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ABSTRACT 

Coastal piracy in southeast China during the late eighteenth and 

early nineteenth century was cqused by such factors as the conflict 

between dominant continental values and pe~ipheral maritime interests, 

the legacy of Ho-shen's maladministration, the explosive population 

growth, the deterioration of the imperial navy, and the Annamese civil 

war. During the late eighteenth century, the waters of Fukien and Che

kiang were infested by an Annamese pirate fleet working in concert with 

Chinese pirate groups, including the Phoenix Tails, the Water Bays, and 

the Bamboo-yellows. : The total strength of these pirate groups was about 

two hundred ships and ten thousand men. However, in the years following 

1800 the configuration of pirate power in Fukien and Chekiang water under

went a profound change. This change was triggered by a IIdivine wind ll 

which arose in mid-August 1800, which led to the demise of the Annamese 

fleet and other leading pirate bands. As a result, by the end of 1802 

the waters of southeast China were 'dominated by a new generation of 

pirate association led by Ts'ai Ch'ien, Chang Ah-chih, Chu Fen, Chien 

Huang-k'uei, and other lesser chieftains. 

The imperial suppression campaigns initiated by Juan Yuan and Li 

Ch'ang-keng were hindered by uncooperative officials like Yu-te, A-lin

pao, and other Fukien authorities, who advocated a policy of IIpardon and 

enticement ll rather than aggressive counter measures. The situation was 

further worsened when Ts'ai Ch'ien obtained a number of "giant ocean-

x 



crossing junks" from Fukien shipbuilders and extended his sphere of 

influence to the waters of Taiwan. 

xi 

The pirate problem reached its peak between 1806 and 1807, when 

both Tslai Chlien and Chu Fen sought to challenge the legitimacy of 

Manchu rule through their conquest of Taiwan. However, both failed in 

their respective attempts to establish a maritime regime on Taiwan. By 

1810, the fleets of Tslai Chlien, Chu Fen, Chang Ah-chih and others had 

been destroyed or pacified by the suppression tactics of the imperial 

authorities. 

Finally, the dissertation. analyzes pirate organizations ·in terms 

of their inter-group relationships, internal structures, membership, 

ideologies, criminal activities, on-shore connections, and financial 

networks. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Generally speaking, coastal piracy in the provinces of Fukien 

and Chekiang during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century may 

be diviqed into two phases. The first phase belongs to the last years 

of the eighteenth century and ends in August 1980. In this period, local 

pirates organized themselves into permanent bands (pang~ ) of small 

and moderate size, having at most a dozen or so ships manned by several 

hundred men. These pirate associations were independent and usually took 
~r. 

their names from their most powerful leaders, such as Ts'ai Ch'ien ~f~ 

t (d. , 1809), Lin Fa-chi h # ~t t~- , Chang Pi ao 5l.$... , and Chi P' ei 

~6 ~f] . . Starting in 1795, these indigenous pirate groups were annually 

joined by Annamese pirates, who ventured into the southeast China lit

torar in the summer to loot and collect "taxes" and returned to Annam 

'i ~ (after 1802 ca 11 ed Vietnam) in the autumn to dispose of their 

booty. It is noteworthy that the Annamese fleets were mainly headed and 

staffed by Chinese privateers recruited from Kwangtung coastal areas, 

and their most important leaders, such as Wang Kuei-li ~ 1l t~ , Ch'en 

Ah-pao rtf~ i' , and Huang Sheng-ch I ang ~ Rt $_. , held Annamese ranks 

as high as generalships. In the beginning, the local pirate bands of 

Chekiang and Fukien fought hard to resist the incursion of their terri-

tories by Annamese-sponsored pirates. But, as time went on, a reciprocal 

1 



2 

relationship developed between the two sides, since the Annamese pirates 

depended upon native pirates for navigation assistance, military intel-

ligence, and on-shore connections, while the latter relied on the former 

for military protection. It is also said that before each joint foray, 

both sides even concluded a "contract" to specify how the future spoils 

would be shared. 

Although the imperial authorities successfully bought off many 

local and Annamese pirate leaders with low military ranks, they failed 

to prevent the rise of several formidable pirate associations under the 

patronage of the Annamese forces. As a result, by the turn of the eigh-

teenth century, the waters of Fukien and Chekiang were infested by 

(1) an Annamese fleet of twenty-eight ships under the command of Briga

dier Gene,ral (tsung-ping ~~.iJ-) \4ang Kuei-li; (2) the Phoenix Tail 
---'-L-.1------ "''~. / ' 

association (Feng-wei gang nij-fii ~ ) of fifty to seventy vessels headed 

by Chuang ·vu-mei ~i :l1 'A ; (3) the Water Bay group (Shui-ao pang 1J<.. 

;$! ~ ) of fifty to seventy junks 1 ed by Lin Ya- sun :f:} ~ j ~- ; ( 4) the 

Bamboo-yellow group (Jo-huang pang~~~) of twelve to twenty ships 

headed by Chiang Wen-wu ;;r. ~j\ ; and (5) the Ts'ai Ch'ien band of some 

thirty vessels. It is estimated that the total strength of these inde-

pendent or loosely affiliated pirate bands was about two hundred ships 

with ten tho us and me~. 

Alarmed by the situation, the reform-minded Chia-ch'ing emperor 

/r, Jl i ~ (r. 1796-1820) appointed Juan Yuan ~jL 1L (1764-1849) 

governor of Chekiang with full powers to implement the throne's "sea war" 

policy intended to eradicate the pirates. Upon assuming his post, 
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Governor Juan Yuan immediately took steps to establish various anti

pirate measures. Offensively, he ordered the construction of thirty 

large warships and the casting of 418 heavy cannon to pursue and attack 

the pirates on the open seas. He attempted to provoke dissension among 

the pirate leaders, hoping to turn one against another and thus prevent 

their coalescing into a unified force. He also adopted a unified command 

structure for the Chekiang-based marine forces. On the defensive side, 

Governor Juan Yuan consolidated coastal defenses by (1) expanding the 

traditional neighborhood registration and surveillance system to include 

littoral inhabitants, as well as boat and port populations; (2) encour

aging the organization of local militias and the hiring of able-bodied 

village braves as auxiliary forces; (3) strengthening coastal fortifica

tions to prevent the pirates from landing; and (4) imposing stiff penal

ties on those who provided supplies to or fenced stolen goods for the 

pirates. 

Before all these plans could be fully activated, in mid-August 

1800, a "divine storm" suddenly arose and destroyed the Annamese fleet 

and the bulk of the vessels of the Phoenix Tail association. This storm 

also made it possible for the imperial fleets to concentrate superior 

forces to eliminate first the Water Bay and then the Bamboo-yellow group. 

In the a ft e r rna t h o f the "d i v i n e storm" i n c i dent , T s 1 a i C h 1 i en and hi s 

ex-associate Hou Ch 1 i-t 1 ien 1~ ~ ;f: seized the opportunity to enhance 

their respective forces by incorporating into their organizations scat

tered members of the defeated bands. In 1801, Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ien and his wife 

further strengthened their position by murdering Hou Ch-i-t 1 ien in a 
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plot and annexing a portion of his force. With regard to the rest of 

Hou's followers, they broke up into small but independent bands, such as 

the Harelip group (Ch'iao-tsui pang~·~~ ), the Yellow SunflOwers 

(Huang-k'uei pang~~~~ ), the ~il-sellers (Mai-yu pangi ;."!b ~ ), 
the Net-menders ( Pu-wang pang ~ ~~ ~ ) , and the L itt 1 e Cats (Hsiao

mao pang ,j,~!b ~ ); however, only the Harelip group and the Yellow 

Sunflowers survived the imperial suppression campaigns of 1801 and 1802. 

As a result, by the end of 1802, the waters of Fukien and Chekiang were 

dominated by the Ts'ai Ch'ien band and its two rivals, namely, the 

Harelip association and the Yellow Sunflowers. About this time, Chu Fen 

~ ;i[ (d. 1809) and his men, who had originally roamed the waters 

bordering Kwangtung and Fukien provinces, also grew into a formidable 

association and began to undertake adventures along the Fukien and 

Chekiang coasts. 

The Annamese pirates were no longer a factor in the situation. 

This resulted from the destruction of the Annamese fleets by storms in 

the waters of Chekiang and Taiwan, as well as the demise in 1802 of the 

Nguyen Quang-toAn (Juan Kuang-tsan Pit 1L ~i) regime in Annam, which 

had committed part of its naval forces to the seas of southeast China, 

to plunder and to recruit privateers to fight a bloody civil war against 

Nguyen Phac-Anh (Juan Fu-y-ing ,jt ~~ B~). In short, in the years 

following 1800, the configuration of pirate power in Fukien and Chekiang 

underwent both quantitative and qualitative changes. While the early 

period of piracy (1793-1800) was dominated by Annamese-sponsored pirates 

who benefited from collaboration with local pirates, the second phase 



(1801-1810) was dominated by indigenous pirates led by Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ien, 

Chang Ah-chi h ~-k P~ ;~ , Chu Fen, Ch 1 en Huang-k 1 uei P~ ~ ?:_t , etc. 
} "'' 7..., 

With the completion of new warships armed with heavy cannon in 

June 1801, the Chekiang marines headed by General Li Ch 1 ang-keng ~f~ 

~ (1750-1808) were able to check the rapid growth of piracy and to 

5 

gain numerous victories over their foes. Early in 1803, General Li dealt 

a crushing blow to Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ien and trapped him in Fukien. Finding him

self threatened with destruction, Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ein promised Yu-te ~ ~~, 

(d. 1809), the viceroy of Fukien and Chekiang, that he would surrender 

if the Viceroy would restrain General Li. As soon as YU-te ordered Li 

Ch 1 ang-keng to stop pressing the attack, Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ien took the opportu-

nity to escape. 

Following his bitter experiences in dealing with the new govern-

ment warships, Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ien paid a large sum of money to Fukien ship

builders willing to supply him with larger and better armed ships than 

those employed by the Chekiang navy. Armed with these new giant warships, 

Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ien was able to plunder the large rice junks plying between 

Taiwan and Fukien. By sharing his surplus rice with Chu Fen, Ts 1 ai was 

able to persuade Chu to participate in a joint raid along the Fukien 

coast. With the emergence of the Ts 1 ai-Chu alliance, the pirates 

temporally regained their former supremacy in Fukien and Taiwan waters, 

but they were soon defeated by General Li Ch 1 ang-keng in 1804 off the 

Chekiang coast. In the aftermath of that victory, Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ien broke 

off with Chu Fen and retreated to Fukien waters. 



In January 1806, Ts'ai Ch'ien, calling himself the 11 Majestic 

King Who Dominates the Seas 11 
( Chen-ha i wei -wu wang ~-- ~.ij ~ ~ l. ) , 

led a multi-pronged attack against Taiwan. His invasion of Taiwan was 

financed by one to four million Spanish dollars, backed by more than 

one hundred ships, manned by some ten thousand pirates, and supported 

by nearly twenty thousand rebels among the islanders, including local 

bandits, illegal immigrants, and communal settlers from Kwangtung and 

Fukien. However, for various reasons, Ts'ai Ch'ien suffered stunning 

defeats both on land and at ·sea. Only by bribing the Chekiang marines 

was Ts'ai able to make good his escape to Fukien with some thirty-six 

ships. For this, the emperor angrily replaced YU-te with A-lin-pao 

p~ -ff 1~, (d. 1809) as the viceroy of Fukien and Chekiang. With revi

talized forces, Ts'ai Ch'ien ventured back into Taiwan waters again in 

May, June and July and attempted to establish a maritine regime on the 

island to challenge the legitimacy of the alien Manchu dynasty. But he 

was defeated each time. 

Not long after Ts'ai Ch'ien faded from the scene, Chu Fen, 

calling himself the 11 King of the Southern Seas .. (Hai-nan-wang ~ ,tJ J,. 

arrived to make a bid for a permanent base on Taiwan in 1807. Chu also 

failed to realize his ambitions. It is noteworthy that by assuming 

6 

imperial titles Ts'ai and Chu virtually turned their pirate operations 

into political movements, thus distinguishing their activities from those 

of other pirate bands whose criminal activities remained exclusively 

economic in nature. 
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By 1810, Tslai Chlien, Chu Fen, Chang Ah-chih, and other pirate 

organizations were all destroyed by the imperial authorities, who simul

taneously employed a wide range of suppression tactics. These included 

policies of active pursuit and destruction; strengthening land defenses, 

including local surveillance, coastal embargoes, and armed patrols; and 

the granting of amnesties which embodied pardon, enticement, and using 

reformed pirates to attack their ex-comrades. Because the government 

was unwilling or unable to address the underlying social and economic 

causes of this ~ajor outbreak of piracy, before very long small bands of 

pirates once again emerged to plague coastal shipping in the waters of 

southeast China. 

To date, several studies have touched upon the saga of Tslai 

Ch lien. 1 However, all are limited in scope, coverage, and perspective, 

and none.has made adequate use of the immensely rich Chling dynasty 

1. These studies include the following articles and unpublished 
dissertations: Peh-Tli Wei, "Interna1 Security and Coastal Control: Juan 
Yuan and Pirate Suppression in Chekiang 1799-1809," Chling-shih wen-tli 
[Problems in Chling History], vol. 4, no. 2 (December 1979), pp. 83-112, 
and "Juan Yuan: A Biographical Study with Special Reference to Mid-Chling 
Security and Control in Southern China 1799-1835," (Ph.D. dissertation, 
The University of Hong Kong, 1981); Man-kam leung, "Piracy in South China 
in the Nineteenth Century," in Buddhist Thought and Asian Civilization, 
ed. by leslie S. Kawamura (Emeryville, Ca: Dharma Publishing Co., 1977), 
pp. 152-166, and "Juan Yuan (1764-1849): The Ufe, Work, and Career of 
a Chinese Scho1ar-Bureaucrat," (Ph.D. dissertation, The University of 
Hawaii, 1977); Tien-chluan Huang, "Tslai-Chlien Chu-Fen Hai-tao chih 
Yen-chiu," [A Study of Pirates Tslai Chlien and Chu Fen], T'ai-nan Wen
hua, vol. 6, no. 1 (August 1958), pp. 74-102; and T'ung"-ping Su, "Hai
tao Tslai Chlien Shih-mo," [A Complete Record of the Pirate Tslai 
Chlien], in Tlai-wan-shih Yen-chiu chli, [Collected Works of the History 
of Taiwan], ed. by Tlung-ping Su (Taipei: Kuo-1i Pien-i-kuan, 1980), pp. 
151-252. 
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archives housed in the National Palace Museum in Taipei, Taiwan. There

fore, it is my purpose here to undertake a comprehensive study of Tslai 

Chlien and other prominent pirate leaders who roamed the coastal and 

inland waters of Fukien, Chekiang, Taiwan, and Kiangsu between 1793 and 

1810. My research will focus on the following areas: (l) the general 

nature and causes of organized piracy in that period; (2) governmental 

measures planned and adopted to suppress the pirates; (3) relations 

between priate groups, local populations, and the representatives of 

government; (4) the bureaucratic struggles between the Fukien and Chekiang 

authorities which handicapped the pirate suppression task; and (5) the 

organizational attributes of the leading pirate associations, in terms 

of their inter-band relationships, internal structures, memberships, 

ideologies, criminal activities, on-shore linkages, financial networks, 

etc. 

In this way, I hope to be able to describe that phenomenon in 

greater detail than ever before, and at the same time to test various 

interpretations of piracy as applied to the Chinese situation. It is 

also hoped that my dissertation will contribute to a better understand

ing of the maritime world of imperial China through this study of 

organized crime at sea. 



CHAPTER 2 

MARITIME CHINA AND COASTAL PIRACY 

The land mass of China consists of many areas peripheral to the 

central valleys of the Yellow and Yangtze rivers. The Inner Asian 

Frontier, which includes the Mongolian steppes, the Tibetan highlands, 

the oases and deserts of Chinese Turkistan, and the Manchurian forest, 

has been the subject of much study. Each of these regions has its own 

unique tribal organization and mode of life, reflecting the different 

geo-economic environments. On several occasions, imperial China was 

partially or totally conquered by nomadic or semi-sedentary tribes orig

inating from these Inner Asian zones. They established the alien dynas

ti~s of the Liao, Chin, Yuan, and Ch'ing, and it is no exaggeration to 

say that a great portion of China's imperial history was determined by 

northern invaders who successfully combined their tribal strength with 

Chinese administrative methods and ways of warfare. Much research has 

been devoted to the study of the historical interaction between the Han 

Chinese of China proper and the tribal peoples of Inner Asia under such 

themes as conquest and infiltration, Sino-barbarian dualism, barbarian 

9 



influence, and Chinese assimilatinn, the theory of the Inner Asian 

"Reservoir," etc. l 

While the center of gravity of Chinese civilization stretched 

from the Great Plain in the north to the Yangtze valley and thence to 

South China, the imperial Chinese polity faced another challenge of a 

different nature from its coastal region, consisting of the maritime 

10 

provinces as well as their adjacent areas. This coastal area, often ill 

defended and policed, was ideal for the growth of illegal activities, 

since it is characterized by great length and is dotted with numerous 

inlets, straits, hidden harbors, and rugged off-shore islands. 2 An ever

growing coastal population also placed administrative strains on local 

district government which was incapable of controlling the coastal resi-

dents, since a great number of them were new immigrants, mobile fisher-

1. Owen Lattimore, Inner Asian Frontiers of China (New York: 
American Geographical Society, 1940); Robert B. Oxnam, Ruling from 
Horseback: Manchu Politics in the Oboi Re enc , 1661-1669 {Chicago and 
London: The University of Chicago Press, 1970 ; Jing-shen Tao, The 
Jurchen in Twelfth-Centur China: A Stud of Sinicization {Seattle and 
London: University of Washington Press, 1977 , and "The Influence of 
Jurchen Rule on Chinese Political Institutions," The Journal of Asian 
Studies, vol. XXX, no. 1 (November 1970), pp. 121-30; Karl A. Wittfogel 
and Chia-sheng Feng, History of Chinese Society, Lao (907-1125) (Phila
delphia: American Philosophical Society, 1949). 

2. John E. Wills, Jr., "Maritime China from Wang Chih to Shih 
Lang: Themes in Peripheral History," in From Ming to Ch'ing: Conquest, 
Re ion, and Continuit in Seventeenth-Centur China, ed. by Jonathan D. 
Spence and John E. Wills, Jr. New Haven and London: Yale University 
Press, 1979), pp. 201-38; and George B. Cressey, China's Geographic 
Foundations (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1934). 
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men, and seafaring merchants. 3 In maritine China, subsistence farming 

was no longer the exclusive foundation of the local communities. In the 

late imperial period, commercial fishing, salt production, handicraft 

industries, as well as coastal and overseas trade became important econ-

omic activities. In other words, coastal China after the fifteenth 

century was characterized by a dynamic and mixed commercial economy.4 

However, this maritime mercantilism in the late imperial period 

was exploited and restrained by the anti-commercial policies of imperial 

officials, who were committed to concepts of physiocracy, Sino-centrism 

and the monopolistic control of important commercial activities by the 

government. 5 The officialdom asserted that China, the Middle Kingdom, 

was the center of the civilized world and superior to other local and 

3. Ping-ti Ho, Studies on the Population of China, 1368-1953 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1959) and John R. Watt, 
The District Ma istrate in Late 1m erial China (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1972 , pp. 4, 8, 102-106, 139. 

4. Wen-shih Chien, Ming Hung-wu Chia-ching ti hai-chin cheng
ts'e [The Sea-faring prohibition policy in the Ming from the Hung-wu 
to the Chia-ching periods], (Taipei: National Taiwan University, 1966); 
Evelyn S. Rawski, A ricultural Chan e and the Peasant Econom of South 
China (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1972 ; Jennifer Wayne 
Cushman, "Fields from the Sea: Chinese Junk Trade with Siam during the 
Late Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries," (Ph.D. dissertation, Cornell 
Uni versity, 1977). 

5. John King Fairbank, ed., The Chinese World Order (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1968); J. K. Fairbank and S. Y. Teng, 
"On the Ch'ing Tributary System," in Ch'ing Administration: Three 
Studies, ed. by John K. Fairbank and Ssu-yu Teng (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1960), pp. 107-246; John King Fairbank, Trade 
and Diplomacy on the China Coast (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1953); and Teh-ch'ang Chang, "Maritime Trade at Canton during the 
Ming Dynasty," The Chinese Social and Pol itical Science Review, vol. 
XVII, no. 2 (July 1933), pp. 264-82. 
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adjacent political authorities. Furthermore, China was a self-sufficient 

agrarian empire which did not need foreign goods. As a result, trade 

between China and foreign nations was rigidly controlled and permitted 

only with those nations which accepted Chinese suzerainty. Private trade 

between Chinese subjects and their foreign counterparts was frequently 

banned by imperial edicts. In short, the foreign trade of China was only 

permitted within the rigidly regulated framework of the tributary system. 6 

For reasons of security, overseas migration was also declared illegal for 

fear that disloyal Chinese would break away from the Chinese way of life 

and support "barbarian" predations along the frontier. 7 Salt production 

and distribution were monopolized and licensed by the government. Conse

quently, salt was sold at an artificially high price to enrich the 

emperor's purse and to supplement state revenues generated mainly from 

the agricultural sector. 8 Nevertheless, the effort made by the imperial 

state to subdue maritime interests proved to be a failure, for it could 

not prevent its coastal inhabitants from either' earning a subsistence 

living or making lucrative profits illegally. Thus, the water world of 

maritime China constantly swarmed with smugglers, illegal traders, and 

pirates. 

6. Ibid. 

7. Ibid. 

8. Frederic Wakeman, Jr., The Fall of Imperial China (New York: 
The Free Press, 1975), pp. 47-50, and Preston M. Torbert, The Ch'ing 
1m erial Household De artment: A Stud of its Or anization and Princi a1 
Functions, 1662-1796 Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1977 , 
pp. 103-6. 



13 

Piracy was a perennial problem throughout the imperial history 

of China. Broadly speaking, piracy assumed three forms: namely, petty 

piracy, professional piracy, and political piracy. Petty piratesoper-

ated in small groups consisting of at most a score of men in one or two 

small vessels. Survival was their goal; hit, run, and disperse rapidly 

were their tactics. Most of these probably were fishermen who combined 

fishing with casual piracy as a side-line to supplement their sUbsistence 

incomes. 9 Some were smugglers who frequently committed acts of piracy 

when circumstances a110wed. 10 There were no horizontal connection of 

hierarchial organization among these small independent pirate groups. 

The victims of petty pirates were wrecked ships and isolated 

boats plying the coastal waters. 11 Petty piracy was almost a daily 

phenomenon in maritime China. Nevertheless, it did not pose any serious 

threat to local order and security, since they lacked sufficient organi

zational and military strength to withstand the force of the imperial 

navy. 

At various times in late imperial China, petty piracy was over-

shadowed by professional piracy at sea and in vulnerable coastal areas. 

9. Dian Hechtner Murray, "Sea Bandits: A Study of Piracy in 
Early Nineteenth Century China," (Ph.D. dissertation, Cornell University, 
1979), pp. 7-12,16,41,347; Vi-faai laai, liThe Part Played by the 
Pirates of Kwangtung and Kwangsi Provinces in the Taiping Insurrection," 
(Ph.D. dissertation, University of California, 1950), p. 113; Peh Tli 
Wei, IIJuan Vuan: A Biographi cal Study with Special Reference to Mi d
Chling Security and Control in Southern China, 1799-1835," (Ph.D. dis
sertation, the University of Hong Kong, 1981), pp. 141-44. 

10. Ibid •. 

11.. I bi d. 
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During those occasions, small and large pirate bands, sometimes with 

foreign sponsorship, raided villages and towns along the China coast and 

its major inland waters; plundered commercial shipping plying the main 

waterways or imposed tribute fees for passage; demanded ransom from the 

families of victims held for hostage; extracted tolls from coastal com

munities; participated in the lucrative smuggling trade; and operated a 

variety of protection rackets. The causes of this phenomenon as pres

ently understood include the rapid growth of population in the late 

imperial period, which placed enormous strains on the existing economic 

order; governmental prohibitions against foreign trade; high transporta

tion costs and heavy tax assessments on goods in transit along inland 

roads and waterways; widespread unemployment and under-employment; the 

decay of the imperial navy; and the growing inefficiency and corruption 

of the government system. The widespread nature of piracy during late 

imperial times has caused a few recent scholars to believe that the local 

gentry and members of the lower bureaucracy were also drawn into the 



15 

lucrative enterpirse, thus contributing to its growth and to the diffi

culty of controlling it. 12 

In desperation, the imperial government occasionally lifted its 

ban against overseas trade falling outside the framework of the tributary 

system. 13 It also frequently offered pirate leaders official ranks and 

positions to abandon their comrades and participate in official suppres-

sion campaigns. As a result, some notorious pirate leaders became 

imperial· admirals and court ministers. For example, during the transi-

tional period from the Ming · to the Ch'ing dynasty, two pirate chieftains, 

Cheng Chih-lung ~r t, f~ and Shih Lang . t~ ~~, were able to shrewdly 

12. Kwan-wai So, Japanese Piracy in Ming China during the 16th 
Century (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 1975); Merrilyn 
Fitzpatrick, "Local Interests and the Anti-Pirate Administration in 
China's South-East, 1555-1565," Ch'ing-shih wen-t'i, vol. 4, no. 2 
(December 1979), pp. 1-50; Roland Louis Higgins, "Piracy and Coastal 
Defense in the Ming Period, Government Response to Coastal Disturbance, 
1523-1549," (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Minnesota, 1981); James 
F. Millinger, "Ch'i Chi-kuang, Chinese Military Official: A Study of 
Civil-Military Roles and Relations in the Career of a Sixteenth Century 
Warrior, Reformer, and Hero," (Ph.D. dissertation, Yale University, 1968); 
Yi-faai Laai, "River Strategy: A Phase of the Taiping's Military Devel
opment," Oriens, vol. 5, no. 2 (1952), pp. 302-329; Charles Fried 
Neumann, translator, The History of the Pirates Who Infested the China 
Sea from 1807 to 1810 (London: Oriental Translation Fund, 1831); Harry 
Miller, Pirates of the Far East (London: Hale, 1970); Grace E. Fox, 
British Admirals and Chinese Pirates 1832-1869 (London: Kegan Paul, 
Trench, Turbner & Co., 1940); Dian Murray, "One Woman's Rise to Power: 
Cheng I's Wife and the Pirates," in Women in China, ed. by Richard W. 
Guisso and Stanley Johannesen (Youngstown, New York: Philo Press, 1981 ), 
pp. 147-162, and "Mid-Ch'ing Piracy: An Analysis of Organizational Attri
butes," Ch'ing-shih Wen-t'i, vol. IV, no. 8 (December 1982), pp. 1-28. 

13. Higgins, p. 238; Wills, pp. 213-15; and Cushman, pp. 2-62, 
170-72, 174-79, 193-96. 
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exploit the existing situation and become high-ranking officials under 

b th d t . 14 o ynas 1es. 

Analytically speaking, the temporary and occasional lifting of 

barriers to trade granted by the imperial government might be viewed as 

a tactical concession made by continental interests to maritime inter-

ests. The imperial policies of pardon and enticement might be understood 

as devices to bribe and appease those maritime adventurers who were too 

strong to be suppressed by military force. These policies can also be 

explained as an expediential use of pirates to pacify pirates, a varia-

tion on established foreign relations policies. Official recruitment of 

pirate leaders also created an irregular ladder of success. This pattern, 

while not without precedent, contrasted sharply with the traditional 

channel qf upward social mobility regulated by the Confucian examination 

15 system. Some coastal adventurers moved along a career course of 

14. Wills, pp. 217, 221-228. 

15. Traditionally speaking, one achieved "regular" scholar
official and gentry status through successful participation in the state 
examinations. However, many managed to obtain the same status through 
"irregular routes," such as hereditary privilege and purchase of degrees 
or offices. In extreme cases, some rebel chieftains were able to become 
high-ranking military commanders through official policies of "pardon 
and pacification." For more information on the subject, see Ping-ti Ho, 
The Ladder of Success in Im erial China: As ects of Social Mobilit , 
1368-1911 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1962 ; Conrad Schiro
kauer, translator, China's Examination Hell: The Civil Service Examina
tions of Imperial China (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 
1976); Johanna M. Menzel, ed., The Chinese Civil Service--Career Open to 
Talent? (Boston: Heath, 1963); and Willington, K. K. Chan, "Ma Ju-lung: 
From Rebel to Turncoat in the Yunnan Rebellion," Papers on China, vol. 
XX (December 1966), pp. 86-118. 
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"merchant-mediator-pirate-admiral" to achieve fame and wealth. 16 In the 

eyes of imperial officials, maritime China was for many reasons a con-

stant source of trouble and subversion. To the local seafaring people, 

maritime activities presented both risks and opportunities. 

More than a few pirate chieftains refused to be compromised by 

imperial honors and offices. Instead, they assumed royal and imperial 

pretentions to contend for the Mandate of Heaven. For instance, when 

the alien Yuan dynasty was on the verge of collapse, ex-pirate leaders, 

such as ChI en Yu-1 i ang r t ~ t~. (ruler of the Han state)' Chang Shih

ch'eng ~-R. -:t ~pX (ruler of the Soochow-based Wu state), and Fang Kuo

chen {) ~ ~J- in Chekiang province, all established regional regimes 

with the intention of unifying China. Chu Yuan-chang t jl ~l (r. 1368-

1398), the first emperor of the Ming dynasty, expended considerable 

energy to build a naval force for use on lakes and rivers to destroy 

these regional powers backed by commercial strength and supported by ex

pirates.17 Several centuries later, the attention of the Ming court was 

again directed to the threat from the northern frontier and its navy, 

the strongest ever in Chinese history, was allowed quickly to deterior-

ate. Consequently, the entire Chinese coast was harassed by large 

16. Wi 11 s, pp. 203, 21 2, 229. 

17. Edward L. Dreyer, "The Poyang Campaign, ·l636: Inland Naval 
Warfare in the Founding of the Mi ng Dynasty," in Chinese Ways in Warfare, 
ed. by Frank A. Kierman, Jr. and John K. Fairbank (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1974), pp. 202-40. 
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bands of Chinese and Japanese pirates until the late seventeenth cen-
18 tury. 

The tension between the dominant continental interests and the 

peripheral maritime interests reached its zenith in the struggle between 

the Manchu dynasty and "Koxinga" (Kuo-hSing-yeh~'!tiif or Lord of the 

Imperial Surname), the title of a Ming loyalist whose name was Cheng 

Ch I eng-kung lr ~ '1-11 (1624-1662). Koxinga maintained a maritime regime 

on Taiwan supported by commercial connections and an ex-pirate fleet. 

Vowing to restore the defunct Ming dynasty, Koxinga laid down his writing 

brush and publicly burned his scholar-official robes in a Confucian 

temple. This dramatic act fully demonstrated his disillusionment with 

a~d mistrust of bureaucrats who had demoralized the Ming court with 

factionalism and intrigue. As a result, Confucian literati played no 

significant role in his administration. 19 It is said that one of the 

factors which caused the collapse of his Nanking expedition was that he 

failed to gain the support of the land-based gentry in the Yangtze 

valley.20 In other words, the maritime power structure of Koxinga's 

18. Jung-pang Lo, liThe Decline of the Early Ming Navy," Oriens 
Extremus, vol. V (1958-59), pp. 149-68; Charles O. Hucker, "Hu Tsung
hsien's Campaign Against HsU Hai, 1556," in Chinese Ways in Warfare, 
ed. by Frank A. Kierman, Jr. and John K. Fairbank (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1974), pp. 273-307; and So, Japanese Piracy. 

19. Ralph C. Croizer, Koxinga and Chinese Nationalism: History, 
Myth. and the Hero (Cambridge, Mass.: East Asian Research Center, 
Harvard University. 1977), pp. 8. 58. 

20. Croizer. p. 18; and Wills, pp. 205. 225-27. 
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system 'ran directly contrary to the great tradition of Confucian bureau-

cratism. 

Although Koxinga failed in his endeavor to restore the fallen 

Ming, the old myth died hard. In the twentieth century, a few historians 

have tried to establish a direct link between the anti-Manchu Heaven and 

Earth Society and the Kuomintang nationai revolution. They claim that 

the Heaven and Earth Society was originally founded on Taiwan by one of 

Koxingals general~ named Chien Yung-huar~ ~ ~ .21 This assertion 

also implies that maritime China played an important role in Chinese 

history beginning in the seventeenth century, for it fostered the growth 

of secret societies which in turn kept anti-Manchu sentiment alive for 

almost two centuries until the birth of the national revolutionary move-
22 mente 

In 1683, the Manchu dynasty consolidated its rule over both 

mainland China and Taiwan. As a result, Chinese coastal waters were 

freed from the menace of large pirate bands for a century or more. How-

ever, at the turn of the nineteenth century, the main focus of my 

research, piracy again reached epidemic proportions. Maritime shipping, 

coastal communities, and even inland market towns were harassed by large 

pirate fleets, sometimes consisting of hundreds of ships and thousands 

of men. 

The resurgence of large-scale pirate activities in the seas of 

southeastern China was closely linked with an on-going Annamese civil war 

21. Croizer, pp. 35,56,66-68. 

22. Ibid. 
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fought between Juan Kuang-tsan and Juan Fu-yin from 1771 to 1802. Juan 

Kuang-tsan sponsored Chinese pirates not only to replenish his depleted 

treasury, but also to gain the naval forces needed to destroy his oppo-

nents. He provided commissions, sanctuaries, war junks, arms, supplies, 

and depots for the sale of booty. He also fitted Chinese pirates he was 

able to recruit into his own military structure. 23 Although Annamese

sponsored Chinese pirates infested the coastal waters from Kwangtung to 

Chekiang, their assistance could not prevent the defeat of Juan Kuang

tsan. His regime was destroyed by Juan Fu-yin in 1802. It goes without 

saying that Juan Fu-yin, the new emperor of a reunified Annamese kingdom, 

showed no mercy in his campaigns against Chinese pirates. He killed 

Cheng Chli ~r ~ , the most formidable Chinese pirate operating along 

the Sino-Annam sea frontier, and sent in his first tribute payment to 

China three other important Chinese pirate chiefs he had captured. 24 

After suffering this stunning setback, Chinese pirates fled back to 

Kwangtung waters where they quickly regrouped and transformed themselves 

into a loose confederation headed by Cheng I i~ -- , and later his 

talented wife, Cheng I Sao ~p - ~~ (Cheng lIs Wife). This pirate 

confederation consisted of six independent and self-supporting squadrons 

(~). Their total force in 1806 numbered about 800 junks, manned by 

80,000 men. 25 

23. Arthur Hummel, ed., Eminent Chinese of Chling Period 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office 7 1943-44), pp. 446, 
680-81; and Murray, "Sea Bandits,11 pp. 54, 95. 

24. Ibid. 

25. Ibid., p. 96. 
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Many squadron leaders of the Kwangtung pirates established con

nections with Chu Fen and Ts'ai Ch'ien. The. former, the self-proclaimed 

liKing of the Southern Seas, II operated primarily in waters adjacent to 

Fukien and Taiwan. The latter, probably the most formidable Chinese 

pirate leader of the time, once dominated the coastal waters of Fukien, 

Chekiang, Taiwan, and part of Kiangsu. When his power was at full tide, 

he was respectfully greeted by other Chinese pirate captains as Ta 

Ch'u-hai 7t ~ ~ , which means Master of the Seas, or, literally, The 

Great One Who Emerges from the Seas. 26 In 1804, he even assumed a royal 

title, The Majestic King Who Stabilizes the Seas, and made endeavors to 

establish a maritine regime on Taiwan as a first step to overthrow of the 

Ch'ing dynasty.27 

In tne cnapters tnat follow, the stories of Ts'ai Ch'ien, Chu 

Fen, and other pirates are drawn from a vast range of materials, includ

ing various archival documents, local gazetteers, the veritable records, 

eulogies, biographies, poems, and private ~ccounts. 

26. Shang-yu-tang fang-pen [Record Book of Imperial Edicts], 
National Palace Museum, Taipei (hereafter SYT-FP), Chia-ch'ing (here
after CC) 11/2/3, pp. 00043-00046. The dates of all archival material 
cited in this dissertation follow the traditional Chinese calendar and 
denote the sequence of reign year/lunar month/day. Intercalary months 
are indicated by an asterisk. 

27. Lien Ya-tlang, T'ai-wan t'ung-shih [General History of 
Taiwan] T'ai-wan wen-hsien tslun -klan [Compendium of Documents on 
Taiwan] edition Taipei: T'ai-wan yin-hang ching-chi yen-chiu shih [The 
Economic Research Division of the Taiwan Bank], 1962), vol. 128, p. 842. 
Hereafter, T'ai-wan wen-hsien ts'ung-k'an will be abbreviated TWHTK. 



CHAPTER 3 

LATE EIGHTEENT~ CENTURY CRISES 
AND THE UPSURGE OF PIRACY 

Maladministration During the Late Ch'ien-lung Years 

The glory of the Ch'ing dynasty reached its peak during the 

reign of the Ch'ien-lung tt P~ emperor (r. 1736-1796). However, during 

the same splendid era signs -of stress began to emerge which _affected the 

whole Chinese world. The last decade of Ch'ien-lung's long reign was in 

sharp contrast to the early years of his rule, and was blemished by offi-

cial corruption, fiscal imbalances, deterioration of the military, and 

popular r~bellions. The Ch'ien-lung emperor abdicated in 1795 after a 

sixty-year reign, but he continued to rule the empire in semi-retirement 

through the Grand Councilor Ho-shen 'foJf (1750-1799). In 1799, the 

senile emperor finally passed away at the age of eighty-nine. Only then 

could his successor, the Chia-ch'ing emperor, take power into his own 

hands and force Ho-shen to commit suicide. Nevertheless, many problems 

inherited from the era of Ho-shen's ascendency remained to plague the 

revitalization efforts undertaken by the Chia-ch~ing emperor. 1 

1. DavidS. Nivison, "Ho-shen and His Accusers: Ideology and 
Political Behavior in the Eighteenth Century," in Confucianism in Action, 
ed. by D. S. Nivison and A. F. Wright (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 1959), pp. 209-43; Harold L. Kahn, Monarchy in the Emperor's 
E es: Ima e and Realit in the Ch'ien-lun Rei n (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1971 ; and Hummel, pp. 288-90. 

22 
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Thus, during the late Ch'ien-lung and early Chia-ch'ing periods 

court politics was dominated by the evil courtier Ho-shen and his fol

lowers, who corrupted and demoralized both the civil administration and 

the military forces. The state treasury was depleted by Ch'ien-1ung ' s 

military campaigns, his grand tours to South China, extravagant palace 

construction, as well as his luxurious life style. The fiscal problem 

was further worsened by a high rate of inflation, a silver drain caused 

by the illegal importation of opium, and the widespread circulation of 

illegally coined copper cash. 2 In the late eighteenth century, unrest 

among White Lotus Society members and the Miao aboriginal tribes resulted 

in major uprisings in central and southwest China respectively. It took 

the Ch'ing government many years and considerable resources to quell 
., 

these rebel1ions.v At the turn of the century, China was also hit by a 

series of floods, droughts, and infestations of insects. The ensuing 

famine and hardship were only partially alleviated by government relief 

measures. 4 

2. Ibid. 

3. Wakeman, p. 104, and Yung-deh Richard Chu, "An Introductory 
Study of the White Lotus Sect in Chinese History with Special Reference 
to Peasant Movements," (Ph.D. dissertation, Columbia University, 1967). 

4. Ta-ch'in Kao-tsun Ch'un (Ch'ien-lun ) huan -ti shih-lu, 
[Veritable Records of the Ch'ien-lung Emperor herafter CLSL , pp. 22074, 
22085, and 22116 in Ta-Ch'ing li-ch'ao shih-lu, [Veritable Records of the 
Successive Reigns of the Ch'ing Dynasty], 4, 485 chUan. (Mukden: Man
choukuo kuo-wu-yUan, 1937; Taipei reprint: Hua-wen Press, 1964); Ta
Ch'ing Jen-tsung Jui (Chia-ch'ing) huang-ti shih-1u, [Veritable Records 
of the Chia-ch'ing Emperor] (hereafter CCSL), pp. 84, 238, 239, 349, 848, 
856,996,1160-66,1263,1443,1446,1471,1808,1899, 1908, 1913-15, 
1980; and Ying-chou pi-t'an [Writings from Ying-chou] (hereafter YCPT), 
compo by Juang Heng, 12 chUan, 5: 3-40. 
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Population Explosion and Various Ensuing Problems 

Contributing to China's problem was a phenomenal growth in popu

lation, beginning about 1700 with the advent of a long period of domestic 

5 peace. It is estimated that by 17l0 the population of China was some-

where around 100 million, and that it quickly rose to 150 million by 

1741. By 1794, on the eve of the White Lotus revolt, the figure had shot 

up to 300 million. Ch'ing official figures indicate that the total popu~ 

lation of the empire in 1811 was close to 350 million. In a word, the 

population of China increased by more than 250 percent in the span of one 

6 hundred years. But while the population was undergoing rapid growth, 

the area of land under cultivation did not increase at anywhere near the 

same rate. 7 There is evidence that the population began to feel the 

. h f f d h t 1 1 716 h th K I h . ~ T§e. p1nc o , oo s or ages as ear y as , wen e ang- s1 l:f< ,,., 

emperor (r. 1662-1722) issued an edict prohibiting the export of rice 

from Kiangsu and Chekiang. Six years later, 300,000 piculs of duty-free 

rice were imported from Siam to feed the inhabitants of Kwangtung and 

Fukien under another imperial order. Tariff rebates and other concessions 

were continuously granted to merchants shipping rice to China during the 

Yung-cheng and Ch'ien-lung eras. 8 However, the steadily widening gap 

5. Wolfram Eberhard, A History of China, first paperback ed. 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: The University of California Press, 1977, p. 
285. 

6. Ho, Population, pp. 64, 278, 281-82, and Eberhard, p. 285. 

7. Eberhard, p. 285, and Immanuel C. Y. Hsu, The Rise of Modern 
China (New York: Oxford University Press, 1970), p. 169. 

8. Cushman, p. 126. 
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between population and food supply could not be ameliorated by the impor-

tation of rice or other measures, such as the colonization of Taiwan, 

the introduction of new subsidiary crops from the New World, and inter~ 

regional migration. 9 As a result, in 1806 even such rice rich provinces 

as Kiangsu and Chekiang began to experience food shortages. 10 

The population explosion also strained the administrative systems 

of government. While the populace was increasing more than two-fold, the 

size and the services of local government failed to expand correspond-

ingly. It is estimated that by 1800 the average distri~t magist~ate, 

with the assistance of a limited number of private secretaries, was 

responsible for the governing of some 200,000 people. In other words, 

local government 'was overwhelmed by a burgeoning population, and it was 

becominyiIIL('t!d!:)illgly unable to carry out its proper functions in terms 

of the administration of justice, the mediation of socia-economic dis-

putes, the proximation of people's welfare, and the maintenance of peace 

and order. 11 The excess population could not be absorbed by farming and 

commerce, and this gave rise to other social and economic problems, such 

as inflation, unemployment, the decline of living standards, widespread 

poverty, etc. Consequently, the dislocated, indigent, and unemployed 

members of society often joined secret societies, or turned to banditry 

and even rebellion. 

9. Eberhard, p. 286. 

10. Cushman, p. 127. 

11. Wakeman, p. 105. 



Economic Difficulties in the Three 
Southeastern Maritime Provinces 

The general malaise which beset state and society during the 

late Ch•ien-lung and early Chia-ch•ing reigns can be stated only in 

general terms. In what follows, I will attempt to define the special 

problems of a social, political and economic nature that afflicted the 

26 

three southeastern maritime provinces of Kwangtung, Fukien, and Chekiang. 

Problems confronting those three provinces were intense and complex; they 

illustra~e the impact of crises within the whole empire. As has been 

stated above, by the early 18oo•s those provinces began to experience 

serious food shortages caused in large part by growing population pres-

sures on the land. Rice imported from Taiwan and the countries of 

Southeast Asia was insufficient to meet the demands of local consumption. 

Frequently, rice prices were pushed abnormally high by the forces of 

speculative hoarding, bad harvests, transportation delays, etc. For 

example, in 1796 the price of rice in Chang-chou;* ·H1 and Ch•Uan-chou 

!f<- _,H , two Fukien prefectures, was almost three taels per picul. This 

was nearly three times the average price, namely one tael per picul, in 

the years before the Ch 1 ien-lung reign. One measure of the impact of 

such inflation is that a picul of rice was approximately equal to three 

months of salary earned by a soldier in 1810. 12 

The livelihood of coastal dwellers was further hampered by the 

rate of exchange between silver and copper, which reflected an increase 

in the value of silver caused by government overspending, official 

12. CLSL, pp. 22116, 22158, and Murray, 11 Sea Bandits, .. p. 15. 
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corruption, and the outflow of silver to foreign countries. For instance, 

whereas in the Ch ' ien-1ung reign a tale of silver was worth 700 copper 

coins, in the Chia-ch'ing period a tale equaled nearly 1400 copper cash. 13 

This inflation in silver prices aggravated the financial problems of 

coastal commoners because Ch'ing regulations required people to pay their 

taxes and rents in silver, even though incomes were usually calculated in 

devalued cash. 14 As time passed, they suffered heavier tax and rent pay

ments while their real income declined when measured in terms of locally 

circulated copper coins. As a result, the poor were forced to go in 

debt, and many were forced off the land. 

Poverty and Affluence in 
Fishing and Maritime Trade 

The lack of a sufficient agricultural base in Fukien, Kwangtung, 

and to a lesser degree Chekiang, caused many coastal inhabitants to seek 

a living on the sea. A poetic couplet recorded in the local gazetteer 

of Amoy, Fukien, reflects the increasing importance of the sea to the 

economy of the southeastern coastal region: liThe fie1 ds are few but the 

sea is vast;/ So men have made fields from the sea."15 The sea provided 

important opportunities for employment, increased local government reve-

nues, and supplemented the food supply. Therefore, it was natural that 

a growing proportion of the coastal population was drawn into such 

13. Hsii, p. 169. 

14. Eberhard, p. 287. 

15. Cushman, p. xiv. 
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maritime activities as fishing, salt production, and maritime trade. By 

the eighteenth century, there was an ever-growing overseas trade between 

China and Nanyang--a geographical term designating the countries of 

Southeast Asia. This trade was permitted by the Chinese authorities as 

long as it was carried in Chinese-style junks manned by Chinese officers 

and crewmen. 16 Comparatively speaking, the Sino-Nanyang trade enjoyed a 

preferential treatment over the Western trade. For example, while Western 

trade was restricted solely to Canton after 1757, Chinese vessels engaging 

in overseas trade with the Nanyang were free to call at a large number of 

Chinese ports in Fukien, Chekiang, and Kiangsu. Furthermore, the duties 

levied on vessels and cargoes engaged in the overseas trade were lower 

than those assessed on Western-owned vessels. 17 However, the benefits of 

the overseas trade were not equally shared among the coastal population. 

Those people who possessed the necessary financial resources became 

shipbuilders, junk owners, captains, and investors in the overseas trade; 

however, those who were poor earned their living through subsistence 

fishing, salt production, sai10rizing, and export-oriented handicrafts. 

In other words, even within the affluent maritime economy there were seg-
18 ments of poverty. 

16. Ibid., p. 2. 

17. Ibid., pp. 54-7. 

18. Ibid., pp. 138-40. 



The Livelihood of Fishermen, 
Saltworkers, and the Poor 

29 

The dim plight of the coastal poor has been sympathetically 

described in many literary works: the following three poems selected from 

the gazetteer of YU -huan $. :J.{ district, Chekiang province, give a 

general picture of the hardships experienced by fishermen, saltworkers, 

and marginal peasants. 

The Fishing Boat Lament 

Confronting the wind, b~aving the rain, we ride the surging 
tide, 

Seeking food in a fishing boat, together we ply the oars. 
Sails in the mists, oars in the clouds, 
Sweat soaks our faces, water soaks our clothing. 
We stake our lives on this, struggle for fish and crab; 
Enduring .hunger and cold, we work from noon till night. 
If our raised nets are full, we hail wives and children, 
Forget our bitter toil, and chat with casual ease.l9 

The Saltworkers• Lament 

Alas! .the .. able-bodied man, the man in his prime, 
Who takes_ up boiling seawaters as one would plow the fields. 
Ashes in the hearth soaked thru by the rising tide, 
Tho• fed- constantly with vines and grasses, the fire smolders. 
In heat of summer or cold of winter, he•s always out-of-doors; 
Tattered eaves and ·broken walls at home admit the piercing 

wind. 
Though by life worn and wan, and lacking possessions, 
He ekes out a living selling salt brine.20 -

The Poor People•s Lament 

The land ·remote, the people poor--how lamentable! 
Tho• ignorant and rude, still they enjoy life•s pleasures: 
The whole year long they labor, plowing, making salt, fishing; 
With the four seasons in turn, they suffer heat, damp, and cold. 

19. Yu- huan t•ing-chih, [Local Gazetteer of Yu- huan Subpre
fecture, Chekiang], comp. by Tu Kuan-ying, 14 chuan, 1881, 13: 44a-44b. 

20. Ibid., 44b. 



Barefooted they calmly walk upon goose-egg stones; 
Hungry, they eat their fill of dried, sliced yams. 
Lacking any artifice to enrich the common people, 
They bring shame upon themselves, these parent-officials! 21 

For poverty stricken member.s of the maritime communities, the 

sight of rich cargoes carried by trading junks was too great a tempta-

tion to be ignored. In order to improve their individual situations, 

30 

many drifted into piracy or became smugglers who supplied provisions to 

the pira.tes in exchange for material benefits. Wang Chih-yin ;1 /t·1f, 
the governor of Fukien in 1799, pointed out that poverty was a basic 

economic factor in the spread of piracy. He stated: 11 People are not _ 

born pirates, but they become pirates because the land can not support 

them ... 22 A pirate petition for amnesty in 1809 also echoed Governor 

Wang's statement. It claimed that the people could not find any other 

means of gaining a subsistence living, but had to resort to piracy in 

defiance of imperial law. 23 However, poverty is only a necessary but 

not a complete explanation of the rise of pirate enterprise. Without a 

prosperous maritime trade, pirate enterprise could hardly perpetuate 

itself economically. Therefore, it is fair to conclude that the emer-

gence of large pirate gangs at that time was deeply rooted in the 

21. Ibid., _43b-44a. 

22. Cushman, p. 171. The following materials also support 
Governor Wang's claim that people were driven into piracy by poverty: 
SYT-FP CL 10/4/19, no page number, SYT-FP CC 14/11/28, p. 00345, SYT-FP 
14/9/15, p. 00143; CCSL, p. 26; YCPT, 1: 6; and Ting-hai t'ing-chih, 
[Local Gazetteer of Ting-hai Subprefecture, Chekiang], comp. by Shih 
Chih-hsun, 30 chuan, 1884, 30: 27. 

23. Murray, 11 Sea Bandits, .. pp. 127, 356-8; and Su, p. 166. 
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existence of a prospersous maritime enterprise which flourished along-

side extreme poverty. Furthermore, there is reason to believe that big-

time piracy was not an organized crime committed only by the destitute. 

In the course of the growth of big pirate gangs, the rural elite, yamen 

underlings, merchants, and coastal soldiers were also drawn into the 

lucrative practice. They operated covertly as protectors, agents, and 

investors in the pirate enterprise. 

The Web of Complicity 

The prevalence of official-pirate collaboration in coastal areas 

became so notorious that it alarmed the Chia-ch'ing emperor, who repeat-

edly expressed grave concern about reports that many yamen underlings, 

soldiers and marines in the provinces of Kwangtung, Fukien, and Chekiang 

customarily received bribes, popularly called "salary from the sea" 

(hai-teng .~ ~~' ) trom p1rates. 24 It was asserted that the pirates 

usually divided their booty into three equal shares. After reserving 

one share for themselves, they presented another share to yamen under

lings, and the re1naining share to coastal guards and marines. 25 In 

return, their collaborators in the civil and military establishments 

regularly informed them of the imperial navy's whereabouts and covered 

up their criminal activities. In coastal areas, many gamblin~ houses 

24. · CCSL, pp. 731, 959, 3165; SYT-FP, CC 5/1/19, no page number; 
SYT CC 14/07/14; and Fu-chien t'ung-chih, [A General Gazetteer of Fukien 
Province], comp. by Sun Erh-chun, et al., 278 chuan, 1868, Prefatory 
chuan, Section 3, p. 9. 

25. Fu-chien t'ung-chih, Prefatory chuan, Section 3, p. 8. 
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were illegally operated by yamen clerks, attendants and runners. It was 

at those establishments that the agents of the imperial government and 

pirates met to exchange information and to make deals concerning the 

distribution of profits generated by the ever-growing maritime trade. 26 

The official sources further suggest that those gambling dens also served 

as recruiting centers for pirates. Patrons who had a bad run of luck at 

the tables and were unable to pay their debts were often forced into 
. 27 p1racy. 

The Ch'ing bureaucratic empire was built on a gentry-dominated 

society. Effective administrative control virtually stopped at the 

district level. Below that level, the great mass of rural inhabitants 

was subject to the control of the local gentry, clan elders, and local 

strongmen. In order to facilitate and protect their operations, pirates 

frequently established networks including not only law enforcement 

officers but also the members of the rural elite. For example, in 1806 

Lin Wu *f ~ , a local strongman of Chen-hai ~ ~ district, Kwangtung 

province, was charged with supplying pirates with cannon and grain as 

well as collecting "port racket fees" (kang-kuei kei-tan ;~ *l n-' 
for them. During his trial, Lin Wu complained that he would not have 

been prosecuted had he shared his illicitly gained profits with officials 

and yamen underlings. In order to gain revenge on those who had sold 

him out, he also sent his nephew Lin Ying 'ff Jh to Peking to file a 

26. CCSL, pp. 2026, 2718. 

27. Ibid. 
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counter suit charging that he had been framed by Ho YU-1 in 1PJ ~ :f.t , 
because he refused to comply with Ho's demands for extortion. Ho YU-lin 

was not an ordinary person, but an attendant of the provincial judge Wu 

ChUn~~i. However, before Lin Wu and Ho YU-lin could be brought 

together for official examination of their respective charges, Lin Wu 

was summarily executed by Sun Yu-t'ing 1~ ~ 1!-, the governor of 

Kwangtung province. This made officials on the Board of Punishment sus-

pect that it was Judge Wu's idea to kill Lin Wu in order to cover up the 

scandal and to avoid further implications. The probability of complicity 

was intensified after the case was reopened, since further investigations 

revealed that Lin Wu was not only a close friend of Ho YU-lin but was 

also on good terms with the magistrate of Chen-hai district, Ho Ch'ing. 

It is sai~ that ttlrough an arrangement by Ho Yu-lin, Judge Wu's family 

members had contracted a loan from Lin Wu, which was guaranteed by the 

magestrate· Ho Ch'ing. Furthermore, u~der the influence of Ho YU-lin, 

Ho Ch'ing had even persuaded Lin Wu to sell goods for Judge Wu's depen-

dents. When the case was closed, Ho Ch'ing was sentence to military 

exile, Ho YU-lin was sent to Ili as a slave farmer, and Judge Wu was 

demoted to the position of an acting provincial judge. 28 

Another notorious case inyolving both official and gentry members 

came to light in 1807. In this case, Grand Secretary Ts'ai Hsin ;;~l'f 's 

son-in-1 aw Chu Pi % ~§3 and maternal grandson Chu T' ung-yUn i -ft.J t 
were convicted of being in league with and receiving bribes from pirates. 

28. CCSL, pp. 2229, 2340, 2369; and SYT-FP CC 10/12/24, p. 
00438. 
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While local guardsmen and constables were on their way to arrest Chu 

T'ung-yun, the district assistant-secretary Ts'ai Hsin-ta~ ~Jf{_ (the 

grandson of Ts'ai Hsin) vainly attempted to warn Chu of their impending 

arrival by beating gongs in front of Chu's residence. During the arrest 
... ~ 'J,. of Chu, Ts'ai Hsin's clansmen, Ts'ai Hai ~~~ ~ , was apprehended for 

throwing rocks at the official party. 29 

In addition to their business connections with government offi-

cers, members of the military forces, and the rural elite, some pirates 

also worked in league with secret society gangsters then flourishing in 

Fukien and Kwangtung. Secret society members were often indispensible 

to pirate racketeering at coastal ports. Secret society members issued 

"protection certificates" and "port duties" on behalf of pirates. In 

1803, fo~ example, it was reported that secret society members in Fukien 

ports worked in collaboration with pirates in the business of collecting 

protection fees from ocean-going junks. According to information for-

warded to the Chia-ch'ing emperor, merchant ships going overseas were 

charged 400 foreign dollars by secret society bandits at ports of depar

ture, and ships returning from abroad were assessed double this amount. 30 

One modern writer believes that secret society bandits also supplied · 
31 pirates with military information, food, sailing equipment, etc. . In 

29. CCSL, pp. 2607-8; and SYT-FP CC 12/5/10, pp. 00207-8. 

30. CCSL, p. 1508. 

31 . Su, pp. 203-4. 



return, pirates were ready to provide sanctuaries at sea for secret 

society members who encountered difficulties on land. 32 

Fukien Shipbuilders and Sea Merchants 
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Ships were indispensible to the pirate way of life. In addition 

to converting stolen commercial junks, fishing boats, salt transport 

vessels and the like into war junks, pirates maintained good relations 

with unscrupulous shipbuilders and merchant seamen to assure themselves 

an advantage in any encounter with the imperial navy. For example, 

before 1800 much of the sea power of Fukien and Chekiang provinces was 

in the hands of pirate gangs. However, by 1803 the situation was com-

pletely reversed. There were two reasons for this. First, the Annamese 

pirate fleet was destroyed in a storm in 1800. 33 Second, the imperial 
' 

navy forces in Chekiang waters were revitalized at that time with the 

construction -of thirty'T'ing-ch'uan.t_..tfS' (Giant Boats) class battle-

32. Min -Ch'in shih-liao, wu- 'ien, [Historical Materials on 
the Ming and Ch'ing Dynasties, Series 5 , Nankang, Taipei: Chung-yang 
yen-chiu-yUan li-shi yu-yen yen-chiu so, 1972), p. 493; SYT-FP CC 10/4/26, 
p. 00326; SYT-FP CC 11/01/27; SYT-FP CC 11/2/3, p. 00043; and SYT-FP 
cc 11/2/16, pp. 00215-00218. 

33. YCPT, 1: 4-10 and 2: 6-9; and Kung-chung-tang [Palace 
Memorial Archives], National Palace Museum, Taipei (hereafter KCT), 
005359, CC 5/3/16. The number 005359 denotes the National Palace Museum 
catalogue number. 
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ships.34 After suffering a series of defeats at the hands of the imper-

ial navy, Ts'ai Ch'ien realized that his future would be jeopardized, 

should he fail to obtain warships which were more powerful and stronger 

than those employed by his imperial opponents. Therefore, Ts'ai Ch'ien 

paid a large sum of money to Fukien shipbuilders to provide him with 

huge commercial junks designed in such a way that they could be readily 

converted to military purposes. After the completion of these ships, 

Fukien merchants sailed the vessels with full cargoes into the open sea, 

where they turned them over to the pirates at a previously arranged loca-

tion. After completing their business transaction with the pirates, the 

merchants returned to port and reported to the authorlties that they had 

been robber by pirates .of their junks as well as the valuable cargoes on 

board. 35 Employing such tactics, within a short period of time Ts'ai 

Ch'ien was able to rearm himself with a brand new armada and expand his 

range of operatio,ns to the waters surrounding Taiwan. 

34. YCPT, 2: 14-15; Chi ao HsUn, "Sheng-feng tang-k I ou chi," [A 
Record of the Destruction of the Pi rates by a Di vine Wi nd] and "Sheng
feng tang-k'ou hou-chi," [A Record of the Destruction of the Pirates by 
a Divine Wind, Supplement],. in Tiao-ku-chi wen-lu, [Collected Writings 
of Tiao-ku], 2:10,13; reprinted in Kuo-ch'ao wen-lu hsU-p'ien [Collec
ted Writings of the Ch'ing Dynasty, Continued], ed. by Li Tsu-tao (Wen
chou prefecture: Feng-yi Academy, 1839), no. 51, 2: 1-20; Lei-t'ang an
chu ti-tzu-chi, [Records of the Master of the Shrine at Lei-t'ang Compiled 
by His Sons and Disciples] (hereafter T'i-tzu-chi), 8 chuan, compo by 
Chang Chien et a1., in the Tao-kuang reign (1821-1850), 2: 4. 

35. Hummel, p. 447; Wei Yuan, Sheng-wu-chi [Record of Ch'ing 
Military Campaigns], 14 chUan (Taipei reprint: Wen-hai, 1967), p. 666; 
Chiao HsUn, "Sheng-feng tang-k'ou chi," p. 1; and T'ing-hai t'ing-chih, 
compo by Shih Chih-hsun, 28: 41. 
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The Decay of the Imperial Navy 

The weakness of the imperial navy was another reason for the 

rapid and widespread growth of piracy. Around 1800 the cumbersome and 

antiquated warships of the Ch•ing navy were no match for the pirate 

vessels in terms of size, fire power, or maneuverability. Before the 

building of a new generation of battleships, local officials regularly 

relied on hired commercial junks, fishing boats, and salt transport ves-

sels as emergency forces to ward off pirate harassment. The effective

ness and general morale of ~arine units were further han~ic~pped by 

incompetent leadership, lack of coordination among naval units, poor 

helmsmanship, arrears of salary payments, and pirate infiltration. 36 To 

a great extent, the imperial navy existed mainly on paper. An elaborate 

system of' patrols either failed to materialize or was carried out in a 

slipshod manner. For instance, many marine soldiers charged with patrol 

duties were so afraid of engaging the pirates that they sought safety in 
37 hidden bays and falsified their reports. Others simply refused to go 

to sea, using excuses of bad weather, needed ship maintenance, and short

ages of provisions, etc. 38 Some men even sabotaged their vessels so they 

were not fit to sail. 39 Furthermore, some members of the marine forces 

36. CLSL, pp. 22002, 22071, 22180; CCSL, pp. 84, 1416, 2580, 
2918, 2933, 3259, 3260; and Miller, pp. 22, 128. 

37. CCSL, pp. 2259, SYT-FP CL 60/4/27, no page number; and 
SYT-FP CC 12/6/19, p. 00332. 

38. CCSL, p. 2933; SYT-FP CC 11/09/06, p. 00100; and SYT-FP 
cc 12/05/23, p:-G0454. 

39. Murray, 11 Cheng J•s Wife, .. p. 155. 
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took the rather strange attitude that the existence of piracy was bene

ficial to the imperial navy. On the pretext of pirate suppression cam

paigns, they could demand higher salaries and more provisions from the 

government. 40 Those who received substantial income from pirates even 

promoted and welcomed the spread of piracy. 

Conditions Favoring Piracy 

The lengthy and irregular coastal line of southeast China also 

made coastal defense and pirate suppression difficult. With limited 

vessels at its disposal, it was impossible for the imperial navy to guard 

every section of the coastal region. At best, they could concentrate 

their forces only at a few strategic points. However, by doing so, they 

virtually left other areas of the coast to the mercy of the pirates. To 

make matters even worse, before the Annamese sponsorship of Chinese 

piracy was discontinued, the imperial navy was constantly kept at bay by 

Annamese pirates whose ships were considerably more powerful and larger 

than the Chinese 'battleships. This situation is vividly illustrated by 

the fact that between 1796 and 1800 Annamese pirates routinely called at 

Chekiang ports to collect the~r shares of "taxes" openly.41 

Corruption in Provincial Administrations 

The provincial administrations of the maritime provinces were 

plagued by corruption at all levels. For example, in 1795 both the 

40. CCSL, p. 1630. 

41. Chiao Hsiin, "Sheng-feng· tang-k'ou chi," p. 1; and Ting-hai 
t-ing-chih, compo by Shih Chih-hsUn, 20: 45. 
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viceroy of Fukien and Chekiang provinces, Wu La-na 1~ t~ ~Pi , and the 

governor of Fukien, P'u-lin ~, ~ , were sentenced to death by the court 

on the grounds that they had conspired with subordinates to embezzle 

public funds, resulting in large deficits in many local treasuries and 

granaries; that they had failed to promote the people's welfare by hold-

ing down the price of rice; that they had accepted gifts and bribes from 

their followers; that they had harbored a provincial judge who had delib-

erately 'delayed a trial to extort money, with the result that ten inno-

cent people perished; and tRat they had neglected their duties in pirate 

suppression. 42 After their execution, the government confiscated enor

mous sums of money illegally amassed by these two corrupt officials·. In 

the same year, a Chekiang official was found guilty of sending precious 

gifts to ,his superiors. The investigation revealed that he had taken 

three large cartloads of presents with him when he visited the provincial 

capital ori official business. 43 The political situation in Kwangtung 

provinde was no less corrupt than it was in Fukien and Chekiang. For 

example, upon the arrival of Pai Ling a ~~ at his post as viceroy 

of Kwangtung and Kwangsi in 1809, pirates declared that they were driven 

to piracy by corrupt "Mandarins of tyrannical hearts who sought for 
44 nought but money." . They further indicated that they would surrender 

themselves to the government provided that Pai Ling promise to hear their 

42. CLSL, pp. 21968, 22083-85. 

43. CLSL, p. 22003. 

44. Murray, "Sea Bandits," pp. 127, 356-58. 



grievances and dismiss those greedy officials who had oppressed people 
45 in the past. 

The Annamese Civil War, 1771-1802 

Turbulent political conditions in Annam (after 1802 called 

40 

Vietnam) were also partly responsible for the pirate menace in Kwangtung, 

and to a lesser extent in Fukien and Chekiang as well. Annam had ack-

nowledge~ China's suzerainty in 1666, when a member of the reigning Later 

Le dynasty (1428-1788) was officially invested by the K'ang-hsi emperor 
46 as the "King of Annam." However, since 1620 the Le sovereigns had 

exercised no real power, and the country was actually controlled by two 

rival princely families, the Trinh in the north in Hanoi and the Nguyen 

47 in the south at Hue. In 1771, however, a rebellion broke out in 

southern Annam, led by three brothers from a village named Tay-son. 

After des~roying both the Nguyen and Trinh powers, the T8y-son brothers 

usurped power for themselves from the Le dynasty. The Le emperor fled 

Hanoi and requested aid from China. In response, the Ch'ing court dis

patched expeditionary armies to Annam to restore the Le family to the 

throne. However, the rebels, led by Juan Kuang-p'ing, the most able and 

powerful of the three Tay-son brothers, routed the Ch'ing troops led by 
.. f'l. 

Sun Shih-i .Jt ... -:tJ<1L (1720-1796), the governor-general of Liang-Kuang. 

Realizing that the real power in Annam had passed into the hands of the 

45. Ibid. 

46. Murray, "Sea Bandits," pp. 18-20; and Lam, pp. 165-79. 

47. Ibid. 
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Tay-son brothers, the Ch ' ien-1ung emperor officially invested Juan 

Kuang-p'ing as King of Annam in 1789. Juan died in 1792 and was suc

ceeded by his son Juan Kuang-tsan, who reigned from 1787 to 1802.48 

However, during these fifteen years his throne was challenged by Juan 

Fu-ying, a royal member of the former Nguyen family who had returned to 

Vietnam with the support of a Siamese army. As Juan Kuang-tsan was hard

pressed both militarily and financially, he allowed part of his navy, 

mainly composed of Chinese pirates recruited from Kwangtung, to plunder 

in the South China Sea. In time, with the assistance of local pirate6, 

they even sailed into the East China Sea and ravaged coastal areas in 

Chekiang and Fukien as well. This Annamese sponsorship not only provided 

the Chinese privateers with the framework of a military organization, 

which proved to be indispensable in the rise of the major pirate bands 

in Kwangtung waters, but also enabled them to obtain superior ships and 

weapons. 49 

The Chia-ch'ing Reformation 

Finally, the Chia=ch'ing emperor's attempt to reassert imperial 

control over the three coastal provinces of Kwangtung, Fukien, and 

Chekiang might also have contributed to disturbances in that area. Along 

with the suppression of piracy, which had never posed any real threat to 

the existence of the dynasty, the throne had imposed various controls on 

coastal communities. Viewed from a different angle, certain anti-pirate 

48. Hummel, pp. 680-1; and Lam, 165-79. 

49. Hummel, pp. 446-7; and Murray, "Sea Bandits," pp. 31-2,39. 
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measures, such as neighborhood registration, local surveillance, and 

coastal embargoes, can be regarded as imperial devices to tighten conti

nental rule over maritime China. As already stated, the vast profits to 

be obtained from piracy had drawn certain gentry-scholars, powerful clan 

members, yamen underlings, ship-builders, and coastal soldiers into a 

network of complicity. However, the point is that piracy was only one 

of many issues in which maritime interests clashed with imperial ones. 

Other areas of conflict were to be found in tax collection, examination 

quotas, foreign trade, frontier security, immigration, and official pene-

tration into various lineage organizations. 

It is my speculation that local power holders, as mentioned 

above, entered into informal alliances with various pirate organizations 

as they resisted imperial encroachments on their vested interests at a 

different level. However, as the emperor succeeded in replacing provin-

cial authorities who were corrupt, incompetent, and less committed to 

state interests with officials who were able, talented, and more loyal, 

these alliances were broken up by the new provincial authorities. The 

central government also was able to win the support of the more orthodox 

gentry and clan members to quell the upsurge of piracy.50 

50. A forthcoming paper will elaborate on this matter. 



CHAPTER 4 

COASTAL PIRACY AND THE RISE OF TS'AI CH'IEN 

After the K'ang-hsi emperor subjugated Taiwan in 1683 and 

lifted the ban on foreign trade in the following year, the coastal seas 

of south~astern China were freed from the menace of large scale piracy 

for a century or more. However, owing to the causes discussed in the 

previous chapter, small bands of native pirates began to emerge in the 

last years of the Ch'ien-lung reign. It was estimated that in 1795 some 

sixty pirate vessels were roaming the coastal waters of Fukien, Chekiang, 

Kiangsu, and Shangtung. 1 The pirates were organized into independent 

gangs named after their leaders (see Table 1). The most notorious among 

these pirate tleets were those of Ts'ai Ch'ien, Lin Fa-chih, Chang Piao, 

and Chi P'ei. With the collaboration and guidance of Lin Fa-chih, a 

pirate 1 eader from Fukien, Annamese pirates composed mainly of "scum" re-

cruited in Kwangtung began to venture into Fukien waters in 1795 and 

into the Chekiang area in 1796. 2 These Annamese pirates and their 

Kwangtung associates were known to the Chinese as the barbarian bandits 

·(yi-fei * ~ ) or boat bandits (t'ing-fei t!_81. ). Their leaders 

1. CLSL, p. 21969. 

2. YU-hsuan t'ing-chih, 14: 9a-9b; KCT, 004104 CC 3/7/5; and 
Chiao HsUn, "Sheng-feng tang-k'ou chi," in Tiao-ku-chi wen-lu hsU-p'ien, 
2: 1 0 
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Table 1. Major Pirate Fleets in Fukien and Chekiang, 1794 - August 1800. 

First Maximum 

Designation of Gang Leader(s) Recorded Fate* Strength in Area(s)* Action Ships/Men 

l. Ts'ai Ch'ien Ts'ai Ch'ien 1793 d. 1809 30/- F & C 

2. Lin Fa-chih Lin Fa-chi h 1795 IS. 1797 12/153 F & C 

3. Shen Chen-yuan Shen Chen:'yuan 1795 is. 1797 7/- F 
Shen Fu-t'ao I 

4. Che.ng Piao Chang Piao 
I 
! s • 
i 

1796 -/473 F & C 

5. Chi pi ei Chi pi ei s. 1796 -/200 F & C 

6. Wang Liu-kao Wang Liu-kao d. 1796 F 

7. Annamese Pirates Chien Ah-pao 1796 d. 1800 28/- C 

8. Huang Sheng-chang Huang Sheng-chiang 1793 d. 1800 20/- F & C 

9. Li n Ah-ch I uan Li n Ah-ch I uan 1797 30-50/- F 

10. Feng-wei Lin Ts'ai 1798 d. 1800 50-70/- C 
(Phoenix Tails) Chuan Vu-mei 

1l. Shui-ao Lin Va-sun 1799 d. 1800 50-70/- F & C 
(Water Bay) 

12. Jo-huang 
(Bamboo-yellow) 

Chiang Wen-wu 1799 d. 1800 12-20/153 C 

.j::o 

.j::o 



Table 1. -- Continued 

Designation of Gang 

13. Hung-mei 
(Red Plum Blossom) 

14. Shui-hsi 

Leader(s) 
First 

Recorded 
Pction 

1800 

Fate* 

* d: destroyed; s: surrendered; c: captured; F: Fukien; C: Chekiang. 

Sources: YCPT, chUan 1-3. 
"Sheng-feng tang-k'ou chi," and "Sheng-feng tang-k'ou hou-chi." 
KCT 
CLSL 
CCSL 
SY'f.:"FP 
YU - huan t l ing-chih, chUan 14. 
Fu-chien t'ung-chih, Sun Erh-chun et a1., Preface, chUan 144, 268. 
Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien 
Ti-tzu-chi, chUan 1-5. 
T'ung-an hsi~ih, Hsu Yung et a1., chuan 25,30,34. 
Ting-hai hsieh-chih, chuan 15. --
Ting-hai t'ing-chih, Shih Chih-hsUn, comp., chUan 20,28-30. 
Ting-hai t'ing-chih, Feng Yin, comp., chUan 8, 10, 19, 20, 28. 
Ma-keng t'ing-chih, Appendix A, chuan 8. 
Yin-hsieh hsieh-chih, chUan 10, 16. 
TWHTK --

Maximum 
Strength in 
Ships/Men Area(s)* 



included Wang Kuei-li, Ch'en A-pao, Huang Sheng-chang, Shen Chen-yUan 

;t =tft'<-fL, and Shen Fu-t'ao ;t 4f f~~ .3 Between 1794 and 1796, they en-

gaged in various acts of piracy, such as looting Chinese and Okinawan 
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merchant vessels, plundering military forts of cannon and other weapons, 

and seizing junks carrying military grain. 4 At one point, the maritime 

trade between Taiwan and Arnoy (Hsia-men~ ,, ), the leading commercial 

port of Fukien, was impeded by pirate harassment, and many trading ves

sels were· forced to escape by taking temporary moorage at Tientsin fz 

;~ , Kiangsu. As a result, custom revenues at Amoy declined sharply. 5 

Official Cover-up 
and the Tragic Death of Major Yang 

Fearing that their careers might be jeopardized by these pirate 

activitie~, senior provincial authorities in southeastern China tried 

to conceal the fact from the court. For example, in 1794 a dozen pi

rates were ·captured by Kiangsu soldiers commanded by t1ajor Yang T' ien

hsiang i~ f_ 'ffj. Seeking to claim sole credit for the military unit 

under his command, Ch'en Ta-yungf~ :t Jfl , the Military Commander-in

Chief (t'i-tu il1f) of Kiangsu, reported the arrest of the pirates 

3 . C L S L , p p . 2 2 02 0 , 2 21 4 0 , 2 21 41 ; C C S L , p p . 7 2 , 31 5 , 3 61 ; Chi -
hsin-tang [Court Letters] (hereafter CT) CC-rTr/10; Ming-Ch'ing shi~ 
liao, wu-p'ien, pp. 463-467; Huang T'ien-chUan, pp. 74-75; and Ma-kang_ 
t'ing-chih. [Local Gazetteer of Ma-kang Subprefecture, Fukien], comp. 
by Wang Tu-cheng, 18 chUan, 1893, Fu-lu-shang, p. 45. 

4. CLSL, pp. 21943, 21969, 22007, 22020, 22125; SYT-FP CL 60/ 
7/24, no page number; and CT 1/8/25. 

5. SYT-FP CL 60/4/27, no page number; CT CC 1/7/27 and CC l/8/ 
25; and SYT-FP CL 60/4/19, no page number. 



directly to the court, bypassing his superior Su Ling-ah f,f;i_p~, the 

Viceroy of Kiangsu and Kiangsi. Viceroy Su bitterly resented the fact 

that the existence of piracy within his jurisdiction had been made known 

to the emperor. Viceroy Su was also angered by Ch'en Ta-yung's inten

tion of claiming the merit of arresting the pirates for himself and his 

two subordinate officers, namely, Yuan-chiu jL 1L , Brigadier General 

of Su Sung and ~1ajor Yang T'ien-hsiang. Therefore, Su Ling-ah sent 

a memorial to the emperor, reporting that the detainees were actually 

innocent merchants who had been framed by these military commanders for 

refusing to meet their demands for bribes. It is noteworthy that the 

source materials indicate that Viceroy Su's action was prompted by a 

bribe offered to him by the pirates. At any rate, it was Viceroy Su who 

had the ea~ of the court, which sentenced Major Yang and cashiered 

Commander-in-Chief Yang T'ien-hsiang and Brigadier General Yuan-chiu. 

The pirates under detention were set free by Viceroy Su when the case 

was closed. When Major Yang was executed at the mouth of the Wu-sung 

~;fA ;j: River, thousands of people turned out to protest the injus

tice and to mourn Yang's death by burning incense. It was alleged that 

Ts'ai Ch'ien, whose saga is the major concern of this dissertation, was 

one of the pirates who secured his release in this instance. Later, two 

of the pirates involved in the case were caught and convicted of piracy 
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in Shangtung. Nevertheless, their conviction came too late to save the 

ill-fated Major Yang. 6 

Paper Victories, Excuses, and Scapegoats 

t~hen the coastal officials failed to cover up the pirate menace, 

they resorted to sending falsified reports of victories to Peking. How-

ever, the court soon began to suspect the veracity of their assertions, 

because their reports of victory were never substantiated by any physi-

cal evidence, such as captured pirate vessels and weapons, or dead and 

captured pirates. Furthermore, while their reports claimed that large 

numbers of pirates perished in official campaigns against them, the re

ports that imperial forces sustained few or no casualties were unbe1iev

ab1e. 7 As a result, Wu La-na, the Viceroy of Fukien and Chekiang, and 

p1u Lin, the Governor of Fukien, were reprimanded by the court for 

making fictious reports concerning their victories over pirates on the 

high seas.8 When this method failed to deceive the court, many provin

cial officials attempted to shift the blame for the rise of piracy to 

factors other than their own incompetence. For instance, when the 

6. CLSL, p. 22021; Pao-shan hsien-chih, [Local Gazetteer of 
Pao-shan District, Kiangsu], compo by Liang p1u-kuei et a1., 14 chUan, 
1882,6: 26-28; Ch1ung-ming hsien-chih, [Local Gazetteer of Ch1ung-ming 
District, Kiangsu], compo by Lin Ta-yUan et a1., 11 ChUan, 1881, 11: 75-
76; and Shang-hai hsie~-chih, [Local Gazetteer of Shanghai District, 
Kiangsu], compo by Yeh T1ing-ch1un, 32 chUan, 1882, 11: 29-30. 

7. CLSL, p. 21969. 

8. Ibid. 
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Chia-ch•ing emperor learned in 1796 through a censor•s impeachment 

report that Fukien was swarming with pirates and demanded an explana

tion, K•uei-lung~ i~ (d. 1800), in his capacity as the Acting Viceroy 

of Chekiang and Fukien, responded to the imperial inquiry by stating 

that unemployment caused by floods in Chang-chou and Ch 1 Uan-chou prefec

tures in previous years had driven a number of unemployed people into 

piracy. Viceroy K•uei-lung also pointed out that many pirates actually 

were people from Kwangtung but disguised as Annamese. 9 The Tartar 

General Ha-tang-ah ~t"" t ~!J ·of Foochow echoed K•uei-lung•s charge, 

claiming that the authorities in Kwangt~ng were responsible for pirate 

activities in Fukien. For example, in a memorial to the emperor ex

plaining the death of forty-seven soldiers in a pirate suppression 

campaign n'ear Amoy, Ha-tang-a asserted that 11 the pirates speak the 

Kwangtung dialect, and some of them dress in barbarian (Annamese) cos

tumes ... 10 As a result, the court reli:eved Chu Kuei t ~f. (1731-1807) 

of his position as governor of Kwangtung on the grounds that he lacked 

the administrative skills and experience to restrain the pirates of 

Kwangtung, who had harrassed the coast of Fukien and Chekiang. 11 On 

the other hand, however, the emperor made sure that the authorities of 

Fukien and Chekiang could not easily shift the blame for piracy to 

Kwangtung authorities ·in the future. The court rebuked Ha-tang-ah, 

9. SYT-FP CC 60/4/19, no page number; and CCSL, p. 26. 

10. CCSL, pp. 26, 78; and CT CC 1/7/27. 

11. CT CC l/7/10 and CC 1/7/29; and Hummel, p. 185. 
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stating that "there is no excuse whatsoever in allowing barbarian 

pirates to p1 under at will in Chinese waters ... 12 

Pardon and Pacification 

Caught between the problem of growing piracy on the one hand 

and a strong-minded emperor who pressed for positive remedies on the 

other, coastal officials began to resort to an age-old practice, namely, 

"pardon and pacification," to alleviate the problem. This expedient 
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had the following merits: first, it could buy peace and allegiance with 

amnesty, money, and the promise of official positions to pirate leaders 

who surrendered; second, it could avoid bloodshed and promote an imperial 

image of virtue and benevolence; and third, it could weaken the pirate 

forces by using turncoats against their former comrades, thus indirectly 

contributing to the pirate suppression campaign. 13 

It appears that the practice of "pardon and pacification" en

joyed considerable success between the years 1796 and 1798, since during 

that time many pirate groups surrendered and pledged their allegiance to 

the government. For example, Chang Piao surrendered to the authorities 

in 1796 with 473 fo110wers. 14 Later, Chi Pei, another noted pirate 

chief, turned himself in with a force of more than 200 men. 15 Both 

12. CCSL, p. 78. 

13. Murray, pp. 231-33; 240-42; 259, 320. 

14. KCT 004895 CC 5/1/12. 

15. CCSL, p. 84. 



Chang Piao and Chi Pei were awarded by the government with the military 

rank of sergeant (wai-wei 1r} ). 16 It is noteworthy, however, that 

the success of this policy might have been aided by the invasion of 

Annamese pirates, who had pre-empted the territories of rival Chinese 

pirates, thus forcing them to seek imperial sanctuary. 17 At any rate, 

the precedent set in 1796 for surrender was so effective that in 1797 

even Annamese-sponsored pirate bands began to give up their trade and 

accept government rehabiliation. For example, in 1797 Lin Fa-chih sur

rendered twelve ships manned - by some 153 pirates to the authorities. 18 

In the same year, Shen Chen-yUan and Shen Fu-t'ao also changed sides by 

handing over to officials their squadron consisting of seven vessels, 
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288 men, 32 cannon, 50 rattan shields, two barrels of gunpowder and shot, 

21 sheets ·of cowhide, 3 fowling pieces, as well as an assortment of 613 

knives and chains. Among their 288 followers, 125 were from Fukien, 117 

were from Kwangtung, 35 were from Chekiang, and 11 were from Kiangsu. 

This data duly reflects the fact that the majority of the pirates were 

natives of Kwangtung, Fukien, and Chekiang. 19 

Limited Military Success 

After reducing the pirate forces somewhat, Viceroy K'uei-lung 

was able to enjoy limited military successes against the pirates in 

16. CCS L, p . 57. 

17. CCS L, p. 57. 

18. CCSL, p. 228. 

19. KCT 004476 CC 3/12/8. 



1798. For example, in that year, several noted pirate chiefs, such as 

Hung Hsieh ;.j! .. --tltJ and Ch' iu Fu ~r :t1t_ , were killed by Chekiang 

marines. 20 At the end of 1798, K'uei-lung presented a memorial to .the 

court reporting that between 1796 and 1798 some 4,000 pirates had been 

removed from the seas by extermination and amnesty. He further claimed, 

somewhat grandiloquently, that he had eliminated all the pirates but the 

Ts'ai Ch'ien gang. In closing the memorial, he assured the court that 

even Ts'~i Ch'ien would soon be suppressed. 21 However, before he could 

be embarrassed by his own braggadocio, K'uei-lung resigned to mourn his 

mother's death. 22 Fu-ch'ang ~ ~ , Su-lin S J!4r , and Ch'ang-lin 

~ ~ succeeded to his post in turn until the end of 1799. During 

their short tenures in office, they made no reports of pirate activi

ties, perhaps believing they could hide the problem from the court. 23 

The Chia-ch'ing Reformation 

The Chien-lung emperor passed away on February 7, 1799, which 

enabled the Chia-ch'ing emperor to take personal control of the govern-

ment. In order to prevent the pirate infestation from further growth, 

the emperor quickly appointed Juan Yuan as acting-governor of Chekiang 

in October 1799, and then governor in February 1800. Juan Yuan was 

20. KCT 004217 CC 3/9/4 . 

. 21. KCT 004476 CC 3/12/8. 

22. Ibid. 

23. CLSL, p. 22093; and Tung-hua hsU-lu hsUan-chi erh [Selected 
Materials from Tung-hua Records, Continued; Part Two] in T~JHTK, 273: 
150-52. 
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entrusted with the special mission of eradicating the pirates. However, 

his endeavors were severely hindered by YU-te, the new Viceroy of Fukien 

and Chekiang, who was a jealous, corrupt, and incompetent Manchu noble-

man. For example, despite the continuing deterioration in the pirate 

situation, and apparently under the influence of Fukien officials, YU-te 

persisted in sending a memorial to the court asserting that Ts'ai Ch'ien•s 

was the only pirate band still at large. However, his efforts to pre-

tend that everything was going well failed to convince the emperor, who 

rebuked him by remarking that in addition to the Ts'ai Ch'ien gang, there 

were probably still other pirate groups operating in the area. 24 En-

suing developments proved that the emperor's suspicion was justified, as 

the pirate situation in Fukien and Chekiang soon reached alarming propor-

tions. 

The Upsurge of Piracy 

In early 1800, large and formidable pirate squadrons began to 

converge on the Chou-shan#~ archipelago off the coast of Chekiang 

(see Table 2). Their purpose was to blackmail and plunder the fish mar-

kets during the coming summer fishing season. 25 These pirate fleets in-

cl uded: (1) an Annamese fleet of twenty-eight large vessels commanded by 

Wang Kuei-li; (2) the Phoenix Tails group with fifty to seventy junks 

24. KCT 005108 CC 5/2/19. 

25. YCPT, 1:15 and 2: 5; and Ting- hai t'ing-chih, comp. by 
Shih Chih-hsUn, 20: 39. The Chou-shan fishing ground is rich in yellow 
croakers during the summer season and in ribbon fish during the winter 
time. 



Table 2. Major Pirate Fleets in Fukien and Chekiang. August 1800-1809. 

First Maximum 
Designation of Gang Leader(s) Recorded Fate* Strength in Area(s)* Action Ships/Men 

l. Shui-ao Lin Va-sun 1799 d. 1800 50-70/-- F & C 
(Water Bay) 

2. Ts'ai Ch'ien:** Ts'ai Ch'ien 1793 d. 1809 40-90/2.000 F & C 
a. Hsiao-ch'ou Chang Ran 1805 s. 1809 

(Little Stinkers) 
b. Hsiao Jen Hsiao Jen d. 1810 6/1300 F 

(Little Benevolence) 
c. Wu Sung Wu Sung (Ts'ai yiing) F 
d. Ch'ing-chin Mou 

(Green Sinew Mou) 
Ch'ing-chih Mou d. 1800 F 

3. Hou Ch'i-t'ien Hou Chi i-t' ien 1800 d. 1801 20/-- F & C 

4. Hsiao-mao Chang Ah-k'ai 1800 s. 1801 7/90 C 
(little Cats) HsU Ya-lu c. 1801 --/24 C 

5. Pu-wang Ting Ya-wai 1800 c. 1801 9/48 
(Net Menders) 

6. Mai-yu 
(Oil-sellers) 

Yang K' 0 1801 s. 1802 4-12/150 C 

7. T'i-hsu Wu-tso'ao 1801 12/--
(Beard-shaved 
Black Junk) 

c.n 
.j::o; 



Table 2. -- Continued 

First Maximum 
, 

Leader(s} Recorded Strength in Designation of Gang Action Fate* Ships/Men Area(s}* 

8. Ch'ao-tsui** Chang Ah-chih 1801 d. 1808 30-40/476 C & F 
(Harelip) 

a. Chien ChUeh Chien ChUeh 1801 d. 1808 --/-- C & F 

b. Wu-tlan Kuo T' an 1801 d. 1808 9/-- C & F 
(Black Egg) 

c. Chi Chiang-chUn Chi Chiang-chUn 1801 d. 1808 --/-- C & F 

9. Huang K' uei 
(Yellow Sunflowers) 

Chien Huang-k'uei 1802 s. 1805 12-20/500 F & C 

10. Hsiao-fei-ping Hsi ao-fei -pi ng 1805 s. 1805 30-40/-- C 
(little Fat Chi iu Ta 
Pancakes) 

11. Peh Mien 1801 12/--
(White Faces) 

12. Chu Fen Chu Fen 1797 d. 1808 100+/-- F 
Chu W' 0 s. 1809 42/3300 F 

13. Hsiao Ts'ai Lo Tzu-1u 1808 d. 1809 12/-- C 

14. Chi i-sao 1808 --/--

U'I 
U'I 



Table 2. -- Continued 

Designation of Gang 

15. Liang-shan pang 

16.· Ch' i -tu 

17. Kwang-tung hung-t'ou 
ts'ao-ch'uan 

Leader(s) 

Wu Ch'eng-tsung 

First 
Recorded 
Action 

1804 

1808 

Fate* 

* d: Destroyed; c: Captured; s: Surrendered; F: Fukien; C: Chekiang. 

Maximum 
Strength in 
Ships/Men 

20/--

--/--

20/--

Area(s)* 

** 2a, b, c and d were branch associations of the Ts'ai Ch'ien gangs 8a, band c were branches of the 
Harelip. 

'Sources: YCPT, chuan 1-3. 
"Sheng-feng tang-k'ou chi ," and "Sheng-feng tang-k'ou hou-chi." 
KCT 
CLSL 
CCSL 
SV'j'":"FP 
Yu- huan t'ing-chih, chuan 14. 
Fu-chien t'ung-chih, Sun Erh-chun et al., Preface, chuan 144,268. 
Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien 
Ti-tzu-chi, chuan 1-5. 
T'ung-an hsi~ih, Hsu Yung et al., chuan 25, 30, 34. 
Ting-hai hsieh-chih, chuan 15. .. 
Ting-hai t'ing-chih, Shih Chih-hsun, comp., chuan 20,28-30. 
Ting-hai t'ing-chih, Feng Yin, comp., chuan 8,10,19,20,28. 
Ma-keng t'ing-chih, Appendix A, chuan 8. 
Yin-hsieh hsieh-chih, chUan 10, 16. 
TWHTK --

01 
C'I 



headed by Chuan Yu-mei; (3) the Water Bays group of fifty to seventy 

vessels led by Lin Va-sun; (4) the Bamboo Yellows group of twelve to 

twenty vessels headed by Chiang Wen-wu; and (5) Tslai Chlienls fleet 

which numbered some thirty ships.26 It was estimated that the total 

strength of these independent or loosely affiliated pirate gangs was 

about two hundred ships with ten thousand men. 27 In comparison, the 

imperial navy in Chekiang consisted of some 100 warships manned by three 

or four thousand marines. 28 In terms of tonnage and firepower, the 

Annamese pirate fleet was the most formidable, with men-of-war three or 

four ti·mes larger than the warships of the imperial fleet. 29 The 

Annamese ships were also equipped with cannon weighing as much as four 

thousand catties, which could fire shot of fourteen catties in weight _ 

over a long distance, whereas the heaviest cannon balls used by the im

perial ships weighed only about one catty.30 Furthermore, the Annamese 

ships were well-protected by cowhide and nets, which were relatively 

effective in deflecting enemy shot, and all sails and lines on board 

were processed with fire-proof materials. 31 

26. KCT 005520 CC 5/7/6. 

27. Ti -tzu-chi, 1: 25, 36a; and YCPT, 2: l. 

28. Ibid. 

29. YCPI. 2: 1 ; and KCT 00489fi 5/2/25. 

30. YePT, 2: 1; and Ti-tzu-chi, 1: 25-26. 

31. Yin-hsien hsien-chih, [Local Gazetteer of Ying District, 
Chekiang], compo by Chlien Wei-chliao, 30 chUan, 1788, 16: 19. 
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The Hegemony of Annamese Pirates 

Because of their technical superiority, the Annamese pirates had 

been collecting an annual "tax" at Chekiang ports since 1796. 32 When 

Juan Yuan arrived in Chekiang in the winter of 1799, he was welcomed by 

the Annamese pirates with a blatant demonstration of force. One of the 

pirate chiefs held open ship and invited one of Juan Yuan's subordinates 

on board. In the ensuing drinking bout, the chief pointed to his large 

vessel-and threatened: "This giant ship has sailed under my command with 

a full store of rations. The cannon carried on board weigh as much as 

several thousand catties. I come here to collect the tax. For his own 

sake, the governor had better act wisely since he is no match for me .11
33 

Foreign and Local Connections 

The only weakness of the Annamese pirates was their lack of fam-

ilarity with the passages, bays, sand bars, and shallows of the Fukien 
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and Chekiang coastal waters. Therefore, they depended upon native pirates 

for navigation assistance. In return, they provided protection for their 

Chinese collaborators by keeping the imperial navy away.34 One official 

source indicates that after a joint foray, the local pirates would pre

sent an unspecified share of the booty to the Annamese pirates for their 

32. Ting- hai t'ing-chih, compo by Shih Chih-hsUn, 20: 45; and 
Chiao HsUn, IISheng-feng tang-k'ou chi,1I in Tiao-ku-chi wen-lu hsU-p'ien, 
2: 1. 

33. Ibid. 

34. KCT CC 004104 31715 and 004765 5/1/15; Leung, "Juan Yuan," 
p. 152; YCPT, 2: 2; and Chiao HsUn, IISheng-feng tang-k'ou chi ,II in Tiao
ku-chi wen-lu hsU-p'ien, 2: 2. 



contribution in keeping the official forces at bay. The remainder was 

distributed among the local pirate vessels according to their respective 

strength. The same source also points out that this practice of distri

buting booty was backed by a written agreement signed by all the 

pirates concerned. 35 Among the Chinese pirate gangs, the Phoenix Tail 

and Bamboo Yellow groups originated in Chekiang, while the Water Bay and 

Tslai Chlien groups were based in Fukien. The Phoenix Tail and Water 

Bay groups were active in Fukien and Chekiang, while Tslai Chlien oper

ated in the waters of Fukien, Chekiang, and Kiangsu, and as far north as 

Shangtung. 36 It was said that Tslai Chlien and the Bamboo Yellows were 

loosely affiliated with the Phoenix Tail group which was itself in 
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league with the Annamese pirates (see Figure 1). On the other hand, there 

was some enmity between the Phoenix Tails and Water Bays and occasional 

skirmishes were fought between these two groups.37 

Anti-pirate Measures 

After assuming his official position, Juan Yuan immediately 

sought the advice of local officials, military men, gentry, and commoners 

in formulating a comprehensive program to suppress the pirates at sea, 

35. KCT 004217 CC 3/9/4. 

36. Ting-hai hsien-chih, 15: 12. 

37. Ting:-hai tling-chih, compo by Shih Chih-hsiln, 20: 46 and 28: 
38; Tin9- hai t'ing-chih, compo by Feng-yin, 30 chiian, 1884,8: 17 and 10: 
9; YCPT, 2: 6; Chiao HsUn, "Sheng-feng tang-k'ou chi," in Tiao-ku-chi wen
lu ~plien, 2: 7; and Ti-tzu-chi, 1: 40-42. 
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figure 1. The Organization of the Major Pirate Fleets in Fukien and 
Chekiang, 1800-1809. -- This is an expanded and modified 
version of the chart compiled by Pen T'i Wei, which appears 
in her article "Internal Security and Coastal Control: Juan 
Yuan and Pirate Suppression in Chekiang, 1799-1809," Ching
shih wen-t'i, Vol. 4, no. 2 (December 1979), p. 102. 

60 



strengthen coastal defenses, and curtail local aid to the pirates. 38 

Juan Yuan adopted the following measures: First, the construction of 

thirty large warships patterned after the design of two Annamese men-

of-war which had surrendered. The new warships were to be even taller 

than the Annamese vessels, so that the marines would have an advantage 

over the pirates. Furthermore, 418 heavy cannon were to be cast to arm 

the new ships. Second, of existing pao-chia ~% f (tithing) forces-

which practiced neighborhood registration, mutual survelliance, and col-

lective responsibility--to ferret out subversive elements in .the 
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communities and to sever connections between the pirates and their local 

collaborators. Third, the reinstitution of ao-chia ;~ ~ (port units) 

and yU-chia ;~, 1 (fishing units), variations of the pao-chia system, de

signed to control the port and boat populations. Registers were to be 

maintained to record the names, ages, and physical appearance of all sea

faring indi~iduals. All fishing and merchant boats were required to 

carve their home port, license number, owner's name, and the name of the 

head of the fishing unit, on the sides of the hull. Their activities, 

as well as the cargoes and rations on board, were to be closely scrutin-

ized by local guards. Should pirates appear, all vessels were to be 

confined to port until the danger had passed. Fourth, official encour

agement of the organization of local militia (t'uan-lien, ~ ~~ ) and 

the hiring of able-bodied village braves (hsiang-yung, ~~r ~ as 

auxiliary forces for coastal defense. Fifth, the strengthening of 

38. Ting;.. hai t'ing-chih, comp. by Shih Chih-hsiln, 28: 38·. 
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coastal fortifications and the placing of cannon at strategic locations 

to prevent the pirates from landing. Sixth, the issuance of stiff penal

ties against those who provided supplies or fenced stolen goods for the 

pirates, and the removal of all iron-workers into the city. Seventh, 

the provocation of dissension among pirate leaders to turn them against 

one another and prevent their coalescing into a unified force. Eighth, 

the annihilation of local pirates as a first priority, after which non-

local groups could be dealt with more effectively. Under this policy, 

the Bamboo Yellow gang was eliminated on March 18, 1800. 39 Last but not 

least, all Chekiang-based marine forces \lJere to be unified under the 

sole command of Li Ch'ang-keng, who was also made responsible for the 

coordination of joint campaigns against the pirates should naval rein-

forcements come from Fukien. 

A Biographical Sketch of General Li Ch'ang-keng 

Li Ch'ang-keng (1750-1808), a native of T'ung-an dist,"ict, 

Fukien province, is said to have been naturally elegant in manners, 

alert of mind, and filial in his love for his mother. Early in his 

school career, his gift for scholarship and his ambition to gain merit 

were apparent to others. For example, in one calligraphy session, he 

39. Peh T'i ~lei, "Internal Security," pp. 85-98; Chiao Hsiin, 
"Sheng-feng tang-k'ou chi," pp. 2-4; Leung, "Juan Yuan," p. 157; Ting
hai hsien-chih, 15: 11-12; Ting- hai t'ing-chih, compo by Shih Chih
hsiin, 28: 38-39; Ti-tzu-chi, 1: 32-36; YCPT, 1: 14-15. 



wrote that 11 my innate talent must be useful to society ... 40 As he grew 

up, he learned the martial arts and proved to be skilled at horsemanship 

and archery. As a result, he gained the military chin-shih i1!_ -::1: 

degree in 1771, when he was only twenty-one years old, and was commis-

sioned in the Imperial Bodyguard the following year. In 1776, he made 

his captaincy and was stationed at Ch'U-chou, Chekiang. He spent the 

next eleven years in advancing through the ranks to major and then 

lieutenant colonel. In 1787 he was appointed acting brigadier general 
......... .J.~ 

in command of naval forces at Hai-t'an ;~ ~~ , Fukien. However, 

his career suffered a sudden reversal in 1788 when he was dismissed 

from office after fishermen in neighboring areas charged that they had 

been robbed by pirates from his jurisdiction. Nevertheless, he redeemed 

himself b~ recruiting mercenaries to fight pirates at his own cost. 

After scoring several victories over the sea bandits, he regained the 

confidence ·of the authorities and was recommissioned an expectant major 
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in late 1789; in 1794 he was again sent to Hai-t'an. The next year, with 

eight small gunboats he encountered a formidable Annamese fleet in 

Fukien waters. Since he was outnumbered and outgunned, Li ordered his 

small contingent to form a tight circle and discharge their cannon in 

turn. After firing, each vessel sailed to the rear to reload~ In doing 

so, Li was able to hold his formation and to weather the assault from 

40. Juan Yuan, 11 Chuang-lieh-po Li-chung-i-kung chuang, .. [Biog
raphy of Li Ch'ang-keng] in Yen-ching-shi erh-chi [Writings from the Yen
ching Studio, Second Volume], p. 415; reprinted in Ts'ung-shu chi-ch'eng 
ch'u-pien [Collected Collectanea, Preliminary Compilation], ed. by Wang 
YUn-wu (Shanghai: Commercial Press, 1935), pp. 415-23. 
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dawn till dark. This courageous deed apparently earned the admiration of 

h . t . 41 1s con emporar1es. In 1797, he was made lieutenant colonel in command 

of the fleet stationed at the Pescadores, but before assuming those 

duties, he was promoted in 1798 brigadier general in command of the Ting

hai ~;~ naval station in Chekiang. 42 

General Li was considered by the pirates to be their most impla-

cable foe. For example, among the pirates, there was a saying, 11 Fear not 

a host of soldiers; fear only Li Ch' ang-keng. 1143 When the pirate chief

tain Shen Chen-yUan gave himself up to the government in 1797, he con

fessed that his surrender was prompted by his fear of Li Ch'ang-keng, 

because when he was once in Chekiang waters, he was awakened several 

times by nightmares in which he dreamt that Li was coming to get him. 44 

Ge'neral Li was not only an able poet but also a fine military 

tactician, who wrote treaties on fleet formations and naval tactics. 45 

41. Ma-kang t'ing-chih, Fu-lu-shang, pp. 11, 34, 35, 46; Juan 
Yuan, 11 Biography of Li Ch'ang-keng, .. in Ts'ung-shu chi-ch'eng ch'u-pien, 
p. 415. 

42. Ibid; and Ch'ing-shih lieh-chuan [Biographies from the 
Ch'ing Dynast~comp. by Ch'ing Shih-kuan, 80 chUan. (Shanghai: Chung
hua shu-chU, 1928), 31:12. 

43. Ma-kang t'ing-chih, Fu-lu-shang, pp. 23, 50, 55; and Juan 
Yuan, 11 Biography of Li Ch'ang-keng, 11 in Ts'ung-shu chi-ch'eng ch'u-pien, 
p. 422. 

44. Ibid. 

45. Hummel, p. 448. 



He also developed a complicated communication system involving various 

signals, such as colored banners, lanterns, and fire arrows. 46 Last but 

not least, he adopted the tactic of using fire-vessels in attacking as 
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had been done in the previous Ming dynasty. These fire-vessels were con-

verted from small craft whose holds and decks were filled with wood, 

straw, and other combustibles. On engaging enemy ships, these fire

vessels were launched windward of their targets. 47 

The Divine Wind Incident 

However, before all the plans could be fully activated, the situa

tion in Chekiang took an alarming turn. In early August, 1800, the 

Annamese pirates, the Phoenix Tail, the Water Bay, and many small local 

pirate groups converged on an area called "the Hall of the Dragon King" 

preliminary to making a landing at Sung-men -;f~ P~ (Pine Gate). By 

spreading rumors to aggravate the tension between the Phoenix Tail and 

Water Bay groups, Juan Yuan successfully triggered a skirmish between 

them. As a result, the Water Bay withdrew to an area called San-pan 

; ~ to negotiate a surrender to the authorities. This, however, 

did not significantly alter the disparity between the ·sixty government 

warships defending Pine Gate and the more than 100 pirate ships poised 

to attack. 48 

46. Juan Yuan, "Biography of Li Ch'ang-keng," in Ts'ung-shu 
chi-ch'eng ch'u-pien, p. 416. 

47. Neumann, pp. 60-61, 121-22; and Ma-kang t'ing~chih, Fu-lu
s hang, p. 35. 

48. YCPT, Pr·efactory chUan, p. 1 and 1: 8; Ting- ·hai t'ing-chih, 
comp. by Shih Chih-hsUn, 20: 46; and KCT 005520 CC 5/7/6. 
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Upon learning of the urgency of the situation, the Chia-ch'ing 

emperor reprimanded YU-te, the Viceroy of Fukien and Chekiang, for 

failing immediately to dispatch naval reinforcements to Chekiang from 

Fukien. The emperor also instructed. Chi-ch'ing ~ ~ , the Viceroy of 

Kwangtung and Kwangsi, to send twenty warships to aid the Chekiang navy. 49 

However, the Chekiang naval forces were saved from imminent defeat by an 

unusual typhoon which struck suddenly on August 11 and continued all 

through the next night. It was alleged that the typhoon centered on the 

area of "the Hall of the Dragon King," where "burning fire" dropped in 

the midst of a heavy rain. 50 During that wild night, the storm de-

strayed most of the pirate ships, including twenty-five Annamese ships 

and some forty Phoenix Tail boats. It was estimated that some four to 

five thousand pirates were drowned, and about eight hundred were cap-

tured on land by a combined force of some 1,000 imperial soldiers and 

1 o ca 1 m i 1 i t .i a . 51 

More than eighty sunken cannon were salvaged from the sea, in-

eluding several foreign made bronze cannons of two to three thousand 

catties each and one huge iron cannon of 4,000 catties. More impor-

tantly, the soldiers also found a certificate of appointment belonging 

to Wang Kuei-li, the .chief commander of the Annamese fleet, and four 

49. YCPT, 1: 8; Ti-tzu-chi, 1 :36; and Chiao HsUn, "Sheng-feng 
tang-k'ou chi~n Tiao-ku-chi wen-lu, 2: 6. 

50. YCPT, 1: 9; Ti-tzu-chi, 1: 38; and KCT 005520 CC 5/7/6. 

51. KCT 006258-Enclosure 1 CC 6/9/28; Ting- hai -hsien-chi h, 
15: 11; Ti -tzu-chi, 1 : 39; and Chiao HsUn, "Sheng-feng tang-k' ou chi," 
in Tiao-ku-chi wen-lu hsU-p'ien, 2: 7-8. 



copper seals of Annamese brigadier genera1s. 52 These discoveries had 

major political significance. Some official ships were also sunk or 

severely damaged by the storm. However, with dock facilities nearby, 

twelve warships were repaired overnight and repelled the twenty-odd 

Phoenix Tail ships which had come from nearby waters to rescue their 

stranded comrades.53 In order to offer his thanksgiving to the gods 

for their divine assistance in defeating the pirates, the emperor or-

dered the construction of a Sea Goddess (Tien-hou *- J6 temple and a 

D~agon King temple at Pine Gate. 54 Later a private scholar recorded 

52. YCPT, 1: 9; and Chiao Hsiin, IISheng-feng tang-k'ou chi ,II 
in Tiao-ku-chr-wen-lu hsii-p'ien, 2: 8-9. 

53. YCPT, 2: 7; and Chiao Hsiin, IISheng-feng tang-k'ou chi, II in 
Tiao-ku-chi wen:ru hsii-p'ien, 2: 8. 

54. Ti -tzu-chi, 1: 39; and Chi ao HsUn, "Sheng-feng tang-k I ou 
chi ,II in Tiao-ku-chi wen-1u hsii-p'ien, 2: 10. The Sea Goddess is known 
as T'ien-hou (Queen of Heaven) along the Chinese littoral and as Ma-tsu 
in Taiwan. According to legend, she was born in 960 during the Sung 
Dynasty (960-1279) and became the sixth daughter of a certain Lin family 
which resided on a small island called Mei-chou off the P'u-t'ien dis
trict in Fukien province. Local legend claims that T'ien-hou's birth 

67 

was divine, for it was marked by various auspicious omens. For example, 
during her early pregnancy, her mother had a dream in which the 
Bodhisattva Kuan-yin appeared and provided her with a pill. During la
bor, a red light streamed into the room from the north-west and an 
unusual fragrance filled the room for a long period. Moreover, the baby 
girl never cried until she was more than a month old. As a result, she 
earned the nickname IISil ent girl. II Even in her early years, T' ien-hou 
demonstrated exceptional intelligence. For instance, at the age of 
seven, she was able to read the classics, and several years later she 
began to study Buddhist sutras. At the age of twelve, she learned the 
mystical arts from a Taoist priest. At the age of fifteen, she hap
pened to obtain a copper talisman from a well and was thereafter able to 
fly across the sea by riding on clouds, to transform herself into various 
forms, and to perform miracles to protect fishermen and seafarers. For 
example, once when in a trance, her soul left her body and rescued her 
father from the stormy sea. She refused to marry and ascended to heaven 

(Continued) 



this incident in an essay entitled IIA Record of the Destruction of 

Bandits by a Divine Wind. 1I55 

The Capture of Lung-Kuei -1 i 

One of the captives caught the attention of the authorities 

because he wore his hair in a style quite different from the Manchu 

style characterized by a shaved forehead and a queue. Under severe in-

terrogation, the prisoner revealed that he, Lung Kuei-li, was the com-

mander-in-chief of the Annamese fleet. Lung also confessed that he 

came from Kwangtung and was originally called Wang Kuei-li. In 1794, 

he joined the navy of the Juan Kuang-tsan regime of Annam to fight 

against rebel forces headed by Juan Fu-ying. Because he had distin-

guished himsel f in battle, he was granted the title of duke and 

promoted to the rank of bri gadier general. At the same time, he became 

a naturalized Annamese; changed his surname from Wang, a taboo word in 

Annam, to Lung; married an Annamese wife; and adopted the local 

68 

at the age of twenty-seven in front of a crowd on the eighth day of the 
ninth lunar month of the year 986. After her ascent to heaven, people 
frequently claimed to see her image. leading ships to safety, assisting 
soldiers in suppressing pirates and rebels, and providing medical pre
scriptions to cure the plague. Because many civil officials believed 
that they had been saved by T'ien-hou from dangerous waters and many im
perial commanders believed that T'ien-hou had helped them to eradicate 
pirates and rebels, the Sea Goddess came to be patronized by the state 
and received honorable titles at least twenty-four times during the Sung, 
YUan, Ming, and Ch'ing dynasties. For more detailed information of her 
as a historical personage and a legend, see T'ien-fei hsien-sheng lu (A 
Record of the Divine Manifestation of the Heavenly Concubine in TWHTK, 
77: 1-86). The Dragon King is the legendary ruler of the sea world, who 
has the power to control wind and rain. 

55. Chiao HsUn, IISheng-feng tang-k'ou chi ,II and IISheng-feng 
tang-k'ou hou-chi»11 in Tiao-ku-chi wen-lu, 2: 1-20. 



hairstyle. In 1796, he was given another title of duke and appointed 

the commander-in-chief of one of the two strongest Annamese fleets. 

Under his command, there were three brigadier generals and twenty-eight 

ships.56 

Diplomatic Maneuvers 

Conclusive evidence that the official Annamese fleet was engaged 

in piracy along the Chekiang coast placed the Chinese court in a diffi-

cult position. In order to maintain her te'rritoria1 integrity and to 

discipline a tributory neighbor, China was left no alternative but to 

launch a punitive campaign against Annam. However, at that time, it was 

plagued by a large-scale White Lotus uprising in the northwest, and it 

was too weak to adopt the recommended two-pronged attack on Annam; on 
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land by way of Kwangsi and by sea using Lung Kuei-li as a guide. Realiz-

ing thai. UIt:! LOur't. i1dd lI~ither the intention nor the power to punish 

Annam, Juan Yuan solved the dilemma through a stroke of brilliant state-

manship. In his official correspondence with the Board of Punishments, 

he cleverly reported that Lung Kuei-1i and his followers had come to 

Chekiang to pillage without Juan Kuang-tsan's authorization or knowledge. 

But in a secret memorial to the emperor, he informed him that the 

Annamese pirates were acting with the express permission and support of 

Juan Kuang-tsan. Seeking to solve the issue diplomatically, Juan Yuan 

further suggested that the court should pretend that it did not know that 

56. Chiao HsUn, "Sheng-feng tang-k'ou chi ," in Tiao-ku-thi 'wen
l!!, 2: 8-9; Ti-tzu-chi, 1: 39; and YCPT, 2: 6, 8. 



the Annamese pirates were sponsored by Juan Kuang-tsan, but that it 

should send the salvaged certificate and seals of appointment back to 

Annam and wait for Juan Kuang-tsan's explanation. 57 

Juan Yuan's proposal had the following advantages: in this way, 

China could keep her options open without being forced into an unwanted 

war with Annam; it could give Annam an opportunity to explain without 

pushing her into an extreme position; and it could communicate the mes-

sage to Annam in a delicate way, thus suggesting that China was in fact 

aware of what was going on. As Juan Yuan expected, Juan Kuang-tsan 

shrewdly denied that he had sent any ships to plunder the Chinese coast 

and pointed out that the certificate of appointment and seals were 

forged by the pirates. With regard to the undeniable presence of 

Annamese pirates in Chekiang, Juan Kuang-tsan apologized to the Ch'ing 

court for his failure to prevent Chinese sailors in his service from 

going to China without authorization. He also explained that, pressed 

by military necessity, he had recruited Chinese sailors who otherwise 

would have been hired by his opponent Juan Fu_ying. 58 As a result, the 

whole affair was defused and the honor of China and Annam were preserved. 

With regard to Lung Kuei-li, he was 2xecuted by the Ch'ing court to set 

an example for other Annamese Pirates.59 It is also worth mentioning 

57. Ti-tzu-chi, 1: 42. 

58. Chiao HsUn, "Sheng-feng tang-k'ou chi," in Tiao-ku-chi wen
~, 2: 9-10; Ti -tzu-chi, 1: 39°; 41-42°; and °YCPT, 1: 10. 

059. Ti-tzu~chi, 1: 42. 

]0 



that the weather favored the imperial marines again on August 24, 1800. 

On that day, a gale arose in the vicinity of Lu Erh-men, the leading 

commercial port in Taiwan, and destroyed at least eleven out of some 

twenty Annamese-sponsored pirate ships led by Huang Sheng-chiang. Huang 

and forty some, pirates survived the storm but were arrested by soldiers 

on shore and were sentenced either to lingering death or decapitation. 60 

Repercussions of the Divine Wind Incident 

The destruction of the Annamese fleets in Chekiang and Taiwan 

had three significant results. It contributed to the downfall of Juan 

Kuang-tsan, for he lost one of his finest naval squadrons, and also a 

vital source of revenue. 61 It enabled the Chekiang navy to concentrate 

its forces on the Water Bay group. As a result. the imperial forces 

sank three Water Bay vessels on October 24, 1800, including the flagship 

commanded by its chief, Lin Va-sun who was nicknamed liThe Sedan-chair 

Carriers l Chief."62 It also paved the way for the rise of Tslai Chlien, 

71 

who not only seized the opportunity to enlist the services of members of 

vanquished or dispersed gangs, but also consolidated his power by murder

ing his ex-associate Hou Chli-t'ien in 1801. Hou had,disassociated him

self from Tslai Chlien in late 1800 to form a rival gang composed 

60. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao. wu-plien, pp. 463~65. 

61. Ti-tzu-chi, 1: 42; and YCPT, 1: 14. 

62. KCT 006066 CC 6/9/6; Yung-chia hsien-chih, [Local Gazetter 
of Yung-chia District, Chekiang], compo by Chang Pao-lin, 38 chuan, 1882, 
8: 48; Ti-tzu-chi, 1: 44; and YCPT, 2: 10. 



primarily of the former members of the Phoenix Tail and Water Bay 

groups.63 After Houls death, his followers broke up into small but in

dependent associations, such as the Harelip, the Yellow Sunflower, "the 

Oil-sellers, the Net-menders, the Little Cats, etc. 64 

The Rise of Tslai Chlien and His Wife 

According to the few historical accounts of his life, Tslai 

Chlien was a native of Tlung-an, Fukien province. Very little is known 

about his family background or his early life and activities. He was 

probably born in the year 1751. 65 According to one rather fanciful ac

count, Tslai Chlien displayed a rebellious disposition even as a boy at 

the local village school. It is said that he liked to brag and devoted 

himself to mastering the martial arts whenever the school teacher was 

absent. At one time, he boasted that if he could have his own way some-

day, he would occupy whole districts, destroy whole cities, and 

slaughter the officials. Upon hearing these remarks, Li Chlang-keng, 

one of Tslai Chlienls classmates, condemned him as a would-be bandit 

and vowed to suppress him in the future. 66 It is interesting to note 

that Li Chlang-keng later became the commander of the Chekiang military 

63. KCT 005586 CC 6/7/15. 

64. KCT 006258-Enclosure 1 CC 6/9/28 and 007352 CC 7/2/8; Ting
hai t l ing-chi~38: 40; and Chiao HsUn, "Sheng-feng tang-klou hou-chi," 
in Tiao-ku-chi wen-1u, 2: 12. 

65. KCT 009668 CC 13/1/6; Su, 177-85. 

66. Wang Sung-chien, "Lao-chiang sui-pi," [r~iscellaneous Wri
tings of Old Ginger], in Ma-kang tling-chih, Fu-lu-shang, pp. 55-57. 
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forces and the arch-enemy of Ts'ai Ch'ien. It appears that Ts'ai Ch'ien 

came from a rather poor family, because another source indicates that 

when he was a boy he made his living by selling sugarcane which he got 

from a store on credit, and that he was once humiliated by being flogged 

in front of a crowd by the store owner for failing to pay off his accumu

lated debts. 67 

When he reached maturity, he worked as a hired laborer, then as 

a cottoH bower. Eventually he became a fugitive -and escaped to sea toward 

the end of the Ch'ien-lung reign. According to the local history of 

Ch'ung-ming '* £iiFf district in Kiangsu province, he was already referred 

to as a pirate chief in 1794. At that time he was in his prime, probably 

around forty-five years of age. 68 Official sources which naturally tend 

to be biqsed 1n their accounts of criminals, indicate that Ts'ai Ch'ien 

was addicted to opium smoking, was an inveterate womanizer, and ate human 

hearts and livers. 69 Also, he was said to favor the color blue, and his 

clothes, turban and bedding were all blue in color. 70 However, the tra

ditional sources do not entirely conceal some of his positive qualities. 

For example, he was described as being a clever, persuasive, and resource-

ful leader who knew how to employ his followers to utilize the best of 

67. Ibid. 

68. CT 3/8/3; Peh T'i Wei, "Juan Yuan," p. 145; Leung, ."Juan 
Yuan," p. 156;Pao-shan hsien-chih, 6: 26; Ch'ung-ming hsien-chih, 11: 
75-76; Su, pp. 177-78. 

69. Wang Sung-ch'en, "Lao-chiang sui-pi," in Ma-kang t'ing
chih, Fu-lu-shang, pp. 56-57. 

70. Ibid. 



their talents. Furthermore, he always carried two knives and was noted 

for his martial abilities. 71 

74 

Ts'ai Ch'ien had a versatile and talented wife, known to the 

coastal inhabitants as Ts'ai Ch'ien . Ma (Mother Ts'ai Ch'ien). 72 Mother 

Ts'ai Ch'ien was a native of P'ing-yang Jfrlh , Chekiang. The P'ing

yang gazetteer depicts her as being a pretty but "fast" woman who enjoyed 

the night life. Failing to control her wanton and debauched behavior, 

her first husband had sold her to a barber. The barber was also unsuc-

cessful in his attempt to change her nature. One day Ts'ai Ch'ien came 

ashore to get a haircut. Delighted by her beauty and disposition, he 

bought her for a large sum in gold. After going off to sea with Ts'ai 

Ch'ien, she demonstrated her extraordinary leadership skills by assisting 

Ts'ai Ch' ]en in organizing and disciplining their followers. 73 She also 

proved to be very fierce and resourceful in battle. For example, she 

participated in pianning and executing the ruse by which Ts'ai Ch'ien's 

rival Hou Ch'i-tien was eliminated in 1801. 74 In another incident, when 

Ts'ai Ch'ien and she were being hotly pursued by imperial warships, she 

climbed the mast and cut the lines and sails, which dramatically reduced 

the speed of her ship. In doing so, she outwitted the government ships 

71. Ting- hai t'ing-chih, comp. by -Shih Chih-hsUn, 28: .39. 

72. P'ing-yang hsien-chih [Local Gazetteer of P'ing-yang, 
Chekiang], comp. by Fu-chang, 98 chuan, 1925, 59: 22-23. 

73. Ibid. 

74. Chiao Hsun, "Sheng-feng tang-k'ou · hou-chi ," in Tiao-ku-chi 
wen-lu hsu-p'ien, 2: 12. 
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which were'unable to slow down until they were at such a great distance 

that they could not resume their pursuit. 75 There is some evidence that 

Mother Ts'ai Chlien was second-in-command of Ts'ai Ch'ien's fleet, and a 

squadron consisting of several warships manned by women was placed under 

her direct control. 76 It was also reported that she always kept several 

handsome males selected from their captires in her living quarters to 

satisfy her wanton desires, and that even Ts'ai Ch'ien dared not inter

fere with her many love affairs. 77 

From the above biographical data, it is apparent that Ts'ai 

Ch'ein and his wife both possessed such qualities as shrewdness, physical 

prowess, organizational ingenuity, resourcefulness, and talent for leader-

ship. Furthermore, having received a rudimentary education at a village 

school, Ts'ai Ch'ien had an edge over his peers, who were usually illit

erate. With such leadership qualities, he was able to take advantage of 

favorable circumstances to incorporate the remnants of vanquished pirate 

bands into his own organization by means of persuasion, intrigue, or 

physical force. 

The Ascendancy of the T'ing-ch'uan Warships 

However, the rapid growth of his power was soon checked by the 

emergence of thirty t'ing-ch'uan class warships from the Fukien dockyards 

75. Ibid. 

76. Wang Sung-chien, "Lao-chiang sui-pi," in Ma-kang t'ing-chih, 
Fu-lu-shang, pp. 56-57. 

77. Ibid. 
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in June 1801. 78 Each t'ing-ch'uan ship was manned by eighty sailors and 

marines and was equipped with heavy cannon which were either newly cast 

or captured from the pirates. 79 Armed with this new generation of war

ships, Li Ch'ang-keng was able to gain twenty victories in succession in 

the ensuing eighteen months. During that period, the imperial navy 

destroyed twenty and captured twenty-two pirate ships. Some 779 pirates 

were captured, while more than 600 perished at sea. aO Pressed by a vigor-

ous suppression campaign, 249 pirates gave themselves up to the govern

ment. 81 Ts'ai Ch'ien's squadron was further diminished by a typhoon in 

June 1802, which sank nine of his ships.82 By way of contrast, the 

government lost no more than one ship and some sixty-four sailors and 
. 83 marlnes. 

YU-te's Mistake 

In February 1803, Ts'ai Ch'ien and some thirty ships under his 

command were trapped in Fukien by Li Ch'ang-keng, who had just been 

78. Ting-hai hsien-chih, 15: 10; Ting- hai t'ing-chih, compo 
by Shih Chih-hsun, 28: 39; Ma-kang t'ing-chih, Fu-lu-shang, p. 47; 
Ti-tzu-chi, 2: 4; Yuan-tu Li, Kuo-ch'ao hsien-cheng shih 1ueh [A Summary 
of the Lives of Officials of the Ch'ing Dynasty], 60 chuan, Ssu-pu pei
yao edition, 1866, (Shanghai reprint: Chung-hua shu-chu, 1936), 21: 11. 

79. Chiao Hsun, "Shang-feng tang-k'ou chi," in Tiao-ku-chi 
wen-1u hsU-p'ien, 2: 10; YCPT, 1: 11. 

80. KCT 005586 CC 6/7/15 and 007829 CC 7/4/11; and Su, pp. 189-
93. 

81. Ibid. 

82. YCPT, 2: 20. 

83. KCT 005586 CC 6/7/15 and 007829 CC 7/4/11; and Su, pp. 189-
93. 
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promoted to the post of military commander of Chekiang. Finding himself 

overwhelmed, Ts'ai Ch'ien barely escaped by tricking Yu-te, the Viceroy 

of Fukien and Chekiang, with a false promise to surrender. Ts'ai Ch'ien 

informed Yu-te that he would surrender if the Viceroy would halt the 

attack from the upwind position. A long-time advocate of amnesty, wanting 

to claim credit for Ts'ai Ch'ien's pacification, and being jealous of Li 

Ch'ang-keng's military successes, Yu-te readily granted the request and 

ordered his warships to return to port. 84 Once the pressure from Li 

Ch'ang-keng was removed, Ts'ai Ch'ien used the reprieve to repair his 

vessels, reprovision, and escape. 85 After Yu-te realized that he had 

been fooled by his opponent, he sent Li Ch'ang-keng to suppress Ts'ai 

Ch'ien again. Li chased Ts'ai Ch'ien allover the waters of Fukien and 

Chekiang ana aeiivered one blow after another. Between January 26, 1803 

and April 19, 1804, the Chekiang navy reportedly destroyed twenty-one and 

captured another twenty-four of Ts'ai Ch'ien's ships, and in addition 

captured some 793 pirates and killed many more in battle. 86 

Juan Yuan and the Throne 

For this achievement, credit should also be given to Governor 

Juan Yuan, who proved to be indispensable in carrying out the court-

84, Hummel, p. 447; Ma-kang t'ing-chih, Fu-lu-shang, p. 48; Juan 
Yuan, "Biography of Li Ch'ang-keng," in Ts'ung-shu chi-ch'eng ch'u-pien, 
p. 521; YePT, 2: 23; and Chiao Hsun, "Sheng-feng tang-k'ou hou-chi ," in 
Tiao-ku-wen=-lu hsu-p'ien, 2: 10. 

85. Ibid.; and Yuan Wei, Sheng-wu-chi, p. 664. 

86. Su, p. 193-94. 
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advocated "Sea War" policy against the pirates. He enjoyed extraordinary 

imperial favor facilitated by his powerful patrons at the capital, such 

as the President of the Board of Revenue, Chu Kuei, and the Head of the 
Jtr ' > · 87 

Grand Council, Tung Kao t_ ~~ (1740-1818). - Chu Kuei had an intimate 

relationship with the Chia-ch'ing emperor, since he had tutored the 

emperor when he was a minor. It is said that the emperor "owed to Chu 

Kuei not only a great part of his early education, but possibly also his 

good wi,.l and his ambition as a ruler." 88 Chu served as the Chia-ch'ing 

emperor's thief political adviser during the critical early _stages of the 

formation of a new political center at the court. Being a favored stu-

dent of Chu, Juan found an opportunity to participate in the administra-

tive reform and reorganization initiated by the emperor after the execu-

tion of Ho-shen, which not only gained him access to the emperor but also 

provided him with deep insight into the policy guidelines formulated by 

the new administration. 89 Partly owing to the emperor's trust, partly 

owing to his political connections with Chu Kuei and Tung Kao, and partly 

owing to his excellent record in Chekiang as director of studies in 1796-

1798, the experience of which apparently provided him with first-hand 

knowledge and a keen understanding of the conditions and suffering of the 

coastal dwellers in that province, Juan Yuan was relieved from his office 

of Assistant Directorship of the Board of Revenue in 1799 and was sent 

87. Peh T'i Wei, "Juan Yuan," pp. 18, 41. 

8 8 . I b i d . , p p . 1 3 , 6 3 , 1 2 8-3 0 ; and H u mme 1 , p . 1 8 6 . 

89. Peh T'i Wei, "Juan Yuan," pp. 18, 29. 



to Chekiang with the specific mission of quelling the pirates who were 

harrassing the coastal waters of Fukien and Chekiang. 90 During his 

tenure in office, Juan Yuan enjoyed the pirvilege of communicating with 

79 

the emperor through secret memorials whenever he felt the _need, and more 

importantly, he was at liberty to deal with the coastal pirates in any 

way he saw fit so long as he _acted within broad policy guidelines set 

by the court. In short, with strong military support in the capital, 

Juan Yuan was able to mobilize financial and military resources from both 

Fukien and Chekiang to restrain the pirates. Second, coming from a 

family which had a strong military tradition, he held ·no prejudices 

against military men as did many of his contemporaries in the civil 

service, and he had no difficulties in discussing military matters with 

General L~ Ch'ang-keng. Enjoying Juan Yuan's patronage, General Li was 

freed from the bureaucratic harassments of Fukien officials and was thus 

able to concentrate his efforts on military actions against the pirates. 92 

Third, being a scholar in the Han Learning (Han-hsueh 3~Jf tradition 

which championed the principles of "knowledge of practical use to society" 

(Ching-shih chih yung ~~ tt it Ffl ) , Juan Yuan was innovative enough to 

introduce modifications and changes in the traditional tactics of rebel

suppression to provfde practical solutions to the pirate problem. For 

example, he had reirstituted various forms of local defense, such as the 

90. Ibid., pp. 49, 130-33. 

91. Ibid., pp. 3018, 133-34, 141, 153, 379; and Peh-t' i Wei, 
"Internal Security," pp. 84, 100; and Leung, "Juan Yuan," p. 271. 

92. Peh, T' i Wei, "Juan Yuan," pp. 3-10, 84, 181. 



pao-chia, yu-chia, ao-chia, and t'uan-lien. 93 He ordered the construc

tion of t'ing-chuan class warships and the manufacture of "butterfly 

cannon balls," both of which were patterned after Vietnamese designs. 94 

He adopted foreign-made cannon for his warships ~nd muskets for coastal 

militiamen. 95 Also, the marine commands of Chekiang and Fukien were 

unified under one official, namely Li Ch'ang-keng. 96 Thus, by the time 

80 

Juan Yuan resigned his governorship in late September 1805, and returned 

home to mourn the death of his father, he had virtually wiped out all the 

leading pirate bands along the coasts of Fukien and Chekiang, except for 

those headed by Ts'ai Ch'ien, Chu Fen and Chang Ah-chih. 97 

In a desperate attempt to hold his force together, Ts'ai Ch'ien 

executed more than ten of his . petty leaders (t'ou-mu i~ § ) because 

they fled in disorder before the imperial navy. This disciplinary action 

93. Ibid., p. xxiv. 

94. .KCT 004848 CC 5/2/4 and 005272 CC 5/3/4. "Butterfly cannon 
balls" were made of copper. When a ball was fired, its shell would split 
into two halves which were linked together by a chain. It flew like a 
butterfly and was effective in destroying ship masts and lines. For'a 
detailed illustration of the "butterfly cannon ball," see Juan Yuan, "Chi 
hu-t'ieh p'ao-tzu" [In Memory of the Butterfly Cannon Ball], in Yen-ching
shi san-chi [Writings from the Yen-ching Studio, Third Volume]; reprinted 
in Ts'ung-shu chi-ch'eng ch'u-pien, pp. 587-88 and Peh T'i Wei, "Internal 
Security," p. 98. 

95. YCPT, 2: 3. 

96. KCT 006065 CC 6/9/6; Peh T'i Wei, "Internal Security," p. 
98; and YCPT,~ 4. 

97. Yuan-tu Li, "Juan-wen-ta-kung shih-lueh," [A Biographical 
Sketch of Juan Yuan[, in Kuo-ch'ao hsien-cheng shih-lueh, 21: 20; YCPT, 
3: 1; and Ti-tzu-chi, 3: 4. 
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alienated many of his followers, and twenty-odd ships deserted his squad

ron. 98 However, Tslai Chlienls career was by no means over, since by the 

end of 1804 he still had a formidable force of some fifty ships. The 

next chapter will focus on his revitalization and adventures in Taiwan. 99 



CHAPTER 5 

THE INVASION OF TAIWAN BY TS'AI CH'IEN AND CHU FEN 

The Ascendancy of Giant Ocean-Crossing Junks 
and the Ts'ai-Chu Alliance 

Following his bitter experiences in dealing with the new t'ing

ch'uan class · warships, Ts'ai Ch'ien realized that if he wanted to stay 

in operation he must obtain -larger and more powerful ships ~han those 

employed by the Chekiang navy. Therefore, he offered the Fukien ship-

builders a large sum of money to supply him with ·large commercial vessels, 

to be constructed in such a way that they could be readily converted to 

military purposes. 1 These giant vessels were several times larger than 

the t'ing-ch'uan type war junks and were ~nown in government reports as 

"giant oce-an-crossing junks" (ta h.eng-yang ch'uan -K._ f~ ;~~g-), for 

they could easily cross the sea to Taiwan. 2 After the completion of 

these ships, Fukien merchants · sailed them with full cargoes into the 

open seas and transferred them to Ts'ai Ch'ien. Then, they went back to 

1. Ting-hai t'ing-chih, camp. by Feng Yin, 28: 40; and Ting-hai 
hsien-chih, 15: 12 

2. KCT 004948 CC 5/2/4; Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 576. 
The exact size and measurements of the Giant Ocean-Crossing Junks is 
unknown. However, the sources suggest that Ts'ai Ch'ien's flagship, the 
biggest vessel in his fleet, has a complement of some 270 pirates. In 
other words, if one assumes that an average Giant Ocean-Crossing Junk 
could carry a crew of 200 men, it was still considerably larger than an 
average T'ing-ch'uan, which could accommodate only eighty men. (YCPT, 
3: 18-20; and SYT-FP CC 11/3/25, p. 00425. 
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report to the authorities that they had been attacked by pirates and 

their vessels and cargoes were seized. 3 

83 

In the summer of 1804, armed with these new warships, Ts'ai Ch'ien 

was able to intercept the large rice junks plying between Taiwan and 

Fukien. He quickly netted a prize of many rice junks as well as several 

thousand piculs of rice. 4 This handsome booty not only immediately solved 

his food supply problem, but also enabled him to share his surplus rice 

with Chu Fen, a prominent pirate leader operating in the waters bordering 

Fukien and Kwangtung. To repay Ts'ai Ch'ien's generosity, Chu Fen allied 

his fleet of twenty-some ships with those of Ts'ai Ch'ien for a joint 

raid along the Fukien coast. 5 Confronted with this armada of over eighty 

men-of-war, the Fukien navy was unwilling to engage the pirates. 6 

The Ransom of Lu-erh-men 

To ~ounterdct this situation, Li Ch'ang-keng, the military 

Commander-in-Chief of Chekiang, was given command of a task force con

sisting of forty-one warships from Chekiang and twenty-one from Fukien. 

The sole mission of this s.pecial fleet was to suppress Ts'ai Ch'ein 

within six months, starting in September 1804. 7 However, before Li could 

3. Ting-hai hsien-chih, 15: 12; and Ting-hai t'ing-chih, compo 
by Feng Yin, 28: 40. 

4. Ibid; and YCPT, 1: 4. 

5. Ibid. 

6. SYT-FP CC 10/2/12, p. 00091; Ma-kang t'ing-chih, Fu-lu-shang, 
p. 48; and Ting-hai t'ing-chih, compo by Feng Yin, 28: 40. 

7. SYT-FP CC 9/7/1, pp. 00001-00002; SYT-FP CC 10/2/12, p. 
00091; and Ti-tzu-chi, 2: 21. 
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ready his fleet for sea, Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ien, with the aid of 11 the giant ocean-

crossing junks, .. had already expanded his hunting grounds to the waters 

off the west coast of Taiwan. For example, at the end of May 1804, Ts 1 ai 

Ch 1 i en approached Lu--kang /tr.. ;.t , Taiwan, and caused the 1 oca 1 offici a 1 s 

to believe that they were about to storm ashore (see Figure~). Alarmed 

by this threat, Ai Hsin-t 1 ai ~ ~~· ~ , the military commander-in-chief 

of Taiwan, and Ch 1 ing Pao ~ ~~ , the prefect of Taiwan prefecture, led 

reinforcements to Lu-kang to launch a two-pronged attack against the 

pirates from both land and sea. 8 Colonel Ch 1 ien Wan-k 1 uei ~~~'the 
commander of the water forces, was reluctant to move his squadron out of 

Lu-erh-men ftr: 1f P~ on the grounds that the 1 imited number of imperial 

warships under his command should be kept to protect Lu-erh-men, the 

leading commercial harbor on Taiwan, and the nearby seat of government for 

Taiwan prefecture (Taiwan-fu ~ ;~ 1t1 ) . However, Colonel Ch 1 ien 1 s 

opinion was ignored by General Ai, who insisted that his plan should be 

followed. 9 

When General Ai reached Lu-kang, he immediately realized that he 

had been outwitted by .Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ien, since the pirates had already set out 

for Lu-erh-men. 10 Although General Ai was able to rush back to defend 

the prefectural city, present-day Tainan ~ ~ , Colonel Ch 1 ien and his 

squadron were delayed by poor communication as well as bad weather and 

8. Ming-Ch 1 ing shih~liao, wu-p 1 ien, pp. 481-82. 

9. Ibid. 

10. Ibid. 
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failed to reach Lu-erh-men in time to aid in its defense (see Figure 3).11 

As a result, when Tslai Chlien arrived at Lu-erh-men on June 5, 1804, he 

met little opposition at sea. Therefore, he immediately assailed the 

Pei-shan ~t ~Ll.I battery situated on the northern bank of Lu-erh-men, which 

guarded the main channel leading into the bay.12 Owing to a heavy rain, 

the guardsmen at the fort failed to fire a single shot to stop the pirates 

from landing. Consequently, the pirates won a complete victory, slaugh

teringthe soldiers, burning the palisade, destroying the cannon emplace

ments, and carrying the cannon back to their Ships.13 Then, on the 

evening of June 7, they pushed inland and set fire to a military camp.14 

On June 9 and 10, the pirates in small boats raided the inner harbor of 

Lu-erh-men, where they burned one commercial junk, sank three patrol 

boats, and captured another two. 15 Although General Ai had stationed his 

troops at An-pi ing ~.f ,a strategic town guarding the gateway to 

Taiwan-fu, and had mobilized local militia as well as mercenaries to 

secure the coastal defense, he had failed to take any measures to protect 

the commercial junks moored in the harbor. Left entirely without pro-

tection, the junk owners were compelled to pay Tslai Chlien a handsome 

11. Ibid. 

12. Ibid.; and Tlai-wan tlung-shih in TWHTK, Vol. 128, p. 842. 

13. Ibid.; CCSL, p. 1829; SYT-FP CC 9/6/7, p. 00067; SYT-FP CC 
9/7/3, p. 00021; and~chien tlung:chlh, 268: 59. 

14. Ibid. 

~. 15. Ibi d. 
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ransom to avoid the destruction of their vessels, and Ts'ai Ch'ien sailed 

away from Lu-erh-men in a leisurely manner. 16 

The Death of Hu Chen-Sheng 

In early July, Hu Chen-sheng ~ij ~ni~~ , a brigadier-general in 

command of the Wen-chou ;jl~~ naval district in Chekiang, was passing 

through Fukien waters with twenty-eight ships, transporting shipbuilding 

materials to the Chekiang naval dockyards. Because the pirate fleet had 

returned to their main area of operations along the Fukien coast, Vice

roy YU-te ordered Hu to assist the Fukien navy in attacking Ts'ai Ch'ien 

and Chu Fen. 17 On July 11,1804, Hu's squadron confronted Ts'ai Ch'ien's 

fleet off Foochow Bay, while the Fukien fleet also closed on the pirates. 

However, both Hu's followers and the Fukien marines were reluctant to 

engage the enemy because of the overwhelming might of the pirate fleet, 

which also had the advantage of an upwind position. Showing perhaps more 

courage than wisdom, Hu issued an order for his flagship to sail into the 

center of the enemy formation. Regarding this decision as unwise, one of 

his officers knelt down and begged him to wait for the rest of the forces 

to join the attack before moving forward. Hu rejected the suggestion on 

the ground that as long as he took the lead, none of the rest of the 

fleet would lag behind. Failing to convince Hu, the officer reminded 

him that he should not forget his filial responsibilities to his mother, 

in the following words: "Aren't you going to think of your venerated 

16. Ibid. 

17. YCPT, 2: 28; Ma-kang t'ing-chih, Fu-lu-shang, p. 15. 
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mother?.. Hearing this, Hu silenced his subordinate and burst into tears. 

Then, he beat the drum and warned his crew members that they should not 

forget their duties in combat, and anyone who dared to utter a word in 

opposition would be decapitated. 18 . Nevertheless, the rest of Hu's 

forces failed to follow suit in attacking the pirates and instead stood 

off some distance from the battle and did no more than shout out in sup-

port. As a result, General Hu's vessel was quickly overwhelmed by some 

twenty small boats manned by the Liang-shan~ JU pirates who had 

recently allied themselves with Ts'ai Ch'ien. 

After a fierce battle, Hu's ship was set afire and sunk with 

some eighty sailors on board. 19 Hu was wounded and taken captive by the 

pirates. Knowing that Hu was also a native of T'ung-an ~ ~ district 

in Fukie~, Ts'ai Ch'ien offered to spare his life if he would surrender. 

In an effort to win Hu to his side, Ts'ai personally treated Hu's wound 

with some chicken skin filled with medicinal herbs and gave him some 

medicine to drink. However, instead of submitting, Hu upbraided Ts'ai 

for his outrageous crimes. Thus, provoked beyond endurance, Ts'ai had 

Hu put to death. 20 When news of Hu's demise reached the court, the Chia-

18. Hsia-men chih [Local Gazetteer of Amoy, Fukien], comp. by 
Chou Kai, 16 chUan, 1839, in TWHTK, Vol. 95, p. 501; Fu-chien t'un -chih 
lieh-chuan hsUan [Selected Biographies from Fukien Provincial Gazetteer 
in TWHTK, Vol. 195, p. 226; and T'ung-an hsien-chih, 34: 9. 

19. Ibid. One source suggests that the Liang-shan group prob
ably was led by Wu Ch'eng-tsung. (SYT-FP CC 9/ll/27, p. 00190.) 

20. Ibid.; and SYT-FP CC 9/8/6, p. 00046. 



ching emperor was furious and placed many naval commanders on probation 

for their failure to attack the pirates and rescue Hu. 21 

The Defeat and D.issolution of the 
Ts'ai-Chu Flotilla 

90 

Encouraged by their victory, Ts'ai Ch'ien and Chu Fen challenged 

the power of the t'ing ch'uan warships again by venturing into Chekiang 

waters in early September 1804, to loot and plunder. As a result, on 

September 23, 1804 a test of strength took place between Li Ch'ang-keng's 

task force of eighty ships and the Ts'ai-Chu flotilla which had by this 

time grown to about one hundred and ten men-of-war. 22 Seeing the pirate 

ships deployed in a single line, General Li struck at the middle of the 

pirate formation, aiming in this way to -divide the fleets of Ts'ai Ch'ien 

and Chu Fen. After breaking the pirate line, Li led a naval unit against 

Ts'ia Ch'ien's ships, while the rest of the forces attacked Chu Fen's 

squadron. In the ensuing battle, Li sank two of Ts'ai's escort ships 

and captured another with fifty-two men on board. In addition to inflict-
/ 

ing a large number of casualties on the personnel of Ts'ai Ch'ien's flag-

ship, he also crippled Ts'ai's vessel by destroying its sails and lines. 

However, taking advantage of a sudden change in the weather, Ts'ai Ch'ien 

managed to disengage and flee under the cover of a timely hurricane. 23 

Afterwards, Ts'ai Ch'ien blamed Chu Fen for the defeat, claiming Chu had 

21. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 479; SYT-FP CC 9/8/6, 
p. 00047; SYT-FP CC 9/9/25, p. 00283. 

22. SYT-FP CC 9/7/l, p. 00001; Ma-kang t'ing-chih, Fu-lu-shang, 
p. 48; and Sheng-wu-chi, pp. 666-67. 

23. Ibid. 
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failed to put up a staunch fight against the imperial forces. Angered 

by this accusation, Chu angrily severed his connections with Ts'ai Ch'ien 

and returned to Kwangtung. 24 Without Chu's support, Ts'ai Ch'ien alone 

could not withstand the Chekiang navy and retreated to the waters of 

Fukien and Taiwan, with Li Ch'ang-keng in hot pursuit. 

The Pacification of Local Pirates in Chekiang 

After breaking the Ts'ai-Chu alliance, the Chekiang navy suc

ceeded i'n compelling three local pirate bands, namely the so-called 

Yellow Sunflowers, the Little Fat Pancakes (Hsiao-fei-ping j.ij~ j~ ), 

and the Ch'iu Ta ~~~~group to surrender in the year 1805. After the 

murder of Hou Ch'i-t'ien by Ts'ai Ch'ien in 1801, Hou's followers broke 

up into several smaller groups, including one group of some twenty ships 
' 

under the leadership of Ch'en Huang-k'uei. In official accounts, this 

group is called either the Yellow Sunflowers Gang (Huang-k'uei Pang) or 

the Revitalized Gang (Tsai Hsin Pang ~~;t since it emerged from 

elements of Hou Ch'i-t'ien's original forces. 25 Between 1803 and early 

1804, the Chekiang navy engaged the Yellow Sunflowers at least seven 

times, and in those battles the imperial navy sank eight enemy junks, 

captured another twelve, and rounded up 319 pirates. 26 Although the 

Yellow Sunflowers were constantly at odds with Ts'ai Ch'ien, their 

elimination from Chekiang waters proved to have an adverse effect on 

24. Ibid.; and Ting-hai hsien-chih, 15: 12. 

25. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 469; SYT-FP CC 8/4/24, 
p. 00219; and Ting-hai t'ing-chih, comp. by Feng Yin, 26: 40. 

26. YCPT, 2: 24-28. 
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him, for Ts 1 ai apparently then became the primary target of the local 

authorities. 

Unable to withstand steady pressure from the imperial forces, on 

April 10, 1805,Ch 1 en Huang-k 1 uei, with most of his fleet of ten ships and 

accompanied by more than five hundred men, surrendered to the authorities 

at YU-huan, Chekiang. With his surrender, a large cache of arms was 

confiscated, including ninety-five large and small cannon, one thousand 

catties of gun powder and shot, and five to six hundred assorted weapons, 

such as fowling pieces, spears, knives, and rattan shields.?7 Remnant 

elements of the Yellow Sunflowers who remained at large were led by Ts 1 ai 
... ,. ''it '.lt.. P 1 i ng 11;f~ 1~ and Ho Shang-ch 1 i u -fo rgJ f}:__ . Ts 1 a i P 1 i ng and 182 fo 11 ow-

ers attached themselves to Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ien for a short period of time, but 

eventually they yielded to the government at the end of 1805. 28 The fate 

of Ho Shang-ch 1 iu who commanded a force of three to five small vessels 
' 29 

is unknown. In late 1805, the pirate band headed by Ch 1 iu Ta and the 

Little Fat Pancake group, with a combined forced of some thirty to forty 

war junks, also gave themselves up to the Chekiang officials after their 

forces were greatly diminished by imperial squadrons. 30 

27. SYT-FP CC 10/4/17, p. 00189. 

28. CCSL, p. 2165; SYT-FP CC 10/9/19, p. 00224; SYT-FP CC 
10/10/11, p. 00046; and SYT-FP CC 10/ll/13, pp. 00180-00181. 

29. YCPT, 1: 4. 

30. SYT-FP, CC 10/10/22, p. 00292. 
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Ts•ai Ch 1 ien•s Quest for a Maritime Base 

Prompted by increasing difficulties in holding off Li Ch•ang-

keng•s ceaseless attacks, in getting sufficient provisions from shore~ 

in continuing the attacks on both commercial junks and fishing markets 

at sea, and in finding safe moorages against strong winds, Ts•ai Ch 1 ien 

realized that his forces were desperately in need of a permanent base. 

Concluding that the island of Taiwan was inadequately defended by some 

thirty warships of the imperial navy and manned by 2,586 marines and 

supported by six thousand foot soldiers, he decided to establish himself 

on the island. From that haven, he could continue his piratical activi

ties and also challenge the very legitimacy of the ruling Manchu 

dynasty. 31 As a matter of fact, Ts•ai Ch 1 ien had begun to probe Taiwan•s 

defenses -in 1803. As indicated by the memorials submitted to the throne 

by General Ai Hsin-t•ai, Ts•ai Ch 1 ien had begun to send a number of spies 

ashore at ·Lu-erh-men in 1803 to gather military information; three of 

them were caught by local authorities. 32 In July of the same year, he 

approached Lu-kang with a force of some thirty ships to procure fresh 

water and to test the local defenses. After losing three ships, one 

sampan, and several hundred men at the hands of the local garrison, the 

pirates left Lu-kang for Wu Sung-k•ou ~ ;f~ a , Kiangsu, where they 

robbed thirty-six commercial -junks and refurnished their ships• stores 

31. Ming-Ch 1 ing shih-liao, wu-p•ien, pp. 490-96; and SYT-FP 
cc 10/5/12, p. 00113. 

32. Ming-ch•ing shih-liao, wu-p•ien, pp. 472-73. 
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with soy beans, cotton, cooking oil, and pigs. 33 In June 1804, Ts•ai 

Ch 1 ien, as described above, attacked Lu-erh-men and forced sea merchants 

there to pay the pirates a large sum by way of ransom. 34 In May 1805, he 

again dispatched a small contingent of ten-odd ships to Hu-wei ;~ )~ 

Tan-shiu ;J~ 7l~ sub-prefecture, to probe its defenses. However, the 

probing attacks he launched on shore were stalled by imperial gunfire 

which smashed three sampans and killed more than one hundred pirates. 35 

The Pirate King and His Multi-Pronged -
Invasion of Taiwan 

After testing the defensive strength of Taiwan•s key administra-

tive, commercial, and communication centers at Tan-shui, Lu-erh-men, and 

Lu-kang, Ts•ai ch•ien -launched a multi-pronged campaign against Taiwan in 

1806. 36 ,This full-fledged invasion was financed by one to four million 

Spanish dollars, backed by more than one hundred ships manned by some ten 

thousand pirates, and supported by nearly twenty thousand rebels among 

the population, including local bandits, illegal immigrants, and communal 

33. Ibid., p. 474; and SYT-FP CC 9/2/23, p. 00209. 

34. T1 ai-wan t•ung-shih in TWHTK, Vol. 128, p. 843. 

35. Ming-Ch 1 ing shih-liao, wu-p•ien, p. 490; and SYT-FP CC 
11/l/4, p. 00048. 

36. Fu-chien t•ung-shih, 268: 59-60; T1 ai-wan t•ung-shih in 
TWHTK, Vol. 128, p. 842; and Sheno-wu-chi, p. 667. 
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settlers from Kwangtung and Fukien. 37 In order to incite political sup-

port among the islanders, Ts'ai Ch'ien proclaimed himself the "Majestic 

King Who Stabilizes the Sea" and performed the ceremonial sacrifices to 

Heaven and Earth. He also adopted the dynastic title Resplendent Bril

liance (Kuang-ming ~ ~ij ) to signify his rejection of the Manchu 

dynasty and the symbolic restoration of the previous Ming sij (Bright) 

dynasty. Word of favorable portents was spread on the island by Ts'ai 

Ch'ien's agents, alleging that the Manchu ruler had already lost the 

Heavenly mandate and would be replaced by a true Chinese Son of Heaven. 38 

It appears that an embryonic court system was established and served by 

a handful of kidnapped literati, pirate leaders, and local rebels, who 

were awarded flags, seals of office, appointments to office, and was 

financially supported by the pirate King. 39 By these acts, Ts'ai Ch'ien 

37. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 498; SYT-FP CC 10/12/26, 
p. 00490; SYT-FP CC 11/5/6, p. 00039; and SYT-FP CC 11/9/18, p. 00375; 
"tsung-t'ung Min-Che shui-shih Che-kiang t'i-tu Chuang-lieh po Li Chung-i 
kung sheng-tao-ming" [The Epitaph of the First Earl Chung-lieh and Naval 
Commander-in-chief of the Chekiang and Fukien Fleets, Li-Ch'ang-keng], 
Yen-hsia wan-ku lou wen-chi [Collected Works from the Edifice of Rosy 
Clouds and Immortality], ed. by Wang T'an, 6 chUan, 4: 48; reprinted in 
Ts'ung-shu chi-ch'eng ch'u-pien, no. 2530-31. Spanish dollars were widely 
circulated in the Chia-ch'ing era. Generally speaking, one Chinese tael 
equalled 1.33 Spanish dollars. For more information on the exchange rate 
between the Spanish dollar and the Chinese tael, see Dian Murray, "Sea 
Bandits," p. xiii. 

38. SYT-FP CC l/l/4, p. 0004; and T'ai-wan t'unq-shih in TWHTK, 
Vo 1 . 128, p. 842. 

39. T'ai-pei hsien-chih [Local Gazetteer of Taipei District, 
Taiwan], camp. by Tai Te-fa et al., 27 chuan (1960: T'ai-pei hsien wen
hsien wei-yUan hui [History Commission of Taipei District], Ta-shih-ch'i 
[Records of Important Events], p. 17; and HsU-hsiu T'ai-wan hsien-chih 
[Supplement to Local Gazetteer of Taiwan District], comp. by Hsieh Chin
luan in TWHTK, Vol. 140, p. 623. 
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sought to give up the role of a professional pirate and to assume the 

respectability of a claimant to the throne. In the process, he closed 

the door to any future reapproachment with the imperial court through the 

age-old practice of amnesty and rewards. 

Ts•ai Ch•ien launched his Taiwan campaign at Tan-shui subprefec-

ture on January 3, 1806. With the assistance of 11mountain bandits .. 

(shan-tse ~ ~~) who had joined his cause, the pirates successfully 
.. .J(I" 

captured the ports of Hu-wei and Hsin-chuan l~ ~~ ; they also burned 

Meng-chia ~i1Pf , a bustling market town situated on the banks of the 

Tan-shui river. 40 When imperial reinforcements headed by General Ai 

Hsin-t•ai rushed to the scene of battle, they quickly realized that they 

had again been tricked by Ts•ai Ch 1 ien, for by that time he had already 

sent a large contingent of some eighty ships southward to attack the 

district seat of Feng-shan.!JJ- J..1 and a small squadron of seven ships to 

raid harbors further south by the name of Tung-kang~ ;~ and Fang-liao 

t~ ~ ... 41 At that time, there was an ongoing communal strife (hsieh-tou 

~'\r~ · ) between the Fukienese and Kwangtungese immigrants in south 

Taiwan. With the incitement of Ts•ai Ch 1 ien, a self-proclaimed king from 

Fukien, many Fukienese settlers in the Feng-shan area rose up to support 

the invasion. As a_ result, before official reinforcements of soldiers, 

aborigines, and mercenaries could come to relieve the situation, the 

40. Ibid. 

41. SYT-FP CC 10/12/26, p. 00490. 



city of Feng-shan fell into the hands of the rebels on January 12, 

1806. 42 After killing officials and gentry leaders, looting the city 

treasury and residents, releasing prisoners from jail, and repelling 

imperial counterattacks, the insurgents held the district city for a 
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43 ~~ ,, period of eighty-odd days. In late January, Chang-hua ~]-iv district 

was also infested with 11 mountain bandits .. who apparently had been incited 

to rebel by the pirates roaming off the port of Lu-kang. 44 

After successfully opening fronts at Tan-shui in the north, Feng-

shan in the south, and Chang-hua in east-central Taiwan, Ts~ai Ch'ien 

committed his main force at Taiwan-fu. On January 13, 1806, some ninety 

pirate ships assaulted Lu-erh-men, which not only controlled the estuary 

leading to the nearby prefectural city and administrative center of the 

island but also served as the key commercial harbor linking Taiwan with 

mainland China. 45 Five days later, the pirates established a beachhead at 

Chou-tsai~wei, only six li! north of Taiwan-fu. Starting on January 

24, land and sea columns estimated to have had a combined strength of 

more than 30,000 men, struck at Taiwan-fu and An-p'ing fortress situated 

on an off-shore island guarding the city's gateway. 46 It was at this 

42. SYT-FP CC 10/ll/23, p. 00041; SYT-FP CC l/l/22, p. 00227; 
and Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, pp. 501-02. 

43. Ibid,; SYT-FP CC 11/3/17, p. 00294; and T'ai-wan t'ung-chih 
[A Comprehensive Gazetteer of Taiwan], in TWHTK, Vol. 130, p. 553. 

44. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 527. 

45. SYT-FP CC 11/l/27, p. 00345; and KCT 011076 CC 13/5/21. 

46. SYT-FP CC 11/2/2, pp. 00009-00010; SYT-FP CC 11/4/6, pp. 
00067-00068; and T-ai-wan t'unq-shih in TWHTK, Vol. 128, p. 843. One 
Chinese li equals approximately l/3 of an English mile. 
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time that Ts'ai Ch'ien's career reached its peak. Greatly elated by his 

initial military successes, he issued proclamations designating himself 

the .. Majestic King Who Stabilizes the Seas .. and declaring 1806 as the 

first year of his 11 Reign of Resplendent Brilliance ... 47 However~ Ts'ai 

Ch'ien's ambition to establish a land base on Taiwan was thwarted by the 

staunch resistance he encountered at Taiwan-fu, as well as the unexpected 

arrival of an imperial task fleet headed by General Li Ch'ang-keng. 48 

The Mobilization of Local Militia 
in Defense in Taiwan-fu 

Finding themselves initially outnumbered, the authorities at 

Taiwan-fu called upon local gentry leaders to mobilize a militia force 

of ten thousand able-bodied men to defend the city. 49 With the memory of 

recent pfrate depredations fresh in their minds, the rich sea merchants 

residing outside the Great Western Gate of the city also contributed 

large sums of money to recruit mercenaries and to construct a palisade 

on the beach outside .the northwest sector of the city wa11. 50 Since many 

of these gentry 1 eaders were veterans of the Lin Shuan-wen t} ~ ~rebe 1-

lion (1786-1787), their experiences in warfare were valuable in mounting 

47. HsU-hsiu T'ai-wan hsien-chih in TWHTK, Vol. 140, p. 380; 
T'ai-wan t'ung-shih in TWHTK, Vol. 128, p. 842; Fu-chien t'uno-chih, 268: 
68; Hsia-men chih in TWHTK, Vol. 95, p. 674; SYT-FP CC 10/ll/23, p. 00041; 
SYT-FP CC 10/ll/23~ p. 00041; and SYT-FP CC 11/ll/24, p. 00369. 

48. Fu-chien t'ung-chih, 268: 60; and T'ai-wan t'ung-shih in 
TWHTK, Vol. 128, p. 843. 

49. Ibid.; and KCT 010878 CC 13/5/26. 

50. Ibid.; HsU-hsiu T'ai-wan hsien-chih in TWHTK, Vol. 140, 
p. 380. 
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an effective local defense. 51 For instance, the palisade, which cost 

more than six thousand taels of silver and stretched over 12,000 feet in 

length, was constructed in only three days. 52 The militia leaders also 

arrested two enemy agents, who were brothers. The older one, Ch'en Hung

yu r~;1,~ ~j, served at General Ai Hsin-t'ai's office as a clerk, 

receiving and dispatching official correspondence. The younger, Ch'en 

Hung-hs i r' ;l,!9 ~i, was in charge of the defense of a section of the 

palisade located outside the Western Gate of the city. One evening Ch'en 

Hung-hsi abandoned his post-and entered the city, intending _to create 

panic and chaos at the palisade. His scheme was, however, uncovered by 

Sun Ch'i-liang j~,!J-f!<_, the general-chief of the militia, who immedi-

ately made a report to the authorities and moved thirty soldiers and · 

eighty mercenaries into the undefended position to prevent the rebels 

from taking any advantage of the circumstances. 53 In short, without the 

support of the local gentry and the sea merchants, the local garrison 

troops might not have been able to hold the city long enough for relief 

forces to arrive from the mainland. 

The Alleged Annam Connection and 
Imperial Reinforcements 

The possibility of an independent and belligerent regime solidly 

based on Taiwan alarmed the Chia-ch'ing emperor. He also expressed great 

51. T'ai-wan t'ung-shih in TWHTK, Vol. 128, p. 851. 

52. Fu-chien t'ung-chih, 268: 60; and Hsu-hsiu T'ai-wan hsien
chih in TWHTK, Vol. 140, pp. 380-81. 

53. Ibid.; and T'ai-wan t'ung-shih in TWHTK, Vol. 128, p. 844. 
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concern about the allegations claiming that the Kwangtung pirate leaders, 

most of whom were the followers of the late Juan Kuang-ping and Juan 

Kuang-tsan, had conceived a scheme to join their forces with Ts'ai Ch'ien 

as well as Chu Fen to invade Taiwan. In return, they expected a~sistance 

from Ts'ai Ch'ien and Chu Fen to restore one of Juan Kuang-ping's grand

sons known by the nickname of "The Third Prince of Annam" (Annam san tai 

tzu i i(} ~ 1--} ) to the throne of Annam. The emperor feared that a 

pincer attack could then be launched both from Annam and Taiwan to over

throw the Manchu dynasty and release the Han Chinese from the alien rule. 54 

Not surprisingly, therefore, the emperor reprimanded Viceroy YU-te for his 

failure either to inform the court of recent military developments in 

Taiwan or to personally lead a large relief force to relieve the island's 

defenders. 55 The emperor also appointed General Te Leng-t' ai ~t_ 't~ %, a 

veteran of the successful campaigns against Lin Shuan-wen, and General 

Sa i Ch' ung-ah l ;.'f ,q as imperi a 1 commissioners to de a 1 with the 

rebels. 56 Before the imperial commissioners could complete their mobili-

zation of some eight thousand soldiers from various provinces for trans-

port to Taiwan, the insurgents had already been defeated by the combined 

54. SYT-FP CC 10/12/15, pp. 00229-00231; SYT-FP CC 10/12/17, 
pp. 00271-00274; SYT-FP CC 10/12/26, pp. 00489-00490; SYT-FP CC 11/l/22, 
p. 00309; and SYT-FP CC ll/3/8, p. 00119. 

55. CCSL, p. 2264; SYT-FP CC 11/2/22, p. 00227; SYT-FP CC 
11/l/27, 00314; SYT-FP CC 11/l/27, p. 00313; SYT-FP CC 11/2/22, pp. 
00279-00281; SYT-FP CC 11/2/16, p. 00212; SYT-FP CC 11/2/26, p. 00365; 
SYT-FP CC 11/5/6, p. 00049; and SYT-FP CC 11/9/?, pp. 371-82. 

56. Minq-Ch'inq shih-1iao, wu-p'ien, p. 555; SYT-FP CC 11/1/4, 
p. 00049; SYT-FP CC 11/1/27, p. 00313; and SYT-FP CC 11/l/27, p. 00346. 
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forces of local garrison troops and militia and Li Ch'ang-keng's task 

force of seventy-one warships carrying 1,400 sailors and 3,000 marines. 57 

Bloody Battles at Lu-erh-men and Taiwan-fu 

On January 9, 1806, General Li's fleet reached the bay of Lu-

erh-men. He was unable to engage the pirates immediately, since the 

main channel had been blocked by Ts'ai Ch'ien with three sunken junks, 

but the fleet's appearance so distracted the rebels that they could no 

longer commit their full power to the storming of Taiwan-fu. 58 From 

reconnaissance, General Li learned that three minor waterways near Lu

erh-men--Nan-shan ifJ ;J... , Pei-shan, and Ta-kang 1( ;t --were still 

navigable for small boats. 59 Furthermore, he discovered that the maneuv

erability of the pirate ships was limited because of the many shallows in 

57. SYT-FP CC 10/12/26, p. 00490; SYT-FP CC 11/2/11, p. 00146; 
SYT-FP CC 11/2/19, p. 00243; SYT-FP CC 11/2/11, p. 00262; SYT-FP CC 
11/2/22, p. 00281; SYT-FP CC 11/2/30, p. 00415; SYT-FP CC 11/3/2, p. 
00011; SYT-FP CC 11/3/8, p. 00090; SYT-FP CC 11/3/13, p. 00202; SYT-FP 
CC 11/3/13, p. 00206; and Yen-ching-shih erh-chi chUan-ssu in Ts'una-shu 
chi-ch'eng ch'u-pien, p. 415. It was planned to transport 3,500 foot
soldiers from Szechwan, 4,000 from Fukien, and 300 from Manchuria to 
Taiwan. In addition, it was proposed that 2,000 marines from Kwangtung 
and Kwangsi respectively be sent to reinforce General Li Ch'ang-keng's 
task force. 

58. SYT-FP CC 11/l/11, p. 00125; SYT-FP CC 11/l/11, p. 00129; 
and SYT-FP CC 11/l/22, p. 00228. 

59. Ting-hai hsien-chih, 15: 12; Ting-hai t'ino-chih, comp. by 
Feng Yin, 28: 41; Ma-kang t'ing-chih, Fu-lu-shang, p. 49; T'ai-wan 
t'ung-shih in TWHTK, Vol. 128, p. 844; and "Fu-chien shui-shih t'i-tu 
Hsu kung mu-piao," The Epitaph of the Commander-in-Chief of the Fukien 
Fleet, Hsu Sung-nien, in Pan-ven lu i-shih wen [Poems and Essays of the 
Late I-ch'en Shao at Half-Cliff Hut], comp. by I-ch'en Shao, 4 chuan, 
I-wen shia: 18. 
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the bay. 6° Consequently, after stationing his large ships at the 

entrances to these channels, General Li took advantage of a favorable 

wind on the evening of January 22 and dispatched some fifty small boats 

armed with fire rockets and incendiary pots to attack the main body of 

Ts'ai Ch'ien's armada anchored in the An-p'ing area. The pirates were 

caught completely off-guard and many of them either crashed into each 

other or ran aground on the sand bars in the darkness. As a result, 

twenty-two pirate ships were set ablaze and destroyed and nine were cap

tured.61 Furthermore, Ts'ai Ch'ien was forced to abandon An-p'ing and 
~t -Q 

Ts'ai-tsou ~ J~ to the imperial navy and retreat with his squadrons to 

Chou-tsai-wei and Lu-erh-men. 62 

Realizing that the balance of power was gradually shifting in 

favor of 'the authorities and the opportunity of taking Taiwan-fu would 

soon slip away, Ts'ai Ch'ien commanded his forces to tighten their grip 

on Taiwan-fu. Therefore, in mid-March he launched several assaults 

against the prefectural city and the fort at An-p'ing. The land rebels 

and the pirates took turns in storming Taiwan-fu on alternate. days. 63 

However, this effort was stymied by the local defense units, who not only 

60. Ibid.; and T'ai-wan t'ung-shih in TWHTK, Vol. 128, p. 846. 

61. SYT-FP CC 11/2/2, p. 00009; T'ung-an hsien-chih, 30: 14; 
Ma-kang t'ing-chih, Fu-lu-shang, p. 49; T'ai-wan t'ung-shih in TWHTK, 
Vol. 128, p. 848; and Ch'ing-shih lieh-chuan, 31: 16. 

62. Fu-chien t'ung-chih, 268: 60; and Ting-hai hsien-chih, 15: 
12. 

63. T'ai-wan t'ung-shih in TWHTK, Vol. 128, p. 844 and HsU~ 
hsiu T'ai-wan hsien-chih in TWHTK, Vol. 140, pp. 381-82. 



repelled the rebel assalllts but also executed two spies working within 

the city. 64 

Official Counter-Attack and 
Ambush at Chou-tsai-wei 
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After successfully halting the attack, the government was able 

to launch a two-pronged counterattack on Chou-tsai-wei by land and sea. 

The date set for this maneuver, March 22, 1806, was the birthdate of the 

God of Earth. Therefore, many insurgents who came from nearby villages 

had returned to their homes to celebrate the festival. The depleted 

rebel forces were caught by surprise. 65 This decisive battle began in 

the pre-dawn hours as six hundred marines made a surprise landing at 

Chou-tsai-wei under cover of darkness. After burning the enemy palisade 

and small craft, they consolidated their beachhead with twelve cannon. 66 

At the same time, the garrison troops and local militia easily broke the 

rebels' frontline and drove them back to their main camp. Under attack 

from both front and rear, the insurgents' defenses crumbled and they 

fled in all directions. It was reported that some eighty rebel huts were 

64. Ibid.; and T'ai-wan ts'ai-fanq ts'e [Collected Reports on 
Taiwan], in TWHTK, Vol. 55, p. 49. 

65. Fu-chien t'ung-chih, 268: 6Q; and T'ai-wan t'ung-shih in 
TWHTK, Vol. 128, p. 845. 

66. T'unq-an hsien-chih, 30: 14; and T'ai-wan t'ung-shih in 
THHTK, pp. 848-49. 



burned to the ground and the dead bodies of the defeated littered the 

ground for several miles. 67 
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In order to rescue the remnants of his land column, Ts'ai Ch'ien 

directed his small boats to attack the official landing party from behind. 

To counteract this threat, General Li ordered his fire-vessels (huo-kung

ch'uan Jt':~JtG ) to assault Ts'ai Ch'ien's warships moored at Pei-shan. 

This forced Tslai Ch'ien to recall the small boats to protect the larger 

vessels which had difficulties maneuvering in the shallow waters. This 

move was anticipated by the imperial forces, which trapped the returning 

pirate boats in an ambush. In the ensuing battle, some forty pirate boats 

were destroyed by fire and four were captured. In addition, more than 

two hundred pirates were killed in action. 68 

Assassination Plots 

The loss of much of his land forces at Chou-tsai-wei and half of 

his naval strength in a series of sea battles made Ts'ai Ch'ien's situa

tion precarious. The sixty-odd men-of-war remaining in his fleet were 

bottled up by the junks he has sunk in January and a few more added by 

General Li Ch'ang-keng. 69 In desperation, Ts'ai Ch'ien attempted to 

67. Ibid.; SYT-FP CC 11/2/16, p. 00211; Ma-kang t'ing-chih, 
Fu-lu-shang, p. 49; and Yen-ching-shi erh-chi chUan-ssu in Ts'ung-shu 
chi-ch'eng ch'u-pien, p. 419. 

68. Ibid. 

69. "Che-kiang T'i-tu Chuang-lieh po Li Chung-yi kung tz'u-
t'ang pei" [The Ancestral Hall Stone Tablet Inscription of the First 
Earl Chuang-lieh and Provincial Commander-in-Chief of Chekiang, Li 
Ch'ang-keng, posthumously, Li Chung-i] in Hao Chou, Tu-shan lie-kao 
[Classified Drafts of Hao Chou], 6 chUan, 1884, Section on stone inscrip
tions, p. 19. 
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assassinate General li by sending one of his confidants to surrender to 

the authorities in order to find an opportunity to kill Li. But the 

scheme failed when an edged weapon was found under the clothes of the 

agent. 70 Ts'ai Ch'ien also set high prices on the heads of several local 

militia chiefs, but this failed as well. 7l The imperial side had also 

authorized incentives, promising promotions and bounties of 2,000 taels 

for the capture of Ts'ai Ch'ien, 500 taels for the capture of commanders 

of the land rebels, 200 taels for their "Big Group leaders" (ta ku-t'ou 

-:t JI~ jJt. ), and 50 taels for their "Small Group leaders II (hsiao ku-t'ou 
rz. -ti 72 d,J!~J})I. ). 

Ts'ai Ch'ien's Sudden Escape and the 
Collapse of the Rebel land Forces 

In a surprising twist of fate, an unusual high evening tide and 

strong wind on March 23 cleared the harbor entrance of the ships sunk to 

protect Ts'ai's position from General li's position, thus making it 

possible for the now-desperate rebel to run the imperial blockade. 73 At 

daybreak on March 24, the pirate ships suddenly raised their sails and 

70. Ma-kang t'ing-chih, Fu-lu-shang, p. 53; and Sheng-wu-chi, 
pp. 677-78. 

71. HsU-hsiu T'ai-wan hsien-chih in TWHTK, Vol. 140, p. 615. 

72. Tung-hua hsU-lu hsUan-chi erh in TWHTK, Vol. 273, p. 163; 
Ming-Ch'ing shih-1iao, wu-p'ien, p. 516; SVT-FP CC 11/1/11, pp. 00127-
00129; SVT-FP CC 11/3/26, pp. 00461, 00464, 00468; SVT-FP CC 11/3/27, 
pp. 00498-00499; Hsia-men chih in TWHTK, Vol. 95, p. 485. 

73. Tinq-hai hsien-chih, 15: 12; Ting-hai t'ing-chih, compo by 
Feng-Vin, 28: 41; Ma-kanQ t'inq-chih, Fu-1u-shang, p. 49. 
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dashed out of Lu-erh-men through the Pei-shan waterway.74 The Fukien 

naval vessels guarding the passage did not take any action to stop the 

pirates because they had taken a large bribe from Ts'ai Ch'ien and were 

unwilling to see Li Ch'ang-keng, who had opposed Viceroy Yu-te's amnesty 

policy, win a complete victory.75 Although the naval elements from 

Chekiang were unprepared for such a development, they still managed to 

intercept the enemy with some success. They captured more than ten pirate 

ships, burned nine, and sank another six. 76 However, under the cover of 

battle thirty-eight pirate junks, including Ts'ai Ch'ien's flagship, 

broke through and escaped to the open seas. 77 This reverse shook the 

emperor's confidence in General Li Ch'ang-keng, who was stripped of 

honors by the court. 78 Afterwards the emperor also secretly ordered 
/ 

Ch'ing-an-t'ai (1767-1827), the successor of Juan Yuan as the governor 

of Chekiang, to investigate whether or not General Li had been idle and 

remiss in his duties in pursuing Ts'ai Ch'ien, who was roving about the 

waters of Fukien and Chekiang. 79 

74. Ibid.; and CCSL, p. 2271. 

75. Ibid.; SYT-FP CC 11/3/29, p. 00536. 

76. CCSL, p. 2270; and SYT-FP CC 11/3/8, p. 00086. 

77. CCSL, p. 2494; Hsu-hsiu T'ai-wan hsien-chih in TWHTK, Vol. 
140, p. 382; and T'ai-wan ts'ai-fang ts'e in TWHTK, Vol. 55, p. 51. 

78. SYT-FP CC 11/3/8, p. 00086; SYT-FP CC 11/3/29, p. 00537, 
SYT-FP CC 11/4/11, p. 00182-00184; and Ma-kang t'inq-chih, Fu-1u-shang, 
p. 49. 

79. CCSL, p. 2385, 2391, 2409; SYT-FP CC 11/4/9, p. 00296; and 
SYT-FP CC 11/4/22, p. 00333. 
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The defeat at Chou-tsai-wei had serious repercussions for other 

rebel forces on land. On March 24, 1806, the rebel column led by Ch•en 

Pangf~1-:t at T•ung-p•an-ch•ien f~ «[ 1l collapsed without fight in ·the 

face of the approaching official frirces. 80 In early April 1806, the 

insurgents in Chia-i ~ J\ district were routed in a fierce battle at 

Hsien-shui-kang ~ ,]<. ;.t , in which official troops killed over two 

thousand bandits and set fire to some 400 huts. 81 Feng-shan district 

city was· also recovered on April 13, 1806, after 2,600 rebels were elim

inated in a series of campaigns. 82 It is worth mentioning that in the 

name of suppressing 11 bandit forces 11 the Kwangtung militia looted and 

burned some 400 Fukienese villages in the Feng-shan area without any 

regard for their political stand during the crisis. 83 

The Dismissal of Yu-te 

When the pirates broke out of Lu-erh-men, their strength was 

reduced to thirty-eight war junks, many of which has sustained serious 

damage and were low on ammunition. However, as soon as they returned to 

Fukien waters, with the secret assistance of 11 Wicked people and unworthy 

soldiers II at Shui-ao ,]<... ;~ and Ta-chin -j( i , they quickly replaced 

80. T1 ai-wan t•ung-shih in TWHTK, Vol. 128, p. 845. 

81. SYT-FP CC 11/3/13, pp. 00199, 00209; and SYT-FP CC ll/3/27, 
p. 00503. 

82. Ming-Ch 1 ing shih-liao, wu-p•ien, p. 501; SYT-FP CC ll/3/15, 
p. 00249; SYT-FP CC ll/3/17, pp. 00291-00299; and SYT-FP CC 11/3/27, p. 
00503. 

83. T1 ai-wan t•ung-shih in TWHTK, Vol. 128, p. 845; and HsU
hsiu T1 ai-wan hsien-chih in TWHTK, Vol. 140, p. 624. 



108 

their sails and riggings, repaired other damage to their ships, rearmed 

themselves with a new supply of ammunition, and scraped the barnacles 

from the bottom of their ships, which had retarded their speed. 84 More-

over, they also absorbed several local pirate ships into their organiza

tion, thus increasing their force to forty-some vessels. 85 This enraged 

General Li Ch'ang-keng, who made a bitter complaint to the emperor about 

Viceroy YU-te•s failure to deny aid to the pirates and his refusal to 

construct sixty warships larger than the t'ing-ch'uan class to suppress 

Ts'ai Ch.'ien. 86 The followtng paraphrases his argument: 

The plan to eliminate Ts'ai Ch'ien failed by reason of a lack of 

adequate naval forces and vigorous enforcement of a coastal embargo. 

Although my own flagship is the largest in the Chekiang navy, it is still 

no match for Ts'ai Ch 1 ien•s in close combat, since Ts'ia's ship is five 

to six feet taller than mine. It does without saying that the rest of 

my ships a·re even more vulnerable in facing Ts'ai Ch'ien•s flagship. In 

order to alleviate this situation, the Brigadier-Generals commanding the 

three Chekiang naval districts and I proposed to Viceroy YU-te that we 

jointly contribute to a fund to be drawn from our .. nourishing honesty 

salaries .. (yang-lien-yin ~Ji ~~ ) to manufacture fifteen warships 

which would be even larger than the t'ing-ch'uan vessels. At the same 

time, the Brigadier-Generals of Hai-tan ~ :t! and Chin-men~ P, in 

84. CCSL, p. 2327. 

85. SYT-FP CC 11/5/12, pp. 00243, 00247. 

86. CCSL, p. 2327; Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 508; and 
Ma-kang t'ing-chih, Fu-lu-shang, p. 49. 
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Fukien also agreed to donate their "nourishing honesty sa1aries" to con

struct another fifteen large ships for their own use. However, Viceroy 

YU-te rejected our proposal on the grounds that: (1) it would take 

several months to complete the project; (2) it would take forty to fifty 

thousand taels to foot the shipbuilding bill, plus another eight to nine 

thousand taels to cast cannon; and (3) it would take a long time to reim

burse the expense from our "nourishing honesty salaries fund." Further

more, Viceroy YU-te refused to submit our memorial to the court requesting 

the appropriation of treasury funds to build these giant ships, on the 

grounds that it would be extremely difficult to obtain the court's 

approval. 

The pirate ships require constant maintenance and repair; their 

masts and anchor lines are frequently broken by strong winds and waves, 

and their sails rot away in a few years. Without access to proper repair 

facilities, the pirate ships will soon become unseaworthy. However, with 

little attention to the implementation of a coastal embargo, one cannot 

find a single pirate vessel that has not been overhauled within two years. 

When Ts'ai Ch'ien broke out from Lu-erh-men, he was left with only thirty 

ships with broken sails and rotten lines as well as insufficient ammuni

tion. Nevertheless, as soon as he returned to Fukien all of his ships 

were cleaned, equipped with new sails, and restocked with grain and 

ammunition. Should this kind of situation continue to exist, the pirate 

Ts'ai Chlien will never be exterminated. 87 

87. Ibid. 
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As a result of this memorial, the emperor angrily dismissed 

Viceroy Yu-te, Li T'ien-t'u ~j~ 1Jll , Governor of Fukien, and the local 

civilian and military authorities at Shui-ao and Ta-chin from their 

posts. 88 Furthermore, the Board of Punishments was ordered to investi-

gate all of the officials involved and to recommend punishment accordin9 

to the degree of their failure to vigorously conduct the war and maintain 

the embargo. 89 Thus, General Li Ch'ang-keng finally gained some measures 

of revenge against his long-time political foe, YU-te, for it was Yu-te 

who had opposed his appointment as the commander-in-chief of the Chekiang 

forces in 1801 on the grounds that he was 11 frivolous and fretful and 

might not have the talent to command the marine forces of an entire pro

vince.1190 

Ts'ai Ch'ein's Attempt on Ko-ma-lan 

With a revitalized force, Ts'ai Ch'ien returned to Taiwan on 

May 4, 1806. This time he attempted to persuade a colony of pioneers 

at Ko-ma-1 an ° l ~~ ~ , present-day I-1 an 'i. ~ , to join his cause 

and to grant him use of their facilities. 91 At that time, Ko-ma-lan was 

an isolated community. It had not yet been annexed by the imperial 

88. Ibid.; CCSL, p. 2323; Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, pp. 
508, 634; SYT-FP CC 11/3/1, pp. 00001-00002; SYT-FP CC 11/3/8, p. 00088; 
and SYT-FP CC 11/5/19, pp. 00381-00383. 

89. Ibid.; SYT-FP ll/5/19, pp. 00453-00456; and SYT-FP CC 
11/5/26, pp. 00461-00462. 

90. CCSL, p. 1230; and SYT-FP CC 6/ll/13. 

91. Fu-chien t'ung-shih, 268: 61; and T'ai-pei hsien-chih, 
Ta-shih ch'i, p. 18. 
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administration on Taiwan, although it was inhabited by some sixty thou

sand settlers as well as an unknown number of aborigines. The bulk of 

these colonizers, estimated to number 42,500, were from Chang-chou, 

Fukien province, and were led by a man named ~Ju Hua ~ 1t:.. . 92 After 

pondering Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ien 1 S proposal, Wu Hua decided to stay on the side of 

the imperial government. That decision was made known to Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ien 

when thirteen pirates who had come ashore to purchase goods were arrested 
' 93 

on May 5,- In repri sa 1, Ts 1 a i Ch 1 i en ordered his forces to attack the 

harbor area, present-day T1 ou-cheng i~~JX . However, his followers 

found all land paths leading to the harbor securely guarded by local 

aborigines, ambuscades set up all along the sea front, and the entrance 

to the harbor blocked by log pilings. 94 Failing to find a weak point 

in their aefenses, Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ien decided to call off the attack and aban

doned his plan to establish a maritime base at Ko-ma-lan. 95 

The Second Defeat of Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ien at Lu-erh-men 

On July 3, 1806, Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ien 1 s armada of forty-one vessels 

reappeared at Lu-erh-men, again intent upon raiding the commercial junks 

moored in the bay. 96 However, dismayed by his last ordeal at Lu-erh-men, 

92. Ibid . . The population also consisted of 250-odd people from 
Ch 1 uan-chou, Fukien and 140-odd Kwangtungese. 

93. Ibid.; and T1 ai-wan t 1 ung-shih in TWHTK, Vol. 128, p. 846. 

94. Ibid. 

95. Ibid. 

96. Ming-Ch 1 ing shih-liao, wu-p 1 ien, p. 513; SYT-FP CC 11/6/10, 
pp. 00179, 00203; and SYT-FP CC 11/6/17, p. 304. 
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Ts'ai Ch'ien took the cautious approach of sending only eight warships 

into the bay, while keeping the main body of his flotilla in the open 

sea. 97 Consequently, a stalemate developed between the pirates and the 

local garrison forces consisting of thirteen warships, 1,800 soldiers, 

and a number of militiamen. 98 The deadlock came to an end on July 13, 

1806, when imperial naval reinforcements of twenty-nine warships led by 

Co 1 one 1 ~lang Te-l u .'£ ~ ~ ~ff<, ( 1771-1842) and forty-five sma 11 boats 

manned by local militia sailed into position behind the pirates. 99 On 

July 15 and 16, the government naval squadrons struck from both front 

and rear and delivered a crushing blow to their opponents. The trophies 

of victory included ten captured junks, thirty-nine cannon, an assort-

ment of banners, fowling pieces, and rattan shields, some two hundred 

prisoners, and one hundred severed heads. In addition, eleven pirate 

junks were either sunk or wrecked on sand bars and 1,700 pirates drowned 

at sea. 100 It was reported that Ts'ai Ch'ien's flagship was damaged by 

imperial cannon fire and sunk by a storm at sea. 101 Although the vic

torious marines discovered a "bogus seal" (wei-yin 1~ ~p ) inscribed 

with the words "The Great King of Uprighteousness and Resplendent 

97. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 513. 

98. Ming-Ch'inq shih-liao, wu-p'ien, pp. 513, 515. 

99. Ibid. 

100. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, pp. 513, 519; SYT-FP CC 
11/6/24, p. 00389, SYT-FP CC 11/7/9, p. 00103; and T'ai-wan t'ung-shih 
in TWHTK, Vol. 128, p. 849. 

101. Ibid.; and SYT-FP CC 11/7/9, p. 00104. 
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Bri 11 i ance 11 
( Cheng-ta kuang-mi ng wang .iE *-1L 9 R .!.. ) , woo 1 en feathers 

(Ni-yu )[ ;J9 ) , and ceremonial robes embroidered with pythonic patterns 

(Mang-p'ao ;~ *~ ), they failed to capture the pirate king himself. 102 

The emperor later blamed General Li for Ts'ai Ch'ien's escape, since 

instead of joining forces with Colonel Wang Te-lu to suppress Ts'ai 

Ch'ien at Lu-erh-men, Li had stationed his squadron at Quemoy, using the 

excuse of bad weather. The emperor warned General Li that should he 

continue· to neglect his duties, his life and even those of his family 

members would be at stake. 103 At any rate, this decisive battle dimin-

ished Ts'ai Ch'ien's flotilla to twenty ships and once and for all ended 

his great adventures into Taiwan waters. 104 

The Saga of Chu Fen at Ko-ma-lan 

Not long after Ts'ai Ch'ien faded from the scene, Chu Fen arrived 

to make his bid for a permanent base on Taiwan. In the autumn of 1807, 

after suffering a series of debacles in the Kwangtung area, Chu Fen 

entered the area with a squadron of more than thirty-five vessels. 105 

However, their raids on Lu-kang and Tan-shui turned out to be disastrous, 

for they were surprised by an imperial naval task force led by Brigadier-

102. Minq-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 514; SYT-FP CC 11/7/9, 
p. 00106; and SYT-FP CC 11/9/27, p. 00475. 

103. Minq-Ch'inq shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 576; SYT-FP CC 11/6/24, 
p. 00345; SYT-FP CC ll/6/24, p. 00391; SYT-FP CC l/7/9, p. 00112; and 
SYT-FP CC 11/7/9, p. 00113. 

104. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 514; and SYT-FP CC 
ll/7/9, p. 00112. 

105. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 540. 



General Wang Te-lu and Colonel Ch 1 iu Liang-kung ~r ~ ~~ (1771-1817) 

on August 23, 1807. 106 In the ensuing battle fought at night, the 

114 

imperial navy captured nine pirate ships, with thirty pirates, one hun

dred firearms, and four hundred catties of gunpowder on board. 107 With 

approximately twenty ships left, Chu Fen escaped to Su-ao ff ~~ in the 

Ko-ma-lan area, saying he intended to settle in Tung-shih f ~ as a 

farmer. 108 Through L i Yu-yin ~ ~10 fi , a local pirate agent, Chu Fen 

made an ·attempt to solicit the cooperation of P' an Hsieh-wen ;i \1 L , 

the headman of the Luo-tung -~ ~ aborigines. 109 Alarmed ~Y this devel

opment, ChI en T I i en-pan r~ l t~ , the 1 eader of the 1 oca 1 Chinese 

settlers, requested urgent aid from the imperial authorities. 110 Yang 

Ting-1 i t~ ~~:f. , the prefect of Taiwan-fu, rushed to the scene and 

managed to secure P'an Hsieh-wen's loyalty with ten bolts of serge, five 

hundred rolls of red cloth, and one hundred Spanish dollars. 111 With 

the assistance of 1,200 aborigines, the settlers were able to hold their 

ground and deny water and firewood to the pirates. 112 On October 10, 

106. Ibid.; T'ung-an hsien-chih, 30: 14-15; T'ai-pei hsien-chih, 
Ta-shih ch'i, ~8; and T'ai-wan t'ung-shih in TWHTK, Vol. 128, p. 849. 

107. Ibid. 

108. Ibid.; SYT-FP CC 12/10/7, 00029; and KCT 012040 CC 13/9/21. 

109. Fu-chien t'una-chih, 268: 62; and T'ai-wan t'ung-shih in 
TWHTK, Vol. 128, p. 846. 

110. Ibid. 

111. Ibid. 

112. Ibid. 
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1807, an imperial squadron commanded by Brigadier-General Wang Te-lu 

arrived off Su-ao. Since the entrance to the harbor had been blocked by 

the pirates with woven cables and mattocks, General Wang resorted to the 

tactic of sending small IIfire-vessels ll to assault the foe. Consequently, 

four pirate ships were destroyed in this manner. 113 Finding himself 

unable to establish a foothold on Ko-ma-lun, Chu Fen fled back to main

land waters. 1l4 

Why Did Tslai Chlien Fail to Conquer Taiwan? 

In retrospect, the following key factors would appear to have 

contributed to Tslai Chlienls failure to conquer Taiwan: 

1. Personal enmity existing between Tslai Chlien and Chu Fen pre

vented their uniting forces in the effort to establish a solid base on 

Taiwan. Had they undertaken to act in concert, the outcome of the Taiwan 

campaigns might have been very different, for both pirate leaders com

manded large forces. 

2. Because Taiwan at that time still represented a kind of frontier 

area, the availability of land for settlement and farming served as a 

safety valve. Thus, social and economic distress was less severe than 

might have been the case were Taiwan already intensively settled and 

developed. This is to say, the existence of available land served to 

diminish social, political, economic, and perhaps even communal tensions. 

Moreover, if this were indeed the case, the fact that Tslai Chlien was 

113. Ibid. 

114. Ibid.; and SYT-FP CC 12/11/7, p. 00073. 
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able to gain some local support suggests that even if economic opportu

nities did exist, so did tensions. 

3. The rebels lacked any political or ideological program which could 

win broadly based public support to facilitate their occupation of Taiwan. 

Their anti-Manchu sentiments and Ming restorationism were useless at a 

time when the Chling court had already begun to secure political allegi

ance and bureaucratic services from the majority of Chinese gentry and 

scholars throughout the state. 115 Furthermore, the administration which 

Tslai Chlien set up was dominated by maritime interests and mobile life

styles, and offered no attraction whatsoever to land-based gentry members 

on Taiwan. As a result, those who responded to his call for support were 

mainly bandits, vagabonds, and illegal immigrants. Late imperial Chinese 

history witnessed time and again that marginal elements in traditional 

society were no match for the local gentry and their militias. 116 

4. Strategically speaking, Tslai Chlien committed two fatal mistakes. 

In the first place, he did not send the main body of his pirate forces 

ashore to assist his ground columns in storming the city of Taiwan-fu. 

Had he done so, he mi9ht have been able to take the city before the 

arrival of imperial reinforcements. 117 The record of his military 

115. This is evidenced by the fact that in the Chia-chling reign 
many talented Chinese such as Chu Kuei, Juan Yuan, and li Chlang-keng 
were willing to serve the Manchu court. 

116. Philip A. Kuhn, Rebellion and Its Enemies 
China: Militarization and Social Structure, 1796-1864. 
Harvard University Press, 1970). 

117. SYTP-FP CC 11/7/27, p. 00312. 



campaigns further suggests that he probably never actually set foot on 

Taiwan soil, but directed his land forces solely from his flagship. 118 

This rather bizarre fact also suggests not only that the pirates were 

untrained in siege warfare but also that Ts'ai Ch'ien either did not 

117 

trust his allies on land or attempted to play the age-old trick of "using 

one stone to kill two birds," by saving his own strength until after the 

land rebels and the imperial forces had destroyed each other. 119 

That there was mistrust between the land rebels and the pirates 

is also evidenced by the fact that during the high tide of the Taiwan-fu 

campaigns, they did not coordinate their attacks on the city but stormed 

the city separately on alternate dates. 120 Moreover, after the collapse 
. u ~ of the Taiwan campaigns, Chen Pang and Wu San-ch'1h ~ ~ ;~ , Two Big 

Group Leaders on land, found sanctuary on board pirate ships. However, 

they were not treate.d well by Ts'ai Ch'ien, who assigned the former to 

help run a supply depot on a remote island off the Fukien coast and the 

latter to do laundry. 121 In short, the lack of close coordination 

between the rebels' ground forces and the pirates accounted in part for 

Ts'ai Ch'ien's failure. In the second place, Ts'ai Ch'ien bottled up the 

118. SYT-FP CC 11/l/11, p. 00130; SYT-FP CC 11/l/27, p. 00311; 
and T'ai-wan t'ung-shih in TWHTK, Vol. 128, p. 843. 

119. This speculation has been inspired by John W. Dardess, "The 
Late Ming Rebellions: Peasants and Problems of Interpretation," Journal 
of Interdisciplinary History, Vol. III (1972), pp. 103-17. 

120. T'ai-wan t'ung-shih in TWHTK, Vol. 128, p. 844; and T'ai
wan ts'ai-fang ts'e in TWHTK, Vol. 55, p. 111. 

121. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 569. 



passages . of Lu-erh-men, which not only reduced the mobility of his own 

squadrons but also cut off his route of escape. Had he not committed 

118 

this fatal mistake, he might have been able to fight the imperial fleet 

on more equal terms. 

5. The insurgents' land columns were characterized by a lack of both 

discipline and tight organization. The historical records suggest that 

these forces consisted of four independent units with headquarters at 

Tan-shui·, Feng-shan, Chia-i, and Chou-tsai-wei respectively. 122 Although 

the data are incomplete, it -would appear that each group was headed by a 

so-called General (chiang-chun ~~~),whose rank was signified by a 

commission, banners, and financial aid from the pirate king Ts'ai Ch'ien, 

and by his success in mobilizing several thousand followers through per

sonal rel'ationships and monetary incentives. 123 The second highest 

echelon of leadership in each group or column consisted of several "Big 

Group Leaders" (Ta ku-t'ou), who usually held the rank of Brigadier

General and commanded several hundred men. 124 Below each Big Group 

Leader there were a number of "Small Group Leaders" (Hsiao ku-t'ou), who 

apparently held various lower military ranks. Each of these men was 

granted fifty Spanish dollars and led a force of one hundred-odd men. 125 

122. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, pp. 504, 527; SYT-FP CC 
11/3/2, p. 00011; SYT-FP CC ll/3/25, pp. 00415-00418; Fu-chien t'ung
chih, 268:60. 

123. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 569. 

124. Ibid., pp. 515, 523, 528; and KCT 010565 CC 13/4/20. 

125. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, pp. 504, 507, 523, 531, 
537-58. 
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At the lowest leadership level in each column, there were an unspecified 

number of headmen who were directly responsible for recruiting and com

manding the rank and fi1e. 126 Taken altogether, the rebel forces were 

officered by four Generals, thirteen Big Group Leaders, and ninety-one 

Small Group Leaders. 127 In short, the land rebels were recruited and 

bound by material incentives, ranks and titles, personal relationships, 

and local affil iation. Moreove-Y;; as mentioned before, the majority of 

their recruits were vagabonds, illegal immigrants, and roving bandits who, 

by nature, were independent-minded and undisciplined in battle. As a 

result, as soon as they suffered defeats they quickly fled and dispersed. 

6. Credit should also be given to the Taiwan authorities. Most of 

them were able, resourceful, and duty-bound officials. They wasted no 

time in organizing militia to fight the rebels and in mending fueds 

between Fukien and Kwangtung settlers in the areas east of Taiwan-fu, 

which minimized the impact of communal strife on the siege of the pre

fectural city.128 Numerous civil officials, military commanders and 

militiamen gave their lives in battle. 129 Among the authorities, there 

were two who w~re specifically praised in folk song for their distin

guished talent and services: 

126. Ibid.; SYT-FP CC 11/9/29, p. 00361; and SYT-FP CC 11/4/6, 
p. 00068. 

127. Ming-Ch'ing shih-1iao? wu-p'ien, p. 538. 

128. Ibid., p. 509; and T'ai-wan t'ung-shih in TWHTK, Vol. 128, 
p. 843. 

129. T'ai-wan t'ung-chin in TWHTK, Vol. 130, pp. 617-619, 788-
791. 



Among military officials, there is one named Chi-ling~~~ 

Among civil officials, there is one named HsUeh Chih-liang 

-'"t ~ ~ t-r 1u" ~ ' 

Even if Ts'ai Ch'ien should come, 

He'll find the earthen wall as strong as iron. 130 

120 

HsUeh Chih-liang was the magistrate of Taiwan district, and it was under 

his sponsorship that a strong militia was organized. The experience 

that the local militia had gained in suppressing an earlier revolt proved 

indispensible in defending the prefectural city and in defeating the 

rebels. 131 Chi-ling was a major who frequently outwitted and overpowered 

large rebel bands with a very small force. When the district of Feng-shan 

fell into the hands of the insurgents, he and some three hundred soldiers 

were trapped by a large enemy contingent of several thousand strong. 132 

After scoring several victories over his adversaries, Major Chi-ling 

realized that his provisions were running out and expected no reinforce-

ments. In order to make good his retreat, he sent a messenger to seek 

assistance from neighboring Kwangtung villages. However, he deliberately 

leaked his escape plan to his opponents by making sure that the messenger 

would be caught by the rebels. Thus, on the designated day Chi-ling 

successfully avoided the enemy ambush and returned to Taiwan-fu without 

130. HsU-hsiu T'ai-wan hsien-chih in TWHTK, Vol. 140, pp. 382, 
615. 

131. T'ai-wan t'ung-shih in TWHTK, Vol. 128, p. 851. 

132. Ibid., p. 843; and T'ai-wan t'ung-chih in TWHTK, Vol. 140, 
p. 553. 
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suffering any casualties. 133 Last but not least, it js worth mentioning 

that although the district city of Feng-shan was occupied by the rebels 

for a period of eighty days, the arsenal located within the city was 

courageously defended by a handful of guardsmen commanded by Second 
~ ~y ~ 

Captain (Shou-pei ~ 1~ Lan Yu-fang 1[ ~ ~ until the city was 

recovered by the authorities. 134 

133. Ibid. 

·134. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 501. 



CHAPTER 6 

THE SUPPRESSION OF THE PIRATES 

Policy Dispute Between A-lin-paD 
and Li Ch'ang-keng 

The dismissal from office of Yu-te in July 1806 by no means 

freed General Li-Ch'ang-keng from further political harassment, since' 

the incoming Governor-General, A-lin-paD (d. 1809) was no more in favor 

of a "sea war" policy than his predecessor had been. 1 Furthermore, after 

losing their patron Yu-te, the Fukien civil and military officials became 

very anxious, because they were afraid of being impeached by General Li 

for their failure to enforce a coastal embargo and press the war against 

Ts'ai Ch'ien. Therefore, as seon as A-lin-pao assumed his duties the 

Fukien authorities launched a campaign of criticism and denunciation 

against General Li. 2 In addition, A-1in-pao also had a personal grudge 

against Li. It was said that when A-lin-paD realized that the widespread 

problem of piracy could not be easily solved, he invited General Li to a 

banquet and recommended his own plan for the suppression of Ts'ai Ch'ien 

and the pirates. 

There are three different versions of a conversation said to have 

1. YCPT, 1: 18; and Huang, "A Study of Pirates Ts'ai Ch'ein and 
Chu Fen," p.92. 

2. Ibid.; Su, "A Complete Record of the Pirate Ts I ai Ch lien," 
p. 208; and Sheng-wu-chi, p. 668. 

122 



taken place between A-lin-pao and Li Ch'ang-keng at the banquet. One 

version alleges that A-lin-pao told Li: 

If we were to catch this fish, would it indeed ever enter the 
net? Moreover, on the open seas, there will be no corroborat
ing witness, so, if you, my lord, were to cut off a pirate 
chieftain's head and report to me that it is Ts'ai Ch'ien's, I 
would speed a memorial to the court to report the victory. As 
for the rest of the pirates, let us deal with them all in good 
time. Thus, my lord, you shall receive the highest honors, and 
I shall be granted a lesser reward. Otherwise, were you to 
brave wind and wave, your chances would be only one in a million. 3 

Upon hearing this, General Li politely replied, 11 How can I do this? I 

have long regarded my ship as my hut. I have vowed to die w.ith this 

pirate, for we cannot both live. 114 The second version is essentially 

line with the above, except that Li Ch'ang-keng purportedly responded 

A-lin-pao's proposal with a sigh, saying, 11 I, Li Ch'ang-keng, cannot 

behave like a Shih San-pao 11 ;. ~~- or a L ieh Jen-chieh .\ A.~~ 
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in 

to 

I 

have long regarded my ship as my hut, and I am not afraid of danger. I 

have vowed to die with this pirate, for we cannot both live. 115 The third 

version is a very dramatic one, and it describes the meeting and its under-

lying tensions as follows: 

A-lin-pao, with a smile on his face, said casually to General Li 
Ch'ang-keng, 11 Events which occur on the open seas can easily be 
covered up. Therefore, if you, my lord, were to send me a head 

3. Ch'ing-shih-kao T1 ai-wan tzu-liao chi-chi [Collected Mater
ials on Taiwan from the Draft of the Ch'ing History] in TWHTK, Vol. 243, 
p. 719; and Yuan-tu L i, 11 L i Chung-yi kung shih-lueh 11 [A B1ographical 
Sketch of Li Ch'ang-keng], in Kuo-ch'ao hsien-cheng shih-lueh, 22: 14-15. 

4. Ibid. 

5. Sheng-wu-chi, p. 678, Shih San-pao and Lieh Jen-chien were 
the leaders of a great Miao revolt which broke out in 1795 along the 
Hunan-Kweichow border, which ended in 1806. 



and claim that it is Ts•ai Ch 1 ien•s, I would speed a memorial 
to the court to report the victory. Thus, not only you, my lord, 
shall get the highest honor, but I shall also receive a lesser 
reward for planning and overseeing the pirate suppression. Isn•t 
this better than for you to brave wind and wave, pursuing a slim 
chance of success ... Li Ch•ang~ keng replied in a determined tone, 
11 His Majesty commissioned me to pacify the seas for all time and 
to soothe the suffering of the people. As to whether or not my 
mission can be successfully completed, it shall be decided by 
Heaven. My Lord is a civil official, and may wish to strive for 
honors and rewards. As for me, I, however, had long regarded my 
ship as my hut, -and I am not afraid of dangers at sea. Although 
I am a naive military man, I still know I should die for my 
country. You, my lord, who rose from a hereditary office to the 
hig~ post of a governor-generalship, should not misjudge or 
insult me like this, for even you are not familiar with military 
affairs ... Thereupon, General Li pushed the table away ~nd walked 
out.6 
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If this latter version of the conversation more accurately reflects the 

true circumstances of their meeting, General Li•s remarks greatly offen

ded his superinr, who apparently needed Li•s cooperation in covering up 

the seriousness of piracy in the area of his jurisdiction, and in claim-

ing victories, real or otherwise, to distinguish himself in the eyes of 

the emperor. 

Secret Impeachment and the 
Ensuing Investigation 

In reprisal, A-lin-pao submitted five secret memorials to the 

emperor in a period of two months between July and August 1806, condemn

ing General Li of having fabricated a victory over a pirate group headed 

by Li An~~~ , of taking leave and returning home without permission, 

and of refusing to engage the pirates by idling his fleet at port on the 

6. Fu-chien t•ung-chih lieh-chuan hsUan in TWHTK, Vol. 195, p. 
235. 
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pretext that his ships were in need of maintenance and provisions. 7 The 

emperor was suspicious of the authenticity of A-1in-pao's charges, and he 

secretly order Ch'ing-an-t'ai, the governor of Chekiang, to investigate 

the accuracy of these accusations. 8 

Ch'ing-an-t'ai responded with a report in which he described 

General Li as a man who had long been an able and courageous naval com

mander, in the following words: 

Li Ch'ang-keng is very familiar with the topography of coastal 
islands and sand bars, and with the changing clouds and winds. 
He is also good at he1msmanship, and it is said that his skills 
of maneuver are even better than those of experienced helmsmen. 
Therefore, he is always at the helm in sea battles to direct the 
movement of his flagship. General Li is a loyal naval commander 
who is so devoted to the interests of his country that he has 
never considered his own safety and welfare. Because of urgent 
military duties, General Li failed to return to his home to meet 
his family in the past two years, even though his ship twice 
passed his home port. Furthermore, he has contributed almost all 
of his possessions to assist in the manufacture of vessels and 
weapons. He has never kept for himself stolen goods recovered 
from pirates, but has given them to his meritorious marines. In 
combat, he always risks his life and leads the marines in charging 
straight into their enemies. Consequently, his subordinates are 
willing to give up their lives for him without reservation. For 
instance, in a hard battle with Ts'ai Ch'ien at Yu-shan, Li's 
squadron fought courageously and refused to disengage with the 
pirates, even though Li himself had received several wounds and 
one hundred and forty of his followers had also been injured. 
It is no exaggeration to say that General Li is the most able 
commander in the whole imperial navy. Even among the pirates, 
there is a saying, "Fear not a host of soldiers; fear only Li 
Ch'ang-keng."g 

7. Yuan-tu Li, "Li Chung-yi shih-1ueh," in Kuo-ch'ao hsien
cheng shih-lueh, 22: 13-14; Ma-kang t'ing-chih, Fu-1u-shang, pp. 50-52; 
CCSL, pp. 2385, 2391; and SYT-FP CC 11/7/28, p. 00370. 

8. Ibid.; SYT-FP CC 11/8/11, pp. 00141-00148; SYT-FP CC 11/8/11, 
p. 00174; SYT-FP CC 11/8/26, p. 00380; SYT-FP CC 11/8/29, p. 00405. 

9. Ibid.; and Sheng-wu-chi, p. 669. 
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Governor Ch'ing-an-t'ai also informed the emperor that Li Ch'ang

keng had been wrongly charg~9 by .A-lin-pao with cowardice and incompe

tence. He pointed out that all sea-going vessels had to be anchored 

every tw~nty to thirty days in order to have their bottoms scraped. 

Otherwise their speed and maneuverability would be impeded by moss and 

barnacles. Therefore, General Li sometimes had to come into harbor from 

time to time to clean the hulls of his vessels. Apparently this had been 

distorted by A-1in-pao, who had accused Li of lingering at certain naval 

bases and then fabricating claims of victories. Ch'ing-an-t'ai empha-

sized that as a matter of fact, Li Ch'ang-keng had never left his flag

ship without permission, and his latest report of a victory over the 

pirate Li An was found to be accurate. His report also confirmed the 

fact that Li had been on active'duty at sea during the period of time he 

was said to have returned to his headquarters without authorization. 10 

In another memorial, C'hing-an-t'ai further explained that despite 

General Li's strenuous endeavors, the pirates had not yet been wiped out. 

The reasons for this, he stated, were as follows: (1) the Fukien authori

ties had failed to maintain a vigorous embargo against Ts'ai Ch'ien to 

match the stiff measures enacted in Chekiang; (2) the morale of the naval 

forces had frequently been lowered by arrears in their salaries; (3) the 

pirate junks were larger and more powerful than imperial warships; (4) 

the imperial squadrons seldom had the opportunity to challenge their 

enemies in combat, since the pirates were very elusive and adopted 

10. Ibid.; CCSL, pp. 2389,2392,2409; SYT-FP CC 11/8/9, p. 
00093; and SYT-FP CC 11/8/12, pp. 00175-00180. 
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evasive tactics, thus preventing their being surprised or ambushed; and 

(5) the Chekiang navy had also been hindered by such natural factors as 

bad weather, adverse tides and currents, moonless nights, etc. ll 

Imperial Reprimand Against A-lin-pao 

The result of Ch'ing-an-t'ai's investigation reinforced the 

emperor's confidence in General Li, whose decorations were returned along 

with full power and responsibility to suppress Ts'ai Ch ' ien. 12 On the 

other hand, the emperor severely rebuked A-lin-pao and warned him that 

should he continue to discredit Li Ch'ang-keng with "unsubstantiated 

hearsay evidence as well as mere conjecture," his career might just end 

like that of his predecessor yu_te. 13 The emperor also .instructed A-lin-

pao to provide the necessary cooperation, provisions, ammunition, and 

cannon to assist General Li in suppressing Ts'ai Ch ' ien. 14 In order to 

strengthen Li's fleet, the emperor decreed that before the completion of 

sixty giant tlung-an class warships (Ta tlung-an so-ch'uan 1trcQ ~ ~ 

#~ ), which were considerably larger than the existing t'ing-ch'uan 

vessels, some ten to twenty larger commercial junks could be temporarily 

11. Ibid.; Sheng-wu-chi, pp. 670-71; and SYT-FP CC 00099-00100. 

12. SYT-FP CC 11/8/30, pp. 00431-00436. 

13. CCSL, pp. 2391, 2392, 2409; SYT-FP CC 11/8/12, pp. 00176-
00178; SYT-FP CC 11/8/26, p. 00384; SYT-FP CC 11/9/6, p. 00099; SYT-FP 
CC 11/9/6, pp. 00101-00102; and Ma-kang t'ing-chih, Fu-1u-shang, pp. 
17-20, 52. 

14. CCSL, p. 2409; SYT-FP CC 11/7/15, p. 00288; SYT-FP CC 
11/8/29, p. 00411; and SYT-FP CC 11/9/6, p. 00103. 



128 

h. d t t t •l•t d 15 1re o mee urgen m1 1 ary nee s. Fearful of losing his position, 

A-lin-pao readily admitted his mistake of having recklessly denigrated 

General Li, and sent Li a letter wishing him a quick recovery from his 

wounds. 16 

The Renewed Campaign of Pirate Suppression 

By the end of 1806, A-lin-pao, complying with the emperor's firm 

instruct~ons, had first of all imposed a tight embargo along the Fukien 

coast, and thus denied supplies and aid to the pirates. 17 Secondly, he 

destroyed an important pirate depot situated on a tiny islan·d called 

Ch' i n-chueh Shan ff til J..i off the Fu k i en coast. This depot, which had 

makeshift factories and warehouses, was Ts'ai Ch'ien's main supply center 

for provisions and ammunition. It also served as a center for collecting 

protectio~ racket funds from local fishermen. 18 Thirdly, he had ordered 

the leasing of thirty-five large t'ung-an vessels, the construction of 

twenty, and the purchase of still another twenty for the purposes of 

15. CCSL, p. 2326; Su; "A Complete Record of the Pirate Ts'ai 
C h ' i en , " p . 2 2 6- 2 7 ; and M i n g- C h ' i n g s hi h- 1 i a o , wu- p ' i en , p . 57 7 . The 
exact size and measurement of theTa t'un~-an so-ch'uan are unknown. 
However, sources suggest that they were considerably larger than T'ing
ch'uan class warships. For example, while the construction cost for a 
Ta t'ung-an so-ch'uan was 4,000 taels of silver, the price for a T'ing
ch'uan was in the neighborhood of 2,800 taels. 

16. SYT-FP CC 11/9/13, p. 00219; and SYT-FP CC 11/9/18, p. 00295. 

17. CCSL, pp. 2526, 2531, 2753; SYT-FP CC 11/19/28, p. 00053; 
and Ming-Ch'ing-5hih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 577. 

18. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, pp. 525-26, 559; KCT 
014134 CC 14/5/8; and SYT-FP CC 11/9/28, p. 00052. 
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the pirate suppression campaign. 19 Fourthly, sixty cannon and other 

assorted weapons had been cast to arm the Fukien and Chekiang fleets. 20 

And lastly, he restored the unified command of the Fukien and Chekiang 

navies to General Li Ch'ang-keng, which had been adopted during Juan 

Yuan's first term as the governor of Chekiang and which had been discon

tinued by Yu-te when he became the Governor-General of Fukien and Che

kiang. 21 

Following these events, General Li fought with increased valour 

and determination, and scored several victories over Ts'ai Ch'ien between 

December 1806 and July 1807. For example, at the end of 1806 General Li 

defeated Ts'ai Ch'ien in a battle fought off the Fukien coast in which 

the imperial forces destroyed two enemy vessels, took sixty-six pirates 

captive, and caused the death of several hundred more, either by action 

or by drowning at sea, including Ts'ai Ch'ien's nephes Ts'ai T' ien-lai 

~.f.;f:, f. .22 On January 3,1807, General Li again caught up with Ts'ai 

Ch'ien's fleet at San-pan, off the Chekiang coast, which consisted of 

some forty junks, including four giant ones (see Figure 4). In the ensuing 

battle, the government. forces sank two enemy ships and captured another 

with more than seventy pirates on board. Some one hundred and fifty 

19. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao. wu-p'ien, pp. 577, 580; SYT-FP CC 
11/9/28, p. 00053; SYT-FP CC 11/12/17, p. 00253. 

20. Ibid. 

21. Ibid. 

22. CCSL, p. 2445; SYT-FP CC 11/7/9, p. 00106; SYT-FP CC 
11/10/22, p. 00269. 
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pirates abandoned sinking junks and perished in the sea. 23 After suffer-

ing this setback, Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ien fled to Fukien, where he began to feel 

the pinch of the vigorously enforced embargo and had to send his follow

ers ashore to dig up yams to supplement their meager grain supplies. 24 

In January 1807, Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ien and some thirty ships made an attempt to 

rob an Okinawa cargo boat :near Port San-sa ;;. 3-'!J , Fukien. However, 

their prey was safely escorted into harbor by an imperial contingent of 

five sma11 boats commanded by Second Captain Cheng Chin, who happened to 

be an ex-pirate chieftain. 2q 

The Chia-ch 1 ing Emperor and the 
Ascendancy of Sea War Policy 
. . 

In order to hasten the capture of Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ien, Li Ch 1 ang-keng 

proposed that a general amnesty be granted to any of his followers who 

might choose to defect. Otherwise, Li stressed, with no way out they 

would be forced to fight to the bitter end. 26 However, this suggestion 

was flatly rejected by the strong-willed emperor, who insisted that the 

pirates be quelled according to the court-approved "sea war" (hai-chan 

;:~ !;.~ ) policy, which called for the extermination of the pirates in 

23. SYT-FP CC ll/ll/12, p. 00151; and SYT-FP CC 11/11/24, p. 
00365. 

24. Mi ng-Ch 1 i ng shih-liao, wu-p 1 i en, p. 530; and SYT-FP CC 
11/ll/24, p. 00366. 

25. Ming-Ch'ing shih-1iao, wu-p 1 ien, p. 577; and CCSL, p. 2496. 

26. CCSL, p. 2494; and SYT-FP CC 11/12/13, p. 00188. 
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battle. 27 The emperor's distaste for policies of "summons and appease

ment" (chao-an tri i or chao-fu 4~ 1~ ) can be understood in 1 i ght of 

his abrupt di smi ssa 1 of Na-yen-ch • en 1lr ~ ~ , the Governor-Genera 1 ·of 

Kwangtung and Kwangsi not long before. On December 12, 1806, Na-yen-

ch'en was cashiered on the grounds that he had become lax in pressing 

pirate-suppression campaigns in his jurisdiction, and that he had abused 

his authority in awarding military ranks as well as grants of money to 

entice ~is foes to surrender. The emperor reproached Na-yen-ch'en for 

improperly employing a policy of amnesty, which had resulted in: (1) the 

draining of the provincial treasury of Kwangtung by the surrender of over 

3,000 pirates, since each was awarded ten silver taels; (2) this action, 

together with the awarding of military offices to surrendered pirate 

leaders, -had so disheartened the coastal populace that satirical folk 

songs now circulated among them, claiming that "the people are no better 

off than the reformed pirates"; (3) the rank and file, as well as low-

ranking naval officials had also become disheartened, since after so many 

years of hard service they now found themselves having to serve under 

their ex-enemies; and (4) these actions actually facilitated collusion 

between the pirates and the military, since many who had surrendered were 

still able to maintain connections with their former peers. 29 

27. CCSL, p. 847, 2187-89, 2241, 2259, 2494; CT CC 13/l/19; 
SYT-FP CC 10/12/17, p. 00272; SYT-FP CC 10/12/21, p. 00308; SYT-FP CC 
ll/12/13, pp. 00188-00190; and Murray, "Sea Bandits," pp. 51, 234, 236, 
238, 240, 259, 336, 338. 

28. CCSL, pp. 2113, 2154, 2158, 2166, 2173-74, 2187-89, 2241, 
2250, 2255, 2259, 2272-73. 

29. Yuan Wei, Sheng-wu-chi, p. 674; and CCSL, pp. 2173-74, 2187-
89, 2250. 
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The dismissal of Na-yen-ch'en should not be taken to mean, how

ever, that the emperor was totally opposed to the so-called "summoning 

and appeasing pol i,cy." The point is that the emperor held firmly to the 

belief that a general amnesty should be employed only"'a'fter the rebels 

were defeated or on the verge of collapse, and that no blanket pardon should 

be offered as a precondition for surrender and service to the crown, since 

many of them had committed unforgivable crimes. 30 

The Escape of Tslai Chlien to Kwangtung 

In any case, General Li pursued a vigorous campaign to destroy the 

pirate fleets. Thus, in early 1807, leading a task force of some seventy

five large warships, he chased Tslai Chlien into Kwangtung waters. 31 At 

that time, Tslai Chlien had an armada of only thirty-odd vessels, includ

ing two large junks, eight medium-sized ships, and some twenty small 

boats. 32 In desperation, Tslai Chlien made an attempt to join the forces 

of Chu Fen and others, who among them commanded a fleet of forty-some 

vessels. However, his plea fell on deaf ears, since he no longer pos

sessed the rich resources to offer in exchange for favors. 33 Desertion 

and stormy weather further diminished hi3 forces to twenty-odd vessels. 34 

30. Ibid. 

31. CCSL, p. 2581; KCT 01944 CC 13/5*/3; and Fu-chien tlung
chih, Prefatory chuan, Section 5, p. 18. 

32. SYT-FP CC 12/1/13, p. 00123. 

33. SYT-FP CC 12/2/5, pp. 00059-00060; SYT-FP CC 12/3/23, p. 
00243; SYT-FP CC 12/5/23, p. 00449. 

34. Ibi d. 
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On February 5, 1807, General Li sank one of his ships and plucked eleven 

pirates from ·the sea. Eventually, the engagement was broken off by a 

gale, after which Tslai Chlien found his squadron reduced to fewer than 

twenty ships.35 On March 17, General Li and some thirty-eight imperial 

warships caught up with him again in Kwangtung waters. This time, Tslai 

Chlienls force numbered twelve vessels, and he was accompanied by four 

local pirate junks. In the ensuing battle, the vastly superior imperial 

squadrons reduced the enemy to five ships. They also destroyed the sails 

of Tslai Chlienls flagship and inflicted a critical wound on Tslai Chlien 

himself. Since the Kwangtung squadron of forty men-of-war had lagged 

behind and failed to join the battle, Tslai Chlien was able to break the 

imperial line and escape. 36 In May, 1807, Tslai Chlien reappeared in the 

waters bordering Chekiang and Kiangsu and managed to increase his contin

gent from five to eight ships, and then to thirteen vessels, including 

four large ones. 37 However, he was again driven back into Kwangtung 

w~ters by General Li in mid-1807. 38 

35. SYT-FP CC 12/12/13, p. 00199. 

36. SYT-FP CC 12/2/13, p. 00200; SYT-FP CC 12/2/29, p. 00379; 
SYT-FP CC 12/3/1, p. 00005; SYT-FP CC 12/3/9, p. 00057; SYT-FP CC 12/3/23, 
p. 00243; SYT-FP CC 12/3/27, p. 00299; and SYT-FP CC 12/4/11, p. 00113. 

37. SYT-FP CC 12/4/20, p. 00247; SYT-FP CC 12/4/25, no page 
number; SYT-FP CC 12/5/10, p. 00200; SYT-FP CC 12/5/10, p. 00203; SYT-FP 
CC 12/5/15, p. 00263; SYT-FP CC 12/5/21, p. 00403; SYT-FP CC 12/5/21, 
p. 00403; SYT-FP CC 12/5/22, p. 00419; SVT-FP CC 12/6/4, p. 00029; and 
SYT-FP CC 12/6/25, p. 00453. 

38. Tung-hua hsU-1u hsuan-chi erh in TWHTK, Vol. 273, pp. 171-72. 
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A Bad Omen and the Fall of the General 

Thereafter, upon receipt of intelligence from coastal fishermen 

that Ts'ai Ch'ien had died from a fatal wound, General Li returned to 

his headquarters at Nin-po ~ ;~ , Chekiang, where he attended to admin

istrative matters, including the writing of fitness reports on his sub

ordinates as required every five years by law. 39 However, within a month 

Ts'ai Ch'ien again ventured into Fukien waters with three ships, where he 

joined forces with a local pirate band of some twenty-eight junks headed 

by Wu S~ng ~ ~~ . 40 

This turn of events angered the emperor, who immediately repri

manded Li for relaxing the campaign against Ts'ai Ch'ien. 41 Angered by 

this censure, Li made up his mind to fight Ts'ai Ch'ien to the bitter end. 

Before his departure, he burned incense and sought guidance through 

divination at the local temple of the God of War (Kuan-ti ~fl ~ ). How-

ever, the ·tally he drew was disastrous, since it read, "The mission will 

be detrimental to you in the end, even if it makes your name last for

ever."42 Prompted by this bad omen, Li sent some of his teeth which had 

fallen out to his wife, implying that should his corpse not be recovered 

39. SYT-FP CC 12/3/5, p. 00060; SYT-FP CC 12/7/13, p. 00133; and 
SYT-FP CC 12/8/8, p. 00101. 

40. Ibid. 

41. CCSL, p. 2678; SYT-FP CC 12/8/8, p. 00102; SYT-FP CC 12/8/8, 
p. 00105; SYT~CC 12/8/10, p. 00112; SYT-FP CC 12/9/2, p. 00015; and 
SYT-FP CC 12/9/14, p. 00188. 

42. YCPT, 1: 18. 
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from the sea, she could bury the teeth instead in his family graveyard. 43 

Then, he sailed out of port at once, in pursuit of his arch-enemy. After 

sinking two pirate junks and seizing another, Li once again drove Ts 1 ai 

Ch 1 ien back into Kwangtung waters. 44 

On January 22, 1808, the imperial task force consisting of squad

rons from both Chekiang and Fukien caught up with Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ien at Black 

Water Sea (Hei-shui-yang 1.. 7]<.. ;f ) off the Kwangtung coast. At that 

time Ts 1·ai Ch 1 ien had only three large ships left in his squadron, which 

were gr~atly outnumbered by -the imperial men-of-war. 45 In a fierce 

attack, the Chekiang squadron first bombarded Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ien 1 s flagship 

with cannon shot and then attacked the poop deck with a fire-vessel. As 

a result, the sails of Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ien 1 s vessel were destroyed and the fire 

threatened to spread. 46 With victory in sight, General Li closed on 

Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ien and attempted to board his ship. However, at this moment he 

was suddenly struck down by sniper shots fired by one of Ts 1 ai Ch 1 i en 1 s 

attendants. 47 The event caused chaos in the imperial forces. Chang 

Chien-sheng ~! t ri ' a Fukien naval officer who was second in command 

43. YCPT, 1: 17; and Yuan-tu Li, "Li Chung-yi kung-shih-lueh," 
in Kuo-ch 1 ao hSlen-cheng shih-lueh, 22: 15. 

44. KCT 010563 CC 13/4/20; KCT 010944 CC 13/5*/3; and KCT 010292 
cc 13/3/21. 

45. CCSL, pp. 2784, 2914; SYT-FP CC 12/8/22, p. 00231; and 
SYT-FP CC 13/l/21, p. 00143. 

46. KCT 009669 CC 13/l/7. 

47. Ming-Ch 1 ing shih-liao, wu-p 1 ien, p. 580; KCT 011650 CC 
13/7/27; KCT 009669 CC 13/l/7; and SYT-FP 13/7/27, p. 00431. 
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of the task force, either lost his nerve or did not want to see the 

Chekiang squadron destroy Tslai Chlien and claim the lionls share of the 

reward, so he ordered the whole task force to retreat. Thus, Tslai 

Chlien once again made good his escape. The following day, General Li 

died from wounds received in the throat and forehead. 48 

In retrospect, one might conclude that Lils death was really 

unnecessary, since at that time the number of imperial ships was at least 

ten times greater than those of Tslai Chlienls, and Li certainly could 

have directed his campaign from a safe distance. Yet, some of his con

temporaries believed that Li deliberately chose to die as a martyr for 

one of the following reasons: (1) he had to demonstrate his loyalty to 

the emperor, who apparently had already been influenced by- allegations 

that he had no real intention to exterminate the pirates because their 

existence provided him with an excuse to command resources, power, and 

favor from the court;49 or (2) he could not bear the humiliation of 

failing to eliminate Tslai Chlien, and so he undertook to expose himself 

needlessly to enemy fire. It is alleged that A-lin-pao, after realizing 

that his scheme to destroy Lils character and career had backfired, 

resorted to another tactic, namely, to press Li to annihilate Tslai 

48. KCT 011522 CC 13/7/19; SYT-FP CC 13/2/20, no page number; 
Wei Yuan. She'fi"9-'"wu-chi, p. 672; and Yuan-tu Li, "Li Chung-yi kung shih
lueh," in Kuo-chlao hsien-cheng shih-1Ueh, 22: 14. 

49. Su, "A Complete Record of the Pirate Tslai Chlien," pp. 
229, 252. 
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Ch'ien immediately and to heap public ridicule on him should he fail to 

do so.50 However, considering the many years of hard campaigning Li had 

. endured in trying to defeat Ts'ai Ch'ien, who by then must have assumed 

in his mind the proportions of a personal enemy who had killed his nephew 

in a previous battle, it is more likely, in my opinion, that Li pressed 

the attack, believing that at last he had victory in his grasp. More

over, with the preponderance of military power at his command, he was 

probably also convinced that there was no need for caution. 51 

When news of the death of Li Ch'ang-keng reached the court, the 

emperor was so shocked and saddened that his hands trembled and he burst 

into tears. 52 He immediately appropriated one thousand tae1s for Li's 

buria1. 53 He also ordered that General Li be posthumously awarded the 

hereditary rank of a third class earl with loyal, virtuous, and heroic 

designations. A special temple in Li's honor was also to be constructed 

in his native district, T'ung-an, in Fukien province. Ceremonial sacri

fices were also to be held to memorialize him every spring and autumn. 54 

At the recommendation of Juan Yuan, who had been renamed governor of 

50. Yuan-tu Li, "Li Chung-yi kung shih-1Ueh," in Kuo-ch'ao hsien
cheng shih-1ueh, 22: 15; Ma-kang t'ing-chih, Fu-1u-shang, pp. 53-54. 

51. SYT-FP CC'll/2/26, p. 00362. 

52. CCSL, p. 2784; SYT-FP CC 13/1/21, p. 00144; and T'ung-an 
hsien-chih, 25: 6. 

53. Ibid.; Ming-Ch'ing shih-1iao, wu-p'ien, p. 542; KCT 009917 
CC 13/2/8; and SYT-FP CC 13/1/21, p. 00145. 

54. Ibid.; and KCT 009917 CC 13/2/8. 
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Chekiang on January 13, 1808, the emperor entrusted Wang Te-lu and Ch'iu 

Liang-kung, two of his most competent naval commanders, to continue the 

unfinished task. 55 The emperor further urged these two former lieuten

ants of Li's to avenge his death. 56 In order to encourage the m~rines to 

press the attack, the court also announced that a bounty of 250 taels 

would be paid to the first marine to board Ts'ai Ch'ien's vessel, 200 

taels to the second, and 150 taels to the third. For commissioned offi-

cers, promotion and a cap button would be granted to the first one who 

succeeded in jumping aboard Ts'ai Ch'ien's vessel. 57 

Intelligence Network and the Capture 
of Ts'ai Ch'ien's Confidants 

When Juan Yuan actually returned to Chekiang as the governor in 

April 1808, the imperial authorities again vigorously enforced the coastal 

embargo which had slackened significantly under the administration of 

Ch'ing-an-t'ai. The latter apparently was replaced in part for his fail

ure to detect and suppress Ts'ai Ch'ien when he renewed his annual pil-

grimage between September 30 and October 20, 1807 to Buddhist monasteries 

55. SYT-FP CC 13/1/21, p. 00135. 

56. SYT-FP CC 13/1/21, p. 00138; SYT-FP CC 13/2/11, p. 00094; 
and SYT-FP CC 13/2/27, p. 00254. 

57. CCSL, p. 2796; and SYT-FP CC 13/2/12, p. 00101. 
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at P'o-t'o · ~ r~ , off the Chekiang coast, and to repair his ships and 

restock provisions there. 58 

On the other hand, because of local surveillance activities and 

the infiltration of pirate associations, the Fukien authorities were able 

to apprehend three important pirate chieftains of the Ts'ai Ch'ien band, 

namely, Ts'ai San-lai ~ ~ ~ , Cheng Cha'ng fr ~ , and Ts'ai Erh

lai ~~ ~ ~ . 59 Ts'ai San-lai, or literally Ts'ai The Third Come, was 

a native. of Ma-kang ~ ~~ subprefecture of ·T'ung-an district, Fukien 

province. His original nam~ was Lin Ou '*f~t, and he was sold by his 

natural father Lin Che ff~atr to Ts'ai Ch'ien as an adopted son at the 

age of fifteen. 60 Ts'ai Ch'ien treated him as his own son and entrusted 

him with important assignments, including the issuance of certificates 

for safe passage (~ien-chieh tao-tan ~~0 j[ ~ ). 61 During the inva

sion of Taiwan, Ts'ai Ch'ien promoted him to· the rank of General, 

commanding ten pirate junks and two thousand men; and he led the attack 

on Taiwan-fu and the An-p'ing fortifications. 62 Cheng Ch'ang was a 

native of Chin-kiangit ;~ , Fukien province, and was commissioned by 

58. CCSL, p. 2744; CT CC 12/12/4; KCT 009721 CC 13/l/14; SYT-FP 
CC 12/10/7, p~0027-00028;:SYT-FP CC 12/10/18, pp. 00120-00121; SYT-FP 
CC 12/11/28, pp. 00435-00436; ·and Ch'ing chi-hsien lei-cheng hsuan-pien 
[Selected Biographies of Notables of the Ch'ing Dynasty], in TWHTK, Vol. 
2 30 ' p. 1448. 

59. SYT-FP CC 13/l/21, p. 00139; and KCT 009668 CC 13/l/6. 

60. KCT 009668 CC 13/l/6; and SYT-FP CC 13/l/21, p. 00139. 

61. Ibid. 

62. Ibid. 



Ts'ai Ch'ien as Grand Marshall (ta-yuan-shuai ~ 1t ~f ) in the siege 

of Taiwan-fu. 63 By the end of 1807, as Ts'ai Ch'ien's forces were 
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severely depleted by casualties, defection and desertion, Ts'ai San-lai 

and Cheng Ch'ang were ordered to return to their home districts to 

regroup those pirates who had defected in times of difficulty. 64 How-

ever, before long Ts'ai San-lai was arrested by constables who disguised 

themselves as tax collectors calling at his home to collect grain 

arrears. 65 About the same time, Cheng Ch'ang was also picked up by the 

authorities of his home district. 66 . 

The authorities learned a lot about Ts'ai Ch'ien's current situa-

tion from both Ts'ai San-lai and Cheng Ch'ang. Their confessions re-

vealed that Ts'ai Ch'ien's squadron had been reduced to three large ships 

and ten-odd small craft. In addition, his force had been plagued by 

problems of low morale and desertion. 67 For example, of thirteen of 

Ts'ai Ch'ien's most trusted confidants, at least six were looking for 

opportunities to defect to the government side. 68 Ts'ai squadron had 

also suffered severe problems of logistics ever since the destruction of 

63. SYT-FP CC 13/1/7, pp. 00052-00053. 

64. Ibid. 

65. KCT 009668 CC 13/l/6; and KCT 009845 CC 13/l/7. 

66. Ibid. 

67. Ibid. 

68. Ibid. 
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his main supply depot on Chin-shan off the Fukien coast. 69 Upon ·learn

ing that Ts'ai Ch'ien's force had been seriously depleted and weakened, 

commercial and fishing boats which used to pay protection fees and pro

vide him with supplies all stopped doing so.70 In order to prevent 

desertions from the ranks, Ts'ai Ch'ien prohibited his followers from 

going ashore to gather provisions. As a result, he had to rely on 

plunder to provision his fleet. 71 

.With regard to Ts'ai himself, the confessions stated that he had 

a very dark complexion and some sort of chronic disease, both apparently 

resulting from opium addiction. Owing to bad health and a poor appetite, 

Ts'ai could only eat two bowls of rice gruel a day and was steadily losing 

weight. As a result, his morale was also very low. Nonetheless, Ts'ai 

daily gathered his chieftains to discuss how best to escape official pur

suit. Other than that, he spent his time smoking opium in the company 

of female captives. Although Ts'ai was greeted by his associates and the 

rank and file as "Master of the Seas," otherwise they paid him little 

respect. In his presence they either lounged about or squatted on the 

deck and frequently teased each other. 72 

Ts'ai Ch'ien's flagship was described in the confessions as being 

armed with more than twenty cannon, ranging in weight from several hundred 

69. Ibid. 

70. Ibid. 

7l. Ibid. 

72. Ibid. 
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to several thousand catties. Some of the guns had been obtained from 

Kwangtung pirates, some had been stolen from forts at Quemoy and Lu-erh-

men, and some had been seized from large commercial junks. · The ship was 

protected by layers of cowhide and nets, which were relatively effective 

in deflecting enemy fire. Ts'ai San-lai and Cheng Ch'ang suggested that 

in future engagements with Ts'ai Ch'ien, official forces should use hooks 

and sickles with long handles to remove the defensive nets, and then 

destroy his vessel by gunfire. 73 
J,. .Jt>J-

In early 1808, local vigilance also enabled Hsu Ju-lan~ff· ;~?fl 

the magistrate of Chin-kiang, to arrest the dependents of many Fukien 

pirate leaders, such as Tseng Mao 1f ft (alias Ch'ing-chin Mao if ~b 
~h 1>:. ~ ' b. f\ ) , Ch' iu Lun ~~ lfWJ (also known as T'ung Pu-lu }f. ~m ~fffl), Wu Sung 

j\ 1~ ,(whose original name was Ts'ai T'ou ;j RJL ), and Kuo Ch'iu fp 
-f;(, who had the nickname Big Stinker Ch'iu (Ta-ch'ou Ch'iu -t,l·"f.:K ). 74 

It was estimated that these pirate chieftains had a combined force of 

more than twenty vessels roaming in Fukien waters. 75 In order to save the 

lives of their kinsmen, they surrendered to the government in exchange 

for pardons, rewards, and in some cases, military commissions . . For 

example, in March 1808 Kuo Ch'iu, whose father, brothers and sons were all 

73. CCSL, pp. 1379, 2785; KCT 010565 CC 13/14/20; KCT 011177 CC 
13/6/6; KCT 011285 r.c 13/6/19; CT Cc-13/l/21; KCT 0009668 Cc-13/l/6; and 
SYT-FP Cc-13/l/21, p. 000139. - --

74. KCT 011527 CC 13/7/16; KCT 010138 CC 13/3/2; SYT-FP CC 
13/3/19, p. 00187; and SYT-FP CC 13/4/25, p. 00247. 

75. Ibid. 
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in imperial custody, gave himself up to the authorities in Fukien. 76 

Kuo's surrender also led to the arrest of Ts'ai Ch'ien's second adopted 

son, Ts'ai Erh-lai. Upon hearing that Kuo Ch'iu was contemplating chang-

ing sides, Ts'ai Erh-lai went on aboard Kuo's vessel and made an attempt 

to dissuade him from doing so. While acting in a perfunctory manner, 

Kuo sailed along the Chin-kiang coast on the pretext of acquiring fresh 

water. There, he apparently managed to establish secret communications 

with his clansmen residing nearby. One day, as he was chatting with 
>- ~ 

Ts'ai Erh-lai, his uncle Kuo T'ung ~p im , accompanied by several of his 

nephews, boarded the vessel and urged Kuo Ch'iu to surrender. In the 

meantime, many imperial warships also approached. Finding himself in a 

helpless and dangerous situation, Ts'ai Erh-lai fled - the ship in a 

sampan, but soon was located by information supplied by one of his own men 

and was captured. 77 

Afterwards, Ts'ai Erh-lai confessed that he was a native of 

T'ung-an district in Fukien province who had been kidnapped by Ts'ai 

Ch'ien at the age of fourteen. Impressed by his strength and agility, 

Ts'ai Ch'ien -soon adopted him and assigned a ship to his command. At 

the age of twenty-four, he received a pirate commission as "The Brigade-

General of the North Route," with a command of six hundred-odd men from 

his foster father. Thereafter, he took part in the campaigns against 

76. KCT 010565 CC 13/4/20; KCT 010448 CC 13/4/9; and SYT-FP CC 
13/4/25, p. 00245. ---

77. Ibid.; and KCT 010565 CC 13/4/20. 
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Lu-erh-men and Chou-ts'ai-wei. 78 After learning that Ts'ai Erh-lai was 

the most trusted confidant of Ts'ai Ch'ien, the authorities sentence him 

to a lingering death in front of the tomb of General Li Ch'ang-keng. 

Traditionally speaking, such a punishment was considered as a proper 

ritual to soothe the spirit of the deceased Genera1. 79 By early Septem-
~~ ~ ber 1808, following the lead of Kuo Ch'iu, Tseng-mao, Ts'ai Yung 1ff, ~ 

Fu-sh i h ~~ :f, , Wang-shu i :E. ,J<_ and Hsii Chang-cheng ~it 't ij~ a 11 

surrendered to the government in order to preserve the personal safety of 

their kinsmen. Many of those who were young and able rendered service 

to the government in its fight against their ex-comrades at sea. 80 

Intensified Coastal Patrol and 
Embargo in Fukien 

In order to deny strategic materials and shore supplies to the 

pirates, the Fukien officials also expanded coastal patrols of remote 

locations which had frequently served as supply depots for the pirates, 

such as Shui-ao, San-sa, and Wu-pao 3i~Jf, .81 They also arrested com

moners who sold gunpowder and foodstuffs to the pirates. 82 Last but not 

least, by adopting Q-boat tactics to draw pirate vessels into the range 

78. Ibid. 

79. Ibid.; ·and SYT-FP CC 13/4/25, pp. 00243-00244. 

80. KCT 011527 CC 13/7/16; and KCT 010449 CC 13/4/9. 

81. YCPT, 3: 15; Tung-hua hsu-lu hsuan-chi erh in TWHTK, Vol. 
273, p. 182; and Fu-chien t'ung-chih T'ai-wan fu [Local Gazetteer of 
Taiwan Prefecture, Fukien] in TWHTK, Vol. 84, p. 17. 

82. Ibid.; and KCT 009915 CC 13/2/8. 
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of its warships, the Fukien fleet scored a landslide victory over Ts'ai 
Jr/-. 

Ch' ien's fourth adopted son, Ts'ai Hsiao-jen ?,'f~ ,j, 1;:.. , who commanded a 

fleet of some twenty vessels. 83 According to an official report, on the 

evening of May 19, 1808, some ten Fukien warships disguised as commercial 

junks under cover of dusk and fog lured the pirates to attack. Ts'ai 

Hsiao-jen apparently took the bait and suffered a crushing defeat at the 

hands of the imperial marines, who sank three enemy ships and seized 

another ~even. Numerous pirates were killed in action and another two 

hundred captured, but the imperial forces reportedly suffered only one 

casualty. 84 

Kwangtung and Vietnam Connections 

Because of vigorous naval campaigns, a rigid coastal embargo, and 

severe local vigilance, Ts'ai Ch'ien was prevented from returning to 

Chekiang and Fukien waters. As a matter of fact, in the aftermath of his 

narrow escape from the fleet of Li Ch'ang-kehg, Ts'ai Ch'ien had sailed 

with three ships into western Kwangtung where he joined forces with Chu 

Fen and Mai Yu-chin ~ ~ ][ . Mai, the pirate master of the entire 

Lei-chou Peninsula area, had once received the commission of 11 Great . 

General Who Pacifies the Sea 11 (Ching-hai ta-chiang-chun ~~;.Itt~~~ 
from the defunct Juan Kuang-tsan regime. 85 However, on March 26 and 27, 

83. KCT 010702 CC 13/5/6. 

84. Ibid. 

85. KCT 014762 CC 14/7/ll; KCT 009797 CC 13/l/24; and KCT 010138 
cc 13/3/2. 
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Mai Yu-chin and Ts'ai Ch'ien were defeated by Chang Chien-shen, who 

headed a combined force composed of ships from Fukien, Chekiang and 

Kwangtung. 86 On April 13, Ts'ai Ch'ien and Mai Yu-chin fled south into 

Vietnamese waters, where they joined forces with Cheng I Sao, the over

lord of the Kwangtung pirate confederation, in an attempt to reconquer 

the country for a descendant of Juan Kuang-tsan nicknamed "The Third 

Prince of An-nam.,,87 It is estimated that at that time the combined 

pirate forces consisted of more than one hundred vessels. 88 

Although the endeavor to restore Juan Kuang-tsan's descendant to 

the throne failed in July 1808, Ts'ai Ch'ien did utilize his stay in 

Vietnam to provision his ships with supplies of rice, water, and vege

tables, and more importantly to establish cordial connections with two 

prominent Kwangtung pirate chieftains, namely, Cheng I Sao and Mai Yu

chin. B9 With the aid of both Mai and Cheng, Ts'ai Ch'ien returned to 

Fukien in mid-August 1808, with a formidable force of thirty-six junks. 90 

On reaching the waters bordering Fukien and Chekiang at the end of August, 

he was joined by Ts'ai Hsiao-jen, thus expandinding his squadron to more 

86. KCT 014762 CC 14/7/11; SYT-FP CC 13/6/3, p. 00034; and 
Murray, II Sea Bandits, II p. 296. 

87. Ibid.; SYT-FP CC 10/12/15, pp. 00230-00231; and SYT-FP CC 
10/12/17, pp. 00273-00274. 

88. SYT-FP CC 13/5*/16, p. 00122. 

89. CCSL, p. 2910; Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 580; KCT 
011650 CC 13/7/27; KCT 011656 CC 13/7/28; SYT-FP CC 13/7/10, p. 00189; 
and SYT-Fp CC 13/7/28, p. 00455. 

90. KCT 011530 CC 13/7/17; KCT 011651 CC 13/7/17; SYT-FP CC 
13/7/27, p. 00429; and SYT-FP CC 13/8/8, p. 00067. 
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than fifty vessels, including ten-odd "black-bottomed junks" (wu-ti ch'uan 

,~ ~ J~ ) and forty-some t'ung-an so-ch'uan class vessels. 91 By the 

end of September 1808, apparently attracted by the coming fishing season, 

Ts'ai Ch'ien also joined forces with Chu Fen who at that . time had a 

massive force of more than fifty vessels, and their joint force plied the 

ocean off Ting-hai naval district in Chekiang provinde. 92 This new 

alliance made the Chia-ch'ing emperor very uneasy, and he repeatedly urged 

Governor Juan Yuan to suppress the pirates with an imperial task force 

of some sixty-seven Chekiang ships and fifty additional vessels to be 

sent from Fukien. 93 This large congregation of pirate vessels in the 

area also convinced the emperor that the rapid increase in grain prices 

in Chekiang and Kiangsu was directly caused by the illegal exportation of 

large quantities of foodstuffs to sea, since at that time neither pro-

vince suffered from natu~al calamities, but instead enjoyed bumper har

vests.94 The emperor further alleged that according to his understanding, 

a huge illegal trade in foodstuffs was being carried on between greedy 

elements among the coastal populace and the pirates, and that the trade 

91. CCSL, p. 2911; KCT 011527 CC 13/7/16; SYT-FP CC 13/7/29, 
p. 00463; and-svf-FP CC 13/7/29, p. 00471. 

92. KCT 011530 CC 13/7/17; SYT-F~ CC 13/8/10, p. 00087; Sheng
wu-chi, p. 673;and Ti-tzu-chi, 3: 6. 

93. Ibid.; KCT 011730 CC 13/8/7; KCT 011597 CC 13/7/25; and 
SYT-FP CC 13/8/8, p. 00083. -

94. CCSL, pp. 2915, 3179, 3184-85, 3190; and KCT 011946 CC 
13/9/7. However, Governor Juan Yuan believed that the food shortage in 
Kiangsu and Chekiang was caused by the dwindling importation of grain 
from Szechwan, Anhwei, and Hupeh. 



was being condoned by local yamen runners and guardsmen, who had been 

bribed by the sea bandits with "customary fees." 95 

The Dismissal of Chou Kuo-t'ai 
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However, to the emperor's great disappointment, the imperial task 

force failed to accomplish its mission. It experienced great difficulty 

in pinpointing Ts'ai Ch'ien's actual location, for he was successful in 

evading ~ontact with government patrols. 96 Moreover, its suppression 

effort was further handicapped by the late arrival of the Fukien fleet 

commanded by Brigade-General Chou Kuo-t'ai Rij ~ ~ Chou had delayed 

his voyage to northern Chekiang waters time and time again on the grounds 

of needed maintenance and the procuring of provisions. For example, after 

setting sail from Fukien on August 28, 1808, he tied up at San-pan for a 

period of eight days, ostensibly to clean his ship bottoms and purchase 

rations. On September 17, he reached Ting-hai, where he again anchored 

for five days to clean the hulls of his vessels before joining forces with 

the Chekiang fleet. 97 In other words, the imperial task force did not 

reach full strength until late September. In early October the alliance 

of Ts'ai Ch'ien and Chu Fen again came to a sudden end when the latter 

refused to share spoils with the former. 98 But before the task force 

95. CCSL, pp . 2309, 2915, 3179, 3184-85; 3190. 

96. CCSL, pp. 2902, 2910; SYT-FP CC 9/7/1, p. 00002; and SYT-FP 
cc 11/5/12, p~244. 

97. CCSL, pp. 2933-34; and KCT 01829 CC 13/8/23. 

98. KCT 011803 CC 13/8/19; and Sheng-wu-chi, p. 673. 



could seize this welcome opportunity, Ts'ai Ch'ien had taken advantage 

of favorable winds and returned to Fukien waters. 99 Consequently, the 
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emperor held Chou solely responsible for Ts'ai's excape, dismissing him 

from his office and demoting him to the rank of lieutenant (ch'ien-tsung 

f ~!· ) .100 

Piracy and the High Grain Price 

~n the Fukien area, Ts'ai Ch'ien maintained a force of some thirty 

vessels, . and this fact apparently caused the emperor to believe that sky-

rocketing grain prices there were caused by Ts'ai Ch'ien's homecoming and 

his need for large quantities of foodstuffs. 101 However, in his own 

defense, Governor-General A-lin-pao argued that high grain prices were 

not induced by an illegal outflow of foodstuffs, because supplies to the 

pirates had virtually been stopped by vigorous embargo measures. 102 The 

Governor-General further pointed out that as a matter of fact Ts'ai 

Ch'ien had easily solved his supply problems by plundering giant rice-

boats travelling in the Taiwan straits, for each of them generally 

carried a cargo of one to two thousand piculs. 103 

99. Ibid. 

100. KCT 011829 CC 13/8/23. 

101. KCT 011889 CC 13/8/8. 

102. CCSL, p. 3015. 

103. Ibid.; KCT 011285 CC 13/6/19; and SYT-FP CC 14/l/10, p. 
00113. 
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Hide and Seek 

Apparently realizing that his flagship was the primary target of 

the official fleets, whose battle plan was to concentrate a force of 

large ships to assault Ts•ai, while employing other ships to separate 

him from the rest of his squadron, Ts•ai Ch 1 ien constantly changed flag

ships and the banners aboard his vessels. 104 For example, when he 

returned to China from Vietnam, he transferred from his old flagship 

which carried .. brigantine .. sails and had a white bottom to the large 

black junk featuring 11 pointed .. sails and a black bottom. 105 · Before long, 

he shifted again to a white-bottomed ship (pai-ti ch•uan a ~iS" ) 

carrying three banners in red, pink, and white respectively. 106 . Then, 

he soon removed all of the banners from the deck except the red one. 107 

In order lo evade his pursuers, Ts•ai Ch 1 ien also dispersed his forces 

into several smaller groups, which fled in all directions along the 

coasts of .Fukien and Chekiang. 108 

However, Ts•ai Ch 1 ien•s evasive tactics could not escape the web 

of imperial intelligence agents who gathered their information from 

104. KCT 011083 CC 13/5*/25; KCT 011466 CC 13/7/7; KCT 011650 
CC 13/7/27; KCTI013694 CC 14/3/26; KCT-r4133 CC 14/5/8; SYT-~1/10/15, 
p. 00152; YCPT, 1: 19; and Sheng-wu=chi, p. 671. 

105. Ibid.; KCT 011285 CC 13/6/19; KCT 11466 CC 13/7/7; and KCT 
005447 cc 5/3/~ - - -

106. CCSL, pp. 2902, 2910; Ming-ch•ing shih-liao, wu p•ien, 
p. 578-80; KCT 011285 CC 13/6/19; KCT 11466 CC 13/7/7; and SYT-FP CC 
13/7/18, p. 00299. -

107. Ibid. 

108. KCT 009915 CC 13/2/8; KCT 012095 CC 13/9/29; KCT 009917 
CC 13/2/8; and-sfT-FP CC 13/5/21, p. 00239. -
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coastal fishermen, paid informants, as well as captured and surrendered 

pirates. As a result, the government was able to discern his actions and 

identify his new flagship within a short period of time. 109 In order · to 

discover his whereabouts and to deny him potential prey, Governor Juan 

Yuan adopted the age-old strategy of 11 Strengthening the walls and clear

ing the fields 11 (chien-pi ch' ing-yeh ~1 ~J ;~ fj ) to coastal Chekiang. 110 

The Adoption of the Military Express 

This strategy was facilitated by a system of 11 military express 11 

(chun-wu ch'uan-tan ~~~if Jf ) communications, by means of which 

special messengers could delivery military reports with a reported speed 

of thirty li per hour; and the whole Chekiang coast could be put on alert 

in as little as three days. lll It is to the credit of this system that 

when Ts'ai Ch'ien ventured back into Chekiang waters in search of provi-

sions and ammunition that on August 27, 1809 he was spotted by guards

men stationed at Ping-yang district on the border between Fukien and 

Chekiang. 112 With the assistance of the 11 military express system, 11 the 

Chekiang coastal authorities were quickly appraised of the situation and 

had ample time to strengthen their embargo and order all fishing and 

commercial junks back to port to avoid falling victim to Ts'ai Ch'ien. 113 

109. CCSL, pp. 2902, 2910. 

110. Ti-tzu-chi, 3: 19. 

111. Ti-tzu-chi, 3: 12-13. 

112. Ti-tzu-chi, 3:19. 

113. KCT011527 CC 13/7/16; KCT 011946 CC 13/9/7; and KCT 012620 
cc 13/12/1. - -
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In the meantime, imperial forces led by Ch'iu Liang-kung, the provincial 

commander-in-chief of Chekiang, and Wang Te-lu, the provincial commander

in-chief of Fukien, were instructed to combine forces to eradicate Ts 1 ai 

Ch'ien, who continued northward in his attempt to replenish his depleted 

stores. 114 

The Demise of the Pirate King at 
Black Water Sea 

On September 14, 1809, the combined imperial task force caught 

up with Ts'ai Ch'ien off Ting-hai. Although they managed to capture only 

one enemy vessel with fifty-one pirates aboard, the confessions of their 

captives proved invaluable, for they revealed that Ts'ai Ch'ien was 

aboard "a large green-prowed junk 11 in the pirate· fleet. 115 After another 

month of patrolling local waters, the imperial forces learned from their 

intelligence sources that Ts'ai Ch'ien was sailing in the so-called Yu

shan ;~, ~ sea, 1 ocated at some distance from Huang-yen ~ ,ft_ nava 1 

district. 116 Thus, Ch'iu Liang-kung and Wang Te-lu rushed to the scene. 

At dawn on October 26, 1809, they encountered ten-odd pirate junks on the 

f d t
. 117 verge o epar 1ng. 

114. YCPT, 1: 19. 

115. T'ung~an hsien-chih, 30: 13; Ma-kang t'ing-chih, 1: 19. 

116. CCSL, p. 3208, Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 576; 
YCPT, 3: 18. 

117. CCSL, 3208; YCPT, 3: 18; and SYT-FP CC 14/9/12, p. 00093. 
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Upon seeing the approaching official gunboats, the pirate ves

sels turned about and opened fire. 118 The Chekiang fleet, primarily 

composed of t'ing-ch'uan class warships, advanced to engage the pirates, 

leaving the Fukien contingent, which consisted mainly of larger but 

slower battleships of the t'ung-an class, far astern. 119 In the ensuing 

battle, Ch'iu gained an upwind position and concentrated his attack on 

the "large green-prowed junk" commanded by Ts'ai Ch'ien. 120 Ts'ai fought 

valiantly and managed to sever the main mast of a vessel commanded by 

T'ung Cheng-sheng ~ ~ rjl · , the brigade-general of the Huang-yen naval 

district. 121 Although most of the pirate junks were larger than the 

Chekiang warships, they were greatly outnumbered and outgunned. Conse-

quently, at the sight of the approaching Fukien fleet the pirates broke 

off and fled southeastward. 122 The imperial forces pursued their foe all 

the way to Black Water Sea, where the Fukien warships joined the battle 

after nightfall and successfully dispersed Ts'ai Ch'ien's auxiliary 

junks. 123 After separating the pirate king from the rest of his band, 

nine large government men-of-war assaulted Ts'ai Ch'ien's flagship with 

118. Ibid.; SYT-FP CC 14/9/12, p. 00094. 

119. YCPT, 3: 12, 18. 

120. Ibid.; CLSL, p. 21943; Cushman, p. 68; and Chiao HsUn, 
"Sheng-feng tang-k'ou chi," in Tiao-ku-chi wen-lu hsu-p'ien, 2: 18. 

121. Ibid. 

122. Ibid. 
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incendiary weapons. 124 The battle continued through the night, with the 

pirates suffering heavy casualties. 125 

With his sails reduced to little more than fishing nets and his 

rudder partially damaged, Ts'ai Ch'ien nevertheless broke the imperial 

line and escaped under the cover of dusk and the changing tide. 126 But 

on the following day he was again overtaken by his relentless pursuers. 

Fearing that he might escape to the high seas with the coming of night-

fall, the imperial navy formed into two lines upwind of Ts'ai Ch'ien's 

flagship with the Chekiang unit in front and the Fukien fleet in the 

rear. 127 With no way out, Ts'ai Ch'ien boldly sailed directly into the 

imperial formation, where he was attacked from all sides. In the ensuing 

fiery struggle, he managed to sink two imperial junks by tossing fire 

pots into their magazines. 128 He then engaged broadside the vessel 

commanded by General Ch'iu Liang-kung. In an act of desperation, he 

locked his ship to Ch'iu's using a large anchor as a grappling device and 

determined to press the fight to the bitter finish. 129 In the ensuing 

action, Chiu's vessel suffered fatal damage. Its sails were torn apart 

as they became entangled with those of Ts'ai's ship; and moreover, its 

124. Ibid.; and Ti-tzu-chi, 3: 22-23. 

125. Ibid. 

126. Ibid. 

127. Ibid.; and Sheng-wu-chi, p. 673. 

128. Ibid. ; and VCPT, 3: 19. 

129. Ibid. ; Sheng-wu-chi, pp. 673-74; and SVT-FP CC 14/9/12, 
p. 00094. 
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superstructure was completely crushed in a collision with Ts'ai's ship 

on one side and General Wang Te-lu's on the other. Before long, Ch'iu's 

junk was reduced to the hull and many marines fell into the sea. General 

Ch'iu himself was wounded when his left thigh was pierced by a spear, and 

his nephew, Ch'iu Ch'eng-hsun ~p ~ 1,~ fell in action. However, 

Ch'iu was saved when what remained of his junk drifted away. This also 

made it possible for General Wang to press the assault with fresh 

forces. l 3l At this juncture, the imperial forces succeeded in sinking a 

pirate ship which had sailed to the aid of Ts'ai Ch'ien, and two other 

pirate vessels were prevented from effecting the rescue of their chief

tain.132 

With Ts'ai Ch'ien completely isolated from the rest of his fleet, 

General Wang commanded his Fukien unit to deliver the final blow. In-

stead of giving up, Ts'ai Ch'ien fought on with a valor born out of 

desperation. When they ran out of cannon shot, the pirates fired Spanish 

silver dollars instead, which turned out to be as effective as regular 

lead shot. As a result, they killed one of General Wang's attendants and 

also knocked down General Wang himself. After regaining consciousness, 

Wang ordered his subordinates to attack Ts'ai's vessel with incendiary 

weapons. In the meantime, his flagship also managed to ram the stern of 

130. Ibid. 

131. Ibid. 

132. YCPT, 3: 12-14; Ti-tzu-chi, 3: 23-24; and SYT-FP CC 14/9/12, 
p. 00099. 

133. Ibid.; CCSL, p. 3208; Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, 
p. 585; and SYT-FP CC 14/9/12, p. 00094. 
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Ts•ai Ch 1 ien•s junk. The resulting impact destroyed the helm of the 

pirate ship and put it out of contro1. 134 Although helpless in the water, 

Ts•ai Ch.ien refused to surrender and suffer bitter humiliation. With no 

other recourse, he blew his vessel .up with explosives. 135 According to 

the testimony of pirates who survived the battle, Ts•ai Ch 1 ien suffered 

severe burns on his hands and feet before being engulfed by the waves, 

together with two wives and one son. 136 

Contention for Military Credit 

Afterwards Chang Shih-ch•eng ~~if~~' acting governor of 

Fukien, forwarded a memorial to the court reporting the victory. However, 

he omitted mention of the fact that in the two days of fierce action lead-

ing to the fiery end of Ts•ai Ch 1 ien•s long career as a pirate, it was the 

Chekiang navy which had consistently taken the lead in attacking the 

pirates and consequently provided the Fukien fleet with an advantage in 

the final battle. 137 As a result, General Wang was made a second class 

viscount and General Ch'iu a second class baron. 138 

Later when he had recovered from his wounds, General Ch'iu 

expressed disappointment in the fact that the Fukien fleet had stolen the 

show from the Chekiang navy and subsequently been granted higher imperial 

134. Ibid. 

135. YCPT, 3: 19; and Sheng-wu-chi, p. 674. 

136. YCPT, 3: 11-15; Ti-tzu-chi, 3: 21; and SYT-FP CC 14/9/12. 

137. Ti-tzu-chi, 3: 21-23; and SYT-FP CC 14/9/12, p. 00095. 

138. Ibid.; YCPT, 3: 15; and CCSL, p. 3209. 
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rewards. After presenting in a letter to Juan Yuan a detailed account 

of how Ts'ai Ch'ien had been eliminated, General Ch'iu stated that in the 

attack the Chekiang fleet had shown commendable valor in the engagement, 

regardless of individual safety. As a result, Ts'ai Ch'ien was prevented 

from escaping. Ch'iu also pointed out that since the Fukien contingent 

consisted of larger and more cumbersome vessels, it failed to come up 

until the night of October 26. By that time, the pirates had already 

suffered severe a~d disabling damage at the hands of the Chekiang fleet, 

led by his own flagship which had closed on Ts'ai Ch'ien on several occa

sions. Ch'iu emphasized that before his ship was disabled, he and Ts'ai 

Ch'ien had been engaged at close quarters for about one hour, during 

which time Ts'ai Ch'ien's vessel suffered such severe damage that it was 

in imminent danger of sinking; and because of that fact the Fukien navy 

was able to seize a ready-made victory. Finally, in response to Chang 

Shih-ch'eng's suggestion to the court that in the process of destroying 

Ts'ai Ch'ien and his fleet, the Fukien flotilla had performed somewhat 

more ably than the Chekiang unit, General Ch'iu contended that the con

trary was in fact a more accurate description of the actual event. 139 

Juan Yuan and the Examination Scandal 

However, Juan Yuan was at that time in no position to inform the 

court of General Ch'iu's side of the story, for he had been dismissed 

from his post in September 1809, owing to his alleged involvement in a 

139. Ti-tzu-chi, 3: 28-32; and YCPT, 3: 18-19. 
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case of corruption in the civil service examinations. 140 Prior to his 

dismissal, Juan Yuan had committed his total attention to the eradica-

tion campaign against rs•ai ch•ien, and he therefore entrusted supervi

sion of the provincial examinations to L iu Feng-kao ~J JjJ.- ~~ , the 

director of studies in Chekiang. However, in the aftermath of the exami

nations Liu was impeached by a censor for having accepted bribes to 

manipulate the examination results by substituting failing answers for 

favored candidates with passing ones and for disclosing to the examina

tion readers the real identities of certain candidates whose names were 

supposed to be concealed under code numbers. 141 Since malfeasance in the 

supervision of the examinations was a serious offense, the emperor 

secretly instructed Juan Yuan to look into the incident. However, his 

investigation was impeded by his close personal relationship with Liu, 

since both of them were fellow graduates of the metropolitan examination 

of 1789. Thus, in an attempt to protect his classmate Juan Yuan unwisely 

reported to the court that Liu had strictly enforced the examination 

regulations and that all the charges against him were false. 142 But, to 

Juan Yuan•s surprise, his effort came to nought, for the emperor was 

convinced by other reports send through special channels that Liu was 

indeed guilty on all counts. As a result, the emperor angrily dismissed 

Juan Yuan on the gruunds that he had placed his personal friendship with 

140. CCSL, p. 3204; Peh T1 i Wei, 11 Juan Yuan, 11 pp. 109, 135, 
136, 140; Leu ng;"Juan Yuan,.. pp. 166-67. 

141. Ibid.; and Ti-tzu-chi, 3: 20-21. 
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Liu above his loyalty to the court. 143 In short, although Juan Yuan was 

partly responsible for the destruction of Ts'ai Ch'ien, ironically he 

received no imperial honors for his endeavors, since before Ts'ai Ch'ien 

was killed on October 26, he had already been dismissed from his office 

over the Liu Feng-kao affair. 

The Surrender of Ts'ai Hsiao-jen 
and Other Pirate Chiefs 

After Ts'ai Ch'ien perished at sea, his followers who survived 

that great battle broke into several groups. The strongest .among them 

was headed by Ch'en Ts'anff 1{ who had the custody of two of Ts'ai 

Ch'ien's adopted sons, Hsiao-jen, a minor of thirteen years of age, and 

Wen-fu jl*~ , a seven-year-old child. 144 Ch'en Ts'an informed Hsiao-

jen that he had been adopted by Ts'ai Ch'ien in 1805 when his natural 

parents were killed for refusing to join their band. Ch'en Ts'an also 

revealed that Wen-fu had also been adopted in 1804 when his father, the 

chief helmsman aboard Ts'ai Ch'ien's vessel, died of illness. 145 Upon 

realizing his true background and the tragic death of his parents, Hsiao-

jen wept day and night and warmed to the idea of surrender to the govern-

ment, in which course of action he was apparently encouraged by Ch'en 

Ts'an, Wu San-ch'ih, and Weng Chin. 146 

143. Ibid. 

144. CCSL, pp. 3415-16. 

145. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 569. 
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Wu-San-ch'ih had formerly led the life of a bandit on Taiwan, 

and had earned hi s generalship and one thousand Spanish dollars from 

161 

Ts'ai Ch'ien for recruiting seven to eight hundred men to attack Chia~i 

and Tu-k'u ~ ~ After the collapse of the Taiwan campaign, Wu 

escaped to sea with the pirates. Since he was ignorant of nautical mat

ters, he was assigned to Ch'en Ts'an's vessel to do the laundry. 147 

Weng Chin~ 9~ was kidnapped and forced to join Ts'ai Ch'ien in Taiwan 

in 1806. Because he was said to be lacking in courage and often lagged 

behind in combat, Ts'ai Ch'ien decided to execute him for a .breach of 

discipline. However, Weng's life was spared, for his brother Weng Ting 

offered to die in his place. After the stunning defeat in Taiwan, 

Weng Chin came aboard Ch'en Ts'an's junk and served as a bookkeeper. 148 

fn order to demonstrate his sincerity and to redeem himself, 

Hsiao-jen seized a pirate junk from the Harelip association and then 

turned himself in to the Fukien authorities in August 1810. 149 He brought 

with him fifteen junks, ninety-eight large and small cannon, twenty-six 

fowling pieces, one hundred and fifty-eight assorted weapons, several 
150 a , ')!. hundred iron shot, and 747 men. At that time, Wu Tan~ /j!.. , another 

pirate chief who had also survived Ts'ai Ch'ien's defeat, likewise gave 
~r 

himself up to Fukien officials after killing his associate Ts 1 ai Pa ~f~ 

147. Ibid.; KCT 011650 CC 13/7/27; and SYT-FP CC 13/7/27, 
p. 00432. 

148. Ibid.; and Ming-Ch 1 ing shih-liao, wu-E 1 ien, p. 570. 

149. Ibid. 

150. Ibid. 
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1 ~ , a cousin of Ts'ai Ch'ien. Wu Tan brought with him six vessels, 

fifty-three large and small cannon, twelve fowling pieces, 422 assorted 

weapons, 200-odd cannon shot, and 434 pirates. 151 In the same month, · 

Ch'u Ti-fu ¢7 P~ 'ft¥, , another of Ts'ai Ch'ien's henchmen, also decided 

to end his pirate career by ·presenting . himself to the Fukien authorities 

with several ships. 152 Thus, in August 1810 the pirates associated with 

Ts'ai Ch'ien were finally pacified by the imperial government. 

Factors Contributing to the Successful 
Eradication of the Ts'ai Ch 1 ien Band 

In retrospect, the following imperial measures contributed to 

the eradication of Ts'ai Ch'ien and his followers. First, the construe-

tion of large imperial warships as well as heavy cannon. After obtaining 

large ves~els capable of carrying newly cast heavy cannon, the imperial 

navy was able to take the offensive. In other words, with improved fire

power and mobility, the imperial fleets were no longer confined to the 

passive defense of commercial harbors, important waterways, and strategic 

coastlines, but were enabled to pursue and attack the pirates on open 

seas. Without t'ing-ch'uan and ta-t'ung-an so-ch'uan class warships, it 

was impossible for the imperial navy to subdue Ts'ai Ch'ien's flagship, 

which was manned by some 260 pirates and was three or four times the size 

of most imperial warships. 153 Secondly, the establishment of the system 

151. Ibid. 

152. Ibid. 

153. YCPT, 3: 19; and SYT-FP CC 11/3/25, p. 00425. 
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of "military express" was a key factor in the successful implementation 

of the policy of search and destroy. Under this system, military cour

iers could put the whole province of Chekiang on the alert in three days. 

Improved communications not only served. as an effective warning system 

for coastal officials, but also facilitated the implementation of a 

strategy of strengthening coastal defenses and the adoption of a policy 

of search and destroy. Information as to Ts'ai Ch'ein's whereabouts 

could quickly be passed on to the imperial task forces, thus enabling 

Ch'iu liang-kung and Wang Te-lu to locate and track Ts'ai Ch'ien down. 

Thirdly, the vigorous enforcement of a coastal embargo also served to 

weaken the pirates. The stern application of a coastal embargo in both 

Chekiang and Fukien finally isolated Ts'ai Ch'ien from his suppliers and 

collaborators on shore. Denied strategic materials, Ts'ai Ch'ien experi

enced a serious shortage of cannon shot and new sails. This was evi-

denced in his final encounter with the imperial forces in Black Water Sea. 

Having no reserve sails to replace those damaged in action, his ships 

were less maneuverable and were no longer able to disengage and outrun 

his opponents who were constantly on his heels. 154 Furthermore, after 

running out of cannon shot he had no choice but to surrender or adopt 

unusual means to continue the fight. 155 Fourthly, the establishment of 

an extensive intell~gence network of agents and informants aided the 

government cause. Information gathered through neighborhood surveillance 

154. YCPT, 3: 12~ 14, 19. 

155. CCSl, p. 3208. 
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units, informers, fishermen, turncoats, and captured pirates presented 

the authorities with an incomplete but valuable picture of pirate activi-

ties, in terms of their whereabouts, organization, leadership composi

tion, local affiliations, and connections. Once this network was in 

place, the government was able to seize the dependents of several of 

Ts'ai Ch'ien's henchmen and hold them hostage to the surrender of pirate 

leaders. In this fashion, two of Ts'ai Ch'ien's adopted sons, Ts'ai 

Erh-lai and Ts'ai San-lai were seized; and action was taken to destroy 

pirate supply depots on off-shore islands, provide coastal officials with 

early warnings, and guide the task force in its pursuit of Ts'ai Ch'ien. 

Finally, the adoption of new tactical measures proved to be a factor in 

the final subjugation of the pirates. In their final encounter with 

Ts'ai Ch'ien, the task force assigned certain larger vessels to concen-

trate their assault on Ts'ai Ch'ien's flagship, while separating him from 

the rest of his squadron by smaller imperial gunboats. As a matter of 

fact, these battle tactics had previously been adopted by General Li 

Ch'ang-keng, but proved to be nonproductive for a number of reasons. His 

fleet had never possessed great numerical or technological advantage. At 

best, Li probably had about the same number of ships as Ts'ai Ch'ien did 

on any given occasion. 156 To make matters even worse, there was a general 

lack of genuine cooperation between the Fukien and Chekiang navies. For 

instance, as indicated before, on at least three occasions the Fukien 

156. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao. wu-p'ien, pp. 579, 585; KCT 006065 
CC 6/9/16; and Ti-tzu-chi, 3: 18. 
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fleet was responsible for Ts'ai Ch'ien's escape. 157 Therefore, without 

superior strength Li did not have many chances to implement his battle 

plans to the fullest. Moreover, vessels which were assigned to deal with 

Ts'ai Ch'ien's ships of escort were reluctant to follow their orders, but 

instead frequently joined in the hunt for his flagship. The reason for 

this was that the capture of Ts'ai ~h'ien, whether dead or alive, would 

guarantee quick promotions and monetary rewards. Furthermore, according 

to standard naval pt"actice, any stolen junks and goods recovered from 

pirates were to be divided among ·the imperial sailors and marines as war 

prizes. It is therefore understandable that Ts'ai Ch'ien's vessel, which 

was also full of booty, frequently became the primary prey of the imperial 

forces. 158 

In Black Water Sea, the imperial task force was numerically 

superior to the enemy. This enabled its commanders to execute a plan of 

battle employing the larger vessels to concentrate the attack on Ts'ai 

Ch'ien, while isolating him from the rest of his fleet with smaller gun-

boats. In order to insure the success of this tactic, these larger 

warships were instructed to immobilize Ts'ai Ch'ien's flagship by direct

ing their fire at its sails and anchor. It was also made clear to the 

officers in command of the smaller gunboats that they would not receive 

any rewards or mer'it should they abandon their assigned mi.ssion. 159 

157. SYT-FP CC 11/13/29, p. 00536. 

158. Leung, "Juan Yuan," p. 165. 

159. Ti-tzu-chi, 3: 17-18; KCT 011650 CC 13/7/27; Chiao Hsun, 
"Sheng-feng tang-k'ou chi," in Tiao-l<ii="chi wen-1u hsu-p'ien, 2: 17; and 
Sun, "A Complete Record of the Pirate Ts'ai Ch'ien," p. 238. 



166 

Furthermore, on this occasion there was better cooperation between the 

Chekiang and Fukien fleets. Although the Fukien contingent failed to 

maintain the pace of the pursuit and to participate in the initial engage

ment, this was probably not a deliberate act, but one caused by the slower 

speed_of.th~ir vessels. 160 And in the final analysis, without its-enter

ing the battle in its last decisive stage, Tslai Chlien might still have 

found an opportunity to escape ultimate destruction. 

The King of the Southern Seas 

In the foregoing sections our attention has been focused on the 

pacification of Tslai Chlien and his principal followers. In what follows, 

our focus shifts to the suppression of two other leading pirate chief-

tains in the waters of Fukien and Chekiang, namely Chu Fen and Chang 

Ah-chih. Owing to the scarcity of reliable source materials, nothing 

much is known about Chu Fen and his pirate organization. To the best of 

my knowledge, Chu Fen was a native of Chang-chou district in Fukien pro

vince. As a local strongman who had amassed some wealth through secret 

connections with bandits and pirates, Chu apparently bullied his country-

men. Partly for fear of being implicated in his unlawful conduct and 

partly out of hatred of his highhanded ways, his countrymen informed the 

authorities of his criminal activities and his shady connections with 

outlaws. Upon hearing that he was sought by the officials, Chu and his 

160. YCPT, 3: 19. 



wife fled to sea, where he eventually became a prominent pirate chief

tain who once proclaimed himself "King of the Southern Seas."161 

The Chu-Ts'ai Connection 

167 

In the process of building a formidable pirate fleet,Chu was 

assisted by his uncles and brothers. 162 In addition, many of the members 

of his clan consistently provided him with aid and provisions. 163 Al

though both Ts'ai Ch'ein and Chu Fen were fellow provincials, each had 

their own squadrons and territories. The demarcation line between their 

respective spheres of primary operations was the port city of Amoy, where 

the headquarters of the Fukien military commander-in-chief and numerous 

imperial men-of-war were located. Thus, while Ts'ai Ch'ien tended to 

restrict his activities to the area north ·of Amoy, Chu Fen operated pri-

marily in the waters south of Arnoy and areas adjacent to the Fukien

Kwangtung border. 164 Cordial relations never really existed between the 

two pirates, possibly partly because the people of Chang-chou like Chu, 

and the people of Ch'uan-chou iike Ts'ai, had been feuding with other for 

generations. 165 However, in times of adversity Chu and Ts'ai were able 

to form temporary alliances to secure their own existence. For instance, 

161. Hsia-men chih in TWHTK, Vol. 95, pp. 675-76. 

162. KCT 1~486 CC 13/7/10; KCT 011946 CC 13/9/7; KCT 013301 CC 
14/2/10; KCT 015274, no date; and KCT 011466 CC 13/7/7. -

163. CCSL, pp. 2607-08; SYT-FP CC 12/5/10, pp. 00207-00208. 

164. Huang," A Study of Pirates Ts'ai Ch'ien and Chu Fen," pp. 
78, 85. 

165. SYT-FP CC 11/5/19, p. 00388. 



in the summer of 1804 Ts'ai Ch'ien generously shares several thousan_d 

piculs of surplus rice with Chu Fen, who at that time apparently was 

experiencing shortages of rations. To repay Ts'ai Ch'ien's kindness, 

168 

Chu Fen allied his fleet of twenty-some vessels with those of Ts'ai Ch'ien 

in a joint raid along the Fukien coast. 166 However, this joint foray was 

soon routed by General Li Ch'ang-keng on September 23, 1804. Afterwards, 

Ts'ai Ch'ien blamed Chu for the defeat, claiming Chu had failed to put 

up a staunch fight against the imperial forces. Angered by this accusa

tion, Chu severed his connections with Ts'ai and retreated to the south. 167 

Chu Fen and His On-shore Support 

In early November 1805, Chu Fen returned to Fukien with a squad-

ron of thirty-odd junks manned by over 1,700 pirates. He soon suffered 
' J,A • . 

a setback at Chung-wu ~ ~ Sea, where he lost several vessels as well 

as more than 200 men. 168 Despite this modest victory, the Fukien navy, 

however, was unable to seize the advantage. Thus by the end of 1805, 

the Fukien authorities adopted a different approach to the problem; 

namely, to persuade Chu Fen to surrender by applying pressure on thirty

some Chu clan elders. 169 But Chu Fen turned the offer down on the grounds 

166. YCPT, . 1 : 4. 

167. Chiao Hsun, "Sheng-feng tang-k'ou chi," in Tiao-ku-chi wen
lu hsU-p'ien, 2: 13. 
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that Fukien officials were untrustworthy, since they had executed sur

rendered pi~ates before. 17° Failing in their mission, these clan elders 

had to run for their own lives, because according to the Ch'ing penal · 

code, which operated on the basis of collective or extended responsi

bility, the officials could hold them responsible for Chu's crimes. 171 

Eventually several of them were captured by the authorities and found 

guilty of collaborating with and aiding the pirates. It is noteworthy 

that among the convicted there was a man named Chu Pi, who happened to be 

the son-in-law of the Grand -Secretary Ts'ai Hsin. 172 This fact strongly 

suggests that Chu Fen's associations were deeply rooted in the coastal 

communities and lineage organizations. 

The Formation and Dissolution of the 
Second Chu-Ts'ai Alliance 

In April 1806, Chu Fen again allied himself with Ts'ai Ch'ien at 

Chung-wu Sea, who had just suffered a stunning defeat in Taiwan. 173 When 

their combined fleet of some seventy ships moved into Chekiang waters, it 

was further strengthened by some twenty junks probably commanded by a 

female pirate called "Seventh Elder Sister-in-Law" (Ch'i-sao -t-1{ ). 174 

170. Ibid. 

171. SYT-FP CC ll/ll/24, p. 00369; and SYT-FP CC 12/5/19, pp. 
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and SYT-FP CC ll/3/26, p. 00476. 
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Alarmed by this upsurge in piracy, General Li Ch'ang-keng called upon 

Fukien and Chekiang provinces for reinforcements and set bounties of two 

thousand taels and one thousand taels on the heads of Ts'ai Ch'ien and 

Ch F t . l 175 u en, respec 1ve y. However, before a showdown transpired between 

the imperial task force of 100-odd ships and the combined fleets of Ts'ai, 

Chu, and Ch'i-sao numbering ninety-some junks, cooperation between the 

pirate leaders was broken again by mutual differences embodied in local 

particularism, which usually expressed itself on land in terms of commu

nal strife. 176 Afterwards, while Ts'ai Ch'ien remained in Chekiang 

waters, Chu Fen sailed his forty-odd vessels to Tan-shui, Taiwan, and 

then on to Chao-an ~~ ~ , Fukien, where he lost several junks to the 

imperial navy and forty-five of his followers were made captive. 177 In 

early 1807, after refusing to go to the aid of Ts'ai Ch'ien, whose force 

had suffered a series of debacles at the hand of General Li Ch'ang-keng 

and was reduced to a squadron of less than twenty vessels, Chu Fen led 

his force of forty-some junks to Nan-ao ~ ;~ in Kwangtung province, 

only occasionally returning to Fukien to secure provisions at P'u-tien 
,. .if ~~-. 178 m· ~ and Chang-p'u ;!f ;~ . Between mid-August 1806, and July 

1807, no major engagement occurred between Chu Fen and his imperial foes, 

since during this period of time General Li was engaged in a series of 

175. CCSL, p. 2280; and SYT-FP CC ll/3/26, p. 00464. 

176. SYT-FP CC ll/4/ll, pp. 00183-00186; and SYT-FP CC ll/5/2, 
p. 00007. 
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attacks on his main enemy, Ts'ai Ch'ien. As a result, Chu Fen was vir

tually left alone by the imperial navy.179 

Chu Fen's Quest for a Maritime 
Base on Formosa 

Starting in A~gust 1807, Chu Fen suddenly became the center of 

imperial attention when he began to search for a more secure base and 

set his eyes on Taiwan. After losing four ships at Nan-ao, Kwangtung, 

in early August, he decided to make a bid for a permanent base on 

Taiwan. 180 Thus, in ,the autumn of 1807 he entered Taiwan waters with a 

squadron of more than thirty-five ships. But their raids on Lu-kang and 

Tan-shui proved to be disastrous, for they were' surprised by an imperial 

navy task force led by Brigade-General Wang Te-lu and Colonel Ch'iu 

Liang-kung on August 23, 1807.' In the 'ensuing night battle the imperial 

navy captured nine pirate ships, thirty pirates, one hundred-off fire

arms, and over four hundred catties of gunpowder. They also destroyed 

five enemy junks and caused some six to seven hundred pirates to drown at 

sea when they abandoned their vessels and jumped overboard. 181 With 

approximately twenty ships left under his command, Chu Fen escaped to 

Su-ao in the Ko-ma-1an area, saying that he intended to settle in T'ung

shih as a farmer. THrough Li Yu-yin, a local pirate agent, Chu Fen made 
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an attempt to solicit the cooperation of Pan Hsien-wen, the headman of 

the Lo-t'ung aborigines. 182 Alarmed by this situation, Chen T'ien-pan, 

the leader of the local Chinese settlers, requested urgent aid from the 

imperial authorities. In response, Yang-Ting-li, the prefect of Taiwan

fu, rushed to the scene and managed to secure Pan Hsien-wen's loyalty 

with ten bolts of serge, five hundred rolls of red cloth, and one hundred 

Spanish dollars. With the assistance of 1,200 aborigines, the settlers 

were able to hold their ground and deny water and firewood to the pirates. 

On October 10, 1807, an imperial squadron commanded by Brigade-General 

Wang Te-lu appeared off Su-ao. Since the entrance to the harbor had been 

blocked by the pirates with woven cables and mattocks, General Wang 

resorted to the tactic of sending small fire-vessels to assault the foe. 

In this manner, four pirate ships were destroyed and two were captured. 183 . 

Finding himself unable to establish a foothold on Ko-ma-lan, Chu Fen fled 

back to mainland waters with sixteen vessels; in the process, he lost two 

more ships and three able confidants, including his uncle Chu Chin~][ , 

to the pursuing imperial forces headed by Wang Te_lu. 184 However, Chu 

182. KCT 011178 CC 13/6/6; KCT 012040 CC 13/9/21; SYT-FP CC 
12/9/14, p. 00187; SYT-FP 12/10/7, p:-00029; Fu-chien t'ung-chih, 268: 
61-62; and T'ai-wan t'ung-shih in TWHTK, Vol. 128, p. 846. 

183. Fu-chien t'ung-chih, 144: 3, 11; Fu-chien t'ung-chih, 268: 
62; and Fu-chien t'ung-chih T'ai-wan fu in TWHTK, Vol. 84, pp. 1029-30. 

184. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 585; KCT 009806 CC 
13/1/25; SYT-FP CC 12/11/7, p. 00073; SYT-FP CC 12/11/28, p. 00431; and 
Fu-chien t'ung-chih, 268: 62. 



Fen did manage to make a narrow escape into Kwangtung waters, where he 

kept a very low profile for the next five months. 185 

The Comeback of Chu Fen and the 
Dismissal of Chang Chien-sheng 
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Then, much to the surprise of the authorities, Chu staged a come

back in late May 1808, when he returned to Fukien with a fleet of more 

than eighteen large ships and several small craft. 186 In an ensuing 

action, the Fukien navy sank two pirate junks and seized another. 187 

But this limited victory could not stop Chu Fen from expanding his forces 

and activities. As he sailed northward along the coast, he quickly expan

ded his squadron to forty-odd vessels by recruiting local pirates and 

holding more than ten commercial junks for ransom. 188 To make matters 

worse, the awesome power of Chu Fen was further enhanced by his tactical 

cooperation with Tslai Ch'ienls adopted Son, Hsiao-jen, who then comman

ded a fleet of twenty-some ships in Fukien waters. 189 This sudden change 

in the situation shocked General Chang Chien-sheng, the military commander

in-chief of Fukien province, since his fleet of twenty-one warships was 

totally outnumbered by the combined pirate forces that were estimated at 

185. Ibid. 

186. KCT 010879 13/5/26; KCT 011289 CC 13/6/19; and SYT-FP 
13/5*/6! p. 00026. -

187. Ibid. 

188. KCT 011731 CC 13/8/6; KCT 011027 CC 13/5*/15; and KCT 
011289 CC 13/6/19. 

189. KCT 13/7/19 CC 01152. 
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any action against Chu Fen, under the pretense that his fleet needed 

repairs, provisions, a supply of fire-ships, and favorable weather to 

suppress the pirates. 191 Nonetheless, in June and July General Chang 
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twice encountered Chu Fen at sea, but each time he refused to assault 

the foe who was within sight of his fleet. 192 Afterwards, he continued 

to rely on his old excuses to cover up his inaction and cowardice. This 

incurred the imperial ire, and the emperor angrily dismissed him for 

incompetence and inertia and replaced him with General Wang Te_lu. 193 

Bloody Sea Battles at Tan-shui and Ko-ma-lan 

By the end of July 1808, Chu Fen and some thirty vessels ventured 

back into the waters off north Taiwan, apparently aiming once more to 

secure a permanent maritine base on the island. This time he set his 

eyes on Tan-shui sub-prefecture, and his uncle Chu Ho ~~o went ashore 

with a small reconnaissance team to probe local defense, establish connec

tions, and procure fresh water. However, Chu Ho and his party failed in 

their mission and were rounded up by the local authorities. 194 In 

190. KCT 011027 CC 13/5*/15; KCT 011289 13/6/19; KCT 011522 CC 
13/7/19; SYT-Fp-f3/6/3, pp. 00027-00029; and SYT-FP 13/6/3:!P. 00035. 

191. Ibid.; and KCT 011027 CC 13/5*/15. 

192. Ibid. 

193. Ibid. 

194. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 579; KCT 011299 CC 
13/6/21; KCT 011466 CC 13/7/7; KCT 011486 CC 13/7/10; and SYT-FP CC 
13/8/14, P:-00117. -



retaliation, Chu Fen angrily sent eight to nine hundred pirates on 

twenty-odd sampans ashore in four consecutive waves. 195 But each time 
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the invading party was driven back by cannon fire from official batteries. 

After losing one sampan and suffering the loss of more than one hundred 

men, Chu Fen halted his attack in dismay.196 Nevertheless, on August 6, 

1808 he found an opportunity to avenge himself on the imperial forces by 

sinking more than half of the fifteen government warships guarding the 

waters off the Tan-shui coast. 197 Taking advantage of this decisive 

battle, he again launched his forces against the island. But this attempt 

was again stalled by cannon fire, which demolished four pirate sampans and 

one large pirate ship.198 Two days later the pirates managed to reach 

the beach, only to find themselves caught in a trap set by government 

troops and mercenaries. 199 After losing two chieftains, several tens of 

pirates, as well as eight transport sampans and shuttle craft, Chu Fen 

abandoned the fight and sailed to Chekiang, where he again joined forces 

with Tslai Chlien for several months. 200 In Chekiang waters he was rather 

inactive, since he was not familiar with its waterways. Consequently, he 

returned to Taiwan on November 9, 1808. 201 This time he went to Ko-ma-lan 

195. KCT 011299 CC 13/6/21; and SYT-FP CC 13/8/14, p. 00117. 

196. Ibid. 

197. KCT 011528 CC 13/7/17; and KCT 011530 CC 13/7/17. 

198. Ibid.; and KCT 011530 CC 3/7/17. 

199. Ibid. 

200. SYT-FP 13/8/17, p. 00139. 

201. KCT 011771 CC 13/8/14. 
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again, where he sent a landing party ashore with farming tools, intending 

to open up a piece of land for settlement. In order to solicit support 

from the local inhabitants, the pirates presented the local aborigines 

with red clothes and told the Han settlers that they had come to surren-

der. However, their story did not convince the leaders of the local 

militia, who arrested the chieftain of the pirate group together with 

ten-odd followers. 202 Disappointed by this development, Chu Fen sailed 

his squadron of some thirty junks back to the waters bordering Kwangtung 

and Funkien. 203 By this time, the imperial court had commissioned HsU 

Sung-nien ~1r l~~, the bridagier-general of Quemoy, to take charge of 

a. campaign to suppress Chu Fen. 204 

The Demise of Chu Fen in Kwangtung 

On January 12, 1809 a major battle raged from dawn to dusk between 
. ." 

the forces of General Hsu and Chu Fen off of Nan-ao, Kwangtung. The tide 

of battle eventually turned in favor of the Fukien navy, which seized 

four pirate junks, sank another, and captured twenty-one pirates, while 

itself suffering a loss of only twenty-two marines. 205 In the engagement, 

the imperial forces concentrated their attack on Chu Fen's flagship and 

set it afire. Although rescued by a contingent of escort ships, Chu 

202. KCT 012040 CC 13/9/21. 

203. KCT 011027 CC 13/5*/15. 

204. SYT-FP CC 11/7/28, p. 00368; SYT-FP CC 11/9/18, p. 00297; 
and SYT-FP CC 14/2/16, p. 00301. 

205. KCT 013212 CC 14/2/1. 
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himself was critically wounded by bullets in his left eye and throat and 

eventually died on February 13, 1809. 206 The irony, however, is that in 

the aftermath of the victory, General Hsu learned from his captives that 

Chu Fen had decided to turn his whole fleet over to the authorities. This 

was evidenced by the fact that he had planned to atone for past crimes by 

turning over to the officials 164 of Ts'ai Ch'ien's followers whom he had 

captured previously. But to .the regret of both sides, Chu Fen did not 

inform the government in advance of his intentions. Nor did he display 

any signals to indicate that he had come to surrender. As a result, when 

the Fukien marines saw the approaching pirate armada they became so anxious 

that they immediately launched their attack without giving Chu Fen any 

chance to make his intentions known. 207 

The Pacification of Chu Wo 

This defeat, and especially the death of Chu Fen, dealt a serious 

blow to his organization. Later, at least ten of his ships deserted. 208 

However, the remainder of his fleet, which still numbered approximately 

thirty-five vessels, was regrouped under the leadership of Chu Fen's third 

younger brother, Chu Wo ~ ~~ , who had just lost his wife in the previous 

206. CCSL, p. 3103; KCT 013212 CC 14/2/1; KCT 0113301 CC 14/2/10; 
KCT 013395 CC 14/2/24; KCT 013511 CC 14/3/5; SYT-FP-cE 14/2/16, p. 00241; 
and SYT-if CC 14/2/?7, ~00301. 

207. CCSL, p. 3103; and SYT-FP CC 14/5/11, p. 00149. 

208. KCT 013511 CC 14/3/5. 
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battle. 209 Failing to revitalize their declining fortunes, Chu Wo lost 

three more vessels to the imperial forces in a battle fought off Chao-chou 

;~~ ~~ , Kwangtung, at the end of March 1809. As a result, Chu Wo 

decided to go over to the side of the government. In order to demonstrate 

his sincerity, he prevented an official vessel from being seized by Ts'ai 

Ch'ien's followers in the Taiwan Straits sometime in June 1809. 211 A 

Manchu official named Ch'ing-hua ;t ~ , who happened to be the Circuit 

Intendant of Taiwan, was on board the ship. Through Ch'ing-hua's inter-

cession, Chu Wo's desire to -gain imperial amnesty was made known to the 

court. 212 However, before communications could be established between the 

two sides Chu Wo and General Hsu clashed again on July 3 in waters not 

far from the Fukien border. 213 Since almost all the best warships in 

Fukien had been conscripted by General Wang Te-lu to fight atainst Ts'ai 

Ch'ien, General HsU was left with a fleet which was no match for the 

formidabl~ pirate flotilla. 214 Therefore, in the initial engagement the 

pirates demolished twenty-odd official vessels. However, instead of 

quitting the battle, the Fukien marines made up for their material 

209. CCSL, p. 3239; KCT 012560 CC 13/ll/26; KCT 013301 CC 
14/2/10; KCT 013395 CC 14/2/24; KCT 013511 CC 14/3/5; KCT 014382 CC 
14/5/28; and SYT-FP CC 14/3/l, p~Olll. ---

210. SYT-FP CC 14/7/ll, p. 00209. 

211. CCSL, pp. 3103-04; KCT 015277, no date; and SYT-FP CC 
14/5/ll, p. 00149. 

212. Ibid. 

213. KCT 014930 CC 14/7/25. 

214. KCT 015277, no date. 
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inferiority with courage and spirit. Eventually, they managed to destroy 

several enemy junks after seizing an upwind position. Seeing the table 

were gradually turning against him, Chu Wo decided to disengage and beat 

a retreat. 215 

This unexpected setback must have shaken Chu Wols will, for soon 

afterwards he intensified his efforts to gain official amnesty through 

underground contacts with the authorities. 216 He even promised that he 

would offer his services to the government by helping to suppress Tslai 

Chlien, thus to atone for his past crimes. 217 As a result, on January 3, 

1810 Chu Wo formally surrendered to the Fukien authorities, along with an 

armada of forty-two vessels equipped with more than eight hundred cannon 

and manned by 3,300 pirates. 218 The government commissioned forty of the 

pirate leaders and enlisted the services of 150-odd able-bodied turncoats 

to fight against their ex-comrades still at large on the high seas. 219 

About six months later another 310 followers of Chu Wo also turned them

selves in, and thus formally ended the saga of Chu Fen. 220 

215. CCSL, p. 3163; KCT 014930 CC 14/7/25. 

216. KCT 014807-1, no date. 

217. Ibid.; and KCT 014930 CC 14/7/25. 

218. CCSL, p. 3266; and SYT-FP CC 14/11/28, p. 00345. 

219. SVT-FP CC 14/11/28, p. 00346. 

220. CCSL, p. 3356; and SYT-FP CC 15/4/17, p. 00113. 
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The Saga of Harelip Chang 

The third largest pirate group in the waters of Fukien and Che

kiang was the Harelip, named after its leader Chang Ah-chih, who appar

ently suffered from that deformity. Chang was a native of Hui-an ~· ~ 
district in Fukien province and was probably born in the year 1778. 221 

In 1799, he abandoned his occupation as a fisherman and became a pirate 

on the invitation of Hou Ch'i-t'ien. 222 When Hou perished in 1801, his 

followers broke up into several small but independent associations, such 

as the Yellow Sunflowers, the Oil-sellers, the Net-repairer~, the Little 

Cats, and the Harelip. 223 By mid-1805, all these remnant bands of the 

Hou Ch'i-t'ien organization except that of the Harelip had been eradicated 

by vigorous anti-pirate measures. It is also noteworthy that before 

resigning from his post to observe the required three-year period of mourn-

ing for his deceased father in August 1805, Governor Juan Yuan had virtu-

ally suppressed all the leading pirate bands in the waters of both Fukien 

and Chekiang, except for those led by Ts'ai Ch'ien, Chu Fen, and Chang 

Ah-chih. 224 With the absence of Juan Yuan and the concentration of imper~ _ .. 

ial assaults on the forces of Ts'ai Ch'ien and Chu Fen, Chang Ah-chih took 

advantage of the situation to expand his forces from ten-odd ships to some 

221. KCT 012405 CC 13/ll/8; YCPT, 3: 2, 5, 6; and Ti-tzu-chi, 
3: 8. 

222. Ibid. 

223. Ibid.; and Ting-hai t'ing-chih, comp. by Feng Yin, 28: 40. 

224. YCPT, 1: 20; YCPT, 3: 1, 3; and Ti-tzu-chi, 3: 4. 
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fifty vessels by the end of 1807. 225 Chang Ah-chih captained thirty or 

so junks, and under him there were branch leaders, such as Lo Tzu-lu 

~~H· j{ , who had ten to twenty vesse 1 s, Kuo Tan l ~ ; • , who comman

ded some nine ships' ChI en ChI uan rf ttl ' who had a force of four ships' 

and Chi Chiang, who probably led only a couple of junks. 226 

Although all of the chieftains of the Harelip organization were 

from Fukien province, they actively pillaged Chekiang fishermen operat

ing in the area of Ting-hai and Yu-shan. 227 In Chekiang they were known 

as the Harelip, but in Fukien waters they operated under the name of the 

Phoenix Tai1. 229 Official documents suggest that they sought to intimi-

date coastal inhabitants with the truculent reputation of the former 

Phoenix Tail association. 229 It is fair to speculate that they named 

themselves the Pheonix Tail in Fukien because they were in fact remnant 

survivors of the Phoenix Tail and the Hou Ch 1 i-t 1 ien organization, and 

because they did not want to alienate the population of their native 

districts by pretending that they were a group of pirates from neighbor

ing Chekiang. 230 

225. Ti-tzu-chi, 3: 5; KCT 009666 CC 13/l/6; SYT-FP 12/7/16, 
p. 00213; and SYT-FP CC 12/9/14,~ 00189. 

226. YCPT, 3: 5, 8; and KCT 012405 CC 13/11/8. 

227. KCT 010317 CC 13/3/25. 

228. YCPT, 3: 4, 11; and SYT-FP CC 12/5/20, p. 00391. 

229. YCPT, 3: 4. 

230. KCT 012405 CC 13/ll/8. 
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When Juan Yuan returned to Chekiang as governor in January 1808, 

he found that the Harelip had become such a nuisance that he immediately 

ordered a crackdown. Thus, within a period of some ten months the Che

kiang navy defeated the Harelip in 'a series of engagements and destroyed 

ten enemy ships, seized another eighteen, killed numerous pirates in 

action, and captured another 861. 231 While suffering one defeat after 

another, Chang Ah-chih also experienced difficulties on land in Fukien. 

First, Kuo Tan, one of his branch chieftains, was arrested by the Fukien 

authorities when he returned to his home district to recruit new follow

ers.232 Second, after learning of Chang's true identity through its 

military intelligence network, the Fukien officials arrested and jailed 

Chang's mother and younger brother as hostages. Fearing that their lives 

would be ,endangered, Chang returned to Fukien at the end of 1808 and 

surrendered himself at Wu-hu-men 3i f,t P~ , a port city near Amoy. 233 

He delivered to the government a force of ten-odd ships manned by 476 

pirates, armed with eighty-six cannon, and loaded with assorted weapons, 

including 430 knives, 41 fowling pieces, eight barrels of gunpowder, 200 

catties of lead shot, 69 rattan shields, and 18 bamboo helmets. 234 While 

returning the aged and weak to their home districts for rehabilitation, 

231. KCT 011044 CC 13/5*/l; and KCT 010053 CC 13/2/23. 

232. KCT 010719 CC 13/5/8; KCT 010349 CC 13/3/29; and SYT-FP 
cc 13/4/17' p. 00162. -

233. YCPT, 3: 5; Ti-tzu-chi, 3: 8; KCT 012405 CC 13/ll/8; 
SYT-FP CC 13/ll/25, pp. 00299-00300; and SYT=fP CC 15/2/18, p. 00209. 

234·. Ibid.; YCPT, 3: 6; and Ti-tzu-chi, 3: 8-9. 



the imperial navy kept 208 able-bodied pirates in service, including 

Chang Ah-chih ano all of his petty chieftains, to aid in the fight 

against their peers who were still at large and led by Lo Tzu-lu and 

Ch'en Ch'uan, respectively. 235 
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After Chang Ah-chih received an imperial commission and changed 

his name to Chang Chih ~JL ;~ , his ex-associate Ch'en Ch'uan was forced 

to join forces with Tseng Mao, one of Ts'ai Ch'ien's branch chieftains, 

for the sake of survival. However, Ch'en soon broke with Tseng and roamed 

the seacoast with a contingent of four ships. 236 After losing three ves

sels in a storm toward the end of 1808, Ch'en Ch'uan finally decided to 

deliver himself up to the authorities with his ship manned by 34 

pirates. 237 Lo Tzu-lu, who had a squadron of ten to twenty junks, was 

also unab1e to resist continuing pressure from imperial naval units. 238 

After losing some fifteen vessels to the Fukien navy in the first half 

of 1809, his flagship was overturned in a storm off Ping-yang, Fukien, in 

mid-August. Lo drowned, and two of his escort ships manned by 44 pirates 

were seized by the authorities. 239 This incident formally marked the 

demise of the Lo Tzu-lu band, which is sometimes referred to in official 

235. CCSL, p. 3324; and YCPT, 3: 6. 

236. Ibid.; Ti-tzu-chi, 3: 9; KCT 012405 CC 13/ll/8 . . 

237. Ibid.; KCT 012630 CC 13/12/3. 

238. YCPT, 3: 7-9; Ti-tzu-chi, 3: 9; Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, 
wu-p'ien, p. 568; KCT 012405 CC 13/ll/8; KCT 013923 CC 14/4/17; and KCT 
0114452 cc 14/6/5. 

239. Ti-tzu-chi, 3: 18-19. 
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documents as the Hsiao-ts' ai ,J ... jf gang. 240 It is worth mentioning that 

some two months earlier, another pirate chieftain named Chang Jan also 

surrendered to the Fukien authorities with a force of nine ships and 431 

men after learning that his mother 'and uncle had been arrested by the 

government. 241 Chang subsequently confessed that he was a 32-year-old 

native of Chin-kiang district in Fukien province who was forced into 

piracy by Ts'ai Ch'ien in early 1805. However, he soon broke with Ts'ai 

Ch'ien, ~ince he refused to follow the latter in his attack on Taiwa~. 

Thereafter, his band, which -was known by the name of the Li~tle Stinkers, 

was at odds with Ts'ai Ch'ien and had several bloody clashes with the 

pirate king. 242 In short, by late 1809 all the leading pirate gangs in 

the waters of Fukien and Chekiang were pacified by the imperial govern-

ment. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, I have attempted to show that the various pirate 

organizations of Fukien and Chekiang were destroyed by the imperial 

authorities, who simultaneous employed a wide range of suppression tac

tics. These included policies of an active pursue and destroy nature; 

strengthened land defenses, including local surveillance, coastal embar

goes, and armed patrols; and the granting of amnesties which included 

240. Ti-tzu-chi, 3: 9; and KCT 010866 CC 13/5/25. 

241. CCSL, pp. 3132-33; KCT 014267 CC 14/5/24; and SYT-FP 
14/6/13, p. 00151:"" -

242. Ibid.; KCT 014267 CC 14/5/24; and SYT-FP 14/6/13, p. 00152. 
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pardon, enticement, and using reformed pirates to attack their ex-peers. 

It is noteworthy, however, that none of those imperial measures a11evi-

ated the underlying social and economic conditions which had caused the 

populace to turn to piracy in the first place. Therefore, in the years 

which followed, formidable bands of pirates gradually reemerged and once 

again preyed on coastal communities, as well as fishing and commercial 

junks. 243 

243. Ma-kang tling-chih, Fu-lu-shang, p. 78; Fu-chien tlung-chih, 
268: 62; Tlung-an hsien-chih, 30: 13; Tung-hua hsu-1u hsuan-chi erh in 
TWHTK Vol. 140, p. 183; Peh TI i Wei, "Juan Yuan, II pp. 181, 246; and 
Murray, "Sea Bandits," pp. 247-48. 



CHAPTER 7 

ILLEGAL SEAFARING COMMUNITIES 

Pirate Fleets in Fukien and Chekiang 

There was considerable difference between pirate groups. In 

Kwangtung they formed a massive confederation between 1795 and 1810 under 

the overlordship of Cheng I and his wife, nicknamed Cheng I Sao. At its 

peak, it consisted of six semi-independent squadrons, under distinguish-

ing colored banners, each of which conducted piracy within specifically 

designated coastal areas and water passages. The pirates of Fukien and 

Chekiang organized themselves into smaller permanent organizations 

totally independent of one another. 1 In other words, between 1795 and 

1810 the w-atE.r w-or1d of southeast China was infested by many competing 

pirate associations, ·each of which possessed a self-contained fleet and 

operated independently of the others. 2 According of their different 

origins and operational territories, these pirate groups can be classi

fied i"nto three categories, name 1 y the Annamese pirates {yi- fei ~ Bt ) , 
the inter-provincial pirates {yang-tao ;~ ~ ), and the local pirates 

1 . Neumann, pp:. 5-7; Murray, 11 Cheng I's Wife, .. pp. 148-49; and 
11 Mid-Ch'ing Piracy: An Analysis of Organizational Attributes, .. pp. 1-28. 

2. KCT 005520 CC 5/7/6; and YCPT, 1:6, 8. 

186 



187 

(t'u-tao ::t:.J ). 3 As already stated, the Annamese pirates were spon

sored by the Juan Kuang-tsan regime and ceased to exist after 1802. 4 

The inter-provincial pirates mostly originating in Fukien province, were 

headed by Fukienese chieftains such as Ts'ai Ch'ien, Lin Ya-sun, Chang 

Ah-chih, Ch'en Huang-k'uei, and Chu Fen. 5 "Local bandits," a term loosely 

applied to any pirate group operating within a given provincial area, 

here refers primarily to the Chekiang pirate groups, such as the Phoenix 

Tails, the Oil-sellers, the Little Cats, and the Bamboo-yellows. 6 Both 

the Annamese and inter-provincial pirate associations were ~t first more 

or less controlled by the seasons. They sailed to Chekiang in May, 

following the south-east monsoon and returned to South China and Annam in 

autumn with the north-west breeze. 7 However, . later on when cooperating 

local bandits, which provided them with nautical guidance and indispens-

able moorages, the Fukienese pirate groups were able to raid Chekiang 

8 waters spriradically throughout the year. 

3. CCSL, pp. 779, 879; Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 233; 
SYT-FP CC 11/4/27, p. 00419; KCT 004104 CC 3/7/5; KCT 004452 CC 3/12/2; 
KCT 004765 CC 5/11/15; YCPT, r:-6, 10; YCPT, 2: 1 ;-viPT, 3: 9; and Ch'ing
shih lieh-chuan, 31: 12. 

4. YCPT, 1 : 10, 13-14. 

5. SYT-FP CC 12/5/20, p. 00391. Ts'ai Ch'ien's fleet was dis
tinguished by~d mark on their rear sail. 

6. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 568; YCPT, 2: 15; Ting
hia hsien-chih, 15: 10-11; KCT 013923 CC 14/4/17; KCT 014452 CC 14/6/5; 
SYT-FP CC 11/8/3, p. 00027;-and SYT-FP CC 11/9/7, ~00114. 

7. KCT 014422 CC 14/6/1; YCPT, 2: 2; and Sheng-wu-chi, p. 662. 

8. KCT 004765 CC 5/l/15; YCPT, 1? 6; YCPT, 2: 2; and Sheng-wu
ch"!_, p. 662. 



188 

It appears that each pirate association had a roughly delineated 

territory in which it conducted their operations. While Ts'ai Ch'ien 

tended to restrict his activities to the area north of Amoy in Fukien~ Chu 

Fen operated primarily in the waters south of Amoy and adjacent to the 

Fukien-Kwangtung border. 9 Such territoriality was normally respected by 

the Annamese pirates, who never plundered in Fukien waters as they made 

their annual foray through Fukien north to Chekiang during the last years 

10 of the ~ighteenth century. The waters bordering northern Fukien and 

southern Chekiang seem to have been the home of the Harelip ·group, the 

Water Bays, and the Yellow Sunflowers. 11 Regarding the Phoenix Tails and 

Bamboo-yellow groups, they apparently roamed only within Chekiang waters. 12 

The northern waters of Chekiang were regarded as open hunting 

grounds oy all pirates, most of whom had their bases and territories in 

Fukien and southern Chekiang. 13 Each summer various pirate bands--inter-

provincial and local--converged on the waters surrounding the Chou-shan 

archipelago to plunder the fishing markets and to collect protection money 

(yu-kuei ;~,4{;) from the local fishermen. 14 

9. Hao Ti, T'ai-yang pi-chi [Notes Compiled at T'ai-yang] in 
TWHTK, Vol. 20, p. 27. 

10. YCPT, 2: 5. 

11 . KCT 006575-2 CC 6/11/1; and YCPT, 2: 13. 

12. YCPT, Prefatory chuan, p. 1. 

13. KCT 006575-3 CC 6/11/1; KCT 009400 CC 7/11/6; KCT 010317 CC 
13/3/25; KCT-of0866 CC 13/5/25; KCT 012620 CC 13/12/1; KCT 013923 CC 
14/4/17; KCT 014513 CC 14/5/9; YCPT, 1: 5; and YCPT, 2:-r4. 

14. Ibid. 
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War and Alliance 

The relations of independent-minded pirate groups were intricate 

and governed by the circumstances of the moment. Often they warred 

against one another over territory, spoils, and personal enmity. 15 

Yet, in times of treat enterprise and danger, they could forget their 

differences and unite their forces for self-preservation or joint forays. 

But no alliance for offensive or defensive purpose was likely to compro

mise the organizational integrity and autonomy of the separate groups. 

For instance, in the early ~eriod, when the Ts'ai Ch'ien gro~p affiliated 

itself with the Phoenix Tails and Annamese forces it never lost its 

individual identity as a self-supporting, fully autonomouse unit. 16 In 

those instances when Ts'ai Ch'ien and Chu Fen did make common cause, they 

on 1 y sa i 1 'e d the i r person a 1 fl ee t s s i de by s i de ( 1 i en-c hung !.! ~ ;¥. ) wi t h-

out forming respective forces into a single unified command structure. 17 

Furthermore, both Ts'ai Ch'ien and Chu Fen seem to have put the welfare 

of their own association above the collective interest of the alliance as 

a whole. For example, in the aftermath of a crushing defeat in 1804, 

Ts'ai Ch'ien blamed Chu Fen for the setback, claiming Chu had quit the 

battle early to preserve the strength of his own fleet. 18 On another 

15 . YCPT, 2: 6, 21 ; KCT 011803 CC 13/8/19; and Ti -tzu-chi, 3:10. 

16. YCPT, 2: 7, 35. 

1 7. Y CPT, 1 : 4. 

18. Sheng-wu-chi, p. 666. 
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occasion, Chu severed his connections with Ts'ai on the grounds that the 

latter had refused to share the booty with him. 19 

Internal Organizations and 
Command Structures 

When we examine the organizational attributes of these individual 

pirate groups, we find that each association was headed by an undisputed 

chieftain, and personal charisma and leadership were indispensable factors 

in the formation and perpetuating of the group. This is evident from the 

fact that many bands simply- took the names or nicknames of their chief-

tains, hence the quaint designators for the Harelip, the Black Egg, the 

Yellow Sunflower, the Little Benevolence, and of course, for the Chu Fen 

and the Ts'ai Ch'ien. Many other pirate associations seem to have derived 

their names from their leaders' former occupations, such as the Net-

menders, and the Oil-sellers. Pirate association chieftains were vari

ously referred to by Ch'ing officials as 11 rebel head 11 (shou-ni ti J._ }, 
11 Chief bandit head 11 (tsung-tao-shou }~. i ~ ), 11 bandit chieftain .. or 

11 rebel chieftain .. (tao-ch'iu ~ ~ or tsei-ch'iu ~~ !tJ }, and 11 bandit 

head 11 
( tao-shou ~ ~ ) . 20 Among the pi rates, however, their top 1 eaders 

had honorable titles and nicknames. Ts'ai Ch'ien, to his followers and 

other friendly pirate chieftains, was .. Master of the Seas 11 or 11 The 

19. KCT 011803 CC 13/8/19. 

20. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, pp. 491-92, 504, 507, 515-
16, 568; Tung-hua hsu-lu hsuan-chi erh in TWHTK, Vol. 273, p. 181; 
Ch'ing chi-hsien lei-cheng hsuan-pien in TWHTK, Vol. 230, p. 1452; KCT 
003914 CC 3/4/16; KCT 005777 CC 6/8/2; KCT 006066 CC 6/9/6; KCT 012~ 
CC 13/11/8; KCT 007829 CC 7/4/11; KCT 01080. CC 13/5/18; SYT:fP CC 9/10/13, 
p. 00067; and:SYT-FP CC 11/4/27, p~0419. 
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Majestic King Who Stabilizes the Seas ... Chu Fen was called by his lieu-

tenants 11 King of the Southern Seas 11 or 11 Honorable Eldest Brother .. (lao

ta-ko t k.:} ). 21 Ch'en Huang-k'uei had the rather vulgar nickname 

of Rotten~feet Ch'en. 22 The Anname~e pirate chieftains were addressed by 

their privateers by the military ranks they received from the Juan Kuang-

tsan regime. For instance, Wang Kuei-li was entitled a 11 brigade general .. 

(tsung-ping ~l.},) and Huang Sheng-chang a 11 Commander-in-chief" (tsung-
. . ~ $ 23 

jung chi ang-chun ~!~~ 71-, ~ ) • 

There were branch organizations (fen-pang ~;., ~ ) within the 

large pirate organizations. Each branch organization normally consisted 

of no more than twelve v~ssels and had its own semi-independent chief, 

whom Ch'ing officials referred to as "small bandit head" (hsiao-tao-shou 

,J ... J_ l , ) or "bandit head" (tao-shou). 24 Pirate branch chiefs were 

probably addressed by other pirates on the b~sis of their given names as 

Elder Brother So-and-so. 25 Since the term "bandit head" was loosely 

applied by Ch'ing officials to all pirate leaders, large or small, and 

"small bandit head" was also used at times to refer to pirate ship cap-

21. KCT 010565 CC 13/4/20; KCT 009668 CC 13/1/6; SYT-FP CC 
11/l/4, p. 00041; and SYT-FP CC 11/2/3, p. 00046. 

22. . YCPT, 2: 21 . 

23. YCPT, 2: 8; and Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, pp. 463-65; 
and YCPT, 2: 8. 

24. KCT 012405 CC 13/1/8. 

25. SYT-FP CC ll/2/16, p. 00219. 
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tains, one can only identify individual branch chiefs from the context 

f th t . 1 26 o e source rna er1a s. 

According to my examination of the data, the Ts'ai Ch'ien group 

seems to have had five branch organizations commanded respectively by 

Chang Jan, Ts'ai Hsiao-jen, Ts'ai Wu-sung, Tseng Mou, and Li Lien 1 ~ 
. 27 The Chu Fen association appears to have had at least two branch 

H:. ~ Y=. (9~ organizations headed by Chu Chou~]~ and Chu P'an ~ ~ . 28 The 

Harelips probably had four branches led by Ch'en Ch'ueh, Kuo Tan, Chi 

Chiang-chUn ~~ ;~ $~ , and· Lo Tzu-lo. 29 Rather weak or negligible 

horizontal ties existed among the branch chiefs, since each branch leader 

recruited his own .followers and paid ultimate allegiance to none but the 

chief of the mother association. As a result, when an association chief-

tain passed away, his organization more ·often than not broke up into 

smaller but fully independent groups, which in the transitional period 

frequently called themselves 11 newly-risen ·bands 11 (hsin-hsing-pang J~ 

26. CCSL, p. 2389; Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, pp. 468-70, 
480, 483, 490; SYT-FP CC 11/4/27, p. 00450; KCT 006437 CC 6/10/20; KCT 
007349 CC 7/2/8; KCT 008530 CC 7/7/16; KCT 009410 CC 7/11/7; KCT 009480 
CC 7/11/14; KCT 010945 CC 13/5/3; and KCT 011004 CC 13/5*/11 .---

27. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 569; SYT-FP CC 13/8/8, 
p. 00067; SYT-FP CC 11/7/15, p. 00207; SYT-FP CC 11/2/27, p. 00253; 
SYT-FP CC 13/3/19, p. 00187; KCT 009666 CC 13/1/6; KCT 010565 CC 13/4/20; 
KCT 009917 CC 13/2/8; KCT 010138 CC 13/3/2; and KCT-ofl027 CC 13/5*/15. 

28. KCT 011486 CC 13/7/10; KCT 013004 CC 14/1/13; and SYT-FP 
cc 12/4/1, p. 00011. . 

29. Ti-tzu-chi, 3: 8-11. 
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~ ~ ), 3° For instance, after the demise of Hou Ch'i-t'ien his asso

ciation quickly dissolved into many independent bands led by his former 

chiefs, such as Chang Ah-chih, Ts'ai Hsin, Yang K'oi~ !~, Ting Ya-wai 

T ~}. , and Chang Ah-ka i ~l ~PJ 'fi . 31 It is probably safe to say 

that under the branch chiefs were various squadron leaders, since the 

official sources indicate that sometimes the imperial forces engaged 

pirate ships in limited numbers of two to five. 32 

The fundamental building blocks of all pirate associations were 

vessels of various sizes. large ships could carry a crew of eighty to 

ninety, while medium-sized and small junks could accommodate fifty to 

sixty and thirty to forth men. 33 There were some pirate ships of unusual 

size--for example, Ts'ai Ch'ien's flagship of 1809--that had a normal 

complement of more than 260 pirates. 34 These vessels were obtained 

through various means. As mentioned before, the "black-bottomed ships" 

(wu-ti he1-chuan .t ~ ! #~) of the Annamese pi rates were provided by"" 

the Juan Kuang-tsan regime. The majority of junks controlled by the 

Chinese pirate associations were (1) seized from fishermen, sea-going 

merchants, or imperial marines; (2) bought from unscrupulous ship-

30 . Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 469; YCPT, 2: 24-25; 
SYT-FP CC 8/4/8, p. 00085; and SYT-FP CC 8/4/24, p. 00219. 

31. SYT -FP CC 7/9/28; and Chiao Hsun, "Sheng-feng tang-k 'ou 
hou-chi," in Tiao-ku-chi wen-lu hsu-p'ien, 2: 13. 

32. SYT-FP CC 11/8/9, p. 00093. 

7/2/8. 
33. KCT 0073~2 CC 7/2/8; KCT 007349 CC 7/2/8; and 007351 CC 

34. YCPT, 3: 13. 
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builders and delivered by merchant allies at sea off Fukien; (3) brought 

along by petty pirates as they joined lead1ng pirate associations; and 

35 (4) gathered from other defunct pir~te bands. 

Each pirate ship was under the command of a captain who was 

variously referred to in official materials as 11 head man 11 (t'ou-mu j~ 

§ ) , 11 bandit head 11 (tao-mu :}; 8 ) , 11 robber head .. (tsei-mu ;l~ § or 

tsei-sho~ ~~ ~ ) , 11 bandit head of the home boat 11 (pen-chuan tao-shou 

...t. "' 1"'-0 :1:. >4: ) ~"ff .lll4 !J , 11 small bandit head 11
, 

11 head man who is in charge of a . 

ship 11 (kuan-chuan tao-shou fi. ~G" j 1 ), and 11 boss or owner .. (lao-pan 

~ ~~ ). 36 The pirates themselves appear to have addressed the captain 

either as 11 boss 11 or 11 head man ... 37 Occasionally their captain of a large 

pirate ship could take charge of more than one vessel. In that case, he 

seems to have become a squadron leader. 38 Sometimes, however, the rank 

of capitain was only an honorable title, not a designation for a ship 

commander. For example, on Ts'ai Ch'ien's flagship there were many staff 

members who held the rank of 11 head-man 11 but apparently commanded no ship. 39 

Like their branch chiefs and association chieftains, these pirate 

captains always dressed in red. On clear days, they wore red turbans and 

35. SYT-FP CC 11/8/29, p. 00409; KCT 007352 CC 7/2/8; KCT 012406 
CC 13/11/8; and Sheng-wu-chi, pp. 666. - · -

36. KCT 005584 CC 6/7/15; KCT 006066 CC 6/9/6; and KCT 011486 
cc 13/7/10. 

37. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p•ien, p. 518; KCT 010316 CC 
13/3/25; KCT 010722 CC 13/5/8; and KCT 014850 CC 14/7/19. 

38. KCT 007351 CC 7/2/8. 

39. KCT 007352 CC 7/2/8. 
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red jackets. On rainy days, they were red rain hats and rain coats. In 

battle, they directed the combat from their vessels with small command 

flags (lin-ch'i ~ ~~ ). 40 They apparently won their positions by their 

abilities to command and to organize. Many were promoted from among the 

rank and file and were placed in charge of newly seized vessels. Newly 

appointed captains were often accompanied by a small group of old hands 

on their new assignments. In other words, the command structure on a 

newly captured vessel included an able pirate captain and several experi

enced assistants. 41 Under this command structure, there were many full-

fledged fighting pirates whose tasks were to plunder commercial and fish

ing vessels and to defend their own vessels. 42 

There was a division of labor on each ship. Functionally speaking, 

the helmsman (to-kung .f;t[ :1- ) probably were next in importance to the 

ship captain, since they were responsible for navigation and sailing. 

Because experienced helmsmen were in short supply and were much sought 

after by both the pirate fleets and the imperial navy, the pirates were 

willing to pay good wages to hire them as specialists. 43 In addition, 

the pirates often forced helmsmen seized from commercial junks to render 

40. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, pp. 472, 513, 568; SYT-FP 
11/8/30, p. 432; KCT 004217 CC 3/9/4; KCT 006437 CC 6/10/20; KCT 007829 
CC 7/4/11; KCT 008530 CC 7/7/16; and KCT 012872 CC 13/12/25. ---

41. KCT 005584 CC 6/7/15; KCT 006066 CC 6/9/6; KCT 007482 CC 
7/2/25; KCT 009667 CC 13/1/16; KCT 010724 CC 13/5/8; KCT-of0945 CC 13/5/3; 
KCT Oll8~CC 13/8/19; and KCT 012406 CC 13/11/8. ---

42. Ibid. 

43. SYT-FP CC l/4/22, pp. 00383-00384; and SYT-FP CC 11/6/4,
pp. 00165-00166. 
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them their skilled services. In order to meet the demand, the pirates 

also trained their own men in the arts of helmsmanship. 44 

Next in line were the "gunners., (szu-~'ao-huo iJ '~ x_ ), who 

were responsible for the gunpowder and manning the ship's cannon, as well 

as incendiary weapons. Each vessel also had non-combatant crew members 

including one or two pursers who were responsible for copying accounts 

(hsieh-chang .~ ~ ), bookkeeping (kuang-chang 1f · ~ll ), and issuing 

safe-conduct passes (fa-chao ~f ~~ ) .45 Since most pirates were unedu

cated commoners who did not - know how to read and write, the _pirate cap-

tains frequently relied upon literate captives to maintain their financial 

reco~ds. 46 Such unskilled tasks as raising the sails, weighing and 

cropping anchor, transporting stolen goods, cooking, and laundry were 

assigned -to enslaved captives. 47 Ships sometimes also included a small 

number of hostages who were being held for ransom, captives who were 

forced to engage in homosexual acts with their captors, and certain pirate 

dependents. 48 The source materials seem to suggest that only captains of 

large vessels, branch chiefs, and association chieftains enjoyed the 

44. Ibid. 

45. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, pp. 473, 484, 569; KCT 
010316 CC 13/3/25; KCT 010866 CC 13/5/25; and KCT 011803 CC 13/8/19. 

46. Ming-Ch' ing shih-liao, wu-~' i en, pp. 473, 492. 

47. Min g- Ch' in g shih-liao, wu-~' i en, pp. 478, 483; and KCT 
004217 cc 3/9/4. 

48. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-~'ien, p. 478. 
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privilege of having their families on board the ships under their direct 

command. 49 Although these pirate communities were dominated by its male 

members, several women warriors distinguished themselves by assisting 

their husbands in battle. For example, even the imperial officials could 

not but admit that Ts'ai Ch'ien Ma's extraordinary leadership skills and 

versatile talents were indispensable ingredients in Ts'ai Ch'ien's success. 

The bravery and toughness of female pirates were also evidenced by the 

fact that among Ts'ai Ch'ien's forces several junks were commanded and 

manned ~xclusively by women · fighters (niang-tzu-chUn tr~+l ). 51 

Cohesion and Patron-Client Exchange System 

Internal cohesion and unity in all pirate associations were pri-

marily sustained by vertical bonds resulting from various personal and 

impersonal affiliations, such a patron-client ties and kinship relation

ships, of .rea1 or mythical nat~res. These bonds ran through all levels 

of the command structure and vertically linked association chieftains 

and branch chiefs, branch chiefs and squadron leaders, squadron le~ders 

and ship captains, ship captains and rank and file. Patron-client ties 

probably constituted the basic underlying network in all pirate organiza

tions, since in this fashion pirate leaders at a .given level could provide 

49. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, pp. 464, 490-92. 

50. Chiao HsU·n, · "Sheng-feng tang-k'ou hou-chi ," in Tiao-ku-chi 
wen-lu hsu-p'ien, 2: 12-13; and HsU-hsiu T'ai-wan hsien-chih in TWHTK, 
Vo 1 . 140, p. 389. 

51. ·Ibid.; Hsia-men chih in TWHTK, Vol. 95, p. 675; P'ing-yang 
hsien-chih, 59: 22; and Sung-ch'en Wang, "Lao-chiang sui-pi," in Ma-kang 
t'ing-chih, Fu-lu-shang, p. 57. 



198 

material benefits in exchange for thefr followers I support and loyalty. 

Both Tslai Chlien and Chu Fen seem to have successfully utilized a system 

of patron-client ties as a key operational principle to secure their 

leadership positions by controlling and distributing strategic materials 

such as cannons, gunpowder, and grain to their lesser leaders. 52 How-

ever, the effectiveness of the patron-client relationship was limited. 

In times of adversity, a destitute patron often had difficulty in prevent

ing his subordinates from shifting their allegiances to other resourceful 

patrons or from defecting to the official side. In times of rapid expan-

sion and internal stratification, association chieftains frequently lost 

touch with lesser leaders not commissioned directly by themselves. For 

instance, a ship captain normally would owe his first and foremost 

loyalty to his immediate superior who usually was a branch chief, not to 

the chieftain of his association. In other words, an association chief-

tainls authority became less and less effective as it extended downward 

through the various levels of command. In short, it is possible to 

perceive each pirate association as an amalgamation of large and small 

individual unlts, vertically tied to one another by the patron-cl ient 

exchange system. As soon as the chief patron left the scene or failed 

to perform as a successful protector or provider, his whole organization 

was subject to disintegration, with its component units breaking into 

52. CCSL, pp. 2322-23; SYT-FP CC.ll/5/19, p. 00381; KCT 007351 
CC 7/2/8; KCT 011177 CC 13/6/6; KCT 011285 CC 13/6/19; KCT 011486 CC 
13/7/10; and KCT 014267 CC 14/5/24. ---

.. 



several small but independent groups or being absorbed separately by 

other powerful pirate associations. 53 

Authority and the Confucian 
Family Institution 
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In order to alleviate the problem of structural weakness result

ing from the patron-client relationship, pirate chieftains also resorted 

to other complex systems of relationship embodied in traditional Chinese 

society as a means of ensuring loyalty and unity. For instance, they 

relied heavily upon the Confucian family institution and its authoritar-

ian concepts of harmony, order, seniority, filial obedience, dutiful 

submissiveness, etc. 54 By commissioning family members as branch chiefs 

and captains of large vessels, several pirate chieftains were successful 

in building authoritarian structures of command into their organizations. 

In doing so, a chieftain could command support and loyalty from his sub

ordinates by acting not simply as a patron but also as a father-figure 

or as a big brother of the entire association. In case of the absence 

of real kinship ties, a pirate chieftain could extend his family rela

tions to talented young subordinates by adopting them as sons. Husband 

and wife relationships also appear to have been employed by some pirate 

chieftains, since many women warriors are recorded as having fought 

alongside their pirate ~usbands. As has already been mentioned, Tslai 

53. Murray, "Mid-Chling Piracy: An Analysis of Organizational 
Attributes," pp. 1-28. 

54. CCSL, p~ 2445; Maurice Freedman, Lineage Organization in 
Southeastern China (London: The Athlone Press, 1970); and Chinese Lineage 
and Society: Fukien and Kwangtung (London: The Athlone Press, 1970). 



Chlien successfully directed his association with the help of family 

members, who provided a strong basis for loyalty and cohesion. For 
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example, in addition to relying upon his versatile and resourceful wife, 

Tslai Chlien Ma, as his most trusted counciler and confidant, Tslai 

Chlien placed a number of his kinsmen in key positions of command within 

his organization, including his cousin Tslai Pa, his nephew Tslai Tlien-

1ai, and such adopted sons as Tslai Erh-1ai, Tslai San-lai, Tslai Hsiao

jen, etc. 55 Chu Fen gave important assignments to his brothers, including 

Chu Plan, Chu Wo, and Chu Chou, and his uncles, Chu Ho and Chu Chin. 56 

At least one of his sisters-in-law was also given a position of trust, 

since she was acknowledged by imperial officials as having fought to her 

death in a heated battle. 57 

Unity and Local Particularism 

Since pirate leaders tended to recruit their followers from their 

own local dialect regions, ties of common native and communal origins also 

served to improve the cohesion of pirate bands. For example, as has 

already been mentioned, Chu Fenls territory was primarily located in 

waters south of Amoy, Fukien, and north of Chiao-an in Kwangtung province. 

55. CCSL, p. 2779; Ming-Chling shih-liao, wu-plien, pp. 522, 
569, 579; SYT-FP CC 11/7/9, p. 00113; SYT-FP CC 13/1/7, pp. 00051-00053; 
and SYT-FP CC 13/1/21, p. 00139. 

56. Ming-Chling shih-liao, wu-plien, pp. 579, 585; SYT-FP CC 
12/11/28, p. OC431; SYT-FP CC 13/8/14, p. 00117; SYT-FP CC 13/12/17, 
p. 00025; KCT 009666 CC 13/1/16; KCT 011466 CC 13/7/7; KCT 011486 CC 
13/7/10; and KCT 013301 CC 14/2/10. 

57. KCT 013301 CC 14/2/10; KCT 013511 CC 14/3/5; and KCT 014382 
CC 14/5/28. 
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This fact also finds reflection in the provincial and district affilia

tions of his followers. Among twenty-six of his subordinates whose 

native origins are known, twenty-three came from Fukien and the remaining 

were natives of Kwangtung. Among the Fukienese, none came from areas 

north of Arnoy (see Table 3). 

Among seventy-three of Ts'ai Ch'ien's followers whose provincial 

origins were recorded, sixty-seven were Fukienese, four were Chekiangese, 

and two were Kwangtungese. A breakdown of their district affiliations 

in Fukien shows that only two were recruited from the Chang-pu district, 

which is located south of Arnoy (see Table 4). By comparing the member-

ships of these two groups in terms of their native origins, one finds 

that they reveal clear evidence of the local particularism which was 

deeply rooted in the general population, so that people from areas north 

of Amoy and those from areas south of Amoy experienced great difficulty 

in getting along with each other and frequently engaged in communal 

strife. This fact also helps explain why Ts'ai Ch'ien and Chu Fen failed 

to achieve an enduring a11iance. 58 

With regard to the Harelip band, geographic origins of its mem

bership also were localized to the waters between north Fukien and south 

Chekiang in which these pirates operated. Of the twenty-four members 

whose provincial origins are identified in the sources, eighteen came 

from Fukien and six from Chekiang. None of them came from districts in 

south Fukien or north Chekiang (see Table 5). 

58. CCSL, p. 999; Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 502; 
SYT-FP CC 11/5/19, pp. 00387-00388. 



Table 3. Provincial and Distric.t Origins of Twenty-six Followers of 
Chu Fen. * 

Province Number of Pirates 

Fukien 23 
Kwangtung 3 

Fukien Districts 23 

Chang-p'u 18 

YUn-hsiao-ting 3 

Chao-an 1 
Chang-chou 1 

Kwangtung Districts 3 
Chiao-yang 1 

Chleng-hai 1 
Ta-pu 1 

* Sources: KCT 009667 CC 13/1/6; KCT 014134 CC 14/5/8 

SYT-FP CC 11/5/19, p. 00388. 

Percentage 

88.46 
11 .53 

78.26 

13.04 
4.34 
4.34 

33.33 

33.33 
33.33 

Ming-Ch'ing shih-1iao, wu-p'ien, pp. 517, 527-32. 
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Table 4. Provincial and District Origins of Seventy-three Followers of 
Ts I a i Ch I i en. * 



Table 4 -- Continued 

Province 

Chekiang Districts 

Unknown 

Number of Pirates 

4 

4 

* Sources: KCT 003699 CC 3/2/8; KCT 007513 CC 7/2/29; 

KCT 007807 CC 7/4/8; KCT 009667 CC 13/1/6; 
KCT 009668 CC 13/1/6; KCT 009915 CC 13/2/8; 

KCT 010138 CC 13/3/2; KCT 010176 CC 13/3/6; 
KCT 010349 CC 13/3/29; KCT 011772CC 13/8/14; 

KCT 011829 CC 13/8/23; KCT 014133 CC 14/5/8; 

Percentage 

KCT 01.4136 CC 14/5/8; SYT-FP ~C 9/10/13, pp. 00067-00068 
Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, pp. 469-70, 474, 483-85, 

517, 525-32. 
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Table 5. Provincial and District Origins of Twenty-four Followers of 
Chang Ah-chih* 

Province 

Fuki en 
Chekiang 

Fuki en Di stri cts 
Hui-an 
Chin-chiang 

Unknown 

Chekiang Districts 
Lo-ch ling 
Piing-yang 

Yung-chia 
Unknown 

Number of Pirates 

18 
6 

18 
5 

2 

11 

6 

1 

1 

1 

3 

* Sources: KCT 009919 CC 13/2/8; KCT 010316 CC 13/3/25; 

KCT 010724 CC 13/5/8; KCT 012391 CC 13/11/7; 
KCT 012405 CC 13/11/8; KCT 012621 CC 13/12/1; 

Percentage 

61 .11 
26.66 

27.77 
11.11 
61 .11 

16.66 
16.66 

16.66 
50.00 

KCT 012630 CC 13/12/3; and KCT 015156 CC 14/8/13. 
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Popular Religious Beliefs 

An examination of dissident activities and popular uprisirigs 

initiated by religious sects, secret societies, and ethnic groups in 

Ch'ing times reveals that religious beliefs and anti-Manchu political 

sentiments often contributed to group cohesion and unity. Pirate affili-

ations, however, were usually not affected by such integrative forces; 

pirates did have a psychological need to believe in the presence of 

supernatural protection and blessings. Ts'ai Ch'ien and Chu Fen regu

larly made pilgrimages to P1 u-t•o-shan monastery to seek guidance from 

divination. The attraction of the Chekiang area remained strong, 

despite the military dangers it represented, in part because of the reli

gious convictions of Ts'ai Ch'ien and Chu Fen. 59 

Although the official records yield no information on the reli-

gious practices of the pirates, one can safely assume that they worshipped 

the same sort of patron dieties as other seafarers did. Patron gods 

commonly included the 11 Queen of Heaven .. (T' ien-hou 1:: 1§ ) and the 

11 0ragon King 11 (Lung-wang ll :E. ) • The former was revered by coastal 

inhabitants and boat dwellers as the goddess of the sea and sailing, and 

she was credited with saving fishermen and seamen from disasters at sea. 

The latter had the power to summon and dismiss the winds and rains. 

These two dieties were also venerated by the imperial authorities, for 

after every major victory over the pirates high-ranking officials paid 

59. CCSL, p. 2744; SYT-FP CC 11/5/13, p. 00248; SYT-FP CC 
12/10/7, p. 00027; CT 12/11/27; and KCT 009721 CC 13/1/14. 
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tribute to these two patron gods by burning incense in front of their 

idols. 60 This imperial patronage gave the "Sea Goddess" and the "Dragon 

King" official status, and as a result seems to have deprived the pirate 

chieftains of a useful device for generating religious cohesiveness among 

their followers. Furthermore, the mythologies of the "Sea Goddess" and 

the "Dragon King" were free of heterodox doctrines involving beliefs in 

kalpa eras, messianic figures, salvationism, and cell organizations that 

could be put to use by the pirates to challenge the existing social and 

moral order in the name of the gods. 61 · Pirate leaders did employ reli

gious elements to consolidate their power. For example, Wang Chang ~ 

tl , a subordinate of Chu Fen, did attempt to utilize a religious hoax 

to convince his followers and the imperial marines that in battle he 

could call upon "spiritual soldiers" (yin-ping r~ ? .. ) for assistance. 62 

Nevertheless, the evidence suggests that Ts'ai Ch'ien, Chu Fen and other 

pirate chieftains earned their positions by their secular talents, not 

by making any claim of divine guidance or the possession of magic powers, 

the gift of prophecy, the ability to heal by faith, or tales of personal 

60. Ti-tzu-chi, 1: 26; SYT-FP CC 10/2/12, p. 00093; and SYT-FP 
cc 12/10/18, pp. 00120-00121. 

61. C. K. Yang, Religion in Chinese Society: A Study of Contem
orar Social Functions of Reli ion and Some of Their Historical Factors 
Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1970 ; Daniel L. Overmyer, 

Folk Buddhist Reli ion: Dissentin Sects in Late Traditional China 
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1976 ; and Susan Naquin, 

Millenarian Rebellion in China: The Ei ht Tri rams U risin of 1813 (New 
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1976 . 

62. T'ai-wan t'ung-chih in TWHTK, Vol. 140, p. 553. 
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reincarnation. 63 In short, although the source materials do indicate a 

high degree of devotion among the pirates to dieties embodied in the 

popular religion, there is no evidence to suggest that the pirates ever 

adopted sectarian-like mobilization techniques to strengthen the unity 

of their organizations. It" is also worth mentioning that the pirates 

were not as superstitious as we might assume. For example, while coastal 

fishermen normally prohibited women from boarding their vessels on the 

grounds that women in menstruation would defile and bring misfortune to 

their boats, the pirate leaders rejected this belief and often kept their 

wives on board. 64 

Political Consciousness 

Generally speaking, with the exception of the Ts'ai Ch'ien and 

Chu Fen groups, the pirate associations seem to have had little or no 

political consciousness. This can be inferred from the vulgar names the 

various bands adopted, such as the Net-menders, the Oil-sellers, and the 

Harelip group, names entirely free of any political significance. Al

though Ts'ai Ch'ien and Chu Fen did employ anti-Manchu and Ming-restora

tionism sentiments to strengthen their claims to legitimacy in their 

campaigns against Taiwan, they failed to develop any concrete political 

programs to incite support from the general populace. Nor were they able 

to establish a full-fledged civil bureaucracy capable of surviving its 

founder. On the other hand, certain records suggest that Ts'ai Ch'ien's 

63. Ma-kang t'ing-chih, Fu-lu-shang, pp. 55-57. 

64. Central Daily News, International Edition, September 23, 
1982. 
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efforts to transform his organization into a political movement proved 

rather counterproductlve. For example, Chang Jan, the chieftain of the 

Little Stinkers, split off from Tslai Chlien in 1805, refusing to join 

the latter in his politically directed attack on Taiwan. 65 In retro

spect, Chang Jan probably made a wise decision, for otherwise he would 

have closed the door to his eventual surrender to the government in 

exchange for a pardon and monetary rewards. 66 For the majority of the 

pirates, their goal was economic survival and profit. They had no sin

cere political commitment to found a new dynasty. Occasional assumption 

of imperial titles and ranks suggests greed for power, fame, and legiti

macy. A more effective means to this end was the common act of redemp

tion and serving the Chling in exchange for official ranks and titles; 

converted pirates actively helped suppress their former colleagues. 

Financial Operations 

The ideological and organizational weaknesses of the pirates 

were offset in part by their strong financial position and on-shore 

connections. They were fully aware that besides seizing prizes of oppor

tunity they needed regular and stable revenues to cover their ordinary 

expenses and expand their operations. Therefore, they seem to have 

relied mainly upon various protection rackets and the collection of ransom 

as a source of steady income. With the assistance- ·of secret society 

members in Fukien, Tslai Chlien forced cargo junks to purchase "license 

65. STY-FP CC 14/6/13, p. 00152; and KCT 014267 CC 14/5/24. 

66. CCSL, p. 3132. 



permits .. (piao-tan ~ ~ ) . Accordingly, ocean-going vessels were 

charged 400 Spanish dollars at ports of deaprture, and ships returning 
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from abroad were assessed either double this amount or a 11 percentage tax .. 

(ch'ou-fen :t~ '11'- ), computed again.st size and cargo. 67 The sources also 

indicate that Ts'ai Ch'ien and other chieftains made huge profits from 

selling 11 safe conduct passes .. to sea merchants and fishermen or 11 docu-
68 ments exempting one from plunderage... Cargo boats which did not possess 

the proper documents or flags issued by the pirates were subject to seiz

ure and plunder. Those who -resisted ran the risk of death.~ 9 

Collecting ransoms from vessels, goods and captives seized at sea 

was another important way to extort money from the law-abiding seafarers. 

Since the collection of ransom was a complicated process, pirate chief-

tains usu·ally depended on specially trained appraisers to make accurate 

70 assessments of the market values of captured vessels and cargoes. 

Human captives were forced to send letters home stating the terms of 

ransom payments required for their safe release. Payments were usually 

based on family background and ability to pay, decided by pirate ship 

captains after they had interrogated their prisoners and determined the 

67. CT 9/11/16; and T'ai-yang pi-chi in TWHTK, Vol. 20, p. 28. 
As a rule, large, medium and small junks were charged 7,000, 5,000 and 
3,000 taels respectively. 

68. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, pp. 483, 494; and SYT-FP 
cc 8/3/3, p. 00393. 

69. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao wu-p'ien, p. 484; and Hao Lin, Peng-hu 
t'ing-chih [Local Gazetteer of Peng-hu Prefecture, Fukien] in TWHTK, 
Vol. 164, p. 360. 

70. KCT 007351 CC 7/2/8. 
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extent of their wealth. 71 Upon receiving the ransom payments, the 

pirates usually honored their agreements by setting their victims free. 

Should a deadline be missed, the hostages were sometimes disembowelled. 72 

A typical tragedy occurred in 1796, when some pirates released the cap

tured mother of a government student (Sheng-yUan ~ ~ ), but killed his 

wife on the grounds that the student had raised only enough money to 

73 ransom the former. When Juan Yuan heard of this tragic event in his 

capacity as a director of studies, he swore that he would eradicate 

coastal piracy, should he some day be given the opportunity ,to do some

thing about it. 74 

Ransom payments could be made either in cash or in kind. In 

order to procure needed vital materials, such as nautical equipment, 

saltpeter and grain, the pirates frequently specified that payments 

should be paid in these goods. 75 All fees collected in cash were for-

warded to association chieftains who had the sole power to decide how to 

distribute them. 76 

For rank and file pirates, it would appear that piracy was a good 

but not highly lucrative profession. On the other hand, many pirate 

71. See Appendix C. 

72. YCPT, 1: 7. 

73. YCPT, 1: 6. 

74. Ibid. 

75. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 483; KCT 012621 CC 
13/12/1; and KCT 004546 CC 4/12/2. 

76. CCSL, p. 1508; Su, p. 203; and KCT 005339 CC 5/3/13. 
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chieftains were apparently able to accumulate enormous wealth. It is 

said that Ts'ai Ch'ien's invasion of Taiwan was fi~anced by one to four 

million Spanish dollars. 77 

On-Shore Connections 

With proper resources, the pirates were able to buy cooperation 

and protection from yamen underlings and soldiers assigned to coastal 

areas. The prevalence of collaboration between representatives of gov

ernment and the pirates became so notorious that it alarmed the Chia-

ch'ing emperor, who repeatedly expressed grave concern about reports that 

many yamen runners, soldiers and marines in the provinces of Kwangtung, 

Fukien and Chekiang customarily received bribes popularly called "salary 
. 78 

from the sea." It was sometimes asserted that the pirates usually 

divided their booty into three equal shares. Reserving one share for 

themselves, they presented another share to yamen underlings. and the 

remainder they presented to coastal guards and marines. 79 In return, 

their collaborators in the civil and military establishments regularly 

informed them of the imperial navy's whereabouts and covered up their 

criminal activities. In some coastal areas. gambling houses were ille-

gally operated by yamen clerks, attendants and runners. It was at those 

establishments that the pirates met with their collaborators to exchange 

77. Yen-hsia wan-ku lou wen-chi, 4: 48. 

78. CCSL, pp. 731, 959,3179; SYT-FP 11/5/26, p. 00455; SYT-FP 
14/7/27, p. 00492; and Fu-chien t'ung-chih, Prefatory chUan, Section 5, 
p. 9. 

79. Fu-chien t'ung-chih, Prefatory chuan, Section 5, p. 8. 



information and to make deals concerning the distribution of profits 

generated by the ever-growing maritime trade. 80 The official sources 
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further suggest that these gambling dens also served as recruiting 

centers for the pirates. Patrons who had a bad run of luck at the tables 

and were unable to pay off their debts were often forced into piracy. 81 

In order to facilitate and protect their operations, pirates 

often established intelligence-gathering and land support networks, 

includin~ not only government employees but also members of the rural 

elite. In 1807, several of ·Chu Fen•s clan elders were arre~ted by the 

authorities and were found guilty of aiding the pirates and fencing 

stolen goods. 82 The convicted included Grand Secretary Ts•ai Hsin•s 

son-in-law, Chu Pi, and his son, Chu T•ung-yun. Furthermore, while local 

guardsme~ and constables were on their way to arrest Chu T•ung-yun, the 

Grand Secretary•s grandson, Ts•ai Hsin-t•a, a district assistant secre-

tary, vain.ly attempted to warn Chu T•ung-yun of their impending arrival 

by beating gongs in front of Chu•s residence. During the arrest of Chu, 

Ts•ai Hsin•s clansman, Ts•ai Hai, was arrested for throwing rocks at the 

officers. 83 In 1805, Wang Yuan-ch•ao l fL1::] , a military chu-jen Jf 
}.._ degree holder, Liu Ying-hsiian ~d ~· .Jl, an imperial student, and 

Wang Wo l. i{. , a dismissed hsiu-ts•ai 13-:( degree holder, were 

80. CCSL, p. 2026. 

81. Ibid. 

82. CCSL, p. 2607; SYT-FP CC 10/11/11, p. 00138; SYT-FP CC 
11/11/24, p. 00369; and SYT-FP CC 12/5/10, pp. 00207-00208. 

83. Ibid. 



arrested by Fukien authorities and convicted of fencing stolen goods, 

negotiating ransoms, and selling safe conduct passes for pirates. 84 
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True to an old Chinese saying, 11 A cunning rabbit does not eat the 

grass covering its burrow .. (chiao-t'u pu-ch'ih k'u-pien ts'ao ~t~-:}. 

"" 'tl: _1, .,. ) "'L ~ ~ !f , the pirates also made a practice of cultivating cordial 

relationships with certain inhabitants of coastal areas. They did not 

plunder the homes or properties of those who willingly provided them with 
. . 85 suppl1es. In conducting regular business transactions, the pirates 

also earned a reputation for paying better than market pric~s to buy 

provisions and hire helmsmen and repairmen. 86 As already mentioned above, 

the pirates also maintained good relations with certain Fukien shipbuild-

ers and merchant seamen to assure themselves of an advantage over the 

imperial ,navy with respect to the availability of superior vessels and 

skilled recruits. 87 

In addition to their connections with clan elders, gentry members, 

rich merchants and the brdinary citizenry, some pirates also worked in 

league with the secret society gangsters then flourishing in Fukien and 

Kwangtung. As noted, secret society members collected port duties on 

behalf of Ts'ai Ch'ien in Fukien. According to mutual agreement, they 

84. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, pp. 492-93. 

85. CCSL, p. 1630. 

86. CCSL, p. 2309; Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, pp. 492, 
535; and SYT-FP CC 11/5/12, p. 00217. 

87. Sheng-wu-chi, p. 666. 
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kept half of the protection racket receipts for themselves,88 while 

secret society bandits also supplied their pirate allies with military 

information and provisions. 89 In return, the pirates were ready to pro-

vide sanctuary at sea for secret society members encountering difficul-

ties on land. In order to illustrate this mutually advantageous arrange

ment, the case of Li Ch'ung-yu! * l: will be related in some detail. 

A native of Kwangtung province, Li ostensibly earned his living 

by runni.ng a rice shop at Chi a-tzu-szu if' -j- ~ in Lu-feng F~ f' dis

trict. He was also the founder of a Society for Filial Sons (Hsiao-tzu 

hui ~ .f f ) , which took care of funeral arrangements for those 

society members in the village whose parents had died of sickness. A 

man of moderate wealth, Li liked to loaf about and spend his money on a 

prodi ga 1 'sea 1 e. In 1798, L i was arrested, possibly for fraud, and was 

condemned to exi 1 e at Lien-chou ,iJf ... ~ti for five years. Although at that 

time a general amnesty was declared, the authorities refused to set him 

free, fearing that he would make more trouble in the future. By compel-

ling his father to file suit against him for unfilial behavior, the 

officials were able to change the verdict and banish Li permanently to a 

remote region of the empire. However, while being transported to the 

place of banishment, Li escaped in Ch'U-chiang t!b ;:L district after the 

the guardsmun fell asle~p one night. He returned home secretly in 1802 

and asked someone to manage the rice shop on his behalf. Then, Li 

88. CCSL, p. 1508; and SYT-FP CC 8/3/30, p. 00393. 

89. CCSL, p. 2026; SYT-FP CC 10/4/26, pp. 00325-00326; SYT-FP 
CC 10/5/12, p~0115-00117; SYT-FP CC 10/6/7, p. 00134; and SYT-FP 
cc 11/3/8, p. 00120. 
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experienced a sudden turn in fortune after recovering more than ten thous-

and Spanish dollars and twenty-seven large and small cannon from the 

wreckage of a foreign ship. With money and weapons now at hand, he car-

ried a lighted lantern about, bearing the inscription .. Following Heaven .. 

(Shun-t• ien )II~ -1:::... ) , probably implying that the Ch 1 ing was not doing so. 

He traveled far and wide to expand his connections and engage in clan 

wars against the rs•ai and Wu families. It appears that at that time the 

rural a~eas surrounding Chia-tzu-szu were subject to a rash of murders, 

kidnappings, and wanton killings, all committed by his followers. 90 

In the spring of 1803, now desperately sought by the authorities, 

Li fled to sea where he established connections with Chu Fen and other 

pirates. · When he returned home again, he used his rice shop as a front 

to aid the pirates and to fence stolen goods. He also changed his name 

to Li Ching-hsing ~ ~' ~ and purchased student status in the Imperial 

Academy so as to become a member of the local gentry. Pretending to 

defend rural communities, he -extorted customary fees from fishing boats 

and collected grain tax levies from the peasants in proportion to the 

land they owned. In this way, Li earned a certain respect from his fol

lowers, who addressed him with the honorific style, Elder Brother (Ta-ko 

_J..~ -~ -~ ). One of his trusted clan members was given the title Chief-of-

90. CCSL, p. 2024; SYT-FP CC ll/l/27, pp. 00325-00327; SYT-FP 
CC 11/2/3, pp~043-00046; and SYT-FP CC ll/2/16, pp. ~0215-00220 .. For 
translation of the three confessions made by Li Chung-yu, see Append1ces 
D, E and F. 



Staff (Chun-shih ~ ~f ) and his own brother, Li Ch'ung-jih t ~, e 

the rank of Vanguard (Hsieh-feng Jjl jt ) . On the other hand, Li and 

217 

his clan members continued to feud with the Ts'ai, Wu and T'ang families. 91 

In 1805: official forces were sent to arrest Li. Li, however, 

seized an opportunity and made good his escape to sea where he hid him

self aboard a vessel commanded by the pirate Lin Ah-fa tt ~PJ ~[. He 

then joined the Chu Fen gang. Chu Fen gave him a boat manned by thirty-

odd men and provisions. Later, suspecting that Chu was endeavoring to 

turn him over to the authorities, he deserted Chu. However, after suf-

fering two consecutive defeats at the hands of the imperial navy, Li 

eventually surrendered himself to the government in exchange for an 

official pardon and monetary rewards. 92 Li clearly lived on both sides 

of the law, operating as a rice shop owner, the founder of a Society for 

Filial Sons, a pirate collaborator, a gentry member, the chief of an 

obscure secret society, the leader of the Li clan militia, and finally 

as a pirate chieftain. A resourceful but unscrupulous individual, Li 

vividly illustrates the sometimes intimate connections that existed 

between the ordinary community and the pirate groups. 

Petty Smugglers 

When confronted with a vigorously enforced imperial embargo, the 

pirates relied heavily on the assistance of petty smugglers for their 

survival. Smugglers often provided them with: (1) strategic materials, 

91. Ibid. 

92. Ibid. 
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such as small cannons, edged weapons, iron shot, nails, sails, and salt-

peter; (2) a wide variety of daily necessities, including rice, vege-

tables, wood, oil, cakes, fresh w~ter and tea; (3) various services, such 

as the hiring of repairmen and sailors, the fencing of stolen goods, the 

selling of safe conduct passes, the provision of sanctuary on land, and 

the gathering and conveyance of intelligence information. 93 In Fukien, 

the following areas were well-known for their smuggling activities: 

(1) Ts 1 ung-wu, P1 eng-wei, Sha-ke, Wu-pao, Fu-t 1 ou, Ts 1 ao-shang in Ch 1 uan

chou fu; (2) Mei-chou, Ch 1 ih-ch 1 i, and Ch 1 i-wei in Hsing-hua-fu; (3) Pai

sha and Tu-hsin in Chang-chou fu; (4) Hu-chiang and Kuan-t 1 0U in Foochow 

fu; (5) Ku-chen, Shui-ao, Hsia-hu, LU-hsia, Ven-ting, YU-shan, and San-

sha in the Fu-ning fu; and (6) Hsing-tzu and T1 ung-shan in south Fukien. 

In Cheki~ng province, the contraband networks extended to such diverse 

places as Kou-tung-men, Shih-pan-tien, Ta-ch 1 en-shan, and San-p 1 an 94 (see 

Table 6). 

Recognizing the importance of petty smugglers to their operations, 

the pirates were willing to pay good prices for supplies and services 

provided by these individuals and groups. For example, in September 1806, 
~ -t+ 

Lin Ts I an-ts I an tf ~v ~and Chou Wan-wan m ~ rfu each received fifteen 

93. Ming-Ch 1 ing shih-liao, wu-p 1 ien, pp. 485, 487, 492-93, 525; 
KCT 004217 CC 3/9/4; KCT 008566 CC 7/7/23; KCT 009487 CC 7/11/15; KCT 
014850 CC 14/7/19; KCT 013005 CC 14/1/13; KCT 012783 CC 13/12/17; KCT 
012241 CC 13/10/17; KCT 010484 CC 13/4/13;-a;d 'KCT 010724 CC 13/5/a:-

94. CCSL, p. 2753; Ming-Ch 1 ing shih-liao, wu-p 1 ien, p. 508; 
SYT-FP 11/5/26, pp. 00454-00455; SYT-FP 11/7/9, p. 00203; SYT-FP 11/9/?, 
pp. 00383-00387; and SYT-FP 12/5/29, p. 00586. 



Table 6. Areas Noted for Smuggling Activities. 

Fuk i en Pro vi nee 

Ch 1 uan-chou fu: Ts 1 ung-wu ( * .j'( ) , P 1 eng-wei ( J, ~ ) , 
Sha-ke ( ;.'J t} ) , Wu-pao ( :fl. 1' ) , 
Fu-t 1 ou ( ~ ~- ), Ts 1 o-shang ( ~ .t. 

Hs i ng-hua fu: Mei -chou ( ;Jli ;1tf ) , Ch 1 i h-ch 1 i ( 1[, t!_ ) , 

Ch 1 i -wei ( t~ Jt ) 
Chang-chou fu: Pai-sha '( S ::jr ), Tu-hs_in (f.±;ff) , 

Foochow fu: Hu-chiang ( 12 ;3- ) , Kuan-t 1 ou ( ii i~ ) 

Fu-ning fu: Ku-chen ("til), Shui·-ao (?J<.;t ), 

Hsia-hu ( t ~~t ) , Lu-hsia ( rg9 ~~ ) , 
Ven-t 1 ing ( J.!% ) , Yu-shan ( ;fD ~ ) , 
San-sha ( ~ ; 1 ) 

Hsing-tzu ( t 1f ) , T1 ung-shan ( ifoJ J.-4 ) in south Fukien 

Chekiang Province 

Kou-tung-men (1:V;j~p~), Shih-pan-tien (~ -f&-t ), 
Ta-ch 1 en-shan ( j:.__ pf_ J,., ) , San-p 1 an ( ;. \t ) 
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Spanish silver yUan ijU from Ts'ai Ch'ien for a sail . 95 In July 1806, 

Tung Shih-wan ~ f ~ , a rice shop owner in Fukien, collaborated with 

his friends, Tung Pin-tung~~ f. and P'ang Kung-t'ingJfl ~~t. to 

pool a capital sum of forty-five Spanish silver yUan to buy rice for the 

pirates. After delivering ten tan ~ of rice to Ts'ai Ch'ien's follow-

ers, they received sixty yUan in return, each netting a five yUan profit. 

Apparently encouraged by this profit, they sent twenty tan of rice to 

Ch'en Ch'ueh and received 120 Spanish silver yUan. 96 In December 1807, 

Ch'en Tsou-sheng ~ft~ and Lu Ah-yufl ~~ ~ sold sixteen sailing 
.::t 

lines to the pirate Lei T'ien-hsi ~ * ~ , having purchased them at a 
97 sum of 20,800 wen. In order to promote smuggling, sometimes the 

pirates even advanced or loaned considerable amounts of money to smug-

glers who' cooperated with them. For instance, in 1805, after fencing 

stolen goods four times and hiring six sailors for Chu Fen, the smuggler 
:> ~~-

Kuo Ping~~ ;Jf was granted a loan of 400-odd Spanish silver yUan by Chu 

Fen to facilitate his business. 98 Another man, Lu Kai ~ f-lt~ , also 

successfully secured loans totaling 220 Spanish silver yUan after visit

ing Ts'ai Ch'ien's vessel twice. 99 

Since the sale of saltpeter, sulfur and compounded gunpowder to 

the pirates always netted them handsome profits, many smugglers were 

95. KCT 010484 CC 13/4/13. 

96. KCT 009665 CC 13/1/6. 

97. KCT 012241 CC 13/10/17. 

98. Ming-Ch'ing shih-liao, wu-p'ien, p. 492. 

99. Ibid. 
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willing to risk their lives in the trade. For instance, in July 1806, 

Fang Ying t'C1~ made a quick fortune by selling one hundred catties of 

gunpowder, which he had originally purchased for 16,000 wen ~ , to Lin 

Ya-kuei ff~fi , one of Ts 1 ai Ch 1 ien followers, at a price of 22,000 

wen .1 00 In 1807, Ts 1 ao Wen-su f' ~ ~' and Wang Shou-t 1 ou l: 1i it 
who sold duck eggs to local pirates in Huang-yen district, put up two 

Spanish silver yUan and bought 2.8 chin fr of gunpowder from Lo Chung

ts 1 ang ~ ~ f ~ , the owner of a firecracker shop. However, before they 

were able to dispose of the -contraband they were arrested by the local 

authorities. 101 In 1800, Chu Fen advanced Wu Hou ~ 1 ~ , a resident 

of Chao-an, 200 Spanish silver yuan to buy gunpowder. Wu kept 100 yUan 

for himself and delivered 50 catties of gunpowder to Chu for the remain

der. 102 , 

Sometimes a smuggling ring was composed of various individuals 

having different skills, resources and backgrounds. For example, in 1808 

imperial boats captured a smuggling ship in the waters off of Quemoy. On 

board the authorities found more than 7,000 catties of sulfur and twenty

four illegal immigrants; the latter had been charged one or two yuan each 

for transportation to the mainland. This smuggling operation had been 

organized by Shen Szu ; 1: 7~ and Ch' en Che , f ; ¥ , both of whom norm

ally made their living in north Taiwan. Upon learning that their friends 

100. KCT 010484 CC 13/4/13. 

101. KCT 011947 CC 13/9/7. 

102. KCT 014134 CC 14/5/8. 
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K I 0 Tu "*~ fJ ;i::.. and ChI en Chin rt ~ had mined a huge amount of brimstone 

at Su-ao, Taiwan, Ch'en Szu and Ch'en Che had decided to strike it rich 

by selling it to pirates. They pooled a capital of 170 yuan, and with 

that they purchased the sulfur. They sent Ch'en Ai ,, ~ and Ch'en Tsu 

~t fK to contact potential buyers among the pirates, since both Ch'ens 

had old connections with the underworld at sea. They arranged transpor

tation with the shipowner Ou Shui {1,1: ,J<.. , the helmsman Chang Shih ;l 
~ , and some sailors, stipulating that the profits would be divided 

according to each individual's contribution to the illegal trade. 103 

Another illustrative case occurred on March 26, 1807. On that 

day, coastal guardsmen at Cha-p'u f ;~ , Chekiang, caught a boat carry

ing more than 870 chin of saltpeter and consequently uncovered a group 

of smugglers which had connections far and wide in the three provinces 

of Shangtung, Kiangsu and Chekiang. This smuggling ring was initiated 

by two Chekiangmen, Ch'en Ta-t' ing ;1: :(. M and Yao Yu-hsUn ~~t ~ t.R 
The former was a resident of Chen-hai il ;~ and had formerly made a 

living as a hired man at an opium den in Soochow ~tM prefecture, 

Kiangsu province. The latter was a native of Ying jp district and had 

been a common hand on Chang Juan's ~~ ;.fL fishing boat. Ch'en and Yao 

were relatives and intimate friends. 

It is noteworthy that Yao also had a secret affiliation with one 

of Ts'ai Ch'ien's associates, Ch'i Ah-hsiao ~ ~~ "J'. This relation

ship was established in 1799 when Ch'i seized Chang Juan's vessel and 

103. KCT 011771 CC 13/8/14; and KCT 012241 CC 13/10/17. 
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held Yao for ransom, who eventually was redeemed by a payment of twenty

eight Spanish dollars put up by Chang Juan and other fishermen. However, 

during his short stay with the pirates as a hostage Yao apparently got 

on well with Chli and maintained regular contact with him thereafter. 

In the sprlng of 1806, for reasons unknown, Yao became a seller of fire

wood along the coast. After learning that Chien was experiencing diffi

culties in his job at the opium den, where business had fallen off, he 

soon invited Chien to join his small business. In May 1806, Chien and 

Yao met Chli Ah-hsiao at sea and were informed that Tslai Chlienls flag

ship was short of rations. Tempted by the opportunity to earn large 

profits, Chien and Yao pooled their capital of thirty Spanish dollars and 

purchased 10 tan of rice from various localities. Then, with the guidance 

of Chli, they approached Tslai Chlien near the border of Kiangsu and 

Chekiang provinces. Upon delivering the contraband, they received fifty 

Spanish dollars from the pirate king and each gained a net profit of ten 

dollars. However, before they were able to expand their illegal trade 

with Tslai Chlien, Yaols boat was disabled in a storm. As a result, 

Chien Ta-tling returned to his home at Cheng-hai and probably idled about 

there for the rest of the year. 

On March 9, 1807, Yao went to visit his mother-in-law at Chen-hai 

and took the opportur.ity to have a talk with Chien Ta-tling. In the 

course of their conversation, Yao revealed that Tslai Chlien had returned 

to Chekiang waters and that his plan of selling rice to Tslai had failed 

to materialize for a lack of capital. Upon learning of this, Chien 

suggested that instead of selling rice to Tslai Chlien, they could make 



224 

bigger profits by selling him saltpeter. Ch'en further proposed that 

they might even be able to get some saltpeter on credit from an old 

acquaintance by the name of Ts'ai Shih-yao ~~ tlt ~ . Ts'ai Shih-yao 

was a silversmith in Soochow and knew how to obtain contraband saltpeter. 

Thus, at Yao's urging, Ch'en immediately proceeded to Soochow where he 

asked Ts'ai Shih-yao where he could obtain saltpeter on the excuse that 

he wanted to buy some for resale to firecracker shops in his home dist

rict. Ts'ai replied that he received all of his saltpeter from the 

authorities and knew of no other source of supply. However, Ts'ai Shih

yao explained that he did know that Mrs. Hsu, nee Ch' en ~ ff,~t_ ~ , a 

grocery store owner, was in possession of 900 chin of crude saltpeter 

packed in eight large and three small bundles. The stock had been con

signed to her by a Moslem, Hung Hsing-k'uei ~~M, of the Che 

district in Shangtung province. Hung had obtained it from a cousin, 

Hung Fa ;~ ;~ , who had collected it over a period of time through 

trading vegetables with local villagers. 

With Ts'ai Shih-yao acting as intermediary, Ch'en Ta-t'ing reached 

an agreement with Hung Hsing-k'uei and Mrs. Hsu for the purchase of the 

saltpeter. The contract stipulated that with Mrs. HsU's guarantee, Ch'en 

could have the saltpeter on credit. The price for each large bundle was 

set at 11,500 wen and each small at 2,400 wen. For her services as a 

guarantor, Mrs. Hsu was given one of the small bundles of saltpeter, which 

weighed about 20 chin, as a commission. In order to assure that Ch'en 

would redeem his debt upon selling the goods at firecracker stores, Mrs. 

HsU asked Ts'ai to accompany Ch'en to the Ying district to collect the 



money. Mrs. Hsu promised Ts'ai that he would be rewarded in monetary 

terms, should he complete the task successfully. 
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With the deal concluded, Ch'en hired a boat owned by Yang Feng

ch'i t~ ~~ to transport the contraband to Cha-p'u. Fearing that the 

nature of the cargo might be discovered, Ch'en covered it with cowbones. 

On March 24, 1806 they arrived at Cha-p'u. There they reloaded the goods 

on a larger boat owned by P'an Wan-li ~~ ~ ~~ as arranged by a shipping 

agent named Chao _Yu-yuan ~ ~~ ;~,. At that time, Ch'en also informed 

Ts'ai of the true nature of _the business trip, for Ts'ai had stayed too 

close at hand to be fooled any longer. In order to prevent Ts'ai from 

causing any problems, Ch'en bought Ts'ai's silence with a promise that he 

would let the latter have a share of the profits. 

However, on March 26, 1807 guardsmen searched the boat, uncov-

ered the contraband, and arrested Ch'en. At that time Ts'ai Shih-yao, 

who happened to be on shore, fled on foot upon hearing the bad news. 

Afterwards Yao Yu-hsUn was captured by the authorities in Chekiang. Mrs. 

Hsu, Hung Hsing-k'uei, Hung Fa and others were rounded up in Kiangsu. 

Ch'en and Yao were convicted of aiding the pirates by selling them needed 

supplies and were punished by the death sentence. Hung Hsing-k'uei, 

Hung Fa and Mrs. Hs~ were found guilty of selling more than 100 chin of 

saltpeter. However, thty were only sentenced to flogging and penal servi-

tude, since they did not know that the contraband was to be delivered to 

the pirates. Liu Lao-wu ~~ ~ ~ , who had married into the Hsu family 

and became Mrs. HsU's second husband, Shcn Ta-ts'ai ;~ 1lJf , who was 

Ch'en Ta-t'ing's brother, Yang Feng-ch'i, P'an Wan-li, and Chao Yu-yuan 
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were found innocent, on the basis that they did not know that the cargo 

and business were illegal. From this case, we can conclude that smuggl

ing bands sometimes not only had extensive connections but also main-

tained a high degree of secrecy. In the case of Mrs. HsU and.Ch'en Ta

t'ing, they even kept their respective husband and brother from learning 

the real nature of the operation.104 

There is evidence that some coastal guards also engaged in the 

smuggling trade and even sold the pirates gunpowder taken from official 

warehouses. In an edict issued in 1806, the Chia-ch'ing emperor expressed 

grave concern over the allegation that durin·g Ts'ai Ch'ien's campaign 

against Taiwan in the previous year that the pirate chief had distributed 

one to two hundred chin of gunpowder to each of his ninety-odd ships. In 

other words, the pirate fleet as a whole was in possession of ten to 

twenty thousand chin of contraband. The emperor pointed out that during 

the same period Governor-General Vu-te had experienced a severe shortage 

of ammunition and was forced to order supplies from Kiangsu province. 

This apparent coincidence made the emperor conclude that the pirates must 

have bought the contraband either from "craft commoners" or "unworthy 

soldiers" along the coast. 105 

Data and Interpretations About Piracy 

The sources used in research for this dissertation, both pub-

lished books and archival records, contain a surprising amount of 

104. SVT-FP.7/3/10, p. 00047; KCT 007512 CC 7/2/29; and KCT 
007806 CC 7/4/8. -

105. CCSL, pp. 2322-23. 
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quantified information on the subject of piracy and related issues. This 

statistical data has been collected and arranged under certain general 

categories, such as pirate and official casualties, loss of ships by the 
~ 

government and pirates, the native places and former occupations of 

pirates, the number of pirates who joined voluntarily and from coercion, 

and sexual assaults committed by pirates (see Table 7). However, the 

statistical data must be used with special caution because imperial 

officials made no consistent or sUbstantial attempt to gather complete 

data on their operations against the pirates, and because of internal 

inconsistencies, certain ambiguities inherent in the classical Chinese 

language, and the overlapping of some reports. Nevertheless, these sta

tistical summaries are generally compatible with the research findings 

discussed above, and they also raise questions that might otherwise have 

been ignored. Despite their suggestive, but necessarily tentative nature, 

these figures are both useful and illustrative of the conclusions ad-

vanced in this study. 

The first and perhaps most r~vea1ing issue arising from the 

data is that concerning the previous occupations of individual pirates. 

Out of the 109 pirates whose backgrounds are delineated in the sources, 

eighty-eight were fishermen, and the rest followed highly mobi.1e and 

often marginai occupations, such as those of woodcutter, porter, etc. 

(see Table 7). We find on closer examination that the major occupation 

represented in the figures involves skills relating to or useful in 

piracy. Fishermen were, of course, skilled in seamanship, and therefore 

immediately employable. As for the other occupations, they all imply a 



Table 7. Raw Data for the Magnitude of Piracy in Southeast China, 
1795-1810.* 

Category Number 

Pirates Executed in Market Places 
Pirates Ki1led"in Action 
Pirates Who Died in Jailor En Route to Jail 
Voluntary Pirates 

Looters 
Captives Who Became Pirates Under Coercion 
Pirate Dependents 
Pirate Deserters Who Were Captured by Authorities 
Pirate Captives Who Were Enslaved to Transport Stolen 

Goods on Board Pirate Ships 
Captives Who Were Enslaved by Pirates to Provide Services 
Reformed Pi:--ates H~o J:Jir.ed the Ch'ing Navy 
Pirates' Former Occupations: 

Fishermen 
Woodcutter 
Porter 
Burglar 
Net-mender 

Pirates' Native Origins: 
Fukien 
Chekiang 
Kiangsu 
Kwangtung 
Annam 

Sodomy 
Rape 
Collaborating with and Aiding Pirates 
Official Casualty Figures 
Official Vessels Sunk by Pirates 
Official Vessels Captured by Pirates 
Official Shipwrecks 

1,374 
16,779 

202 

527 

78 
212 

4,218 

67 

1,139 

1,553 
718 

88 
17 

2 
1 
1 

321 
95 
14 

129 
3 

238 

3 

308 

4,044 

52 
7 

121 
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Table 7 -- Continued 

Category 

Pirate Ships Sunk by the Imperial Navy 

Pirate Ships Captured by the Authorities 
Pirate Shipwrecks 

* Sources: KCT 003699 CC 3/2/8 - KCT 015406 CC 14/9/14 
SYT-FP CC 7/1/16 - SYT-FP CC 15/4/17 . . 
CT 1/4/18 - CT 9/11/16 
CLSL, pp. 21943, 21968, 22125 

Number 

338 

373 
161 

CCSL, pp. 79, 85, 735, 796, 846, 2270, 2274, 2396, 2915, 
--zf65, 3266, 3368 

Ming-Ch'ing shih-1iao, wu-p'ien, pp. 463-517. 
YCPT, Vol. 1, pp. 4-12; Vol. 2, pp. 1-37; Vol. 3, pp. 2-26 
T'ai-wan t'ung-chih in TWHTK, pp. 618-19,789-91. 
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Table 8. Provincial and District Distribution for 
559 Pi rates. * 

Province District Number 

Fukien 321 
Chin-chiang 36 
Chang-p'u 22 
Hui-an 13 
P ung-an 9 
Ma-hsiang 4 
Lien-chiang 3 
Yiin-hsiao-ting 3 
Chao-an 2 
lung-chi 1 
Min-shien 1 
Ch ' an-10 2 
Foochow 1 
Taiwan 1 
Nan-an 1 
pi u-t I i en 1 
Chluan-chou 2 
Chang-chou 1 
Unknown 219 

Chekiang 95 

Pai-ping 9 
Chen-hai 8 
l in-hai 5 
pi ing-yang 4 
Huang-yen 3 
lo-chl ing 2 
Hsiang-shan 1 
Yu-huan 1 
Yung-chia 1 
Ning-hai 1 
Yin-shien 1 
Unknown 59 

Kiangsu 14 
Hsing-hua 1 
Su-chou 
Unknown 12 
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Table 8 -- Continued 

Province District Number 

Kwangtung 129 
Chiao-yang 2 
Hai-feng 1 
LU-feng 1 
Hui-1ai 1 
Jao-pl ing 1 
Ch'eng-hai 1 
Ta-pu 1 
Unknown 121 

* Sources: KCT 003699 CC 3/2/8 - KCT 015406 CC 14/9/14. 
M1ng-Ch ' ing shih-1iao,-WU-p ' ien, pp. 463-761. 
SYT-FP CC 1/1/16 - SYT-FP CC 15/4/17. 
CT CC 1/4/18 - CT CC 9/11/16. 
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distinct degree of mobility. The fact that none of the pirates were 

farmers, in this predominantly agrarian society, may have been because 

peasants had few skills that were useful in the pirate trade; and fur-

thermore their attachment to the land created a lifestyle vastly differ

ent from that of the pirates. 

The figures dealing with the native provinces of pirates are 

interesting as well. These show that we might expect in the circum-

stances: that all of the provinces referred to are coastal provinces, 

and moreover no pirate is recorded as having come from inland districts 

of these provinces (see Table 8). Furthermore, the fact that most of 

the pirates originated from Fukien supports the observation that the 

majority of the leading pirate associations were headed and composed of 

Fukienese. 

Several scholars have suggested that ~fficial policies relating 

to the pardon and recruitment of pirates for the naval services created 

an irregular ladder of success on which many coastal adventurers climbed 

to fame and wealth. 106 However, the figures in Table-7 seem to indi~ 

cate that this irregular ladder of success was more a myth than a reality 

for the majority of pirates. For example, out of 7,043 pirates who 

accepted government inducements to surrender, only 718 were recruited 

by the Ch'ing navy. Of these, only thirteen were given commissions, and 

there were usually low-level ranks. After years of service, only Chien 

Ch'ing was successful in rising through the ranks to lieutenant colonel 

106. Wills, pp. 201-38; Murray, "Mid-Ch'ing Piracy," p. 18; and 
Neumann, p. 69. 
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(ts'an-chiang). 107 Similarly, the highest military rank attained by 

Chang Pao 5-& ~l, , a reformed pirate chi efta in from Kwangtung, was that 

of a Colonel (fu-chiang). 108 It is noteworthy that his rapid promotion 

apparently angered Li Tse-hsu -tt !t•J ~#,, a censor in the Kiang-nan 

circuit, who memorialized the emperor suggesting that turncoats like 

Chang Pao should not be promoted to ranks higher than a colonelcy. 109 

This indicates that even Chang Pao and Ch'en Ching confronted a limited 

future in serving in the military administration. Furthermore, the 

number of pirates who were executed in market places (1 ,374), killed in 

action (16,779), or died in jail or en route to jail (202), totaling 

18,355, clearly indicates that piracy was at best a highly risky profes

sion, and only rarely a way of entry into officialdom (see Table 7). 

Another set of figures requiring comment has to do with the 

frequency of sodomy (238) and the rarity of sexual assaults on women (3). 

There were perhaps two reasons for this unexpected phenomenon. First, 

the pirates probably had difficulties in kidnapping women to satisfy 

their sexual desires, since fishermen seldom took their wives on board, 

for the superstitious reasons mentioned previously. Second, at least 

in the case of the Ts'ai Ch'ien association, there were rules, estab-

107. KCT 011285-1 CC 13/6/19; KCT 011651 CC 13/7/7; KCT 004476 
3-12/8; KCT 004895 CC 5/1/15; CT cc 1/7/10; CT CC 4/12/6; and-cESL, pp. 
57, 190,759,847,2159, 2255,2298. - --

108. Murray, "Cheng I's Wife," pp. 158-59. 

109. Ibid. 
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lished by Tslai Chlien Ma, forbidding male pirates to violate women. 110 

One can speculate that other pirate associations had similar codes, since 

many women pirates held high ranks and important positions in those 

bands, too. At any rate, the high incidence of sodomy suggested by these 

figures may be taken to indicate that homosexuality was widely practiced 

among the pirates. The possibility that homosexual practices served as 

an initiation rite to strengthen internal unity is something which remains 

unclear. Lacking detailed contemporary eyewitness accounts of the daily 

activities and llfe styles of the Chekiang and Fukien pirates of this 

era, little more can be said about the way they lived and operated. 

110. Sung-chien Wang, "Lao-chiang sui-pi ," in Ma-kang tling-ch'f·h, 
Fu-lu-shang, p. 57. 



CHAPTER 8 

CONCLUSION 

Coastal piracy in southeast China during the late eighteenth and 

early nineteenth century was caused by a variety of factors, such as con

flicts between the dominant continental values and peripheral maritime 

interests, the legacy of Ho-shenls maladministration, the explosive growth 

of the population, natural calamities, food shortages, official negli

gence, the deterioration of the imperial navy, and the Annamese civil war. 

By the turn of the eighteenth century, the waters of Fukien and Chekiang 

were infested by an Annamese fleet which benefited from collaboration 

with several Chinese pirate groups, such as the Phoenix Tails, the Water 

Bays, and the Bamboo-yellows. As already stated, the total strength of 

various independent and loosely affiliated pirate groups was about two 

thousand ships with ten thousand men. However, in the years following 

1800 the configuration of pirate power in Fukien and Chekiang waters 

underwent a profound change. This change was triggered by a "divine 

wind" which arose in mid-August 1800, and was directly or indirectly 

responsible for the demise of the Annamese fleet and other leading pirate 

associations. As a result, by the end of 1802 the waters of southeast 

China were dominated by a new generations of pirate associations led by 

Tslai Chlien, Chang Ah-chih, Chu Fen, Chien Huang-kluei, and other lesser 

chieftains. 
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The imperial suppression campaigns initiated by Juan Yuan and Li 

Chlang-keng were hindered by uncooperative officials like Yu-te, A-lin-pao, 

and other Fukien authorities, who apparently advocated a lenient policy 

of "pardon and enticement" rather than aggressive counter-measures, and 

were jealous of the successes of the Chekiang navy. The situation was 

further worsened when Tslai Chlien obtained a number of "giant ocean

crossing junks" from Fukien shipbuilders. With these giant and powerful 

vessels at hand, Tslai Chlien was able to extend his sphere of influence 

to Taiwan waters. 

The pirate problem reached its peak between 1806 and 1807, when 

both Tslai Chlien and Chu Fen broadened the scope of their activities and 

sought to challenge the legitimacy of the alien Manchu dynasty through the 

conquest of Taiwan. However, for various reasons discussed in Chapter 3, 

both Tslai Chlien and Chu Fen failed in their respective attempts to 

establish a maritime regime on Taiwan. By 1810, the fleets of Tslai 

Chlien, Chu Fen, Chang Ah-chih, and other pirate organizations had all 

been destroyed or pacified by the imperial.authorities, who simultane

ously employed a wide range of tactics, including the policies of "sea 

war," Itcoastal defense," "pardon and enticement,1t and "using bandits to 

attack bandits.1t 

Chapter 8 explains the various features of the leading pirate 

associations, including their inter-group relations, organizational 

attributes, financial operations, political and religious ideologies, 

and land connections. That data suggest that although the pirate activi

ties involved certain political and religious overtones, their operations 
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remained primarily criminal and economic in nature. Secondly, the pirate 

world of southeast China consisted of many independent-minded associa

tions, which both occasionally formed alliances against imperial suppres

sion measures and fought among themselves. Thirdly, the life span of a 

pirate association normally did not survive that of its founding chief

tain, since his charisma and leadership were indispensable for the per

petuation of the group. As an undisupted chieftain left the scene, his 

followers would suffer a succession crisis which frequently resulted in 

the fragmentation of the entire band. Fourthly, in addition to sheer 

physical and psychological powers, pirate chieftains also employed vari

ous personal and impersonal devices, such as patron-client ties and 

authoritarian family relationships to enhance their ability to command 

loyalty from their subordinates. By doing so, the unity and cohesion of 

the entire association was sustained. 

A fifth point has already been made, that the success of pirate 

financial operations was enhanced by three factors: they were willing to 

share profits with their collaborators; they always honored their agree

ments in business transactions; their retaliation for refusal or failure 

to pay monies demanded for their p.r.otection rackets or ransom was swift 

and deadly. A sixth conclusion has been drawn from the analysis of the 

relevant documents: on-shore linkages were indispensable to the pirate's 

survival. Their agents and business connections on land involved members 

from the professions or social groupings, including yamen runners, imper

ial soldiers, gentry and clan members, secret society members, and small

time smugglers. These individuals provided the pirates with military 
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intelligence, strategic materials as well as daily necessities, assis

tance in fencing stolen goods, the selling of "safe-conduct passes," the 

collection of monies from extortion and kidnapping, and so forth. 

Finally, we have seen that piracy was ultimately suppressed by essenti

ally military means. Because the government was unwilling or unable to 

address the underlying social and economic causes of this major outbreak 

of piracy, before very long small bands of pirates once again emer.ged to 

plague coastal shipping near southeast China. 
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CHANG PAO'S PETITION TO SURRENDER 
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CHANG PAO'S PETITION TO SURRENDER* 

It is my humble opinion that the enterprises of heroes have dif-

ferent origins. So do the hearts of officials, for there are differences 

of benevolence and tolerance. Therefore, the bandits of Liang-shan1 who 

thrice plundered cities were graciously pardoned and eventually made 

pillars of the state. The bandits of Wa-kang 1t ~ 2 who repeatedly 

resisted . the imperial soldiery not only received no death penalties but 

became cornerstones of the empire. Other examples are: K'ung ming 

* This translation is based on a Chinese text reproduced in Yeh 
Lin-feng, Chan Pao-tsai ti ch'uan-shuo ho chen -hsin [The Legends and 
Facts of Chang Pao-tsai] Hong Kong: Shanghai Book Company, 1971), pp. 
109-110. It is noteworthy that there are two English translations of 
this petition in existence. One is in C. F. Neumann, History of the 
Pirates Who Infested the Chinese Sea, from 1807 to 1810 (London: Oriental 
Translation Fund, 1831), pp. 69-73. The other one is in D. H. Murray, 
.. Sea Bandits: A Study of Piracy in Early Nineteenth Century China, .. 
(Ph.D. dissertation, Cornell University, 1979), pp. 238-29. I have con
sulted these two pieces extensively, but I alone am responsible for any 
flaws in the translation that follows. 

1. Liang-shan, a marsh-girt mountain in modern Shangtung pro
vince, was the lair of 108 heroes who revolted against official corrup
tion and oppression in the final years of the Northern Sung dynasty (960-
1126). Their rebellious deeds later became folk legends. In the four
teenth century, Shih Nai-an and Lo Kuan-chung utilized those in legends 
to create an adventure novel entitled Shui-hu Chuan (literally, The Marsh 
Chronicles). For further information on this popular novel, see Buck, 
Pearl S., trans., All Men Are Brothers. 2 vols. (New York: Grove Press, 
1957); and Shapiro, Sidney., trans., Outlaws of the Marsh. 2 vols·. 
(Beijing: Foreign Language Press; Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1981). 

2. Wa-kang, a marsh in Honan province, was infested with bandits 
at the end of the Sui dynasty (581-618). 



~[.. il~ 3 captured Meng-huo j,. ~i_ 4 seven times, Kuan Kung !ltfl ';; 5 

thrice set Ts 1 ao Ts 1 ao t' =t-* 6 free, Ma Yuan .~ ~{_ 7 never pursued a 
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3. With the fall of the Later Han dynasty (25-220, China entered 
into an age of disruption and division known as the Three Kingdoms (220-
280). During this era, there were three leaders contending for hegemony 
and the reunification of the Chinese state. In north China, Ts 1 ao 
Ts 1 a0 1 S (d. 220) heir established a regime named the Wei (220-264). In 
the Y~ngtze valley, the state of Wu (220-280) was led by Sun ChUan (d. 
252). In Szechuan, the state of Shu-han (225-263) was headed by Liu Pei 
(d. 223), who was asssited by Kuan YU (d. 219) and Chu-ko Liang, alias 
K1 ung-mtng (d. 234). Kuan YU, also known as Kuan Kung, was originally 
Ts 1 ao Ts 1 a0 1 S lieutenant, but he later became Liu Pei 1 S sworn brother. 
He was eventually canonized in Chinese popular religion as the God of 
War, not only for his prowess but also for his integrity and righteous
ness. These latter virtues were illustrated by the fact that when he 
was taken captive by Ts 1 ao Ts 1 aO, he refused to abandon Liu Pei. When 
Ts 1 ao Ts 1 ao was defeated, Kuan YU set him free. K1 ung-ming was an 
astute military strategist and the chief councilor of Liu Pei, who had 
pacified and won the hearts of barbarian tribes in southwestern China 
by capturing seven times and releasing their chieftain Meng Huo. The 
incessant warfare between these historical figures in time assumed legen
dary proportions and ultimately found expression in various stories, 
dramas, and the popular novel entitled San-kuo-chi yen-i or The Romance 
of the Three Kingdoms. For an English translation of this novel, see 
Brewitt-T~ylor, C. H., trans., Romance of the Three Kingdoms. 2 vols. 
(Rutlan, Vt.: C. E. Tuttle Co., 1959). 

4. Ibid. 

5. Ibid. · 

6. Ibid. 

7. Ma YUan (14 B.C. - A.D. 49) was a great general of the Later 
Han (A.D. 25-220) who assisted Emperor Wu (r. 25-57) to reconquer south 
China and northern Vietnam. 
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desperate enemy, and Yueh Fei ~~ 8 never killed those who made their 

submission. Therefore, chivalrous heroes from the four seas pledged 

their allegiance and services; and among the heroes of the world, those 

from afar come forward and those nearby rejoiced. Although no single 

track runs through all these events, the essence of each is the same. 

We humble petitioners are now living in an affluent age. 

Originally we were good people; but some of us were not careful in 
' ~ ~~ 9 

choosing our friends and thus fell into Huan-fu ~ ~1 . Others were 

unable to earn a living and "threw in their lot with rebels, .or were kid-

napped and forced into piracy while trading on the lakes and rivers. 

And still others were fugitives who submerged themselves in this watery 

country. In the beginning, there were only three or five of us to a 

band, but later on our numbers grew into the thousands and tens of thou-

sands. Moreover, because of successive famines, the people were unable 

to survive, and therefore as days and months went by more and more people 

turned to unusual behavior. Had we not resorted to robbery, there would 

8. YUeh Fei (1103-41) was an able general in the early period of 
the Southern Sung dynasty (1127-1279). Between 1138 and 1141, he led a 
force of irregulars against the Chin (1122-1206) in the Loyang region 
with some success. However, Ch'in Kuei (1090-1155)~ the chief councilor 
of the state, and other peace advocates prevailed at court, in part 
because ·Of Emperor Kao-tsung's (r. 1127-62) mistrust of military com
manders. As a result, YUeh Fei became a victim of court politics and 
the peace movementj arid was eventually put to death to facilitate the 
conclusion of a peace treaty between the Southern Sung and Chin in 1141. 
Ever since, YUeh Fei has been lamented by Chinese patriots as one of 
China's greatest national heroes. For further information on YUen Fei, 
see Li An, YUeh Fei Shih-shih Yen-chiu (Taipei: Shang-wu yin-shu-kuan, 
1977). 

9. The name of a marsh infested with bandits. The term derives 
from Tso-ch'uan. 
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have been no way to maintain our lives. Had we not resisted the official 

forces, there would have been no means to preserve our fates. Therefore, 

it was out of necessity that we offended the imperial court and ruined 

merchants. And yet, once we left our native villages, there were none 

who did not yearn for their families. Drifting along with wind and tide, 

every day we were deeply troubled by our rootless lives. If we encoun-

tered government troops on patrol, their cannons and arrows struck terror 

in our hearts. If we met a display of power by the river god, Ho-po ;~ 

~a ,10 great storms and towering waves caused us great fear and alarm. 

We fled to the east and to the west and were constantly on guard against 

pursuing warships. Having to sleep without shelter and take our meals 

in the elements, we suffered all the bitterness of the sea. At those 

times, we wanted to break away and return to our villages, but our fellow 

countrymen refused to accept us. We considered giving ourselves up as a 

group, but the officials are awesome and unpredictable. Therefore, we 

could not but remain on the islands and pace back and forth in hesita-

tion. 

Alas. Alas. Although our crimes most certainly deserve the 

death penalty, we might be able to resist change, nonetheless we could 

not escape the court's justice. However, our situation is extremely 

pitiful, and our survivRl depends on men of benevolence. We. are very 

happy that Your Honorll has again returned to Kwangtung to rule the 

10. The God of the Yellow River. 

11. "Your Honor" denotes Pai Ling, the Governor-General of 
Liang-kung. 
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southern provinces, for you regard others as yourself and love people 

as your own sons. You have considered sympathetically our reasons for 

having committed crimes and have followed the principle of employing both 

severity and leniency. You understand that to spare lives is an act of 

heavenly virtue and you righteously employ suppression and amnesty. Even 

a bird flying in the dust thinks of tranquility, and how can a fish be 

content in boiling water? Therefore, I have brought my entire gang 

together to present this petition to you with our signatures. We humbly 

submit our remaining years to your mercy, hoping you will save us from 

flood and fire, pardon our former offences, and permit us from this day 

foreward to take a new road. You can see to it that we sell our swords 

and buy cows to plough the fields; pray and offer incense on the hill 

tops; all sing in the shade of the burgeoning of life. If we dare to 

act with duplicity, you may instantly have us executed. 
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A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH OF TS'AI CH'IEN* 

In the beginning, Ts'ai Ch'ien was a very poor child. Formerly, 

he purchased sugar cane on credit qt a store. He cut the sugar cane and 

sold it in sections; but he accumulated a debt of a thousand-odd cash 

which he was unable to repay. One day, while selling sugar cane at a 

temple, Ts'ai Ch'ien suddenly encountered the store owner, who seized 

and flogged him. A play was being performed at the temple, and the spec

tators formed a wall, but none of them uttered a word on his behalf. 

Among the people watching the play, there was a man surnamed Ch'en who 

was a native of the provincial capital (Foochow ~~ -H~ ) and served in 

T'ung-an district as a director of studies. Commisserating with Ts'ai 

Ch'ien's tender age and poverty, Ch'en took out a Spanish silver dollar 

and cleared off Ts'ai Ch'ien's debts. To express his gratitude, Ts'ai 

* .This story of Ts'ai Ch'ien, as the final sentences make clear, 
is based on an oral account. Wang Sung-chen heard it from his father, 
who in turn had gotten it from Wu Chih-p'u, who may have been a director 
of studies at Ch'uan-chou prefecture. However, Su T'ung-ping, in his 
study of Ts'ai Ch'ien's career, has pointed out that according to the 
General Gazetteer of the Fukien Province, there was no director of stud
ies at Ch'uan-chou surnamed Wu in the Chia-ch'ing reign. However, he has 
discovered a director of studies by the name of Wu Lan-sun who assumed 
his duties at Ch'Uan-chou in 1823. Su has suggested that Wu Lan-sun was 
Wu Chih-p'u and that he apparently learned of these anecdotes some four
teen years after Ts'ai Ch'ien's suppression in 1809, not several years 
later. Su has further suggested that this biographical sketch was trans
mitted orally, and that the story might have been subject to some 
modification. For example, the accounts of Ts'ai Ch'ien's dramatic 
attempt to repay Ch'en's kindness and his habit of devouring human livers, 
he believed, were apparently exaggerated. Perhaps it would be more appro
priate to question the factual basis of these stories. Indeed, this 
particular account may well be regarded more as an example of the hyper
bole common to folklore than as a sober historical record. We know from 
other materials that after Ts'ai Ch'ien's death he became somewhat of a 
legend along the southeast sea coast. 
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Ch'ien knelt in front of Ch'en and knocked his forehead upon the ground. 

Then he requested his benefactor's name and left the scene. Later, when 

Ts'ai Ch'ien became a great pirate chieftain, whenever he mentioned 

Director of Studies Ch'en, he always emotionally burst into tears, cov

ered his heart with his hands, and cried aloud that he owed a lot to 

Ch' en's kindne"ss. 

Afterwards, Ts'ai Ch'ien suffered repeated defeats at the hands 

of the official forces. Government posters were also hung in market

places and streets offering an official position of the second rank and 

ten thousand in gold to those who could capture and present Ts'ai Ch'ien 

alive to the authorities. This excited Ts'ai Ch'ien, who stroked the 

surfaces of a table and declared in"a determined tone: "Now I have a way 

to repay Mr. Ch'en." Dressing in mufti and taking two robust retainers 

along with him, Ts'ai Ch'ien crept into Director Ch'en's office at night. 

Prostrating himself and knocking his forehead on the ground, he said: 

"Allow me to repay your favor with great wealth and high position." 

Having been the director of studies in T'ung-an district for several tens 

of years, Director Ch'en was very senile and had long forgotten the inci

dent when he had redeemed Ts'ai Ch'ien's liabilities. He also did not 

know that the minor who had suffered humiliation on that day was Ts'ai 

Ch'ien. He lifted Ts'a; Ch'ien up and enquired about the matter. Ts'ai 

Ch'ien told him the whole story in detail, and said: "There is no way for 

me to repay the great favor I received; and having learned that an offi

cial position of the second rank and ten thousand in gold are to be 

awarded to those who arrest Ts'ai Ch'ien, I am willing to be tied up and 
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sent to the authorities by you to repay your great virtue." Upon learn

ing that the man was Ts'ai Ch'ien, Director of Studies Ch'en became 

furious, recounted his crime, and ordered him to leave his house. Ts'ai 

Ch'ien persisted in his request, but Director of Studies Ch'en cursed him 

without stop. Ts'ai Ch'ien thereupon stationed himself outside the door 

and entrusted his two able retainers to continue the persuasion. The two 

then repeated Ts'ai's offer, but Director of Studies Ch'en cursed Ts'ai 

even more vigorously · and the sound of his swearing carried outside the 

house. Fearing the denunciation might be heard by patrolmen, Ts'ai 

Ch'ien dispiritedly left. 

By nature Ts'ai Ch'ien liked the color of blue. On board ship 

his canopy and bedding were all pure blue. He frequently wore a blue 

crepe jacket as well as a pair of blue trousers. He carried two knives 

at his waist and was as agile as a bird in flight. Ts'ai and his wife, 

surnamed so and so, smoked opium together. When he became a bit tired 

and bored, he opened the bottom hold of his vessel and brought out male 

captives. He then slit open their chests and took out their livers, 

which were fried and eaten. He did this several times a day. 

The rest of Ts'ai Ch'ien's vessels were also abundant in goods. 

When there was a shortage of firewood, they burned silk and satin instead. 

When they ran out of lead shot, they used Spanish silver dollars. Ts' ·ai 

Ch'ien's wife was also brave and resourceful in combat. She often com-

manded a separate squadron of several junks manned by female pirates; and 

those who encountered her frequently stood off. Honorable Wu Chih-p'u 

was my late father's mentor and a director of studies at 
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Ch1uan-chou, which was only several years after the suppression of Ts1ai 

Ch1ien. Wu was very familiar with anecdotes concerning him. He once 

told my late father this story. 
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A SONG ON RANSOM* 

At sea, pirate ships, often a hundred-odd in number, 

North, east, south, and west wait for passing guests. l 

In an encounter, the sounds of cannon fire shake the sky, 

And a myriad pirates shouting in unison swarm on board. 

Everyone turns pale, grows sick with fear, 

As daggers fall as white as snow, 

They loot the cargo thoroughly and seize the passengers; 

They feign furious anger at prisoners brought on board. 

The captives ~crape and bow on seeing the pirate chieftain. 
Ir ,I •• ;Ii 

The pirate chieftain, his head wrapped in a lichee-colored kerchief, 

Interrogates both rich and poor, who beg for their lives: 

The ransom for each is set at ten thousand or one hundred in gold. 
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With a great shout, he orders paper and brush for carefully penned notes, 

Demanding a hundred items to be delivered within ten days, 

And should the deadline be missed, the hostages will be disembowelled. 

Letters are sped off to their closest kin, 

Who pawn clothing and personal belongings, beg for loans. 

Concealing their bitterness, they devise means to solve the problem, 

And send people into the open sea to make the exchan~e; 

If only lives can be saved, no need to discuss impoverishment. 

* Chang, Ying-chlang, ed., Chling Shih To (Peking: Chung-hua 
shu-chU, 1960), p. 300. 

1. An ironic term for potential victims. 



Even commoners residing along the seacoast, 

Day after day, terror stricken, flee in all directions. 

By night, they sleep in caves in desolate mountains, 

At daybreak return to shattered houses and huts to fix their meals. 

However, the pirate ships follow the cooking fires ashore; 

Those who fail to escape in time are made captive. 

Oldsters are kept as hostages, their sons set free 

To quickly sell their oxen for less than half their value, 

And, in tears, barter their~oung sons for a handful of cas~. 

The oldsters return to grieve for their broken families: 

People gone and wealth exhausted, only four empty walls remain. 

They do not die of cruelty or violence, but perish in poverty. 

Sir, don ' t you see, when our naval vessels sail west, 

THe pirate ships sail east; 

When our naval vessels wait upon the tide, 

The pirate junks catch the wind. 

When our sailors are intimidated or beat a retreat, 

The pirate hordes all attack. 

Don•t resent the incompetence .of our warships; 

Resent only that we do not see brigadier-general Huang (Huang Piao ~ 
-rii 2 
'j ff, ) . 

2. Huang Piao was a naval commander of the Fukien fleet. For 
his biographical sketch, see Murray, 11 Sea Bandits, .. p. 244. 
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THE AFFIDAVIT OF LI CH 1 UNG-Y0* 

I am from Lu-feng district and live at a place called Chia-tzu

szu. I am now forth-five years old. Both my father, Li YUan-chUn ~ -~ 

~t, and my mother, surnamed T1 ien t:B , died of illness last year. My 

older brother is Li Ch 1 ung-yUn ~ ~. ~ , and my younger brothers are 

L i Ch 1 unq-yi n * ~ \)'-'" and L i Ch 1 f ~ #1 '!/ _ ~ iJ.. 1 ung- ang + ;r.. ~ . I married a woman 

surnameq Ts 1 ai and fathered three sons. The oldest one is Ya-chao ~ 

~~' , the second is Ya-hung Sl 7~ , and the youngest is Ya-chi n ~ J$. . 
I used to earn my living as the owner of a rice shop. In the third year 

of the Chia-ch 1 ing reign, I organized a Society of Filial Sons which took 

care of funeral arrangements for all those society members in the villaqe 

whose parents died of sickness. Afterwards, for reasons I do not know, 

the Circuit Intendant of Hui-ch 1 ao ~ .. ;~ij , His Honor Wu, put me under 
10 . 

arrest. I wo.s ti1e ,.1 itl te r ·r'o~ated and condemned to exile at Lien-chou for 

five years. A general amnesty was declared and my father offered a guar

antee so I could return home. However, His Honor Wu not only refused to 

set me free but also had my father imprisoned in order to compel him to 

say I was not filial. Therefore, my father could not but comply and pre

sented a petition jointly signed by Tu-lao i.:t. -t , Ch'en Feng-chia pf-
00-~1 , and others charging me with recalcitrance. ~Jhile being sent 

away to serve my term, I jumped into the water and made good my escape 

at ChU-chiang district after the guardsmen fell sound asleep one evening. 

I then sneaked back home and hid myself in the house without going out. 

* SYT-FP CC 11/l/27, pp. 00325-00327. 
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I asked some one to run the rice business for me. I also changed my name 

to Li Ching-hsing and purchased student status in the Imperial Academy. 

Last year, on February 13, the local official learned I was living at · 

home and suddenly led many constables to Chia-tzu-szu to arrest me, At 

that time, I was at my rice shop. Upon hearing the noise of the crowd 

and gun shots, I climbed to the roof of my store and saw many people 

searching my house for me. I then ran to the seashore, boarded a small 

boat, and escaped to the sea. When I reached Hu-tung ;i~ ~ Harbor, a 

place thirty ll from Chia-tzu-squ, I met up with Li Ya-fa's ,~ ~ %~ 
junk. I went aboard his ship and later transferred to Chu Fen's vessel 

on the ocean off Ch'ao-an, Fukien. Chu Fen gave me a small boat and 

moreover assigned me thirty-odd men to assist him in committing acts of 

piracy. 'Then, I do not remember what day it was, Chu Fen was encircled 

and attacked by Lord Li. Only my vessel escaped to the high seas, where 

I encountered a giant commercial vessel which I seized by force of arms. 

In October, I returned to the area of Chia-tzu-szu. There, Wang T'eng

k'uei ;£ ~~ 1t , an ex-pirate who had switched to the government side 

under a previous imperial amnesty, came aboard the ship and informed me 

that Lord Na (Yen-ch'en) had posted notices offering amnesty to sea 

bandits. But since I was fearful at heart, I dared not go ashore to 

surrender. Later, an i~perial student from Chia-tzu-szu and people from 

my clan came aboard and said that if I would give myself up as soon as 

possible, my crimes should be pardoned. Thus, I relaxed and went ashore. 

They did not offer me any monetary reward, and I also returned the ship 

I had seized to the merchant. I led T'ien Ch'ien-nan €a lt~ and one 
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hundred-odd men to Lord Na's encampment where we turned ourselves in. 

Lord Na first granted me a shiny white button for my hat decoration. 

After learning that I had returned the commercial junk to its owner, Lord 

Na said that I was a man of conscience and further granted me a blue but

ton, 1,500 Spanish dollars for my personal use, and 1,000 Spanish dollars 

for the repair of my house. I only knew personally Lin Ya-fa and Chu 

Fen; I did not make the acquaintance of Cheng I, Wu Shih-erh ,~ ~ -

Tsung-ping Pao ~~ ~ ~ , Liu T'ang-po irJ ~ ~8 , and others. 1 Fur

thermore, while I was on Chu Fen's ship, I only heard Chu Fen say that 

Ts'ai Ch'ien had written him a letter asking him to join him. I really 

did not meet Ts'ai Ch'ien. This is true. 

1. They were all Kwangtungese pirates. 
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THE TESTIMONY OF LI CH'UNG-YU* 

In the eighth year of the Chia-ch'ing reign (1803), a villager 

from Chia-tzu village was robbed of his clothes by Ts'ai clan members 

of Po-she f~ f~ vill.age. Consequently, I seized one individual surnamed 

Ts'ai and sent him to the authorities. However, the Ts'ai clan refused 

to let the issue rest and gathered a throng armed with implements to 

attack us. In response, our clan members connived with people from Kwei

hu ! ;~R village to fight the Ts'ai clan. In the ensuing scuffle in 

which I participated, we killed three people surnamed Ts'ai, but we suf-

fered no casualties of our own. Afterwards, some Ts'ai clan members went 

to sea and became pirates. They then came ashore to seize and kill five 

members of the Kwei-hu community. In May of the ninth year of the Ch'ai

ch'ing reign (1804), members of the Wu clan of Lan-piao village robbed a 

customer of my rice shop of 1,570 taels. On the fifteenth day of the same 

month, I recruited some people to engage the Wu clan in a fight, but we 

suffered a loss of seven lives. On the seventeenth day, I again recruited 

some people to seek revenge. At that time, three members of the Wu clan 

were killed, and another died at home from his wounds. We did not report 

these two incidents to the officials but privately settled our differences 

among ourselves. I used to have a bad reputation, and on top uf that 

there was enmity between me and the Ts'ai and Wu clans. Therefore, when-

ever there were cases of robbery and murder, everyone said it was me and 

my gang. I really do not know anything at all about those crimes, and 

* SYT-FP CC ll/2/3, pp. 00043-00046. 



therefore, in my deposition I stated that I had been implicated by the 

Ts'ai and Wu families. I called Chu Fen Honorable Eldest Brother, and 
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he addressed me as Elder Brother Ch'ung-yu. Heretofore, among ourselves, 

Master of the Seas was the most respectful title, Honorable Eldest 

Brother was next in order, and for the lesser chieftains, they were 

addressed by others on the basis of their given names such as Elder 

Brother So-and-So. I was in fact a subordinate of Chu Fen, not the head 

of the pirates. Moreover, when I seized the commercial junk on the high 

seas, the passengers and sailors all remained on board and were not killed 

or harmed. When I came ashore to turn myself in, I returned the vessel 

and its cargo to the merchants in front of the~fiuthorities. Now, having 

undergone three or four severe interrogations, I dare not prevaricate, 

but adm'it in the face of irrefutable evidence that I have unforgiveably 

killed people in two armed conflicts, been on friendly terms with Chu 

Fen, and seized a commercial junk by force. This is true. 
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THE COMPOSITE CONFESSION OF LI CH'UNG-YU* 

II Li Ch 1 ung-yu is a native of Lu-feng district, Kwangtung province. 

He is a man of moderate wealth but ·likes to loaf about and to spend money 

prodigally. He has intimate relations with his clan elder Li Lu-lung 

l- r~ f~ and clan brother L i Ch'ung-jih. In the third year of the Chia

ch'ing reign (1798), Li Ch'ung-yu was interrogated and condemned to penal 

servitude because he cheated villagers out of their money. However, his 

father L i Yuan-chun, gentr.YTPan Wang Yuan-feng l it.f and others peti

tioned the authorities to change the verdict and banish Li Ch'ung-yU 

permanently to a remote region of the empire, since they were anxious 

that after serving his term of temporary banishment, Li Ch'ung-yu would 

return t~ his native district to make more trouble. However, while being 

sent away to serve his term, Li seized an opportunity to escape at Ch'u-

chiang di str·ict. He then sneaked back home in the sixth month of the 

seventh year of the Chia-ch'ing reign (1802). At that time, it happened 

that a foreign vessel sank at sea. Li Ch'ung-yu recovered more than ten 

thousand Spanish dollars and twenty-seven large and small cannon from the 

* SYT-FP CC ll/2/16, pp. 00215-0022. It is quite clear that 
this confession was not written by Li Ch'ung-yU himself, but was instead 
composed by a government official, for the document employs language Li 
would not have used, and states that Li was put to torture until he 
agreed to plead guilty to all charges. It is also stated that this con
fession is in line with others previously made by Li Chung-yU when he 
was interrogated in Kwangtung. This document differs significantly with 
two other affidavits signed by Li Ch'ung-yu (see Appendices D and E) with 
respect to his original indictment, his connections with secret societies, 
his involvement in communal feuds, and his relationship with Chu Fen. 
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Seeing that Li Ch'ung-yu had become a parvenu, Li Lu-fei ~ P~ ~ 
ordered him to carry about a lighted lantern with the inscription 'Follow

ing Heaven' (Shun T'ien), and far and wide to make connections with 

unlawful elements in order to tyrannize rural areas. In the spring of the 

eighth year of the Chia-ch'ing reign (1803), Li Ch'ung-yu learned from 

hearsay that the authorities were desperately searching for him. There-

fore, he escaped to sea. After a long time, he returned home. Thereafter, 

he associated with the pirate Chu Fen and others. Li Lu-fei commanded 

him to open a rice shop to ~id the pirates and to fence stolen goods. He 

also ordered him to change his name to Li Ching-hsin and purchase student 

status in the Imperial Academy so as to become a member of the local 

gentry. He then vigorously urged others to recommend him (Li) as a commu

nity lecturer (yUeh-cheng ~j .:iE:. ). Pretending to defend rural communi-

ties, he extorted customary fees from the fishing boats and collected 

grain tax levies from the farmers in proportion to the land they owned. 

Because the majority of the vi 11 agers of Kwei -hu and Hua-yung ~ ; ~ were 

truculent, Li Ch'ung-jih recruited them to join his band. In order to 

intimidate those ignorant countrofolks, these criminals positioned one 

salvaged cannon at each village, manufactured gunpowder, and made prepara-

tions for armed conflict. Thus, the people of various villages obeyed and 

followed therr:, for they were either intimidated by their ferocity or in 

need of their support. They respectfully greeted Li Ch'ung-yu as Eldest 

Brother (Ta-ko) and agreed that they would help one another should trouble 

erupt. As to Li Lu-fei, he was given the nickname 11 Chief of Staff 11 

(Chun-shih) and Li Ch'ung-jih the nickname 11 Vanguard .. (Hsien-feng). In 
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the ninth month of the same year, because the Ts'ai clan had refused to 

pay grain levies to him, Li Chung-yu gathered a force to attack the Ts'ai 

family of Po-she village and killed eight of them. In the fifth month 

of the ninth year of the Chia-ch'ing reign (1804), a criminal associate 

of Li Chung-yu, who had received silver taels from stolen goods fenced 

by Li, was chased and beaten by Wu Chi-ch'ing ~· ~it ;f and others while 

he was passing through Lan-piao B~ ~ village. Li Ch'ung-yU gathered a 

crowd to provoke a fight, falsely claimed that ·many goods had been stolen 

by the Wu people, and pressed for payment. The Wu family w~s unyielding, 

and a skirmish followed in which the Li party killed six Wu people and 
• f1 ;11, -$ 

captured another named Wu Ya-ch1h ~ ~lu' They also seized the bodies 

of Wu Ya-chien ~ Sl ~~ and others, and under the instruction of Li 

CHung-yU ; Wu Ya-chih was tied to a tree. They first wounded Wu in the 

left ribs with shots from fowling pieces and then cut his belly open and 

his head off. They also chopped the bodies of Wu Ya-chien and the others 

into pieces, and then scattered them about. Relying upon their connec

tion with the powerful Li Ch'ung-yu, . the criminals who associated with 

Li, such as Lu Chien-hao ~~~<- and others, repeatedly kidnapped vil

lagers for ransom, and slaughtered five men of the T'ang family when they 

were stealing a farm ox from the T'ang clan. In the second month of the 

tenth year of the Chia-ch'ing reign (1805), official forces were sent to 

encircle and arrest Li, who seized an opportunity and made good his 

escape; but they captured Li Lu-fei, Li Ch'ung-jih and Li Ch'ung-yU's 

dependents, who according to the record were then interrogated and either 

condemned to a lingering death or decapitated. After making good his 



escape, Li Chung-yu unexpectedly hid himself aboard the junk of the 

pirate Lin Ya-fa. Because Lin Ya-fa treated him with indifference, he 

joined the Chu Fen gang in the Ch'ao-an sea off the Fukien coast. Chu 

Fen gave him a large ship, together with thirty-odd men, rice and food 

supplies, gunpowder, and so forth. Li Ch'ung-yu sailed into the open 
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sea and seized a commercial junk by force. Later, it was rumored that 

informers had been secretly sent in search of him and that someone had 

brought the Governor-general's (YU-te} notice to the eyei of Chu Fen, 

ordering Chu Fen to redeem himself by meritorious services, ,namely, to 

arrest and present Li to the authorities. Li Chung-yu's suspicion was 

aroused, and after cheating Chu Fen out of four vessels, both large and 

small, Li and one hundred-odd men fled. Afterwards, he encountered 

imperial 'warships commanded by Huang Cheng-sung ~ if~ , an ex-pirate 

who had surrendered to the government and been granted a hat button. 

Huang sank one of Li Ch'ung-yU's ships. Then, he encountered the war

ships of Lu-feng, which damaged one of Li's remaining junks. Because 

government warships were attacking him from all sides, and because 

Governor-general Na Yen-gh'eng had secretly sent Li's clansmen to his 

ship to transmit the official offer of amnesty if he would submit, Li 

Chung-yU, exhausted in strength and envying the button awarded to Huang 

Cheng-sung, led one hundred-odd men ashore and surrendered to the authori

ties. 
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