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ABSTRACT 

OF RICE AND MEN: NATIONALIST MILITARY GRAIN PROCUREMENT AND 

TRANSPORT POLICIES IN WARTIME CHINA (1937–1945) 

Yuk Lum Jennifer Yip 

Arthur Waldron  

This dissertation examines the Chinese Nationalist government’s military grain 

procurement and transportation policies during the Second Sino-Japanese War (1937–

1945). It examines both the bureaucratic agencies mandated to manage grain, and the 

mobilization programs which delivered provisions to more than 5 million soldiers. The 

acquisition of grain decisively shaped both Chinese and Japanese strategies for waging 

protracted war. This became starkly clear between late 1938 and early 1944, when grain 

acquisition replaced battlefield engagements as the crux of Nationalist, Communist and 

Japanese survival. Particularly after 1941, all three fighting forces were locked in a 

drawn-out competition for a dwindling pool of sustenance. Committed to self-sufficiency, 

all had to live off the same ravaged land. The war was therefore as much a struggle for 

food security as it was a contest of conscription or firepower.  

In response, the Nationalists resorted to the systemized extraction of labor beyond 

military conscription at the most localized levels of society. The civilians carrying out the 

various stages of grain provisioning were just as vital as combatants–for the armies relied 

on multiple interlinked networks of civilian effort for their daily sustenance. The 

militarization of food, the humblest of material concerns, drew whole communities into 

the fold of conflict. The central government’s food provisioning program put on display a 
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remarkable capacity for organizing resources throughout Free China. Yet, it also revealed 

a readiness to thrust civilian lives and livelihoods on the line. Effective administration did 

not guarantee citizen welfare; in fact, the Nationalists’ victory hinged on imposed civilian 

sacrifice.  

The Chinese experience is vital to the historiography on food supply in World War II. 

Its defining contingencies–protracted foreign occupation, geographical expanse, and 

agrarian economy–resulted in direct, sustained civilian participation in military 

provisioning processes of remarkable depth and scale. The dissertation also presents 

logistics as the methodological bridge between social and military history. A focus on 

food supply demonstrates that studies of strategy and everyday experience are 

inextricably intertwined.  
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INTRODUCTION 

In October 1944, the US Consul General at Kunming, William Langdon, reported to 

Secretary of State Cordell Hull that the crux of the Chinese war effort against Japan was 

not a matter of steel, but of food. “The impartial Chinese observer,” he declared, “is 

aware that the fundamental causes of China’s military weakness and reverses go deeper 

than a mere lack of military equipment.” Rather, according to one “influential and well-

placed Chinese” who addressed the Consulate, “in the military field…in order of 

importance, came food for the soldiers…last of all, modern weapons.”1 Langdon was not 

alone among foreign observers in highlighting the centrality of grain–the staple of 

Chinese and Japanese diets–to the ongoing Sino-Japanese conflict. “The maintenance of 

the present [strategic] situation seems to depend more on the crop prospects than on 

anything else,” the British Embassy in Chongqing reported in the same year.2 Sir Horace 

Seymour, British Ambassador to China, concluded that “crops and food supplies 

[are]…the most important element in the morale of the Chinese people at the present 

stage of the war.”3 The Chinese themselves–both Nationalist and Communist–made 

regular references to “the war of struggling for grain,” (zhengliang zhanzheng 爭糧戰爭), 

“the war of seizing grain” (qiangliang zhanzheng 搶糧戰爭) and “the struggle to protect 

 
1 Foreign Relations of the United States Diplomatic Papers, 1944, China, vol. VI, eds. G. Bernard Noble, 
E.R. Perkins et al (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1967), document 157 
[https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1944v06/d157].  
2 Foreign Relations of the United States Diplomatic Papers, 1943, China, eds. G. Bernard Noble and E.R. 
Perkins (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1957), document 57 
[https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1943China/d57]. 
3 H. Seymour to Eden, “News Summary for April” (May 7, 1943), in Internal Situation (Folder 2), 
FO371/35800, accessed via Foreign Office Files for China, 1919–1980, Archives Direct, The National 
Archives, United Kingdom [http://www.archivesdirect.amdigital.co.uk/]. 
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grain” (baoliang douzheng 保糧鬥爭). Of particular concern, as Langdon’s note 

reflected, was how to funnel sufficient grain to soldiers, who were often in direr need of 

nourishment than they were of arms.  

The stakes of grain acquisition cannot be overstated. Apart from its first and final 

years, which both featured a frenzy of battlefield clashes and rapid territorial gain by the 

Japanese, much of the war was mired in a state of suspension. Both sides relinquished 

hopes for a decisive victory and committed instead to protracted conflict (chijiuzhan 持久

戰). In their bid to outlast each other, the acquisition of foodstuffs became an overriding 

concern. China’s fate in the war came to hinge on the Nationalists’ true mastery of their 

“lifeblood”: on their ability to balance the circulation of military grain with the 

prevention of its outflow to the enemy.4 The “war of the struggle for grain,” as 2nd War 

Zone Commander Yan Xishan (閻錫山 1883–1960) would have it, took the form of low-

level violence across free/occupied borders, as both sides destroyed enemy grain stores or 

seized them for themselves.5 But staying in the prolonged war required more than 

piecemeal ambushing and raiding. The Nationalists regularly rush-purchased grain in 

bulk to deny the Japanese of it, and rush-transported shiploads of grain out of their reach 

whenever hostilities broke out. The unpredictable movement of large quantities of 

perishable foodstuffs was predicated upon robust physical and bureaucratic 

 
4 Julian Thompson, The Lifeblood of War: Logistics in Armed Conflict (London: Brassey’s, 1991). 
5 “Yan Xishan, Zhao Daiwen deng diancheng Jinsheng yingfu diren fang’ai wofang zhengliang gongzuo zhi 
duice (1943),” in Liangzheng shiliao, vol. 6, Junliang, Zhanhou liangzheng, tongji ziliao, ed. Hou Kunhong 
(Taipei: Academia Historica, 1992), 109.  
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infrastructures and organized cooperation among military men, state officials, and local 

civilians.  

The dissertation examines the military institutions which supplied grain to the armies 

of the Chinese Nationalist government during the Second Sino-Japanese War (1937–45). 

Here, I draw from David Robinson’s definition of “military institutions” as state 

organizations or programs which engage broad swathes of society in the process of 

mobilizing for war.6 The dissertation covers both the civilian and military agencies 

mandated to manage grain, and the mobilization programs which delivered provisions to 

more than 5 million soldiers. These include the Rear Services Department (Houfang 

qinwubu 後方勤務部), the Military Grain Bureaus (Junliangju 軍糧局), the Ministry of 

Grain (Liangshibu 糧食部), and the Ministry of Transport (Jiaotongbu 交通部). These 

agencies enacted various schemes, often in liaison with each other, to bring tons of grain 

from the fields to the frontlines and garrisons.7 In bringing the movement of grain to the 

foreground–rather than focusing simply on the politics of its distribution–the dissertation 

concerns itself with logistics in its truest sense–with the “lifeblood of war.”8  

 
6 David Robinson, “Why Military Institutions Matter for Chinese History Circa 600–1800,” Journal of 
Chinese History 1 (2017): 235–42.  
7 I have provided the Chinese titles on first mention of all bureaucratic agencies, although they are 
subsequently referred to in English in-text (e.g. Department of Military Administration). As far as I know, 
there is no standard translation of Nationalist bureaucratic units (ju 局, bu 部, and so on). For terms which 
have already appeared elsewhere, I have remained consistent with the translated terms in existing 
scholarship, and included the original Chinese titles as a reference for readers; see Appendix 1. In 
footnotes, I refer to organizations by their original Chinese titles in pinyin. As for the Houfang qinwubu, I 
have opted to refer to it as the “Rear Services Department.” In World War II, “Services of Supply” 
typically referred to the supply organizations of US and European expeditionary forces.  
8 It should be noted that the term “logistics” is a recent coinage. It was first identified as a military science 
by the French strategist Antoine Jomini in the early 19th century, although his definition was so broad that 
most of the activities he cited will hardly be considered logistical in the present day. Apart from the supply 
and transport of troops and materiel, other key components of present-day definitions of military logistics 
include the quartering of troops, the construction and operation of medical facilities, and the provision of 
services. There is already a wide literature on rationing systems and wartime dietary habits in Europe and 
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Enacting these vital systems of procurement, storage and transport took place against a 

backdrop of ever deteriorating strategic circumstances. The fall of Nanning in 1939 

severed a supply line to Vietnam. Then, multiple crises reached a crescendo in 1940–41. 

The Nationalists suffered the incessant bombing of Chinese cities by the new Zero fighter 

jets, the loss of the strategic transshipment point of Yichang–which cut the Nationalists 

off from the traditional grain baskets of central and eastern China–a downward trend in 

harvests, rampant inflation, and the collapse of the Second United Front with the 

Communists. By 1942, a tightened Japanese embargo and the occupation of Burma had 

plunged Nationalist China into a “fundamental logistical nightmare.”9 All these events 

had an irrevocable impact on the Nationalists’ prospects because of their repercussions 

for Chinese food security. As for the Imperial Japanese Army, the outbreak of the Pacific 

War meant that it could no longer depend on the home islands and colonies for long-term 

provisions. There emerged in China “one of the most unusual supply situations for a 

modern fighting force in the war–large armies providing for themselves.”10  

 
the Soviet Union; see William Moskoff, The Bread of Affliction: The Food Supply in the USSR During 
World War II (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990); Wendy Goldman and Donald Filtzer, eds., 
Hunger and War: Food Provisioning in the Soviet Union in World War II (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 2015); Alan F. Wilt, Food for War: Agriculture and Rearmament in Britain Before the 
Second World War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001); Ina Zweiniger-Bargielowska, Rachel Duffett 
and Alain Drouard, Food and War in Twentieth Century Europe (Burlington: Ashgate, 2011); and Tanfer 
Emin Tunc and Annessa Ann Babic, “Food on the Home Front, Food on the Warfront: World War II and 
the American Diet,” Food and Foodways 25, no. 2 (2017): 101–6. 
9 Ronald Spector, “The Sino-Japanese War in the Context of World History,” in The Battle for China: 
Essays on the Military History of the Sino-Japanese War of 1937–1945, eds. Hans van de Ven, Mark 
Peattie and Edward Drea (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011), 473.  
10 Phillips Payson O’Brien, “Logistics by Land and Air,” in The Cambridge History of the Second World 
War, vol. 1, Fighting the War, eds. John Ferris and Evan Mawdsley (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2015), 621. 



 
  

5 
 

Figure 1 China, 1941. Map courtesy of the United States Military Academy Department 
of History. 

Thus, the seeming banality of foodstuffs–as opposed to the glory of combat–belies the 

drama of the Sino-Japanese competition for resources. Although abundant, Chinese 

resources were finite. Ravaged by conflict and by a series of natural disasters in the early 

1940s, China could hardly support long-term Chinese military mobilization, let alone a 

foreign army, which numbered more than a million soldiers at its height. The Chinese and 

Japanese were forced to vie for a dwindling pool of sustenance. Moreover, the Nationalist 

soldier’s diet comprised almost entirely of carbohydrates–derived from grain–and 

vegetables, with virtually no source of animal protein. The standard grain ration 

throughout the war remained between 22 and 24 liang (兩), or between 700 and 800 
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grams of rice, although flour and wheat were also occasionally distributed.11 Often, if the 

soldier received no grain, he ate nothing at all. Securing grain was the linchpin of both 

long-term occupation and resistance.  

In response to these combined pressures, the Nationalists undertook momentous 

decisions during the pivotal middling years of 1940–41. Firstly, they belatedly formed a 

bureaucratic body specific to the national management of grain. The Ministry of Grain, 

formed in late 1941, represented the Nationalists’ hassled response to the alarming 

economic outlook of mid-1940. Secondly, working through this Ministry, they 

centralized tax collection and demanded it in the form of grain rather than in currency. 

This measure, reminiscent of the levy on agricultural produce in imperial China before 

the 15th century, put a colossal amount of grain in the Nationalists’ hands as a principal 

source of military provisions and state wealth. These changes, in turn, accelerated the 

construction of grain transport and storage infrastructures, with consequences on both the 

physical landscape and civilian social and economic life.   

In examining these policies, the dissertation demonstrates that the Second Sino-

Japanese War was, at its heart, as much a contest for food as one of military conscription 

or of firepower. “[The] lack of food is affecting the troops more adversely than the lack 

of ammunition has affected them in the past five and a half years,” declared George 

Atcheson (1896–1947), the US chargé in China, in mid-1943.12 This was especially the 

case between 1938 and 1944. During this phase, the Nationalists’ overarching strategy 

 
11 Since large figures appear regularly throughout the dissertation, I have opted to reflect all figures above 
ten in numerals.  
12 Foreign Relations of the United States Diplomatic Papers, 1943, China, eds. G. Bernard Noble and E.R. 
Perkins (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1957), document 46 
[https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1943China/d46]. 
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was an example of post-18th-century attrition, or of a Clausewitzian strategy of limited 

aim: a withdrawal deep into the interior, the evasion of decisive battle (apart from an ill-

fated return to the offensive in the winter of 1939–40), the whittling down of the enemy’s 

will to continue fighting, the use of guerrilla warfare, and the mobilization of the people. 

Such a pursuit centered on ensuring Nationalist China’s continued existence rather than 

the Imperial Japanese Army’s annihilation. Thus, sustenance–the food required to sustain 

life–emerged as of more immediate concern than the means of killing and destruction.  

This is by no means to say that battlefield clashes stopped altogether. According to He 

Yingqin (何應欽 1890–1987), Chiang Kai-shek’s Chief of Staff, over eight years the 

Nationalists embarked on 22 campaigns and offensives and around 1,117 battles of 

note.13 He was himself convinced that conscription–his chief responsibility–was the 

linchpin of the war effort.14 But between 1938 and 1944, few of these engagements 

resulted in substantial changes in territory. As the war dragged on, both the Chinese and 

Japanese grew increasingly preoccupied with the immense provisioning demands of 

maintaining long-term military postures. Several of the Nationalists’ most pressing 

problems were in direct relation to how to feed rather than simply to enlist these men: 

agricultural production, grain market fluctuations, economic blockades, tax revenue, and 

transport systems. Some major clashes, such as the repeated Battles of Changsha or the 

Battle of South Guangxi, were themselves initiated by the Japanese with a view to seize 

key supply lines or transshipment points in order to strangle the Nationalists. 

 
13 He Yingqin, quoted in Su Sheng-hsiung, Zhanzhengzhong de Junshi weiyuanhui: Jiang Zhongzheng de 
canmou zuzhi yu Zhongri Xuzhou huizhan (Taipei: Yuanhua wenchuang, 2018), 1.  
14 Peter Worthing, General He Yingqin: The Rise and Fall of Nationalist China (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2016), 177.  
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Much has been written about the Chinese armies and the Nationalists’ notorious 

conscription practices.15 The dissertation shifts the focus instead onto civilian 

communities, showing that they were as important as the armed forces in keeping China 

in the war. If, as He argued, the crux of China’s war effort lay in its combatants, then the 

civilians carrying out the various stages of grain provisioning were just as vital–for the 

armies relied on multiple interlinked networks of civilian effort for their daily sustenance. 

In much of the interior, away from the cosmopolitan port cities in the east and the 

bustling urban capital of Chongqing, China was still agrarian in its socio-economic 

makeup and premodern in its infrastructure. The Nationalists determined that the only 

way to keep in the war was to capitalize on the vast population which remained under 

their control. They therefore designed grain provisioning systems based on what I call 

‘deep’ mobilization: the systematic extraction of civilian labor and resources at the most 

localized levels of society.16 To feed the men stationed across its territory, the Nationalist 

state commandeered land, buildings, ships, boats, pack animals, and manpower to 

construct and operate thousands of miles of grain supply lines. Storage and transport 

networks strung civilian homes to military sites, enmeshing civilian and combatant 

spheres.  

 

 
15 See, for example, Xu Yan, The Soldier Image and State Building in Modern China, 1924–1945 
(Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2019); Qi Xiaolin, Dangbing: Huabei genjudi nongmin ruhe 
zouxiang zhanchang (Chengdu: Sichuan renmin chubanshe, 2015); Chang Jui-te, Shanhe dong: Kangzhan 
shiqi guomin zhengfu de jundui zhanli (Taibei: Shehui kexue wenxian chubanshe, 2015).  
16 I am indebted to an anonymous journal article reviewer for mentioning this term, albeit in passing.  
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Literature Review  

Although the scholarship on the Second Sino-Japanese War has proliferated in the past 

decade, there remains no focused English-language study of how Nationalist leaders 

confronted the formidable task of feeding their scattered fighting forces. Wartime grain 

management policies (liangzheng 糧政), and especially the shift to land taxation in kind, 

have received more attention in the Chinese-language literature produced in both Taiwan 

and mainland China.17 In particular, the Chinese journal Kangri zhanzheng yanjiu (The 

Journal of Studies of China’s Resistance War Against Japan) represents a trove of 

examinations of specialized wartime topics hitherto untouched in English, including grain 

storage and transport. Although these are often provincial case studies, they collectively 

provide critical detail about the workings of grain provisioning systems. Scholars such as 

Su Sheng-hsiung, Chang Jui-te and Kwong Chi Man have also meticulously traced 

developments within the Nationalists’ byzantine civil and military bureaucracies before 

and during the war. The dissertation draws on these areas of rich scholarship, combining 

them to examine grain-related military institutions as a whole and to highlight their 

importance to the overall war effort.  

The Nationalist government’s utilization of civilian resources must help to explain the 

“incontrovertible” fact that has long preoccupied scholars of Chiang Kai-shek’s regime, 

including those of an earlier generation who were unsympathetic to its rule: that, despite 

 
17 The most authoritative examination of wartime grain management is Hou Kunhong, Kangzhan shiqi 
liangshi gongqiu wenti yanjiu (Beijing: Tuanjie chubanshe, 2015). Also see Hao Yinxia, Shehui 
biandongzhong de zhidu bianqian: Kangzhan shiqi zhengfu liangzheng yanjiu (Beijing: Zhongguo shehui 
kexue chubanshe, 2013).  
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everything, it ensured China’s survival and won the war.18 In the decades following 

World War II, much of the English-language scholarship lambasted the Nationalists for 

their corruption, ineptitude, and callous disregard for their own citizenry. This was 

partially due to the paucity of archival material after the establishment of the Communist 

government in mainland China, but was also an enduring product of scathing 

observations by General Joseph Stilwell (1883–1946), Chiang’s US military advisor, and 

influential American journalists such as Brooks Atkinson, Theodore White and Annalee 

Jacoby. But even a review of Lloyd Eastman’s 1984 Seeds of Destruction, one of the 

benchmark indictments of Chiang’s regime, pointed out that the Nationalists minimally 

deserved credit for the “preservation of sovereign China.”19 In 1992, Ch’i Hsi-sheng 

concluded that, despite controversies over the Nationalists’ commitment to the 

prosecution of war and the soundness of their judgments, China had proven to be a 

“formidable foe.” “The Second Sino-Japanese War lasted 97 months,” he pointed out, 

“longer than the sum total of all wars China had ever fought on its own soil against 

foreign invaders since the beginning of the 19th century,” and yet the nation had 

“persevered to the bitter end.”20  

Hans van de Ven’s 2003 publication of War and Nationalism in China ushered in a 

new phase of Sino-Japanese War analyses by pointing out the Nationalists’ near-

impossible domestic and international circumstances, and the tenacity with which they 

confronted them. The image of the Nationalists as hopelessly corrupt and incompetent 

 
18 Ch’i Hsi-sheng, “The Military Dimension, 1942–1945,” in China's Bitter Victory: War With Japan, 
1937–1945, eds. James C. Hsiung and Steven I. Levine (Armonk: M.E. Sharpe, 1992), 179.  
19 Robert E. Bedeski, review of Seeds of Destruction: Nationalist China in War and Revolution, 1937–
1949, by Lloyd Eastman, The Journal of Asian Studies 45, no. 1 (1985): 113.  
20 Ch’i, “The Military Dimension, 1942–1945,” 177–78. 
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has since undergone a cautious reappraisal.21 That Free China “continued to function” 

despite such immense disruption, Jay Taylor argues, means that the Nationalist 

bureaucracy cannot be dismissed as “fundamentally dishonest and unskilled.”22 Indeed, 

there has been a new willingness to take seriously the Nationalist government-in-exile’s 

“increasingly mature” programs of state-building and state welfare.23 These studies 

challenge the earlier treatment of the war as an irrevocable disruption of state-building 

processes.24  

This dissertation is aligned with this revisionist view of the Nationalists’ wartime 

performance insofar as it, too, recognizes their achievements under appalling conditions. 

Further, it moves beyond the conventional focus on Wuhan and Chongqing as the locus 

of state relief programs to demonstrate that in zones of conflict, as well, the Nationalists 

proved overall capable of marshaling resources from the population. The demands of 

wartime grain provisioning presented the central government with the need and the 

 
21 Hans van de Ven, War and Nationalism in China, 1925–1945 (London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003). Classic 
indictments of the wartime Nationalist regime include Barbara Tuchman, Stilwell and the American 
Experience in China, 1911–1945 (New York: Grove Press, 1971); and Lloyd Eastman, Seeds of 
Destruction: Nationalist China in War and Revolution, 1937–1949 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
1984). For comprehensive surveys of Republican Chinese historiography from the first two decades of the 
21st century, see Rana Mitter, “Modernity, Internationalization and War in the History of Modern China,” 
The Historical Journal 48, no. 2 (2005): 523–43; and Janet Y. Chen, “Republican History,” in A 
Companion to Chinese History, ed. Michael Szonyi (New York: John Wiley & Sons, Ltd., 2017), 168–78.  
22 Jay Taylor, The Generalissimo: Chiang Kai-shek and the Struggle for Modern China (Cambridge: The 
Belknap Press, 2011), 184–85. 
23 Rana Mitter, China’s War with Japan, 1937–1945: The Struggle for Survival (New York: Penguin 
Books, 2013), 13–14; Rana Mitter and Helen Schneider, “Introduction: Relief and Reconstruction in 
Wartime China,” European Journal of East Asian Studies 11 (2012): 183. Also see Worthing, General He 
Yingqin; and Federica Ferlanti, “The New Life Movement at War: Wartime Mobilisation and State Control 
in Chongqing and Chengdu, 1938–1942,” European Journal of East Asian Studies 11, no. 2 (2012): 187–
92. But other scholars remind us to hold the Nationalists accountable for serious failures: see, for example, 
Wang Chaoguang, “The Dark Side of the War: Corruption in the Guomindang Government During World 
War II,” Journal of Modern Chinese History 11, no. 2 (2017): 249–63.  
24 On Nationalist statecraft, see Morris L. Bian, “Building State Structure: Guomindang Institutional 
Rationalization During the Sino-Japanese War, 1937–1945,” Modern China 31, no. 1 (2005): 35–71; and 
Stephen R. Halsey, Quest for Power: European Imperialism and the Making of Chinese Statecraft 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2015).   
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opportunity to project their control beyond the capital and urban areas. They did so in 

part by drawing on an administrative strategy deployed in their campaign against the 

Communists in the early 1930s: strengthening the baojia (保甲) as a local arm of 

surveillance and extraction. Through the baojia, and in liaison with other agents such as 

merchants and the gentry, they built a delicate but functional nationwide system of 

military grain management, predicated upon mass civilian participation.  

Yet, the dissertation makes a critical distinction: that effective wartime administration 

should not be conflated with enhanced citizen welfare. Rana Mitter has argued that the 

Nationalists launched commendable rehabilitation efforts because heightened wartime 

demands on the people had a “reverse effect”: citizens in turn demanded repayment for 

their wartime suffering.25 But, in the end, the Nationalists had to take more than they were 

capable of giving. The two key agendas of the wartime state–establishing stable links 

with the Chinese population, and staving off the Japanese–often turned out to be a painful 

tradeoff. On the one hand, deep mobilization, the crux of the Nationalists’ overarching 

provisioning policies, revealed their adaptability to the most dire of circumstances. On 

the other, it coerced and exploited a population already struggling with hostilities, 

inflation, and military conscription. Programs to protect people from indigence, 

malnutrition, disaster and disease in select areas of the interior stood in contrast to 

programs of mobilization throughout Free China which thrust their lives and livelihoods 

on the line. To return to the longstanding question of Nationalist survival, then, one must 

look to the Nationalists’ readiness to trade civilian livelihoods for better odds–to their 

 
25 Mitter, China’s War with Japan, 14.  
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commitment to forced civilian sacrifice. Crediting the Nationalists for preserving China’s 

sovereignty must also mean holding them accountable for the prices they chose to pay.   

The unique conditions of China’s war make it a critical addition to global fields of 

scholarship on 20th-century warfare. In the past decade, scholars have honed in on the 

centrality of food to the policies which led the world down the path of destruction in the 

1930s and 1940s. Visions of an agrarian utopia fueled the Nazi regime and the Japanese 

empire; consequently, shortage, rationing, and starvation defined the daily lives of most 

populations. At least 20 million people died globally from starvation and associated 

diseases.26 Yet, China remains disconnected from most discussions of wartime food 

security. Even to the literature centered on the Pacific, the China theatre often appears as 

a mere appendage. Instead, attention is funneled into Japan’s search for autarky and its 

extractive machinations in its short-lived Southeast Asian colonies.27  

Hunger and famine as a result of war were common experiences throughout Asia: in 

Henan, in Java, in Bengal, and in much of Vietnam. But food-related endeavors in China 

were distinguished by the combination of the Nationalists’ survival with long-term 

Japanese presence. Much of the population–particularly those in active war zones–found 

 
26 See Michael A. Barnhart, Japan Prepares for Total War: The Search for Economic Security, 1919–1941 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988); Lizzie Collingham, The Taste of War: World War Two and the 
Battle for Food (London: Allen Lane, 2011); Katarzyna J. Cwiertka, ed., Food and War in Mid-Twentieth 
Century Asia (New York: Routledge, 2013); and Justin Nordstorm,, ed., Provisions of War: Expanding the 
Boundaries of Food and Conflict, 1840–1990 (University of Arkansas, 2021). 
27 Paul H. Kratoska, Food Supply and the Japanese Occupation in Southeast Asia (London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 1998); Gregg Huff, World War II and Southeast Asia: Economy and Society under Japanese 
Occupation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020); Sheldon Garon, “The Home Front and Food 
Insecurity in Wartime Japan: A Transnational Perspective,” in The Consumer on the Home Front: Second 
World War Civilian Consumption in Comparative Perspective, eds. Hartmut Berghoff, Jan Logemann, and 
Felix Römer (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 29–53; Michael Wright, “In Search of ‘Silver Rice’: 
Starvation and Deprivation in World War II–Era Japan,” Studies in Asia 1, no. 1 (2010): 57–75; and 
Samuel Hideo Yamashita, Daily Life in Wartime Japan, 1940–45 (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 
2015). 
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themselves at the mercy of not a single victorious occupier, but of multiple hungry and 

increasingly desperate belligerents. As the recognized indigenous government of China, 

the Nationalists were under far more pressure to feed and protect their people than were 

Japanese and collaborationist pretenders to the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. 

Yet, the extreme material demands imposed by prolonged conflict required painful 

measures at the expense of their citizenry. As they found, convincing the people that they 

were a preferable regime to Communist and collaborationist rivals was often 

incompatible with the requisition of labor and property needed to keep in a war of 

attrition.  

Wartime China also deserves a place in the study of the military logistics of World 

War II. Much of this literature focuses on the war as a paradigmatic shift in modes of 

mobility. Trucks, railways, ships and airplanes represented new means of provisioning, 

and, by extension, new strategic possibilities.28 Thus, the predominant image of World 

War II remains one of technological breakthrough. China is invisible in these 

examinations, appearing only as the site of US airpower and the endpoint of truck routes 

through Burma and India rather than a major belligerent in its own right, with its own 

provisioning systems.  

This study departs from the conventional emphasis on airpower and island hopping as 

modes of mobility in the Pacific. Instead, it highlights the amassing of premodern 

resources across China’s vast landmass. The difference in landscape is encapsulated in 

The Malaya Tribune’s marveling at the Chinese soldier’s sandals. “It is doubtful whether 

 
28 O’Brien, “Logistics by Land and Air,” 621.  
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a better form of footwear could be devised for the purpose of scuttling along stony roads 

and for paddling in rice fields,” it declared. In contrast, “Western troops would demand 

heavy nailed boots for the roads, and gum-boots for the fields.”29 This is not to say that 

other armies were fully mechanized. The Red Army, too, occasionally used porter 

commands of local civilians to support regimental transport, and the Wehrmacht forced 

Soviet defectors or prisoners of war into transport labor.30 Both made substantial use of 

horses for transportation.31 But China was exceptional in its establishment of a non-

motorized, civilian-based transport system as its principal mode of military supply. Since 

it was built in a strategic environment of relative stability in comparison to the surge of 

movement in the Soviet Union, this was far more regulated than the ad-hoc corralling of 

defeated or innocent bodies.  

To be sure, trucks did ply the Burma Road and trundled alongside camels on the 

northwestern highway connecting China to the Soviet Union. But the shortage of fuel, 

spare parts and usable roads limited their contribution. A British observer estimated that 

the Nationalist military authorities had 15,000 trucks, but that only about half of this 

number were in working order.32 Even in the southwest, where the majority of US 

personnel were stationed, “The trucks were practically all very decrepit,” according to 

Colonel Lyle S. Powell, a US medical officer stationed there. “How the Chinese ever 

 
29 “The Chinese Soldier,” Malaya Tribune, January 8, 1938, 10, accessed via National Library Board 
(Singapore), NewspaperSG. The Malaya Tribune was founded in Singapore in 1914 and found both 
readership and financial support among English-educated Asians in British Malaya.  
30 Jobie Turner, Feeding Victory: Innovative Military Logistics from Lake George to Khe Sanh (Lawrence: 
University Press of Kansas, 2020), 197.  
31 See R.L. DiNardo, Mechanized Juggernaut or Military Anachronism? Horses and the German Army of 
World War II (New York: Greenwood Press, 1991).  
32 Draft for handbook on China, Ministry of Economic Warfare, Enemy Branch (August 17, 1944), in 
Scientific and Technical Liaison with China (Folder 7), FO371/41567, accessed via Archives Direct. 
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kept them running is a mystery to the Western mind.”33 Neither is the scholarly 

concentration on airlifts over the Hump by the US 14th Air Force representative of 

provisioning planning in China, as virtually all of the matériel they carried was destined 

for US personnel, not for Chinese forces.34 In fact, the cross-border Chinese 

Expeditionary Force (CEF), regularly dismissed as a logistical parasite of the British, had 

always received sustenance from China, carried by pack trains and local porters gathered 

from western Yunnan. The Nationalists’ independent logistical efforts illustrate how, in 

David Edgerton’s words, “[technological] time [is] always jumbled up.”35 In the largest 

land theater in Asia, Free China’s food supply moved to preindustrial time, even as the 

Nationalists negotiated with the US for vehicular transport. 

Finally, I contend that the Second Sino-Japanese War was a total war because of its 

incalculable toll on China’s land and population. “Total war” is a term of contention 

among military scholars. “Totality is in the eye of the beholder,” Jeremy Black remarks.36 

Scholars have variously identified the intensity or geographical expanse of a conflict, the 

nature of guiding objectives, and the inclusion of civilians in the war effort as defining 

characteristics of total war. Yet, they disagree on the metrics of totality, or indeed, 

whether such metrics are possible given the absolute connotations of the term. 

Consequently, some conclude that total war is more of an ideal than a historical 

phenomenon. I do not think the concept should be anchored to quantitative benchmarks–

 
33 Lyle S. Powell, A Surgeon in Wartime China (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1946), 63.  
34 “Supplies for China,” memorandum, in Supplies to China: Routes (Folder 14), FO371/35703, accessed 
via Archives Direct.  
35 David Edgerton, The Shock of the Old: Technology and Global History Since 1900 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2007), xii.  
36 Jeremy Black, The Age of Total War, 1860–1945 (Plymouth: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2006), 1.  
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how many people killed? How many shells fired? How much of a country destroyed? 

Rather, I second the school of thought which emphasizes the origins of the “total war” 

concept in the experience and aftermath of World War I. It suffices to define total war as 

the deliberate erasure of the distinction between combatant and civilian, and the 

encompassment of non-combatant systems in the war effort. As Roger Chickering and 

Stig Förster put it, “total war was historically not in the first instance about soldiers.”37 

Incredibly, China is virtually absent from these discussions of the concept. The 

literature on total war revolves principally around US and European experiences–with an 

occasional turn to Japan–and generally considers World War II the paradigmatic case.38 

The omission of China is likely due to the persistent conflation of total war with modern, 

industrial war, despite Hew Strachan’s warnings against such a presumption.39 I argue, 

instead, that China offers a unique perspective as an agrarian and largely premodern 

economy struggling to meet the material demands of an eight-year conflict. As the 

dissertation will show, such circumstances resulted in direct grassroots involvement 

throughout critical military provisioning processes–rather than simply at the point of 

matériel production–on a scale hard to find in other war theaters. The exigencies of long-

 
37 Roger Chickering and Stig Förster, introduction to A World at Total War: Global Conflict and the 
Politics of Destruction, 1937–1947, eds. Roger Chickering, Stig Förster et al (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004), 10. 
38 Ibid, 14. Also see The Cambridge History of the Second World War, vol. 3, Total War: Economy, Society 
and Culture, eds. Michael Geyer and Adam Tooze (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015); and 
Richard Overy, “Mobilization for Total War in Germany, 1939–1941,” English Historical Review 103, no. 
408 (1988): 613–39. Louise Young demonstrates how Japan’s violent pursuit of its imperialist objectives in 
Manchuria had significant impact on mass culture in the metropolis between 1931 and 1945. She calls this 
phenomenon “total empire”: see Japan’s Total Empire: Manchuria and the Culture of Wartime 
Imperialism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999).  
39 Hew Strachan, “Essay and Reflection: On Total War and Modern War,” The International History 
Review 22, no. 2 (2000): 341–70.  
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term military food provisioning in particular ensured that no corner of Chinese society 

was left untouched.  

 

Logistics as Methodology  

The dissertation presents logistics as a means of bridging the gulf between social and 

strategic approaches to war. While, in the past few decades, military historians have 

striven to incorporate social, cultural and economic perspectives, operational analyses 

continue to raise eyebrows within the academy.40  Studies of logistics are especially far 

removed from non-specialist audiences.41 In the tradition of Martin van Creveld’s 

paradigmatic study of 1977, existent scholarship on supplying war focuses on the 

position of logistical expertise within military institutions, the evolution of supply 

methods along with technological advancement, and the impact of logistics on operations 

and strategy. Aside from perhaps an occasional remark about pillaging, they offer little 

insight into how logistical endeavors impacted civilian communities and institutions. This 

is not a deficiency, simply a reflection of their intended audience of military specialists.  

However, I find this methodological separation between the strategic and social 

unnecessary, indeed sometimes impossible, in the case of wartime China, where 

conditions necessitated the mobilization of virtually all the nation’s resources beyond its 

 
40 See Tami Lee Biddle and Robert M. Citino, “A Society for Military History White Paper: The Role of 
Military History in the Contemporary Academy,” November 2014 [https://www.smh-
hq.org/whitepaper.html]. 
41 See Martin van Creveld, Supplying War: Logistics from Wallenstein and Patton (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1977); Donald W. Engels, Alexander the Great and the Logistics of the Macedonian 
Army, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978); Thompson, The Lifeblood of War; John A. Lynn, 
ed., Feeding Mars, Logistics in Western Warfare from the Middle Ages to the Present (Boulder: Westview 
Press, 1993); James A. Huston, The Sinews of War: Army Logistics, 1775–1953 (Honolulu: University 
Press of the Pacific, 2004).  
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armies and its limited industrial sector. “The less developed a belligerent’s economy,” 

Talbot Imlay observes, “the more thorough (or total) must be its effort.”42 Such 

thoroughness meant that local social and economic factors were inextricably embedded in 

the implementation of military logistical policy. But it also meant that, in turn, such 

policies defined the lives of entire communities. Running logistical systems was really a 

routine of civil-military encounters. These points of contact were both threats and 

opportunities to civilians. On the one hand, state and military representatives–granary 

officials, Supply personnel, convoy escorts–determined civilian prospects, as they had the 

power to commandeer and to penalize. On the other, wartime material requirements 

opened up chances for profit, as they did for boatmen, whose labor had become 

indispensable, or for merchants, who manipulated markets for grain and other critical 

goods for their own benefit. As this dissertation will show, supply chains were literal 

connections between military units and their social and economic settings. Precisely 

because military logistics encompassed civilian resources, any study of wartime village 

life must include how such protocols drastically impacted local prospects.  

Within the armed forces, as well, the quality of the average soldier’s everyday life can 

be traced back to the vocational training (or lack thereof) of Supply and Baggage men. 

Provisioning procedures aid the writing of bottom-up history within the armed forces 

because they provide glimpses into the banalities of life as a common soldier. How he 

ate, or whether he ate at all, depended on how well Supply personnel could deliver, cook 

 
42 Talbot Imlay, “Total War,” Journal of Strategic Studies 30, no. 3 (2007): 562.  
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and distribute grain. As Siegfried Sassoon once remarked of the Great War, “infantry 

soldiering…was an overwhelmingly physical experience.”43  

For this reason, the technicalities of logistics must be of significant interest to scholars 

of wartime societies and economies, not only to those of campaigns and battles. 

Examining the infrastructures which made provisioning possible allows us to track 

processes of militarization and to assess their extent. For historians faced with a paucity 

or absence of written records for the average civilian, military protocols are a useful 

alternative for reconstructing, or at least imagining, the details of these oft-neglected 

lives. Logistics dictates the most basic human needs–food, clothing and shelter–and so 

offers insight into the quotidian existences of the average soldier, and, in China’s total 

war, the average civilian as well.  

The link between military and civilian systems was on especially stark display in 

agrarian China, since this was a matter of design. But the methodology also applies to 

other wars of invasion and occupation in other places and times. A study of logistics, and 

the ecologies in which it is necessarily embedded, reveals to us how military 

developments are invariably intertwined with human experience.  

 

Primary Sources  

The dissertation draws on an array of primary sources to cover multiple levels of 

decision-making, and to balance the drafting of policy with its implementation. To trace 

 
43 Siegfried Sassoon, in The War the Infantry Knew: A Chronicle of Service in France and Belgium, ed. J.C. 
Dunn (London: Abacus, 1994), 314, quoted in Michael Roper, The Secret Battle: Emotional Survival in the 
Great War (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2009), 123.  
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the crafting of military strategy and economic and provisioning schemes, it relies on the 

records of the Military Affairs Commission (Junshi weiyuanhui 軍事委員會), the Rear 

Services Department, the Ministries of Grain, Transport, Economic Affairs, and Foreign 

Affairs (Jingjibu 經濟部、Waijiaobu 外交部), held at the Academia Historica (Xindian 

Office) and the Institute of Modern History, Academia Sinica in Taiwan. It also makes 

use of published archival material from the Second Historical Archives in Nanjing, 

including the classic ten-volume compilation of Republican-era documents (Zhonghua 

minguoshi dang’an ziliao huibian 中華民國史檔案資料滙编), a collection of Nationalist 

Sino-Japanese War military archival documents (Guomin zhengfu kangzhan shiqi junshi 

dang’an xuanji 國民政府抗戰時期軍事檔案選輯), and a freshly available 20-volume 

collection of documents on military grain (Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian 抗戰軍

糧檔案選編). In Japanese, it utilizes Imperial Japanese Army records and Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs correspondences, made available through the Japan Center for Asian 

Historical Records database.  

The dissertation also draws extensively on Chinese-language wartime journals, 

magazines and gazettes. These include military logistical handbooks and manuals which 

have not been used elsewhere, as well as internal army publications and specialized series 

published by state organs at both the central and provincial level. The latter two sources 

cover such topics as military logistics, yiyun  (驛運, or relay transport) operations, 

storage techniques, and agricultural affairs. These materials are critical supplements to 

the government sources mentioned above. They, too, are official in nature, and often 
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reprint laws and decrees as well as transcripts of propagandic speeches by major 

Nationalist figures. However, their weekly or biweekly schedules enable us to track 

grain-related developments in specific provinces. Contributors to these publications also 

tended to be mid-ranking military or civilian personnel who penned reflections on their 

work. These musings provide a rare and vital glimpse into the mechanics of policy 

execution, and often also include close observations about local conditions. Some 

magazines also published series of travel diaries by Chinese writers, which contained 

telling vignettes about life in the settlements they passed through.  

The memoirs of both Nationalist and Communist commanders are also instrumental, 

as they offer both anecdotal hints about the lives of their men as well as assessments of 

the role of grain in the formation of strategy. For instance, Chen Cheng (陳誠 1898–

1965), governor of Hubei and commander of central China, was especially attuned to 

provisioning matters and the toll it exacted on a province already struggling with shortage 

and inflation.  

By combining these sources, the dissertation examines military grain provisioning on 

multiple levels. It examines the formation of policy at the highest echelons of decision-

making all the way down to the details of implementation. To this end, it substantially 

features lesser known officials and bureaucrats. These mid- or low-ranking men walked 

the ground and interacted frequently with local civilians at sites of grain collection, 

storage and transportation, and so were acutely familiar with how practice cleaved to or 

deviated from theory.  
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The dissertation also draws regularly on English-language sources, namely diaries, 

editorials, correspondences and memorandums by US and British visitors, journalists, 

foreign service personnel, and soldiers. Colonel Lyle Powell, for example, makes 

recurring appearances. Powell was a medical officer in the US Army who had worked in 

northwest India, Afghanistan, Tibet, Iran and Iraq prior to World War II, serving as an 

ophthalmic surgeon in clinics opened by the British Christian missionary Sir Henry 

Holland. In December 1943, he was sent to China and attached to Stilwell’s ‘Z’ Force. 

His memoirs record in detail his attempts to improve provisioning and medical capacities 

within Chinese army divisions, as well as his reflections on the general state of affairs in 

Guangxi and Yunnan. Official reports from diplomatic personnel in China to Washington 

and London also often included opinions solicited from countrymen working in different 

provinces as missionaries or businessmen.  

These assessments of local situations, of course, were not always accurate. One young 

observer who, in 1941, provided his views in a letter to the British Foreign Office, made 

the highly unlikely claim that “many civilians are now anxious to join the 

armies…because, as they say, “we shall then at least know that our bowl of rice will be 

full.”44 Nonetheless, these observations are collectively useful for corroborating 

Nationalist and Communist claims about the economic and military situation in their own 

and each other’s territories. They often offer glimpses into the plight of the average 

civilian, illustrating how the consequences of violent conflict reverberated out from 

 
44 Letter from Ian Morrison forwarded to Foreign Office (June 3, 1941), in Situation in China, 
FO371/27715, accessed via Archives Direct.   
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battlefields to engulf the rest of Free China. Most importantly, foreign coverage reveals 

the stark visibility of the impact of military provisioning on strategic, social, and physical 

landscapes. The regularity with which external observers singled out the yearly harvest, 

taxation in kind and other forms of grain collection, and the prevalence of hunger among 

soldiers and civilians alike, is testimony to the centrality of grain to China’s war effort. 

With this wide base of primary sources, the dissertation aims to put civilians at the 

center. The average peasant did not leave behind written records; yet, Nationalist military 

provisioning rested, sometimes literally, on his shoulders.  

 

Chapters  

The dissertation is divided into five chapters. Hostilities feature most prominently in 

the first and final chapters, while the middle chapters bring to the foreground the 

institutional means of deep mobilization. They each refer to the first year of clashes and 

the final, dramatic months of the Ichigō Offensive, but place emphasis on the 1938–44 

phase. The longest-standing provisioning policies were conceived within the context of 

attritional war, and many were drafted and implemented only after the establishment of 

dedicated bureaucratic agencies between 1940 and 1941. Although the dissertation takes 

military provisioning as its main subject, it also studies its relation to civilian food 

management systems, especially if military and civilian functions overlapped, as in, for 

instance, the case of granaries. It also makes regular references to Japanese and 

Communist provisioning methods, especially where they clash with the Nationalists’. The 

chapters move through multiple tiers of analysis, beginning with an examination of 
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overall Chinese and Japanese strategic positioning before carrying on to central, regional 

and local levels of planning, and finally, the minutiae of execution.  

The dissertation’s emphasis on the movement of grain precludes the typical 

historiographical focus on major cities, such as Shanghai, Nanjing, Wuhan, Chongqing 

and Chengdu, or, occasionally, the Nationalists’ wartime provincial home, Sichuan. 

Rather, it roams across provincial lines. It studies the enactment of tax-in-kind and other 

grain management policies in both war zones and the rear zones, from Shanxi in the west 

to Guangdong in the east. It explores the extraction of grain from the fertile provinces of 

Hunan, Hubei and Jiangxi, which, for their positions in the heart of China, also saw 

significant military action throughout the war. It examines the centrality of food in three-

way guerrilla conflicts in heavily contested portions of Shandong, Henan, Zhejiang, 

Jiangsu and Anhui. It traverses the rear zone by tracing the major relay transport routes 

connecting Sichuan with Shaanxi, Gansu, Xinjiang, and Hunan. Finally, it finds its way 

into Yunnan, the host province of the Chinese Expeditionary Force, which crossed the 

Salween River for campaigns in northern Burma. In this way, the dissertation highlights a 

remarkable consistency in policy and experience throughout Free China. The perennial 

danger of indigence, hunger and starvation transcended political and geographical 

variation.  

The first chapter sets the stage by illustrating how the Nationalists and Japanese 

redrew their overarching grain acquisition methods to suit protracted warfare after 

October 1938. It focuses on the Yangtze River’s centrality to these calculations. It begins 

at the Japanese-occupied Yangtze Delta, demonstrating how it became the core of the 

China Expeditionary Army’s policy of living off the land. It then turns to the Battle of 
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Yichang of mid-1940, a pivotal engagement which has yet to receive focused study. The 

Nationalist loss of Yichang severed their base in Sichuan from the traditional grain 

baskets of central and eastern China, turned the Three Gorges into the final line of 

defense for the wartime capital Chongqing, and forced a rewrite of army provisioning 

policies. Through its study of grain transportation in this pivotal region, the 6th War Zone, 

the chapter introduces the defining obstacles to the Nationalists’ provisioning efforts 

throughout the war.  

The second chapter lays out the Nationalist bureaucratic infrastructure for national 

grain flows. It examines the workings of both civilian grain management agencies and the 

logistical branch of the armed forces, the Supply and Baggage troops. It shows that 

overlapping mandates among a mess of agencies resulted in confusion throughout the war 

zones, and that Supply and Baggage troops were hobbled by inadequate prewar 

vocational training and a historical disdain for logistics as menial labor. However, blanket 

accusations of ineptitude obscure two realities. Firstly, in spite of significant variations in 

climactic, infrastructural and political circumstances across Free China, these institutions 

did fulfil their minimal task: the collection and circulation of sufficient grain to keep the 

Nationalist government in the war. Secondly, even if these bureaucracies suffered 

systemic weaknesses, there were pockets of honest endeavor. As the chapter illustrates, 

there was a cadre of experts who worked tirelessly to elevate the status of logistics within 

the Nationalist armies, an effort made all the more important, but also all the more 

challenging, in the context of this war. Many individual low- and mid-ranking officials 

steadfastly carried out the tedious yet dangerous work of convoying grain.  
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The third chapter examines Nationalist granary construction and operation. The 

military and economic significance of granaries to their war effort cannot be overstated. 

After the centralization of land tax and its collection in kind, granaries became an 

infrastructural limiting factor of wartime fiscal policy. This situation, in effect, restored 

the granary with the importance with which it had been imbued throughout much of 

China’s imperial past as the storehouse of state wealth. Since tax grain was funneled into 

military provisioning, the robustness of the overall granary system had immediate effects 

on field and garrison troops. The chapter explores how experts and officials grappled 

with the technical challenges of protecting grain stores from moisture, rodents and 

insects. It also illustrates how the granary and the protocols surrounding it became a 

defining feature of wartime civilian life. Granaries functioned as a key point of contact 

between central and provincial authorities and local peoples. Most of them were also 

fashioned out of buildings requisitioned from local populations, with unarticulated but 

likely adverse effects on their social lives.  

The fourth chapter continues to explore the impact of military grain provisioning on 

civilians through a study of yiyun, the Nationalists’ relay transport system. Having lost 

key sections of major railways, and without sufficient numbers of trucks or fuel to run 

them, the Nationalists resorted to organizing the large-scale use of civilian labor and 

equipment to transport military grain. Proponents of this nationwide scheme explicitly 

drew inspiration from the courier service of imperial times, but also applied the more 

recent concept of “scientific management.” As with the establishment of granary 

networks, the yiyun system connected civilians to the prolonged conflict, extending the 

central state’s powers of extraction into the remotest communities through a historical 
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unit of local administration, the baojia. The yiyun system circulated not only grain, but 

also other military matériel and commercial goods. Such an ambitious scheme reveals the 

Nationalist wartime government’s remarkable capacity for resource organization. But, 

because both yiyun and granary networks were founded upon civilian contributions in 

labor, resources, property, and foodstuffs, they also demonstrate the reality of the 

Nationalist war effort as an imposition of sacrifice upon its citizenry.   

The final chapter highlights how low-level tussles for food over free/occupied 

boundaries replaced large-scale engagements as the main format of violence among the 

Nationalists, Communists and Japanese. It examines civilian participation in two grain 

endeavors common to all sides: procurement, or the seizure of grain; and protection, or 

ensuring that grain did not fall into enemy hands. Although the export of foodstuffs to 

Japanese-occupied territories was prohibited, there were significant outflows of grain to 

these areas, causing inflation and shortages for the Chinese. The chapter emphasizes that 

while this struggle for food presented opportunities for unscrupulous merchants and 

officials, it forced most ordinary Chinese to go to drastic lengths to stay alive. Aside from 

the disruptive effects of hefty taxes, conscription as transport labor and the loss of land 

and property to state requisitioning, civilians were also confronted daily with very real 

violent threats to their lives.  

Such slim prospects for survival leads us, necessarily, to examine the limitations of 

nationalism and collaborationism as explanations for wartime behavior. The moralization 

of collaboration and resistance have overshadowed the mundaneness of survival, both 

during and after the war. 
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CHINA’S ‘LIFE-GIVING ARTERY’: THE ROLE OF THE YANGTZE IN 

NATIONALIST AND JAPANESE GRAIN ACQUISITION STRATEGIES 

On July 7, 1938, the first anniversary of the outbreak of war, The Christian Science 

Monitor named China “a lesson in modern warfare.” The West, it wrote, still clung to the 

notion of war as “an imposing pageant” of shiny modern weaponry. But “the campaign in 

China…has revealed war for what it is, as little more than an orgy of insane 

destructiveness and an abandonment of all humanity and principle.”45 Certainly, the 

hostilities of the year just past had achieved sensational levels of destruction. After 

rapidly securing much of northern China, the Imperial Japanese Army surged westward 

of Shanghai into central China, trying to force the Nationalist government into 

capitulation through a decisive battlefield victory. The horrific Nanking Massacre took 

place in December 1937; the Battle of Xuzhou raged through the early months of 1938; 

and, in June, the Nationalists destroyed the dikes at Huayuankou in Henan in a last-ditch 

attempt to stall the Japanese advance west toward the key city of Zhengzhou.  

The struggle for the Yangtze Valley forced millions on the road in a mass migration 

event known as the “flight into the interior” (neiqian 內遷). Conservative Nationalist 

estimates between 1937 and 1938 placed the number of refugees at 60 million; according 

to historian Ch’i Hsi-sheng, a 1946 survey reported 95 million.46  Then, the Battle of 

 
45 Argus, “China A Lesson in Modern Warfare,” The Christian Science Monitor, July 7, 1938, Proquest. 
46 Stephen MacKinnon, Wuhan 1938: War, Refugees, and the Making of Modern China (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2008), 48.  
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Wuhan, already underway at the time of The Christian Science Monitor’s writing, 

brought the grueling central Yangtze Valley campaign to a close. The Nationalists moved 

their capital, for the last time, to the interior city of Chongqing, more than 800 miles 

upriver from Hankou and protected by the treacherous rapids of the Three Gorges. With 

the occupation of Wuhan, the Japanese had penetrated as far into China as the middle 

Yangtze Plains. 

The fall of Wuhan ushered in a new phase of the war, in which both belligerents 

conceded that the annihilation of the other’s field armies was no longer feasible. Instead, 

they grudgingly dug their heels in for prolonged conflict (chijiuzhan 持久戰). Between 

November 1938 and April 1944, the Japanese sought the establishment of rival regimes 

in north and central China to reduce the Nationalists into political irrelevance. The 

Nationalists, on their part, intended to whittle away at Japanese forces, exhausting the 

enemy while regaining their own strength for an eventual counteroffensive. Of course, 

large-scale engagements did occur, and sometimes with major implications for both 

belligerents; one of these, the Battle of Yichang, is discussed at length below. However, 

in comparison to the fast-paced movements along the central Yangtze in the first year of 

the war, there would be fewer major modifications to Nationalist and Japanese battle 

lines. The shift in the nature of China’s war only elevated the importance of grain. If the 

Japanese were here to stay, then China would have to feed not one, but two ravenous 

military bodies, not to mention the civilians caught between them.  
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The Yangtze River system is critical for understanding these rewritten overarching 

strategies because of its importance to military provisioning. The longest river in Asia, 

the Yangtze begins in the Tanggula Mountains in Qinghai and snakes through 11 present-

day provinces to empty into the East China Sea. Swathes of southeastern Hubei, 

northeastern Hunan, and north-central Jiangxi comprise the Middle Yangtze Plains, 

where substantial rice production is made possible by the nourishment of the River and 

its plethora of tributaries. Further east, covering parts of Anhui and much of Zhejiang and 

Jiangsu, is the Yangtze Delta, known as the “land of fish and rice” (yumi zhi xiang 魚米

之鄉). Control of these two regions meant access to major sources of military grain. The 

Yangtze River system was also the channel through which millions of tons of military 

grain could be shipped from the fields to the frontlines.  

This chapter demonstrates that, for its centrality to grain production and transport, the 

Yangtze is essential for understanding the attritional phase–the longest phase–of the war. 

It examines the Yangtze as a decisive strategic factor in both Nationalist and Japanese 

calculations between 1939 and 1944. It moves upriver, or east to west, the direction of 

Japanese advancements. It begins at the Japanese-occupied Yangtze Delta, demonstrating 

how it became the principal source of grain for the Japanese’s main operational force, the 

11th Army, after 1938, and the core of the China Expeditionary Army’s policy of living 

off the land. It then turns to the fateful Battle of Zaoyang-Yichang of mid-1940, during 

which the Japanese wrested control of Yichang, a historic city on the left bank of the 

Yangtze. Unlike the Battles of Shanghai, Nanjing, Xuzhou, Taierzhuang and Wuhan, the 
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Battle of Yichang, as it is more commonly known, has yet to be the subject of focused 

study.47 This chapter highlights the pivotal nature of the battle by exploring its 

consequences for Nationalist military grain provisioning. The loss of Yichang cleaved the 

country in two, severing many of the Nationalist war zones from Chongqing and the rest 

of the Great Rear Zone (Dahoufang 大後方). For this reason, any discussion of military 

provisioning–indeed, of grain circulation in Free China in general–must center on this 

event.  

Finally, the chapter examines how the Nationalists adapted to the loss of such a key 

transshipment point. It discusses the re-establishment of the 6th War Zone in July 1940, 

and the centrality of the Yangtze to its configuration. Specifically, the Three Gorges 

became the linchpin of the Nationalist defense of Chongqing. Networks of grain 

transportation and storage were set up around this new priority. Here, the Yangtze and its 

tributaries served as connecting threads between the Sichuan home front and the first 

lines of defense against the Japanese. Thus, the chapter moves past the Yangtze Delta to 

explore the middle reaches of the river system (typically defined as the stretch between 

Yichang, Hubei and Yibin, Sichuan).48 Here, the “Yangtze” is not only a geographical 

reference point, but an entity whose features significantly shaped human decisions.  

 
47 See, for example, Peter Harmsen, Shanghai 1937: Stalingrad on the Yangtze (Havertown: Casemate, 
2013); Harmsen, Nanjing 1937: Battle for a Doomed City (Philadelphia: Casemate, 2015); and Diana Lary, 
“Defending China: The Battles of the Xuzhou Campaign,” in Warfare in Chinese History, ed. Hans van de 
Ven (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 398–427. 
48 See, for example, Stephen R. MacKinnon, “The Defense of the Central Yangtze,” in The Battle for 
China, 181–206. Stephen MacKinnon details the campaign for control of the heart of China in 1938 and the 
follow-up battles of 1939, arguing that they collectively ushered in the phase of protracted warfare. 
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Much of the literature on rivers in China views them through the dual lens of 

environmental history, and the history of disaster and relief. Chris Courtney examines 

societal and governmental responses to the 1931 Yangtze-Huai Flood Disaster. Micah 

Muscolino’s seminal study of the 1938 Yellow River flooding explores how the 

Nationalists’ unleashing of the Yellow River for temporary military gain brought ruin to 

north China’s fragile agrarian ecosystems. Although the latter episode was not a natural, 

but a man-made disaster, both studies configure the river in question as a blessing as well 

as a harbinger of tragedy: life-giving, but fearsome in its destructive potential. The 

Yellow River, for instance, was a literal reservoir of energy which could either be 

harnessed for agricultural production or weaponized for warfare.49  

Although this chapter is not immediately concerned with ecological perspectives, it 

also acknowledges the Yangtze’s life-giving power, for many of the key agricultural 

production regions cited here depended on the Yangtze River system. However, in 

addition to presenting the Yangtze as a source of energy in itself, it also examines the 

Yangtze’s role as a conduit for calorific content. The Yangtze’s waters not only 

supported the production of grain, but also then channeled it to military consumers. The 

chapter argues that, after the solidification of Nationalist and Japanese positions in July 

 
49 See Chris Courtney, The Nature of Disaster in China: The 1931 Yangzi River Flood (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2018); and Micah Muscolino, The Ecology of War in China: Henan Province, 
the Yellow River, and Beyond, 1938–50 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015). For a study of the 
Yellow River during late imperial China, see Randall A. Dodgen, Controlling the Dragon: Confucian 
Engineers and the Yellow River in Late Imperial China (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2001). 
Dodgen investigates the political and bureaucratic culture behind ambitious Yellow River engineering 
projects in the Qing period. 
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1940, the Three Gorges functioned as the jugular of the Nationalist wartime body by 

connecting the “brain” (the capital) with much of free China.50 Indeed, it is striking that 

environmental and military logistical historians have in common a fixation with bodily 

metaphors. If the financial component of logistics has been called the “sinews” of war, 

and the baggage train trailing behind armies its “umbilical cord,” ecologists and 

environmental historians have also applied such biological terms as “pulses” (flood 

pulses), “metabolisms,” and “kidneys” (wetlands) to riverine features.51 “Lifeblood” is a 

shared favorite.  

The chapter carries on in this tradition for two reasons. Firstly, references to 

respiratory and circulatory organs are embedded in Chinese terms for roads, passages, 

and highways. Thus, in underscoring the importance of the Yangtze River, Chinese 

observers themselves employed these metaphors. Secondly, the use of anatomical 

imagery highlights the existential stakes of the war. Throughout centuries of warfare, 

Yichang came to be recognized as the “doorway to the Three Gorges and the throat 

(yanhou) of Sichuan and Hubei” (Sanxia menhu, Chuan’e yanhou 三峽門戶，川鄂咽

喉). In Chinese, yanhou refers to the larynx, but can also mean a passage of vital 

 
50 I am aware that a more accurate anatomical comparison would be to the carotid arteries, as the jugular 
vein carries deoxygenated (or waste) blood from the brain back to the heart–but it hardly has the same ring 
to it. As the idiom would have it, in attempting to cut the capital off from the rest of the country, the 
Japanese were “going for the jugular.” In any case, “jugular” conveys the cardinality of the middle Yangtze 
to Nationalist survival.  
51 Huston, The Sinews of War; Lynn, introduction to Feeding Mars, 10; William Mitsch and James 
Gosselink, Wetlands, 5th edition (Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2015), 3; Muscolino, The Ecology of 
War in China, 5.  
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importance. With the Japanese poised at Yichang like a dagger to their throat, the 

Nationalists were in a long, draining fight for survival.  

 

The Japanese in the Yangtze Delta  

“There is no more industrious farmer in the world than the Yangtze Valley peasant,” 

claimed Anthony Billingham, a veteran New York Times correspondent, in 1939. By the 

time of the war, the Yangtze Valley had achieved international renown for its agricultural 

productivity. Such imagery as those offered in Billingham’s accounts were deeply 

ingrained in foreign imagination. “Rice paddies and vegetable farms extend as far as the 

eye can see, with small villages appearing like islands above the watery fields. Water 

buffaloes pull their antiquated plows through the wet fields with the peasant farmer 

staggering behind, knee-deep in mud…” Just as the Chinese referred to the Yangtze as 

China’s “aorta” (dadongmai 大動脈; idiomatically, it also means a major highway), so 

the English-language newspapers of the time regularly referred to the Yangtze as China’s 

“life-giving artery.”52 This was a reference to its drainage and irrigation functions as well 

as its role as a major transport channel. For the “teeming millions who live[d] in its vast 

 
52 For an example of “da dongmai,” see “Yangzijiang: Zhongguo neihe shuiyun ganxian,” Xin shijie 5 
(1944): 22–26. For examples of “life-giving artery,” see “Hankow Commercial Hub of Central China,” The 
Muncie Evening Press, August 24, 1938; and National Geographic Society, “6th Anniversary of China 
‘Incident’ Finds Defenders Holding 9-Tenths of Land,” Miami Daily News, July 5, 1943, Proquest.   
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valleys and dwell[ed] upon its banks,” Billingham declared, the Yangtze was “life 

itself.”53 

Understandably, once the Japanese forces had entrenched themselves in central China, 

much of their rice-related activities were concentrated in this fertile region. Two zones 

were of particular importance: the Yangtze Delta (Yōsukō no sankaku chitai 揚子江の三

角地帯), or more specifically, the areas of Suzhou, Wuxi, Changshu and Songjiang; and 

the Wuhu region, comprising Wuhu, Wuwei, Luzhou, Dangtu and and Chaoxian.54 

Importantly, these areas produced urugome (粳米), or Japonica rice, the variety typically 

consumed in Japan (as opposed to the glutinous variety). The rice procured from this 

 
53 Anthony Billingham, “War Chills the Life of China’s Greatest River,” New York Times, January 29, 
1939, Proquest.  
54 “Gunyōmai no chōben jōkyō sono hoka ni kansuru ken,” Japanese Center for Asian Historical Records, 
National Archives of Japan [hereafter JACAR], ref. C04122829700, Rikushi mitsu dainikki dai 7 gō, 2/2 
(February 10, 1941) (National Institute of Defense Studies [hereafter NIDS]). 
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marshy, low-lying triangle was central to the Japanese strategy for maintaining its 

occupational presence in China: living off the land (genchi jikatsu 現地自活).   

Figure 2 Japanese Occupation, 1940. Map courtesy of the United States Military 
Academy Department of History. 

Note: this map refers to Japanese-occupied territory prior to the takeover of Yichang in 
June. 

 

In March 1941, the Northern China Area Army (NCAA, Kita shina hōmengun 北支那

方面軍) released a document entitled “The Acquisition and Development of Resources 

and A Local Self-Sufficiency Outline Based on the Principles of Logistical 
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Management.” The document emphasized the need for the army to be self-supporting in 

everything from horse breeding to manufactured goods to grain and fodder. It instructed 

army units to obtain voluminous resources such as wood, dry fodder and coal from the 

vicinity to minimize the burden placed on transport networks. It also authorized the 

supply barracks of each corps to engage in barter trade for military provisions using non-

essential local Chinese products in the areas immediately surrounding the frontlines.55 

Most importantly, it envisioned the exchange of grain produced in Manchuria and central 

China for the products of northern China–in other words, the creation of a closed Chinese 

market for “national defense resources” (kokubō shigen 国防資源)–in order to reduce the 

volume of imports from the metropolis.56 Seated at the crossroads of the Huai River and 

the Jin-Pu Railway, and thus a connector between central and northern China, Bengbu 

city played an essential role in facilitating this flow of resources. For instance, Fengyang 

prefecture in northern Anhui traded rice, bran and wheat for oil and sundries with 

Nanjing and northern China at Bengbu.57 Self-sufficiency grew especially important just 

some months later, in July, when the United States and Britain froze all Japanese assets, 

slashing Japan’s access to overseas trade by three-fourths.58 

 
55 “Iryō kaikei shikō,” JACAR, ref. C1111061470, Heitan un’ei yōkō ni mototzuku shigen no kaihatsu 
shotoku narabini genchi jikatsu yōryō (March 1941) (NIDS). 
56 “Zenpan kankei shikō,” JACAR, ref. C11110614500, Heitan un’ei yōkō ni mototzuku shigen no kaihatsu 
shotoku narabini genchi jikatsu yōryō (March 1941) (NIDS). 
57 “Kenka ichiban no gaikyō,” JACAR, ref. C11110475100, Yōsukō karyū chi’iki no senji ryōmatsu shiryō, 
(February 1941) (NIDS).  
58 Tōa kenkyūjo, “Shina shiryōchi keizai no hatten: nōgyō,” in Chūkoku shiryōchi keizai shiryō (Tokyo: 
Harashobō, 1984) [originally published 1944], 125.  
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As the Nationalist Central Bureau of Investigation and Statistics (Zhongyang diaocha 

tongjiju 中央調查統計局) noted in 1941, rice from central China, including the Yangtze 

Delta, also had other uses. It was either shipped to Japan or northern China to alleviate 

severe rice shortages, or stored in Shanghai to back up large investments, and then 

shipped abroad in exchange for precious foreign currency–the latter strategy of which a 

British report labeled “making the war pay for itself.”59 According to a report by the 

Japanese corporation Mitsui (on which more below), central China (the Yangtze Delta as 

well as the occupied portions of Hunan and Hubei) saw the export of 7 million dan (擔) 

of rice of 1939, and 9.5 million dan in 1940.60 These numbers were in addition to the rice 

consumed by occupational forces. The Japanese were extracting every last grain from 

central China to stay in the war.  

Until October 1940, the 13th Army oversaw the collection of rice in the Yangtze Delta 

for both military and civilian consumption.61 By this time, the Japanese forces in these 

regions had undergone multiple permutations. The Shanghai Expeditionary Army (SEF) 

and Imperial Japanese 10th Army had merged to form the Central China Expeditionary 

 
59 Zhongyang diaocha tongjiju tezhong jingji diaochachu, Sinian zhi wokou jingji qinlüe (place of 
publication unknown, 1941), 71, accessed via Kangri zhanzheng yu jindai Zhongri guanxi wenxian shuju 
pingtai [hereafter KRPT] [http://www.modernhistory.org.cn/index.html]; Political-Intelligence Report for 
the Shanghai Consular District (June 30, 1939), in Political and Intelligence Reports, FO371/23510, 
accessed via Archives Direct. 
60 Dan (sometimes reflected as 石) is a unit in the Chinese shi (市) system of units. One dan is 50 
kilograms, or 100 jin (斤, 500 grams); see “Duliang hengfa,” printed in Zuigao fayuan gongbao 3 (1929): 
20–26. Also see Chapter Three. The imperial equation of one jin = 16 liang remained in practice. One liang 
referred to 31.25 grams.  
61 “Gunyōmai no chōben jōkyō sono hoka ni kansuru ken,” JACAR.  
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Army (CCEA) in February 1938. This, in turn, had merged with the NCAA to form the 

China Expeditionary Army (CEA, Shina hakengun 支那派遣軍) in September 1939, 

which supported Wang Jingwei’s Nanjing government and oversaw Japanese operations 

in the whole theater. The 13th Army, also formed in that month, was now responsible for 

keeping order in the Shanghai-Nanjing area from its headquarters in the former city.62 

Rice procurement fell on its 17th Infantry Division, based in Suzhou, until the Central 

China Field Cargo Cantonment (Nakashina yasen kamotsushō 中支那野戦貨物廠) took 

over in 1941 over concerns that a field force, liable for combat, should not be burdened 

with bureaucratic duties.63 (This Cantonment also reported to the 13th Army.)  

The other main body in central China was the 11th Army, headquartered in Wuhan. 

Having played a key role in the takeover of the former Nationalist wartime capital, the 

11th Army was now tasked with maintaining control over the regions between the 

Yangtze and Yellow River. At seven divisions comprising 200,000 men, it was also the 

only Japanese corps-size formation in China with the stated objective of, and therefore 

the capability for, breaking Nationalist resistance by thrusting westward into their 

territory.64 On average, all these troops were expected to consume 100,000 tons of rice 

yearly.  

 
62 Tobe Ryōichi, “The Japanese Eleventh Army in Central China, 1938–1941,” in The Battle for China, 
217.  
63 “Gunyōmai no chōben jōkyō sono hoka ni kansuru ken,” JACAR. 
64 Tobe, “The Japanese Eleventh Army in Central China, 1938–1941,” 207.  
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From October 1940 onward, the Nanjing puppet government, formally established in 

January of that year, took over the responsibility of procuring and distributing rice for 

civilian consumption in both the Wuhu and Yangtze Delta regions. The 13th Army, 

however, was hesitant to hand over direct responsibility for military provisions to 

Nanjing, citing its relative inexperience in such duties. It suggested allowing the Nanjing 

government to experiment with managing military procurement in the Wuhu region, 

entrusting it with the task of providing 30,000 tons of military rice by end of January 

1941. Upon successful delivery, it would fully relinquish its military provisioning duties 

to the Nanjing government. At the same time, it would itself procure another 40,000 tons 

from the Wuhu region while retaining all of its duties in the Yangtze Delta, which, 

having provided some 80,000 tons of military provisions in 1939, was prized as the key 

food source for troops in central China.65 However, by March 1941, the Nanjing 

government had only scraped together a paltry 2,800 tons of rice, and the 13th Army was 

compelled to take matters back into its own hands. Nanjing government organs set up to 

handle grain thus remained shell existences (mingcun shiwang 名存實亡). The power to 

purchase and distribute rice remained squarely in the hands of the army and the Japanese 

conglomerates it authorized to conduct business on its behalf.66  

 
65 Telegram from Consul-General Horiuchi to Foreign Minister Matsuoka, “Kachū shinmai chōtatsu ni 
kanshi sōgun to Nankin seifu to no ma ni ryōkai seiritsu ni tsuite” (October 16, 1941), in “Keizai mondai,” 
Nihon gaikō bunsho: Nicchū sensō, vol. 3, ed. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan (Tokyo: Rokuichi 
shobō, 2011), 1516, accessed via Gaikō shiryōkan [Diplomatic Archives of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
of Japan]: Nihon gaikō bunsho dijitaru korekushon 
[mofa.go.jp/mofaj/annai/honsho/shiryo/archives/index.html]. 
66 Zhongyang diaocha tongjiju tezhong jingji diaochachu, Sinian zhi wokou jingji qinlüe, 71. 
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Indeed, rice procurement in the Yangtze Delta was a joint enterprise among Japanese 

armed forces, major Japanese corporations, and a mixture of Japanese and local 

merchants. The army divided central China into ‘A’ and ‘B’ rice zones and worked 

through Japanese merchants in both, turning them into an essential driver behind Chinese 

rice market movement. In the ‘A’ zone–which encompassed 20 counties, including the 

especially fertile areas of Songjiang, Suzhou, Wuxi and Wuhu–Japanese merchants freely 

conducted business without oversight from the Wang government. The rice procured here 

was forwarded directly to the China Expeditionary Army, which paid for it in army scrip 

(gunpyō 軍票). In the ‘B’ zone, both Japanese and Chinese merchants sold rice to the 

civilian population. Japanese corporate giants Mitsubishi, Mitsui and Daimaru, which 

also monopolized rice exports from Southeast Asia, served as the main contractors. 

Smaller distributors carried out the task of purchase. Collectively, these merchants relied 

on the coercive power of the Japanese occupying forces to obtain rice directly from 

Chinese peasants.67 In mid-1939, the Mitsubishi Shoji Kaisha became the “sole agent for 

the wholesale purchase of rice in the Wusieh and Changchow areas” for both 

consumption by Japanese military forces and for export back to Japan.68  

Dominating the Yangtze Delta rice trade also entailed monopolizing the Yangtze 

River itself. Whereas riverine traffic in foodstuffs in the area, briefly disrupted by 

 
67 Liu Zhiying, “Wang weizhengfu liangzheng shuping,” Kangri zhanzheng yanjiu 1 (1999): 138.  
68 “Japanese Monopoly in Business Trade Around Shanghai” (November 22 1939), in Trade in China: 
trade and exchange controls in North China: Japanese interference and restrictions on trade: Chinese silk 
trade, etc., FO371/24664, accessed via Archives Direct.  
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hostilities in Shanghai and Nanjing, had returned to some degree of normalcy in 1938, by 

1939 it came under a prohibitive regulation regime which reduced the Chinese shipping 

industry to a mere appendage of the Japanese extractive machine. The British Chamber of 

Commerce in Shanghai observed in February 1939 that purely Chinese shipping hongs 

(firms) faced severe discrimination, and that export shipments of rice were now almost 

exclusively undertaken by Japanese vessels belonging to the Nisshin Kisen Kaisha 

(NKK, 日進汽船会社).69 Although the Japanese military had first call on NKK vessel 

space, these vessels also carried substantial volumes of commercial goods–rice being on 

the top of the list–to augment Japanese foreign trade. Chinese rice merchants who 

managed to remain in business were only able to arrange for transport by Japanese-

owned hongs, as no other shipping entity was permitted to transport rice from the inland 

portions of the Delta, such as Suzhou, to Shanghai. All lighters in Wuhu also came under 

the control of a Japanese entity, San Fung Tso.70 Garrisons were built in riverside towns 

on both banks of the Yangtze, and Japanese warships and patrol units prowled the river to 

prevent the free movement of Chinese and British vessels. By August 1939, the Japanese 

had increased their share of total shipping in China to 40% for the first time, much to the 

ire of the British, Americans, and other foreign commercial presences.71  

 
69 “Rice Shipments from Wuhu,” British Chamber of Commerce and China Association Committee, 
Shanghai (February 13, 1939), in Shipping Situation on the Yangtse (Folder 2), FO371/23431, accessed via 
Archives Direct.  
70 Ibid.   
71 “Shipping in the Yangtze Delta” [Yangtze Trading Sub-Committee’s Report on Japanese Trading in the 
Lower Yangtze Area], Political Intelligence Report for the Shanghai Consular District (June 30, 1939), in 
Political and Intelligence Reports, FO371/23510, accessed via Archives Direct. 
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For all their efforts, the Japanese struggled to procure sufficient grain. According to a 

CEA Command Headquarters report in 1941, the 100,000-ton military quota would 

amounted to roughly 5% of the total output of urugome in occupied central China for that 

year, the projected output of these areas being 1,890,000 tons, with an assumed additional 

inflow of 260,000 tons from non-occupied areas.72 This percentage was almost certainly a 

gross underestimation. Firstly, the occupied territories saw in their 1941 spring harvest a 

reduction of 30% of their average yield.73 Secondly, by the CEA’s own estimates, there 

were 20,000,000 civilians living in territories under their control, with a yearly rice 

consumption rate of 2,310,000 tons–far more than what they might produce. Even if 

260,000 tons of rice were successfully imported, presumably from Vietnam, Thailand and 

Burma, it would still leave the Japanese short of 260,000 tons if they fed both their troops 

and the occupied Chinese population.74 An estimate by the Nationalist Central Bureau of 

Investigation and Statistics is likely closer to the mark: Japanese troops alone 

commandeered 80% of the agricultural yield in central China in 1940, and virtually all of 

it–not 5%–in 1941. (Those in northern China consumed 80% of local yield in the same 

year.)75  

 
72 “Gunyōmai no chōben jōkyō sono hoka ni kansuru ken,” JACAR. 
73 According to this report by the Central Bureau of Investigation and Statistics, in 1940, the areas upriver 
of the Yangtze saw a drop of 20 to 40% of their average yield, with a surplus of 2,300,000 dan. The areas 
upriver of the Changjiang in the Jiangnan region only produced 10 to 30% [of their average yield], with a 
shortage of 3,200,000 dan. The Jiangbei region saw a drop of 40%, with a shortage of 600,000 dan.  
74 “Gunyōmai no chōben jōkyō sono hoka ni kansuru ken,” JACAR. 
75 Zhongyang diaocha tongjiju tezhong jingji diaochachu, Sinian zhi wokou jingji qinlüe, 71. Curiously, in 
reporting these numbers, the document cited a Japanese proposal for local rice procurement, dated February 
1941, by the Inspector of the Army.  
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The CEA report reflects the ruthless attitude of the Japanese army. It acknowledged 

the 260,000-ton shortage, but insisted that the extraction of local rice had to continue in 

order to “thoroughly” enforce the military policy of self-sufficiency. Incredibly, it 

claimed that much of 70,000 tons of rice it intended to receive from the Wuhu region that 

year would in any case be redistributed to the local population. Disruption to civilian 

sustenance, it promised cavalierly, would therefore be minimal.76 Clearly, the Japanese 

were more than willing to countenance hunger and possible starvation among the 

Chinese. 

Three main obstacles impinged upon the success of Japanese military rice supply 

policies at the levels of production and transport. The first was the significant diminution 

of the volume of rice available on the market as a result of the Yellow River flood. 

Having occupied Xuzhou in May 1938, the Japanese armies closed in on Zhengzhou, the 

junction of the Long-Hai and the Ping-Han Railways, with the intent of controlling latter 

and opening the path south to Wuhan. In June, the Nationalists destroyed the Yellow 

River dikes at Huayuankou in Henan province in a desperate attempt to slow the Japanese 

advance on their capital. Yellow River waters surged through the Huai River system and 

inundated Henan, Anhui and Jiangsu, flooding huge tracts of land just as farmers entered 

peak harvest season. Fengyang county, for example, lost half of its cultivated land. The 

flooding also exacerbated transport difficulties in the region, adding to the loss of 

overland infrastructures such as bridges and roads to the conflict.  

 
76 “Gunyōmai no chōben jōkyō sono hoka ni kansuru ken,” JACAR. 
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Second was the enfeeblement of the Yangtze Delta rice market. Violence and 

occupation had weakened the links between Shanghai’s urban economy and its 

surrounding rural districts, and general market volatility compelled peasants to move 

away from commercial farming to focus instead on subsistence. The Japanese’s 

insistence on purchasing rice with their own army scrip, which was non-convertible, also 

deterred farmers in occupied zones from bringing their produce to the market in exchange 

for “inconvertible paper.”77 It did not help that the influx of Japanese wholesale rice 

merchants shunted Chinese merchants out of the business, scrambling a trade deeply 

embedded in local customs and connections. According to a 1944 East Asia Research 

Center (Tōa Kenkyūsho 東亜研究所) report on occupied China, local merchants in 

Wuhu, Wuxi and Shanghai who had once dominated the Yangtze Delta wetland rice trade 

had suffered significantly diminished business. Without these local merchants, the 

Japanese could not hope for rice flows to continue as smoothly as before the war. In 

keeping with the concept of circulation, the report referred to these merchants as the  

“capillaries” (mōsaikan 毛細管) and “feelers” (shokushu 触手) of the regional market.78  

Certainly, many Japanese merchants ended up relying on Chinese agents to make rice 

purchases inland. As historian Lin Mei-li describes, Japanese contractors in Wuhu in fact 

relied heavily on Chinese rice firms (mihang 米行; according to a contemporary Japanese 

 
77 “Shipping in the Yangtze Delta” [Yangtze Trading Sub-Committee’s Report on Japanese Trading in the 
Lower Yangtze Area], Political Intelligence Report for the Shanghai Consular District (June 30, 1939), in 
Political and Intelligence Reports, FO371/23510, accessed via Archives Direct. 
78 Tōa kenkyūsho, “Shina shiryōchi keizai no hatten: nōgyō,” 148.  
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document, there were about ten of these), who in turn deployed familiar, trusted agents 

(mike 米客) to make direct purchases in the villages.79 Mitsui Bussan Kaisha employed 

five Chinese to purchase rice on its behalf, which was then loaded onto Japanese-owned 

vessels to be forwarded to other occupied cities in northern and southern China.80 As far 

as Jiujiang, a city in northwestern Jiangxi on the southern bank of the Yangtze, Japanese 

merchants employed local “runners” to make purchases, paying them 3% of the then 

price of rice.81  

Finally, the Yangtze Delta suffered from a general state of lawlessness despite the 

Japanese’s best attempts to control the river and its trade. British intelligent reports 

indicate that Chinese guerrillas “[descended] at intervals on railways and roads” 

wherever Japanese forces could not penetrate, “dispatching small numbers of Japanese 

soldiers and any puppet officials [of the then Reformed Government] to whom they take 

particular objection.”82 This report implied that there was a committee under the 

Nationalist Military Affairs Commission directing these guerrilla operations. An Imperial 

Army Military Provisions Factory report published in February 1940 blamed the disorder 

 
79 Lin Mei-li, “Ri-Wang zhengquan de miliang tongzhi yu liangzheng jiguan de bianqian,” Zhongyang 
yanjiuyuan jindaishi yanjiusuo jikan 37 (2002): 153. For a detailed examination of Japanese importations 
and domestic acquisitions of grain in China during the war, see Hirai Hirokazu, “Nicchū sensō ikō no 
chūkoku senryōchi ni okeru shokuryō jyukyū,” Hokusei gakuen daigaku keizaigakubu hokusei ronshū 51, 
no. 1 (2011): 1–12. 
80 “Mitsui Bussan Kaisha buying large quantities of rice from this interior,” Morning Leader and other 
newspapers (February 28, 1939), in Shipping Situation on the Yangtse (Folder 2), FO371/23431, accessed 
via Archives Direct.  
81 “Report on Japanese Trading in the Lower Yangtze Area,” in Shipping Situation on the Yangtse (Folder 
3), FO371/23432, accessed via Archives Direct.  
82 “Shanghai Intelligence report: half year ended September 30, 1939,” in Political and Intelligence 
Reports, FO371/23510, accessed via Archives Direct. 
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on Gu Zhutong’s (顧祝同 1893–1987) regular troops south of the Yangtze, and the 

remnants of Yu Xuezhong’s (于學忠 1890–1964) forces north of the Huai River.83 Many 

guerrilla leaders, however, were considered bandits (dohi, hizoku 土匪、匪賊) who plied 

the waterways, extracting heavy taxes on passing cargo.84 Around Nanjing, Chinese 

guerrillas operated “right up to the walls,” “occasionally engaging the guards at the city 

gates.”85 Near Shanghai, guerrilla activity was of “no military significance,” but had 

“political” and “emotional” meaning for the local populace as a manifestation of a “spirit 

of resistance.”86 While the Japanese attempted to annihilate these elements to re-establish 

order and encourage the return of farmers to agricultural labor, the Imperial Army 

Military Provisions Factory report estimated that it would take two to three years to 

restore a prewar state of affairs.87  

 
83 “Ankishō ni okeru jōkyō,” JACAR, ref. C11110474900, Yōsukō karyū chi’iki no senji ryōmatsu shiryō, 
February 1941 (NIDS). Following the redrawing of war zones at the Nanyue Conference in November 
1938, Gu Zhutong was appointed the commander of the Nationalists’ 3rd War Zone, which included a 
portion of Anhui south of the Yangtze. Yu Xuezhong’s 5th Army Group had been involved in the failed 
defense of Wuhan. 
84 “Kōso ni okeru jōkyō,” JACAR, ref. C11110473600, Yōsukō karyū chi’iki no senji ryōmatsu shiryō, 
February 1941 (NIDS).  
85 “Nanking Political and Intelligence report for the quarter ending June 30, 1939,” in Political and 
Intelligence Reports, FO371/23510, accessed via Archives Direct. 
86 “Political-Intelligence Report for the Shanghai Consular District” (June 30 1939), in Political and 
Intelligence Reports, FO371/23510, accessed via Archives Direct. 
87 “Ankishō ni okeru jōkyō,” JACAR. For a seminal examination of Japanese pacification (senbu 宣撫) 
attempts in the Yangtze Delta, see Timothy Brook, Collaboration: Japanese Agents and Local Elites in 
Wartime China (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005). Brook discusses how the Special Service 
Department and the Shanghai Office of the South Manchurian Railway Company (Mantetsu) set up 
pacification teams throughout the delta and beyond, as well as in north China. Although pacification team 
members were Japanese civilians, they were discovering and disposing of Chinese soldiers and guerrillas, 
as well as intelligence gathering and counterterrorist operations carried out in coordination with the 
Military Police” (58).  
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In the end, Yangtze Delta rice was necessary but insufficient for sustaining the China 

Expeditionary Army–let alone the occupied Chinese population whose labor was required 

to power the Japanese war machine. The finitude of even China’s most fertile lands grew 

increasingly obvious as the grim aftermath of the Huayuankou flooding came to bear on 

central Chinese agriculture at the turn of the 1940s. The Japanese authorities sent their 

own soldiers into the fields: the 11th Army received 1,100 koku (石) of rice husks of the 

Suzhou variety, and another 1,100 koku of the Shikoku and Kyushu variety, for planting 

in January 1941.88 The Japanese also set up experimental sites in northern Jiangsu for 

agricultural development, and arranged for Korean farmers to settle on requisitioned land 

in the counties surrounding Shanghai, such as Wusong and Longhua. In total, 500 

agricultural experts and 3,000 farmers arrived in China to raise agricultural productivity.89  

Most tellingly, foreign rice imports became a lifeline despite the doctrinal emphasis on 

living off the land. In February 1941, the councilor to the Japanese embassy in Beijing, 

Horiuchi Tateki (堀内干城 1889–1951) wrote Minister of Foreign Affairs Matsuoka 

Yōsuke (松岡洋右 1880–1946) that rice from Indochina would have to compensate for 

the shortages faced not only by Japanese troops stationed in northern and central China, 

but also the Chinese coolies working in the central Chinese coal mines under Japanese 

auspices. When the Central China Liaison Office (Kachū renrakubu 華中連絡部) of the 

 
88 “Iryō shikō,” JACAR, ref. C11111474800, in Shina hakengun keiri geppou (January 1941) (NIDS). One 
koku is approximately 150 kilograms.  
89 Zhongyang diaocha tongjiju, Sinian zhi wokou jingji qinlüe, The Bureau, however, dismissed these 
efforts as ineffective.   
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East Asia Development Board (Kōain 興亜院) estimated in February 1942 that total rice 

procurement in central China for that year would fall short of consumption needs by more 

than 200,000 tons, central authorities negotiated for rice imports from Indochina to make 

up for this shortfall.90 Once again, Japanese conglomerates served as conduits: Mitsui 

bought French Indochinese rice, and Mitsubishi, Thai rice.91 Even toward the end of the 

war, the East Asia Research Center considered the Yangtze Delta a “pivotal” (sūyō 枢要) 

region because of its productivity. In the broader context of the “war for the construction 

of Greater East Asia” (Kensetsusen 建設戦), such resources conferred a critical 

advantage to the Japanese over the Chinese, whose remaining territories, it argued, held 

less economic weight.92  

Certainly, the possession of the Yangtze Delta enabled the Japanese not only to 

prolong their presence in China, but also to move upriver in pursuit of the Nationalist 

government. The 11th Army, which had driven the Japanese advance through the central 

Yangtze Valley and helped secure Wuhan, now received its provisions from the Yangtze 

Delta, the fruit of its labor. As the war entered its second phase, the 11th Army continued 

 
90 Telegram from Ambassador Shigemitsu to Foreign Minister Tōgō (February 2, 1943), “Chūshi shiryō 
jukyū taisaku ni kansuru ken,” “Taishi kōkyū kankei 2,” JACAR, ref. B09041292800, Honpō beikoku 
seikaku kankei zatsuken 1 (Diplomatic Archives of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan [hereafter 
MOFAJ]); telegram from Foreign Minister Tōgō to Attaché in Saigon Uchiyama and Acting Ambassador 
in Bangkok Ishii, “Tōa shiryō haikyū keikaku ni kansuru ken”(April 15, 1943), “Taishi kōkyū kankei 1,” 
JACAR, ref. B09041292700, Honpō beikoku seikaku kankei zatsuken 1 (MOFAJ). 
91 Telegram from Consul-General General Horiuchi to Foreign Minister Tōgō, “Shanghai ni okeru 
shokumai tōsei buri ni kansuru ken” (February 23, 1943), Taishi kōkyū kankei 2, JACAR, ref. 
B09041292800, Honpō beikoku seikaku kankei zatsuken 1 (MOFAJ).  
92 Tōa kenkyūsho, “Shina shiryōchi keizai no hatten: nōgyō,” 171.  
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to serve as the CEA’s vanguard. Between 1939 and 1942, it would play key roles in 

major engagements along the Yangtze, inching the Japanese yet closer to Chongqing to 

force Nationalist capitulation. 

 

Struggles in Central China: The Battle of Zaoyang-Yichang (May 1–June 18 1940) 

Even in the first year of war, the Yangtze had featured prominently in the 

Nationalists’ defensive strategy. As early as October 1937, while the Battle of Shanghai 

was still underway, they had established the Yangtze Defense Army (Guomin gemingjun 

Jiangfangjun 國民革命軍江防軍) at Wuhan, staffed by men from the provincial armies 

of Hunan, Sichuan and Guizhou, to prevent the Japanese from advancing deeper into 

China.93 However, as Di Wu argues, the Nationalists’ overreliance on the lower 

Yangtze’s terrain to compensate for their own naval weakness contributed to their defeat 

at Wuhan.94  

After the general Nationalist retreat to Chongqing, some 90 Nationalist divisions 

remained in the vicinity surrounding Wuhan, trapping the Japanese in a precarious 

position. After its formation at the Nanyue Conference in November 1938, General Li 

Zongren’s (李宗仁 1890–1969) 5th War Zone became the center of the Nationalists’ 

sphere of military operations. Encompassing the portion of Hubei province above the 

 
93 Di Wu, “The Cult of Geography: Chinese Riverine Defense During the Battle of Wuhan, 1937–1938,” 
War in History (2020): 7. Also see Pan Qianzhi, “Kangzhan chuqi Minguo zhengfu de minchuan 
zhengyong wenti,” Kangri zhanzheng yanjiu 1 (2010): 46–57.  
94 Wu, “The Cult of Geography,” 19.  
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Yangtze, it included the Dabie, Jing, Tongbai, and Dahong mountain ranges–where the 

Nationalists mounted guerrilla operations–as well as the rolling plain between the 

Yangtze and its left tributary, the Xiang River (Hanshui).95 Because the 5th War Zone was 

bounded by the Yangtze to the south, it fell upon Li’s men to guard the way westward to 

Sichuan. The Xiang River, the Yangtze’s largest tributary, acted as a northwest-southeast 

axis along which they could either march on occupied Wuhan, or engage with the 

Japanese forces defending it. On the opposite bank of the Yangtze lay General Xue Yue’s 

(薛岳 1896–1998) 9th War Zone, which covered southern Hubei in addition to much of 

Hunan and northwestern Jiangxi. The 6th War Zone, commanded by General Chen 

Cheng, was created slightly later, in April 1939, to include western Hubei and Hunan, 

and eastern Sichuan and Guizhou. It was dismantled and its territory subsumed under the 

adjacent 9th War Zone exactly a year later. But the fall of Yichang necessitated its re-

establishment.  

Any illustration of these war zones will reveal the Yangtze as their most prominent 

topographical feature. Inevitably, the defense of this historic river constituted a critical 

component of their armed formations. The Yangtze Upriver Defense Army General 

Headquarters (GHQ) (Changjiang shangyou Jiangfangjun zongsilingbu 長江上游江防軍

總司令部) was formed at Yichang in April 1939, the successor to the Yangtze Defense 

Army formed at the outbreak of war. Its commander-in-chief was Guo Chan (郭懺 1893–

 
95 Guo Rugui and Huang Yuzhang, eds., Zhongguo kangri zhanzheng: zhengmian zhanchang zuozhanji 
(Jiangsu chubanshe, 2002), 935. 
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1950), a Zhejiang native and Baoding Military School graduate who had cut his teeth in 

“banditry suppression” campaigns between 1934 and 1936. After the fall of Wuhan, he 

had been tasked with the defense of the region between the Yangtze and the Xiang River, 

which encompassed much of the western half of Hubei province. Guo was to maintain 

control of key transport routes and prevent the westward advance of the enemy.96 Under 

his command were the 2nd, 8th, 26th, 75th, and 94th Armies; the Yangtze Defense Army, in 

turn, reported to 5th War Zone General Headquarters (GHQ), and then 6th War Zone GHQ 

after July 1940.97  

Central China saw some of the war’s most bitter fighting among both regular and 

guerrilla forces between 1939 and 1942. The Japanese 11th Army had been designated an 

area of operations stretching from Jiujiang in the east, Zhongxiang to the west, Xinyang 

to the north of the Yangtze, and Yueyang and Nanchang to the south. In March 1939, its 

commander, General Okamura Yasuji (岡村寧次 1886–1966, later of scorched-earth 

policy infamy), ended the post-Wuhan lull in fighting by launching an assault on 

Nanchang in northern Jiangxi. Situated at the junction of the Nanxun (Nanchang-

Jiujiang) and Zhejiang-Jiangxi Railways, Nanchang was a critical logistical and 

communications hub connecting the Nationalist 3rd  and 9th War Zones. It was also the 

 
96 “Jiangjieshi lingdiao Guo Chan danren Jiangfang midian gao” (November 2, 1938), in Guomin zhengfu 
kangzhan shiqi junshi dang’an xuanji, vol. 1, ed. Second Historical Archives of China (Chongqing: 
Chongqing chubanshe, 2016), 693.  
97 For an overview of the Yangtze Defense Army, see Peng Lu, “‘Yichang baoweizhan’ zhong de 
Jiangfanjun shi yizi shenme budui?”, Kangri zhanzheng jinianwang, last modified September 13, 2017 
[http://www.krzzjn.com/html/56838.html]. 
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base for Nationalist air force strikes on Japanese battleships traversing the Yangtze, 

which threatened their supply lines to Jiujiang and Wuhan. The occupation of Nanchang 

thus further entrenched the 11th Army, who now had tighter control over provisions 

moving downriver on the Yangtze. In the following months, the 11th Army went beyond 

its designations to launch offensives on the cities of Suixian, Zaoyang and Changsha. 

These were all transport choke points in Hubei province; Changsha was the terminus of 

the Changsha-Wuhan railway. Emboldened by their successful defense of Changsha, in 

December the Nationalists concentrated some 70 divisions–80% of their armed forces–

along the Yangtze (the 5th and 9th War Zones) and in northern China (the 2nd and 3rd) in 

an attempt to isolate the Japanese at Wuhan. However, a surprise Japanese landing at 

Guangxi scrambled the “Winter Offensive” (Dongji gongshi 冬季攻勢) by forcing the 

Nationalists to divert their forces to the southernmost provinces instead. Instead of 

asphyxiating the Japanese at Wuhan, the Nationalists now had to cope with an even 

broader front. Southern China was fully embroiled in the conflict.  

1940, off to an inauspicious start, was about to get worse for the Nationalists. In 

March, the Sichuanese city of Chengdu was roiled by the first of two rice riots, 

precipitated by widespread hoarding among merchants and skyrocketing rice prices.98 

Then, in April, forces in the area–already battered by the Winter Offensive–noted 

increased enemy presence and activity on the Yangtze between Shanghai and Hankou. 

 
98 For a detailed examination of the episode, see Chen Mo, “Mihuang, michao liang chongzou: 1940 nian 
Chengdu de liangshi weiji,” Kangri zhanzheng yanjiu 2 (2019): 50–67.  
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The various central China War Zone Command Headquarters collectively asserted that 

the 11th Army were preparing to advance along the Xiang(yang)-Hua(yuan) highway 

toward Shashi and Yichang, and braced for the impeding battle. The battlefield had stark 

topographical markers which determined the Nationalist defensive formation. The 

formidable Tongbai and Dahong mountains, strongholds of the 5th War Zone, served as 

the left and right wings of the Nationalist defense respectively. Sun Lianzhong (孫連仲 

1893–1990) commanded the left wing, comprising both the regular 2nd Army and 

guerrilla units, while Zhang Zizhong (張自忠 1891–1940) took charge of the 29th Army 

Group, 33rd Army Group and 55th Army on the right. Correctly foreseeing that the 

dangerous breadth between the two ranges would draw in Japanese forces, the 

Nationalists also deployed the 11th and 45th Army, 127th Division, and one guerrilla 

company to defend the valley. Across the battlefield, the Huai, Tang and Xiang Rivers 

acted as natural lines of defense, as the Japanese would have to hazard perilous crossings 

across all three in order to advance on Yichang. For this reason, Guo Chan’s Yangtze 

Upriver Defense Army would play a cardinal role in the Nationalist defense. 

Additionally, Sun’s left wing constructed their first defense lines across the Huai, while a 

portion of Zhang’s right wing was deployed to defend the west bank of the Xiang.99 

Toward the Japanese rear, the Henan-Hubei-Anhui Border Zone Guerrilla Force (Yu-E-

 
99 “Diwu zhanqu Zao-Yi huizhan jingguo ji jiantao” (1940), in Zhonghua minguo shi dang’an ziliao 
huibian vol. 5, 2nd edition, Junshi 3, ed. Second Historical Archives of China (Nanjing: Jiangsu guji 
chubanshe publication date unknown), 309–12, accessed via KRPT.  
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Wan bianqu youji budui 豫鄂皖邊區游擊部隊) and the 21st Army Group, which had 

opened a guerrilla front in the Dabie mountains, descended on the now-occupied Ping-

Han railway to hinder enemy supply and communication lines.  

On May 1, the 11th Army again ventured beyond its operational boundaries and 

advanced toward Yichang, dragging 3rd, 5th and 9th War Zone forces into the largest battle 

since Wuhan. By May 31, the Japanese 3rd, 13th and 39th Divisions had run over the city 

of Zaoyang. The Chinese had also suffered the loss of Zhang Zizhong, who had perished 

while fighting on the frontlines with the 93rd Division. The Nationalists fatefully gambled 

that logistical limitations precluded a Japanese crossing of the Xiang toward the prized 

cities of Shashi and Yichang. Chiang cabled 5th War Zone Commander Li not to wait idly 

for a seemingly unlikely assault, and to seek out the Japanese instead. Li moved his main 

forces as far east of the river as the Dahong mountains. This, however, left the 

Nationalists wide open for two long southward swings by the 3rd and 39th Divisions from 

Xiangyang and Yicheng, mirrored by a shorter westward crossing of the Xiang by the 

13th Division at Shayang.  

With the Yangtze Defense Army’s fortifications along the Xiang River overrun, the 

Yangtze itself became the Nationalists’ final bastion. The 2nd and 18th Armies, 

commanded by Li Tingnian, braced themselves on the northern bank of the Yangtze, 

right outside Yichang city. But Chinese forces west of the Xiang were too sparse. Chen 

Cheng, whom Chiang Kai-shek had hastily deployed to salvage the situation, judged that 

by this time, the Japanese had achieved a fait accompli. “Even before my arrival in 
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Yichang,” he wrote in his memoirs, “I already knew what the result would be.”100 The 

13th Division entered Yichang on June 12. At this point, there was disagreement among 

the higher echelons of Japanese military authority over whether the capture of Yichang 

should be permanent, as this had not been the initial intention. The 11th Army received 

orders to withdraw, only to then immediately receive new orders to the opposite effect. 

On June 16, it turned round and permanently occupied Yichang.  

Even after factoring in Japanese technological advantages in the form of tanks, 

airplanes and poison gas, it was undeniable that the battle had revealed glaring Chinese 

weaknesses. A Soviet military advisor lambasted the Nationalists’ failure to adequately 

prepare for the Japanese occupation of Yichang, as well as the absence of a robust 

military communications infrastructure which would have facilitated better coordination 

among the three war zones.101 The caliber of commanders and foot soldiers alike came 

under scrutiny in most post-battle investigations. Chen Cheng noted that many soldiers 

were fresh recruits who had yet to receive basic training. He also alluded to malnutrition 

in the barracks, which rendered soldiers, already weak and malnourished at the time of 

conscription, wholly unfit to climb mountains, let alone engage in combat with the 

Japanese units staked out at the peaks.102 At least, he remarked ruefully, local civilians 

had demonstrated their patriotism by aiding in military transport, and when troops 

 
100 Chen Cheng, Chen Cheng huiyilu: Kangri zhanzheng (Beijing: Dongfang chubanshe, 2009), 100.  
101 “Sulian zongguwen Fu’er gen [Kaqianuofu] jiantao Yichang shixian yuanyin ji muqian zhuyao renwu 
baogao” (July 10, 1940), in Zhonghua minguo shi dang’an ziliao huibian vol. 5, 2nd edition, Junshi 3, ed. 
Second Historical Archives of China (Nanjing: Jiangsu guji chubanshe publication date unknown), 303–5. 
102 “Chen Cheng jiantao Xiangxi zhanyi shibai yuanyin ji youdian midian” (October 17, 1940), in Guomin 
zhengfu kangzhan shiqi junshi dang’an xuanji, vol. 2, 883. 
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marched through Gezhouba just outside Yichang city, its inhabitants had prostrated 

themselves out of respect and prepared meals in offering.103 Multiple reports also 

lamented the inadequacy of river defenses, particularly along the Xiang River and 

Yangtze. Indeed, Guo Chan shouldered the bulk of the blame for the loss of Yichang. 

Removed from his position, court-martialed, and handed a five-year sentence, it took no 

less than a personal appeal from Chen to Chiang for him to secure a chance at redemption 

a year later.104  

The loss of Yichang was disastrous for the Nationalists. As a post-battle report noted, 

enemy occupation of Shashi and Yichang was sufficient to rend the entire China theater 

in half by conferring on the Japanese control of the Yangtze right to the heart of the 

country. (The original text uses the term “Dajiang nanbei” (大江南北), for which the 

literal translation is “north and south of the Great River [the Yangtze].” The phrase 

typically refers to “all of China.” Its use here was grimly apropos in that the rending of 

the country was literally along the Yangtze.) As a British observer from the Hong Kong 

and Shanghai Banking Corporation wrote, “The capture of Ichang [Yichang]…cuts off 

the important waterways from Hunan and the easy and direct movement of goods from 

that very productive province, and from more Eastern provinces, to Szechuan 

 
103 Ibid. 
104 In 1941, he was restored to the rank of major, and served as the acting chief-of-staff in Chen’s 6th War 
Zone Command Headquarters.  
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[Sichuan].”105 The severance of Sichuan from the rice surplus provinces of Hunan, Anhui 

and Jiangxi, and the war zones from Sichuanese grain, exacerbated the generally poor 

distribution of rice throughout China, with surpluses in some regions and virtual famine 

in others. A year later, Chongqing would see its costs of living inflated by as much as 

1,000% above prewar levels. Yet, in parts of fertile Hunan, the cost of rice, the key 

determinant of costs of living, would fall back to prewar levels.106 News regarding 

Yichang alone could rock the rice market in the rear zone. When, during the 2nd Battle of 

Changsha (September 6–October 8 1941), the Nationalists briefly recaptured Yichang, 

rice prices in Chengdu fell significantly in hopeful anticipation of restoring transportation 

between Sichuan and central China; when the Japanese wrested it back, prices returned to 

stratospheric levels.107 

For its centrality to grain movement, Yichang remained in Nationalist strategic minds 

as a major objective for the rest of the war. In the aftermath of the battle, new war plans 

for the defense of the capital invariably pivoted on the eventual recapture of both 

Yichang and Shashi. The transshipment hub would also emerge frequently in dialogues 

with Allied representatives regarding military aid. John Carter Vincent, Counselor to the 

US Embassy in Chongqing, reported in July 1942 that Chen Cheng had advocated to him 

 
105 Letter from Mr. W.C. Cassel of the Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking Corporations, forwarded to Sir 
John Brennan, Foreign Office (February 24, 1941), in Situation in China–Memoranda On, FO371/27715, 
accessed via Archives Direct. 
106 Letter from Ian Morrison, forwarded to Ashley Clarke, Foreign Office (June 3, 1941), in Situation in 
China–Memoranda On, FO371/27715, accessed via Archives Direct.  
107 Lu Dayue, “Kangzhan shiqi guotongqu de liangshiwenti ji Guomindang zhengfu de zhanshi liangshi 
zhengce,” Minguo dang’an 4 (1989): 100.  
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an attempt at the recapture of Yichang, promising “immediately advantageous results.”108 

George Atcheson, the US chargé in China, reiterated this sentiment in May 1943 against 

the backdrop of the Battle of Western Hubei (May 12–June 3 1943), the product of 

renewed Japanese efforts to force their way past Yichang and up the Yangtze toward 

Chongqing. According to him, Wong Wen-hao, Minister of Economic Affairs, and “some 

other economically minded Chinese” were of the strong opinion that “if the Chinese 

could recapture and hold Ichang and the hinterland leading into southern Hupeh and 

Hunan, and if they could also hold the Hunan area, the flow of produce and cotton into 

Free China would soon reduce the cost of food and clothing by 50%.”109 As long as it 

remained in enemy hands, however, the Nationalists would have to adapt to new strategic 

and logistical realities. 

 

Defending the Three Gorges 

Situated along the middle segment of the Yangtze, the Three Gorges has enamored 

inhabitants and travelers throughout the centuries with its majesty. Tang dynasty poets Li 

Bai (李白 701–62) and Du Fu (杜甫 712–70)–towering figures in China’s pantheon of 

 
108 Memorandum by the Counselor of Embassy in China (Vincent) to the Ambassador in China (Gauss) 
[enclosure] (July 22, 1942), Foreign Relations of the United States Diplomatic Papers, 1942, China, eds. 
G. Bernard Noble and E.R. Perkins (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1956), 
document 177 [http://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1942China/d177]. 
109 Telegram from Chargé in China (Atcheson) to the Secretary of State (May 28, 1943), Foreign Relations 
of the United States Diplomatic Papers, 1942, China, eds. G. Bernard Noble and E.R. Perkins 
(Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1956), document 46 
[http://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1942China/d46]. 
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literary geniuses–enshrined the grandeur of the Gorges in their works (Li Bai’s Xia 

Jiangling 「下江陵」; Du Fu’s Denggao 「登高」). During the war, however, the 

Nationalists were concerned with its function as the new “axis” (zhouxin 軸心) of regular 

field army activity.110 Wartime Nationalist lines of defense, and the accompanying grain 

storage networks, followed the natural curvatures of the Yangtze to wield the precarious 

rock walls of the Gorges as shields against potential Japanese invaders. The first and 

briefest of the Gorges, Qutang Gorge, begins in Fengjie in modern-day Chongqing 

Municipality and ends in Wushan. The second, Wu Gorge, carries on eastward to Badong 

in Hubei province. Xiling Gorge, the longest of the three at 36 kilometers, stretches from 

Zigui in Hubei to Nanjingguan in Yichang city. If the Japanese encroached further west 

of Yichang along the Yangtze, they could throttle the Nationalists by severing the flow of 

grain and other provisions between central China and the Great Rear Zone–or sail straight 

into the seat of Nationalist power nested at the end of the Three Gorges. The military 

significance of the Three Gorges, then, is encapsulated in its historic name. The English 

word “gorge” comes from the French term for “throat” or “neck.” Indeed, after Yichang, 

the Three Gorges became the jugular vein of the Nationalist wartime body: critical, and 

therefore a grave vulnerability.  

The General Staff enshrined the Three Gorges’ role as the “doorway to Sichuan” in its 

overarching plan for the defense of Chongqing (Gongwei xingdu zuozhan jihua 拱衛行都

 
110 “Junshi weiyuanhui ni ‘Changjiang shangyou yaosai shoubei jihua’” (August 1940), in Guomin zhengfu 
kangzhan shiqi junshi dang’an xuanji, vol. 1, 341. 
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作戰計畫), enacted in August 1940.111 The monumental task of protecting the Three 

Gorges fell on two fortress commands, which together spanned its entire length. Yichang-

Badong (Yi-Ba) Fortress Command (Yi-Ba yaosaiqu 宜巴要塞区) protected Xiling 

Gorge. The importance of this Command cannot be overstated. The first fort in its chain 

of four, Shibei town, is only 20 kilometers away from Yichang city. After the loss of the 

latter, the humble settlement, no more than 100 households, grew exponentially in 

military importance. The stone wall in its name is situated on a sharp right bend of the 

Yangtze, serving as the first barrier on the way to Chongqing. Thus, Yi-Ba Fortress 

Command acted as the first line of defense against any Japanese advancements on the 

heart of Nationalist power. Further west, Badong-Wanxian (Ba-Wan) Fortress Command 

(Ba-Wan yaosaiqu 巴万要塞区) protected Wu and Qutang Gorges. Each was equipped 

with floating mines and smokescreens on the water and mobile artillery (mortars and tank 

guns) on the banks to prevent enemy landings. In the event of a Japanese assault, the forts 

would coordinate their defense with the regular army counterparts of the 6th War Zone, of 

which it was a part.  

In its second configuration in July 1940, the 6th War Zone encompassed a strategically 

pivotal swathe of central China: the western, unoccupied portions of Hubei and Hunan, 

and eastern Sichuan and Guizhou. Here, troops were arranged into a longitudinal line of 

defense emerging from Xiling Gorge and passing through Taoyuan, Cili, and Hejiaping, 

 
111 “Junlingbu ni ‘Gongwei xingdu zuozhan jihua’” (July 1940), in Guomin zhengfu kangzhan shiqi junshi 
dang’an xuanji, vol. 1, 337–41.  
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with the goal of entrapping west-bound enemy troops in the mountains of Hubei and 

Hunan. The concentration of troops around the Three Gorges would also enable an 

eventual counteroffensive on Yichang, then on Jingzhou and Wuhan.112 The 6th War Zone 

was the new lynchpin of China’s defense policy, a reality captured in the slogan “6th War 

Zone first” (Diliu zhanqu diyi 第六戰區第一).  

In command of the 6th War Zone was 44-year-old Chen Cheng. Like Chiang Kai-shek, 

he was a Zhejiang native and a graduate of Baoding Military School–two factors that 

contributed to his position as Chiang’s closest confidante. His power within the 

Nationalist hierarchy was reflected in a formidable list of political portfolios, including 

Secretary of the Sanmin Doctrine Youth League and Chief of the Military Affairs 

Commission’s Political Bureau. Since the outbreak of war, he had also commanded key 

campaigns, reinforcing General Zhang Zhizhong (張治中 1890–1969) at the Battle of 

Shanghai and overseeing the defense of Wuhan. This plethora of responsibilities, 

however, rendered him unable to focus his energies. On June 2, 1940, while on a ship 

rushing toward Yichang, he wrote to Chiang expressing his worry that he was being 

stretched too thin. “Outwardly, I agonize over the grand strategy of the war,” he wrote, 

“and inwardly, I agonize over my inability to devote myself to my duties. I turn things 

over in my mind day and night, and am greatly troubled.” He requested to be relieved of 

his positions as Political Bureau Chief and Secretary of the Youth League in order to 

 
112 Chen, Chen Cheng huiyilu, 104.  
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focus on military defense and “atone for my past transgressions” (yishu qianshu 以贖前

愆). The fall of Yichang lent his appeals a new sense of urgency. In August, he was 

jointly appointed Commander of 6th War Zone and provincial head of Hubei, with 

headquarters at Enshi, where he would remain until 1943.  

Chen understood the precariousness of his position. With the Japanese at Yichang, the 

re-establishment of the 6th War Zone seemed to him a desperate stopgap–the equivalent 

of “bolting the stable after the horse has gotten loose” (wangyang bulao 亡羊補牢). To 

make matters worse, the war zone featured treacherous terrain and primitive transport 

infrastructure. Only portions of its territory were grain-producing; much of eastern 

Sichuan traditionally suffered deficits and relied on imports from neighboring Hunan to 

meet its needs. The rear zone provinces, including Sichuan, Guizhou and Yunnan, were 

already under immense pressure to provide for a population swelled by millions of 

civilian refugees. The abrupt transfer of whole armies into a war zone in response to 

changing military circumstances only added to the strain on the rear zone’s food base. 

Hostilities in 1942, for example, resulted in the addition of three armies originally from 

the 9th War Zone into the 6th.113 Hunan province, a key source of military grain for both 

the 6th and 9th War Zones, had a disproportionate number of troops stationed on its soil, 

because of the strategic focus toward central China. Despite being a traditional grain 

 
113 “Diliu zhanqu buji jielüe” (1943), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 17, ed. Second 
Historical Archives of China (Beijing: Jincheng chubanshe, 2019), 520.  
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basket, it struggled to keep up with provisioning demands, particularly after the 

disruptions of major battles at Changsha and Changde.114 

It was just as well, then, that Chen of all leaders had been appointed commander. (He 

was also the nominal commander of the 9th War Zone, although Xue Yue exercised actual 

control.) His memoirs reflect an astute concern for logistics, especially in relation to 

grain. If China’s war had assumed a protracted nature by the turn of the 1940s, then the 

continuation of such a war rested on grain.115 Chen thus identified the obtainment of 

military grain as his primary challenge.  

 

Military Grain Policies: Sichuan and the 6th War Zone  

The military grain policies enacted in the 6th War Zone underscored its position as the 

juncture between the frontlines and home front. The Yangtze and its main tributaries 

served as the connecting seams. The 6th War Zone drew its military grain from four main 

sources: the portion of the Dongting plains in unoccupied northwestern Hunan; 

unoccupied central and western Hubei; the Fuling-Wanxian area to the northeast of 

Chongqing city; and the Youyang-Xiushan-Qianjiang-Pengshui area at the junction of 

Chongqing, Hubei, Hunan and Guizhou. Each of these areas owed its fertility to the 

Yangtze River system. The contributing counties in Hubei were all situated along the 

Yangtze. Dongting Lake is a flood basin of the Yangtze, and serves as an outlet for 

 
114 “Dijiu zhanqu minguo sanshiyinian liuyuefen junliang buji yewu jiantao shubiao” (1942), in Kangzhan 
junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 17, 204.  
115 Chen, Chen Cheng huiyilu, 212.  
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excess water when the latter overflows. Fuling and Wanxian are both situated on the 

banks of the Yangtze–Fuling sits at the intersection between the Yangtze and Wu River–

while the You-Xiu-Qian-Peng area in southeastern Chongqing is also nurtured by the 

Yangtze’s waters. The latter two used to be Chongqing’s most impoverished regions; as a 

saying went, one only needed to take their children on a tour of either place to teach them 

about hardship (“Yang’er buyong jiao, Xi-You Qian-Peng zou yizao”「養兒不用教，酉

秀黔彭走一遭」). During the war, however, their agricultural output became essential to 

the defense of the capital.  

Military grain was divided into two categories: regular provisions (jingchang buji 經

常補給) and storage. A 1941 plan reflects the distribution of the 6th War Zone’s food 

sources. Based on a daily individual ration of 22 liang of grain for roughly 600,000 men, 

the 6th War Zone would require 1.5 million dabao (大包) of rice for the year. 2.5 million 

dan was to be obtained from Hunan (i.e. the Dongting area), 2 million dan from Sichuan, 

and 500,000 dan from Hubei. The total amount would be sufficient not just to meet the 

6th War Zone’s consumption quota, but also three months’ worth of reserves.116 The 6th 

War Zone, too, aimed to have three months’ worth of grain at hand, which amounted to 

some 300,000 dabao of rice.117 Half of this amount was to be transported by the Rear 

 
116 “Diliu zhanqu minguo sanshinian shiyuefen junliang buji yewu jiantaobiao” (October 1941), in 
Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 16, 470. 
117 Officially, according to the Department of Administration, each dabao held 200 jin, or 100 kilograms. 
However, manual calculations based on the numbers provided in Nationalist tabulations of grain reflect a 
range of weights for dabao (大包) (literally “large bags” of grain or salt), from 2.67 (around 133 
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Services Department along the Yangtze and its tributaries from Sichuan; the rest was to 

be purchased locally in frontline vicinities by the Department of Military Administration 

(Junzhengbu 軍政部). The two Fortress Commands were the exception to this rule: each 

was to store six, not three, months’ worth of grain for four divisions. Because all potential 

landing positions and overland routes to the forts had been destroyed to prevent Japanese 

advances, fortress personnel had to rely on substantial grain reserves for sustenance, or, 

as a last resort, negotiate disbursements from regular armies stationed nearby.118  

Since most military grain would be transported on the Yangtze and its tributaries, 

supply lines and storage networks were drawn using the Yangtze as an orienting device. 

The Yangtze Upriver Defense Army’s grain reserves were situated along the river for the 

length of the Three Gorges, stretching from Shibei through Qutang Gorge to Wanxian. 

The rest of the war zone was divided into two regions north and south of the Yangtze 

(Jiangbei Jiangnan 江北江南). The main provisioning line on the northern bank 

connected Nantuo to Zigui and Badong. There were two lines to the south. One kept 

closer to the southern bank, running from Zigui to Caojiafan; the other meandered away 

from the Yangtze along the Qing River, a major tributary, passing through Changyang.119 

 
kilograms) to three dan. Possible explanations for this discrepancy are that some measurements for rice 
occurred after husking, as well as the lack of standardized weighing equipment throughout China.  
118 As was the case with many other regular armies, they were expected to cooperate with civilians living 
within fortified regions to grow vegetables and keep livestock. Civilians were also expected to aid in 
transporting foodstuffs and completing other logistical tasks. See “Guomindang zhengfu ni Changjiang 
shangyou shoubei jihua” (August 1940), Zhonghua minguo shi dang’an ziliao huibian vol. 5, 2nd edition, 
Junshi 1, ed. Second Historical Archives of China (Nanjing: Jiangsu guji chubanshe, publication date 
unknown), 676–79, accessed via KRPT. 
119 “Changjiang shangyou Jiangfang bingzhan wei chaocheng Jiangfang junliang tunbu jihua shi zhi 
Houfang qinwubu daidian” (September 26, 1940), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 16, 39. 
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Grain from the Dongting region was handed to Military Grain Bureau outposts or 

military depots at important riverine counties, including Changyang, Badong and Enshi. 
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The Yangtze River system featured a vast array of transport means, from 2,000-ton 

steamships to humble wooden boats (muchuan 木船) between 60 and 100 tons. 

Additionally, beyond Yichang, special steamers were required to navigate the rapids of 

the Gorges. Thus, the junk and wooden boat, in their varying sizes, remained the staple of 

transport on the middle course of the Yangtze. Joseph Earle Spencer (1907–84), an 

American geographer employed by the China Salt Revenue Administration between 1932 

and 1938, marveled at the ingenuity of their designs. “Every lake or stream,” he 

observed, “finds a different model of boat produced by those who travel upon its waters,” 

“with special features of design which denote the home village or stream.” The largest 

cargo junks, 100 feet long, were guided through the Gorges toward Chongqing in a 

tedious process of towing and rowing. “Trackers” tugged the junk upriver, navigating 

their own way across the Gorge cliffs. The trip downriver was less laborious, but the 

largest junks required up to 20 oarsmen on deck.120 These were “China’s Volga 

boatmen,” as the National Geographic Society called them; “the most useful motor on 

this stretch of river” despite the advent of steam power.121 The wooden boat also became 

of vital importance. Many larger vessels had been sunk in Japanese bombings, resulting 

in an urgent need for a replacement fleet of wooden boats. In 1941, the Yangtze Boat 

 
120 Joseph Earle Spencer, “Junks of the Yangtse,” The China Press, August 26, 1939, Proquest. Spencer, a 
geographer educated at Berkeley, left China in 1940 for a teaching position at UCLA, but returned to 
service in 1942. He became the Chief of the Research and Analyses Branch of the Office of Strategic 
Services at Chongqing. After the war, he continued to teach at UCLA with a focus on East and Southeast 
Asia and cultural geography.  
121 “Refugees Crowd Chinese Capital,” Battle Creek, Michigan, December 20, 1938, Proquest. Text is 
reprint of a National Geographic Society Headquarters Bulletin.  
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Construction Office received its largest order from the National Grain Management 

Bureau, set up in 1940, which required more than 500 boats for the shipment of grain. 

Between 1939 and 1945, 2,671 new wooden boats, with a combined tonnage of around 

42,900, were built in Sichuan and other rear zone provinces.122 It was this range of 

traditional vessels, and the vernacular expertise which surrounded their operation, which 

pumped grain and other military provisions, the “lifeblood” of the war, through the 

Nationalist jugular.  

As part of the militarization of the Great Rear Zone, all vessels (steamers and large 

junks) sailing downriver came under the purview of the Sichuan Shipping Main Office 

(Sichuan chuanbo zongduibu四川船舶總隊部). These had been established in August 

1939 in various provinces by order of the Military Affairs Commission to centralize 

control of riverine operations and facilitate increased wartime traffic. They kept a registry 

of all civilian vessels and were empowered to requisition them for military use.123 In 

Sichuan, the Office organized the transportation of military provisions in cooperation 

with the Department of Military Administration’s Middle Yangtze Military Grain 

Transshipment Office (Chuanjiang junliang jieyunchu 川江軍糧接運處). It collated the 

tonnages of local shipping lines, and stipulated a military grain quota for each one.124  

 
122 Gong Xuesui, Zhongguo zhanshi jiaotongshi (Shangwu yinshuguan, place of publication unknown, 
1947), 216.  
123 “Junweihui zhanshi chuanbo junyun zanxing tiaoli” (August 19, 1939), in Zhongguo zhanshi shoudu 
dang’an wenxian, vol. 2, Zhanshi jiaotong, eds. Chang Yunping, Zheng Hongquan, Xu Bin (Taipei: 
Songye wenhua, 2019), 57.  
124 “Houfangqinwubu shangtao Chuansheng liangshi yunshu tanhua huiyi jilu” (January 3, 1941), in 
Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 19, 40. 
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On paper, this seemed like a workable arrangement. Despite being cut off from the 

grain surplus provinces of Anhui and Jiangxi, and from the occupied portions of Hubei 

east of Yichang, the 6th War Zone could still draw on the home front, to which it was 

connected, and from free parts of Hubei and Hunan. Invariably, however, the delivery of 

military grain suffered heavy delay. In October 1940, Peng Xitong (彭熙同 1894–1964), 

head of the Management Office of the Rear Services Department, reported that “not a 

single grain” of the 150,000 dabao of rice earmarked as half of the three-month storage 

quota had been delivered from Sichuan. This was despite his persistent communications 

to Sichuan provincial authorities, who had previously agreed to draw on its 1940 reserve 

of husked rice to meet the quota. The other 150,000 dabao had been directly purchased or 

reserved by the armies, but could not be transported to them in a timely manner.125 As of 

June 1941, the situation had hardly improved. The 150,000 dabao of Sichuan rice still 

had yet to make an appearance, and the other purchased 150,000 dabao remained piled 

up on the bank of Dongting Lake.126 Between January and April 1941, the 6th War Zone 

Military Depot Inspection Department (Diliu zhanqu bingzhan zongjianbu 第六戰區兵站

總監部) calculated that the war zone was lagging substantially behind its quotas from all 

four designated sources. It was missing 137,440 dabao from Sichuan; 137,620 dabao 

 
125 “Houfang qinwubu jinglichu chuzhang Peng Xitong jiantao diliu zhanqu liangshi buji shi zhi buzhang 
Yu Feipeng deng baogao” (October 14, 1940), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 16, 45.  
126 “Qing chougu yanjiang ji Jiangnan yaosai qianfangjunshi wending zhanqu er lishou an (Wang weiyuan 
Luyi deng shiren ti),” in “Guofang zuigao weiyuanhui mishuting wei Guomindang wujie bazhong quanhui 
weiyuan tiyi chougu yanjiang ji Jiangfang yaosai qianfang junliang shi yu Junshi weiyuanhui deng laiwang 
wenshu” (April 30–June 4, 1941), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 8, 357. 
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from Hunan; and 66,740 dabao from Hubei, for a total deficit of 340,900 dabao (out of 

an expected 842,010).127 Even after accounting for local misreporting, intentional or 

otherwise, the numbers reflect the reality that a significant proportion of military grain 

quotas simply never arrived. According to Wang Luyi, an inspector from the Military 

Affairs Commission, the Yi-Ba and Ba-Wan Fortress Commands were also in such 

shortage of provisions that their men could only afford to have corn soup three times a 

day, and rice once every two days. The corn in question was, in fact, the staple of local 

inhabitants, seized for the troops’ consumption. By June 1941, some units had even run 

out of local corn altogether. Famished and emaciated, these troops could hardly be 

expected to keep up discipline and morale, let alone stage a defense. “Those in the rear 

zones cannot begin to imagine the severity of the situation,” Wang reported to the 

Commission. “My colleagues and I do not dare, and cannot bear, to keep silent.”128 

The 6th War Zone’s logistical conundrum revealed three key realities. The first was 

China’s deeply agrarian character and its vulnerability to natural disasters. This was most 

obvious in Hubei, which was blighted by continuous droughts after 1940. To begin with, 

Hubei was not as fertile as Hunan and Sichuan, and much of its productive land had 

already fallen to the Japanese. That the droughts coincided with the ongoing Huayuankou 

floods in neighboring Henan only amplified their devastation. As both a military 

 
127 “Diliu zhanqu bingzhan zongjianbu wei chengbao jieshou minguo sanshiniandu Chuan-Xiang-E junliang 
shi zhi Houfangqinwubu buzhang Yu Feipeng daidian” (May 16, 1942) in Kangzhan junliang dang’an 
xuanbian, vol. 16, 503–4.  
128 “Qing chougu yanjiang ji Jiangnan yaosai qianfangjunshi wending zhanqu er lishou an (Wang weiyuan 
Luyi deng shiren ti),” in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 8, 357. 
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commander and provincial governor, Chen Cheng was caught between procuring grain 

for military consumption, and alleviating civilian suffering. The ruthless extraction of 

grain drove local inhabitants to desperate measures. Some frantically sold their land and 

cattle in order to purchase grain to meet their quota; others fled into Communist areas; 

still others committed suicide.129 Wang reported civilians tearfully fleeing from counties 

in both Sichuan and Hubei, such as Xingshan, Zigui, Changyang and Zhijiang.130  

If the first cause of the conundrum lay with the availability of grain, the second lay 

with the difficulty of transporting it. The Yangtze Defense depots reported in September 

1940 that their provisioning woes stemmed not so much from shortages at the point of 

production as from insufficient transport capacity.131 The Yuan River, another of the 

Yangtze’s tributaries which connected Hunan and Sichuan and emptied into Dongting 

Lake, was already congested by some 2,000 vessels belonging to the Salt Bureau and 

Military Ordinance Bureau. Chen Cheng had to send representatives to negotiate for the 

release of vessels from the Military Ordnance Bureau in western Hunan to bolster 

military grain transport instead.132 In one instance, the Rear Services Department had to 

 
129 Chen, Chen Cheng huiyilu, 213.  
130 “Qing chougu yanjiang ji Jiangnan yaosai qianfangjunshi wending zhanqu er lishou an (Wang weiyuan 
Luyi deng shiren ti),” in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 8, 359. 
131 “Changjiang shangyou Jiangfang bingzhan wei chaocheng Jiangfang junliang tunbu jihua shi zhi 
Houfangqinwubu daidian” (September 26,1940), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 16, 39. 
132 “Diliu zhanqu Xianggu yunshu huiyi jilu” (February 8, 1941), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, 
vol. 16, 47.  
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negotiate for the use or purchase of two steamships from an English shipping company, 

as there was insufficient tonnage space to ferry rice from Wanxian.133  

The Yangtze itself, the main conduit of military grain, also constituted a major 

obstacle. As Wang noted, it swelled in the summer and autumn and dwindled in the 

winter, with a difference of as much as 100 feet between high and low water. Riverine 

transport on the Yangtze was especially difficult between January and March due to its 

diminished volume, and only briefly picked up in May and June.134 In juxtaposition to the 

mellow Yangtze Plains, the Gorges were notorious even among foreign observers for 

their treacherous waters. Travel remained hazardous even after the introduction of 

powerful steamers with large rudders to navigate the rapids in the last years of the 19th 

century. “A stranded streamer high up on a shelf in one of the Gorges is mute testimony 

of the river’s unpredictable moodiness,” Anthony Billingham remarked.135 It is unclear 

whether this image was rooted in fact, but the waters of the Three Gorges, with their 

rocks, rapids, and whirlpools, were undoubtedly capricious. The mountainous terrain of 

the region, however, meant that the overland alternative was just as challenging. Within 

counties in Sichuan, the movement of grain to designated collection points along river 

banks often turned out to be the most daunting, because it entailed the tedious use of 

 
133 “Diliu zhanqu junliang jiaojie xiancun gaikuang ji sanshisan jituanjun liangshi choubo yuntun qingxing 
jielūe (1943), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 17, 404.  
134 “Houfang qinwubu shangtao Chuansheng liangshi yunshu tanhua huiyi jilu” (January 3, 1941), in 
Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 19, 40. 
135 Billingham, “War Chills the Life of China’s Greatest River.”  
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porters and horses where minor waterways did not exist.136 However, the sparse 

population of the 6th War Zone meant that there was little local labor to draw on. Difficult 

terrain accounted for the delayed delivery of grain to many units, as it did, for instance, 

for General Zhou Yan’s 75th Army.137  

Even when local labor and transport tools could be obtained, there was the delicate 

question of paying for them. Shipping rates were a constant source of tension between 

military authorities and civilian interests. As early as June 1941, the segment between 

Wanxian (Sichuan) and Enshi (Hubei), which was meant solely for the transport of 

military grain, proved so unprofitable that it was closed off and turned over to 6th War 

Zone Command Headquarters for exclusive use. The unforgiving conditions of service 

often damaged already fragile civil-military relations. “The people are like water,” Chen 

Cheng claimed to have constantly reminded his colleagues, citing a phrase often 

attributed to the Warring States philosopher Xunzi (荀子 316–237BC). “They can float a 

boat, or they can sink it.”138 The metaphor was remarkably apt. Chen recounted how 

some boatmen, exasperated by the low stipulated rates of remuneration for riverine 

transport in Sichuan and the complications of actually receiving payment, literally sank 

their boats and the grain on them in protest.139  

 
136 “Houfang qinwubu shangtao Chuansheng liangshi yunshu tanhua huiyi jilu” (January 3, 1941), in 
Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 19, 40. 
137 “Houfang qinwubu jinglichu chuzhang Peng Xitong jiantao diliu zhanqu liangshi buji shi zhi buzhang 
Yu Feipeng deng baogao” (October 14, 1940), “Houfangqinwubu shangtao Chuansheng liangshi yunshu 
tanhua huiyi jilu” (January 3, 1941), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 16, 49. 
138 Chen, Chen Cheng huiyilu, 209. 
139 Ibid, 106.  
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The clash of agendas prompted the Ministry of Transport to convene a conference in 

November 1943. Representatives from commercial shipping guilds (tongye gonghui 同業

公會), with operations throughout the Yangtze River system, expressed strong grievances 

about the gap between low shipping rates and ever-increasing costs of operation. This gap 

was both a function of inflation, and a consequence of varying sailing conditions on the 

Yangtze’s tributaries. The guild for the Min River, for example, demanded a price raise 

of 100% to cover periods of low water; the guild for the Qian River demanded a 150% 

raise to factor in the river’s exceptional shallowness, which made transport difficult.140 

On their part, government bodies involved in military transport, including the two 

aforementioned Offices and the Rear Services Department, reiterated that government 

finances were finite. In the end, shipping rates were raised between 70 and 150%, despite 

having already been raised an average of 82% between January and September of that 

year.141 Boat drivers were also frustrated by the perennial shortage of crewmen and barge 

haulers, which delayed their journeys and cost them precious time.142  

The final obstacle to the timely delivery of grain was the volatility of the situation in 

the Hubei-Hunan portion of the 6th War Zone. The Dongting region, one of the key 

sources of military grain for both the 6th and 9th War Zones, was also perilously close to 

enemy lines. Hostilities regularly compelled Chen Cheng to organize the urgent 

 
140 “Jiaotongbu Changjiang hangzhengju xiuding Sichuan sheng gehe muchuan yunshu xianjia huiyi jilu” 
(November 6, 1943), in Zhongguo zhanshi shoudu dang’an wenxian, 151. 
141 Ibid, 152–53.  
142 “Houfang qqinwubu zhaoji diliu zhanqu junliang yunshu huiyi jilu” (October 22, 1941), in Kangzhan 
junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 19, 182.  
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transportation of grain deeper behind the frontlines to ensure that it did not enrich the 

enemy instead (yimian zidi 以免資敵). Out of Hunan’s yearly 2.5 million dan grain 

quota, Chen ordered the rush-transport (qiangyun 搶運, on which more in Chapter Five) 

of some 150,000 dan to the rear.143 The Hunan provincial government was allocated 5 

million yuan for this purpose alone. Then, between late 1942 and early 1943, it grew 

aware of a concentration of 10,000 Japanese men around Shashi and Shayang in 

preparation for a forced crossing of the Xiang River and southward into Changde. Hubei 

and Hunan authorities worked frantically with military logistical agencies to rush-

transport grain out of the Japanese’s reach. Around the clock, staff from military depots 

and Military Grain Bureau outposts in the 6th and 9th War Zones organized the ferrying of 

grain out of central Hubei, as well as out of Nanxian, Huarong, Fengxian and Anxiang in 

Hunan. Once this grain reached Hefu and Jinshi, Hunan’s transfer points, it could be 

forwarded further into the safety of the 6th War Zone. As was the case further upstream in 

Sichuan, however, transport fees threatened to bottleneck the process. The 5 million yuan 

budget proved insufficient to keep up with the effects of inflation.144 Hunan also lacked 

the manpower and transport tools to meet the time-sensitive demands of such operations. 

Consequently, He Yingqin, Chief of General Staff, wrote to the Ministry of Grain in 

 
143 “Diliu zhanqu minguo sanshinian shiyuefen junliang buji yewu jiantaobiao” (October 1941), in 
Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 16, 455. 
144 Telegram from Cheng Maoxing to Liangshibu (December 9, 1942), in Xiangsheng qiangyun junliang 
an, no. 119000006531A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica, Xindian, Taiwan.  
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January 1943, expressing his concern about disruptions in the delivery of regular 

provisions to military units.145  

In these ways, the experiences of the 6th War Zone exemplified those throughout the 

rest of the country. To be sure, there were important differences. Other provinces, such as 

Jiangxi and Fujian, boasted more sophisticated riverine transport infrastructures and were 

blessed with easier terrain. Some areas fared worse than others; the 5th and 3rd War 

Zones, for example, had to wrestle first with the devastating Yellow River flooding, and 

then with the onset of famine in Henan in 1942. Nonetheless, the 6th War Zone 

highlighted Nationalist China’s three main provisioning challenges. Firstly, its agrarian 

economy made its provisioning model extremely susceptible to poor harvests or crop 

failure, the results of drought and the wartime displacement of farming communities. 

This was especially the case after the loss of Yichang, which forced war zones like the 6th 

to become self-sufficient. Secondly, stationing hundreds of thousands of troops in a 

region placed incredible strain on its food base. The Dongting region provisioned not 

only the 6th War Zone, but also the 9th; grain from western Hubei was also channeled into 

the 5th. The same quagmire–too many people living off finite and dwindling resources–

existed on a national scale. The influx of a million Japanese consumers dramatically 

exacerbated the fragility of China’s agricultural base, while naval blockades and the 

severance of international supply lines precluded the importation of food. Finally, there 

 
145 Telegram from He Yingqin to Department of Military Administration (January 10, 1943), in Xiangsheng 
qiangyun junliang an, no. 119000006531A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
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was the thorny task of organizing and financing large-scale transportation. Provincial 

governments throughout the country grappled with the gap between limited funds and 

rising transport fees.  

 

Conclusion  

Once they had resigned to attritional warfare, both the Nationalists and Japanese 

turned to the Yangtze River for its “life-giving” properties in order to sustain themselves. 

Rice from the Yangtze Delta fed the Japanese 11th Army, the main operational force in 

China, as well as the occupying forces stationed in the north. Further inland, the 

belligerents vied for the produce of the fertile middle Yangtze Plains. For the 

Nationalists, who had lost large portions of major railways to the enemy and were locked 

in a region with little modern transport infrastructure, the Yangtze’s historical role as the 

“great central highway” of China became cardinal to their survival. The loss of Yichang 

was devastating precisely because it severed the middle course of the Yangtze from the 

lower, cutting the rear zone off from the lowland granaries. However, the splintering of 

the Nationalist theater did not signal complete stoppage or stagnation. Rather, it 

necessitated the rearranging of military grain circuits on more localized scales. China’s 

protracted war came to be sustained by multiple circulatory systems, each fed by regional 

and provincial grain sources. Where these sources were shared across war zones, as were 

those of the 5th, 6th and 9th, these systems were interlaced. As the final chapter will show, 
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the “blood vessels” of these systems–to keep up with bodily metaphors–also crept into 

contested or occupied territory to seize grain from the Japanese.  

The 6th War Zone highlights how logistical machinations melded combat areas with 

the home front. The Yangtze was a thread, hundreds of kilometers long, which literally 

connected the battlefields of central China with the Great Rear Zone. Counties such as 

Fuling and Youyang were interwoven into the zonal military grain procurement network 

as essential nodes of production. Boatmen who had spent their lives on the water, and 

who alone could navigate their home stretches of the Three Gorges, were now the main 

source of motive power behind grain circulation. In this way, these marginalized 

communities, nestled deep in the hinterlands, developed a sudden and immediate 

relevance to the country’s existential struggle. From successive sites of conflict in 

Shanghai, Wuhan, and finally, Yichang, the exigencies of the war rippled down the 

Yangtze in the form of grain extraction, rampant grain price inflation, and the 

militarization of its middle reaches.  
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 RED TAPE AND SUPPLY LINES: LOGISTICAL BUREAUCRACIES AND THE 

MILITARY VOCATION OF SUPPLY  

“Troops can spend centuries unused, but not a day unprepared.” (Bing ke bainian 

buyong, buke yiri bubei「兵可百年不用，不可一日不備。」) So wrote Xu Fen, a 

commentator on military logistics, in 1930. The phrase was likely a reference to the Tang 

historian Li Yanshou (李延壽), who cautioned that a standing army must always be ready 

to march into battle. Xu, too, meant to argue that China needed to brace itself for military 

conflict. At the time of writing, Chiang Kai-shek had just emerged victorious from the 

Northern Expedition and reunited China under his new Nationalist government. But his 

fledgling regime was besieged internally by a Communist presence, and externally by 

Japanese belligerence. Xu’s point was specific: to meet these threats, the Nationalist 

armed forces needed a robust supply system which could feed and arm them at a 

moment’s notice.146  

The decisive importance of supply capacities was on display in the struggle against the 

Japanese. Throughout the war, the Nationalists maintained a fighting force of roughly 5 

million men, enlisting able-bodied men between the ages of 18 and 45 after the 

implementation of universal conscription in 1939. Soldiers received top priority in the 

allocation of foodstuffs (civil servants were next, followed by the civilian population).147 

 
146 Xu Fen, “Xu junxu yishi guwu zhuanke Qingwei shiyou jinglike…” Junxu zazhi 1 (1930): 1.  
147 Jin Pusen, “To Feed a Country at War: China’s Consumption of Grain during the War of Resistance,” 
trans. Larry N. Shyu, in China in the Anti-Japanese War, 1937–1945: Politics, Culture and Society, eds. 
David P. Barrett and Larry N. Shyu (New York: Peter Lang, 2001), 166.  
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Generally, Nationalist army rations stipulated that each soldier should consume between 

22 and 24 liang, or between around 700 and 800 grams, of staple food (rice or flour) 

daily. (This ration was raised to 25 liang of unhusked rice in April 1944).148 This 

amounted to an astounding volume of sustenance. For example, to feed between 4.9 and 

5.3 million men from July 1940 to June 1941, the Chief Military Grain Bureau estimated 

that it had provided 6,902,788 dabao of husked (white) rice (dami 大米), 3,847,894 

dabao of wheat (xiaomai小麥); 2,476,628 dai (袋) of flour (mianfen 麵粉), 2,955 dabao 

of unhusked rice (daogu 稻穀), and 144,715 dabao of coarse cereals (zaliang 雜糧, i.e. 

grains other than wheat and rice). The official conversion rate was one dabao to 200 jin, 

or 100 kilograms, while each dai, or sack, carried 45 jin, or 22.5 kilograms. This did not 

include the amount covered by cash disbursals, which came up to 21,575,697 yuan.149 In 

addition, the Nationalist armies kept around 230,000 mules and horses, which served in 

both frontline and transport capacities.150 A single mule was estimated to chomp on ten 

jin of hay (macao馬草) or up to three jin of wheat bran (fupi 麩皮) or beans (liaodou 料

豆–this referred to soya beans or black beans used as livestock feed) daily. Even if ration 

 
148 Guofangbu shizheng bianyiju, ed., Guojun houqinshi, vol. 4 (Taipei: Guofangbu shizheng bianyiju, 
1987), 240.  
149 Junzhengbu, “Junzhengbu Junliang zongju xiancun junliang tongjibiao,” Kangzhan disan niandu 
junzheng tongji tiyao (place of publication and publisher unknown, 1940), 73, accessed via KRPT; 
Junzhengbu, “Quanguo buji junliang ji daijin shu,” Kangzhan diwu niandu junzheng tongji tiyao (place of 
publication and publisher unknown, 1942), 68, accessed via KRPT. Each xiaobao (小包) carried 40 jin. 
150 Guofangbu shizheng bianyiju, Guojun houqinshi, 241; Ma Guangyuan, “Kangzhan shiqi Guomin 
zhengfu junma buchong jizhi jiqi kunjing,” Nanjing minjian kangri zhanzheng bowuguan, published 
November 3, 2020 [http://www.1937nanjing.org/a/xueshujiaoliu/xueshuyanjiu/2020/1103/3261.html]. 
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figures often represented more of an ideal than the actual amount of food received, the 

sheer amount of food involved–not to mention the size of the China war theater–meant 

that simply keeping the armed forces in existence posed a massive challenge in planning 

and coordination.  

This chapter studies the institutions that handled military grain: firstly, national 

wartime grain management agencies; and, secondly, the quartermaster (junxu 軍需) 

agencies in the Nationalist armed forces. In keeping with the previous chapter, it 

highlights the 1940–41 period as a turning point. During this time, the government made 

two major decisions in response to runaway inflation. Firstly, it separated military pay 

from food provisions in order to ensure that soaring prices did not starve their soldiers. 

Secondly, it began collecting land taxes in kind, i.e. in grain. Together, these measures 

enabled the pivot away from disbursing cash to armies to purchase food locally, and 

toward provisioning them in kind. The chapter then turns to the development of military 

logistics before and during the war, and more specifically, the mechanics of field supply 

(zizhong 輜重). It includes millions of men linked across military rank and physical 

distance by red tape.  

The scramble to establish apparatus and procedures to collect and distribute grain 

tested the Nationalist government’s capacity to govern in a crisis. The repeated overhauls 

within the military institutions examined here represented the Nationalists’ struggle to 

streamline state control of national resources. Bureaucratization was a means of 

structuring warfare, of making it more efficient, more disciplined, and more predictable. 
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This process had begun in preceding decades, when the Nationalist Party and then 

government attempted to monopolize means of violence and eliminate factionalism.151 

Such control became doubly important after the shift to provisioning in-kind, for the 

movement of perishable food was a lot harder to coordinate than the transfer of cash.  

The Nationalist bureaucracy has typically elicited poor reviews. The general narrative 

of inefficiency and corruption, exemplified in Lloyd Eastman’s 1984 Seeds of 

Destruction, is already well-known.152 Although it is unlikely that Xu Kan (徐堪 1888–

1969), the Minister of Grain, brazenly told the nascent People’s Political Council that “no 

honest man seeks to enter the service of my Ministry”–as a wartime informant had 

alleged–Wang Chaoguang finds that corruption was especially rampant in relation to tax 

and grain collection.153 Ch’i Hsi-sheng has also argued that the Nationalists never 

managed to rationalize their military logistics system, and that “logistics remained a 

gaping hole in the Chinese military structure throughout the war.” Logistics was “an 

underdeveloped branch of the military services in China.”154  

Certainly, much grain leaked out of the system due to dishonesty and profiteering. 

However, blanket criticisms of corruption and ineptitude belie three realities. Firstly, they 

do not factor in the near impossibility of the challenge with which the Nationalists were 

 
151 Van de Ven, War and Nationalism in China, 253.  
152 See Eastman, Seeds of Destruction. 
153 Foreign Relations of the United States Diplomatic Papers, 1944, China, vol. VI, eds. E. Ralph Perkins, 
S. Everett Gleason et al (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1967), document 148 
[https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1944v06/d148]; Wang, “The Dark Side of the War,” 251.  
154 Ch’i, “The Military Dimension, 1942–1945,” 171.   
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confronted: waging protracted war in an agrarian society after losing their most important 

sources of revenue (customs, salt and consolidated tax). Even American observers, ever 

quick to lambast the Nationalists’ shortcomings, recognized the magnitude of the task. 

“Even were China’s finances managed with the greatest science, zeal, and honesty,” one 

US State Department official admitted, its wartime economic crisis could only be 

mitigated, not reversed.155 The reforms of 1940 and 1941 were necessary, but also 

represented–as this and subsequent chapters will show–a colossal bureaucratic, political, 

and infrastructural undertaking. The vagaries of China’s agrarianism–differences in 

harvest seasons across provinces, fluctuating harvest volumes, natural disasters–only 

made it harder to systematize grain management.  

Secondly, it was these augmented grain management capacities which enabled the 

Nationalists’ participation in the Allied cause, so vital to the elevation of China’s 

international standing during and after the war. Most accounts of the Burma campaigns 

focus on British and American experiences.156 There is much less on the Chinese 

Expeditionary Force (CEF,Zhongguo yuanzhengjun 中國遠征軍), and virtually nothing 

on exactly how it was fed. This chapter demonstrates that the CEF was largely supported 

by Nationalist logistical systems during the First Burma Campaign (March–May 1942), 

 
155 Foreign Relations of the United States, Diplomatic Papers, 1941, The Far East, vol. V, eds. G. Bernard 
Noble, E. Ralph Perkins, Gustave A. Nuremberger (Washington: United States Government Printing 
Office, 1956), document 657 [https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1941v05/d657]. 
156 On Burma within the context of Allied (and Japanese) grand strategy, see Raymond Callahan, Burma 
1942–1945 (London: Davis-Poynter: 1978); and Graham Dunlop, Military Economics, Culture and 
Logistics in the Burma Campaign, 1942–1945 (London: Routledge, 2009). On the CEF and the First Burma 
Campaign, see Chen Li, “The Chinese Army in the First Burma Campaign,” Journal of Military History 2 
(2013): 43–73.  
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China’s first joint military action with the Allies. It thus challenges claims that the CEF 

was wholly dependent on British supplies. Subsequent chapters will demonstrate that the 

grain acquisitions from the border province of Yunnan continued to sustain the CEF 

between 1943 and 1945. For the CEF, the Allies provided little by way of actual 

foodstuffs. Lend-Lease supplies, which has snatched the bulk of both contemporary and 

academic attention, did not include food for the Chinese, although some Allied 

representatives proffered advice on nutrition science.157 Nationalist military institutions 

therefore kept up a three-year expeditionary effort in addition to the prolonged war at 

home.  

Thirdly, such criticisms obscure the fact that there were men who understood the need 

for reform, and men who were conscientious about their work. Chiang Kai-shek himself 

issued repeated harsh warnings against corruption, and executed high-ranking officials 

for non-compliance. As this chapter shows, there existed a minority of staff officers who 

built their careers on the development of logistics–including an older cousin of Chiang’s–

and who sought to elevate the status of the vocation. Mid- and low-ranking officers who 

 
157 See, for example, the American ration program as part of the Alpha plan, which sought to protect 
Yunnan province from an impending Japanese offensive in late 1944 and early 1945. It should be noted 
that even though American advisors such as Colonel Paul Logan took charge of revamping the Chinese 
ration system, staples and meat were locally procured; Charles F. Romanus and Riley Sunderland, United 
States Army in World War II: China-Burma-India Theater: Time Runs Out in CBI, (Washington, D.C.: 
Center of Military History, United States Army, 1959), 242–47. Here, the “CEF” does not include the 
forces based in India (known as the X-Force) after the fall of Burma in May 1942. (These Nationalist 
divisions made up the bulk of the North Combat Area Command (NCAC), established after May 1942.) 
Instead, it refers to the 11th and 20th Group Armies based in Yunnan under the command of Chen Cheng. 
Yunnan also hosted Chiang’s Kunming Field Headquarters, commanded by Long Yun, the governor of 
Yunnan. Together with the reserve 10th Group Army (Tang Enbo), these forces constituted what the 
Americans called the “Y-Force.”  
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just wanted to do their jobs found themselves victimized by unscrupulous colleagues or 

by bureaucratic loopholes. Wang Chaoguang recognizes that, despite highly publicized 

cases of corruption among high-ranking officials, many ordinary civil servants were law-

abiding and suffered alongside the populace.158 Sweeping verdicts of institutional 

ineffectiveness swallow up individual efforts to push for change or simply to get work 

done.  

The conundrums of logistics personnel are buried in the records of the Ministry of 

Grain. But the chapter also draws extensively on army publications, including the 

Quartermaster Magazine (Junxu zazhi 軍需雜誌), the Army Management Magazine 

(Lujun jingli zazhi 陸軍經理雜誌) and the Rear Services Biweekly (Houfang qinwu 

banyuekan 後方勤務半月刊). As Kwong Chi Man has shown, army journals were an 

important arena for discussion among intellectual officers about military modernization 

in the early 20th century.159 The aforementioned publications were part of this process of 

disseminating tactical and strategic knowledge and pushing for changes in Nationalist 

Revolutionary Army (NRA) doctrine. They were not for profit and did not have a 

readership among the general public. Rather, they sought to foster professional pride 

among those involved in such work. For instance, the Quartermaster Magazine, which 

circulated between 1930 and 1935, was the Quartermaster School’s newsletter, gazette, 

 
158 Wang, “The Dark Side of the War,” 252.  
159 See Kwong Chi Man, “Intellectual Officers, Professional Journals, and Military Change in the Northeast 
and National Revolutionary Armies, 1928–1937,” Journal of Modern Chinese History 11, no. 2: 180–208. 
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handbook and research journal all rolled into one. It solicited opinion editorials and 

research essays on a variety of topics, provided updates about Quartermaster School 

activities, and compiled official decrees related to military provisioning. It was launched 

amidst an agreement among Republican China’s cadre of formally trained logistical 

officers that the vocation needed to be taken more seriously. As Zhang Xuzhong (張敘忠 

1883–unknown), the Quartermaster School’s first principal, noted, Japan was prolific in 

its research publications about logistical science, leaving China in the dust. Yu Feipeng (

俞飛鵬 1884–1966), head of the Rear Services Department, hoped that the launch of the 

Quartermaster Magazine would aid in China’s rehabilitation, enabling it to “catch up 

[with Japan] from behind” (houlai jushang 後來居上).160  

Similarly, the Rear Services Biweekly was run by the Military Depot Inspection 

Department of the 2nd War Zone (Di’er zhanqu bingzhan zongjianbu 第二戰區兵站總監

部) in Shaanxi. Between 1938 and 1940, it published “diaries” of important daily 

developments, and also featured a regular column, “Research on Work at Military 

Depots” (Bingzhan yewu zhi yanjiu 兵站業務之研究), in which officers shared their 

experiences working in different capacities, from running a depot to guarding a grain 

convoy. The Army Management Magazine, published in Chongqing between 1941 and 

1944, was more intellectual in nature and ran argumentative pieces about theories of 

military provisioning and financial management. Given the dearth of literature on 

 
160 Yu Feipeng, “Junxu zazhixu,” Junxu zazhi 1 (1930): 2.  
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logistics–there is virtually nothing even on the Internet on the Army Transport and 

Supply School–these journals are an essential source of information about the 

development of the vocation, and the attitudes and endeavors of the men involved in it.  

There are methodological benefits to examining the details of protocol. Between 

military bases and combat frontlines, the burden of grain transportation literally fell on 

the shoulders of the Supply and Baggage troops (zizhong xinglibing 輜重行李兵), a 

contingent neglected as much in the scholarship on the Nationalist armed forces as during 

the war itself.161 Protocol, as well as the pleas and complaints submitted to superiors by 

grain transport escorts and depot personnel, give us a rare glimpse into the minutiae of 

the lives of men who actually carried out military grain provisioning. In this way, the 

chapter examines grain management from the highest echelons of planning down to the 

final instances of execution. The routines of supply, in turn, allow us to imagine, albeit 

indirectly, the experience of the average common soldier, whose quality of life depended 

most immediately on their Supply counterparts. Moreover, grain management staffers 

often came into regular and direct contact with civilians, dependent as they were on local 

conditions to carry out their duties. In liaising with local inhabitants, they became the key 

arbiters of civil-military relations. 

 
161 One pictorial magazine with English captions, published in 1933, translated yunshu zizhongdui into 
“Commissariat Corps” in English. I have, however, elected not to use the term “commissariat” in order to 
avoid confusion with its political usage in the context of the Soviet Union; prior to 1946, a “People’s 
Commissariat” referred to a body of state administration. Moreover, an army “commissary” is responsible 
only for the provision of food and forage, not of munitions or any other type of matériel. I have thus 
translated zizhong xingli more literally into “Supply and Baggage.”  
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Red Tape: The Bureaucracy Behind Grain Management  

1937–1940 

The Nationalist government had been amassing food resources in defense against the 

Japanese since the early 1930s. Jolted into pre-emptive action by the Japanese invasion of 

Manchuria in 1931 and the Shanghai Incident in 1932, Chiang Kai-shek established and 

chaired the Military Affairs Commission. It acted as the final arbiter of military decision-

making, and was on equal footing with the Executive Yuan. The Commission ordered 

increased agricultural production through the Farmers’ Association (Nonghui 農會). The 

decree included such guidelines as cultivating new land and prohibiting the production of 

rice wine and the planting of “non-essential” crops, such as opium and tobacco. The 

Council also required provinces to construct or repair public granaries to store both 

military and civilian grain.162  

Under the Council’s direct purview was the Rear Services Department. Yu Feipeng 

served as the head of this Department while holding the same portfolio in the Ministry of 

Transport. A native of Zhejiang and Chiang Kai-shek’s cousin, Yu was by this time a 

seasoned logistical planner. Riding on Chiang’s recommendation, he had studied logistics 

in Beijing, and then, in the 1920s, served as the head and deputy head of the Whampoa 

Academy’s management and quartermaster departments respectively. During the 

Northern Expedition, he was the Nationalist chief inspector of logistics.163 Yu was thus 

 
162 Yin Xiqi, Zhanshi liangshi dongyuan wenti (Nanjing: Zhongshan wenhua jiaoyuguan, 1938), 43, 
accessed via KRPT. 
163 Ibid, 265.  
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one of the few Nationalist military officers with proper training and experience in 

logistics (on which more later). Within the wartime Rear Services Department, budgeting 

for and transporting grain provisions respectively came under the Management Office 

(Jinglichu 經理處) and the Transport Office (Yunshuchu 運輸處). More generally, 

military depot inspection departments (zhanqu bingzhan zongjianbu 戰區兵站總監部) 

were set up in each war zone.164  

After the redrawing of war zones at the Nanyue Conference of November 1938, the 

Department’s administrative offices (banshichu 辦事處), which had originally spread out 

across different cities such as Nanchang and Jinhua, were consolidated in Chongqing, 

along with Headquarters itself. Additionally, the two administrative offices in Tianshui 

and Guilin were reinstated as supervisory departments (Tongjianbu 統監部) within the 

Tianshui (Gansu) and Guilin (Guangxi) Field Headquarters (Xingying 行營).165 They 

were to direct logistical operations in the two broad regions Jiangbei and Jiangnan (江北

江南) respectively.166 The Guilin Field Headquarters commanded the 3rd, 4th, 6th, and 9th 

War Zones; the Tianshui Field Headquarters commanded the 1st, 2nd, 5th, 8th and 10th.  

 
164 This was followed by branch inspection departments (bingzhan fenjianbu 兵站分監部), branch 
departments (bingzhan zhibu 兵站支部), depots attached to divisions (shishu fenzhan 師屬分站), and 
stations attached to independent regiments and brigades (duli tuan/lü paichusuo 獨立團、旅派出所). 
165 These zones remained in place until the end of the war with minor changes; the 6th and 7th War Zones, 
for example, underwent cycles of dismissal and reinstatement.  
166 Guofangbu shizheng bianyiju, Guojun houqin shi, 1371. For a comprehensive list of these regional 
offices and chief military depots, their locations, and their personnel-in-charge, see Guofangbu shizheng 
bianyiju, Guojun houqinshi, 100–10; also refer to “Houfang qinwubu suoshu bingzhan jiguan buji xitong 
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The highest authority in wartime mobilization, however, was the Department of 

Military Administration, which was answerable to the Executive Yuan.167 As part of its 

purview of allocating national resources, this Department was responsible for authorizing 

the bulk purchase of grain.168  

 

1940–41: The Move Toward Provisioning in Kind  

In the first two years of the war, benign weather and strong grain harvests secured the 

Nationalists against immediate food shortages. In July 1937, on the eve of the conflict, a 

prominent rice dealer in Hong Kong had opined that there was a “plentiful supply in most 

of the central provinces,” including Anhui, Zhejiang, Hunan and Hubei. This would tide 

China through at least the first six months of an all-out struggle. Even a Japanese naval 

blockade on China would have “little economic effect,” provided “means of 

communication [were] maintained between vital points in the interior.”169 In May 1938, 

economist Yin Xiqi (殷錫琦) was still confident enough to proclaim that he was “not 

overly concerned” about the grain situation. As long as China did not suffer grave natural 

disasters, he had faith that its pre-emptive measures would see it through, even 

 
biao (1944 nian),” in Zhonghua minguo shi dang’an ziliao huibian vol. 5, 2nd edition, Junshi 1, ed. Second 
Historical Archives of China (Nanjing: Jiangsu guji chubanshe, 1997), 474, accessed via KRPT. 
167 The Department of Military Administration was on equal footing with the Rear Services Department.  
168 Su, Zhanzhengzhong de Junshi weiyuanhui, 271.  
169 “Rice Stocks Enough for 6-Month War,” Straits Times, July 29, 1937, accessed via National Library 
Board (Singapore), NewspaperSG. 
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suggesting that it might not even be necessary to centralize the management of 

agricultural production.170 

Yin’s optimism proved woefully unfounded. By 1939, there was “an underlying grain 

crisis in unoccupied China.”171 In 1940, Nationalist-controlled regions were faced with 

exponential inflation rates. Rice riots broke out first in Fujian, and then Sichuan, before 

spreading to other provinces. Chinese historian Chen Mo contends that a combination of 

factors precipitated the crisis: a substantial inflation of general price levels due to 

profligate government currency printing; mass hoarding; and, according to some sources, 

a poor harvest.172 Then, of course, there was the loss of Yichang, which, as discussed in 

Chapter One, caused dramatic fluctuations in grain prices. The economic situation 

worsened what was already looking to be a catastrophic year. Earlier on, the Nationalists 

had bungled the Winter Offensive of 1939–40, and the late 1939 Japanese invasion of 

Guangxi province had dragged even the southernmost provinces into the conflict.  

Against this backdrop of crisis, the Nationalist government invested in pivotal 

bureaucratic and policy changes. Firstly, the Department of Military Administration 

established a Chief Military Grain Bureau (Junliang zongju 軍糧總局) in January 1940, 

 
170 Yin, Zhanshi liangshi dongyuan wenti, 58. During the war, Yin also translated the works of English 
economists John Maynard Keynes and J.E. Meade into Chinese. I am unable to find biographical 
information about Yin, but since both translations were published by the Farmers Bank of China’s 
Economic Research Office (Zhongguo nongmin yinhang jingji yanjiuchu 中國農民銀行經濟研究處), it is 
likely that he was employed there.  
171 Jin, “To Feed a Country at War: China’s Consumption of Grain during the War of Resistance,” 159.  
172 Chen, “Mihuang, michao liang chongzou: 1940 nian Chengdu de liangshi weiji,” 51–54. 
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with branch bureaus in nine provinces.173 These bureaus were collectively responsible for 

the overall allocation of grain quotas to army troops and other military bodies, such as 

training schools. As for the storage, transportation, and distribution of these military 

quotas, however, they were to liaise with the Rear Services Department. (The vagueness 

of this clause regarding the delegation of grain transportation would cause some conflict, 

as discussed below.) Each Bureau also set up representative branches within each 

division or independent brigade, run by its quartermaster.174 The provincial bureaus also 

had their own transport personnel; each typically had one battalion and five companies of 

military grain transport troops (yunshubing 運輸兵).175 The following month, the 

government separated army grain provisions from army salaries (liangxiang huafen  糧餉

劃分). The rationale was that providing troops with state-purchased grain in kind, rather 

than subsuming it under their pay, would protect them from inflation.  

More generally, the National Grain Management Bureau (Quanguo liangshi guanliju 

全國糧食管理局) was set up in July 1940, supplanting the aforementioned management 

offices. However, lacking clout in the bureaucratic hierarchy, it proved inefficient. 

Consequently, the Ministry of Grain replaced the Bureau in May 1941, with significantly 

enhanced powers, and under the leadership of Xu Kan, who had previously held 

 
173 Wang Liben, “Qingbao yu houqin,” in Zhanshi shehui, vol. 4, Zhongguo kangri: zhanzhengshi xinbian, 
eds. Xu Ruihao and Cai Shengqi (Taipei: Academia Historica, 2015), 126.  
174 “Junzhengbu gongbu zanxing junliang jingli dagang ji Junliang zongju zuzhi guichengling” (January 30, 
1940), in Zhonghua minguo shi dang’an ziliao huibian vol. 5, 2nd edition, Junshi 1, ed. Second Historical 
Archives of China (Nanjing: Jiangsu guji chubanshe, 1997), 449–54, accessed via KRPT.  
175 Junzhengbu, “Gejunliang danwei sanshiyi niandu yuexu jingfeishu,” 72.  



    

 

 

 96 
 

 

economic and financial portfolios. That it was equal in stature to the Department of 

Military Administration reflected the new urgency of grain provision on the Nationalists’ 

agenda. This coincided with yet another critical decision in October 1941: the 

centralization of the national land tax, and its collection in kind (tianfu zhengshi田賦徵

實).176 Land tax fell under the joint purview of the Departments of Grain and Finance, 

which worked through provincial grain management bureaus (sheng liangzhengju 省糧政

局) and provincial land tax management offices (sheng tianfu guanlichu 省田賦管理處) 

respectively.177  

Thus, 1940 and 1941 were years of crucial reform in the Nationalists’ grain 

management infrastructure. Grain management now warranted dedicated government 

agencies. Moreover, with the implementation of the provision-pay distinction and the in-

kind collection of land tax, all forces were to begin obtaining provisions in kind with a 

few exceptions: cash allowances for local purchase (four yuan per person) were disbursed 

to guerrilla units, and to regular troops stationed in areas too removed from feasible 

transportation channels.178 The momentousness of the tax reform did not stem from 

novelty. In fact, as one proponent, Zhu Qi, pointed out, in-kind collection was an “old 

 
176 Guofangbu shizheng bianyiju, Guojun houqinshi, 235.  
177 Hou, Kangzhan shiqi liangshi gongqiu wenti yanjiu, 60–61. To further streamline the process of 
collection, the provincial grain management bureaus and provincial land tax management offices were 
merged in 1943. Also see Wei Dianjin, “Zhanzheng shiqi Guomin zhengfu de liangshi guanzhi zhengce,” 
Nanjing caijing daxue xuebao 154, no. 6 (2008): 22–28. 
178 “Junzhengbu gongbu zanxing junliang jingli dagang ji Junliang zongju zuzhi guichengling” (January 30, 
1940); Zhang Zhu, “Wuguo zhanshi junliang zhi buji jiqi gaijin,” Lujun jingli zazhi 4 no. 2 (1942), in 
Liangzheng shiliao, 163. 
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system” (jiuzhi 舊制) of China. Historically, tax had generally been collected in the form 

of agricultural produce, such as grain and silk, until the Ming Emperor Yingzong (明英

宗 1427–64) began collecting it in silver instead, a practice continued by the Qing and 

Republican governments. Zhu went further to propose a truism that nations preparing for 

war turned to taxation in kind, citing the capitation tax proposal of Sebastien Le Prestre 

de Vauban in 1694 France as an example.179 Rather, proponents of the land tax-in-kind 

policy were especially eager to reap its benefits for military provisioning. Aside from 

protecting troops from price fluctuations, it also cut out non-state middlemen, since grain 

was funneled directly from tax collection agencies into military organs.180  

In truth, the trade-off for avoiding inflation was a severe strain on both civilian and 

military administration. No longer was feeding soldiers simply a matter of dispensing 

cash. The movement to in-kind provisioning hinged on intensive coordination among the 

multiple bureaucratic entities which had become jointly responsible for military grain 

allocation, acquisition and distribution. Military grain quotas were handled in three main 

ways. The military grain management bureaus could “directly” (zhijie 直接) hand the 

quota over to the recipient. Alternatively, army depot networks were entrusted with 

distribution in response to changing battlefield realities. In the final method, “forward” 

(zhuanbo, zhuanfa 轉播、轉發) provisioning, the civilian bodies which procured and 

 
179 Zhu Qi, “Yinian lai tianfu zhengshi zhi jiantao yu qianzhan,” Caizheng pinglun 8, no. 1 (1942): 25–26.  
180 Fu Weiruo, “Tianfu zhengshi yu junliang buji,” Zhongguo nongmin yuekan 1, no. 4 (June 3, 1942), in 
Liangzheng shiliao, 150. Also see Dai Rilu, Zhanshi tianfu zhengshi yu zhanhou liangshi wenti 
(Chongqing: Duli chubanshe, 1942).  
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purchased grain from the point of production, such as National Grain Management 

Bureau and later the Ministry of Grain, activated their network of granaries and instructed 

county authorities to directly disburse provisions to the recipient.181  

In principle, this provided the Nationalists with some flexibility. Depending on a 

division’s location and circumstance, they could choose from three channels of grain 

disbursal. In reality, overlapping mandates resulted in serious confusion even at the 

earliest stage of quota allocation. Peng Xitong, head of the Management Office in the 

Rear Services Department, wrote Yu Feipeng in October 1940 complaining about the 

blurring of civilian and military authority. Military grain should be of paramount 

importance in times of war, and yet he found himself wrangling with the then National 

Grain Management Bureau regarding the disbursal of 3,500 dabao of rice in the 6th War 

Zone. The quota had been authorized by the Chief Military Grain Bureau, but the branch 

bureaus insisted that clearance had to come from the civilian National Grain Management 

Bureau, and refused to cooperate. The misunderstanding reduced Peng to “begging door 

to door” (yanmen xingqi 沿門行乞) for the quota amid flaring tempers, and still to no 

avail. The crux of the issue, he argued, was that it had never been made explicit who had 

the final say in military grain provisioning. In particular, there was confusion about the 

role of the National Grain Management Bureau in the management of military grain.182  

 
181 See Tang Jiangang, “Xianxing junliang buji tizhi zhi yanjiu,” Lujun jingli zazhi 2, no. 4 (1941): 49; 
Zhang, “Wuguo zhanshi junliang zhi buji jiqi gaijin,” 163.  
182 “Houfang qinwubu jinglichu chuzhang Peng Xitong jiantao diliu zhanqu liangshi buji shi zhi buzhang 
Yu Feipeng deng baogao” (October 14, 1940), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 16, 45.  
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As for transport, Department of Military Administration guidelines issued in February 

1940 allocated segments of the supply chain to different bodies. This arrangement stayed 

roughly consistent for the rest of the war. Following the establishment of the Ministry of 

Grain, transport responsibilities at each stage of the chain of supply were as follows:  
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Figure 4 The Division of Grain Supply Responsibilities by Organization 

Adapted from Yin Zihou, Liangmo jingli shiwu jiaocheng (place of publisher unknown, 
Junxu xuexiao chuji ganbu xunlianban, 1943), 155–56, accessed via Taiwan E-book, 
National Central Library. Also see Zhang Zhu, “Wuguo zhanshi junliang zhi buji jiqi 

gaijin,” Lujun jingli zazhi 4 no. 2 (1942), in Liangzheng shiliao, 164; and “Zizhongbing 
ruhe huoyue hu,” Junsanfenxiao jikan 1, no. 3–4 (1944): 20. 
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However, there remained disagreements over transport responsibilities. Stretched for 

resources, the Rear Services Department attempted in April 1940 to limit its depots’ 

transport responsibilities to ammunition, and shunt grain transport to the provincial 

military grain bureaus. Unfortunately, these bureaus were themselves ill-equipped, 

compelling the depots to continue transporting grain to all military bodies, frequently by 

resorting to local civilian manpower (the subject of Chapter Four).183 He Yingqin wrote 

Yu Feipeng in February 1942, pleading for the Rear Services Department to continue 

orchestrating the transport of military grain from Sichuan to the 6th War Zone, instead of 

leaving the Chief Military Grain Bureau to its own devices. He understood that the two 

organizations had their respective purviews, but the handover of responsibilities only 

added to their administrative burdens.184  

In May 1943, the Tianshui and Guilin Headquarters were dismantled with the view of 

further centralizing military grain management. The Chief Military Grain Bureau was 

itself replaced with a national Provision Office (Liangmosi 糧秣司), which oversaw a 

hierarchy of Provision Departments (Liangmochu 糧秣處), Branch Departments (fenchu 

分處), and Sections (ke 科), each with their own military grain transport units.185 In 

 
183 Wu Dacheng, “Junliang yunshu qingxing ji jinhou gaijin zhi yijian,” Lujun jingli zazhi 2, no. 5 (1941): 
48.  
184 “He Yingqin wei you Chuan yunji diliu zhanqu junmi jieyun shi zhi Yu Feipeng han” (September 2, 
1942), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 19, 211–13.  
185 Yin Zihou, Liangmo jingli shiwu jiaocheng (place of publisher unknown, Junxu xuexiao chuji ganbu 
xunlianban, 1943), 9–11.  
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February 1945, the Rear Services Department would be reorganized into the Rear 

Services General Headquarters (Houfang qinwu zongsilingbu 後方勤務總司令部). 

 

Feeding Mules  

Soldiers were not the only mouths the Nationalist military authorities had to feed. As 

mentioned, they also had some 200,000 mules (maluo 馬騾) to take care of. (The official 

Nationalist Army history of logistics places the final tally in 1944 at 220,000; historian 

Ma Guangyuan cites Department of Military Administration data which places the 

number at a minimum of 230,000. This number stayed roughly consistent throughout the 

war.186) A Horse Management Office (Mazhengsi 馬政司) had been established in June 

1936 to oversee the procurement and care of army horses and mules. Most were obtained 

from the far northwestern provinces such as Gansu, Qinghai, and Xinjiang as they were 

sturdier in comparison to their cousins from the south, although Sichuan, Guizhou and 

Yunnan were also important sources.187  

The use of mules was integral to the Nationalist army, both on the frontlines and 

within its logistical system, but it also incurred significant costs. Mules needed 

specialized handlers and veterinarian care, required the additional construction of stables 

throughout the Nationalists’ transport network, and consumed colossal amounts of 

 
186 Guofangbu shizheng bianyiju, Guojun houqinshi, 241; Ma, “Kangzhan shiqi Guomin zhengfu junma 
buchong jizhi jiqi kunjing.” 
187 Ibid. 
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fodder, typically in the form of hay, wheat bran, broomcorn millet, and soybeans. It 

would be remiss to omit such a substantial volume of foodstuffs out of the Nationalists’ 

equation–indeed, fodder was often the bulkiest supply item for preindustrial armies. In 

Nationalist documents, horse rations and soldier rations were frequently discussed in the 

same breath. 

Prior to 1942, military units were given cash disbursements with which to locally 

purchase fodder for their horses. But in September of that year, Chiang Kai-shek issued 

an official handwritten decree ordering the procurement of all materiel, including fodder, 

in kind. As with military grain, the in-kind policy was to protect state coffers from 

exponential wartime inflation.188 Fodder in the form of wheat bran and soybeans were 

now effectively considered military grain: they would become items under land tax–

which was by this time already being collected in kind–and overseen by the Military 

Grain Management Bureau. Any shortfall in fodder collection via land taxes would be 

compensated by mandatory purchase (zhenggou 徵購), in which the local population 

would be required to sell the shortfall amount to county governments at a predetermined 

price, typically at 70% of the market price. After collection, the fodder would be stored in 

military granaries or at military depots, and disbursed every three months.  

However, recognizing that the implementation of this shift would take some time, the 

Department of Military Administration issued an interim decree in December (Zhanshi 

 
188 Wang Hengrui, “Yinianlai maliang gongji zhi gaishu yu zhanwang,” Lujun jingli zazhi 7, no. 3 (1944): 
61.  
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gaishan jundui shenghuo zhenggou shiyou ranliao liaodou fupi macao banfa「戰時改善

軍隊生活徵購食油燃料料豆麩皮馬草辦法」), which allowed units outside of four rear 

zone provinces, Sichuan, Guizhou, Yunnan and Xikang, to continued receiving cash 

disbursements from this Department to buy cooking oil, cooking fuel, and all forms of 

fodder “prior to the implementation of in-kind collection.”189 Even within these four 

provinces, immediate implementation was impossible, for the grain collection exercise 

for the tax year had already passed.190 Moreover, the transportation costs of fodder were 

prohibitive, especially since many military garrisons were far away from the counties 

which produced these coarse grains. Thus, here, too, the responsibility was shunted back 

to county governments and the provincial grain management bureaus, which had to carry 

out mandatory purchases and then report their expenditures to the Ministry of Grain for 

reimbursement.191 

Naturally, fodder quotas represented a further burden on local populations, which were 

already hard-pressed to feed the troops garrisoned near their homes. This was especially 

the case in the early 1940s, when a series of natural disasters swept across China. The 

Sichuan Grain Management Bureau, based in Kangding, wrote the Ministry of Grain in 

January 1943, pleading for the provincial fodder quota to be slashed by two-thirds, or at 

 
189 “Xingzhengyuan gongbu zhanshi gaishan jundui shenghuo zhenggou shiyou ranliao liaodou fupi macao 
banfa” (December 25, 1942), in Liangzheng shiliao, 125. Xikang was a province established in 1939. 
Bordering the Chinese provinces of Yunnan, Sichuan and Qinghai, it was dismantled in 1955, with part of 
its territory incorporated into Sichuan, and the rest forming the autonomous region of Tibet. 
190 Wang, “Yinianlai maliang gongji zhi gaishu yu zhanwang,” 60–68.  
191 Ibid, 62.  
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least by half. It had some 3,000 army horses to feed, and its populace was struggling to 

make ends meet.192 Moreover, the delay in the actual implementation of provisioning in 

kind only meant that army units continued to be victimized by inflation. In Xi’an, Xiong 

Bin (熊斌 1894–1964), governor of Shanxi, informed the Ministry of Grain that, as part 

of an active war zone, the province had some 30,000 horses and mules stationed there. 

However, it was proving impossible to purchase sufficient fodder because prices had 

soared the previous winter to ten times what cash disbursements would cover. Since the 

tax season of 1943 was drawing near, Xiong suggested that fodder be included as an item 

under the collection of grain as tax instead–which had been the whole point of the 

provisioning-in-kind decree of September 1942.193 Similarly, Chen Cheng, governor of 

Hubei, wrote the Department a month later explaining that his province was suffering a 

long drought, with many of its inhabitants dying of starvation and reduced to eating grass 

and tree bark. It did not help that fodder prices fixed by the Department of Military 

Administration were too low, or that the burden was unevenly distributed among the 

counties. In the past months, his office had received a flurry of urgent telegrams from 

county authorities pleading for the reduction of the fodder quota. To ease civil-military 

relations, Chen made the same suggestion of including fodder in the overall military grain 

 
192 Telegram from Kangding liangzhengju to Liangshibu (January 23, 1943), in Gesheng maliang qingxing, 
no. 119000000136A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica. 
193 Telegram from Xi’an Xiong [Bin] zhuxi to Liangshibu (April 13, 1943), in Gesheng maliang qingxing, 
no. 119000000136A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica. 
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amount.194 Xu Kan expressed sympathy for the idea, but rejected it. Given the drought 

and constant enemy harassment in Hubei, he countered, storing and distributing such a 

large extra amount of grain would only increase the burden on the populace.195  

In the end, the Nationalists frequently fell short, committing to in-kind military 

provisioning policies on paper only to postpone their implementation. Nationalist troops 

throughout China remained at the mercy of grain market inflation as a consequence of 

harvest seasons, natural disasters, and administrative inertia. As historian Hou Kunhong 

notes, differences in climate and crop type meant that harvest seasons varied widely 

throughout the country, complicating efforts to coordinate inter-provincial provisioning. 

In 1941, for example, wheat was harvested in July, but rice, as late as December.196 

Nationalist armies continued to rely on cash allowances, particularly outside of Sichuan, 

Guizhou, Yunnan and Guangxi.197 Even in these provinces, the amounts collected as land 

tax proved insufficient to meet military needs. Authorities ended up falling back on 

mandatory purchasing in 1942, and by 1944, mandatory borrowing (zhengjie 徵借), to 

 
194 Telegram from Hubeisheng zhengfu to Liangshibu, “Wei minjian liangshi yijin gebudui suoxu maliao 
qingzhun zai junliang pei’e nei bogei sici fuyou” (May 1943), in Gesheng maliang qingxing, no. 
119000000136A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica. 
195 Telegram from Liangshibu to Hubei Chen [Cheng] zhuxi (June 28, 1943), in Gesheng maliang qingxing, 
no. 119000000136A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica. 
196 Hou, Kangzhan shiqi liangshi gongqiu wenti yanjiu, 63; 66.  
197 Tang Jiangang, “Xianxing junliang buji tizhi zhi yanjiu,” Lujun jingli zazhi 2, no. 4 (1941): 50; Hou, 
Kangzhan shiqi liangshi gongqiu wenti yanjiu, 66–67.  
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supplement land tax contributions.198 When all of these methods proved insufficient, 

counties hosting garrison troops often found themselves subject to outright extortion.199  

 

Provisioning the Chinese Expeditionary Force, 1942  

 Grain provisioning arrangements for the Chinese Expeditionary Force, warrant 

separate mention. This was Republican China’s first expeditionary force, sent to defend 

Burma against the Japanese in early 1942, and its first joint military action with the 

United States and Britain. In the wake of Pearl Harbor, Chiang saw a historic opportunity 

to cement China’s position on the international stage. The commitment of China’s 

remaining German-trained divisions and its only motorized armies–as well as virtually all 

of the Flying Tigers, or the Chinese Air Force’s American Volunteer Group–represented 

Chiang’s determination to “do his part in the Allied cause.”200 However, the deployment 

of the CEF in the First Burma Campaign posed both diplomatic and logistical challenges, 

as it was the first time the Nationalist government had to organize cross-border 

provisioning.  

Historian Graham Dunlop observes that Archibald Wavell, the British Commander-in-

Chief of ABDACOM, was initially intent on declining Chiang’s offer to deploy the CEF 

because the Chinese “had no logistic organization of their own,” and would either live off 

 
198 See Yu Hongjun, Caizheng nianjian, 3rd vol. (Nanjing: Caizhengbu caizhengnianjian bianzuanchu, 
1948), 11; Hou, Kangzhan shiqi liangshi gongqiu wenti yanjiu, 70.  
199 Wang, “Yinianlai maliang gongji zhi gaishu yu zhanwang,” 64.  
200 Taylor, The Generalissimo, 189.  
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the land or become a parasite of the British supply system.201 Firstly, Wavell’s belief that 

a functioning Chinese logistical system did not exist was simply untrue. Officially, “the 

supply and maintenance of the Chinese were assumed by the British,” as the British were 

eager to limit the Chinese ability to acquire local resources on Burmese soil.202 To be 

more precise, the British in Burma provided rice (not salt or supplementary food like 

vegetables, which remained the Nationalists’ responsibility), but handed them over to 

Chinese logistical organizations for distribution.  

Secondly, according to Dunlop, the CEF “lived off the land” as a “liability on the 

British administrative system” throughout their time in Burma.203 This requires some 

serious clarification. Robert Lyman has more recently noted that, although Chiang had 

created the CEF assuming that Britain could feed it, the British could hardly manage to 

feed their own men.204 Indeed, securing timely and sufficient rice provisions for the CEF 

was a point of friction between the new allies. By the time of the campaign, the colonial 

Burmese government had established wartime controls on the sale and purchase of rice. 

A British company transliterated in Chinese documents as “Shizhen” (實珍公司) served 

as the government’s agent for the procurement of rice for the CEF. On their part, the 

Nationalist government dispatched Li Shiliang and Shi Gongzai, representatives from the 

 
201 Dunlop, Military Economics, Culture and Logistics in the Burma Campaign, 1942–1945, 22. 
ABDACOM refers to the ill-fated command for Allied forces in Southeast Asia in early 1942. It stands for 
American-British-Dutch-Australian Command.  
202 Romanus and Sunderland, China-Burma-India Theater: Stilwell’s Mission to China (Washington, D.C.: 
Center of Military History, United States Army, 1987), 104.  
203 Dunlop, Military Economics, Culture and Logistics in the Burma Campaign, 1942–1945, 27.  
204 Robert Lyman, A War of Empires: Japan, India, Burma and Britain: 1941–45 (Oxford: Osprey 
Publishing, 2021), 103.  
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General Trust of China (Zhongyang xintuoju 中央信託局), to report on the process. But 

even in late March 1942–by which time the southern Burmese port city of Rangoon had 

fallen–only 1,000 tons of the promised 30,000 was ready for changing hands at Lashio, 

the end of the railway and the beginning of the Burma Road into China as well as the seat 

of the CEF’s Chief Military Depot. With the fall of the agriculturally productive south, 

central Burma was now the CEF’s only source of food. Moreover, the rainy season was 

around the corner. Li and Shi thus pressed Shizhen Company to hasten their provision of 

rice, but to no avail. They concluded, exasperated, that the company was deliberately 

dragging its feet because it was waiting on orders from its main office in London.205 

Having run out of patience with Shizhen, the Ministry of Grain took matters into its 

own hands. The Yunnan Military Grain Bureau disbursed Burmese currency to the 5th 

Army, ordering it to engage with overseas Chinese living in Burma to purchase rice on its 

behalf. Yu Feipeng approved of this measure even though the British had not formally 

permitted the direct purchase of Burmese rice by the Chinese for military purposes. The 

impasse with Shizhen simply did not inspire confidence.206 Thankfully, a Chinese named 

Hong Tianqing was willing to help, managing to procure 10,000 dabao of rice around 

Mandalay.207 Thus, the Chinese resort to “living off the land” on their own finances was a 

 
205 “Zhongyang xintuoju yunshubu jingli Li Shiliang, Shi Gongzai wei baogao yu Shizhen gongsi zai Mian 
hezuo goumai junliang ji yunshu yu Xu Kan, Duan Mujie laiwang wenshu” (March 29–31, 1942), in 
Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 8, 506. 
206 “Houfang qinwubu buzhang Yu Feipeng wei qing suban zai Mian ban junmi zhi Liangshibu buzhang Xu 
Kan han” (March 30, 1942), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 8, 517.  
207 “Zhongguo yuanzhengjun junliang chouban buji jingguo jielüe” (1942), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an 
xuanbian, vol. 9, 219. Only a minute proportion of this reached the 5th Army’s men, for by that time the 
Japanese had begun to close in.  
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consequence of the British failure to deliver promised provisions. After all, such a policy 

would only have been necessary if the expected provisions had not materialized.  

After the capture of Lashio in May and the haphazard northward Allied retreat, British 

liaison officials lost contact with their Chinese counterparts. According to the official US 

historical account of the campaign, the retreating Chinese armies relied on food stores left 

behind by the British before turning to pillaging. When those ran out, they depended on 

food air-dropped by the American and British air forces.208 This was the first time 

Chinese soldiers had to subsist on K rations; as Michael Shiyung Liu notes, this resulted 

in malnutrition and deficiencies in vitamin B1.209 However, the CEF’s retreat was also 

facilitated by substantial Chinese logistical work, begun at the start of May. The 66th and 

6th Armies, which returned to China, did attempt to make local purchases with Burmese 

currency provided by the Ministry of Grain, but they also waited on deliveries of rice 

from the Yunnanese border towns of Cheli and Fohai.210 Southwestern Yunnan’s difficult 

terrain and sparse population made the transportation of grain reserves extremely 

challenging. The Rear Services Department organized a relay transport system (the use of 

human porters and pack animals) to deliver grain to a series of depots stretching from 

Cheli and Fohai to Shibing further north–a torturous process that took 32 days. Most of 

the 5th Army headed toward India, but the 200th and 96th Division fled back to Yunnan. 

 
208 Romanus and Sunderland, China-Burma-India Theater: Stilwell’s Mission to China, 141. 
209 Michael Shiyung Liu, “Eating Well for Survival: Chinese Nutrition Experiments During World War II,” 
in Moral Foods: The Construction of Nutrition and Health in Modern Asia, eds. Angela Ki Che Leung et al 
(Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2019), 98.  
210 Ibid, 234–37.  
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The Rear Services Department established supply lines from Myitkyina and Bhamo to 

Baoshan and Tengchong (and after the fall of the latter, Yongping) to receive the 

returning troops. While local purchase remained the guiding principle, 30,000 dan of 

grain reserves were prepared at Baoshan and Yongping for them.211   

China’s first joint action with the British and Americans revealed that the judgment of 

the opposite bureaucracy as untrustworthy was mutual. It was in Burma that the British 

and Americans constructed the long-lasting “narrative of Chinese bureaucratic 

ineptitude.” As Judd Kinzley has argued, the seeming inability of the Chinese to organize 

the transport of Lend-Lease supplies on the Burma Road convinced the Anglo-American 

observers that they were unable to handle logistical issues.212 But the Chinese were 

similarly unimpressed with British logistical capacities, appalled as they were by the lack 

of protocol and communication which caused Shizhen Company’s endless delays. They 

also suspected that the British were not offering as much rice as they could afford. Field 

depots of the 5th and 6th Armies independently conducted surveys of the Burmese areas 

under their purview and found that they produced more than enough to provide for their 

men. Yet, they received inadequate amounts from the British.213 The Chinese concluded 

that they could not be “overly courteous” when working with allies. Everything related to 

provisioning within their military jurisdiction, including the requisition of transport 

 
211 “Houfang qinwubu buzhang Yu Feipeng wei baogao wuliu liangjun guiguo junliang buji shi zhi Jiang 
Jieshi daidian” (May 29, 1942), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 16, 505–8.  
212 Judd Kinzley, “The Power of the Stockpile: American Aid and China’s Wartime Everyday,” Journal of 
Modern Chinese History 13, no. 1 (2019): 175.  
213 “Zhongguo yuanzhengjun junliang chouban buji jingguo jielüe” (1942), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an 
xuanbian, vol. 9, 234.  
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systems and the purchase of foodstuffs, had to be firmly within their grasp, not entrusted 

to another power.214 This reverse perspective is lost in the English-language literature on 

the China-Burma-India (CBI) theater. Indeed, the Nationalists’ logistical independence 

during the First Burma Campaign has been entirely ignored, and the CEF has been 

unfairly portrayed as nothing more than a burden on British planning.  

 

The Military Vocation of Field Supply and the Soldier’s Diet  

In 1939, the Nationalists planned for three months’ worth of provisions to be stored in 

each war zone; another three months’ worth at the and six months’ worth in reserve in the 

rear zone provinces of Sichuan, Guizhou, Hunan, Jiangxi, Guangxi, Shaanxi, and 

Gansu.215 (More on this in Chapter Three.) This overall plan was premised on the ability 

to shuttle provisions from the granaries to the battlefront. However, as discussed, the 

Battle of Yichang detached the war zones of central and eastern China from the rear zone. 

After 1942, Chiang Kai-shek instructed war zone commanders to become self-

sufficient.216 Military grain circuits were largely restricted in scale to their respective war 

zones, which, in turn, had been set up in or near areas with surpluses of food and 

potential conscripts.217 Additionally, Chinese strategists, ever sensitive to historical 

 
214 “Zhongguo yuanzhengjun junliang chouban buji jingguo jielüe” (1942), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an 
xuanbian, vol. 9, 249.  
215 Guofangbu shizheng bianyiju, Guojun houqinshi, 794–95; Van de Ven, War and Nationalism, 457.  
216 Hans van de Ven, China at War: Triumph and Tragedy in the Emergence of the New China (London: 
Profile Books Ltd., 2017), 182.  
217 Van de Ven, War and Nationalism, 258. 
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precedence, also retained reverence for Sun Tzu’s classical principle of deriving 

foodstuffs from the enemy (yinliang yudi 因糧於敵).218 One training manual specific to 

food provisioning, published in the 1940s by the Quartermaster School, identified this as 

“the highest principle of supply.” Lai Kaiyuan (賴愷元), a graduate of Baoding Military 

Academy and author of several publications on military logistics, argued against 

expending effort on provisioning from the rear. Especially for a war within national 

borders, this was hardly the best use of one’s own resources. After all, whatever was not 

utilized would be left behind to enrich the enemy. Lai was especially concerned about the 

vulnerability of long-distance provisioning to the vagaries of violent conflict, including 

the risk of enemy blockading.219  

However, the localization of military provisioning did not mean that field supply had 

become irrelevant. Lai followed up by distinguishing theory from practice, reiterating 

that forwarding provisions (zhuisong 追送) remained the main method of wartime 

supply. The availability of local foodstuffs varied widely in China, and a single region 

might not be able to sustain a prolonged military presence.220 Shen Fengwei (沈鳳威 

1890–1946), an army Supply colonel, even argued that an uncritical commitment to Sun 

 
218 The full sentence from Sun Tzu’s Art of War is “Quyong yuguo, yinliang yudi, gu junshi kezu ye”「取用
與國，因糧於敵，故軍食可足也。」. 
219 Lai Kaiyuan, Zhanshi liangmo buji qinwu, (place of publisher unknown: Junxu xuexiao), 4–5, accessed 
via Taiwan E-book, National Central Library [hereafter TEB] [https://taiwanebook.ncl.edu.tw/zh-
tw/book/NCL-002875738]. The manual is undated, but from context it is reasonable to assume it was 
written in the early 1940s–certainly after 1942, since there are references made to the events of that year–
suggesting that its lessons were at least partially shaped by wartime experience. 
220 Ibid, 6.  
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Tzu’s principle was detrimental to China’s war effort. In the context of a war on home 

soil, the ruthless acquisition of foodstuffs from one’s own populace (rather than from the 

enemy) would damage morale. In turn, dependence on such means would retard the 

development of field supply, as the task, diminished in importance, would simply be 

relegated to a commander’s relatives who had neither expertise nor legal oversight.221 In 

any case, relatively localized grain supply systems still covered substantial territory, and 

each war zone featured distinctive terrain. Thanks to China’s size and lack of modern 

transport infrastructure, the work of Supply and Baggage troops remained important and 

challenging. 

Yet, for all their centrality to the smooth functioning of the military, these men carried 

out a thankless job, saddled by a long history of institutional neglect. For instance, 

historian Ulrich Theobald notes that the Qing dynasty’s “unattractive logistics machine” 

was shoved into the hands of “discharged officers” as a form of punishment for failure or 

incompetence on the field. “Many officials working in logistics,” he writes, “were not 

even regularly employed, but served unpaid on probation or because they were on a 

charge.”222 This was not unique to China; around the world, logistical work was generally 

viewed with dismissiveness. Army schools specializing in logistics only emerged in the 

early 20th century. In the US, the Philadelphia Quartermaster Depot began offering 

courses to sergeants in 1910 before the US Quartermaster Corps School opened in 1917; 

 
221 Shen Fengwei, “Woguo zizhong budui zhi gaikuang ji zhengli,” Junshi zazhi 153 (1943): 46. 
222 Ulrich Theobald, War, Finance and Logistics in Late Imperial China: A Study of the Second Jinchuan 
Campaign (1771–1776) (London: Brill, 2013), 11; 22.  
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in the newly formed Soviet Union, the Military Logistics Academy was established in 

Leningrad in 1918. Even in the 1920s, the United States–like China–continued to hold 

logisticians in “low esteem” in spite of institutional recognition of the pertinence of their 

work.223  

Around the same time–1912–Sun Yat-sen set up the Quartermaster School (Junxu 

xuexiao 軍需學校) in Nanjing in 1912, China’s first specialized military educational 

institution, with Zhang Xuzhong at its helm. Zhang, a native of Hubei, had received an 

education in military management in Japan, and was one of China’s first experts on 

logistics. In its first term, the school accepted both new students and existing officers 

already involved in quartermaster work. Yet, the political turbulence of the following two 

decades severely disrupted military education. Its affiliation with the Nationalist 

revolutionary movement drew the ire of the Beiyang government. In the early 1920s, the 

School, which had moved to Beijing, fell on financial difficulties, and was unable to 

recruit new students; between 1924 and 1927, it virtually stopped operating altogether, 

with hardly any students enrolled at all and its instructors having endured years without 

pay.224 It was only after the success of the Northern Expedition that the School returned to 

its original campus grounds in Nanjing and resumed its acceptance of both fresh students 

and current officers.  

 
223 Daniel R. Beaver, “Selecting US Army Trucks, 1920–1945,” in Feeding Mars: Logistics in Western 
Warfare from the Middle Ages to the Present, ed. John A. Lynn (Boulder: Westview Press, 1993), 254.  
224 Liao Ran, “Yu Zhonghua minguo tongsheng bingshou de Junxu xuexiao,” Xuesheng zhiyou 7, no. 4 
(1943): 41; Yao Baoshu, “Beiping junxu xuehui chengli yuanshi ji jingguo jishi,” Junxu zazhi 13 (1931): 1. 
Zhang resigned in 1926. 
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The Baoding Military Academy and Whampoa Academy, China’s most prestigious 

military training grounds, offered courses in components of logistics, from finance and 

management to field supply. However, these seemed to be considered interchangeable 

modules rather than distinct skill sets. According to Yu Zongpan (余宗磐 1903–98), head 

of the Transport Office of the Rear Services Department in 1937, after the Whampoa 

Academy’s establishment in 1924, Supply (zizhongke 輜重科) was offered as a subject, 

but dropped after three semesters due to a lack of interest among students. Another 

course comprising both military management and logistics took its place. After a few 

more semesters as an independent subject, Logistics was renamed “Transportation” 

(jiaotong 交通). Consequently, logistical education at Whampoa was shallow and marred 

with inconsistencies.225  

After the establishment of the Nationalist government, Yu Feipeng, who had served 

briefly at the Whampoa Academy, was appointed the Chief Military Depot Inspector of 

the Nationalist Revolutionary Army and the chief of the Quartermaster Bureau. In these 

capacities, he participated in Chiang’s lackluster engagements with the Japanese 

throughout the early 1930s. The Changcheng campaign of 1933, which resulted in the 

Tanggu Truce, alerted him to the lamentable state of Chinese logistical practices. He thus 

proposed to the Military Affairs Commission the establishment of a facility dedicated to 

providing training in field supply methods. The Army Transport Supply School (Lujun 

 
225 Yu Zongpan, “Kangzhan yilai zizhongbing jiaoyu zhi jiantao,” Junshi zazhi (Nanjing) 141 (1942): 58.  
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zizhong xuexiao 陸軍輜重學校) opened its doors the following year, then merged with 

its Transport counterpart to form the Army Transport and Supply School (Lujun jiaozi 

xuexiao 陸軍交輜學校) in 1936.226 Even here, the syllabi, based loosely on Soviet and 

Japanese Supply models, were never fully established.227 Shen Fengwei estimated that 

before 1937, there had been fewer than 1,000 officers with the appropriate training 

credentials.228 (Shen was himself a graduate of the Baoding Military Academy’s Supply 

course, and was promoted to army Supply colonel in 1940.) 

The Nationalists’ battlefield endeavors in the period preceding the war brought their 

logistical weaknesses to the forefront. As Zhang lamented in his introduction to the 

inaugural issue of the Quartermaster Magazine in 1930, the conflation of military and 

civilian finance crippled quartermasters, who had to resort to increasingly ruthless 

measures to seize what they needed from state coffers. In his own preface, Yu Feipeng 

also declared that the current state of the discipline was appalling–nothing more than a 

slavish imitation of protocols elsewhere (handan xuebu 邯鄲學步).229 The 

aforementioned commentator, Xu Fen, remarked in the same issue that although the 

Quartermaster School had produced some 2,000 graduates in 18 years, their consequent 

participation in the violence of the warlord period demonstrated that they were mired in 

 
226 “Lujun jiaozi xuexiao jianzhi,” Huisheng yuebao 1, no. 2 (1937): 180–81.  
227 Yu, “Kangzhan yilai zizhongbing jiaoyu zhi jiantao,” 58–62.  
228 Shen, “Woguo zizhong budui zhi gaikuang ji zhengli,” 46.  
229 Yu, “Junxu zazhixu,” 1.  
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theory and unable to respond to battlefield contingencies.230 It remained the case that 

army depot personnel were a ragtag group of cadets cobbled together with little 

specialized skill or interest.231 Throughout the 1920s, many armies had simply fallen back 

on commandeering equipment from local populations to make up for their lack of a 

proper transport corps. The stubborn existence of provincial armies complicated the 

standardization of education. With such a weak logistical foundation, China was poorly 

placed for a military contest.  

The Nationalists thus entered the war with Japan in the midst of this scramble. The 

Nationalists’ wartime military logistical infrastructure would become the most 

comprehensive of their time on the mainland, so it is worth considering in detail their 

endeavors during this period.232 Supply and Baggage troops served either as military 

depot personnel or were assigned to active units.233 Regiments and divisions of depot 

Supply troops (bingzhan zizhong 兵站輜重) served along the logistical networks 

spanning Free China, using everything from motorized vehicles to wooden boats to hand-

pulled wagons to carry supplies from military bases (bingzhan jidi 兵站基地) to endpoint 

military depots (bingzhan modi 兵站末地). In December 1938, strategic Supply 

attachments, known as field Supply troops (yezhan bingzhong 野戰輜重), were attached 

 
230 Xu, “Xu junxu yishi guwu zhuanke Qingwei shiyou jinglike…” 1.  
231 Bai Lunyan, “Bingzhan shiwu tan,” Junxu zazhi 3 (1930): 18–22.  
232 Guofangbu shizheng bianyiju, Guojun houqinshi, 1370.  
233 Li Mengchao, “Woguo muqian houfang qinwu zhu wenti zhi shangque,” Junshi zazhi (Nanjing) 153 
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to each division, typically at the battalion level. Each battalion was divided into two 

companies of 154 men. With an additional 48 men working at divisional headquarters, 

there would be 369 logistical personnel to each division at any given time.234 Logistical 

duties were rotated among the men; only officers received proper vocational training in 

order to supervise these duties.235  

At the battalion, regiment or company levels, tactical Baggage units (xingli 行李) 

shuttled supplies through the final stretch between these endpoint depots and combat 

troops.236 “Daily” Baggage (riyong xingli 日用行李) troops carried grain, fodder and 

cooking equipment; “combat” Baggage troops (zhandou xingli 戰鬥行李) carried 

ammunition, medicine, communications equipment, and construction tools. This two-tier 

model was derived from the Japanese and British; the Germans had a three-tier model in 

which sanitation and foodstuff units constituted a tier of their own, although experts 

vacillated on which was more appropriate for the Chinese context.237 To cope with the 

variations in Chinese topography, Baggage attachments either relied entirely on pack 

animals, such as mules and horses (in mountainous regions–anywhere between 12 and 54 

 
234 “Junshi weiyuanhui banbu lujun zanxing bianzhi gangling” (December 1938), published in Guomin 
zhengfu kangzhan shiqi junshi dang’an xuanji, vol. 1, 39. Also see Yu, “Kangzhan yilai zizhongbing jiaoyu 
zhi jiantao,” 59. According to this outline, there were three types of divisional composition. Generally, a 
division comprised six infantry regiments (three brigades); one cavalry company;  three field (mountain) 
artillery battalions; one engineering battalion, including one signaling company; one supply battalion, and 
one company of special forces. Smaller divisions comprised four infantry regiments, with one supply 
company also comprising 154 men;  49.   
235 “Junshi weiyuanhui banbu lujun zanxing bianzhi gangling,” 39.  
236 Wang Weiru, “Junshi jianghua: guanyu zizhongbing,” Wangqu 5, no. 3 (1941): 289. 
237 Zizhong qinwu, ed. Fujiansheng bao’anchu (place of publisher unknown, Fujiansheng bao’anchu, 1940), 
accessed via TEB; Li, “Woguo muqian houfang qinwu zhu wenti zhi shangque,” 53.  
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animals per unit, reserved for foodstuffs), or used a combination of pack animals and 

horse-drawn carts (on the plains–between two and eight carts per unit).238  

On the march, divisional commanding officers set up exchange points (jiaofusuo 交

付所). Here, field Supply troops deposited matériel for distribution, while Baggage 

troops dispatched from combat divisions collected their quotas of grain and ammunition, 

overseen by personnel from the Quartermaster Bureau.239  

On the march, exchange points were designated within eight kilometers of the front; 

when garrisoned, they could be as far as 16 kilometers away.240 In battle, Baggage units 

themselves could be between six and 16 kilometers away from the frontlines.241 Supply 

battalions kept pace roughly 4,000 meters behind the last of the Baggage units. Combat 

squads–the basic unit for divisions on the march–were to be spaced out half a li (250 

meters) apart; each company, then, would be five li (two and a half kilometers) apart 

from the next.242 Ci Liang, writing in the Rear Services Biweekly based on his experience 

serving in a pack animal transport unit in southern Shanxi, observed that troops could 

cover up to 90 li (45 kilometers) a day, although a standard day’s march was only 60 li.243 

 
238 Fujiansheng bao’anchu, Zizhong qinwu, 73–80, accessed via TEB.  
239 Lai, “Zhanshi liangmo buji qinwu,” 83. For an illustration, see “Xingjunzhong zhi liangmo buji,” 
Junsanfenxiao jikan 1, no. 3–4 (1944): 99. 
240 Fujiansheng bao’anchu, Zizhong qinwu, 105, accessed via TEB.  
241 Lai, “Zhanshi liangmo buji qinwu,” 67. 
242 Ci Liang, “Bingzhan yewu zhi yanjiu: tuoma budui yewu shishi zhuwenti zhi yanjiu,” Houfang qinwu 
banyuekan 24 (1939): 18. Huali (華里), or li, is a historical unit of distance. It is equal to half a kilometer 
(gongli 公里). While documents typically take care to differentiate between li and gongli, some instances 
of li are clearly references to kilometers. 
243 Ibid, 17.  



    

 

 

 121 
 

 

The distance between each company encampment could be as far as 20 to 30 li.244 For 

every two hours of marching, troops were given ten to 15 minutes of rest–as long as they 

could find a resting place that did not expose them to aerial assault.245  

As divisions on the move needed the cooperation of local communities to obtain 

resources, logistical personnel helped build the foundations of civil-military relations. As 

early as July 1938, the Military Affairs Commission had issued guidelines on the military 

acquisition of local resources. Army, naval and air force command headquarters, military 

depots, division commanders, and the commanders of independent brigades were entitled 

to obtain a range of materiel through county, municipal or town authorities. These 

included not just such provisions as potable water, grain, fodder, and cooking tools, but 

also various types of transport equipment, ranging from ships and railways to pack 

animals and their vehicles (on which more in later chapters).246 Ci Liang cited the practice 

of sending one or two scouts ahead per company to seek out encampment areas in 

cooperation with local authorities. If it was not impossible to encamp all the troops, the 

scouts would arrange to bivouac them amid the villages. At the time of his writing, 

provisions in kind had not yet been implemented, so these scouts would also be tasked 

with negotiating the local purchase of grain, in time for delivery to the troops when they 

arrived. It was especially important, Ci Liang warned, for these scouts to conduct 

 
244 Ibid, 18. 
245 Ibid, 19.  
246 “Junzhi zhengyong fa” (July 12, 1938), printed in Tao Baichuan, Kangzhan yu houyuan gongzuo 
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themselves cordially. In northern Shaanxi, locals were “especially tough” and 

“ferocious,” often meeting newcomers armed to the teeth. Scouts would have to diffuse 

the tension by being amicable, or risk not only leaving the troops behind them with no 

place to rest, but also getting mired in an altercation.247 Friendly relations with local 

inhabitants had additional importance: they could be sources of critical military 

intelligence about the area.   

Once encampment and bivouac areas had been established, Supply personnel would 

set up cooking sites to prepare meals. According to one grain management manual, there 

were three main ways to prepare food in the field. The first and most common method 

was to entrust it to Daily Baggage troops. Each company carried with it three sets of 

cooking equipment (chuiju 炊具), which included iron stoves, pots, fiber ropes, wooden 

carrying poles, basins for holding water and washing rice, and crockery.248 Preparing a 

single meal for a company, from setting out cooking equipment to boiling water to 

cooking rice to seasoning side dishes like meat and vegetables, would take roughly one 

and a half hours. The second method was to delegate food preparation to the troops 

themselves. Companies were divided into smaller squads to prepare mess tins (fanhe 飯

盒) with the help of attached Supply personnel. The final method was to obtain (read: 

requisition) cooking equipment from local communities if troops foresaw having to stay 

within the vicinity for a prolonged period of time. The manual cautioned that culinary 

 
247 Ci Liang, “Bingzhan yewu zhi yanjiu: tuoma budui yewu shishi zhuwenti zhi yanjiu,” 19. 
248 Yin, “Liangmo jingli shiwu jiaocheng,” 203.  
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customs–and therefore the type of cooking equipment available–varied by region. 

Generally, cooking equipment found in villages, in particular those used in temples or 

breweries, were larger than those in cities, and thus more suited for military purposes.  

The type of staple troops received also varied by region. Tax-in-kind was most often 

collected in the form of rice because it was relatively easy to inspect and store. But in 

colder northern provinces, where rice was not always the dominant crop, the government 

had to accept wheat and other mixed grains.249 Accordingly, divisions in the Jiangnan 

area were disbursed rice, while those in the Jiangbei area also consumed noodles, or 

occasionally potatoes. In the barracks, flour could be prepared in the form of steamed 

buns (mantou 饅頭), dough strips (mianpian 麵片), and dumplings (jiaozi 餃子). Rice 

could either be steamed (zheng 蒸) or braised in a pot (men 燜).250  

Importantly, in comparison to their British and German counterparts, Chinese soldiers 

consumed far more carbohydrates, but lacked other types of nutrition. For comparison, 

the present-day US army field ration (Meals, Ready-to-Eat, or MRE), provides around 

170 to 200 grams of carbohydrates per serving, which, consumed three times a day, 

would provide between 510 and 600 grams of carbohydrates.251 Sports nutritionists today 

recommend between 500 and 600 grams of carbohydrates daily for extremely heavy daily 

activity. The Nationalists’ ration of 700 to 800 grams, then, might seem reasonable, even 

 
249 Hou, Kangzhan shiqi liangshi gongqiu wenti yanjiu, 62.  
250 Yin, “Liangmo jingli shiwu jiaocheng,” 164; 187.  
251 “Combat Rations Database,” Consortium for Health and Military Performance [https://www.hprc-
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generous. But the Chinese soldier often received little else by way of nutrition. The 

Logan Ration, drawn up by Colonel Paul Logan in early 1945 for the Chinese soldier in 

the China-Burma Theater, included 27.3 ounces, or 773 grams of rice–in addition to 

meat, vegetables, beans and peanuts.252 As a contributor complained in the Army 

Management Magazine in 1941, the Chinese soldier’s menu never included more than a 

variety of grains, salt and vegetable oil. Fruit and meat were a rarity. A ditty among 

National Revolutionary Army (NRA) troops during the Northern Expedition went, 

“Weigh a jin of mantou, porridge twice a day, rap your head with a stick of noodle, old 

pickled vegetables, not a drop of sauce.” “I dare not say if this situation has improved,” 

the contributor remarked.253  

Taste was also a factor. The monotony of unflavored, often poorly cooked rice killed 

the soldiers’ appetite. Moreover, they did not always receive milled rice; they were 

sometimes provided with brown rice, or rice in unpolished form.254 Scientists recognized 

that the latter was more nutritious, but as they found, its unfamiliar taste was unpalatable 

among Chinese soldiers and civilians alike. Finally, as Chapter Three will discuss, 

civilian middlemen often waterlogged the rice they handed over, greatly decreasing the 

nutritional value of troop provisions. The military manual’s vision of a variety of well-

cooked staples was likely an idealization.  

 
252 Romanus and Sunderland, China-Burma-India Theater: Time Runs Out in CBI, 243. 
253 Wan Yi, “Shiwu jiazhi yu woguo shibing yingyang wenti,” Lujun jingli zazhi 1, no. 1 (1941): 85.  
254 Tang, “Xianxing junliang buji tizhi zhi yanjiu,” 51.  
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Another important logistical duty was convoying grain on the move, or yayun (押運). 

While military transport units were also meant to be under guard, the term yayun appears 

most frequently in official documents within the context of civilian-based transport. As 

Chapter Four will discuss, the Nationalists depended heavily on civilian manpower to 

compensate for insufficient Supply and Baggage capacity. For instance, a decree issued 

in September 1941 reflected the reality that endpoint depots often fell far behind combat 

units–in other words, further than 16 kilometers away from the frontlines.255 According to 

the “Methods of Popular Wartime Assistance in the Transport of Military Grain,” all 

garrison or field units within a radius of 45 li, or 22.5 kilometers, from an endpoint depot 

would deploy their own Supply attachments to collect grain provisions. All military 

bodies stationed any further, or which did not have Supply attachments of their own, 

were allowed to hire civilian labor through local county or district authorities, and 

remunerate them based on rates stipulated by the Military Affairs Commission.  

To protect these civilians and their provisions from banditry and enemy ambush, the 

recipient army unit was responsible for sending escorts, or yayunyuan (押運員). 

Additionally, escorts were often deployed to oversee civilian vessels carrying military 

grain. Convoying became an essential branch of logistical planning, as well as a distinct 

vocational subject in army schools. In November 1938, a number of students graduated 

from a training course for transport convoying. They were then deployed to various 
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military depots in the 2nd War Zone, including branch offices (fenjianbu, zhibu 分監部、

支部) and the main office (benbu 本部) in Luochuan for on-site training.256 As Zhou 

Yanming (周演明 unknown–1968), head of the Transport Bureau (Jiaotongju 交通局) of 

the Base Military Depot Inspection Department (Dabenying bingzhan zongjianbu 大本營

兵站總監部), noted in his speech at their graduation ceremony, they were lucky that their 

vocational education had “come so cheap.” After his participation in the 1911 

Revolution, Zhou had spent decades studying and teaching in military school to rise up 

the ranks. In contrast, the graduating cohort of convoy officers had been awarded ranks 

ranging from Sergeant to 2nd Lieutenant after a mere six months.257 The acceleration of 

their promotion points to an urgent demand for their scarce expertise.  

In truth, as military escort guidelines released in 1940 reveal, such work was 

incredibly tedious. Most of it was simply checking at every opportunity that provisions 

were properly secured to the vehicle in question, and sealed against the elements. Given 

the danger of spoilage, the convoy was to seek shelter immediately from rain or snow 

wherever it could–in caves, buildings, or temples. If they had to stay the night at a 

settlement, the escorts were to guard the provisions with the utmost vigilance against 

robbery.258 But there were also elements of danger and unpredictability. Escort personnel 

 
256 “Wei yayunyuan xunlianban biyeyuan fenfa gebu jianxi lingyang zhuyi wen” (November 30), published 
in Houfang qinwu banyuekan 12–13 (1938): 22.  
257 “Zhou zongjian zai yayunyuan xunlianban juxing biye dianli shi jianghua (Zhao Meipu jilu),” 
Houfangqinwu 12–13 (1938): 41–42.  
258 “Lingfa yayun renyuan ying zhuyi shixiang yang zunzhao wen,” published in Houfang qinwu 
banyuekan 21–22, no. 2 (1940): 25–26. 
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never knew when they were next needed, or for how long, so they were perpetually on 

standby, ready to leave at a moment’s notice. A further set of regulations from the 

Department of Military Administration in March 1941 instructed escorts on how to 

respond to aerial attacks from the Japanese. Upon receiving warning, “load up all 

provisions as quickly as possible,” and then “evacuate” and “seek shelter.” If any 

provisions were left behind despite best efforts at evacuation, they should be 

camouflaged, and troops should be stationed nearby to guard them (a curious instruction). 

Escorts should also refrain from lighting fires at night, and instruct nearby local 

inhabitants to do the same.259  

These routines provide a rare glimpse into mundane life on the march, and the 

essential role Supply and Baggage personnel played in ensuring the everyday wellbeing 

of combat divisions. Yet, the vocation never gained intra-service respect, let alone 

prestige. Shen Fengwei lamented that the commanding officers of combat units often 

viewed the men in Supply attachments as replacements for soldiers killed in action.260 

That these were considered mere cannon fodder reflects, in turn, the prevailing disregard 

for logistical work. This was, unfortunately, not far from the truth: 70 to 75% of them had 

been hauled out of the infantry to serve in Supply and Baggage units with little or no 

training, even toward the end of the war.261 Yu Zongpan noted that unit commanders did 

 
259 “Junzhengbu junliang yunshu yayunyuan shouze” (March 1941), published in Lujun jingli zazhi 3, no. 2 
(1942): 164.  
260 Shen, “Woguo zizhong budui zhi gaikuang ji zhengli,” 48.  
261 Ibid, 54; Yu Zongpan, “Wuyi xiaoqing teji: Sinianlai zizhong bingke jiaoyu zhi gaishu,” Lianxiao 2, no. 
2 (1944): 11.  
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not recognize the importance of sending men to military schools for a proper logistical 

education, dispatching them at random and often without sufficient funds for traveling to 

campus. Their treatment of the requirement as merely an opportunity to rid the unit of 

unnecessary subordinates did nothing to earn the vocation any recognition.262  

This lack of professionalism was part of a broader problem with officer training in the 

army. The Nationalists never managed to replace the substantial number of officers lost–

in the first four months of the war alone, they had lost more than 12,000 officers trained 

at the Central Military Academy (Lujun guanxiao 陸軍官校)–or to adequately update 

officer skill sets.263 In 1940, the Quartermaster School set up two branch campuses in 

Xi’an and Guilin to provide refresher courses for existing logistical officers, but the few 

months there did little to improve their quality. Even regular Supply personnel 

theoretically with some form of preparation fared poorly. Miao Xichun, who was in 

charge of the Supply course at one of the Whampoa Academy’s branch schools, pointed 

out that cadets enrolled in these courses lacked practical experience. For one, they had 

never been on a prolonged march. Some of them, unprepared for the rigors of such an 

enterprise, simply absconded during the war. For another–incredibly–the horses in the 

schools had their own caretakers. Students, who did not have to and certainly did not 

want to care for the animals, never learned how to properly do so. (Miao notes, somewhat 

tongue-in-cheek, that they seemed to have an aversion to horse manure.) Students had a 
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fascination with driving motorized vehicles, but were bored by the details of maintenance 

and repair. As a result, Supply attachments were ironically less knowledgeable about cars 

and horses than the combatants they were meant to support. Naturally, they lost what 

respect they might originally have commanded.264 Colonel Lyle Powell was impressed by 

the horse attendants (mafu 馬夫) who tended to the small horses he and the Chinese 

generals used to visit remote villages in Liuzhou, Guangxi. “I have never been able nor 

have I seen anyone else who was able to divorce the ma-fu and his horse,” he declared. 

The horses were restless in anyone else’s hands, but with the mafu they were “as satisfied 

as a baby with a bottle.”265 But Powell never made clear if these horse attendants were 

local civilians or Supply men; context suggests that it was the former.  

The constant required attention to detail could also frustrate travel escort personnel. 

One escort, Tian Xueqiao, vented his exasperation in the Army Management Magazine. 

He found that his particular duty–guarding military grain on waterways–was especially 

stressful given that rice was highly prone to spoilage, and that it was impossible to 

prevent rice from getting damp during repeated loading and unloading at docks. “If an 

escort is willing to feel responsible toward his job,” he complained, “from the day the 

grain is loaded onto the ship, to the day it is unloaded, there isn’t a single moment that he 

isn’t on tenterhooks. To prevent any damage, he doesn’t dare to eat his fill, or have a 

good night’s sleep. I’ve had quite enough of this suffering!” Bitterly, he described how 

 
264 Miao Xichun, “Dui zizhongbing jiaoyu zhi yijian,” Junshi zazhi (Nanjing) 153 (1943): 49; 50.  
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escorts were left to straighten out the tangles that invariably emerged from bureaucratic 

deficiencies. For one, they were never paid enough. Each petition they sent about better 

remuneration took two to three weeks to inch up the military chain of command. For 

another, if the recipient military agency was dissatisfied with its provisions, the escorts 

would have to settle the dispute. In the meantime, the shipmen, forced to remain at dock, 

vented their anger at losing precious time at the escorts. The fact that the escorts were in 

uniform forced the shipmen to show some restraint, but it “does leave a bad taste in one’s 

mouth.” It was also never made explicit which party was liable for damages if rice did go 

bad along the way. The ship captain was often compelled to make compensations–one 

had no choice but to sell the ship altogether, a loss which turned him into a beggar–and 

Tian was disturbed by his role as “executioner.”266  

Indeed, such disagreements could involve significant volumes of grain, enough to 

catch the attention of the main authorities. In June 1942, a complaint found its way onto 

Yu Feipeng’s desk: the mysterious loss of 3,115 jin of military rice in 1941. A transport 

escort, Sun Jiwen, had been sent to a branch military station in Wanxian to oversee the 

transfer of said rice, carried on six vessels, to the military depots at Badong and Fengjie. 

Of the missing 3,115 jin, the Badong depot determined that 2,520 jin had been lost to 

spoilage, but that Sun still had to account for the remaining 595 jin, or at least obtain an 

acknowledgment of debt and appropriate compensation from the civilian shipping firm to 
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which the vessels belonged. In response, Sun wrote a lengthy explanation pointing to an 

alarming neglect of proper documentation. He noted that he had been in charge of eight, 

not six, vessels carrying a total of around 335,500 jin of rice. Two were to be sent to 

Fengjie, and the remaining six to Badong.  

However, when the ships bound for Fengjie were loaded at Wanxian, they were 

already short of 504 jin. Another transport escort, Xiong Heyun of the Wanxian branch 

station, had acknowledged this, but had failed to put it on record. As for the six ships 

headed for Badong, they were also loaded short of 827 jin. Upon reaching Fengjie, it was 

discovered that the vessels Chenzheng and Qinhong were missing 1,165 and 619 jin of 

rice respectively. Sun, concerned about these significant losses even after factoring in 

natural spoilage, returned to ships to Wanxian to notify the branch station and open an 

investigation. The station determined that the two vessels would submit financial 

compensation for the losses, and that the shipping guild at Wanxian would be responsible 

for seeing the matter through. Sun claimed that the Badong depot had itself sent a 

representative to verify the situation. Yet, the Wanxian branch office had only 

acknowledged the loss of 2,520 jin to spoilage, omitting mention of the original shortage 

of 504 jin at Fengjie and the compensation from the shipping firms. Now, Sun was left to 

tie up loose ends. “It’s all a mess,” he concluded curtly. In fact, Sun may have been 

implicitly accusing the Wanxian office of covering up either negligence or corruption, 

and for feigning ignorance in the process. He wrote that the whole situation was a sham 

disguised as a real problem–or “passing off fish eyes for pearls” (yumu hunzhu 魚目混
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珠).267 The paper trail seems to end with Yu Feipeng tossing the case to the Badong 

military depot, ordering an investigation. Regardless of the outcome, it is clear that 

convoying military grain was an unenviable task.  

Yu Zongpan himself was aware that logistical work was not glorious. In fact, the work 

was tedious and trivial (fanku suosui 煩苦瑣碎), and its proper execution depended 

exclusively on each man’s sense of responsibility, as commanding officers seldom 

directly supervised such matters. Yet, Nationalist units were constantly requesting the 

dispatch of qualified cadres from the logistics vocational school. Therefore, logistics 

personnel had to undergo especially rigorous guidance in discipline and integrity.268 Miao 

Xichun, too, remarked that Supply and Baggage personnel had to possess initiative and 

self-motivation. The sum of such trivial toil (kugan 苦幹), he concluded, could 

profoundly influence the overall strategic situation.269 Certainly, the humble labor of 

Supply and Baggage personnel left a deep impression on foreign observers. Decades after 

the fact, Marvin S. Waits, a US Army Air Corps crewmember deployed to Chengdu as 

part of the 308th Bomber Group, recalled seeing Chinese armies marching by. “I used to 

laugh and almost cry to see them…none of them had guns. Knives, sticks, machetes. 

 
267 “Houfang qinwu buzhang Yu Feipeng wei yayunyuan Sun Jiwen suobao minguo sanshinian Wanxian 
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Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 19, 219. 
268 Yu, “Wuyi xiaoqing teji: Sinianlai zizhong bingke jiaoyu zhi gaishu,” 10.  
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Then the kitchen would come by. Do you know what the kitchen consisted of? Some 

Chinese carrying rice bags on their back with a big pot to cook it in. That was it.”270 

  

Conclusion  

Since the aforementioned circle of specialists accrued their expertise in central army 

institutions, it is difficult to assess whether and the extent to which the benefits of formal 

logistical training permeated through to provincial armies. According to historian Chang 

Jui-te, the Chinese armed forces underwent a process of “centrification” (zhongyanghua 

中央化) during the war, especially after 1942, as Chiang Kai-shek dispersed loyal 

officers from the NRA throughout provincial units to extend his influence and quell any 

prospect of mutiny. By the end of the war, the number of armed men under provincial 

control had been whittled down from roughly one half to a quarter of Nationalist-aligned 

forces, suggesting that channels had been opened up for the widespread influence of 

officers from Whampoa and other schools.271 Nonetheless, as mentioned above, the 

practice of recruiting local civilians to move provisions was universal, and embedded in 

Nationalist logistical policy out of necessity. Writing between 1944 and 1945, Powell 

could still observe that “it is the custom in China to impress civilian coolie labor to assist 

the army, especially in carrying equipment, repairing roads and bridges, and executing 
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Florida.  
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demolitions.”272 The Supply and Baggage vocation was never sufficiently developed to 

meet the Chinese armies’ insatiable needs, whether on the march or quartered far away 

from the nearest depot. Broader efforts to improve grain management, spurred by the 

grim circumstances of 1940, were blunted by conflicting interests or overlapping 

mandates among agencies, and by a lack of coordination across provinces.  

The point is to emphasize that these shortcomings must be viewed in light of China’s 

agrarian setting, as well as against the backdrop of crises which stretched the 

Nationalists’ ability to continue the war to its limits. Under these circumstances, it is 

remarkable that sufficient grain was collected not only to stave off economic collapse and 

military capitulation, but also to feed an expeditionary force along and beyond China’s 

southwestern borders. If grain provisioning was the principal criteria for waging a 

protracted war, the Nationalists, against all odds, achieved passing marks. Within the 

endemic of incompetence were pockets of honest endeavor. Rana Mitter and Helen 

Schneider have contended that the Nationalist government, though gravely flawed, did 

make “increasingly mature” efforts in the areas of social insurance and state relief in the 

rear zone, some of which succeeded in improving citizens’ well-being.273 In the military 

realm, as well, the shadow of Eastman’s damning assessment should not swallow the 

mammoth effort put into centralizing and optimizing national grain management.  
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Nor should it drown out the work of people like Yu Zongpan and his colleagues, 

students, and subordinates to strengthen the Nationalists’ provisioning system while 

fending off an existential threat. The Quartermaster School had produced important 

figures who would carry on to spearhead Nationalist China’s wartime logistical and 

transport schemes, confronting entrenched disdain for their work throughout the army 

and bureaucratic deficiencies across the board. This included Yu Feipeng and his second-

in-command in the Rear Services Department, Duan Mujie (端木傑 1897–1972). Wang 

Pengsheng (王芃生 1893–1946), who was enrolled in the Quartermaster School’s 

pioneering cohort, oversaw the construction of the Burma Road. The war represented the 

culmination of decades of fitful progress in the science of military logistics in China.  

The military grain schemes outlined here depended on robust transport and storage 

systems. The reforms of 1940–1941 entailed not just a bureaucratic overhaul, but also 

serious physical infrastructural demands on Free China. To cater to the sheer volumes of 

grain circulating Free China, especially following 1941, operating these systems required 

deep mobilization, or the organization of resources, including labor and property, at the 

most localized levels of society. Underlying the bureaucratic wrangling discussed above 

were significant civilian effort and sacrifice, expended in the name of the “sacred” war 

against the Japanese. The next two chapters examine, in turn, how the establishment of 

granary networks and relay transport systems deeply influenced the civilian wartime 

everyday. 
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SPACE AND STRUCTURE: THE CENTRALITY OF THE GRANARY TO 

WARTIME CHINA 

In English as in Chinese, the term “granary” (liangcang 糧倉) not only refers to the 

physical repository for grain, but also connotes agricultural abundance. As much of 

China’s protracted war–and later, the war in Southeast Asia–revolved around strategic 

control of fertile regions and the acquisition of foodstuffs, the word often appeared in the 

latter context. The Washington Post in 1940 called French Indochina “the Orient’s richest 

rice granary”; Sichuan and Hunan were famously known in both languages as wartime 

China’s “grain baskets.”274  

Yet, in order to tap on the agricultural productivity of these areas, belligerents required 

literal granaries–a means of storing agricultural produce and maintaining its condition. 

There is a dearth of literature on the wartime building of a nationwide grain storage 

system. Although there are limited studies by mainland Chinese scholars of wartime 

storage efforts select provinces, such as Hunan and Gansu, there is virtually nothing on 

the subject in English. This lacuna is worth filling, for constructing and operating 

granaries entailed high stakes for the Nationalists. Building grain reserves was central to 

campaign and overall strategic planning. More importantly, it was the foundation of the 

land tax reforms discussed in Chapter Two. “Stores of food in ancient temples and 

hallowed ancestral halls as well as in modern storehouses are giving the government of 
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Granary,” The Muncie Evening Press, October 8, 1941, Proquest.  



    

 

 

 137 
 

 

China new control over the finances of the nation,” reported Indiana newspaper The 

Palladium in November 1941. Indeed, land tax in kind could not “strengthen the 

economic sinews of the country in the war against Japan” if there was nowhere to stash 

the central government’s new main form of wealth.275 

This chapter examines the Nationalists’ grain reserve systems and granary networks to 

foreground their strategic and economic significance. It first considers the national 

military grain reserves scheme enacted after the Nationalists’ official turn to protracted 

warfare at the end of 1938. Between 1939 and 1940, the Nationalists began setting up 

grain reserves at the frontlines and rear areas of each war zone, and in the rear zone 

provinces of the Chinese interior. As Hans van de Ven notes, the loss of important 

sections of railway systems and the Yangtze River meant that Nationalist troops were tied 

down to the few agriculturally productive regions that remained under their control. 

Building up grain reserves would earn them some room for maneuver.276 Although the 

Battle of Yichang–discussed in Chapter One–rendered this scheme moot by cutting 

Sichuan, the Nationalists’ most important grain basket, off from most of the war theater, 

it remains essential to understanding the phase of attrition. The 3-3-6 scheme, which I 

have termed for the number of months each tier of grain reserves was meant to last, was 

one of the Nationalists’ first and most far-reaching adaptations to their new strategic 

realities. Moreover, its bureaucratic structures continued their existence as the basis of 
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subsequent grain storage efforts. Yet, the scheme has only achieved sporadic mention in 

English- and Chinese-language scholarship.  

The chapter also examines the challenges of amassing grain reserves in southwestern 

Yunnan for the Chinese Expeditionary Force (CEF) after the fall of Burma. As China’s 

southernmost province, up until recently far removed from centers of power, Yunnan was 

considered by some foreign observers the country’s “back door.” However, following the 

capitulation of French Indochina in 1940, and then of Burma in 1942, Yunnan became its 

“first line of defense” and “the bulwark” of its southern region.277   

The chapter then moves on to explore the flurry of granary construction that ensued 

after the centralization of land tax and its collection in kind (tianfu zhengshi 田賦徵實) in 

1941. Based on an abundance of primary source material, it hones in on wartime grain 

storage networks as the physical foundation of land tax collection. If land revenue was 

one of the Nationalist government’s key wartime fiscal tools, granaries were the limiting 

infrastructural factor. By extension, they were also a limiting factor of military 

provisioning, for land tax in kind and the complementary measures of mandatory 

purchasing and borrowing became the principal sources of military grain. For this reason, 

any study of military grain necessarily begins from the civilian tax collection office, the 

first node in the bureaucratic chain of supply. In keeping with the previous two chapters, 

this chapter emphasizes 1941 as a pivotal year in the prolonged war. The centralized 
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levying of land tax in-kind and the accompanying expansion of national granary capacity 

had significant implications for economic, strategic and physical landscapes. 

The enactment of tianfu zhengshi signaled a return to the form of tax revenue which 

had dominated the first millennium of Chinese imperial rule, and with it, an elevation in 

the importance of grain storage systems. As R. Bin Wong notes, because tax was often 

collected in kind, granaries were a vital part of state finance from the Han through to the 

Qing. State-run granary operations were a function of shifting political ideals, military 

needs, and understandings of the state’s duty and prerogative to intervene in the 

economy. They generally served to feed the capital and the military, and to regulate food 

supplies in times of glut or shortage (although the Ming dynasty was noticeably less 

involved in doing so).278 Granaries also featured strongly in the management of Qing 

frontier economy during the 18th century. Peter Perdue has shown that Qing China’s 

westernmost provinces–Shaanxi, Gansu, Yunnan, Guizhou–boasted tight networks of 

“ever-normal” granaries and high per capita granary reserves owing to their military 

importance.279  

During the Second Sino-Japanese War, however, military granaries were not littered 

along the frontier in pursuit of conquest, but built throughout the Chinese interior in 

defense of national sovereignty. Moreover, whereas official imperial discourse on 

 
278 See R. Bing Wong, “Chinese Traditions of Grain Storage,” in Nourish the People: The State Civilian 
Granary System in China, 1650–1850, eds. Pierre-Etienne Will and R. Bin Wong (Ann Arbor: Center for 
Chinese Studies, University of Michigan, 1991), 1–16.  
279 See Peter Perdue, “Harvests and Relief,” in China Marches West: The Qing Conquest of Central 
Eurasia (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011), 358–77.  
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granary management had been defined by Confucian understandings of benevolent rule–

namely, the obligation of the ruler to provide for his people–the rhetoric of social welfare 

was far weaker in wartime discussions of granaries. Instead, such discussions focused 

overwhelmingly on how granaries would contribute to national survival.  

From a logistical point of view, the technicalities of provision storage and quality 

control were of particular concern in agrarian China. Two Provision Experimental Plants 

(Liangmo shiyanchang 糧秣實驗廠) were set up during the war to produce processed 

foods such as bread and biscuits. The First Provision Experimental Plant encompassed 

factories in Chongqing, Yuanling, Fengxian and Fushun; the Second included those in 

Guangyuan, Luoyang and Shangrao. Such processed foods, however, constituted a very 

small proportion of the Nationalist soldier’s diet. War zones which encompassed or were 

adjacent to rear zone provinces sporadically received bread rations in addition to rice or 

wheat. In August 1941, for example, frontline troops in the 9th War Zone received 

800,000 pieces of bread as a substitute for a day’s worth of rice rations; in April 1942, 

men in the 8th War Zone received 100,000 pieces of bread from the Supervisory 

Department of the Tianshui Field Headquarters.280 But these instances were exceptions. 

 
280 “Dijiu zhanqu minguo sanshinian bayuefen junliang buji yewu jiantao shubiao” (1941), in Kangzhan 
junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 16, 358; “Jiangbei bingzhan tongjianbu zhishu disan fenzhan jieyun 
Xianyang disi fenzhan jiezhuan diba zhanqu ganmianbao baoxiao qingce,” in Kangzhan junliang dang’an 
xuanbian, vol. 16, 492–95. 
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Staples in military provisions were typically simply agricultural produce, which 

deteriorated quickly in unfavorable conditions.281  

It therefore became all the more imperative to transport and store grain without 

compromising its quality. The chapter moves beyond the architectural demands of 

granaries to examine the processes surrounding their operation, from check-and-accept 

procedures at their doorstep to maintaining conducive conditions within their walls. 

Granary personnel, outsiders to China’s tight-knit rice business, struggled to navigate its 

idiosyncrasies. They also lacked the training to maintain storage facilities and practices 

that could effectively seal grain off from heat, dampness, and infestation. Grain storage 

became an exercise in improvisation, an endless game of trying to stay ahead of 

everything from dishonest middlemen to inhospitable weather to hungry rodents. 

Finally, the chapter highlights granaries as key sites of contact between the people 

and the state. As a constitutive part of the Nationalists’ land taxation scheme, granaries 

and the myriad procedures which took place around them became an inescapable feature 

of wartime civilian life. The act of storing grain was literally intrusive, as facilities were 

either built on community land or created out of public buildings and private homes. 

Since grain collected as tax was funneled primarily into military provisioning, they were 

also key sites of civil-military interaction. Civilians were forced to ferry grain from tax 

collection offices to military grain bureaus or granaries. Clashes over weight 

 
281 Also see Michael Shiyung Liu, “Eating Well for Survival: Chinese Nutrition Experiments During World 
War II,” in Moral Foods: The Construction of Nutrition and Health in Modern Asia, eds. Angela Ki Che 
Leung et al (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2019), 89–108.  
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measurements and rice quality at the point of handover produced friction between low-

ranking military staff, typically lieutenants, and boatmen and laborers. The latter two 

often became scapegoats for the loss or spoilage of grain, and were held responsible for 

financial compensation. Like the Supply personnel discussed in Chapter Two, the 

officials who manned granaries often shaped rural civilians’ impressions of the central 

state.   

 

The 3-3-6 Scheme  

By the end of 1933, the government was surveying national agricultural productivity 

levels, and implementing provincial grain storage policies. In 1936, the Department of 

Military Administration created a national military storage network comprising 16 

provisional granaries stationed in strategically placed cities such as Nanjing, Xuzhou and 

Xi’an. This arrangement was intended to feed 3.5 million men. After further tightening 

this network by adding ten more warehouses, the Department also set up a laboratory in 

Nanchang to investigate the manufacturing of portable food.282 When full-scale conflict 

broke out in July 1937, the Rear Services Department, which was under the direct 

purview of the Military Affairs Commission, took control of this network.  

This was in addition to an array of other preexisting storage types. Throughout the 

1930s, the Nationalist government had established agricultural granaries (nongye cangku 

 
282 Su, Zhanzhengzhong de Junshi weiyuanhui, 255.  
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農業倉庫) intended not to prepare for times of shortage, but to invigorate agricultural 

finance by providing farmers with access to credit.283 To facilitate the movement of 

agricultural products and the provision of agricultural loans, in 1936 the Farm Credit 

Bureau (Nongbenju 農本局) drew up a plan to build warehouses of capacities ranging 

from 10,000 to 100,000 dan in cities and main markets, building 31 such warehouses by 

1938.284 The central government also began regulating local public granaries from the 

village to county level, charity granaries (yicang 義倉, both publicly and privately run), 

and reserves for disaster relief (jigu cangku 積穀倉庫).285 However, this prewar mesh of 

networks was severely disrupted by the Japanese advancement into northern and central 

China. For instance, in Hunan in late 1938, disaster relief granaries bordering hostility 

zones were ordered to disburse their reserves to meet urgent troop or refugee needs, and 

to mitigate the hike in grain prices which resulted from the influx of new mouths to feed. 

County- and town-level granaries and charity granaries were to relocate someplace safer, 

at least 20 kilometers away from major roads and railways–with, as usual, requisitioned 

local labor, who were to be renumerated with a portion of the granary reserves. Facilities 

which could not be relocated in time were to be destroyed along with their contents to 

 
283 See Yao Shundong and Xiao Chuanlin, “Lun Guomin zhengfu nongye cangku jianshe,” Qiu suo (Hunan 
sheng shehui kexueyuan) 7 (2008): 218–21.  
284 Hong Fu and Calum G. Turvey, The Evolution of Agricultural Credit During China’s Republican Era, 
1912–1949 (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 353–55.  
285 “Gedifang jiancang jifu banfa dagang” (November 18, 1936), published in Neizheng gongbao 9, no. 11 
(1936): 31–34.  
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prevent them from falling into Japanese hands.286 Changing strategic circumstances 

therefore forced the drawing and redrawing of both military and civilian storage 

networks. 

In April 1938, the Department of Military Administration drafted an outline which 

would serve as the blueprint for grain management for the rest of the war.287 The 32-

clause “Outline for Methods of War Zone Grain Management” (Gezhanqu liangshi 

guanli banfa dagang「各戰區糧食管理辦法大綱」), approved by the Military Affairs 

Commission, established grain management offices in each of the five original war zones 

(established in August 1937) to oversee the storage, distribution and consumption of rice, 

wheat and flour. Answerable to the command headquarters of each war zone, these 

offices in turn took over the management of public granaries from central and provincial 

authorities. They were empowered to disperse grain storage points throughout counties 

and villages, release public grain to replenish military stores, and place price floors and 

ceilings on the grain market. With support from local transport authorities, they also had 

the power to requisition civilian-owned boats and carts, as well as civilian labor, although 

they were (in theory) required to reimburse such use and to treat porters well. If there was 

 
286 “Bensheng linjin zhanqu gexian jigu ji gukuan chuli zanxing banfa qi jianhe you” (November 30, 1938), 
in Shengshi jiancang jigu banfa 2, no. 014-040504-0037, Liangshi guanli ji gongying fenpei, accessed via 
Guoshiguan dang’an shiliao wenwu chaxun xitong [hereafter Academia Historica Collections Online 
System, AHCOS] [https://ahonline.drnh.gov.tw]. 
287 Su, Zhanzhengzhong de Junshi weiyuanhui, 256.  
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a risk of public grain falling into enemy hands, and transportation to safety was 

impractical, they would order their destruction.288 

As previously mentioned, in early 1939 the Nationalist government established a 

military grain storage scheme for the year in which three months’ worth of grain would 

be stored on the frontlines of each war zone, another three months’ worth in the safer rear 

areas of each war zone, and six months’ worth in the main granaries (zongku 總庫) 

located in the rear zone provinces. For this reason, we will refer to this as the 3-3-6 

scheme. The Rear Services Department deemed the scheme necessary to prepare for the 

second phase of war. It had escaped major provisioning challenges in the first phase of 

war, partially thanks to abundant harvests, and partially because of an earlier grain 

reserves plan drawn up in the 1930s in response to Japanese belligerence. But some of 

China’s key grain-producing provinces–namely, Shaanxi, Hunan, Henan, and Jiangxi–

had since become key battlegrounds. Moreover, a survey revealed that many of the eight 

newly designated war zones could not count on producing sufficient grain to sustain large 

numbers of troops (the 6th and 7th War Zones had yet to be established). A few war zones 

contained fertile lands, as in the areas of Tianshui, Longxi and Lanzhou in the 8th and the 

areas of Ji’an and Ganxian in the 9th. But others were in precarious positions. The 4th War 

Zone included Guangdong province, which traditionally depended on the large-scale 

importation of foreign rice, and was now on the brink of a food crisis. The 1st and 5th War 

 
288 See “Junshi weiyuanhui gongbu ge zhanqu liangshi guanli banfa dagang dengjian” (April 30, 1938), in 
Liangzheng shiliao, 2–9. 
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Zones featured large mountainous swathes which were agriculturally unproductive. 

Steady provisioning therefore hinged on grain reserves–on “saving up for a rainy day” 

(weiyu choumou 未雨綢繆).289 

Thus, between mid-1939 and mid-1940, storage points were set up in all eight war 

zones, and in Sichuan, Guizhou, Guangxi, Hunan, Jiangxi, Shaanxi and Gansu. The 3-3-6 

scheme assumed a fighting force of 3 million men, and 5.5 million men including 

reserves, throughout the year.290 This amounted to initial estimates of 1.17 million bags of 

husked rice, 1.84 million sacks of flour, and 200,000 bags of coarse grain in the rear 

portions of all war zones, and another 2.6 million bags of husked rice and 5 million sacks 

of flour in the rear zone, all to be gathered by September 1939.291 Each war zone was also 

meant to have the capacity to complete milling its three-month rear grain reserves in four 

months, and the rear zone their reserves in eight months. To these ends, existing milling 

facilities and equipment were located and requisitioned.  

Implementation at the frontlines was the joint responsibility of the Department of 

Military Administration, the General Staff, the Rear Services Department, and the 

respective War Zone Command Headquarters. Elsewhere, the Military Affairs 

Commission set up two specialized committees. The Grain Storage Supervisory 

 
289 “Houfang qinwubu di’erqi kangzhan tunliang jihua an” (1939), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an 
xuanbian, vol. 13, 121. 
290 “Houfang qinwubu ni minguo ershi niandu yinian tunliang jihua gangyao” (1940), in Kangzhan junliang 
dang’an xuanbian, vol. 13, 463.   
291 “Houfang qinwubu ni ‘Guanyu di’erqi kangzhan tunliang zhi chouban’” (1939), in Kangzhan junliang 
dang’an xuanbian, vol. 13, 126.   
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Committee (Tunliang jianli weiyuanhui 屯糧監理委員會), headed by the Rear Services 

Department, determined storage location points and the distribution of grain among them 

throughout the country. It sent out inspectors to conduct checks on storage and 

transportation procedures. Grain Procurement Committees (Gouliang weiyuanhui 購糧委

員會) were also created in the rear zone provinces and in each war zone to coordinate the 

purchase of grain reserves with provincial bodies, including banks, rice merchants, and 

agricultural bureaus.292  

Success in meeting 3-3-6 quotas was checkered in the scheme’s first year. The Grain 

Storage Supervisory Committee noted that, although 1939 had seen a bountiful fall 

harvest, there were severe delays in raising sufficient funds to purchase grain for storage. 

By the time the money was ready, it was already winter. Not only had food prices already 

soared, but much of the harvest had either been stowed away in merchant granaries or 

siphoned off by the Japanese. Rumors of impending storage plans further aggravated 

market prices.293 Collection thus had to carry on well into the following year. As of June 

1940, the 9th War Zone, which covered parts of Hubei, Hunan and Jiangxi, had not only 

met its three-month frontline reserve of 200,000 bags of rice, but had also purchased 28 

milling machines and transported them to the key storage venue of Yuanling.294 In 

 
292 Ibid, 131–39.  
293 “Houfang qinwubu ni minguo ershi niandu yinian tunliang jihua gangyao” (1940), in Kangzhan junliang 
dang’an xuanbian, vol. 13, 463.   
294 “Houfang qinwubu jinglichu wei bianjichu nibian yinian tunliang jiyao suoxu cankao ziliao zhi 
bianjichu jian ji fujian” (August 14, 1940): “Gezhanqu houfang ji houfang zongku tunliang nianmi gongju 
shezhi didian shuliangbiao,” in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 13, 255.  
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contrast, the 1st War Zone had failed completely to meet its three-month frontline target 

of 251,000 bags of rice, and had gathered so little of its three-month rear target that it had 

officially given up on amassing milling equipment–there was nothing to mill. The 1st 

encompassed Anhui and Henan provinces, whose agricultural lands had been deluged 

following the destruction of Huayuankou dam.  

The 3-3-6 scheme remained in place throughout the war, although, as the first chapter 

has illustrated, the loss of Yichang that month curtailed the Nationalists’ ability to 

forward grain reserves from the rear to the frontlines throughout Free China. Some war 

zones in central China, such as the 6th and 9th, remained connected to the rear zone 

provinces and could draw on the six-month main granaries there. The 9th, for instance, 

received part of their provisions from the main granaries in Hunan to feed the roughly 

532,000 men stationed there in 1941.295 But other war zones further away appear to have 

been left to their own devices, ensuring three months’ worth at their frontlines and three 

months’ worth in their respective rear regions, but with no allocation from the six-month 

main granaries. For instance, the Rear Services Department’s adjusted national military 

grain reserves plans for 1941 make no mention of these main granaries, but go into detail 

about how the two three-month war zone reserves should be met (through local purchase 

at the frontlines, and through the autumn harvest in the rear of the war zones).296 

 
295 “Dijiu zhanqu inguo sanshinian bayuefen junliang buji yewu jiantao shubiao” (1941), in Kangzhan 
junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 16, 356–77. 
296 “Houfang qinwubu ni ‘Minguo sanshiniandu junliang goutun jihua dagang’” (1941), in Kangzhan 
junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 8, 467–70. In these documents, it is sometimes difficult to distinguish 
between the rear of the war zones and the Great Rear Zone (Dahoufang). Generally speaking, however, the 
granaries in the Great Rear Zones are referred to as main granaries (zongku). 
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Nevertheless, the scale of the original 3-3-6 scheme represented the Nationalists’ 

commitment to a protracted conflict after 1938, and served as a blueprint for standard 

military grain storage plans.  

The implementation of the scheme was also an important learning experience for the 

Nationalists, for it revealed many key challenges to effective grain storage. An 

investigation by the Department of Military Administration carried out in September 

1939 found that the war zones provided inconsistent statistics of their three-month rear 

reserves, and that there were clearly cases of embezzlement and corruption which had 

gone unchecked.297 In his report on the 3-3-6 scheme in 1940, Shi Jiyin, head of the 

Secretarial Office of the Rear Services Department, highlighted overlapping bureaucratic 

purviews as a key hindrance to war zone frontline reserves (the same overlaps discussed 

in Chapter Two). The task of procurement was delegated to county authorities, but they 

were often incapable of meeting their quotas.298 Huang Xuchu (黃旭初 1892–1975), one 

of the leaders of the powerful Guangxi clique, recalled overhearing a remark that nothing 

for the 3-3-6 scheme could get done in the province without direct intervention from the 

central government. He wondered if this weakness of local governance was unique to 

Guangxi politics, but then heard a complaint from the head of the Jiangnan Chief Military 

 
297 “Houfang qinwubu jinglichu wei bianjichu nibian yinian tunliang jiyao suoxu cankao ziliao zhi 
bianjichu jian ji fujian” (August 14, 1940): “Yu Feipeng wei gezhanqu sangeyue tunliang qingcha jieshu 
banfa zhi Guilin bingzhan zongjian deng daidian gao chaojian” (February 21, 1940), in Kangzhan junliang 
dang’an xuanbian, vol. 13, 247–50.   
298 “Houfang qinwubu mishuchu chuzhang Shi Jiyin suozhuan ‘Tunliang yaoyi’” (1940), in Kangzhan 
junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 13, 431.  
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Depot that county governments routinely failed to carry out their responsibilities.299 

Sometimes, the county governments themselves defied orders, either refusing to hand 

over existing grain stores for procurement or only offering those of the lowest quality. 

Transportation difficulties often caused bulk grain purchases to spoil in long-distance 

transit. In the rear zone provinces, where some storage points were meant to hold as 

much as 300,000 bags of grain, authorities simply could not amass the resources to build 

such facilities. They resorted to taking over existing buildings which did not meet storage 

requirements, causing even more spoilage.300 As the next sections will show, all these 

obstacles plagued subsequent storage efforts. 

 

Land Tax In-Kind  

As discussed in Chapter Two, runaway inflation compelled a shift to in-kind military 

provisioning and collection of land tax between 1940 and 1941. In effect, a critical 

component of the Nationalists’ fiscal foundation transformed from cold currency into 

perishable foodstuffs.  

Here, it is worth re-emphasizing the significance–both economic and logistical–of the 

implementation of land tax in-kind (tianfu zhengshi).301 In the first place, it entailed the 

 
299 Huang Xuchu, “Huang Xuchu huiyilu: Cong Xinhai dao Kangzhan,” ed. Cai Dengshan (Taipei: Duli 
zuojia, 2015), 144.  
300 Houfang qinwubu mishuchu chuzhang Shi Jiyin suozhuan ‘Tunliang yaoyi’” (1940), in Kangzhan 
junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 13, 434.  
301 Wartime land tax in kind has garnered focused attention in both Taiwan and China. However, it often 
appears only in passing in major English-language works on the war. Hao Yinxia has produced an array of 
studies on wartime land tax: see, for example, Hao, Shehui biandongzhong de zhidu bianqian; “Xin shijiao: 
Guomin zhengfu tianfu zhengshi zhidu zhi zaijiantao,” Minguo dang’an 2 (2011): 110–20. Also see Zhu 
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centralization of land taxation. Lauchlin Currie (1902–93), President Roosevelt’s White 

House economist, touched down in Chongqing in January 1941 to survey the situation in 

China (as a guest of the Chinese government rather than as Roosevelt’s official 

representative). He strongly advocated to Chiang Kai-shek a reform of the land tax to 

compensate for the Nationalists’ former sources of revenue–customs and salt–which had 

been lost to the Japanese. “Much of the land escapes any taxation,” he complained, “and 

taxation of land…is left entirely to the provinces.”302 Although Washington did not 

expect more rigorous land taxation to be a panacea, it agreed with Currie’s analysis that it 

would be a vital source of revenue for the large agrarian country, and thus “an important 

step in meeting China’s budgetary problem.”303 At an initial conversion rate of two dou (

斗) of rice, and one dou four sheng (升) of wheat per yuan, such an overhaul would shove 

a mind-boggling amount of grain into the government’s hands. Citing Xu Kan, the 

 
Yuxiang, “Kangri zhanzheng shiqi Guomindang zhengfu de tianfu zhengshi yu liangshi zhenggou,” 
Shandong daxue xuebao (Zhexue shehui kexue ban) 1 (1963): 79–96; Liu Zhonglin, “Yetan 1942 nian 
tianfu zhengshi de shuilü yu shuifu wenti–jian yu Zhu Yuxiang tongzhi shangque,” Jindaishi yanjiu 4 
(1987): 291–97; Zhu Yuxiang, “Zaitan Kangzhan shiqi Guotongqu de tianfu zhengshi wenti–da Liu 
Zhonglin tongzhi,” Jindaishi yanjiu 6 (1988): 208–15.   
302 Foreign Relations of the United States Diplomatic Papers, 1941, The Far East, vol. IV, eds. John G. 
Reid, Louis E. Gates, Ralph R. Goodwin (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1956), 
document 57 [https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1941v04/d57]. Currie, who had a PhD in 
Economics from Harvard University, also met Communist representative Zhou Enlai during his trip to 
China. He was also involved in organizing flight training for Chinese pilots in the United States and in 
mediating the terse relationship between Chiang and General Joseph Stilwell. He was identified as a Soviet 
agent, but was not prosecuted, although his US passport was not renewed after his trip to Colombia as head 
of a World Bank mission. For much of the rest of his life, he remained in Colombia, where he served as an 
economic advisor to successive governments and became a citizen.  
303 Foreign Relations of the United States Diplomatic Papers, 1941, The Far East, vol. V, eds. G. Bernard 
Noble, E. Ralph Perkins, Gustave A. Nuremberger (Washington: United States Government Printing 
Office, 1956), document 657 [https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1941v05/d657]. Dou is a 
traditional unit of volume equivalent to ten liters. Ten sheng make one dou. The above conversion rate 
would double in 1942 to four dou per yuan and four dou eight shi of wheat per yuan.    
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Minister of Grain, historian Hou Kunhong writes that the Nationalists yielded more than 

110 million dan of rice and 26 million dan of wheat through in-kind taxation between 

1941 and 1945.304  

In addition to this were the amounts procured through mandatory purchase and 

mandatory borrowing. These were introduced in 1942 and 1944 respectively as 

complementary measures to in-kind land tax collection after the latter alone proved yet 

insufficient to meet the dietary demands of army and state. Mandatory purchase and 

borrowing only further imbued granaries with economic importance. Under these 

schemes, civilians sold or lent their grain to the state at fixed prices, initially receiving 

three-tenths of it in currency and the rest in the form of grain bonds (liangshi kuquan 糧

食庫券), and, eventually, fully in grain bonds.305 Following the year of issuance, they 

could be used to offset a portion of land tax in-kind over a period of five years at their 

face value and with an annual interest rate of 5%. Through these two schemes, the 

government brought in more than 102 million dan of rice and around 20.7 million dan of 

wheat.306 As the holding places of bond collateral, granaries became integral to the 

Nationalists’ scheme for tightening control over the national grain and financial markets.  

 
304 Xu Kan, “Kangzhan shiqi liangzheng jiyao,” Sichuan wenxian yuekan no. 11–12: 12–13, in Hou, 
Kangzhan shiqi liangshi gongqiu wenti yanjiu, 79.  
305 On the Nationalist government’s failure to ensure the redemption of these bonds, see Hao Yinxia, 
“Kangzhan shiqi Guomin zhengfu liangzheng yanjiu–liangshi kujuan fanhuan shikuang fenxi,” Zhongguo 
jingjishi luntan, last modified October 29, 2012 [http://economy.guoxue.com/?p=7559].  
306 Ibid. 
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For this reason, the construction and operation of grain storage facilities became a 

major undertaking after 1941. The Ministry of Grain set up a Construction Inspection 

Committee (Gongcheng shenhe weiyuanhui工程審核委員會) and Granary Construction 

Management Bureau (Cangku gongcheng guanliju倉庫工程管理局). The latter was the 

national extension of a previous body which had overseen both military and civilian 

granaries in Sichuan, and was established in order to meet the storage needs of land tax 

collection in the 1942 fiscal year.307 In consultation with its Finance, Agricultural Affairs 

and Economics Affairs counterparts, the Ministry of Grain also issued a slate of 

guidelines to standardize spoilage rates, warehouse maintenance, inspection procedures, 

and the disbursal of stored grain. Although military granaries were administratively 

distinct, these measures were directly relevant to army provisioning, as land tax grain was 

now the main source of military grain. Within a few months of the land tax policy, nine 

provinces tapped on land tax grain as military provisions, drawing as much as 750,000 

dan of wheat in Henan and 6 million dan of rice in frontline and rear reserves for the 6th 

War Zone.308 Specific to military grain, the two aforementioned committees set up as part 

of the 3-3-6 scheme remained in operation under the Military Affairs Commission.  

 
307 “Liangshibu cangku gongcheng guanlichu zuzhi guicheng an shenchahui jilu” (April 1, 1942), in 
Liangshibu suoshu danwei zuzhi guicheng 1, no. 014-040503-0002, Liangzheng danwei zuzhi guicheng, 
accessed via AHCOS.  
308 Telegram from Liangbu junliangsi to Caizhengbu fushuisi, “Chengqing jiri wuhou sishi paiyuan 
shangtao saniandu gesheng jiaobo junliang didian you” (December 17, 1941), in Liangshibu kaihui 
shangtao sanshi’er niandu gesheng jiaobo junliang didian, no. 119000001384A, Liangshibu, Academia 
Historica.  
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Three types of granaries strung the taxpayer to the military consumer. The first was 

the collection granary (shouna cangku收納倉庫), a town- or village-level facility which 

received grain paid as land tax. Four of these would be attached to each of a county’s 

eight tax collection offices (zhengshou suo 徵收所). The second was the county- or city-

level consolidation granary (jizhong cangku集中倉庫), which collected land tax grain 

but also accepted grain obtained through other means, such as rush-purchasing (qianggou 

搶購, on which more in Chapter Five). These were typically located at land- or water-

based transportation junctions. The accumulation granary (judian cangku聚點倉庫) was 

the endpoint, serving as the storage facility within the intended area of consumption, or as 

the handover point to military garrisons. For this reason, it had the largest capacity of the 

three types.309 The government estimated in 1941 that it would need around 17,000 

granaries to manage land tax.310 

In addition to these were military granaries, which were divided into three classes 

according to size. Class ‘A’ granaries could hold up to 50,000 dabao of grain, enough to 

feed ten divisions for two months; class ‘B’ granaries held 25,000 dabao for five 

divisions for two months; and ‘C’ granaries held 10,000 dabao for two divisions for two 

months.311 Overseen by majors (‘C’) or lieutenant-colonels (‘A’), sentries–drawn from 

 
309 Huang Junxia and Hu Yihong, “Lun Kangzhan shiqi Hunan cangchu zhi yanbian,” Dangdai jiaoyu lilun 
yu shijian 5, no. 6 (2013): 169.  
310 Lan Yong and Li Lijie, “Kangzhan shiqi dahoufang cangchu dili yanjiu,” Qiusuo (Hunan sheng shehui 
kexueyuan) 8 (2014): 152.  
311 “Junzhengbu junliang cangku zuzhi guicheng” (February 4, 1940), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an 
xuanbian, vol. 6, 133.  
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local self-defense militias–were posted at all doors to deny entry to all non-personnel 

except for public servants with the paperwork to extract reserves.312 As of November 

1943, there were 274 military granaries (and 86 smaller military grain transit points) 

serving the ten war zones, the Lu-Su-Yu-Wan Border Zones, and the Chinese 

Expeditionary Force (CEF) on the Yunnan-Burma border.313  

 

Grain Reserves for The Chinese Expeditionary Force 

It is largely forgotten that, after the loss of Burma, the CEF waged one of the longest-

lasting campaigns of the Second Sino-Japanese War. Between October 1943 and March 

1945, the CEF and British and American forces fought to regain the Burma Road as well 

as occupied Yunnanese land west of the Salween River. While Chinese forces at 

Ramgarh were fed and housed by the Government of India, the burden of providing for 

the CEF–some 244,000 men by mid-1944–mostly fell onto the people of Yunnan.  

The opening of the Burma front shone a harsh strategic spotlight on the province of 

Yunnan for the rest of the war. From mid-1942 onward, southwestern Yunnan, which 

shared a border with Burma more than 160 kilometers long, would become the launchpad 

of repeated attempts by the CEF to retake the Burma Road. Hosting the CEF posed 

severe strains on the province’s resources, namely grain. Through the Yunnan Grain 

 
312 “Junzhengbu junliang baoguan guize” (February 4, 1940), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 
6, 127. 
313 Houfang qinwubu tiaozheng suoshu gezhanshenqu bingzhan liangfu kusuo tongjibiao” (December 3, 
1943), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 6, 130.  
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Management Bureau, grain was collected as land tax and mandatorily purchased 

throughout a string of southwestern border regions, from Baoshan to Pu’er (the area 

famed, then as now, for its tea leaves). These were no small amounts: the CEF consumed 

more than 50,000 dabao a month.314 (US personnel at the air base in Kunming were also 

provided local produce, such as eggs, although they were not prepared by Chinese 

cooks.) This was in addition to the Nationalist 1st and 9th Army Groups already stationed 

in Yunnan (the Yunnan-Indochina Force), which represented a further 358,000 men, or 

84,000 dabao of grain a month, by mid-1944.315 John Brewis, the British Consulate-

General at Kunming, highlighted in August 1944 that the province was struggling to cope 

with the severance of connections with Indochina, from which it was used to importing 

rice in times of shortage, as well as the demands of feeding the Nationalist troops of the 

CEF.316 Fighting alongside the British and Americans hung by a logistical thread: the 

relentless extraction of grain and its continuous forwarding to troops along and across the 

border. Because much of the literature on the CBI has focused on the US provision of 

munitions and aircraft, the more banal food demands of the CEF remain a substantial 

hidden cost.317 

 
314 “Zhongguo sanshisan nian wuyuefen gezhan (sheng) qu junliang jiantao baogaoshu” (May 1944), in 
Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 7, 453. Also see Yang Yanqiu, “Baoshan minzhong dui Dianxi 
kangzhan de jingji gongxian,” Keji chuangxin daobao 23 (2012): 230.  
315 “Zhongguo sanshisan nian wuyuefen gezhan (sheng) qu junliang jiantao baogaoshu” (May 1944), in 
Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 7, 432.  
316 Telegram from British Consulate-General John Brewis to J.P. Coghill, British Embassy, Chungking 
(August 22, 1944), in Situation in Yunnan, 1944, FO371/41639, accessed via Archives Direct. 
317 For an overview of the provision of foreign aid to the wartime Nationalist government, see Zhang Baijia, 
“China’s Quest for Foreign Military Aid,” in The Battle for China, 283–307. 
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The CEF’s Chief Military Inspection Department, based in Chuxiong, spent much of 

the year of 1943 establishing a series of granaries to support the ongoing campaign in 

western Yunnan as well as to maintain standing divisions. Main granaries were set up in 

Baoshan, the Chinese frontline in the Burma theater; Chuxiong, Yunxian, Xiaguan, 

Caojian, Zhenkang, and Mianning in western-central Yunnan; and Cheli and Fohai in the 

south on the border with Vietnam. Each of these had attached to them a web of local 

granaries which received the year’s land tax in-kind, mandatory purchases carried out by 

the Yunnan Grain Management Bureau, and supplementary amounts from neighboring 

Sichuan and Xikang. As of December 1943, 570,219 dabao of grain had been amassed 

from the counties under the Chuxiong department’s purview; of this amount, 60,000 

dabao were kept aside in granaries as strategic reserves.318  

Keeping grain reserves for the CEF was an especially delicate exercise, as Chiang 

Kai-shek shared an uneasy relationship with Long Yun (龍雲 1884–1962), who had been 

governor of Yunnan since 1928. A native of Yunnan and of Yi ethnicity, Long Yun had 

run the province as his personal fiefdom for more than a decade.319 In 1938, it had been 

he who arranged air transport for Wang Jingwei and his entourage to Vietnam, where 

they planned their collaboration with the Japanese. Long Yun was officially in command 

of Kunming Field Headquarters, leading Chen Cheng, who briefly left the 6th War Zone 

 
318 “Yuangzhengjun bingzhan zongjianbu minguo sanshi’er niandu junliang tunbu jihua cao’an” (December 
1943), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 15, 7–8, 18–23.   
319 Long Yun was eventually overthrown in a coup in October 1945 led by Du Yuming, the former 
commander of the CEF’s 5th Army.  
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to command the CEF in early 1943, to suggest that the CEF be based in Chuxiong instead 

of Kunming, away from Long Yun’s seat of power. Brewis described Kunming as Long 

Yun’s “citadel,” and Long Yun himself as an “anachronistic kind of feudal earl marcher” 

who lived surrounded by his supporters in “true medieval fashion.”320 Chen despised how 

officials in Yunnan answered to Long Yun based on patronage rather than out of a 

professional sense of duty.321 Many military administrative agencies, including the 

Yunnan Military Police, were staffed by his relatives. Grain had to pass through the 

hands of the provincial authorities, making the provisioning of Nationalist divisions in 

Yunnan contingent upon Long Yun’s willingness to cooperate.  

As numerous observers noted, the local population also suffered from widespread 

opium addiction because Yunnan was a major producer.322 Si Kezhuang (司可庄), head 

of the Chief Military Inspection Department, reported that the collection of grain reserves 

was hampered by poor local administration because many village and town heads were 

addled by the drug.323 Additionally, Yunnan featured mountainous terrain, low population 

density, and a lack of modern transport infrastructure. All told, the creation of grain 

reserves for the CEF was a torturous undertaking. The circumstances there led foreigners 

 
320 Telegram from British Consulate-General John Brewis to J.P. Coghill, British Embassy, Chungking 
(August 22, 1944), in Situation in Yunnan, 1944, FO371/46139, accessed via Archives Direct.  
321 Chen, Chen Cheng huiyilu, 128; 132.  
322 See Jonathan Marshall, “Opium and the Politics of Gangsterism in Nationalist China, 1927–1945,” 
Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars 8, no. 3 (1976): 19–48. According to Marshall, in 1928, 90% of 
adults in Yunnan smoked opium, and infants were born addicts; 20.  
323 “Yuanzhengjun bingzhan zongjianbu Si Kezhuang wei baogao tunliang kunnanshi zhi Houfang qinwubu 
buzhang Yu Feipeng daidian” (February 17, 1944), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 15, 69.  
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to marvel at how the people got by at all. Sustaining the CEF rested on real sacrifices 

made on the part of civilians–a reality replicated throughout the rest of Free China.  

 

Construction: Fighting Inflation  

The timely construction of a storage network rested on the government’s wartime 

prerogative to commandeer land and property as it deemed necessary. On the eve of war, 

the government passed the Military Requisition Law (Junshi zhengyongfa 軍事徵用法), 

which enabled it to take over almost any resource to the extent that it “did not adversely 

affect the basic standards of living of the original owner and his family”–although a final 

clause added that if owners refused to cooperate, their property should be taken by force. 

Such resources included food, potable water, clothing, and electronic communications 

equipment, but also houses, stables, warehouses, and land.324 The National Total 

Mobilization Law (Guojia zongdongyuanfa 國家總動員法), issued in March 1942, 

reiterated the government’s entitlement to the requisitioning and repurposing of both land 

and buildings.325 But there were also prewar legal precedents for the state repossession of 

land. When, in 1943, the Military Grain Transit Office at Yuanling, Hunan applied to the 

Ministry of Grain to enhance its granary network, it invoked the 1928 Land Collection 

Law (Tudi zhengshoufa 土地徵收法). This had encoded the new Nationalist 

government’s right to rent or buy private land for purposes including national defense, 

 
324 “Junzhi zhengyongfa,” printed in Zhongyang ribao, July 14, 1937.  
325 “Guojia zongdongyuanfa,” printed in Xunlian tongxun 16 (1942): 4–5. 
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and laid out the procedures for informing and liaising with landowners, and channels of 

recourse for those dissatisfied with stipulated rates of rent or purchase.326 As with labor, 

agricultural produce, and transport equipment, space and structure, too, were wholly at 

the Nationalists’ disposal. 

Grain was highly susceptible to moisture, warmth, insects, rodents, and birds such as 

sparrows. Thus, regardless of design or capacity, granary construction plans invariably 

reflected these technical concerns. Department of Military Administration instructions 

stipulated that new military granaries should be built on high, dry land, and surrounded 

by a deep moat. The granary should be built along the north-south axis, and be widest in 

the east-west direction. Because the midday sun was strongest on the west and southwest 

portions of the walls, this orientation would minimize exposure.327 It should have a high 

roof and thick walls, with floorboards, a ventilation system, and a camouflaged 

exterior.328 Similarly, Executive Yuan guidelines for the construction of civilian granaries 

focused on the prevention of insect and rodent infestations. The walls facing west should 

be extra thick or facing trees and shrubbery which could provide shade.329 The Shaanxi 

provincial government in 1943 envisioned granaries which would each store up to 5,000 

 
326 “Tudi zhengshoufa,” printed in Shiye zazhi 132 (1928): 50–59.  
327 Li Longshu, Cangku haichong jiqi fangzhi (Chongqing: Zhengzhong, 1944), 80, accessed via Taiwan E-
book, National Central Library [hereafter TEB] [https://taiwanebook.ncl.edu.tw/zh-tw/book/NCL-
9910009568]. 
328 “Junzhengbu junliang baoguan guize” (February 4, 1940), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 
6, 119.  
329 “Liangshi choushe ji guanli tongze cao’an,” in Liangshi choushe ji guanli cangku zhuangui; feichang 
shiqi guanli shangpin cangku tiaoli cao’an (1941–42), no. 18-23-00-072, Jingji bumen, Academia Sinica, 
Taipei, Taiwan.  
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dan of grain, and which would have strong ventilation and anti-rodent features. The best 

granaries would have wooden floorboards rather than floors made of dirt or sanhetu (a 

mixture of sand, clay and lime powder); some would even have attached fumigation 

rooms that could accommodate 1,000 dan of grain at a time.330 Construction work was 

often contracted out to private construction companies, overseen by agents from the 

Granary Construction Management Bureau. 

In reality, however, most authorities simply made do with existing structures, such as 

schools, temples or memorial halls, and, if it came down to it, private residences. Wang 

Hengrui, an officer from the Quartermaster Bureau, candidly wrote in the Army 

Management Magazine that the circumstances of the war simply did not allow for the 

proper construction of storage facilities.331 The above guidelines stipulated that, in such 

cases, officials would have to patch up any rat holes in walls and floorboards, destroy 

sparrow nests, and put up sparrow nets. This had been done since the earliest days of the 

war. “Temples become granaries,” declared The Malaya Tribune in June 1938. 

According to the report, the Sichuan provincial government had ordered that “all temples 

 
330 “Wei jubao Shaanxi sheng benniandu nijian cangku qingxing binghe fu yuansong tubiao dengjian jianhe 
beicha you” (September 4, 1943), in Shaanxi sanshi’er niandu jiancang, no. 119000000178A, Liangshibu, 
Academia Historica. Fumigation rooms at the time used carbon disulphide and hydrocyanic gas.  
331 Wang Hengrui, “Caigou junmi de jingyantan,” Lujun jingli zazhi 1, no. 5 (1941): 106–10. I am unable to 
obtain biographical details about Wang Hengrui prior to 1944. However, he penned the occasional article 
about logistical matters ranging from the provision of salt and horse fodder to pay and welfare for soldiers, 
contributing a number of times to the Army Management Magazine. He was well-informed about the 1942 
shift to full military provisioning in kind, writing about it twice and in detail, and referred once to himself 
as someone involved in military logistics. It is thus safe to assume that he was an officer working in the 
Quartermaster Bureau. In 1944, he was appointed the vice-head of the Reserves Office (Chubeisi 儲備司) 
at the Bureau.  
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and guild halls not now being occupied for school or barracks shall be used as granaries.” 

(In addition, even cemetery sites throughout west China were being converted into 

agricultural land to meet wartime needs.)332 In the 7th War Zone (Guangdong), almost all 

storage facilities in 1940 were repurposed temples, memorial halls, school campuses, 

sugar refineries, provincial guild halls (huiguan 會館) and Western-style buildings 

(yanglou 洋樓).333 A military grain inspection tour of the 4th War Zone revealed that, as 

late as mid-1944, most granaries were still of this type. In Tiandong county, one large 

storage point was in fact the old warehouse belonging to the Guangxi Bank, located 

conveniently along the You River in Baige village. Other points in Yongyi village were 

simply old, private houses.334  

In Shaanxi, there was a preference for building storage points into civilian cave 

dwellings (zhuyao住窯) in order to save time and money on construction. To maximize 

space, the pits typical in these dwellings were to be filled in. The floor of the pit was to 

be pounded repeatedly with a cask to make the dirt as compact as possible, keeping rats 

out. Lime or dry soil was dusted over the floor to prevent moisture, followed by two 

alternating layers of bricks to allow for ventilation. A reed mat would be spread out over 

the bricks to prevent grains from falling through any cracks between the bricks, but this 

 
332 “Temples Become Granaries,” Malaya Tribune, June 17, 1938, Proquest.  
333 “Junshi weiyuanhui diqi zhanqu gouliang weiyuanhui jingban tunliang gongzuo baogao” (April 7, 
1942): “Cangku shebei ji baoguan qingxing,” in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 14, 349.  
334 Disi zhanqu junliang xunhui duchatuan diyiqi gongzuo baogaoshu (1944), no. 119000003770A, 
Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
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could be replaced with wooden planks if the grains had been bagged. Wooden ladders 

were to be installed so that workers could reach the top of grain mounds. Room should be 

left for a mattress for one sentry to sleep on.335 These guidelines bore a remarkable 

similarity to Communist guerrilla measures in the Ji-Lu-Yu Border Region, which 

directed civilians to stash away grain in round or elliptical pits in their homes. The pits 

were to be filled with layers of threshed straw and chaff. Up to 2,000 jin of grain was to 

be placed over a mat, covered with more straw, chaff, or dried grass, and finally, a layer 

of soil to even out the pit with the rest of the floor.336 In Liuzhou and Guilin, Guangxi, 

Colonel Lyle Powell–whom we met in the previous chapter–found that the natural caves 

in the area’s rock mountains served not only as living quarters for local Chinese or 

military men, but also as “warehouses for the storage of military supplies.”337  

A series of granary construction efforts between 1943 and 1944 in different provinces 

exemplified the sheer difficulty of building such facilities from scratch. 1943 saw a 

proliferation of construction projects, backed by a budget of 26 billion yuan. Of this 

amount, 160 million was to fund the construction of new accumulation granaries in 12 

provinces; the rest was reserved for revamping existing facilities.338 Yet, despite the 

Nationalist government’s best fiscal efforts, China was still in the throes of steep 

 
335 Li Qing, “Xiuli tunliang cangku zhi fangfa ji ying shebei shixiang,” Houfang qinwu 2, no. 7–8 (1940): 
15–17.  
336 “Ji-Lu-Yu dishijiu zhuanshu guanyu maicang gongliang de zhishi” (February 26, 1943), in Kangri 
zhanzheng shiqi Jin-Ji-Lu-Yu bianqu caizheng jingjishi ziliao xuanbian, vol. 1 (Beijing: Jin-Ji-Lu-Yu 
bianqu caizheng jinjishi bianjizu, 1990): 1439.  
337 Powell, A Surgeon in Wartime China, 64.  
338 Lan and Li, “Kangzhan shiqi dahoufang cangchu dili yanjiu,” 153.  
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inflation. This became a major obstacle to its grain storage scheme. For instance, the 

Shaanxi Grain Management Bureau reported in June 1943 that inflation was jeopardizing 

plans for the construction of 12 granaries. Not only had the costs of building material and 

their transportation become exorbitant, but the contracted building companies were also 

pleading for an additional 35,000 yuan of grain stipends for their workers to tide them 

through the project.339 By August, inflation had caused work to grind to a halt. When it 

picked up again, it was at a snail’s pace, for there were few workers, and the contractors 

were hard-pressed to obtain the loans they needed to carry on.340 

Elsewhere, Wang Zhumin (王鑄民 1892–unknown), the head of the Yuanling Military 

Grain Transit Office (Yuanling junliang jieyunchu沅陵軍糧接運處), obtained 10 million 

yuan for the construction of new granaries with a total additional storage capacity of 

600,000 dan. (Wang had also recently become the Inspector General of the 6th War Zone 

Military Depot Inspection Department.) Situated in northwestern Hunan and strung along 

the Yuan River (Yuanshui 沅水), one of the province’s four main rivers, Yuanling was 

the seat of the Hunan provincial government for much of the war. In September 1943, the 

Office projected the building and renovation of ten granary facilities along the Yuan and 

 
339 Telegram from Liangshibu cangku gongcheng guanlichu, “Wei zhun Shaanxisheng liangzhengju yi 
liangjia gaozhang fa ge baoshang mitie 35,000 yuan yi’an zhuanqing jianhe jingling chizun you” (June 17, 
1943), in Shaanxi sanshi’er niandu jiancang, no. 119000000178A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica. 
340 Telegram from Liangshibu cangku gongcheng guanlichu to Liangshibu, “Wei zhun Shaanxi 
liangzhengju dianqing jiang weiwan jiangcang gongcheng yijiao jiancang gongchengchu jieban huo jiang 
gongwushi yanchang sanyue yi’an zaixing chengqing heshi you” (August 2, 1943), in Shaanxi sanshi’er 
niandu jiancang, no. 119000000178A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica. 
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Feng Rivers, as well as along their endpoint, Dongting Lake.341 The complexes at 

Yuanling (capacity of 84,000 dan), Zhijiang (50,000 dan) and Hongjiang (20,000 dan) 

were to be built from scratch. Two companies, Licheng and Xieji, had been awarded the 

tenders.   

A supervisor dispatched from the Ministry of Grain arrived in Yuanling in February 

the following year. According to Qiu Kangzheng’s report, the Yuanling Military Grain 

Transit Office was perpetually torn between its cash-strapped status and the urgency of 

construction. He complained that because the Office did not have its own construction 

unit, he found many of their overseers lacking in the required technical expertise.342 So 

such a unit was set up in March comprising three technicians, three overseers and one 

secretary, but the entire unit’s monthly budget–inclusive of worker stipends and grain 

allowances–was a mere 50,000 yuan, when inflation had bloated monthly costs of living 

to at least 80,000.343 Moreover, work at Hongjiang and Zhijiang had not even begun at the 

time at Qiu’s arrival, and Qiu was concerned about securing bricks for the pillars and soil 

for the walls. (Half of the seven buildings at Yuanling had only taken about 90 days of 

fair weather to complete, but they had been constructed with walls of wooden planks 

 
341 Hunan’s “Four Rivers”, “Sishui” (四水), include the Yuan, Feng, Zi, and Xiang. They all drain into 
Dongting Lake, which, in turn, discharges into the Yangtze. The Xiang is the largest of these rivers.  
342 Telegram from Liangshibu gongcheng guanlichu, “Wei ju zhu Yuanling dudao banggongchengsi Qiu 
Kangzheng baogao Yuanling xiucang qingxing zhuancheng jianhe dianchi jiaqiang jishu renyuan you” 
(March 10, 1944), in Yuanling junliang jieyunchu jianxiu cangku qingxing, no. 119000000611A, 
Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
343  Telegram from Liangshibu gongcheng guanlichu, “Zhuancheng zhu Yuan dudao banggongchengsi Wu 
Liesheng baogao qi hebei you” (March 1944), in Yuanling junliang jieyunchu jianxiu cangku qingxing, no. 
119000000611A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
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instead of bricks as originally planned because the Transit Office had urgently needed to 

use them.)344 The cost of raw material was rising steadily, and based on current unit 

prices, the Office would only be able to afford a much smaller storage space than 

promised.345 Qiu hazarded that the Office would have to give up on some brand new 

buildings, and make do with renovation instead. But as late as May, the Office still had 

not secured contractors for renovation works at the other venues.346 This caused the 

Office a headache in July, when it anticipated an order from the 6th War Zone Command 

Headquarters to facilitate the rush-transportation of the fall harvest from the fertile 

Dongting area. Obviously, the granaries earmarked for renovation at Dayong and Cili 

were not ready for the exercise.  

The problem was only exacerbated by the destruction of granaries at Jinshi, Fengxian 

and Shimen (upriver of Fengshui) during hostilities the previous year. Because of this, 

the Transit Office’s branch at Fengshui scrambled to prepare temporary facilities at Cili 

and Shimen to receive 100,000 dan of rice, a quarter of the amount of harvest it had thus 

far received.347 In the end, the original granary buildings at Cili–one repurposed temple 

 
344 Telegram from Liangshibu gongcheng guanlichu, “Wei ju zhu Yuanling dudao banggongchengsi Qiu 
Kangzheng baogao Yuanling junliang jieyunchu daixiujian cangku ge qingxing jianhe beicha you” (March, 
1944), in Yuanling junliang jieyunchu jianxiu cangku qingxing, no. 119000000611A, Liangshibu, 
Academia Historica.  
345 Telegram from Liangshibu gongcheng guanlichu, “Wei Yuanling junliang jieyunchu daixiu cangku 
shifou yingzhao guiding tuyang Xinjian cangku yi liyong xiucang er zengjia cangrong zhichu chengqing” 
(April 22, 1944), in Yuanling junliang jieyunchu jianxiu cangku qingxing, no. 119000000611A, 
Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
346 The Zhijiang and Hongjiang granaries seem to have finally been completed in December 1944.  
347 Telegram from Wang Zhumin to Liangshibu (July 22, 1944); telegram from Diliu zhanqu siling 
zhangguan silingbu to Liangshibu (September 27, 1944), in Yuanling junliang jieyunchu jianxiu cangku 
qingxing, no. 119000000611A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
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and one memorial hall–were occupied by a town office and a primary school, which 

refused to vacate the premises even after the end of the war.348  

The construction of a new accumulation granary in Lushan county in Henan around 

the same time also struggled with inflation. Overseeing the project was Lu Yuwen (盧郁

文 1900–68), head of the Henan Grain Management Bureau, a graduate of the London 

School of Economics and former secretary of the short-lived National Grain Management 

Bureau. It was during Lu’s tenure that Henan was ravaged by the famine of 1942–43. The 

tragedy exacerbated inflationary effects, causing both workers’ pay and the price of raw 

materials, particularly wood, lime, and brick, to balloon. The lowest contractor bid was 

more than 60,000 yuan above the Bureau’s budget.349  

Henan faced an additional obstacle: weather. Although construction of the 30,000-dan 

granary began in July 1943, progress was almost immediately sabotaged by a shortage of 

bricks. Torrential rains had not only halted the delivery of material, but had also caused 

nearby brick kilns to collapse. The grey bricks had to be substituted with sun-dried mud 

bricks instead.350 Unrelenting rain throughout late September and October was followed 

by bitter winter cold in December and January. Icy roads made the transportation of 

building material impossible and delayed construction for a full 30 days. Finally, the 

 
348 Telegram from Wang Zhumin to Liangshibu (October 21, 1945), in Yuanling junliang jieyunchu jianxiu 
cangku qingxing, no. 119000000611A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
349 Telegram from Lu Yuwen to Liangshibu (July 17, 1943), in Henan sanshi’er niandu jiancang, no. 
119000000149A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
350 Telegram from Liangshibu cangku gongcheng guanlichu, “Chengbao Henan Lushan jiancang 
gongcheng biangeng yi’an qing jianhe beicha you,” in Henan sanshi’er niandu jiancang, no. 
119000000149A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
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launch of the Ichigō Offensive, which began in Henan in mid-April, not only further 

disrupted the procurement of material, but also forced the provincial government to flee. 

In its haste to leave, the Grain Management Bureau shunted the remaining material to the 

local baojia for “safekeeping,” leaving the two granary buildings only around 80% 

complete.351  

In the end, the construction of granaries, the infrastructural requisite for the 

implementation of land tax collection in-kind, was hobbled by inflation, precisely what 

land tax reform had sought to escape. The process was a series of parallel races: a race 

against the rising costs of building material and the salaries for workers and overseers; a 

race against the onset of winter; and a race to complete the structure before hostilities 

disrupted plans. Nonetheless, such efforts did result in a substantial increase in storage 

capacities from the prewar period. 

 

Management: Fighting Spoilage  

The mere existence of granaries, however, did not guarantee the proper storage of 

grain. Equally important were what happened to the grain while it was making its way to 

granaries, and what happened to it after it had been stowed away. 

 
351 Telegram from Liangshibu to Henan liangzhengju, “Ju diancheng sa’er niandu Xinjian Lushan jucang 
gongcheng yin shou junshi yingxiang qing zhanqi yi’an dianyang zunzhao you” (April 21, 1944); Telegram 
from Liangshibu cangku gongcheng guanlichu, “Zhun Henan liangzhengju dianbao Lushancang tinggong 
qingxing zhuanbao jianhe shizun you” (June 1944), in Henan sanshi’er niandu jiancang, no. 
119000000149A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
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The authorities were prepared to accept some loss during transit and storage. The 

following amounts, if attributable to natural spoilage, could be written off:  

 

In Transit 

Duration of Journey Transportation Type Spoilage 
Rate 

>2 days 
 

Cart (dache 大車) 0.5%  
Motorized vehicle (qiche 汽車) 0.5%  

Steamship  (lunchuan 輪船) 0.5%  

Sailing ship (fanchuan 帆船) 0.5%  

Coolie/pack animal (renli/shouli 人力獸力) 1%  
*2% if 
journey is 
>5 days and 
on uneven 
terrain   

Notes:  
Applicable to rice, flour, coarse grains etc.  
No acceptable spoilage rate for journeys shorter than 2 days 

Table 1 Department of Military Administration: Standard Permitted Rates of Natural 
Spoilage for Military Grain (Draft) (January 1940) 
Adapted from Junzhengbu junliang ziran xiaohaolü hexiao biaozhun cao’an (軍政部軍
糧自然損耗率核銷標準草案), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 6, ed. 
Second Historical Archives of China (Beijing: Jincheng chubanshe, 2019), 51–52.  
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Transportation 
Type 

Mileage/day 
(km) 

Duration of 
Journey 

Type of Packaging Spoilage 
Rate 

Rail 360  <1 day Bagged  0.2%  
>1 day  Unbagged  0.6%  

Motor vehicle  200  < 1 day  Bagged 0.25%  
Unbagged 0.5%  

1–3 days  Bagged 0.4%  
Unbagged 0.8%  

3–5 days Bagged 0.55%  
Unbagged 1%  

Coolie-/animal-
pulled cart  

25  < 1 day Bagged 0.2%  
Unbagged 0.4%  

1–3 days Bagged 0.3%  
Unbagged 0.6%  

3–5 days  Bagged 0.4%  
Unbagged 0.8%  

5–10 days  Bagged 0.5%  
Unbagged 1%  

> 10 days  Bagged 0.6%  
Unbagged 1.2%  

Coolie/pack animal  30–40  < 1 day [Bagged]  0.2%  
1–3 days  0.3%  
3–5 days  0.4%  
5–10 days  0.5%  
> 10 days  0.6%  

Steamship 100 (upriver)–
200 
(downriver) 

< 1 day Bagged  0.3% 
Unbagged  0.6%  

1–3 days  Bagged 0.4%  
Unbagged 0.8%  

> 3 days  Bagged 0.5%  
Unbagged 1%  

Wooden boat  20 (upriver)–
60 (downriver) 

< 1 day  Bagged 0.33%  
Unbagged 0.4%  

1–3 days Bagged 0.3%  
Unbagged 0.6%  

> 3 days  Bagged 0.4%  
Unbagged 0.8%  

Table 2 Executive Yuan: Provisional Standards for Spoilage Rates During 
Transportation and Reception of Grain into Warehouses (Draft) (December 1941) 
Adapted from Liangshi shoujiao cangchu ji yunshu sunhaolü zanxing biaozhun cao’an(糧
食收交倉儲及運輸損耗率暫行標準草案), in Liangshi choushe ji guanli cangku 
zhuangui; feichang shiqi guanli shangpin cangku tiaoli cao’an (1941–42), no. 18-23-00-
072, Jingji bumen, Academia Sinica, Taipei, Taiwan.  



    

 

 

 171 
 

 

 
However, rates of loss often exceeded these limitations. For instance, in Inner 

Mongolia between October 1941 and February 1942, military wheat and broomcorn 

millet were ferried by boat from Linhe to Yugui (a distance of 150 kilometers) and then 

by ox cart to Dongsheng (270 kilometers), or directly by ox cart to Taolimin (250 

kilometers), for storage. The Military Depot Chief Inspection Department of the 8th War 

Zone, which carried out the journeys, consistently reported a natural spoilage rate of 

roughly 0.75% for the two-day boat journey, and 1.6% to 2% for the nine-day cart 

journeys. Even by the Executive Yuan’s more lenient standards, the 8th War Zone had 

grossly missed the mark. These figures also did not include the 4,700 jin of millet that 

went down with a ship en route to Dongsheng, and the 62,040 jin lost to the Japanese 

during hostilities along the Hexi Corridor in western Gansu.352  

 

In Storage  

Duration of Storage Spoilage 
Rate 

3–6 months  0.5%  
6 months–1 year 1%  
1–2 years 2%  
Notes:  
Applicable to rice, flour, coarse grains etc.  
No acceptable spoilage rate for storage period shorter than 3 months  
Maximum spoilage rates for periods between winter and spring to be reduced by 0.25%  

Table 3 Department of Military Administration: Permitted Standard Rates of Natural 
Spoilage for Military Grain (Draft) (January 1940) 
Adapted from Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 6, ed. Second Historical 
Archives of China (Beijing: Jincheng chubanshe, 2019), 52–53.  

 
352 “Diba zhanqu bingzhan zongjianbu yunshu diyi fenchu junliang yunshu sunhao baogaobiao” (October 
17, 1941–January 10, 1943), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 19, 81–178.  
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Duration of Storage Grain Type Spoilage Rate 
1–6 months  Paddy (unhusked) rice   0.5%  

Coarse (brown) rice 1%  
Flour 1.5%  

  Corn  
Wheat  
Beans/legumes  
Millet  

6 months–1 year  Paddy rice   1%  
Flour  1.5% 
Coarse rice 2% 
Corn  
Wheat  
Beans/legumes  
Millet  

1–2 years Paddy rice   2%  
Flour  
Coarse rice 3%  
Corn  
Wheat  
Beans/legumes  
Millet  

Table 4 Executive Yuan: Provisional Standards for Spoilage Rates During 
Transportation and Reception of Grain into Warehouses (Draft) (December 1941) 
Adapted from Liangshi choushe ji guanli cangku zhuangui; feichang shiqi guanli 
shangpin cangku tiaoli cao’an (1941–42), no. 18-23-00-072, Jingji bumen, Academia 
Sinica, Taipei, Taiwan.  

 

Personnel in both military and civilian granaries were charged with performing quality 

checks, both on grain already in storage and on grain upon delivery. Department of 

Military Administration guidelines highlighted color, grain shape, moisture level, purity, 

stickiness, and acidity as some of the key rubrics.353 Although they were ideally equipped 

with such apparatus as rigidimeters, moisture analyzers, and thermometers, grain 

 
353 “Junzhengbu junliang jianyan zanxing guize” (February 4, 1940), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an 
xuanbian, vol. 6, 137.  
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inspection remained more a matter of technical discernment (jianbie 鑑別) than of 

mathematical precision.354 As Lee Seung-joon has observed, there existed an 

“epistemological distance” between the practice of rice quality inspection and the 

agricultural experimentation which flourished in the 1930s. Both before and during the 

war, inspectors relied primarily on their senses rather than on instruments to evaluate and 

grade rice. Such “practical knowledge” became of elevated importance during the war, 

when it was imperative to lock into all types of military grain as much nutritional value as 

possible. Such expertise, Lee argues, helped “preserve the lifeline of the nation.”355 

Spoilage in stored grain was indeed a grave wartime concern, so much so that it 

caught the personal attention of Li Longshu (李隆術 1920–2015). A native of Sichuan, 

Li had studied medical insects at the prestigious Jinling University on a Rockefeller 

Foundation scholarship. Upon obtaining a Master’s degree in 1944, he became a lecturer 

of entomology at Sichuan University’s Agricultural Institute (Sichuan daxue 

nongxueyuan四川大學農學院). It was during this time that he became aware of the high 

rates of spoilage in national granaries due to insect infestation, and compiled his research 

findings into a handbook in the hopes of rectifying the situation.356 In the handbook, he 

cited statistics from the Central Agricultural Laboratory highlighting soaring rates of 

 
354 “Liangshi jianyan ji fenji zanxing guize cao’an,” in Liangshi choushe ji guanli cangku zhuangui; 
feichang shiqi guanli shangpin cangku tiaoli cao’an (1941–42), no. 18-23-00-072, Academia Sinica.  
355 Lee Seung-joon, “Expertise Marginalized: Quality Inspection and The Grain Market in Republican 
China,” Frontiers of History in China 10, no. 4 (2015): 681; 689; 690.  
356 Li would continue an illustrious career in entomology and agriculture after the war, eventually becoming 
a professor at Sichuan University and gaining a reputation in the United States. He died in Chengdu.  
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spoilage in granaries throughout China due to insect infestation alone. In Guangxi in 

1940, pests cost granaries up to 11.69% of their stores; in Hubei, they destroyed as much 

as 22.3%. Li’s own Agricultural Institute estimated that granaries in Chengdu lost an 

average of 18.62% to pests, or some 8 million dan, between 1940 and 1941.357 Certainly, 

in 1940, Chiang Kai-shek himself had seen fit to issue a terse handwritten decree to the 

heads of Chief Military Depots, expressing his dissatisfaction with high rates of spoilage 

throughout the provisioning system.358 

There were two parts to the problem. Firstly, severe spoilage was the price to pay for 

the Nationalists’ frequent resort to hastily requisitioned buildings which were not 

designed to keep out moisture, heat, and pests. Li’s handbook demonstrates that the ideal 

granary, sealed against these deteriorating forces, required foresight and attention to 

simple but painstaking detail. For instance, to prevent rats from scaling the walls from the 

outside to get to the grain, beveled ledges should be installed four feet off ground level. 

Ventilation holes, each about six to seven inches wide, should be drilled into the ceilings 

and inferior walls of the granaries. They were to be plastered with metal mesh from the 

inside, and with an airtight seal from the outside.359 But Wang Hengrui reported that 

many makeshift storage facilities were in remote towns and villages which could barely 

offer even properly built residences.360 In Tiandong, the Guangxi Bank facility was clean 

 
357 Li, Cangku haichong jiqi fangzhi, 6. 
358 “Houfang qinwubu wei chachu miwu meihuai qingxing bing zhiding gaizheng banfa dengshi yu Jiang 
Jieshi, ge bingzhan jiguan deng laiwang wenshu chaojian” (1940), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an 
xuanbian, vol. 6, 479. 
359 Li, Cangku haichong jiqi fangzhi, 89; 92.  
360 Ibid, 109. 
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and well-kept, but the residences in Yongyi were run-down and unhygienic because 

human inhabitants and their farm animals coinhabited them. Incessant sunshine from the 

west in the afternoon caused high temperatures. As a result, rice stored in these houses 

began going bad within half a year, and had to be transferred elsewhere.361  

Granary personnel–military or civilian–had much in common with grain convoy 

escorts in that their duties were also vital but monotonous. Li remarked that they could 

not afford a single instance of negligence, being tasked with ensuring that literally every 

corner of the granary was in good condition.362 Additionally, grain with high moisture 

levels was susceptible to spontaneous heating (zishen fare 自身發熱), fermentation, and 

decay. This was often the case, as many makeshift facilities had only soil or dirt floors, 

which contributed to moisture.363 To prevent this, stored grain had to be turned over every 

seven to ten days to expose it to as much sunshine as possible, and to disperse the 

moisture. This was especially important in the Jiangnan area, with its hotter, more humid 

climate, and during the rainy transition between spring and summer.364 Granaries in 

Hubei, for example, received orders to turn over and sun their stores in June, the onset of 

 
361 Disi zhanqu junliang xunhui duchatuan diyiqi gongzuo baogaoshu (1944), no. 119000003770A, 
Liangshibu, Academia Historica.   
362 Li, Cangku haichong jiqi fangzhi, 131.  
363 Wang, “Caigou junmi de jingyantan,”109. 
364 “Houfang qinwubu wei chachu miwu meihuai qingxing bing zhiding gaizheng banfa dengshi yu Jiang 
Jieshi, ge bingzhan jiguan deng laiwang wenshu chaojian” (1940), in  Kangzhan junliang dang’an 
xuanbian, vol. 6, 484; 486. 
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the rainy season.365 But, as Wang Hengrui noted, granary personnel often lacked both 

care and knowledge, being wholly new to the job.366  

The other half of the problem was that grain that arrived at granaries were already of 

poor quality. While stored grain was subject to regular checks, most quality control took 

place at the point of arrival at a granary, in a check-and-accept procedure known as 

yanshou (驗收). Granary personnel had to weigh deliveries to ensure that they received 

what they had been allocated, and to account for shortages. They were also able to reject 

deliveries if they were damp, moldy, or infested, and demand replacements. This was 

often the case, for rice merchants and middlemen had long been in the habit of 

waterlogging rice (chanshui攙水) or mixing it with sand, chaff (husks), and other 

granules (chanza攙雜) to make their wares weigh more, thus earning more for less. 

Wang Hengrui warned that dealing with this open trade secret required tact and 

experience. Means of detection–the “practical knowledge” of rice quality inspection–

were in fact quite rudimentary, but were learned on the job. “To find chaff, sift through 

the mix with your fingers, or use a winnower,” he instructed. “To find sand, one will just 

have to spread the mix out and look carefully.” To judge if rice was overly moist, one had 

to make use of his senses: “moist rice grains will have a water mark on its husk, and will 

 
365 Telegram from Hubei liangzhengju to Liangshibu, “Fengling yi xianzhi huangmei jijie cangcun liangshi 
ruo baoguan shiyi yisheng chonghai zhuji zhuyi fangshai dengyin yi techu zunban you” (June 30, 1942), in 
Hubei cangku guanli, no. 119000000217A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
366 Wang Hengrui, “Caigou junmi de jingyantan,” 109. 
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crumble once prodded with a fingertip”; “dry rice is glossy, but moist rice is colorless”; 

“dry rice makes a crunching sound when bitten, but moist rice does not.”367 

The act of weighing (guocheng 過秤) itself could invite disagreement. Upon its 

establishment in 1928, the Nationalist government had attempted to standardize units of 

measurement throughout China. The basal weight unit of the new shi (市) standard was 

one jin (斤), or 500 grams; 100 jin made one dan, or 50 kilograms.368 However, as Wang 

Hengrui noted, some regions retained local rates of conversion between older units of dou 

and sheng and the adopted shi standard. Discrepancies were also seasonal; one dan 

fetched less in terms of dou and sheng in spring and summer, but more in winter. Wang 

cautioned that personnel would have to familiarize themselves with regional conversion 

rates to avoid misunderstandings.369 Zhou Qimei, a military accounting specialist and 

vice-head of a Provision Branch Department (Liangmo fenchu 糧秣分處), also noted that 

the weighing scales used among local populations were often not standard and produced 

different readings than those used at granaries. To make matters worse, weight instrument 

producers were cutting corners to grapple with inflation, resulting in scales of even wider 

variety. The authorities did attempt to ensure that the weights used by recipient granaries 

were the same as the ones used in their localities. The Provision Department of Shaanxi 

ordered its granaries to agree on a common stone weight with county governments during 

 
367 Ibid, 107. 
368 “Duliang hengfa,” printed in Zuigao fayuan gongbao 3 (1929): 20–26.  
369 Wang Hengrui, “Caigou junmi de jingyantan,” 107–8.  
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the collection of land tax in 1943. It also instructed the latter to appoint “honest” 

members of the gentry to oversee the weighing process at military granaries.370 However 

these attempts at standardization seemed ad-hoc, limited in scope, and in spite of the 

government’s formal national standards. Zhou also pointed out that weighing provided 

unscrupulous merchants or middlemen with opportunities to profit.371 Ou Minghe, an 

official who oversaw the transfer of grain to Guangxi after the dismantlement of 

Guangdong’s Military Grain Bureau in 1943, was informed that some merchants made a 

living out of cheating the scale.372  

As a result, conflicts over grain quality were extremely common at granaries. In the 7th 

War Zone (Guangdong) in 1942, 60,000 dan of grain delivered from Changsha, Hunan 

were found to be moldy, and some of it had even begun to sprout. When the Military 

Grain Bureau at Guangdong demanded fresh replacements, the Hunan Grain 

Management Bureau insisted that it accept the original delivery, even detaining workers 

at the contracted milling factories to force them to mill the spoiled grain. Rice from 

Lingxian county, Hunan, was similarly substandard, having been stored for four years; it 

was impossible to mill. When ordered by the Chief Military Grain Bureau to disburse 

fresh grain, the Hunan Grain Management Bureau hastily insisted that the grain had been 

 
370 “Jungzhengbu zhu Shaan liangmochu Yulin fenchu zhuren Bi Xueshun wei chiku dui jiaoliang minren 
guocheng shi ying liqiu gongping shi zhi Junzhengbu buzhang He Yingqin daidian” (October 5, 1944), in 
Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 9, 421.  
371 Zhou Qimei, “Junliang jiaojie wenti,” Lujun jingli zazhi 8, no. 4 (1944): 12. Researchers in Yuanling, 
Hunan, have recently unearthed a standard weight (365.3 grams) used for the in-kind collection of land tax; 
see “Yuanling faxian ‘Kangzhan’ gongping chengtuo,” Huaihua shi renmin zhengfu, June 9, 2021 
[https://www.huaihua.gov.cn/huaihua/c101116/202106/a9e08c45f55e48b9bd82367206f26675.shtml]. 
372 Ou Minghe, “Shicha junliang jiaoshou yishu,” Liangzheng qikan 1, no. 3 (1943): 7.  
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just fine when collected from the provincial land tax offices. The Hunan Bureau tossed 

the blame back on Guangdong, alleging that their arrangements to receive and mill the 

grain had been inadequate.373 But the same complaint about moldy Hunanese rice arose in 

Hubei, suggesting that Hunanese storage practices was at least part of the issue.374 

Rejected military grain was often instead given to refugees; truly inedible grain was 

dumped onto farmers as fertilizer.375 

Untrained or careless personnel sometimes accepted poor grain anyway. The Military 

Grain Bureau in Shaanxi observed that granaries regularly ignored official guidelines and 

accepted all and any grain, distributing it to troop divisions based on their allocated 

amounts without accounting first for the weight attributable to waterlogging or to other 

mixtures, like broken rice. If spoilage was high, the troops would miss out on due 

sustenance. The mere carelessness of ordinary personnel could render the whole point of 

the pay-provision distinction moot.376 It also had knock-on effects, as moisture, heat and 

pests from such grain spread rapidly to ruin the rest of the stores. 

 
373 Telegram from Liangshibu to Xiang liangzhengju (December 14, 1942); telegram from Junzhengbu 
junliang zongju (December 30, 1942); telegram from Liangshibu to Zhu Yue junliangju and Junzhengbu 
(January 11, 1943); in Xiangsheng jinzhi jiaojie junliang chanza, no. 119000001044A, Liangshibu, 
Academia Historica.  
374 Telegram from Junliang zongju to Liangshibu, “Ju E’xi junliangju dian yi zuijin jieshou Xiang gu 
duoyou chaoshi, gu ying jieshi jieshou ciqing diancha bing techi zhaoban you” (December 22, 1942), in 
Xiangsheng jinzhi jiaojie junliang chanza, no. 119000001044A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
375 “Fan Shouyan suoni minguo sanshi niandu junliang sunshi anjian heban ji meimi meiwu chuli gongzuo 
baogao zhi Houfang qinwubu daidian” (April 7, 1942), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 14, 
292.  
376 “Junzhengbu wei yanjin ge budui xubao renshu qingling junliang shi zhi zhu Yu, Shaan junliangju 
xunling gaofu zhu Shaan fenju diaocha baogao (August 11, 1940), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an 
xuanbian, vol. 6, 274.  
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The laxity of check-and-accept is memorably demonstrated in Ou’s reflections. Ou 

worked with Zhang Shijiao, an advisor from the Chief Military Depot, traveling from 

Guilin to Wuzhou and Shaoping. When Ou asked Zhang, allegedly a veteran in grain 

management, how he handled disputes over rice quality, Zhang replied, “It’s up to 

standard as long as it’s edible.” With regard to disagreements during weighing, he said, 

“Kindness is the most accurate [measure].” Ou was smitten, believing such flexibility to 

be the hallmark of a seasoned insider.377 It is much likelier that such indifference simply 

caused great unevenness in the quality of military provisions. Sure enough, just a year 

prior, the Guangxi Military Grain Bureau had informed the Ministry of Grain that the 

brown rice it had received into its granaries in 1941 had been mixed with sand, barnyard 

millet, and unhusked rice (brown rice has its husk removed). This “reckless waste of the 

products of nature” (baotian tianwu 暴殄天物) not only deprived troops of the requisite 

nutrition, but also put them at risk for illness, such as appendicitis. Elsewhere, too, grain 

was being mixed with other substances, or even with rotted grain, warranting the 

attention of the Military Affairs Commission.378 The Ministry of Grain urged military 

granaries to be more prudent in checking and accepting grain.379 We will never know the 

 
377 Ou, “Shicha junliang jiaoshou yishu,” 8.  
378 Telegram from Junshi weiyuanhui to Liangshibu, “Jubao junliang chanshui chanza tongchi lixing qudi 
ru zaiyou shangxiang qingshi fasheng yijing chajue jiyi junfa xiangsheng yang ji qieshi zunzhao wuwei 
you” (May 19, 1942), in Jiaobo junliang budei chanshui chanza an, no. 119000004814A, Liangshibu, 
Academia Historica.  
379 Telegram from Junzhengbu to Liangshibu, “Weiju Qian liangju waihan erbian daidian yi sanshi niandu 
junliang yishou caomi wei yuanze, wei minei hanyou shatu baigu hanyou shuifen chaoshi qing tongling 
gesheng gouliang jiguan yanjia zhuyi lijiao cijiang you” (May 28, 1942), in Jiaobo junliang budei chanshui 
chanza an, no. 119000004814A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica. 
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extent of Zhang Shijiao’s personal role in this problem, but his attitude could not have 

helped.  

 

Conclusion  

As the point at which large volumes of grain changed hands, granaries served as a key 

site of interaction among the Nationalists’ tangle of bureaucratic agencies, and between 

the state and the population. The issue of liability pitted agencies, personnel, and civilians 

against each other. No one wanted to be responsible for compensating substandard grain, 

so each dispute over the quality of a delivery set off a chain of accusations that snaked 

across war zones and provinces, like the one between Hunan and Guangdong. And, as the 

story of the convoy escort Tian Xueqiao from the previous chapter suggests, civilians 

often ended up bearing the brunt of the blame. In Shaanxi, the Military Grain Bureau 

reported that the civilians roped into hauling flour to the Bureau from Sanyuan–a four-

day journey using carts and pack animals–were held responsible for the average loss rate 

of 2.28%.380 The inspection tour of the 4th War Zone also observed, on several occasions, 

that such friction was a major concern. The 16th Branch Military Depot hired civilian 

laborers from Yongning county to deliver 600,000 jin of rice to Wuxu. As the inspection 

report pointed out, this rice had been stored at the depot, and had nothing to do with the 

Yongning inhabitants; but the Wuxu authorities were dissatisfied with the quantity and 

 
380 “Junzhengbu wei yanjin ge budui xubao renshu qingling junliang shi zhi zhu Yu, Shaan junliangju 
xunling gaofu zhu Shaan fenju diaocha baogao” (August 11, 1940), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an 
xuanbian, vol. 6, 271.  
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quality of the rice they delivered, and held the Yongning laborers responsible for 

compensation. Aside from recommending the widespread use of moisture meters as a 

more objective method of judging grain quality, the inspection team also proposed that 

liability for damaged grain be shifted from the civilians delivering it to the convoy escorts 

from the depot.381  

In both bureaucratic documents and the limited Chinese-language literature on 

granaries, the sheer toll placed on civilian communities by nationwide storage needs 

remains smothered by preoccupations with grain tallies, inflation indexes, architecture, 

and the technicalities of rice inspection. As the Land Requisition Law and the Total 

Mobilization Law implied, food and shelter could be taken away from the population 

with little warning. There were clauses for compensation, and “land price” or 

“compensation fees” occasionally appeared as an item in granary renovation and 

construction budgets (for example, 3,000 yuan for each mu of land in Sichuan in 1942).382 

But it is likely that these amounts were merely token in a period of runaway inflation, 

especially if insufficient funds for construction offices, difficulties in procuring building 

material, and complaints about pay from contracted workmen are anything to go by. 

Disputes over the takeover of land for the construction of airfields outside Chengdu are 

demonstrative, since such takeovers also fell under the Land Requisition Law. US Second 

 
381 Disi zhanqu junliang xunhui duchatuan diyiqi gongzuo baogaoshu (1944), no. 119000003770A, 
Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
382 Telegram from Sichuan liangshi chuyunju zhi Liangshibu, “Wei zunling niju sanshiyi niandu zengchou 
cangku jihuashu ji jingfei gaisuan yu rongliang ji yongfei mingxi yusuanbiao deng qing jianhe lingzun you” 
(February 9, 1942), in Chuan chuju zengshe gelei cangku, no. 119000000051A, Liangshibu, Academia 
Historica.  
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Secretary John S. Service (1909–99, part of the Embassy on detail to General Joseph 

Stilwell’s Headquarters) reported in February 1944 that Chinese civilians had lashed out 

at the Nationalist government, accusing it of taking their land “without payment,” or of 

only being paid a paltry one-third of the actual value of their land. Land-owning peasants 

rioted northeast of Chengdu, causing the death of the district magistrate.383 In both 

January and February, costs of living in Chengdu had spiked 25%, and the price of rice 

and flour had risen 80%.384 In Kunming, the loss of the Burma Road as a route for 

international trade caused average price levels to rise to 9,843 (times the level in 1937) in 

August 1943, the highest recorded in any area.385 

There is also little documentation of how the extensive use of space and structure 

rewrote the rhythms of community life. How, for example, did the takeover of temples or 

“hallowed” ancestral halls affect religious and social customs? Because granaries 

required large, open spaces, they sometimes ended up being built amongst tombstones or 

over graves, as was the accumulation granary in Lushan, Henan. Communist guidelines 

published in the Ji-Lu-Yu Border Zone actually recommended graveyards as an ideal 

location for burying and hiding grain, as such patches of land tended to be secluded and 

 
383 Foreign Relations of the United States Diplomatic Papers, 1944, China, vol. VI, eds. E. Ralph Perkins, 
S. Everett Gleason et al (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1967), document 19 
[https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1944v06/d19]. 
384 Foreign Relations of the United States Diplomatic Papers, 1944, China, vol. VI, eds. E. Ralph Perkins, 
S. Everett Gleason et al (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1967), document 653 
[https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1944v06/d653]. 
385 Foreign Relations of the United States Diplomatic Papers, 1942, China, eds. G. Bernard Noble and E.R. 
Perkins (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1956), document 437 
[https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1942China/d437]. 
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inconspicuous. (It also suggested planting small trees and building fake tombstones as 

decoys.)386 How did this impact local cosmologies, given the general Chinese cultural 

emphasis on ancestral worship and the sanctity of the afterlife?387 If residences ranging 

from large houses to cave dwellings were commandeered, where did its inhabitants go, 

or, if they stayed, did harboring a precious wartime resource put them in danger? 

Granaries, after all, were flashpoints of violence in the protracted struggle for food, a 

theme discussed in more detail in the final chapter. Certainly, hostilities not only 

disrupted the construction of granaries, but also destroyed them altogether. In the 4th 

Battle for Changsha in May 1944, the Nationalists reported the loss of multiple granaries 

and millions of dan of military grain throughout Hunan. Some of them were seized by the 

Japanese; others were burned preemptively by fleeing Nationalist troops.388  

The Nationalist’ storage scheme levied an additional burden on civilians: transport 

labor. Crucially, civilians were responsible for delivering their grain to tax collection 

offices and their attached granaries regardless of the type of levy (tax in-kind, mandatory 

purchase, or mandatory borrowing). But these were not always nearby. In areas with poor 

transport infrastructure as in Shanxi or parts of Anhui, this was a crippling burden on the 

population.389 In Hubei, some tax collection offices were more than 200 li (100 

 
386 Ji-Lu-Yu dishijiu zhuanshu guanyu maicang gongliang de zhishi” in Kangri zhanzheng shiqi Jin-Ji-Lu-
Yu bianqu caizheng jingjishi ziliao xuanbian, vol. 1, 1439.  
387 For a discussion of the burial of war dead between 1937 and 1955, see Rebecca Nedostup, “Burying, 
Repatriating, and Leaving the Dead in Wartime and Postwar China and Taiwan, 1937–1955,” Journal of 
Chinese History 1, no. 1 (2017): 111–39.  
388 Dijiu zhanqu geci Xiang zhan sunshi junliang, no. 119000000308A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
389 Hou, Kangzhan shiqi liangshi gongqiu wenti yanjiu, 72–73.  
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kilometers) away. The costs incurred along the journey were often debilitating for those 

already impoverished, for the free part of the province was mountainous, sparsely 

populated, and lacking in transport infrastructure.390 In addition to this, the transportation 

of military grain was also carried out by civilians on their own equipment, animals, or 

shoulders. The counties surveyed by the 4th War Zone inspection team uniformly 

requisitioned local boats and laborers to help with the loading, unloading, and transport 

of grain on both land and water. In Yongning county, the 16th Branch Military Depot 

relied wholly on the immediate mobilization of local boatmen. On land, it had eight 

transport companies, or around 700 men, but this was only enough personnel to handle 

loading and unloading at granaries. In the end, they, too, levied civilian labor to ferry 

grain between Yongning and the other counties.  

This was a ubiquitous sight throughout Free China because it was a matter of policy. 

In the next chapter, we will turn to the Nationalists’ attempts to systematize the 

recruitment of civilian labor to compensate for the military’s inability to fully provide for 

its armies. Even in November 1942, the Chief Military Grain Bureau estimated that the 

combined capacity of all its battalion-size military grain transport units (17) was a mere 

634,250 kilograms. Of these, only four–those in Shanxi, Shaanxi, Guangxi and Guizhou–

comprised vehicles such as flatbed or steel-tired carts; only the Shaanxi unit had 300 

 
390 Disi zhanqu junliang xunhui duchatuan diyiqi gongzuo baogaoshu (1944), no. 119000003770A, 
Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
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horses.391 The Nationalist thus resorted to commandeering local manpower to keep 

military grain in flow. One example was the “Methods of Popular Wartime Assistance in 

the Transport of Military Grain,” which, as briefly discussed in Chapter Two, referred to 

the use of civilian labor to transport grain through the final leg of the field supply chain. 

But there existed a much grander scheme of civilian mobilization, one that would draw in 

whole communities throughout all of Free China. The national yiyun system, established 

in 1940, became a key channel through which military and tax grain were circulated 

throughout and between provinces. As the chapter will discuss, the system hinged upon 

the exercise of Nationalist state authority at the most local levels. 

 

 

 

  

 
391 Junzhengbu, “Yunshu junliang budui shuli,” Kangzhan diwu niandu junzheng tongji tiyao (place of 
publication and publisher unknown, 1942), 71, accessed via KRPT.  
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CARRYING ‘THE NATION’S THOUSAND-JIN BURDEN’: YIYUN, THE 

WARTIME RELAY TRANSPORT SYSTEM  

In 1941, a series of songs celebrating civilian porters and boatmen appeared in a paper 

run by the Rear Services Department.392 Written by Yu Boxun, a poet, they portrayed 

these laborers in a heroic light, extolling their contributions to the ongoing war effort. 

“We climb mountains and cross rivers,” so one of them went. “We transport grain and 

transport goods; we carry the nation’s thousand-jin burden on our shoulders!”393 Other 

propaganda pieces also latched onto the stirring image of “endless” columns of porters, 

threading their way across difficult terrain and braving harsh weather. Another poet 

recounted the sight of a company of porters balancing their loads against the wind and 

rain, solemn and dignified. “This is the enduring, unceasing transportation which bears 

the suffering of all the nation,” he mused.394 Yet another poem described the arrays of 

flatbed carts lined up along the roads, forming columns of precious goods–“a symbol of 

strength.” Resting in the shade of stone cliffs and rustling forests, the carters smoked 

away their weariness as they boasted to each other, “Today–I moved another thousand 

jin.”395 

 
392 A version of this chapter is under review with Modern China. 
393 Yu Boxun, “Yiyun yunfu geci,” Yiyun yuekan 2, no. 1 (1941): 45. I am unable to find biographical 
information about Yu Boxun (余伯勛), but a sweep of the print material of the 1930s and 1940s suggests 
that he was a poet and writer.  
394 Zhen, “Fudui,” Yiyunjie 1, no. 2 (1944): 63.  
395 Lin Li, “Yiyun zhi qun,” Wenyi qingnian (Chongqing) 3, no. 3–4 (1942): 29. 
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Certainly, by the fall of Wuhan in October 1938, civilian porters and boatmen had 

come to play a vital role in keeping military grain and other supplies, as well as 

commercial goods, in circulation. The Nationalists had lost large sections of key railways 

and waterways to the Japanese. While highways seemed the logical next-best option, the 

loss of coastal facilities cut them off from fuel imports, threatening to ground the cars and 

trucks that would otherwise ply these motorways. The development of the highways 

themselves was uneven throughout Free China. Plans to construct new railways were 

already in place, but, as multiple documents pointed out, their benefits would not be 

reaped in time to address the pressing problem (huanbujiji 緩不濟急).396 And, as 

discussed, army divisions scattered across the country were reliant on civilian labor to 

deliver their provisions or move their supplies.  

To ensure that the flows of military provisions and civilian essentials did not come to 

complete stagnation, the Nationalists turned to a much humbler transport method: a 

system of relay comprising large numbers of locally sourced porters, pack animals, and 

boats. In organizing this alternative, they made regular reference to the imperial courier 

service, appropriating its name–yiyun zhidu (驛運制度)–for their own wartime version. 

Historically, yiyun refers to the Chinese use of a relay system of horseback messengers to 

circulate mail throughout the empire. In contrast, the Nationalists’ wartime relay system 

 
396 “Gonglu shuidao jiaotong huiyi jueyi” (October 1938), no. 18-20-01-027-03, Jingji bumen, Academia 
Sinica, Taipei, Taiwan; “Wang Bingnan wei song yiyun xiankuang jianshu zhi Pan Guangjiong” 
(November 9, 1942), in Zhonghua minguo shi dang’an ziliao huibian vol. 5, 2nd edition, Caizheng jingji 10, 
ed. Second Historical Archives of China (Nanjing: Jiangsu guji chubanshe, 1997), 438, accessed via KRPT. 
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encompassed all non-motorized forms of land and water transport, and carried millions of 

tons of mail, military matériel (including grain), commercial cargo, and state grain and 

salt. However, the chapter will refer to it as yiyun, in keeping with the Nationalists’ 

decision to adopt the historical term.  

Through an examination of wartime yiyun, this chapter focuses on the Nationalist 

government’s large-scale recruitment of civilians as transport labor.397 Like storage 

networks, which strung the peasant taxpayer to the soldier consumer, yiyun networks 

branched out into the deepest reaches of Chinese society, threading even the furthest 

removed settlements together with critical zones of combat. China’s dependence on 

civilian, non-motorized power was a product of its unique challenge: waging protracted 

war within an agrarian economy and without foreign sources of petroleum and 

machinery. Matériel flown over the Hump after 1942 was almost exclusively for US air 

personnel based in southwest China. There was no equivalent in scale in the European 

theaters of World War II to the Nationalists’ systematic use of civilian transport labor. 

Even though other field armies also “reached back into the Preindustrial Era” to feed their 

troops in times of crisis–the Wehrmacht, for example, was in fact heavily dependent on 

horsepower during its invasion of the Soviet Union–no other belligerent relied on mass 

civilian mobilization as a key mode of both military and commercial transport.398 Even as 

 
397 For studies of wartime courier transport in Chinese, see Chen Hongmin, “Kangri zhanzheng shiqi de 
yiyun shiye,” Kangri zhanzheng yanjiu 1 (1997): 159–74; Liu Dongfang, “Kangzhan shiqi de Anhui 
yiyun,” Kangri zhanzheng yanjiu 1 (1993): 114–24; Xiao Xiong, “Kangri zhanzheng shiqi Guomin zhengfu 
de zhanshi yiyun,” Yunnan minzu daxue xuebao zhexue shehui kexue ban 1 (2010): 84–87; and Yang Bin, 
“Kangzhan shiqi guomin zhengfu yiyun shiye,” Minguo dang’an 4 (1995): 108–14. 
398 DiNardo, Mechanized Juggernaut or Military Anachronism?, 152.  
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Japanese bombers terrorized Chongqing, trucks lumbered along the Burma Road before 

its closure, and steamships and railways trundled through occupied territories in the east, 

most of Free China moved by foot, pack animal, and wooden boat.  

As Hans van de Ven has argued, the Nationalists readily drew from “important 

cultural, political and military resources in the Chinese past” even as they remained 

wholeheartedly committed to modernity.399 Nationalist policymakers were aware that 

there was a strong precedent of repurposing imperial courier networks for military 

purposes. One of their favorite examples was that of Qing General Zuo Zongtang (左宗

棠 1812–85), who used relay stations to provide for his troops during his campaigns in 

Xinjiang in the late 19th century. Instead of supplying them from base–over incredibly 

long distances–he made use of existing granary and courier networks to store and forward 

local bulk grain purchases.400 Xue Guangqian (薛光前 1910–78), wartime secretary of 

the Ministry of Transport, hailed Zuo’s policies as a model for emulation.  

Indeed, the incorporation of courier systems into military management structures–in 

both times of war and peace–had roots that stretched as far back as the Eastern Han 

dynasty.401 More specifically, they had been used by regimes from the Song to the Ming 

to store and forward grain, particularly in preparation for expeditionary campaigns.402 

Masato Hasegawa demonstrates how Ming forces, deployed to defend the Choson 

 
399 Hans van de Ven, “The Sino-Japanese War in History,” in The Battle for China, 464–65.  
400 Xue Guangqian, “Lun yiyun,” Xinan shiye tongxun 2, no. 4 (1940): 51. 
401 Gao Genghao, “Zhongguo lidai yizhan fazhan tedian lüelun,” Guizhou wenshi congkan 4 (2013): 42. 
402 Ibid, 44.  
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dynasty from the invading Japanese in 1592, made substantial use of Korean courier 

stations along the Sino-Korean border.403 Similarly, Ulrich Theobald argues that the 

logistical infrastructure of the Second Jinchuan campaign (1771–76) was founded on 

courier stations.404 Because courier circuits were founded upon the use of local resources, 

their militarization often had disruptive effects on local populations; the transport of grain 

provisions for the Ming troops, for example, diverted time and resources away from 

agricultural duties on both sides of the border.405 Even when courier systems were not 

used as a blueprint, the provisioning demands of military expeditions had deep effects on 

local lives. In his seminal study of the early Qing empire’s campaigns against the 

Zunghars, Peter Perdue explores the impact of military logistics on the far-flung 

northwestern province of Gansu.406 The westward movement of large volumes of grain 

thousands of kilometers from the interior also entailed the large-scale purchase of horses 

and oxen from peasants in Shaanxi.407 

The Nationalists themselves had tapped on local populations to move military supplies 

in their fight for China. Thousands of coolies had been indispensable for the advancement 

of Chiang’s expeditionary forces over the mountain ranges on the Guangdong-Hunan 

 
403 Masato Hasegawa, “War, Supply Lines and Society in the Sino-Korean Borderland of the Late Sixteenth 
Century,” Late Imperial China 37, no. 1 (2016): 131–33.  
404 Theobald, War, Finance and Logistics in Late Imperial China, 23.  
405 Hasegawa, “War, Supply Lines and Society in the Sino-Korean Borderland of the Late Sixteenth 
Century,” 112. 
406 See Perdue, “Harvests and Relief,” 358–77. 
407 Ibid, 372.  
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border in July 1926, and through Hunan province as well.408 In 1930, a contributor to 

Quartermaster Magazine, Bai Lunyan, noted that 20th-century Chinese armies habitually 

roped civilians in en masse to compensate for their own logistical incapacities, although, 

in these instances, relay was not adopted. The coercion of peasants into long-distance 

travel, he argued, frayed civil-military relations and weakened state legitimacy.409 In its 

1940 form, yiyun combined mass local mobilization with a relay structure. This was 

mainly in order to extract as much effort as possible, but the emphasis on segmenting 

routes was also driven by a conscious attempt by the system’s architects to avoid 

antagonizing civilians.   

The chapter explores how Nationalist planners envisioned the wartime yiyun system, 

and how its implementation facilitated large volumes of both military and commercial 

traffic even as it disrupted civilian lives. Although yiyun was initially conceived to 

augment the movement of military provisions, it also developed into a major commercial 

service. Since military grain cannot be isolated as a cargo item, it will be discussed here 

as a component of the overall yiyun system. The chapter argues that, to ensure the 

transport and storage of military, state and commercial grain–the crux of prolonged war–

the Nationalists committed to ‘deep’ mobilization, the extraction of every possible unit of 

manpower and material from their people. Yiyun channeled the exigencies of the war into 

the individual household through existing structures of local governance, namely the 

 
408 Donald A. Jordan, The Northern Expedition: China’s National Revolution of 1926–1928 (Honolulu: 
University of Hawaii Press, 1976), 220.  
409 Bai Lunyan, “Bingzhan shiwutan,” Junxu zazhi 3 (1930): 18. 
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baojia. Like the granary system examined in Chapter Three, it demonstrated the extent of 

the central government’s intrusiveness and extraction, bringing whole communities in 

even the remotest of regions into the fold of conflict. 

The chapter makes substantial use of wartime magazines and weekly papers dedicated 

to yiyun. These include the Yiyun Monthly (Yiyun yuekan 驛運月刊), a biweekly paper 

belonging to the Rear Services Department; Yiyun News (Yixun 驛訊), an official joint 

publication of the Ministry of Transport and the Nationalist Propaganda Department 

(Guomindang xuanchuanbu 國民黨宣傳部); and Yizheng [Yi administration] Quarterly 

(Yizheng jikan 驛政季刊), published in Chongqing by the China Yiyun Administration 

Society (Zhongguo yizheng xuehui 中國驛政學會), a group of specialists dedicated to 

advancing the system. A few major publications were provincially focused, as were the 

Anhui and Jiangxi Yiyun Weeklies (Anhui/Jiangxi yiyun zhoukan安徽/江西驛運週刊). 

These provided not only regular updates on developments in yiyun policies, but also 

expository essays and personal reflections by officials and policymakers. A few high-

ranking bureaucrats deeply involved in yiyun contributed regularly to these publications 

or compiled their own histories of Chinese transport infrastructure. These include Xue 

Guangqian; Hu Zi’ang (胡子昂 1897–1991), head of the Sichuan Provincial 

Development Department; Gong Xuesui (龔學遂 1895–1968), head of the Transport 

Main Office of the Bureau of Transportation Statistics; and Wang Bingnan (王炳南
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1904–68), assistant head of the Yiyun Main Management Office.410 The chapter draws 

extensively on their observations.  

 

Establishment  

The wartime yiyun system emerged out of dire necessity. The fall of Xuzhou in May 

1938 resulted in the loss to the Japanese of a critical junction between the Longhai and 

Jinpu railways. The fall of Zhengzhou–though delayed by the highly controversial 

Nationalist destruction of the Huayuankou dam–also meant the loss of the junction 

between the Longhai and Peking-Hankou railways. Large portions of railroads running 

along both east-west and north-south axes were now in enemy hands. Then, as discussed 

in Chapter One, the loss of Wuhan gave the Japanese domination of the Yangtze Valley. 

Without substantial segments of key railways and major rivers, the Nationalist 

government, now lodged deep in the Chinese interior, would have to find new ways to 

move people and goods.  

In October 1938–the same month that the Japanese occupied Wuhan–Chiang Kai-shek 

held the National Land and Water Transport Conference (Gonglu shuidao jiaotong huiyi 

全國公路水道交通會議). The sixth clause of this resolution warned against a dangerous 

overreliance on trucks on highways, the next most efficient form of transport after 

railways and riverine shipping. It proposed, instead, the intensive use of human and 

 
410 “Gong Xuesui,” Mingren jianli, accessed December 1, 2021 
[http://m.gerenjianli.com/Mingren/26/s5t7teadtk.html]. 
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animal labor, and existing roads meant for pedestrians and pack animals.411 Although 

neither its title nor resolution contained the term yiyun, the Conference enshrined the 

reorientation toward non-motorized transportation as a matter of policy. Additionally, the 

Military Requisition Law–discussed in previous chapters–empowered the government to 

requisition transport labor and equipment from local communities.412  

By December, the Ministry of Transport had established the Pack Animal Transport 

Management Office (Tuoyun guanlisuo馱運管理所). Branch offices were set up on main 

lines running between Xufu (Sichuan) and Kunming (Yunnan); Luzhou (Sichuan) and 

Kunming; Liuzhou (Guangxi) and Sanhe (Guizhou); Chongqing (Sichuan) and Liuzhai 

(Guizhou) via Guiyang; Baoji (Sichuan) and Guangyuan (Shaanxi); and Kangding 

(Sichuan), Xichang (Xikang) and Leshan (Yunnan).413 These initial efforts were focused 

on the rear zone provinces of the west, with the city of Kunming serving as the hub of 

domestic trade. However, personnel lacked training and experience, and porters suffered 

from a dearth of necessary amenities. The Xu-Kun main line, the first to begin 

operations, was also one of the most challenging, with steep, undulating terrain. Yet, 

hardly any facilities could be found along its nine hundred-kilometer stretch, prompting 

weary porters to cast aside their loads and flee. More generally, transport rates fell behind 

inflated costs of living. Many porters, calculating that such poor pay–if they received it at 

 
411 “Gonglu shuidao jiaotong huiyi jueyi,” no. 18-20-01-027-03, Academia Sinica. 
412 “Junzhi zhengyong fa” (July 12, 1938), printed in Tao, Kangzhan yu houyuan gongzuo, 29–42, accessed 
via TEB. 
413 “Wang Bingnan wei song yiyun xiankuang jianshu zhi Pan Guangjiong,” 438. Liuzhai is now a town in 
Guangxi.  
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all–was simply not worth their effort, abandoned their goods, causing pile-ups along the 

roads.414  

To address these inefficiencies, and to expand non-motorized transport beyond pack 

routes and throughout the rest of Free China, Chiang Kai-shek called for the 

establishment of a Yiyun Main Management Office (Yiyun zongguanlichu 驛運總管理處) 

in mid-June 1940. The roads and waterways that formed old imperial courier networks 

would serve as the backbone of wartime transport routes. Porters, pack animals, and 

transport vehicles were to be drawn from the local communities residing along these 

routes.415 The Management Office, answerable to the Ministry of Transport, was formally 

created at the National Yiyun Conference (Quanguo yiyun huiyi全國驛運會議) held a 

month later. By the following year, branch management offices had been set up in 17 

provinces, from the Nationalist strongholds of Sichuan, Yunnan and Guizhou in the west 

to the semi-occupied regions of Anhui and Zhejiang in the east.416 In contrast to the 1938 

Conference resolution, which had suggested limiting non-motorized transport systems to 

goods with no time sensitivity (wushijianxing 無時間性), this time Chiang emphasized to 

officials that the yiyun system was to be used mainly for grain, bedding and clothing for 

both military and civilian use.417  

 
414 Gong, Zhongguo zhanshi jiaotongshi, 239. 
415 “Jiang Jieshi wei chouban yiyun chiling niju jinxing fang’an daidian” (June 10, 1940), in Zhonghua 
minguo shi dang’an ziliao huibian vol. 5, 2nd edition, Caizheng jingji 10, ed. Second Historical Archives of 
China (Nanjing: Jiangsu guji chubanshe, 1997), 425–27, accessed via KRPT. 
416 Gong, Zhongguo zhanshi jiaotongshi, 240.  
417 Chiang Kai-shek, “Yiyunzhi de xingzhi jiqi tuixing fangfa: Yiyun huiyi bihui xunci,” Jiaotong yuekan 1, 
no. 6 (1940): 3. 
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By this time, the Nationalist government was but centralizing existent responses to the 

war. As one observer, Wang Shen, remarked, the turn to yiyun had occurred as early as 

1937 and without systematic promulgation; it had simply emerged “out of necessity” 

following the loss of highways and railways to the Japanese. An oft-cited prototype was 

the wula system (烏拉制度) used in Xikang province. In the 13th century, wula–a Tibetan 

loanword–had referred to local corvée labor, typically to aid in the transport of envoys 

and imperial guests and their baggage. At the turn of the 20th century, Zhao Erfeng (趙爾

豐 1845–1911), the Qing amban in Tibet, instituted reforms to lessen the burden on 

commoners, stipulating rates of pay and maximum loads and mileages. Even before the 

central government’s initiatives, Xikang province was already making use of the wula 

system to aid in wartime transportation, organizing pack animals and staffing its network 

of stations with secondary school students.418  

There was also the military practice of enlisting civilians to meet logistical needs. To 

compensate for their own lack of capacity, army divisions resorted to calling on local 

civilians. This was not technically disallowed as long as they liaised with county, village 

or baojia authorities. But because this practice was not regulated, it often took the form 

of forced labor, as civilians were coerced into carrying matériel without pay and far 

 
418 Wang Shen, “Kuozhan yiyun yundong: Zhanqu jiaotong wenti jiantao,” Zhandi 6, no. 8 (1940): 3; Xu 
Ying, “Zhan yiyun,” Chongqing Dagongbao (san ban) (August 17, 1940), in Jiaotong–yiyun (1), no. 
127000000033A, Jiaotongbu, Academia Historica. The Manchu word amban generally referred to an 
imperial resident or governor-general.  



    

 

 

 198 
 

 

beyond their home counties. Abused and terrified of being so far from home, many of 

these civilians fled their virtual captivity.  

Concerned that this would damage civil-military relations, in September 1939 the Rear 

Services Department advocated the replacement of long-distance travel with series of 

stations throughout counties, with no more than 15 kilometers between each relay station. 

Here, it made an explicit reference to the “courier stations” (yizhan 驛站) of “olden days” 

(jiuri 舊日). All military bodies, including depots and combat divisions, should delegate 

the upkeep of this system, and the recruitment of civilian porters, to military transport 

offices (junyun daibansuo 軍運代辦所), rather than rely on the ad-hoc arrangements of 

local authorities. Porterage was also capped at 30 kilometers a day, with a load of no 

more than 30 kilograms, and no one should be compelled to travel beyond their home 

county.419 These military guidelines were effectively a blueprint for the nationwide yiyun 

system a year later. Meng Yusheng, who oversaw such offices in northern Shaanxi, 

emphasized the importance of their role in military transport. The Luochuan military 

transport office, for example, contributed to 40% of the overall tonnage of the military 

depot inspection department of the 2nd War Zone between April 1938 and January 1939. 

The transport of flour, rice, and ammunition–the most important of military provisions–

accounted for much of this share.420  

 
419 “Shengzhengfu kuaiyou daidian zhuanyuan xianzhang zhun Junzhengbu Houfangqinwubu huidian 
guanyu qudi zhengyong minfu jiqi daiyu guanli shiyi lingjia guiding banfa,” published in Zhejiang 
shengzhengfu gongbao 29 (1939): 28–30. 
420 Meng Yusheng, “Tantan Shanbei junyun daibansuo,” Houfang qinwu banyuekan,” 16–17 (1939): 4.  
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Therefore, the 1940 National Yiyun Conference extended government oversight to 

what had inadvertently become a vital mode of transport within Free China. A dedicated 

bureaucratic apparatus would elevate yiyun from a desperate fallback to an expertly 

regulated regime of local labor. It would also expand yiyun beyond its original 

connotations with horseback travel–the Chinese character for yi (驛) includes a particle 

for horse (馬)–to include all forms of non-motorized transport on both land and water.421 

After July 1940, the term yiyun proliferated as part of the wartime lexicon. 

 

Envisioning  

Proponents of yiyun after 1940 invariably presented it as a delicate fusion of past and 

future. On the one hand, they never tired of pointing out that it had veritable historical 

roots. Whereas observers habitually looked to Europe, the United States, and Japan as 

exemplary models of modern military logistical organization and training, there was no 

such outward gaze when it came to the large-scale return to non-motorized transport. 

Both practitioners and observers of wartime yiyun typically referred to yiyun as an “olden 

system” (guzhi古制), a “remnant of history” (lishishang de chenji 歷史上的陳跡) 

bestowed upon wartime China by their ancestors (zuxian 祖先), or the “sages of the past” 

(xianxian 先賢). To demonstrate the use of courier transport throughout the centuries, 

they chose from a select set of examples. One was the advanced courier system of the 

 
421 Gong, Zhongguo zhanshi jiaotongshi, 243.  
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Tang dynasty, which had enabled the famous Lady Yang (Yang Guifei) to enjoy lychees, 

which were delivered from Guangdong to her palatial residence in Chang’an (in modern-

day Shaanxi).422 (Yang Guifei’s lychees seem to have been a standard example for 

foreign audiences as well; they also appeared in The Palestine Post and The Christian 

Science Monitor’s reports on the establishment of courier transport offices.)423 And, of 

course, there was the aforementioned case of Zuo Zongtang.  

On the other hand, the wartime yiyun system was not a simple revival of its imperial 

precedent. All commentators were quick to add that it differed significantly from its 

predecessor in scale and scope. Except in times of crisis, couriers only carried mail, not 

bulky cargo. Moreover, while the state and the aristocracy had been the sole beneficiaries 

of the imperial courier system, yiyun was intended to have much further-reaching uses. It 

was meant not only to augment the provisioning of field and garrison divisions, but also 

to facilitate the circulation of goods for general trade. Some observers were also sharply 

aware of the exploitative undertones of imperial courier transport. Xu Ying (徐盈 1912–

96), a well-known journalist at the Da Gongbao (Chongqing) and a member of the 

Communist Party, condemned imperial courier transport as “a sliver of rotten meat that 

cannot be shaved off history.” Its operation placed commoners at the mercy of corrupt 

officials, who siphoned off their resources for personal gain. The expenses racked up to 

 
422 Yang Zhejin, “Yiyun zhidu lishi de huigu,” Kangzhan zhoukan 48 (1940): 12.  
423 “Coolie Transport Revived in China for Wartime Needs,” The Christian Science Monitor, September 14, 
1940; “Coolies to the Front: Reviving Age-Old Courier System,” The Palestine Post, December 1, 1940, 
Proquest.  
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deliver some mail, he claimed, were equivalent to the damage wrought by a swarm of 

locusts. Everybody–the authorities, the people–spoke of yiyun as the re-enactment of this 

practice, but “this cannot be,” Xu emphasized. “If we are to return to old courier 

transport, we must give it a new meaning, because history must not repeat itself; the 

times demand progress.”424  

Xu was not alone in this assessment. Nationalist observers, too, argued strongly for the 

“scientific management” (kexue guanli 科學管理) of the yiyun system. It is hard to 

determine what exactly this meant, for each commentator seemed to have slightly 

different ideas about it, and few offered illustrations of how to translate principle into 

practice. The term may have been a reference to Fredrick Taylor’s theory of scientific 

management, which was published in 1909 and which found its way into China as part of 

the broader influx of foreign concepts.425 However, Taylorism was never explicitly cited, 

and one commentator even explained the “scientification of management” using the 

ancient texts The Analects (Lunyu 論語) and The Doctrine of the Mean (Zhongyong 中庸

).  

It seems likelier that the Taylorist definition was stretched to more generally connote a 

careful, methodical approach to the organization of yiyun resources in order to achieve 

maximum efficiency. “We must ‘scientify’ (kexuehua科學化) our courier system,” 

 
424 Xu Ying, “Zhan yiyun,” Chongqing Dagongbao (san ban) (August 17, 1940), in Jiaotong–yiyun (1), no. 
127000000033A, Jiaotongbu, Academia Historica. 
425 See Stephen L. Morgan, “China’s Encounter with Scientific Management in the 1920s–1930s,” Business 
and Economic History On-Line 1 (2003): 1–20 [https://thebhc.org/sites/default/files/Morgan.pdf]. 
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Chiang claimed in July 1940. “We must have accurate assessments in order to be really 

clear about the real transport power of each place. This is the first step. The second step is 

having a strong structure…to aid us in our work.”426 For Xue Guangqian, “scientific 

management” meant learning from the mistakes of the past in order to find the most 

“rational” mode of operation.427 In other words, “scientific” management was less about 

the Western scientific method, and more about systematically eliminating inefficiencies. 

Notably, “scientific” was often treated as a synonym of “rational” (heli 合理). Gu 

Chunfan, who served in the Postal Bureau in numerous capacities throughout the war, 

used the English economics term “optimum size” (his translation: zui shizhong fanwei 最

適中範圍) to describe the ideal management mode of “new” yiyun.428 Such an approach, 

these analysts hoped, would advance the wartime yiyun system beyond the flaws and 

limitations of its imperial predecessor. “What the people wish for is not a flimsy spider’s 

web,” Xu Ying wrote, “but a sturdy steel web.”  

Therefore, it was not enough just to restore the imperial courier regime; it had to be 

refurbished. As its advocates envisioned it, the wartime version adopted the blueprint of 

relay stations and mass local mobilization, but derived its modernity from managerial 

(rather than technological) sophistication. This meant collecting information about 

available local resources, establishing standardized, streamlined procedures to optimize 

 
426 Chiang, “Yiyunzhi de xingzhi jiqi tuixing fangfa: Yiyun huiyi bihui xunci,” 2.  
427 Xue, “Lun yiyun,” 49.  
428 Gu Chunfan, “Xin ‘yi’ yun zhi tedian yu kunnan,” Chongqing Dagongbao (er ban) (September 1, 1940), 
in Jiaotong–yiyun (1), no. 127000000033A, Jiaotongbu, Academia Historica.  
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their use, and deploying trained personnel. Given the conscious effort to mesh the old 

with the new, discussions of yiyun did not insist on the incompatibility of tradition with 

modernity. As Sean Lei has argued of Chinese medicine during the Republican era, a 

rigid binary between “tradition” and “modernity” fails to encapsulate how China sought 

to remake itself within an imposing world order. The late Qing government and its 

Republican successors in fact readily combined elements of both past and future to meet 

their needs.429  

Perhaps the embracement of historicity was the Nationalists’ attempt to mask their 

desperation. The centralized promotion of non-motorized transport was less an instance 

of foresight and more a reaction to a grim strategic reality. As Xu Ying candidly put it, 

yiyun was a way to “seek survival in the face of death” (sili qiusheng 死裡求生). An 

emphasis on continuity distracted from this scramble by imbuing the scheme with 

historical legitimacy. Certainly, proponents were at pains to portray the yiyun system’s 

pre-industrial nature as its key merit rather than a deficiency. It allowed China to play on 

its strengths: its formidable reserves of human and animal labor. “What we have now is 

large territory, rich resources (dida wubo 地大物博) and our population (renzhong 人

众),” Chiang Kai-shek remarked at a National Political Council session of early April 

1940. As Hu Zi’ang, head of the Sichuan Provincial Development Department, pointed 

 
429 Sean Xianglin Lei, Neither Donkey nor Horse: Medicine in the Struggle Over China's Modernity 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014). Also see Stephen R. Halsey, Quest for Power: European 
Imperialism and the Making of Chinese Statecraft (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2015).  
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out, China’s persistent shortage of fuel cancelled out the speed advantage of motorized 

vehicles. An overreliance on trucks meant an overreliance on fuel imports, which would 

cause currency outflows.430 It was true that yiyun allowed China to leverage its abundant 

human resources. But the persistent invocation of its rich historical precedence belied its 

expediency. 

 

Operation  

The men involved in the yiyun system had mixed personal histories, but shared 

backgrounds in economics and in modern means of transportation. Hu Zi’ang was a 

native of Sichuan, and had spent much of the 1930s setting up industrial enterprises there, 

including cement, steel, and machinery plants and motor repair factories. But he had also 

flirted with a career in the military: in the 1920s and 30s, he had served in the political 

unit of Liu Wenhui’s 24th Army until Liu’s ousting at the hands of his pro-Chiang 

nephew Liu Xiang.431 Despite his association with Liu Wenhui, in 1938, he obtained 

funding from the Nationalist government to set up the China Industrial Company 

(Zhongguo xingye gongsi 中國興業公司) to expand the heavy industry in Sichuan; H.H. 

Kung, the then Finance Minister, served as the Chairman of its Board.  

 
430 Hu Zi’ang, “Sichuan de yiyun” (June 1943), in Zhonghua minguo shi dang’an ziliao huibian, 2, 
accessed via KRPT.  
431 See Hua Defeng, “Hu Zi’ang de junlü shengya tanjiu,” Kaifeng jiaoyu xueyuan xuebao 38, no. 4 (2018): 
3–4.  
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In contrast, Xue Guangqian had been involved in the Nationalist Party since his youth. 

Born in Jiangsu, he was a standing member of the Party Affairs Department in Wuxian 

county before leaving to pursue a doctorate in economics in Italy. During the war, he 

became the head of the Sichuan-Hunan-Shaanxi Land and Water Combined Transport 

Chief Management Office (Chuan-Xiang-Shaan shuilu lianyun zong guanlichu 川湘陝水

陸聯運總管理處), the agency which oversaw the cluster of yiyun networks with the 

highest volumes of grain and salt. Similarly, Gong Xuesui, who served in various 

Transport capacities during the war, had worked in provincial Nationalist Party affairs in 

his native Jiangxi in the 1930s. He obtained a degree in mining studies from Tokyo 

Imperial University.432 

Wang Bingnan, assistant head of the Yiyun Main Management Office, obtained a 

doctoral degree from the University of Illinois with a dissertation on the management of 

motorcars and railways. (He is not to be confused with the arguably more famous 

Communist Party diplomat (1908–88) of the same name.) A native of Lishui, Zhejiang, 

he taught at Shanghai Jiao Tong University before accepting employment in the Railway 

Department.433 In the 1930s, he published substantially on the management and 

development of motorized transport, likely drawing from his doctoral research–one such 

essay delved into parallels in the US434 There is not substantial biographical information 

 
432 “Gong Xuesui,” Mingren jianli, accessed December 1, 2021 
[http://m.gerenjianli.com/Mingren/26/s5t7teadtk.html].  
433 “Wang Bingnan,” Zuxun, accessed April 1 2021 
[https://www.zuxun100.com/index/article/mingren/info/35340]. 
434 Wang Bingnan, “Tielu qiche yunshu zhi jingzheng yu hezuo,” Jiaotong zazhi 3, no. 7–8 (1935): 165–72.  
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about Wang, especially during the war. However, from scattered correspondences, it is 

known that he was also a member of the Nationalist Resources Committee (Ziyuan 

weiyuanhui 資源委員會), and was involved in both the construction of the Burma and 

Ledo Roads and the import of US supplies by air. In March 1941, Lauchlin Currie 

reported that an airfield in Chengdu was being overseen by a “Chinese civil engineer 

trained at the University of Illinois.” Currie was most likely referring to Wang when he 

remarked that “it was a marvelous job of organization.”435  

The wartime yiyun network was a sprawling mesh of land and water circuits. 

Throughout the war, five to eight main lines (ganxian幹線) connected the western 

provinces of Sichuan, Yunnan, Guizhou, Shaanxi, Gansu and Xinjiang, with the capital 

Chongqing at their heart. Another led to India via Yunnan, but the Japanese invasion of 

Burma in mid-1942 would remove this line from the list. Attempts to rebuild a pack route 

through the Karakoram mountain pass never came to fruition. Feeder lines (zhixian 支線) 

were in operation in several more provinces under the collective control of provincial 

management offices (including the faraway province of Qinghai by 1944). By one 

estimate in 1943, while the main lines (excluding the China-India line) spanned 8,197 

kilometers in total, the feeder lines in the southwest, northwest, southeast and central 

plains amounted to an impressive 33,226 kilometers.436 In comparison, only 1,955 

 
435 Foreign Relations of the United States Diplomatic Papers, 1941, The Far East, vol. IV, eds. John G. 
Reid, Louis E. Gates, Ralph R. Goodwin (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1956), 
document 57 [https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1941v04/d57]. 
436 “Quanguo yiyun gaikuang,” Anhui yiyun yuekan 11 (1943): 1. According to a more ambitious estimate, 
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kilometers of railway remained in Nationalist hands by March 1940.437 Branch lines 

(fenxian 分線) split off from feeder lines to reach county yiyun stations. Spanning across 

12 provinces, they were the most important for military supplies.438 These provinces 

varied greatly in their level of infrastructural development as well as in the commodities 

that passed through them. Zhejiang, Fujian, and Jiangxi boasted the most advanced 

systems, with thousands of kilometers of branch and feeder lines.  

Main lines typically saw more commercial than military traffic, since they were 

concentrated in the relative safety of the rear zones.439 According to historian Yang Bin, 

the Xinjiang-Gansu main line boasted the highest tonnage of the main lines, channeling 

159,506 tons of state grain between late 1940 and early 1943.440 It also enabled the export 

of oil from the oilfields of Yumen, Gansu, as well as salt and military grain and some 

military equipment from Russia.441 The other main lines threaded Sichuan, the 

Nationalists’ strategic center and grain basket, to neighboring western provinces and to 

Hunan, another of Free China’s vital grain surplus regions. These were typically a 

combination of both overland and riverine routes. For instance, the Sichuan-Hunan main 

line enabled the major trade of rice from Hunan for salt from Sichuan. For all its 

 
also in 1943, the combined length of the main lines was 11,302 kilometers, and the feeder lines, 35,000 
kilometers; Gong, Zhongguo zhanshi jiaotongshi, 248. Historian Hou Kunhong provides yet more differing 
numbers for the lengths of yiyun lines between 1940 and 1945: 8 main lines made up 9,213 kilometers, 
while feeder lines made up 29,538 kilometers; Hou, Kangri zhanzheng shiqi liangshi gongqiu wenti yanjiu, 
100.  
437 Hou, Kangri zhanzheng shiqi liangshi gongqiu wenti yanjiu, 99. 
438 Sun Xianglin, “Ruhe tuixing zhanqu yiyun,” Yiyun yuekan 2, no. 1 (1941): 21.  
439 Ibid.  
440 Yang Bin, “Kangzhan shiqi guomin zhengfu yiyun shiye,” Minguo dang’an 4 (1995): 112.  
441 Gong, Zhongguo zhanshi jiaotongshi, 248. 



    

 

 

 208 
 

 

importance, this journey was especially perilous: Wang noted that the midway segment 

between Pengshui and Longtan was overland and lacking in transport capacity, while the 

two riverine ends of the line featured treacherous shores.442 The Sichuan-Shaanxi 

(Guangyuan-Baoji) main line carried Baoji cotton and military matériel from Shaanxi and 

sugar, rice, cement and tungsten powder from Sichuan.443 Other commodities on other 

main lines included tea, cotton, wool, and sugar. 

The feeder lines connecting Sichuan with Hubei, Hunan and Shaanxi were the most 

important for the movement of grain: not just military provisions, but also state tax grain 

following the implementation of in the land tax-in-kind policy in October 1941. For 

instance, the feeder line between Wanxian (Sichuan) and Enshi (Hubei) was dedicated to 

military transport, and the feeder lines in fertile western Sichuan were exclusive to the 

transport of grain.444 Another feeder line between Xindu and Chongqing mainly carried 

state and military grain from eastern Sichuan.445 Other feeder lines in Shaanxi, Gansu and 

Xinjiang carried wool and tungsten and imported fuel and ammunition.446 In the 

southeastern region, closer to the fighting, yiyun was committed to the exchange of 

military grain for state salt (guanyan官鹽) (as opposed to salt for the commercial 

 
442 “Wang Bingnan wei song yiyun xiankuang jianshu zhi Pan Guangjiong jianhan” (November 9, 1942), in 
Zhonghua minguo shi dang’an ziliao huibian vol. 5, 2nd edition, Caizheng jingji 10, ed. Second Historical 
Archives of China (Nanjing: Jiangsu guji chubanshe, 1997), 442–43, accessed via KRPT. 
443 Ibid, 443. 
444 Gong, Zhongguo zhanshi jiaotongshi, 242.  
445 Hu, “Sichuan de yiyun,” 7.  
446 Ibid, 242, 247.  
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market–salt was an especially precious commodity during the war).447 Additionally, 

within Chongqing, there was a passenger service run by the Chongqing Yiyun Service 

Office. The 28-kilometer pack road, which stretched from Qingshizhan to Geleshan, 

served roughly 1,000 passengers a day.448 

As for the vehicles that traversed this system, Hu Zi’ang offered a summary of their 

capacities:  

Vehicle/Animal Description Load Average 
daily 

mileage 
[km] 

Hand-pulled flatbed cart 
(renli banche 人力板車) 

Pulled by teams of 3–5 men 600kg to 1 ton  25 

Rubber-tire cart 
(jiaolun dache 膠輪大車) 
 

Drawn by 2–3 horses 1.5–3 tons  25 

Steel-tired cart  
(tielun dache 鐵輪大車) 

Typically drawn by 2 horses 
 

1 ton  -  

Camels  
(luotuo 駱駝) 

Bred in the northwest  150kg/camel  30 

Pack horses  
(tuoma 馱馬) 

 80kg/horse  25 

Wooden boats  
(muchuan 木船) 

Standardization impossible because 
the depth of waterways and harbors 
differ throughout the country 

Ranges from a 
few hundred 
kg to 50–60 
tons, 
depending on 
size of vessel  
 

-  

Table 5 Capacities and Mileages of Non-Motorized Vehicles Used for Yiyun 
Adapted from Hu Zi’ang, “Sichuan de yiyun” (June 1943), in Zhonghua minguo shi 
dang’an ziliao huibian vol. 5, 2nd edition, Caizheng jingji 10, ed. Second Historical 
Archives of China (Nanjing: Jiangsu guji chubanshe, 1997), 2–3. 

 
447 Wang Bingnan, “Dongnan yiyun: jiezi sanshi’er nian shiyi yue shicha dongnan yiyun baogao,” Yixun 22 
(1943): 1.  
448 “Wang Bingnan wei song yiyun xiankuang jianshu zhi Pan Guangjiong jianhan,” Zhonghua minguo shi 
dang’an ziliao huibian, 443.  
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While the Nationalist government provided a small number of transport vehicles, most 

of the above were to be obtained from local populations. Porters (yunfu 運夫) typically 

carried loads of 30 to 40 kilograms on their shoulders and covered 25 to 30 kilometers in 

a day. 22.5 to 25 kilometers, or 45 to 50 li, seemed to be the standard daily mileage on 

land across Nationalist documents. Correspondingly, wartime proposals always spaced 

stations out roughly 15 kilometers apart; 30 at most. The upkeep of each station would be 

the responsibility of a baozhang (保長, the head of the bao unit, on which more in 

Chapter Four) or village or town head.449 The general rule was that, in the true spirit of a 

relay system, porters should only travel from one station to another (in other words, cover 

no more than the standard daily mileage) each day. Ideally, they would be able to return 

home on the same day, sparing them and their families the stress of prolonged separation, 

and relay stations the cost of attending to long-distance travelers.  

How many of these porters, animals and vehicles plied the roads and rivers? Estimates 

did not always tally, but they collectively offer ballpark figures that suffice to 

demonstrate the scale of yiyun during the war. Wang Bingnan reported that, as of June 

1942, there were 32,393 porters; 15,581 flatbed carts; 210 boats and rafts, 23,144 mules 

and horses, and some 10,000 camels on the main lines alone.450 For comparison, an 

 
449 “Jiang Jieshi wei chouban yiyun chiling niju jinxing fang’an daidian” (June 10, 1940), 426.   
450 “Wang Bingnan wei song yiyun xiankuang jianshu zhi Pan Guangjiong jianhan,” Zhonghua minguo shi 
dang’an ziliao huibian, 441–42. 
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overview published in the Anhui Yiyun Weekly estimated that there were roughly 26,000 

porters; 15,500 flatbed carts; 200 wooden boats; and 20,000 mules, horses, and camels 

plying the five main lines operative in the year of 1942. According to this overview, they 

carried approximately 115,000 tons of goods through these lines, or 36,000,000 tons-

kilometers. This amounted to a speed of up to 300 kilometers per month, or ten 

kilometers a day, per ton of goods.451 This, however, was a crude average. Each region 

featured different topographies and main modes of transport, reflected in Wang’s 

estimates tabulated below:  

Table 6 Number of Porters and Vehicles Operating on Branch Lines, by Region 
Adapted from “Wang Bingnan wei song yiyun xiankuang jianshu zhi Pan Guangjiong 
jianhan” (November 9, 1942), in Zhonghua minguo shi dang’an ziliao huibian vol. 5, 2nd 
edition, Caizheng jingji 10, ed. Second Historical Archives of China (Nanjing: Jiangsu 
guji chubanshe, 1997), 442. 

 

 
451 “Quanguo yiyun gaikuang,” 1. Another estimate claims that the main lines carried 114,809 tons in that 
year; “Yiyun ganxian yunliang (ershijiu nian zhi sanshi’er nian),” Tongji yuebao 93 (1944): 15.  

Region Mode of transport 
 

Porters  
(Renfu
人夫) 

Flatbed 
carts  
(Banche 
板車) 

Barrows 
(Shouche
手車)  

Rickshaws 
(Renliche
人力車) 

Carts  
(Dache 
大車) 

Bamboo 
and 
wood-
skinned 
rafts  
(Zhumu 
pifa 竹
木皮筏) 
 

Wooden 
boats  
(Muchuan
木船) 

Pack 
animals  
(Tuoshou
馱獸) 

Southeast  187,527 5,150 5,084 1,517 50 100,716 30,831  3,823 

Northwest  32,639 
 

No data  7,672 440 11,296 40 47 62,523 

Southwest  105,147 
 

3,439 6,159 134 6,159 No data  17,084 4,090 
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The central northern provinces of Henan and Hubei had vast plains, ideal for rubber-

tired carts. In stark contrast, the northwestern provinces of Shaanxi, Shanxi, Gansu and 

Qinghai, and the southwestern provinces of Sichuan, Guizhou, Yunnan and Xikang 

featured hazardous terrain, primitive road infrastructure, and an unwelcoming climate, 

making pack animals more prominent. Camels, capable of enduring long-distance travel 

in harsh weather, were common in the northwest. There were fewer pack animals in the 

southwest, prompting Xue Guangqian to suggest using farm cattle instead. Xue also 

noted that horse-drawn carts would have to be altered to survive the sharp turns and steep 

downhills of the southwestern mountains if they were to be of any significant use.452 

However, the southwest did have the additional option of using its waterways, as the 

large number of wooden boats in the region suggests.453 As for the southeast, Wang, who 

embarked on a two-month inspection tour of the region in 1943, noted that Fujian, 

Jiangxi, Hunan, Guangxi and Zhejiang were blessed with an intricate network of riverine 

routes, making wooden boats, requisitioned from local populations, the vehicle of 

choice.454 Some provinces featured a combination of transport modes. Eastern Zhejiang 

boasted railways and motorized transport, made use of its waterways to compensate for 

damaged highways, and resorted last to wagons and carts on village roads. In western 

Zhejiang, however, most transport was carried out on the shoulders of porters.455 

 
452 Xue, “Lun yiyun,” 54.  
453 Li, “Woguo muqian houfang qinwu zhu wenti zhi shangque,” 60.  
454 Wang Bingnan, “Dongnan gesheng yiyun zhi jiantao: shi’er yue shisan ri zai zongchu jinianzhou 
baogao,” Yixun 17 (1943): 1. 
455 Wang, “Kuozhan yiyun yundong: Zhanqu jiaotong wenti jiantao,” 5.  
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Of the goods circulated through yiyun, grain received particular attention, not least 

because the shift to in-kind military provisioning and land tax collection in 1940 and 

1941 made the smooth circulation of grain all the more essential to the war effort. As 

with granaries, yiyun was another limiting infrastructural factor of grain management. Hu 

Zi’ang wrote that porters transporting grain were performing special work, undoubtedly 

with the high volumes of grain plying Sichuan feeder lines in mind.456 A more specific 

decree, the “Methods of Popular Wartime Assistance in the Transport of Military Grain,” 

served as an update to the 1939 guidelines on organizing civilians for delivery military 

provisions. It stipulated that all garrison or field units within a radius of 45 li, or 22.5 

kilometers, from an endpoint depot would deploy their own Supply attachments to collect 

grain provisions. All military bodies stationed any further, or which did not have Supply 

attachments of their own, were allowed to hire civilian labor through local county or 

district authorities, and pay them based on rates determined by the Military Affairs 

Commission.  

The Communists, too, fell back on civilians to transport both commercial goods and 

military provisions. In the Communist stronghold of Jin-Ji-Lu-Yu (Shanxi-Hebei-

Shandong-Henan), there were conscript guidelines similar to those of the Nationalists’: 

men between the ages of 18 and 50 had to perform transport duty for a distance of 30 li 

per trip, carrying no less than 30 jin of military grain (and between 50 and 100 jin for 

 
456 Hu, “Sichuan de yiyun,” 7.  
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pack animals). This was considered a citizen’s “duty” (yiwu 義務).457 The Shaan-Gan-

Ning (Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia) Border Region conducted large-scale civilian 

mobilization for the transportation of its main produce, salt. Faced with both the 

Nationalist blockade and the Japanese’ Three Alls policy, Mao Zedong latched onto the 

export of salt to break out of the Border Region’s economic morass. In 1941, the 

Communist Northwestern Bureau (Zhonggong xibeiju 中共西北局) stipulated that 

Border Region civilians should dedicate 20 days to the “duty” (yiwu) of transporting salt 

for sale to Nationalist territories. In the following years, salt transportation–mainly by 

pack animal–was carried out by different types of collectives (hezuoshe 合作社), most of 

which were supported by the Border Region government.458  

However, relay was a much vaguer and inconsistent feature in Communist planning 

for civilian transport labor. There was no rhetorical comparison to the imperial courier 

service. According to historian Huang Zhenglin, the Border Region government did set 

up forwarding stations in major cities to cut down on the distances traveled.459 But 

civilians also racked up high mileages as long-term auxiliaries to divisions on the march, 

 
457 “Jin-Ji-Lu-Yu bianqu yiyun junliang banfa” (February 15, 1942), and “Jin-Ji-Lu-Yu bianqu yiyun 
junliang banfa shishi xize” (February 15, 1942), in Kangzhan zhanzheng shiqi Jin-Ji-Lu-Yu bianqu 
caizheng jingjishi ziliao xuanbian, vol. 1, ed. Jin-Ji-Lu-Yu bianqu caizheng jingjishi bianjizu (Beijing: 
Zhongguo caizheng jingji chubanshe, 1990), 1482–85, accessed via KRPT.  
458 Li Jianguo, Shaan-Gan-Ning Geming genjudishi (Gansu renmin chubanshe, 2009), 96–97; Huang 
Zhenglin, “Kangzhan shiqi Shaan-Gan-Ning bianqu de yanye,” Kangri zhanzheng yanjiu 4 (1999): 126–28. 
According to Huang, the main lines were Dingbian-Yan’an, Dingbian-Qingyang, and Jingbian-Qingjian. 
Also see Zhou Zuwen, “Lun Kangzhan shiqi Shaan-Gan-Ning bianqu jiceng dongyuan de luoji,” Kangri 
zhanzheng yanjiu 3 (2019): 15–27. On the Eighth Route Army’s participation in the invigoration of the salt 
industry, see Wang Tiandan and Wang Danyu, “Balujun yu Shaan-Gan-Ning bianqu de yanye,” Yanyeshi 
yanjiu 4 (2019): 49–60.  
459 Huang, “Kangzhan shiqi Shaan-Gan-Ning bianqu de yanye,” 127.  
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trailing behind them as their logistical tail. Su Yu (粟裕 1907–84), commander and 

Political Commissar of the New Fourth Army’s 1st Division, described how tens of 

thousands of civilian teams followed his troops along the entire 150-kilometer journey 

north from Linyi to Laiwu (in Shandong). They carried their grain and ammunition on 

their shoulders, on carts, and on pack animals.460 There was therefore no systematic 

promotion of relay transport comparable to the Nationalists’ yiyun scheme.  

 

Organizing Civilian Labor  

The nature of yiyun labor was vague. In his closing remarks at the National Yiyun 

Conference, Chiang Kai-shek described it as “part work, part duty” (bangong banyiwu半

工半義務). Yiyun service was both a paying job and an obligation to the wartime state. 

Wartime yiyun, he emphasized, must avoid becoming overly bureaucratic (guanliaohua

官僚化). Rather, it must be run along the lines of a commercial enterprise to ensure 

efficiency. In the end, yiyun combined state control and conscription with commercial 

logic. Generally, in practice, able-bodied men were conscripted (zhenggu 徵僱) through 

local administrative units (although voluntary employment was of course welcomed), and 

received pay for their work.  

Exact arrangements varied owing to the differing circumstances in combat zones and 

the rear zone. In the former, yiyun work was less predictable, as foodstuffs sometimes 

 
460 Su Yu, Su Yu zhanzheng jiyilu (Beijing: Jiefangjun chubanshe, 2006), 168. A native of Hunan, Su Yu 
was also the commander and Political Commissar of the New Fourth Army’s 1st Division.  
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had to be rush-transported (qiangyun, discussed in Chapter Five) to safer areas, either in 

response to hostilities or to break the Japanese economic blockade. This was the case, for 

example, in Anhui, where the Chinese lacked salt, sundries, and foodstuffs apart from 

wheat and sesame (which it produced in abundance).461 Jiangxi, which sat at the junction 

of the 3rd, 7th and 9th War Zones, struggled constantly with the demands of rush-

transportation. In June 1942, when hostilities raged in Jiangxi and neighboring Zhejiang, 

the Zhangshu segment of the yiyun network moved large volumes of rice, salt and coal to 

safety–at the cost of the life of one station worker and more than 100 sailing boats.462 To 

meet these needs, one commentator cited two types of labor mobilization in one war zone 

(redacted). The first was to organize able-bodied men and pack animals into rotating 

shifts, and could be disbanded if their counties saw no traffic. The second and less 

efficient arrangement was to keep a designated number of men, animals, and vehicles at 

the yiyun stations, ready to be sent onto the road at a moment’s notice.463 Transport rates 

for military provisions, which formed the bulk of cargo in war zones, was calculated 

based on the type of vehicle or animal, the number of days it was used, and the load it 

carried, but did not account for starting costs or the distance traveled.464 Thus, they were 

far lower from those offered commercially, which were calculated based on both load and 

distance (on which more later).  

 
461 “Anhui yizhan qiangyun lunxianqu wuzi zhi shikuang,” Yixun 39 (1943): 2.  
462 Yang Chuo’an, “Jiangxisheng yiyun gaikuang,” Jiaotong jianshe 1, no. 8 (1943): 61.  
463 Sun, “Ruhe tuixing zhanqu yiyun,” 19.  
464 “Tiaozheng yiyun junyun yunjia zhi yijian jiqi jiejue banfa,” Yizheng jikan 1 (1943): 117.  
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In the rear zone, which saw the bulk of commercial transport and enjoyed relatively 

more stability, recruitment was more flexible. Xue Guangqian cited the example of a 

province whose government had set up a company along commercial lines to hire porters, 

cart-bearers and boatmen. However, few took up the job offer, and the provincial 

government fell back on the baojia and local elderly gentry (qishen 耆紳) to encourage 

employment.465 Porters could choose to work short-term or long-term, but could not cut 

their journeys short once they had committed to them. Xue also hoped to absorb into the 

yiyun workforce refugees, the retrenched, and students whose studies had been put in 

hold. To this end, local courier management offices could enlist the help of the Relief 

Committee (Zhenji weiyuanhui 賑濟委員會) and the Three People’s Principles Youth 

League (Sanmin zhuyi qingniantuan 三民主義青年團), both centralized government 

bodies set up in 1938.466  

Xue proclaimed that in times of war, serving in auxiliary, technical roles such as yiyun 

workers, handymen, and engineers (gongyi 工役) was on par with serving in the army 

(bingyi兵役).467 In fact, by late 1940, working at yiyun stations could officially lead to 

exemption or deferment from military service.468 The Department of Military 

Administration decreed that all male transport workers above the age of thirty-six were 

 
465 Xue, “Lun yiyun,” 53.  
466 Ibid, 55.  
467 Ibid, 50.  
468 “Liangshi yiyun banfa dagang” (December 1, 1940), in Zhanshi liangshi yunshu, no. 014-040504-0059, 
Liangshi guanli ji gongying fenpei, accessed via AHCOS; Wang, “Kuozhan yiyun yundong: Zhanqu 
jiaotong wenti jiantao,” 3–4.  
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exempt from conscription. Men of fighting age and grade ‘B’ fitness working in yiyun 

could also defer military service. Men of grade ‘A’ fitness who had yet to be called to the 

front could serve as porters. In theory, they were to answer the conscription call should it 

arrive. But if their yiyun work had been exemplary and long-term–and particularly if they 

possessed specialized skills–yiyun authorities could appeal for a deferment on their 

behalf.469 These provisions were also applicable to those who produced or repaired carts 

and boats for yiyun use, and those who acted as transport escorts.470  

In organizing resources, the role of the baojia cannot be overstated. The baojia dated 

back to the late 11th century, a product of Wang Anshi’s (王安石 1021–86) series of 

socio-economic reforms (Xinfa 新法). In an attempt to reduce government expenditure, 

Wang delegated the task of security and administration to local communities. As Philip 

Kuhn illustrates, the baojia in its original conception served simultaneously as “an 

administrative base for militia conscription,” and “a surveillance and mutual 

responsibility organization.”471 However, both its key functions and organizational 

breakdown varied throughout the centuries. The first baos could comprise anywhere 

between ten and 100 households. By the eve of the war, a jia generally comprised around 

 
469 “Yiyun gongren huanyi banfa” (April 8, 1941), published in Jiangxisheng zhengfu gongbao (1941): 99.  
470 “Dianzhi zhizao yiyun gongju yuangong ji yayun yuanfu mianhuanyi banfa (fu yuandaidian ji yizhan 
yunshu gongren mianfu bingyi banfa)”, published in Guangdongsheng zhengfu gongbao 735 (1941): 2.  
471 Philip A. Kuhn, Rebellion and Its Enemies in Late Imperial China: Militarization and Social Structure, 
1796–1864 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1970), 24. For a response to his assertion that militias 
broke the state monopoly on military might in favor of local elites, and by extension, that Chinese society 
was heavily militarized at the turn of the 20th century, see Edward McCord, “Militia and Local 
Militarization in Late Qing and Early Republican China: The Case of Hunan,” Modern China 14, no. 2 
(1988): 156–87. 
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ten households (hu 戶), and one bao could comprise between ten jia in the countryside, 

and as many as 25 jia in urban areas.472 In turn, a village or town (xiang, zhen 鄉、鎮) 

could consist of five to ten bao. In Xingdeng county in western Zhejiang, for example, 14 

to 15 bao per xiang amounted to 6–7,000 people.473 Additionally, the baojia eventually 

grew more strongly associated with household registration and revenue calculation and 

collection, although it continued to serve important security functions at the local level.474 

However, the baojia fell into disuse in the chaos of Qing dynasty’s final years. Rather, 

the re-emergence of the baojia in the 20th century was a direct product of the nascent 

Nationalist government’s campaign against the Communists (jiaofei剿匪).475 On the eve 

of war, the baozhang and jiazhangs’ (leaders of the bao and jia) main responsibilities lay 

in maintaining household registers, tracking movements in and out of their districts, 

disseminating legal codes to the members of their units and enforcing mutual 

accountability, and handing over criminals to the military police.  

Once the war broke out, the baojia was tasked with carrying out the most pressing of 

the Nationalists’ mobilization schemes. As historian Shen Chengfei remarks, the baojia 

 
472 Baojia xuzhi (Shanghai: Huiwentang xinji shuju, 1937), 8, accessed via KRPT.  
473 Shen Chengfei, “Kangzhan shiqi Guangdong Guotongqu baojia zhang qunti yanjiu,” Kangri zhanzheng 
yanjiu 4 (2009): 104.  
474 Kuhn, Rebellion and Its Enemies in Late Imperial China, 25.  
475 See Jin Shizhong,“Guomin zhengfu shiqi baojia zhidu de zhankai yu shishi,” Tainan keji daxue tongzhi 
jiaoyu xuekan 7 (2008): 324–55; and Lane J. Harris, “The Baojia in Nationalist Thought and Practice, 
1927–1949,” Frontiers of History in China (2013): 517–57.  
Following the purge of the CCP from the First United Front in 1927, and the beginning of the Chinese Civil 
War, the Nationalists began applying the term “bandit” (fei 匪) to the Communists. The term jiaofei meant 
the rooting out and elimination of Communist elements. The campaign was also known as jiaogong (剿共).  
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were the building blocks, the “cells” of town and village bodies, especially after a 1939 

decree which compacted the ladder of local administration from five rungs to two.476 In 

the drafting of overarching mobilization policies, the delegation of local implementation 

to the baojia was automatic. Consequently, they became all-powerful organizations with 

virtually undefined scopes of authority. They oversaw the construction of transport 

infrastructure; enforced the ban on tobacco; apportioned taxes and obligations (tanpai 攤

派) in order to meet various quotas, including grain; and rounded up able-bodied men for 

army conscription.477 In effect, they wielded the Nationalist government’s mandate to 

requisition resources at the most localized level.  

Overseeing yiyun work was but another duty, thrust upon them at the 1940 

Conference.478 Wang Baozhen reported in November 1940 that baozhang were 

foundational to the functioning of yiyun in Henan, Hebei and Shanxi. For instance, in 

Hebei, a region with mountainous topography, a sparse population, and food production 

below subsistence level, the yiyun management office relied on the baojia to gather the 

resources required to transport military provisions, and to import grain from Shanxi. The 

baojia management offices in Henan assigned personnel to deal specifically with yiyun 

matters.479 In Hubei, as well, baozhangs were in charge of registering able-bodied men 

 
476 Shen, “Kangzhan shiqi Guangdong Guotongqu baojia zhang qunti yanjiu,” 97.  
477 Ibid, 98.  
478 Gong, Zhongguo zhanshi jiaotongshi, 240.  
479 Wang, “Zhanqu yiyun.”  



    

 

 

 221 
 

 

between ages 18 and 50 for conscription into yiyun, and for running yiyun eateries and 

hostels.480  

The day-to-day running of yiyun was a deeply local affair. Like granaries or tax 

collection offices, yiyun stations were a point of regular contact between civilian 

communities and agents of the military or the state. By 1939, the phrase “civil-military 

cooperation” (junmin hezuo 軍民合作), the emergent mantra among the Nationalist 

military leadership, surfaced increasingly frequently in both official correspondence and 

published material in the precise context of obtaining local resources to support military 

logistics. The mid- and low-ranking government officials who oversaw yiyun were 

sharply aware of the centrality of local trust to their work. One relay station supervisor, 

Lu Decheng, wrote in Anhui Yiyun Weekly that “the motive power of yiyun is in the 

people, and the heart of yiyun is in the locality.” Because he interacted frequently with 

the local population, a good station master needed an “honest and upright attitude” to 

gain their respect.481 Xiao Changqing, who was assigned to take over the yiyun station at 

Longnan, Jiangxi, noted that the people there were tough and fearsome, and thus 

“difficult to work with.” Additionally, Jiangxi province featured many mutually 

unintelligible dialects, making bitter misunderstandings frequent. Because he would have 

to work with these people every day, Xiao took care to walk the ground upon his arrival, 

and to keep up an amicable demeanor. Like Zhang Shijiao, the Chief Military Depot 

 
480 Chen, Chen Cheng huiyilu, 211.  
481 Lu Decheng, “Zhanzhang lun,” Anhui yiyun zhoukan 2 (1943): 1.  
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advisor sent to Guangxi in the previous chapter, he stressed that “kindness” would 

overcome difficulty.482  

Indeed, Chiang had highlighted the importance of ensuring the well-being of yiyun 

workers at the 1940 Conference. “To those who offer their labor,” he announced, “we 

must provide them with abundant food and drink, and treat them with kindness and 

consideration.”483 On October 10, 1943, the yiyun station at Changting in Fujian province 

held a large feast, celebrating not just the anniversary of the birth of the Republic of 

China, but also the contributions of their workers to the war effort. Hundreds of yiyun 

workers assembled at Zhongzheng Park, where the station master gave a speech, tinged 

with his native Hakka accent, pledging his concern for the welfare of his workers and 

their families. His speech as followed by a homely dinner– “the food wasn’t overly 

impressive,” the reporter remarked, but the “brotherly” camaraderie among the workers 

made the occasion a festive one.484 Some officials advocated more concrete welfare 

programs. Zhang Shijiao urged relay stations and granaries to provide porters with tea 

and a place to rest. Hu Zi’ang suggested that stations along routes that saw high volumes 

of traffic provide medical and veterinarian care as well as mandatory vaccinations during 

the malaria season. Stations with limited funding could pool their resources to set up 

roving clinical trucks that could ply the roads between them. He even envisioned the 

 
482 Xiao Changqing, “Yinianai Longdan zhi yiyun,” Jiangxi yiyun 3, no. 25–26, 59.  
483 Chiang, “Yiyunzhi de xingzhi jiqi tuixing fangfa: Yiyun huiyi bihui xunci,” 1.  
484 Xingxing, “Tingjiang yi shenghui: Baixiangshan xia yiyun yuangng lianhuan de jianying,” Gongyu 
shenghuo 1, no. 2 (1943): 85.  
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establishment of a yiyun workers’ council, with branches at the stations to run 

entertainment clubs, barbers’ shops, and bathing facilities, and consumer cooperatives 

and credit associations.485  

Material benefits aside, the designers of yiyun hoped to secure the willingness of both 

officials and civilians to contribute their utmost by convincing them of its value. One of 

the main issues discussed at the 1940 Conference was how to popularize the notion of 

yiyun as a pillar of the war effort through propaganda.486 Many of the journals focused on 

yiyun were established for this purpose, and regularly published reflections and literary 

works, including song and poetry, extolling the work of porters. Two themes emerged. 

The first was the self-sacrificial porter, willing to endure great hardship for the nation’s 

cause. Wang Baozhen cited the example of a town in northern Henan with only 600 

households, but which sent out some 300 porters each day. When interviewed by 

reporters, some porters revealed that they had already worked 13 days in the past half-

month, with consequences for their harvest. However, Wang claimed, they were 

unwavering in their resolve, and were willing to carry on “as long as we get rid of the 

Japanese.”487 In a series of travel memoirs published in the Anhui Yiyun Weekly, author 

Jing Ying described how orderly streams of porters carrying state grain could be seen 

making their way to the urban areas of Lihuang county in Anhui, from dawn till well into 

the afternoon. He recounted striking up a conversation with a team of porters resting in a 

 
485 Hu, “Sichuan de yiyun,” 6.  
486 Gong, Zhongguo zhanshi jiaotongshi, 240.  
487 Wang Baozhen, “Zhanqu yiyun,” Yishibao 3 (1940). 
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teahouse atop a hill. When he expressed sympathy for the demands of their work, one of 

the porters purportedly waved it aside: “We commoners don’t mind expending some 

effort, as long as the nation wins the war!” Jing Ying replied: “Your aiding the 

government in transporting grain is the same as fighting on the battlefield–it’s just as 

important. The more we [in the rear zones] sweat, the less those on the frontlines 

bleed.”488 Lu Cheng, who also published notes from his travels in the same journal, 

recounted being invited to inspect a company of porters assembled to carry grain at Mabu 

station. Mabu town, was a key point on the grain transport network. He claimed that these 

porters, 300 in total, had all voluntarily responded to the call to work, and were very 

happy to serve the nation. He praised their discipline and orderliness as on par with those 

of soldiers.489 Certainly, the glorification of porters often culminated in comparisons to 

men in arms. Shi Liang (時良), a writer who stayed the night at a relay station, declared 

that the sounds of porters and horses in the stables reminded him of a whole army 

charging forth to slaughter the enemy.490 

The second theme was the setting of the toils of yiyun against idyllic natural 

landscapes. Liang Hancao, who worked in the Nationalists’ Propaganda Bureau, wrote a 

few classical-style songs (yin 吟) inspired by his journey along yiyun routes in the 

northwestern provinces. He described the vast skies and summer breeze on the road 

 
488 Jing Ying, “Luoyi de yunshufu,” originally printed in Zhongyuan yuekan, reprinted in Anhui yiyun 
zhoukan 9 (1943): 2.  
489 Lu Cheng, “Yunshu de dongli: Mabu liangyun dadui,” Anhui yiyun zhoukan 2 (1943): 7.   
490 Shi Liang, “Zhengtu,” Houfang qinwu banyuekan 2, no. 13–14 (1940): 37–39. 
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between Gansu and Xinjiang, and contemplated the majesty of the Great Wall as he 

traversed Jiayu Pass (Jiayuguan 嘉峪關), famous for its position at the end of the ancient 

structure (based on its length during the Ming dynasty).491 Another of Yu Boxun’s songs 

went:  

 

The Horse Attendant’s Song (Mafuge 馬夫歌) 
The sun sets on ancient pathways  
The water streams through lonely villages. 
Endless views of summer flowers and autumn moons  
Endless courier stations and postal stops.  

 
Tap-tap go the horses’ hooves, 
Cock-a-doodle-do go the roosters. 
We are fellow travelers who share the same trials and tribulations, 
We are the saviors from the backwardness of transport.  
 
Adapted and translated from Yu Boxun, “Yiyun yunfu geci,” Yiyun yuekan 2, no. 1 
(1941): 45–46.  

 

The association of yiyun, a “remnant of history,” with the picturesque charm of rural 

China romanticized what was in fact back-breaking work.  

But while Nationalist paperwork was coated in a veneer of care and concern for yiyun 

workers, there is an abundance of evidence that the actual provision of even basic welfare 

was abysmal. One of the most persistent problems was the large gap between commercial 

and military transport fees. A major reason for the discrepancy was the pegging of the 

transport fees for public grain to market grain prices. This was meant to insure porters 

 
491 Liang Hancao, “Yiluyin (Deng Jiayuguan, Ganxin tuzhong),” Anhui yiyun zhoukan 60 (1944): 2.  
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against the rampant inflation that plagued China after 1940. Transport fees for military 

provisions, however, were arbitrarily stipulated by the army, and did not have inflation or 

regional differences in costs of living factored into them.492 The Military Affairs 

Commission instructed army command headquarters to calculate their fees based on local 

economic circumstances. But it soon found that this was not the case, and that the rates 

remained too low for porters even to sustain themselves. The Commission pled with 

military authorities to carry out its decree, but seemingly to no avail.493 The problem 

persisted into the final years of the war. Even in 1944, the Ministry of Transport reported 

that military remuneration rates could still be less than a tenth of what merchants would 

offer.494 

Because the rates of pay for the transport of military provisions were not competitive, 

many of those conscripted to deliver military supplies simply fled their duties.495 During 

his tour of the southeastern region, Wang Bingnan observed that pay rates for military 

grain transport, stipulated by the Rear Services Department, were but a third of general 

yiyun rates. Only Fujian, which boasted one of the country’s most sophisticated riverine 

transport networks, managed to keep military transport rates at 60% of general rates. 

 
492 Ding Yushan, “Yiyun yu liangshi,” Anhui yiyun zhoukan 59 (1944): 1.  
493 “Xingzhengyuan/Junweihui xunling guiding jinhou junshi jiguan zhengyong minjian shuli yingzhao 
junyun jiyu biaozhun geijia chi shu zunzhao yi’an zhuanling,” published in Xikangsheng zhengfu gongbao 
108 (1942): 34–5.  
494 “Guojia zongdongyuan huiyi mishuting zhuanfa shenhe Jiaotongbu gaishan quanguo yiyun shishi 
fang’an yijian gonghan” (November 16, 1944), published in Zhonghua minguo shi dang’an ziliao huibian, 
461, accessed via KRPT.  
495 Ibid.   
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Provincial yiyun offices resorted to coercing shipmen to carry military grain.496 In turn, 

many shipmen opted to sink their ships and switch vocations altogether, rather than 

render themselves liable to such unrewarding work. Consequently, ships began 

disappearing from the waterways, causing the southeast to suffer a shortage.497 In the 

grain surplus province of Hunan, authorities roped hundreds of grain-laden vessels 

together to prevent individual escape, exposing them to Japanese air assaults.498 Yang 

Chuo’an (揚綽庵 1895–1955), head of the Jiangxi Provincial Development Department, 

reported that a vessel carrying 300 dan of cargo required a team of four men. But the 

prevailing military rate there, 14 yuan, would only feed one person of the four. The color 

would drain from boatmen and porters’ faces when they were assigned to military 

transport, Yang said, and they would conspire to get out of it.499 The portrayal of the 

earnest, willing porter in much of propaganda does not square up with these reports that 

porters were driven to drastic measures to escape the duties imposed on them.  

Even those who transported commercial goods did not always fare better. According 

to Yang, some 500 trade associations (hangbang 行幫) monopolized commercial yiyun in 

Jiangxi. These extorted exorbitant prices, including a 10% handling fee, giving rise to a 

black market. The promise of higher pay enticed porters away from military transport. 

But the trade associations seemed to have pocketed the extra money without passing it on 

 
496 Wang, “Dongnan gesheng yiyun zhi jiantao,” 1. 
497 Wang, “Dongnan yiyun,” 1. 
498 Hou, Kangri zhanzheng shiqi liangshi gongqiu wenti yanjiu, 75.  
499 Yang, “Jiangxisheng yiyun gaikuang,” 64.  
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to porters, for Yang noted that whatever remuneration they received still could not fill 

their stomachs.500 Throughout Free China, porters found themselves compelled to travel 

double their stipulated distance because relay stations in remote regions were too spaced 

out. This was not only detrimental to the health of their pack animals, but also forced 

them to pay for food and lodging out of their own pockets along the way.501 Chen Cheng 

observed during a visit to the 5th War Zone that many conscripted porters hauling military 

grain were often forced to work double the stipulated number of days.502 And, as 

mentioned in Chapter Three, the weighing equipment used at granaries and transit points 

were not standardized, causing disputes over the extent of losses incurred during the 

journey. Wang Bingnan noted that this was a major source of bitterness among boatmen, 

who were forced to make financial compensation for claimed losses in military grain.503  

All in all, yiyun had a disruptive effect on livelihoods. Despite the underlying principle 

of substituting long-distance travel with relay, porters were still often forced to leave their 

homes far behind. And despite the rhetoric of care, porters worked for such low rates of 

pay that they could barely eke out a living while removed from agricultural work; 

additionally, an arbitrary weighing process at granaries and other collection points put 

them at the mercy of officials who could hold them liable for large sums of 

compensation. It is hard to find evidence that the welfare programs for local porters 

 
500 Ibid.  
501 Gu Chunfan, “Xin ‘yi’ yun zhi tedian yu kunnan,” Chongqing Dagongbao (er ban) (September 1, 1940); 
“Xikang tiaozheng tuoyun gongzuo,” Chongqing Dagongbao (san ban) (September 21, 1940), in Jiaotong–
yiyun (1), no. 127000000033A, Jiaotongbu, Academia Historica.  
502 Chen, Chen Cheng huiyilu, 211.  
503 Wang, “Dongnan gesheng yiyun zhi jiantao,” 1.  
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envisioned by planners like Hu Zi’ang were put into widespread practice. Kathryn 

Edgerton-Tarpley has demonstrated how the government presented the “self-inflicted 

catastrophe” of the Yellow River flood as a “necessary sacrifice” on the part of the 

refugees for the country.504 Similarly, portrayals of the nameless civilian yiyun worker 

sought to justify their toil as the key to survival and the path to eventual victory. 

 

Assessing the Yiyun System  

Statistically, yiyun emerged as a major component of the movement of goods 

throughout Free China. Overall, it accounted for almost 31% of freight volume by 

tonnage in 1943, and 49% in the first four months of 1944–the largest share, surpassing 

railways (37% and 34% respectively) and air transport (27% and 16%).505 For the entire 

year of 1944, yiyun took up 32.4% of total freight tonnage, second only to railways 

(around 34%). This translated into the movement of 1,965,312 tons of goods in 1944–an 

achievement all the more remarkable considering the backdrop of the Ichigō Offensive, 

Japan’s final push between April and December that year to open an overland corridor 

through China connecting Manchuria to Southeast Asia.506 The Ichigō Offensive, known 

 
504 Kathryn Jean Edgerton-Tarpley, “From ‘Nourish the People’ to ‘Sacrifice for the Nation’: Changing 
Responses to Disaster Late Imperial and Modern China,” The Journal of Asian Studies 73, no. 2 (2014): 
461.  
505 Yang, “Kangzhan shiqi Guomin zhengfu yiyun shiye,” 113.  
506 “Sanshisannian quanguo ge jiaotong bumen yunliang bijiaobiao,” Yixun 32 (1944): 3. An earlier report, 
also published by the Ministry of Transport, had cited 1,847,934 tons, the difference being in the tonnage 
along the main lines (812,441 tons in the later report as opposed to 809,993); Zhonghua minguo 
sanshisannian jiaotong tongji yuebao, ed. Jiaotongbu tongjichu (Nanjing: Zhongguo wenhua hezuo gufen 
youxian gongsi, 1946), 130. Within this amount, military matériel (including military grain) comprised 
44%, with commercial goods coming in second at 25%. By tons-kilometers, however, commercial goods 
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in Chinese as the Battle of Henan-Hunan-Guangxi (Yu-Xiang-Gui huizhan 豫湘桂會戰, 

on which more later), caused great difficulty for all facets of Nationalist transport. The 

yiyun network was cut short by a total of 15,370 kilometers in comparison to 1943; the 

main lines lost 6,801 overland vehicles; and the hostilities severely disrupted feeder line 

operations in Zhejiang, Hunan, Guangdong and Guangxi.507 Prior to Ichigō, Zhejiang had 

boasted one of the highest provincial tonnages, but its yiyun office stopped reporting 

figures after April.508 Still, yiyun continued to operate in other provinces. Fujian, Sichuan, 

Anhui, Jiangxi and Hunan–in that order–saw the highest tonnages that year; by tons-

kilometers, Anhui, Jiangxi and Fujian topped the table, with Sichuan at the bottom 

instead.509 As Wang Bingnan noted, Fujian had one of China’s most advanced yiyun 

systems. The others were China’s key grain surplus provinces, which likely explains their 

high tonnages. Elsewhere, in western Yunnan, some 30,000 porters and 9,000 pack 

animals from the border county of Baoshan aided in the Chinese Expeditionary Force’s 

 
took up almost 60%, with military matériel only 8%. This was because commercial goods tended to travel 
much longer distances. Additionally, the figures for military matériel on main lines were inflated in 1944 
due to the exceptional movement of 567,768 tons of special engineering equipment out of Chengdu in 
March and April on the Sichuan-Shaanxi main line; “Yiyun ganxian yunliang junpin dunshu (an xianlu ji 
yuefen fen),” Jiaotongbu tongji yuebao (1944): 144. 
507 Zhonghua minguo sanshisannian jiaotong tongji yuebao, 130.  
508 “Yiyun yunliang: zhixian yunliang (sanshisannian eryue),” Jiaotong tongji yuebao tiyao, eryuefen 
(1944): 16–17;  “Yiyun yunliang: zhixian huoyun (sanshisannian sanyue),” Jiaotong tongji yuebao tiyao, 
sanyuefen (1944): 14–15;  “Yiyun yunliang: zhixian yunliang (sanshisannian siyue),” Jiaotong tongji 
yuebao tiyao, siyuefen (1944): 14–15;  “Yiyun yunliang: zhixian yunliang (sanshisannian wuyue),” 
Jiaotong tongji yuebao tiyao, wuyuefen (1944): 16–17;  “Yiyun yunliang: zhixian yunliang (sanshisannian 
liuyue),” Jiaotong tongji yuebao tiyao, liuyuefen (1944): 16;  “Yiyun yunliang: zhixian yunliang 
(sanshisannian shiyue),” Jiaotong tongji yuebao tiyao, shiyiyuefen (1944): 12.   
509 “Gesheng yiyun yunliang (sanshisannian),” in Sanshisannian sanshisinian gonglu tongji yuebao, ed. 
Jiaotongbu gonglu zongju (Shanghai: Shanghai zhongxin yinwuju, 1947), 50.  
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crossing of the Salween River as part of the successful Allied attempt to retake Burma, 

delivering military grain to the frontlines.510 

Such comprehensive statistics are hard to find for earlier years, but the Ministry of 

Transport estimated that the main lines alone carried 439,840 tons between 1940 and 

1943. The increase in capacity during these years was exponential. In 1940, the main 

lines only transported 18,004 tons of goods; by 1943, the number was 178,609.511 Since 

traffic along branch lines far surpassed that along the main lines, it is reasonable to 

presume that the overall capacity of the yiyun system was truly substantial.  

As Chinese historian Chen Hongmin contends, commercial traffic always heavily 

outweighed military traffic due to the substantial difference in rates of pay.512 On feeder 

lines by province in 1944, for example, military goods (212,584 tons) made up only 

slightly more than half of commercial goods (411,133 tons).513 However, even if military 

goods did not dominate yiyun, the scheme was essential to the maintenance of standing 

Chinese armies. To return to the issue of military grain, army divisions simply did not 

have the logistical capacity to fetch the grain they needed to sustain themselves, even 

when they were stationary, because of the volume of grain and the distance involved. As 

discussed, this was not a novel situation; Chinese armies had always fallen back on local 

communities to move their provisions. In its report on provisioning in June and July 

 
510 Zhang Yongshuai, “Mabeishang de yunshuxian: Kangzhan shiqi de Yunnan mabang yiyun,” Kanri 
zhanzheng jinian wang, published August 3, 2017 [https://m.krzzjn.com/show-517-53886.html].  
511 “Yiyun ganxian yunliang (ershijiunian zhi sanshi’ernian),” 15–16.  
512 Chen, “Kangri zhanzheng shiqi de yiyun shiye,” 163.  
513 “Gesheng yiyun fenlei yunliang,” in Sanshisannian sanshisinian gonglu tongji yuebao, 51. 
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1942, the 62nd Army (based in Guangdong) highlighted the lack of local porter labor as a 

major obstacle to the timely delivery of grain. In June, its endpoint depot at Longshuijin 

in Fogang county did not receive enough reserves due to the lack of transport labor. An 

extra Supply battalion had to be dispatched to help fetch grain from another branch depot 

more than 50 kilometers away. This disrupted retraining programs and gave many 

conscripts the chance to desert. In July, even fewer laborers were available because 

harvest season was around the corner, causing the Longshuijin depot to run out of 

reserves altogether. Troops were forced to haul grain from Huanggang, more than 25 

kilometers away. The 151st Division, stationed in Baisha, had only been receiving a third 

of their allocated provisions from its endpoint depot at Taiping because of a shortage of 

porters. It sent out its own men to collect the rest from Hetou, a six-day journey which 

the July heat made unbearable.514 Elsewhere, the Military Grain Bureau in Shaanxi noted 

that forces there were wholly reliant on porters and pack animals for provisions in its 

remote northwestern region. If heavy rain or the busyness of the harvest season affected 

this local labor, soldiers risked going hungry, with knock-on effects on morale and 

discipline.515 Chiang himself frequently emphasized that civilian participation in military 

logistics was essential for easing the provisioning burden on troops, whose time and 

 
514 “Lujun di liushi’er jun junxuchu Minguo sanshiyinian liu, qiyuefen junliang shouzhi qingxing 
baogaoshu (1942), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 17, 80–81.  
515 “Junzhengbu wei yanjin gebudui xubao renshu qingling junliang shi zhi zhu Yu, Shan junliangju 
xunlinggao fu zhu Shan fenju diaocha baogao” (August 11, 1940), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an 
xuanbian, vol. 6, 266.  
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energy were already stretched thin across garrisoning, training, and combat duties.516 

Chen Cheng noted that the province transported some 3 million dan of military grain to 

both the 5th and 6th War Zones. Since more than half of these troops were stationed in 

hilly areas, more than 80% of such military grain was delivered on the shoulders of local 

porters. “This illustrates the sheer number of conscripted laborers required to deliver the 

3 million dan of food to the bellies of our warriors.”517 Clearly, the yiyun system was 

indispensable to military provisioning.  

 

Conclusion  

Yiyun should be considered a Nationalist wartime achievement, with some important 

qualifications. Given that it worked to a much more laborious rhythm than motor or 

railway transport, it is remarkable that enough labor and equipment were organized into 

carrying such a large share of Free China’s overall movement of goods, including that of 

military provisions. Local civilian labor was often a logistical lifeline for many army 

divisions. More generally, it kept Free China’s economy on life support by ensuring the 

continued circulation of commercial goods, albeit at a slow pace. Yiyun was established 

on such a scale specifically to meet the Nationalists’ dire straits. None of its proponents 

advocated its continuation after the war. After all, China remained committed to the 

 
516 “Jiangzhong zheng shouling He Yingqin Xu Kan Yu Feipeng junliang yunshu gaiwei junmin hezuo yu 
fenzhan banli fangshi bishi budui zhili zhengxun yili zuozhan” (August 25, 1941), in Yiban ziliao: minguo 
sanshinian 2, no. 002-080200-00295-082, Jiang Zhongzheng zongtong wenwu, accessed via AHCOS. 
517 Chen, Chen Cheng huiyilu, 210.  
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development of motorways and railways. At most, yiyun would serve as an auxiliary 

branch of motor transport once the war was over, picking up where roads ended and 

reaching into the remotest corners, or to shift supplies around between warehouses.518 

Having played this role for a few months, no more data for yiyun is available after 

October 1945. Thus, yiyun was an exclusively wartime feature, an exceptional investment 

of administrative and material resources to cope with poor odds.  

As with the Nationalist wartime bureaucracy more generally, any assessment of 

wartime yiyun also needs to factor in the Nationalists’ specific circumstances. In agrarian 

China, able-bodied men had to be split among farming, military conscription, and yiyun 

duty–the three pillars of the Nationalists’ war effort. As Wang Bingnan and other 

observers stressed, local inhabitants were often unavailable to serve in yiyun in the 

harvest months, and the resulting shortage often significantly lowered its capacity (as was 

the case, for instance, in the above cited example in Shaanxi). The Nationalists strongly 

encouraged women to take to the fields, but this could never fully make up for the 

outflow of male labor. Similarly for pack animals, many rural civilians depended on their 

mules and donkeys for a living, and were reluctant to use them for any other purpose, 

especially when it exposed the animals to exhaustion or injury.519 Hostilities, from 

skirmishes to the occasional campaign, resulted in the loss of precious transport 

equipment such as wooden boats. In Jiangxi, for example, Yang Chuo’an reported the 

 
518 Sanshisannian sanshisinian gonglu tongji yuebao, 7.  
519 Li Jiajia, “Yin yun er sheng: kangzhan shiqi Xibei yiyun zai yanjiu,” Kangri zhanzheng yanjiu 3 (2017): 
85.  
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destruction of 80% of the 2,000 sail boats on the Xin and Rao Rivers due to fighting in 

the eastern part of the province. The Chang River had lost all of its vessels with a 

carrying capacity of more than 50 dan. For a province that saw high volumes of military 

traffic, these losses were devastating.520 “Scientific management” could only go so far in 

mitigating these fundamental difficulties.  

The two qualifications are as follow. Firstly, as shrewd decision-makers like Wang 

Bingnan were aware, corruption and abuse of power were widespread throughout the 

system. Baozhangs and yiyun station officials often took advantage of civilians, who had 

no recourse other than to take drastic measures to escape their impositions. For its 

reliance on the baojia system, yiyun also fell victim to its shortcomings. Liao Lei (廖磊 

1890–1939), governor of Anhui, reported in 1939 that corruption among baojia personnel 

in the province could be attributed to the fact that baojia positions provided neither salary 

nor prestige. Consequently, those who took up the responsibility tended to be local 

ruffians whose intentions from the start were to abuse their power. Indeed, as Yuji 

Sasagawa notes, the rank of baozhang hardly commanded respect within local 

communities, and those who held it had seldom gone through more than rudimentary 

education.521 But, as Kevin Landdeck has argued of the baojia in Sichuan in relation to 

 
520 Yang, “Jiangxisheng yiyun gaikuang,” 63.  
521 Yuji Sasagawa, “Characteristics of and Changes in Wartime Mobilization in China: A Comparison of 
the Second Sino-Japanese War and the Chinese Civil War,” Journal of Modern Chinese History 9, no. 1 
(2015): 76. Also see Sasagawa Yuji and Okamura Satoshi, Jūgō no Chūgoku shakai: Nicchū sensōka no 
sōdōin to nōson (Tokyo: Iwanami shoten, 2007).  
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military conscription, the central government had no choice but to depend on them.522 No 

other unit of governance could implement mobilization programs at such localized levels 

and extract manpower from non-urbanized areas.  

It might also be added that, although avarice was certainly a factor, many baozhangs 

were themselves unable to maintain even a basic standard of living, and so turned to 

exploiting the populace to survive. As Chapter Two has also argued of grain management 

bureaucracies, even though many officials were corrupt and exploited the people, many 

others were themselves impoverished. Yan Xishan reported in 1942 that village officials 

were run into the ground overseeing the war effort by day and supervising the clandestine 

transport of grain by night. “All of them are red-eyed, all of them are in tattered clothes, 

and two or three out of ten don’t even have shoes to wear.” Additionally, because they 

were so important to grain collection, they were often targets of Japanese assassination–

Yan claimed around 100 had lost their lives in counties near the Fen River–and were 

pleading to be issued handguns.523 Landdeck demonstrates that baojia personnel walked a 

fine line between answering to state demands and a responsibility to their neighbors, 

 
522 Kevin Landdeck, “Chicken-Footed Gods or Village Protectors: Conscription, Community and Conflict 
in Rural Sichuan, 1937–1945,” Frontiers of History in China 9, no. 1 (2014): 79. 
523 “Yan Xishan, Zhao Daiwen deng diancheng Jinsheng yingfu diren fang’ai wofang zhengliang gongzuo 
zhi duice (1943),” in Liangzheng shiliao, 109. Yan Xishan’s relationship with Chiang was tumultuous. 
Chiang was largely incapable of preventing Yan from taking independent action to protect his personal 
power base in Shanxi province. Yan’s wariness of the Communists, who were active in Shanxi, drove him 
to consider a compromise with the Japanese there. Intermediaries from both sides conducted negotiations 
and facilitated a degree of cooperation in local governance, although Yan’s forces would continue to battle 
both the Japanese and Communists (in the open with the latter after December 1939); see James Alexander 
Mitchell, “Surrender? What Surrender? Yan Xishan’s Reconsolidation of Power in Taiyuan, July–August, 
1945” (M.A. diss., University of Regina, 1986). 
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“enmeshed” as they were in their own communities.524 Baozhangs and government 

officials were not a homogenous block of evil; they, too, were people, pressured 

incessantly by the state to garner resources while struggling to get by themselves. 

Secondly, as with granaries, the success of the yiyun system was determined by 

numbers: tonnage, grain reserve tallies, inflation indexes, spoilage rates, daily mileages, 

rates of pay. But again, the math obscured the disruption and sacrifice imposed upon 

civilians. Yiyun came under centralized control just as much of the population of Free 

China was confronted with skyrocketing inflation. Consequently, they suffered a severe 

strain on their time and resources precisely when the streak of good harvests came to an 

end, and costs of living soared.  

Certainly, policy papers on yiyun reflected a desire in principle to look after the 

populace and promote civil-military and state-society relations. And the officials tasked 

with running the system, and who actually made regular contact with civilians, witnessed 

and occasionally reported the hardships they faced. But sympathy and suggestions for 

reform, like those provided by Hu Zi’ang, Wang Bingnan and other well-meaning 

officials, could not mitigate the nature of the Nationalists’ overarching provisioning 

policies, and by extension, their prosecution of protracted struggle: a readiness to trade 

livelihoods for better odds. The rhetoric of heroic sacrifice was a distorted reflection of 

the reality that the government was forcing these sacrifices to sustain the war effort. The 

emphasis on the historical precedent of the imperial courier service further glorified their 

 
524 Landdeck, “Chicken-Footed Gods or Village Protectors,” 77, 79.  
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suffering, and also distracted from the strategic necessity of commandeering human and 

animal labor. The truth was that, to face protracted struggle, the central government 

embarked on deep mobilization, and carried it out throughout Free China with brutal 

effectiveness. Yiyun achieved its purpose at the expense of countless civilian livelihoods–

but such was the essence of the Nationalists’ scheme for survival.  

The final chapter continues to explore how the struggle for food dictated the lives of 

millions of civilians trapped in the crossing of many swords. It focuses on the portions of 

active war zones in which Nationalist, Communist and Japanese forces all vied for 

dominance, enticing or coercing local communities into aiding their respective quests for 

grain. Guerrilla warfare and the rush-transportation of foodstuffs out of enemy reach 

represented yet more conduits through which civilians became embroiled en masse in 

prolonged conflict. 
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PROCUREMENT AND PROTECTION: THE TUSSLE FOR GRAIN ACROSS 

FREE/OCCUPIED BORDERS 

In June 1943, the British Foreign Office worriedly cabled its representatives in 

Chongqing. Based on intelligence gathered from its own agents, as well as from the US 

and Australian embassies, it was concerned that the situation in China “cannot endure 

much longer.” Yet, its fears of Chinese capitulation did not stem from a looming 

Japanese battlefield victory. To the contrary, “except for raids by the Japanese from time 

to time for certain specific purposes (destruction of potential airfields, rice crops, etc.), 

there has been little sign of active military operations for some time.” Instead, the British 

were concerned about the disintegration of Chinese fighting will as a result of either 

“internal collapse due to economic causes, especially food shortages,” or the prevailing of 

already prolific trading arrangements with the Japanese. If the pointed Japanese 

devastation of food-producing areas did not starve China into submission, then the 

lucrativeness of trade, both legitimate and clandestine, might induce the Chinese to 

accept the Japanese presence. “Do you consider it likely,” the Foreign Office asked, “that 

with the steady development of ‘trading with the enemy’ a state of undeclared peace may 

become general?”525 

The telegram, marked “of particular secrecy,” captures the defining conundrums of 

China’s war. The protracted nature of the struggle made it necessarily about resource 

 
525 Telegram from Foreign Office to British Embassy, Chungking (June 19, 1943), in Internal Situation 
(Folder 1), FO371/35799, accessed via Archives Direct. 



    

 

 

 240 
 

 

acquisition. “The resistance war from now on is mainly an economic one,” declared the 

People’s Political Council in 1941.526 As discussed, the Nationalists chose in November 

1938 to reformat the conflict into a showdown of endurance. But the demands of such a 

contest whittled away at the Chinese will to fight–not least because both belligerents, 

isolated from external sources, turned to trading with each other. Trade across 

free/occupied borders became a major means of acquiring critical resources.  

According to the official US Army history of the war in China, “trade between 

occupied and unoccupied China was legal save for a limited number of items that could 

not be exported to Japanese-held areas without permit from Chungking.” Consequently, 

rice, along such goods as tung oil, wolfram, timber, paper and sugar were “exported in 

quantity to Japanese-held China.”527 This statement, however, is misleading. While some 

trade with occupied territories obtained licensed status following a relaxation of rules in 

1939, the exportation of essential foodstuffs remained strictly prohibited. These included 

all available carbohydrates–rice, flour, bran, buckwheat, corn, peas, sorghum, millet, and 

sweet potatoes–as well as meat and poultry, bean cakes, alcohol and glycerol.528 The 

import of grain into Nationalist territory was certainly encouraged, but the export of grain 

remained banned throughout the war. The Japanese enacted a similar embargo. At the 

 
526 Quoted in Rao Rongchun, “Fangzhi ziyuan jieduo yu tongzhi zhanqu wuzi,” Zhongnong yuekan 2, no. 
11 (1941): 91.  
527 Romanus and Sunderland, China-Burma-India Theater: Time Runs Out in CBI, 13.  
528 “Zhanshi guanli jinchukou wupin tiaoli” (May 11, 1942), in Jingjibu gongbao 5, no. 13–14 (1942): 36, 
accessed via KRPT. Contrary to popular belief, green peas are in fact a grain legume, not a vegetable. 
Sweet potatoes are technically a root vegetable. Both belong to the carbohydrate group. The first official 
decree regarding trade with newly occupied territories was enacted in October 1938. 



    

 

 

 241 
 

 

same time that the Nationalist government relied on the porosity of the borders between 

free and occupied territories to survive, it also needed to stem the leakage of grain across 

these borders to the Japanese. 

This chapter examines the manipulation of grain flows by both the Chinese and 

Japanese in their bid to outlast each other. As with Chapters Three and Four, it focuses on 

military provisions, but also includes in its scope grain for civilian consumption, for the 

guerrilla units and local militias at the heart of this chapter operated within villages, at the 

point of agricultural production. The chapter highlights two types of methods common to 

both sides: procurement, which entailed the seizure of grain, either through aggressive 

purchasing or raiding and sabotage; and protection, which entailed physical and 

administrative barriers to ensure that movements of grain did not “aid the enemy” (zidi 資

敵).  

The balance between flow and stoppage was difficult to strike. The North China 

Herald, for example, reported confusion among regarding the Nationalist government’s 

rice embargo policies in 1940. Officials had restricted the transport of rice “to such an 

extent that prices are being increased.” The Executive Yuan felt compelled to clarify that, 

whereas merchants were forbidden to transport rice to occupied territories, they were not 

only allowed, but encouraged to transport rice freely within Free China “so as to have the 

supplies were distributed.”529 As the follow-up directive suggests, circulation and 

 
529 “Rice Embargoes by Both Authorities,” The North China Herald, November 6, 1940, Proquest.  
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containment were mirrors of each other, twin strategies in what Yan Xishan called the 

“war of the struggle to procure grain” (zhengliang zhanzheng徵糧戰爭). 

As the Foreign Office telegram reflects, this struggle for grain replaced the coveted 

decisive battlefield victory as the main mode of engagement. Cathal J. Nolan has argued 

that the fetishization of the “decisive battle” has obscured the fact of unceremonious 

prolonged fighting.530 Certainly, in China, much of the long war revolved around where 

the next meal would come from–if it came at all. Sir Horace Seymour, British 

Ambassador to China, reported, also in 1943, that “[Japanese] military operations [in 

south and central China]…have for the past year or two consisted largely of raids for 

supplies.”531 This chapter thus examines the ubiquity of low-level violence rather than the 

drama of large-scale battles. In particular, it focuses on the vicinities surrounding the 

ever-shifting borders between Chinese- and Japanese-controlled territories. In these areas, 

such as parts of Shanxi and Jiangsu, the contest for food was not just between the 

Nationalist Army and the Japanese and their puppet troops. Importantly, it was also with 

the Communists, as well as a myriad of local militarized outfits. These areas were mired 

in a state of political and military suspension, as no belligerent could claim complete 

control over them. They were also in a state of disorientation, as networks of allegiances 

and provisioning arrangements were perpetually in flux.  

 
530 See Cathal J. Nolan, The Allure of Battle: A History of How Wars Have Been Won and Lost (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2017). 
531 H. Seymour to Eden, “News Summary for April” (May 7, 1943), in Internal Situation (Folder 2), 
FO371/35800, accessed via Archives Direct. 
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For the civilian populations in these liminal zones, such disorientation shaped their 

lives and livelihoods. Beneath the overarching systems of extraction discussed in the 

preceding chapters, there were also countless tussles and scuffles across free/occupied 

borders which deeply and regularly affected their chances of survival. By definition, 

guerrilla warfare requires the cooperation of local communities; moreover, all three main 

belligerents roped civilians in en masse to carry out their respective grain procurement 

and protection policies. Caught in the crossing of many swords, subject to the vagaries of 

the markets and the seasons, ordinary Chinese had to do whatever they could to keep off 

the brink of starvation. To be sure, some people profited hugely off of the exceptional 

circumstances of prolonged war. However, this chapter argues that the disorientation of 

liminal zones demands that moral judgments be suspended for the majority of the 

Chinese population, “the common soldiers and the common people, always near the 

margin of subsistence.”532 In these areas in particular, where hunger, terror, and violence 

were grim facts of daily life, invocations of patriotism often rang hollow.  

The chapter considers procurement and protection methods in turn. It begins by 

examining how guerrilla raiding and sabotage techniques were used by the Nationalists, 

Communists, and Japanese to snatch grain away from enemy storage facilities. It then 

discusses the emergency purchase of grain from areas embroiled in hostilities qianggou. 

The two main means of protecting grain were blockades and embargoes, and the 

 
532 Foreign Relations of the United States, Diplomatic Papers, 1943, China, eds. G. Bernard Noble and 
E.R. Perkins (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1957), document 46 
[https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1943China/d46]. 
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emergency transport of grain out of enemy reach (qiangyun). The chapter then highlights 

the Nationalists’ failure to contain grain within its borders: ironically, rice became the 

main export out of Free China to the Japanese. Finally, it explores civilian involvement in 

the twin strategies of circulation and containment to reconsider the concept of 

collaboration. The chapter’s expansive geographical scope reflects the ubiquity of these 

strategies and the experiences they produced throughout active war zones. Despite the 

stiff, sanitized language with which such strategies were spelled out in bureaucratic 

documents, their implementation was invariably laced with violence.  

 

Procurement: Guerrilla and Bandit Activity and Rush-Purchasing  

Guerrilla and Bandit Activity  

After the fall of Wuhan, Chiang, aware that the Nationalist army was yet unable to 

deliver a decisive victory, turned to guerrilla warfare. While the final objective remained 

a conventional counteroffensive which would annihilate Japanese forces, guerrilla 

engagements would buy the weakened Nationalists time to retrain and rearm their men 

while whittling away at the Japanese presence.533 Chiang also envisioned “economic 

guerrilla war” (jingji youjizhan 經濟游擊戰) as a means of breaking through the 

 
533 “Junshi weiyuanhui ni ‘Gezhanqu muqian zhi jiwu’ gao” (1941), in Zhonghua minguo shi dang’an 
ziliao huibian vol. 5, 2nd edition, Junshi 1, ed. Second Historical Archives of China (Nanjing: Jiangsu guji 
chubanshe, 1997), 691–92, accessed via KRPT. 
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tightening Japanese blockading ring.534 By harassing the enemy along communication 

lines, and attacking military depots, airports, and warehouses, guerrilla units could help to 

restore some of the Nationalists’ international lifelines. Thus, at the Nanyue Conference 

held in November 1938, Chiang directed a third of his armed forces to be stationed on the 

frontlines, another third to undergo retraining in the rear, and the final third to undertake 

guerrilla operations in enemy territory.535 As historian Yang Kuisong observes, guerrilla 

units were incorporated into the Nationalist army’s command structure, and occasionally 

played auxiliary roles in regular operations, including the Battle of Zaoyang-Yichang.536 

Apart from the ten conventional war zones, in January 1939 the Nationalists designated 

two additional guerrilla zones: the Shandong-Jiangsu (Lu-Su 魯蘇) and Henan-Chahar 

(Ji-Cha冀察) Guerrilla War Zones (youji zhanqu 游擊戰區). Chiang also appointed 

provincial governors in the occupied portions of Shandong, Jiangsu, Hebei and Anhui–

referred to as the Lu-Su-Yu-Wan Border Region (Lu-Su-Yu-Wan bianqu 魯蘇豫皖邊

區)–in order to solidify the Nationalist guerrilla presence there.  

Violence occurred not only between Nationalist and Japanese or puppet government 

units, but also with the Communists. At the outbreak of war, the Nationalists and 

Communists had been formally allied under the Second United Front. The Communist 

 
534 Zhang Shiying, “Kangzhan shiqi Guojun zongshuaibu duiyu youjizhan de gouxiang yu zhixing,” in 
Zhanzheng de lishi yu jiyi, vol. 1, He yu zhan, ed. Academia Historica (Taipei: Academia Historica, 2015), 
210; 213.  
535 Ibid, 207.  
536 Yang Kuisong, “Nationalist and Communist Guerrilla Warfare,” in The Battle for China, 315.  
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Eighth Route and New Fourth Armies were incorporated into the National Revolutionary 

Army command structure, and received substantial financial subsidies from the 

Chongqing government. The Shaan-Gan-Ning (Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia) and Jin-Cha-Ji 

(Shanxi-Chahar-Hebei) Border Regions (Shaan-Gan-Ning, Jin-Cha-Ji bianqu 陝甘寧、

晉察冀邊區) were also established in agreement with the Nationalists, with the latter 

serving as the Eighth Route Army’s base of operations. By early 1940, however, relations 

had begun to sour. The Eighth Route Army and the guerrilla New Fourth Army, stationed 

north and south of the Yangtze respectively, had begun to expand beyond their 

designated zones of operation. Despite the efforts of Zhou Enlai (周恩來 1898–1976), the 

CCP’s attaché to the Nationalists, to keep the peace, the violations led to repeated large 

clashes in north China.537 In January 1941, a large Nationalist force ambushed and 

annihilated a New Fourth Army division in Anhui. The attack, now known as the New 

Fourth Army Incident, signaled the crumbling of the Second United Front. Until the end 

of 1944, when its leadership formally shifted to a conventional, offensive strategy, the 

Communists would wage guerrilla war on both the Japanese and Nationalists, earning the 

grudging respect of both as savvy political mobilizers and persistent guerrilla fighters.538 

Much of guerrilla activity entailed the destruction of enemy facilities, and, where 

possible, the seizure of resources. In January 1940, the Da Gongbao (大公報), one of 

 
537 Ibid, 317.  
538 “Nōgyō seisan kōjō no tame no sho hōsaku,” JACAR, ref. C13031985500, Chi’an kyōka undo shishin 
(vols. 1–3), August 1943 (NIDS). 
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China’s most renown newspapers, reported that a Nationalist guerrilla unit had launched 

a successful assault on a Japanese field army warehouse in northern Zhejiang, destroying 

100 canisters of motor petrol and a million yuan worth of grain and ammunition. Some 

days later, another warehouse was razed, taking with it 100,000 yuan worth of grain and 

army clothing.539 That December, the newspaper again reported the successful Nationalist 

guerrilla destruction of a Japanese warehouse, which entailed the wounding of some 200 

enemy soldiers and the capture of seven field guns, 60 rifles, 200 sets of uniforms and 

100 blankets.540 The scale of these Nationalist assaults varied widely; one ambush on a 

Japanese convoy in southern Shandong resulted in the modest destruction of two out of 

ten-odd military trucks, while another skirmish in southern Hubei yielded the burning of 

150 vehicles.  

The Nationalists, in turn, were on the receiving end of similar ambushes. In April 

1942, the provincial Land Tax Management Office in Jiangxi reported that its grain 

collection point in Dade had been raided by Japanese forces. The invaders burned or 

carried off the rice stored there, inflicting a loss of more than 1,000 jin. The rice had been 

intended as military provisions, and the Office had to beseech the Ministry of Grain to 

write off the amount to avoid having to extract yet more from the local population.541 

Writing a year later, Sir Horace Seymour reported that Jiangxi and Zhejiang still had not 

 
539 “Huazhong zhanxun,” Xianggang Dagongbao (January 18, 1940), in Junshi–youji zhanxun 4, no. 
12700000429A, Kangzhan shiliao, Academia Historica.  
540 “Huazhong zhanxun,” Xianggang Dagongbao (December 22, 1940), in Junshi–youji zhanxun 4, no. 
12700000429A, Kangzhan shiliao, Academia Historica.  
541 Telegram from Jiangxi liangzhengju to Liangshibu (April 1942), in Qiangyun Gansheng gedi liangshi 
yimian zidi juan, no. 119000005480A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica. 
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recovered from the Japanese raids of that summer, and that the food situation was 

adversely affecting Chinese morale.542  

The town and village emerged as critical arenas in which the Chinese and Japanese 

vied for military survival and political legitimacy. Communities became inextricably 

embroiled in the contest as guerrillas bargained for protection, information and material 

resources. Of these, the fight for grain generated especially profound repercussions for 

local daily life. For instance, the 2nd War Zone Command Headquarters passed a decree 

in mid-1942 deploying ambush units (liejidui 獵擊隊) to each village. Each of these was 

supported by two or three local informants, who would pass along information about 

enemy grain collectors and their Chinese co-conspirators in order for them to be 

eliminated. Larger mobile units, assembled within each Nationalist division, roved the 

districts under divisional control, attacking enemy troops carrying out grain transport and 

surveilling enemy fortifications.543 Village heads were to report Japanese harassment and 

intimidation to the county government, which would then contact Nationalist troops to 

take action.544 Yan Xishan lamented that not a day went by when even a single village 

was left untouched by conflict.545 He even put forth a request to the Executive Yuan for 

 
542 Telegram from Sir H. Seymour to Foreign Office, 28 May 1943, in Internal Situation (Folder 1), 
FO371/35799, accessed via Archives Direct. 
543 “Jinsheng ‘Daji diren zhengyun liangshi yi baohu wo junliang minshi banfa gangyao’ ji ‘fansu 
wancheng zhenggou yunshu shiliang banfa gangyao” (June 25, 1942), in Zhanshi fangzhi diwei qiangliang, 
no. 014-040504-0006, Xingzhengyuan, accessed via AHCOS.  
544 “Shanxi sheng lunxian ji banlunxianqu xianfen guanzhi liangshi zanxing banfa” (May 17, 1943), in 
Liangshi liutong guanzhi banfa 3, no. 014-040504-0023, Xingzhengyuan, accessed via AHCOS.  
545 “Yan Xishan, Zhao Daiwen deng diancheng Jinsheng yingfu diren fang’ai wofang zhengliang gongzuo 
zhi duice” (July 17, 1942), in Liangzheng shiliao, 107. 
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village officials in occupied portions of Shanxi to each be armed with a pistol, given the 

regularity with which they were kidnapped or arrested by the Japanese.546 State 

representatives, however, were not merely defenders; they were also executives of 

wartime penal codes. The same ambush units whose job it was to protect cooperative 

villagers also had the power to collect mandatory grain sales to the military where local 

civil authorities failed to do so, and to “convince,” “coerce,” or “kill” those who refused 

to comply.547  

The Japanese presence also had adverse effects on day-to-day living. In April 1941, 

the Communists set up a stronghold in central Jiangsu, jointly administrated by the New 

Fourth Army’s 1st Division and the Central Jiangsu Party Committee. According to Chen 

Pixian (陳丕顯 1916–95), the Vice-Secretary of the Party Committee, Japanese forces or 

puppet representatives frequently commandeered grain and other materials, such as gold, 

tin and iron, from villages in central Jiangsu. They intimidated baozhangs into handing 

over public grain reserves, arbitrarily stipulated mandatory grain collections of between 

five and 20 jin per mu (畝) of agricultural land, and impulsively destroyed plantations of 

corn, yellow beans, or peanuts along roads or near their encampments. All this was done 

under the pretense of flushing out Communist guerrillas by depriving them of 

 
546 “Yan Xishan, Zhao Daiwen deng diancheng diwei xuanshang jubu wofang zhengliang renyuan” (July 8, 
1942), in Liangzheng shiliao, 106.  
547 “Jinsheng ‘Daji diren zhengyun liangshi yi baohu wo junliang minshi banfa gangyao’ ji ‘fansu 
wancheng zhenggou yunshu shiliang banfa gangyao,” AHCOS.  
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resources.548 For their greed, the locals called them “big bellies” (da duzi 大肚子). Chen 

described how residents in such counties as Xinghua and Taibei (present-day Dafeng) 

mixed grain with soil as part of the “struggle to protect grain” (baoliang douzheng 保糧

鬥爭) to thwart the Japanese’s commandeering efforts.549 Elsewhere, in north China, the 

Japanese also forcibly extracted Chinese civilian help. During the fall harvest season of 

1942 in Wanping county, the 15th Mixed Brigade apprehended some 3,000 Chinese 

civilians and compelled them to aid in a weeklong raid on enemy grain. They captured 2 

million kin (jin) worth of millet and sorghum, burning what they could not transport with 

them.550  

Neither were raiding and sabotage the exclusive province of the three main 

belligerents. Since the beginning of the war, armed non-state agents, such as local militia, 

bandit groups and traditional self-defense associations, had been active throughout China. 

A British intelligence report of March 1938 noted that the inner mountains of the 

Shandong peninsula had been overrun by a motley crew of “former police units, peace 

preservation corps and militia from the various towns and villages, disbanded or deserted 

soldiery, salt revenue guards, Communists, and plain bandits.” These guerrillas, some 

 
548 Chen Pixian, “Suzhongqu xiashou yundong zongjie” (September 1, 1942), in Suzhong kangri genjudi, 
eds. Zhonggong Jiangsusheng weidangshi gongzuo weiyuanhui and Jiangsusheng dang’an guan (Beijing: 
Zhonggong dangshi ziliao chubanshe, 1989), 95. During the period of Nationalist administration, one mu 
was roughly equivalent to 614.4m2. It is now 666.67m2. 
549 Ibid, 98. Chen was referring to the second district of the central Jiangsu base, which had six districts in 
total; see “Suzhong junqu,” Kangri zhanzheng jinianwang [http://m.krzzjn.com/show-329-65452.html].  
550 “Busshi shutoku sakusen no jōkyō oyobi kono kōka eikyō,” JACAR, ref. C13070309500, Kita-shina 
hōmengun keizai fūsa geppō 1, August 31, 1943 (NIDS). 
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20,000 in strength, overran towns, murdered Japanese-appointed magistrates, and 

destroyed bridges and motor roads, becoming “the dominant factor affecting conditions 

in the interior of this district [Chefoo].”551 Another report from the same period 

highlighted an increase in banditry in Hankow due to “impoverishment and [desertion] 

from armies.”552  

The presence of these local armed outfits, operating either for profit or for self-

defense, complicated the strategic landscape. Labels and allegiances were extremely 

fluid; bandits, for example, could be enticed to join any of the three main belligerents. As 

Chen Pixian noted, it was important for cadres to win the support of rogues (liumang流

氓) and secret societies (banghui, qinghongbang 幫會、青紅幫 ).553 Although they were 

considered reactionary, their lack of ideological commitment and expedient outlook 

(shunfeng zhuanduo順風轉舵) meant that they could be easily bought over by the 

Japanese. Since such armed groups could shift balances of power within their 

communities, it was essential to harness their “destabilizing” potential (dongyaoxing 動

搖性).554 As a result–and much to the detriment of internal discipline–many irregular 

armed units comprised men from a colorful array of backgrounds and of questionable 

 
551 Chefoo Intelligence Report from British Consulate Ending March 1938, in Intelligence Reports from 
Various Chinese Towns (Folders), FO371/22129, accessed via Archives Direct.  
552 Hankow Intelligence Report for the Half-Year Ending March 31, 1938, in Intelligence Reports from 
Various Chinese Towns (Folders), FO371/22129, accessed via Archives Direct.   
553 Chen, “Suzhongqu xiashou yundong zongjie,” 121. 
554 “Suzhongqu dangwei guanyu zai fanqingxiang douzheng Zhong zhangwo qinghongbang de zhishixin” 
(January 21, 1943), in Suzhong kangri genjudi, 218. 
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allegiances. For instance, the Fujian Provincial Land Tax Management Office reported in 

1944 that the Dadaohui (大刀會), or Big Swords Society, a loosely organized rural self-

defense group, was wreaking havoc in Fuding county. On one occasion, it burned down a 

local warehouse, destroying almost 3,000 dan of grain; on another, it raided a milling 

factory, seizing virtually all of the rice and robbing hapless merchants of their 

livelihoods.555 In other counties, such as Pinghe and Yong’an, the Office reported that 

hundreds of jianfei (奸匪), or “traitor bandits,” had descended on towns and villages, 

seizing or destroying the grain collected as land tax and stored in local warehouses.556 

Jianfei was a euphemistic, derogatory term referring to the Communist guerrillas. 

Coincidentally, many Big Sword Society members were also incorporated into guerrilla 

units of the New Fourth Army during the war. Contestations for power in enemy and 

border zones thus took place within a delicate, ever-changing mesh of alignments rather 

than a simple tripartite classification. There were also areas mired in a general state of 

lawlessness. Diana Lary writes that in Shandong, as in much of north China, “no one was 

in charge”; guerrillas produced “not organized resistance, but chaos and confusion.”557  

 
555 Telegram from Fujian Tianfu liangshichu to Caizhengbu tianfu guanli weiyuanhui (January 17, 1944); 
“Dianwei Fuding xian nianmichang fugu yu shangnian shiyue bei fei jielüe sunshi chaocheng yuancheng 
sanfen zhengmingshu erzhi dianqing jianhe shizun you” (August 3, 1945), in Fujian gexian feirao sunshi 
qingxing, no. 119000000250A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica. 
556 Telegram from Yong’an tianliangchu to Liangshibu, “Pinghe tianliangchu dianbao jianfei dongwan fan 
ping huibao qiang fugu you” (June 27, 1945), in Fujian gexian feirao sunshi qingxing, no. 
119000000250A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
557 Diana Lary, The Chinese People at War: Human Suffering and Social Transformation, 1937–1945 (New 
York: Cambridge University Press), 12.  
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Provisioning these guerrillas posed a significant challenge to the Nationalists. As a 

rule, such units were disbursed cash allowances with which to purchase grain on the local 

market. This policy allowed them to skirt around the difficulty of transporting provisions 

in kind into occupied or heavily contested territory, as well as to mitigate the burden 

imposed upon civilians by mandatory collections or purchases (zhengshou zhenggou). It 

however quickly became evident that the cash disbursement policy had a major 

drawback: it assumed, often misguidedly so, that local grain markets were healthy. Yet, 

in the Lu-Su-Yu-Wan Border Region, grain circulations were heavily disrupted by the 

onset of drought and flooding between 1942 and 1943. The Anhui provincial government 

reported to the Ministry of Grain in September 1942 that the northern region of the 

province was suffering a severe drought, and that multiple counties had conveyed urgent 

requests to have their quotas written off. Anhui was already struggling to meet its 

mandatory grain collection quota for both military and state consumption, which had 

increased substantially that year. There was simply not enough grain in circulation to feed 

both the local population and the guerrilla units stationed there, rendering the latter’s 

purchasing power irrelevant.558  

Tang Enbo (湯恩伯 1898–1954), Vice-Commander of the 1st War Zone, struggled to 

balance the need of vanguard troops infiltrating enemy territory, and the regular troops 

stationed in Anhui. In November, he pleaded with the Ministry of Grain–as he had done 

 
558 Telegram from Anhuisheng zhengfu to Liangshibu (September 28, 1942), in Wan bo suluyuwan bianqu 
shiliang an, no. 119000000892A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
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for months–for the immediate transport of provisions, lamenting his own helplessness 

while his men faced days on end without food.559 Guerrilla activity itself, disruptive by 

definition, ruined grain procurement arrangements. In Fennan county in Shanxi, guerrilla 

clashes with the Japanese, which came up to about 200 occasions and caused significant 

casualties, hindered the collection and purchase of grain.560 In the end, guerrilla units had 

to be provisioned through a variety of methods. In June 1942, the Military Affairs 

Commission declared that units stationed in the Lu-Su and Ji-Cha Zones would continue 

to receive cash allowances, but that guerrilla units in the 5th, 7th and 9th War Zones, and 

certain portions of the 1st, 2nd, 3rd and 8th, would be provisioned in kind from the yearly 

military grain quota. As for the guerrilla units in the Lu-Su-Yu-Wan Border Region, the 

Ministry of Grain would allocate 100,000 bags of rice from the land tax collected in 

Anhui.561  

 

Rush Purchasing  

In border regions and behind enemy lines, both the Japanese and Nationalists engaged 

in “rush-purchasing” (qianggou).562 Each tried to outbid the other by offering lucrative 

 
559 Telegram from Tang Enbo to Liangshibu, “Sa’yi jituan zhu Yu ban junxu chaosong” (November 11, 
1942), in Wan bo suluyuwan bianqu shiliang an, no. 119000000892A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
560 “Junshi weiyuanhui junliang jihe weiyuanhui di liushisi ci changhui jilu” (June 30, 1942), in Wan bo 
suluyuwan bianqu shiliang an, no. 119000000892A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
561 Ibid.  
562 In modern-day usage, qianggou can refer to panic-buying. I have elected not to use this term, for it often 
implies irrationality. People panic-buy important supplies, such as petrol or face masks, when they believe 
that, following a dramatic event, they will be faced with extreme shortages. In truth, it is often the very act 
of stocking up that causes such shortages. While hoarding certainly took place in wartime China, shortages 
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prices for large amounts of local grain. For the Japanese army, which was committed, out 

of necessity, to living off Chinese land, rush-purchases complemented their extractions of 

grain from the Yangtze Delta. Moreover, in areas where they faced competition and 

resistance, violence alone could not guarantee the supply of grain. As a Chinese observer 

remarked, the less confident the Japanese were of their own authority, the likelier they 

were to combine coercion with other measures.563 Thus, apart from bartering, North 

China Area Army (Kita shina hōmengun) barracks also attempted to purchase grain from 

Nationalist-controlled areas using Nationalist currency.564 They also enticed sellers by 

exchanging grain for such coveted goods as salt, as in the non-salt-producing regions of 

Jiangxi, Hunan and Hubei, or by advancing loans to farmers in return for a portion of the 

coming harvest (an arrangement reminiscent of postbellum Southern moneylending 

systems), as in Anhui and Hunan.565 On their part, the Nationalists compensated for their 

loss of key grain-producing areas, such as the Taihu region, by endeavoring to purchase 

much grain as possible from these places anyway. Crucially, rush-purchasing was not just 

provisioning for their troops and people; it was also the denial of provisioning to the 

Japanese and the puppet state (yimian zidi 以免資敵). In this way, rush-purchasing was a 

 
of grain were a reality. Additionally, panic-buying is an impulsive mass movement, whereas the qianggou 
in question was a government policy.  
563 Chen Renlong, “Lunxian qu rikou zhi liangshi lüeduo wofang yingyou zhi duice,” Zhongguo nongmin 
yuekan 1, no. 4 (1942), in Liangzheng shiliao, 132.  
564 “Waga keizai mōryaku oyobi fūsasen wo ryoka shite tekihō yori shutoku seru busshi,” JACAR ref. 
C13070308800, Kita-shina hōmengun keizai fūsa geppō 1, August 31, 1943 (NIDS). 
565 Chen, “Lunxian qu rikou zhi liangshi lüeduo wofang yingyou zhi duice,” 133–34. 
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direct counter-strategy to the overarching Japanese principle of yizhan yangzhan (以戰養

戰), or “feeding war with war.”  

Rush-purchasing therefore became a major avenue through which grain moved across 

free/occupied borders, and the most prominent format of the scramble for grain 

(qiangliang zhanzheng). Such a scramble ensued in the Lu-Su-Yu-Wan Border Region, 

where, in 1942, a high market offer of 50 puppet yuan per dan of grain became an 

obstacle to the Nationalists’ timely mandatory purchases. The Military Affairs 

Commission recognized the urgency of the situation: if it did not raise its own price of 

grain before it was too late, there would be no more grain to purchase at all. Based on a 

conversion rate of five fabi (法幣) to a puppet yuan, the Commission proposed an 

equivalent price of 250 fabi per dan of grain.566 Just a month later, the Vice-Chief of the 

Anhui Grain Management Bureau, Yan Shixiong, wrote the Ministry of Grain to 

highlight the need to engage in more aggressive rush-purchasing. At the same time that 

local authorities were extracting substantial amounts of military grain from their people, 

the Japanese and their puppet representatives were infiltrating these communities, placing 

them under intense duress. In order to appease popular sentiment, Yan argued, the 

Nationalists had to offer competitive grain prices. Their legitimacy was already fragile 

given the heavy toll of locally stationed troops on the grain supply. Yan pointed out that, 

in addition to 100,000 dabao of rice for all public servants, northern Anhui also had to 

 
566 “Junshi weiyuanhui junliang jihe weiyuanhui di liushisi ci changhui jilu,” in Wan bo suluyuwan bianqu 
shiliang an, Academia Historica. 
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scrap together 150,000 dabao of rice for military consumption, a quota too hefty for it to 

support without emaciating its population.567 Similarly, in the 9th War Zone, which 

covered much of central China and thus saw significant activity by regular Japanese 

forces, frontline troops were allocated 559,7216 yuan to rush-purchase grain from the 

fertile Binhu region for one to three months. Such a substantial sum of money was meant 

to combat the Japanese army’s offers, which had caused grain prices to balloon.568  

 

Protection: Blockading and Rush-Transportation  

Blockading  

Faced with the perennial threat of having precious resources snatched away, the 

blockade (C: fengsuo, J: fūsa 封鎖) emerged as a ubiquitous strategy. The blockade was 

the strategic twin of rush-purchasing, the flip side of the coin: as one Chinese 

commentator wrote, keeping grain within borders was just as important to the “economic 

war” as collecting enough of it.569 Nationalist provincial authorities from Henan in the 

north to Fujian in the south enacted strict regulatory policies, if not full embargoes, to 

prevent the movement of food toward the enemy. The blockade was particularly pertinent 

to border regions and highly active war zones such as the 5th and 9th. For example, the 

 
567 Telegram from Yan Shixiong to Liangshibu (July 29, 1942), in Qiangyun Gansheng gedi liangshi 
yimian zidi juan, no. 119000005480A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
568 Telegram from Xu Kan to Xue Yue (November 8, 1942), in Dijiu zhanqu zai Binhu qianggou junliang, 
no. 119000000258A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
569 “Gongying junliang suodang zhongshi de sanzhong cuoshi,” Jingji huibao 6 no. 1–2 (July 1942), in 
Liangzheng shiliao, 158. 
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Dongting area, a key grain contributor to the 9th War Zone and the intersection of 

Sichuan, Hubei and Hunan provinces, saw Chinese “traitor merchants” (jianshang 奸商) 

smuggling grain into occupied territory, either in fragments or large batches.570 However, 

containment regimes were also critical for the coastal province of Guangdong, which 

hemorrhaged rice produced in such counties as Taishan, Guanghai and Sanshui as a result 

of enemy smuggling and bureaucratic corruption (on which more later).571 A longtime net 

rice importer and one of the main victims of the Japanese naval blockade, Guangdong 

could scarcely afford such losses. A ban on the export of food was therefore a crucial 

complement to rush-purchasing.  

Blockade zones were typically extensions of radius 50 to 200 huali from the enemy 

border. Entry into these zones was heavily regulated and generated rolls of paperwork, 

such as affidavits and proof of authorization; crossing into enemy territory was strictly 

forbidden.572 Even behind blockade lines, the movement of grain between counties could 

be tightly controlled. Residents in Shanxi had to obtain licenses from county 

governments just to leave their home villages with a small amount of grain for sale. The 

penalties for violation were grave. Whereas simply transporting grain into another county 

already carried hefty fines ranging from 200 to 500 yuan, those caught smuggling grain 

 
570 Zhanqu chajin siyun liangshi chujing chuli ji chonggong geijiang banfa (August 1940–April 1941), no. 
014-040504-0016, Xingzhengyuan, accessed via AHCOS.   
571 “Weiju Guangdong Suijing zhuren gongshu niju Guangdongsheng jinyun shiliang zidi zanxing banfa ji 
Yuesheng jinyun shiliang zidi xuncha zuzhi guicheng dangjin tichu benzhanqu di sanshiqi ci dangzheng 
junlian huiyi tongguo jin zhuancheng hebei shixun you” (July 29, 1942), in Liangshi zidi fangzhi banfa 1, 
no. 014-040504-0019, Xingzhengyuan, accessed via AHCOS.  
572 “Fengsuo zhanqu jiaotong banfa,” in Xianxing youguan duidi jingji fengsuo faling huibian, eds. Guofang 
zuigao weiyuanhui/duidi jingji fengsuo weiyuanhui (1941), 122–24, accessed via KRPT.  
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into enemy territory were tried as hanjian (漢奸), or “traitors of the nation” (also 

discussed later), for whom the wartime penal code carried such sentences as indefinite 

imprisonment or the death penalty.573 In both cases, the grain would be confiscated and 

resold at fixed military prices, or disbursed to refugees or victims of natural disasters. 

Informants were rewarded and their identities protected.574  

As with the yiyun system, these containment regimes were rooted in deeply localized 

methods of civil administration. To implement economic embargoes, the Guangdong 

authorities relied on the baojia’s longstanding mechanism of mutual surveillance and 

responsibility, known as lianbao lianzuo (聯保連坐). The lianbao lianzuo in its prewar 

form entailed entering five households into a covenant (qiejie切結), officiated by the 

heads of household and the head of their jia. This stipulated that all household members 

accepted the duty of ensuring that none of them engaged in or supported “bandit” (i.e. 

pro-Communist) activity. If one of them did so, the others were required to turn him in, 

or else be tried as accomplices, although the penal code did allow for gradations of 

culpability.575 In wartime Guangdong, if any member was caught clandestinely 

transporting grain beyond the blockade, all other members would be considered guilty by 

association and tried accordingly.576 Historians Xie Luming and Li Hongmei demonstrate 

 
573 Di’er zhanqu silingbu/Shanxi shengfu, “Liangshi chucun chuxian hezhun banfa,” in Liangshi liutong 
guanzhi banfa 3, no. 014-040504-0023, Xingzhengyuan, accessed via AHCOS.  
574 “Liangshi chuchun chuxian hezhun banfa” (November 6, 1942), in Liangshi liutong guanzhi banfa 3, no. 
014-040504-0023, Xingzhengyuan, accessed via AHCOS. 
575 Baojia xuzhi (Shanghai: Huiwentang xinji shuju, 1937), 40–44, accessed via KRPT.  
576 “Diqi zhanqu siling zhangguan silingbu chengsong Guangdongsheng fangzhi liangshi zidi ji wailiu 
shishi banfa dengjian (fujian)” (1944), in Liangzheng shiliao, 204. 
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the centrality of the baojia system to wartime grain collection elsewhere, in Zhejiang. In 

Longquan county in the southwest, the baozhang (head of a bao, a unit of around 100 

households) was not only responsible for registering and collecting grain as land tax-in-

kind or for a military quota, but also for overseeing the flow of grain across county 

borders. Within counties, checkpoints manned by baojia representatives, local policemen 

and county self-defense teams (ziwei tuandui 自衛團隊) ensured that each individual 

could only carry 15 jin of grain out of his county at once (although, unlike in Shanxi, 

grain generally moved freely between villages and towns).577 

Indeed, the baojia and local self-defense militias served as a ready recruitment pool 

for what the Nationalists termed “economic guerrilla teams” (jingji youjidui 經濟游擊隊

), or guerrilla units whose operations specifically targeted enemy economic apparatus. 

Some of these teams, first set up in March 1940, comprised regular troops and special 

forces and were company-sized (about 120 men), but most of them were akin to militias 

in that their members were not removed from their civilian occupations, and were only 

the size of a platoon (20-odd).578 Economic guerrilla teams were to be schooled in basic 

economic theory in order to grasp the mechanisms of trade and finance, as well as given 

light military training derived from the guerrilla warfare curriculums of Nationalist cadet 

 
577 Xie Luming and Li Hongmei, “Baojia yu kangzhan shiqi Zhejiang de liangshi shengchan yu zhengshou: 
yi Longquan weili,” Minguo dang’an 1 (2018): 104–5. 
578 See, for example, the register of economic guerrilla teams to be formed in the 4th War Zone in 1941: 
“Disi zhanqu siling zhangguanbu jingji youjidui zhihuichu 1940 nian gongzuo huibao” (January 10, 1941), 
in Zhonghua minguo shi dang’an ziliao huibian vol. 5, 2nd edition, Caizheng jingji 10, ed. Second 
Historical Archives of China (Nanjing: Jiangsu guji chubanshe, 1997), 604–5, accessed via KRPT.  
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schools. While the Ministries of Finance and Economic Affairs and the respective War 

Zone Command Headquarters oversaw these training programs, the baozhang and 

jiazhang were their main points of local contact, and were responsible for disseminating 

information to trainees.  

Economic guerrilla teams had four main tasks: destruction, blockading, ambushing, 

and harassing. To prevent illegal importation and exportation, they patrolled key 

transport routes and carried out espionage and interrogation operations in order to gather 

information on the enemy manipulation of trading and currency. Other duties included 

ambushing enemy convoys; destroying enemy military depots or warehouses; and even 

assassinating enemy tax collectors, including collaborationist baozhangs and local 

strongmen.579 The West Zhejiang Administrative Office, set up in 1939 to reclaim the 

occupied western portion of the province, set up a string of blockhouses from Fuyang to 

Changxing. Armed economic work units were deployed along this blockade line to 

prevent the inflow of “enemy goods” (chouhuo 仇貨) and the outflow of resources. 

Economic guerrilla teams also infiltrated the fallen city of Hangzhou to destroy silk mills 

and prevent the Japanese from profiting from this provincial specialty.580 

The Japanese, on their part, officially touted to a total economic blockade of 

Nationalist-controlled areas–although, as we shall see, they weaponized trade to extract 

 
579 “Xingzhengyuan guanyu shixing jingji youjidui zuzhi ji shishi banfa zhi jingjibu xunling” (March 20, 
1940), in Zhonghua minguo shi dang’an ziliao huibian vol. 5, 2nd edition, Caizheng jingji 10, ed. Second 
Historical Archives of China (Nanjing: Jiangsu guji chubanshe, 1997), 592–99, accessed via KRPT.  
580 Deng Meigeng, Zhexi ershibanian duidi xingzheng zhi zongjiantao (place of publication unknown: 
Zhexi minzu wenhuaguan, 1940), 71, accessed via KRPT.  
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grain and other resources, and to destabilize Nationalist currency. Additionally, in 1943, 

the NCAA set in motion the infamous “Three Alls” policy, a retaliatory measure against 

the Communists following the latter’s Hundred Regiments Offensive between August 

and October of that year in Chahar, Hebei, Shaanxi, and Hunan. The policy was 

conceived by General Okamura Yasuji, commander-in-chief of the NCAA, and entailed 

“burning all, killing all, and looting all” (C: shaoguang, shaguang, qiangguang 燒光、殺

光、搶光) in large swathes of Hebei, Shanxi and Shandong to destroy Communist 

guerrilla bases.581 Most of the literature on the Three Alls policy emphasizes, and 

rightfully so, the wanton killing of Chinese civilians and the razing of their homes and 

fields. But the destruction of lives and property went hand in hand with the construction 

of barriers. Following the course of natural obstacles, the Japanese built a series of 

strongpoints and stone walls along the spine of the Taihang Mountains, a range that ran 

through Shanxi, Henan and Hebei, and which housed the Communist field headquarters. 

They also built fortifications along the Guo, Huai and Huang Rivers. Where no such 

features existed, as in the flat plains of Hebei, moats were dug six meters wide and four 

meters deep. Checkpoints were set up along these barriers and at the gates of all cities to 

inspect all travelers and their vehicles, ensuring that precious resources, including grain, 

 
581 In 1944, Okamura was appointed overall commander of the Ichigō Offensive, a devastating successful 
attempt to link up Japanese-occupied territories in Southeast Asia to Manchuria through mainland China. 
He would later be tried and convicted as a war criminal. Incredibly, however, Chiang Kai-shek retained 
him as a military advisor for the embattled postwar Nationalist government. He returned to Japan in 1949.  
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were not smuggled out.582 In a drastic attempt to prevent the outflow of grain to the 

Nationalists, the Japanese punished anyone involved in such transportation by razing his 

(or her) entire village.583 

 The blockade also emerged as a central pillar of the Japanese’s anti-guerrilla 

campaign in central and eastern China, known as qingxiang (清鄉). First in Jiangsu, 

Zhejiang, and then in Anhui, Guangdong and parts of Hubei, the Japanese dug moats and 

built bamboo fences to hem the Communists in and starve them of resources. The New 

Fourth Army, in turn, expended significant effort breaking out of these blockades, 

recruiting civilians to help burn and pull down the bamboo fences under the cover of 

night.584 Once again, civilians bore the brunt of ruthless blockading policies. In the 

southern Jiangsu counties of Suzhou, Changshu, Taizhong and Kunshan in 1941, land 

and water communications were rigidly blockaded as part of Honda Kumataro’s (本田熊

太郎 1874–1948) scheme of “bandit suppression.” Japanese and puppet troops ensured 

that foodstuffs such as rice, wheat, flour and beans did not leave these districts, bringing 

trade with the outside world to a “standstill” and causing “alarming shortages.” The 

China Weekly Review reported that the rice shortage in Suzhou was especially severe; 

 
582 “Fūsasen higa no genkyō,” JACAR, ref. C13070308600, Kita-shina hōmengun keizai fūsa geppō 1, 
August 31 1943 (NIDS). The destructive extent of the policy is difficult to quantify and remains politically 
controversial. Firstly, the term “Three Alls” (C: sanguang 三光) has Chinese origins, and never appeared in 
contemporary Japanese documents. Secondly, the consequences of the policy are difficult to disentangle 
with those of the Nationalists’ own scorched-earth policy, a last-ditch attempt to prevent resources from 
falling into Japanese hands. 
583 “Yan Xishan, Zhao Daiwen deng diancheng Jinsheng yingfu diren fang’ai wofang zhengliang gongzuo 
zhi duice,” in Liangzheng shiliao, 109. 
584 Su, Su Yu zhanzheng jiyilu, 105.  
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there was “widespread suffering among the poor and many persons are dying of 

starvation or of eating poisonous foods.” Galvanized into counteraction, the Communist 

guerrillas increased their attacks on Japanese-controlled railways. This, however, pushed 

the Japanese to erect barbed-wire barricades along the Suzhou-Kunshan section of the 

Shanghai-Nanjing railway. This only caused extensive damage to surrounding farmlands, 

further reducing the amount of food available to the impoverished population.585 

 

Rush-Transportation  

The “rush-transportation” (qiangyun) of grain out of the enemy’s reach complemented 

the Nationalists’ blockading policy. This partially occurred on the village level and on the 

initiative of individual civilians. According to Ministry of Grain guidelines, civilians 

living in strongly contested counties in Shanxi had a month following summer and fall 

harvests to calculate the amount of grain they required for two months’ survival. The rest 

of their grain was to be stashed in pits or cellars, or clandestinely moved to relatives’ 

homes in safer villages for storage.586 If this was not possible, they were encouraged to 

sell off their grain to the nearest military garrison. Similar guidelines were established for 

 
585 “Japanese Unleash Reign of Terror in Southern Kiangsu,” The China Weekly Review, September 13, 
1941, Proquest. Honda Kumataro was at the time the Japanese “ambassador” to the Wang Jingwei regime 
in Nanjing.  
586 Liangshibu gonghan, “Zixun hanshu jiang Shanxisheng lunxian ji banlunxianqu xianfen guanzhi 
lianghsi zanxing banfa deng sizhong songhuan qing chashou you” (May 17, 1943), in Liangshi liutong 
guanzhi banfa 3, no. 014-040504-0023, Xingzhengyuan, accessed via AHCOS. 
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settlements within embargo zones in Hebei.587 Ye Jizhuang (葉季莊 1893–1967), head of 

Logistics of Yan’an Communist Command Headquarters, issued identical instructions to 

the Eighth Route Army issued in the Jin-Cha-Ji Border Region. Its men were to hide 

grain among friendly communities or distribute a portion of the grain to locals in order to 

prevent it from falling into enemy hands. If this could not be carried out in time, they 

were to burn the grain in question.588  

But rush-transportation was also carried out on a far larger scale involving millions of 

dan of grain. In 1943, for example, Huang Shaohong (黃紹宏 1895–1966), governor of 

Zhejiang, reported that the Japanese were running rampant within the province, 

disrupting grain production.589 (The Communist New Fourth Army had also established a 

base in northeastern Zhejiang (Zhedong genjudi浙東根據地), turning the province into 

one of the most bitterly contested areas throughout the war.) The provincial Grain 

Management Bureau, the Ministry of Grain, and the troops garrisoned there worked 

frantically to haul large quantities of grain out of the coastal cities of Wenzhou and 

Taizhou, the targets of Japanese assault. Wenzhou, a major port city connected to the 

East China Sea by the Ou River, suffered constant Japanese aerial bombardment and 

three periods of occupation throughout the war. The grain was transported further inland 

 
587 Liangshibu, “Henan fangzhi liangshi zidi shishi banfa” (January 3, 1945), in Liangshi zidi fangzhi banfa 
1, no. 014-040504-0019, accessed via AHCOS.   
588 Ye Jizhuang, “Lun zhanshi gonggei zongzuo,” Balujun junzheng zazhi 2, no. 1 (1940).  
589 Telegram from Huang Shaohong to Liangshibu (November 26, 1943), in Zhesheng qiangyun liangshi 
an, no. 119000006534A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
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on land and along the Ou to relatively safer counties in the northwest, such as Lishui and 

Yunhe.590 Yunhe hosted the Nationalists’ provincial bureaucratic apparatus, and together 

with neighboring Lishui served as a key storage and distribution point for military, state 

and civilian grain. In November, Huang informed the Ministry of Grain that 360,000 dan 

of grain collected as tax from Wenzhou, and 100,000 dan from Taizhou, would be 

transported down the Ou River to Lishui and Yunhe. 200,000 dan collected from 

Yongkang and Jinyun counties would also be moved to Lishui.  

Yet, Lishui itself was not always safe; in October, the county governor, Zhu Yisheng, 

reported that warehouses there, which stored grain collected as tax from Pingyang 

(Wenzhou), had come under threat from disbanded soldiers and other rogue groups. 

Worried that the grain would be seized or destroyed, he rallied civilians to haul some 

3,000 dan of grain to Longshan county in the north. But locals, fearful of Japanese aerial 

bombing, were reluctant to make the journey. In the end, Zhu unilaterally agreed to pay 

out 30 to 35 jin of grain for every 100 jin successfully transported to Longshan. This 

generosity was not protocol, but as he later pointed out to his superiors, the urgency of 

the situation compelled him to take the liberty.591  

Neither was it always possible to chart a safe course to Lishui. Foreseeing severe 

transportation difficulties, Huang ordered that grain from Ninghai, Sanmen and Wenling 

 
590 Today, Lishui is a prefectural-level city in Zhejiang. Wartime Lishui county is present-day Liandu 
district within Lishui city.  
591 “Ju Liangzhengju chengju Lishuixian chengqing hexiao shangnian shibian qiangyun fugu fagei ligu 
zhuanqing hexiao yi’an ziqing heban jianfu you” (October 8, 1943), in Zhejiang qiangyun liangshi an, no. 
119000006534A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
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counties (Taizhou) first be locally sold for bolts of cotton cloth, which would then be 

taken to neighboring Fujian province to be exchanged for rice. This rice would be stored 

in Longquan and Qingyuan counties, which bordered Fujian.592 Similarly, in February, 

grain had been rush-transported out of Yonghe, Rui’an, Pingyang and Leqing counties 

(Wenzhou), not to Lishui, but to nearby to Qingtian, Jingning, Yunhe, Longquan and 

Taishun counties.593  

Such haphazard flurries of grain transportation were typical throughout the war zones. 

The volatile 9th War Zone, for example, included the northwestern portion of Jiangxi 

province. Because counties in this region, such as Fengcheng, Zhangshu and Xinyu, were 

especially affected by hostilities, the provincial Grain Management Bureau was 

perpetually struggling to relocate their grain to southwestern counties, such as Ji’an. In 

1943, the northwestern counties received orders to empty their warehouses and rush-

transport more than a million dan of grain to safety.594 In desperation, the Jiangxi Grain 

Management Bureau “forced” (qiangzhi 強制) local boatmen to carry out rush-

transportation around the clock.595 Tellingly, the term qiangzhi appears more than once, 

suggesting that the authorities were openly resorting to coercion to keep up with the pace 

 
592 Telegram from Huang Shaohong to Liangshibu (November 26, 1943), in Zhesheng qiangyun liangshi 
an, no. 119000006534A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
593 Telegram from Zhejiangsheng liangzhengju to Liangshibu (February 14, 1943), in Zhesheng qiangyun 
liangshi an, no. 119000006534A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
594 Telegram from Jiangxi liangzhengju to Liangshibu (March 1, 1943), in Jiangxi qiangyun junliang an, 
no. 119000004045A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
595 Telegram from Liangshibu to Jiangxi liangzhengju, “Wei dianfu qiangyun Fengcheng Xinyu liangxian 
daogu qingxing you” (January 27, 1943), in Jiangxi qiangyun junliang an, no. 119000004045A, 
Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
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of the conflict. The chaos of the situation made it virtually impossible to keep track of 

which shipments had safely arrived at their destination, and which batches had been 

seized or damaged by the enemy along the way.596 Such harried movement belied the 

neatness of overarching Nationalist provisioning strategies. 

Uneasy relations with local transport labor only further complicated matters. The 

preceding chapters have examined how boatmen went as far as to sink their own boats in 

protest of conscripted duty or exploitative pay rates. Rush-transportation documents 

reflect the same scenarios, but exacerbated by the urgent and dangerous nature of the 

task. The Ministry of Grain reported in March 1942 that counties along the border of 

Zhejiang and Jiangxi, such as Quxian, Longyou, Shangshao and Yushan, were suffering 

enemy harassment as well as a flood disaster. Nationalist troops east of these counties 

were wholly reliant on grain collections from these areas. Yet, because boatmen ferrying 

military grain were only paid a quarter of what they would otherwise earn transporting 

grain for the general market, they rebelled against conscription or coercion, sabotaging 

their boats or fleeing altogether. Like Zhu Yisheng of Lishui county in Zhejiang, Jiangxi 

provincial authorities were compelled to offer each boatman a daily rice ration of 24 

liang, the equivalent of a military ration. The decision highlights the exigency of the 

situation: the combination of hefty military quotas and a regional flood disaster meant 

that Jiangxi could barely feed the local population, let alone afford substantial payments-

 
596 Telegram from Jiangxisheng zhengfu to Liangshibu (February 15, 1943), in Jiangxi qiangyun junliang 
an, no. 119000004045A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
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in-kind to rush-transporting boatmen. The boatmen, in turn, were cognizant of the worth 

of their labor. The Jiangxi provincial government reported that boat unions were hiking 

riverine transport prices to an extent tantamount to “extortion” (xusuo 需索). The 

provincial Courier Transport Management Office had no control over such rates. As a 

result, in early 1944, boatmen traversing the 90 kilometers between Xinyu and Zhangshu 

demanded a price of seven yuan per dan, and a further 18 yuan or more to continue to 

Ganxian.597 

 

The Porousness of Boundaries  

The founding of Nationalist strategies of grain procurement and protection upon mass 

mobilization was both their strength and vulnerability. These strategies were made by not 

just the complicity, but the initiative of civilian communities; they were broken if 

civilians gravitated toward other more appealing incentives. The fragmentation of border 

regions among competing parties gave rise to a nexus of motives which pulled civilians 

in opposing directions. Examining how this nexus determined movements of grain in 

liminal zones leads us, necessarily, to reconsider the thorny concepts of collaboration and 

patriotism.  

Firstly, a thriving smuggling economy tore gaping holes in the Nationalists’ 

blockading policy. Certainly, as mentioned, these blockades had never been absolute. 

 
597 Telegram from Jiangxisheng zhengfu to Liangshibu, “Fengdian yi su huishang yiguanchu xunjiang 
Xinyu Fengcheng daogu qiangyun zhi anquan didai bing jiang banli qingxing suishi jubao dengyin dianfu” 
(January 5, 1944), in Jiangxi qiangyun junliang an, no. 119000004045A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
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While the Nationalists consistently prohibited the export of crucial wartime goods to 

occupied territories, including grain, cotton, salt, and tongyou (Chinese oil), the import 

and export of hundreds of consumer goods were legalized after 1939. Legitimate trade 

with the enemy was an indispensable channel for obtaining consumer goods after the 

Nationalists’ loss of China’s most industrialized regions as well as their severance from 

international markets. Lloyd Eastman notes that the inflow of commercial goods such as 

soap, textiles and medicine eased inflationary pressures in cities such as Xi’an and 

Chongqing, while consumption tax and import and export duties provided the Nationalist 

government with a much-needed source of revenue.598 Chinese historian Qi Chunfeng 

makes a similar observation about illicit trade, remarking that Nationalist areas could 

become wholly reliant on smuggling to obtain such goods as matches, oil, cigarettes and 

other sundries. The 3rd War Zone, for instance, smuggled almost all of its bedding and 

clothing material.599 The British Commissioner of Customs in Foochow reported in 

January 1943 that without such exchange across free/occupied boundaries, “there [was] a 

serious risk that the livelihood of millions [would] collapse.”600  

 
598 Lloyd Eastman, “Facets of an Ambivalent Relationship: Smuggling, Puppets and Atrocities During the 
War, 1937–1945,” in The Chinese and the Japanese: Essays in Political and Cultural Interactions, ed. 
Akira Iriye (Princeton: Princeton University Press: 1980), 277. Also see Felix Boecking, “Trade, Tariffs 
and War, 1937–1945,” in No Great Wall: Trade, Tariffs and Nationalism in Republican China, 1927–1945 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2017), 189–231.  
599 Qi Chunfeng, Zhongri jingjizhan zhongde zousi huodong (1937–1945) (Beijing: Renmin chubanshe, 
2002), 254.  
600 Letter from Foochow Commissioner of Customs (January 25, 1943), Trading Between Free and 
Occupied China, FO371/41622, accessed via Archives Direct.  



    

 

 

 271 
 

 

Yet, it was evident to observers that such trade was as much for profit as for survival, 

if not more so. Major-General G.E. Grimsdale, military attaché to the British Embassy in 

Chongqing, complained in 1943 that “the Chinese are engaging in wholesale, organized, 

and unquestionably profitable trading with the enemy.” He was willing to concede the 

necessity of trading for necessities, but “this is not the case; vital raw materials, urgently 

required by Japan’s war machine, such as wolfram and antimony, are being freely 

exported to the enemy.” As Grimsdale perceived, smuggling was especially damaging to 

the Nationalist war effort because it entailed the handing over of “vital material” to the 

Japanese.  

Grain was one such major export. At Shaping city in Guangdong, Chinese 

entrepreneurs exchanged rice and other foodstuffs for cotton goods, paper, and electrical 

supplies from occupied Shanghai.601 Similarly, in Fujian and Zhejiang, junks carried 

some 3,000 tons of rice each month to Shanghai and other Japanese-held coastal ports, 

and returned with cotton and silk goods, medicines, and opium.602 Arthur R. Ringwalt, the 

US Consul in Guilin, described how Nationalist troops in the 9th War Zone had 

established with the Japanese a “free exchange of rice from Hunan for salt from 

Hankow.” There was also “a substantial trade in raw materials from Hunan to Hankow in 

exchange for manufactured articles from Hankow, Shanghai and other centers under 

Japanese control.” Thus, the Nationalists “maintained some sort of an understanding with 

 
601 Eastman, “Facets of an Ambivalent Relationship,” 280.  
602 Ibid, 281.  
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the Japanese to live in peace with one another.”603 Grimsdale concluded, “the longer this 

trade is allowed to continue, the longer the war, of which they profess to hope for a 

speedy conclusion, is bound to last.”604  

Grimsdale’s message reflected the frustration and uneasiness with which the Allies 

viewed the not-quite-clandestine circulation of grain and other important products. 

Cognizant that the war was not going to end anytime soon, both sides had settled deeply 

into a wartime system of mutual economic benefit. This, in turn, fed a growing disinterest 

in pursuing a victory which seemed vague and distant. As the British Foreign Office 

observed in June 1943,  

 
The danger from the Allied point of view would seem to be not an overt 
surrender by the Chungking government…but the gradual emergence of an 
undeclared peace, and a tacit understanding between the belligerents that 
hostilities should be abandoned in favor of mutual accommodation and the 
resumption of trade, unavowed but nevertheless on an increasing scale.605  

 

Just a month earlier, George Atcheson had reported to Secretary of State Cordell Hull 

that there was such “growing trade and smuggling between unoccupied and occupied 

China” that “there is a strong probability of a further extension…of the armed truce that 

already [de facto] exists in some places,” with “Free China becoming economically 

 
603 Foreign Relations of the United States Diplomatic Papers, 1943, China, eds. G. Bernard Noble and E.R. 
Perkins (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1957), document 299 
[https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1943China/d299]. 
604 Telegram from G.E. Grimsdale to British Embassy, Chungking (April 15, 1943), in Internal Situation 
(Folder 1), FO371/35799, accessed via Archives Direct.  
605 Telegram from Foreign Office to Chungking (June 19, 1943), in Internal Situation (Folder 1), 
FO371/35799, accessed via Archives Direct. 
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dependent upon [the Japanese and puppets].” It seemed, Atcheson mused, that Chinese 

soldiers and civilians alike had decided simply to “make the best of [reality].”606  

Chinese merchants were central to facilitating flows in both directions. As historian 

Christian Henriot observes, merchants played an “ambiguous role” throughout the war.607 

On the one hand, they aided Nationalist authorities in rush-purchasing grain from 

contested and occupied territories. On the other, the Japanese recruited them to make 

more surreptitious purchases of foodstuffs on their behalf, providing them with the 

support of secret service agencies.608 It was the jianshang, or the “traitor merchants,” Yan 

Xishan lamented, who carried out the exchange of salt and fertilizer for grain, or who 

purchased grain from farmers at high prices to thwart the Nationalists’ own rush-

purchasing measures.609 The Zhongnong yuekan (中農月刊), a monthly publication by 

the Farmers Bank of China, identified a few main areas of jianshang activity. Jianshang 

in Chongyang in Hubei seized on the county’s traditional lack of salt, trading out large 

amounts of locally produced rice in return for the commodity (rather than paying for it 

with fabi). At the generous rate of one dan of rice for 15 jin of edible salt, these 

merchants maximized their profits at the expense of local producers. Elsewhere, Nanling 

in Anhui province lost rice in the hundreds of thousands of dan to Japanese-occupied 

 
606 Foreign Relations of the United States, Diplomatic Papers, 1943, China, eds. Noble, G. Bernard and 
E.R. Perkins (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1957), document 358 
[https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1943China/d358]. 
607 Christian Henriot, “Rice, Power and People: The Politics of Food Supply in Wartime Shanghai (1937–
1945),” Twentieth-Century China 26, no. 1 (2000): 49.  
608 “Waga keizai mōryaku oyobi fūsasen wo ryoka shite tekihō yori shutoku seru busshi,” JACAR. 
609 Chen, “Lunxian qu rikou zhi liangshi lüeduo wofang yingyou zhi duice,” 132–33. 
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Wuhu yearly.610 Merchants there facilitated the outflow of so much grain that Nanling 

suffered a shortage despite traditionally producing a grain surplus.611  

Japanese grain siphoning was also intense in the Poyang Lake area in Jiangxi, the 

coastal plains of Ningshao in Zhejiang, and the Dongjiang area of Guangdong. In 

Guangdong in 1940, thousands of rice merchants carried rice from specifically blockaded 

towns across provincial borders each day, causing runaway inflation in the province, with 

a yuan only fetching a single liang of rice.612 Three years later, the situation had hardly 

improved: a British embassy staff member on tour was informed by a Customs 

Commissioner that the ongoing famine in Shantou was due to the mass sale of the 

previous year’s harvest to the Japanese. 

The five-household lianbao lianzuo (described above) was ineffective in preventing 

rice smuggling. Smugglers were often armed, intimidating potential informants into 

keeping silent.613 Yu Hanmou (余漢謀 1896–1981), commander of the 7th War Zone 

(which included northern Guangdong), lamented that not only were the baojia and their 

lianbao functions poorly organized in more remote counties, but county authorities also 

did not have the capacity to properly register the grain holdings of prosperous households 

 
610 “Fangzhi ziyuan jieduo yu tongzhi zhanqu wuzi,” Zhongnong yuekan 2, no. 11 (1941): 97. The Farmers 
Bank of China (Zhongguo nongmin yinhang 中國農民銀行) was an amalgamation of the agricultural banks 
of Henan, Hubei, Anhui and Jiangxi. It was one of four major banks in China at the time and was moved to 
Chongqing at the outbreak of hostilities.  
611 “Gongying junliang suodang zhongshi de sanzhong cuoshi,” in Liangzheng shiliao, 158.  
612 “Yue-Han lu shangren touyun gumi chukou qingxing qingchi gezhanqu ji zhandi zhengfu yuyi youxiao 
zhi fengsuo” (August 22, 1940), in Liangshi liutong guanzhi banfa 3, no. 014-040504-0023, 
Xingzhengyuan, accessed via AHCOS.  
613 Telegram from Xiao Bingzhang to Liangshibu (May 22, 1943), in Fangzhi Guangdongsheng jiejin 
lunxian quyu yi liangshi zousi zidi juan, no. 119000004526A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
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(dahu 大戶). The weakness of such grassroots organizations meant that even well-

intentioned policies turned out to be “empty words” (xuwen 虛文).614 Upon reaching 

Zhejiang, the British embassy member found that, of the exports to occupied territory, 

“the only serious loss to Free China is rice–some 3,000 tons a month is exported from the 

Wenchow area.” “Regulations and ‘patriotism’ have failed to stop the traffic,” he 

declared.615   

In fact, the trade between free and occupied China had become so profitable by 1943–

rice and wolfram from the former in return for salt from the latter–that not only did it take 

place with the “connivance” of Chinese military authorities, but they also “will not allow 

military operations to be undertaken in the areas concerned.”616 According to John 

Davies, Second Secretary of the US Embassy in China, Chinese commanders had 

egregiously settled down with their wives and families,” “[profiting] enormously from 

the contraband traffic across the ‘fighting’ lines.” At Hekou, on the Yunnan-Indochina 

border, a bizarre agreement emerged in which the Japanese allowed Chinese garrisons to 

 
614 Telegram from Yu Hanmou to Liangshibu, “Wei xiangcheng banli gumi fengsuo ji zoulou zhengjie qing 
jianhe you (February 18, 1943), in Fangzhi Guangdongsheng jiejin lunxian quyu yi liangshi zousi zidi juan, 
no. 119000004526A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
615 Mr. B.E.F. Gage, 1st Secretary of British Embassy, Chungking, “Report on Journey from Chungking to 
Foochow and back” (June 6–July 21, 1943), in Internal Situation (Folder 3), FO371/35801, accessed via 
Archives Direct.  
616 “Present Trends in China” (June 1, 1943), in Internal Situation (Folder 1), FO371/35799, accessed via 
Archives Direct.  
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obtain their rice provisions from their occupied territories in order to maintain cordial 

relations.617  

Such widespread official complicity, which drew the ire of many wartime observers, 

has long been well-known among scholars. Eastman remarks that “Chinese officers at 

virtually all levels of command were engaged in the traffic,” and that such commercial 

involvement “enervated” their military commitments.618 Similarly, Hans van de Ven 

notes that war zone commanders profited hugely from smuggling as well as from other 

entrepreneurial endeavors, such as managing businesses and mines.619 As mentioned in 

earlier chapters, Nationalist officers enriched themselves through embezzlement, padding 

recruitment numbers in order to claim a larger allocation of military rice or flour which 

they could then sell for lucrative prices.620 (Wang does concede, however, that there were 

also many low-ranking, law-abiding civil servants whose reputations were unfairly 

tainted by their unscrupulous counterparts and superiors.) Clearly, then, there were many 

Chinese actors who had a vested interest in the continuation of the wartime status quo. As 

Grimsdale had sensed, for these actors, mastering the flows of war goods had morphed 

from a means to enduring a protracted war of occupation to an ends in itself.  

 

 
617 Foreign Relations of the United States, Diplomatic Papers, 1943, China, eds. Noble, G. Bernard and 
E.R. Perkins (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1957), document 17 
[https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1943China/d17]. 
618 Eastman, “Facets of an Ambivalent Relationship,” 282. 
619 Van de Ven, China at War, 182.  
620 Wang, “The Dark Side of the War,” 252; 254.  
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Profit versus Survival: Rethinking Collaboration  

Undeniably, there were plenty of Chinese who were profiteering and self-interested. 

Yet, it is worth remembering that war requires its victims to be aggressive and 

unapologetic in protecting their own interests. As historian Timothy Brook writes, “that 

some people went out of their way to use the opportunities occupation made available to 

enrich themselves as a severe cost to others is a fact usually too simple to provide a 

starting place for analysis.”621 Rana Mitter and Diana Lary have explored how the 

exigencies of the war against the Japanese ripped through the fabric of Chinese society–

indeed, the fabric of morality.622 In the borderlands examined above, proximity to the 

enemy only exacerbated the collapse of social and cultural norms. The struggle for food 

across borders may have presented opportunities for some, but it thrust most into violence 

and volatility. Torn between ruthless, hungry forces, millions of Chinese in contested 

zones–particularly those traditionally marginalized–had no choice but to bargain 

furiously for their lives. 

Reports on rush-purchasing and rush-transporting all acknowledged the strain imposed 

on local livelihoods. In addition to the relentless demands of troops stationed in the 

vicinity, a slew of floods and droughts plagued the early 1940s. In 1942, Hubei suffered 

drought and hail, which devastated the yearly harvest. Northern Anhui, as mentioned 

earlier, was confronted with a long drought, while the south suffered the aftermath of the 

 
621 Brook, Collaboration: Japanese Agents and Local Elites in Wartime China, 224.  
622 See Diana Lary, The Chinese People at War; and Mitter, China’s War with Japan.  
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Huayuankou flooding in neighboring Henan, with floodwaters inundating whole paddy 

fields.623 Sir H. Seymour’s May 1943 report on conditions in Henan itself illustrate how 

civilians could be trapped between multiple sources of suffering. Particularly in areas 

along the Yellow River, such as Zhengzhou, Xincheng and Xuchang, the existing famine 

was exacerbated by the ruthless Nationalist requisitioning of grain as tax, by the 

“ineptitude and worse” of local Chinese authorities, and by the depredations of the 

occupying Japanese forces there. “The problems of relief must be immeasurably 

complicated by the necessities of the military situation.” The result was “hundreds dying 

daily in the towns, and the starving survivors subsisting on the bark of trees, grass, 

crushed peanut shells, and even human flesh.”624  

Disruptions in grain production also exponentially inflated costs of living throughout 

the country. In the rear zone, grain prices in 1941 was 1,079% of those in June 1937, just 

before the outbreak of war; in 1943, they were 8,466%; in 1944, 29,456%.625 In a 1941 

survey on the impact of the war on various segments of society, Qiao Qiming, chair of 

the agricultural economics department at Jinling University, reported that general 

inflation since July 1937 had forced porters increase the rental rate on their carts and on 

their labor by 1,108% nationwide. However, skyrocketing grain prices after September 

1940 had diminished their ability to keep up with rising standards of living, especially 

 
623 “Junshi weiyuanhui junliang jihe weiyuanhui di liushisi ci changhui jilu,” Wan bo suluyuwan bianqu 
shiliang an, Academia Historica; telegram from Anhuisheng zhengfu to Liangshibu (August 28, 1942), in 
Wan bo sanzhanqu junliang an, no. 119000001051A, Liangshibu, Academia Historica.  
624 Telegram from British Embassy in Washington DC to Far Eastern Department, Foreign Office, London 
(June 4, 1943), in Internal Situation (Folder 2), FO371/35800, accessed via Archives Direct.  
625 Hou, Kangzhan shiqi liangshi gongqiu wenti yanjiu, 120.  
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since grain was their main item of expenditure. Qiao’s data came mostly from Chengdu 

(Sichuan) and Pingyuan (a short-lived province now part of Guizhou).626 Given that 

active war zones also had to feed tens of thousands of garrisoned troops and enemy 

forces, grain prices there exhibited even more volatility, particularly in response to hasty 

deployments or sudden rashes of violence. Rush-purchasing reports invariably urged 

central authorities to lower military grain quotas, or authorize the emergency 

disbursement of grain from elsewhere, in order to ease the suffering of local populations. 

Additionally, as discussed above, the illegal trade in foodstuffs victimized local 

communities by causing grain prices to balloon, as in Nanling. For every merchant who 

profited from trading rice with the Japanese, plenty more civilians reeled from the 

resulting shortages and price hikes.  

It was also in these border regions, where day-to-day living was so precarious, that the 

fragility of allegiances became fully exposed. The extorting tendencies of Nationalist 

guerrilla forces provoked “animosity and hatred” among peasants, who saw the 

Communist guerillas as a much better-disciplined and principled alternative.627 The 

Communist themselves, however, were by no means perfect administrators. In central 

China, landowners and wealthy farmers fled to the Japanese, unable to collect rent from 

tenant farmers or victimized by the Communists’ land reformation programs.628 In the 

 
626 Qiao Qiming, “Kangzhan duiyu gejie renmin shenghuo zhi yingxiang,” Zhongnong yuekan 2, no. 8 
(1941): 4.  
627 Yang, “Nationalist and Communist Guerrilla Warfare in North China,” 316.  
628 Tōa kenkyūjo, Shina senryōchi keizai no hatten, 122.  
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north, the Japanese claimed that Chinese residents, unable to stand the suffering brought 

about by the destruction of fields and warehouses through the Three Alls, moved to 

Japanese-occupied zones for a better chance of survival.629 For instance, in Hebei, a 

combination of drought and blockading forced around 1,500 refugees to stream across the 

border into Japanese areas, bringing with them not only measles but also–allegedly–a 

strong sense of indignation (tsūfun 痛憤) against the Communists’ incompetence (munō 

無能) in providing for and protecting them. This disillusionment had split northern 

Chinese communities and alienated them from the Communists.630 The road into–or out 

of–people’s hearts, so to speak, was through their stomachs. 

A focus on everyday survival underscores the limits of legal and moral conceptions of 

collaboration. Although scholars of the phenomenon in both China and elsewhere have 

eschewed the simplistic dichotomy between heroic resistance and traitorous 

collaboration, they still struggle to disentangle the moral strings invariably attached to 

cooperation with the enemy. Brook considers nationalistic, political, humanitarian and 

moral prejudgments to be “inhibitive” to analyses. “To few other historical issues 

[outside of collaboration and resistance] does meaning emerge so far in advance of 

knowledge of what real people did or intended.”631 There is some acknowledgment that, 

particularly beneath the level of the state, there was an array of complex and conflicting 

 
629 “Waga shisaku ni taisuru eikyō narabi ni kyōka no gaiyō,” JACAR, ref. C13070309600, Kita-shina 
hōmengun keizai fūsa geppō 1, August 31 1943 (NIDS). 
630 Ibid.  
631 Brook, Collaboration: Japanese Agents and Local Elites in Wartime China, 243.  
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motives which trapped people into some kind of arrangement with the Japanese. R. Keith 

Schoppa, who examines collaboration among the elite of occupied Shaoxing county in 

Zhejiang, notes that the decision to collaborate was more than merely “an expression of 

public and private morality.”632 Rather, the majority of collaborators made their decisions 

based on past experiences in familial and community settings. Fragile conceptions of 

nationalism, if they existed, were “temporarily subordinated to…primordial loyalties and 

identities.” More fundamentally, collaborators were guided by “existential needs and 

pressures,” and by resignation to the fact that life had to go on.633 Brook, too, remarks, 

albeit in passing, that “ordinary people seem to have been relatively indifferent to the 

moral claims of resistance and collaboration.” The average peasant was “too far down the 

social hierarchy” to participate in collaboration in a way which mattered. Rather, they 

simply “went on with their lives.”634  

Thus, moral ponderings may simply have been irrelevant to the millions preoccupied 

by the challenges of day-to-day wartime living. Contemplating nationalism and 

sovereignty was a luxury that peasants, porters and boatmen in occupied and contested 

territories simply did not have. Even foreign observers noted–with tacit sympathy–how 

fears of hunger in particular overrode all else. An American visitor to newly occupied 

Jiangsu in October 1938 recounted a conversation with a truckload of Chinese men who 

 
632 R. Keith Schoppa, “Patterns and Dynamics of Elite Collaboration in Occupied Shaoxing County,” in 
Chinese Collaboration with Japan, 1932–1945: The Limits of Accommodation, eds. David P. Barrett and 
Larry N. Shyu (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002), 157. 
633 Ibid, 179; 157. 
634 Ibid, 246.  
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had been brought into Changshu to fight for the Japanese army. They had not been 

conscripted, but, forced out of their hometown, “there was no alternative but to join the 

Japanese.” It was “either to do so or starve,” they explained.635 Of the famine in Hebei in 

1940, a Reuters correspondent remarked that any amount of relief grain at all would be 

“better than to permit the dreadful death of so many peasants, whose political ties can be 

said to be nil and whose interest in the government of their country is probably confined 

to the simple desire to be allowed to live.”636 Consequently, as Donald Nelson (1888–

1959), former Chief of the US War Production Board (1942–44), noted during a trip to 

China, much of the Chinese population was detached from the overarching objectives of 

the war. “The civilians of China…have no feeling of participation in the war.”637 Schoppa 

himself identifies a severe grain provisioning crisis as a major contributor to the 

establishment and general acceptance of a collaborationist regime in Shaoxing. The 

Nationalist county government’s failure to respond to the shortage so badly dented their 

authority that residents seemed to view the incoming Japanese as a viable governing 

alternative.638 

The same suspension of moral expectations should be extended to the rear zones. 

Particularly after 1942, as the war became a “permanent, dragging nightmare,” “apathy 

 
635 “Chinese in Nippon-Occupied Kiangsu Cities Stage Valiant Fight to Maintain Livelihood,” The China 
Press, October 5, 1938, Proquest.  
636 “Famine in Hopei,” The North China Herald, March 20, 1940,  Proquest.  
637 Foreign Relations of the United States, Diplomatic Papers, 1944, China, vol. VI, eds. G. Bernard Noble, 
E.R. Perkins et al (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1967), document 250 
[https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1944v06/d250]. 
638 Schoppa, “Patterns and Dynamics of Elite Collaboration in Occupied Shaoxing County,” 163; 167.  
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and lassitude” engulfed unoccupied China.639 Even in the relative safety of Chongqing, 

some civilians, local or refugee, could not afford gestures of patriotism while they 

struggled with abject poverty. Many of the women interviewed by historian Li Danke, for 

example, were incredulous that they could be expected to have the time or money to 

participate in any of the patriotic resistance activities being organized in the wartime 

capital. “How could I do those kinds of things?” Zeng Yongqing asked. “I had to work to 

keep my daughter and myself alive.” Wu Shuqun and Xu Chengzhen both knew about 

the campaigns led by Madame Chiang Kai-shek, but did not–could not–take part. “It was 

not that I did not care for my country,” Wu said. It was simply that she, like Xu and many 

others, was too occupied with how to put food on the table, no easy feat given that prices 

for essential goods could increase “almost hourly.”640  

This is by no means to say that historical actors do not need to be held accountable for 

their decisions. In addition to agents motivated by greed and avarice, there were also 

those who found themselves ideologically aligned with the Japanese.641 The gravity of 

their resulting collaboration should not be lightly dismissed–not in the least because, as 

Xia Yun points out, historical actors themselves imbued the prospect with powerful 

 
639 Lary, The Chinese People at War, 113.  
640 See testimonies by Wu Shuqun, Xu Chengzhen and Zeng Yongqing in Li Danke, Echoes of Chongqing 
Women in Wartime China (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2009), 99–103; 104–6; 110–13. A Chinese-
language version of the book is available under the title Nüxing, zhanzheng yu huiyi: 35 wei Chongqing 
funü de kangzhan jiangshu (Chongqing: Chongqing chubanshe, 2015). 
641 Jeremy Yellen explores how Burmese and Philippine wartime politicians co-opted Japan’s imperial 
project to further their own national goals, calling them “patriotic collaborators.” Far from being an 
oxymoron, he argues, the term encapsulates how collaboration was a nationalist strategy, not a betrayal of 
the nation; see The Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere: When Total Empire Met Total War (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2019), 20.  
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emotional and moral meaning.642 At the start of the war, Tan Kah Kee (Chen Jiageng 陈

嘉庚 1874–1961), a Chinese businessman based in Singapore and a member of the 

Legislative Yuan, had famously declared that anyone who so much as contemplated 

compromise before the Japanese left Chinese soil was a traitor to the nation (Di weichu 

guotu qian yanhe ji hanjian「敵未出國土前言和即漢奸」).643 It is rather that the drama 

of narratives of collaboration and resistance has overshadowed the mundaneness of 

survival. Both in historiography and in wartime and immediate postwar discourse, the 

lives of a minority of actors, typically those in positions of relative social and political 

power, have obscured those of the majority. A focus on the struggle for food, rather than 

on politics or courts of law, draws our attention to a far more widespread reality, banal 

yet laced with violence. Food cut through the veneer of ideology and rhetoric to speak 

directly to a basal human need, exposing humans at their most vulnerable.  

 

Conclusion 

For the longest phase of the war–the attritional phase between November 1938 and 

April 1944–all belligerents grew preoccupied with the twin endeavors of procuring and 

 
642 Xia Yun, Down with Traitors: Justice and Nationalism in Wartime China (Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 2017).  
643 Tan sent this impassioned declaration in a telegram to the Legislative Yuan, which was in session in 
Chongqing in October 1938, upon learning that Wang Jingwei, a personal acquaintance, had decided to 
collaborate with the Japanese to form a rival government. At the time, Tan had just set up the Relief 
Committee of Nanyang Overseas Chinese for China’s Refugees (Nanyang Huaqiao chouzhen zuguo 
nanmin zonghui 南洋華僑籌賑祖國難民總會). He would continue to orchestrate large-scale fundraising 
efforts in the Straits Settlement until the fall of British Malaya in 1942. He fled to East Java for the 
remainder of the war. After 1949, he returned to mainland China, where he stayed until his death in 1961.  
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protecting grain. Chinese and Japanese war efforts relied on the mastery of “lifeblood”: 

the constant pumping of sustenance throughout their systems and the prevention of its 

hemorrhage to enemy forces. The pursuit of this mastery was most intense in contested 

territories. It took the form of rush-purchasing, rush-transportation, and clandestine 

means of seizing grain such as raiding. In contrast to the clashes between whole armies in 

the first year of the war, these activities were localized and piecemeal, carried out by 

guerrilla units and civilian communities in a multitude of logistical capacities. The tug-

of-war of grain across enemy lines demonstrates the porosity of the borders between free 

and occupied, combat zone and civilian residence.  

The movement of foodstuffs brings to the forefront both the resilience and fragility of 

the Chinese war effort. On the one hand, the Nationalists proved able to mobilize every 

resource available to procure and protect grain down to the level of the household. For all 

the corruption and haphazardness such orchestration involved, the Chinese ultimately 

evaded defeat by persisting in the “war of the struggle for grain.” On the other hand, the 

closure of the China theater to international food markets and the shared military doctrine 

of self-sufficiency left the Chinese and Japanese no choice but to trade with each other, 

legally or otherwise. The irony of the situation was not lost on Ronald Hall, Acting 

British Consulate-General, who remarked in December 1943, “It is proverbial that in 

China many things are the opposite of what they are elsewhere…in dealing with enemy 
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trading one’s logical processes go into reverse and regard it as definitely 

meritorious…because China is even more blockaded than the enemy.”644  

Grain smuggling resulted either in lucrative business, which gave those involved a 

vested interest in continuation; or in deprivation, which caused widespread war-

weariness. Both ensnarled the defenders in the status quo and chipped away at their will 

to pursue an eventual victory. Smuggling and provisioning revealed to the Allies their 

greatest fear: that indifference would result in de facto capitulation. “The extraordinary 

endurance and resistance of the Chinese has a limit,” Atcheson warned in May 1943. 

Even greater than this spirit of endurance was “their capacity for accepting things as they 

are when they are faced with the inevitable.”645  

Such comments about resignation might also be part of the crude foreign stereotype 

that life was cheap in China. American and British observers often claimed that the 

Chinese boatman or laborer was indifferent to the well-being of the peers around him, 

perfectly willing to accept the death of a drowning man in the Yangtze or of a man 

crushed by a roller on an airfield. “For centuries,” Lyle Powell wrote, “the Chinese 

attitude has been that it is no credit to save a life…who are we to change the ways of 

fate?”646 This characterization of apathy was but one of an entire repertoire: the Chinese 

were incompetent, corrupt, intent only on siphoning aid off the Allies, and so on. Such 

 
644 Ronald Hall, Acting British Consulate-General, Chungking (December 27, 1943), in Trading Between 
Free and Occupied China, FO371/41622, accessed via Archives Direct.  
645 Foreign Relations of the United States Diplomatic Papers, 1943, China, eds. G. Bernard Noble and E.R. 
Perkins (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1957), document 46 
[https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1943China/d46]. 
646 Powell, A Surgeon in Wartime China, 105.  
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accusations, as previously discussed, ignored clear examples of real competence and 

willfully ignored the genuine effort behind Chinese resistance. The “life is cheap” trope is 

also inconsistent with the equally numerous accounts of bravery and compassion: of 

boatmen risking life and limb to transport goods and refugees down the Yangtze, or of 

people connected by the most tenuous of kinships providing information and resources to 

help the displaced start over in the rear zone.  

But, if we factor in the extraordinary circumstances under which such claims were 

made, we might understand where observers like Atcheson were coming from. Both this 

chapter and the ones before it have shown that civilian lives and livelihoods were 

inextricably woven into military provisioning processes. This was not only a principal 

source of economic and social stress, but also–as shown above–a pathway to violence in 

much of the China theater. Diana Lary argues that “social dissolution and fragmentation” 

during the war resulted in a cavalier attitude toward human life which contributed to the 

violence of the Cultural Revolution two decades later.647 Certainly, the nature of the 

Nationalists’ war effort, and the inescapable fact of armed conflict, pushed much of 

Chinese society to the brink, forcing everyone to focus on their own survival. Such was 

the reality of prolonged total war. Its brutality lay in the transformation of mundane life 

into a daily, if not hourly, struggle, and in the erosion of social and national allegiances. 

 

 

 
647 Lary, The Chinese People at War, 12.  
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CONCLUSION 

1944–45: Provisioning Overhauls in Southwestern China   

In April 1944, the Japanese brought an abrupt end to the phase of attrition by 

launching Operation Ichigō (Ichigō sakusen 一号作戦)–the largest offensive in the 

history of the Japanese Army. Japanese objectives were twofold. Firstly, they intended to 

destroy US air bases in southeast China from which the 14th Air Force was bombing 

Japanese merchant ships in the East China Sea to devastating economic effect. Secondly, 

they were to open an overland corridor through China connecting the Yellow River to 

French Indochina by clearing the Peking-Hankou, Hankou-Guangzhou and Hunan-

Guangxi Railways. In the eight months that followed, 500,000 men from the China 

Expeditionary Army clashed with Nationalist forces in three main battles in the provinces 

traversed by these railways: Henan, Hunan, and Guangxi. These dramatic engagements 

saw the loss of substantial portions of these provinces with the addition of Guangdong, 

and the destruction of most US air bases built there. They also resulted in the fall of the 

major cities of Changsha, Hengyang, Guilin and Liuzhou.  

The Ichigō Offensive once again brought the Nationalists perilously close to 

extinction. As the Japanese finally wrested away more of central China, Donald Nelson, 

one of Roosevelt’s personal representatives to China, reported in September that “the 

civilians of China [are] wavering between resigned reliance on the United States to defeat 



    

 

 

 289 
 

 

Japan, and bleak pessimism.”648 In November, with Guilin and Liuzhou surrounded, 

General Albert Wedemeyer (1896–1989), who the month before had replaced General 

Joseph Stilwell as Chiang Kai-shek’s Chief of Staff, reported grimly to US Army Chief 

of Staff George Marshall that the “disorganization and muddled planning of the Chinese 

is beyond comprehension.” If the Japanese pressed on from Guangxi toward Kunming 

and its air bases, they would shut off US supplies bound for China, possibly resulting in 

the “disintegration of China politically and militarily.”649 The following month, General 

Okamura Yasuji, commander of the CEA, indeed advocated assaults on both Chongqing 

and Kunming. The harrowing final months of 1944 represented China’s “greatest crisis,” 

with the overland corridor dissecting the country and cutting the Nationalists off from 

virtually all of the east, and the Japanese within striking distance of their bastion in the 

southwest.650 

As the Japanese closed in, Wedemeyer initiated Operation Alpha to defend the key 

strategic city of Kunming. It was mainly in planning for this operation, and in 

collaboration with US representatives, that the Nationalists revised their military supply 

structures and provisioning practices. “Shortly after [my] arrival…in China,” Wedemeyer 

 
648 Foreign Relations of the United States, Diplomatic Papers, 1944, China, vol. VI, eds. G. Bernard 
Noble, E.R. Perkins et al (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1967), document 250 
[https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1944v06/d250]. 
649 Foreign Relations of the United States Diplomatic Papers, 1944, China, vol. VI, eds. G. Bernard Noble, 
E.R. Perkins et al (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1967), document 173 
[https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1944v06/d173]. 
650 Foreign Relations of the United States Diplomatic Papers, 1944, China, vol. VI, eds. G. Bernard Noble, 
E.R. Perkins et al (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1967), document 250 
[https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1944v06/d250]. 
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wrote to Chiang, “it became strongly evident that one of the most important tasks 

confronting us was the feeding of our military forces.”651 Although the Chinese armies 

had begun collaborating with US personnel to conduct research on nutrition science 

following the joint Burma campaign of 1942, policy changes were only implemented in 

these final months of renewed, rapid action.  

Firstly, General Gilbert Cheves, the US Services of Supply (SOS) Commander of the 

China Theater, was granted the position of commanding general of the SOS assigned to 

Chinese Alpha forces. Cheves organized an SOS headquarters to coordinate provisioning 

matters in the southwestern region. He intended for Chinese troops to be supplied through 

depots from the rear, as was standard in the US Army, so that they would not have to rely 

on foraging.652 The Chinese Army Headquarters Services of Supply (Zhongguo lujun 

zongbu houqin silingbu 中國陸軍總部後勤司令部) was established in Kunming in 

December 1944. It was responsible for the forces embroiled in the heart of fighting in the 

south, namely the Chinese Expeditionary Force, the Guizhou-Guangxi Border Zone, the 

4th War Zone (Guangdong), and the Yunnan-Vietnam border.653 Most of the military 

grain for 1944 had come from provinces in the rear: Sichuan (7,332,000 dan of rice), 

 
651 Telegram from A.C. Wedemeyer to Chiang Kai-shek (January 31, 1945), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an 
xuanbian, vol. 18, 274. 
652 Romanus and Sunderland, China-Burma-India Theater: Time Runs Out in CBI, 240–41.  
653 Guofangbu shizheng bianyiju, Guojun houqinshi, 105.  
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Hunan (4,627,000 dan of rice), Shaanxi (3,745,000 dan of wheat), Yunnan (2,913,000 

dan of rice), Guangxi (2,3, 89,000 dan of rice), and Guizhou (2,103,000 dan of rice).654 

Secondly, as mentioned briefly in Chapter Two, Colonel Paul Logan of the US Office 

of the Quartermaster General adjusted the Chinese ration to boost its nutritional value. 

Logan also recommended that a Central Procurement Agency (Zhongyang gouzhi jigou 

中央購置機構), comprising both US and Chinese personnel, oversee the provisioning of 

those Chinese divisions in southwestern China with American Liaison Sections assigned 

to them.655 This was set up in February 1945.656 Thirdly, in that same month, in an attempt 

to streamline bureaucratic processes, the Nationalists’ Rear Services Department was 

reorganized into the Rear Services General Headquarters (Houfang qinwu zongsilingbu) 

under the command of Chen Cheng, also at Kunming.657  

Although the Nationalist government approved the Logan Ration, it did not have the 

financial means to supply it. Nonetheless, in the early months of 1945, Ration Purchasing 

Commissions were sent out to the countryside to survey what food was available locally 

for the 36 divisions committed to Operation Alpha. Colonel Powell, based in Guangxi, 

 
654 “Minguo sanshisan niandu gesheng peibo gezhan (sheng) qu junliang shuliangbiao” (1944), in 
Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 18, 250–55.  
655 Romanus and Sunderland, China-Burma-India Theater: Time Runs Out in CBI, 242; “Operational 
Directive for the Commanding General, SOS, US Forces, China Theater,” in Kangzhan junliang dang’an 
xuanbian, vol. 18, 276.  
656 “Junxushu duiyu Weidemai gaishan Zhongguo jundui junliang buji disanjiubahao beiwanglu zhi yijian” 
(February 1945), in Kangzhan junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 18, 324–26.  
657 Guofangbu shizheng bianyiju, Guojun houqinshi, 104. In keeping with their own terminology, US 
officials referred to this agency as the Chinese Services of Supply. The China Aid Section of Cheves’ SOS, 
which had been supervising the provisioning of Alpha divisions, was subsumed under the American liaison 
section of this Headquarters. 
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reported as well that Tang Enbo had approached him in January regarding an overhaul of 

the rationing system in his forces. (Tang was at this point the commanding officer of the 

Guizhou-Hunan-Guangxi Border Zone.) Following a conference among top Rear Service 

Department officials, from January 1945 onward there were also more concerted efforts 

to supplement grain provisions with protein from animal meat. Live sheep, pigs, and 

cows were to be purchased locally (since refrigeration facilities were unavailable), 

slaughtered by each division, and distributed four times a month.658 Powell made a 

significant finding in Weining, a county in Guizhou, where the people produced 

“thousands” of pigs and “were accustomed to curing the hams and shoulders.”659 

However, although grain and other foodstuffs could generally be found in sufficient 

amounts, transportation remained a major obstacle. Powell lamented that rice from 

western Hunan could not be moved to Guiyang because the Chinese SOS only had 47 

trucks at their disposal, which were in any case useless in mountainous terrain.660 In April 

1945, the Provision Office, the successor unit to the Chief Military Grain Bureau, 

reported that troops in Guizhou and Xinjiang had been cut off from rations; that the loss 

of territory in the 4th, 7th and 9th War Zones (Guangdong, Guangxi, Hunan) had caused 

severe transportation difficulties; and that, as always, transport costs were so high that the 

Office could barely afford to move fodder and supplementary foodstuffs.661  

 
658 “Minguo sanshisinian lujun geiyu yanjiu xiaozu huiyi jilu” (December 22, 1944), in Kangzhan junliang 
dang’an xuanbian, vol. 18, 219.  
659 Powell, A Surgeon in Wartime China, 180.  
660 Ibid, 201–3.  
661 “Junzhengbu junxushu liangmosi liangmo buji yewu jiantao baogaobiao” (April 1945), in Kangzhan 
junliang dang’an xuanbian, vol. 18, 336–37.  
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US accounts–including Powell’s–tend to be self-congratulatory, overemphasizing the 

positive effects of their revisions. But what impact they had was limited to the divisions 

in the southwest, with forces in eastern and central China largely untouched. The limited 

US provision of motorized power only made a difference where the terrain was 

amenable. The opening of the Ledo Road in January 1945 re-established a major 

overland lifeline–but mainly for munitions, not for food. Most importantly, bureaucratic 

reshuffling could not have solved the most devastating problem of all: the loss of much of 

Hunan, Henan and Jiangxi, key areas of Nationalist grain production.  

Yet, despite severely diminishing Nationalist prospects, the Ichigō Offensive brought 

about neither the capitulation of the Nationalist government nor significant improvements 

in Japan’s prospects in the Pacific War. Indeed, Ichigō’s very launch was a mark of 

Japan’s increasingly desperate position. By early 1944, the tide had turned irrevocably 

against it in the Pacific theater. Learning from their victory over Japan at Guadalcanal in 

December 1942–a tragedy in which two-thirds of the Japanese forces involved perished–

the US established an operational template combining naval power with airpower. 

Domination in the skies over the Pacific, projected from airfields constructed on captured 

islands, enabled the US Navy to send 1,173 Japanese merchant ships to the bottom of the 

ocean, strangling the Japanese economy.662 The Imphal offensive (U-gō sakusen ウ号作

戦), mounted a month before Ichigō, was also a failure. The Japanese attempted to 

 
662 Turner, Feeding Victory, 150.  
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capture the British strongholds of Imphal and Kohima in northeastern India, which would 

enable them to advance on the Brahmaputra Valley and sever Allied supply lines 

connecting India from Burma, and by extension to China.663 Instead, they suffered a 

major defeat, with 55,000 casualties.664 Subsequent operations in northeastern Burma, on 

the border with Yunnan, between July 1944 and early 1945 were also unsuccessful.  

The Japanese’s final offensive in China took place in western Hunan in April, a last-

ditch attempt to force their way into Sichuan. By June, they were back where they had 

started, repelled by staunch Chinese defenses aided by US airpower. Plans to capture 

Kunming and Chongqing were abandoned as Japanese forces were diverted instead to 

prepare for a presumed US landing on the south Chinese coasts, as well as an invasion of 

the home islands. Finally, in August, the atomic bombs forced Japan’s unconditional 

surrender, bringing World War II to an abrupt end.  

Unfortunately, for many civilians, this did not mean the end of violence. Another 

upheaval was on the horizon–but Communist revolution would bring with it a rather 

different set of grain-related problems which warrants separate study.665 By 1946, the 

Rear Services General Headquarters would be reorganized yet again into the Combined 

Logistics General Headquarters (Lianhe qinwu zongsilingbu 聯合勤務總司令部). In 

 
663 Lyman, A War of Empires, 313.  
664 Taylor, The Generalissimo, 269.  
665 On the Civil War, see Odd Arne Westad, Decisive Encounters: The Chinese Civil War, 1946–50 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003); Harold Tanner, The Battle for Manchuria and the Fate of 
China: Siping, 1946 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2013); and Mark Baker, “Civil War on the 
Central Plains: Mobilization, Militarization and the End of Nationalist Rule in Zhengzhou, 1947–1948,” 
Twentieth-Century China 45, no. 3 (2020): 266–84. 
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1947, Guo Chan, who, as we saw in Chapter One, had been responsible for defending the 

Yangtze against the Japanese, would take charge of these Headquarters and oversee 

logistical efforts against the Communists.  

Military Grain Provisioning: Tracing its Price in Human Effort  

The dissertation has shown that the Nationalists’ survival throughout eight years of 

conflict was founded upon civilian sacrifice. To survive the longest phase of the war–the 

phase of attrition–they had to invest the bulk of their energies in military food 

provisioning. After the loss of Yichang and the relative stabilization of strategic 

boundaries in 1940, the Nationalists undertook significant changes to ensure the delivery 

of grain to their armies, including the establishment of major bureaucratic agencies with 

specialized mandates and a transition to taxation in kind. Notably, they also turned to the 

intensive and systematic organization of civilian resources throughout Free China to 

compensate for insufficient military logistical capacity. The legal basis for such ‘deep’ 

mobilization was the Military Requisition Law, which enabled the central state to reach 

into the individual household and commandeer virtually anything it required.  

In a war in which everything else was in alarming shortage–munitions, fuel, money–

the Nationalist state treated its population as an inexhaustible well of labor. A move away 

from urban clusters reveals the hefty burden imposed on the peasantry, especially after 

1941. Aside from more than 5 million men thrust onto the battlefield, millions more 

civilians were compelled to ferry military supplies between depots and garrisons, to 

transport cargo down the Yangtze and its tributaries, and to participate in a relay transport 
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network that spanned much of Free China. Aside from transportation, construction, too, 

emerged as a major civilian conscription scheme. The central government directed Long 

Yun to mobilize hundreds of thousands of peasants in Yunnan–of more than ten 

ethnicities–to help construct the Burma Road, and later, the Ledo Road and the airfields 

around Chengdu.666 As with yiyun, the sight of Chinese civilians working with primitive 

tools left a lasting impression on foreign witnesses. Harry Galinsky, a US gunner based in 

Chengdu, recounted watching thousands of Chinese coolies lengthening a runway “on 

their hands and knees, breaking up stones with little hammers,” and “another group 

pulling with ropes a big roller.”667 “The construction of [airfields] transcends the 

imagination,” marveled Lyle Powell. “To see five or ten thousand of these coolies 

working on such a project reminds one of…an anthill or a beehive…the many airfields in 

China [are] an outstanding achievement in mass labor.”668 All this, while expected to 

harvest the fields to pay taxes in-kind, which were to be delivered at their own expense to 

collection sites far from home, and exposed to the vagaries of nature.  

US Ambassador to China Clarence E. Gauss’ (1877–1960) observations in Henan, “a 

frontline area” of Chinese resistance, in 1942 capture the combination of pressures 

imposed on civilians explored throughout this dissertation:  

 
666 On the construction of the Burma and Ledo Roads, see Jia Guoxiong, “Kangzhan shiqi Dian-Mian 
gonglu de xiujian ji yunshu shulun,” Sichuan shifan daxue xuebao (shehui kexueban) 27, no. 2 (2000): 
100–5; and Xu Kangming, “Dian-Mian zhanchangshang Zhong-Yin gonglu de xiuzhu,” Kangri zhanzheng 
yanjiu 1 (1995): 39–58.   
667 Harry A. Galinsky, oral history interview, conducted by G. Kurt Piehler and Rekha Gandhi (July 12, 
1995), Rutgers Oral History Archives [https://oralhistory.rutgers.edu/alphabetical-index/interviewees/30-
interview-html-text/586-galinsky-harry]. 
668 Powell, A Surgeon in Wartime China, 35.  
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The farmers of Honan [Henan] have been required to produce food not only 
for the normal population but for the large Chinese military forces stationed 
in the area. Now has come a failure of the spring and summer crops. Taxation 
in kind and the requisitioning of foodstuffs for military use have drained off 
most of the 20% crop of this year. As a result more than 2 million persons 
may starve while some 10 to 18 million will be seriously affected. Lines of 
transport into the province are limited and are being monopolized to move 
supplies for the military.669 

 

The concept of militarized landscapes, a burgeoning field of transdisciplinary inquiry, 

helps us envision the sheer toll of China’s war effort. As environmental historian Edmund 

Russell argues, “militarized landscapes” do not simply refer to battlefields and military 

bases, but rather encompass all landscapes modified by the exigencies of war. This 

entails leaving sites of direct engagement to trace the supporting systems which make 

warfare possible. In particular, thinking about food chains uncovers the “indirect” but 

“absolutely essential” links between the armed forces and civilian and natural systems.670 

Russell is interested in the effects of war on natural ecologies. Here, though, I have 

emphasized the effects of war on China’s economic and political complexes, which had 

to generate the amount of human exertion needed to provision the Chinese armies. Armed 

forces do not simply feed off of the energy from the land; they also feed off huge 

amounts of human effort. Agrarian China, which did not have the technological means to 

 
669 Foreign Relations of the United States Diplomatic Papers, 1944, China, eds. G. Bernard Noble and E.R. 
Perkins (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1956), document 200 
[https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1942China/d200]. 
670 Edmund Russell, “Afterword: Militarized Landscapes,” in Militarized Landscapes: From Gettysburg to 
Salisbury Plain, eds. Chris Pearson, Peter Coates and Tim Cole (London: Continuum, 2010), 237. 



    

 

 

 298 
 

 

exponentially multiply the effects of human work done, had to expend colossal amounts 

of such raw effort. Thus, the voracious appetite of 5 million fighting men over eight years 

shook an entire human ecology to its core. As we have seen, satiating this appetite 

required the intensive use of interlinked infrastructures, physical (transportation, storage), 

administrative (civilian and army bureaucracy), and agricultural (grain production). For 

this reason, some of the most significant effects of the conflict–namely, the construction 

and refurbishment of both material and institutional frameworks–occurred beyond sites of 

direct engagement. The Yangtze served as a central thread which strung Japanese and 

Chinese military bodies to local systems of food production. Supply lines connected local 

producers to army consumers across great distances, and thrust civilians into intimate 

contact with state and military authorities.    

Chiang Kai-shek’s government must be credited for achieving militarization of such 

depth and scale. As Chapters Two to Four have shown, there was a cadre of trained 

officials and officers who work hard to enact storage and transport programs in the face 

of significant physical and institutional obstacles in addition to the overall challenges of 

the China theater. But the Nationalist regime must also be held accountable for 

exacerbating the misery of a citizenry already reeling from the immediate effects of 

large-scale violence in the process of such militarization. The delicate balance between 

credit and accountability is reflected in Chiang’s own position at the end of the war in 

August 1945. On the one hand, he was at his political apogee. With him at the helm, 

China had finally banished foreign extraterritoriality on her soil, emerged victorious 
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against the Japanese, and established herself as a founding member of the United 

Nations. On the other, Communist propagandists seeking to delegitimize the Nationalists 

had plenty to work with. That the Nationalist-led war effort had exhausted both the land 

and its people was visible to all, and the Communists played up this fact to substantial 

effect as the country descended into all-out civil war. As the last chapter has shown, the 

formation of grain infrastructures contributed to the disintegration of social, even familial 

ones. Militarized landscapes featured fractured units of belonging, overlaid as they were 

by the fragility of survival.  

Envisioning these landscapes reveals to us another, less intuitive image of total war. In 

agrarian China, the most visible encapsulation of the totality of the war effort was not the 

concentration of civilians in industrial sectors such as mining and munitions, but the 

reliance on civilians for agricultural production and transport directly for military 

consumption along the Yangtze and throughout the country. The prolonged presence of 

Japanese occupiers, as well as the growing power of the Communists as a political rival, 

forced ordinary people to navigate a dangerous and ever-shifting network of allegiances 

simply to secure a meal. China’s war was total because it inextricably wove civilian 

systems into whole chains of military sustenance and laced daily food endeavors with 

violence.  
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APPENDIX A 

Glossary of Nationalist Civilian and Military Entities and Bureaucratic Units  

In order of appearance in text  

 

Chinese title  Pinyin English 

後方勤務部 Houfang qinwubu Rear Services Department 

軍糧局 Junliangju Military Grain Bureau 

糧食部 Liangshibu Ministry of Grain 

交通部 Jiaotongbu Ministry of Transport 

軍事委員會 Junshi weiyuanhui Military Affairs Commission 

經濟部 Jingjibu Ministry of Economic Affairs  

外交部 Waijiaobu Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

中央調查統計局 Zhongyang diaocha tongjiju Nationalist Central Bureau of 

Investigation and Statistics 

長江上游江防軍總司

令部 

Changjiang shangyou 

Jiangfangjun zongsilingbu 

Yangtze Upriver Defense 

Army General Headquarters 

(GHQ) 

軍政部 Junzhengbu Department of Military 

Administration 

四川船舶總隊部 Sichuan chuanbo zongduibu Sichuan Shipping Main Office 



    

 

 

 301 
 

 

川江軍糧接運處 Chuanjiang junliang jieyunchu Middle Yangtze Military 

Grain Transshipment Office 

(戰區) 兵站總監部 (Zhanqu) bingzhan zongjianbu (War Zone) Military Depot 

Inspection Department 

農會 Nonghui Farmers’ Association 

(後方勤務部) 經理處 Jinglichu Management Office  

(後方勤務部) 運輸處 Yunshuchu Transport Office 

桂林、天水行營  Guilin, Tianshui xingying  Guilin and Tianshui Field 

Headquarters 

桂林、天水統監部 Guilin, Tianshui tongjianbu  Guilin and Tianshui 

Supervisory Departments  

軍糧總局 Junliang zongju Chief Military Grain Bureau 

全國糧食管理局 Quanguo liangshi guanliju National Grain Management 

Bureau 

(省) 糧政局 Sheng liangzhengju (Provincial) grain 

management office 

(省) 田賦管理處 Sheng tianfu guanlichu (Provincial) land tax 

management office 

糧秣司 Liangmosi Provision Office 

糧秣處 Liangmochu Provision Departments 

馬政司 Mazhengsi Horse Management Office 
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軍需學校 Junxu xuexiao Quartermaster School 

陸軍輜重學校 Lujun zizhong xuexiao Army Transport Supply 

School 

陸軍交輜學校 Lujun jiaozi xuexiao Army Transport and Supply 

School 

(兵站) 分監部、支部 (Bingzhan) fenjianbu/zhibu (Military depot) branch office  

(兵站) 本部 (Bingzhan) benbu (Military depot) main office 

大本營兵站總監部 Dabenying bingzhan zongjianbu Base Military Depot 

Inspection Department 

(大本營兵站總監部) 

交通局 

(Dabenying bingzhan zongjianbu) 

Jiaotongju 

(Base Military Depot 

Inspection Department) 

Transport Bureau 

陸軍官校 Lujun guanxiao Central Military Academy 

糧秣實驗廠 Liangmo shiyanchang Provision Experimental Plant 

農本局 Nongbenju Farm Credit Bureau 

屯糧監理委員會 Tunliang jianli weiyuanhui Grain Storage Supervisory 

Committee 

購糧委員會 Gouliang weiyuanhui Grain Procurement Committee 

工程審核委員會 Gongcheng shenhe weiyuanhui Construction Inspection 

Committee 
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倉庫工程管理局 Cangku gongcheng guanliju Granary Construction 

Management Bureau 

沅陵軍糧接運處 Yuanling junliang jieyunchu Yuanling Military Grain 

Transit Office 

馱運管理所 Tuoyun guanlisuo Pack Animal Transport 

Management Office 

驛運總管理處 Yiyun zongguanlichu Yiyun Main Management 

Office 

軍運代辦所 Junyun daibansuo Military transport offices 

川湘陝水陸聯運總管

理處 

Chuan-Xiang-Shaan shuilu lianyun 

zong guanlichu 

Sichuan-Hunan-Shaanxi Land 

and Water Combined 

Transport Chief Management 

Office 

資源委員會 Ziyuan weiyuanhui Resources Committee 

賑濟委員會 Zhenji weiyuanhui Relief Committee 

中國陸軍總部後勤司

令部 

Zhongguo lujun zongbu houqin 

silingbu 

Chinese Army Headquarters 

Services of Supply 

中央購置機構 Zhongyang gouzhi jigou Central Procurement Agency 

後方勤務總司令部 Houfang qinwu zongsilingbu Rear Services General 

Headquarters 

聯合勤務總司令部 Lianhe qinwu zongsilingbu Combined Logistics General 

Headquarters 
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APPENDIX B 

Glossary of Nationalist Special Combat Commands   

In order of appearance in text  

 

Chinese title  Pinyin English 

國民革命軍江防軍 Guomin gemingjun Jiangfangjun Yangtze Defense Army 

豫鄂皖邊區游擊部隊 Yu-E-Wan bianqu youji budui Henan-Hubei-Anhui Border 

Zone Guerrilla Force 

宜巴要塞区 Yi-Ba yaosaiqu Yichang-Badong (Yi-Ba) 

Fortress Command 

巴万要塞区 Ba-Wan yaosaiqu Badong-Wanxian (Ba-Wan) 

Fortress Command 

中國遠征軍 Zhongguo yuanzhengjun Chinese Expeditionary Force 

魯蘇/冀察游擊戰區 Lu-Su/Ji-Cha youji zhanqu Lu-Su/Ji-Cha Guerrilla War 

Zones   
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