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Introduction to the Transaction Edition

Leslie Lenkowsky

In 1890, a comedy by Ernest Blum and Robert Toche opened at the Theatre du Gymnase in Paris. It was titled Paris, Fin de Siecle. A New York Times reviewer called it “essentially Parisian, because no one ... could understand it.” Punch was more favorably disposed toward the subsequent London production, judging it “amusing” and “well worth seeing,” though adding that “it is not quite clear what fin de siecle means.”

The play has long been forgotten, but the mysterious phrase in the title—its first appearance, according to etymologist Ernest Week-ley—has lived on. It is used to refer to the end of a century or an era, and usually connotes a time of decadence, or despair, coming after a period of progress and abundance. France and Austria at the conclusion of the nineteenth century are the classic examples.

But not the United States. As Walter Lord shows in The Good Years: From 1900 to the First World War, the gloom and resignation that could be found in the Old World as the twentieth century began was not to be encountered in the New. To the contrary, Lord portrays the United States during this period as a nation brimming with confidence “because, whatever the trouble, people were sure they could fix it” (ix). Even European observers of that era noticed the difference. In 1906, the German sociologist, Werner Sombart, produced a classic effort at trying to understand “American exceptionalism”: Why is there no Socialism in the United States?

Originally published in I960, The Good Years was an unusual book for Lord. A lawyer by training and a veteran of the Office of Strategic Services during the Second World War, the Baltimore native had been working as a copywriter for the J. Walter Thompson advertising agency in 1955 when his second book, A Night to Remember, a dramatic account of the sinking of the Titanic, appeared. It became a best-seller and enabled Lord to devote himself full-time to writing. Most of his books were about famous military encounters, such as Midway, Pearl Harbor, Dunkirk, and the Alamo, and were written in a style that made readers feel as if they were present as events were unfolding. Others dealt with Commodore Peary’s struggle to reach the North Pole and the civil rights confrontation involving James Meredith at the University of Mississippi. The Good Years was his fourth book, and the only one in which the setting was mostly peaceful.

Nonetheless, typically for a Lord book, it contains plenty of heroes. In a series of vignettes on each year from 1900 to 1914, readers can watch Theodore Roosevelt, leading a charge for economic and social reforms with the same vigor he showed at San Juan Hill; the Wright brothers at Kitty Hawk, launching a flying machine while hardly anyone noticed; a host of San Franciscans, refusing to let the 1906 earthquake and the fires that followed destroy their city; the elderly and ill J.P. Morgan, almost single-handedly staving off yet another financial panic; Harriet Stanton Blatch and other suffragettes, boldly parading down New York’s Fifth Avenue in quest of the right to vote; George Schuster, overcoming breakdowns and rivals to win the great New York to Paris car race; the professorial Woodrow Wilson, going from Princeton’s campus to the White House with the critical support of the populist, William Jennings Bryan; and many more.

Lord chronicles the gala balls and European travels of the wealthy, including their departure on the ill-fated maiden voyage of the Titanic. And he depicts the bad-blood and treachery of the formative years of the labor movement through the trial of “Big Bill” Haywood and other union leaders, accused of conspiring to shoot a former governor of Idaho. The trial featured an epic courtroom battle between Clarence Darrow for the defense and silver-tongued, future Senator William E. Borah for the prosecution, which Darrow’s side eventually won, according to Lord, thanks to “an honest jury and conscientious judge” (178).

Perhaps the most fascinating and least familiar episode in The Good Years recounts the campaign to ban child labor. In 1913, reports Lord, 20 percent of American children were working, often for little pay and under poor conditions. Since President Wilson believed the Federal government lacked the authority to do anything, reformers had to convince state legislatures to act, a tough proposition in places such as Georgia, whose numerous textile mills relied heavily on children. Lord describes how they eventually did so, attributing their success to a “great moral awakening” that was underway in the United States:


Ordinary people in every walk of life felt a growing sense of social responsibility. It was not so much a political movement as a purely humanitarian revolt against poverty ... a warm-hearted crusade for a finer, cleaner life. (329)



For Americans, in Lord’s view, the debut de siecle was a period of growing confidence and higher expectations that held out the hope of even greater triumphs ahead.

However, on the same day in 1914 that the Georgia legislature approved a bill ending child labor, he adds, German armies invaded Belgium and “the lamps,” in the words of the British foreign secretary, Sir Edward Grey, were “going out over Europe” (341). Eventually, the war’s darkness would blanket the United States as well, and with it came, writes Lord, a loss of “optimism, confidence, exuberance, and hope” (342). He ends his chronicle there, but on an upbeat note: “People had seen the spark before, would surely do so again” (342). However, for the rest of his life, which ended in 2002, Lord mostly wrote books about battles and struggles.

Was Lord’s portrait of the United States at the beginning of the twentieth century an accurate one? There are some seemingly important omissions. The Good Years mentions only in passing the influx of immigrants—over 12 million between 1900 and 1913—which may have been the most significant development of the period, changing forever American society and culture. Nor does it address the continued deterioration—following the 1896 verdict in Plessy v. Ferguson—in the legal protections afforded blacks, including a 1904 Supreme Court decision that upheld efforts in Alabama and other states of the former Confederacy to disenfranchise them. (Although Lord amusingly relates the hazards presented by the growing use of automobiles, he fails to note that in1900, nearly as many people were lynched as died in car crashes.) While just 40 percent of the population lived in urban areas at the beginning of the twentieth century, and still less than half ten years later, small-town and rural America are mostly invisible in The Good Years.

Even so, these omissions probably do not change Lord’s conclusion that Americans were an unusually confident, can-do people during this period.

While many of the waves of European immigrants who came at the beginning of the twentieth century were fleeing persecution and deplorable conditions in their native countries, they were also attracted to the opportunities they believed the United States could provide. Rather than give in to poverty, crowded tenements, discrimination, and other obstacles they encountered upon arrival, they set out to make themselves (or their children) Americans. That is a major reason, to answer Sombart, they provided so little support for radical political movements.

Though facing growing segregation, blacks also refused to yield. Booker T. Washington quietly mobilized his extensive network of business and philanthropic contacts to finance legal challenges and self-help projects, such as the construction of rural public schools for black children. (The first of nearly 5000 schools underwritten by Sears and Roebuck magnate Julius Rosenwald was built in 1912.) W.E.B. DuBois published his influential book, The Souls of Black Folk, in 1903, and two years later, helped convene a meeting in Niagara, Ontario, which led to the creation of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People in 1909. Because of such developments, “the good years” could be characterized as perhaps the most seminal era for equal rights advocates since the early days of the abolitionist movement.

Nor was small-town and rural America isolated from the era Lord describes. The first decade of the twentieth century became part of what is now known as “the golden age of fraternity.” During these years, a number of today’s major civic groups, such as Rotary, Kiwanis, Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, and the United Way (in its modern form), were founded; others, including the PTA and the General Federation of Women’s Clubs, solidified and expanded their activities. Long before telephone, radio, and other forms of mass communications were in widespread use, these organizations, through an elaborate chain of state, regional, and national affiliates, gave their members opportunities to participate in the “great moral awakening,” regardless of where they lived.

Yet, if Lord’s portrait is mostly on target, The Good Years comes up short in explaining why Americans at the beginning of the twentieth century were so much more confident and optimistic than their cousins in Europe. This is because Lord saw himself as a narrator more than an analyst of history, whose role was to bring to life long-forgotten events and people. He does that well in The Good Years (and his other books), but does not take the opportunity to explore just what made the United States so different or why he thought it would continue to be.

The simple, if somewhat circular answer, may be that Americans were exceptional because they lived in a country that gave them—or at least many of them, at the time—an exceptional degree of freedom. As a result, in not much more than a century, they had created a new nation, conquered a continent, and according to estimates by historian Angus Maddison, built an economy whose per-capita production already exceeded that of every country in Europe.1

A more youthful country (the median age of the population in 1900 was 23), Americans were still given to taking risks in the hope of rewards to follow. Despite great inequalities, the country was in a period of growth in real assets per household that would last until the Great Depression.2 A key component of this wealth: property ownership. Compared to an estimated ten percent in Great Britain, nearly half of all homes belonged to their occupants and farmland was widely held as well.3

As Henry Luce would famously put it, despite two World Wars, the Great Depression, and other trying circumstances, the twentieth century would turn out to be “the first great American century.” Luce, a child of the era Lord describes, attributed this to the “triumphal purpose of freedom” which enabled Americans, “each to his own measure of capacity, and each in the widest horizon of his vision,” to pursue all sorts of “projects” for improvement.4 Lord would not likely have disagreed and, in The Good Years, shows Americans already hard at work on those projects, with little interference, as the century was just dawning.

But as the twentieth century closed, concerns about American decline had replaced wonder at American exceptionalism. In the United States, as well as elsewhere, the start of the twenty-first century was marked by fin de siecle anxiety over a potential collapse in the computer infrastructure on which the world had come to depend. The 1990’s high-tech boom came to an end with an economic slowdown, followed not long afterwards, by a global recession unparalleled since the Great Depression. A terrorist attack began another vicious cycle of conflict and barbarity. Instead of the United States, let alone Europe, the world’s energy increasingly seemed to emanate from the Far East, China, in particular.

If the first decade of the twentieth century had been “the good years,” would the start of the twenty-first century come to be known— at least in the United States—as the bad ones? Perhaps not. As Walter Lord understood, a nation’s fate is less a matter of the economic or political circumstances in which it finds itself than about how its people respond to the challenges they face. In the United States, as the 2008 Presidential election demonstrated, appealing to hope and change remains a winning formula.

Notes


1 Angus Maddison, “Historical Statistics for the World Economy: 1 - 2003AD,” http://www.ggdc.net/maddison/Historical.../horizontal-file_03-2007.xls. (Retrieved August 16, 2010).



2 Edward N. Wolff, “Trends in Aggregate Household Wealth in the U.S., 1900-1983,” Review of Income and Wealth, 1989, 35:1,1-29. http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1475-4991.1989.tb00580.x/pdf (Retrieved August 16, 2010).



3 Frank Hobbs and Nicole Stoops, Demographic Trends in the 20th Century, Census 2000 Special Reports, Series CENSR-4, Washington, D.C.: U. S. Government Printing Office, 2002, p. 125 www.census.gov/prod/2002pubs/censr-4.pdf (Retrieved August 16, 2010); Joe Hicks and Grahame Allen, A Century of Change: Trends in UK Statistics since 1900, Social and General Statistics Section Research Paper 99/111, London: House of Commons Library, 1999, p. 12. www.parliament.uk/commons/lib/research/rp99/rp99-111.pdf (Retrieved August 16, 2010).



4 Henry R. Luce, “The American Century,” Life, February 17, 1941, pp. 61-5. http://books.google.com/books?id=I0kEAAAAMBAJ&1pg=PP1&pg=PA61#v=onepage&q&f=false (Retrieved August 16, 2010).





These were the Good Years • • •

Good, not because rich men rode in private railroad cars and Society gave magnificent parties. Most people rarely traveled, and many went to no parties at all.

Good, not just because the world was at peace. Millions of so-called “little brown brothers” took violent exception to America’s fumbling (if well-intentioned) imperialism.

Good, not even because a shirt cost only 23 cents. The child who often made the shirt got only $3.54 a week.

These years were good because, whatever the trouble, people were sure they could fix it. The solutions differed of course—Theodore Roosevelt had his Square Deal, Carry Nation her hatchet—but everyone at least had a bold plan and could hardly wait to try it.

In this sense, the period could be called the Confident Years, the Buoyant Years, the Spirited Years ... or perhaps named after some bright, hopeful color, like the Golden Years.

It could be done, but such tags are the invention of pundits, social historians, and professional name coiners. To the many varied people who lived through the era—the men and women who wistfully recall marching for suffrage, rebuilding San Francisco, or cheering wildly for Woodrow Wilson—these were, and still are, the Good Years.




1900

A New Year


“There is not a man here who does not feel 400 per cent bigger in 1900 than he did in 1896, bigger intellectually, bigger hopefully, bigger patriotically, bigger in the breast from the fact that he is a citizen of a country that has become a world power for peace, for civilization and for the expansion of its industries and the products of its labor”

—SENATOR CHAUNCEY DEPEW



A fine, dry snow powdered the sidewalk as William J. Witt and Anna Waddilove, two young German-Americans, entered Liederkranz Hall in Jersey City and stood before the Reverend Rufus Johnson of Trinity Baptist Church. Dr. Johnson eyed his watch for a few moments, then began reading, and pronounced the Witts man and wife at 12:01 A.M., January 1, 1900. The time was important, for the Witts wanted to be the first couple married in the twentieth century.

They were a year too soon. Actually the new century would not begin until 1901. As the newspapers patiently explained, the first century obviously ended with the year 100, so the nineteenth had to end with the year 1900.

Still the Witts weren’t convinced, nor were many other sentimental German-Americans. After all, the Kaiser himself said this was the day, and in Berlin at this very minute thirty-three guns were saluting the new era. Addressing his officers, Wilhelm promised the rebirth of “my Navy,” so that in the coming century Germany might win “the place which it has not yet attained.”

Elsewhere, mathematics prevailed, and the big celebration was postponed for another year. Except for the Witts, Jersey City had an uneventful New Year’s Eve. The Metropolitan Wheelmen of Boston bicycled quietly to Newburyport. In St. Louis Mr. and Mrs. Thomas Lawler held a candy pull. In New York financier J. Pierpont Morgan played solitaire in his library. Downtown some merrymakers roamed Wall Street, drowning the Trinity chimes with fishhorns, but most people were satisfied with less. At the 28th District Republican Club, the members sipped hot punch while President Charlie Hecht rendered “When the Swallows Homeward Fly.”

Yet the idea would not die that there was something special about moving into 1900. That irrepressible brigade who write letters to the London Times fired salvo after salvo, arguing that this was indeed the turn of the century. “If,” explained the Reverend Grimley, Rector of Norton, “a bride in her hundredth year were to pass from the altar of my church to the vestry, she would give as her age to be entered in the register 99. Her hundredth year would be labeled 99 until its very close.”

In New Orleans, a city endowed with a keen sense of romance, people also felt that 1900 marked a fresh start. A boisterous crowd swarmed along Canal Street, gaily saluting an open carriage of girls at the corner of St. Charles. The girls opened up on them with Roman candles. If this wasn’t launching a new century, the police shuddered to think what next year would be like.

The New York Tribune sensed it too. “No new century began yesterday. Avoid all delusions on that head,” intoned the editor, “but those who had to date anything found that there was a queer sensation in writing ‘1900,’ and they felt that something momentous had happened to the calendar.”

So in the end the Kaiser, with his flair for the dramatic, was right. A new century is something that’s not measured but felt. And nearly everybody felt that New Year’s 1900 was a milestone—a time to relish past accomplishments, a time to thrill to the promise of the future.

The newspapers did plenty of both. The New York Times on December 31, 1899, devoted nearly four editorial columns to a review of the Nineteenth Century. It proudly paraded the list of inventions—steam engines, railroads, telegraph, ocean liners, telephones, electric lights, even the cash register. They would pave the way for even greater advances. “We step upon the threshold of 1900 which leads to the new century,” concluded the editorial, “facing a still brighter dawn of civilization.”

Sunday sermons struck the same note. The Reverend Newell Dwight Hillis could scarcely contain himself: “Laws are becoming more just, rulers humane; music is becoming sweeter and books wiser; homes are happier, and the individual heart becoming at once more just and more gentle.”

No wonder hopes were high. From coast to coast, the country had never seen such good times. The Portland Oregonian called 1899 “the most prosperous year Oregon has ever known.” The Cheyenne Sun-Leader agreed: “Never has a year been ushered in with more promise.” The Louisville Courier-Journal: “Business in Louisville was never better, if as good.” The Boston Herald perhaps summed it up best with an interesting thought: “If one could not have made money this past year, his case is hopeless.”

For a man with a little talent, there seemed no limit. Andrew Carnegie, the gnomelike Scotch steelmaster, saw his annual profits double. Coal operators had the best anthracite year in history. The slump of 1893-95 was all but forgotten—since those dreary days Southern cotton goods were up 92 per cent, manufactured exports 88 per cent, glass output 52 per cent. No one noticed that the glass production record was achieved with the help of a ten-year-old child who had to tie stoppers on three hundred dozen bottles a day.

Even the usually discontented farmers were happy. Kansas barns bulged with a bumper corn crop. The cities and towns of the Midwest enjoyed a fantastic Christmas season. A Minneapolis jeweler figured that on one day during the holiday rush his diamond sales ran at the rate of $2,400 an hour.

Sales were high, but prices were low—just the way the system was meant to work. A Chicago couple furnishing a home could easily get a mahogany parlor table for $3.95 ... a sofa for $9.98 ... a brass-trimmed bed for $3. Food wasn’t much of a problem with corned beef selling at 8 cents a pound. Clothes were equally reasonable—in Denver turtleneck sweaters were eight cents apiece, felt hats 89 cents, top-quality suits $10.65. Wages might be modest by later standards, but a man from Birmingham, Alabama, could still celebrate New Year’s respectably, when six-year-old whiskey cost $3.20—for four quarts.

In Washington President William McKinley contentedly faced his annual New Year’s reception, when the whole public could file by for the handshake the President so enjoyed. It was another election year, but there were no worries this time. The informal partnership between business and the Administration had proved itself. William Jennings Bryan, the young Democrat who made Wall Street shiver in ‘96, seemed as remote as his discredited platform of free silver. McKinley could stand with perfect confidence on the brief, irrefutable slogan “The Full Dinner Pail.”

But prosperity was only part of the story. An endless stream of exciting discoveries offered concrete evidence of the abundant life ahead. The new X-ray was revolutionizing surgery. Walter Reed’s experiments might end yellow fever. The caterpillar tractor would lighten farm work. The gramophone and Pianola would bring joy to the home. Electricity promised untold wonders—not just light but help on all sorts of household chores; some man had even invented a toaster.

Best of all was the motorcar. Its growth had been phenomenal. On April 1, 1898, an adventuresome soul bought the first American machine ever made specifically for sale. By 1900 some eight thousand cars sputtered about the country. Over one hundred taxis graced the streets of New York; Chicago even had a motor ambulance.

The new invention did pose some problems. “The operator,” explained one writer, “must combine the intelligence of the driver with that of the horse.” Tires cost $40 apiece. In New York cars had to stay out of Central Park, carry a gong, and keep under nine miles an hour. More fundamental, according to McClure’s magazine, was the difficulty of finding suitable terminology: “The French, with characteristic readiness in getting settled names for things, have formally adopted the word ‘automobile’ for the vehicle and ‘chauffeur’ (stoker) for the driver. But we of the English tongue are slower.”

All this only added to the intrigue. Still a rich man’s toy, anyone could see that the motorcar would someday belong to everybody. Already eighty firms, capitalized at more than $380 million, were banking on it.

Countless miracles, boundless prosperity—they would go on and on —it was that simple. And perhaps this feeling that everything was so simple contributed most of all to the optimism and confidence that greeted the twentieth century. Wealth was simple—small boys grew up on Horatio Alger: if you were good and worked hard, someday you would be rich. Rules were simple—nice people didn’t mention sex, and even smoking was questionable. President McKinley once cautioned a photographer, “We must not let the young men of the country see their President smoking.” Pleasures too were simple. New Yorkers might rave about the Floradora sextet, but most people made their own amusement. Seymour, Connecticut—a typical small town—had its own orchestra, drama group, German band, and Gilbert and Sullivan troupe.

Government especially was happily simple. In 1900 the Navy Department’s budget was $55 million. Sixty years later, a single atomic submarine cost as much. Washington offices were pleasantly informal— one administrative clerk liked to keep a hen by his desk. Kind, portly President McKinley was the most accessible of men. “It is not always necessary, though better, to make an engagement to see the President,” wrote White House correspondent Albert Halstead. In launching an abortive drive for the 1900 Democratic nomination, Admiral Dewey blandly explained, “Since studying the subject, I am convinced that the office of the President is not such a very difficult one to fill. . . .”

By the same token the future was simple. The rewards would go to the virtuous. “A certain manly quality in our people,” observed commentator John Bates Clark, “gives assurance that we have the personal material out of which a millennium will grow.”

And what would this millennium be like? As the new century dawned, wise men gave their prophecies and predictions. Perhaps inspired by Mr. and Mrs. Witt’s marital enterprise, Mayor Lawrence Fagan of Hoboken saw a “Greater Jersey City” which would eclipse New York across the Hudson. Professor John Trowbridge of Harvard envisaged a nation-wide network of trolley car lines, binding the country together. Edward Everett Hale thought that by 1975 people might be shot through a tube from Texas to Georgia. Russell Sage thought millionaires were safe, for “they are the guardians of the public welfare.” John Jacob Astor predicted a pedestrian’s paradise—transparent sidewalks high above the traffic. Ray Stannard Baker, a crack reporter of the day, saw the traffic problem itself nearing solution: “It is hardly possible to conceive the appearance of a crowded wholesale street in the day of the automotive vehicle. In the first place, it will be almost as quiet as a country lane—all the crash of horses’ hoofs and the rumble of steel tires will be gone. And since vehicles will be fewer and shorter than the present truck and span, streets will appear less crowded.”

Only a few great men refused to peer into the crystal ball. Thomas Edison explained, “I don’t care to play prophet to the twentieth century: it’s too large an undertaking.” When asked about the mission of the dramatist of the future, George Bernard Shaw acidly replied, “To write plays.” The New York World regretted that the young Irishman didn’t take himself more seriously.

No such reticence from H. G. Wells, who was easily the most prolific prophet around. For six consecutive issues the North American Review carried his lively “Anticipations.” Later events showed some to be a little visionary: for instance, the Anglo-American republic centered east of Chicago. Others were somewhat myopic: “Probably before 1950 a successful aeroplane will have soared and come home safe and sound.” Others were just plain wrong: “I must confess that my imagination, in spite of spurring, refuses to see any sort of submarine doing anything but suffocate its crew and founder at sea.” But many of Wells’ predictions proved amazingly accurate. He didn’t guess the words, but he certainly saw air-conditioned houses . . . detergents . . . suburbia . . thruways ... “togetherness” ... do-it-yourself ... and that idea breathlessly voiced by market researchers some fifty years later, “the vast stretch of country from Washington to Albany will be one big urban area.”

Unlike some of the seers, Wells thought there would still be wars. On land, victory would depend on balloon power; on the sea, a light ironclad equipped with a murderous ram. “Unless I know nothing of my own blood,” he explained, “the English and Americans will fight to ram.”

Here was a revealing observation. It unconsciously gave away the one belief above all others that obsessed many minds as the twentieth century began. This was the conviction that the British and American people were bolder, braver, truer, nobler, brighter, and certainly better than anyone else in the world. As the New York Evening Post pointed out in its New Year’s Day editorial on the Boer War, “Englishmen have, on the whole, taken their unexpected disasters in South Africa in manly fashion. One can imagine what would have happened in France under similar circumstances. .. .”

It naturally followed that the future belonged to the Anglo-American “race.” Together with the Germans, explained Professor John W. Davis, they were “particularly endowed with the capacity for establishing national states, and are especially called to that work; and therefore they are intrusted, in the general economy of history, with the mission of conducting the political civilization of the modern world.” Kipling was less pontifical:


Take up the White Man’s burden—

Send forth the best ye breed . . .



In taking up the burden this New Year’s Day, both Britain and the United States had more than they bargained for. The British were getting nowhere with the Boers in South Africa. The Americans were having little better luck in the Philippines, that trying legacy from the Spanish-American War. And in each nation many people smirked at the other’s embarrassment. Sober minds tried to put things in proper perspective. Harpers Weekly urged Americans to mourn the British defeats, “if we have a proper pride of race.” Good Englishmen gave an older brother’s advice on the Philippines. “I think,” Colonel The O’Gorman told young Senator Albert Beveridge during a fact-finding trip to the Far East, “you must do nothing but fight them. When we are in a row with Orientals, that is the way we do. They do not understand anything else.”

Senator Beveridge returned convinced. By now he was intrigued by the opportunities offered by the whole Orient. Here was the market America needed when she could no longer absorb her own production. “And just beyond the Philippines,” he reminded the Senate, “are China’s illimitable markets. We will not retreat from either.”

Secretary of State John Hay had his eyes on China too. This very New Year’s morning the papers happily announced that Hay had won all the great foreign powers to his Open Door policy. Under its terms each country gave the others equal trading rights in any “sphere of influence” it enjoyed in China. A happy solution for everybody and especially for America—the last power on the scene and the only one without a sphere of influence.

But more than trade was involved. Entirely apart from the commercial aspect, there was something exciting about the Open Door idea . . . something that caught the nation’s imagination. Suddenly expansion was no longer a matter of grabbing territory; it was part of the duty of guarding the weak.

“It would be difficult to do a greater wrong to the people of China than to leave the nation to itself,” declared D. Z. Sheffield in the January, 1900, Atlantic Monthly. “Here is the substance of the matter: China needs protection and guidance even to the point of wise compulsion.”

And there was no doubt who had the responsibility. As Senator Beveridge explained, “God has not been preparing the English-speaking and Teutonic peoples for a thousand years for nothing but vain and idle self-contemplation and self-admiration. No! He has made us the master organizers of the world to establish system where chaos reigned. . . . He has made us adepts in government that we may administer government among savages and senile peoples.”

So the American traders, diplomats, soldiers, and missionaries marched off to the Orient—parvenu imperialists but with a sense of lofty mission. And even as they went, success seemed in the air. “There are many signs of times,” concluded D. Z. Sheffield, “which assure us that the day is not distant when China will be delivered from its effete civilization and will come under the power of those motives which have their source in the vital truths of the Christian revelation.”




1900

The Fumbling Imperialists


“A new day has dawned. Civilization will never loose its hold on Shanghai... the gates of Peking will never again be closed against the methods of modern man”

—SENATOR ALBERT J. BEVERIDGE



On the morning of April i, 1900, six of the Americans to whom civilization was committed lay fogbound on the China Sea. Mrs. Edwin H. Conger, wife of the American minister at Peking, was returning from a visit to the States; with her she brought her daughter Laura and four other ladies whom she wanted to show the wonderful things being done for China.

Naturally the fog was exasperating. The more so since Mrs. Conger —by now rather used to diplomatic prerogatives—could do nothing to hurry along the little Japanese steamer Negato. “I have to watch myself,” she confided to her diary. “The Captain is running this ship and I must hands off.”

Her patience was rewarded. The fog lifted, and on April 3 the Negato dropped anchor off Tientsin. Handkerchiefs fluttered as an official launch bobbed alongside. Aboard was Minister Conger himself —GOP wheelhorse . .. Civil War veteran .. . close friend of President McKinley.

Ashore the ladies were whisked to the legation’s special train, and then ninety miles inland to Machiapu, the rambling station just outside the walls of Peking. A waiting caravan of carts and sedan chairs carried them through the Yungting gate, and now they were in the crowded outer city, with its bustling shops and markets. Continuing on, they passed through another massive wall and into the newer Tartar City. Within its walls and just ahead lay the mysterious Imperial City, and within that the even more mysterious Forbidden City. It was all like a nest of boxes, but the caravan didn’t go any deeper. Just before the Imperial City, it turned into the foreign quarter on Legation Street and drew up at the American compound. Fireworks popped and crackled, celebrating the return of the minister’s lady.

In no time Mrs. Conger was back in the daily routine—picnics . • . formal calls . . . stiff dinners at the British Legation, where Queen Victoria’s portrait seemed to chaperon the proceedings. Far gayer were Sir Robert Hart’s lawn parties. The old gentleman was Chief Inspector of the Imperial Chinese Customs; he had been in China forever and by now had accumulated a private brass band. On a more modest scale were Mrs. Conger’s own “Wednesday afternoons,” when the Continental set tried to adjust to homelike Iowa hospitality.

It was a compact little world completely isolated from the Chinese. Concentrated in the small area between the Imperial Palace on the north and the great Tartar Wall on the south, the diplomatic community visited back and forth, strolled Legation Street, shopped at Imbeck’s, and watched each other endlessly. Was Baron de Pokotilov about to wring another concession for his Russo-Chinese Bank? Were the Germans planning to extend their new sphere of influence beyond Shantung Province? Arriving last on the scene, the Americans played a minor role in this political game, but they lived the same way and were equally interested in the latest mysterious visitors stopping at the Hotel de Pékin.

Completely engrossed in themselves, no one saw much of the Chinese—just the harassed officials of the Tsungli Yamen, as the Imperial Foreign Office was called. Here the diplomats went to complain, or demand some new concession. Beyond that there was little contact. The legation community shared nothing with the rest of teeming, crowded Peking except the heat, the dust, and the endless stray dogs that all seemed to bite.

This April everything was the same as always—only not quite. Visitors to the trading quarter noticed that the price of knives was soaring. Signs appeared in doorways announcing “Swords made here.” People’s gardeners and houseboys began to disappear. Soon the legation colony noted a new rudeness on the streets—often the unmistakable phrase “foreign devil” snarled by some passerby. Around the end of April posters blossomed on the walls, partly religious mumbo-jumbo but partly very clear indeed: “The will of Heaven is that the telegraph wires be first cut, then the railways torn up, and then shall the foreign devils be decapitated.”

The old China hands understood. The native patriotic society colloquially called Boxers—literally “Fists of Righteous Harmony”— was spreading to Peking from the south, preaching its anti-foreign gospel. And it had fertile soil to grow on. Foreign governments had exacted humiliating territorial concessions. Foreign railroads had thrown thousands of boatmen out of work. Foreign missionaries were interfering with local courts when native Christians were involved. The foreigner also proved a convenient scapegoat to blame for flood, famine, and now the drought that parched the country. Nor did it help when a boy arrested for suspicious behavior confessed that he had been paid by foreigners to poison the wells.

It made no difference that the Americans had no sphere of influence, or that the American missionaries were mostly mild men and women innocuously engaged in teaching school. To the Boxers all foreigners were alike; all were to blame for China’s troubles.

And to this the Boxers had an easy answer—kill the foreign devils. For those who feared foreign guns and bullets, they had another answer—the Boxers couldn’t be hit. Wear the Boxers sash, carry the yellow paper talisman, learn the cant, follow the ritual, and the true believer would be protected. High priests of the movement were happy to demonstrate; bravely they faced “firing squads,” and the doubters were quickly convinced . . . unaware that the shots were blank.

Patriotic Chinese flocked to the Boxer banners, and others not so idealistic joined in the lively hope of plunder. The Chinese imperial government looked on passively, and under the circumstances, this amounted to approval.

Here and there, a few Chinese warned their foreign friends. Around the middle of May Dr. Robert Colter, an American physician in Peking for eighteen years, got the word from a grateful native patient. He passed the news along to the U. S. Legation, but made little impression. Writing the folks at home a few days later, Minister Conger assured them there was no danger. Outside on Legation Street, long carts full of swords and spears began coming in from the outer city.

About the same time, Bishop Favier of the French Cathedral heard from his native converts (“secondary devils”), who were also scheduled for slaughter. On May 19, he urged Minister Pichon to send for troops: “Peking is surrounded on all sides and I beg you will be assured I am well informed.”

Sir Claude MacDonald, the British minister, was told about the bishop’s appeal but he didn’t worry. He had been with the Army in Egypt before turning diplomat, and he knew that these colonial storms blew over. A few blocks away a new Boxer poster proclaimed “An admirable way to destroy foreign buildings.”

On May 24, the legation district suddenly stirred. Sedan chairs hurried through the streets converging on the British compound. It was Queen Victoria’s birthday, and Sir Claude was celebrating with a state dinner. Afterward, by the light of weird colored lanterns the sixty carefully selected guests sipped champagne on the lawn and danced to the music of Sir Robert Hart’s brass band. In the servants’ quarters red and black cards mysteriously appeared, warning that those who waited on the foreign devils were also doomed.

By the end of the month the diplomatic families were starting as usual for their summer homes in the nearby western hills. Among the early arrivals were the wife of the American first secretary, Mrs. Herbert Squiers, her three children, two governesses, and an attractive house guest from home, Polly Condit Smith. They had barely settled on the 28th, when they saw huge clouds of smoke rolling up from the Fengtai railway junction just below.

In Peking a breathless, dusty messenger clattered up Legation Street, shouting that the Boxers were burning Fengtai station and its sheds. Worse still, they were besieging the Belgian engineers and their families at Chang Hsin Tien some sixteen miles away. The ministers frantically compared notes, not knowing what to do.

Others moved faster. M. Auguste Chamot, Swiss proprietor of the Hotel de Pekin, recruited a rescue team that saved the Belgians. Dr. George Ernest Morrison, resourceful correspondent of the London Times, forgot about his deadline . . . rushed to the hills where he knew the Squiers family were stranded. An hour later Squiers himself borrowed a Cossack from the Russian Legation and dashed off to join them. The little group huddled all night in the flickering light of the Fengtai flames, then slipped back to Peking in the morning.

But it was no longer safe anywhere. In Peking itself, the Boxers were now burning the little trolleys that creaked along the foot of the outer wall. Again Dr. Morrison set out for the scene. He was an incurable wanderer—once he was even court physician to the Sultan of Wazar —but he had never seen anything like this. A howling mob tried to tear him apart. He turned and ran back to the Legation District.

Fortunately, help was coming. The ministers had finally demanded more guards, and the relief train arrived from Tientsin in the last fading daylight of May 31. It unloaded detachments of American, British, Russian, French, Italian, and Japanese marines—340 men altogether. (Some Germans and Austrians would come later.) They had been scraped together on the spur of the moment—so hastily that the Americans came in winter uniform and the Russians forgot their cannon. But they were there. And as they marched toward the Legation District, the Chinese mobs fell back silent. The British consular students knew it was just what the beggars needed; they rushed to greet their men, singing “Soldiers of the Queen.”

That was all it took. In a day or so life was normal again. At the Peking Club, the members once more sipped their ices, or complained about Count von Soden, the young German military attache who played vile tennis and worse billiards.

While Peking relaxed, the provinces blazed in violence. At Yung ching two young English missionaries, Harry Norman and Charles Robinson, were seized and beheaded on June i. At Paoting-fu, thirty-two more missionaries were trapped. The Reverend Horace Tracy Pitkin—a stern, lantern-jawed man of God from Philadelphia—sold his life dearly, firing at the Boxers until his ammunition ran out. More often the doomed missionaries were gentle to the end. “Thank heaven we drove them off without killing any,” was one of the last entries in the Reverend Herbert Dixon’s diary. When Mrs. Arnold Lovitt of the American Baptist Mission was seized at Taiyuan-fu, she told her captor, “We have done you no harm, but only sought you good, why do you treat us so?” The Boxer carefully removed her glasses before beheading her.

Minister Conger seemed paralyzed. When asked for a military escort to help rescue the American Board Mission at nearby Tungchow, he regretfully explained that he must not risk his marines. The Reverend W. S. Ament sighed, went to Tungchow alone and saved the people himself. In their exasperation, the American missionaries cabled President McKinley direct on June 8. It was a courteous message, appealing for help and pointing out that the Chinese government’s policy was “double-faced.”

Would the Imperial Telegraph Service forward such an outspoken message? Certainly. Only one change was required: the hyphen must be erased and “double faced” charged as two words.

In a way the incident symbolized the whole struggle. The simple gullibility of the West; the polite, impenetrable ambiguity of Peking officialdom. To the foreigners, this sort of behavior was one more example of Chinese hypocrisy. Actually it was often indecision. The aged, rouge-smeared Empress Dowager sat isolated in her pink palace, pulled this way and that. The court intrigue was incredibly complex —there was even a false eunuch. The vain old woman was generally influenced by the last person who saw her, and Prince Tuan—father of the heir apparent and foe of everything foreign—usually managed to be that. But not always. Sometimes it was pleasant Prince Ching, who thought railways might even help China; sometimes it was crusty General Jung Lu, who knew what a Krupp gun could do. It was all so difficult for an ex-Iowa congressman to fathom.

Then on June 9 the drift became crystal clear. The Boxers burned the grandstand at the race course—the foreign colony’s own center of social intrigue. Four young British consular students could hardly believe such villainy was possible. Riding out to investigate, they were mobbed by swarms of Boxers chanting, “Kill! Kill! Kill!” They barely made it back to safety.

Chinese government troops watched with interest from the walls. They took no active part, but their banners bore the legend “Exterminate the foreigner.” Rumor spread that soldiers and Boxers together would turn on the legations that night. Nothing happened, but Sir Claude MacDonald had now seen enough. He wired Tientsin for heavy reinforcements. The reply was encouraging—Admiral Seymour would leave at once with nine hundred men.

All next day the legations waited. No one knew that the railway was destroyed. Nor could anyone check; the wires were now out. On June 11 the Japanese Chancellor Sugiyama set out for the station, hoping to pick up some news. He had just passed Yungting gate when some Chinese soldiers appeared, yanked him from his cart, and hacked him to pieces.

Back at the American Legation Minister Conger sat at his roll-top desk, pondering what to do. In the drawing room—a wonderful hodgepodge of Ming vases, Morris chairs and calendars pasted on lacquered walls—Mrs. Conger filled in her diary: “If men think he should do more for them and say unkind things, he does not let it hurt him, and replies kindly but firmly.”

Baron von Ketteler, the German minister, believed in action. Years before, when he was military attache, his blue eyes and handsome mustache made him quite the most dashing blade in Peking. Since then he had served in Washington, married an American heiress, and generally settled down. But he still had a low boiling point, and he reached it on the morning of June 13. Down Legation Street, before his very eyes, came a pony cart carrying a Boxer in full regalia—ribbons, white tunic, red sash, everything. None had ventured so close before, and this man was even sharpening his sword on his boots. The baron personally yanked him off the cart and thrashed him with the heavy cane he liked to carry.

The example was ignored. That afternoon bands of Boxers broke into the outer city and began burning churches. The diplomats did nothing, but once again the Swiss hotelkeeper Auguste Chamot rose to the occasion. He and his young American wife (a McCarthy from San Francisco) rushed to the blazing South Cathedral, brought back a padre and twenty-five nuns.

The fires continued: Asbury Church . . . the blind asylum ... Sir Robert Hart’s customs buildings. When Watson’s drugstore went up on the 16th, explosive chemicals sprayed flames all over the trading quarter. Soon they spread to the huge pagoda atop the Chien gate, a famous Peking landmark. The foreign colony gasped to think that a people could do such a thing to their own most cherished possessions. In the Imperial City the Empress Dowager watched grimly from a little hill to the west of the Southern Lake.

The crisis came June 19. That afternoon the Tsungli Yamen delivered eleven red envelopes to the eleven legations. Inside each a polite letter on ruled rice paper explained that relations were broken; the ministers and their staffs must leave within twenty-four hours— specifically, by 4:00 P.M. the following day.

Minister Conger rushed from the American compound, joined his colleagues at the Spanish Legation. Here they sat around, excitedly arguing what to do. To leave would be perilous; to stay would violate all protocol. Finally, it was decided to leave, but to ask for more time. To work out the details, they urged the Yamen to receive them at 9:00 A.M. next morning.

News always spread fast in Peking, but never faster than now. At the American Legation, Polly Condit Smith debated how to fill the single small bag she would be allowed to take—a warm coat or six fresh blouses?

At the American Methodist compound a mile to the east, the missionaries faced a far grimmer problem. Some seven hundred native Christians had come to the place for protection. Evacuation would mean leaving them behind—to certain death. Nor would it help for the missionaries to stay with them; that would draw the Boxers’ attention all the more quickly.

In the small hours of the night the missionary leaders penned a desperate plea to Minister Conger: “For the sake of these, your fellow Christians, we ask you to delay your departure by every pretext possible. . . . We appeal to you in the name of Humanity and Christianity not to abandon them. . . .”

Conger was unimpressed. The Legation staff began rounding up ponies and carts for the flight. The missionaries assembled their frightened Chinese schoolgirls . . . broke the news . . . gave them money and told them to scatter when the time came to leave. It was as difficult to say as it must have been for the girls to understand. Men like the Reverend Frank Gamewell had devoted their lives to spreading the ideals of Christ. No matter how hard they tried to justify their departure, they couldn’t help wondering whether this was really the Christian thing to do.

On the morning of June 20 the ministers reassembled at 9:00 but the Yamen hadn’t answered their request for an audience. The consensus was to wait a little longer. Baron von Ketteler announced he would go anyhow. They said it was dangerous. He replied nothing would happen; he would go unarmed. They pointed out that the Yamen might not meet. He replied he could wait—he was taking along a book and a box of good cigars.

So he set out in his sedan chair, accompanied only by his secretary Heinrich Cordes and a few outriders to lend a little prestige. They had just passed the Arch of Honor on Hata Men Street when a Chinese soldier, with peacock feathers in his hat, stepped out from the curb. He pushed a rifle through the window of the Baron’s chair and pulled the trigger.

Minutes later Herr Cordes, wounded and exhausted, staggered into the Methodist compound, where the missionaries were still trying to prepare the schoolgirls to shift for themselves. He shouted that von Ketteler had been assassinated, then collapsed from loss of blood. Runners sped to the legation with the awful news.

Now flight was out of the question. It would simply lead to more massacres. All groups were ordered to the British compound to stand siege until help could come. Again the question arose about saving the Chinese Christians. Again Minister Conger said no: there simply wasn’t room. His colleagues seemed to agree. This was too much for Dr. Morrison, the stalwart Times correspondent: “I should be ashamed to call myself a white man if I could not make a place for these Chinese Christians.”

No answer. So Morrison did something about it himself. With the help of Professor Huberty James, a knowledgeable teacher at Peking University, he wangled the use of Prince Su’s palace, or fu, next to the British Legation. The prince wouldn’t be using it, and (who knew?) the loan might be a good investment if the allies held out. The argument worked, and now there was room for everyone. “Come at once within the Legation lines,” Conger hastily wrote the Methodists; then the wonderful words they could hardly believe: “And bring your Chinese with you.”

The missionaries had only twenty minutes to get ready. Just enough to grab the first thing in sight—one lady settled on a hot-water bottle. Then off on the long trek to the Legation district—71 missionaries, wives and children . . . 124 native schoolgirls, strangely lamb-faced . .. 700 Chinese converts staggering under rolls of bedding ... 4 stretcher bearers carrying the wounded Herr Cordes ... 20 U.S. Marine guards, tramping along in the sleepless way of men who had seen too much duty.

Reaching the Legation district, the party split. The natives turned off into Prince Su’s fu, where 2,000 Catholic converts had already gathered. The missionaries halted briefly at the U.S. Legation; then continued on as arranged, to the British compound.

Here they would be comparatively safe, for Her Majesty’s Legation formed the heart of a good defensive position. To the north was the Hanlin Library; its walls were thick and no one thought the Chinese would wreck its centuries of culture. To the east (across the Imperial Drainage Canal that ran through the whole position) lay Prince Su’s fu —now strongly held by Japanese marines. The southern front was the great Tartar Wall, forty feet thick. American and German marines held a three-hundred-yard segment along the top; and the U.S. detachment seemed in good hands under Captain Jack Myers, a resourceful Georgian who boasted perhaps the best set of whiskers in Marine history. The west side seemed weaker, but the imperial carriage park at least offered an excellent field of fire.

The whole perimeter measured about a mile and a half in circumference. It included most of the legations ... various foreign banks and stores ... the club . . . M. Chamot’s beloved Hotel de Pekin. With luck they could hang on here for a week or so; everything else would have to be sacrificed.

That anyhow was the plan as the Methodists poured into the British compound about noon on June 20. They were the last to arrive, rounding out perhaps the most cosmopolitan garrison in history. Besides the diplomats of eleven different lands, here were scholars, travelers, churchmen, financiers, and statesmen. M. Pokotilov, the mysterious Russian banker, stood muttering to himself, clutching his famous black brief case. Sir Robert Hart seemed lost in thought—perhaps contemplating the wreck of forty years’ service in the Chinese government. Dr. W. A. P. Martin, seventy-one-year-old president of the Imperial University, huddled with Dr. Arthur Smith, whose Chinese Characteristics was the outstanding book in a field they all now confessed they didn’t understand.

Minister Conger’s party made a group in themselves. Mrs. Conger, warmhearted but a bit eccentric, was telling people that the whole trouble lay in their minds. Nevertheless, her daughter Laura remained wildly upset and her friend Mrs. Woodward clearly longed to be back in Chicago.

On a lower official level but feeling far superior socially, the Squiers party watched the Congers with tolerant amusement. The first secretary was immensely stylish in the new, clean-cut Arrow collar man fashion—a complete break with the bearded legions of the nineties. He loved books, ceramics, and fine food. The Squierses lacked essentials like everyone else, but it turned out they had enough champagne for every meal.

The American diplomats and their families were all assigned to the doctor’s quarters, as Sir Claude struggled to sort out his 414 unexpected guests. This was something he could do with astuteness. The difficult French and Russians got houses to themselves. The Germans and Japanese shared the students’ quarters—they seemed to get along well together. The Royal Marines got the fives court. The American missionaries jammed the chapel; the overflow ended up in the loft, floundering among bowling pins, lantern slides and relics from the Diamond Jubilee.

In Sir Claude’s own residence the smoking room became a bachelors’ quarters; the ballroom a ladies’ dormitory. Dr. Morrison and the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank shared an open pavilion—all the more crowded because the doctor installed his reference library. Another pavilion served the guests of the Hotel de Pekin. M. Chamot and his American bride stayed behind in the hotel itself, where they ground flour and ran a sort of catering service for discriminating refugees.

Food was in fact the big problem for everyone. Counting the natives in the fu, there were more than 3,000 people to feed. Yet only the American Methodists had collected any stores and these were abandoned at the mission. Some 150 ponies were quickly rounded up— mostly left over from the spring race meeting. Then a few mules and even a cow.

Several nearby shops were also well stocked, but the ministers weren’t sure of their authority. This didn’t bother Herbert Squiers. In his army days, his scorn for red tape had been the despair of his superiors. Now it came in handy.

As the Chinese deadline approached on the afternoon of June 20, Squiers swept into action. Aided by his fifteen-year-old son Fargo, he collected everything in sight—some sheep he ran across near the British compound . . . eight thousand bushels of wheat at the Broad Prosperity Grain Shop . .. tons of rice stored near the Imperial Drainage Canal. The Chinese kept their shops open and accepted with smiles the informal requisition slips. But around 3:00 the shutters rattled down; little strips of red paper signifying Happiness appeared on the slats; and the proprietors simply vanished.
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At 4.00 P.M. sharp a Chinese rifle cracked somewhere north of the French Legation. A French sentry fell shot through the head. The siege was on.

Chinese trumpets brayed in chorus as gunfire erupted on all sides. The defenders caught an occasional glimpse of black-turbaned figures darting from wall to wall. These were no Boxer rabble, but trained soldiers with European guns: General Tung Fu-hsiang’s fierce Khansu braves—ten thousand Mohammedan cutthroats feared by even the Chinese. Then the Imperial Bannermen joined in, then Prince Tuan’s “Glorified Tigers,” then Jung Lu’s huge Peking Field Force. Each group had its own garish uniform—the Khansu artillerymen, for instance, sported violet embroidered jackets—but despite their dress, they proved tough, cautious fighters remarkably hard to hit.

The Boxer volunteers were an easier target. Hordes of them moved up for the long-awaited day of reckoning. Screaming curses, waving old flintlocks, muzzle-loaders, spears, tridents, anything—little groups dashed forward in plain sight. If they still felt they were invulnerable, they soon learned otherwise. It didn’t seem to matter. As fast as they fell, new believers took their place.

No one ever knew just how many Chinese there were. As the days passed, the estimate climbed from 80,000 to 100,000 to 360,000. Certainly it seemed that way, but of course the number was less. Perhaps Admiral Kempff was close when he estimated 20,000 Chinese troops, not counting the thousands of Boxers and rioters that joined the attack.

Against them was an official force of 450 legation guards. On the plus side they were generally tough and resourceful—men like Gunner’s Mate Joseph Mitchell, a mechanically gifted sailor from the U.S.S. Newark . . . Colonel Shiba, the little Japanese dynamo . . . and the cynical Baron von Rahden of the Russian detachment, who was probably the best shot in the Far East.

But they were so few. Forty-three of the men had already been detailed to help Bishop Favier, holding out in the Peitang Cathedral to the north, and the remaining 407 had poor guns and little ammunition. The Austrians’ machine gun and the Americans’ Colt automatic looked useful, but the Italian one-pounder was a museum piece, and the British Nordenfeldt, 1887 model, had a cute trick of jamming every fourth round.

In this crisis, the foreign colony’s cosmopolitan complexion proved a great asset. There were, it turned out, a good many accomplished military men present. The polished Captain Labrousse of the French Infanterie de Marine had been passing through, on his way from Tongking to Paris by way of Siberia. Nigel Oliphant of the Imperial Chinese Bank once served in the Scots Greys. That chap Vroublevsky, in town to brush up on his Chinese, was actually a lieutenant in the Ninth Eastern Siberian Rifles. In all, some seventy-five refugees turned out to have military talent and were gratefully added to the defense force.

Still, they were few enough, and it seemed a sickening waste when Professor Huberty James was captured at the very start. He had been checking Prince Su’s fu and was returning by the unguarded north bridge over the Imperial Drainage Canal. A little risky, but James loved the Chinese and just couldn’t believe they would harm a European. So they caught him easily and hustled him off into the dusk. Two days later his head was displayed in a cage over Tung Hua Gate.

As darkness ended this first day, some of the besieged were mildly startled to see the Italian Minister Marchese di Selvago Raggi sauntering about in evening dress. Most of them were too miserable to care. The night was stifling . . . every child wanted a drink of water . . . the people sprawled on mats and tables seemed to take up far more room than they did in the day. They were apparently arranged just to be tripped over. Outside Chinese bullets criss-crossed the sky, clipping branches from the trees in the hot courtyard.

June 21 was complete confusion. Nothing accomplished; no one in charge. Toward evening Captain Thomann, skipper of the Austrian cruiser Zenta, assumed command by virtue of seniority and a vile temper. The results were almost fatal. On the morning of the 22nd Thomann suddenly ordered everybody back for a last stand in the British Legation. The various marine detachments tumbled in, abandoning the French Legation, the Tartar Wall, all the strong points. There was no Chinese attack at the time, and the order seemed idiotic.

The sheer folly of it all blasted the general apathy. It dawned on the ministers that they weren’t bound by the seniority rules of the Austrian Navy. They fired Thomann and appointed their host, Sir Claude MacDonald. It was a fortunate choice. Whatever his capacity as a diplomat, Sir Claude was trained in the “hollow square” tradition and this crisis was made for him. He rushed the men back to their posts before the astonished Chinese had time to move in.

The next step was to erect some defenses. A difficult problem, for no one, including Sir Claude, knew anything about fortifications. He and the others were gentlemen trained to fight in the open, not build barricades. The solution came from a most unlikely source. It seemed that the Methodist missionary Dr. Gamewell had planned some excellent defenses for their abandoned compound. Could he, Sir Claude inquired, help here? He certainly could. The Reverend Frank Dunlop Gamewell was no ordinary missionary. Raised in a mechanically-minded family—his father invented a fire alarm system—he had gone to both Rensselaer Poly and Cornell Engineering School. He knew everything about construction.

This remarkable find was too good to waste. Sir Claude put Dr. Gamewell in complete charge of the legation’s defenses. He could ignore the whole jerry-built command chain of colonial colonels, gentlemen strategists and obstructive veterans of the American Civil War. From this point on, the defense took a new turn.

Pedaling furiously about on his bicycle, Gamewell seemed everywhere at once. Now he was building a blockhouse by the main gate on the east, now a bombproof for the hospital to the south. The Chinese were beginning to use artillery; this meant stronger earthworks on the north—a seven-foot wall should do. Rumors of Chinese mining on the west—the counter mines should be twelve to fourteen feet deep. And at night his head swam with figures that had nothing to do with missionary work: a Mauser bullet would penetrate one-quarter inch of brick, a Krupp shell fifty-four inches. A thoroughly professional engineer was at work.

Sandbags were needed everywhere, and the women sewed with a vengeance. Caught in the surging spirit, Lady MacDonald donated the legation curtains, sheets, table linen. When these were gone, someone raided Prince Su’s palace, and bags appeared made of costly Ningpo silks and tapestry. A nearby clothing store was searched, and one man found a suit he had ordered but never picked up. He put it on, brought the rest of the stock back for more sandbags.

In the midst of the sewing, a dilemma arose. A sentry announced that the bags were too small—he wouldn’t risk his neck behind protection like that. When the ladies made them larger, a marine complained they now broke too easily.

As usual, it was Dr. Gamewell who resolved the problem. Cycling up from nowhere (he always appeared magically just when you needed him), he jotted down some figures and told the women, “No matter who tells you to do different, follow these measurements.” Then with a polite “good morning” he vanished as swiftly as he had arrived.

Gunfire pounded the new defenses till 11:30 A.M. on June 23, when all fell strangely silent. Suddenly smoke spiraled up from the great Hanlin Library, just north of the legation. Again the enemy had done the unexpected. Until this moment it was assumed that the north was secure, since the Chinese wouldn’t endanger their greatest library. Now they were burning it, trusting the flames would spread to the legation.

The alarm bell on Jubilee Tower clanged wildly. All ages raced to the danger spot. While sharpshooters gave covering fire, volunteers dashed into the Hanlin property and hacked at the burning walls, trying to clear away the sections nearest the legation. Bucket brigades formed to help check the flames. Madame Pichon, wife of the French minister, toiled next to a coolie. Mrs. Conger’s party of ladies worked as a team. The resourceful Lady MacDonald supplied them with basins, kettles, pans, finally dozens of chamber pots with which the legation was amazingly well supplied.

The battle looked hopeless. The flames roared skyward, feeding on the Hanlin’s priceless collection of scrolls and documents. In the compound, children beat at the embers that showered down. On a rockery high in the Forbidden City the Empress Dowager watched with interest, while her current favorite General Tung Fu-hsiang purred assurances that the end was near for the foreign devils.

Perhaps it was a change in wind ... or the courage that can keep men trying when logic says all is lost. In any case, twilight found the Hanlin in ashes, but the British Legation still intact.

The 24th was the first Sunday under siege, and someone hesitantly asked the Reverend Gamewell, “Are you going to stop?”

“The most worshipful thing,” he answered, “the divinest thing to do today is to stretch every nerve to protect these women and children.”

Just as well, for it turned out to be a harrowing day. To the north and east, the Chinese battered at Prince Su’s fu, and the Japanese barely hung on. To the south, the Russian Bank was blown up and the American compound almost captured. On top of the broad Tartar Wall, hordes of Chinese prepared to sweep the German and American marines off the vital segment bordering the Legation District. If that went, enemy guns would command the whole position. Somehow the marines kept the Chinese off balance until this barricade could be strengthened. The British Legation itself was attacked from the west. Again, the fires . . . again, the clanging alarm bell . . . again, the bucket brigades. This time they faced an added hazard; the Chinese were now so close they lobbed hot bricks over the legation wall. The emergency hospital in the Chancellery filled faster.

They struggled on. June 25, their first horsemeat . . . one of Sir Claude’s racing ponies. June 26, U.S. Marine Sergeant Fanning died fighting on the Tartar Wall—neither the first nor the last to go, but he had a jaunty touch that would be missed. June 27, the William Moores had a baby; Dr. Martin, who had a healthy streak of ham, told them to call the child “Siege” because it ought to be raised.

There was a trace of the Old Breed in them all. The Squierses solemnly discussed vintage wines. Miss Cecile Payen, one of Mrs. Conger’s guests, pulled out her water colors and began sketching. An English Customs Volunteer sat under fire in the fu, teaching a Japanese marine tick-tack-toe. The militarily inept formed a company of irregulars called “Thornhill’s Roughs.” They armed themselves with anything left over—one had a fusil de chasse decorated with a picture of the Grand Prix.

All the time, their plight grew more serious. And the Chinese always excelled at the tactics that were most nerve-racking—clusters of flaming arrows, sky rockets, hot bricks that showered down from nowhere. Occasionally Boxer fanatics dashed up to the walls carrying bamboo poles with kerosene-soaked rags tied to the end. Usually they were stopped, but sometimes flames mushroomed skyward. The Imperial troops proved poor artillerymen but excellent at using their pet “gingals”—huge two-man guns, sometimes ten feet long, which were aimed like rifles. The shooting, the yelling, the blare of trumpets never seemed to end.

At night the women were especially terrified. Dr. Gamewell understood perfectly, and no matter how busy he was, he always had time to give them a word of encouragement. Standing bashfully outside Lady MacDonald’s ballroom, where some of the Methodist ladies were quartered, he would call into the dark, “It’s all right—it’s never as bad as it sounds.”

Welcome words, but as night after night passed with no let up—as day after day the casualties mounted—the besieged began to wonder. How long would they be able to last?

Up to this point, there had been no doubt. They could last until relief came. Admiral Seymour should arrive any day, and in fact, every night the men watching the southern horizon saw hopeful signs. On June 26, the Japanese thought they saw their army’s rockets. On June 30, a German officer thought he saw a German naval searchlight. Sir Claude knew the man was wrong: it was clearly a British light. Next morning he posted the following announcement on the community bulletin board by the Jubilee Tower: “This morning at about two o’clock I saw the searchlight of Her Majesty’s ship Terrible, I recognized it as the searchlight of that ship because it has a very characteristic searchlight.”

But the days passed and nobody came. Worse, the messengers that were lowered over the Tartar Wall to make contact just disappeared. Why didn’t they carry out their mission and come back as instructed? Where was Seymour anyhow? What was the matter with everybody?

July 2 brought one of those near-disasters that can make men forget all about self-pity. The Chinese almost drove the Americans off their segment of the Tartar Wall. Enemy barricades went up within twenty-five feet of the Marines, pinning them down completely. Something had to be done right away, or the wall—and everything else—would be lost.

Just before dawn on the 3rd, Captain Jack Myers assembled a small force behind the threatened position. Around him crouched his fourteen American Marines, fifteen Russians, and twenty-six British. A few yards away the Chinese barricade loomed black and ominous in the early-morning light. It was a dramatic situation—made for a man like Myers. He leaned toward amateur theatricals and only recently had courted serious trouble with a satire on the Kaiser.

Now he worked his men up to fever pitch. He told them that the Chinese position must be taken ... that the odds were against them ... but the life of every woman and child depended on their success. Young Oliphant of the British volunteers thought the whole performance was a bit overdone, but most of the men were tremendously moved. When Myers ended with a shout to charge, they swept forward with a yell, completely routing the surprised Chinese. Two marines were killed in the charge, and Captain Myers tripped over a spear, wounding his knee. He would be out of action indefinitely, but the day was saved.

The victory really made the Fourth of July for the American colony. Previously there had been some rather pointed remarks that the famous U.S. Marines seemed strangely cautious. Now the legation staff proudly celebrated the day with little flags in their lapels. Minister Conger showed everyone the framed copy of the Declaration of Independence that hung in his office—a bullet had pierced the lines that criticized George III. It was quite a conversation piece. Mrs. Conger meanwhile slipped quietly to the little plot where six marines now lay buried. Gently she covered the graves with a silk American flag.

It was a day to think of home—especially for the bereaved Baroness von Ketteler. A lot had happened since she was plain Maud Ledyard, daughter of the president of the Michigan Central Railroad. She had married the titled aristocrat, traveled over the world, faithfully followed the success formula for a wealthy American girl—and what a bleak future now. Miles from home, her husband killed, her own life in danger, no one to turn to except the unbearably correct German Legation staff. In the gray hours of dawn she would stand at her window, pale and grief-stricken. Once she turned and caught the arm of Mrs. Frank Game well, who happened to be passing. “I am so alone,” she said.

Another time the baroness stopped Mrs. Conger. “No title, no position, no money can help us here,” she sighed; “these things mock us.” Even Sir Claude might have agreed the day a Chinese cannon ball crashed into the legation’s state dining room, grazing the Queen’s portrait.

To maintain some pretense of return fire, the defenders desperately kept shifting their four guns. In a single week the Italian one-pounder was used at the British stables, the Tartar Wall, the legation library, the fu, the Hanlin earthwork, the fu again, the stables again, and finally the main gate.

Then came the happy discovery of an old Chinese gun barrel, i860 vintage, lying in a blacksmith shop within the lines. It was immediately appropriated by Gunner’s Mate Mitchell, the inventive American sailor. He took a Welshman named Thomas into his confidence, and together they built a whole new cannon. It turned out to be a remarkable mongrel—Chinese barrel, Italian carriage, Russian ammunition, British and American crew. Sensing symbolic implications, the English christened it “The International Gun.” The earthier Americans called it “Old Betsy” and sometimes just “the old crock.” Whatever the name, its performance was eye-opening. When formally christened on July 8, the first cannon ball went through three walls. True, it wasn’t very accurate, the recoil was terrific, and it always looked as if it might explode. But its devastating roar made up for everything, and Mitchell was the hero of the hour.

He was in for still greater glory. On July 12 Chinese troops in the Hanlin moved up so close that they leaned their banner against the British Legation wall. This piece of impudence was too much for Mitchell. He leaned over the wall and hooked the flag. A Chinese soldier grabbed the other end, and for a few moments all firing stopped while both sides watched a monumental tug of war. With his free hand, Mitchell slung fistfuls of dirt at the Chinese, who finally had to let go. The red and black banner was torn to shreds, but Mitchell happily clutched it when he plunged back into the compound.

Through it all, the children of the American missionaries held their own tugs of war, built their own little forts, played their own games of “Boxer”—oblivious of the peril around them. One of the group, Carrington Goodrich, still remembers side-stepping a real cannon ball that bounded into some game of make-believe.

There were endless close calls—none more frightening than the time Polly Condit Smith sat near the tennis court, trying to cheer up the Baroness von Ketteler. A sniper’s bullet whistled by, and Miss Condit Smith dived for the ground, trying to pull the Baroness after her. But the heartbroken widow refused to budge, and a hail of bullets clipped the trees and grass around her. She was still rooted—trying to die—when a customs volunteer rushed to the scene and carried her to safety.

It must have made an exciting story at the Squiers breakfast table the following morning, where the more sophisticated liked to relax a minute before facing the day’s ordeal. Besides Polly Condit Smith, the guests usually included Dr. Morrison of the Times, the charming Captain Strouts of the British guard, and more recently Dr. Frank Gamewell. He, however, rarely joined in the conversation. He simply sat for a moment, gulping coffee and listening to the others. Then he was off on his bicycle again, pedaling to some new danger point.

By mid-July this was most likely to be the French legation. For some days the defenders there had heard ominous clicks and taps in the ground beneath them. Then, just after 6 P.M. on the 13th, a tremendous blast seared the fading twilight. Flames and smoke shot into the air; bricks and sandbags rained down on the defenders. The mine blew two men to bits, wounded several others. Professor Destalon, a volunteer from the Imperial University, was buried in the debris, then released unhurt by a second blast. The French marines grimly dug into the ruins, somehow managed to hold the position.

Next there was trouble again on the Tartar Wall. Captain Newt H. Hall, the U.S. Marine who had taken over from the wounded Jack Myers, found the enemy fire getting constantly heavier. When Herbert Squiers ordered him to move his barricades even closer to the Chinese, he just couldn’t see it. And when Minister Conger supported Squiers, he still couldn’t see it. They were indeed a strange pair of military superiors: even an affectionate biographer confessed that Conger’s Civil War record was undistinguished, while Squiers had spent fourteen years as a second lieutenant. Perhaps a clever talker like Myers could have side-tracked their strategy, but Hall was the stolid, tactless type and he plainly showed his contempt.

Squiers finally climbed the wall on July 15 and showed Hall exactly where he wanted the new barricade.
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