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THE CHINA CORNER i HISTORY AND CULTURE ON STAMPS by Dennis Murphy

55 DAYS AT PEKING 71 Part Il

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 cau
of their distressdy with the grotesque foreign Weerners who were infesting their country. Boxers from
widely scattered villages across upper China seemed to intuitively know when to rise up and direct their fee
toward the capital. As they went along they joined with other groups of Boxers as widdgers who fell
in with them.Their numbes swelled to tens of thousanddong the way, thg 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 citie:
chose to ignore the early reports of atrocities that reached them. The foi@igsmrsiancavas the result of
their arrogance and a generally heltlddghat the Boxemovement was &Chinese Matteo. The foreigrers
convincedthemselves that the Boxers wowddon be put down by Chinese Imperial fordahat they did
not know was thathe Boxers were beingecretlyencouraged and aided by the very &sie 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 villa
on the citiedoutskirts, which they quickly put to the torckinally shaken from their complacency, most of
Beijing&s foreign community fled to the relative safety of the walled Legation Quiigure 1) located
adjacent to the Imperial PalacEhey were soon joed by hundredsf terrified Chinese ProtestantsMost
Chinese Catholics sought sanctuary in Peitang, the fottkesblorth Cathedral, located in another part of
the city(Figure 2)

Eingang zum Gesandschaftsviertel. Peicing

rance to the legation quarter

Figure 1 Figure 2
Legation Entrance North Cathedral
It was only whernt became too obvious that there would be hin€se army to interdict an invasion by
thousands of Boxers that the British authorities belatedly sent out a plea for help by telegraph, just before tt
lines were cut.

To the north of Beijing, the city of Tianjin came under attack by the Baxbosquickly occupied the

Chinese quarter of the cityThe foreign enclave was able to hold the Boxers at bay, thanks in large part to
the effortsof a young Americamining engineer nametHerbertHoover.
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Hoover hacdcome to NorthChina to heldocatecoal deposits\When the Boxers threatened the city, the
future 31stPresident of the United States took charge of organizing makeshift fortifications that, ultimately,
saved the foreign community.

Meanwhilein Beijing the variousforeign canmunities haggled over whictountry should lead the
defeng effort. In the end, the British won out and quickly assumed overall command of the Legation
districts defense. Merging their forces under a unified command gesdigncedhe effective utilizéion of
available resourceg&ven 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, 190&genumbers | T &8 N e
of Boxers began massing around the Legatipn—7
Quarter. At 4:00 in the afternoon they beggqng
shouting, iSha! Sha! Sha! meaning, fKill! Kill! o)
K|II| 0 Thousands of screaming Boxers, mostly arm -Gﬁ fg '

Though vastly outnumbered the Legation gua —
held their ground, directing murderous rifle a dE" :
machine gun fire against the assailants. So mgny & —
Boxers were killed by the defendérdevastating| . 70
fusillade that their piled up bodies soon became |an- s ;
impedimentto the attackers behind them. Eventualby
the attack faltered and the Boxers fell back. Against Figure 3

all odds, the defenders had held the fortification at a Boxer Damage to Legation Quarter
loss of sixty troopsDa mage was done by the Boxer os
to the wall surrounding the Legation Quarter asasho

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 perifie¢eBoxer offensive soon settledan
asiegethat wore on through the heat of fiemmer The Boxers engaged in a typepsfychologicawarfare
against the defenders by creating a newacking, rounethe-clock cacophony of bullets whizzing by,
gongs being beaten, enemy jeers, cannortssivgbloding and the popping of endless strings of firecrackers.

Amid such noise, sleep became almost impossible and exhaustion took its toll upon the defender
While a few people did crack under the strain, many others discovered resestesngth they might,
otherwise, Bver have known they possessdibst 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 cloand sewing the material into sacks to make sandbags. Men filled the bags and
stacked them, eventually raising the level of the walls by tenEgetyone pitched in and contributed to the
common defenseConsidering the numbers involved, the Boxers &hdwave easilyoverrun the foreign
Legations. What saved the situatiowere the high level of discipline among the defenders and a
corresponding lack of coordinated leadership among the Boxess. obvious at the time but extremely
critical to the Legatinsdsurvival 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 DowagégFigure 4) the woman who actually ruled China behind the scenes through a
weak puppetemperor, had been praying that Heaven would rid her country of the scourge of foreign
influence. She began to see the Boxers as He@vanswer to her prayersOn June 21, caninced 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.
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Figure 5
Battle for Beijing

Figure 4
Dowager Empress

Sturm auf die
Taku-Forts
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Figure 6
Capture of Taku Fort at Tianjin
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