable nighttime smuggling trade be-
tween Xiamen and the island. There appear to have been two main com-
modities. One was mainland silk, which the Taiwanese sold to Japan, the
island’s largest trading partner at the time. Another commodity was young
women, kidnapped on the mainland to become wives for Taiwan’s pioneer
farmers. Young Chinese women are still induced to come to the island in sig-
nificant numbers. Mostly they come as wives of Taiwanese businessmen who
have companies in China and who spend much of their time on the mainland
managing their factories. There is a darker trade, however. Many young Chi-
nese women are lured to Taiwan with offers of lucrative jobs in “public rela-
tions” or the “entertainment industry.” This modern traffic is more overtly
prostitution than it was in the Cheng era. Taiwan is one of the hubs in an
Asian network of women trafficking that is far more profitable than the drug
trade, of which Taiwan was and is a regional hub.

As well as silk, Cheng Taiwan sent locally produced sugar and deerskins to
Japan, as the Dutch had done. Taiwanese merchants bought Japanese swords
and armor but also wracked up considerable surpluses in silver and gold. There
was also substantial trade with the Philippines and Southeast Asia, though not,
of course, with the Dutch at Batavia. The British made some overtures to es-
tablish a trading house on Taiwan in the 1670s. The Cheng administration
was encouraging at first, believing that the British would help them recover the
business of exporting sugar to Persia developed under the Dutch, and which
had been an important money-maker. The Cheng were also keen to get British
arms, ammunition, and experts to train Taiwanese in the manufacture and use
of modern guns. On several occasions the British East India Company did
provide guns, gunpowder, gunsmiths, and gunners as an inducement to a
trade agreement. But when Cheng Ching and his ministers found the British
were primarily interested in getting a corner of the trade between Taiwan and
Japan in both local and trans-shipped Chinese goods, negotiations went cold.

It was not only pioneer farmers who found Taiwan to be a land of oppor-
tunity and a sanctuary from the mayhem of the mainland. The Cheng dynasty
attracted many hundreds of scholars and writers who either wished to escape
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political repression under the Manchu or wanted to live and work in the cul-
tural atmosphere of a classical Ming administration. Chen Yung-hua saw the
encouragement of arts, letters, and spiritual life as an essential adjunct to
economic wellbeing if Taiwan was to be a true expression of Ming China in
exile. In 1665 Chen urged Cheng Ching to agree to the construction of a
Confucian temple, a building usually representing the heart and soul of Chi-
nese communities. The temple in Cheng-tien prefecture was completed and
dedicated in February 1666, with Cheng Ching playing the lead role in the
ceremonies.

Parallel with the opening of the temple, Chen recommended the estab-
lishment of an education system offering the classic Confucian curriculum.
This was the first educational opportunity for Chinese on the island as the
Dutch had only been interested in schools for the indigenous Taiwanese. Pri-
mary schools were built in every village and a high school in Cheng-tien pre-
fecture. Later, a college, the Institute of Highest Learning, was established as
students graduated through the school system. Once qualified students be-
came available, around 1670, the daunting but essential element in Chinese
meritocracy was offered: examinations to qualify for civil service posts.

The construction of an education system was made possible by the influx
of scholars and writers from the mainland. The most eminent of these lived by
writing and philosophizing, but many worked as teachers. One of the so-called
literati, Shen Kuang-wen, came to Taiwan while it was still a Dutch possession
and served as a policy adviser to both Koxinga and Cheng Ching. In the early
1680s he started a Chu Yuan Shih-she, a poetry club dedicated to the memory
of China’s first great poet, Chu Yuan, who lived in the third century B.C. Chu
drowned himself after writing a passionate poem about the evils of his times.
The Dragon Boat Festival, a feature of the year in most communities of the
Chinese diaspora, is a symbolic hunt by Chinese poets, writers, and thinkers
for the body of the man who inspired them. Very many towns in China had
such poetry clubs as cultural centers, but the founding of a shih-she in Taiwan
had far-reaching effects. The work and discussions of the literati inevitably
strayed into politics—one reason why the Manchu campaigned against the
literati in China—and the clubs became centers of resistance to Qing rule, and
later to the Japanese. This heritage also produced the dissident Taiwanese who
campaigned against the military dictatorship of Chiang Kai-shek, and it re-
mains an important strand in what is now known as the development of “Tai-
wanese consciousness.”

By the early 1670s Cheng Ching had kept faith with his father, Koxinga,
by making Taiwan a vibrant repository of the Ming culture in exile. There re-
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mained another overriding duty Cheng Ching was bound to perform for his
father. That was to attempt to defeat the Qing dynasty in China and restore
the Ming. Cheng’s opportunity to undertake this crusade came in December
1673 with the outbreak of the Rebellion of the Three Feudatories.

The Manchu had conquered China with the help of many Ming dynasty
mandarins and military leaders who had been seduced into switching loyalties.
Among these were three Ming generals who, as rewards for their help, were
made princes and given large feudal land holdings, feudatories. Prince Shang
K’o-hsi was made a prince of Guangdong province, Prince Keng Chi-mao was
given feudal rights in Fujian, and Wu San-kuei was set up in vice-regal splen-
dor in Yunnan province in the far southwest. These men became powerful re-
gional warlords with their own armies, and they were increasingly
independent of rule from Beijing. The Qing emperor Kang-hsi believed they
had become too powerful and decided to do away with their principalities. By
a happy chance for the emperor, Prince Shang in Guangdong was having trou-
ble with his ambitious son, Chih-hsin, who had decided that it was time for
his father to retire and for power to pass to him. Shang Chih-hsin forced his
father to send a message to Beijing asking that he be allowed to retire and go
to his home province, Liaoning. The Kang-hsi emperor couldn’t believe his
luck. The elder Shang’s wish was granted, but instead of Shang Chih-hsin
coming into his princely inheritance, the feudatory was abolished. It must
have been a bad day in the Shang household when that message arrived.

The abolition of the Guangdong feudatory created high anxiety in Yun-
nan and Fujian. Wu, the prince of Yunnan, sent messengers to Keng Ching-
chung, who had inherited the Fujian feudatory from his father, with an
audacious suggestion. In what may seem in hindsight to have not been a very
clever move, Wu and Keng decided to test the mood in the court at Beijing by
offering their own resignations. They may have hoped the emperor’s response
would be a reaffirmation of their princely holdings. Or they may have just
been trying to convince the emperor of their loyalty. Wu and Keng had for
some time been plotting a rebellion and feared the emperor might have
learned of their plans.

Their fears were confirmed. The emperor accepted the princelings’ offer to
retire and dispatched imperial officials to take over the administration of the
feudatories. As their bluff had been called, Wu and Keng had no options but
to submit or to fight. They chose to fight. Wu launched his rebellion in Yun-
nan and the west in December 1673 and Keng in Fujian joined the uprising
in March 1674. Shang Chih-hsin, the third feudatory, came into the war on
the side of the Qing emperor, apparently thinking this would be the best way
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to get his principality back. But many of the leading characters switched sides
and allegiances several times before the war was over.

Cheng Ching was enticed into the war early with promises of territory in
the border region between Fujian and Guangdong provinces. The rebels, how-
ever, fought each other as much as they did the Manchu, who took advantage
of the squabbling to slowly tighten the net around the southern provinces.
Early in 1680 the Qing dynasty sent an armada down to Xiamen to attack
Cheng Ching’s fleet. The fleets met in battle on March 21. The result was in-
decisive, but many Cheng commanders believed their fleet had been de-
stroyed. The flood of defections to the Manchu became a torrent. Within a
few days Cheng Ching concluded he could no longer hold his remaining
mainland possessions. On March 28 he ordered the abandonment of Xiamen
and Kinmen. His remaining forces were ordered to retreat to Taiwan.

The last year of Cheng Ching’s life was devoted to self-indulgence, de-
bauchery, and sensual pleasure in his numerous palaces and pavilions. Unhap-
piness with the Cheng dynasty began to be evident on Taiwan for the first
time. The conscription into the army of one out of ten able-bodied men was
highly unpopular, and there was little love for Cheng’s chosen successor,
Cheng K’o-tsang, his son by a concubine. Cheng K’o-tsang had been desig-
nated the head of state while his father was away fighting on the mainland.
Chen Ching died of dissipation on March 17, 1681.

The disquiet about Cheng K’o-tsang was most intense within the faction-
riven Cheng family court. Misgivings about Cheng Ko-tsang’s suitability to as-
sume the family mantle of power were fed by Feng Hsi-fan. Feng was the
father-in-law of Cheng K’o-shuang, a boy of only 11 and Cheng Ching’s eld-
est son by his wife. Cheng K’o-shuang was thus the legitimate heir. Feng first
marshaled the support of Cheng Ching’s younger brothers and then went to
see Koxinga’s widow, the Lady Tung. Lady Tung never liked the concubine
who was Cheng Ko-tsang’s mother and was easily persuaded to set aside her
son’s orders for the succession. On March 19, 1681, two days after his father’s
death, Cheng K’o-tsang was invited to his grandmother’s palace, where he was
seized by his uncles in the garden and strangled. The boy Cheng K’o-shuang
was proclaimed Cheng Ching’s successor, and his uncle Cheng Tsung was
named regent. But the real power was in the hands of the corrupt and devious
Feng Hsi-fan.

The two years after the death of Cheng Ching, until Taiwan submitted to
the Qing emperor, was a period of chaotic palace intrigue and civil unrest. The
resources of the island were depleted after six years of war. Most of the bright-
est and best among the younger Taiwanese leaders had either been killed in the
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war against the Manchu or had surrendered to the Qing emperor. The older
leaders were dying off, too, among them Chen Yung-hua, the master crafts-
man of Taiwan’s development. Late in 1682 there was a serious uprising of in-
digenous Taiwanese. Aborigines in the north rebelled against forced labor laws
imposed on them by the commander at Keelung, Ho Yu. The revolt spread to
the south but died out after forced labor was ended. The island was in such
disarray that there was famine early in 1683.

Within the ruling family there was constant squabbling for power among
the brothers of Cheng Ching. But the main trial of strength was between Feng
Hsi-fan, the power behind Cheng K’o-shuan’s throne, and the commander of
the navy, Liu Kuo-hsuan. In December 1682 it was discovered that three sen-
ior officials were in contact with Qing officials on the mainland and were plot-
ting the capitulation of the island. Among the information they had supplied
to the Qing commander, Shih Lang, was that the Penghu Islands, the tradi-
tional stepping stone to conquest of Taiwan, were weakly defended. Feng used
this incident to get his opponent, Liu, out of the way. Liu was sent to reinforce
the defense of Penghu.

It was too late. Shih Lang had been preparing to capture Taiwan since
1668. Shih was motivated by revenge. He had been a senior naval com-
mander in the Cheng fleet, but, like so many others, had switched allegiance
to the Manchu. As a result, most of his close relatives had been killed by the
Cheng family. He was at first unable to arouse in Beijing any interest in cap-
turing Taiwan, but that changed with the death of Cheng Ching. The Qing
emperor instructed Shih in 1681 to work with Fujian officials and to invade
Taiwan as quickly as possible. Shih refused to share control of the operation,
and his stature with the young Manchu emperor Kang Hsi was such that his
request was granted. Shih also refused to be rushed into invading Taiwan be-
fore he was ready. He was well aware of the internal discord among the is-
land’s rulers and knew that time was on his side. He assembled a relatively
small but highly trained force of about 20,000 soldiers and 300 war junks.
Shih dispatched his fleet to Penghu on June 29, 1683, but victory was far
from certain despite the careful preparations. Liu Kuo-hsuan had substan-
tially boosted the defenses of the outer islands with a garrison of 20,000
troops, 80 warships, and scores of smaller craft. Although Liu’s fleet of war
junks was outnumbered, it fought well when the naval battle started on July
1. Shih’s fleet was forced to retreat with heavy losses. The timely arrival of two
hundred more war junks to reinforce Shih’s force changed the equation and
he attacked again on July 7. This was the last action by the navy that had been
born nearly one hundred years before in Li Tan’s pirate conglomerate. But its
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skill and esprit could not overcome the weight of numbers against it. Losses
on both sides were great, but it was a victory for Shih and the Qing. The es-
timates are that Liu lost 12,000 of his 20,000 soldiers and 134 ships. In ad-
dition 165 officers and nearly 5,000 men surrendered and changed sides in
the course of the battle.

News of the defeat shattered what little common purpose there was left on
Taiwan. The Keelung commander, Ho Yu, immediately sent a message to Shih
Lang on Penghu offering to submit to the Qing. Liu, who managed to escape
the defeat of his forces at Penghu and return to Taiwan, urged Feng Hsi-fan to
surrender. Feng agreed and a letter offering capitulation was sent to Shih on
July 22 in the name of Cheng K’o-shuan. Yet even as defeat loomed Feng tried
to negotiate for concessions. He sought autonomy for Taiwan and wanted to
avoid demonstrating ultimate submission to the Manchu by wearing the
queue. This may have been the first proposal for the concept of “one country,
two systems,” enunciated by paramount leader Deng Xiaoping in the 1980s,
that remains the mainland’s plan for a peaceful unification of the island with
China.

In 1683 Shih Lang certainly did not think “one country, two systems” was
an acceptable idea. He refused to send Cheng K’o-shuan’s letter on to Beijing.
On August 22 another letter arrived at Penghu also in Cheng K’o-shuan’s
name, this one offering unconditional surrender. Shih’s first act was to send of-
ficials to Taiwan to oversee the shaving of heads and wearing of the queue pig-
tail, which demonstrates the power of this symbolic act of humiliation and
submission. Shih went to Taiwan on September 23 and five days later accepted
the formal surrender of Cheng K’o-shuan.

“When kneeling at the feet of Your Majesty, I look upon China’s greatness
which has existed in unbroken brilliancy for ages, I cannot do otherwise than
acknowledge that it is the will of Heaven which has vested you with the
supreme power to govern the nine countries [of China],”1 said Cheng’s letter
to the emperor. It was a clear confession that the Cheng family and the Ming
had lost the mandate of Heaven.

Beijing was magnanimous in victory. The 17 Ming princes found living on
Taiwan, among them the acknowledged heir to the previous dynasty’s imperial
throne, were allowed to live out their days in China. Cheng K’o-shuan was or-
dered to go to Beijing, which he resisted for a while, fearing the fate of his great-
grandfather Cheng Chih-lung, Iquan. But he had to obey and was treated kindly
in the capital. He was even given the hereditary title of Hai-chung Kung, the
“Sea-quelling Duke.”2 Writing at the end of the nineteenth century, the historian
James W. Davidson reported that descendants of Koxinga still carried the title.
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There is a temptation to see a parallel between the era of the Cheng dy-
nasty and modern Taiwan. Chiang Kai-shek can be seen as the counterpart to
Koxinga, the father of the nation. Chiang Ching-kuo, the generalissimo’s son,
fostered the island’s development as Cheng Ching did. The strength-sapping
palace intrigues of the 1680s have some of the characteristics of Taiwan’s furi-
ous political infighting under Lee Teng-hui and Chen Shui-bian. The com-
parison is sharpened because of the large number of Taiwanese businessmen
who have, with their investments on the mainland, switched allegiance from
Taipei to Beijing. The difference now is that Taiwan has powerful allies in the
United States and Japan, and the advent of democracy on the island means
that there can be no political accommodation can be made with Beijing with-
out the consent of the Taiwanese.
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Chapter Nine

A  S TAT E  O F
C O N S TA N T
R E B E L L I O N

When news of Shih Lang’s victory in Taiwan reached Beijing, courtiers sug-
gested to Emperor Kang-hsi that he incorporate a reference to the conquest of
the island among his many titles. The emperor dismissed the idea. “Taiwan is
outside the empire and of no great consequence,” he replied.1 That was the
prevalent view of the island in Beijing at the time. China was seen as a com-
plete nation and empire in itself. If other states and territories were wise
enough to emulate Chinese culture and social order, well and good. But con-
quest and empire building in the European style were not the Chinese way.
There were even tentative overtures made to the Dutch to see if they were in-
terested in buying Taiwan back. They were not. The emperor asked for opin-
ions from his advisers about what to do with the island and the dominant view
was to abandon the place.

“Taiwan is nothing but an isolated island on the sea far away from China,
it has long since been a hideout of pirates, escaped convicts, deserters and ruf-
fians, therefore, there is nothing to gain from retaining it,” said one report to
the emperor. “On the other hand, the Penghu islands, being an important mil-
itary strongpoint, need to be retained and used as a front base in the eastern
China Sea. As for the Han immigrants currently living on Taiwan, they should
all be shipped back to their homes in China.”2
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Shih Lang fought a lone battle arguing for incorporation of the island into
the empire. “Taiwan is a natural shield for the four south-eastern provinces of
China, namely Guangxi, Zhejiang, Fujian and Guangdong,” he wrote. “It is
not only abundant in fertile soil, but also in farm products and natural re-
sources. Even if Taiwan is to be abandoned, the policy of shipping immigrants
back home is impracticable, for immigrants would flee to the mountains [of
Taiwan] grouping with aborigines and escaped convicts from the Mainland,
and attack the coastal regions of China. This will cause trouble in the future.
Furthermore, the Dutch may try to occupy Taiwan again and the safety of
Penghu Islands will be jeopardized.” Shih put extra emphasis on the threat
from the Dutch and their “unrivalled” and “exquisitely built” ships. “If this
rich island fell into their hands, so that their ships and men had a base of op-
erations, they would be in a position to rally allies and supporters from all
sides, in order to peep at our shores from the advantageous position of a
nearby base. It would then be sowing the seeds of trouble and our coastal
provinces would have no moment of peace in future.”3 This argument got the
emperor’s support and a decree was issued on May 27, 1684, that Taiwan be
annexed as part of Fujian province and a garrison established of 10,000 sol-
diers. But Shih didn’t entirely win the day. The policy toward Taiwan dictated
by the emperor was a compromise between the two arguments presented to
him. In essence it agreed to take the island into the empire, but in such a way
so as to emphasize that Taiwan was “of no consequence.”

Some responsibility for setting the grudging tone by which China gov-
erned Taiwan for the next two hundred years belongs to Shih. To persuade the
court he couched his case for taking possession of the island in defensive terms
and only as a measure for maintaining China’s own security. Only in passing
did he exhibit enthusiasm for the possibilities presented by developing Taiwan.
The island would be administered by the empire only to prevent it from be-
coming a pirate base, a nest of conspirators against the dynasty, or a strategic
threat to the coastal provinces. That attitude, with its strong tones of a reluc-
tant colonial administration, permeated the official view of Taiwan until the
1880s. It was the place to send low-paid, demoted, or third-rate officials who,
predictably, practiced the art of institutionalized graft far more avidly than
even their colleagues on the mainland. The level of corruption was made worse
by an edict saying that soldiers and officials could only be posted to Taiwan for
a maximum of three years and no Taiwanese could be recruited into the ad-
ministration. Those assigned to the island were also forbidden to take their
families with them. The intention of this order was to prevent officials and sol-
diers from identifying with the islanders and perhaps making Taiwan a bastion
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of revolt against the empire. It had the opposite effect, because those sent to
the island, the dross of the empire anyway, felt driven to squeeze as much
under-the-counter income out of Taiwan as they could during their brief stay.
The result was that for two hundred years the island was in an almost constant
state of civil unrest. Taiwan became renowned in folklore for seeing “one major
rebellion every five years and one minor rebellion every three years.”4

An early attempt was made by the Qing dynasty to remove “bad elements”
from Taiwan. Soon after the submission of the Cheng family, more than
100,000 of the Chinese on Taiwan—probably about a quarter of the settler
population—were rounded up and shipped back to their hometowns and vil-
lages on the mainland. Historical records differ on how these people were se-
lected. Some say they were all the officials and soldiers of the Cheng dynasty.
Others say it was people with criminal records. As both categories of people
amounted to the same thing in the eyes of the court in Beijing, the nuance is
probably immaterial. Those permitted to remain on Taiwan were men with
wives and children or people who owned a business or property. Even these
men had to apply to the Taiwan-Xiamen Military Command Branch Office
for permission to stay, a costly procedure requiring much palm greasing. At the
same time, what was intended to be a strict immigration policy limiting who
could go to the island was proclaimed. This was never enforced consistently,
and when the policy was followed stringently, it only meant that would-be pi-
oneers on Taiwan had to pay larger bribes to officials. The policy had three es-
sential elements. Those wanting to move to Taiwan had to get written approval
and a passport from the authorities in their hometowns as well as from the Tai-
wan military command and the coast guard. Stowaways and smugglers would
be subject to severe punishments, in theory. The families of pioneer immi-
grants would have to stay at home as hostages, guaranteeing the good behav-
ior of their menfolk. Men on Taiwan would, eventually, be able to send for
their families, thus affording another opportunity for bribes. Banned from
going to Taiwan under any circumstances were people from eastern Guang-
dong province because it was a “well-known pirate den and the residents of
this region are customarily thieves.”5 Eastern Guangdong was actually an area
populated mostly by Hakka. This element in the policy is evidently the result
of Shih Lang’s known prejudice against the Hakka.

The immigration policy did little to prevent or regulate the flow of peo-
ple wanting to move to Taiwan and farm its fertile and abundant land. The
Chinese population in 1683, when the Qing dynasty took control, can be es-
timated at about 400,000, going by the poll tax on adult males for that year.
In 1811, when a census was taken, there were just over two million Chinese
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in a quarter of a million households. Seven years later another census found
the population had increased by 545,000. This is far more people than can
reasonably be accounted for by the natural increase of population. Further ev-
idence of constant illegal immigration is the regularity with which the au-
thorities had to add new administrative districts or subdivide existing ones.

Failed official attempts to manage population growth and development on
Taiwan were not limited to restrictive immigration policies. One regulation
prohibited the private importation of iron and iron products to Taiwan. Only
government agencies were allowed to bring in iron and there were only 27 li-
censed blacksmiths on the island. The aim of this rule was to limit the avail-
ability of farm implements and thus deter development. The regulation was
also an attempt to keep weapons out of the hands of the island’s tempera-
mentally rebellious people. An additional attempt to stop Taiwanese from
arming themselves was a prohibition on the transportation of bamboo, which
could be used for making spears. Both regulations were utter failures. The re-
striction on iron importation simply created a ready market for smuggling
from the mainland, an inherited skill among Taiwanese and their Fujianese
cousins anyway. And attempting to restrict the possession of bamboo on sub-
tropical Taiwan, where the plant grows in wild abundance, was futile to the
point of silliness.

The determination and hard work of the Chinese pioneers defeated every
effort, legal and corrupt, by the officials to curtail development of Taiwan.
When the Qing took over, Taiwan rice production was confined to the south
of the island. Within 20 years, however, irrigation schemes and the opening
up of land for agriculture in the north and east of the island had added 68,800
hectares for rice production. Most of these paddies could produce two crops a
year, and Taiwan became the grain basket of southern China. An issue of the
newspaper Guangzhou Register in 1833 noted that three hundred Taiwanese
junks had transported rice to Fujian that year while others carried sugar and
camphor to Guangzhou. A contemporary historian commenting on Fujian
said, “if violent storms prevent the shipment of rice [from Taiwan] a scarcity
immediately ensued and great distress was felt.”6 Modern historian Hung
Chien-chao says that by 1890 there were 450,000 hectares of land on Taiwan
dedicated to rice production, which averaged 150,000 metric tons a year.

Sugar production started by the Dutch and enhanced by the building of
refineries under the Cheng continued under the Qing. Until the European
powers forced China to open itself to foreign trade in the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, all Taiwan’s exports, including sugar, were meant to go to the mainland.
There was smuggling of Taiwanese products to other destinations, of course.
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But the sugar industry developed rapidly with freer trade. In the late nine-
teenth century Taiwanese sugar was sold to the Philippines and Australia, but
Japan was by far the largest market.

The Qing administration of Taiwan is often described as “colonial,” and
there are strong arguments to back that view. The island was governed exclu-
sively by officials from an alien elite. Attempts were made to keep civil order
using only a garrison from the mainland. The garrison was bolstered only oc-
casionally by local militias, which were usually recruited from among the abo-
riginal tribes. This approach suggests the Qing authorities did not trust or
respect the Taiwanese. The restrictions on immigration and land development
also have echoes of a colonial enterprise. Tax harvesting by the administration
is a common feature of colonies. Until the final years of the Qing era there was
little in the way of government-inspired infrastructure development. The peo-
ple of Taiwan were treated very much as an underclass. There was no encour-
agement, for example, for Taiwanese to enter the mainstream of the Chinese
civil service, even though tuition was made available in 1686. The lowest-level
examinations were first held in 1695, and some of those who passed went on
the following year to take tests to become second-degree holders. But because
Taiwan was only a district of Fujian province these examinations had to be
held in the provincial capital Fuzhou, not on the island. For an islander to
even gain passage to Fuzhou was clearly a significant barrier to Taiwanese be-
coming part of the Chinese mainstream. There is no record of an islander pass-
ing the second-degree examinations until 1729. In the entire two hundred
years of Qing rule Taiwan produced only 251 second-degree holders. The
third and highest-level civil service examinations were always held in the Chi-
nese capital, Beijing, and there is no record of Taiwanese taking part until
1822, when eleven men from the island sat for the tests; only one qualified to
become a government official. As far as can be determined, no Taiwanese civil
servant ever worked on the island during the Qing tenure.

An early, positive action by the Qing officials was to try to assemble a full
picture of Taiwan and its peoples. In 1714 three Jesuits, Fathers De Mailla,
Regis, and Hinderer, were commissioned to make a complete survey. The three
priests traveled throughout the island, in the forested mountains of the aborig-
inal tribes as well as the western plains, and compiled the first detailed descrip-
tions and maps of Taiwan. The maps, prepared mostly by Regis, and the
descriptions of the mountain tribes, written by De Mailla, had profound effects
on Taiwan. They revealed that there was a good deal of fertile land on the is-
land’s northeast and eastern coasts. And in the northeast there was coal, gold,
and hot sulfur springs, providing one of the three ingredients for gunpowder.
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Over the following decades, settlers from China began moving into these new
areas. That brought them into competition and conflict with the indigenous
peoples of the mountains.

Like the Dutch before them, the three priests nursed strong European cul-
tural prejudices. They saw the native Taiwanese as noble and innocent savages,
friendly and trusting. De Mailla brushed off headhunting as almost a childish
idiosyncrasy. The Chinese, on the other hand, were portrayed as greedy, devi-
ous, and cruel. De Mailla told with relish the following story: A band of Chi-
nese gold prospectors visited a native village and saw some nuggets, on which
the villagers put no value, displayed in one of the huts. The Chinese were wel-
comed by the villagers, and before leaving the Chinese staged a feast as an ap-
parent act of thanks for the hospitality. But when they had got the villagers
drunk they killed all of them, burned their huts, and made off with the gold.
Such stories of the Chinese dealings with the tribes are plentiful, but the rela-
tionship was not entirely one of exploitation. To a significant degree the assim-
ilation of the tribes on the island’s western plains, for example, was achieved by
marriage. There was a saying at the time that all Taiwanese grandfathers came
from China and all grandmothers were already on the island. This was a pre-
dictable result of first the Dutch and then the Qing attempts to restrict immi-
gration to Chinese males. The children of these unions were considered Han
Chinese. Some communities of natives on the plains did survive independently,
but they were slowly assimilated, especially after the Qing authorities started
providing schools in their villages early in the eighteenth century. Eventually
over two hundred schools were opened for both assimilated and mountain abo-
rigines. It was not until the late nineteenth century, shortly before the island
was ceded to Japan, that a secondary school was opened for indigenous Tai-
wanese. The assimilated indigenous Taiwanese were known as “cooked sav-
ages,” while the tribes in the mountains were known as “raw savages.”

In 1729 the Qing administrators proclaimed the “Mountain Sealing
Order,” which prohibited Chinese settlers from venturing into or cultivating
land in the hill country of the aborigines. This order has often been given the
overly generous interpretation of an attempt by the authorities to protect the
mountain tribes from the depredations of the Chinese pioneers. Even if that
were the case, it tends to underline the colonial and constantly tense relation-
ship between the Qing administrators and the Chinese settlers on Taiwan.
There were, for example, similarly angry relationships between British settlers
in Kenya and Rhodesia in east and southern Africa and the government’s colo-
nial office in London. The British government wanted to protect some of the
rights and the land of the indigenous peoples against the expansionist drive of
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the colonists. In the cases of both Rhodesia and Kenya this conflict between
London and its expatriate settlers led ultimately to brutal wars of “liberation”
by the indigenous peoples. A more realistic view of the Mountain Sealing Order
is that the Qing government wanted to prevent rebel settlers from escaping into
the mountains and perhaps forming a common cause with the tribal warriors
against the authorities. A line separating the plains from the mountains was es-
tablished and marked with regular military outposts, but the segregation policy
was ultimately no more successful than limiting immigration from the main-
land. Some Chinese merchants were licensed to trade with the aborigines, and
their cheating and exploitation of the aborigines more than made up for what-
ever protection the segregation policy offered. The merchants were hated by the
tribal villagers and were the cause of the 12 serious uprisings by aborigines dur-
ing the two centuries of Qing rule.

On the Chinese side of the mountain boundary, animosity between the
rulers and the ruled was much worse than in the mountain villages of the abo-
rigines. In the 212 years of Qing rule there were at least one hundred major
and minor uprisings or incidents of mob violence. Many of the minor riots
were between factions of the settlers themselves. De Mailla wrote:

“Though they are industrious, yet the emigrants have deservedly a repu-
tation for insubordination and lawlessness. They associate much in clans and
clannish attachments and feuds are cherished among them.”7

Among those clannish attachments was the San Ho Hui, the triad secret
society formed with a “blood oath” by Koxinga’s councilors after their leader’s
death in 1662. The triad became powerful on the island and attracted many
members, especially among the young, single male pioneers, for whom it was
a substitute for the security of a family. Most of the 15 major uprisings against
the Qing were under the banner of the San Ho Hui or its offshoots, such as
the Small Sword Society and the Hung Society. Even when contemporary
records don’t mention a specific triad involvement in an uprising, in almost all
cases they speak of the conspirators swearing oaths or ceremonially drinking
blood before taking up arms. These are usual triad rites.

There is good reason to think that triads in their early form, as patriotic
Ming partisan groups, were first established on Taiwan during Koxinga’s life-
time before the San Ho Hui was created. The secret societies on Taiwan had
their birth on the mainland in the declining years of the Ming dynasty among
a group of eight honest officials who were outraged at the decadence and cor-
ruption they saw around them. They formed a secret society with the aim of
promoting reform at court. But they were too late to prevent the overthrow of
the Ming by the Manchu and instead launched a revolt in China against the
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new dynasty. The rebellion was defeated and one of the eight leaders, Wong
Shuen Shan, fled to Taiwan. There he wrote a book, called the Kam Toi Pre-
cious Records for the name of a mountain on the island, setting out a plan of
action to defeat the Qing dynasty. The book was given to Koxinga, who, by
one account, used it as a blueprint for his unsuccessful attack on the Manchu
at Nanjing. On his deathbed Koxinga is said to have given the book to one of
his grandsons, who, when the Qing took Taiwan in 1683, threw the book into
the sea and committed suicide. A nephew of Koxinga, Cheng Kuan Tat, was
among the group of Ming loyalists who took refuge with the famous Fighting
Monks of Shaolin Monastery in Fujian province, where the first real triad, the
Heaven and Earth Society, was born.

It is important to understand the historical role of the secret societies that
have become known as triads and are now seen merely as criminal gangs. They
have been key to revolution in China. Sun Yat-sen, the founder of the Chinese
republic in 1911, was a triad member from an early age, as was Chiang Kai-
shek, leader of the Kuomintang and military dictator on Taiwan from 1949
until his death in 1976. Even China’s Communist Party shows strong historic
and cultural influences from the triads. In the mid-1990s China’s chief eco-
nomics minister Zhu Rongji, later the prime minister, referred to the triads in
a public comment as “patriotic organizations.” Indeed, the Beijing Commu-
nists in 2004 used triads in Hong Kong to threaten and intimidate two pop-
ular radio hosts and some political activists who were seen as stirring up public
sentiment in favor of political reform in the territory.

The triads’ evolution stems directly from the Confucian concept of the
emperor—or Communist Party general-secretary—ruling by the mandate of
Heaven. Confucius dictated that the ruler must govern with benevolence, pro-
bity, righteousness, and mercy. If the ruler failed to keep that pact with his
subjects, they had not only the right but also the duty to rise up and depose
him. Justified rebellion against the unjust or undeserving ruler is thus deeply
embedded in Chinese culture.

The first mention in Chinese records of a secret society of rebels comes in
the story of the overthrow in 25 A.D. of the usurper Wang Mang. A society
called the “Red Eyebrows” was instrumental in the ouster of Wang and the
restoration of the Han dynasty. In a portent of things to come, the Red Eye-
brows continued to exist after their patriotic duty was done, but they survived
only as outlaws and bandits. And in yet another foreshadowing, the Han dy-
nasty turned on its mentors and massacred them.

The Chinese genius for administration contributed to the propensity for
rebellion. The carefully structured system of officials and ministries evolved in
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China as an effective way of managing such a large and populous country. But
it was impossible for the imperial court to keep watch on what was happening
in the provinces, where the local administrators usually operated as unac-
countable petty princes and inevitably became corrupted by unbridled arbi-
trary power. This made jobs in the civil service highly attractive and lucrative.
Entry into the civil service was based on merit and only accomplished by pass-
ing a series of formidable examinations in the Chinese classics. Available civil
service positions each year were limited; thus each round of examinations pro-
duced many thousands of educated young men, frustrated by failure to pass
the exams and beholden to their families who had invested in their tutoring.
This great lake of unemployed men furnished the class of often seminomadic
scholars, writers, and artists—the literati—who have always provided the
philosophical underpinning of Chinese revolt. A modern manifestation of the
literati is the Chinese dissidents who influenced the student demonstrations at
Tiananmen Square in 1989 and, more recently, the subversive Internet dis-
cussion groups that so worry the Communist authorities.

In a society where authority seldom lived up to the idealistic concepts of
Confucius, ordinary people had to protect themselves. This was achieved both
by the emphasis on family loyalty and by the setting up of trade and craft
guilds, as happened in Europe, too, before the ascendancy of the rule of law
made such mutual protection organizations less necessary. Several guilds and
merchant associations were formed on Taiwan during the rule of Cheng
Ching, and several had their roots in the pirate confederacy of Li Tan. The use-
fulness of the guilds depended on trust among the brotherhood. Trust was se-
cured by the swearing of oaths and mystical initiation ceremonies that often
included the drinking of animal blood. It is only a short leap from a secret so-
ciety established for trade purposes to one with political objectives. Trade as-
sociations were therefore natural partners and sources of membership for
triads. Contemporary records of the many uprisings on Taiwan during the
Qing dynasty concentrate on the “ruffians” and “unsavory characters” who led
the fighting. But several accounts also mention links to local business interests.

The origins of the Ming loyalist triads go back to the invasion and con-
quest of China by Chinggis Khan and his son Kublai Khan in the thirteenth
century. The hub of resistance to the Mongols was a secret Buddhist organi-
zation, the White Lotus Society, one of whose adherents was the monk Chu
Yuan-chang. The White Lotus Society changed its name several times to avoid
detection, the Incense Smelling Society being the most disarming name it as-
sumed. When the society’s members rose in open rebellion against the Mon-
gols in the 1340s, however, they adopted the no-nonsense name of the Red
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Turban Rebels. In 1368 the Mongols were driven out of China, and the monk
Chu Yuan-chang became the first emperor of the Ming dynasty. The White
Lotus Society remained largely invisible through the three centuries of Ming
rule. The arrival of the Manchu and their conquest of China in the mid-
seventeenth century also brought persecution of secret societies. The White
Lotus Society changed its name to the Hung Society and then to the Heaven
and Earth Society. It retained a strong religious identity from its Buddhist past
but became more and more political in purpose as the Manchu advanced south.

The center of Heaven and Earth Society membership was in Fujian and
Guangdong provinces, which were also the core of Ming loyalty and the
source of immigrants to Taiwan. The unstable frontier communities on Tai-
wan, with their large populations of single young men and exiled literati, were
a natural breeding ground for triad societies. Taiwan also provided the other
necessary ingredients for triad growth and activity. It represented the last bas-
tion of Ming loyalty and resistance to the Qing. And the island was cursed
with an officialdom that had clearly lost the mandate of Heaven, if it ever pos-
sessed it. Rebellion was a sacred duty.

In theory Taiwan was under the jurisdiction of the governor of Fujian
province. He should have visited the island once a year to ensure it was being
run according to imperial edicts. In reality the governors seldom risked the
stormy passage across the Taiwan Strait, with its notorious Black Current. Sub-
ordinate mandarins and magistrates on Taiwan were left to their own devices,
which involved arbitrary measures and extortion well beyond the institution-
alized corruption on the mainland. A finely crafted system of bribery and
fraud quickly became established after the Qing acquired the island. Each po-
sition in the administration came to have attached to it a segment of the econ-
omy from which the official would extract bribes for licenses or divert taxes in
order to pad a meager salary. The following list of officials and their exclusive
spheres of graft was compiled by Robert Swinhoe, a British diplomat in Xia-
men who was sent to Taiwan as vice-consul in 1861.8 It thus represents a pic-
ture quite late in the Qing era, but the system was well-established by
Swinhoe’s day and is probably representative of the Manchu colonial period.
Chief magistrates took a rake-off from the taxes levied on harvesting camphor
trees. Prefects took court fees and pocketed a percentage of the salt tax, which
they were in the doubly fortunate position of assessing themselves. District
magistrates took all court fees in lesser cases. Port controllers had the power to
commandeer any boat required for transporting rice to China. Whether a junk
was seized or not was entirely at the whim of the controller and decided by
how much the owner was prepared to pay to be left alone.
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The first major rebellion came after local officials declared a government
monopoly on the camphor industry and in 1720 had over two hundred peo-
ple decapitated for illegal harvesting. The insurrection was raised by Chu
Yit-gui, described in contemporary accounts as a duck herder and “worth-
less character.” But Chu had the royal surname of the Ming dynasty, and in
the temper of the times that was a beacon for discontented Taiwanese. The
rebellion spread throughout the island within a week under the banner of
“Destroy the Qing, Restore the Ming.” The garrison troops scored victory
after victory in their brushes with the rebels. These setbacks only increased
popular discontent and support for the insurgents, whose strength grew with
every defeat. Fresh troops were sent from the mainland, but the rebels were
able to occupy the island’s capital, Taiwanfu, now Tainan. Chu Yit-gui was
crowned emperor and the era of the Qing dynasty on Taiwan declared over.
Most of the Qing officials fled the island for Fujian. Chu’s empire lasted less
than a year, however. An army of about 22,000 men was collected at Xiamen
for the invasion of Taiwan. As this imperial force was only half the size of the
rebel militias, free pardons were offered to any insurgent who surrendered.
Only the leaders would be executed. This new army landed at Tamsui and
quickly demoralized the rebels with a series of military victories. The em-
peror in Beijing had, meanwhile, received accurate reports on the reasons for
the rebellion and he saw there was justification for the uprising. He sent a
decree to the troops saying there were to be no massacres of the rebels as it
was clearly disloyal and corrupt local officials who were at fault. New civil-
ian administrators were dispatched to try to win over the Taiwanese. This
tactic was successful. Most of the insurgents surrendered quickly, some of
the leaders among them. Chu Yit-gui fled into the mountains, where a vil-
lage headman betrayed him to the imperial forces. Chu was taken to Beijing
and crucified.

To try to ensure corruption among officials didn’t become a problem
again, a censor was assigned to Taiwan with responsibility for maintaining the
honesty of the administration. This reform was not effective for long. Within
a decade corruption was as bad as ever, and discontent among the Taiwanese
was again rife.

In 1731 a “freebooter” called Wu Fu-sheng, together with a gang of about
30 followers, took advantage of an imperial garrison campaign against aborig-
ines to attack and capture a thinly guarded armory at Kang-shan. Wu used pro-
Ming, anti-Qing slogans as a rallying cry, and his force quickly swelled to over
300. Over the following days Wu attacked official buildings in several nearby
towns before government troops arrived and he was defeated in an eight-hour
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battle. There was a remarkably similar uprising, also triad inspired, in the same
area of Taiwan in 1768, that took the island garrison a month to put down.

A much more serious uprising flared up in 1786, after the secret societies
had divided Taiwan into northern and southern spheres of influence. A violent
quarrel arose among two factions of the northern triad. Government forces in-
tervened. They arrested some gang members and confiscated property that
seemed to be at the heart of the feud. This did not calm matters. Then a more
senior officer decided the triads had been dealt with too leniently. He ordered
the arrest and execution of several dozen triad leaders and the burning of their
villages. The leader of the northern Heaven and Earth triad, Lin Shoan-wen,
raised the Ming loyalist banner, marched on Changhua, and captured it. Lin’s
army then captured a nearby government camp and killed over two thousand
men, women, and children in the attacks. With Changhua and much sur-
rounding territory in their hands, the rebels set up an administration with Lin
as ruler. Rebel forces fanned out across the island with little opposition from
the government troops. By the time word of the rebellion got to the mainland,
only Taiwanfu and Tamsui were not in rebel hands. Early in 1787 soldiers were
sent from China, but it took nine months of hard fighting before Lin’s army
was defeated and all the captured towns repossessed. Well over 50,000 troops
had to be sent from the mainland to put down the insurrection. Lin himself
fled first into the lands of the mountain aborigines and then to his home re-
gion in the north. Repression and reprisals by the imperial forces, however,
persuaded Lin’s triad brothers to consider the common good over the safety of
an individual member. He was handed over to the authorities, who sentenced
Lin to the death of a thousand cuts. This was the punishment for rebels until
1905. It involved the slicing of small pieces of skin and flesh from the con-
demned man’s body over many days until he finally died.

There was another triad uprising in 1795, when the rebels managed to
capture Lugan and Changhua before they were defeated by government
troops. In 1800 an offshoot triad, the Small Sword Society, captured Chiayi
before their uprising was put down two weeks later. The San Ho Hui triad led
an 1833 uprising that captured Taiwanfu and in which 2,000 imperial troops
were reported killed, though that is probably an exaggeration. The last major
insurrection against the Qing on Taiwan coincided with the Taiping Rebellion
on the mainland started in 1850 by Hung Hsiu-chuan, who claimed to be a
younger brother of Jesus Christ. The Taiping revolt did not spread to Taiwan,
but it led to a great deal of insecurity on the island because government troops
had to be diverted to China. In response, some of the triads set up district vig-
ilante groups to maintain order after their own fashion. One such group in
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and around Changhua was led by Tai Chao-chun, who had established his
own triad faction, the Eight-Trigram Society. In 1861 a local mandarin lost
patience with the overzealous violence of the triad vigilantes, ordered them off
the streets, and had one leader arrested and executed. The mandarin then or-
dered the subprefect in Tamsui, Chiu Yueh-chin, to disband the vigilantes
there. A perhaps overly colorful account of this incident recorded by the
British diplomat Swinhoe says that Chiu went out into the city with a de-
tachment of soldiers but was quickly surrounded by an infuriated mob.9 Chiu
found progress impossible in his sedan chair. (European chroniclers, by the
way, always found it amusing that Chinese commanders went into battle in
sedan chairs. The Europeans did not seem to feel this struck the right tone of
martial leadership.) Chiu then “got out and commenced to run from the
scene, but seeing that his corpulency would not admit of much more than a
waddle, he consented to the suggestion of his chief attendant, and mounted
his back. This servant, like the majority of [Chiu’s] followers, sympathized
with the rebels, besides having private grudges against his superior, so after
having carried his master a short distance, he permitted one of the [vigilante]
braves to thrust a spear in [Chiu’s] back, and, as he fell crying for help, the
chief attendant settled up old accounts by deliberately carving off the unfor-
tunate officer’s head.”10 The triad soldiers then marched on Changhua, which
fell on March 19. Chiu’s head was displayed on the city gates.

The uprising now turned into a pro-Ming, anti-Qing rebellion. After triad
leader Tai Chao-chun took control of Changhua he declared himself grand
marshal and ordered his followers to cut off their queue pigtails, the symbol of
subservience to the Qing. Tai then adopted some of the forms used by the
Taiping leader Hung, though this is the only connection between the two re-
bellions. Tai had himself made the eastern prince of his rebel government
while three of his generals were designated princes for the north, south, and
west. The triad army besieged several cities on Taiwan’s west coast but was un-
able to capture them. Troops were sent from the mainland, and local landown-
ers raised a militia. They managed to contain Tai’s forces, but the rebellion
dragged on for two years. It eventually collapsed because of internal dissent
and rivalries among the rebels. Tai surrendered and was executed in January
1864. Tai’s rebellion was the last uprising with a strong pro-Ming element. It
was, however, far from being the final uprising or the end of triad involvement
in Taiwan life.

Even as Tai’s rebels were rampaging through western Taiwan, the center of
gravity in China had shifted forever. China’s defeat by Britain in the two
Opium Wars of 1841 and 1856 forced Beijing to allow the country to open
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up to foreign trade and the establishment of semi-autonomous colonial en-
claves. From the signing of the Treaty of Tientsin in 1858, the main threats to
Taiwan were not internal. They came from western nations and Japan, which
saw the island’s geopolitical and commercial importance and were casting cov-
etous eyes in its direction.
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Chapter Ten

T H E  W O LV E S
C I R C L E

Taiwan’s disappearance into the cold embrace of the isolationist Chinese em-
pire in the late seventeenth century did not erase the island from the memory
of outsiders. Interest in Taiwan as a potential hub for regional trade and power
remained strong. One reason for the persistent interest in Taiwan, at least in
England and France, was the most extraordinary piece of fraud by a man who
went by the name of George Psalmanazar. Who this man really was remains a
mystery. He was probably born in southern France around 1680 and seems to
have decided on a life of confidence trickery at an early age. He adapted his
alias from the name of an ancient king of Assyria, Shalmaneser, and first ap-
pears pretending to be a mendicant Irish Catholic on a pilgrimage to Rome.
To give some verisimilitude to this story he stole a pilgrim’s cloak from a
church. However, as he was frequently in the company of other pilgrims,
among them real Irish ones, he soon had to abandon this identity. Too many
people quickly discovered he knew nothing about Ireland. He went to Lon-
don in 1703 and made the sensible decision to adopt a new nationality and
persona that was unlikely to be challenged by anyone possessing superior or
real knowledge. Psalmanazar decided to become a Formosan on the basis that
there were unlikely to be many if any Taiwanese in London who could expose
his fraud. The arrival of this exotic gentleman from an unknown island at the
other end of the Earth soon became the talk of London, and he was feted by
high society. Psalmanazar created an entirely fictitious life, including a diet
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made up exclusively of heavily spiced raw meat “because that is the way food
is prepared on Formosa.” Such was his glamour and reputation that in 1704
he published a book entitled An Historical and Geographical Description of
Formosa, an Island Subject to the Emperor of Japan, Giving an Account of the
Religion, Customs, Manners, etc. of the Inhabitants, Together with a Relation of
What Happened to the Author in His Travels. The book was a best-seller and
went into an expanded second edition that was also translated in French. To
cap it all Psalmanazar was invited to teach the Formosan language, a gibber-
ish tongue he made up as he went along, at Oxford University. Some people
began to nurse doubts about him when his gibberish translations of the same
English passage differed from one occasion to another. But he was a charm-
ing charlatan and many were willing to overlook the evidence of his roguery.
Among his closest and most loyal friends was Samuel Johnson, author of the
first English dictionary, whose diaries suggest he saw through Psalmanazar’s
act but didn’t care.

Psalmanazar was able to keep the fiction going for so long partly because
this was a new age of philosophy in Europe. John Locke had just published a
series of essays on the human condition, including one called Identity and Di-
versity. Psalmanazar’s account of the lives of the people of Formosa appealed to
an audience entranced by the complexities and influences of culture on na-
tionhood. Although he worked on the principle that whenever any of his out-
rageous descriptions of Formosa were challenged, he would counter it with
something even more mind-boggling, Psalmanazar was eventually discredited.
Even that he turned to good account and wrote a book, another best-seller,
confessing his duplicity. But with Psalmanazar’s help Taiwan remained an is-
land of public interest, even though it may have been for entirely fraudulent
reasons.

There is some speculation, probably wrong, that another extraordinary
character who next kept Taiwan in the public eye was inspired by Psalmanazar.
Count Maurice August de Benyowsky was born in Hungary, served for several
years in the army of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, went to Britain and Hol-
land to learn navigation, and then fought the Russians as a cavalry commander
in the armies of the Polish confederacy. He was captured in 1770, then aged
29, and banished to the Kamchatka peninsula in the Russian Pacific. Beny-
owsky and several other exiles escaped by seizing a ship. The Russian gover-
nor’s daughter, Aphanasia, who was consumed by a mighty sexual passion for
the Hungarian count, went along for the ride, even though she knew he had
a wife in Europe awaiting his return. The 94 escapees and their ship first got
to Japan, then went on to the Ryukyu Islands, and in August 1771 reached
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Taiwan. Benyowsky and his party landed on the island’s eastern shore roughly
where the Tropic of Cancer bisects Taiwan. This was, of course, the aboriginal
region of the island, and the first encounter with the local indigenous tribe was
bloody. Two of the count’s men were wounded by arrows, and about six of the
native Taiwanese were killed when Benyowsky’s crew responded with a mus-
ket volley. The escapees sailed north up the coast and found a good harbor,
which Benyowsky named Port Maurice after himself. Here they had the good
fortune to meet a Spaniard, Don Hieronimo Pacheco, living with the local
tribe. Pacheco had been the port captain at Manila but had had to flee the
Philippines after killing a Dominican monk he discovered in “criminal inter-
course” with his wife. Pacheco also killed his wife. He had lived among the
tribe for eight years and was able to act as interpreter. For several months
Benyowsky and his small army gave decisive help with their cannon and mus-
kets to the local tribe in their wars with their neighbors. As a result Benyowsky
concluded a treaty of eternal friendship with the chief before leaving for
Macau, where he and his crew caught a French ship for Europe. In France
Benyowsky wrote a book about his adventures and advocated the colonization
of Taiwan. The French government was taken with the evident buccaneering
talents of the count but was not so entranced by Taiwan. He was commis-
sioned instead by the French to found a colony on Madagascar, off the east
coast of Africa. He spent three years there but, according to his own account,
resigned over serious disagreements with his masters in Paris. France wanted
him to claim the island as a French colony and subdue the natives. Beny-
owsky’s preference was to make nation-to-nation treaties of friendship with the
local chiefs. Back in Europe in 1783, Benyowsky tried to get the British in-
terested in Taiwan, but without success. He then went on to America, where
the government was equally unenthusiastic about Taiwan. In 1784 he left the
United States for Madagascar to help the local people fight the French, who
were pursuing possession of the island in a manner more to their tastes. Beny-
owsky was killed in battle against the French in 1786.

After Benyowsky’s visit in 1771 there are no records of other foreigners
visiting Taiwan by accident or design until 1824, when two British ships at-
tempted to trade with the island. Both called at Taiwanfu, the site of Fort Zee-
landia, now called Tainan. But the Dutch harbor was already entirely silted up
and the fort rebuilt by Koxinga was well inland. Neither ship could get closer
than three miles to the coast. The second of the two ships went on to Keelung,
where the captain ordered a survey of the harbor. British ships called again in
1827 and 1832 but with equally little success at finding a practical harbor or
local interest in regular trade.
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Events in India now set off a ripple effect that eventually washed onto the
shores of Taiwan as they had hundreds of years before when land-hungry Aus-
tronesian peoples found refuge on the island. By the late eighteenth century
Britain was having a hard time raising revenue to pay for the enormous cost
of running and developing its Indian empire. At the same time British mer-
chants were being blocked by Beijing from breaking into the China market.
They were only allowed to trade at Guangzhou for a few months each year and
then required to leave, usually for the Portuguese enclave of Macau. Added to
these restrictions was the Chinese preference for using silver as a currency
medium. There just was not enough of the precious metal around. The British
found the solution to both their problems in the fields of the newly acquired
Indian state of Bengal. That commercial salvation was the opium poppy.

Arab traders had introduced opium to Asia in the seventh century A.D.,
and the Portuguese had taken over the business when they began to dominate
the region. The Portuguese also introduced tobacco to China from their
Brazilian colony in the 1500s. Smoking tobacco mixed with opium became a
fashion in China, and all the European and American traders quickly appreci-
ated that drug trafficking created a self-sustaining market. The British, how-
ever, with the greatest imperial demands for trade and the naval power to
enforce them, pushed opium trafficking to its limits. A government monop-
oly was enforced over Bengal poppy growing, and the demand for opium in
China grew dramatically as more and more addicts were created. In 1821 the
British exported 270 tons of opium to China. By 1838 the trade had reached
2,400 tons.

The Chinese court became alarmed as opium addiction spread through
the bureaucracy and army, dulling the efficiency of these state institutions and
beginning to undermine the economy. In 1800 the emperor banned the im-
portation of opium. British merchants, backed by the Royal Navy, simply ig-
nored the repeated edicts from Beijing and carried on using the drug as the
currency of trade either openly or with the aid of Chinese smugglers. In 1839
Chinese imperial officials in Guangzhou lost patience with the British and had
several thousand tons of the Indian opium seized and thrown into the harbor.
These were the days before the telegraph, and it took about a year to send a
message to London and receive an answer. The task of protecting British in-
terests was left by force of circumstance to the officers and diplomats on the
spot. The British Empire was acquired not in “a fit of absence of mind,” as his-
torian J. R. Seeley wrote in 1883, but in an absence of communication when
freebooter adventurers on the colonial frontiers were beyond the control of
policymakers in London. Naval officers of the Asian fleet in cahoots with out-
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raged British merchants fought and won the so-called First Opium War
against China before London knew much about it. To give the merchants a se-
cure base for their trading, Britain took as its prize the island of Hong Kong
under the August 1842 Treaty of Nanjing, much to the disgust of the British
government, which felt it had acquired a “barren rock.”

The ease with which a few British warships and their crews overcame im-
perial Chinese forces and barged their way into China sparked a feeding frenzy
in Asia among Europeans and Americans. The door to China had been forced
ajar. It was evident another shove would spring it off its hinges. It was just a
matter of time, opportunity, and excuse. Every act that could be portrayed as
an example of Chinese perfidy was logged and tallied for a day of reckoning
that would surely come soon.

Two incidents chalked up against the Chinese happened near the end the
First Opium War, and both happened on Taiwan. Late in 1841 the British
transport ship Nerbulla struck rocks near Keelung. The circumstances sound
very like those in the opening chapters of Joseph Conrad’s novel Lord Jim, for
the European officers of the Nerbulla, two Filipinos and three Indians, took to
the boats and left the bulk of the ship’s company, described as “240 British In-
dian natives,” to their fate.1 The Nerbulla, like Lord Jim’s Patna, did not sink,
however. After five days the weather improved and the ship drifted off the
rocks and into Keelung Bay. The survivors were all captured by the Chinese
and kept in chains for several months. Then, in March 1842, the British brig
Ann was blown by a storm onto the shore near Tamsui. The 57 people on
board, including 14 Europeans and Americans, 5 Chinese, 34 British Indians,
and 4 Portuguese and Malays, were captured by Chinese soldiers and impris-
oned in chains with the survivors of the Nerbulla. On August 13, 1842, all the
survivors of the two ships, 197 people at that point because several had died
of maltreatment and disease, were taken to a field and decapitated. A Chinese
who witnessed the executions said later the islanders paid a bitter price for
killing the foreigners because a tremendous storm hit Taiwan, even as the de-
capitations were in progress, and up to 2,000 islanders died. “That was the
judgment of Heaven for beheading the foreigners,” the Chinese witness told a
British chronicler. “But it was done in revenge for your soldiers taking Amoy
[Xiamen].”2

Reading just the British accounts leaves the impression that the Nerbulla was
an innocent transport ship whose passengers were subjected to a foul massacre.
The Chinese accounts give a different story, and the truth is probably some-
where in between. The second version is that the Nerbulla was an armed troop
transport ship and the “British Indians” were Sepoy troops. On September 30,
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1841, the Nerbulla shelled one of the forts at Keelung. The Chinese batteries
replied and damaged the British ship so that it ran aground. About 30 of the
crew died as they tried to abandon the ship, and the Chinese took 132 prison-
ers. In October a British gunboat was sent to Keelung to try to secure the release
of the prisoners, by paying ransom if necessary. When it appeared negotiations
would be a long and tedious business, the British shelled the Chinese gun em-
placements. Some marines landed to try to storm the fort but were beaten back.
Early in 1842, after the passengers and crew of the Ann were taken prisoner, an
order was received from Beijing to execute all prisoners taken in the Opium War.
The order was not carried out immediately, however. In the meantime the em-
peror decided that killing the prisoners would not help the treaty negotiations
with the British and issued a counterorder. This arrived at Taiwan too late to stop
the executions. The British senior diplomat in the region, Sir Henry Pottinger,
made a hotly worded complaint to the governor of Fujian province, and the Chi-
nese military commander in northern Taiwan was punished, but only by being
demoted.

The number of European and American merchant ships badgering to get
into the China trade by fair means or foul in this period grew dramatically in
response to the evident weakness of imperial rule in Beijing. More shipping
meant more wrecks, especially during typhoons and on the forbidding east
coast of Taiwan, which bordered the sailing lanes to America and Japan. Ac-
counts from the period speak of shipwrecked crews meeting more cruel and
brutal fates at the hands of the indigenous tribes or even the Chinese on the
island than would have been inflicted on them by the sea. A particular affront
to the certainty of European ethnic superiority—which included Americans at
the time—were reports of shipwrecked sailors and officers being kept and
bought and sold as slaves by both the Chinese and indigenous Taiwanese. The
British, Americans, and Prussians—this was before the emergence of the Ger-
man state—all dispatched naval expeditions to Taiwan in the 1850s to search
for their nationals reputedly being held as slaves, but they had no success.
There was much public criticism in Europe and America of the leaders of these
expeditions for not being diligent or courageous enough in searching for the
prisoners. One who came under criticism for his lack of diligence was a cer-
tain Captain Abbot of the U.S.S. Macedonian, which was detached from the
fleet of Commodore Matthew Perry’s “Black Ships” then attempting to estab-
lish contact with Japan. Abbot was pilloried in the popular press for apparently
having relied on fruitless inquiries by his Chinese steward before deciding
there were no imprisoned Americans to be found. However, Abbot did man-
age to make a thorough survey of the coal deposits on Taiwan in the neigh-
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borhood of Keelung, where he landed, so the mission was not a total failure.
Abbot’s report was so favorable that Perry, when he got back to the United
States, wrote a recommendation to the secretary of state pointing out that Tai-
wan was very attractive as a site for an American Far East trading center and
advocated occupation of the island. Civil war was looming in America and
Washington was in no mood to contemplate foreign adventures. Perry’s views
did, however, arouse much more interest in Europe and in Japan.

All these incidents and many similar ones on the mainland were added to
the catalogue of perceived acts of violence and duplicity by China against for-
eign traders and missionaries. The lust to finish the work of knocking down
China’s barriers to the activities of foreigners begun in the First Opium War
grew beyond reason. The strength of the passion is obvious in the frailty of the
excuse that set off the next war. On October 8, 1856, Chinese officials in
Guangzhou boarded a Chinese junk, the Arrow, that they believed was smug-
gling opium. The junk was registered with the British in Hong Kong and flew
the Union Jack. In the course of searching the Arrow the Chinese officials
hauled down the Union Jack. When reports of the incident arrived in Hong
Kong, there was consternation among the colony’s merchant opium dealers.
This, they held, was a gross insult by the Chinese to the British flag and a clear
challenge to the protection guaranteed all those who sailed under the Red En-
sign. The British were joined by the French, who used the excuse of the mur-
der of one of their missionaries a few months before to become involved. They
captured Guangzhou in December 1856. It was another swift victory and dis-
play of the weakness of imperial China against the modern armies of Europe.
The court in Beijing was presented with the Treaty of Tientsin, which required
the opening up of scores of ports to trade, freedom for missionary work, the
exclusion of foreigners from Chinese law, and legalized dealing in opium. It
was more than the court in Beijing could bear. In 1858 the emperor refused
to ratify the treaty. Retribution was as swift as the first invasion and even more
devastating. British and French troops marched on and captured Beijing in
1860 and then, in an act of outlandish cultural desecration, looted and burned
the Summer Palace. The Treaty of Tientsin was ratified.

Under the terms of the treaty China was required to open four of the ports
on Taiwan as well as allow missionaries to propagate Christianity on the island.
The port of Tamsui was opened to foreign merchants in 1862, Keelung in
1863, and Anping (now a suburb of Tainan) and Takao (now Kaohsiung) in
1864. It was the British who led the pack of industrialized nations eager to
take advantage of the opportunity when the gates of Taiwan were opened to
trade. Soon after the ratification of the treaty, Robert Swinhoe, then based in
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Xiamen, was posted to the island, where he took up lodgings in Taiwanfu. Ill-
ness forced him to leave the island shortly after his arrival in July 1861, but he
recovered and returned in December, convinced he should establish the British
consulate either in Tamsui in the north or Takao in the south. The silting up
of the harbors around Anping and Taiwanfu was killing trade in that part of
the island. Swinhoe opted for Tamsui and first camped for a year on a British
receiving ship—essentially a floating warehouse considered safer from theft
and riot than storage space ashore. He then managed to get permanent occu-
pation of the old Spanish fort Santo Domingo, and this remained the British
consulate on Taiwan until 1972. Once in Tamsui Swinhoe quickly realized
that a lot of trade deals were done farther up river at Banka, now part of the
capital Taipei, and a British subconsulate was opened there in 1862.

Formal arrangements like treaties and consulates very often follow pat-
terns of contact and commerce that are already established. European and
American merchants were doing some trade with Taiwan before the Treaty of
Tientsin, but not much. Most of the commerce appears to have been in the
hands of an American called Mooney who exported camphor, tea, sugar, and
rice. But he only imported opium from his receiving ship anchored off An-
ping. After the treaty and the opening of the four ports Mooney found him-
self facing a good deal of competition in the drug trade. More and more of
Taiwan’s products were exported, but there remained only one substantial im-
port: opium. This free-for-all rocked Taiwan’s already cantankerous society,
and the sense of violation was heightened by the busy work of the Christian
missionaries. The Qing authorities had trouble with the British merchants,
who scrambled to avoid the rules on dealing in camphor, still a government
monopoly. And several missionaries were roughed up by Taiwanese, both abo-
rigines and Chinese, who objected to the persistence of the door-to-door sales-
men of Christianity. The emperor’s officials on the island had no more power
to control and regulate the unruly foreigners than did their counterparts on
the mainland. In 1868 the foreign powers forced another treaty on Beijing
that included provisions to end the government camphor monopoly, allow
foreign merchants to travel freely on Taiwan, and forbid what the document
described as “slanderous talk” against Christianity.

The Treaty of Tientsin opened Taiwan not only to merchants and preach-
ers but also to the gunboats of the foreign powers. The gunboats, their arma-
ments, and marines became the court of final appeal for foreign traders and
missionaries who got into trouble on Taiwan. In 1868 a British gunboat was
dispatched to Tamsui after a patriotic mob had barred two agents of Dodd and
Company from taking up residence in a house they had leased in Banka. The
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local magistrate reluctantly agreed to punish the mob leaders. In the same year
two British gunboats shelled Fort Zeelandia, and marines were landed both at
Anping and Takao after a number of attacks on missionaries and Christian
churches in southern Taiwan. Sometimes, but only very occasionally, the for-
eign consuls and their gunboats actually backed the Qing authorities against
encroachments by their nationals. Supporting the orders of Chinese officials,
in 1869 a British gunboat was sent to the eastern coast near Nanao to dis-
mantle a colony established by a German opium merchant and a British cam-
phor trader. The two complied after the show of force.

Among these foreign, armed interventions the so-called Rover Incident
stands out because it introduced to Taiwan the American consul in Xiamen,
General Charles Le-Gendre. He became the architect of Japan’s acquisition of
Taiwan as a colony in 1895 and was even at one point promised appointment
as governor of the island for the Japanese. In March 1867 the American barque
Rover was driven onto rocks off Hengchun at the southwestern tip of Taiwan.
The captain, his wife, and the crew were able to escape the sinking ship in
lifeboats, but they landed on Taiwan’s southeastern shore in the territory of the
Kaolut tribe. The tribal warriors swept out of the forest and killed all the sur-
vivors except a Chinese sailor who hid at the first sign of the attack. The sailor
managed to get to Takao, where he informed the British vice-consul what had
happened. A message was sent to the American senior diplomat in Beijing, who
requested that a British gunboat investigate the incident. A gunboat, the Cor-
morant, sailed from Takao to the Kaolut territory and sent out a landing party,
which was attacked by warriors. The British seamen were too few to respond
effectively. They retreated to their ship and shelled the native village. Le-Gen-
dre in Xiamen and American diplomats in Beijing first pressed the Chinese au-
thorities for urgent action against the Kaolut, because there was still some hope
that members of the Rover’s crew were alive and being held prisoner. The Chi-
nese said they had no authority over the aboriginal areas of Taiwan and declined
to get involved. Washington was equally reluctant to intervene, but finally in
June 1867 Le-Gendre was assigned two ships, the Hartford and Wyoming, to-
gether with 181 officers, sailors, and marines. This expedition fared no better
than had the British. The Americans found progress through the jungle and
mountainous terrain difficult. They were under almost constant sniper fire
from concealed native warriors whose weapons, luckily, were more an irritation
than a serious threat. Only one officer was killed. But the Americans decided
their task was impossible and withdrew.

Le-Gendre, however, was determined to deal with the Kaolut. In Septem-
ber 1867 he badgered the Qing authorities at Taiwanfu into agreeing to send
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a considerable force of Chinese soldiers to the Kaolut territory. From Le-
Gendre’s description of what followed it is unlikely the Chinese seriously in-
tended to follow through on their promise. He received lavish greetings and
hospitality when he arrived at Taiwanfu and then reviewed the troops who
were to be sent on the mission. But when Le-Gendre suggested that, as every-
thing seemed to be ready, the troops should leave right away and that he would
accompany them, there was consternation among the Chinese officials. The
American general speculated the Chinese plan was to pack him off back to Xi-
amen, well feasted, and then to send the heads of some aborigines to the
provincial governor a while later with the message that retribution had been
exacted. Actually going on an expedition into the territory of the Taiwan abo-
rigines was not part of the plan.

Under a torrent of badgering from Le-Gendre the Chinese finally decided
they’d better send the expedition into the mountains. But there was no en-
thusiasm for the venture and Le-Gendre showed little surprise in his subse-
quent report that the Chinese foray was defeated by the jungle, mountainous
terrain, and hidden enemy just as the Americans and British had been. After
this failure Le-Gendre tried another tack. He spent time seeking out and cul-
tivating intermediaries so that he was able to arrange a meeting with the chief
of the Kaolut, Tooke-tok. The American general and the headhunter chieftain
struck up a friendship, and Le-Gendre concluded an agreement that the Kao-
lut would not only not kill shipwrecked crews in their territory but would care
for them and help them to safety. The Kaolut firmly adhered to their side of
the bargain.

It was on the basis of this special relationship Le-Gendre developed with
the Kaolut that the Japanese hired him when the crew of one of their merchant
ships was massacred by another southern Taiwanese tribe, the Botan, in De-
cember 1871.

The events that led from the wreck of the Japanese ship, a large fishing and
trading vessel, are highly significant in the story of Taiwan in the late nine-
teenth century and, indeed, into the first half of the twentieth century. This
incident led to Chinese tacit admission that Japan had sovereignty over the
Ryukyu Islands, which had previously sent tribute to the emperors in both
Beijing and Tokyo. Beijing also admitted that its sovereignty over Taiwan ex-
tended only to the western, flatlands third of the island. This confession re-
mains one of the arguments put forward today by Taiwanese independentists
to counter Communist China’s claim to historic ownership of the island.
Japan’s large military expedition to Taiwan in 1874 was not only its first ex-
periment in acting like a European power after the Meiji Restoration and its
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accompanying industrial revolution, it was a practice run for its colonial ex-
pansion a decade later into China, Korea, and Taiwan itself. The firsthand ex-
perience of Japan’s new capabilities against the Botan moved factions in
Beijing to belatedly attempt their own modernization program. This led to
Taiwan being separated administratively from Fujian and being designated a
province in its own right. There was also a brief period of modernization on
Taiwan, when the island’s development far outstripped mainland China. This
in turn fostered the first stirrings of the modern awareness of a distinct and
separate Taiwanese identity. And that bred the declaration of the Taiwan Re-
public in 1895, which survived for only a few months before being crushed by
the Japanese army.

That is a large blast of history to fill the sails of one Ryukyuan fishing boat,
the Miyako. The ship had a crew of 69 and it ran aground near Hengchun on
the western coast of Taiwan’s southern tip on December 18, 1871. Three
sailors drowned in the wreck and 66 made it to shore in the territory of the
Botan. Of the survivors 54 were killed by Botan warriors and 12 managed to
escape to Fangshan, about 20 miles to the north, where they arrived on Janu-
ary 1, 1872. The 12 sailors finally made it home to the Ryukyu Islands in the
spring. There they told their story to the local dignitary, the satsuma, and
asked for compensation and future protection. The satsuma then made a de-
cision that affected the future course of the Ryukyu Islands’ history. He sent
the sailors’ petition to Tokyo, not to Beijing. The Tokyo government was de-
lighted to receive this indication that the Ryukyus were acknowledging Japan-
ese sovereignty. In October 1872 the islands were incorporated in the Japanese
empire as a prefecture.

After the arrival of Commodore Matthew Perry and his fleet in Tokyo
Bay in 1854, the Japanese court looked out on the world for the first time in
two hundred years and decided it would like to be part of it. But Japan
wanted to be part of the world only on its own terms. That, it envisaged,
meant accepting the benefits of western industrialization, but not the western
cultural influences that, going by their activities in China, the Europeans and
Americans insisted were part of the package. Japan launched into its own vi-
sion of modern Asian imperialism with the Meiji Restoration in 1868. Gain-
ing territory and resources was part of the imperial Japanese calculation from
the start. The envelopment of the Ryukyu Islands not only had merit in it-
self, but was also a stepping-stone on the way to the greater prize of Taiwan.
But Japan was new to the European game of imperial conquest. It was nei-
ther sure of the rules nor certain how the other players would react. Tokyo
therefore moved cautiously. It first sent its consul at Xiamen, Kabayama
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Sukenori, and a student, Mizuno Jyun, to Taiwan as “spies,” according to a
Japanese account. With them went the now retired American general and
consul Charles Le-Gendre to investigate the situation on the island. Le-
Gendre was hired on a retainer of 12,000 yen a year because of his experience
with the Kaolut tribe, neighbors of the Botan. The Japanese court then took
the occasion of the accession of the Kuang-hsu emperor in May 1873 to send
an ambassador to Beijing with the aim of testing the Chinese waters regard-
ing Taiwan. With the ambassador, Soejima Taneomi, went Le-Gendre and
Yanagihara Sakimitsu, who had experience negotiating with the Chinese.
Yanagihara was sent to the Chinese foreign ministry, the Tsungli Yamen, to
see how Beijing would react to a Japanese punitive expedition against the
Botan. The Japanese emissary was told clearly by the Beijing officials that
China regarded the aboriginal territory on Taiwan as outside its jurisdiction.
Beijing would take no responsibility for what happened there and would not
punish the tribe for past or future offenses.

Tokyo chose to see Beijing’s disavowal of responsibility as tacit agreement
that Japan could take any action it chose in eastern Taiwan. It also took Bei-
jing’s stance to be acknowledgment of Japan’s sovereignty over the Ryukyu Is-
lands. With these formalities successfully completed Japan wasted no time in
preparing its expedition to Taiwan. The Bureau of Taiwan Barbarian Territory
Affairs was set up in some secrecy because Tokyo was still unsure how the Eu-
ropean powers would react to what it was about to do. In charge of the bureau
and of planning and leading the expedition was an army lieutenant general,
Saigo Tsugumichi, with Okuma Shigenobu as his assistant and Le-Gendre in
the background as principal adviser. There were other American hired guns
too. Lieutenant Commander Douglas Cassel of the United States Navy was
taken into the Japanese service with the rank of commodore, and a lieutenant
in the United States Army Engineers, James Wasson, was made a colonel in
the Japanese army.

Japan’s efforts to keep their preparations secret were doomed, especially
in the gossipy atmosphere of the port city of Nagasaki, from where the en-
terprise to Taiwan was to be launched. Not least of the telltale signs that
something big was up was that Japan had no transport ships large enough to
carry the 3,600 troops of the expeditionary force and their equipment to Tai-
wan. They needed to charter transport ships, and that inevitably aroused in-
terest and rumors. Saigo and his team arranged to charter the British
steamship Yorkshire and with the backing of the local American diplomat also
booked the Pacific Mail Company ship New York. Then, for some reason that
has never been explained, the American diplomat, a Mr. Bingham, recanted
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on previous support for the Japanese enterprise. He objected to Americans
taking part in the expedition without the written permission of China and he
worked successfully behind the scenes to make sure the New York was not
available. The loss of the American ship was a blow to Saigo’s plans and when
the expedition finally left in mid-April 1874, the hastily acquired second ship
was too small and crowded. Fortunately for Saigo the weather was calm. The
Japanese called first at Xiamen, where they staged a full rehearsal of their
planned landing on Taiwan. They landed on May 7 at Hengchun, where they
set up their base camp.

The setting up of the headquarters camp immediately revealed some seri-
ous weaknesses in Japan’s first outing as an imperial military power. Eyewitness
accounts by Europeans and Americans say the Japanese had learned contem-
porary infantry tactics and the use of weapons well enough.3 They had not
paid the same attention to all the organizational matters of transportation,
communications, and supply—command and control in modern military jar-
gon—essential to keeping an effective army in the field. Part of the Japanese
problem was cultural. Soldiers were traditionally a superior class in Japan,
meaning they were above doing menial tasks or manual labor. This meant that
on landing they had to recruit from among the local aborigines a labor force
about equal in size to the 3,600 men of the expeditionary force. There were
days of bargaining with local villagers before a labor force was assembled, but
it never worked very effectively and it was two weeks before Saigo was ready
to move against the Botan.

There were eighteen tribes in the vicinity of the Japanese landing, of
which the Botan were only one, though marginally the largest. In the early
days after the Japanese arrival a good deal of information was gathered about
these tribes, many of which quickly made peace pacts or succumbed after
brief skirmishes. The Japanese soon discovered that the aborigine population
of the area was far smaller than anticipated. The Botan and their close allies
could muster only four hundred warriors at most. The Japanese came upon
the main Botan village on June 22, fought a brisk skirmish with the warriors,
and burned the village.

The irony was that on the way to the Botan village the Japanese came
across the graves of the Miyako crew, whose deaths had justified the invasion.
From local people the Japanese learned what had happened. The Botan had
captured the crew, and thinking they were Chinese, had taken them to the
nearest Chinese-speaking village in the hopes of getting a reward. The Chinese
didn’t recognize the Ryukyuans and were not inclined to give the $100 the
Botan were demanding in ransom. This attitude did not change when the
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Botan threatened to kill the Ryukyuans on the spot unless the money was
paid. With no money forthcoming the Botan carried out their threat. Indeed,
some reports say the Chinese joined in the slaughter.

By the end of June 1874 the purposes of the Japanese expedition had
been achieved, but Saigo showed no inclination to take his army home. Chi-
nese officials began to be concerned that Saigo intended to capture the
whole of Taiwan. Many diplomatic protests were sent to the Japanese, and
the authorities in Fujian dispatched reinforcements of five hundred men and
some light artillery to their Taiwan garrison. Patriotic excitement was
aroused in both Japan and China. For a while this fervor spawned street
demonstrations both in Japan and Xiamen as a general war between the two
countries seemed imminent.

Of particular concern to the Chinese was the involvement of the Ameri-
cans with the Japanese expedition. Charles Le-Gendre had stayed in Nagasaki
at the time of the invasion, partly to manage the resupply of Saigo’s forces and
partly because of Washington’s unease about his involvement. But because of
Le-Gendre’s former official position as Washington’s consul, the Chinese
found it hard to believe his involvement didn’t signify American backing for
the Japanese enterprise. To try to calm Chinese fears the American consul in
Xiamen went so far as to print and widely distribute a handbill calling on all
Americans involved to withdraw from the Japanese armed expedition. There
were, of course, only three Americans involved and they took no notice. Wash-
ington’s sensitivity toward China, or at least that of its diplomats in Fujian, can
be seen in what happened to Le-Gendre in July. He was sent to China by the
Japanese as part of a diplomatic team dispatched to try to come to some peace
settlement with the governor of Fujian. But when he arrived in Xiamen, Le-
Gendre was forcibly detained by a marshal attached to the American consulate
with the assistance of marines from the U.S.S. Yantic and sent under guard to
Shanghai. Cooler heads prevailed in Shanghai and he was released. Le-Gendre
then joined up with Japanese diplomats heading for Beijing to try to negoti-
ate a settlement. Talks went on for three months and an agreement was finally
reached with the Chinese foreign ministry on October 31. China gave in on
every point. It acknowledged Japan’s right to protect its subjects and to seek
redress for those harmed in the aboriginal part of Taiwan outside Chinese con-
trol. At the same time China promised in future to exercise control over those
eastern areas of the island. China also agreed to pay 500,000 ounces of silver,
100,000 of which was compensation to the families of the Japanese sailors
killed by the Botan, and the rest as recompense to Japan for the roads and
buildings it had constructed during its Taiwan expedition. General Saigo left
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Taiwan with his whole force on December 3, 1874, and ten days later was re-
ceived in Tokyo “with much honor and distinction.”

The results of Japan’s Botan expedition and China’s acceptance of Tokyo’s
terms reinforced the weak and feeble image of the Beijing court. The “sick
man of Asia” could not fight and would always give in. This perception some-
times led to miscalculations by the foreign powers and the underestimation of
efforts that were being made by some Chinese officials to reform and mod-
ernize China. The Japanese incursion on Taiwan troubled senior Chinese offi-
cial Shen Pao-chen, the architect of China’s attempts to build a modern navy.
When the Sino-Japanese agreement over the Botan Affair was signed in 1874,
Shen urged the court to take Taiwan more seriously. He volunteered to make
an inspection of the island and to recommend a program for its reform and
development. Shen’s report was politely received and then shelved. But it did
have a profound influence on officials and literati on Taiwan. So when France
picked a quarrel with China in 1884 and decided to use Taiwan as a bargain-
ing chip, it found itself dealing with a rather more robust society than the sur-
render-prone court on the mainland.

James Davidson, writing in 1903 on the basis of eyewitness accounts of
the French invasion, said: “The campaign was unique in that foreign forces
were not always the victors and that France, one of the greatest military pow-
ers in the world, was forced to admit that the actual results of the campaign
frequently failed to correspond with the carefully laid plans, that the antici-
pated victories, in at least two instances, were victories for the Chinese.”4

The French failures, Davidson continued, were due to “the mistaken judg-
ment of the French authorities, who were so convinced of the feebleness of
China as well as so over confident of their own strength that they endeavored
to carry on warfare, under the name of reprisals, with a small force and insuf-
ficient funds.”

The Franco-China war of 1884 grew out of France’s efforts to acquire
colonies and protectorates in eastern Southeast Asia—Cambodia, Vietnam,
and Laos—then called Annam. In the north of this region, called Cochin
China, and bordering China’s Yunnan province, there were frequent skir-
mishes between French and Chinese troops. Early in 1884 Paris and Beijing
signed an agreement aimed at lessening the tension, but the skirmishes con-
tinued. Both sides were to blame. For example in June 1884 the French cruiser
Volta sailed into Keelung harbor on Taiwan. The captain demanded a supply
of coal for his ship’s bunkers, and when the local Chinese officials were slow
in making the delivery he threatened to open fire on the harbor’s forts. On July
12 France sent an ultimatum to Beijing demanding implementation of the
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agreement as well as a large payment for recent injuries. When no immediate
response came from Beijing a squadron of 12 French warships sailed to the Fu-
jian provincial capital Fuzhou and bombarded the city on August 23. China
declared war on France.

The war was already well under way on Taiwan. Two small French war-
ships entered Keelung harbor on July 22 and on August 4 were joined by a
gunboat and the battleship La Galissoniere, under the command of Admiral
Sebastian Lespes. The admiral promptly demanded the surrender of the fort
commanding the harbor, which was armed with modern German Krupps
guns. When the Chinese refused, the French opened fire at a range of about
one thousand yards (one kilometer) and demolished it. French marines
landed, raised their flag over the ruins of the fort, and occupied parts of
Keelung. Chinese reinforcements were rushed from Tamsui and contained the
French advance. There was a stalemate for nearly a month with some small en-
gagements, but no decisive battles. Late in September the French senior ad-
miral Amede Courbet arrived at Keelung with 11 warships. He ordered Lespes
to attack Tamsui while he attempted to take Keelung. Courbet launched the
second assault on Keelung on October 11, but after a ten-hour battle the Chi-
nese managed to hold the French to a draw. Meanwhile Lespes had attacked
Tamsui on October 8. The French fared no better there. The defenders held
position after a six-hour battle. But in order to meet the threat to Tamsui the
Chinese had to divert troops from Keelung. With the defenses there weak-
ened, Courbet was able to take Keelung on November 2. There followed an-
other stalemate while the French enforced a blockade around Taiwan,
preventing reinforcements and munitions from reaching the Chinese. On
March 3, 1885, French troops from Keelung marched on Taipei, the trading
center inland from Tamsui. The French were stopped at the gates of the city
and after a two-week siege abandoned the attempt to take Taipei.

The man responsible for mounting the spirited Chinese defense against
the French was the governor of Fujian province, Liu Ming-chuan. He person-
ally led his troops in battle and marshaled them with a flexibility and imagi-
nation unusual if not unique among Chinese commanders of the time. But
Liu was an unusual man who, with the departure of the French, launched Tai-
wan on a decade of reform and construction that put the island at the fore-
front of Chinese modernization.
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Chapter Eleven

A  M O D E R N
P R O V I N C E

Liu Ming-chuan was undoubtedly clever enough to have taken the classic Chi-
nese scholastic route to advancement, position, and wealth. However, his
lowly birth on a small farm in Anhui province and lack of a source of funds
from family patronage precluded embarking on the lengthy and expensive
progression through the civil service examination process. Anyway, Liu was a
young man in a hurry and from the start demonstrated an impatience that was
both part of his genius and a political weakness. He chose the other well-worn
route to fame and fortune in China: that of the gangster warlord. In his late
teens Liu decided the life of a peasant farmer was not for him. He abandoned
the family plot of land and set off to seek his fortune in the big city of Luchow,
as the Anhui provincial capital was then called. Liu arrived as the provincial
governor T’ao Chu was trying to break the power of a small group of mer-
chants who had not only monopolized the salt trade but established hereditary
rights over this commerce. T’ao Chu directed that anyone could deal in salt so
long as they bought their supplies from the provincial government and paid
cash in advance. Liu, then 18 years old, saw an opportunity. He went into
business with the help of forged permits allowing the purchase of government
salt and the backing of a gang of armed youths he called the Band of Fiery In-
surgents, Ming-tzu Chun. Liu’s violent retainers dissuaded competition and
within a couple of years the young farm boy controlled the entire salt trade of
Luchow and the surrounding countryside.
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The outbreak of the Taiping rebellion in 1851 gave Liu the chance to
make another leap up his chosen path to advancement. He quickly made the
transition from local bandit and warlord to respected and loyal royal servant
much as Koxinga’s father, Iquan, had done three centuries before when he
changed titles from pirate chieftain to imperial admiral. When the Taiping
rebels advanced on Luchow in 1854, it was clear to everyone that the city’s
feeble garrison stood little chance of fending off an attack. Liu called on the
governor and suggested his Band of Fiery Insurgents be made into a local mili-
tia. The governor agreed and over the next seven years, in many campaigns
against the rebels, Liu showed himself to be a military leader of great talent. In
1862 Li Hung-chang, who was to become one of the most notable statesmen
of the last decades of the Qing empire, was delegated by Beijing to raise an
army to drive the remaining Taiping out of Anhui province. Li readily ac-
cepted Liu’s offer to amalgamate the Fiery Insurgents militia into his army and
from then on the farm boy–turned–gangster rose steadily in the official hier-
archy. Liu’s gift for military command was essential to a string of victories over
the rebels. Li Hung-chang was a generous patron and overlord. By the time
the Taiping rebels had been defeated, Liu he had acquired a multitude of hon-
ors and had been appointed a baron of the first class. He was only 31 years old.

Two portraits of Liu have come down to us. The earlier one shows the
buccaneer, the gambler, and the leader of men. There are the piercing, calcu-
lating eyes set off by a raffish drooping moustache and a goatee beard. In the
later picture the goatee has been shaved off, though the moustache remains.
The difference in the impression conveyed is striking. The face in the second
portrait is now serene, and one writer has described it as monklike.1 There is
certainly an ethereal, spiritual glow in the eyes not evident in the hard focus
of the first picture. Liu has achieved the Chinese ideal of putting far behind
him the cruel acts along his road to success and sits contented as an elderly
sage secure in the respect he commands.

By the mid-1860s Liu had become a gentleman. He abandoned banditry,
built himself a mansion on a country estate in Anhui, and for over ten years
led the life of a respected member of the landed gentry. He also set about ac-
quiring the education that had eluded him as a soldier, salt trade racketeer, and
farm boy. His home became a gathering place for local gentry and literati to
meet and debate the issues of the day.

Liu’s passage from bandit to scholar came at a time when China’s educated
and creative classes were much alarmed at the depredations of the western
powers and the affects of these intrusions not only on the country’s sovereignty
but also on its cultural sanctity. Liu’s thinking developed along the lines of the
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self-strengthening movement, which held that China should reassert itself by
adopting the benefits of western industrialization, especially military power,
but should hold fast to the Confucian pillars of social values and structure.
This movement closely followed the Meiji Reformation in Japan, where
western-style industrialization was being pursued without any ground being
given on the country’s cultural individuality or political sovereignty. Liu’s
chance to apply his new thinking came in 1880 when his old mentor, Li
Hung-chang, summoned him to Beijing. China had signed a treaty with Rus-
sia by which Moscow returned the far northwestern Xinjiang province, which
the Russians had occupied in 1871. The problem was Russia had refused to
give up the mountain passes leading to neighboring Russian-controlled
Turkestan. Control of the passes gave Russia effective continuing military
dominance over Xinjiang and the ability to sweep into China any time it
chose. Li thought Liu was the man to address the problem. Liu contemplated
the situation and decided that as there was no hope of dislodging the Russians
from the mountain passes by diplomacy, the answer was to deter Moscow by
ensuring China could speedily move large numbers of troops to the region if
need be. He advocated building railways from Beijing to the north and north-
west. The concept of locomotive transportation as a boon to trade—itself still
a despised activity—and the defense of the empire had not yet penetrated the
closed and intrigue-ridden world of the court behind the high walls of the For-
bidden City. Such assaults on the harmony of China’s mother earth, disturb-
ing the feng shui by the laying of steel track, cutting through her hills, and
tunneling through the mountain homes of sacred dragons, seemed more out-
landish and outrageous the deeper the message traveled into the mazelike mul-
titude of palace courtyards. By the time Liu’s recommendation reached the
heart of decision-making power it was beyond comprehension or contempla-
tion. A few courtiers who had traveled to Europe or North America spoke up
for Liu’s plan, but the tide of isolated conservatism was against him.

Disappointed and disgusted at the rejection, and with all it implied about
the chances of the court accepting notions of self-strengthening, Liu returned
to his country estate. However, rejection by the palace only increased Liu’s re-
solve to explore the concepts of modernization within a Confucian society. For
the next three years his country home became again a hotbed of debate on
ways and means to revive China. But when the call came again from Beijing
for Liu Ming-chuan’s services, it was his military talents the empire wanted. In
1884 France was making Taiwan a major theater in its war with China over
Indochina. Liu was appointed governor of Fujian with express responsibility
for trying to stop the French from grabbing Taiwan, then still administered as
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part of the mainland province. He arrived at Keelung on July 16, but decided
to make his headquarters at Taipei, the hub of the island’s north. When the
French attacked Keelung early in August, Liu led reinforcements to the port
and checked the assault. A second French attack in October was also blocked,
and although the French did eventually manage to capture Keelung, they were
never able to control a secure land base. They were equally unsuccessful in
their attempt to take Tamsui, Taiwan’s northwestern port, where European res-
idents commented on the extraordinary boost that Liu’s presence on the bat-
tlefield gave to the Chinese defenders’ morale. Liu’s personal leadership was
equally decisive when the French did finally manage to get a force through to
attack Taipei. The six hundred French marines and Foreign Legionnaires were
unable to mount a serious assault on Taipei’s defenses and retreated.

The Sino-French war petered out in July 1885 but it was a significant vic-
tory for Liu and his defenders. They had shown that properly armed, trained,
and motivated Chinese troops could match the best infantry soldiers that Eu-
rope had to offer. This was heartening news in Beijing, which for a decade had
been mulling over what to do about Taiwan. The Japanese punitive expedition
to southern Taiwan in 1874 had given Beijing a warning that despite its dis-
missal of the island as a barbaric outpost fit only as a place of exile for the em-
pire’s most useless officials, others saw it differently. The Japanese and now the
French perceived Taiwan’s strategic position not only on the trade route of
Asia, but as a base from which to be able to project power in the region. Shen
Pao-chen had, after the Japanese invasion, recommended that greater atten-
tion be paid to Taiwan. He continued making his arguments for a decade, and
in the aftermath of the French incursion his words began to gather a sympa-
thetic response in Beijing. In 1887 Taiwan was separated from Fujian and
made a province in its own right, with Liu Ming-chuan as its first governor.

The appointment gave Liu, for most practical purposes, his own princi-
pality. The sea was wide. The mountains were high. The emperor and the
numbing hand of the Beijing court were far away. Liu was now free to try to
put into effect the ideas of a modernized Confucian state he had marshaled
during his years of scholarly exile on his Anhui estate. He began by making an
imperial progression through his domain to see for himself the state of affairs
on Taiwan, to meet and measure the leaders of the island’s clans and families,
and to show himself to his subjects. Then, like many reformers before and
since, he let everyone know that a new era had dawned with a whirlwind of
name changes.

Liu had decided during his months of campaigning against the French
that the island’s capital was in the wrong place. Since the days of the Dutch
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the island’s administrative capital had been in the far south at Fort Zeelandia,
renamed Tung-tu by Koxinga and, in Liu’s day, known as Taiwanfu. This made
sense in the centuries when the main route to the island for trade or invasion
was across the stepping-stones of the Penghu Islands from Xiamen in Fujian
or up the Taiwan Strait from Southeast Asia. The emergence of Japan as a re-
gional power together with increasing trans-Pacific trade and the development
of the treaty ports such as Shanghai on China’s east coast required a change in
the center of defensive and administrative gravity on Taiwan.

For a while Liu contemplated moving the capital to present-day Taichung,
close to the center of Taiwan’s western plains. A town site was laid out with
streets on a grid system, walls and gates were built, and the imperial office
buildings, the yamen, were constructed. The new capital was even garrisoned
for a while. The cost overruns were huge, however. Liu felt forced to abandon
the project after it had cost a quarter of a million taels of silver and there was
no end in sight. He decided it would be more economic to adopt and expand
the existing small city and commercial center of Taipei, midway between the
two ports of Tamsui and Keelung. Taiwan became the name of the whole is-
land and, to avoid confusion, the southern city was renamed Tainan. The pre-
fecture around the city was called Anping.

These clear signs that a new and energetic hand was on the island’s tiller
were not welcomed immediately by the Taiwanese. They and their forebears
had come to Taiwan for the very purpose of escaping imperial officialdom.
During the two hundred years of Qing rule the corrupt and inefficient officials
dispatched by Beijing to Taiwan had often been a nuisance and sometimes a
menace. But they could usually be bought off or otherwise suborned. The so-
ciety that had evolved in this climate was, in the rural areas, a patchwork of
large landholdings controlled by extended families under the rule of warlords
and their household militias. Clashes between these clans over landholdings or
crucial water rights were frequent and sometimes developed into feuds that
went on for generations. In the towns special interests were just as firmly en-
trenched through trading guilds or other commerce monopolies. Throughout
Taiwanese society ran the influence of the triads, hovering on the cusp between
political, Ming dynasty loyalist secret societies and simple criminal gangs. There
was no significant transportation network on the island beyond some basic
footpaths, and there was little industry worthy of the name. The education sys-
tem and standards were well below those of the mainland, and administrative
officialdom was, of course, rotten to the core. Even this slipshod administration
reached less than half the island. The mountainous east remained the domain
of the aborigines who, when provoked, as frequently happened, would come
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swooping out of their hills to attack farmsteads and villages in search of plun-
der and trophy heads.

The primary task handed Liu by Beijing was to bolster the defense of the
island against any further encroachments by the foreign powers bent on nib-
bling away at China’s sovereignty. Strengthening Taiwan’s military capacity
was necessary not only to meet outside threats. The Taiwanese had an earned
and established reputation for being a rebellious lot, ready to rise up in arms
against authority at the slightest provocation. Liu’s task, then, was as much to
bring the islanders under effective authority as it was to deter invaders. The
island’s garrison had been cut almost in half, down to about 17,000 men,
after the Sino-French war. Liu immediately supplemented this force by re-
cruiting a 4,000-strong aborigine militia. This and the regular force were
both equipped with modern firearms, and foreign army officers were hired to
train them. In past emergencies, whether domestic or from outside, troops
and munitions had always had to be rushed from the mainland and often ar-
rived too late. Soon after his arrival in 1885 Liu ordered the construction of
two munitions factories, one to make artillery shells and the other rifle car-
tridges, as well as a gunpowder mill. These were all built and managed by for-
eign engineers. There were five fortresses on Taiwan when Liu assumed
control. All were improved soon after Liu’s appointment and modern artillery
bought from two of the leading gun makers of the time: Krupp of Germany
and Armstrong of Britain. The defenses of Keelung, Tainan, and Tamsui were
strengthened with the construction of two concrete gun batteries at each city.
Four batteries were built to protect the southern port of Takao, now Kaohsi-
ung, and three were constructed on Penghu. Liu wanted to develop a small
navy for the defense of Taiwan and its associated islands. He petitioned Bei-
jing to be allowed to buy four warships and six torpedo gunboats but was
turned down. The new capital, Taipei, was built within formidable defensive
walls mounted with heavy guns. Behind this medieval aspect, however, Liu
indulged his passion for modernity. Taipei was set out as a functional capital
without all the frippery of imperial decoration common to government es-
tablishments on the mainland. Liu’s ideas of imperial display turned in other
directions. As a symbol of his modernizing enlightenment Liu in 1887 turned
on in Taipei the first electric street lights anywhere in China. This was,
though, one example of Liu’s enthusiasm exceeding his grasp. The street
lights were found to be too expensive to run and after a while were discon-
nected, though electric lights continued to burn brightly outside the main
government yamen. Liu insisted that most of Taipei’s streets should be paved.
Those that were not fully surfaced were given several parallel tracks of long
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stones laid end to end. These were to allow the easy use of another Liu inno-
vation, rickshaws, the two-wheeled, two-seater elegant buggies pulled by a
struggling coolie peasant that were until very recently ubiquitous in Asia. For
the first few years Liu paid for this, Taipei’s first taxicab service, out of his own
pocket. Then he turned the rickshaws over to the coolies who pulled them,
perhaps Taiwan’s first service industry privatization.

Even the best troops and guns are largely useless without effective means
of transportation and communications. Liu swiftly began applying the rec-
ommendations he had made after 1871 for the defense of Xinjiang. In an un-
usual burst of foresight among Qing officialdom, in 1876 the then governor
of the island and Fujian province, Ting Jih-ch’ang, had authorized the laying
of a telegraph cable from the then capital, Taiwanfu, north to Changhua in
the central plain. Liu Ming-chuan ordered the cable extended to his new cap-
ital, Taipei, where a training center for telegraph operators was opened. This
line was completed in 1888. This link was then extended to the port of
Keelung. A cable-laying steam ship, the Feicheu, was bought and in 1887 a
submarine telegraph line was laid from Tainan to the Penghu Islands. Under
the direction of a Danish engineer, Emanuel Hansen, the Penghu Islands
were then linked to Sharp Peak at the mouth of the Min River on the main-
land in 1888. Instant communication was possible between Taiwan and
China for the first time.

Rough cart tracks and footpaths were the only roads around western Tai-
wan when Liu became governor. They made for arduous travel at the best of
times. During the monsoons or typhoons the tracks became impassable. The
difficulties of communication within the island did much to foster the isola-
tion in which the power of district family warlords and clan groups flourished.
The lack of easy contact and intercourse among neighbors tended to sharpen
communal suspicions and frictions as well as diminish the effectiveness of cen-
tral authority. Liu, the modern Confucian, was determined to jerk the island
into the nineteenth century by building the most modern means of trans-
portation, railways, an innovation as yet unknown on the mainland, let alone
on Taiwan.

Liu’s plans for railways on Taiwan first had to overcome skepticism in Bei-
jing. He did this by pointing out that the moving of the capital to the interior
at Taipei necessitated a swift and reliable means of transportation. Beijing’s
agreement was grudging, but Liu got the approval he wanted. More difficult
to surmount was the strong devotion among islanders to feng shui, the belief
that the will of Heaven and its implications for humankind can be divined
from the Earth’s physical features and phenomena. Under these concepts, any
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disruption of the Earth by humans, from the siting of a house to the placing
of a grave, has an effect on the good fortune of the people involved. These no-
tions of harmony extend to the positioning of furniture within the home and
sometimes to convictions that can astonish non-Chinese. At Repulse Bay on
the south coast of Hong Kong’s Victoria Island is a large, upmarket block of
apartments some 30 stories high and built in the early 1990s. But in the mid-
dle of the block, which looks out over the South China Sea, is a large hole in
the building some four stories high and three apartments wide. This is so that
the dragon that lives in the hill behind the building can fly out unimpeded on
his regular sorties over the sea.

Liu would have been well aware that his plans to build a railway from
Taipei to the island’s most efficient port, Keelung, by carving through hills,
burrowing through mountains, and brushing aside the grave sites of ancestors
would arouse resentment. But he pressed ahead and even demonstrated his de-
termination to the islanders by accompanying the German engineer, a certain
Mr. Becker, as he pegged out the first four miles of the railway route to the
northeast of Taipei. The pegs proved to be the first problem for the foreign sur-
veyors and engineers, who had no authority over the soldiers and their officers
delegated by the governor to do the work of plotting the course of the railway.
The soldiers, who had not had their task fully explained to them, found the
pegs handy fuel for the campfires to cook their evening meals. Each evening
soldiers gathered up many pegs for their fires, which meant that much of the
day’s work had to be repeated the following morning. The soldier’s officers
were open to bribes from landholders unhappy at finding themselves in the
railway’s path. For the right payoff the officers would change the route of the
track with never a thought to the demands of engineering. The officers took
the moneymaking opportunities of this concept one step further and found
they could do excellent business by diverting the intended line of the railway
toward the land or family graves of a rich landlord. The landlord could then
be induced to pay for the line to turn away in another direction. This led to
some alarming twists and turns on the intended path of the railway. As the sol-
diers had no concept of what it was they were building—that the sweep of
curves and slope of gradients are critically important in railway construction—
but thought of the enterprise as simply a better kind of footpath, there was
much frustration among the foreign engineers. The foreigners’ only recourse
was to the soldiers’ generals, but they were inclined to side with their own men
and were undoubtedly taking a rake-off from the various rackets anyway. The
result was that work proceeded very slowly and was of poor quality. By the
spring of 1889 only 11 miles of the railway had been finished, and this was
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over the easiest terrain. The engineers then began to address the hills that sur-
round Keelung, and relations with the soldier laborers that had been merely
frustrating became tense in the extreme. There were constant arguments about
whether to negotiate hills with cheaper cuttings or more expensive tunnels.
The Chinese disliked using valuable timber to shore up excavations, with the
result that the cutting walls or tunnel roofs were constantly collapsing.
Drainage was a luxury that seemed superfluous to the Chinese, so there were
many wash-outs of the roadbed and then outbreaks of tropical diseases
spawned in stagnant water. Finally civilian laborers had to be brought in to re-
place dead or otherwise incapacitated soldiers. To excavate one tunnel through
a hill, teams started digging toward each other from either side. When both
got to the middle they found that one leg of the tunnel was 14 feet higher than
the other. Much of the roadbed work had to be redone when engineers found
curves and grades so sharp that no train could negotiate them. Liu, to save
money, insisted that only the minimum corrections be made. When the Japan-
ese took over Taiwan they rebuilt much of the line from scratch, but despite
its imperfections in October 1891 the first train ran the 20 miles from
Keelung to Taipei. By the end of the same year there was 20 miles of track run-
ning south from Taipei and two years later another 20 miles had been added
down to Hsinchu.

At Keelung the line ended, logically enough, at a new wharf in the harbor.
The trouble was that for some reason the dock and the railhead were at a point
where there was only three feet of water in the harbor at high tide. It would
need constant dredging of the harbor bottom to make the wharf functional. A
small dredger was bought and it puffed away ineffectually for a few years.
Meanwhile in Beijing an anxiety attack about the implications of moderniza-
tion had taken hold of senior officials at court. They argued that all these ex-
pensive improvements on Taiwan and especially at Keelung with its port,
railway, and nearby coal mines were likely to make the island even more at-
tractive to foreigners and thus more likely to inspire invasion than before. So
when the dredger expired of overwork and poor maintenance it was not re-
placed. No further work on Keelung was approved. Shipping dropped off so
that by 1894 months went by without a foreign trader calling at the port. Liu’s
railway became a passenger service only as there was no freight to haul, and
even then few people entrusted themselves to the hair-raising journey and un-
reliable timetable.

Liu Ming-chuan’s ambitions for Taiwan required revenue to support the
capital projects he undertook and the large number of mandarins and their
retinues involved in administering the island as a province. Liu also co-opted
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several local gentry family clans who were not only the de facto local govern-
ments but also controllers of household militias. Senior members of families
such as the Lins of Wu-feng and the Lins of Panch’iao were appointed to
quasi-governmental boards overseeing Liu projects for railway construction,
tax reform, and mining. Liu was now in a position too to dispense the kind of
patronage from which he had benefited in his youth. Several of the household
militias—the “braves” mustered by extended families in times of crisis—were
taken onto the public payroll as auxiliaries to the garrison.

While Taiwan had been a prefecture of Fujian it had received a grant of
660,000 Mexican dollars each year as a subsidy and there had been reason-
able and avoidable taxes on tea, camphor, opium, and salt. Mexican dollars,
introduced as the currency of Spain’s trans-Pacific trade, were much favored
by Chinese because of the purity of the silver. There were also land taxes, but
large landowners easily evaded these by passing them on to tenant farmers.
Soon after his arrival in 1885 Liu ordered a reassessment of land and the tax
regime. Many major landowners were gathered into the revenue net so that
money from this source increased more than two and a half times. Liu or-
dered the tightening up of collection of import, export, and transit taxes on
goods known as likin. Tea and camphor, which were the main products in the
north, had been subject to likin before, and even though Taiwanese didn’t like
the new efficiency in tax collection, their unhappiness went no further than
grumbling. The northerners did come close to the breaking point, however,
when Liu attempted to impose the likin on goods leaving the treaty ports
open to foreign traders, like Keelung and Tamsui, and destined for other is-
land, nontreaty ports. Opposition was so intense that Liu withdrew the meas-
ure for a while but managed to reintroduce it without incident when tempers
had cooled.

Hardest hit by the new regime of efficient tax collection were the south-
ern sugar producers, on whose exports the likin was imposed for the first time.
As was their habit, the central and southern Taiwanese did not take this qui-
etly. Much of this region of Taiwan became an area where Liu traveled with
some trepidation and only when necessary. On one occasion in Tainan an
angry mob kept Liu a virtual prisoner in his yamen government office for sev-
eral days. After his release he never went back to Tainan again.

In the past such incidents would have led to violent government reprisals,
the capture and execution of the riot leaders, and probably the leaders’ family
suffering for several generations the stigma of being traitors or rebels. That
didn’t happen after the Tainan incident, and, in general, Liu showed unusual
tolerance for the criticism that was leveled at him. He was the constant target
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of satirical poems on wall posters, but he took no notice. Some dissenters were
not content to just paste up acid rhymes. On one occasion, when Liu threw a
party to mark his mother’s birthday, protestors gathered at the gate of his
house and gave guests handbills on which was written a poem decrying the ex-
travagance. But more than any other governor of Taiwan before and most of
them since, Liu understood the benefit of allowing Taiwanese to vent their
strongly held views.

Liu’s tolerance of dissent and his vigorous pursuit of modernization on
Taiwan caught the attention of many devotees of the self-strengthening move-
ment among the literati-gentry on the mainland. There was a steady trickle of
such intellectuals to the hospitable atmosphere of Taiwan and away from the
stultifying and often dangerous attitudes toward free thinkers on the main-
land. This intellectual accumulation was to become significant a few years later
when it provided the impetus for the short-lived Taiwan Republic.

During the six years of Liu Ming-chuan’s tenure there were no serious out-
breaks of violent unrest among the island’s Chinese colonists, one of the few
periods in Taiwanese history of which that can be said. It was not, though, a
period of peace and repose. James Davidson, an eyewitness, says that after Liu
was made governor in 1885, his determination to gain “control over the sav-
ages” led to “greater bloodshed during those few years than there had been for
a considerable period of time.”2

There is some dissent among historians about this aspect of Liu’s rule.
Davidson, who was there, is uncompromising in his criticism. Johanna Men-
zel Meskill in her history of the Lin family of Wu-feng tends toward David-
son’s view, but without his sense of outrage.3 Some authors adopt the gilded
view that Liu set out in his memoriam to the Beijing court: His campaigns re-
sulted in 478 aboriginal villages, 88,000 people—out of a total island popula-
tion at the time of 200,000 aborigines—coming under provincial authority.4

Liu also claimed that as a result 250,000 mou of land, nearly 38,000 acres,
were brought under rice cultivation both by subdued aborigines and Chinese
settlers. It is highly debatable whether this was true. Liu’s greatest fans, such as
William Goddard, make the ultimate act of generosity by omitting any men-
tion of the governor’s campaigns against Taiwan’s indigenous peoples.5

Liu began his drive against the aborigines in the autumn of 1885, soon
after his arrival as governor. There were several reasons why Liu saw suppres-
sion of the tribes as a pressing matter. The presence of the unassimilated in-
digenous people was undoubtedly a hindrance to development. Their control
of large tracts of the fertile but uncultivated western plains limited the expan-
sion of rice and sugar production. The scarcity of land was a constant cause of
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fighting and skirmish wars between family clans. Opening up more land for
Chinese settlement would relieve these pressures and lessen the reasons for in-
ternal strife. Tense relations on the frontier in the foothills between Chinese
and the indigenous tribes, together with the aborigines’ habit of swooping
down on Chinese villages to gather trophy heads when passions boiled over,
made harvesting of the camphor forests a perilous occupation. Beyond these
considerations, the existence of these wild, untamed peoples offended Liu’s
sense of order and modernity.

The first campaign against the aborigines, lasting six months over the win-
ter of 1885–86, gave Liu a spirit of false optimism. Liu advanced into plains
and low hill country southeast of Taipei while family militia led by Lin Ch’ao-
tung, current strongman of the Lins of Wu-feng in the upper valley of the Ta-
tu River inland from Changhua, marched northeast in a pincer movement.
The tribes encountered by the converging Chinese forces mostly had a long
history of living in close proximity to the settlers. When Liu offered them an
arrangement whereby they would receive a monthly retainer of rice worth a
Mexican silver dollar for every aborigine who engaged in agricultural work,
they readily agreed. In return the tribes would stop killing Chinese. Several ac-
counts say most of the tribes submitted en masse and the pacification cam-
paign rapidly became more of a triumphal procession. This was deceptive,
however. The less amenable braves fled up into the higher hills and mountains,
where they nursed and instilled in the local tribes great animosity against the
traitorous actions of their brethren. The aborigines who had surrendered to
Liu, “cooked savages” as the Chinese described them at the time, found them-
selves caught between the ever-encroaching settlers and their own bitter rela-
tives, who took every opportunity for murderous retribution.

Later in 1886 another expedition was sent inland from Changhua to try
to pacify aborigines who had been disrupting the camphor industry in the
hill forests. This campaign by 1,500 Chinese troops and militia lasted two
months and was only a series of skirmishes that in no way achieved the ob-
jective of making the forests safe. Even so, the Chinese lost 500 men, a third
of their force.

Lin Ch’ao-tung led a contingent of his family militia on this campaign.
The tribal warriors became adept at silently and invisibly surrounding Chinese
detachments in the mountain forests and then rushing out to fight at close
quarters where the advantage of the Chinese firearms was minimized. In one
such maneuver Lin and his men were besieged on a mountaintop for ten days.
They managed to get word of their predicament out to the family enclave at
Wu-feng, where Ch’ao-tung’s feisty wife levied fresh troops. She led the mis-
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sion herself, broke the siege, and rescued her husband. The dashing young
woman, wearing a white dress and galloping through the hills on a white stal-
lion to save her threatened lover, has, understandably, become an indelible
image in the island’s story.

While these expeditions were under way in 1886, a large military force
was sent to Ilan on the island’s east coast with the intention of attacking the
aborigine problem from both sides. There were setbacks from the start. Early
in 1887 about 400 soldiers, including a general, were killed in battles with
tribal warriors and reinforcements had to be sent. There were months of
skirmishes and battles. Among the dead in these engagements was the
nephew of Liu Ming-chuan. The nephew, named Lau, led a party of 180
Chinese soldiers into the aboriginal district south of Ilan. One night while
Lau’s contingent was camped, about 1,000 aborigines surrounded the Chi-
nese. All the Chinese were killed except three soldiers who managed to es-
cape and tell the story.

Liu Ming-chuan conducted the campaigns against Taiwan’s indigenous
peoples with his customary dedication and enthusiasm. His troops were
equipped with the most modern weapons he could acquire, including land
mines, mortars, and the precursor of the machine gun, the Gatling gun. But
even with this superiority in weapons, Liu’s troops never came close to achiev-
ing their objective. With the costs of his pacification expeditions rising and
pressing demands on the provincial revenue for development projects on the
western, ethnic Chinese, portion of Taiwan, Liu quietly abandoned the forays
into the hills. As has been mentioned, he took the precaution of first declar-
ing victory in a memorandum to Beijing, but all he had really achieved was in-
flaming anti-Chinese sentiments among the indigenous peoples.

After 1887, when Liu abandoned his forward policy, warfare in the bor-
der areas between the aborigines and the Chinese settlers was more or less con-
tinuous. There were atrocities on both sides, though the aborigines usually
restricted their butchery to the time-honored custom of collecting heads. The
Taiwanese also took to collecting heads, according to Davidson, and display-
ing them in their villages.6 Taiwanese despoliation of aboriginal bodies, how-
ever, went well beyond that. Writing soon after the events he describes,
Davidson said the bodies of slain aborigines were cut up and eaten by the Chi-
nese. “The kidney, liver, heart and soles of the feet were considered the most
desirable portions, and were ordinarily cut up into very small pieces, boiled
and eaten somewhat in the form of soup,” he wrote. “The Chinese profess to
believe, in accordance with an old superstition, that the eating of savage flesh
will give them strength and courage.” He says the flesh of aborigines was sold
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openly in markets on Taiwan and even sent for sale to Xiamen on the main-
land. Davidson was appalled and he concluded: “The Chinese ordinarily de-
served all the punishment they received from the savages. Their treatment of
these children of the forest was always cruel in the extreme. Contracts were
made which were never intended to be fulfilled, and all the deceitful tricks that
cunning Chinese could contrive to deprive them, not only of property but
even of life, were played upon the ignorant savages.”7

Liu’s unsuccessful campaigns against the indigenous Taiwanese were a
bounty to his enemies in Beijing. They mistrusted his tolerant attitude toward
his Taiwanese subjects and his passion for the benefits of western industrial-
ization. Liu found dealing with the court more and more frustrating. When in
1889 Beijing objected to a contract he had signed with a British company to
improve coal production near Keelung, he was censured and had his title of
governor removed by the Board of Punishment, though he was allowed to re-
main in his post on probation. Liu at this time was suffering increasingly from
recurrent malaria and in 1891 was ordered to return to the mainland. He ap-
pears to have regarded the order as a relief. He applied to be allowed to retire,
which was approved, and he spent his last years at his house in Anhui. He died
in January 1896 soon after Taiwan had been ceded to the Japanese under the
Treaty of Shimonoseki, which ended the Sino-Japanese war.

Liu Ming-chuan was replaced as governor of Taiwan in 1891 by Shao Yu-
lien, a man about whom no historians have much to say and what they do say
is not to his credit. He is typically dismissed as a weak man more attracted to
the comforts of office than continuing Liu’s reform agenda. Those were un-
doubtedly the qualities that attracted Shao to the men who appointed him in
Beijing. Shao held the governorship for only three years and when ordered, in
the summer of 1894 and on the eve of his departure, to reinforce the defenses
of the island in preparation for war with Japan, he acted true to character. He
bought old and substantially useless weapons at knock-down prices. He did re-
quest and was sent from the mainland two highly regarded military com-
manders. One was the naval commodore of Fujian province, Yang Chi-chen.
The other was Liu Yung-fu, the hero of Chinese battles in 1884 against the
French in Annam, now northern Vietnam, and brigade general of the
renowned Black Flag militia.

Liu Yung-fu was another warlord who had successfully made the transi-
tion from renegade to imperial servant when Beijing needed his troops to fight
the French. Liu was ordered to prepare to defend southern Taiwan, where he
was destined to play a pivotal role in the short-lived Taiwan Republic. Lin
Ch’ao-tung, of the Panch’iao Lins, with his family militia that had distin-
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guished itself against the French, was put in charge of defending the hills above
Keelung on the route to Taipei. Keelung port itself was guarded by 13 battal-
ions of regular soldiers, and another 7 battalions guarded Tamsui. The de-
fenses of the Penghu Islands were reinforced.

This emphasis by Governor Shao on the defense of northern Taiwan was
continued by his successor, T’ang Ching-sung. T’ang arrived in Taiwan with
a solid reputation built on the part he played defending Annam against the
French. It was in preparation for this war that T’ang persuaded Liu Yung-fu,
Black Flag Liu, to join the imperial cause. Perhaps unfortunately for the future
of Taiwan, each of the two men was suspicious of the other’s ambitions. T’ang
in particular did all he could to minimize Liu’s effectiveness, with chaotic con-
sequences when the Japanese invaded Taiwan in 1895 to claim their rights to
ownership of the island under the Treaty of Shimonoseki.
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Chapter Twelve

T H E  TA I WA N
R E P U B L I C

A good deal of romanticism and self-serving political reinterpretation sur-
rounds assessments of the Taiwan Republic, which survived for a scant five
months from May 23 until October 21, 1895. Modern enthusiasts say this in-
terlude demonstrates the deep-seated desire of Taiwanese people for inde-
pendence and a representative government. The island’s brief republic, they
contend, was an inspiration to the revolutionary movement on the mainland.
It provided the philosophical seeds for the reform movement in China that
ousted the Qing dynasty in 1911. Detractors of the significance of the 1895
Taiwan Republic say it was intrinsically inconsequential. Its objectives were
muddled and propelled by momentary expediency. Its leaders, with one or two
exceptions, had no loyalty to the enterprise and fled the island even before the
going got tough. It was never a true republic, and the evidence is contradic-
tory that the aim was to establish Taiwan as an independent state. Moreover it
was doomed from the start. There was never any real prospect of the Taiwanese
being able to defeat the modern Japanese army that arrived to take possession
of its spoils from the 1894 Sino-Japanese war and the Treaty of Shimonoseki.

There is truth in both assessments and the many others that fall between
those extremes. What is common to all views, though, is that the five months
of the Taiwan Republic and the events surrounding them were a formative pe-
riod in the island’s story. It is an important part of the creation of the island’s
individuality and distinctive history. Perhaps most significant in the long term,
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that experience told Taiwanese their fate was in their own hands. When their
future was in the balance, not only China but the great powers, too, deserted
them. In the end in 1895 they had no choice but to submit to Japanese colo-
nialism. Yet even in that situation the islanders found benefits that remain
facets of modern Taiwan. After much resistance many Taiwanese came to ap-
preciate and even embrace what Japan had to offer the island. There was never
much affection between the Taiwanese and their Japanese overlords, but the is-
landers came to adopt a pragmatic attitude toward the relationship.

Japan’s desire to become a regional imperial power went hand-in-hand
with the restoration of the Meiji emperor after 1853, the country’s opening up
to the outside world, and its rapid industrialization along western lines. In the
late nineteenth century the sure sign of having achieved the status of an im-
perial power was the acquisition of colonies. Tokyo had acquired the northern
Kurile Islands in 1875 from Russia in exchange for the island of Sakhalin. In
1879 Japan annexed the southern Ryukyu Islands. High on Tokyo’s list for fur-
ther imperial expansion were Korea, a former vassal state, and Taiwan, which
the Japanese military had scouted in force during its punitive action against is-
land aborigines in the 1870s. These represented a quantum leap in Japan’s am-
bitions. The Kuriles and Ryukyu Islands were populated by people who were
ethnic cousins of the Japanese. This was not true of Korea or Taiwan, and both
these territories were within Chinese rule or influence. Tokyo waited and
watched for opportunities to use its new military muscle in the pursuit of these
objectives.

The chance to take on China came in 1894, when a secret society in
Korea, the Tong Hake, attempted to seize power. Korea was a tributary state
of China and the rulers asked Beijing for aid. China sent troops to help put
down the rebellion, but so did Japan. Japanese and Chinese soldiers were soon
facing each other, and it was a fairly simple matter to stir these confrontations
into war in August 1894. The conflict carried on into the following year, but
it was soon evident the victory would go to the Japanese. China had the num-
bers, but Japan had disciplined forces with modern weapons.

Even before the fighting ended rumors began to spread that Japan wanted
possession of Taiwan and the Penghu Islands as prizes of victory. The rumors
raised such apprehension on Taiwan that a group of officials and literati went
to Beijing to petition the court not to hand over the island. Beijing and its ne-
gotiator, Li Hung-chang, played for time, hoping that one of the European
powers or even the United States would come to its aid. The British were even
asked if they would take temporary guardianship of the island to protect it
from Japan’s clutches. The British government refused. By mid-April negotia-
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tor Li had run out of excuses and diversionary tactics to delay the treaty agree-
ment. On April 17 the Treaty of Shimonoseki was signed, giving Japan sover-
eignty over Taiwan and the Penghu Islands “in perpetuity.”

Official notification of the terms of the treaty were sent to Taiwan’s gover-
nor, T’ang Ching-sung, two days later. The cable to T’ang told him that the
island was to be handed over to Japan within two months. However, those is-
landers who did not wish to come under Japanese rule would have up to two
years to move themselves and their possessions to China. Those remaining on
Taiwan must be prepared to become Japanese subjects. T’ang was instructed
to issue a proclamation making these facts known. When he did so, there was
a sustained outpouring of public indignation. T’ang’s office was besieged by
petitioners brandishing messages they wanted sent to Beijing demanding that
the court not ratify the treaty.

In those early days after the signing of the treaty one man came to domi-
nate the campaign of public outrage at Beijing’s cavalier abandonment of Tai-
wan and the imminent arrival of the Japanese. He was Ch’iu Feng-chia, a
Hakka and leading member of the landed gentry from Changhua, whose fam-
ily had arrived on Taiwan from Guangdong around 1680. Ch’iu had strong
links to the island’s literati as well. He was involved with Taipei’s leading po-
etry and philosophical discussion group, the Mu-tan Shih-she (Peony Poets’
Club), which became the political hub of reaction to the treaty with Japan.

As a young man of exceptional academic credentials, Ch’iu had been
brought into the island’s civil service by his mentor, Governor T’ang. The re-
lationship between T’ang and Ch’iu became clouded by mutual suspicion and
descended into rivalry, however. Ch’iu was not only from the landed class and
an intellectual, but he was articulate and personable. He attracted supporters
from among both Hakka and the ethnic Fujianese Hoklo elements in Taiwan
society. To cap it all, his status as a local landlord brought with it a significant
army of Hakka warriors. Governor T’ang’s initial response to Ch’iu’s growing
influence was to play along with it. When Ch’iu announced that under inter-
national law the Taiwanese should be offered a plebiscite on self-determina-
tion, T’ang passed the memorandum along the Beijing. But toward the end of
April the governor began to think that Ch’iu’s popularity as a leader of Tai-
wanese opposition to the Japanese takeover was growing beyond control and
threatened his own authority.

T’ang decided on a course frequently adopted by politicians who see the
parade of public opinion leaving them behind. He jumped to the head of the
cavalcade by becoming as radical as his rival was. T’ang joined Ch’iu in advo-
cating self-rule, independence, for Taiwan, but was clearly uneasy about the
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move and felt out of his depth in these unfamiliar radical political waters. One
of the notions behind declaring self-rule for Taiwan was that one or more of
the European powers would come to the beleaguered little island’s aid against
Japan if it was seen as a small and vulnerable independent state. In a foretaste
of frustrations to come in the twentieth century, not one of the major powers
ever recognized the Taiwan Republic.

On May 16 matters on the island came to a head when Ch’iu appeared at
T’ang’s office, the yamen, with a delegation of local notables from his home
area of central Taiwan. They demanded that T’ang declare Taiwan an inde-
pendent state and they pressed him to accept the presidency. T’ang accepted
the idea of a declaration of independence, but he refused the presidency, ap-
parently fearing it would be a figurehead post with Ch’iu wielding the real
power. Ch’iu and his followers took command. They used the telegraph in
T’ang’s office to send a brief message to Beijing. “The literati and people of
Taiwan are resolved to resist subjection to Japan. They have declared Taiwan
an independent republic, under the suzerainty of the Sacred Qing dynasty,”
the message said.1

The message was only 16 characters in Chinese, and the one usually ren-
dered into English as “suzerainty” is interesting. It does not mean or imply the
same things as sovereignty but conveys a much looser relationship with China.
It suggests the republicans imagined Taiwan as a semi-independent or inter-
nally autonomous state acknowledging only a general overlordship by Beijing.
One country, two systems, perhaps.

Ch’iu and his entourage followed up their first message with a more de-
tailed manifesto saying that by popular insistence T’ang would remain as the
island’s chief administrator and the brigand-turned-general, “Black Flag”
Liu Yung-fu, would stay in command of the defense forces in the south of
the island.

Beijing was not pleased with these telegraph cables. Its main concern was
that this nascent insurrection on Taiwan would encourage Japan to step back
from the only bit of the Treaty of Shimonoseki from which China gained.
Tokyo had promised to return the occupied Liaoning peninsula in northeast-
ern China, but might well refuse to do so if Taiwan was not handed over. On
May 18 an official was sent from Beijing to oversee the formal handing over
of Taiwan to Japan. When he arrived in the region, it was too dangerous for
him to go ashore. The handover ceremony had to be performed on a Japanese
warship.

T’ang meanwhile was giving careful thought to the implications of the in-
dependence declaration and the possibilities for aggrandizement that accept-
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ing the presidency might offer. On May 21 he decided to accept the post of
the new republic’s chief executive. Ch’iu agreed, largely in the belief that
France would protect the island state from the Japanese. Two days later, May
23, the Taiwan Republic was formally declared in Taipei. The declaration said:

The Japanese have insulted China by annexing our territory of Taiwan. The
People of Taiwan, in vain, have appealed to the Throne. Now the Japanese
are about to arrive.

If we, the People of Taiwan, permit them to land, Taiwan will become a
land of savages and barbarians. If, on the other hand, we resist, our state of
weakness will not be for long, as foreign powers have assured us that Taiwan
must establish its independence before they will assist us.

Therefore, we, the People of Taiwan, are determined to die rather than
be subdued by the Japanese. This decision is irrevocable.

The leaders of the People of Taiwan, in council, have decided to consti-
tute Taiwan, a republic state, and all administration, henceforth, will be in
the hands of officials elected by the People of Taiwan.

T’ang Ching-sung, Governor of Taiwan, has been appointed President
of the Republic of Taiwan.

The official ceremony of inauguration of the Republic will take place on
the second day of the fifth moon [May 25] at the ssu hour [noon], at which,
all persons, those of rank, merchants, farmers, artisans, and tradesmen, will
assemble at the Tuan Fang [militia] hall.

This is a declaration of the People of Taiwan.2

In messages to mainland officials after the declaration, T’ang reiterated
that the new republic would be “suzerain” to China with the status of a vassal
state. At the inauguration on May 25, a national flag showing a tiger on a blue
background was unfurled. This has remained a potent symbol for Taiwanese
independentists ever since.

Over the next few days there was a significant exodus to the mainland of
Qing officials as well as most of the imperial troops that had been sent to Tai-
wan to bolster its defense during the Sino-Japanese war. To try to shore up the
defenses, T’ang appointed Black Flag Liu grand marshal of the republic while
Ch’iu was commander of the volunteer militias defending central and north-
ern Taiwan. T’ang also cobbled together a makeshift administration that con-
centrated power in his own hands. A parliament of members of the gentry,
merchant class, and literati was appointed, but it only met a couple of times.

The Japanese, led by Major General Kawashima Kageaki with a brigade of
the Imperial Guard, landed at Aoli, some 20 miles southeast of Keelung, on
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May 29. Resistance by the Taiwanese was sporadic or nonexistent. On June 1
the Japanese reached Keelung and after a day’s hard fighting with the Tai-
wanese garrison the city fell on June 3. The basic problem for the defenders
was that in training and equipment they were no match for the well-armed
and disciplined Japanese. But the Taiwanese also missed many opportunities
to delay the advance of the Japanese or harass their supply lines with guerrilla
attacks in the mountains around Keelung. The reason for the shambolic de-
fense was that most of the militia units were under the command of gentry
warlords who were unwilling to accept outside orders. Thus no broad strate-
gic defensive plan could be implemented and the tactical, local actions by the
militias were ineffective. Within a few days of landing the road to Taipei was
open to the Japanese.

At this point several senior officials began urging T’ang to take personal
command of the militia forces in the mountain passes, impose a strategic plan,
and rally the defense. T’ang refused and even while officials were still remon-
strating with him on June 5 left with his family for Tamsui, where he boarded
a German passenger ship. Shore batteries fired at the ship, the Arthur, as it
steamed out of the harbor, bound for Fuzhou, with Taiwan’s first president
safely aboard.

Ch’iu Feng-chia, the architect of the Taiwan Republic, left the island at
about the same time. He said he was going to the mainland to seek fresh
troops, but by the time he reached Nanjing the Japanese had captured north-
ern Taiwan. He never returned to Taiwan, though he did play a role in the
founding of the Republic of China and his son was a member of Chiang Kai-
shek’s government in exile on Taiwan.

T’ang’s flight destroyed the little resolution left among the defenders of
the capital to confront the Japanese. Guangdong warriors assigned to hold
Taipei went on a rampage. They burned and looted T’ang’s offices and were
soon joined by the city’s underworld. The mayhem lasted two days and at least
five hundred people were killed. Merchants with much to lose in the looting
came to the conclusion that anything was better than this chaos. They sent a
deputation to the Japanese asking them to come quickly and told them there
would be little resistance. The Japanese entered Taipei unopposed on June 7,
captured northern Taiwan by June 11, and inaugurated their own administra-
tion in the capital on June 17.

South of Taipei the going proved much harder for the Japanese as resis-
tance by the Taiwanese stiffened. The Japanese took Hsinchu on June 22, but
then their advance stalled for a month and a half in the face of constant guer-
rilla attacks. Some writers have attributed this invigorated defense to a desire
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to protect the spiritual heartland of the island, Tainan, from the Japanese.3

There are accounts of people flocking to the main temple devoted to the wor-
ship of the great ancestor, Koxinga, in Tainan and seeking his divine interven-
tion to save the island.

On September 17 about one hundred local literati and gentry met at the
Kaiyuan Temple on the outskirts of Tainan. They decided to form themselves
into a government and to ask Black Flag Liu to become president of the re-
public. He did not accept, but circumstances pressed him into becoming the
effective civilian and military commander of the withering republic despite the
lack of title. Liu fashioned a kind of administration that was even able to issue
its own money and postage stamps, now much prized by collectors. But it was
always a rearguard action. The guerrilla attacks against the Japanese, who were
constantly being reinforced until their army numbered about 50,000, could
only forestall the inevitable. Early in October the Japanese army finally ap-
proached Tainan. As the last assault was being prepared, Black Flag Liu sent a
message to the Japanese commander offering to surrender. His offer was re-
fused, so Liu took the same course as T’ang and Ch’iu before him. He dis-
guised himself as a refugee and boarded a British ship, the Thales, which took
him to the mainland.

With Liu gone two Presbyterian ministers led a delegation of Tainan city
worthies to negotiate with the Japanese. On October 21 Tainan was handed
over to the Japanese without any fighting. Major General Kabayama, the
Japanese commander, announced a week later that Taiwan had been pacified.

That wasn’t true, as George H. Kerr in his 1974 book Formosa: 1895–
1945 and several other authors have described.4 Taiwan was never fully paci-
fied from the day the Japanese arrived in 1895 until well into the twentieth
century. Japanese records from its period of colonial rule of Taiwan show a per-
sistent insurrection for which the authorities frequently used the euphemism
“banditry.” Between 1895 and 1920 at least 8,200 Taiwanese were arrested
each year for alleged attempts to overthrow Japanese rule. The numbers began
to decline as many Taiwanese benefited from the administrative, social, agri-
cultural, and industrial advances promoted by the Japanese. Even so, between
1921 and 1930 never fewer than 6,500 people were detained for insurrection
in any year. From 1931 to 1940 the number declined further but was still
never less than 3,450. There were 19 major uprisings during the period of
Japanese rule, including 2 attempts to take the capital, Taipei. In the first seven
years of Japanese administration there were 94 guerrilla attacks by Taiwanese.
The Japanese lost many more soldiers to partisan attacks in the first few
months after their mission to occupy Taiwan was accomplished than they did
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during the invasion and the quelling of the Taiwan Republic. The Taiwanese
guerrillas suffered similarly. At least 12,000 died in the guerrilla war, about
double the number thought to have been killed during the five months of
resistance to the arrival of the Japanese.

The quiet subversion that developed throughout the period of Japanese
occupation was ultimately more significant for the political development of
Taiwan than the violent uprisings were. The subversion began as pressure for
Taiwanese representation on various colonial institutions but grew into de-
mands for island “home rule” within the Japanese empire. From there it was a
short step to the evolution of the Taiwanese independence movement, which
is a bequest from the island’s Japanese colonial period to modern times.
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Chapter Thirteen

B E C O M I N G
J A PA N E S E

Japan expected many benefits from the acquisition of its Taiwan colony. Fore-
most was acknowledgment from America and the European powers that an
Asian nation could merit admission to their club of imperialists. Beyond
kudos, Japan expected immediate and long-term advantages from the posses-
sion of Taiwan. The agricultural and resource potential of the fertile island was
alluring for Japan, where there were too many people and not enough pro-
ductive land or raw materials on the home archipelago. Looking further ahead
to Japan’s as-yet undefined hopes for future power in Asia, Taiwan was not
only a fine stepping-stone toward Southeast Asia, but it was and remains a
choke and control point for maritime traffic in the Yellow Sea, the East China
Sea, and the South China Sea.

The early years of Japanese rule on Taiwan were, of necessity, military in
nature, and the governors were military men. The first administrators were
preoccupied with stamping out the brushfires of insurrection that continued
to spring up from the embers of the Taiwan Republic. Some efforts were
made to establish an efficient model for civil administration and some pre-
liminary assessments of the economic potential of the island were made. But
the enforcement of an acceptable degree of peace and order was the priority,
and it was a slow process. This did not sit well with the government in Tokyo,
which was having to massively subsidize the Taiwan imperial adventure and
had hoped by now to see some return on its money. There were even some
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mutterings that perhaps getting into this business of acquiring colonies had
been a mistake. Selling Taiwan to the French was even considered by the
Japanese parliament at one point. The eventual decision, however, was to
send to Taiwan officials who would concentrate on the economic and ad-
ministrative development of the island. Another army officer, Lieutenant
General Kodama Gentaro, was appointed governor in 1898, but he was a
man of many official positions and maintained only a distant, supervisory au-
thority over his fiefdom. He did, though, appoint as his chief civil adminis-
trator a man who indelibly marked the course of Japanese endeavors on
Taiwan.

Goto Shimpei was a doctor by profession and a scientist by inclination.
He devised an approach to ruling Taiwan that he called “biological colonial
management.”1 His thought was a fairly simple, pragmatic, and obvious one.
“Just as you don’t move the eyes of a flounder [on the top of its head] to cre-
ate a bream [with the eyes on either side], so you don’t automatically move one
country’s rules and policies to its colony.”2 Japan’s colonial enterprise on Tai-
wan would have to begin by working with the culture, customs, and economy
of the Taiwanese. Only after these were understood could Japan start to make
good and loyal Japanese out of the islanders, Goto decided. He authorized a
spate of investigations of everything from agricultural methods to “ancient
Chinese customs.”

It should not be taken from this that Goto was sympathetic or indul-
gent toward Japan’s Taiwanese colonial subjects. Far from it. His notion was
that by understanding Taiwan and its heritage the Japanese would be able
to construct a more efficient and solid form of authoritarianism. The Amer-
ican writer George H. Kerr, who worked in Taiwan as a teacher during
Japanese rule in the 1930s and returned as one of Washington’s diplomats
to Chiang Kai-shek’s court after the Second World War, has written that
Goto’s style was “a natural expression of the samurai’s command-and-obey
tradition.”

Goto proposed to produce obedient Formosan farmers and semi-skilled la-
borers trained for light industrial employment; there was to be compulsory
education, so that every child in the island could read and write at an ele-
mentary level—enough to improve his economic productivity and no more.
On completing primary school he should be able to read orders, patriotic slo-
gans, and simple technical information—the directions on a bag of fertilizer,
for example, or directions for simple technical operations, but he would not
be encouraged to think for himself.3
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Maintaining civil order and security remained a problem in spite of the shift
of Japanese emphasis toward development. Goto moved the prime responsi-
bility for maintaining order from the army to a new and enlarged police force.
The force numbered about 12,000 with another 5,000 operating in the abo-
riginal areas. All candidates were carefully selected and trained for their par-
ticular functions. The police were omnipresent and became the front-line face
of Japanese rule. In addition to normal police duties the officers were expected
to act as tax collectors, enforcers of public health regulations, agricultural ad-
visers, promoters of local industries, and much else besides. To enable the po-
lice to keep close watch on their charges, a Japanese version of the old Chinese
administrative tool of district and family mutual responsibility, pao-chia, was
introduced. The difference was that while the demands of Chinese pao-chia
could usually be ameliorated by greasing the palm of compliant officials, the
Japanese ran a largely corruption-free police state. Called by the Japanese ho-
ko, this system led to the creation of a network of informants and collabora-
tors, but was also used to raise manpower for communal tasks. As in China,
the ho-ko system held responsible the head of a family or leader of a district for
any breaches of law or regulations in his area. If the true culprit was not
promptly handed over to police, the family or district elder would be detained,
sometimes tortured, or publicly whipped. Taiwan, then, became a very thor-
ough police state with the local people left in no doubt as to who were the
rulers and who the ruled.

Though the police were given broad responsibilities that might suggest
they were more community officers than law enforcers, this was not the case.
The police were widely detested by the Taiwanese. Members of the Japanese
force, especially in isolated areas, were under a constant state of siege by local
people ever on the lookout for an opportunity to murder an officer or burn
down his station. When such attacks did occur, as happened frequently in the
first decades of Japanese rule, the reaction was usually brutal reprisals out of all
proportion to the offense. This was a purposeful policy to impress on the Tai-
wanese the futility of violent defiance of their masters.

The ho-ko system was designed in part to break down traditional Chinese
family hierarchies and respect for elders. On mainland China the Communists
utilized a similar system for the same purpose after they came to power in
1949. The system also aimed to break down trust among family members and
between friends so that everyone felt themselves a hostage under the ever-
present eyes and ears of Japanese authority. To this end Goto took a further
step and created a Youth Corps, which every Taiwanese boy was required to
join at age 16. The corps, whose membership numbered 55,000 by 1903, was
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a forum for indoctrinating young Taiwanese with patriotic fervor for the
Japanese empire. Corps members were used in community work such as rat
catching, census taking, riverbank repair, and road maintenance. A daily func-
tion of the teenagers, though, was to act as police scouts and informants. They
were required to report to the police any unusual happenings in the commu-
nity and to pass on rumors or information about individuals, all of which went
into the copious files kept on every Taiwanese.

This infrastructure of control was of great assistance to the paramilitary
police in attempting to eradicate the remaining Taiwanese guerrilla “bandits.”
Many of these partisans had taken to the hills but depended for survival on
supplies from villages under Japanese control. Japan’s spy and informant net-
work made it more and more difficult and dangerous for villages to maintain
this liaison with the guerrillas. In 1901 military and police launched a sweep
through southern Taiwan, where Hakka partisans remained a serious problem
to the authorities. After the drive it was announced that over 3,000 “bandits”
had been killed. But rumors quickly started circulating in Tokyo that most of
the deaths had been of villagers suspected of supporting the partisans.

In 1902 Goto offered an amnesty to the rebels, and hundreds of Taiwanese
came out of the hills in response. At Taichung the local authorities lavished
praise on the former guerrillas and announced there would be a banquet to
celebrate the event, followed by an allegiance ceremony. The celebrations were
to be held in an assembly hall and the former guerrillas were asked to wear a
white rosette as a symbol of their honored status. When 360 of the partisans
were in the hall the doors were bolted and everyone wearing a white flower was
killed. The massacre caused more dismay in Tokyo and Goto was censured by
the parliament for “disgracing the nation.”4 Goto didn’t account for the inci-
dent until several years later when he wrote that “although they presented
themselves, they all proved so unmanageable that they were all killed in the
hall where the ceremony was held.”5

There was a greater community of interest between the Japanese and their
three million islander subjects on economic development than on Taiwan’s
power structure. Japan’s population at home was rising rapidly and there were
real fears that despite improvements in agriculture the country could not long
remain self-sufficient in food. A land survey in Taiwan in 1902—the first for
over two hundred years—found nearly twice as much land available for rice
cultivation as the last Qing records estimated. After being catalogued, the ad-
ditional land was rented out to either Japanese or compliant Taiwanese. An
immediate benefit for the colonial administration of the land survey and re-
distribution was a tripling of revenues from tax.
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Japan at the time was a major importer of sugar, which required large out-
lays of hard currency and played havoc with the country’s balance of trade.
Goto addressed this issue early on and pushed a program to increase sugarcane
production. From 1905, when the program gathered momentum, until 1938
the land producing sugarcane increased four times, the total cane produced on
that land multiplied by 12, and the yield per hectare almost tripled.

By 1905 Taiwan was making a profit and no longer drawing subsidies
from Tokyo. Indeed, it was putting money in Tokyo’s pocket. It then became
possible for the Japanese to extend Taiwan’s social development as well as to
invest in road, rail, and power generation construction to further boost the
economy. As a medical doctor, Goto had soon after his arrival put some em-
phasis on public health and the eradication of the many tropical diseases that
had given Taiwan such a bad name for centuries. He was remarkably success-
ful with the result that Taiwan’s population grew steadily, not so much because
of an increasing birth rate but because fewer people died young.

There arose the difficult subject of education. The Japanese wanted their
colonial subjects to be educated, especially in the Japanese language and cul-
tural values. But they did not want Taiwanese educated to the point where
they developed ideas of their own, especially about their status as colonial sub-
jects. Six-year primary education was made available to the Taiwanese around
the turn of the twentieth century. These schools concentrated on teaching
Japanese, basic mathematics, as well as history and geography from a Japanese
viewpoint. There was a good deal of Japanese nationalism in the curriculum,
and the aim was to make the Taiwanese into useful, but loyal, subjects. Some
historians have noted that an unintended consequence of the school system
was that it brought together Taiwanese children who would otherwise have
been educated, if at all, in the seclusion of their homes. The school system thus
began to break down many of the clan and family divisions that plagued Tai-
wanese society during the Qing period and began to create a sense of island
national identity.

The Japanese colonial administrators, making up about six percent of the
island’s population, operated a strict system of ethnic apartheid. The Japanese
had their own residential areas and reserved jobs. Their children also went to
their own segregated schools. Taiwanese children were initially prohibited from
attending Japanese schools—where standards were much higher than at the
colonial schools—colleges, or the university built in Taipei. This policy began
to change in the early 1920s when facility with the Japanese language rather
than ethnicity was made the qualification for entry. This still discriminated
against the Taiwanese students who were operating in a second language, but
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an increasing number managed to negotiate the hurdles to advancement. Those
who did get accepted for higher education usually found themselves being
steered toward technical subjects rather than the arts and humanities, which
might stimulate a political career.

Japan was painstaking in its efforts to eradicate Taiwanese culture and to
create an island of dutiful, second-class Japanese citizens. The Kuomintang
was equally persistent to its own ends in the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury, but was equally unsuccessful. The Japanese destroyed many Taoist tem-
ples and tried to legally enforce adherence to Shintoism. In contrast, the
authorities restored the main temple to Koxinga in Tainan, a reminder that the
founding father of Taiwan was half Japanese. Chinese-language newspapers
were banned, and the use of the Taiwanese dialect, Minnan, heavily discour-
aged. The colonial administrators also took aim at social customs they felt
were corrosive or wasteful, such as lavish expenditures on marriages or funeral
rites and what they considered unnecessarily plentiful holidays.

Very many Taiwanese took the path of least resistance in their dealings
with their Japanese overlords. There were substantial benefits for those who
acquiesced to Japanese rule and even more for those who actively collaborated.
Some Taiwanese took full advantage of the favoritism in business that was
available to those who showed enthusiastic support and became very rich. Ku
Hsien-yung, who is credited with telling the Japanese army in June 1895 that
Taipei was undefended and urging the officers to make haste to restore order
in the capital, profited mightily from his decision. In 1899 he was put in
charge of the salt monopoly—always a swift path to wealth in traditional Chi-
nese society—with the power to organize and regulate the trade throughout
the island. Another Taiwanese to profit from his cooperation with the Japan-
ese was Yen Yun-nien, whose minor mining interests near Keelung blossomed
under Japanese patronage into a mighty industry employing thousands. Other
Taiwanese, mostly from the landowning gentry class, invested in trading com-
panies or started banks. Many became public advocates of support for Japan-
ese rule, arguing that Beijing had forfeited the right to Taiwan’s allegiance by
giving the island to Japan.

The main danger of collaboration was becoming a target for the partisans
who operated throughout the Japanese colonial period. The Japanese, though,
were well aware that their authoritarian approach to governing Taiwan was ex-
pensive and inefficient. They put much effort into courting Taiwan’s gentry
and intellectual classes. For all its constraints, life and opportunities under
Japanese rule seemed much more secure and hopeful than the chaos that was
again engulfing China after the fall of the Qing dynasty. Workers’ wages dou-
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bled within the first five years after the arrival of the Japanese. Farmers received
twice as much for their crops as before. Public health was immeasurably im-
proved by campaigns against infectious diseases. But these very advances, the
access to education, and the spirit of the age, stemming in part from United
States’ president Woodrow Wilson’s declarations about the rights to self-deter-
mination of peoples during the Treaty of Versailles negotiations in 1919, bred
a new line of resistance on Taiwan.

The question of the political relationship between Japan and its colony
was an issue among the island’s elite from soon after the arrival of the Japan-
ese. Some of the landowning gentry and the literati accepted without question
the benefits of associating with the new masters. Others took a more Tai-
wanese nationalist stance, but without openly challenging Japanese authority.
One such was Lin Hsien-t’ang of the Wu-feng Lin family. Lin had been an im-
pressionable teenager at the time of Ch’iu Feng-chia’s ill-starred attempts to in-
spire the Taiwan Republic in 1895 and was moved by these nationalist
sentiments. Lin’s initial aim was to moderate the harsh Japanese administra-
tion of Taiwan. In 1913 he visited Japan and met liberals there, most notably
Count Itagaki Taisuke, founder of the Japanese Liberal Party. Itagaki’s view of
liberalism was what might be expected from an aristocrat. He favored repre-
sentative parliaments but was equally adamant that Japan should be the leader
and inspiration of Asian peoples in their resistance to western colonialism. The
count therefore advised Lin to establish a Taiwanese “Assimilation Society,” ad-
vocating full absorption of the islanders into Japanese political culture. He of-
fered to act as patron of the new society. Itagaki went to Taiwan late in 1914
and oversaw the formation of the organization, which enrolled over three
thousand members during its first month in existence. The count was too no-
table a figure in Japan for the then governor of Taiwan, Sakuma Samata, to
react while Itagaki remained on the island. But Sakuma believed the society
would threaten colonial rule and in January 1915 he charged the organization
with “illegal acts.” Some of the second-tier members of the society were given
heavy sentences while Lin Hsien-t’ang was attacked in official speeches and
newspapers. Lin abandoned the idea of Taiwan becoming a fully assimilated
part of Japan and began thinking in terms of home rule within the Japanese
empire.

By the end of the First World War, out of which Japan and Taiwan had
profited by supplying Britain and her allies, there were over three thousand
Taiwanese students at Japanese universities. The tolerance of and opportu-
nities for political activity were much greater in Japan than in the island
colony. The students formed an “Enlightenment Society” whose objective
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was to describe to influential Japanese the harsh authoritarianism of the ad-
ministration on Taiwan. They also pressed for Taiwanese representation in
the Japanese parliament, the Diet. The students soon ran up against conser-
vative elements in the Japanese bureaucracy and the organization had its per-
mits withdrawn. The effect was to radicalize the attitudes among young
Taiwanese in Japan. If assimilation was unacceptable and home rule not in
the cards, then their task as they saw it was to preserve Taiwanese national-
ism and culture until a more auspicious time.

The political landscape changed late in 1919 when Tokyo appointed Baron
Den Kojiro the first civilian governor-general of Taiwan. Den came to office as
newspapers in Japan were publishing, with information and views supplied by
the Taiwanese students, stories about discontent on the island. Early in 1920 a
petition was put before the lower house of the Diet asking for a parliament in
Taipei through which islanders could have a voice in major issues of policy. This
official attention to the island prompted Taiwanese students in Tokyo to try
once more to form an organization. With the financial backing of Lin Hsien-
t’ang and other wealthy Taiwanese, they formed the Taiwan Cultural Society in
March 1920. The organization’s purpose was to preserve Taiwan’s identity, dis-
tinct from both Japan and China, and to campaign for an assembly on the is-
land as well as elected representatives at the Diet in Tokyo.

Taiwan’s individuality was at the heart of the concept for the society. There
was never any idea of the organization urging a reunification with China. That
was an extremely unattractive proposition at the time, with China in the
throes of a contest between regional warlords. And the quarter century under
Japanese rule had left the parents of many of the students with the view that
as unpleasant as some of Tokyo’s actions on Taiwan were, life in general had
improved and the rapacity of the Qing had been much worse.

The founding of the Taiwan Cultural Society and its influential publica-
tion, Taiwan Youth Magazine, thus marks the beginning of the island’s inde-
pendence movement, now nearly a century old. In later years, when Taiwanese
students and political refugees from Kuomintang persecution started going to
North America and Europe in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, new branches and
spin-off organizations of the Taiwan Cultural Society were formed. But the
formative link with Japan remained and remains. Very many of the surviving
elders of Taiwan’s independence movement today spring from the island’s stu-
dent movements in Tokyo in the prewar years, and elements of the political
culture of Japan still weave their way through Taiwanese public affairs.

The society and its magazine were banned on Taiwan. But when students
returned to the island for holidays they frequently held meetings and spoke to
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public gatherings about their aspirations for Taiwan. The vast majority of the
students came from the island’s leading families and commanded respect in
their communities. The police subjected them and their families to as much
harassment as they could without actually setting the island’s elite firmly
against Japanese rule. In Tokyo, meanwhile, the petitions to the Diet contin-
ued and in 1921 the Japanese government decided that to appease Taiwanese
sentiments, an advisory council to the governor would be set up on the island.
It was minimalist appeasement. The majority of the council members were
Japanese, and the Taiwanese members were often the most avid collaborators.
Among the Taiwanese appointees, however, was Lin Hsieh-t’ang. There was a
mistaken assumption among the Japanese colonial officials that Lin would be-
come more amenable as a council member. He did not and on several occa-
sions in the following years was detained while still a council member.

In 1924 Lin sent the governor a list of 12 demands for reform of the colo-
nial administration. He suggested there be more opportunities for Taiwanese
to take part in local government and a formal end to pro-Japanese discrimi-
nation in these appointments. Lin advocated curtailing police abuse of their
power and the outlawing of opium smoking, which the Japanese quietly al-
lowed as a means of social control. Lin felt that the ho-ko system of commu-
nal responsibility should be abolished and that Taiwanese should have a
greater say in the gestation of economic policies. Taiwanese should be allowed
to travel to Japan without passports, he said, and the administration should
stop prosecuting all criticism of the government as though it was sedition.
Lin’s proposals were not directly taken up by the Japanese, but they slowly fil-
tered the recommendations into the system and they influenced the political
reform that began in the mid-1930s. In the early 1940s Lin was one of the few
Taiwanese appointed to the upper house of the Japanese parliament shortly be-
fore the end of the Second World War.

Lin remained a moderate throughout his political career, and when he was
eventually challenged in the 1930s by younger, more radical elements in the
Taiwan home-rule movement it did not dent his status as the unofficial leader
of the island’s people. Lin welcomed the return of Taiwan to China in 1945
but was quickly disillusioned with the Kuomintang. He was outraged at the
slaughter of demonstrators by Kuomintang soldiers on and after February 28,
1947. In 1950 Lin went into self-imposed exile in Tokyo, where he died six
years later.

More radical elements began surfacing in the Taiwan Cultural Association
in the 1920s. The association had its roots among landowners and rural peas-
ants, but the boom after the First World War and increasing industrialization
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of Taiwan created an urban working class and a labor movement. Politically
left-wing Taiwan independentists began to gain more influence in the Taiwan
Cultural Association and in 1930 many of the more moderate members quit
the organization. They formed their own Taiwan Local Autonomy Associa-
tion, which spoke up for the welfare of Taiwanese while continuing to ac-
knowledge Japan’s contributions to the island’s development. The result was
that while the Japanese authorities mounted a crackdown on local left-wing el-
ements, the Local Autonomy Association was able to carry on undisturbed
until the outbreak of war with China in 1937.

It was in the early 1930s that Japan’s efforts to subjugate Taiwan’s aborig-
ines and bring the mountain districts under administrative control came to a
dark and bloody conclusion. Japan’s interest in Taiwan was to create a prof-
itable colony. From that point of view it made no sense that about 70 percent
of the island’s territory, the forested mountains of the eastern and central re-
gions, was beyond the control of the administration and in the hands of the
aboriginal tribes. Most of the world’s known stands of camphor trees were in
those mountains. As well as having medicinal properties, camphor had been
discovered to be a necessary ingredient for making smokeless gunpowder for
rifles and artillery. But taming the mountain tribes with their headhunting
habits and always vigorous defense of their territories had proved to be beyond
the courage or tenacity of all previous rulers of Taiwan. Goto Shimpei, as civil-
ian administrator from 1898 to 1905, took another approach and sought to
tempt native Taiwanese out of the hills. Aborigines were offered subsidies to
give up their hunter-gatherer lifestyle and to become farmers. Schools were
built and a special branch of the police force trained to work in the hills. Of-
ficers were even encouraged to marry aboriginal women, a mode of integration
and assimilation first adopted on Taiwan by the Dutch missionaries more than
three hundred years before. Goto’s policy was reasonably successful with the
Ami and Paiwan tribes. But elsewhere Goto was reduced to repeating Qing dy-
nasty policy. He attempted to reduce friction between the aborigines and the
settlers by creating a no-man’s land between them and building guardhouses
to enforce the separation.

Goto’s successor, army general Sakuma Samata, was a less patient man. He
decided on direct action and dispatched four thousand troops into the forests,
targeting one region at a time. The tribal warriors proved more difficult to
subdue, despite their simple weapons, than Sakuma had anticipated. Casual-
ties among the Japanese were unacceptably high. Sakuma increased the num-
ber of troops involved to 12,000 and introduced bomber aircraft to the fight.
Villages that were within range of naval guns were bombarded from the sea by
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Japanese warships. It was immaterial to Sakuma’s plan whether the aborigines
submitted or were exterminated. There were atrocities of the worst kind and
entire villages were obliterated. The campaign was crudely successful and by
the time Sakuma returned to Japan in 1915 most of the island’s aborigines had
submitted to the authorities.

Resentment among the aborigines festered despite their submission, how-
ever. On October 27, 1930, the provincial governor in the hill region behind
Taichung gathered with several hundred Japanese local officials and their wives
at the aboriginal village of Musha. They were there to dedicate a new admin-
istrative building at the terminus of a road and pushcar rail line constructed to
boost the camphor trade. No one noticed there were no aboriginal women or
children in the village or that the Taiwanese porters had disappeared. As
Japan’s rising sun flag was raised hundreds of tribal warriors leapt on the Japan-
ese and killed 197 of them, including the provincial governor. Local Japanese
policemen in outlying stations, it was soon found, had been murdered the pre-
vious evening.

Army units were quickly sent into the hills and after a three-week cam-
paign announced they had dealt with a majority of the rebels. There was a
good deal of suspicion both in Tokyo and Taiwan, though, when the statement
went on to say that the wives and children of the rebels had committed sui-
cide by hanging themselves in their huts, which had therefore had to be
burned. There was then and remains a belief that the Japanese used chemical
or biological weapons against the villages.

Subsequent investigations produced the story, well publicized in Japanese
newspapers, that the attack on the Japanese in Musha had been instigated by
an educated aborigine whose sister had been raped by a local policeman.

The incident was deeply troubling for the Japanese, especially because of
the hints that the Taiwanese porters at least knew of the plans and slipped
away from the scene. An alliance between Taiwanese and the aborigines
would have been a severe threat to Japanese rule. The savage response by the
military to the incident forced both the governor-general of Taiwan and the
civil administrator to resign in January 1931. As the matter became a do-
mestic issue in Japan the government appointed a new governor, Ota
Masahiro, a specialist in the management and deployment of police. Ota ap-
proached the situation by using a tactic that has been deployed many times
before and just as many since. He commissioned a survey of the feuds and
rivalries among the tribes. Then he classified some as “allied tribes” and oth-
ers as “protected tribes.” The villages and homes of the “protected tribes”
were invaded and searched for any kind of weapons. Then military arms
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were issued to the “allied tribes” and Ota and his police looked the other way
while thousands of the “protected” tribes’ men, women, and children were
slaughtered. Shades of Rwanda, East Timor, and Darfur.

In March 1932 Ota was recalled and the government in Tokyo quietly de-
cided to extend some democratic privileges to the Taiwanese. There would be
elective government in Taiwan in 1935. The province, counties, and towns
would have assemblies, with half the members elected by popular vote and half
appointed by provincial governor. The system was rigged. In the first elections
about 187,000 Taiwanese men met the age, sex, and property ownership qual-
ifications to earn a vote. By all accounts at least 96.7 percent of them voted.
Yet when everything was tallied it was found that of the 172 people chosen to
take assembly seats, 109 were Japanese and only 63 Taiwanese. Further delv-
ing into the figures showed that only 37 Taiwanese actually owed their coun-
cil seats to the voters. The rest were Taiwanese collaborators who had been
engineered into office by Japanese manipulation of the vote. Over the next
four years the Japanese were persuaded by the home-rule movement to sub-
stantially dilute this racial gerrymandering and to dramatically increase the
number of elected city, county, and provincial councils. In the 1939 elections
286,700 Taiwanese were registered as eligible to vote and 3,104 Taiwanese
were elected to the various assemblies.

By this time Japan had already instigated the “Marco Polo Bridge Inci-
dent” near Beijing on July 7, 1937, as an excuse to invade northern China,
which led ultimately to the War in the Pacific in the 1940s. War with China
inevitably made Japan apprehensive about the loyalty and dependability of its
ethnic Chinese subjects on Taiwan. An even more intense program of
Japanization was implemented on the island. Taiwanese were pressed into
adopting Japanese names, wearing Japanese-style clothes, and were even re-
quired to maintain Shinto shrines in their homes. At the same time foreign
missionaries, teachers, and businessmen were forced off the island. There was
a sustained campaign of persecuting Christians. Industry and agriculture were
goaded into ever greater feats of productivity to feed the war effort.

There are several views recorded of the mood and attitudes of the Tai-
wanese at that time. George Kerr, the American teacher and diplomat, differ-
entiates sharply between three generations of Taiwanese.6 Elderly people with
memories of Qing rule and affection for their ancestral homeland regretted
war between Japan and China, he says. Those of middle age who had battled
to retain Taiwanese identity saw Japan’s Asian crusade as just another hoax
masking imperial ambitions. The young, raised under the full force of Japan’s
patriotic indoctrination, eagerly supported the war. These divisions are un-
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doubtedly too clear cut. But Kerr was a painstaking, thoughtful, and usually
reliable observer of what he saw and heard going on around him. So his view
should not be dismissed out of hand. In contrast, the author Hung Chien-
chao leans toward a “one China” view of Taiwanese history and judges the is-
landers were dragooned by their colonial masters into supporting Japan’s war.7

Denny Roy, an American academic, concludes that Taiwanese “responded en-
thusiastically to the opportunity to serve in the Japanese armed forces.”8

Doubtless there were as many personal motivations as there were Tai-
wanese who enlisted under the rising sun ensign. The numbers were substan-
tial. About 80,000 islanders served in the Japanese army and navy. A further
126,000 worked for the Japanese in civilian roles such as coolie porters, nurses,
interpreters, and agricultural advisers to local farmers in occupied areas of
China and Southeast Asia. Despite the then recent animosities and antago-
nisms, aboriginal Taiwanese volunteered in some numbers for both fighting
and noncombatant roles. About 30,300 Taiwanese were killed during the war
in the service of Japan.

The Japanese legacy on Taiwan is as ambiguous and subject to partial in-
terpretations as all other aspects of the island’s history. It remains pertinent
today because so many Taiwanese of the older generation are inclined to view
that period as, on balance, beneficial to the island. This judgment is in marked
contrast to the abiding hatred of Japan in other colonial territories such as
Korea and Manchuria. This is in part because Japanese rule was a good deal
more brutal in those territories than on Taiwan. But Beijing remains outraged
that Taiwanese retain a mild affection toward Japan. It is seen as ethnic and
spiritual corruption. This reaction certainly prompts some Taiwanese to es-
pouse a gentler view of the Japanese colonial experience than they truly feel or
is justified. Many island nationalists are willing to see merit in any stance that
enrages Beijing.

There is a wider and less provocative strand of thought among islanders that
sees the period of Japanese rule as an essential element in Taiwan’s story, for both
good and ill. The regimentation and cultural indoctrination of the Taiwanese as
well as the ever-present, insufferable demonstrations of racial superiority by the
Japanese made aspects of life grim. But there was the benefit of dramatic social
and economic development of the island in the half century of rule by Japan. It
brought the island standards of efficient and clean government against which the
Qing administration before and the Kuomintang after compared poorly. In their
battles for some voice in their own government, Taiwanese developed a sense of
their own identity and their island’s distinction as a community. This experience
formed the base for today’s attitudes toward independence and mainland China.
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And it made the Taiwanese, alongside their colonial masters, the most highly ed-
ucated people in Asia. This sense of self-worth came into powerful play when in
1945 the largely illiterate and ignorant scruffs of Chiang Kai-shek’s Kuomintang
army got off their ships to take possession of Taiwan. The Kuomintang were
only one demonstration of how much the world had changed while Taiwan was
secreted in the Japanese empire. Behind Chiang was a new player, the United
States of America, whose interests were about to become a dominant influence
on Taiwanese life.
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Chapter Fourteen

M I S S I O N A R I E S
A N D  F I L I B U S T E R S

The United States had marched into China in the 1840s amid the pack of
ravening western countries led by Britain. After its defeat by Britain in the
First Opium War, China thought it might dilute British power by extending
to other countries the concessions demanded by London. Thus on July 3,
1844, Caleb Cushing signed the Treaty of Wanghsia on behalf of the United
States. This guaranteed American merchants access to the five treaty ports of
Canton (Guangzhou), Amoy (Xiamen), Foochow (Fuzhou), Ningpo
(Ningbo), and Shanghai. It gave the U.S. most-favored-nation rights to low
tariffs, allowed the Americans to establish churches and hospitals in the treaty
ports, and excluded American citizens from the authority of the Chinese
courts. In an early example of moral rapport between Beijing and Washington
the treaty prohibited opium as an object or currency of trade between the two
countries. America was equally quick to take advantage of British military
labors after the Second Opium War and actually signed its own Treaty of
Tientsin with China in 1858, two weeks before the British did. The Tientsin
treaty opened up ten additional ports, allowed for diplomatic representation
in Beijing, permitted travel by foreigners throughout China, and gave freedom
of movement throughout the country for Christian missionaries.

From the start Americans in China were beguiled by the country, its cul-
ture, and possibilities well beyond the mere opportunity to make money.
China became an emotional fixation for Americans in much the same way that

04 manthorpe 11-15  8/11/05  11:58 AM  Page 179



India did for the British. That half-suppressed passion remains and always
throbs just below the surface in America’s dealings with China.

There was a moment in the 1850s when American passion for China, much
of it stemming from fundamentalist Christian missionary zeal, might have
changed the course of Chinese history and wedded the two countries in ways
that can now only be the stuff of fantasy. In the early 1840s a young man from
a Hakka farming family in Guangdong province, Hung Hsiu-ch’uan, resentful
at his lack of success in the onerous imperial civil service examinations, turned
to Christianity. He became convinced he was the younger brother of Jesus
Christ. Hung formulated a highly selective and self-centered version of Chris-
tianity tinged with Confucianism that, despite its heretical content, attracted an
American Southern Baptist missionary, the Reverend Issachar J. Roberts.
Roberts, however, developed doubts about the authenticity of Hung’s Chris-
tianity, especially after Hung demanded to be paid to be baptized. The Ameri-
can missionary refused, and this final rejection turned Hung into a crusading
Christian revolutionary leading the Taiping Rebellion. Within a few years Hung
had raised an army that had captured much of the lower Chang Jiang (Yangtze)
River valley, including the imperial southern capital Nanjing, and threatened
Shanghai. The Taiping rebels became a focus for popular discontent with the en-
feebled and corrupt Qing dynasty. Peasants flocked to Hung’s colors and in areas
that the Taiping controlled, a series of puritanical reforms were instituted. The
mutilation of young girls by foot binding was outlawed and so were opium and
tobacco smoking. Land was held in common and allocated according to a fam-
ily’s needs. There are parallels between the Taiping rebels and the Taliban rule of
Afghanistan in the 1990s. People were initially willing to put up with stern gov-
ernment if it meant an end to chaos. Modern Beijing sees a more troubling
comparison, from the viewpoint of the Communist Party, with the spiritual sect
Falun Gong. China has been beset with civil unrest since economic reforms
began to bite in the mid-1980s. The end of collectivized agriculture, the smash-
ing of the “iron rice bowl” of Communist centrally planned social support, and
the asset stripping of privatized state-owned industries by corrupt party officials
left some 250 million people out of work by the early twenty-first century. In
1989 the Tiananmen Square student demonstrators became the focus for na-
tionwide dissent, and there were violent uprisings all over China. It took the in-
stitution of martial law to restore order. In the late 1990s, with hopes of quick
political reform removed from the national agenda by the army, Falun Gong
began attracting millions of disenchanted Chinese. The sect’s advocacy of seek-
ing bodily and spiritual well-being through meditation and traditional stylized
exercises was particularly attractive to middle-aged Chinese whose lives had cen-
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tered on faith in the Communist Party. In April 1999 Falun Gong showed it was
a national organization with a communications network beyond official control.
Falun Gong mounted a demonstration of some 12,000 people outside the
walled Zhongnanhai leaders’ compound in Beijing containing the main Com-
munist Party offices and the homes of several leaders, without the security serv-
ices getting any forewarning. It was especially troubling for the party that so
many people were able to gather at the Zhongnanhai, originally the gardens of
the imperial palace next door, when security was meant to be at its tightest be-
cause of the upcoming tenth anniversary of the Tiananmen massacre. The or-
ganization was banned and a sustained campaign of persecution begun.
Communist leaders’ suspicion that Falun Gong was a direct threat to the party’s
hold on power was compounded by the fact that the sect’s leader, Li Hongzhi,
lives in exile in New York. Americans had also been more sympathetic than the
other foreign powers toward the Taiping rebels.

All the foreign powers active in China were initially well disposed toward
the Taiping rebels because of their professed Christianity, but the Americans
particularly so. That sympathy eroded when deputations to the Hung court in
Nanjing were treated like emissaries from vassal states. Despite this rebuff the
foreign powers decided not to turn against the rebels and support the court.
After all, the Taiping rebels might win, in which case it would be important to
be able to negotiate protection for foreign interests. It was therefore decided to
remain studiously aloof and neutral in China’s internal conflict. But in 1860,
when the Taiping army was threatening Shanghai, the merchants in the city
organized a defensive militia. They hired to lead their army an American ship’s
captain and soldier of fortune from Massachusetts, Frederick Ward, who
trained some 5,000 Chinese along European lines and scored the first major
victories against the rebels. The emperor bestowed the title “Ever Victorious
Army” on Ward’s legion, though it didn’t always win and the ultimate collapse
of the Taiping Rebellion stemmed more from internal dissent than external
military force. When Ward died of wounds in 1862, command was given to
another American, Henry Burgevine, but he was an adventurer of a different
stripe. Burgevine helped himself to 40,000 silver dollars from the imperial cof-
fers. He was sacked and replaced by British officer, Charles “Chinese” Gordon,
killed later by Dervishes at the defense of Khartoum. Ward and Gordon
taught the imperial court an important lesson. When properly trained and
armed the Chinese could fight as effectively as European troops.

Not all the Americans in China at this time were filibusters like Ward and
Burgevine, rabid Christian evangelical missionaries, or merchants. Yale Uni-
versity extended a hand to China when the “Self-Strengthening Movement”
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looked for assistance from the industrialized nations to aid modernization.
The first Chinese graduate from Yale was Yung Wing in 1854, but when he
returned conservative factions at court regarded him with suspicion. It was not
until 1872 that he was allowed to lead 120 Chinese students to Yale. They
were accompanied by an elderly scholar whose job was to see the students’
Confucian morals were not corrupted by life in America. This project was
abandoned in 1881, but the United States continued to be a favorite destina-
tion for young Chinese seeking a modern education. Between 1903 and 1919
nearly 34 percent of Chinese students studying abroad were at American col-
leges. Most, 42 percent, went to Japan for reasons of proximity and cost as
much as anything.

China’s transition to a frail republic after 1911 and America’s emergence
as a major power—if not yet visibly a superpower—at the close of the First
World War only strengthened the sympathy in the United States for China.
The failure of the negotiations at Versailles in 1919 and early 1920 to resolve
the question of foreign enclaves in China led to the Washington Conference
of 1921–22, aimed at reasserting China’s territorial integrity and political in-
dependence. As an expression of goodwill by the eight powers with footholds
in China—Britain, the United States, France, Italy, Japan, Belgium, the
Netherlands, and Portugal—the conference was a success. The resulting treaty
lacked enforcement power, however, and foreigners continued to hold high
positions in the Chinese civil service. Their trading enclaves carried on as
quasi-colonial concessions beyond the power of Chinese law or administra-
tion. Britain continued to dominate the trade of southern China through its
Hong Kong colony and Japan carried on colony building in northeastern
China through its control of the Southern Manchurian Railway. These en-
croachments pushed the tide of Chinese nationalism, which in May 1925
burst forth in Shanghai in violent student demonstrations protesting the treat-
ment of striking workers at a Japanese-owned cotton mill. The shooting of a
dozen of the students by British police led to soul-searching by the foreign
powers. By the end of the 1920s many of the municipal and tariff privileges
enjoyed by the foreign powers had been relinquished voluntarily.

The tapestry of Chinese political progress into which this small victory
over foreign depredations was woven did not make a pretty picture. By the
mid-1930s the ostensible government of China was the Kuomintang inheri-
tors of the republican revolution of Sun Yat-sen. In reality this was an uneasy
alliance of local warlords held together by the guile and graft of the biggest
warlord of them all, Chiang Kai-shek. Chiang’s attempt to eradicate the Com-
munist movement had failed. The Communists, led off and on by Mao Ze-
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dong, had broken out of Jiangxi in southern China and completed the Long
March to Pao An in the far northwest and later Yenan. Japan had conquered
Manchuria in 1931 and in 1937 engineered an incident with Chinese troops
at Marco Polo Bridge near Beijing with the intention of taking over northern
China.

Into this melee strode two Americans whose impressions and beliefs con-
tinue to characterize the divided views and approaches toward China and Tai-
wan in the United States. One was a young journalist named Edgar Snow. He
was a left-wing activist who learned Chinese and was thus able to freely asso-
ciate with the young nationalists and intellectuals in the university area of Bei-
jing where he lived. With these credentials and a letter of introduction from
the widow of Sun Yat-sen, Soong Ch’ing-ling, Snow spent four months with
the Communists at Pao An in 1936. From this intense period of investigation
of the Communists, then a largely unknown quantity in the outside world,
Snow produced his highly influential book, Red Star over China.1 How far the
Communists hoodwinked Snow or his own sympathies colored his reporting
remains a matter of intense debate. In any event, Snow’s writing and that of
other American correspondents convinced many influential politicians and of-
ficials in the United States that Mao and his followers were not Communists
in the way Joseph Stalin in Russia was a Communist. They could better be de-
scribed, it was thought, as agrarian reformers intent on ending the feudal
power of the landlord class—a purpose embedded in the foundations of the
United States and which therefore found considerable sympathy.

The other early influence on U.S. public opinion toward China during the
Second World War and after was retired American Air Corps captain Claire
Chennault. He was hired by Chiang Kai-shek in 1937 to build a Chinese air
force. By 1938 Chennault had overseen the construction of several airfields and
an effective radio network to give early warning of Japanese raids. But he was
less successful in training Chinese pilots and instead recruited American mer-
cenaries, the Flying Tigers. Chennault and his pilots brought their own brand
of romanticism to America’s view of China that was no less potent than Snow’s
and often at odds with it. Chennault remained a close and trusted confidant of
Chiang Kai-shek and his American-schooled wife, Soong Mae-ling, sister of
Soong Ch’ing-ling. Much of the overly glossy view of Chiang held by President
Franklin D. Roosevelt and American postwar support for the Kuomintang
stems from Chennault’s public relations offensives. He was also instrumental in
promoting Soong Mae-ling, who remained a darling of audiences in the United
States right up to her death in 2003 at the age of 106. Mae-ling and her brother,
T.V. Soong, were so successful at boosting Chiang Kai-shek in the United States
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that one disenchanted American diplomat in China, John Paton Davies, once
wrote ruefully to a superior: “The Generalissimo is probably the only Chinese
who shares the popular misconception that Chiang Kai-shek is China.”2

Davies was one of a coterie of American “China hands,” many of whom
had grown up in China as the children of missionaries, who came to believe
Chiang was corrupt, a despot, and willing to fight the Japanese to the last
American. This group of career diplomats came to believe the Communists
would ultimately win any conflict with the Kuomintang unless Washington
took a “hardboiled” attitude toward Chiang. Their urgings went unheeded
and many were forced out of government service during the McCarthy purges
of the 1950s. They were accused of being soft on communism and of having
“lost China.” Their ousting left a significant gap in knowledge and experience
of China in the State Department. That vacuum played some role in the vac-
illations in American policy toward Chiang and the Kuomintang following
their flight to Taiwan after 1949.

Coming from a different route than the China hands, General Joseph
“Vinegar Joe” Stilwell, who commanded American and some Chinese troops
in Southeast Asia under the daily frustrations of the Generalissimo’s cautious
and kleptomaniac ultimate veto, arrived at the same conclusion as the China
hands. Stilwell soldiered on nonetheless. He retained great faith in the fight-
ing ability of the Chinese soldier if properly trained and armed. With the
backing of massive U.S. gifts of weapons and supplies, much of which Chiang
hoarded for the coming fight with the Communists, Stilwell used about 1,000
American instructors and advisers to train and equip 39 divisions.

Turning the Kuomintang army into an effective fighting force to deploy
against the Japanese was one of three elements of America’s China policy in the
war years of the early 1940s. Another was to broker a rapprochement between
the Communists and the Kuomintang. This was frustrated by both sides being
more intent on fighting each other to win power in China than in confronting
the Japanese.

The third element in American policy, flowing primarily from Roosevelt
and his political seduction by Chiang and Soong Mae-ling, was to make China
appear a great power on the world stage even if there was little substance to the
image. It was in this endeavor that the seeds of confusion over Taiwan’s post-
war status were sown.

At Roosevelt’s insistence Chiang and his wife were invited to Cairo in No-
vember 1943 for a summit with Winston Churchill. The British prime min-
ister objected strenuously to China’s inclusion as a “great power” with the
prospect of equal status with the other allies in the future United Nations,
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then being contemplated as a postwar guarantor of world peace. Roosevelt,
however, wanted to make a generous gesture to the Chinese people and to flat-
ter Chiang into exerting himself more fulsomely against the Japanese.
Churchill reluctantly went along with the charade. Despite his warm inten-
tions, Roosevelt found his first encounter with “the first real Oriental I have
met” very trying.3 Most of Roosevelt’s previous firsthand contacts with Chi-
nese had been with Soong Mae-ling and her brother, both of whom were
highly Americanized Chinese. At Cairo Madame Chiang interpreted for her
husband, who spoke no English and who didn’t much care for the company
of non-Chinese unless it was necessary to charm them. Roosevelt convinced
himself that Chiang must be placated and that all the reports he had had of
Chiang’s corruption and dictatorial instincts simply reflected the exigencies of
wartime leadership. The American president did later reconsider his verdict.
Roosevelt came to a view of Chiang that was closer to that of Stilwell, who
usually called the Chinese leader “the rattlesnake” or “peanut,” rather than the
more flowery characterizations of Chennault. In 1945 Roosevelt told Edgar
Snow, “I was never able to form any opinion of Chiang at Cairo. When I
thought about it later I realized that all I knew was what Madame Chiang told
me about her husband and what he thought.”4

The Cairo talks were complicated by Chiang’s refusal to meet Joseph Stalin.
Chiang was incensed at the Soviet-Japan Neutrality Pact of 1941, and he be-
lieved, with good reason, that the Russians were supplying the Chinese Com-
munists with weapons. So when Roosevelt, Churchill, and Chiang agreed on the
Cairo Declaration in November 1943, its contents were not announced until the
American and British leaders had met Stalin in Tehran a few days later in De-
cember and obtained the Russian’s approval. The declaration was not a treaty or
a binding document. None of the leaders even signed it. The document was
merely issued as a press release setting out the policy intent of the leaders.

The key segment of the Cairo Declaration referring to Taiwan said: “It is
[the three powers’] purpose that Japan shall be stripped of all the islands in the
Pacific which she has seized or occupied since the beginning of the First World
War in 1914, and that all the territories Japan has stolen from the Chinese,
such as Manchuria, Formosa [Taiwan] and the Pescadores [the Penghu Is-
lands], shall be restored to the Republic of China.”5

After Roosevelt’s death in April 1945, the new president, Harry Truman,
reaffirmed at the Potsdam summit the following July the policies set out in the
Cairo Declaration. On August 6 and 9 atomic bombs were dropped on Hi-
roshima and Nagasaki. On August 15 Japanese emperor Hirohito broadcast to
his people—the first time any had heard the sacred voice—and told them the
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war was over. The Japanese surrender document signed on board the U.S.S.
Missouri in Tokyo Bay on September 2, 1945, accepted the provisions of the
Potsdam Proclamation.

The swift end of the War in the Pacific brought about by the use of the
atomic bombs caught almost everyone by surprise. There was no slow attrition
of the enemy forces as had happened to the armies of Nazi Germany, battered
by the Soviets from the east and the North Atlantic allies from the west. In-
stead the Japanese army of some 2.3 million men, half of them in China and
about 150,000 on Taiwan, remained potent and intact.

One man who did see the opportunities presented by the chaos that would
follow the Japanese surrender was Mao Zedong. On August 9, the day the sec-
ond atom bomb was dropped, he loosed his three million–strong Communist
forces with orders to occupy as much of northern and rural China as possible.
Mao’s move also came a day after the Soviet Union entered the Pacific war, ap-
parently with the aim of picking up what spoils it could from Japan’s collaps-
ing empire. There followed a mad scramble for territory between the
Communist and Kuomintang armies. In this race the Communists were bet-
ter positioned to occupy the Chinese heartland from the north. Chiang, iso-
lated behind the natural barriers of western China, even ordered the
surrendered Japanese forces to fight off the Communists until Kuomintang
forces could arrive to administer their disarming and repatriation to Japan.

The United States did not want to see the Communists take control of
China, which seemed likely unless immediate aid was given to Chiang. Some
fifty thousand American marines were sent to hold key ports and communi-
cations centers while three Kuomintang armies were airlifted to Beijing, Tian-
jin, and Shanghai. In the following weeks the Americans moved about half a
million Kuomintang troops to various cities around the country. This massive
effort stemmed the Communist advance for a while, but the picture that
swiftly emerged was of the Kuomintang bottled up in the cities while Mao and
his army controlled the countryside. The Communists were in an even better
position in Manchuria in the northeast. After declaring war on Japan on Au-
gust 8, the Soviet forces swept into Manchuria and carried on well to the
south, even after Japan’s surrender. The Soviets then assisted the entry of the
Chinese Communists into this region and even handed over to Mao’s army
large quantities of captured Japanese weaponry. American diplomats led by
Washington’s envoy Patrick Hurley and later by General George Marshall at-
tempted to broker an alliance between Mao and Chiang aimed at the emer-
gence of a “strong, united, and democratic China,” but in reality neither leader
was prepared to compromise and China’s civil war was already under way.
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Chapter Fifteen

N E W  B E G I N N I N G ,
N E W  B E T R AYA L

On August 15, 1945, the thin and wavering voice of Emperor Hirohito was
heard on radios across the Japanese empire announcing defeat and that the
War in the Pacific was over. On Taiwan emotions ranged from relief at the
ending of the war through excited anticipation that Japanese colonial rule was
over to anxiety about the fate of their island. On balance, though, the mood
was of eager expectation as the islanders waited for the victorious allies to ar-
rive. And waited. And waited. Nothing happened. The nearly 150,000 Japan-
ese troops on Taiwan kept mostly to their barracks. The Japanese police
continued their daily rounds and patrols. Taiwanese people went about their
lives as normal. The Japanese organized a massive clean-up operation to re-
move wreckage left by American bombing raids in the final weeks of the war.
There was no breakdown of law and order, though retribution was taken
against a few individual policemen. These were all in revenge for personal
abuses and not unfocused uprisings against Japanese authority.

Finally, two weeks later, on September 1, a Japanese warship, a submarine
chaser, appeared in Keelung harbor. It had been commandeered in Xiamen by
three young American servicemen and two Chinese who claimed to be colonels.
They introduced themselves to the Japanese commanders as a team sent to as-
sess the situation of allied prisoners of war on Taiwan. The Japanese were happy
to see them, thinking this was the first indication they might be going home
soon. But the Americans and the Chinese showed very little interest in allied
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prisoners of war. They showed much more enthusiasm when offered $200,000
in public funds to cover their expenses while in Taiwan. Most of that money dis-
appeared within two days.

Japanese intelligence officers and the ever-curious Taiwanese quickly dis-
covered the Chinese “colonels” were actually officers from Chiang Kai-shek’s
internal security operation, the Bureau of Investigation and Statistics, better
known among Americans as “Chiang’s Gestapo.” The three accompanying
Americans, later joined by a fourth, were from one of Washington’s intelli-
gence agencies and had been assigned to liaise with the Chinese. The true pur-
pose of the team was to make an assessment of the political situation on
Taiwan. They were especially interested in noting the names of people on the
island who had been pressing the Japanese for home rule. Political activism of
any kind was a dangerous quality to be watched in the future. The team also
documented which Taiwanese had got rich under Japanese rule. The assets of
collaborators were fair game now that the war was over.

On September 5 an American naval flotilla arrived off Keelung with more
genuine interest in allied prisoners held on Taiwan. Within two days 1,300 al-
lied prisoners were taken off the island. Another five days went by and then a
group from the U.S. Office of Strategic Services (OSS) flew in from Kunming
in western China. Their job was to hunt for Communists, of which there were
precious few on Taiwan after 50 years of a Japanese police state. The OSS men
were followed by an American graves’ registration unit with the task of listing
allied airmen who had died on the island.

None of these groups had the authority to accept the surrender of the
Japanese, who were increasingly impatient to get home but still operating as a
disciplined army. On September 30, six weeks after Japan’s surrender, a Chi-
nese survey group made a brief reconnoiter of Taipei and on October 5 a Chi-
nese general, Keh King-en, arrived.

In his first address to the Taiwanese people the general set the tone for sev-
eral decades to come. The island, he told them, had been “degraded” by Japan-
ese occupation and the islanders were a “degraded people” outside the bounds
of pure Chinese civilization. The implication of General Keh’s observations got
lost, however, in the very genuine atmosphere of happy anticipation that over-
took Taiwan as the truth sank in that 50 years of Japanese colonialism was over.

Some of the truths of Taiwan’s new status began to be suspected ten days
later on October 15, when American transport ships brought 12,000 Kuo-
mintang troops to Keelung. Many were mere boys, illiterate, unkempt, undis-
ciplined, and fearful. They refused to leave the ships unless American troops
agreed to march ahead of them for fear of ambushes by the Japanese. General
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Chen Yi, appointed governor of Taiwan by Chiang Kai-shek, arrived on Oc-
tober 25 with his Japanese “geisha” wife, a description that most contempo-
rary accounts strongly hint is a euphemism for a more sordid history. A motor
parade into Taipei was arranged and tens of thousands of people turned out to
watch the arrival of their new lord into the capital.

General Chen received the Japanese surrender the same day and went on
to proclaim that this act constituted the reincorporation of Taiwan into China
under the sovereign administration of the Kuomintang. This assumption went
too far for the Americans and other allies. They objected to Chen’s act, point-
ing out that despite the wording of the Cairo Declaration that Taiwan and the
Penghu Islands “shall” be restored to the Republic of China, the legal resolu-
tion of what to do with the territories regained from Japan awaited the sign-
ing of a formal peace treaty. In the meantime the Kuomintang was merely
administering Taiwan on behalf of the allies.

This objection was put to Chiang, but not forcefully because few Ameri-
cans in Washington or the field wanted to address the issue of Taiwan sover-
eignty and no one imagined the headache it would become. Among the
diplomats of the State Department, the so-called China Firsters, the accept-
ance of China’s “historic claims” had been part of their specialist education.
There was no willingness to question whether that claim was just. Military
men in the field were consumed by the daily nightmare of managing the chaos
of peace and China’s drift toward civil war. There were plenty of problems to
deal with without looking for more on Taiwan.

Taiwanese enthusiasm for their liberation was already restrained. The
schoolchildren marshaled to line Chen’s parade route shouted the traditional
Japanese greeting “banzai” as he passed, but the greatest applause was for the
American liaison troops riding at the back of the cavalcade. The islanders
began to react as it became more and more apparent the Kuomintang troops
considered Taiwan conquered territory to be looted and its people Japanese
collaborators worthy only of contempt. Wall posters began to appear making
fun of the Kuomintang troops. Comments such as “The dogs have gone and
the pigs have arrived” and “At least the Japanese dogs protected property” were
scrawled everywhere.

Chen Yi had been appointed Taiwan’s governor-in-waiting a year before. He
was a close personal friend and ally of Chiang Kai-shek. They both came from
Zhejiang province south of Shanghai. When Chiang was preparing to capture
Shanghai in the late 1920s, Chen had used their mutual links with the great
commercial city’s triad underworld to ensure the Kuomintang troops entered
unopposed. One of Chen’s rewards was to be appointed governor of Fujian
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province, where he had had a peaceful war because hostilities with the Japanese
had been kept to a minimum to avoid interference with the trade across the
front line that Chen encouraged. Chen’s amicable relations with the Japanese
were such that he was invited to Taiwan in 1935 to take part in the celebrations
marking 40 years of Tokyo’s colonial rule on the island. When in an unusual
bout of warfare in 1942 the Japanese took over the Fujian provincial capital,
Fuzhou, they gave Chen advance notice so he could get his family and his large
accumulation of possessions to safety before the invading troops arrived.

Chen’s history gave fair warning of the way he would administer Taiwan.
He did not attempt to set up a true civilian administration in keeping with
the island’s purported status as a reclaimed Chinese province. Instead Chen
established a military administration staffed exclusively by mainlanders and
his relatives. Then the systematic acquisition of all Japanese-owned assets and
the looting of anything of value began. The looting proceeded at several lev-
els. Ordinary Kuomintang soldiers were notoriously badly paid, if at all, and
were expected to live by plunder. This they did with the thoroughness of lo-
custs. But even as the Taiwanese were being robbed to the walls they couldn’t
help but be amused at the antics of the ignorant mainland country boys.
There are many stories from those days of soldiers stealing bicycles and then
carrying them off on their backs because they didn’t know what a bicycle was
or how to ride it. At the officer level the plunder was more grandiose. All
Japanese military establishments were taken over by the Kuomintang army
and navy, which then shipped all the stores to the mainland to be sold for
great profits. Chen’s own coterie of administrators took control of all the in-
dustries, businesses, enterprises, and even the housing districts that had been
Japanese. This amounted, according to some estimates, to 90 percent of the
island’s economy. They all disappeared into monopolies and what Chen de-
scribed as “necessary state socialism.”

The industries and businesses quickly atrophied because the mainlanders
put in charge were incompetent. But the Chen administration made large
profits by sending stored goods to be sold in China and even dismantling and
shipping out entire industrial production plants. The administration also
ended up with a vast real estate empire of land that had been held by Japanese
and that remains the basis of the Kuomintang political empire. Not all Tai-
wanese were innocent victims or bystanders to this frenzied rapine. Many old
scores were settled by informing the authorities that a rival had collaborated
with the Japanese. But mostly it was the carpetbagger mainlanders who ac-
cused usually innocent Taiwanese of being collaborators to justify seizure of
whatever property they wanted from the islanders, including people’s homes.

1 9 0 FORBIDDEN NATION

04 manthorpe 11-15  8/11/05  11:58 AM  Page 190



Not surprisingly the economy collapsed. Between November 1945 and
January 1947 the consumer price index spiraled out of control. The price of
food rose by over 21,000 points in that period and clothing by nearly
25,000 points. There were even greater increases in the prices of seed and
fertilizer as well as scarcity of supply. As a result the rice crop in the early
postwar years was only half what it had been in the 1930s and the general
agricultural production fell to the level of 1910. The public health programs
and regulations so assiduously followed by the Japanese were abandoned.
The bubonic plague and cholera became endemic again. Malaria reappeared
as a serious problem when stores of quinine medicines left by the Japanese
were sold to the mainland and replacements sent by foreign donors were di-
verted to the same destination.

In 1946 Chen Yi announced that young male islanders would be con-
scripted to serve in China fighting the Communists. There was a public out-
cry and the governor had to abandon the idea. He was not always so
responsive to criticism or public opinion. The detention or harassment of
journalists or administration critics became systematic in mid-1946 and gath-
ered pace over the following months.

America’s deep ambivalence about Chiang and the Kuomintang intensi-
fied as the civil war in China progressed. On one hand Washington wanted
Chiang to win and check any further Communist expansion. To that end Chi-
ang was lavishly supplied with American weapons and instructors. But Amer-
ica, and especially the State Department, was increasingly troubled by
Chiang’s corruption, dictatorial tendencies, and evident incompetence as a
civil and military leader. This ambivalent attitude included Taiwan. Washing-
ton did not want the island at the strategic crossroads of the Far East to fall
into Communist hands. Equally unappetizing was the idea of continued
Kuomintang rule there. The questionable morality of allowing Chiang to have
sovereignty over the island and its people became more concerning as reports
arrived about the rapacious colonial rule of General Chen Yi on Taiwan.

By early 1947, then, a dangerous and unstable cauldron of public resent-
ment was reaching a boiling point on Taiwan. Any incident could have top-
pled the cauldron. In the event it was what happened to a widow, Lin
Chiang-mai, who was selling cigarettes in a Taipei park on February 27, 1947,
that transformed resentment into open rebellion. Lin was accosted by six
agents from the Monopoly Commission who accused her of selling contra-
band cigarettes. They grabbed the woman and her money. She resisted, was hit
on the head with a pistol butt, and called out to passersby for help. An angry
crowd gathered quickly. One of the commission agents fired his pistol into the
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crowd to force an escape route and killed one man. The agents escaped, but
the crowd went on a rampage and burned the commission truck.

The next morning several thousand people gathered at the park and
marched to the Monopoly Commission offices with a petition demanding the
prosecution of the agents. They found the bureau locked and guarded so the
crowd turned to Chen Yi’s office. They arrived at about noon and were fired on
by soldiers with a machine gun. Two people died and several others were
wounded. News spread quickly and by late afternoon the streets were full of
angry crowds. Two Monopoly Commission agents were caught and beaten to
death. Within two days the uprising had spread to cities throughout the island.

Martial law was declared on the evening of February 28, and military pa-
trols began roaring through Taipei firing from their vehicles at anyone they
saw. This indiscriminate use of force revealed a real problem faced by Gover-
nor Chen. The demands of the civil war on the mainland had shrunk the
forces available to Chen from 48,000 at their height to only 11,000 in March
1947. Chen played for time.

On March 1 a group of civic leaders led by the speaker of the Taiwan
Provincial People’s Political Council, Huang Ch’ao-ch’in, went to see Chen and
demanded that martial law be lifted. The governor agreed to do so, but even as
the meeting was being held more and more troops were spreading through
Taipei, gunning down anyone they saw. The next day Chen made a radio
broadcast saying a generous restitution payment was being made to widow Lin
to settle the February 27 incident and that he had agreed to form a joint set-
tlement committee with civic leaders. While he was speaking there was one of
the most serious clashes thus far, at the Taiwan Railway Administration build-
ing, in which over 120 people were killed by army machine gun fire.

On March 7 the settlement committee presented Chen with a list of 32 de-
mands. It was a broad-based prescription for reform starting with an end to
military rule and the establishment of Taiwan as an autonomous province of
China. There were items dealing with the lack of Taiwanese people in the ad-
ministration and requirements for free and fair elections. Some demands dealt
with the independent and notoriously corrupt police forces attached to some
government departments. Others urged the release of political prisoners. Still
more addressed economic issues such as abuses of the tax system. An irate Chen
rejected the demands and the committee retreated to soften its proposals.

The insurrection was continuing throughout the island, and many towns
and cities were under the effective control of the local people. In Taipei the civic
leaders of the settlement committee believed that despite Chen’s initial rejection,
a reworking of the 32 demands could create a compromise that would restore
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order. What they didn’t know was that on March 5 Chen had sent a message to
China asking for reinforcements. On March 8, 10,000 troops landed at Keelung
in the north and another 3,000 at Kaohsiung in the south. The following morn-
ing the new forces began a campaign of indiscriminate shooting, raping, and
bayoneting as they moved to reestablish Chen’s control over the island. By
March 13 most of the insurgents in the towns and cities had been suppressed,
but fighting continued in the mountain regions for at least another week.

Then the troops and Chen’s security operatives began a hunt for dissi-
dents. About one thousand middle school students in their early teens were
detained and close to one hundred arbitrarily executed. Lawyers, leading busi-
nessmen, and newspaper editors were rounded up. So were members of the
settlement committee. Several of them were killed. The reaction to the popu-
lar uprising became an orgy of killing by government forces of anyone con-
sidered a leader of Taiwanese society. Many were tortured and mutilated before
being killed and their bodies left in the streets as a warning to others. The
Kuomintang’s own records say that at least 28,000 people were killed.

The Two-Two-Eight Incident, as it became known from the date of the
outbreak of hostilities on February 28, was a turning point in the American
view of and policy toward Chiang Kai-shek and Taiwan. Six weeks after the
outbreak on Taiwan the U.S. ambassador to China, John Leighton Stuart,
wrote a long memorandum to Chiang based on eyewitness accounts by Amer-
ican diplomats and highly critical of General Chen’s style of government. Chi-
ang Kai-shek, then in Nanjing, professed to know nothing about what was
happening on Taiwan. In August Lieutenant General Albert Wedermeyer, the
commander of American forces in Asia, wrote an equally critical message to
the U.S. secretary of state. “Chen Yi and his henchmen ruthlessly, corruptly
and avariciously imposed their regime upon a happy and amenable popula-
tion. The army conducted themselves as conquerors. Secret police operated
freely to intimidate and to facilitate exploitation by Central Government
[Kuomintang] officials.”1 Wedermeyer went on to proffer an alternative to
Kuomintang rule over Taiwan. “There were indications that Formosans would
be receptive toward United States guardianship and United Nations trustee-
ship. They fear that the Central Government contemplates bleeding their is-
land to support the tottering and corrupt Nanjing regime, and I think their
fears are well founded.”

Chen Yi was recalled from Taiwan on March 22. Chiang, however, was not
going to undermine internal discipline in the Kuomintang by appearing to be
Washington’s poodle. Chen was promoted to be governor of his and Chiang’s
native province of Zhejiang, a larger and more important place than Taiwan.
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Chen brought about his own downfall two years later by acting true to his cor-
rupt form. In 1949, as it appeared the Communists were going to win the civil
war, Chen began making arrangements to change sides. Chiang Kai-shek got
wind of it. Chen was arrested and sent to Taiwan, where he was executed by fir-
ing squad in June 1950. When news of the death became public knowledge, it
sparked a day of celebration throughout Taiwan.

American officials began soon after the Two-Two-Eight Incident dis-
cussing ideas for resolving the island’s status. They picked up on the notion of
a United Nations trusteeship and explored the idea of a referendum, with no
one doubting it would lead to the islanders choosing independence. In Janu-
ary 1949 the National Security Council produced a draft report on Taiwan
and its future. The report noted the implications of the Cairo Declaration and
said America’s national interest was that the island be denied to the Commu-
nists. While that tended to argue that Taiwan should be left in Kuomintang
hands, the report noted that U.S. policy “cannot leave out of account the For-
mosan people and their strong resentment of Chinese rule arising from Chi-
nese maladministration and repression.”2

By the autumn of 1949 various branches of the U.S. government had
agreed on a plan to take the future of Taiwan to the United Nations. That
scheme came to a halt with the Communist victory on the mainland in Oc-
tober 1949 and the flight of the Kuomintang to Taiwan. Washington was over-
come by fatalism. It looked as though it would only be a matter of time before
the Communists took Taiwan. With that likelihood Washington wanted to be
able to deal with the winner. On January 5, 1950, President Truman an-
nounced America would have no further involvement in the Chinese civil war
and would provide no more weapons or advice to the Kuomintang.

It was not only Chen Yi who made early arrangements to try to survive a
Communist victory on the mainland. Chiang Kai-shek had thought about it
too. Late in October 1948 an order was issued stopping the export of food and
goods from Taiwan. Efforts began to be made to rebuild the island’s economy
so it could serve as a haven for Chiang, his supporters, and remaining military
when—no longer if—the Communists triumphed. Mainlanders and their as-
sets—among them almost the entire contents of the National Palace Mu-
seum—began moving to Taiwan in large numbers. By the time Chiang
formally moved the capital of the Republic of China to Taipei in December
1949 there were about two million mainlanders on the island, among them
600,000 surviving members of the Kuomintang army.
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Chapter Sixteen

T H E  U N S I N K A B L E
A I R C R A F T  C A R R I E R

Washington managed to wash its hands of Taiwan and Chiang Kai-shek’s ex-
iled army for only six months. On June 25, 1950, North Korean forces attacked
the South across the thirty-eighth parallel, the line along which the peninsula
had been divided at the end of the Second World War. Taiwan was suddenly on
the front line of a conflict that directly affected American interests and prestige
in Asia. Two days later President Truman ordered the 7th Fleet to patrol the Tai-
wan Strait. His main intention was to prevent China from using the cover of
the Korean War to invade the “unsinkable aircraft carrier” of Taiwan. “In these
circumstances,” he said in a statement, “the occupation of Formosa [Taiwan] by
Communist forces would be a direct threat to the security of the Pacific area
and to the United States performing their lawful and necessary function in that
area.”1 The deployment of the 7th Fleet was, however, just as firmly aimed
against Chiang using the opportunity to invade the mainland and drag the
United States into a war with China, which might well escalate into a nuclear
war with the Soviet Union. It was at this moment that Truman uttered the still-
unfulfilled promise that “The determination of the future status of Formosa
must await the restoration of security in the Pacific, a peace settlement with
Japan, or consideration by the United Nations.”2 No attempt was made to set-
tle the question of Taiwan’s status when the Japanese Peace Treaty was negoti-
ated and signed in 1951. Japan merely formally relinquished its empire without
saying in whose benefit it gave up its conquered territories.
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One of the few occasions when there has been a formal legal considera-
tion of Taiwan’s status was in 1959, when District of Columbia federal judge
Alexander Holtzoff ruled that two Chinese liable for deportation could not
be sent to Taiwan. “Formosa may be said to be a territory or an area occupied
or administered by the Government of the Republic of China, but it is not
officially recognized as being part of the Republic of China,” Judge Holtzoff
said. “Expressions of the State Department are drawn with care and circum-
spection to refrain from such recognition.” He went on to accept lawyers’ ar-
guments that neither the Japanese Peace Treaty of 1951 nor any subsequent
agreement had given China sovereignty over Taiwan. “The situation is, then,
one where the Allied Powers still have to come to some agreement or treaty
with respect to the status of Formosa.”3 The people of Taiwan are still wait-
ing for that resolution.

As late as 1971 the American official position remained that Taiwan’s sta-
tus was “undetermined” because the conditions set out by Truman in 1950
had not been met.

Once Washington had decided that occupation of Taiwan by the Chinese
Communists would be a direct threat to U.S. interests in the Pacific region,
military and civilian aid began flowing in ever-increasing amounts to Taipei.
Chiang and the Kuomintang began to hope that they would soon be in a po-
sition to invade the mainland and oust Mao and the Communists. Hope blos-
somed into rejoicing in 1952 when former general Dwight Eisenhower was
elected president. The Republican campaign had lambasted Truman for “losing
China” and not doing enough to support Chiang either on the mainland or on
Taiwan. So Chiang was full of confidence that Eisenhower would remove the
7th Fleet and support unfettered action by the Kuomintang army against the
mainland. There is an institutional Washington that quickly shackles a new
president, whatever he may have said on the campaign trail. Entry into the
Oval Office involves indoctrination into a cultural view of America’s national
interests that changes remarkably little from administration to administration.
That’s what happened with Eisenhower. He did theoretically “deneutralize” Tai-
wan, but the reality was that the United States continued to oppose any large-
scale invasion of the mainland by Chiang’s forces. This prohibition was spelled
out clearly when America and Chiang’s Republic of China government signed
a defense treaty in 1954. “Offensive military operations by either party from
the territories held by the Republic of China would be undertaken only as a
matter of joint agreement,” the document said.4

This prohibition on lone action by the Chiang regime contained the ele-
ments of a “two China” or “one China, one Taiwan” policy by the United
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States. Chiang may still have believed Taiwan was only a temporary resting
place before a return to the mainland, where the populous would rise up in his
support, eager to throw off the slavery of communism. The Americans do not
appear to have had any such illusions. That division of view first surfaced in
1958 when the Communists began shelling the offshore mainland islands of
Kinmen and Mazu. Eisenhower and his secretary of state, John Foster Dulles,
thought it made no sense for Chiang to maintain large garrisons on these is-
lands, which could be given up without causing any strategic threat to Taiwan
and the Penghu Islands. Abandonment of some of the offshore islands might
even lead to a ceasefire across the Taiwan Strait. But the Kuomintang were at-
tached to the offshore island clusters. These islands were the only part of main-
land China the Kuomintang controlled. Their possession gave some legitimacy,
however slender, to the Chiang regime’s claim to be the government of the Re-
public of China, especially when Chiang’s status on Taiwan and the question of
whether Taiwan was indeed part of China remained unresolved. Washington
did manage to persuade Chiang to abandon some of the most far removed and
least defensible northerly islands in the Mazu group, but the rest remain part of
the territory administered by Taipei.

Chiang Kai-shek’s claim to represent the true government of China grew
increasingly tiresome for Washington administrations, especially as the
United Nations blossomed. Various tenants of the White House also found it
irksome and irritating that Taipei had developed a strong lobby of support for
“Free China” in the Congress and among influential Americans such as the
publisher Henry Luce. Chiang and the Kuomintang were always ready to
make China a domestic American political issue when they had troubles with
the administration.

President John F. Kennedy toyed with confronting the problem during his
first year in office in 1961, but thought better of it. The Republic of China
was threatening to use its veto on the UN Security Council to bar the entry
into the organization of Outer Mongolia, a supposedly independent state
within the Soviet Union that had been a Chinese colony until 1921 and over
which Taipei still claimed sovereignty. Kennedy’s secretary of state, Dean Rusk,
suggested to the president that Washington might defang Taipei by quietly
suggesting to other UN members that Mao’s People’s Republic of China also
be admitted to the organization. Kennedy liked the “two China” idea. “It re-
ally doesn’t make any sense—the idea that Taiwan represents China,” he said.5

But he warned Rusk that backing Communist China for a UN seat would
raise a huge domestic political storm that could see his administration run out
of office. Instead Kennedy pursued unofficial talks with Beijing through the
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two countries’ embassies in Warsaw to try to lessen tensions. This channel of
contact was primarily concerned with testing the solidarity of China’s loyalty
to Moscow in the red-hot days of the cold war and the Cuban missile crisis.
Washington was picking up hints of an ideological divide among the Moscow
and Beijing Communists as well as a good deal of anger and mistrust over bor-
der territory disputes. The information was correct and the Warsaw talks were
early steps on the road to Sino-U.S. diplomatic recognition a decade later. As
part of these confidence-building discussions, the American ambassador told
his counterpart that the United States would not support any invasion of the
mainland by Chiang but was equally determined to defend Taiwan should
China make the mistake of trying to take the island. That message, with some
variations, remained substantially the same for over 40 years.

An American war in Korea saved Chiang and the Kuomintang from aban-
donment by Washington in 1950. In the mid-1960s another American con-
flict came along to remind Washington of Taiwan’s strategic importance at a
moment when the administration was again tiring of its Taiwan entanglement.
The war in Vietnam showed American military planners that Taiwan was just
as convenient a staging point for action in Southeast Asia as it was for the Far
East. Taiwan became a base for American bombing raids on North Vietnam
and a rest and recreation center for troops. The Taipei government relished its
renewed importance in Washington, and Chiang did what he could to con-
solidate “Free China’s” position as a bastion against Communist incursion into
Southeast Asia by cementing ties with the sundry local dictators whom Amer-
ica felt forced to adopt as allies in the great crusade.

Behind the scenes, however, institutional Washington had become con-
vinced that for America’s immediate strategic interests in the cold war with the
Soviet Union and for the long-term stability of Asia, mainland China should
be coaxed in from the cold of its self-imposed isolation. China quietly en-
couraged this mind-set by taking a minimal role in the Vietnam War. This was
not difficult for Beijing. It mistrusted Ho Chi-minh and the North Viet-
namese almost as much as did Washington, as China’s 1979 border war with
Vietnam was to show.

On Taiwan the Kuomintang government was aware that Washington was
drifting purposefully toward an accord with the People’s Republic of China.
Taipei’s efforts to reenergize its support among U.S. policymakers by remind-
ing them of the island’s strategic significance were not successful. Taiwan had
no real alternatives but to try to maintain as sound relations as possible with
the United States, with whose economy its own was now inexorably inter-
woven, and to hope its interests would not be abandoned in Washington’s
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strategic shuffle. Taipei began to appreciate that perhaps undertaking a process
of democratic reform along the lines suggested by Washington was the surest
guarantee available of the island’s strategic security. It also agreed to abandon
and dismantle the advanced program to build nuclear weapons it started on
Chiang Kai-shek’s orders in 1969 using a small research reactor it had bought
from Canada, similar to another Canadian model that India used to manu-
facture a nuclear bomb. Taiwan’s admission that it was on the path to making
a bomb was in itself a significant act of deterrence toward China. The fact that
Taiwan had come close to building nuclear warheads demonstrated a capacity
that China must still take into account when threatening to invade the island.
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Chapter Seventeen

R E F O R M
A N D  T E R R O R

Chiang Kai-shek and the Kuomintang retreated to Taiwan in December 1949,
insisting this was only a temporary setback. They would restore their strength
while on the island and when they returned to the mainland the Chinese peo-
ple, having suffered the “slavery” of communism, would rise up as one in joy-
ous welcome. To that end it was necessary for the Kuomintang to attempt to
retain some semblance of still holding the mandate of Heaven. It was there-
fore important to govern Taiwan as though it was China and to begin imple-
menting the doctrine on which Sun Yat-sen had founded the party. That
doctrine said that before democracy there must be a period of popular tutelage
when there would be a benevolent one-party dictatorship. During this transi-
tion period the party would concentrate on establishing economic, social, and
political conditions suitable for the flowering of democracy.

The economy was the most pressing concern. Inflation continued to run
out of control in large part because the administration kept printing money to
finance the restoration of publicly owned—in reality Kuomintang-owned—
enterprises. It was not until 1953 that the authorities managed to curb infla-
tion by trimming the money supply and encourage saving by paying high
interest on short-term deposits.

An essential element in Taiwan’s economic reconstruction and its later
emergence as one of the industrial “miracle” states of Asia was land reform.
Taiwan in 1949 still had a largely feudal landholding system under which large
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tracts were owned by wealthy families, and most farmers were tenants paying
rents worth from 50 percent of their crops to as high as 70 percent in the more
fertile areas. These rents were often fixed to what a piece of land should theoret-
ically produce and not the actual value of the crop in a bad year. Tackling land
ownership was a task relatively free of political risk for the Kuomintang, much
more so than earlier attempts on the mainland had been. Kuomintang party
members did not own agricultural land and the native Taiwanese landowning
class was without influence. The program started in 1949 with a required reduc-
tion of rents to a maximum of 37.5 percent of the crop value. In 1951 the gov-
ernment sold off all the farmland, but not the urban or industrial plots that had
been seized from the Japanese. This amounted to about one-fifth of the island’s
arable land. To forestall grabs by the rich, the land was sold off in lots of a suit-
able size to support a family of six. The cost was two and a half times the value of
the land’s expected annual yield, and buyers, of which there were over 150,000,
were allowed to pay the debt off over ten years from their crops. The final step in
land reform was the 1953 law requiring landlords to sell to the government their
holdings beyond what they could farm themselves. They were paid in land bonds
and in shares in the major government-owned industries. The government then
resold the land to family farmers under the same terms as the 1951 program.

The program was astonishingly successful. At least two million Taiwanese
became landowners, farmers’ incomes doubled, and productivity had in-
creased by 50 percent by 1963. It was the acquisition of equity through land
ownership that prepared Taiwan for its light industrial revolution in the 1960s
and 1970s. Enterprising farmers who wanted to start factories had the land
and collateral with which to go to the bank for backing.

The social outcome of the land reform program was equally profound. It
removed at a stroke the traditional privileges of the gentry class and created a
far more equitable society. Not everyone was happy. One former landowner,
talking to author Douglas Mendel in the 1960s, said, “The regime will never
give its real reason for stealing our land because one was political. They wanted
to eliminate the power of the landowners because we were the social elite in
every community, looked up to by the peasants, and we were known to have
been active in the 1947 revolt.”1

The political implications of land reform were not all beneficial for the
Kuomintang. Independent farmers and, later, small business owners quickly
became independent thinkers, especially in matters of local political interest.
And the disinheriting of the young offspring of the landowning class, who
were among the island’s best-educated and articulate people, tended to make
them into radical Taiwanese nationalists.
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U.S. aid played an important part in Taiwan’s economic revival. This aid
started to flow after Washington decided the island was worth saving from
communism when the Korean War started in 1950. American advisers helped
frame the land reform program as well as infrastructure developments and in-
dustrial policy. Through the 1950s Taiwan received $100 million a year from
the United States, up to 80 percent in the form of nonrepayable grants. This
money represented a third of all capital investment. Washington finally shut
off the tap in 1963, when Taiwan was clearly a going concern no longer need-
ing support.

The light at the end of the political tunnel was not so bright or so close.
The Kuomintang maintained martial law after the February 1947 uprising on
the grounds that Taiwan was under constant threat from the mainland Com-
munists. The same logic dictated the keeping of a large standing army and the
spending of up to 12 percent of the island’s gross domestic product on the
military.

From the start the Kuomintang allowed contested elections at the dis-
trict level. This entailed little threat to the Kuomintang’s supremacy as op-
position parties were banned and opponents of the administration had to
run as independents. Kuomintang candidates had the advantage of the back-
ing of a dominant and wealthy party machine. And the intense security op-
eration run by the main secret police force, the Taiwan Garrison Command,
was well able to ferret out any aspiring politician who represented a real
threat to political stability.

This token pluralism amounted to a very minor respect for democracy,
but it was seen as important in maintaining international support for the Re-
public of China, especially in Washington. The Kuomintang justification for
the deplorably low representation of native Taiwanese in major institutions on
the island was simple. These institutions represented the government of the
Republic of China, of which Taiwan was only one province. It would have
been wrong to have people from only one province overrepresented in national
institutions. This rationale became more bizarre as the years passed, aging
members of the national institutions like the parliament died off, and main-
landers became increasingly integrated into Taiwanese society.

The tokens of democracy at the district level did little to comfort many
native Taiwanese, who took up the cause of island autonomy as they had with
the Japanese. They began to take aim at the ban on opposition political parties
in the late 1950s. A petition from a group of prominent native Taiwanese ask-
ing for the right to form a political party was sent to the administration in 1958.
It was refused and the full weight of the government security and propaganda
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machine was leveled at the authors. Some of Chiang’s mainlanders began
joining the fray in the 1960s with demands for greater respect for human
and political rights. The government’s usual tactic was to label reform ad-
vocates as Communist sympathizers and to throw the full authority of the
martial law regulations at them.

The responsibility for overseeing state security and dealing with people
held to be a threat to the Republic of China was with the Taiwan Garrison
Command. Its powers were almost boundless. People could be arrested for
real or imagined Communist tendencies, for advocating insurrection, criti-
cizing the Chiang family, or questioning sacred Kuomintang doctrines like
Taiwan’s status as a province of China. Arrests were made by military per-
sonnel and detainees were tried in military courts. These trials were held in
secret, and for several years the accused were not allowed legal representa-
tion or contact with their families.

There was a threat to Kuomintang supremacy, of course, but it didn’t
come from Communists or agents of Mao Zedong’s government in China.
It came from Taiwanese, who wanted to be masters of their own house. To
the Garrison Command this was treason against their version of China.
The command’s campaign against Taiwanese advocates of reform or inde-
pendence became known as the White Terror and lasted from after the
1947 uprising into the 1980s. Some analysts estimate that as many as
90,000 people were arrested during the White Terror years. About 10,000
of those were actually tried in military courts, but about 45,000 were exe-
cuted summarily.

Behind the Garrison Command lurked a network of often competing
intelligence and security organizations under the direction of the Generalis-
simo’s son, Chiang Ching-kuo. The younger Chiang is an elusive figure. He
is adored beyond comprehension by some people and hated by others with
a deep loathing that is equally extreme. Both views have some merit. Chiang
Ching-kuo carries the ultimate responsibility for the deaths of tens of thou-
sands of Taiwanese and there is good reason to think his involvement was
more direct in many of those deaths. At the same time it was the younger
Chiang who finally saw that Taiwan’s long-term security lay in political re-
form. While it remained a one-party military dictatorship, the United States
and other allies would always have reason to abandon the island. A func-
tioning democracy would attract more loyalty. Chiang took this path even
though he knew it meant abandoning his father’s dreams of a victorious re-
turn to the mainland. Chiang Ching-kuo knew also that reform meant put-
ting Taiwan’s future in the hands of the islanders, most of whom did not see
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the island as a province of China and who had no interest in any kind of uni-
fication with the mainland.

Chiang Ching-kuo was born in 1910 in his father’s home village, Xikou,
south of Shanghai. His mother was Chiang Kai-shek’s first wife, Mao Fu-mei.
Fu-mei was an illiterate young woman from a neighboring village who had
been betrothed to Chiang Kai-shek when he was 14 years old. The couple
drifted apart as Chiang became more and more involved in the politics and
underworld of Shanghai. They were to all intents and purposes separated in
1909 when Chiang Kai-shek’s mother took the young woman to Shanghai and
insisted her son make Fu-mei pregnant. Chiang Ching-kuo was born on April
27 the following year.

Chiang Kai-shek was seldom present as Ching-kuo grew up, but his in-
fluence was all around. The father oversaw his son’s schooling and wrote copi-
ous letters commenting on the boy’s progress, many of them harshly critical.
In 1921 Chiang Kai-shek divorced Fu-mei and married a 14-year-old girl,
Ch’en Chieh-ju, in Shanghai. When he was 12 Ching-kuo was enrolled at a
school in Shanghai and went to live with his stepmother, who was only four
years older than he was. He completed his schooling in Beijing, where he came
under the influence of Communist teachers and thought of himself as a “pro-
gressive revolutionary,” as Jay Taylor records in his book The Generalissimo’s
Son.2 The Kuomintang was strongly supported by the Soviet Union at that
time and much of the party’s doctrine was adopted from Moscow. In 1925 the
Soviet Communist Party opened in Moscow the Sun Yat-sen University of the
Toilers of China. Chiang Ching-kuo was determined to go to the Moscow
university, but his father, who, according to Taylor, regarded his son as “a block
of wood,” took much persuading that the cost would be worth it.3

Chiang Ching-kuo left China by ship from Shanghai in October 1925
with 90 other students. He would not return for 12 years. The students arrived
in Moscow in bleak, frigid November and were taken to the dour and austere
university. The first thing that happened to Ching-kuo was that he was given
a Russian name, Nikolai Vladimirovich Elizarov. He joined the Chinese
Communist Youth Corps and the Soviet Komsomol. Early in 1926 a new stu-
dent moved into the university dormitory, a bubbly, solidly build small young
man who had been living in Paris. It was Deng Xiaoping, who quickly became
known among fellow students as the Little Cannon. The same year Ching-
kuo, then 16 years old, married a fellow student, Feng Fu-neng, the daughter
of a Chinese warlord.

Chiang Ching-kuo’s inclinations were very much to the left-wing, Trot-
skyite faction of the Communist Party. When his father in 1927 slaughtered
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the Shanghai Communists with the help of his triad brothers in the Green
Gang, Chiang Ching-kuo’s life was thrown into crisis. At a student meeting he
denounced his father as a “traitor and a murderer.” The young man then is-
sued a written statement along the same lines. This was reprinted by several
Soviet newspapers. To cap the political breach with Chiang Kai-shek, Ching-
kuo wrote an article for the newspaper Izvestia that ended “Revolution is the
only thing I know, and I don’t know you as my father anymore.”

When the Soviet leader Joseph Stalin ousted the Trotskyites, Chiang
Ching-kuo had his first confrontation with the conflict between ideology and
survival. He chose survival and abandoned his pro-Trotsky views.

Ching-kuo was selected for military training in Leningrad, now St. Pe-
tersburg again, late in 1927. The curriculum included guerrilla warfare, basic
military logistics, and the political control of armed forces. He graduated top
of his class in 1930 and returned to Moscow, where he suffered his first bout
of diabetes, which was to plague his later life. He wanted to join the Soviet Red
Army but was sent instead to study engineering at the Dynamo Electric Plant
in Moscow.

At this time, 1931, Chiang Ching-kuo’s status in Moscow changed be-
cause of events in China. He became, in effect, Stalin’s hostage as relations be-
tween Moscow and Chiang Kai-shek declined. At the same time Chiang
Kai-shek was beginning to show signs of missing his son, despite Ching-kuo’s
renunciation of his father. The father’s feelings were made more poignant be-
cause his latest wife—four years before he had established the groundwork for
the Kuomintang family dynasty by marrying the American-educated Soong
Mae-ling—had borne no children, apparently because Chiang Kai-shek had
become infertile after contracting venereal disease from Shanghai prostitutes.
Messages were passed to Stalin suggesting Ching-kuo return to China, but the
Soviet leader decided the young man was a useful card to keep in Russia.
Ching-kuo was sent to work on a collective farm.

In 1935 Chiang Ching-kuo married for a second time. Faina Epatcheva
Vahaleva was “a good looking average girl” of 17 with “slightly Japanese eyes.”4

In December that year the couple had a son named Ai-lian.
By 1937 relations between the Kuomintang and Moscow had improved,

and Stalin decided to send Ching-kuo back to his father. This was not an en-
tirely friendly or altruistic move by the Soviet leader. To Stalin it seemed a
good moment to insert the young committed Communist in the heart of the
Chinese party, where he might later work Moscow’s will. The father and son
reunited in Hanzhou in April 1937. Ching-kuo told his father he wanted an
assignment where he could test his “progressive ideas,” but Chiang Kai-shek
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said he must first relearn the writing of Chinese characters and steep himself
in Chinese classical literature. This Ching-kuo did, and the following year,
1938, he was brought into the mid-levels of the Kuomintang hierarchy as head
of a regional branch of a new youth corps.

Chiang Kai-shek clearly had affection for his son but did not yet trust his
politics. Ching-kuo saw out the war against Japan in a variety of posts where
he gradually gained the confidence of his father by working with ruthless ef-
ficiency. The Generalissimo finally showed faith in his son in 1948, when
Ching-kuo was delegated to try to bring order to chaotic Shanghai. It was a
thankless task as the Communists closed in on the Kuomintang, but Ching-
kuo’s efforts drew further confidence from his father. In August 1949 he was
put in charge of sorting out the party’s intelligence organizations and clean-
ing up the messy and corrupt Kuomintang administration left on Taiwan by
Chen Yi.

On Taiwan Chiang Ching-kuo purged the top levels of the Central Bu-
reau of Investigation and Statistics and its rival, the Military Bureau of Inves-
tigation and Statistics. He merged them into the Reference Group of the
Presidential Palace’s Confidential Office. This became Ching-kuo’s power base
from which he assured his right to succeed his father and worked to under-
mine rivals. The Reference Group spawned five junior intelligence agencies
working not only on Taiwan but overseas in the United States and China, and
anywhere there was an expatriate Chinese community.

The immediate task for Ching-kuo’s agents in 1949 was to eradicate sup-
posed Communist sympathizers on Taiwan. This was done with excessive en-
thusiasm. Thousands of people were detained, tortured, and killed or sent
indefinitely to the infamous prison camp on Green Island off Taiwan’s south-
east coast.

The reputation of Ching-kuo’s agents for gross brutality outraged even
loyal Kuomintang members. In 1952 the governor of Taiwan province, K. C.
Wu, cornered Chiang Kai-shek and said, “If you love your son, do not have
him head of the secret police. He will become the target of people’s hatred.”
The Generalissimo ignored the advice.

When the Korean War changed Washington’s view of Taiwan, Chiang
Ching-kuo established a close working relationship with the Central Intelli-
gence Agency that served him well in later life. At one point there were more
than six hundred CIA agents based in Taiwan. They cooperated on guerrilla
and spying operations in China, but also in Burma, which was to secure
Ching-kuo’s links to Washington during the Vietnam War. Two Kuomintang
divisions had been left in China’s southwestern Yunnan province in 1949.
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They were driven out by the Communists into Burma’s Shan state, where the
soldiers turned to opium and heroin trading to sustain themselves. The CIA
saw the two divisions as a useful asset for intelligence on China and raids
across the border. Langley adopted the Kuomintang soldiers as its first secret
army. But the glue in the deal was CIA help, through its offshoot, Air Amer-
ica airline, in trafficking the Kuomintang’s drugs. The relationship intensified
with the war in Vietnam and the CIA’s patronage of local hill tribes in Burma’s
Golden Triangle. Heroin remained the currency of these relationships, and the
CIA continued playing its facilitating role despite being fully aware that the
drug was eventually traded on the streets of America and among U.S. soldiers
in Vietnam.

Chiang Ching-kuo stepped out of the shadows, where secret policemen
live, in 1969 when his father named him deputy premier. As Chiang Kai-
shek’s health declined in the 1970s his son took an increasingly prominent
role. In 1970 Ching-kuo made an official visit to Washington as President
Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger were beginning to contemplate U.S. re-
lations with China. From their questions Ching-kuo got an idea of what was
in the wind and began thinking about how Taiwan should react. He went on
to New York after his Washington meetings and was to give a speech to a busi-
ness council. As Ching-kuo entered the Plaza Hotel two men with guns
jumped out from behind a pillar. One, Peter Huang Wen Hsiung, fired a shot
that narrowly missed Ching-kuo’s head.

Chiang Ching-kuo became Taiwan’s premier in 1972 and began promot-
ing some moderate reforms, such as cracking down on corrupt officials and
even, for the first time, making public most provisions of the national budget.
His attitude toward political opponents of the Kuomintang was still as vitri-
olic as ever, though, and his spy network in the United States was becoming
so pervasive as to be dangerous to U.S.-Taiwan relations. Only Ching-kuo’s
long relations with the CIA prevented, for example, his spies’ pursuit of U.S.
nuclear weapons knowledge from becoming conclusively damaging incidents.

Chiang Kai-shek died in April 1975, and two years later, March 1978,
Ching-kuo assumed the presidency of the Republic of China. Washington’s shift
of formal diplomatic relations from Taipei to Beijing later that year was not un-
expected, but it focused Ching-kuo’s mind on how best to ensure Taiwan’s secu-
rity. The coming to power in Beijing of Ching-kuo’s old dormitory companion
from Moscow days, Deng Xiaoping, and China’s evident turn toward opening
up and economic change made change on Taiwan more important yet. Chiang
Ching-kuo began aligning himself with a more liberal wing of the Kuomintang,
much to the alarm of party hard-liners, most of them mainlanders.
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When Chiang Ching-kuo was told in December 1979 that opposition
politicians planned a rally in Kaohsiung to mark International Human Rights
Day, he insisted troops must not be used to quell the demonstrators. If at-
tacked, police must not retaliate, he said. Those orders were largely followed,
but government agents in the crowd played a role in instigating violence.
Many people were injured, among them several policemen whose injuries were
played up by government media. There was an outraged backlash from con-
servative elements within the Kuomintang. They argued the Kaohsiung Inci-
dent showed the kind of strife that might engulf the island if liberalization
continued. Ching-kuo decided to launch a major crackdown against the lead-
ers of the Kaohsiung demonstration primarily to try to stop the Kuomintang
from splitting into factions. He insisted, though, on open trials, to the an-
noyance of the conservatives. The Kaohsiung Incident and the subsequent
persecution of the leaders of the pro-democracy movement gave birth to the
modern Democratic Progressive Party. The Kaohsiung Incident launched the
political careers of Annette Lu and Chen Shui-bian, and also fixed harsh atti-
tudes toward the Kuomintang and authoritarianism in general among the cur-
rent leaders of the DPP. Ching-kuo used his sop to the right wing of the
Kuomintang over the Kaohsiung trials to move forward his liberalization
agenda. In December 1980 he decreed that the Kuomintang must not deploy
its usual palette of dirty tricks in upcoming legislative elections. The election
was not fair. It could not be in a one-party state. But it did not have the same
overpowering smell of corruption as had previous votes.

Chiang Ching-kuo’s presidential term was due to end in 1984. There was
no doubt he would be reselected by the National Assembly, but his declining
health convinced him to pick a vice-president and successor early. Ching-kuo
decided in 1983 that his heir should be a native Taiwanese, but he wanted one
dedicated to the ultimate unification of the island with China. He was already
considering the Taiwan provincial governor and former mayor of Taipei Lee
Teng-hui, when Lee made a speech that sealed the deal. Lee denounced the
idea of Taiwan independence and said the island could never forget its China
heritage. Lee was invited to repeat his remarks to a meeting of the Kuomintang
Standing Committee, the politburo. At the end Ching-kuo remarked, “Lee
Teng-hui has performed very well,” and everyone understood that the vice
president and heir had been chosen. There is, then, great irony that Lee rose
to leadership by damning the cause of Taiwan independence, for which he is
now one of the most outspoken advocates. This Pauline conversion is a major
reason why Lee is so bitterly disliked and mistrusted by devoted elements
within the Kuomintang.
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By 1987 Chiang Ching-kuo was nearly blind and confined to a wheel-
chair. The nearing end energized him to push ahead the reform process. He
wanted to permit the formation of opposition parties, put an end to martial
law, and restructure the Kuomintang so it could operate in a climate of democ-
racy. On July 7, 1987, under pressure from Vice President Lee, the Legislative
Yuan unanimously approved an end to martial law. On January 1, 1988, the
government announced dates for the submission of applications to register po-
litical parties. At the same time restrictions were lifted on the number of news-
papers allowed to publish on the island. Soon after, Ching-kuo ordered the
lifting of the 40-year ban on visits to the mainland by people living on Taiwan.

On January 12, 1988, one of the young Turks of the Kuomintang, Har-
vard-trained Ma Ying-jeou, had just completed drafting a task force report on
parliamentary reform. He planned to see Chiang Ching-kuo the next day to
discuss the document. But that afternoon Ching-kuo died of a stomach hem-
orrhage while taking a nap.

After news of the death was announced Soong Mae-ling, Chiang Kai-
shek’s widow, made a pointed attempt to dictate the succession. She called the
most senior party members and insisted to them that leadership of the Kuom-
intang could not possibly go to a native Taiwanese, in direct contradiction to
what her stepson wanted. The party leaders realized they must act swiftly or
risk internal conflict in the Kuomintang. On January 27, 1988, Lee Teng-hui
was chosen to be interim president and party leader.

And that was the end of four hundred years of prologue and the moment
of birth of a new Taiwan.
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Chapter Eighteen

S T R AT E G I C
A M B I G U I T Y

President Richard Nixon grasped the challenge of securing a productive rela-
tionship with mainland China, both as an adjunct to extricating America from
the Vietnam War on the basis of a new security alliance in Asia and as a coun-
terbalance to the Soviet Union. Nixon’s national security adviser, Henry
Kissinger, traveled to Beijing in July 1971, and he met both Premier Zhou
Enlai and Communist Party chairman Mao Zedong. There is a frequently re-
counted story from those groundbreaking meetings that Kissinger does not
mention in his memoirs and whose provenance is beyond discovery. It is said
that during initial getting-to-know-you talks with Zhou, Kissinger asked what
the premier thought were the last repercussions of the 1789 French Revolution.
Zhou, the story goes, thought for awhile and then replied: “It is too early to
tell.” This message to Kissinger that he was dealing with a culture that viewed
objectives in a very different time frame from that of the United States was re-
inforced in the meeting with Mao. Kissinger tried to get from the Chinese
leader a commitment that the Taiwan issue would be dealt with peacefully. Mao
said it was difficult to give such a commitment on a matter of “internal” Chi-
nese politics, but Beijing would agree to work for that objective. Later Mao
added that he believed China could “do without” Taiwan for a hundred years,
but he thought that in the end the matter would have to be dealt with by force.

In the run-up to Nixon’s visit to China in 1972 and the concluding
Shanghai Communiqué, Beijing established the framework in which it wanted
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Washington to deal with Taiwan. Beijing refused to contemplate any reference
to “two Chinas,” “one China, one Taiwan,” an “independent Taiwan,” or that
“the status of Taiwan remains to be determined.” It is still uncertain whether
Beijing could have been moved on any of these matters had Nixon and
Kissinger had a mind to press firmly. Their overriding concern was U.S. in-
terests in promoting strategic security in Asia. Taiwan figured in the Shanghai
Communiqué only to the extent that it impinged on that aim. The salient sec-
tion of that statement said: “The United States acknowledges that all Chinese
on either side of the Taiwan Strait maintain there is but one China and Tai-
wan is a part of China. The United States government does not challenge that
position. It reaffirms its interest in a peaceful settlement of the Taiwan ques-
tion by the Chinese themselves.”1

It is worth noting that Chinese versions of the communiqué have ren-
dered the word “acknowledges” into characters more accurately translated as
“accepts.” This implies that Washington agrees with and supports the concept
that Taiwan is part of China. The English wording says only that America ob-
serves that others accept that Taiwan is part of one China. On many occasions
Beijing has pulled its translation out of the desk drawer to criticize Washing-
ton for going back on its word. The true import of the communiqué is fairly
simple. America said it has no national interest in either helping Taiwan re-
main independent or in fostering unification. That is up to the people of the
island and the mainland. The United States does have a strategic national in-
terest, however, and one that it would maintain, in ensuring that whatever res-
olution is achieved on the Taiwan issue is arrived at peacefully.

This was the moment when the United States could have set down its
marker and stood by the position that Taiwan’s legal position had remained
unresolved since the end of the Second World War. Implicit in the Shanghai
Communiqué is that the Republic of China had sovereignty over Taiwan. In
the context of China’s incomplete civil war, this supported Beijing’s view that
Taiwan was a “rebel province.” Kissinger and Nixon could have insisted the
matter of Taiwan’s status be dealt with by the United Nations and a plebiscite
of the island’s people, as had been considered by previous administrations.
They did not do so in part because their approach to China was dominated
by thoughts of the cold war and Vietnam. The Taiwan issue appeared a rela-
tively small matter in comparison with the titanic struggle with the Soviet
Union. At the same time, there was no unavoidable moral necessity to side
with the people of Taiwan. The regimes in both Beijing and Taipei insisted
Taiwan was part of China. The Taiwanese people had no voice and the is-
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land’s independence movement was evident only among exiles and expatri-
ates because of the Kuomintang’s repression at home. The Taiwanese were
thus never heard from at this critical moment. Nevertheless, this was the lost
opportunity when the current standoff could have been averted or forestalled
by more rigorous adherence by Nixon and Kissinger to the dictates of Tai-
wan’s unresolved legal status.

The immediate result of Nixon’s visit to China was the establishment of
diplomatic liaison offices by each country in the other’s capital. The United
States still recognized the Republic of China in Taipei as the government of
China and kept its embassy there. Mao and Zhou pushed Nixon to switch
Washington’s recognition of the government of China from Taipei to Beijing,
but this was too far for the president to go in one step without risking serious
domestic political repercussions. Nixon and Kissinger said they would con-
sider such a move during Nixon’s second term as president when future polit-
ical considerations did not weigh so heavily. The Watergate scandal and
Nixon’s resignation in mid-1974 intervened.

Between Kissinger’s secret July 1971 visit to Beijing and Nixon’s grand
tour the following year Taiwan received another jolt. In October 1971, after
many years of staving off the inevitable, Taiwan left the United Nations on the
eve of being expelled when Beijing gained enough votes in the General As-
sembly to take over the China seat. In Taipei there was a belief that the eleva-
tion of Gerald Ford to the Oval Office after Nixon’s resignation would stall for
a while the disgraced president’s project to switch diplomatic recognition of
“China” from Taiwan to Beijing. But the continued presence of Henry
Kissinger in the administration, now as secretary of state, left the Kuomintang
regime uneasy. In an attempt to retain power and influence in the United
States, Taipei advanced on two fronts. The first was a massive charm offensive
aimed at anyone in American politics, administration, academia, business,
sport, or anywhere else of influence who could be enticed into accepting
Taipei’s lavish hospitality. All kinds of civic, cultural, scientific, and other or-
ganizations were established to give the illusion of a strong web of connections
between Taiwan and the United States. The second initiative by the Kuo-
mintang was extraordinary and, in retrospect, foolish and counterproductive.
The United States became the target of an extensive espionage operation by
Taiwan sanctioned by Chiang Kai-shek’s son and the boss of Taipei’s security
apparatus, Chiang Ching-kuo, who took over the island’s leadership after his
father’s death in 1975. There were three main aims. One was to infiltrate the
administration so as to be able to influence and, it was hoped, frustrate moves
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to shift diplomatic recognition to Beijing. Another was to gather intelligence
on and counter Beijing’s growing influence among the immigrant and expa-
triate ethnic Chinese communities in America. The third was to keep tabs on
and when necessary act against the Taiwan independence movement in the
United States. A number of such organizations were strongly supported in the
communities of native Taiwanese exiles in the United States, most of whom
had fled Kuomintang repression, and among students.

It took U.S. authorities a surprisingly long time to realize it was the target
of a huge spy operation by an allied government. Taipei kept pressing Wash-
ington to be allowed to open more and more consulates, which acted as hubs
for this network. Washington agreed, in part as an apology to the Chiang gov-
ernment for America’s moves toward Beijing. By 1975 Taipei had 15 con-
sulates in the United States, far more than any other nation.

Taipei’s espionage efforts in the United States began to unravel in 1975
when the Federal Bureau of Investigation discovered Taiwan’s senior defense
attaché in Washington, Rear Admiral Chiu Hau-ku, trying to buy state-of-
the-art Mark 37 torpedoes through a mafia contact in San Francisco. The col-
lapse came in 1977 when another admiral, Wang Hsi-ling, the former head
of Taiwan’s National Security Bureau and posted as a “counselor” in Taipei’s
Washington embassy, was found to have riddled the American administration
with spies and informants. In June 1977 Taiwan became the first Washington
ally to be put on a secret list of nations considered “hostile” to U.S. national
security. As such, Taiwan’s diplomats and contacts in America became targets
for FBI surveillance. This severely damaged Taiwan’s reputation in official cir-
cles in Washington, especially as the full extent of the Kuomintang’s corrup-
tion at home was becoming well known. Not only was it evident that the
Kuomintang regime feasted on bribery, but the island had acquired the image
of a refuge for criminals and triad gang bosses as well as a hub of opium and
heroin trafficking. Had the FBI looked further than the Kuomintang’s at-
tempts to infiltrate Washington’s corridors of power and seen the pressure and
violence the island’s spies directed at Taiwanese in America, especially mem-
bers of the pro-independence movement, that reputation would have been
sullied even further.

Jimmy Carter, who won the American presidency in 1976, needed no les-
sons on the iniquities of the Kuomintang. Carter first came across Chiang Kai-
shek’s style of administration as a young submarine officer in 1949. He later
recalled berthing at ports along the China coast as the Communist armies
closed in on the Kuomintang and seeing young boys and old men being dra-
gooned into the Chiang Kai-shek’s forces at bayonet point. When Carter sur-
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faced as the Democrats’ rival to Gerald Ford in 1976, the Kuomintang’s efforts
to suborn him were less brutal but just as inept. Carter wrote later:

Taiwanese influence [in Washington] was very strong. Taiwanese lobbyists
seemed able to prevail in shaping United States policy on this fundamental
issue in the Far East. I began to see how effective they could be after I won
a few primaries in 1976. A flood of invitations came to my relatives and
neighbors around Plains [his hometown in Georgia] for expense-paid vaca-
tion trips to Taipei. Those who succumbed to these blandishments were
wined and dined by the Taiwan leaders, offered attractive gifts, and urged to
influence me to forget about fulfilling American commitments to China. I
was able to prevent embarrassing favors to my closest family members, but
my opposition to the trips and entertainment endangered my relationships
with some of my hometown friends.2

Carter’s disdain for the Kuomintang, bordering on contempt, shines
through his words. Yet on the matter of normalizing U.S. diplomatic relations
with China he had to move by stealth. The true nature of the Kuomintang
regime was not evident to the American public, which only saw an underdog
threatened with life under a Communist dictatorship. And Taiwan’s support-
ers—both those with genuine sentiments for the island and those who had
been bought and paid for—were vocal and persistent in denouncing the com-
mitment to give full diplomatic recognition to Beijing. A public opinion poll
done for the U.S. News and World Report in 1978, and representative of sev-
eral made at the time, showed 58 percent of respondents were opposed to rec-
ognizing Beijing as the government of China and abandoning Taipei.3 Only
20 percent supported such a change, and the remaining 22 percent had no
opinion.

Carter anticipated a strong public reaction to the recognition of Beijing,
so the deed was done swiftly and in the dead of night. The terms with Beijing
were agreed during the course of several visits to China by Carter’s national se-
curity adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski, in 1978.

On the night of December 16 the American ambassador in Taipei,
Leonard Unger, was pulled out of a pre-Christmas ball at the American Offi-
cers’ Club by a phone call from Washington. He was told to arrange an im-
mediate audience with Chiang Ching-kuo. Unger was to tell the Taiwanese
president that the United States would establish diplomatic relations with Bei-
jing on January 1, 1979, and that recognition would be withdrawn from
Taipei. More than that, the Carter administration would in 1979 abrogate the
mutual defense treaty with Taiwan. Chiang was roused from his bed about
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2:30 in the morning and given the news. It was not a surprise, but the man-
ner of its delivery irked.

In Beijing the new Chinese paramount leader, Deng Xiaoping, celebrated
with a glass of California champagne. He had got almost all he could have
hoped for. Washington’s switch of diplomatic recognition was a major victory
in itself, with Carter’s commitment to end the military alliance with Taiwan
and the prospect of decreased arms sales to the island encouraging bonuses.
Carter had stuck on only one point. The ambiguous wording on Washington’s
view of the “one China” question that had been conjured up by Henry
Kissinger in 1971 remained. But Deng, in an elaborate toast, was moved to
say: “I feel certain that the far-reaching influence the establishment of diplo-
matic relations between our two countries exerts upon defense of world peace
will become more and more evident with the passage of time.”4

Strong elements among the American public and in the Congress were less
certain that the future was so bright, especially for the people of Taiwan.
Carter’s statement that the deal with Beijing “will not jeopardize the well-
being of the people of Taiwan” appeared to ring hollow. Attention focused on
Carter’s abandonment of the mutual defense treaty with Taiwan and early in
1979 work began in Congress to fashion a replacement. The Taiwan Relations
Act was approved by both houses of Congress on April 10. Support was bi-
partisan and overwhelming. The act passed by 339 votes to 50 in the House
of Representatives and by 85 to 4 in the Senate. The tone of the act in many
respects followed the thoughts of the governor of California, Ronald Reagan,
who would become president a few months later. In a speech early in 1979
Reagan warned Beijing:

We wish to live in peace with you, and we shall not interfere in your affairs
if you do not interfere in ours. We can help you to modernize and update
your economy, and we will do so, consistent with our national security ob-
jectives. But, when it comes to those 17 million people on Taiwan, we em-
phatically state that so long as they wish to retain their independence in the
world, so long as they declare their unwillingness to be either “liberated” by
you or unilaterally “reunited” with you—then so long will they also have the
specific and clear support of the United States of America.5

The Taiwan Relations Act did two things. It attempted to assure that
American support for the island’s defense would continue and that diplo-
matic links would be retained with Taiwan at a high though superficially in-
formal level. Congress required the United States to make available to Taiwan

2 1 6 FORBIDDEN NATION

05 manthorpe 16-20  8/11/05  11:59 AM  Page 216



defensive weapons in quality and quantities “necessary to enable Taiwan to
maintain sufficient self-defense capabilities.” What was necessary and appro-
priate was to be decided jointly by the administration and Congress. This is
significant. What aid should or should not be given to Taiwan is not to be de-
cided at the whim of the president, who, like Jimmy Carter, might have scant
regard for the island and its people. The president was required to inform
Congress promptly of any threat from China to Taiwan. Should that happen,
the United States would take “appropriate action” to protect Taiwan’s inde-
pendence. To maintain diplomatic relations with Taipei, the act mandated
the establishment of the American Institute in Taiwan, which functions as an
embassy in all but name.

The act was welcomed in Taipei. It is in many ways more firmly worded
that the mutual defense treaty it replaced. There were quibbles, however,
stemming from the Kuomintang’s own “one China” culture. Chiang Ching-
kuo and his officials didn’t like the constant references to “Taiwan,” which sug-
gested the island was a separate state. And they were unhappy that the act
excluded the offshore islands of Kinmen and Mazu for similar reasons.

The reaction in Beijing was more intense and adverse. Deng Xiaoping told
visiting members of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, “The inference
of the U.S. act was to negate the political basis for normalization [of relations]
and the thrust of the act was support for Taiwan and inconsistent with the idea
of one China.”

Policy toward China and Taiwan in the early years of the Reagan admin-
istration was complicated by the presence of Alexander Haig as secretary of
state. Haig’s only concern was developing a strategic alliance with China that
would keep as many Soviet divisions as possible tied up in the Russian Far East
and away from the European theater. He saw Taiwan as a pointless irritant in
this equation. In May 1982 Haig went so far as to recommend that arms sales
to Taiwan be terminated as they only aggravated Beijing and deflected atten-
tion from the main objective of confronting the Soviet Union. That view in-
fected the State Department, even after Haig’s resignation a few weeks later.
These sensitivities were reflected, though not as brutally, in the now-notorious
Sino-U.S. Joint Communiqué issued on August 17, 1982, and known as the
Shanghai II Communiqué. This document said:

The United States government . . . does not seek to carry out a long-term
policy of arms sales to Taiwan—that is, arms sales to Taiwan will not exceed
either in qualitative or in quantitative terms the level of those supplied in re-
cent years since the establishment of diplomatic relations between the United
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States and China, and that it intends to reduce gradually its sales of arms to
Taiwan, leading over a period of time to a final resolution.6

To Taiwan’s American friends, such as Senator Barry Goldwater, this
looked like yet another betrayal of the island and its people. “It’s one more lit-
tle country we have double-crossed,” said the senator. Reagan and his officials
emphasized again and again that there was a caveat, a condition, on the U.S.
reduction of arms sales to Taiwan. It was predicated on Beijing pursuing a
fundamentally peaceful policy toward an agreement with Taiwan. Should Bei-
jing fail in this regard, then Washington would pursue a more vigorous and
activist definition of the Taiwan Relations Act.

Beijing, then as now, continued to refuse to make a commitment not to
use force against Taiwan, arguing no state could make such a promise on a
matter of “internal” security. The Chinese government regularly complains,
though, that Washington has failed to live up to its pledge to phase out
weapons sales to Taiwan.

Often ignored or consigned to a footnote is that while the United States
was negotiating the 1982 joint communiqué with Beijing, Washington also es-
tablished with Taipei what has become known as the six assurances. These are:

• The United States will not set a date for ending arms sales to Taiwan.
• Washington sees no mediation role for the United States between the

two sides of the Strait. Since the election of Chen Shui-bian, however,
Beijing has tried with some success to involve Washington as a re-
straining influence on the Taiwanese president.

• The United States will not exert pressure on Taiwan to enter negotia-
tions with Beijing.

• There is no change in the United States’ position on the sovereignty of
Taiwan. That is, Washington acknowledges the existence of China’s
claim without specifying its own view.

• The United States plans no revisions to or withdrawal of the Taiwan
Relations Act.

• The United States will not agree to any prior consultations with Beijing
before making arms sales to Taiwan.7

By the end of Ronald Reagan’s presidency in 1988 the ever-turbulent three-
cornered relationship of the United States, China, and Taiwan was beginning
to change again. The death of Chiang Ching-kuo in January 1988 opened the
doors to full-scale political reform on Taiwan.

2 1 8 FORBIDDEN NATION

05 manthorpe 16-20  8/11/05  11:59 AM  Page 218



While Deng Xiaoping and Jiang Zemin had been preoccupied with over-
seeing China’s return to capitalism in the 1980s and 1990s, a process brutally
interrupted by the national uprising spurred by the Tiananmen Square student
demonstrations in 1989, the whole political construction of Taiwan had
changed, and with it the essential ingredients of future cross-straits relations.
When the Kuomintang ruled Taiwan as a colonial elite managing a one-party
military dictatorship, there was a degree of confidence in Beijing that unifica-
tion would be ultimately achieved. The Communists and the Kuomintang
hated each other, but it was the hatred of rival brothers. The two parties knew
each other well and shared the same objectives. They were the opposite sides
of the same Stalinist coin. Deng Xiaoping and Chiang Ching-kuo had, after
all, been classmates in Moscow. They had learned the trade of governing from
the same masters. And while the unreconstructed, mainlander-dominated
Kuomintang remained in power on Taiwan, it was just as dedicated to the is-
land’s unification with China as were the Communists in Beijing. The only
question was the terms, not the intent. Indeed, the Kuomintang as one-party
dictators reacted even more violently and repressively against Taiwanese inde-
pendentists than they did against Communist infiltrators or fellow travelers.

Fundamental political change on Taiwan began in the late 1970s. Chiang
Ching-kuo was forced, very reluctantly, to concede that the Kuomintang’s
dream of regaining power on the mainland had become a fantasy. The events
that forced home this message started with Taiwan’s withdrawal from the
United Nations in 1971—a few hours in advance of being expelled—and be-
came fixed when the United States shifted diplomatic recognition from Taipei
to Beijing at the beginning of 1979. From that flowed the acceptance, as un-
appetizing as it was, that Taiwan was now the home of the exiled mainlanders.
Colonial rule could not therefore be sustained, and the younger Chiang, egged
on by Washington, began a slow process of reform. It started with native Tai-
wanese being appointed in increasing numbers to senior positions in the gov-
erning network, though for many years ultimate power remained with
mainlanders. Pro-democracy demonstrations by native Taiwanese in the late
1970s, and especially the Kaohsiung Incident in 1979, gave impetus to the re-
form imperative. Before his death Chiang Ching-kuo lifted the ban on oppo-
sition parties in 1986, and martial law was ended in 1987. Just as important,
in 1988 he chose as his successor Lee Teng-hui, the island’s first political leader
to be native Taiwanese.

Lee Teng-hui came from that elder generation of Taiwanese who grew up
on the island during the most stable and constructive period of Japanese colo-
nial rule in the 1930s and early 1940s. Lee was among the brightest and best
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of this generation of Japan’s subjects, and he benefited from what was proba-
bly the best educational system in Asia at the time. Lee, like others—among
them Peng Ming-min, who would later oppose him in the 1996 Taiwanese
elections—appreciated what Japan had to offer but remained frustrated by the
islanders’ second-class status in the empire. This generally positive experience
of Japanese colonialism colored their views when Taiwan was handed over to
the Kuomintang in 1945. Japanese rule may have been stern, but it was effi-
cient and not corrupt. The Kuomintang, in contrast, arrived as a rapacious
rabble and proceeded to impose the worst kind of colonial rule on Taiwan.
Lee’s response was to first toy with communism, but he then swiftly chose a
course of hiding his true Taiwanese nationalist sentiments while working his
way up through the Kuomintang hierarchy. Peng also could have been a local
star of Kuomintang rule. Unlike Lee, however, Peng was temperamentally un-
able to hide his true feelings. He was tried and imprisoned after producing a
manifesto for Taiwan’s independence. He managed to escape to Sweden and
then became a law professor in the United States. Peng returned to Taiwan
only after martial law was lifted and Lee Teng-hui was president.

Lee Teng-hui’s accession to the presidency in 1988 was the moment when
the chances of a negotiated union between Taiwan and Communist China
shrank to near nothingness. It was the end of mainlander colonialism on the
island and the beginning of a process, called “Taiwanization,” that affected all
aspects of life. It was a slow process at first as native Taiwanese found their
voice. But the realization that Taiwanese had finally achieved ascendancy in
their own home soon infected the arts, the media, schools and universities,
and even everyday discourse, where the local dialect, Minnan, began to sup-
plant the Kuomintang-imposed Mandarin.

Lee’s revolution was most evident in politics. He accelerated the reform
process and established a timetable for full democracy. In 1991 he recon-
structed the Legislative Yuan, which had become an extraordinary and laugh-
able anachronism. The Chiangs, father and son, had insisted that this body
was the true parliament for the whole of China. So it was made up of mem-
bers elected on the mainland in 1947. When elections and other aspects of
democracy were suspended on Taiwan under martial law, the original parlia-
mentarians stayed in office until, after several decades, death inevitably took
its toll. When this happened, other people from among the mainland exiles
and from the same regions of China were appointed to fill their places. If suit-
able people from the right districts of China could not be found, legislators
were appointed from among the Chinese diaspora in North America, Europe,
or Southeast Asia. In December 1991 Lee forced the remaining mainland
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members of the Legislative Yuan to resign, including the then prime minister.
New elections were held for Taiwan constituencies only.

Lee further simplified and localized the Taiwanese political system by doing
away with another Qing dynasty relic: the Taiwan province and its administra-
tion, which Chiang Kai-shek allowed to continue as part of the mythology that
the Kuomintang was the true government of China and the island was merely a
province in that nation. Lee argued successfully that with a trimmed down par-
liament geared only to the governing of Taiwan, the cumbersome and expensive
provincial government structure was superfluous. Ending the all-China Legisla-
tive Yuan and dismantling the Taiwan provincial structure scandalized Beijing,
where these moves were seen as a clear act of separating the island from its his-
tory as an appendage to the mainland. The last governor of Taiwan province,
James Soong, was also enraged by what he saw as a purposeful and personal po-
litical attack by Lee. Soong had built a substantial political following based
largely on his ability to dispense patronage as provincial governor. Soong was
working toward national leadership and thought, with good reason, that Lee was
intent on destroying his political base of support. To try to keep his ambitions
alive, Soong later launched his own political organization, the People First Party.

Jiang Zemin and Communist leadership in Beijing began to perceive in the
early 1990s that Lee Teng-hui was not only not a Stalinist with familiar and
predictable motivations but an out-and-out Taiwanese independentist. Their
response, though, was seriously misconceived, perhaps as a result of self-indoc-
trination by their own propaganda. They maintained, and apparently believed,
that “Taiwanese compatriots” were secretly yearning for unification with the
mainland. Beijing said on numerous occasions that the islanders had been mis-
led by a few unscrupulous “splittist” politicians like Lee Teng-hui. Without this
divisive influence, Taiwanese natural love for the motherland would revive. Bei-
jing also perceived Washington working behind the scenes to forever sever Tai-
wan from the mainland. Beijing saw secessionist schemes when in June 1995
Lee was invited to visit his alma mater in the United States, Cornell University,
and Washington gave him a visa. America’s insistence that this was an unoffi-
cial visit and that no breech of Washington’s pledges to Beijing to downgrade
relations with Taiwan had occurred did not convince the Communist Party
leaders. They chose to see Lee’s visit as a dangerous provocation.

Lee’s program of democratic transition culminated with the island’s first
free and fair presidential elections in 1996. Beijing was perplexed about what
to do. Both candidates for the presidency, Lee and Peng, were clear indepen-
dentists. There was no good election result possible from the point of view of
the mainland government. It opted for a demonstration of rage. So in the weeks
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before the 1996 election Beijing ordered the firing of several unarmed missiles
into the sea approaches to the island’s main ports, Kaohsiung and Keelung. The
purpose was to show how easily Taiwan could be blockaded and the island’s
trade brought to a halt. At the same time the People’s Liberation Army, Navy,
and Air Force held an exercise on Dongshan Island off the coast of Fujian
province simulating an invasion of Taiwan. The immediate aim was to stop the
rot of democratization on Taiwan and show the islanders what awaited them if
they allowed the creep toward recognized independence to continue.

Beijing misjudged the timbre of the times on Taiwan and the spirit of self-
determination that had infected the island. Lee Teng-hui won the election
with 54 percent of the vote in a close contest with the DPP’s Peng Ming-min,
and became the first freely elected leader of a predominantly Chinese com-
munity in China’s entire four thousand–year history. The 1996 democratic
elections completed the change in the nature of the question of cross-straits re-
lations that started with the death of Chiang Ching-kuo. There was never an
appetite among Taiwanese for unification with the mainland, and any thought
of union under Communist sovereignty was totally inedible. For newly eman-
cipated Taiwanese, the question was how best to maintain their independence,
enhance their extraordinary economic success, and reinforce their aspirations
as a distinct people. The majority of Taiwanese in those years translated these
desires cautiously into support for the status quo. That meant maintaining the
island’s opaque legal status and actual independence while keeping Beijing
firmly at arm’s length and avoiding provocation. Voters therefore looked at
leadership candidates with an eye to whether they could be trusted to manage
the China file with wisdom and caution. However, as confidence grew, the
mood of the islanders began an inexorable shift toward identifying themselves
primarily as Taiwanese rather than Chinese and growing increasingly impa-
tient to claim the trappings and legal reality of statehood.

This result perplexed Communist Party leaders in China. They began to
be dimly aware that their policy toward Taiwanese unification was failing and
that the islanders were drifting ever further away. This was despite China pro-
claiming since 1979 its preference for peaceful unification and, from Beijing’s
point of view, generous offers of autonomy as well as economic benefits. And
now, in 1996, its threats of invasion had been equally ineffectual. Taiwan had
completed the transition to democracy and elected as president a man whom
Beijing was convinced would continue to make hopes of a negotiated union
less and less realistic.

What might have changed these divergent courses would have been for
Beijing to set aside or water down its “one China” principle. But it was unable
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to do that. Powerful voices in Beijing held that to deal with Taiwan as an equal
entity, to negotiate without Taipei first submitting to Beijing’s sovereignty,
would breech the unity of the state. This would lead inevitably to the dis-
memberment of China and the collapse of the Communist Party. Following
the same logic, the quest to own Taiwan could not be abandoned, even if it
meant seizing only the territory of Taiwan and not the hearts of the island’s
people.

While China was launching missiles into the sea and honing its skills at
seaborne invasion in the run-up to Taiwan’s 1996 election, something hap-
pened that concentrated minds in Beijing on the full scope of the task of cap-
turing the island. U.S. President Bill Clinton saw China’s show of force as a
test of America’s will as much as a threat to the voters among the island’s 23
million people. Clinton responded to Beijing’s war games by ordering two air-
craft carriers, the Independence and the Nimitz, together with their protective
battle groups of destroyers, frigates, and submarines, to show the flag in water
close to the island.

There could not have been a more clear statement to either China or the
islanders that even an American president like Clinton, less inclined to take
military options than others, would honor Washington’s commitment to aid
the defense of Taiwan. In Beijing this demonstration of intent by Washington
clarified what China had to do to assure its future power and influence in Asia,
of which its Taiwan ambitions were only a part. The Taiwan question came
into focus in Beijing as part of the much larger issue of Washington’s “hege-
monic” efforts to curb and contain China’s rise as a regional and, perhaps,
world power. Apart from its Pacific Ocean aircraft carrier battle groups, Wash-
ington had upward of 100,000 troops based in Japan and South Korea. It was
also beginning to discuss with Japan the development of a theater missile de-
fense system that would include Taiwan under its umbrella. The publicly
stated reason for this defense system was protection against any rogue attacks
from North Korea. But it was an open secret that the ultimate purpose was to
deter Beijing from using its batteries of intercontinental ballistic missiles.

China’s military planners had begun to see the difficult road ahead when
they, like much of the rest of the world, watched on television the first Gulf
War in 1991. They were stunned by the significant battlefield advantage
America had developed through precision munitions and with surveillance,
information, and command and control technology. China’s five million–
strong primarily infantry army, most of whose members were by this stage of
the country’s economic revolution far more involved in entrepreneurial enter-
prises than military matters, was clearly woefully inadequate and ill prepared.
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The political imperative in Beijing to be ready to invade Taiwan became a
handy template for the reconstruction of the armed forces.

Washington’s intervention in the 1996 saber rattling, however, made it
abundantly clear that China could not have freedom of political movement in
Asia unless it had the ability to deter or defeat American forces. At first China
set out to reform and reequip its armed forces by seeking to match American
capabilities. In the mid-1990s China was seeking to acquire its own aircraft
carriers. This was in addition to the modern warships and aircraft it bought
mostly from Russia in deals that included technology transfer and manufac-
turing rights. Computer technology with both civilian and military applica-
tions was scooped up by Chinese agents. Many useful gadgets could be bought
on the open market. What couldn’t be bought was often stolen or acquired
through bribery. China admits to a military budget of U.S. $20 billion a year
in this period, but many western analysts put the true figure at more than
double that.

After the failure of its demonstration with rockets and a mock invasion
during Taiwan’s 1996 election, China reassessed its approach to military up-
grading and reform. It decided that at this juncture in the military recon-
struction process it didn’t need to have its own aircraft carrier battle groups in
order to be able to counter this American capacity. Beijing’s purchases from
Russia began to lean heavily in the direction of state-of-the-art weaponry de-
signed to defeat American battlefield technology as well as to achieve superi-
ority over the powerful, largely American-equipped Taiwanese forces. China
bought from Moscow Su–30 fighter-bombers, Kilo-class submarines, anti-
ship cruise missiles, and anti-aircraft missiles. “Missiles, aircraft and sub-
marines all are means that can be used to attack aircraft carriers,” Major
General Huang Bin, a professor at the People’s Liberation Army National De-
fense University, said in May 2002. “We have the ability to deal with an air-
craft carrier that dares to get into our range of fire.”8 Chinese plans for
invading Taiwan, Huang said, included deterring or defeating any American
forces sent to help defend the island. “The United States likes vainglory; if one
of its aircraft carriers should be attacked and destroyed, people in the United
States would begin to complain and quarrel loudly, and the U.S. president
would find the going harder and harder,” Huang said.9

By the summer of 2005 China’s submarine fleet numbered about 50 boats
with the expectation by western analysts it would have about 80 vessels by the
end of the decade. Many of these boats were elderly diesel-electric conven-
tional submarines, but were being armed with modern missiles and torpedoes
that could be fired while submerged. These represented a significant threat to
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the U.S. Navy, which had allowed its anti-submarine and mine countermea-
sure abilities to deteriorate after the end cold war and amid immediate pres-
sures of the war on terror and the threats of nuclear weapons proliferation. By
the summer of 2005 American military planners were admitting publicly that
the Chinese submarine force was already a deterrent to the United States
swiftly responding to a threat on Taiwan by dispatching aircraft carrier battle
groups, as it had done in 1996. “They [the Chinese] are building their force
to deter and delay our ability to intervene in a Taiwan crisis,” Eric McVadon,
a former military attaché at the U.S. embassy in Beijing, told the New York
Times in April 2005. “What they have done is cleverly develop some capabil-
ities that have the prospect of attacking our niche vulnerabilities.”10

American government military analysts were taken by surprise by the
speed and extent of China’s military buildup. In the mid-1990s they had cal-
culated it would be several decades before the People’s Liberation Army could
attack Taiwan with any expectation of success. But by 2005 the Pentagon and
CIA said in their annual reports to Congress they believed China was not only
an immediate threat to Taiwan, but was fast becoming a challenge to U.S. mil-
itary supremacy in the Asia-Pacific region. These concerns, echoed with in-
creasing frequency by other administration officials, were usually voiced in
polite language because of Washington’s continued hope that Beijing would
put decisive pressure on the North Korean regime of Kim Jong-il to abandon
his nuclear weapons program. But Washington’s belief that Beijing aimed to
refashion the military balance in Asia was expressed in pointed terms on sev-
eral occasions. In June 2005 U.S. defense secretary Donald Rumsfeld in a
speech to a regional security conference in Singapore said China’s military
buildup threatened the delicate security balance in Asia. “Since no nation
threatens China, one wonders: why this growing investment?” Rumsfeld
said.11 Behind the scenes Washington began taking more direct action. Since
the Second World War about 60 percent of American naval forces had been
oriented toward the Atlantic Ocean and the threat from the Soviet Union
while 40 percent were based on Pacific Ocean ports. In 2005 Washington
began reversing that deployment so that 60 percent of its navy was in a posi-
tion to confront China’s naval power.
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Chapter Nineteen

T H E  P E R I L S  
O F  D E M O C R A C Y

The 1990s were a particularly testing time in Sino-U.S. relations. In Wash-
ington there was a profound change of presidential style when Bill Clinton de-
feated the patrician senior George Bush in 1992. In Beijing there was also new
and insecure leadership under Jiang Zemin after a shake-up following the
1989 national uprising spurred by the Tiananmen Square student demonstra-
tions. Public opinion in the United States, as in the rest of the western world,
was appalled at the imposition of martial law and the bloody end to the
demonstrations. Many politicians and analysts in the West, and especially the
United States, believed that political reform would inevitably and speedily fol-
low economic liberalization in China. At Tiananmen Square the Chinese lead-
ership appeared to be saying this was an overly simplistic judgment on a
complex and culturally secure society for which western rules do not apply.
Only children from privileged families were allowed entry into universities
that fed the Tiananmen protest. The Chinese Communist Party was prepared
to slaughter its own children rather than contemplate political reform and was
confident it could triumph. The western analysis of the Tiananmen Square
events was clouded by being narrowly focused. Western television and other
journalists only had access to the area in and around the square. They did not
get the broad picture that the students had inspired a nationwide uprising in
China against Communist Party corruption and abuse of power. China was
rushing toward total civic collapse and probably civil war. Deng Xiaoping and
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other party elders reluctantly emerged from retirement to order the imposition
of martial law and the June 4, 1989, crackdown. Outrage in the West at
China’s abuse of human rights and the Communist Party’s evident determina-
tion to resist political reform spawned years of trade and diplomatic sanctions.
At the same time the opening up of China’s economy to outside trade and in-
vestment had given substance to the argument for “constructive engagement”
as an agent of civic reform in China over the long term. Many western and
Asian companies and governments understood that the period of sanctions
against China provided a great opportunity. The Chinese government would
remember and give advantages to people who had stood by it in tough times.
Public disgust in America against the Tiananmen Massacre, as it is known, did
not abate for several years. Formal reconstruction of the Beijing-Washington
axis did not begin until October 1997 with the visit of Jiang Zemin, untainted
by involvement in the Tiananmen crackdown, to Washington, followed by Bill
Clinton’s visit to China the following June. It was during this latter visit in
1998 that Clinton set out his controversial “Three Nos.” These were that the
United States would not support the concept of “one China, one Taiwan” or
“two Chinas,” it would not support “Taiwanese independence,” and it would
not back Taiwan’s membership in international organizations whose prime
qualification was representation of a recognized nation-state. Clinton and his
officials reiterated, however, America’s paramount interest was in the Taiwan
dispute being resolved peacefully.

Clinton’s Three Nos did not change in any substantial way Washington’s
policy going back to the early 1970s. The tone and timing, though, seemed to
be overly generous toward Beijing. Taiwan had, with the presidential election
in 1996, completed its transition to democracy, a style of government the
United States says it has a moral duty to promote worldwide. Yet here was
Clinton giving aid and comfort to the one-party regime in Beijing that not
only rigorously opposed reform in China but that remained adamant that it
had the right to invade democratic Taiwan. Washington’s perceived long-term
interest in promoting sound, functional relations with China had again out-
weighed the alliance with little Taiwan.

The context of Clinton’s three pledges to Beijing was negotiations to allow
China’s entry into the World Trade Organization. After the 1989 uprising in
China, which displayed the fragility of economic reform, the view hardened in
Washington, Europe, and the rest of the industrialized world that every en-
couragement should be given to draw Beijing into the community of nations.
Luring China into living by the rules and courtesies of international trade and
discourse would, the argument went, begin to make China a reliable partner.
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Membership in the WTO and other collegial organizations would also require
the entrenchment of the rule of law, at least on matters of international com-
merce, within China. Inevitably this would infect domestic, civil, and crimi-
nal law and with that infection would come pressure for an accountable and
representative government.

Hard-liners within the Communist Party in Beijing imagined just the
same scenario and didn’t like it one bit. They argued that WTO membership
would allow foreigners to control strategic aspects of Chinese economic policy
and that the authority of the party would be undermined, perhaps irrevocably.
The champion of WTO membership, premier and economic policy tsar Zhu
Rongji, who never quite fit into the mold of party loyalists, frequently seemed
beleaguered and uncertain of victory. Early 1999 was an especially bad time
for Zhu. In April he traveled to Washington to try to hammer out an agreed
framework for China’s entry into the WTO. The deal was not yet to be had,
particularly on issues like a timetable for China to remove its subsidies to agri-
culture. This was of prime concern to Beijing, which was already facing seri-
ous problems of rural unemployment and unrest. Zhu returned to China in
mid-April cloaked in an aura of failure.

The prospect of Sino-U.S. relations running off the rails increased the fol-
lowing month, May, when an American aircraft involved in action by the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization against Serbs in the former Yugoslavia
bombed the Chinese embassy in Belgrade. Washington apologized and in-
sisted the bombing had been an accident. The officers selecting targets had
been working from an outdated map of Belgrade, said Washington’s spokes-
men. Chinese public opinion was not convinced. Tens of thousands of people
went on a rampage, attacking the American embassy in Beijing and some of
its regional consulates. The party leaders hesitated. The vehemence of the anti-
Americanism in the crowds both surprised and worried them. They contem-
plated that if they attempted to suppress the demonstrations the rioters might
turn their anger from the U.S. diplomatic missions to the Zhongnanhai Com-
munist Party leader’s compound next to the Forbidden City. The alternative
was to attempt to control the protests by supporting them. This is what hap-
pened. Government buses and marshals were provided for the rioters. Within
a few days and after a good deal of damage to the American missions the rage
was spent.

On both sides the events of April and May 1999 gave a stark picture of
what could be lost in U.S.-China relations. It concentrated minds and re-
energized the trade negotiations, and in the following months a deal was
concluded that became the key piece in China’s negotiations with other
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WTO would-be partners. China became a member of the WTO at the be-
ginning of 2000 and thus its Clinton-era relations with Washington ended
in an upbeat mood.

As the turn of the century and the new millennium approached, Bei-
jing had some hopes that the second presidential elections on Taiwan in
2000 would produce a much more respectful administration with which it
could do business. The need for military action might be avoided. Lee
Teng-hui could not run again. In his place the Kuomintang would have as
its candidate the vice president, Lien Chan. Lien, a mainlander not infected
by Lee’s Taiwanese nationalism, looked to Beijing like a man with whom
China could do business. Even better, Lien’s running mate was likely to be
James Soong, the ousted governor of the now-defunct Taiwan province.
Soong was also a mainlander, but with a passion for unification and a doc-
umented vehement opposition to Taiwanese nationalism. Public opinion
polls in Taiwan indicated that a Lien-Soong ticket would handily defeat the
Democratic Progressive Party candidate Chen Shui-bian and his running
mate, the often unwisely outspoken advocate of Taiwanese independence
Annette Lu.

Beijing’s dream ticket fell apart because Lien and Soong harbored deep
and mutual personal dislikes. Soong believed he should be the Kuomintang’s
lead candidate, but his intemperate internal lobbying alienated the party’s
mainstream. He was expelled from the party a year before the election, to-
gether with 21 officials who supported him. The Kuomintang then began a
campaign to blacken Soong’s name. Soong, now running for the presidency
as an independent, was accused of siphoning off millions of dollars in
Kuomintang party funds while he was the party’s secretary general. But the
mud being thrown by the Kuomintang probably smeared both camps. It not
only besmirched Soong but reinforced in the minds of voters a major do-
mestic issue: the “black gold” corrupt relations between the Kuomintang
and criminals.

In the weeks before the island’s presidential elections in 2000 Beijing was
less overtly aggressive than it had been in 1996 but was equally threatening.
China’s premier, Zhu Rongji, gave a bellicose speech in which he warned Tai-
wanese that if they did not soon agree to a timetable for unification with the
mainland, Beijing would be forced to invade. “No matter who comes to power
in Taiwan in the election, we won’t allow the independence of Taiwan to hap-
pen,” Zhu said in a televised speech. “If the Taiwan independence forces come
to power it could trigger a war between the two sides of the strait,” he warned.1

Those threats were as counterproductive as the firing of missiles had been in
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1996. On March 20, 2000, election night, Chen Shui-bian of the avowedly
pro-independence Democratic Progressive Party became Taiwanese president.
His victory with only 39 percent of the vote, though, undoubtedly owed more
to the split in the Kuomintang camp between Lien and Soong than to voter
revulsion at the threats of the Chinese prime minister.

In his inauguration speech two months after the election, Chen Shui-
bian, in an effort to calm Beijing and ease Washington’s fears that he was a
loose canon, departed significantly from his party’s pro-independence policy.
Chen was also undoubtedly conscious that as he had won the election with a
minority of the vote, he did not have a mandate to pursue the DPP’s policy
with full vigor. The new president said he would not declare formal inde-
pendence for Taiwan unless China attacked the island. He pledged not to
change the official name of the state from the Republic of China. Chen said
he would not initiate a referendum on Taiwan’s political status. He promised
to keep in place two trappings left over from mainlander domination of the
government: the Guidelines for National Unification, which involved a pur-
posefully ambiguous definition of the “one China principle,” and the Na-
tional Unification Council. In some ways Chen adopted a more conciliatory
approach to Beijing than had his predecessor, Lee Teng-hui. One of Chen’s
promises was that he would not include in Taiwan’s constitution any require-
ment that negotiations with China take place on a basis of equality. This
stemmed from a remark by Lee to a German radio reporter in 1999 that any
substantive talks with Beijing must be on the basis of a “special state-to-state
relationship.” In other words, there could be no talks while China stuck to
the “one China principle.”

None of this was enough for the Chinese Communist leaders. They
wanted Chen to clearly distance himself from Lee’s “state-to-state” pro-
nouncement and affirm the new Taiwan administration’s commitment to the
“one China principle.” Beijing said Taiwan had accepted what is known as the
“1992 consensus” on the “one China principle” and should offer a reaffirma-
tion. Chen’s officials denied there had been any consensus in 1992. Both sides
had merely agreed that there was “one China,” but reserved the right to decide
for themselves what that included. Chen came under pressure from his sup-
porters, who had no doubt in their own minds that China did not include Tai-
wan. A few weeks after the inauguration the new chairwoman of Taiwan’s
Mainland Affairs Council, Tsai Ing-wen, set out clearly that “we never ac-
cepted Beijing’s ‘one China principle.’”2

The rosy glow that bathed Beijing-Washington relations as the new mil-
lennium dawned did not last long either. In the United States recognition that
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Beijing was bent on becoming a militarily significant force with the capacity to
project power in Asia agitated the American establishment’s always-conflicting
views of China. George W. Bush, campaigning for the Republican nomination
in 2000, said he saw China as a “strategic competitor” to the United States in
the future. This was a purposeful contrast to Bill Clinton’s view of China as a
“strategic partner.” Bush added that not enough had been done by Washington
to ensure the security of Taiwan or to reward the island for its transition to
democracy and economic achievements. However, institutional Washington
began to influence Bush once he gained the Republican nomination and be-
came president. He started to speak more strongly of the need to maintain good
relations with Beijing. But an incident in April 2001 swung Bush back toward
a more pro-Taiwan line. That month a U.S. reconnaissance plane on a regular
flight down the China coast, listening in to PLA communications, was bumped
and then forced to land by Chinese fighter jets. China’s playing of the incident
for publicity gain and its slow return of the detained crew—to say nothing of
its acquisition of a plane loaded with American signals intelligence secrets—
soured the Bush administration’s view of China. Later the same month the ad-
ministration approved a significant arms package sale to Taiwan. When
interviewed about the return of the reconnaissance plane’s crew, Bush made his
seminal comment that his administration would do “whatever it took” to aid
the defense of Taiwan including, it was strongly implied, the sending of U.S.
forces if China invaded the island. When Taiwan’s equally new President Chen
sought to make a transit stop in the United States in May en route to Latin
American, the ground rules imposed were far more liberal than those applied
to previous Taiwanese official visitors. It was a message to Beijing that America’s
past promise to have no “official” links with Taiwan would be interpreted in
light of the mood of the times. The more belligerence shown by China, the big-
ger the welcome mat that would be offered to visiting Taiwanese.

Chen in his inaugural speech had promised not to remove the trappings
of Taiwan’s mainland links brought to the island by the Kuomintang. But it
quickly became apparent that he considered everything else fair game. Wash-
ington and Beijing both watched with concern as Chen began acting in ways
that China characterized as promoting “creeping separatism.” There was the
increasing use of the local dialect, Minnan, for official purposes, a campaign
for the “rectification of names”—essentially using the name “Taiwan” in place
of “Republic of China” and promoting the island’s own English renderings of
Chinese names. There was a general policy of “de-Sinicization” starting with
an emphasis on teaching in the schools Taiwanese history divorced from its
mainland context.
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Beijing became convinced that Washington was complicit in Taiwan’s en-
deavors to give social and cultural depth and breadth to its de facto inde-
pendence. It saw the ease with which Taiwan’s defense minister Tang
Yao-ming was able to visit the United States for a “private” conference in
Florida in 2001 and then meet with America’s deputy defense secretary Paul
Wolfowitz and the assistant secretary of state James Kelly. In remarks to the
privately sponsored conference both Wolfowitz and Kelly exhibited senti-
ments that were markedly more pro-Taiwan than had been those of officials
of the previous administration. Over the same period several Pentagon as-
sessments surfaced discussing circumstances under which nuclear weapons
might be used in the defense of Taiwan and calculating that China’s military
modernization was aimed at being able to defeat or deter U.S. forces sent to
the island’s aid.

The terrorist attacks on New York and Washington in September 2001
swiftly altered the attitude toward China among the neoconservative elite in
the Bush administration. The dominant drives were for security at home and
aid in hunting terrorists or other potential threats from abroad to the United
States. Beijing appreciated the opportunity of this crisis more quickly than did
the Chen administration in Taipei. The Chinese leaders grasped immediately
that the Bush drive against terrorism and the doctrine of “preemptive” strikes
against possible enemies gave Beijing greater latitude than previously in deal-
ing with its own minority dissidents. China had been heavily criticized in the
United States and elsewhere for its suppression of the Uighers, Muslims of eth-
nic Turkic origin in China’s far northwestern Xinjiang province. Beijing now
played on its supposed community of interest with Washington in confronting
Islamic terrorism and even got the Bush administration to put some of the
Uigher organizations on its list of designated terrorist organizations. When in
early 2002 George W. Bush gave his “axis of evil” speech, in which he linked
Iraq, Iran, and North Korea as threatening rogue states, he handed China an-
other opportunity. Beijing is thought to be the only outside force with the ca-
pacity to persuade or coerce the fraternal socialist regime of Kim Jong-il in
Pyongyang. Bush’s placing the destruction of North Korea’s suspected nuclear
weapons development program high on the list of his priorities in the war on
terror made China an indispensable partner for Washington. It is a role that
Beijing, understandably, has been in no rush to see end.

At the same time, Chen failed to fully appreciate that Washington’s pre-
occupation with homeland security and supposed foreign threats sharply lim-
ited his actions. The Bush administration was in a mood to interpret anything
that risked diverting its attention from or capacity to respond to its terrorism
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and axis of evil agenda as amounting to an unfriendly act. The Bush White
House wanted China on its side in the campaign to contain North Korea,
and it certainly did not want Taipei disturbing the Far East balance to the ex-
tent that the United States might be forced to confront China. Washington
expected Chen to recognize that he was “under adult supervision” and to gov-
ern quietly without doing anything to provoke China. He either didn’t un-
derstand the message or else was unable to resist the temptations of his own
enthusiasm and activist nature.

Soon after Taiwan’s presidential elections in 2000, Beijing put its relations
with the Chen administration into cold storage. In place of seeking negotia-
tions with the Taipei government it starting courting the Kuomintang, believ-
ing that now that the Taiwanese nationalist Lee Teng-hui had retired, the
resurgent conservative mainlander elements in the party could be made allies.
Beijing believed Lien Chan would see eye-to-eye with them on negotiating
Taiwan’s unification with the mainland under the “one China principle.” Bei-
jing misunderstood what was happening within the Kuomintang. The reemer-
gence of mainlander influence within the party did not signal a revival and
return to its historic essence, but the beginnings of the party’s disintegration.
But buoyed by their misinterpretation the Communist leaders in China began
trying to bolster the Kuomintang and undermine the DPP administration.
Many Kuomintang members of the Legislative Yuan were invited to China,
where they were entertained lavishly. The message to Taiwanese was that fa-
vored status and untold financial benefits awaited those who demonstrated pa-
triotic affection for China. Beijing even managed to persuade a few anti-Chen
members of the DPP to partake of the Communist Party’s largesse. Seductive
pressure was also put on the several hundred thousand Taiwanese businessmen
and women managing the island’s investments in the mainland, at the time to-
taling some U.S. $100 million.

Yet again Beijing failed to understand the nature of the political transfor-
mation on Taiwan. The heartland of DPP support was among the island’s na-
tive blue-collar industrial workers. There was already growing antipathy
among these voters toward the largely Kuomintang-supporting business lead-
ers, who were moving their companies to the mainland in order to take ad-
vantage of China’s much lower production costs. By feting Taiwanese
entrepreneurs, Beijing only managed to reinforce island DPP supporters’ be-
liefs that closer and easier economic ties to the mainland threatened their own
job security.

Chen’s first few months in power gave Beijing every reason to hope he
would be a one-term president. The early weeks of the Chen administration
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resembled someone’s preliminary efforts to ride a two-wheel bicycle. There
were several false starts, a lot of wobbling, much overcorrection when the bike
didn’t steer in the right direction, and one or two tumbles into the ditch. That
was not surprising. Even in mature democracies changes of administration are
seldom seamless transitions. On Taiwan the task was unusually fraught. It was
no easy matter taking over and directing a civil service that had been heavily
indoctrinated by the Kuomintang during 50 years in power. Even though Lee
Teng-hui had done much to remove the culture of the one-party state from
Taiwan’s governmental institutions, the old mentality persisted. Many of Tai-
wan’s civil servants in the old propaganda and security departments had not
yet adjusted to the unsettling end to the comforts of martial law, let alone a
sudden change of political masters. It did not help acclimatization to the new
reality that many of the new men and women in the big corner ministerial of-
fices had only a few years before been the targets of repression and disinfor-
mation campaigns by the same officials who now served them. Moreover the
DPP had little significant experience with administration. Chen’s closest sup-
porters were either veteran dissidents imbued with a deep hatred of the Kuom-
intang, which made relations with officialdom difficult, or they were young
idealists. On top of that, the DPP did not have a majority or a controlling al-
liance in the Legislative Yuan.

Lee Teng-hui, who in retirement remained highly popular among voters,
came to Chen’s rescue. The former president fell out conclusively with the
Kuomintang during 2001. He even called the party he had led an “alien
regime.” The Kuomintang expelled Lee and he helped establish a new party,
the Taiwan Solidarity Union (TSU). This was aimed at conservative nation-
alist Taiwanese voters who found the DPP’s left-wing social policies hard to
stomach. At the same time Lee’s public endorsement of President Chen
helped reverse the DPP’s dwindling electoral fortunes. In legislative elections
at the end of 2001 the DPP became the party with the largest number of seats
and, with the support of Lee’s TSU, gained much greater ability to command
parliament. But the DPP and its allies still did not have a majority in parlia-
ment, and the Kuomintang alliance retained the ability to frustrate the work
of government.

The Kuomintang’s loss of seats surprised officials in Beijing. China’s Tai-
wan analysts had given Jiang Zemin glowing predictions of a major Kuo-
mintang victory. When the results reached Beijing the analysts were so
astonished and scared of the likely reaction from Jiang that it took them many
minutes to summon up the courage to tell him the news. Their fear was well
founded. Jiang flew into a rage of theatrical proportions. It was at this time
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that the leaders in Beijing began to fully comprehend that the political trans-
formation on Taiwan was outside their experience and not amenable to the tra-
ditional Chinese pressures of flattery and, if that didn’t work, threats of force.

The full realization that the Communist Party’s approach toward Taiwan
had failed came at a sensitive time in Chinese domestic politics. Early in 2002
the party began assessing and preparing for the sixteenth party conference late
that year, when Jiang and the most prominent leaders were due to retire. What
had not been settled, though, was who would take over and in what positions.
Hu Jintao, then a vice president, had been groomed for the top posts in ac-
cordance with Deng Xiaoping’s edict that the relatively young technocrat
should be at the core of the future party leadership. Deng’s vote was the only
one that counted, even though the old patriarch had been dead for five years
at that point. Jiang, having convinced himself if no one else that at 76 he was
still a vigorous man, was not prepared to let go. He agreed to let Hu have the
presidency, but for months he tried to hold on to the post of party boss, the
secretary-general. There were even rumors during that summer that the posi-
tion of party chairman, which had died with the last holder, Mao Zedong,
might be revived to accommodate Jiang.

It would have been unseemly for the internal debate, which even spilled
out into public on a few occasions, to be seen as a squabble over power, influ-
ence, and position. So it was couched in terms of ideology and political phi-
losophy. It was inevitable in a party with a revolutionary heritage, whose
continued justification to hold power was dubious, that the contestants would
try to appear to be the most steadfast, uncompromising, and fervently patri-
otic. That’s what Jiang and his supporters did. The most generous interpreta-
tion of his actions is that he wanted to insure an orderly transition by keeping
the guiding hand of his experience available to the new leaders. That interpre-
tation is difficult to sustain in light of what happened, however. Jiang divided
China’s leadership, gathering around him a coterie of people mostly, like him-
self, from Shanghai. Upper echelons of the party found themselves having to
take sides with either President Hu or Jiang’s Shanghai clique. Jiang could not
in the end muster enough support to keep the post of party secretary-general.
But that aim may even have been a diversion because he was able to retain
without any argument the hub of real power in China: Jiang kept the chair-
manship of the Communist Party’s Central Military Commission for two
years. This position gave Jiang, in effect, command of China’s armed forces.
From that vantage point Jiang was able to dictate policy to President Hu and
Prime Minister Wen Jiabao on many critical issues. He forced the new leaders
to take much tougher lines on Taiwan than their own political instincts dic-
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tated. It rapidly became party doctrine that a political resolution of the Taiwan
issue was increasingly unlikely. China would probably have to resort to mili-
tary force to get possession of the island. Jiang also successfully pressed for a
policy of no compromise with the people of Hong Kong in their desire for re-
form and an accountable government. He was equally adamant that domestic
dissent should be met with unswerving force, obstructed even the most mod-
est political reform, and even meddled in economic policy. When the presi-
dent and prime minister suggested policies to cool China’s overheated
economy and moves to boost development of the deprived hinterland, Jiang
suspected an attack on the economic supremacy of Shanghai. Jiang put his
foot down and the policies of breakneck coastal development remained in
place. On military and foreign policy matters, where the Taiwan question
dominated, Jiang managed to get President Hu, a vice-chairman of the party’s
military commission, almost entirely excluded from deliberations. Fundamen-
tal decisions on China’s military and foreign policies were frequently made by
Jiang or his alter ego on the commission, Zeng Qinghong, together with two
generals, Guo Boxiong and Cao Gangchuan. Hu often didn’t know the meet-
ings had taken place.

Jiang repeatedly stressed the need to have the military prepared and able
to attack Taiwan should the island pursue internationally recognized inde-
pendence. In May 2004 Liu Yazhou, the deputy political commissar of the
Chinese Air Force, wrote an essay discussing preparations for an invasion of
Taiwan and quoted Jiang as saying: “We must fight a war with Taiwan.”3 In
this way Jiang became the chief lobbyist in Beijing for modernization of the
military and made himself the darling of the generals. And beyond the Taiwan
issue, Jiang managed to make a doctrine of Chinese military preparedness a
cornerstone of foreign policy in general. Early in his tenure President Hu
began using the phrase “peaceful rise” to describe his vision of China’s emer-
gence as a world power. This phrase, conjuring up visions of a benign and
neighborly China, may have only been a public relations gambit. Through the
1990s the countries of Southeast Asia especially became increasingly anxious
as they saw China bloom and become more assertive in the region. The lesson
of history was that at some point China might try to reimpose the status of
“vassal states” on surrounding nations. Jiang, however, objected to the “peace-
ful rise” phrase, even as a diplomatic ploy. It quickly disappeared from Hu’s
public statements. In its place Hu found himself saying such things as: “from
beginning to end, we must place national sovereignty and security in first
place, resolutely defend fundamental national interests, and resolutely defend
national sovereignty and territorial integrity.”4
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Even so, Beijing approached Taiwan’s presidential elections in 2004 with
some confidence. Lien Chan and James Soong had managed to patch up their
differences enough to run as joint candidates for the presidential and vice pres-
idential posts. Polls indicated their joint vote should be similar to the sum of
their separate votes in 2000. They should defeat Chen and Annette Lu with a
lead of about 10 percent of the vote. But in the background Beijing’s military
moves were just as threatening as in the past. Beijing built up an arsenal of
nearly five hundred missiles aimed at the island, a battery that by mid-2005
had grown to about seven hundred missiles. Some of these are missiles de-
signed to knock out Taiwan’s well-planned defensive installations. Others are
anti-aircraft missiles aimed at countering Taiwan’s air superiority over the strait
and its significant bomber force that would take the battle into China. Still
others are shore-based antiship missiles that would target Taiwanese or Amer-
ican naval vessels. In Washington and Tokyo it did not go unnoticed that
while these missiles are currently deployed for an assault on Taiwan, many are
mobile and could swiftly be moved to threaten Japanese or American interests.

The Chinese missiles played a significant part in polarizing voter opinion
during the 2004 campaign. For supporters or those inclined toward the Pan
Blue Alliance of Lien Chan and James Soong, the missiles were a vivid indica-
tion of President Chen’s failure to manage the China file. Instead of main-
taining the status quo, Chen’s persistent push toward establishing Taiwan’s
independence appeared to be creating a situation that threatened the survival
of island society. On the other side of the political divide, the missile deploy-
ment convinced those inclined toward Taiwanese nationalism that China
could never be trusted. The sheer impersonality of missiles and their capacity
to rain down death and destruction indiscriminately convinced many voters
that Beijing’s protestations of affection for its “Taiwan compatriots” were not
to be believed.
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Chapter Twenty

2 9 , 5 1 8  V O T E S

When the polling stations closed at four o’clock on the evening of March 20,
2004, thousands of people began streaming toward the headquarters of the
Democratic Progressive Party on Minsheng East Road in Taipei. By the time
the first results started being reported, at least 100,000 people were thronged
in front of a huge television screen and stage that had been erected across the
road in front of the party headquarters. There was an atmosphere of keen an-
ticipation tinged with uncertainty as the crowd scrambled for vantage points
and spilled into the side streets where food stalls, election memorabilia hawk-
ers, and all-night corner stores were doing a roaring trade. In an effort to gen-
erate confidence and excitement DPP organizers fired off rockets into the
gathering night sky and relays of speakers up on the stage bellowed out rous-
ing words or sang the old campaign songs of the political reform movement.
But the undercurrent of uncertainty remained.

Taiwan does not permit the publication of public opinion polls in the
last week of election campaigns. Political parties, academic institutions, and
other interested groups carry on sampling the public mood, however. Ru-
mors of the results spread quickly by word of mouth, the Internet, and text
messages. There was a reasonable consistency in the unpublished polls done
in the final days of the presidential campaign before the attempted killing of
Chen Shui-bian during the parade the day before voting. They all showed a
marginal victory of between 200,000 and 300,000 votes for Pan Blue presi-
dential candidate Lien Chan of the Kuomintang and his running mate, vice
president James Soong of the People First Party. The outcome was in the
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hands of undecided voters and those who might not bother to vote. What
was entirely unpredictable at that point was the effect the attempted assassi-
nation would have on voter intentions.

A few miles across Taipei in the heart of the capital’s administrative and
ceremonial district, a similar crowd of supporters was massing outside the
Kuomintang party headquarters. While the DPP election headquarters was a
temporary affair in a half-completed office block whose skeletal upper floors
were hidden behind huge party banners, the Kuomintang headquarters was
redolent of a political organization basking in the assumption of the right to
rule. The great, expensively decorated tower block sits confidently close to the
vast walled gardens enclosing the national theater, the national concert hall,
and the massive, glowering memorial to the father of modern Taiwan, Gener-
alissimo Chiang Kai-shek. The Kuomintang headquarters also looks straight
down Katagalan Boulevard, Taipei’s main processional way, to the presidential
office building at the other end. The link between the Kuomintang and power
on Taiwan could not be more clearly stated. For the past four years, however,
that historic chain had been broken. The tenant of the presidential office, orig-
inally built as the governor’s headquarters during the half century of Japanese
colonial rule, had been Chen and his coterie of vehement Taiwanese national-
ists. Their political style and sentiments had been formed under the decades
of Kuomintang repression. The bitterness felt in the upper echelons of the
DPP for the Kuomintang and its power core of men who had come with Chi-
ang Kai-shek to occupy Taiwan is still raw. In conversation senior DPP figures
frequently divide island society into two segments, “Taiwanese” and “Chi-
nese,” the latter word usually spoken with a sneering inflection. For their part,
Kuomintang disdain for the DPP and its bedrock of support among the na-
tive Taiwanese working classes is equally strong. DPP politicians are often dis-
missed as uncouth and “barefooted.”1 Their own Kuomintang leaders, in
contrast, are respectfully referred to as “leather-shoed gentlemen.”2 There is an
unhealed and suppurating wound at the heart of Taiwanese society. The
Kuomintang’s horror at, in their view, the rabble that had threatened Taiwan
with ruin for the past four years was neatly, if unintentionally, expressed by a
huge banner hanging down the front of their headquarters building. It carried
a picture of Lien and Soong making the Taiwanese version of the defiant black
power salute. But by some quirk of the images, Lien and Soong looked more
as though they were shaking their fists down the boulevard toward Chen’s of-
fice in the presidential building.

There is sometimes an unattractive element of triumphalism in the way
that Chen’s DPP pursues its affirmation of Taiwan’s distinct identity. In this at-
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mosphere of mutual suspicion and disdain, even efforts at reconciliation some-
times have the opposite effect. One such effort is the annual commemoration
of the February 28, 1947, uprising by Taiwanese against the then newly ar-
rived Kuomintang. In 1998 the Kuomintang president, Lee Teng-hui, desig-
nated February 28 as “Peace Day” to symbolize the healing of old wounds.
“Two-Two-Eight,” as it is known, has proved anything but a day for reconcil-
iation. Instead it has become a moment when the evils of early Kuomintang
rule are dug up, reexamined, and the old bitterness revived.

On February 28, 2004, just three weeks before the presidential election,
Lee organized the “2–28 Hand-in-Hand Rally” with the objective of having a
line of Taiwanese, hands joined, stretching the entire 249-mile length of the
island. The rally was a huge success with some three million Pan Green sup-
porters taking part. But there was very little peace and reconciliation in the at-
mosphere. It was far more a demonstration of the triumph of native Taiwanese
over their old masters. The rally raised anger and some fear among Kuo-
mintang supporters and their allies in the Pan Blue alliance, the People First
Party. The next weekend the Pan Blue camp organized their own rallies in re-
sponse and attracted at least as many people. Conversations with people in the
crowds showed a high proportion of middle-class and professional people who
were not usually politically active but felt the Two-Two-Eight rally was intim-
idating and required a firm response.

Islanders cannot be divided politically along clear “Taiwanese” and “Chi-
nese” lines. Many people classed as native Taiwanese support the Kuomintang,
as the election results showed. They do so not because of a fundamental dis-
agreement with Chen and Lu that Taiwanese are an independent and sover-
eign people. Public opinion polls show a growing majority of islanders think
of themselves either exclusively as Taiwanese or Taiwanese first and ethnic Chi-
nese second. This phenomenon is neatly summed up in the local saying that
there are many people with “blue skin and green bones,” referring to the two
main political alliances. Opposition to the DPP among native Taiwanese is
rooted in fear that the Chen administration’s fixation on identity blinds it to
other critical issues: the economy and the overarching threat from China to in-
vade the island. Taiwan’s economy remains a great success story by most
counts, but its performance on Chen’s watch has not been at the high levels
Taiwanese have come to expect. The economy contracted by 2.18 percent in
2001 and only just edged back into positive territory the following year. Un-
employment reached 4.6 percent, a level unheard of in recent years, and pri-
vate investment fell by 29.2 percent. The average Taiwanese per capita income
remains one of the world’s highest, at U.S. $12,876, but an air of foreboding
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hangs over the island. Much of that unease comes from the rush by Taiwanese
industrialists to move their production facilities to China, where costs are con-
siderably lower. Since the opening up of China’s economy to market forces in
the 1980s, Taiwanese businesses have invested around $100 billion in China.
At least 500,000 Taiwanese businesspeople and managers spend most of their
lives in China operating these transplanted operations, though some estimates
put the number much higher.

One difficult social consequence of this foray into China by Taiwanese
businessmen is a return flow of new wives from the mainland. These women
are widely despised, not least because they are frequently the cause of the
breakup of previous marriages on Taiwan. Some Taiwanese even voice the ex-
treme view that these women are a Beijing fifth column who are trained and
able to disrupt the defenses of the island when China is ready to invade.

Of less emotional and more thoughtful concern is how to manage the in-
creasingly intertwined economic relationship between China and Taiwan. The
exodus of assets and investments has raised the specter of Taiwan’s economy
being hollowed out and its factory workers facing a bleak future. Many of
these industrial workers are DPP supporters. President Chen’s administration
remains undecided about whether to embrace the opportunity of China’s
booming economy or to continue to deter business between the island and the
mainland. The remaining deterrents, such as the ban on direct air and sea links
for travelers and goods, are more an irritant than a restriction on commercial
intercourse. It is an emotional issue for many Taiwanese, who fear that if eco-
nomic integration is allowed to continue at its current pace, no invasion by
China’s forces may be necessary. One day Taiwanese will wake up to discover
they have become so economically dependent on China that they will have no
option but to agree to accept Beijing’s sovereignty.

It is on the broad aspects of the China file that Chen and Lu have raised
the most disquiet, not only at home but also abroad and especially in Wash-
ington. What diehard DPP supporters see as Chen’s courageous championing
of Taiwan’s de facto independence and refusal to bow to Beijing’s blackmail,
others see as a cavalier disregard for the island’s long-term security interests
and for the sensitivities of its allies.

Taiwan may be a young democracy, but its Central Elections Commission
is highly efficient. Within two hours of the polls closing on March 20, results
began tumbling out of the vote counting centers and onto television screens.
Outside the DPP headquarters party cheerleaders kept the spirits of the crowd
buoyed up, but the story unfolding on the television screen behind them was
not so optimistic. The early results came inevitably from the island’s northern
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cities, the managerial and entrepreneurial centers with the heaviest popula-
tions of people of mainland descent and of native Taiwanese who had bene-
fited most from the Kuomintang’s successful economic management. These
people saw Lien and Soong as steady hands on the tiller; uninspiring perhaps,
but men who could be relied upon not to rock the boat or to enrage China by
indulging in dangerous displays of Taiwanese nationalism. So the early results
showed the Pan Blue’s Lien and Soong taking an early lead of around the
200,000 votes that the unpublished polls had predicted. As the evening pro-
gressed the voices of the DPP activists on the stage became more hoarse and
the volleys of fireworks rockets more persistent, as though volume alone could
drown out what was unfolding on the screen. But then the tallies started com-
ing in from the rural areas and the blue-collar industrial south of the island.
The Pan Blue lead quickly eroded. Then, for about an hour, the lead switched
back and forth between Lien and Chen, seemingly with each polling station
that reported. After this topsy-turvy hour a pattern settled in. Chen and Lu
stayed just ahead, but only just. Sometimes their margin was only a few hun-
dred votes. At other times it was a respectable tens of thousands. The under-
lying theme, though, was a lead by Chen and Lu of between 20,000 and
30,000 votes.

It was at this point, with the result still far from certain but with the trend
running against them, that Lien and Soong made a desperate effort to stave off
defeat. They got up in front of their assembled supporters and a seething press
corps to announce they wanted the election annulled and all the ballot boxes
sealed for a vote recount. “The overall impression among the public is that this
election is an unfair election,” Lien told his supporters.3 The shooting the pre-
vious day of Chen Shui-bian and Annette Lu had swayed the election outcome
in a “direct and complete” way. “If we remain silent at this time, how are we
supposed to give history, the 23 million people [of Taiwan] and our offspring
an answer?” he said. James Soong, always a more visceral politician than the
aristocratic Lien, was more blunt. The presidential campaign “had been ma-
nipulated from beginning to end” by Chen, he said.4 “It has been an unfair
campaign full of mysteries. What is at stake here is Taiwan’s democracy. It is
our most effective weapon against China, and what kind of self-defence will
we have if we destroy the weapon ourselves?” Soong asked.

This outburst by Lien and Soong, calling for the annulment of the elec-
tion, was doubly strange and brimming with irony because they had taken the
opposite position the previous afternoon just after the shooting. At that point
Lien expressed fears that Chen, fearful of losing the election, might use the
shooting as a pretext to postpone the vote. Lien had been adamant that the
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election must go ahead regardless of how seriously injured the president was.
Indeed, in taking this position Lien was following Taiwan’s law, which says the
election can be called off only if one of the candidates dies or is killed during
the campaign. The difference between the Pan Blue view of the world on Fri-
day afternoon and Saturday evening was that immediately after the shooting,
they believed their lead in the polls would be enough to them to carry them
to victory. By Saturday evening they knew it was not enough.

Lien and Soong undoubtedly did genuinely believe Chen and Lu had
stolen a march on them. But it is also true that the timing of their outburst
was self-serving. One facet of democracy that Taiwan has enthusiastically
adopted is the doctrine of political accountability. It is perhaps more accurate
to say Taiwan has adapted the old Chinese idealized notions of the responsi-
bility and accountability carried by those in power. At any rate, Taiwanese
politicians and officials readily take the blame for failure by resigning. Lien
and Soong were, however, trying to avoid their own political demise. Once the
vote counting was complete and their defeat, which seemed at that stage of the
evening increasingly certain, was announced, Lien and Soong would have
been dutybound to tender their resignations from the Pan Blue leadership. By
disputing the fairness of the election before defeat was confirmed they salvaged
some hope of political survival. The reasons for their quarrel with the conduct
of the election were not convincing, however. If they believed the shooting had
distorted the election result, why had they not pressed on Friday afternoon,
immediately after the assassination attempt, for a postponement of the vote
rather than waiting until the last few minutes of the ballot counting?

When the final tally came in of the 12,914,422 valid votes cast, Chen and
Lu had won by a mere 29,518 votes, a margin of victory of just one-tenth of
one percent. The turnout at the polling stations was 80.2 percent of the
16,507,179 registered voters. This was appreciably higher than the 2000 pres-
idential election, when the turnout was 77.6 percent, and the island’s first free
presidential elections in 1996, when the turnout was 76.9 percent. Chen and
Lu took the bullish view that a victory was a victory no matter how slim the
margin. The president marched onto the stage looking robust and in his usual
hyperactive mode despite his near-death experience the previous day. Lu fol-
lowed, walking firmly with the aid of a crutch to join Chen behind a bullet-
proof glass screen. The crowd was overjoyed. Chen’s words, however, were
prosaic, and even the most supportive newspapers found it hard to find some-
thing to quote for the following day’s editions. Chen called the result a victory
for democracy and said he believed the election marked the opening of a new
era of opportunity for peace across the Taiwan Strait. This, he said, was not
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only what Taiwanese and Chinese wanted, but also the United States and
Japan, Taipei’s closest allies.

What almost got lost in the closeness of the election result and the angry
rejection by the Pan Blue camp of the entire process was that voters had not
only been asked to vote on the presidency on March 20. Chen and his DPP
organizers had also offered Taiwanese a chance to vote on two referendum
questions for the first time in the island’s history. This was perhaps the most
contentious aspect of Chen’s election campaign. The linking of the referenda
questions to the presidential ballot was a crass piece of politicking, though
Chen dressed it up as an essential element in his campaign theme of affirming
and enhancing Taiwanese identity. Taiwan’s constitution, a relic of Chiang
Kai-shek’s rule of mainland China in the 1940s, did not allow for referenda.
Late in 2003 Chen proposed legislation to permit plebiscites on matters of key
public concern. A framework for referenda would be, Chen said, a significant
step in furthering Taiwan’s democratic reform. The opposition, Beijing, and
even Taiwan’s allies in the United States, Europe, and Asia saw it differently.
The inclusion of referenda in the toolbox of Taiwan’s democratic instruments
could, at some point, enable Chen to call for a public decision on the island’s
legal status. Few doubted that with a carefully crafted question and a skillful
political campaign Chen could get a majority of Taiwanese to opt for interna-
tionally recognized independence for the island.

On December 9, 2003, White House reporters were called into the Oval
Office after a 40-minute private meeting between President George W. Bush
and the Chinese prime minister, Wen Jiabao. Uppermost in reporters’ minds
was Taiwan and the plans by Chen Shui-bian to hold a two-question refer-
endum in tandem with the presidential election. Only the previous day
American government officials, briefing the White House press corps in ad-
vance of the Bush-Wen meeting, had given a strong warning to Taiwan from
the administration not to hold a referendum that could provoke China by
fueling the island’s independence movement. When Bush was asked whether
he wanted Chen to cancel the referendum, he didn’t directly answer the ques-
tion. But, with his tone and expression showing clear irritation, Bush said
“the comments and actions made by the leader of Taiwan indicate that he
may be willing to make decisions unilaterally to change the status quo, which
we oppose.”5

The rebuke to the Taiwanese president was compounded when the Chi-
nese premier Wen told reporters that during the Oval Office meeting Bush
had expressed his “opposition to Taiwan independence.” Bush did not try to
correct his guest, perhaps for reasons of inattention. For 30 years U.S. policy
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had been carefully worded as “not supporting Taiwan independence,” a sig-
nificant difference. But the impression left by the brief press conference was
that Bush, who soon after he assumed the presidency said he would “do what-
ever it takes” to defend Taiwan against attack by Beijing’s forces, had sharply
turned American policy in favor of China.

Just as Taiwanese leaders have become skilled at avoiding China’s red lines
of unacceptable provocation, so they are adept at playing off the centers of
power in Washington. In framing his response to the Oval Office meeting,
Chen and his advisers took a calculated risk that American congressional and
public opinion support for democratic Taiwan would be enough to allow him
to politely stand his ground in the face of the Bush criticism. Chen was right.

Within hours of the White House rebuke Chen made a statement affirm-
ing his view that it was entirely appropriate to hold a referendum on how Tai-
wanese wished to confront the nearly five hundred missiles China had aimed
at the island. The referendum, he said, didn’t involve seeking to establish for-
mal independence from China. “A defensive referendum is for avoiding war
and to help keep the Taiwanese people free of fear. It is also for preserving the
status quo,” he said.6

Meanwhile in Washington there were predictable reactions to Bush’s com-
ments, and they came from within his own ideological cathedral of hard right-
wing Republicans. Bush was accused of “appeasement of dictatorship” by a
troika of influential conservative commentators for whom Communist China
remained the last bastion of the Great Satan. At the Heritage Foundation, a
conservative think tank, the China expert John Tkacik sounded as though he
had been stunned into near incoherence by the president’s apparent cozying
up to China. “He’s lost his bearings,” Tkacik said of Bush. “It just boggles the
mind. I’m just appalled. Clinton never would have gone this far.”7

Anonymous official spin doctors began telling reporters that despite
Bush’s comments, America’s policy toward Taiwan had not changed. Wash-
ington’s loyalty to Taiwan remained firm, and the United States was not about
to sell out the island democracy to China. The job of publicly calming the sit-
uation went to Secretary of State Colin Powell, the courteous voice of reason
in the first Bush administration. A few weeks after the Bush-Wen meeting
Powell appeared before the House International Relations Committee and re-
stated the U.S. commitment to Taiwan, including to the island’s security. As a
democracy, Powell said, Taiwan has every right to hold a referendum if it wants
to. “Taiwan is a democratic place, and if they choose to have a referenda [sic],
they can have a referenda [sic].”8 He did add, though, “We don’t really see a
need for these referenda. We don’t believe any action should be taken in the
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region that would unilaterally change the situation,” a reaffirmation of Wash-
ington’s established position that it did not want either Taipei or Beijing to do
anything to change the cross-strait status quo.

Despite this backpedaling and reinterpretation of what had been said, Chen
had evidently irritated Bush. This emboldened the Pan Blue camp, which in the
autumn of 2003 determined to use its majority in parliament to deny Chen the
ability to hold referenda except under the most extreme and limited circum-
stances. When the legislation came up for votes, the opposition amended it so
that referenda could only be called at times of national emergency. Chen and his
advisers were undaunted by the restrictions placed on calling referenda and by
the opposition to the move in Washington, Japan, South Korea, and Europe.
They announced that as China had nearly five hundred missiles aimed at Tai-
wan, the island clearly faced a national emergency and a referendum was appro-
priate. That was never a convincing argument for angering allies and goading
China. The altruistic bunting in which the referendum was draped could not
disguise its reality as an opportunistic hunt for votes. Simply holding a referen-
dum would indeed embellish Taiwan’s democratic reform, but it would also be
a signal moment that further emphasized the island’s separateness from China.
Of major concern to Chen’s campaign strategists was that the president’s sup-
porters might not come out to vote in sufficient numbers on March 20 for him
to retain office. They hoped to use the democratic novelty of attaching referen-
dum questions to the presidential vote to encourage wayward DPP supporters
to go to the polls. Having determined his course, President Chen was not going
to back down on the question of holding a referendum in tandem with the pres-
idential ballot. However, when he announced the wording of the referendum
questions on February 3, 2004, they showed a good deal of recognition of the
criticism he had received. The first question asked:

The People of Taiwan demand that the Taiwan Strait issue be resolved
through peaceful means. Should Mainland China refuse to withdraw the
missiles it has targeted at Taiwan and to openly renounce the use of force
against us, would you agree that the Government should acquire more ad-
vanced anti-missile weapons to strengthen Taiwan’s self-defence capabilities?9

The second question asked:

Would you agree that our government should engage in negotiation with
Mainland China on the establishment of a “peace and stability” framework
for cross-strait interactions in order to build consensus and for the welfare of
the peoples on both sides?10
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Both questions were largely meaningless. The acquisition of sophisticated
anti-missile systems was already written into Taiwan’s defense budget. Talks
with China had been stalled for over four years on the critical point of Taiwan’s
refusal to accept the “one China principle” as a precondition.

Chen’s plans to use the referendum as a vote catcher were further under-
mined by a ruling by the Central Election Commission. The Pan Blue camp
held that the referendum was illegal. It urged the commission to set up sepa-
rate booths for the presidential and referendum questions so voters could de-
cide whether to participate in one or both of the ballots. After much dithering
the commission went along with the Pan Blue request. The results on March
20 showed voters were just as divided on the referendum question as they were
on the presidency. Almost all the DPP voters also voted on the referendum
and approved both propositions while Pan Blue supporters boycotted the ref-
erendum questions en masse. The outcome was that the questions failed to at-
tract votes either pro or con from over half the 16 million registered voters and
hence were not valid. Chen claimed a moral victory on the basis that 95 per-
cent of the people who did vote in the referendum supported his propositions.
But it is hard to escape the view that the exercise debased the currency of the
referendum as an instrument in Taiwanese politics.

The cracks in Taiwan society levered open by the election spawned weeks
of demonstrations, some of them violent, by Pan Blue supporters in the cen-
ter of the capital, Taipei. On several occasions riot police were used to quell
the outbursts. These protests presented a delicate problem for the mayor of
Taipei, Ma Ying-jeou, a senior member of the Kuomintang and one of its cam-
paign managers. As mayor of the capital it was his responsibility to control the
demonstrations and to maintain law and order. But he was also being cajoled
by his fellow party members to clearly show his support for the protests and
his opposition to the election and its results. It would have been an easier path
for Ma to navigate if he had not had his own political ambitions. The young,
urbane, and photogenic mayor is a leading candidate to be the Kuomintang
contender for the presidency in 2008. Indeed, early in 2005 he announced his
intention to seek the Kuomintang leadership. He needed to strike a balance
between fulfilling his obligations as mayor and maintaining his position
within the Kuomintang. Ma veered toward meeting his responsibilities as
mayor, clearly believing that most Taiwanese, whatever their feelings about the
election, oppose violent demonstrations. He and other party officials also had
to keep in mind that parliamentary elections to the Legislative Yuan, where the
Kuomintang held marginal control, were due in December 2004. Being
tainted by a history of violent protest would not help the Kuomintang win
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seats in December. Ma appeared to have struck the right note. Within a few
days of the first mass demonstrations after the elections, protesters camped out
close to the Presidential Palace had dwindled to a few hundred hard-liners,
many apparently from James Soong’s People First Party, which harbors some
of the strongest supporters of rapid and unilateral unification with China.

Beijing had, when the demonstrations started in the days after the elec-
tion, given encouragement to the estimated one percent of islanders who were
in favor of unification with the mainland. On March 26, six days after the
election, China’s Taiwan Affairs Office issued a statement saying Beijing would
not “look on unconcerned” if the postelection situation on the island led to
“social turmoil, endangering lives and property of Taiwan compatriots and af-
fecting stability across the Taiwan Strait.” To Taiwanese that message spoke to
the third of Beijing’s list of situations that would prompt it to invade the is-
land: the collapse of civil order. The reaction among most members of the
Kuomintang was to moderate their protests. Giving China an excuse to invade
was too heavy a price to pay for the satisfaction of venting their anger and sus-
picions over the election outcome. The number of people attending the Pan
Blue demonstrations dwindled fast. Within a few days it was only hard-core
supporters of unification who were still protesting on the streets.

After much partisan squabbling back and forth it was agreed that there
should be a recount, with the result announced on May 10, shortly before the
May 20 inauguration. That didn’t happen. The review commission labored
mightily to examine some 300,000 votes from polling stations the Pan Blue
alliance labeled as problem areas. The commission identified only 30,000 bal-
lots as problematic and worthy of further examination. As about 80 percent of
those votes were for Chen and Lu, it was statistically impossible that when the
recount was completed it would alter the election result announced on the
night of March 20 and certified by the Central Election Commission a week
later. At the most, Chen and Lu’s victory might have been shaved by 3,000
votes. But they would still be the winners.

The Pan Blue alliance didn’t fare any better in the courts. Lawyers for the
alliance went to the Taiwan High Court and presented four arguments for the
election to be overturned or declared invalid. First, it claimed the DPP used
the referendum as propaganda for campaign purposes. Second, Pan Blue
claimed that the heightened state of security after the March 19 assassination
attempt meant that tens of thousands of military and police personnel—
enough to change the election result—were not able to vote. Most security
force members, the suit contended, would have voted Pan Blue. Third, Pan
Blue blamed the Central Election Commission for failing to postpone the
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election after Chen and Lu were shot. Fourth, the suit claimed the election
commission did not properly separate voters participating in the referendum.
The presiding judge, Cheng Ya-ping, was not impressed by the claims and
gave Pan Blue two weeks to come up with more substantial reasons for ques-
tioning the election’s validity. “According to the vague indictments you pre-
sented, obviously you did not try your best,” she said. “Please reconstruct and
resubmit your indictment.” The Pan Blue lawyers did go away and attempt to
build a stronger case. But their efforts were in vain, and subsequent court hear-
ings produced no more compelling evidence justifying nullification of the
election and a new ballot. Late in 2004 the Pan Blue case was finally thrown
out of court for lack of substance. By that time, however, the country and the
world had already accepted the reality of Chen as president for a second term.

No reliable analysis was done in the months immediately after the election
to determine what role the assassination attempt played in the narrow Chen-
Lu victory. Two samplings of public opinion claimed to find that the shooting
did arouse a strong sympathy vote that overrode the previous lead of Lien
Chan and James Soong. But as one of those polls was done by a television sta-
tion that strongly supports the Pan Blue camp and the other was done by
Lien’s own think tank of policy advisers, neither can be counted credible.
Other factors in the campaign were just as important. Lien and Soong did not
work well together. The Lien-Soong alliance was a political marriage of con-
venience without any love or affection in the arrangement. It was, after all,
Soong who had foiled Lien’s run for the presidency in 2000, allowing Chen to
win with only 39 percent of the vote. The alliance was never a convincing
union, and the two were unable to produce a policy program to attract voters.
They kept the loyalty of most Kuomintang diehard voters by offering an air of
uninspiring basic competence and some assurance that they would not goad
China into invasion or other retaliatory measures. But even this was turned ef-
fectively against the Pan Blue candidates by Chen and Lu. The incumbents
portrayed Lien and Soong, both born on the mainland, as puppets of Beijing
and collaborators with the foreign Chinese Communists. Lien was born in
1936 at Xian in Shaanxi province and Soong was born in Hunan province in
1942. Portraying the Pan Blue contenders as alien interlopers was especially ef-
fective with new, younger voters who could easily take pride in the DPP em-
phasis on promoting and enhancing “Taiwan identity.” For these voters, too,
the older divisions in Taiwanese society had less meaning than they did for
their parents’ generation. The DPP’s campaign line that there was something
intrinsically untrustworthy about the loyalty to Taiwan of Lien and Soong be-
cause of their mainland heritage was very effective. This effectiveness was dra-
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matically demonstrated a week before the election when at a Pan Blue rally
Lien and Soong felt compelled to prostrate themselves on the ground and kiss
the Taiwanese soil to demonstrate their love for the island. All they ended up
doing, however, was to provide newspapers with vivid pictures of the essential
weakness of their campaign.

In his speech at the inauguration ceremony two months later, on May 20,
2004, Chen could not ignore the sharp social divisions exposed by the vehe-
mence of the election campaign and the narrowness of his own victory. With-
out taking any personal responsibility for these divisions, Chen talked about
the need for “candid self-reflection” and called for greater tolerance and un-
derstanding among Taiwan’s various ethnic and cultural groups.11 Taiwanese
must, Chen said, “scale the wall of antagonism” and find “ways to reconcile the
deep divide caused by distrust.”

No matter what year they arrived, regardless of their ancestral origins and
their mother tongues, even in spite of their different hopes and dreams, all
are our forefathers; all have settled down here and together face a common
destiny. Whether indigenous peoples or “new settlers,” expatriates living
abroad, foreign spouses or immigrant workers who labour under Taiwan’s
blazing sun—all have made a unique contribution to this land and each has
become an indispensable member of our “New Taiwan” family.12

To underline his intention of being president of all Taiwanese now that the
rigors of the election campaign were past, Chen indicated in his speech several
modifications to his party platform. One platform promise was to write a new
constitution for Taiwan to replace the cumbersome and ponderous affair
brought to the island by Chiang Kai-shek in 1949. During the campaign
Chen said he wanted a new constitution agreed upon by 2006 and function-
ing in time for the next presidential elections, in 2008. This aim attracted op-
position at home and abroad, and for similar reasons. Among many Taiwanese
as well as in the capitals of the island’s allies it seemed impossible to rewrite the
constitution without severing the few remaining legal ties to mainland China,
in effect declaring independence and stirring Beijing to military action. In his
inauguration speech Chen significantly modified his position, specifically ex-
cluded the question of independence from the constitution project, and even
held out the prospect that the process might be accomplished by amendment
to the existing document rather than the more trouble-prone rewriting.

In his remarks aimed at China, and by association to Washington as the
guarantor of Taiwanese independence, Chen was more fulsome in his flowery
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words calling for peace and mutual understanding than he was in content. He
emphasized, as he had to for his followers, that Taiwan is a free, independent,
and democratic nation. So long as Beijing recognizes those facts, there is a
foundation for new and productive relations across the Taiwan Strait, he said.
“We would not exclude any possibility, so long as there is the consent of the
23 million people of Taiwan.”13 Chen said he understood the historical factors
that have led Beijing to claim ownership of Taiwan and its attempts to diplo-
matically isolate the island under the “one China principle.”

By the same token, the Beijing authorities must understand the deep con-
viction held by the people of Taiwan to strive for democracy, to love peace,
to pursue their dreams free from threat and to embrace progress. But if the
other side is unable to comprehend that this honest and simple wish repre-
sents the aspiration of Taiwan’s 23 million people, if it continues to threaten
Taiwan with military force, if it persists in isolating Taiwan diplomatically, if
it keeps up irrational efforts to blockade Taiwan’s rightful participation in the
international arena, this will only serve to drive the hearts of the Taiwanese
people further away and widen the divide in the Strait.14

Chen’s agenda for constitutional reform and accelerated Taiwanization
faced a serious political hurdle. His DPP and its allies held only a minority of
seats in the 225-seat Legislative Yuan. The Pan Blue alliance was in the ma-
jority and able to block, divert, or derail the administration’s plans. Chen
hoped this impediment would be removed if the DPP could win a majority in
parliamentary elections at the beginning of December 2004. That objective
appeared to be within Chen’s grasp in the final days of the campaign. Polls
showed the DPP would likely win a slim but working majority in parliament,
but it didn’t turn out that way. There was a low voter turnout, especially
among DPP supporters. About two million people who had supported Chen
in the presidential race in March didn’t go to the polls to vote for their local
DPP candidate in December. As a result the Kuomintang and the People First
Party were able to hang on to 114 seats, a parliamentary majority.

Chen’s campaign strategy for the parliamentary election was flawed. He
saw this vote as an extension of the presidential race eight months before and
campaigned as though he wanted a clear popular mandate denied him in
March. The DPP’s campaign themes remained the issues of Taiwanese na-
tionalism. Chen suggested the island’s overseas representative offices should in-
clude “Taiwan” in their names rather than “Republic of China” in order to
avoid confusion with the mainland. For the same reason he suggested Tai-
wanese state-owned companies, such as the China Petroleum Corp. and China
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Airlines, should also change their names. Since the election DPP strategists
have said this approach was adopted to stave off a challenge by Lee Teng-hui’s
vehemently pro-independence Taiwan Solidarity Union, which appeared set to
gain a significant number of seats. This explanation is not very convincing and
smacks of making excuses for a misjudged strategy.

Democracy may be still a fresh element in island life, but Taiwanese have
absorbed the culture. Many voters distinguished between issues they consid-
ered appropriate for a presidential campaign and those they wanted debated in
the parliamentary election. In December, matters such as the economy and so-
cial services were uppermost in the minds of many voters. Chen’s continued
emphasis on the large issues of the island’s future were not what voters wanted
to hear. So many, especially DPP supporters more enamored of the party’s left-
of-center policies than Chen’s personality, stayed home.

The DPP election strategists also mismanaged their assault on Taiwan’s
multicandidate constituency system. The system assigns, say, ten seats to a re-
gion, and winning candidates are chosen in order of the percentage of the vote
they win. This style of selection requires careful management by party organ-
izers. A highly popular candidate, for example, can siphon off votes from other
candidates from the same party, who may then end up too far down the list to
get elected. The lesser candidates would, however, have a good chance of get-
ting elected if they ran in constituencies without star attractions. Several DPP
candidates fell foul of this kind of lack of attention to managerial detail. Chen
took personal responsibility for the failure to win a parliamentary majority by
resigning the DPP party leadership, but he did not, of course, relinquish the
presidency.

Chen’s political deflation was more symbolic than real. Taiwan’s political
balance after the Legislative Yuan elections was almost exactly the same as it
had been before. The DPP managed to significantly advance its Taiwanization
program in the first four years of Chen’s presidency and in the face of Pan Blue
opposition. There was little cause to think the setback in parliamentary repre-
sentation would do more than give Chen and his advisers pause for thought
to readjust their timetable and strategy.

The results of the Legislative Yuan election did not revive the political ca-
reer of Kuomintang leader Lien Chan. His retention of the party’s parliamen-
tary majority did, though, allow him to retire from politics with honor. A few
days after the election Lien announced he would step down from the leader-
ship in 2005. A big loser in the elections was James Soong and his People First
Party. It lost 12 seats and over 560,000 votes compared with its support in the
Legislative Yuan elections three years before. Soong continued to be evasive
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when asked about any permanent alliance with the Kuomintang. There is no
good reason to imagine that a new generation of Kuomintang leaders would
see much long-term advantage in courting the People First Party, which exists
largely to provide a carriage for Soong’s ambitions.

In Beijing the first reaction to the parliamentary election results was to
think that attempting to intimidate Taiwan’s voters had worked. Analysts in
the Chinese capital leaned toward the view that the DPP’s failure to win a par-
liamentary majority showed that China’s policy of threatening the islanders
with invasion was correct and productive. “Really there are even fewer reasons
to try to reach an agreement with Chen now,” Shi Yinhong, a foreign policy
specialist at Beijing’s Qinghua University, told The New York Times.15 Yan Xue-
tong, a former adviser to the Chinese government on Taiwan policy, said, “If
the conclusion of the leadership is that the hard-line stance it has taken against
Chen Shui-bian had good results, then they will also conclude that the basic
policy should not change.”16 But, Yan added, “China still has work to do to
eliminate any doubt it is ready to attack.” That hard-line approach has con-
tinued since the coming to complete power of President Hu Jintao’s so-called
fourth generation of Communist Party leaders.

The transfer of power was completed late in 2004 when Jiang Zemin re-
tired from the chairmanship of the party’s powerful military commission.
Jiang and his Shanghai clique had infected the new leaders with dogmatic
views on a number of issues, but they withdrew from power reasonably grace-
fully, leaving the field to the new men. Hu and his premier, Wen Jiabao, were
free to confront the task of changing the internal mentality of the Communist
Party from that of a revolutionary movement to a true governing party with-
out the constant worry of serious ideological schisms. Beyond the party bul-
warks China was exhibiting an air of self-confidence not seen since the start of
European incursions in the mid-nineteenth century. Predictions abounded
that China would soon overtake Japan as the world’s second-largest economy.
The world began to perceive in reality what had been long imagined, as
China’s demand for resources began to shape international markets and global
business. The priority for the Fourth Generation leaders is maintaining
China’s economic growth and its reemergence as a world power. Taiwan’s de
facto independence remains an issue of great symbolic and emotional signifi-
cance in Beijing, but the leaders in the Zhongnanhai compound believe that
time is on their side. At some point the islanders will be forced to recognize
that their continued existence outside the grasp of Mother China is futile and
makes no sense. The islanders got a stark foretaste of the future in the weeks
just before the December 2004 parliamentary elections. In mid-November
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China signed a free trade agreement with the ten countries in the Association
of Southeast Asian Nations. That agreement was a prelude to the inclusion of
Japan and South Korea in the commercial group. The future of Taiwan looks
very lonely in the middle of that trade powerhouse.

The next month, December 2004, the Hu and Wen administration fur-
ther emphasized that the change of leaders did not mean any change in Bei-
jing’s determination to possess Taiwan. The National People’s Congress,
China’s ersatz parliament, was instructed to pass an antisecession law. The leg-
islation, which was finally approved by the congress in March 2005, makes it
illegal to promote the separation of any part of what China considers its terri-
tory, including Taiwan. The sting in the tail of the legislation is that it gives
the state council, the equivalent of the cabinet in western governments, the au-
thority to use force if it feels the territorial integrity of China is being com-
promised. The wording of the legislation left it an open question of what that
force might be. It appears to cover everything from a full invasion, targeted
killing of Taiwan’s leaders, to an economic embargo. “If possibilities for a
peaceful reunification should be completely exhausted, the state shall employ
non-peaceful means and other necessary measures to protect China’s sover-
eignty and territorial integrity,” Wang Zhaoguo, a senior legislator, explained
to the members of the National People’s Congress.17

In real terms, the antisecession legislation is meaningless. Taiwan remains
an independent state with its own constitution and laws. The Chinese Com-
munist Party has never exercised any authority over the island. But the law
does decorate China’s claim with embroidery of legality that Beijing may pre-
sent in the future to try to justify its actions in the court of world opinion.

There were massive protest marches on Taiwan condemning China’s anti-
secession law, but the most significant response came in February 2005 while
the National People’s Congress was still deliberating. The United States and
Japan renegotiated their security alliance for the first time since 1960. In a
joint communiqué Washington and Tokyo expressed disquiet at the threats to
their own and international security in the Far East. The statement named
China’s threat to Taiwan as a major concern. This was the first time Tokyo put
its name to a document indicating that it considers the future of Taiwan to be
of direct strategic interest to Japan. The statement raised the possibility that,
in the event of a Chinese invasion of Taiwan, Japan would intervene on the is-
land’s side. Tension between Japan and China was already rising with the
growing economic and regional political rivalry of the old enemies. Japan’s
open indication of its support for Taiwan sparked a wave of government-
inspired protests in China during the spring of 2005. There was also alarm in
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South Korea, where anti-Japanese sentiments remain strong, that Japan might
be entering an era of renewed militarism.

On Taiwan President Chen Shui-bian sees a narrowing window of oppor-
tunity to transform the island’s de facto independence into de jure statehood
within the next decade or so, before China’s power becomes so overwhelming
as to be irresistible. He is counting on America’s deep-seated suspicions about
China’s rising power. If push comes to shove, Chen believes, Washington and
the American political establishment will come down on the side of “one Tai-
wan, one China,” rather than just “one China.” That is a risky judgment. Like
most countries and all superpowers, the United States will only follow its na-
tional interest. Washington will go along with Taiwanese independence so
long as it can be achieved without threatening American interests. The Bush
administration is preoccupied with the war in Iraq, global terror, the chal-
lenges of trying to stop proliferation of nuclear weapons in places like North
Korea and Iran, and the demands of homeland security. In the foreseeable fu-
ture, it is hard to imagine a scenario in which Washington sees the prospect of
a military confrontation with China over Taiwan as being necessary or of ben-
efit to America. It is easy to understand and sympathize with the desire for rec-
ognized statehood that most Taiwanese nurse with great passion. That dream
may seem to be tantalizingly closer now than it ever has been. But Taiwan will
always carry the curse of geography that has placed it at the crossroads of other
people’s journeys.
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