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THE CHINA CORNER ñHISTORY AND CULTURE ON  STAMPS  by Dennis Murphy 

   

55 DAYS AT PEKING  ï Part II  

 

        The Boxer Rebellion movement which swept across North China at the turn of the twentieth century 

was a true grass roots movement of a people who saw their way of life crumbling and believed that the cause 

of their distress lay with the grotesque foreign Westerners who were infesting their country. Boxers from 

widely scattered villages across upper China seemed to intuitively know when to rise up and direct their feet 

toward the capital. As they went along they joined with other groups of Boxers as well as villagers who fell 

in with them. Their numbers swelled to tens of thousands. Along the way, they tore up whatever railroad 

tracks, telegraph lines, schools, churches and even stores selling foreign goods that they encountered. 

                     

        While the Boxers were rampaging throughout the countryside, most of the foreign residents in the cities 

chose to ignore the early reports of atrocities that reached them. The foreignersô insouciance was the result of 

their arrogance and a generally held belief that the Boxer movement was a ñChinese Matter.ò  The foreigners 

convinced themselves that the Boxers would soon be put down by Chinese Imperial forces. What they did 

not know was that the Boxers were being secretly encouraged and aided by the very Chinese government 

they expected to handle the situation. 

 

        As the first groups of Boxers began to converge upon the cities, their first targets were the foreign villas 

on the citiesô outskirts, which they quickly put to the torch.  Finally shaken from their complacency, most of 

Beijingôs foreign community fled to the relative safety of the walled Legation Quarter (Figure 1), located 

adjacent to the Imperial Palace. They were soon joined by hundreds of terrified Chinese  Protestants. Most 

Chinese Catholics sought sanctuary in Peitang, the fortress-like North Cathedral, located in another part of 

the city (Figure 2). 

        It was only when it became too obvious that there would be no Chinese army to interdict an invasion by 

thousands of Boxers that the British authorities belatedly sent out a plea for help by telegraph, just before the 

lines were cut. 

 

        To the north of Beijing, the city of Tianjin came under attack by the Boxers who quickly occupied the 

Chinese quarter of the city.  The foreign enclave was able to hold the Boxers at bay, thanks in large part to 

the efforts of a young American mining engineer named Herbert Hoover. 

 

Figure 1 

Legation Entrance 

Figure 2 

North Cathedral 
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Figure 3 

Boxer Damage to Legation Quarter 

         Hoover had come to North China to help locate coal deposits. When the Boxers threatened the city, the 

future 31st President of the United States took charge of organizing makeshift fortifications that, ultimately, 

saved the foreign community. 

 

        Meanwhile in Beijing the various foreign communities haggled over which country should lead the 

defense effort. In the end, the British won out and quickly assumed overall command of the Legation 

districtôs defense. Merging their forces under a unified command greatly enhanced the effective utilization of 

available resources. Even so, the situation looked hopeless. There were only 507 total Legation guards plus 

volunteers who would have to face 20,000 Boxers. 

 

        On the morning of June 20, 1900, large numbers 

of Boxers began massing around the Legation 

Quarter. At 4:00 in the afternoon they began 

shouting, ñSha! Sha! Sha!ò meaning, ñKill! Kill! 

Kill! ò Thousands of screaming Boxers, mostly armed 

with swords and spears, charged the compound walls. 

Though vastly outnumbered, the Legation guards 

held their ground, directing murderous rifle and 

machine gun fire against the assailants. So many 

Boxers were killed by the defendersô devastating 

fusillade that their piled up bodies soon became an 

impediment to the attackers behind them. Eventually 

the attack faltered and the Boxers fell back. Against 

all odds, the defenders had held the fortification at a 

loss of sixty troops.  Damage was done by the Boxerôs 

to the wall surrounding the Legation Quarter as shown 

in the accompanying postcard (Figure 3).  

 

        The Boxer attackers never successfully breached the walls of the diplomatic quarter though the 

defenders eventually pulled back to a more easily defensible perimeter. The Boxer offensive soon settled into 

a siege that wore on through the heat of the summer. The Boxers engaged in a type of psychological warfare 

against the defenders by creating a nerve-wracking, round-the-clock cacophony of bullets whizzing by, 

gongs being beaten, enemy jeers, cannon shells exploding and the popping of endless strings of firecrackers. 

 

       Amid such noise, sleep became almost impossible and exhaustion took its toll upon the defenders.   

While a few people did crack under the strain, many others discovered reserves of strength they might, 

otherwise, never have known they possessed. Most of the defenders found relief from the tension by 

throwing themselves into the work of strengthening the fortifications. Women spent their time cutting up 

bolts of beautiful brocade cloth and sewing the material into sacks to make sandbags. Men filled the bags and 

stacked them, eventually raising the level of the walls by ten feet. Everyone pitched in and contributed to the 

common defense. Considering the numbers involved, the Boxers should have easily overrun the foreign 

Legations. What saved the situation were the high level of discipline among the defenders and a 

corresponding lack of coordinated leadership among the Boxers. Less obvious at the time but extremely 

critical to the Legationsô survival was the fact that some Chinese officials privately disapproved of the Boxer 

attack and, quietly, worked to blunt its effectiveness.         
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        The Empress Dowager (Figure 4), the woman who actually ruled China behind the scenes through a 

weak puppet emperor, had been praying that Heaven would rid her country of the scourge of foreign 

influence.   She began to see the Boxers as Heavenôs answer to her prayers.   On June 21, convinced that the 

Boxers would ultimately prevail, she made the cardinal mistake of formally declaring war upon the foreign 

powers.  This would result in disastrous consequences for China.                                                                       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 

Dowager Empress 

Figure 5 

Battle for Beijing 

Figure 6 

Capture of Taku Fort at Tianjin  




























