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Foreword

Xu Guogqi

Nearly a century ago, the First World War broke out. Europe and Western civilizations
were facing a deadly challenge. Answering the call for help from France and Britain,
many Chinese laborers went to Europe to support both countries’ war efforl. However,
with the end of the war, the world seemed to have forgotten the great journey of these
Chinese. Few in Europe and China today even know their story.

The 140.000 Chinese laborers were then considered by many as only coolies. The Chinese
term for “coolies” consists of two characters, “ku” and “li”, meaning bitterness and
strength. Perhaps the Chinese term can better convey the meaning of their journey: they
indeed suffered a great deal (ku). But they also demonstrated to the world both their
physical and mental strength. Many of them went to France simply because they wanted
to make a living or make money. But the impact of their journey goes beyond personal
level. Their unprecedented journey to the West has a direct link to their helping save
Western civilization and China’s search for a new national identity. To put it differently,
they not only got involved directly in making history in the West, moreover, they served

as harbingers of China’ s p ive internati izati Because of them, the Chinese
diplomats were able to appeal to the world for China's equality at the post-war Paris
peace conference. Because of them, France and Britain were able to avoid the embarrass—
ment of bankruptcy of human resources in a total war.

Not only France and Britain were lucky to have them, to certain extent, was China
lucky even during the First World War. It is true that China was then poor and weak
and was facing many internal crises and external threats. But China was fortunate to
have elite members who figured out a brilliant strategy to link the fate of China with the
West: namely “using laborers as soldiers.” During the First World War, the elite ideas
for China’ s renewal and internationalization were carried out brilliantly by these
laborers with their sacrifice and hard work. The elites and laborers together created a
great chapter in the world history in fusions of East and Western civilizations. Through
the “laborers as soldiers™ plan, the world was able to witness that hundred of thousands
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of Chinese worked side by side with the Westerners during the war: China also was able
to demonstrate to the world its determination and wisdom for internationalization.

One can further argue that 140,000 Chinese laborers were lucky, too. They were
fortunate to have the opportunity to play important roles in the crucial moments of
Chinese and Buropean history. Although long forgotten, now the world starts to pay
attention to this unique group of the Chinese. In the 1990s, the French government
openly acknowledged their contributions to the French history. In the fall 2008, the first
international conference on Chinese laborers during the First World War took place at
Weihai where many Chinese laborers started their historic journey to France. Weihai
Municipal Archives served as an excellent host to this conference. At the same time, it
organized a great photo exhibit on Chinese laborers in France during the Great War.
This volume is based on that exhibit.

We hope this beautiful book will play some role in helping restore the long-forgotien
historical memory of the Chinese laborers and help us to remember the shared history the
Chinese took part in making with the West at the critical moment of the First World
War. We also would like to use the volume as a small token of long delayed gratitude
to these Chinese. After all, both China and the world have been in debt to them.
Weihai Municipal Archives deserves gratitude from anyone who cares and studies the
issue of Chinese laborers in France during the First World War. Largely thanks to its
great effort to bring back the forgotten history to memory, we are able to have

opportunity to read this volume.

Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study, Harvard University

The spring of 2009
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Preface

Such an exhibition coincides with the 90th anniversary of the end of the First World
War. For many contemporary Chinese, the WWI seems to |)é just a dogfight among the
Western powers and have nothing to do with China at all. However, at such critical
moment of mankind, how could China get away from the Great War? In order to survive
in this dog eats dog world, the impoverished and weak China was involved in the
European war thousands of miles away and eventually was lucky enough to become a
member of the wining side. Unfortunately for the Chinese, their nation was subjected to
even more outrageous insults than the defeated nations during Paris Peace Conference.
Their extreme depression and indignation finally led to the vigorous patriotic May 4th
Movement and a new page was thus opened in the history of China---

How did China participate in that war after all? This is the story we are going to tell
vou the experience of 140,000 Chinese laborers leaving China and rushing to rescue
Europe under the arrangement of Chinese government and the governments of the Allies.
All the protagonists in the story were common people, insignificant folks in the signifi-
cant historical period and the “silent majority”, just like you and I today.
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The Lights are going out all over Europe
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The ination of both the Austro-} ian crown prince Franz Ferdinand and his wife in Sarajevo
touched off an unprecedented war between the Central Powers headed by Germany and Austro-Hungary
and the Allies headed by Britain, France and Russia from August 1914 to November 1918. More than 30
countries with almost 1.5 billion people of two-thirds of the global population were involved in the four-
year-long war, spread over Europe, Asia and Africa, and large sea areas such as Atlantic, Mediterranean
and even Pacific, resulting in tens of million of the killed and wounded. The scale and cruelties of the war

were unprecedented.

As a major turning point in the world history, the First World War raised the curtain on the large-scale
human mutual massacre in the 20th century, which not only destroyed the civilization and plunged the
people into misery and suffering, but also led to the collapse of the old international order dominated by
the European Powers, and then initiated the transfer of global center of political and economic power from
Europe to North America. The socialist movement and the national independent movement initiated by
Soviet Union also rose from here. The era of European powers dominating the world had been gone for
ever, just as the then British foreign secretary, Sir Edward Grey predicted at the time: “The lights are
going out all over Europe”.
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Continuous German trenches in the eastern part of Frise. The and industrial develop in Europe
were fully applied to the WWI. and the emergence of automatic machine guns and other powerful antipersonnel weapons gave birth
10 such a major method of warfare - trench warfure.
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The French Tank Corps, Cantigny. A series of new weapons of misss destruction were produced to break the deadlock of trench war,
such as the birth of tanks in 1915.
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The destroyed railway between Nesle and Ham. Railway
transportation made it possible to mobilize lirge troops
swiftly from fa away, thus troops were deployed for battle
more quickly and the military logistical service was
accordingly more numerous and jumbled.
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The destroyed Church in Albert. The war had
thoroughly exposed the shortcomings of modern
Western civilization, awakening the West from their
self-intoxicated dream of civilization. This even gave
birth 10 their hazy envy of the castern peace,
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ted village in the campaign of Matz. The war devastated thousands of cities and villages, with a large

number of factories, railways, bridges and houses destroyed, leading to the ultimate loss of about U

SD 270 billion
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A comer of the war-torn village of Maurepas

6



- BRI AR K

YN IR R SIS, R RO SR e . SIPHL IR KM AU ML g, LI
[LETS CE DR JEIMARIG I HE g 935y 1)
The It Infantry Division of LS. launched an attack at Cantigny in Somme,
misking full use of this opportunity to dc
sides suffered heavily. By the end of the war, U.S. replaced Europe to become the most powerful nation in the world

.U.S. declared neutral at the beginning of the war,
it stood out to clean up the mess when both warring

wms trade with both sides. Howey
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The soldicrs of U-S. in the campaign of Cantigny. Wars, particularly overseas wars, frightened all people. espe
s siid that the first batch of draft of U.S. in WWI was made by drawing lots
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“Why not get Chinese?” “No work can tire Chinese out”

AR, R 2 A R AP oMU P A I A 1] A M R0 T SR e, (B
AT A B A AT S AT A P T S P« SRS A LR . 82 A, 20
HRIRATASEN AR R e P SOOI AT 00 B A SE 00 . B S A HE , 0 H) DASE 72

SN MR LB AT A AL f
VAT R R T B TR, Rk,
IO TR SR HOC R e, AL LR
TSR, EABIIIRE, PEA F AR

LA PEA" 2 M
S S W ) I MR 9

K A eI T e . 9

At the beginning of the war, the European belligerent nations were fully confident that the war would
be over quickly. However, they soon found themselves involved in a and cruel war.
Though making the
and the western civilization experienced the test of life and death. With the spread of the war, the
troops of both sides suffered terrible losses, and the human resources got scarce, making the war hard
10 be sustained.

When Sir Erie Geddes, Quartermaster General of British Expeditionary Force in France, were fretting
over the labor crisis, Ernest Moir, one quartermaster in charge of transport and supply, gave the
answer “Why not get Chinese?” based on his experiences in China. In fact, Britain, France and
Tsarist Russia were all considering seeking outside help at that time. Finally, all of them cast their
eyes on China not only because China had and cheap p » but more imp ly. in
their eyes, “no work can tire Chinese out”.

and suffering various disasters, it was still hard to see the end of the war,
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Chemical defense b

ng of Frencli forces, The poison gas wiss firstly used on a large seale in the Teper Botle, Belgium
by the so-called most civilized Europeans. Throughout the
resulted in the casualties of over 1 million

War, most of which were used in the battle and
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min soldiers waiting for medical care in the campaign of Bazentin Ridge, 17 July 1916.Those
soldiers, who went to the front with the anticipation of a short war, never expected the cruel fute ahead of them.
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