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ABSTRACT 

KUROPATKIN IN MI\NCHURIA 

Merlin Van Statzer 
Old D::Jminion University, 1983 

Director: Dr. Patrick J. Rollins 

General Aleksei Nikolaevich Kuropatkin's leadership of the 

Russian A1:mf in Manchuria in 1904-5 is examined. Fran the rear guard 

battles at the Yalu and Te-li-ssu through the engagement at Tieh-ling 

Kuropatkin's direction of the war reflected his belief that the Russian 

annies ~re of inferior strength. Whenever a serious threat appeared 

he retreated to the north to gain tine so that rrore reinforcerrents 

would be available to swell the size of his aney-. He believed that 

eventually this strategy would provide the preponderant force and 

eventual victory. But that proclivity to retreat, to be oriented to 

the defense rather than the offense, determined the outcare of the land 

war. 
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CHAPTER OOE 

INTRODUCTION 

In the Russo-Japanese War 1904-1905, with better leadership, 

Russia =uld and should have fought a rrore successful land canpaign. 

By August 1904 Russian strength in Manchuria exceeded that of Japan. 

The Russian amrl.es were well equipped and adequately supplied. There

fore, an examination of the land battles raises questions about the 

consistency of the Japanese victories. Was the Japanese soldier 

invincible? Were technological advances used to better advantage by 

the Orientals? Did logistic constraints determine the ultimate 

victor? Was Russian strategy unsound? Was decisive leadership lacking? 

The nurrber of questions to ponder are alnost endless. 

The first battle of the war oocurred along the Yalu River, the 

northern border of Korea, during May 1904. East net West in canbat and 

for the first tine Asians were the victors. The war was fought with the 

rrost rrodern weapons available. Rapid firing artillery, magazine rifles, 

machine guns, telephones, telegraph, radios, srrokeless gunpol-iler, and 

many other innovations were used--sare for the first tine in canbat. 

While these inventions were inportant, when held in balance, another 

variable cares to the forefront--the quality of leadership. Lack of 

effective leadership was the rrost decisive factor of the land canpaign. 

Both belligerents placed their best generals in ccmnanding 

1 
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positions. The Japanese Genro (Elder Statesrren) considered two officers, 

Field Marshal Aritaro Yamagata and Lieutenant General Gentaro Kodama, to 

be their best strategists. Yamagata was too old for canbat and Kooama 

lacked seniority: he would be outranked by the Ancy Ccmuanders. The 

situation was resolved by placing Field Marshall Iwao Oyama in ccmuand 

and making Kooama his chief-of-staff. 

Tsar Nicolas II chose General Aleksei Nikolaevich Kuropatkin to 

conmand the Russian Field Ancy in Manchuria. In making the appoinurent 

the Tsar errphasized that victory was necessary to "ensure Russia's 

supremacy on the shores of the Pacific. 111 Kuropatkin, however, was not 

to have absolute control of the army i he was to operate under the 

direction of Viceroy Eugene Alekseev. 

Was Kuropatkin the Tsar's best general? What were his creden

tials? Kuropatkin's career was a continual series of achieverrents until 

Manchuria. The son of a retired military officer, he was a graduate of 

the Pavolovsky Military School and of the Academy of the General Staff. 

During the Russo-Turkish War (1877-1878) he served as the chief-of-staff 

to General Mikhail Skobeleff and in 1881 led the Turkestan Rifle Brigade 

in the main effort against the Tekke Turkanans. His valor in action was 

a proven asset. He attained rank of general at the age of thirty-four 

when rrost line officers were captains well into their mid-forties. The 

general served seven years on the General Staff followed by nine years 

(1890-1898) as Chief of the Transcapian Cblast before becaning Minister 

1Gerniany, Historical Section of the Gernian General Staff, The 
Russo-Japanese War 1904-1905, trans. by Karl von Donat, 7 vols. with 
maps (IDndon: Hugh Rees, 1908-1914), 1:71. 
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of War. 2 Kuropatkin's duties as oblast chief were primarily of an admin

istrative nature. In fact, rrost of his career cane within the purview 

of staff assignnents. Prior to his appointment to Manchuria his highest 

tactical corrmand was a brigade. The Tsar's choice held credentials at 

least equivalent to his conterrq;,oraries. In the Russian Army the key to 

su=ess was exenplary administrative ability rather than tactical knew-

ledge. From reginental level up;vard ccnmanders were graded on their 

ability to maintain logistical services and to conduct parade ground 

ceraronies rather than an their ability to train troops for cunbat. 3 

Kuropatkin was a popular officer with proven bravery and excellent admin

istrative abilities. His appointment to ccnmand in Manchuria met with 

widespread approval. 

Kuropatkin 's opinion of Manchuria I s value to Russia was not 

consistent. In 1896 he told Count Sergei Iu. Witte that the "Tsar 

planned to capture Manchuria, to annex Korea, and to bring Tibet under 

his dcminian. 114 When first appointed Minister of War, Kuropatkin 

mirrored the Tsar's expansionist elan. Acquisition of the Kuan-tung 

Peninsula and the develoµrent of the Naval Base at Port Arthur, linked 

to the Chinese Eastern Railroad, he considered strategic necessities. 

When the Boxer Rebellion occurred, Kuropatkin expressed his jingoistic 

attitude to Witte. "On ll\Y part, I am very glad. This will give us an 

excuse for seizing Manchuria. We will turn Manchuria into a second 

2
.t-b:iern Encyclopedia of Russian and Soviet History, 1981 ed., 

s. v. "Kuropatkin. " 

3John Bushnell, "The Tsarist Officer Corps, 1881-1914: Custan.s, 
Duties, Inefficiency," Arrerican Historical Review 86 (October 1981): 
768-71. 

4sidney Fay, Origins of the World War (New York: MacMillan, 
1929), pp. 366-67. 
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Bokhara."5 Without advising V. N. Larnsdorf, the Minister of Foreign 

Affairs, Kuropatkin directed Russian troops to rrove on Peking. It was 

his belief that Russia should take the lead in suppressing the rebellion 

and then withdraw into Manchuria. 6 

Witte's Merroirs of Count Witte contain several scathing remarks 

about Kuropatkin, After the rebellion was put da..m Witte accused 

Kuropatkin of making up reasons to keep Russian troops in Manchuria. 

He attributed flightiness and lack of foresight to Kuropatkin and 

charged that from the beginning "it was the desire of the military party 

not only to punish the Boxers but also to permanently annex Manchuria."7 

Kuropatkin was vocal about his beliefs, which he shared with· foreign 

military officers much to the displeasure of the foreign minister, 

Complaints to the Tsar to restrain Kuropatkin brought the response that 

the Orientals were getting what they deserved. Witte SU!IIlBl up his 

attitude t&ard Kuropatkin in August 1903, 

Jesting apart, Count Iamsdorf and myself are rrore afraid of 
Kuropatkin than the Chinese. . . . Recently I have had several 
discussions with him, but to no purpose! He says one thing and 
does another.8 

The Tsar heeded those ministers who supported his desires and 

he held Kuropatkin in high esteem. On Far Eastern Affairs the Minister 

of War's counsel carried rrore weight than the advice of either Witte or 

5sergei ru. Witte, The Merroirs of Count Witte, trans. by 
Abraham Yarrrolinsky (New York: Doubleday and Co., 1921; reprint ed., 
New York: Howard Fertig, 1967), p. 108. 

6
Andrew Malozenoff, Russian Far Eastern Policy 1881-1904: With 

Special basis on the Causes of the Russo-Japanese War (Berkeley: 
University of Caliform.a, 5 ; reprint . , New York: Cctagon Books, 
1977), p. 135. 

7witte, p. 111. 

8rbid., p. 114. 
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Larnsdorf. But between 1900 and 1903 there was a wetarrorphosis, Kuro

patkin 's attitude regarding Russia's sphere of influence in Manchuria 

changed and Alexander M. Bezobrazov becawe nore influential. Kuropatkin 

remained anxious for Russia's acquisition of territory but becawe nore 

cautious as the Japanese threat gr™· 

Following the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-1895, the Japanese mili

tary was nodernized and reorganized. The British Navy and the German 

11:rJey were used as nodels. The indermity received fran that war financed 

the n™ ships and nodern weaponry. A conscript anny provided larger 

forces that could be rapidly nobilized and deployed. Meanwhile, in 1901 

a significant change occurred in Japanese leadership. A new Priwe 

Minister with a reputation for being a "hawk," Taro Katsura, was elected. 

The rancor that had seethed in Japan since the aftennath of the Treaty 

of Shirroneseki, when the spoils of war were denied by a coalition of 

powers led by Russia, was to be set right. Japan vi™ed the growing 

Russian influence in Korea with alann. As a counter to the Russian 

threat, Katsura consurrmated the Anglo-Japanese Treaty in 1902 which 

effectively blocked any third party interference in a confrontation with 

Russia. By 1903 the Japanese 11:rJey was prepared to carry out the govern

went' s foreign initiatives. 

By the sl.lll1l'er of 1901 Kuropatkin had altered his position on 

Manchuria. He advocated retention of the Chinese Eastern Railroad and 

maintenance of Russian influence in the north but concluded that 

southern Manchuria had becare expendable. He did not want to annex any 

part of Manchuria for fear that the Chinese would be free to migrate 

into the Russian Ma.ritiwe Provinces where they would outnumber the 
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Russians. He considered southern Manchuria undefensible and placed 

Korea at the bottan of his list of defense priorities. 9 

In April 1902 Russia agreed to evacuate Manchuria in three 

stages with the final withdrawal to be c::arpleted by September 1903. 

Kuropatkin was airenable to the first two stages and made preparations to 

pull the anilf out of the southern provinces. Before the second stage 

was c::arpleted Ni=las rescinded the orders to withdraw pending assurances 

from the Chinese that they would protect Russian interests. In July 1903 

the Tsar appointed Admiral Alekseev Eugene Viceroy of the Far East with 

dominion over the Russian Maritim:! Provinces, Manchuria, and Russian 

interests in Korea. The Japanese :irnrediately protested. 

In Novenber the Tsar received three plans to resolve the Man

churian question. Acting State Councillor Belashov reccmrended that the 

Chinese administration be replaced with Russians while Alexander M. 

Bezobrazov wanted to deny the Chinese the right to grant =ncessians in 

Manchuria. Kuropatkin reccmnended that the Russian develoµnents in Port 

Arthur and Dalny be sold to the Chinese in exchange for their renunci

ation of rights in northern Manchuria. lO 

After a trip to the Far East to assess the situation, Kuropatkin 

reported to the Tsar: 

I do not dare =nceal from your Irrperial Majesty, my apprehen
sion that now that our enterprise in the Yalu region has becctre 
kncmn to the world and that the high interest of the autocrat of 
Russia in the undertaking has also becare a matter of camon know
ledge, both at hare and abroad ... it will invariably preserve a 

9 John Albert White, The Diplanacy of the Russo-Japanese War 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1964), p. 47. 

10s. A. Fomanov, Russia in Manchuria: 1892-1906, trans. by 
Susan Wilbur Jones (Leningrad: A. s. Enukidze Oriental Institute, 1928; 
reprint ed., Ann Arbor: 1\lrerican Council of I.earned Studies, 1952), 
p. 16. 



7 

great and alanning political importance ... it appears advisable 
for us to sell it to foreigners if we do not wish to maintain a 
constant source of danger of a break with Japan.11 

~anwhile, Bezobrazov and others had organized a Yalu River 

Conpany, a psuedo-military organization in the guise of a ll1II1ber ccmpany 

and other enterprises. Bezobrazov also advocated establishrrent of a 

protected barrier along the Korean border. Witte, Lamsdorf, and 

Kuropatkin opposed his scherres without canplete success. Kuropatkin 

specifically objected to the proposal to establish a barrier, for it 

had no strategic significance. He favored a buffer zone free of Japanese 

and Rus . 12 s1.an troops. 

Russia's withdrawal from Nanchuria stopped when China refused 

to rreet the Russian demands. Kuropatkin drafted seventeen demands that 

were eventually pared to five. Even those were unacceptable to China, 

whose resistance was stiffened by England, Japan, and the United States. 

Japan's negotiations with Russia to delimit spheres of influence failed 

due to Russia's intransigence in Manchuria and its refusal to recognize 

Japan's interests in Korea. Japanese Naval forces attacked the Russian 

squadron at Port Arthur on February 8, 1904 and an alrrost simultaneous 

engagarent occurred at Chemulpo (Inchon) . Japanese troops landed in 

Korea and occupied the capital of Seoul. As yet undeclared, the war had 

started. Kuropatkin's orders fran the Tsar read: 

As regards the ccmnand of the anny operating against the 
Japanese in Manchuria, I entrust you with all the powers conferred 
on the ccmnander of an anny by the regulations for the directions 

11witte, p. 121. 

1~1ozet0ff, p. 215. 



8 

of troops on active service; but you will be guided generally by the 
instructions of the Viceroy.13 

The fortress garrisons at Port Arthur and Vladivostok were independent 

of Kuropatkin's ccmnand. 

en the evening prior to his departure for Manchuria, Kuropatkin 

rret with Witte and discussed Russia's unpreparedness to rreet the Japa

nese challenge. The Russian army would need several nonths to gather 

strength before a decisive battle could be accepted. '!hey discussed 

Kuropatkin's rrerro to the Tsar that outlined the general's plan to gain 

tirre by falling back along the lines of camrunications, if necessary, to 

Harbin. Nicolas did not object to the plan at that tirre. Port Arthur 

would have to stand alone until the Field Army was strong enough to 

attack. Witte concurred in the plan and went on to reccmrend that, upon 

his arrival in Manchuria, Kuropatkin should arrest the Viceroy and send 

him back to Saint Petersburg. It was Witte's belief that Alekseev wished 

tk • f ·1 14 Kuropa ill to ai. 

The Manchurian army was under strength due to Kuropatkin's tardy 

noverrent of reinforcerrents. Although seven thousand troops per nonth 

had been ordered east since mid 1903, they were not enough. As War 

Minister, Kuropatkin had been reluctant to send troops to the Far East 

because he was convinced that Russia's greatest threat was in the west. 

In his correspondence with Kaiser Wilhelm, Nicolas canplained about 

Kuropatkin' s tardy action in reinforcing the army in Manchuria. The 

Tsar canplained that Kuropatkin did not follow his advice until it was 

13Great Britain, Historical Section of the O:mnittee of J.rrperial 
Defense, Official History of the Russo-Japanese War, 2d ed., 3 vols. with 
maps (IDndon: Harrison & Sons for His Majesties Stationery Office, 1909-
1920), 3:96-97. 

14witte, pp. 128-29; and Great Britain, Official History, 3:96. 
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tcx:> late. The Kaiser ccmniserated and hoped that no premature IrDve would 

be made until Russia's filn\Y was sufficiently strengthened. 15 

Troops ordered to Manchuria were not first-class units of the 

line. They were primarily reserve units that had been activated. Large 

numbers of second-class reservists, middle aged nen with families, were 

ordered to duty in the Far East. First-class European units were not 

sent east until the later part of 1904. Russia's leaders held the Japa

nese in lav esteem. The "YellCM Monkeys" were not expected to offer much 

resistance to the Cossacks. HCM many Russians ;.,ould be needed to whip 

the Japanese armies? Cbviously, the Russian leaders at first believed 

that a few reservists were adequate. Before departing for Manchuria 

Kuropatkin asked for an filn\Y that ;.,ould give him t;.,o Russians for each 

three Japanese. The new Minister of War, General P. S. Vannovsky, 

thought a ratio of one Russian for every t;.,o Japanese was adequate. 

Those ratios were actually being considered when Gennan and British 

military experts believed that t;.,o-to-one or even three-to-one odds were 

necessary for attacking troops. 16 

Even with that inflated opinion of the Russian soldier's capa

bilities, Kuropatkin urged the people to have patience as he departed 

to assurre ccmnand. He knew that decisive battle ;.,ould have to be 

avoided until sufficient reinforcerents arrived. The strategy of 1812, 

retreat to gain time, was finnly :irrplanted in his mind as was the neces

sity for Port Arthur to stand alone. The war was to be fought on 

15s. S. Oldenberg, Last Tsar: Nicolas II His Reign and His 
Russia, 4 vols., ed., P. J. Pollins, trans. by L. Milhalap and P. J. 
Pollins (Gulf Breeze, Florida: l\cadenic International Press, 1975), 
2:66; and Isaac Don Levine, ed., Letters fran the Kaiser to the Tsar 
(New York: Frederick Stokes, 1920), p. 112. 

16
witte, p. 130; and Ian Hamilton, A Staff Officer's Scrapbook 

During the Russo-Japanese War, 2 vols. (London: &iward Arnold, 1908), 
2:345. 
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Chinese territory in an area that Kuropatkin did not value highly. As 

Russian land was not at risk Kuropatkin adhered to his belief that 

retreat tcmard Harbin was an acceptable strategy. He would not enter 

into a decisive engagenent until his clllf!Y could overwhelm the Japanese. 



CHAPTER 'lWJ 

PRELIMINARIES 

The Japanese went to war to cnrrect past injustices and to 

cnunter Russia's perceived threat to their vital interests in northern 

Asia. Their nation was united in a camon cause. That was not true 

of Russia. M:Jst Russians believed the war was just another cnlonial 

venture; they responded to cx:mnand without enthusiasm. Nicolas was 

prepared to grant sorre concessions so the Japanese would appear to be 

the aggressors. Two rressages to the Viceroy outlined the Tsar's plans. 

On 27 January 1904 he inforrred Alekseev: 

Keep in mind for your own infornation, that in case of a 
Japanese landing in southern Korea or on the eastern shore at a 
parallel south of Seoul, Russia will look upon it through her 
fingers and avert her eyes, and this will not be cnnsidered a 
cause for war. W:"! can allow the Japanese occupation of the 
rrountains forming the watershed of the Yalu.l 

And on 8 February 1904, before the Japanese attack, the Tsar added, 

"It is desirable that the Japanese, not we, begin military action. 112 

Nioolas was willing to all= the Japanese to operate along 

1
Andrew Malozerroff, Russian Far Eastern Policy 1881-1904: With 

Special filtphasis on the Causes of the Russo-Japanese War (Berkeley: 
University of California, 1958; reprint ed., New York: Octagon Books, 
1977), p. 248. 

2Ibid, , p, 249. 

11 
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Korea's west mast up to the thirty-ninth parallel. North of that line 

Russia M:>uld defend. 

When Kuropatkin arrived in Liao-yang on 27 March, there had 

been no action involving land forces. His anny of rrobilized reserves 

was poorly and inproperly trained, and their tactics obsolete. 

Although the Russian Drill Manual and DraganirCM's Regulations stressed 

offensive operations rrost of the troops had received only very elerren

tary training. Many of the reservists had never fired a magazine rifle. 

Training rarely went beyond what was given in the first four rronths of 

a recruit's service. That arrounted to teaching him to march and render 

military oourtesy properly. When these rudirrents of the parade ground 

were mastered, recruits becarre part of their reginEnt's V>Drk force. 

IeginEnts produced their ™11 unifonas and shoes, grew much of their own 

produce, and except for ordnance and purely military equiµrent, were 

nearly self-sufficient. Serre government funds were provided but not 

enough to support all of a reginEnt' s needs. Regiments becarre planta

tion type organizations. Soldiers were even hired out to earn rroney 

for their units. M:>re of their t:i.ne was spent in production than in 

. . 3 
trru.rung. 

Rapid firing artillery, machine guns, and magazine rifles all 

added greatly to the anny's firepower, but the Russians had not learned 

hw to use them to full advantage. Officers preferred to use bayonets 

and shock tactics for assaults. Russian infantry were trained to fire 

their weapons in volleys. Individual marksrranship and fire discipline 

3
John Bushnell, "Peasants in Unifonn: The Tsarist Amy as a 

Peasant Society," Jow:nal of Social History 13 (Surmer 1980) :566. 
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were not stressed. Many infantrynen lacked scabbards for their bayonets 

which were always fixed to their rifles. 4 

The Far Eastem Standing Al:rr\Y consisted of two Siberian Rifle 

Corps but even these were not kept at full strength. When Kuroki 's 

anny began landing in Korea, Russia's Manchurian anny had only twelve 

brigades totalling 70,000 infantry. Six of the brigades were East 

Siberian Rifles; two brigades were fonred fran fortress troops taken 

from Port Arthur and Vladi vostak; one brigade was forrtEd from European 

drafts; and two brigades had arrived fran Europe. The twelfth brigade 

was IIDbilizing when Kuropatkin arrived, but due to poor cannunications 

and the distances involved, the process was very slow. 5 The Russians 

were fortunate that the Japanese advance was not rapid. 

General Tarretrno Kuroki's First Al:rr\Y began landing at Chemulpo 

on February 8 and completed debarking at Chinarrq;o on March 29. He 

advanced toward the Yalu River with three divisions, 36,000 rifles. At 

Liao-yang, by late March, Kuropatkin had gathered 96,000 nen. That 

force 1t.0uld have been rrore than adequate to rreet Kuroki provided no 

other threat materialized. The Japanese possessed an arrphibious capa

bility that could simultaneously rrove two divisions to any part of the 

coast line that was free of ice. That threat had to be taken into 

consideration. The inactivity of the Russian navy gave the Japanese 

freedom of the seas, and therefore Kuropatkin had to maintain sufficient 

4
Germany, Historical Section of the German General Staff, The 

Russo-Jiidoose War 1904-1905, trans. by Karl von Donat, 7 vols. witli:""" 
maps (Lo on: Hugh Rees, 1908-1914), 1:59. 

5
Great Britain, Historical Section of the Camli.ttee of Irrperial 

Defense, Official Histo of the Russo-Ja se War, 2d ed., 3 vols. 
with maps Lo on: Harrison & Sons or His MaJesties Stationery Office, 
1909-1920), vol. 1, pt. 1, p. 79. 
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reserves to counter any new threat. When the ice rreltErl, the Maritime 

Provinces and Vladivostok as well as the coast of Manchuria becane 

possible Japanese objectives. 

Kuropatkin sent Major General Kashtalinsky, conmanding the 

' Eastern Detachment along the Yalu, the following instructions: 

Take the rrost energetic measures to get in touch with the enemy, 
organize reconnaissance across the river. Order small enterprises 
against the enemy and alann him. Pay high sums to native spies. 
Report to rre at least twice daily, even if nothing has happenErl . 
. . . Carefully think out all orders for defense and retreat so 
that no trophies may fall into the hands of the enetr¥.6 

Action at the Yalu was to be only a delaying action, the road to retreat 

had to be kept open. Only 16,000 infantry, 5,000 cavalry, and 60 guns 

were allocated to watch a front that extended 172 miles. 7 

Lieutenant General M. I. Zasulich assurred conmand of the 

Eastern Detachrrent in April, just a few days before the Battle of the 

Yalu. Kuropatkin's instructions were to not get involved in a "decisive 

action when the enemy had superior m.mibers. "8 Zasulich responded that 

"his majesty has made rre a Knight of the Order of Saint George, and I 

do not retreat. 119 That was a surprising response to the orders of his 

imrediate superior but it coincided with the Viceroy's belief that a 

stand should be taken in the east. 

In addition to Kuroki's anny already ashore the Japanese had 

two divisions at sea. Kuropatkin warned Zasulich of their possible 

employment at the rrouth of the Yalu and again stressed: 

6 Germany, Russo-Japanese War, 1:144. 

7Great Britain, Official History, vol. 1, pt. 1, p. 58. 
8Ibid. 

9E. L. V. Cordonnier, The Japanese in Manchuria, 2 vols. with 
maps, trans. by c. F. Atkinson (Paris: d'Infanterie, 1910-1911; reprint 
ed., London: Hugh Rees, 1912), 1:107. 



I distinctly hope that you will resist the enemy with the 
necessary obstinancy, and that at the sarre tirrE clearly rerranber 
you are not placed on the Yalu to fight a decisive action with 
superior forces of the enemy.10 

16 

Kuropatkin was worried about the situation at the Yalu. He constantly 

badgered Zasulich for infonnation, reminded him about the smallest 

details, and even directed sare of the troop dispositions. That 

tendency to becare involved in minutia would be repeated. 

The battle opened on May 1. Kuropatkin' s fears were realized 

when Zasulich, against orders, becarre heavily engaged. Zasulich 

delayed too long in ordering the retreat and led the troops poorly. 

The Russian emplacenents were not mutually supporting and the left 

flank, covered by Colonel Grcxrov's 22nd Regiment, retreated without 

notifying adjacent units. That mistake enabled the Japanese 12th 

Division to advance rapidly and overtake the retreating Russians. 

Grorrov, subsequently court-martialed, carmitted suicide.11 

The deficiencies in Russian tactics at the Yalu were later 

repeated by other units fresh to battle. Overconfidence in their mili

tary prcmess contributed to costly mistakes. Defensive positions were 

not carrouflaged and provided no overhead protection fran shrapnel. 

They were poorly placed and had no firing loopholes. Consequently the 

soldiers had to expose themselves in order to fire. Although Russian 

artillery was superior to the Japanese in range and rate of fire, it 

10 Gennany, Russo-Japanese War, 1:171. 
11Great Britain, Official History, vol. 1, pt. 1, p. 76. 
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was quickly neutralized.12 The Russian guns were placed in open pits 

for direct fire while the Japanese guns were hidden in defilade. The 

tactics used at the Yalu by the Russians were no different than they 

had used in 1877-78 against the Turks. With only parade ground training 

they learned to fight in caubat. 

The Second Japanese Anny, a:mnanded by General Yasukata Olm, 

landed unopposed at Pi-tsu-w, on the fifth of May. Its mission was to 

isolate Port Arthur and to assist in the destruction of the Russian 

fleet. Kuropatkin then had two Japanese armies to contend with while 

the threat of still nore landings made it necessary to husband his 

resources. Alekseev wanted Kuropatkin to attack. Two =urses of 

action were =nsidered. Kuroki' s al'.lllY in the east =uld be held while 

Oku was attacked or vice versa. The Viceroy sent an aide to urge 

action. On the twenty-seventh Alekseev surmoned Kuropatkin to Mukden 

and personally argued for an offensive. While the Viceroy favored an 

attack on the Japanese First Arn1y the choice was Kuropatkin's. The 

general did not wish to attack either of the Japanese arrnies. He was 

spurred to action by the Tsar's instructions to Alekseev: "Infonn 

General Kuropatkin that I place upon him the entire responsibility for 

the fate of Port Arthur."
13 

That m:,ssage and his shortage of trans

port and nountain artillery swayed Kuropatkin to nove toward Port 

Arthur. 

12
The Japanese field gun fired 6-7 tilres per minute with a 

range of approximately 5,000 yards. The Russian gun fired three tilres 
as fast with 1,000 yards nore range. u. S. war Departm:,nt, Rehirts of 
Military Cbservers Attached to the Armies in Manchuria During e 
Russo-Japanese War, 5 vols. (Washington: Governrrai.t Printing Office, 
1906-1907), 1:19-20. 

13
c.ordonnier, 1:171-74; and Gennany, Russo-Japanese War, 2:2. 
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Oku's anny had isolated the fortress. The last train escaped 

on the tenth of May. With 75,000 men Oku was required to renain near 

Port Arthur until General Maresuko Nogi's 'lhinl Am\Y arrived and took 

over siege duties. Against Oku and Kuroki 's COl!bined strength of 

120,000 Kuropatkin had 106,000 troops split into four groups. The 

Eastern Force under Generals Fedor Keller and Paul K. Rennenkampff 

faced Kuroki with 26,000 men and 90 guns. General G. K. Stackelberg's 

Southern Force opposed Oku with 33,000 troops and 100 guns, and Major 

General Mischenko had 4,800 troops and 6 guns to block the Japanese 

10th Division situated between the rrouth of the Yalu and Port Arthur 

on the Manchurian coast. Kuropatkin retained 42,000 men and 120 guns 

in reserve at Liao-yang. Although he was able to mass his force 

against any one of the Japanese threats, a cautious policy was wise. 14 

Bowing to the wishes of the Tsar and Viceroy, Kuropatkin 

ordered Stackelberg to advance tavard Port Arthur. His mission was to 

draw away the maximum number of Japanese to relieve pressure on Port 

Arthur. Kuropatkin urged caution. Stackelberg's mission, to draw the 

Japanese away fran Port Arthur, was ill conceived. He was not provided 

sufficient troops to fight nore than a rear guanl action and therefore 

could offer Port Arthur only terrp:,rary relief. Without a coonlinated 

effort to reinforce or resupply the fortress, the effort was wasted. 

Cautioned to avoid decisive battle and to husband his reserves 

Stackelberg's advance served only to satisfy the demands of higher 

authority. 

In the interim the Japanese Fourth Am\Y forued around the 

14
Great Britain, Official Histo:r:y, vol. 1, pt. 2, p. 29. 



nucleus of the 10th Division, and General Nogi arrived to camiand the 

Third Anny for the siege of Port Arthur. Oku was then free to rrove 

north against Stackelberg, who, on the thirteenth of June ordered his 

detacblrent into defensive positions at Te-li-ssu. Unfortunately 

Stackelberg's cavalry units were also ordered to assume defensive 

positions. As a result, no one watched the Japanese. 15 

19 

Stackelberg had learned fran the Russian mistakes at the Yalu. 

His defensive positions were well chosen, advantage was taken of the 

terrain, and the artillery was well placed in defilade. The Russian 

lines were concentrated on a four-and-a-half mile front. But without 

knCMledge of the Japanese rroverrents and poor internal crnmunications 

disaster was imninent. Not all units were connected by telegraph, and 

consequently Stackelberg's orders for the attack on the fifteenth of 

June M=re delivered by courier. Sate units received their orders after 

the attack was scheduled to camaice. They entered the fight without 

coordinating instructions or knowledge of the ene!1¥ positions. 

Oku rreanwhile had spread his clll11Y over a twenty-two mile front. 

He planned to close on the Russians like a collapsing circle thereby 

exerting the max:iJUum arrount of firepc:mer at all tines. Anticipating 

his adversary, Oku struck the Russian left flank on the fourteenth and 

delivered his main attack on Stackelberg's right flank on the fifteenth. 

Stackelberg reacted, as did Kuropatkin in later battles, as the Japa

nese planned. He responded to the feint by shifting his forces =Y 

fran the main thrust. Due to the poor coordination of the Russian 

units, the Japanese were able to turn Stackelberg's right flank and 

force the Russians to retreat. At least one unit, under General 

15cordonnier, 1:239-59. 
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Florian F. Glasko, anticipated the retreat and made an early withdrawal. 

As at the Yalu that mistake permitted the Japanese to advance rapidly. 

At Te-li-ssu, however, they noved their artillery into rosition to shell 

the Russian avenues of retreat. Only ext.rarely poor visibility due to 

a heavy rain prevented a worse disaster. 

Both the action at Te-li-ssu and the Yalu were designed to buy 

tine to stall the Japanese advance. In both instances Kuropatkin 

instructed his carmanders to give way and not to accept decisive battle. 

He was following the plan of withdrawal that he proposed to the Tsar 

before leaving Saint Petersburg. Under the circumstances it was a wise 

course of action. It would have been ext.rarely foolhardy to cannit the 

entire Russian field arII¥ while the Japanese anphibious capability pro

vided the threat of yet another front. 



CH/\Pl'ER THREE 

LIAO-YANG 

The militaiy agent sees all that is of interest to him, but he 
does not write the history of the war until it is over. 

Ceneral Aleksei Nikolaevich Kuropatkin 

The battle for Liao-yang culminated six nonths preparation by 

both armies. The patience Kuropatkin had urged upon the Russians was 

to be rewarded. By late August the ccmranoor-in-chief was ready to 

inaugurate a new phase of the war. '!here were to be no nore rear guard 

actions. Conmmders who had been repeatedly enjoined not to accept 

decisive engagements with superior forces were ordered to stand and 

fight. Kuropatkin planned to fight a great defensive battle at Liao-

yang, and he chose the tirre and the place of battle. 

Oyama would have welcared an earlier oonfrontation, but the 

stubborn defenses at Port Arthur tied up Nogi' s anny and his lines of 

oorrmunication were too vulnerable. '!he Russian fleet at Port Arthur 

remained a viable threat. I ts ability to sorties, whether used or not, 

threatened to isolate Oyama' s forces fran their source of supply. 

'!he four Vladiovostok-based cruisers had already upset the Japanese 

tirretable. On 10 and 25 June they sank two transports, the Hitachi 

Maru and the Sada Maru. Those ships were carrying several 11-inch 

siege h™i tzers for use against Port Arthur and Anerican wide gauge 

locoootives for use on the Russian gauge Manchurian railroads. '!here 

21 
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were no replacenents. The Japanese had to renove coastal defense guns 

fran the haoo islands to replace the siege guns, and with no other 

wide-track locarotives they had to convert the Manchurian railroad to 

the narrooer Japanese width. Transfer of locarotives, cars, and the 

conversion of the track delayed their planned advance. A stockpile of 

supplies had to be prepared to support a major engagenent in the event 

that the Russian fleet again sortied as it had in May. 1 Oyama was well 

aware that with each day Kuropatkin's arrry was outpacing the Japanese 

in new accessions. The norale of the Japanese soldiers was high due 

to their past victories, so, with faith in his men Oyama accepted 

battle against the larger Russian force. 2 

Poor rail service was a major carplaint of Kuropatkin. The 

railroad limitation was a handicap during the first few m:mths of the 

war until Russian troop strengths were built up. But fran Liao-yang 

onward his scheme of action was not restricted by poor rail service. 

The Russians were able to purchase huge quantities of produce in 

M:)ngolia and Manchuria. The railroad was able to carry their other 

needs. Prince Khilkov did an excellent job in expanding the railway 

capacity to rreet the military requirenents. The limitation of the 

railroad in restricting Russia's land campaign after Liao-yang has been 

3 exaggerated. 

~- L. V. Cordonnier, The Japanese in Manchuria, 2 vols with 
maps, trans. by c. F. Atkinson (Paris: d 1Infanterie, 1910-1911; reprint 
ed., IDndon: Hugh Rees, 1912), 2:17-18, 325. 

2An!\Y strengths: 125,000 Japanese versus 158,000 Russians. 
Great Britain, Historical Section of the Ccmnittee of Imperial Defense, 
Official Histo of the Russo-J ese War, 2d ed., 3 vols. with maps 

IDndon: Harn.son & Sons or His MaJest1.es Stationery Office, 1909-
1920), 2:7-9. 

3sterling Hart, "The Russo-Japanese War 1904-1905," Strategy 
and Tactics 59 (1976) :37. 
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'Ille remaining battles of the war were fought along the railroad 

running south fran Ha:tbin through Mukden and Liao-yang to Port Arthur 

and Dalny. Fear that the Japanese would sever this nain a:mnunication 

artery preyed heavily on the Russian ocmnander. 'lhe te=ain west of 

the railroad and parallel to the Irrperial Highway was flat and provided 

easy novenent after harvest when dry. Before harvest, however, the 

crops of kao-ling, a type of sorghum, grew to heights of over ten feet. 

It was so thick that troops frequently got lost when crossing large 

fields and a corrpass was necessary to navigate the heavy g=th. East 

of the railroad hilly te=ain rose into precipitious nountains where 

travel was restricted to trails. Traffic alnost halted in ·wet weather 

when roads, poor even when dry, becarre quagrrdres. 'lhree rivers tra

verse the area between Liao-yang and Mukden.' 'lhe Tai-tzu flows west

wardly through Liao-yang joining the Liao River west of the city. 'lhe 

Sha and the Hun flav on essentially parallel courses arming to the 

north then b:Mard the south crossing the railway fourteen and two miles, 

respectively, south of Mukden. 

'lhe battle of Liao-yang began south and east of the city and 

developed in four ]:hases along the three concentric defensive lines 

prepared by Kuropatkin. 'lhe Outer Line, constructed roughly sixteen 

miles south of the city, connected the villages of Kao-chang-pu/8an

d1ia-kou/An-ping; the Advanced Line (also referred to as the Middle 

Line) was dug about five miles out and stretched along the line of 

Ku-chia-tzu/'I'sao-fan-tun,ll!siao-tun-tzu; while the Main Line was just 

outside of the city walls. All three lines were and:!ored east of 

Liao-yang on the Tai-tzu River; in the west the Outer and Advanced 
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FIGURE! 2 

LIAO-YANG 
• • ["ft.oh 114" 

"Rus SOOOCE. so-J • ~l apanese w~ opaedia Britanni ca, 11th ed. 1911 , s.v. 
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Lines anchored on the railroad while the Main Line arched back to the 

Tai-tzu. 4 

The battle's first phase occurred on 23-26 August as the Russians 

fell back in to the outer Line. After three days of inactivity phase 

t= lasted from 30 to 31 August as the Russians withdrew f:rcm the outer 

Line and Kuroki crossed the Tai-tzu. The third phase lasted until 3 

September as the Russians pulled back into the Main Positions and the 

final phase was retreat. Kuropatkin's decision to stand and fight was 

made alnost at the last minute as indicated in his 11Essage to General 

A. A. Bilderling on 10 August: 

In your General Directives you must leave it to your Corps Can
manders when to retreat. . . . I leave it to you to retire the 
troops, even without fighting a rear guard action in certain 
cases, should the rroral qualities of their comuanders or the con
dition of the= demand it.5 

And again to Lieutenant-General N. P. Zarubaiev on 17 August: 

An action, therefore should not be fought seriously by the 1st and 
2nd Siberian Army Corps in full strength in their positions against 
superior nunbers of the enert\Y, In that case the troops of the 
Southern Front will llErely resist with strong rear guard actions 
withdrawing on the Advanced Positions around Liao-yang. en the 
other hand the retention of the positions -we are at present 
occupying has for its purpose to procure for us the urgently 
needed tillE for the arrival of reinforcements. The position should 
not be prematurely abandoned therefore. The Corps must retire on 
Liao-yang only if the enerey intends to attack our positions ... 
in considerable force,6 

Then, just six days later, on 23 August Kuropatkin changed his 

mind and ordered the al'.ley to stand and fight. There was a gap between 

Bilderling's Eastern Force and Sarubaiev's Southern Force at the 

4Great Britain, Official History, 2:10-11. 

5Germany, Historical Section of the German General Staff, The 
Russo-Japanese War 1904-1905, trans. by Karl von Donat, 7 vols. with 
maps (london: Hugh Rees, 1908-1914), 2:140, 

6Ibid., 2: 141. 



26 

outset of the battle but as they drew closer to Liao-yang a solid front 

foll!Ed. For six rronths Kuropatkin's corps and divisico ccmranders had 

been :illlbued with the strategy of retreat. Kuropatkin still believed 

that the Japanese outnumbered his forces and he was concerned about the 

safety of his avenue of retreat. Small wonder that sare of his sub

ordinates clung to the idea of withdrawal. Lieutenant-General 

Sluchevsky, for exanple, cxmnanded a portion of the Eastern force on 

the east bank of the Tang (a tributary of the Tai-tzu). Steady rain 

caused the river to rise and Sluchevsky feared that his line of retreat 

would be cut if the river flooded. He asked Bilderling for pennission 

to retreat to the west bank. The request was denied. 

The Japanese believed Liao-yang would be the decisive action 

of the war. Oyama positioned his forces to carrrence the attack on 

26 August. As his Guard Divisico rroved to its assigned area near 

Bilderling's right flank its rrovenent was noticed and reinforcarents 

were rroved in to repulse the Japanese attack. Kuroki planned to attack 

along his entire front in an atterrpt to break the center of Bilderling's 

line. He was not successful. The Guard Division suffered heavy casu

alties against the reinforced line. The only Japanese victory was on 

Bilderling's opposite flank at Hill 1900. The Russian Eastern Force 

Ccmnander and Kuropatkin were deeply involved in the action against the 

Guards and did not provide support to Hill 1900 when it was needed. en 

26 August, Sluchevsky twice asked for assistance to save the height but 

he received none. Although the Russian positions were not seriously 

hall!Ed by its loss they were ro,, all on the left bank of the Tai-tzu. 

Kuropatkin advised Bilderling that if Kuroki placed troops on the right 

bank, the Eastern Force would have to also. Sluchevsky gathered a 
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force for a cmmterattack against Hill 1900, but before he could rrove 

he was ordered to retreat. The Russians suffered no serious setbacks 

on 26 August, Hill 1900 was not that critical, and they had inflicted 

heavy casualties on the Guard Division. 'lhen why retreat? 

When Bilderling refused Sluchevsky's request to retreat, his 

other Corps Ccmnander, Lieutenant General Nikolai Y. Ivanov ( 3rd 

Siberian Corps), \'Jerlt direct to Kuropatkin who approved a retreat to 

the west bank. The only apparent reasons for pulling back ~e rain 

and lack of will. Positions that the Japanese could not take by frontal 

assault ~e given up without a contest. The retreat of the 3rd Corps 

triggered a withdrawal of all units to the Middle Line. The Japanese 

did not pursue. For the next three days they prepared to continue the 

battle.
7 

Kuropatkin arranged his units from west to east as folla-,s: 

1st Siberian Corps; 3rd Siberian Corps, and Xth Corps with the XVII 

Corps east of the city on the Tai-tzu right bank. The Middle Line took 

advantage of the terrain and was excellently situated for defense. The 

only flaw was a small brook, Ta-ssu, that flOtled between the 1st and 

3rd Corps' positions. West of the break Stackelberg's 1st Corps faced 

the entire Japanese Second Amo/ plus the 5th Division. East of the 

break the Japanese Fourth Amo/ faced Ivanov's oorps. Kuroki faced the 

Xth Corps in the east. 

Clyama ordered all of his forces except the 12th Di vision and 

one guard brigade of Kuroki's arrqy to attack on 29 August. He kept one 

division in reserve to counter an expected Russian advance. Kuropatkin 

held t;.o corps (2nd and 4th Siberian) in reserve. As expected the 

7
Ibid., 2:193; and Great Britain, Official History, 2:42. 
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Japanese made a major effort to exploit the gap along the Ta-ssu brook, 

but the Russian positions held. The battle was going so well for the 

1st Siberians that Stackelberg considered relinquishing scree of his 

reserves. All along the line Oyama's forces failed to break through 

and took heavy casualties in their attanpts. 

On the night of 30 August, unopposed, Kuroki crossed the Tai

tzu with the 12th Division. Pontoon bridges were quickly installed to 

11Dve across the artillery and heavy supplies. Once they were estab

lished, the Japanese IIDVed west to engage the XVII Corps and north to

ward the Yen-tai coal mines. Their presence was detected and reported 

at 5:30 A.M. on 31 August but the reports were not verified'or deliv

ered to Bilderling until 9:00 A.M. Bilderling :i.rruediately issued 

orders to contain the Japanese advance. The response, however, was 

slow. Kuroki was given alrrost an entire day of uninterrupted m::,verent 

to reinforce his position. By 6:00 P.M. on 31 August his advance ele

nents were within three miles of the mines. Bilderling's counter noves 

were ineffective. He was unable to locate or determine the strength of 

Kuroki's force.
8 

Kuroki's rrove was a ganble and it opened a gap in the Japanese 

line that did not go unnoticed. Major-General Vasilev's 2nd Brigade 

(31st Division and Xth Corps) was able to advance without opposition 

and occupy two villages. Vasilev requested an artillery preparation 

for an attack by his entire brigade. 'lhe corps camander relayed the 

request to Kuropatkin' s headquarters. Vasilev received this response: 

8
Great Britain, Official History, 2:78. 
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The forward rroverrEIJ.t of your left to occupy the height west of 
Shui-yu is not desirable as it would extend your front and in 
general weaken you. . . . I have infonred the Anny Ccrrmander of9 your wish to press forward, but his excellency does not approve. 

Kuropatkin's timidity saved Oyama fran the very action he feared rrost, 

the isolation and defeat in detail of Kuroki. Vasilev' s proposal could 

have cut Kuroki' s line of ccmnunication. Why this was not done remains 

unexplainable except by Kuropatkin's unwillingness to take the risk. 

Russian forces in the east were nurrerically superior and he was aware 

that Oyama had split his force. The Russian General Reserve had been 

used piecerreal to check the Japanese assaults. All of the defensive 

positions had held. With Oyama's force divided Kuropa.tkin was given a 

choice. He explained to Saint Petersburg: 

My General Reserve was no longer strong enough to ensure a counter 
stroke in a southerly direction being successful. A withdrawal to 
the Main Position shortened the length of line to be defended, 
making it possible to concentrate a considerable portion of the 
Anny north of the Tai-tzu. There was undoubtedly a danger of 
Kuroki cutting our ccmnunications, ~ the rrost pressing duty of 
the anny seerred to be to guard them. l 

Kuropatkin's Disposition Number Three, issued on 31 August, put 

into action those rroves described to the Tsar. The anny was oroered to 

fall back fran the Advanced Line to the Main Positions at Liao-yang. 

His second line of defense was given up as the first had been: it was 

simply presented, unbreached, to the Japanese. Kuroki's maneuver gave 

Kuropatkin an cpportunity to attack which he failed to appreciate. His 

overriding concern to protect his line of camu.mications, his avenue of 

retreat, is convincing evidence of his lack of will. He failed to dan

onstrate the decisiveness and strength of character necessary for 

victory. 

9eordonnier, 2:272. 

lOGreat Britain, Official History, 2:112. 
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Kuropatkin's Disposition Nunber Three o:tdered two =rps, the 2nd 

and 4th, to defend Liao-yang fran the Main Positions while the remainder 

of the anny rroved north of the Tai-tzu to staging areas. Kuropatkin 

never o:tdered units directly into an attack. He followed a pattern that 

never failed. First he assembled a force, then rroved it to a staging 

area, then to attack positions, and finally to the attack. It should 

also be noted that to defend the Main Positions Kuropatkin used those 

elements that had seen the·least arrount of action while he went after 

Kuroki with those =rps that had been the rrost heavily engaged. 

Stackelberg's =rps was rroved to a position three miles north of the 

river near the railroad. Sluchevsky' s =rps rroved to Hsin-cheng, two 

miles northeast of Liao-yang. '!he XVII Corps was already on the north 

bank, east of the city. The 54th Division was sent t=ard the Yen-tai 

Station.11 There was saoo =nfusion in executing the o:tder but the 

assigned positions were reached without difficulty. 

Kuropatkin issued Disposition Nurrber Four at 1:15 A.M. on 2 

September. He ackna-iledged that the Japanese had been unable to break 

the Russian Advanced Line and that Kuroki had crossed to the north bank 

of the Tai-tzu. It was his intention to hold the Main Positions at 

Liao-yang and attack Kuroki' s force north of the river. Zarubaiev was 

to hold the Liao-yang Main Positions with two =rps which were augnented 

to total 64 battalions, 10 squadrons, 128 field guns, and 24 rrortars. 

The remainder of the a:rmy (99 battalions, 307 field guns, and 62 

squadxuns) was to be led personally by Kuropatkin against Kuroki • s 

1~uropatkin's Disposition No. 3, Great Britain, Official 
History, 2:708-16. 
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force of 24 battalions.
12 

The corps were ordered to rrove t<Mard attack 

positions that extended northeast toward the Yen-tai mines. The attack 

'WOUld then be made tavard the east to drive Kuroki back along his line 

of camu.mications. 

In the rreantiroo Kuroki watched all of that rroveroont and cane to 

the decision that Kuropatkin was retreating fran Liao-yang. In an 

effort to cut off this supposed retreat Kuroki ordered an attack tavard 

the railroad. He was able to capture the hill known as Man-ju-yama 

before he realized his error and the threat to his positions. 

The Russians rroved into their attack positions without kn<Ming 

exactly what the ccmnancl.er had in mind. Coordinating instructions, 

tiroos, and objectives had not been assigned. 13 Thousands of rren were 

rroving and their cx:mnanders were ignorant of what tasks they 'WOuld have 

to carry out. To canpound the problem telegraph lines were not yet 

installed to all of the new positions. Couriers relayed infonnation 

and sonetirres they were delayed in locating the recipient of a rressage. 

The army was also rroving into a heavily cultivated area where the crops 

were still standing. Troop rroverrent was hindered by the kao-ling. 

Kuropatkin reached his new ccmnanc1. post at 10:00 A.M. on 2 

Septerrber. Shortly after his arrival a series of rressages fran Bilder

ling created confusion over the issue of Man-ju-yama. 'Ihe first indi

cated that Japanese attacks had been repulsed; the next that Man-ju

yama would soon be recaptured; and the last rressage, which actually 

was the first one sent, that the hill had been lost. Fran this con

fusion, a result of poor camrunications, Kuropatkin decided to create a 

12
Kuropatkin's Disposition No. 4, Great Britain, Official 

Histo:ry, 2:717-20. 

13 
Gennany, Russo-Japanese War, 3:131. 
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special force to recapture the hill. Sluchevsky was directed to provide 

troops from the Ceneral Reserve to accarplish that task. Once the hill 

was taken those troops were to be returned to the reserve. Kuropatkin 

issued no coordinating instructions to clarify the attack force responsi

bility to Bilderling or to establish procedures for the withdrawal of 

Sluchevsky's force when its mission was carpleted. The objective was 

in Bilderling's zone of action. Man-ju-yama was taken against stiff 

Japanese opposition and at 2:00 A.M. on 3 September, in accordance with 

orders, the attack force returned to the reserve. Unfortunately no 

provision was made to turn Man-ju-yama over to Bilder ling. What few of 

his troops were present pulled back with Sluchevsky's rren •. Man-ju-yama 

was abandoned to the Japanese. It is inconceivable that such effort 

should be expended without proper steps taken to preserve the prize. 

lack of direction £ran the top was all tco evident. 14 

Confusion was also apparent near the Yen-tai mines where General 

Orlov's detachrrent was operating with conflicting orders £ran Bilderling 

and Kuropatkin. The detachnent attacked the Japanese positions near the 

mines. When Orlov encountered stiff resistance he atteJq?ted to break 

contact and retire t=rd the Yen-tai Station, since his initial orders 

£ran Kuropatkin directed him to retire before superior force. Bilder

ling wanted Orlov to hold but had no direct camumication with him. 

Unable to break contact, Orlov was overtaken by the Japanese and his 

troops, :rrostly green recruits and second class reserves, panicked. The 

retreat becarre a rout. 

Meanwhile the leading elerrents of Stackelberg's 1st Siberian 

Corps encountered stragglers £ran Orlov's detachrrent. Efforts to rally 

14Great Britain, Official History, 2:149. 
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them failed. When sufficient parts of the corps had arrived, Stackel

berg deployed and advanced toward the mines. He SlllllOClned Orlov and 

harshly directed him to gather what was left of his detachrrent and join 

the attack. Stackelberg's initiative had already prevented Kuroki 

£ran advancing within artillery range of the railroad. This action had, 

h~ver, drawn the 1st Siberian Corps about four miles north of its 

assigned attack position. Stackelberg still had not received any 

coordinating instructions. 

When Kuropatkin learned of the situation, he infonred Stackel

berg that 

you are now fonning the left wing of the army 
allow the enemy to attack you in superior force. 
fore advance until you are supported by reserves. 
longer be done today.15 

• you- must not 
DJ not there
This can no 

One day had already been lost while the Russians positioned their 

forces instead of iroving directly to the attack. Now another day was 

given up. Although Kuropatkin did not have a £inn picture of what was 

happening, he was quick to take action without verifying perceived 

threats to his avenue of retreat. Orlov' s report of u-.u Japanese 

divisions at the Yen-tai mines was very unsettling, In the belief 

that Kuroki was iroving in force toward Mukden the Russian cx:ircmander 

planned to attack his positions on the rroming of 3 September. 

That attack never came. Kuropatkin' s resolve was shaken by 

the series of events on 2 September and the reports received during 

the night. Before dawn Zarubaiev reported that ammmition was run

ning low at Liao-yang and that he needed additional reserves, Stackel

berg, not aware of the situation and having been directed not to tackle 

15 Gennany, Russo-Japanese War, 3:148. 
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superior forces, had pulled his a:>rps back two miles from the Japanese 

and reported: 

My situation is serious and ... a:>nsidering the great losses ITlY 
troops have been suffering (the heaviest attacks south of Liao
yang ¼'=re against the 1st Corps) during the last five days, I am 
not only unable to attack without being reinforced, but ... I am 
unable to fight at all. I have therefore resolved to retire on 
Li-rnan-gou where I am awaiting your orders.16 

Fbllowing these reports came the ;.ord that Man-ju-yama had been aban

doned. Coupled with Orlov' s disaster it was too much for Kuropatkin 

and he ordered a retreat. 

Poor camrunications and ignorance of the true size and mission 

of Kuroki's force contributed to the chaotic atnosphere of the Russian 

a:>rrmand. Orlov's report of two divisions near the Yen-tai was a gross 

exaggeration. Stackelberg's a:>rps had been bloodied but it was still 

capable of action. Man-ju-yama' s loss was not a serious set back--the 

rrore dominant terrain was still in Russian hands--and at Liao-yang the 

situation was not critical. Zarubaiev still had reserves that ¼'=re 

not rorrm:itted. The Main Positions =re still intact and the reported 

amnunition shortage was an error. A full trainload of amnunition had 

arrived at Liao-yang at 5:00 P.M. on the previous afternoon. 17 

Kuropatkin did not take tine to verify these reports. He was too 

quick to revert to his original strategy of retreat whenever he per

ceived or imagined serious threat. 

The retreat was carried out in good order. The bridges at 

Liao-yang =re destroyed to prevent a rapid Japanese advance fran the 

south and Kuroki lacked sufficient strength to seal off the Russian 

withdrawal. 

16rbid., 3:150. 

17Great Britain, Official Histocy, 2:151. 
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Kuropatkin chose the tine and place for this battle and his 

troops fought well fran defensive positions. Oyama's hope for a "Sedan" 

did not materialize. The Russians gave up three lines of defense that 

the Japanese were unable to crack. It was the threat perceived fran 

Kuroki and Kuropatkin' s lack of will that gave the victo:i:y to the 

Japanese. All of Oyama's forces were ccmnitted; he was short of 

artille:i:y arrmunition and was encountering supply difficulty. He 

himself was considering retreat, for sorre of the heaviest Japanese 

casualties were taken on 3 September in attacks against the Main 

Positions. But the Russian =mander failed to heed Napoleon's advice 

that nothing protects the lines of camrunication to the rear better 

than a victorious battle. 18 

18c:ennany, Russo-Japanese War, 3:212. 



OiAPTER FOUR 

SHA-HO 

5-18 cx;'IQBER 1904 

Kuropatkin then was saying; 
That to Tokyo he'd repair; 
Why, l11Y chargers, art thou neighing? 
Why art drooping in despair? 

Unpublished war song. 

Liao-yang marked a change in Kuropatkin's tactics fran fighting 

rear-guard actions to accepting battle fran defensive positions. At 

Sha-Ho Kuropatkin even took the offensive. Although Liao-yang was a 

defeat for the Russians, by 11 Septermer Kuropatkin was able to report 

to Nicholas that the anny was well rested, well supplied, and ready for 

battle. Just one week earlier he had conterrplated retreat all the way 

to Tieh-ling. Only the lack of Japanese pursuit enabled him to stop 

and regroup in front of Mukden. 

Perhaps nore time should have been all~ to rest the anny, 

but the survival of Port Arthur and the existence of the fleet still 

influenced strategic decisions. Russia had not given up hope of 

gaining naval supremacy, and pressure on Port Arthur could be eased by 

forcing Oyama to draw troops fran Nogi' s '.lhird Am\¥. weaknesses in 

Oyama' s force were apparent at Liao-yang. Lack of pursuit indicated 

that his troops were exhausted and that reinforcenents were lagging. 

36 
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Kuropatkin also needed a victo:ry to lift the rrorale of his troops, 

Then, too, there was the Second Manchurian Arny to be considered. 

On 24 Septerrber the Tsar appointed General Oscar C, Grippenberg 

to crnmand a Second Manchurian Arny consisting of the 6th Siberian 

Corps, the 8th Arny Corps, the 61st Infant:ry Division, and the 4th Don 

Cossack Division. Alekseev, who retained suprerre ccnmand in the Far 

East, restricted Kuropatkin' s use of them, Fonnation of the Second 

Arny posed a threat to Kuropatkin's overall camiand of the field 

forces unless he could produce a victo:ry. 

One sixth of the Japanese force had been felled at Liao-yang. 

IDsses were so severe that a rrodification of the conscription laws was 

necessa:ry to provide rrore troops. 1 By the end of Septenber Oyama was 

able to replace his losses but new accessions were few, Cnly Prince 

Kanin's Caval:ry Brigade and a few Kobi units were added to the roster. 

Not all the logistic problems had been resolved, although the situation 

was better. Work continued on the conversion of the railroad track, 

and the first train reached Liao-yang fran Dalny on 1 October. Maxinum 

capacity with the available rolling stock was 2,880 tons per day, 2 

Oyama's requirements were 3,000 tons per day. The shortfall, together 

with material for stockpiles, had to be hauled overland by cart or 

shipped up the Liao river by boat. A small light railway was built 

1Kobi service was extended fran five to ten years and the Hoju 
fran eight-and-a-half to twelve-and-a-half years. Great Britain, 
Historical Section of the Crntnittee of Inperial Defense, Official 
History of the Russo-Japanese War, 2d ed., 3 vols. with maps (IDndon: 
Harrison & Sons for His Majesties Statione:ry Office, 1909-1920), vol. 
1, pt. 5, p. 7. 

2u. s. War Departrrent, Reports of Military Cbservers Attached 
to the Armies in Manchuria Duringthe Russo-Japanese War, 5 vols. 
(Washington: Governrrent Printing Office, 1906-1907), 3:74-76. 
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to support Kuraki' s anny. In all, four supply routes sustained the 

Japanese armies. 

'.lbe Russians, neanwhile, were rapidly receiving replacem:mts 

and new units. The 6th Siberian Corps and the 1st Army Corps were 

added to the rolls. Russian strength increased by 50,000 after Liacr

yang. At the end of September the conbat strengths were 210,000 

Russians and 170,000 Japanese. 3 Alekseev, although initially restric

ting Kuropatkin's use of the 6th Siberians, eventually pe:rmitted it 

provided that they were not used piecemeal. Kuropatkin was not enthused 

over the creation of another anny. He preferred to have it operate in 

the east and recx:moonded to the Viceroy that it should operate tc:,,rcrrd 

Qyarna's rear against the Japanese lines of camrunications. 

Kuropatkin needed a victory to keep his job. en 28 Septenber 

he issued secret orders for an advance toward Liao-yang. The Russians 

esti.nated Japanese strength to be ten divisions (there were eight). 

'.lbe error stem:red fran poor reconaissance and a faulty assessnent of 

troop strength in the east. The strength. of Japanese forces at Pien

niu-lu-pu and Pen-hsi-hu was over esti.nated. For the projected offen

sive Kuropatkin created two maneuver elements: Bilderling's Western 

Force of 64 battalions, 40 squadrons, and 184 guns; and Stackelberg's 

Eastern Fbrce of 73 battalions, 34 squadrons, and 130 guns plus sore 

rrountain artille:cy. Kuropatkin held the 4th Siberian Corps, the 1st 

Army Corps, and the Independent Trans-Baikal Cossack Brigade as a 

3
Germany, Historical Section of the German General Staff, The 

Russo-Japanese War 1904-1905, trans. by Karl von Donat, 7 vols. with 
maps (IDndon: Hugh Rees, 1908-1914), 4:16-20. 
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general reserve. He positioned two detachrrents on each flank and 

assigned the 6th Siberian Co:rps to his strategic reserve. 4 

Kuropatkin's order assigned objectives for the first two days 

of this operation. The Westem Force was to advance south and occupy a 

line of villages stretching west to east just eight miles south of 

Mukden. On the second day Bilderling's vanguard was to occupy a line 

seventeen miles south of Mukden while the main body advanced to posi

tions fourteen miles south of Mukden. Defensive entrenchrrents were to 

be prepared at each line. 5 

Stackelberg was to start fran Fu-shun, just east of Mukden, and 

rrove south through the rrountains twenty miles in two days. · The initial 

objective of his Eastern Force was the Japanese position at Pien-niu-

6 
lu-pu. On 1 October Kuropatkin secretly fixed 5 Octd:Jer as the day to 

begin the advance. On 2 October he issued a proclamation to the arrqy, 

praising the trcops for their patience and the hardships they had 

endured, and told them that the tine had care for attack. The secret 

offensive becaire public knCMledge. 

In supplementary orders to Stackelberg on 5 October, Kuropatkin 

ordered the Eastern Force to continue its advance after the second day, 

to envelop the Japanese right flank at Pien-niu-lu-pu and Pen-hsi-hu, 

to cut Kuroki' s line of carmunications, and to advance on Liao-yang 

fran the east. If that was not possible, Stackelberg was to drive the 

Japanese south of the Tai-tzu river and then assist the rrovenent tCMard 

the Yen-tai. 

4
q::ieration Order for the Manchurian Arll\Y, 28 Septerrber 1904. 

Great Britain, Official Histo:ry, 2:727-32. 

5Ibid. 

6Ibid. 
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'111e Russian advance began as scheduled with bands playing and 

flags flying. For two days the anny rroved south ac=:rding to the plan. 

Japanese outposts gave way to the advancing Russians. Kuropatkin 

planned to use Bilderling's fo=e to =ntain the Japanese and draw as 

many of them as possible away frcm Stackelberg. He did not anticipate 

hCM successful that plan would be. Both ccmnanders were urged to 

attack the en811\Y only when they had a clear nU11Erical advantage and to 

entrench whenever they en=untered a superior force. 

'111e Russian advance was SCllething less than energetic. Stackel

berg advanced ac=:rding to schedule then requested a day to rest his 

detachment. He planned to place his troops in attack positions on 8 

October and to attack Pien-niu-lu-pu on the ninth. While he was 

resting, Rennenkarrpff advanced tCMa:rd Pen-hsi-hu. Kuropatkin =ncurred 

in the rrethodical advance. On 9 O:::tober he advised Stackelberg that 

even 

if the enerey should evacuate his positicos on the 8th, or during 
the follCMing night ... I still do not =sider that our prepara
tions are sufficiently advanced to justify us in attacking the main 
positions on the 9th: I therefore decide upon the 10th for the 
attack on the principal position .... 7 

Bilderling's force stood in place fran the night of 7 0:::tober 

until the rrorning of 9 October in order to remain abreast of the 

Eastern Force. On 9 October Bilderling advanced his main l:xldy to the 

Shi-li river and pushed his advance guard positions about three miles 

further south. Si1llultaneously he prepared three defensive lines, the 

northernrrost along the Sha and the southernrrost along the Shi-li. 

'111e Russians' leisurely "attack" allCMed Oyama to =ncentrate 

his forces and to extricate troops fran untenable positions. The 

7Ibid., vol. 1, pt. 5, p. 22. 
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Japanese evacuated Pien-niu-lu-pu on the night of 7 Cctc:ber. Stackel

berg occupied it without firing a shot early on the eighth before he 

received Kuropatkin' s roossage to delay. On 9 Cctc:ber Rennenkampff 

threatened Pen-hsi-pu, while Stackelberg attacked the Japanese advanced 

positions at the nountain passes without success. 'Ihe Russian advance 

had reached its maximum extension. 

Oyama, detennined to take the initiative, ordered his armies 

to attack on 10 Cctc:ber. Kuroki was to hold Stackelberg's force with 

the 12th Division and Urnezawa's Kabi Brigade and to strike in the west 

with the balance of his power. Stackelberg's intended attack on Pen

hsi-hu failed to materialize on 10 Cctaber. Instead he spent the day 

reconnoitering the area. Although Kuropatkin desired vigorous action, 

his 11Essages counselled lengthy preparation. He advised Stackelberg 

that it would be wise to devote several days to preparing for the 

assault on Kuroki's main position. 

By atterrpting to control the nov=ts of both detachroonts 

Kuropatkin tcok away their ccmna.nders' initiatives. Inefficient can

nunicatioos and poor or nonexistent maps hampered the execution. He 

ordered Stackelberg to start his advance on 10 Cctober and to nove 

through the Japanese position to reach objectives that were fifteen 

miles west, all through nountainous terrain. Kuropatkin could not 

have understood the task he had assigned. Stackelberg tried to point 

out the irrpracticality of the maneuver and requested maps fran his 

superior. He could not advance until Pen-hsi-hu was taken and that was 

not expected until 12 or 13 Cctc:ber. He sent an aide to plead his case. 

Kuropatkin insisted that the plan was sound and that the Eastern Detach

=t faced only a weak ene!l\Y force. He left the tine of attack up to 
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Stackelberg. The net result was that on 10 O::taber the Russians were 

pushed back in the west while Stackelberg remained inactive. 8 

en 11 O::tober Oyama directed his annies to execute a right 

wheel of the line as they advanced. He intended to push those Russian 

forces east of the railroad to the northeast away from their line of 

cannunications. 9 The Japanese net with little success against the 

stiff Russian defenses. They were able to capture only~ small hills 

near Bilderling's left flank, and those were taken in a predawn attack 

that relied on stealth and the bayonet. 10 

The Russians, hCMever, fared no better in the east. Stackel

berg's attacks on the nountain passes and Pen-shi-hu failed. with heavy 

losses. In the west the Japanese steadily increased pressure against 

Bilderling's right flank. Although his flank was holding, Bilderling 

asked the 6th Siberian Corps to reinforce his flank against the Japa

nese effort. That corps carmander refused because he believed that his 

role as strategic reserve did not permit him to ccmnit his troops with

out Kuropatkin' s pernri.ssioo. The 6th Corps did assUITE an increased 

defensive posture but would not attack or advance. Kuropatkin later 

directed that corps to cooperate with the Western Detachrrent. 

The crux of the battle cane for the Russians on 11 O::tober. 

Kuropatkin ordered the Western Detachrrent to hold the Shi-li river 

line. HCMever, when he learned of the threatened envelopnent of 

Bilderling's flank, he ordered the Western Detachrrent to fall back to 

8Ibid., vol. 1, pt. 5, p. 30. 

9 Germany, Russo-Japanese War, 4:104; and Great Britain, Official 
Histo:ry, 2:296. 

lOGreat Britain, Official Histo:ry, vol. 1, pt. 5, p. 45. 
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the internaliate line. He did not choose to use the 6th Corps, which 

was in position on the right rear of Bilderling's line, to attack. 

Fierce fighting had already ccmnenced against Bilderling's right flank. 

Believing his position was secure with the Xth Corps on his left and 

the 6th Corps to his right rear, Bilderling chose to stand and fight 

rather than try to break off fran heavy contact. He was unaware that 

Kuropatkin had ordered his subordinates to retreat. Kuropatkin also 

directed the reserves of the Xth Corps to shift to the east to help 

cover the gap be~ the Eastern and Western Detachments. Disaster 

loared as the two generals gave conflicting orders. This was not the 

only t:i.Jre that Kuropatkin bypassed his intenrediate comranders to deal 

directly with their subordinates without keeping everyone infornm of 

his actions. His propensity to interfere in this manner was unfor

givable in a carmander. As the result, on this day the Xth Corps re

treated in good order to the internmiate line but left the XVII Corps 

to bear the brunt of Japanese assaults on its exposed flanks. The 6th 

Siberian Corps provided sone assistance but it was too little and too 

late.11 

'!his was the 6th Corps first real taste of canbat and it was 

not ready. Its officers were expert only in parades. The troops 

fornm for the attack and advanced in broad daylight, shoulder-to

shoulder, in open country without firing a shot and without artillery 

support. They took rrore than 600 casualties in thirty minutes and fell 

back in disorder. The tactic was repeated with the sarre results. 12 

lllb'd 1 ., vol. 1, pt. 5, p. 74. 

12Germany, Russo-Japanese war, 4:205-6; and Great Britain, 
Official Histo.ry, vol. 1, pt. 5, p. 80. 
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Bilderling was unable to hold the Shi-li line. Pressed hard by 

the Japanese, he was forced all the way back to the line of the Sha-Ho, 

bypassing the intenrediate line of defense. Kuropatkin, unaware of the 

collapse of the XVII O:>rps, again ignored Bilderling and directed the 

Xth O:>rps' ccmnander to stand at the intenrediate line. Bilderling 

eventually rallied the XVII O:>rps and pulled the Xth Corps back to the 

Sha-Ho in order to cover his flank. 

Meant:i.rre, in the center Kuropatkin drew forces fran 1;he General 

Reserve to fill the gap between his primary maneuver elenents. General 

Mau' s brigade famed part of the center, and he was instructed to hold 

obstinately but to retreat if pressed hard. "Your position- is already 

advanced carpared to the General Front . . . you ITU1St not go forward 

without my pennission. 1113 When Mau encountered stiff opposition he 

cooplied with his orders and retreated, thereby exposing Stackelberg's 

right flank. The Eastern Force ccmnander went directly to Mau and 

ordered him to reoccupy his fonrer positions. Fortunately Mau was able 

to do so. 

After the second day of the advance Russian control of the 

battle was confused and it never :i.nproved. Kuropatkin' s ccmnunication 

and info:rmation services were so poor that he was never fully aware of 

the situation. late on 12 Octcber he still was unaware that Bilderling 

had been forced back to the Sha-Ho or that Stackelberg had given up the 

attack and was in a defensive posture. In a 11Essage to Stackelberg at 

5:45 P.M. on 12 August, Kuropatkin reported that the Western Force had 

held at all points until sunset and that there was no other info:rmation 

to report. 

13Great Britain, Official History, 2:377. 



Stackelberg was responsible for the aney canna.nder's false 

inpression of the situation in the east. His reports indicated that 

the Eastern Detachment was still advancing. Not until the rroming of 

45 

13 October did Kuropatkin becane aware of Bilderling's plight and began 

to suspect that all was not well in the east. When he learned of 

Bilderling's situation, Kuropatkin ordered the Eastern Force to retire: 

The XVII Corps has suffered a defeat and was obliged to retire on 
the Sha-Ho line. The defeat, together with the failure of your 
operations forces !IE to abandon the task irrp:)sed upon the Eastern 
Detachment, and to withdraw your troops north. . . . Any further 
defeat of the Western Force may necessitate a retreat on Mukden 
tarorrai.r. 14 

Stackelberg withdrew, without difficulty, to the north bank of the 

Sha-Ho. 

Oyarna's orders for 13 October !:united the Japanese advance to 

the south bank of the Sha-Ho. The presence of the 6th Siberian Corps 

in the west had prevented the Japanese fran turning the Russian flank 

and driving them EMa.y fran the railroad as Oyama had planned. Fran 13 

to 17 October heavy fighting took place in the center of the line 

around the railway and Sha-ho-pu. '!hat action culminated in the fight 

for One-Tree Hill, which the Russians won. But other than skirmishes, 

the battle was over. 

'.!he poor training and tactics of newly arrived Russian units 

resulted in unnecessary casualties at Sha-Ho. en 14 October Bilder

ling directed the 6th Corps to counterattack in order to prevent the 

threatened enveloprent of his flank and to relieve the pressure on his 

center. One brigade of the 6th Corps lined up for inspection in full 

view of the Japanese. RegillEntal officers rode up, dism::>unted, 

14rbid., 2:396; and Germany, Russo-Japanese War, 4:225. 
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inspected the troops, and then marched them tavard the Japanese posi

tions just as if they were on parade. The Japanese allowed them to 

advance within 700 yards before opening fire with artillery, machine 

guns, and rifles. After taking severe casualties the troops fell back 

in disorder. The brigade c:armmder, General Laiming, was wounded on 

the second attenpt or it might have continued. Those antiquated 

tactics cost the Russians rrore than 2,000 casualties in just a few 

hours. 15 

Sha-Ho was not a conclusive battle. Kuropatkin initiated the 

action and then quickly relinquished control to Oyama. The net result 

of this action was that the Japanese pushed their lines forward by a 

few miles. Oyama chose to halt at the Sha-Ho for he was aware that he 

did not have sufficient forces to defeat the Russians. Kuropatkin 

sounded his subordinates about continuing the action and found no 

enthusiasm to do so. 16 

The main Russian reverses of this battle were brought about by 

the retreat of the Western Detachment which Kuropatkin ordered at a 

tine when adequate forces were ill position to attack. '!he Russian 

general could not bring himself to exert that degree of aggressiveness 

necessary for victory. Nevertheless, shortly after the battle, on 25 

O::tober, Viceroy Alekseev was recalled to Saint Petersburg and 

Kuropatkin assi.mro supreire cx:mnand in the Far East. 

15Great Britain, Official History, vol. 1, pt. 5, p. 145, 
2:446-57. 

16casualties at Sha-Ho were 3,951 Japanese killed and 16,931 
injured; 5,084 Russians killed, 30,392 injured, and 5,875 missing. 
Ibid., 2:736-38. 



CHI\PI'ER FIVE 

SAN-DE-PU 

25-29 JANUARY 1905 

The battle of San-de-pu on 25-29 Januru:y 1905 was but a con

tinuation of the previous action. Kuropatkin reorganized his forces 

into three annies. General Ni=las P. Ll.nevich arrived fran 

Vladivostok to ccmnand the First AnJw. General Oscar Grippenberg 

crure fran Russia to camand the Se=nd AnJw as did General A. 

Kaulbars who ccmnanded the 'Gu.rd AnJw. 

As winter set in the Russians encountered sane supply diffi

culties in the distribution of =ld weather clothing and the once 

cooperative Chinese ¼'ere becaning intransigent. Many of the cart 

drivers fled the area and local produce was being hoarded. The rail

road was required to carry a greater percentage of the annies' =n

sumable needs, but it proved equal to the task. By the end of Jan

uru:y the Russians \','ere exceptionally well supplied. 1 

In Decenber Kuropatkin asked the ai:my ccmnanders their opinion 

about resuming the attack. Grippenberg stated that no action should 

1u. s. War Deparbrent, Reports of Military Observers Attached 
to the Annies in Manchuria During the Russo-Japanese War, 5 vols. 
(Washington: Governrrent Printing Office, 1906-1907), 5:160. 
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be taken until numerical superiority would assure a decisive victory. 2 

The Russians were evidently not aware that they already enjoyed a con

siderable numerical advantage, The a:t:11\Y chiefs were unan.irrous in 

recxmnencling that action be delayed. When Grippenberg later asked 

pennission to attack the village of San-de-pu, Kuropatkin refused. By 

that t:i.rre Kuropatkin had decided to await the arrival of the XVI Corps 

fran Russia before beginning another battle. Port Arthur was a con

tinual consideration in Russian plans and had been the reason for sare 

of the earlier engagements. When Port Arthur surrendered, the need for 

action was just as strong but for a different reason. It then became 

advantageous to strike before Nogi' s a:t:11\Y arrived. The northward rrove

mant of the Japanese Third Anny foll~ :i.Jmaliately upon the surrender 

of Port Arthur, Not only did Kuropatkin face the arrival of Nogi's 

a:t:11\Y but a Fifth Anny was being formed with one of the divisioos fran 

Port Arthur plus one of the new Kobi Divisions. 

By approving a cavalry raid against the railroad bridge at Yin

kou and the supply base at Newchang, Kuropatkin hoped to delay rrovemant 

of the eneIT\Y forces fran the south, 'Ihe Russian raid had little effect. 

Simultaneously the Japanese carried out two cavalry raids against the 

Russian rear. The anount of damage caused was negligible but the 

anount of anxiety was large. Kuropatkin did not forget the Japanese 

ability to strike at his main line of camu.mication. In preparation 

for the next phase of the conflict he deployed the three Russian armies 

2Relative strengths at that t:i.rre: Russians had 265,000 in
fantry and 20,000 cavali:y; the Japanese had 170,000 infantry and 7,200 
cavalry. Great Britain, Historical Section of the Ccmn:i.ttee of Ifil?erial 
Defense, Official Histo;Y of the Russo-Japanese War, 2d ed., 3 vols. 
with maps (Iondon: Harrison & Sons for His Majesties Stationery Office, 
1909-1920),3:7. 
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on the Sha-Ho line with the Second Anny in the west, the Third Anny in 

the center astride the railroad, and the First Anny in the east. His 

plan for the approaching battle hinged on winning one specific objective 

before any other developnent--the village of San-de-pu. 

In order that the operations may not assUll'e a nore extended 
fo:rm than is advisable until cniplete infonnatian is obtained on 
the strength and disposition of the enemy, the infantry of the 
Seoond Anny should not, unless it is absolutely 1mavoidable after 
oorrpleting the first stage of its advance, which consists of the 
capture of the enemy's advanced position at San-de-pu . . • press 
beyond the line Ma-tzu-an-tzu/Hei-kou-tai. . . . Speaking 
generally the advance should not be carried farther than sam tw::> 
and a half miles south of the line to be captured. 

In carrying out the role assigned to it, the Seoond Anny nust 
not becone too extended for a rapid oonoentration in case of a 
Japanese attack in force.3 

This order did not give Grippenberg much freedan of action and 

it afforded no support fran the other tw::> a:rmies. The bulk of the 

Russian troops v.ould be idle. By late January Kuropatkin had over 

290,000 infantry at his disposal against Oyama's 180,000. (Russian 

estimates placed Oyama's strength at 260,000.) Grippenberg had a t:\ro

to-one advantage in his sector of the front. Just as Kuropatkin left 

tw::> a:rmies idle, Grippenberg did not plan to use his entire anqy. The 

whole panorama was not to unfold until the 1st Siberian Corps and one 

other division had taken San-de-pu. '.lb further cx:nplicate matters 

Kuropatkin forbade anyone other than himself to nove troop units 

larger than reg:i.nents. 4 

'llie battle began on 25 January with sam initial success but 

the objective, San-de-pu, was not captured. other than sam supporting 

3Ibid., 3:146. 

4
Germany, Historical Section of the German General Staff, The 

Russo-Japanese War 1904-1905, trans. by Karl von Donat, 7 vols. witilmaps 
(IDndon: Hugh Rees, 1908-1914), 6:84-85. 
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artillery fire the rest of the front had been quiet. Grippenberg 

decided to expand the action and to attack along his entire front on 

26 January. Kuropatkin, however, disapproved that plan and restricted 

the Second Anr!Y's operations to the vicinity of San-de-pu. As sare 

territory that had been captured was outside the approved area, it was 

vacated by the Russians and reoccupied by the Japanese. Kuropatkin had 

a fixed conception and it was not to be changed. 'Ihe attack on San-de

pu continuad on 26 January in a heavy Snc:Mstonn. 'Ihe assault force 

captured a village and reported that it had acoonplished its mission. 

Nlen visibility irrproved the mistake was discovered, San-de-pu was still 

in front of the Russians. Kuropatkin, therefore, approved' Grippenberg's 

plan to resune the attack on 27 January with fresh troops, but he still 

refused to enploy other forces in supporting attacks elsewhere along 

the front. 

Continued inactivity in the other sectors penni tted Oyama to 

shift units to rreet the Russian advance. On 27 January the Fifth Divi

sion and on 28 January the Second Division joined the action near 

San-de-pu. Grippenberg's atterrpt to turn the Japanese flank was 

blocked. The eneey' s gro;;ring strength around San-de-pu led Kuropatkin 

to consider the wisdan of continuing the attack as the threat of a 

Japanese counterattack grew. Defense again became irrportant. On 28 

January he advised Grippenberg that 

it has not been discovered fran which direction the Japanese main 
attack will care. . . . After the eneey is repulsed you can 
contim.e the prosecution of the task allotted to the Second 
Manchurian Anr!Y. 

But later the sane day he ordered Grippenberg to 

withdraw forthwith fran the advanced line all services. Dispatch 
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all wounded to the rear. If there is insufficient transport the 
troops must carry the wounded themselves. The troops are to with
draw this very night and occupy a concentrated position.5 

Stackel.berg's co:rps bore the brunt of the effort at San-de-pu. 

He had captured Hei-kou-tai and made sare inroads into the Japanese 

flank. With the support of Mischenko's cavalry he planned to attack a 

village that lay outside the approved operations area of the Second 

Anny. Grippenberg learned of the intended action and sent General V. 

Grekov to insure that Stackelberg carplied with instructions. Ha-rever, 

the 1st Co:rps ccmnander, with the full support of his subordinates, 

remained convinced of the correctness of his actions and carried out 

the attack. The night attack failed with heavy losses and Kuropatkin 

later relieved Stackel.berg of camand. 

Although the order to cease the offensive cam:i as a su:rprise, 

the withdrawal was executed without trouble. Stackelberg retreated to 

the Sha-ho line giving up Hei-kou-tai and the other territory captured 

since the beginning of the operation. The Japanese quickly reoccupied 

the vacated positions. The battle was over. 

On 30 January Grippenberg reported himself ill and requested 

pennission to return to Russia. When subsequently queried fran Saint 

Petersburg as to the real reason for his request, he replied that all 

independent actions were denied him and he did not believe he could be 

of any further service under the circumstances. 6 After ccmnanding the 

Second Anny for only seven weeks, Grippenberg returned to Russia. 

The anirrosity between Grippenberg and Kuropatkin began when the 

Second Anny ccmnander objected to Kuropatkin's first proposal to advance. 

5Great Britain, Official History, 3:204-6. 

6rbid., 3:209. 
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'Ihe ccmnancler-in-chief then interfered with Grippenberg's oonduct of 

the action by limiting his field and restricting his rroverrent of troops. 

Kuropatkin blaired the failure at San-de-pu on Grippenberg's poor =n

trol of the anrq and its lack of vigor. He did not accept his own 

oontribution to the defeat. Kuropatkin's plan itself was faulty in 

that it failed to support the main attack with pressure at other points 

along the front. And again, the first threat of a counterattack caused 

Kuropatkin to pull back and assume a defensive posture as he had at 

Liao-yang and Sha-ho. 



QiAPTERSIX 

MUKDEN 

'Ihe future historian will probably accuse rre of having held on 
too long. 

General Aleksei Nikolaevich Kuropatkin 

It was to Kuropatkin's advantage to strike before Oyama was 

reinforced. Both his Quarter-Master General and O!ief-of-Staff recan

rrended that the action in January be oontinued. On 12 Februru:y 

Kuropatkin sutroitted a circular letter to his army ccmnanders (Line

vich, Kaulbars, and Bilderling) that discussed several ways in which 

Nogi might be employed and pointed out the dangers of the Russian posi

tion at Mukden. After examining the letter all three camanders recan

rrended :i.mrediate action. All that resulted, !lCM=ver, was 11Dre discus

sion. Kuropatkin favored only a limited action against San-de-pu. 

Kaulbars and Linevich advocated a general action against Oyama' s left 

flank. On 20 February Kuropatkin again asked the anny ccmnanders for 

their opinion of a general versus a limited advance. Bilderling con

tended that the limited objective of San-de-pu would lead to a rreaning

less engagerrent. Linevich argued that advantages should be exploited 

as the action developed. Kaulbars was noncarmital. Fran this exchange 

Kuropatkin decided to attack the villages of San-de-pu and Ll.-ta-jen-tun 

on 25 Februru:y. Any further advance would be keyed to the degree of 

success of those operations. '!he plan of attack was not changed fran 
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FIGURE 3 

MUKDEN 

SOOOCE: En'W?lq.aedi_a Britannica, 11th ed. 1911, s.v. 
"Russo-Japanese War. 



the earlier assault on San-de-pu. The Second Arnly would attack, the 

Third Arnly would provide sane artillery support, and the First Arnly 

would do nothing. 

Before ccmrencing action Kuropatkin took steps to safeguard 

the railroad against further Japanese raids. He took fifty thousand 
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nen from the field armies to bolster its defenses. Twelve battalions, 

forty-t;.o and a half squadrons, and ten thousand troops fran the drafts 

provided the increased security. Kuropatkin still had 270,000 infantry, 

16,000 cavalry, 1,200 field guns, and 54 machine guns available at 

Mukden. Oyama mustered 200,000 infantry, 7,300 cavalry, 1,000 field 

guns, and 254 machine guns. 1 

The Japanese a:r:mies were arranged from east to west: Kawamaura' s 

Fifth Arnly (Yalu Arnly) , Kuroki' s First Arnly, Nozu' s Fourth Arnly, Oku' s 

Second Arnly, and Nogi' s Third Arnly. Nozu was in the center of the line 

astride the railroad. Oyama had a sense of urgency, for with Nogi' s 

arrival he was at maximum strength while Russian strength continued to 

gra,v. The sconer a decisive engagemant could be brought about the less 

would be the Japanese disadvantage. While Kuropatkin discussed the 

rrerits of a general or limited engagemant, Oyama acted. 

The Japanese marshal planned to take advantage of Kuropatkin's 

penchant to ove=eact to pressure. Oyama's orders of 20 February 

described the plan of advance. In the east the Fifth Arnly was to 

attack the Russian left flank on 23 February. 'lb its left the First 

Arnly was to attack Wang-fu-ling on 27 February. The Fourth Arnly was to 

1Great Britain, Historical Section of the Ccxrrnittee of Irrperial 
Defense, Official Histo of the Russo-Ja se war, 2d ed., 3 vols. 
with maps London: Harrison & Sons for His Majesties Stationery Office, 
1909-1920), 3:264-69. 
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hold the Russians to its front in position and be prepared to attack. 

The Second Anny, when directed, was to attack fran San-de-pu and attenpt 

to roll up the Russian right. The Third Anny was ordered to advance on 

26 Februru:y against the.Russian right and drive to the east. Oyama's 

instructions read: 

The objective of the battle is to decide the issue of the war. 
The question is not one, therefore, of occupying certain points or 
seizing tracts of country. It is essential that the enemy should 
be dealt a heavy blow, and as since in all our battles hitherto 
pursuit has been very slow, it is imperative upon this occasion to 
pursue as prarptly and as far as possible.2 

~while the Russian armies were poised to strike in the west. 

By 19 Februru:y the Japanese were in position and, on schedule on 23 

Februru:y, the attack was delivered against the Russian left. Tile 

Russians resisted stiffly but were unable to deploy reserves quickly 

because those elerrents had been positioned for the pending attack in 

the west. Prisoners captured in the east were identified as troops of 

Japan's 11th Division, known to have been with Nogi at Port Arthur. 

That fact and the growing pressure against his left flank made 

Kuropatkin wonder if perhaps Nogi' s entire arxcy was in the east. On 

24 February Major General Ukach--O;jorovich, Secret Service Chief, in

fonood Kuropatkin that spies had reported that the Japanese were aware 

of the proposed Russian attack scheduled for the next day. Kuropatkin 

directed Ogorovich to go and repeat his story to Kaulbars; 

... tell him what you have told rre. Tell him too, fran rre, that 
I beg him to decide upon the possibility of the offensive, and ask 
him to let rre know at once by telephone whether the Second Anny 
will attack tatorrow or not.3 

Kaulbars conferred with Kuropatkin as ordered. Once the ccmnander-in-

2Ibid., 3:269. 

3Ibid., 3:284. 
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chief declared that the Second Army would receive no assistance frcm 

the General Reserve due to the situation in the east, Kaulbars canceled 

his offensive. Oyama thereby gained the advantage. 

Oyama' s plan worked perfectly. Kuropatkin concentrated his 

attention in the east and hurried units to that area. Fran the Second 

Manchurian Army he took the 1st Siberian Corps and all of the aney's 

reserves. From the Third Army he ordered away the XVI Corps but can

celled the order when Bilderling objected that the action in the east 

might be a feint. In all forty-two battalions and one hundred twenty

eight guns IIOVed east before the Russians discovered where Oyama's 

main blow was directed. Weakening the Second Army was especially un

fortunate for that unit became the target of the main Japanese attack. 

On 25 February Kuropatkin still hurried additional units east. He 

personally directed a battalion with 110untain artillery of the 2nd 

Siberian Corps to the left flank. By 26 February the Russians had 

stopped the Japanese attack while many of the reinforcerrents were still 

enroute. 

Kuropatkin had developed no overall plan for the errployirent of 

the Russian annies after cancellation of the attack on 25 February. 

Linevich planned to counterattack once all of his reinforceI1E11ts 

arrived. In the center, Bilderling worried that the enemy's main 

attack would be directed tc,,,;ard 1'rukden through his position. Kuro

patkin's headquarters remrined uncertain about Japanese intentions 

but was inclined to expect it to care in the center or the east. 

Kuropatkin approved a de110nstration against the railroad bridge over 

the Sha-ho in the hope that it would relieve pressure against the First 

Army. He cauticned Bilder ling not to get deeply involved with the 
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den:onstration and to maintain the ability to withdraw. In the east 

Kuropatkin approved Linevich's attack and suggested that a frontal 

assault be made by the First Army. 
4 

Ch 27 February the Russians still looked east as Kuroki pressed 

his attack. Rennenkarrpff assurred ccmnand of the Ching-ho-cheng detach

llEilt on the extrerre left flank and quickly gained control of the situa

tion, As in the other battles too many generals were providing direc

tions. Cannander-in-chief, aney ccmnanders, and corps ccmnanders tended 

to get too involved in the details of their subordinate units. 5 Con

flicting orders were the usual result and that was the situation in the 

west where Nogi was advancing undetected by Grekov's ineffective cavalry. 

By 28 February the Japanese were exerting heavy pressure against 

the Russian right. Kaulbars, stripped of his reserves, was about to 

becare the target of the main attack. The Japanese Second Army struck 

first; its objective was to hold Kaulbars in place and to turn his flank 

while Nogi circled wide to the west. When Oku' s attacks threatened to 

break Kaulbars' line, all of his seige guns and extraneous material were 

evacuated. Not until the afternoon of 28 February did Kuropatkin becare 

aware of the developing threat to his right flank and of Nogi's presence. 

Little inforrration of value and an unfortunate arrount of inaccurate in

fonnation clouded any effort to make an ac=ate assesS!lEilt of the 

situation. 

4c:errrany, Historical Section of the German General Staff, The 
Russo-Japanese War 1904-1905, trans. by Karl von Donat, 7 vols. with 
m:ips (IDndon: Hugh Rees, 1908-1914), 7:6; and Great Britain, Official 
History, 3:316-20. 

5 Gerrrany, Russo-Japanese War, 7:41. 
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Kuropatkin explained his response to the situation in the west: 

The cxincentration of sufficient force to repel the turning uoveroont 
demanded several days for which reason it was inp:>rtant to throw 
out, without loss of tirre, a screen to the west of Mukden, and to 
check the advance of the leading units; and under the protection of 
the screen, to carry out the concentration of force necessary for 
assuming the offensive.6 

On 1 March Bilderling's portion of the front withstood a heavy 

artillery barrage--part of the Japanese plan to hold him in position. 

In the east Linevich launched an attack with tv.u corps. The Japanese 

fell back and the Russians captured the village of Si-da-ling. Kuro

patkin had to halt Linevich's offensive: 

The weakening of the enert¥ opposite Rennenkampf does not prove that 
the enemy has retired, but fully justifies us in assuming that the 
Japanese are continuing farther to envelope our left flank. Hence 
pushing the 1st Siberian Corps toward the 3rd Siberian Corps may 
rreet the enemy's intentions. . . . Let your Anny's main task be 
now to make the flank of your whole position absolutely safe 
against a turning uoverrent.7 

To carry out his plan in the west Kuropatkin had to gather forces for 

the counter stroke while he protected a ninety-mile front, but the 

Russian leader seerred unable to cope with multiple actions. 

Comnand and control broke dam during the battle. One reason 

was Kuropatkin's penchant for folllling detachments with the resulting 

breakdown of unit integrity. Kuropatkin clairred that he maintained 

regirrental integrity but the facts do not support his claim. Bat

talions from different regirrents and different corps were cxmronly 

assembled in detached eleroonts. Once the General Reserve was expended 

the practioo becarre even uore pronounced. To establish the screen west 

6General Kuropatkin's Account vol. 3, p. 153 faun Russian 
Official History, vol. 5, pt. 1, p. 177, quoted in Great Britain, 
official History, 3:337. 

7 Germany, Russo-Japanese War, 7:112. 
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of Mukden, Ku:ropatkin first drew from the General Feserve. Then he 

forrred a Ccllposite Division from elements of the Xth Corps. He recalled 

the 1st Siberian Corps from the First Am\Y and cx:mnandeered thirty-two 

battalions from Kaulbars, who was already hard pressed. Kaulbars man

aged to scrape together ~lve miscellaneous battalions. By 2 March 

the screen was in place and the leading elements of Nogi' s aney were 

checked. Oku, however, made sare small gains at the cost of exception

ally heavy casualties. Although there was no penetration of the line, 

the Russians had to adjust by extending to the north and pulling in 

from the west. By 3 March the Serond Manchurian Am\Y faced south and 

8 west. 

Ku:ropatkin was concerned about his line of carrnunication-the 

avenue of retreat had to be kept open. He was concerned as to Nogi' s 

objective. Did Nogi intend to strike near Mukden or further north near 

Tieh-ling? To rounter both options Kuropatkin ordered General Gemgross' 

1st Siberian Corps to the tombs north of Mukden to defend the city from 

that direction and General Istomin to Tieh-ling with the 6th Rifle 

Feginent to organize its defenses. Major General de Vitt's detachrrent 

from the Third Am\Y guarded the railroad be~ Mukden and Tieh-ling, 

and Colonel Zapolski's detachrrent protected the Hu-shih-tai tenninal. 

All of those assignrrents resulted from erroneous reports of large num

bers of enert\Y troops north of the city. 
9 

Kuropatkin' s force eventually 

checked Nogi's advance and inflicted heavy casualties an one of his 

divisions, causing Oyama to reinforce Nogi with one brigade from his 

8
rbid., 7:93; and Great Britain, Official History, 3:382-90. 

9Great Britain, Official History, 3:397-98. 
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General Reserve, M::>anwhile the situation in the west was critical, but 

the Russians met the threat, General Viktor K, Sakharov, Kuropatkin' s 

chief of staff, recamended that the lines west of the railroad be 

shortened and that the entire Second Ancy' ITDVe north of the Hun river 

to face west. Kuropatkin agreed. On the evening of 1 March he ordered 

the renainder of the Second Ancy' across the Hun. Those orders were 

sent direct to the units of the Second Ancy' fran Kuropatkin' s head

quarters. Sorre confusion resulted as unit cxmmanders attenpted to 

execute Kuropatkin's orders while simultaneously following Kaulbars' 

directives. 

Late on 2 March Kuropatkin received reports that the Japanese 

were extending further north along the western flank. Nogi was pulling 

one of his divisions out of the line and noving it north, The camander

in-chief' s plan to hold the Japanese with the screen and attack their 

left flank remained valid. On 3 March he informed Kaulbars that 

I have made arrangements to concentrate on the right bank of the 
Hun-ho the whole of the Manchurian Second Ancy' with the exception 
of twenty-five battalions which will renain to fonn a rear guard 
. . . provided that this concentration is successfully carried 
out . . . and we ourselves are not attacked today. . . . We l!D.lSt 
torrorrCM or the next day assurre an energetic offensive against 
the Japanese who are turning our right flank. In view of this it 
appears undesirable to act offensively pending the time we shall 
advance with our full strength. Send me your ideas as quickly as 
possible, 10 

But General von der Launitz, who cxmmanded the portion of the Second 

Ancy' still south of the Hun, was also getting instructions for 

Kaulbars: 

The ccmuander-in-chief ordered me to tell you that he is going to 
collect strong forces at Mukden to assurre the offensive with them, 
with the object of destroying the enffio/, To obtain this object 
the ccmuander-in-chief considers it necessary to ascertain strength, 

lOibid., 3:422. 
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direction of march, and if possible also the intention of the enemy. 
The General thinks it undesirable to make any attacks before our 
main forces have cane up, and before he has himself ass\llred ccmnand 
in battle. You are to turn over in your mind, until the ccmnander
in-chief arrives on the battlefield, what the best course of action 
=uld be to destroy the enefl\Y. . . .11 

The Third and First Manchurian Armies \sere still in their 

defensive positions facing numerically \\eaker forces. No new initia

tives had been undertaken since Kuropatkin called back Linevich's 

attack. The withdrawal of the Second Anuy turned into mass confusion 

as units descended on the bridges to cross the river. The ice was still 

thick enough to support sane troop rroverrent but not heavy transport or 

guns. Atter!g?ts to put up additional bridges failed in the confusion. 

Fortunately for the Russians, the Japanese did not press this advantage. 

Withdrawal of the Second Manchurian Anuy exposed the right flank of the 

Third Manchurian Anuy forcing a further rrodification of the line. Cne 

of the rrost amazing aspects of this battle was that the Japanese failed 

to take advantage of this situation. A potential Russian disaster 

loarro but Oku's aney was exhausted after repeated assaults against the 

Sha-ho positions. It lacked the vigor that Oyama requested. 

The Russians \sere pennitted to cross the river and even to 

regain sare semblance of order. Kuropatkin still planned to attack 

Nogi on 4 March. Kaulbars didn't believe that was possible, and the 

attack was delayed until 5 March. That delay pennitted Nogi to extend 

his line still further to the north. '1he Russian right flank arched 

fran Hun west around Mukden to the railroad station north of the town 

at Hu-shi-tai. 

Before dawn on 4 March the Japanese captured the :inp:lrtant 

11 Germany, Russo-Japanese War, 7:173. 
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river crossing at Su-hu-chia-po, between the Russian Second and Third 

Anni.es. Kuropatkin ordered it to be retaken. Then he :rrodified those 

orders to the effect that they were to be carried out only if heavy 

losses could be avoided. As strong resistance was expected no attenpt 

was made to recapture the crossing. 

'Ihroughout the fourth of March Russian headquarters debated two 

possible courses of action: 'lb attack Ncigt's fil!l1Y with the forces that 

had been assembled or to withdraw fran Mukden. Kuropatkin opted for 

the counterattack but warned the First and Third Armies to prepare for 

a possible retreat. The attack force consisted of 125 3/ 4 battalions 

with 364 guns. Nogi had approximately 93 battalions and 400 guns. 

Kuropatkin ordered Kaulbars 

to advance early tamrrow noming and, after driving the enemy 
westward ... to make good and hold the line Hsiao-yo-shu-pu/ 
Dembouski Position ... bearing in mind that the enemy is evi
dently trying to so dispose his forces as to threaten our rear. 
I consider it necessary to direct your special attentioo to 
making the nost arrple dispositions to rreet such a threat ...• 
I suggest that it may be possible to mass fifty battalions on 
your right flank . . . to roll him up fran north to south.12 

The First Manchurian Ariny was to hold its position. The Third 

Manchurian Anl\Y was to evacuate a portion of the Sha-ho defenses and 

occupy a new line in open terrain. Frozen ground and heavy opposition 

meant that the new line =uld be difficult to construct and precarious 

for the troops. Cbjections fran Bilderling and sare of his ccmnanders 

brought about the cancellation of the order, but the cancellation carre 

too late. The initial orders had been sent to and were being executed 

by the subordinate ccmnanders. Tlr.U divisions of the XVII Corps had 

already vacated the line thereby exposing the flank of the 6th Coi:ps 

12Great Britain, Official History, 3:454-55. 
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and the Japanese had occupied the evacuated positions. All atterrpts to 

regain the positions failed. The counterattack against Nogi did not 

care off as expected. Orders did not reach participating eleirents in 

tine for them to get into position. The 1st Siberian Co:r:ps received 

its orders om hour after it was to have attacked. 

At the opposite end of Kaul.bars front, General Tse:r:pitsky, re

ported his position under attack by three Japanese divisions and called 

for help. Both Kaul.bars and Kuropatkin sent reserves to assist. Kuro

patkin ordered Tse:r:pitsky to hold his position at all costs and to re

treat only with his approval. Tse:r:pitsky had greatly exaggerated the 

situation. He repulsed the Japanese attack without the assistance of 

the reserves and still had unccmnitted troops. Mc!anwhile the units 

sent to his assistance pulled strength away fran the intended attack. 

Kaul.bars planned to attack in three columns with the main 

effort by the coll.lllll1 furthest north. Sixteen battalions had been with

drawn to aid Tse:r:pitsky. As a result of that and a late start, little 

was accarplished on 5 March. Kaul.bars tried again on 6 March with four 

columns. Maxirrun pressure was again to be applied in the north in an 

attenpt to push Nogi back in a left wheel type ItPVe!l'el1t. When Kuro

patkin received a copy of Kaulbars' attack order, he was not pleased. 

It seened to him that not enough strength was allocated to the northern 

rolumns. The ronduct of the attack, ha.vever, was left up to Kaul.bars. 

When Kuropatkin later talked the matter over with Bilder ling, he a:m

plained that 

if we do not succeed today it will be harder tarorrow and then we 
shall not succeed. The Second Aney is not acting energetically; 
its orders are wretched and, what is nost irrg;lortant, yesterday was 
entirely wasted.13 

13Ib'd 1 ., 3:510-11. 



Kaulbars comn:mced the attack with Colonel Zapolsky's column 

(part of 1st Siberian Corps) against Ta-shih-chiao. '.lhe Japanese 

stopped Zapolsky and Kaulbars halted his other elemants until that 

village =uld be taken. '.lhe entire Second Anny waited for one =lumn 

to take a specific oojective. 
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Failure to take Ta-shih-chiao and unverified reports that 6,000 

Japanese were fifteen miles north of Mukden =nvinced Kuropatkin that it 

was necessary to shorten his lines again in order to gather rrore troops 

for the west. '.lhe First and Third Annies were ordered to fall back 

fran the Sha to the Hun-Ho line. Both of those anI\Y c:nmianders objected 

to the plan and Kuropatkin cancelled the order. However, when Kaulbars • 

offensive failed and the Se=nd Anny assuned a defensive posture at 

1:00 A.M. on 7 March, Kuropatkin ordered his other annies to retreat. 

'.lhe Se=nd Manchurian Anny held a line extending nort.l"Mard along 

an old railroad siding fran the junction of the Hsin-min-tun road with 

the railway. Oyama rroved Nogi further north and reinforced him with all 

three brigades fran his General Reserve. Against stiff resistance the 

Japanese made small gains in the west. en 7 March Nogi's leading ele

ll'el1ts closed toward the railroad. Japanese cavalry disguised as 

Orinese actually cut the railroad before dawn on 8 March but the Rus

sians quickly reopened the line and rail traffic =ntinued. 'll1e Japa

nese had all of their troops camtitted and were near the limit of their 

capability. 

Kuropatkin was able to withdraw the First and Third armies to 

the Hun without difficulty. Mukden and Fu-shun were still in Russian 

hands and, although the offensive had failed in the west, the Second 

Anny was holding. Nogi advanced to within five hundred yards of the 
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railroad before he was stopped but Japanese artillery was shelling the 

tracks. Kaulbars planned a counterattack against the Japanese 9th 

Division at Pa-chia-tzu but Kuropatkin cancelled it. The ccmnander-in

chief's principal =ncem becane the railroad. He forrred another 

detachnent under General Muilov to guard the tracks. 

Cb the evening of 8 March Kuropatkin again considered evacuation 

to Tieh-ling and issued warning orders. All unnecessary equiprent was 

to be sent north ll!IIEdiately. The armies were to retain only essential 

fighting equiprent and supplies sufficient for five or six days. Cb 9 

March the weather turned particularly bad. Blowing sno,,, and dust 

reduced visibility to a few hundred yaros. Under those conditions Nogi 

again extended his lines to the north and closed again upon the rail

road. Kuropatkin ordered the t:1-.o detachments that were furthest north 

to coordinate and =unterattack. 

Muilov' s detachnent was the farthest north. Cb the nights of 

8-9 March he captured three villages in preparation for the main attack 

against the Japanese position at Hei-ni-tun. It was an opportunity 

that =uld not be passed. Russians were already on three sides of the 

village. When atterrpts to coordinate with the other detachment failed, 

Muilov elected to =ntinue the action alone. Kuropatkin arrived at 

Muilov's position and criticized him for not coordinating the attack 

and for allowing the assault to be directed by only a Cblonel (Borisov) • 

After scree delay General Gershelmann replaced Borisov and the attack 

resuued. The delay proved =stly. After making scree progress the 

attack force was hit in the rear by the advance elenents of the Japa

nese 9th Division as it arrived to reinforce Hei-ni-tun.14 

14Ibid., 3:601-15. 
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Tserpitsky's J.X>Sition, assaulted again by the Japanese 5th Divi

sion, inflicted such heavy casualties on the enerqy that the attack 

stopped. 'lhe net result of action on 9 Mardi was a continued extension 

of the Japanese lines to the north. Russian atterrpts to halt the north

ward novenent failed. 'lhe Russian lines -re holding and severe casu

alties -re inflicted upon the Japanese. Ku:ropatkin believed that a 

large reserve foroe had to be gathered to push Nogi back while he 

simultaneously held Oku to prevent him f:ran assisting. He ordered 

fifty-one battalions into the General Reserve. Ku:ropatkin gave his 

assessment of the situation and stated his plan to counter Nogi 's 

threat. 

'lhe enerqy' s strength on the Northern Front has increased and is 
still increasing. His advanced troops are noving north parallel 
to the railway . . . the advanced guards auount to a brigade of 
infantry (was only a carpany). 'lhe attack on Hei-ni-tun, nade by 
General Muilov's order previous to my arrival was unsuccessful . 
. . the Japanese have nov taken the offensive. . . . It has been 
disrovered that another of their newly fo:med di visions is oper
ating against us on this front. I ronsider the situation 
exb:enely serious. Make arrangerrents this ve:ry night for a re
treat to Tieh-ling. It is particularly iirportant to send the 
artille:ry on ahead . . . to rover the retirerrent I will take the 
offensive tcm::>rro.v with the reserves. At present insufficient 
forces have been asserrbled.15 

For several days the situation in the -st and north had 

occupied all of Ku:ropatkin's attention. Ironically the blov that 

foroed the retreat carre in the east. Kuroki broke the Russian line 

and before dark on 9 Mardi had two divisions north of the Hun. "\'hen 

word of this :reached Ku:ropatkin's heacquarters, General Sakharov 

imrediately ordered the retreat to begin. 

'lhe plan of retreat initially called for the Third Arnrr to pull 

back while the other annies protected the flanks. Kurdd' s penetration 

15Ibid., 3:617-18. 
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made that irrpossible. Instead of attacking the Japanese left flank as 

he had intended, Kuropatkin was forced to use his reserves as a blocking 

force to oover the retreat of the Third and Seoond Annies. 1-bst of the 

First Anlly, east of the penetration, was able to pull back in good order. 

Forces west of the penetration soon lost all cohesion. Only the lack of 

persistent pursuit and the excellent w::>rk of Muilov's rear guard pre

vented an even greater disaster. 'lbe breakthrough was a major victo:cy 

for Oyama but his troops were too frM and too tired to accanplish the 

mission he had set for them--the destruction of the Russian armies. By 

12:00 P.M. on. 10 March the last stragglers passed through .Muilov's 

positions, and the rear guard noved north. 

Although some additional rear guard action flared, the Japanese 

did not press. Isolated skirmishes oc=red as straggling Russian 

units were overtaken. Cne incident illustrates that the fighting spirit 

still existed in the Russian ranks. The 19th Rifle Regirrent became 

isolated and fought until it had expended all its anm.mition. The 

Russians considered making a bayonet charge but not enough able-bodied 

rren remained to carry it out. When the regirrent surrendered, of 2,500 

rren, it had but five officers left and only two hundred and fifty 

un~ed rren. 

By the norning of 12 March the Russians were at Tieh-ling with 

65,000 effective infantcyrren in the First Anlly, 46,000 in the Second 

Anlly, and 21,000 in the Thim Anlly. Sufficient supplies were available to 

support the armies for several days al though sare problems in distribu

tion existed due to the anount of equipnent lost in the retreat. The 

First and Seoond Annies were in defensive positions along the Fan-Ho just 

south of Tieh-ling and the Thim An11y was in reserve. The arir!Y can-
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manders discussed the possibility of an offensive but it did not get 

past the discussion stage before the Japanese 2nd Division attacked a 

portion of the Tieh-ling line, The Japanese attack did not seriously 

endanger the Russian positions. '.the attack, h<:Mever, coupled with per

sistent rurrors of Japanese atterrpts to envelope Tieh-ling, was enough 

to convince Kuropatkin to withdraw. The evacuation to Hsi-ping-tai 

began on 14 March and was carried out with little interference fran 

the Japanese. When the annies reached their new positio11q, they also 

had a new ccmnander-in-chief, General Linevich, 

Kuropatkin's two major errors after reacting to Oyama's feint 

to the east of Mukden were the delay in attacking Nogi and -the =
tailrrent of offensive action in the east. '.the belated attack against 

Nogi allCMed the Japanese to extend their lines further to the north. 

Tenni.nation of offensive action by the First Manchurian Atn\Y allCMed 

Kuraki to probe, locate, and exploit a weakness in the Russian line. 

Kuroki was able to concentrate his ru:my due to the stationary defensive 

posture assumed by Linevich at Kuropatkin' s direction. It was during 

the retreat, forced by Kuroki's breakthrough, that the Russians took 

their heaviest casualties. 

The battle for Mukden was expensive for both nations. The 

Japanese took 70,000 casualties, the Russians 90,000. In terms of dead 

and wounded the Japanese had the greater losses with twice the number 

killed as the Russians. 'l'hirty thousand Russians were captured, 110st 

of them during the retreat. 16 

Cb 16 March the Tsar ordered Kuropatkin to return to Irkutsk. 

'.the general pled to remain with the annies in Manchuria, arguing that 

16Ibid., 3:689. 
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while he may have been lacking in his overall direction of the war he 

was at least as capable as sare of the corps carrnanders. Kuropatkin 

was allowed to remain in Manchuria until the end of the war as ccmnander 

of the First Manchurian Aney. 



OfAPTER SEVEN 

CCNCLUSICN 

It will be for the future historian to decide whether the troops 
we put into the field before March 1905 w:iuld have been suffi
cient for victo:r:y. 

General Aleksei Nikolaevich Kuropatkin 

In Kuropatkin's strategy the actions prior to Liao-yang, at the 

Yalu and Te-li-ssu, were rear guard maneuvers intended to buy tillE to 

gather strength. 'Ill.e fault with those battles was not their purp::,se but 

their execution. Deficiencies in unit training and antiquated tactics, 

ineffective leadership, poor caval:r:y performance, and unreliable can-

11Ul11ications that surfaced early in the war continued until its end. In 

spite of these liabilities the Russian soldier proved his tenacity and 

ability to fight when properly led. 

At Liao-yang the fill11/ had grcMll. in strength and Kuropatkin was 

willing to offer stubbom resistance frcm prepared defensive positions. 

He ordered three consecutive retreats during the battle in order to 

concentrate his forces or to gather strength for counterattack. 

Although he gathered sufficient forces north of the Hun to attack 

Kuroki with a four-to-one advantage, Kuropatkin finally retreated frcm 

Liao-yang because of the uncertain situation and lack of resolve. 

Following the Mukden battle Kuropatkin expressed the belief 

that the Japanese were consistently able to field superior forces. 

71 
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Data collected after the war clearly indicates that the Russians 

attained nurrerical superiority with their field ru:rey prior to the battle 

of Liao-yang and retained it. Was that fact not realized, or was Kuro

patkin aware of his advantage? These points have not been resolved. 

Examination of the organization of the Russian and Japanese 

annies reveals an inportant difference. Japanese strength reports list 

only canbat troops. A separate organization of "etappen" troops pro

vided supply and logistic services for front line organizaticns. Japa

nese and native laborers foll~ the ru:rey fran its first landing in 

Korea and provided for the needs of the fighting units. 

The Russians also contracted for local labor but they con

tinued to rely upon soldiers drawn fran the regirrents to provide many 

of the sarre logistical functions that they perfonred in peacetirre. The 

cobblers, tailors, farriers, personnel to provide internal distribution 

of supplies, and those who aided in the evacuation of the 1rounded were 

a drain on regirrental strengths. How many of these soldiers were able 

to revert to their primary role when in battle is unlmown. 

Russian units rarely attained full strength. Carrbat losses 

were rrore often replaced by new units rather than by troops drafted to 

replace the missing. That fact coupled with poor administration makes 

an accurate assessrrent of actual troop strengths difficult. Even with 

these facts in mind Kuropatkin must have had rrore confidence in the 

superiority of the Russian ru:rey than he was willing to admit. 

Kuropatkin's continuous adm::Jnitions to subordinate camanders 

to avoid contact with superior forces of the eneit¥ and his extrare 

caution suggest that when he did opt to fight, he did so with sare ccn

fidence in the suprerracy of his annies. He proclaimed, prior to Sha-Ho, 
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that the tine had care to advance. 'lhe initiatives at San-de-pu and 

Mukden also inply a perceived Russian advantage. Kuropatkin was willing 

to take the initiative or actually started each of the battles after 

Liao-yang. 'lhe Russians never attained the two-to-one advantage advo

cated by the British or the three-to-one ratio preferred by the Gentians, 

but the aITI\Y was strong enough to give the carmander confidence to try 

for a victory. Neither equiµrent nor logistics were problems. In 

defending his decision to retreat fran Mukden, Kuropatkin cites neither 

as a contributing factor. 

At Liao-yang Kuropatkin infonred the Tsar that the nost :i.np:>r

tant duty of his filTI\Y was to protect its line of ccmuunications. An 

examination of his orders to the aITI\Y at the Sha reveals a greater 

disposition to advance a series of defensive positions than to make a 

spirited attack. At Sha-Ho and through every battle thereafter, 

Kuropatkin relinquished the initiative to ()yama. The Russian ccmnander 

would not risk his forces for a decisive victory. At Liao-yang he 

retreated frcrn the threat posed by Kuroki; at the Sha-Ho his leisurely 

advance penn:i.tted ()yama to withdraw fran threatened positions and to 

concentrate the Japanese annies for attack; at San-de-pu the Russian 

assault halted when Japanese resistance stiffened and a counterattack 

seemed inminent; during the battle of Mukden the planned attack never 

materialized and Kuropatkin allowed ()yama to make the first I!Ove. 

Kuropatkin' s record plainly indicates repeated instances of reaction 

rather than the initiative required for victory. At Mukden Kuropatkin 

faults himself for not retreating sooner. Nowhere is there the indi

cation of the strong will and dete:rm:i.nation necessary to win. 

Kuropatkin blames his defeat at Mukden on the pranature 
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su=ender of Port Arthur and the subsequent release of Nogi' s aney, on 

the threat posed by that aney to Vladivostok and the Prirrorsk district, 

on the threat to the railroad that forced him to disperse his troops, 

and on the poor action of the cavalry in the west. He criticized 

Kaulbars' and Bilderling's leadership and their a:ani.es' lack of energy. 

In accepting responsibility for that defeat Kuropatkin gives 

five reasons: 1) the General Reserve was not large enough prior to the 

start of the battle; 2) too many troops were pulled away to guard the 

lines of carmunications; 3) confusion resulted due to a breakdo,m. of 

unit integrity; 4) he was not cautious enough-the retreat should have 

started earlier; and 5) he should have personally taken ccmnand of 

Muilov' s detachrrent and acted as a corps <Xmll3Ilder. 1 

His assessrrent that too many troops guarded the railroad and 

that unit integrity broke do,m. are valid. The other explanations are 

questionable and belie his style of leadership. Kuropatkin' s leader

ship was the greatest contributing factor to the series of Russian 

defeats. His penchant for huge reserves-self chastisemant for not 

retreating sooner-and the desire to rush to the focal point of the 

action and assume personal direction reveal the inperfections of his 

leadership. 

Kuropatkin lacked faith in his subordinate <Xmll3Ilders. 'lliat 

lack of faith was justified in SCllle cases, but that lack of trust also 

contributed to the Russian defeats. An aney needs a finn leader, and 

1Aleksei Nikelaevich Kuropatkin, Russian AinJY and the Japanese 
War: Historical and Critical Comrents on the Milit Poli and Power 
o Russia , on e Carrpai9;1: in e Far East, trans. y A. B. LD:i ay, 
ed., E. D. SWinton, 2 vols. in 1 (lDndon: John Murray, 1909; reprint 
ed., Westport, Connecticut: Hyperion Press, 1977), 2:299-302. 
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he must be accessible for decisions. His responsibility is to provide 

direction; his subordinates have the responsibility of carrying out his 

orders. '.lhose who prove incapable can be replaced. 

The lack of reliable ca:rmunications coupled with Kuropatkin' s 

style of leadership contributed to the ineffective control of the 

Russian a:r:mies. As ccmnander-in-chief Kuropatkin was responsible for 

the largest military force ever assanbled for caroat. '.lhat force was 

deployed over a front broader than any in history. The techniques 

necessary to provide effective leadership un:ier those circumstances 

were not realized by the Russian camiander. Kuropatkin att.enpted to 

direct his a:r:mies in the sane fashion as his predecessors, -by being 

present at the scene of action and personally influencing the outcare 

of the battle. While that is an admirable trait indicative of courage 

and spirit, it also reveals a lack of understanding of the realities 

of the t:i.rre. Kuropatkin did not have the facilities that today make 

nobile ccmnand posts possible. The size of the force, and their 

dispersal dananded rapid reliable camiunications. Heliograph, tele

phones, and telegraph were available. Radios, also available, were 

not widely used by either belligerent. The slowest rrethod of passing 

rressages, couriers, was extensively used. 

Kuropatkin's attempts to provide central control of the battle 

could only have been possible with efficient camiunications. However, 

he often was forced or chose to use couriers to ca:rmunicate with his 

maneuver elenents. In critical situations Kuropatkin himself rushed to 

the scene of action-at Liao-yang he went to the north bank of Tai-tzu 

to lead the troops against Kuroki-at the Sha-Ho he could be found in 

foi:ward observation posts-and at Mukden he planned to personally lead 
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the attack against Nogi. His noverrent about the battlefield and the 

relocation of forward ccmnand posts before wire ccmnunications had been 

installed to the major subordinate units CCl!{Jelled him to rely exces

sively upon =uriers to deliver messages. Oyama provided an exarrple 

that the Russian would have done well to emulate. 'lhe Japanese cx:m

mander established a ccmnand post central arrl to the rear of the 

expected action, and he installed a good ccmnunications network. He 

remained there, accessible, arrl kept his annies informed and coordi

nated. 

'lhe Japanese had difficulty in supplying their annies after the 

battle at Liao-yang. 'lhe farther they noved inland the greater the 

problem became. 'Ille quality of officers used for replacarents deteri

orated as the war progressed. Canpany grade officers in particular 

suffered severe casualties. Regulars were replaced with reserves. 

'lhe Japanese were in short supply of artillery anrounition and trans

port animals. Oyama put everything he had into the battle of Mukden. 

He won the tc,;,m. but failed to achieve his objective--the destruction of 

the Russian annies. Mukden =nvinced the Japanese marshall that he 

=uld not accanplish his objective and that a =ntinuation of the war 

was extrerrely dangerous for Japan. Russian strength =ntinued to gr= 

at a faster rate than the Japanese. On 13 March Oyama urged his gov

ernment to initiate diplaratic measures to end the war and on 28 March 

he sent General Kodama to Japan to urge peace. 2 

Even as he retreated fran Mukden Kuropatkin rE!llained =nfident 

of eventual victory. He went to Manchuria =nvinced that the southern 

2shuq,ei Okarroto, 'lhe Japanese Oligarchy and the Russo
Japanese War (New York: Columbia University Press, 1970)1 pp. 110-12. 



region was not defensible and that only the Russian interests in the 

north should be defended, He was prepared to retreat all the way to 

Harbin to gain ti.me and strength, He adhered to that plan until 

relieved of ccmnan:1 after the withdrawal fran Tieh-ling. 
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The Japanese won every major engagerrent of the war in spite of 

the ever increasing Russian strength, Fran Liao-yang onward Kuropatkin 

had the larger force, It was well supplied and had the advantage of 

internal lines of camrunicaticns. Training deficiencies in the aDl\Y 

becarre less critical as the troops became seasoned in camat. His 

excuses concerning poor reconnaissance were justified in saoo cases but 

when opportunities were observed to exploit chinks in the Japanese 

dispositions (at Liao-yang the gap caused when Kuraki crossed the Tai

tzu; at Mukden the opportunity to strike the Japanese right flank) he 

did not pursue them. 

How then was Oyama able to defeat a nUl!Erically superior force 

when he himself suffered personnel and supply shortages? Oyama, with 

Kodama's assistance, provided sound effective leadership to the Japa

nese forces, He used all of his resources and carmitted his reserves 

wisely to exploit Russian weaknesses, At Mukden the entire General 

Reserve was ccmnitted to action against the Russian right flank, Oyama 

took advantage of Kuropatkin' s timid leadership. The Russian I s over

reaction to feints, his cautious direction of the Russian armies, his 

penchant for the defense, and his willingness to retreat instead of 

offering tenacious resistance were wsaknesses that Oyama capitalized 

upon. 

Kuropatkin initially planned to retreat fran the Yalu and Te

li-ssu. He planned to fight defensively at Liao-yang but retreated 
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before an inferior foroo. Kuropatkin believed that retreat was a tactic 

just as well as an attack. He gave up Liao-yang; the Japanese did not 

win it. At the Sha-Ho, San-de-pu, and Mukden the Russians' slow exe

cution and defensive orientaticm pennitted Oyama to maneuver, exploit 

Russian weaknesses, and seize the initiative. Kuropatkin' s preferenoo 

for a cefensive posture negated his advantage of superior strength. In 

refense he reacted to Japanese noves and used up his reserves piece

neal rather than e:xploi ting his opponent's mistakes. 

In each of the later battles of the war the larger Russian 

force retreated in the faoo of detennined Japanese pressure. Had Kuro

patkin used sound strategical planning to take advantage of his nu

nerical superiority, he prcbably would have contained or defeated the 

Japanese. 'lhe Japanese were not invincible; logistics did not limit 

the Russian strategic plan. Kuropatkin' s personal bravery was never 

an issue. He was plaood in a positicm that he had requested, but its 

scope was beycmd his capabilities. He was overly cautious and lacked 

the resolve to ccmtinua an acticm in the faoo of stiff oppositicm. 

Victory elured the Russians primarily because of Kuropatkin' s lack of 

effective leadership and his strategy of retreat--retreat--retreat. 
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