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Foreword

THIs sTUDY analyzes Soviet strategy in Sinkiang from 1933
to 1949, with major emphasis upon the first ten years, when
General Sheng Shih-ts’ai ruled the province. The period opens
with Russian intervention in a local civil war between provincial
troops under Sheng and rebellious Moslem forces, and closes
with the entry of Chinese Communist armies into the area,
resulting in the collapse of an anti-Chinese revolt sponsored
by Moscow.

The efforts of Chinese Nationalist leaders to cope with
Soviet penetration in Sinkiang cannot be considered apart
from their preoccupation with Japanese invasion, first of
Manchuria and then of China proper. At a later date, Chinese
policies in Sinkiang were influenced indirectly by United States
efforts to shape China’s domestic as well as foreign policies.
Similarly, Soviet actions in Inner Asia bore intimate connection
with Moscow’s view of Japan’s intentions, as well as of China’s
capabilities. Postwar Russian moves in Sinkiang, as elsewhere
in China, proceeded from a general policy framework which
was world-wide in its focus, concentrating in particular upon
actions and reactions of the United States.

Because these larger international questions encompass far
more than the area being studied, they are touched upon only
insofar as they directly concern Sinkiang. With this recognized
limitation, however, in addition to an analysis of Soviet strategy,
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evidence is offered bearing on three related problems. First,
previously unstudied archives of the Japanese Foreign Office
throw light on Tokyo’s efforts to penetrate Inner Asia, with
Sinkiang as a primary avenue of entry. The interaction between
Moslems and Japanese provides an intricate pattern of intrigue
and infiltration within China.

Secondly, Sheng Shih-ts’ai’s memoirs and personal archives
fill in part of the picture of relations between the Communist
centers of Moscow and Yenan during the 1930’s. Sheng’s
provincial capital of Urumchi' was an important link in the
line of communications between Joseph Stalin and Mao Tse-
tung. Sheng’s account suggests not only co-operation, but covert
conflict, between these two figures. His relationship with them
provides an additional perspective to an historical problem still
shrouded in secrecy and uncertainty.

Finally, the study focuses upon certain aspects of Chinese
Nationalist policy, domestic as well as foreign. China’s handling
of the Sinkiang situation reflected its approach to problems
elsewhere, particularly in the turbulent postwar period. Sino-
Soviet relations became increasingly influenced by provincial
developments after Chiang Kai-shek extended his authority
into Sinkiang in 1942, following Sheng Shih-ts’ai’s swing from
the Moscow orbit into that of China’s wartime capital, Chung-
king .2

These three areas of activity receive secondary attention.
Perforce, Sinkiang’s demographic, economic, and political de-
velopment are described and analyzed in their relevance to the
main theme of Soviet strategy, but no attempt has been made to
give them detailed treatment. Two factors prompted this de-
cision. First, Owen Lattimore’s Pivot of Asia offers an excellent
survey of these questions, based on materials available prior to
1950. Secondly, the impact of Chinese Communist policies
in the area since that date makes problematic the usefulness of
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depicting the way of life in the province at the time of writing,
given the likelihood of basic long-range developmental changes
introduced by China’s present capital, Peking.

Within this frame of reference, this book consists of two
parts. The first is a chronological account and analysis of
Soviet strategy from 1933 to 1949, presenting Sinkiang as a
model case study with reference to borderlands adjoining the
Soviet Union, from Mongolia to Turkey. By examining Mos-
cow’s policies and the reactions of target groups, parallel pat-
terns are suggested elsewhere when similar situations emerge.
The second part consists of Sheng Shih-ts’ai’s memoirs for this
period. As the most authoritative source for his own actions,
it merits attention. Subsequent political events and the passing
of time have combined to distort description as well as explana-
tion, but this is a common fault in every autobiography which
simultaneously serves as a political apologia. No attempt has
been made to footnote or to comment directly upon Sheng’s
memoirs. Instead, it is left to the reader to form his own
evaluation, facilitated, it is hoped, by the preceding analysis
which draws upon other sources as well as upon Sheng’s ac-
count.

In the Appendices to Sheng Shih-ts’ai’s autobiography are
four documents, translated from Chinese originals in his
archives. The first is the so-called “Tin Mines Treaty,” con-
cluded between Sheng and Soviet representatives in 1940. The
text has previously appeared, in identical form, in an official
publication of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic
of China.? It is of interest not only as evidence of Soviet
strategy in 1940, but as a precedent for the unpublished agree-
ment concluded between Peking and Moscow in 1950, providing
for joint exploration and exploitation of oil and nonferrous
mineral deposits in Sinkiang.
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The next three items presented by Sheng purport to be con-
fessions of conspirators executed by his regime, following his
transfer of affiliation from Moscow to Chungking in 1942.
They were selected from a larger group of similar items on the
basis of their relevance to the main focus of this study, Soviet
strategy and Sheng’s reaction to it. It is impossible to vouchsafe
for the authenticity of these documents, either as to their
relation with the persons to whom they are attributed, or to
their correspondence with actual events. Hundreds, if not
thousands, died in Sheng Shih-ts’ai’s purges. Eyewitness ac-
counts provide vivid descriptions of his torture chambers, where
hot needles were systematically inserted through fleshy por-
tions of the anatomy, and where excruciating pain preceded
the extraction of a confession. The author interviewed survivors
of such interrogation, in Hong Kong and Taiwan, during 1954-
55. While these facts cast doubt upon the confessions, they do
not necessarily disprove the allegations contained therein. At
the very least, such documents offer insights on the nature of
Sheng’s rule.

The first confession is attributed to Mao Tse-min, brother
of Mao Tse-tung. Its inclusion needs no justification. The
second, although brief, was selected because of its alleged
author, Tu Chung-yiian. Tu grew up in the same province as
Sheng Shih-ts’ai and was his friend from childhood. Identified
by some as an intelligent reformer, by others as a Communist,
Tu, in 1937, published a study of Sheng’s regime, which re-
mained for many years a primary source on developments in
Sinkiang. Much of it served as a basis for Western accounts
of the area.* Sheng later claimed this work purposely “flattered”
his rule, while not disavowing its praise of his educational, wel-
fare, and nationality policies. Whatever the truth, Tu Chung-
yian’s place among sources on Sinkiang makes his ‘“confes-
sion” of particular interest.
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The last document, the longest and the most detailed, is
identified with Sheng Shih-ts’ai’s sister-in-law. It is offered
for whatever light it may throw upon the mysterious death of
his brother, Sheng Shih-ch’i. This young military commander
had received Soviet training, yet, according to Sheng’s account,
he was murdered in April, 1942, in a plot directed from
Moscow. Since Sheng claims it was this event which triggered
his final abandonment of a pro-Soviet policy, the evidence
offered in this document merits close study.

The three confessors were executed in 1943, although the
confessions are dated in 1942, well before the official rap-
prochement between Urumchi and Chungking. An historical
note came almost a decade later, when Soviet and Chinese
Communist representatives laid wreaths on the tombs of Mao
Tse-min and Tu Chung-yiian, commemorating the “martyrs
who were killed by Sheng Shih-ts’ai” in Sinkiang.®

Two Americans, personally acquainted with Sheng, offer
differing but related estimates of the validity of these accusa-
tions of plots against Urumchi. The first observer noted
critically, “Sheng is patently a man possessed of a spy mania.
This is not to say that there were no intriguers or spies or
would-be assassins in Sinkiang. It is only to say that, if one
reads Sheng’s ‘Eight Points’ and ‘Six Policies,” or even if he
limits himself to a study of Sheng’s immediate and automatic
reactions upon meeting a new personality, he appreciates that
Sheng fancied himself beset by all sorts of modern demons—
imperialists, Trotskyites, KMT and Japanese agents, Turki
nationalists, and just plain assassins.””®

The other comment came from Wendell Willkie, who met
Sheng briefly in Urumchi, yet his limited acquaintance may
make it meaningful for the reader who, in these pages, is en-
countering Sheng for the first time. Willkie, defeated Republican
candidate for president of the United States in 1940, remarked
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after visiting Sinkiang in 1942, “The stories he [Sheng] told
me of murder, intrigue, espionage, and counterespionage
sounded like a dime thriller and would have been incredible to

an American were it not for the evidence all about of suspicion
and mystery.””

It is not the purpose of this work to pass moral judgment
upon Soviet strategy or upon Sheng Shih-ts’ai’s actions. Such
evaluations, whether of foreign or domestic policy, are made
difficult by the wide gap, both in time and custom, which
separates Sinkiang from observers in the Western world. To
say that the populace benefited or suffered during this period
is to assume a common and perceptible scale of values and
preferences, shared by the various groups of the province. The
complexity of the actual scene, however, as will become evi-
dent in the following pages, makes identification of such values
extremely hazardous at this distance.

Therefore, where evaluation is offered, it is in terms of the
success or failure of policies which set out to achieve perceived
objectives. Various groups contested for control of Sinkiang
during the period 1933-49. From Tokyo, Moscow, and Chung-
king, influence was brought to bear upon the center of the
struggle, Urumchi. Means of policy are weighed in terms of
their effectiveness in attaining ends of policy. If the study
achieves the modest aim of laying bare the way in which the
competing groups succeeded or failed in their objectives, it
will have justified the efforts of the many persons whose con-
tributions made this book possible.

Sources and Acknowledgments

Sinkiang has existed, until recently, beyond the reach of all
but the most adventurous travelers. Its atmosphere of rumor
and intrigue challenges confirmation of facts and precision of
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analysis. Written accounts and firsthand observations are
scarce. Moreover, later tailoring of evidence to fit the official
garb of leading parties in Sinkiang politics compounds the prob-
lem of source evaluation.

From the start of this study, such matters have plagued
the research to a degree which requires consideration, if the
subsequent analysis is to be properly evaluated. In 1954, while
in residence in Taiwan, the author learned of the presence there
of General Sheng Shih-ts’ai, celebrated war lord of Sinkiang
from 1933 to 1944. Two weeks after requesting an interview,
he was informed officially that the general’s whereabouts was
“unknown.” This seemed incredible, considering Sheng’s in-
active rank in the armed forces and his prolific articles in the
local press. Further investigation resulted in a third party
arranging clandestine meetings between Sheng Shih-ts’ai and the
author, doubtlessly known to the authorities yet not receiving
official sanction.

Similarly, secrecy was imposed in February, 1954, on a reso-
lution introduced in the second session of the National Assembly
of the Republic of China, attended by more than 1,500 dele-
gates. This statement demanded punishment of Sheng for
alleged crimes against residents of Sinkiang, as well as for his
pro-Soviet policy pursued from 1933 to 1942. Both it, and
Sheng’s lengthy rejoinder, remained officially classified secrets,

their existence being learned through well-informed Hong Kong
newspapers.

In addition to secrecy, the difficulty of establishing available
evidence as bona fide was compounded by the checkered careers
of firsthand observers. Necessity compelled those involved in
Sinkiang politics to cross opposing lines without hesitation,
if they were to survive the rapid shifts of power in Urumchi.
Kuang Lu, now attached to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in
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Taipei, illustrates this problem. Gifted in Russian and Manchu,
as well as Chinese, Kuang played a critical role in 1934, as an
intermediary between Sheng Shih-ts’ai, and the Soviet consul
general, Garegin A. Apresoff. Subsequently assigned by Sheng
as Chinese consul in Tashkent, he was identified by Japanese
intelligence sources as “a Soviet agent.” In 1938 Kuang visited
Urumchi at Sheng’s invitation, when the general’s pro-Soviet
orientation was clearly established. Whatever may have been
his sympathies with that orientation, however, he fell victim
to a purge of “Trotskyite-imperialist plotters,” instituted by
Sheng with the assistance of Soviet advisers.

Jailed until 1942, Kuang won release when Sheng transferred
his affiliation to Chungking. Yet apparently the Kuldja rebels,
acting under Russian direction in the western part of the
province in November, 1944, found Kuang Lu sufficiently ac-
ceptable to offer him a post in the insurgent regime. Kuang chose
Chungking at this point, remaining a trusted adviser on Sin-
kiang since that time. Thus, while his political preferences dis-
play some consistency, Kuang’s choices of action seem to have
been dictated by more immediate, pragmatic considerations.

His career is not unique in its apparent identification with
conflicting political camps. Sheng Shih-ts’ai is an outstanding
example of this phenomenon. Protective coloration, resulting
from such changes of affiliation, makes evidence from firsthand
observers in this situation particularly difficult to evaluate.

Furthermore, unintentional error follows from the frequent
confusion of rumor and fact. For instance, estimates on the
number of persons executed during Sheng’s purges range from
several hundred, by his own account, to more than one hundred
thousand, stated by responsible Chinese sources.

Another point of dispute concerns that of alleged treaties
concluded between Urumchi and Moscow. A rumored pact of
1935 purportedly pledged Soviet assistance to Sheng in case of
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outside attack, excluded all other foreign influence, and offered
Russian support should he declare Sinkiang independent of
China. Japanese intelligence sources reported various versions
of this treaty, while public accounts appeared in secondhand
sources at the time. Yet investigation has failed to confirm
existence of the pact, at least as summarized in Western studies.

This is not to claim that every statement in the following
chapters has been irrefutably established as fact. Were all
unverifiable information to be rigidly excluded, only the shadow-
iest outlines of the Sinkiang scene would remain. On the
contrary, material with a high degree of probability, albeit
without certainty, is included and so identified, so as to pro-
vide guidelines for further research and analysis. It is hoped
that circumspect handling of the sources will add substantially
to understanding of Soviet strategy in Sinkiang, as well as to
determining the motivations of other groups subject to or
allied with that strategy.

Sheng Shih-ts’ai himself, of course, is a primary source for
this study. His autobiography, comprising the second part of
this book, was written in retirement on Taiwan and translated
in 1954 under the auspices of The Asia Foundation. The
original, considerably longer than the published version herein,
has been reassembled, edited, and provided with transitional
material culled from interviews with Sheng and from his other
writings. The purpose of this revision was to facilitate reading
of Sheng’s account by a non-Chinese audience, the original
version containing personal as well as political references un-
familiar or irrelevant in the present context. Such additions
as have been made come from written answers provided by
General Sheng to the author, based on questions submitted
after study of the original manuscript. Sheng’s many articles,
including a condensation of “My Ten Years in Sinkiang,”
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published serially in Taiwan, also provided material inserted
in editing. The author wishes to express his appreciation for
the opportunity to make such revisions, and to accept the re-
sponsibility for any injustices or shortcomings which the
manuscript may have suffered in the process.

A second major source is the archives of the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs (Wai-chiao Pu) of the Republic of China, por-
tions of which were made available through the courtesy of
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, George C. Yeh. While such
records were not examined in the original Chinese, English
paraphrases of selected items provided a basis for further
research. Additional documents appear in official publications
or in authorized accounts by Sinkiang specialists resident in
Taipei, granted access to official archives.

Thirdly, co-operation from informants in Taiwan, Hong
Kong, and Japan provided eyewitness accounts of principal
events and negotiations concerning Sinkiang from 1933 to 1949.
Although such evidence suffers inevitable distortion through
recollection, it adds a dimension of reality to written materials.
Unfortunately, most of those interviewed requested that their
contributions be anonymous. Out of deference to this request,
such persons are identified in the general listing of sources
below, but only where permission was granted is specific in-
formation attributed to the source in subsequent pages. Natu-
rally, every effort was made to establish the accuracy of these
accounts.

Finally, a supplement made by the Ford Foundation to
its original grant enabled the author to delve into the ar-
chives held by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan.
These archives contain more than 40,000 pages of materials
pertaining directly to Sinkiang, with additional volumes cover-
ing Sino-Soviet relations in general. The documents range in
reliability from patent forgeries, passed through police files
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and intelligence sources, to telegrams intercepted in passage
between the Commissariat of Foreign Affairs (Narkomindel)
and Soviet diplomats on the one hand, and the Wai-chiao Pu
and Chinese officials on the other. These telegrams, intercepted
by Japanese agents, provide ample evidence of authenticity.
In addition, Japanese analysis benefited from friendly Chinese
sources, sometimes holding official positions and acting as
agents for Toyko, as well as for Chungking. Among the more
valuable dispatches were those from trained personnel in the
Japanese foreign service, notably Minister Masamoto Kitada,
stationed in Kabul.

Russian sources proved disappointing. A scanning of Pravda
for the years 1931-35 indicated insufficient material to warrant
continuation in this direction. Nor do Chinese Communist
writings throw much light on this period, confined mostly to
general denunciations of Sheng’s allegedly reactionary rule and
eulogies to the “martyrs” executed after his change of policy
in 1942. Sheng’s earlier “progressive” period is explained as a
product of circumstances over which he had no control.

Among specific acknowledgments, two, in particular, head
the list. The author is extremely indebted to General Sheng
Shih-ts’ai for his generosity and patience. The first quality
granted free examination of his voluminous files of original
documents, letters, and photographs. The second aspect, pa-
tience, enabled General Sheng to tolerate endless hours of
questioning, much of it based on confusion and ignorance,
probing into his personal, as well as his political, views. With-
out the impetus provided by his friendly and willing help, this
study would not have been possible.

Another individual whose efforts enhanced this work is
O. Edmund Clubb. Now retired from the foreign service of
the United States, he served in Sinkiang in 1943, opening
the first American consulate in Urumchi. His interest in the
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research for this book and his direct, but encouraging, criticism
provided a ready source of inspiration during the tortuous
process of writing it. As a consultant, his reservoir of knowl-
edge about China in general, and about Sinkiang in particular,
proved most helpful.

In addition, many persons gave generously of their time
and insight to sharpen the analysis and to clarify the thinking
of the author. Special mention should be made of those on
Taiwan, both in official and unofficial capacities, including the
Minister of Foreign Affairs, George C. Yeh; Lieutenant General
Chiang Ching-kuo; Dr. Lo Chia-lun; Chu Hsin-min; Wang
Yun-wu; Kuang Lu; Pu Tao-ming; Prince Wang Ming; and
Dr. Shen Nai-ch’en. The Asia Foundation co-operated in pro-
viding the translation of General Sheng Shih-ts’ai’s autobiogra-
phy. Ward Smith, of that organization, counseled the author
and helped to provide the initial contacts which made possible
research on this subject.

In Hong Kong, Henry R. Lieberman, of The New York
Times, Frank Robertson, of The Christian Science Monitor,
and A. Doak Barnett, of the American Universities Field Staff,
all kindly made available their notes on trips into northwest
China after the war. Mr. Robertson lent the author his un-
finished manuscript describing a visit to Sinkiang in 1947, in-
cluding valuable material on the Kuldja uprising. Additional
help came from James Ivy, of The Asia Foundation, and his
associates. The Union Research Institute generously opened
its unique clipping files of Sinkiang newspapers and offered
personal assistance, as well as critical comments. Robert Burton
kindly arranged interviews with Chang Kuo-t’ao, who offered
firsthand observations on relations between Urumchi and Yenan
during the 1930’s, when Chang was still in the Politburo of
the Chinese Communist Party. Personal reminiscences from
Vincent Shuei and Huang Chen-hsia filled in details on Sin-
kiang events of 1944-45.
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The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan permitted un-
limited access to its archives, for which the author is deeply
grateful. The gracious assistance of Ken Kurihara and his staff
saved many hours of searching and directed research into re-
mote areas of the archives. Their patience was unflagging,
despite language shortcomings of the author. Dr. Chihiro
Hosoya and the Honorable Arita Aoki assisted in translation
work. The Honorable Masamoto Kitada and his associate,
S. Saitoh, helped to reconstruct the situation as viewed from
Kabul in the midthirties, and offered critical evaluation of
archival documents. Shigehiru Matsumoto, of The International
House of Japan, provided introductions to key figures in the
study. P’eng Chao-hsien and Miao Chien-chu gave freely of
their time in personal interviews pertaining to experiences con-
cerning Sinkiang developments.

Few foreigners know Sinkiang as does Professor Owen
Lattimore. His books, as well as the writings of his wife,
Eleanor, provided valuable and imaginative perspectives, based
on extensive travel through the area. Conversations with him
added still another dimension of understanding. Another special-
ist on China, Professor Howard Boorman, kindly made avail-
able a draft of his manuscript on Sinkiang and commented
critically on part of this manuscript at an early stage of writing.
Dr. Chaucer H. Wu similarly provided draft portions of his
forthcoming study, based on his role as Special Commissioner
for Foreign Affairs in Sinkiang during 1943-44. Personal dis-
cussions with him helped to clarify this complex period,
although a detailed account is omitted from this book in view
of the imminent publication of Dr. Wu’s firsthand account.

Dr. Sun Fo granted an interview at his home in Anaheim,
California, during which he offered observations based on his
negotiations with Stalin in 1939, at which time he spent several
days in the Sinkiang capital en route to Moscow. Dr. William
Su-ting, while conducting research at the University of Califor-
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nia, Los Angeles, provided information based upon his super-
vision of geographical and geological surveys in Sinkiang during
1943. Miss Anna Louise Strong kindly opened her files to the
author at her home in Los Angeles, pertaining to her trip
through Sinkiang in 1940 and her interviews with survivors of
Sheng Shih-ts’ai’s anti-Communist purge who returned to Yenan.
These interviews were obtained during her visit to the Chinese
Communist capital in 1946.

The author wishes to express his gratitude to the Ford
Foundation, which provided a generous grant, making possible
travel to Formosa, Hong Kong, and Japan during 1953-55.
Without this assistance, none of the research for this book
would have been possible. Writing up the findings was facili-
tated by time made available to the author while a member of
the Department of Political Science at Michigan State University.
A research grant from that institution facilitated supplementary
research and consultation. Final editing and revision took place
after the author had joined the research staff of The RAND
Corporation, Santa Monica, California. That organization’s
co-operation is gratefully acknowledged. None of the sponsoring
institutions, however, bears any responsibility for the views ex-
pressed herein, and their sponsorship does not constitute en-
dorsement of the author’s findings.

Invaluable research assistance was rendered by Yoshihiko
Sasaki. His diligence and painstaking care in indexing, para-
phrasing, and translating relevant portions of the voluminous
archives of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Tokyo made avail-
able quantities of material in a short period of time. His advice
helped to smooth the way in interviews as well as in research.
In Taiwan, General Sheng’s son, Sheng Keh-hsin, kindly acted
as interpreter in some of the interviews with his father. As
tutors in the Chinese language, Messrs. Chao and Ting equipped
the author with necessary research tools while checking his
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translation of Sheng Shih-ts’ai’s published writings. Miss
Chou Kuang-mei, as a research assistant at Michigan State
University, assisted in translation and summaries of additional
Chinese sources. Finally, Alice C. Whiting deserves more than
the inevitable tribute paid a writer’s wife for her patience during
the many evenings and week ends sacrificed to this study.
During a brief bout with polio on Taiwan, the author found her
help and her counsel an inestimable support at a time when
it was most badly needed.

None of the persons named above shares the blame, ex-
clusively the author’s, for whatever shortcomings or errors ap-
pear in the following pages. All, however, deserve the reader’s
commendation for their contribution to the completed study.

By titling this book, Sinkiang: Pawn or Pivot?, the author
wishes to place a different emphasis upon the role of the prov-
ince in recent history, compared with that offered by Professor
Lattimore and others. A synthesis of the two approaches was
suggested by a chess expert, who noted that in certain situations
a pawn may prove to be pivotal in importance.

A S.W.
Santa Monica, California

Notes

1. The Wade Giles system of transliteration has been used through-
out the text for the spelling of Chinese names. Towns in Sinkiang
are known by two, and sometimes three, designations. Official
usage has vacillated between the native, or Turki, appellations
and their Chinese counterparts, depending upon policy at the
time. Because the People’s Republic of China employs Turki
nomenclature, its use in the present text facilitates reference to
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contemporary maps. Thus, the capital of Sinkiang is identified as
Urumchi throughout the analytical portion of the book, although
Sheng Shih-ts’ai identifies it in his memoirs, according to
Nationalist practice, by its Chinese name of Tihua. Where con-
flicting transliterations occur, the spelling of the National Geo-
graphic Society has been followed.

2. The capital of China during the Manchu Dynasty, and in the first
years of the Republic of China which succeeded it in 1911, was
Peking. The National Government, under Chiang Kai-shek, over-
threw the Peking regime in 1927 and named Nanking as the new
capital. Ten years later the Japanese attack forced the Chinese
to retreat inland, with Chungking becoming the wartime capital
in 1937. Thus, the reference to the three cities in the text are
synonymous with the seat of central government at the particular
time.

3. Su lien tui Sinkiang ti ching chi ch'in liieh (Soviet Economic
Aggression Against Sinkiang) (Taipei: Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs, 1950); hereafter cited as Soviet Ecomomic Aggression.
Photocopies of the Chinese and Russian texts are included,
together with an English translation.

4. Tu Chung-yiian, Skeng Shik-ts'ai vii hsin Sinkiang (Sheng Shih-
ts'ai and the New Sinkiang) (Hankow: 1938). Martin R. Norins
in Gateway to Asia: Sinkiang (New York: The John Day Com-
pany, 1944), includes a lengthy paraphrase and summary of Tu’s
book, pp. 141-51. Owen Lattimore, Pivot of Asia (Boston: Little,
Brown and Company, 1950) draws upon Tu’s study to a lesser
extent.

5. New China News Agency report from Urumchi, April 7, 1954. The
ceremonies were held on April 5, 1954. Mao Tse-min was identified
as an “elite Chinese Communist Party member,” while Tu Chung-
yiian was termed “a democratic progressive personage.”

6. Confidential letter to the author.

7. Wendell L. Willkie, One World (New York: Simon and Schuster,
Inc., 1943, paper edition), p. 86.



SOVIET STRATEGY IN SINKIANG:

1933-49
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Sinkiang: Its Domestic & International
Background

IN s1zE, Sinkiang ranks among the largest of China’s provinces,
but among the lowest in its population density. More than
650,000 square miles in area, it has less than five million peo-
ple, fewer than the city of Shanghai. Virtually cut off from
much of China and the outside world by towering mountain
ranges, the province has remained outside the main stream of
civilization since the days when the ancient caravans, which
once traversed the area, were replaced by water transport.

To a degree unparalleled in modern China, except perhaps for
Tibet, physical features have shaped the history of Sinkiang.
The Tien Shan splits the province in two, with the Tarim
Basin in the south and the Dzungaria Basin in the north. Con-
tinuing along the Soviet border in the west, this range merges
with the Pamir on the Afghanistan boundary. On the south, the
Kunlun range separates Sinkiang from Kashmir and Tibet;
while along the eastern frontier the Altai Mountains separate it
from Mongolia, and the Altyn Tagh, from China proper.

While these mountains tend to isolate Sinkiang from India
and China, they have provided a less formidable barrier to
Russian contact. During the czarist expansion in the nineteenth
century, the Ili River Valley, in particular, and several moun-
tain passes, afforded easy access for Russian traders and settlers.
Completion of the Turkistan-Siberian Railway (Turksib) in

3
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1930 furthered this orientation of Sinkiang toward the Soviet
Union. No railroad from China proper has yet crossed the
area, although by 1960 a new line will facilitate integration
of Sinkiang’s economy with that of China.

In addition to mountains, Sinkiang has vast areas of arid
depressions. More than half of the Tarim Basin, 850 miles
long and 350 miles wide, is desert. Around this wasteland runs
a line of oases, containing almost three fourths of the total
population, mainly in Khotan, Yarkand, Kashgar, and Agsu.
Likewise, a desert belt lies in the center of the Dzungaria
Basin to the north of the Tien Shan, although this area enjoys
more moisture than does the south. Here, too, the trade avenue
from east to west, known since ancient times as the Silk Road,
is dotted with oases, such as Kitai, Manass, Wusu, and Urumchi,
the provincial capital.

Most striking are the cultural differences between north and
south Sinkiang. A slight majority of the province’s population
is Uighur, a Turki-speaking people concentrated in the Tarim
Basin oases, where they pursue a settled life of farming. In
recognition of this group’s predominance, in September, 1955,
Sinkiang was renamed the Sinkiang Uighur Autonomous Area.

The next largest ethnic group, totaling about ten percent of
the population, is Kazakh. These nomadic herdsmen frequent
the Dzungarian steppes, and are noted for their horsemanship
and fighting abilities. The Chinese, ranking third, comprise
only six percent of the inhabitants, with Kirghiz, Mongols,
Tadzhiks, and Sibo forming small but identifiable minorities
scattered throughout the area.

Chinese efforts to rule Sinkiang encountered many obstacles,
not the least of which was the insignificant percentage of
Chinese inhabitants. Religious as well as ethnic hostility to
Peking’s domination came from the Moslems, who represent
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an overwhelmingly large proportion of the population. Even
those Chinese, chiefly along the northeast border adjoining
Kansu province, who became Islamic converts, seldom enjoyed
the full confidence of fellow Uighur and Kazakh worshipers.
Known as Tungans, these converts frequently joined forces
with other Moslem rebels against central government authority.
However, schisms invariably split the coalition apart, as racial
animosities took precedence over religious identification.

It would be misleading to identify local aspirations toward
self-rule as nationalism in the sense that that term is commonly
used in the West. An amalgam of Uighur, Kazakh, and Kirghiz
rebels periodically proclaimed a so-called “Eastern Turkistan
Republic,” complete with cabinet officers and star-and-crescent
flag. But genuine nationalism was precluded by the hetero-
geneity of the peoples, in marked contrast with near-by Mon-
golia. Pan-Islamic and pan-Turki movements repeatedly won
short-lived success, only to fragment before conflicting claims
of rival ethnic groups. Those rebellions which proved success-
ful, as under Yakub Beg in the nineteenth century and the
Kuldja revolt during World War II, temporarily fused Uighur
and Kazakh through anti-Chinese sentiment. No lasting sense
of unity was achieved, however, and the symbols of common
identification did not provide the cohesive power customarily
associated with nationalism.

In addition to racial animosity, Chinese control of Sinkiang
faced difficult physical barriers, which served to orient the
province, economically at least, toward the Soviet Union. Dur-
ing the 1930’s the province’s trade center nearest to China
proper was Hami, roughly 1,200 miles from the railhead at
Pao-t’ou.’! For caravans, this meant a three-month trip at
best. For motor vehicles, the two weeks of arduous passage over
rough roads and through treacherous passes made only passen-
ger goods and luxury traffic feasible. By comparison, less
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than two hundred miles lay between the Turksib railway and
either Chuguchak or Kuldja. Good roads facilitated cheap
transportation westward. Kashgar, in the Tarim Basin, was
only twelve days from Soviet rail contact, but at least 2,500
miles from a similar point in China.

Militarily, this logistical pattern left local authorities in
Urumchi at the mercy of marauding rebels for weeks, perhaps
months, until central government forces could make their way
across the mountainous passages of northwest China. Mean-
while, Russian forces could cross the border at several points,
arriving at Kashgar or Urumchi within days. Thus, provincial
authorities were confronted with the dilemma of relying on
foreign arms to quell local revolts, while attempting to main-
tain Chinese sovereignty over an area which lay beyond the
control of the central government.

Reinforcing these immediate factors, distant political develop-
ments increased the disparity of Russian, as opposed to Chinese,
influence in Sinkiang. Czarist expansion into Central Asia
coincided with the declining years of the Manchu Empire.
While the Bolshevik revolution temporarily interrupted the
steady increase of Russian pressure in Inner Asia, the respite
soon ended. Within a decade, the new Soviet leaders added fresh
impetus to political and economic development of Kazakhstan,
Kirghizia, and Tadzhikstan, adjoining Sinkiang. In contrast,
the founding of the Republic of China, in 1911, had failed to
create a strong, stable central government. The ensuing civil
war and foreign encroachment perpetuated disorder, jeopardiz-
ing Chinese control of peripheral areas. Soviet penetration of
Outer Mongolia in 1921, and Japanese invasion of Manchuria
ten years later, provided graphic evidence of this weakness.

Still another complication beset consolidation of Chinese
power in Inner Asia. The line of political demarcation, so clearly
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drawn on maps, defies identification in reality because of the
similarity of peoples residing on both sides of the Sino-Russian
border. Furthermore, few natural phenomena provide unam-
biguous marking of international boundaries in this area.
Nomadic groups, following the vagaries of weather and water,
show little concern for rival jurisdiction claimed by remote
capitals. Similarity of race, religion, and custom make Kazakhs
on either side of the border essentially one people, as is true
for the Mongols, Kirghiz, and other groups which straddle
thousands of miles of the Sino-Soviet border. At the very least,
this has permitted misunderstanding, saddling China with the
responsibility for maintaining order in areas of dubious juris-
diction, far from its centers of power. At the worst, it has offered
the opportunity for piecemeal Russian encroachment and sub-
version along endless stretches of unguarded, ambiguous
boundary.

The first instance of this latter threat arose with the Moslem
revolts of the 1860’s, sweeping across Sinkiang as through
Shensi and Kansu provinces. When Yakub Beg led his rebel
legions into Urumchi and looked to Delhi for British support,
Russian concern manifested itself in military movements down
the Ili Valley in 1871. St. Petersburg appeared anxious for
its expanding trade benefits, jeopardized by British competition.
It was also concerned by the possible spread of Moslem up-
risings into its newly acquired Central Asian holdings. At the
time, it mattered little that the area occupied by czarist troops
was claimed by China. Not until after the defeat of the uprising
by Manchu forces in 1877, aided in part by Russian supplies,
did St. Petersburg evacuate most of the disputed territory.

The initial agreement covering this withdrawal granted to
Russia western portions of the Ili area, including Kuldja, the
valley of the Tekes River, and strategic passes. In addition,
China was to provide extensive trading privileges, as well as
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to pay an idemnity to defray occupation costs. However,
Peking quickly denounced this draft, imprisoning the envoy who
had agreed to it. A new treaty in 1881 narrowed the territorial
cession considerably, while leaving intact the economic pro-
visions. Thus, military means had won for Russia a slice of

Chinese territory and had opened the door to extensive com-
mercial penetration.

Formally organized as a province in 1884, Sinkiang passed
under the rule of successive generations of Chinese bureaucrats.
Collapse of the Manchu dynasty in 1911 coincided with the
overthrow of the local governor in Urumchi, but otherwise the
revolution in China proper left the remote province untouched.
Yang Tseng-hsin, succeeding the deposed governor, ruled Sin-
kiang with a firm hand from 1912 until his assassination in
1928.

By certain actions during the Bolshevik revolution, Yang
established himself as a friendly but independent political
neighbor of the new Soviet state. When more than thirty
thousand White Russians fled into Sinkiang in 1920-21 before
advancing Red units, he invoked a threefold strategy. He
disarmed and interned some refugees. He offered a safe return
to Russia to others, provided they went peacefully, as estab-
lished in terms he had negotiated with Bolshevik representa-
tives. In co-operation with Red troops provided at his request,
he pursued those who fled into the Altai Mountains, along the
Outer Mongolian border.

His foreign policy frankly recognized Russia’s dominant
economic role in Sinkiang. With the closing of the Russian-
Sinkiang border in 1918 and the resultant impact upon the
province’s economy, Yang, in 1920, was prompted to conclude
a provisional trade pact with Soviet authorities in Tashkent.
This provided for two Chinese consulates, at Semipalatinsk and
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Verkhne-Udinsk, with reciprocal Soviet establishments in the
Ili Valley. Although the Peking government publicly denied
implications of recognition of Moscow attending this local
agreement, it subsequently approved its terms. An incentive
to such acceptance undoubtedly was Russian renunciation of
extraterritorial privileges held by czarist representatives.

Peking’s approval was merely a formality for Yang. Actual
power lay with the governor in Urumchi, just as Chang Tso-lin
held sway over Manchuria and Sun Yat-sen’s Nationalist forces
ruled areas of south China. China remained a fiction insofar
as the term connoted control from a single, central government.
War lord rule, commonplace throughout the border provinces,
operated in Sinkiang as elsewhere. Thus, Yang concluded
agreements with Soviet officials precisely as though he were
the Wai-chiao Pu in Peking. In 1924 he extended Soviet eco-
nomic opportunities by a new treaty which established Russian
consulates in Urumchi, Kuldja (Ining), Chuguchak, Sharasume,
and Kashgar. In return, he appointed Chinese consular officials
in Semipalatinsk, Tashkent, Alma-Ata, Zaisan, and Andijan.
In 1927 these officials refused to follow Nanking’s lead in
breaking relations with Moscow, pursuing instead a policy of
“friendliness,” as ordered from Urumchi.?

According to the canons of international law, Yang lacked
authority to conclude such arrangements. Practice established
precedent, however, and his successor, Chin Shu-jen, followed
in his footsteps at a quickened pace. In 1931 Chin agreed to
Soviet trade agencies at the eight cities of Urumchi, Chuguchak,
Kuldja, Kashgar, Aqsu, Kucha, Yarkand, and Khotan. He
lowered customs duties on Soviet goods, and placed telegraph
and radio communications under “joint management,” which
in practice meant Soviet control of these facilities. The free
movement granted Soviet trade representatives throughout
Sinkiang, coupled with customs and tax privileges, afforded
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Russia unrivaled economic advantages. Following this pact the
Soviet-Sinkiang Trading Agency, or Sovsintorg, endeavored to
spread Soviet commercial ascendancy throughout the province.

Chin’s motivations in concluding the pact are not clear, but
probably paralleled those later suggested by Sheng Shih-ts’ai,
who claimed that Russian military assistance was guaranteed
Chin in secret annexes. Chin needed such help, as revolt, oc-
casioned by his maladministration, corruption, and abuse of
non-Chinese groups, spread through the province between
1931 to 1933. However, no deliveries of Soviet equipment ar-
rived, and Chin proved unable to cope with the unrest, being
ousted in a coup d’état in April, 1933.

Unlike Yang Tseng-hsin, Chin Shu-jen had kept Nanking
ignorant of the 1931 trade pact. When the central government
learned of its contents, it repudiated the agreement. Nonethe-
less, Sovsintorg continued operations, with all provisions of the
1931 pact regarded as valid by Chin’s successor, Sheng Shih-
ts’ai.

Whether or not Chin had sought Russian military help, he
had carried the independent policy of his predecessor still
further. Essentially, however, he had pursued a similar line as
had Yang, pledging nominal allegiance to the central govern-
ment while encouraging closer economic ties with the Soviet
Union, cemented by formal agreements. Soviet authorities, on
their part, had taken advantage of this opportunity to extend
their influence in Sinkiang. The Turksib railroad added strength
to the economic position of Russian traders, already active in the
northwestern districts of Sinkiang. Chin’s concessions had bol-
stered their position to the disadvantage of traders from central
China, as well as from British India.

Just as the foreign policies of Yang and Chin provided an
important backdrop for the rule of Sheng Shih-ts’ai, so did their
domestic policies establish the pattern of things to come. From
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the inception of his rule, Yang remained alert to the danger
of local revolt. Immediately after winning power in 1912, he
dealt vigorously with a separatist movement in Ili, headed off
Moslem unrest in Hami and Komul, and suppressed secret
society activities throughout the province. An eyewitness
account tells of his quelling a plot by subordinates from
Yiinnan, in 1916, hoping to co-ordinate their activities with
political events in China proper. Yang questioned the suspects,
who denied all charges of conspiracy. He then killed his intel-
ligence agent to demonstrate belief of the suspects’ disclaimers.
Then, at a ceremonial banquet to which he invited the accused,
Yang’s bodyguards murdered two of the suspects at the table,
imprisoning or banishing the rest.?

Through a combination of bribery, force, and nepotism,
Yang repeatedly suppressed incipient intrigue and revolt. His
extreme caution manifested itself in rigorous censorship of all
Chinese and foreign periodicals, prohibition of newspapers in
Uighur or Kazakh, and personal control of important docu-
ments as well as of the provincial telegraph headquarters. To
prevent non-Chinese from uniting against him, he shrewdly
pitted one group against another, in traditional divide-and-
rule fashion.

Seventeen years of tenure bear witness to Yang’s successful
use of political tactics, customarily associated with a bygone
period. His practices contrasted with verbalized aspirations for
reform elsewhere in China, marked by experiments at parlia-
mentary rule and fumbling attempts at party development. No
counterpart of Sun Yat-sen’s Kuomintang penetrated Sinkiang,
nor did western intellectual currents, visible from Peking to
Canton, break through the mountain vastness separating the
remote province from China proper. For Sinkiang, time stood
still. The clock seemed stopped several centuries back, when
cunning and force provided the political combination for suc-
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cessful rule. However anachronistic this pattern might appear
from a later, more distant viewpoint, its prevalence on the eve of
Sheng Shih-ts’ai’s assumption of power is of crucial importance
for understanding his regime.

It should be noted that Yang’s suspicions, while appearing
exaggerated to foreign observers, were not without justification.
Dramatic proof of their validity came on July 7, 1928. Yang’s
Commissioner of Foreign Affairs, Fan Yao-nan, gave a cele-
bration dinner, commemorating graduation exercises of the
Government Law School in Urumchi. Yang arrived, with an
escort of two hundred soldiers supplementing his regular
bodyguards. His precautions were of no avail, as Fan’s hench-
men, disguised as waiters, whipped out concealed pistols and
assassinated Yang and his supporters. Fan called upon Chin
Shu-jen, head of the Political Department, to become governor.
Chin countered by seizing Fan, killing thirteen of his body-
guards. The next day Fan and his accomplices were executed.
Such was the pattern of violence in the provincial capital.

Nor did Chin fare much better than his predecessor. Resent-
ment against his rule led to open revolt in 1931. Carnage
spread, as marauders sacked villages. In reprisal, government
troops laid waste to whole areas. The tempo of fighting in-
creased the following year when rebel forces attracted the
support of Ma Chung-ying, member of a family renowned for
its fighting prowess and Tungan commander of the Thirty-
Sixth Division in Kansu. When Ma’s legions sacked the
countryside and threatened the capital in April, 1933, local
forces in Urumchi moved to oust the corrupt and inefficient
governor. White Russian units, which had been armed by
Chin, turned their guns against his headquarters, killing his
younger brother, head of the Military Bureau. Chin fled,
reportedly disguised as a woman. Whatever the details, he made
good his escape to Russia, whence he returned to Nanking
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to be tried and imprisoned for his 1931 concessions to Moscow.

Into this chaotic situation stepped the young Manchurian
officer, Sheng Shih-ts’ai. Eschewing the formal position of
governor, he headed the provincial garrison with the title of
commander, or Tupan. Regardless of title, Sheng governed the
fate of Sinkiang for at least the following decade. On the sur-
face, his policies followed those of Yang and Chin, regarding
Russia as the dominant power in the area and meeting domestic
unrest with ruthless repression. However, neither his foreign
nor his domestic policies were mere copies of his predecessors.
Because of these fundamental differences, which will become
apparent later, Sheng merits attention as a unique figure on
the Sinkiang scene.

Born in 1895 in the province of Liaoning, in southern Man-
churia, Sheng Shih-ts’ai came of a moderately wealthy family.
His subsequent military and foreign training provided a back-
ground typical of many rising young officers in the new
Republic of China.! Routine education culminated in his
enrollment in the Provincial Forestry and Agricultural School
at Mukden, at the age of fourteen. Three years later he moved
to Shanghai, where he studied politics and economics. There
he came in contact with teachers and students of radical in-
clination, opposed to the conservative rule of Yuan Shih-k’ai in
Peking. Upon their advice, Sheng visited Japan after gradua-
tion in 19135,

There he attended Waseda University for one year, but the
ferment in China drew him back home. After advanced military
training in the southern province of Kwangtung, another center
of liberal and reformist views, Sheng returned to his native
province of Liaoning, to serve as company commander under
Marshal Chang Tso-lin. His commendable performance won
him an assignment to further military study in the Imperial
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War College of Japan in 1924. Three years later he completed
this course, with a minor interruption in 1925, when he became
involved in the complexities of Manchurian military politics.

Upon his return to China in 1927, the rising young officer
won the rank of colonel under Ho Ying-ch’in, Chief of Staff
to Chiang Kai-shek. It was rumored that, while in Japan, he
had gained Chiang’s favorable attention and even his financial
support. Whatever his political connections, he soon proved his
worth on the Northern Expedition, serving in various command
staff capacities with recognized ability.

However, the favored clique within the New Nationalist
regime was composed almost exclusively of Whampoa Military
Academy graduates, widely regarded as intimates of Chiang
Kai-shek. Accounts vary as to the sequence of events which
catapulted Sheng from the ranks of the Northern Expedition
to supreme command of remote Sinkiang. The most reliable
version appears to be that of one of Sheng’s intimate associates
at that time. In 1928 or 1929 Chin Shu-jen sent emissaries to
Nanking to receive formal approval of his position as governor
of Sinkiang. This associate of Sheng’s claims to have recom-
mended Sheng as a reliable and experienced officer, well suited
for settling the incessant turmoil and for raising the low morale
which plagued the provincial garrison.

Shortly thereafter, Sheng arrived in Urumchi, where he was
assigned to Chin’s staff and made responsible for officer train-
ing. As Chief of the General Staff Office of the Frontier Army,
he coped skillfully with Ma Chung-ying’s initial offensives in
1931 and 1932. His reputation as a military leader soon rose,
as it became increasingly apparent that without Sheng’s leader-
ship of the provincial forces, Chin Shu-jen’s regime would
topple.

Were Sheng merely a military figure, he might have become
simply another of the many war lords who wielded local power
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during the first two decades of the Republic of China. The
step from control of provincial troops to political control was
easily taken at this time, but few officers who aspired to such
positions of power had demonstrated any ability commensurate
with the attendant responsibilities. Sheng’s interests had long
ranged beyond the military training and experiences he had
received, however. As he later recalled, “I became a Marxist
in 1919. At that time, I read with interest a book published
in Shanghai called The Economic Interpretation of History.
I considered that the economic point of view explained the past,
present, and future history of man’s society in terms of its
origins, development, and changes. Later, I read The ABC
of Communism, The Philosophy of Feuerbach, The Philosophy
of Hegel, and Dialectical and Historical Materialism. Although
at that time I had no opportunity to enter the Communist
Party, my ideas, personal outlook, and world view had already
become those of a believer of Marxism. . . . Although I served
on the staff of Chiang Kai-shek in 1927-29, I did not join the
Kuomintang because of my belief in Marxism.”®

One perspective on Sheng’s attitudes and political beliefs of
the time comes from the aforementioned associate who recalls
him as a devoted, if not profound, student of radical ideas. He
identifies Sheng as one of a group of young officers, increasingly
dissatisfied with the political orientation of the Nationalist
movement as it moved into the financial strongholds of Shanghai
and Nanking. This group felt a betrayal of the initial purpose
of the revolution, as landed and vested interest groups appeared
to play a more prominent role in determining policy. According
to this source, these “progressives” looked to the remote areas
of northeast and northwest China as bases for building power
which could later be utilized in a “second revolution.”

In Sheng’s case, the circumstances which opened the door
to such power were so circuitous as to cast doubt upon the
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accuracy of this analysis. Japan’s invasion of Manchuria, in
1931, drove from two to three thousand northeastern troops,
commanded by General Su Ping-wen, across the Russian bor-
ders. There they won refuge, despite Tokyo’s protests.® While
Moscow parried requests for guarantees as to their future dis-
position, these units moved on Soviet rail lines to Sinkiang,
where they re-entered China. Now, however, they came under
the command of Sheng Shih-ts’ai, a fellow northeasterner, who
quickly employed them in the tumultuous months of 1933.

This proved to be merely the first in a series of Soviet steps
taken to support Sheng. Moscow had good reason to strengthen
his hand in Urumchi, assuming that peace in the province
would be enhanced thereby. Bolstering China’s rear served
Soviet interests, regardless of Nanking’s coolness toward Mos-
cow. As a characteristic Pravda analysis pointed out, with some
alarm, in May, 1933, “The seizure of Chahar is regarded as
the beginning of Japanese aggression to the north, northwest,
and west [sic]. It is more than likely that Japan will not meet
the opposition from the United States and Great Britain in
this direction which it would encounter and already has en-
countered in moving to the southwest [from Manchuria].”
Although the Russian writer foresaw “preparations for a major
war for Asia’s markets and for war with the United States,” he
viewed the immediate portent of Japan’s drive into northwest
China as ominous. Given the vulnerability of Soviet holdings
in the Far East, Siberia, and Central Asia, his concern was
well founded.

The juxtaposition of events, including the spreading unrest
in Sinkiang, the White Russian coup against Chin, and the
arrival of northeastern units predisposed to serve loyally under
Sheng, presented the Manchurian officer with propitious cir-
cumstances for seizing power. Much more than favorable timing
was necessary, however, to maintain that power. Insight into
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the situation confronting Sheng comes from the observations
of Owen Lattimore, who visited the province in 1928. His
analysis of anticipated problems proved so prescient, it bears
examination in detail as background to the main theme of this
study.

Obviously impressed with Yang Tseng-hsin’s rule, Lattimore
wrote, “Only the death of the old Governor and a scramble for
power among his successors, or the invasion of Sinkiang from
China proper in civil war, is likely to rend the province. Once
the artificial cohesion of the province were destroyed, however,
it could hardly be restored again except by Russian occupation
of dominant positions along the frontier and an extension of
Russian influence almost up to the borders of China proper.”®

In addition to this forecast of foreign penetration, Lattimore
commented pessimistically on internal prospects for the area.
“A pointed racial superiority is publicly maintained by the
Chinese. At any sort of public reception, the subject races, if
they are seated at all, are separately seated. Very often they
are not seated at all. . . . On the streets also the Chinese take
precedence. Even children may have to look lively. . . . There
is . . . hardly a Chinese in Chinese Turkistan who would
not say that the only way to rule the Turki and the other
‘natives’ is high-handedly.”®

In defense of the cruelty and suspicion evident in Yang’s
behavior, as well as in explanation of general Chinese attitudes,
Lattimore concluded, “Since the Chinese Revolution, the
Chinese in Turkistan have had in China only a background
and a memory without any general support; with, in fact, an
increasing danger of civil war and the breakdown of Chinese
rule in the New Dominion [Sinkiang] through an attack, from
China, on the ruling faction. Thus, the Chinese in this province
have, during recent years, become even more isolated. Nor
have they been in a position to emphasize their military control
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of the subject races. Any attempt at importing arms through
China would be futile as they would be confiscated long before
their arrival and possibly used in an attempt on the province.
As for importing arms from other countries, either the other
government would refuse, or would demand privileges of trade
and exploitation which the Chinese would not be willing to
grant for fear of losing their economic control.””*®

Yang Tseng-hsin’s solution to this dilemma foreshadowed
in surface respects that later followed by Sheng. As Lattimore
described it, “It is true they have played off one group of their
subjects against another, in order to frustrate any revolutionary
coalition against them and have deliberately retarded economic
development in certain directions, lest the pace of development
get beyond their control. On the other hand, they have en-
couraged in many ways the general prosperity of the mass of
the people. . . . This policy of fostering general contentment
and strictly limiting the control that could be exercised by any
one group was consistently developed by the old Governor.”"!

One last line must be drawn to complete this background
sketch of Russian, Chinese, and Sinkiang forces operating
on the eve of Sheng Shih-ts’ai’s assumption of power. It is
difficult to depict adequately the degree of savagery and the
intensity of fighting which periodically swept over the province.
In the twentieth century, as in the nineteenth, revolts and their
suppression involved the systematic destruction of entire vil-
lages, wholesale massacres, and despoilation of farm lands
and irrigation systems. Chin Shu-jen’s vengeance against re-
sistance to his customs and tax enforcement in Hami led to
the leveling of the town and its near-by fields of world-
renowned melons and grapes. In like manner, Ma Chung-ying’s
forces executed hundreds of fleeing refugees, and fired “infidel”
settlements at will.

Neither political assassination nor scorched earth are peculiar
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to Sinkiang. But their commonplace occurrence there, and the
absence of sanctions against such violence, sets the area apart
from China proper, where different standards prevailed. It is
noteworthy that from 1911 to 1942, no Sinkiang administration
completed rule without the death of the governor or of an
immediate member of his household. In the field, fame went to
the warrior, not on the basis of strategy, but on the basis of
cruelty against his foe. It is against this domestic and inter-
national background that the rule of Sheng Shih-ts’ai and its re-
lationship with Soviet strategy in Sinkiang must be examined.

Notes

1. Owen Lattimore, Inner Asian Frontiers of China (New York:
Capital Publishing Co., 1931).

2. According to Izvestiia, January 8, 1928, the consul general and
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Central China. This consulate is dependent upon Western China
which does not wish, in any case, to sever its friendship with the
USS.R. ... relations with whom are so dear and are so neces-
sary for us, from the point of view not only of commerce but
also of politics. . . . These mutual relations and the friendship
between Western China and the U.S.S.R. should be eternal and
immortal”’; translated in Martin Norins, Gateway to Asia: Sin-
kiang, op. cit., pp. 65-66.
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4. This information was provided in an interview with Sheng Shih-
ts’ai.
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attacks.
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Sheng Seeks Soviet Aid: 1934-36

RussiaN EcoNoMmiIc and military influence, which had spo-
radically penetrated Sinkiang from the middle of the nineteenth
century, had generally affected only the area immediately ad-
jacent to Russia, and was without political influence per se.
However, between 1934 and 1936 Soviet intervention in the
province increased extensively, while Sheng Shih-ts’ai’s political
orientation introduced an ideological aspect not present during
earlier periods of Russian influence.

To be sure, this new penetration came at Sheng’s invitation,
as part of his effort to restore order and to preserve Chinese
rule. His memoirs trace his initial appeal to Moscow, carried
by Ch’en Te-li and Yao Hsiung, culminating in Red Army assist-
ance against his Moslem opponent, Ma Chung-ying. Yet the
dispatch of Russian troops to Sinkiang, albeit at Chinese re-
quest, supported Moscow’s own interests, just as had inter-
vention from St. Petersburg in the nineteenth century during
Yakub Beg’s rebellion. Another precedent had been established
by Red Army intervention in 1921 in Outer Mongolia, which
had given victory to one faction in the civil war, defeating
White Russians hostile to Bolshevism and establishing a new
regime immune to either Chinese or Japanese influence. So,
too, in 1934, did intervention in Sinkiang counter the specter,
conjured up by Soviet writers, of Japanese agents working
among discontented White Russian and national minority groups

27
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who might spread dissatisfaction among related peoples in
Soviet territory.

Sinkiang, however, unlike Outer Mongolia, was not fated
to become a full-fledged satellite. Instead, Soviet military,
economic, and political controls were gradually extended, and
Moscow superseded Nanking’s authority, while officially leaving
Sinkiang within the Republic of China. Sheng Shih-ts’ai’s
willing participation in this process transformed his rule from
that of a traditional, independent war lord to a voluntary, dis-
guised satellite of the Soviet Union.

Although Chin Shu-jen’s ouster in April, 1933, jeopardized
Soviet economic influence won in the secret treaty of 1931,
Pravda offered no comment on the coup. Not until several
months later, when Ma Chung-ying’s Tungan-Turki coalition
threatened the provincial capital of Urumchi, did the Russian
press warn of imperialistic infiltration into Sinkiang.! Pravda
charged Britain with supporting pan-Islamic rebels in the
southern area, and described Japanese ‘“special schools for
studying Sinkiang and for preparation of ‘the propagation of
Japanese ideals.’ ’? From these schools came ‘“‘agents working
with Ma [Chung-ying].” British as well as Japanese conspir-
acies allegedly aimed at “Soviet Central Asian republics.”

There was cause for Russian concern with these republics.
Collectivization in these Soviet areas had left chaos in its wake,
as herdsmen slaughtered their livestock rather than submit
to collective state ownership. Militant Bolshevik atheism
alienated Moslem groups there. Racial animosities pitted
Uighur, Kazakh, Tadzhik, and Kirghiz against what appeared
to be renewed Russian interference with traditional native
societies. In this turbulent context, slogans of pan-Turki or
pan-Islamic union sounded from Sinkiang might add still
another complicating factor to impede sovietization.

Nor could Moscow remain disinterested in the struggle for
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power within Sinkiang. White Russians, quiescent under Yang
Tseng-hsin, had staffed Chin Shu-jen’s military forces. Their
potential as anti-Bolshevik allies of Japan had been proved in
Manchuria. Japanese agents, already at work among the Mon-
gols of north China, might arm dissidents in Sinkiang so as to
extend a sphere of influence from Mukden to Kashgar, flanking
Outer Mongolia and threatening the Soviet Union’s vulnerable
Central Asian regions.

Always alert to “imperialist plotting,” Russian fears received
surface reinforcement when Sheng’s forces captured a Japanese,
Tadashi Onishi, attached to Ma’s headquarters. Nanking im-
mediately queried Tokyo for an explanation, but the Japanese
Foreign Office denied knowledge of Onishi’s activity.? Whether
a lone adventurer or one of the many agents from Kwantung
Army headquarters in Manchuria, Onishi provided Pravda
with a provocative footnote to its running commentary on Jap-
anese imperialism.* The shot was not wide of the mark. At this
very time, Sinkiang insurgents appealed to Japanese consular
establishments in Turkey and Egypt for ‘“leadership” and
assistance.”

Russian readers learned of additional Japanese interest in
Sinkiang when a trio of noted civilian and military figures
from Tokyo attempted to visit the province in late 1933.® After
getting permission from Nanking, the group ran afoul of con-
flicting conditions imposed on their itinerary by Sheng and Ma,
acting separately.” Meanwhile, in Moscow, the Deputy Foreign
Commissar, Leo Karakhan, rejected Ambassador Ota’s request
for travel into the area by the Japanese consul in Novosibirsk,
noting, “The Soviet Government does not approve such travel
because of the unsettled situation in Sinkiang.”® This rebuff
frustrated Tokyo’s efforts to learn more of conditions in the
province, efforts already limited by inadequate sources of in-
formation in Novosibirsk and Semipalatinsk.?

Of lesser magnitude was Soviet concern for British economic
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competition spreading northward from India. Exclusion of
British interests would facilitate integration of Sinkiang with
the burgeoning Central Asian economy following completion
of the Turksib railway in 1930. Not to be overlooked, in addi-
tion, was the possibility of British political activity in southern
Sinkiang, where the apocryphal “Eastern Turkistan Republic”
cropped up recurringly in time of trouble, fostered by rebel
leaders of great vision but of limited power. Its reappearance in
late 1933 was attributed by Sheng, as well as by Soviet analysts,
to “British imperialism.” Whether assisted by Britain or not,
the “Republic” held brighter promise for empire-building than
did the volatile Mongol and Kazakh warriors in the north.

Against either British or Japanese penetration, Nanking
offered no protection so far as Moscow was concerned. The
central government had never controlled its generals for long
in Sinkiang; neither Sheng nor Ma proved an exception. Fur-
thermore, it remained divided over the degree of opposition or
accommodation with which to meet Japanese advances. Sino-
Soviet relations remained at low ebb, despite re-establishment
of official contact in 1932. Finally, maneuvering by personal
cliques in Nanking impeded development of a consistent, pre-
dictable policy.

Nanking’s interest, although impotent, manifested itself in
the mission of General Huang Mu-sung in June, 1933. The
details of this trip are murky, and complicated negotiations
among Tungan, Turki, and Sheng factions cloud the picture.
Japanese reports identified Huang as an ally of Wang Ching-
wei, seeking to overthrow Sheng.!® Sheng’s earlier accounts
corroborate this, although his memoirs do not repeat the charge.
Certainly his reaction at the time was hostile, placing Huang
under house arrest and executing three prominent officials in
Sinkiang for allegedly plotting with the Nanking emissary.

While Tokyo’s informants saw this as a move by Wang
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Ching-wei against Chiang Kai-shek, whose earlier ties with
Sheng were known, they also attributed anti-Soviet intent to
the plot, which might redound to Japan’s benefit. At the same
time, Pravda reported negotiations between Sheng and Ma for
a division of influence in Sinkiang, upset only by a new coali-
tion of General Chang P’ei-yuan in the Ili region with Ma
Chung-ying, directed against Sheng’s forces in Urumchi.'*

Given this complex skein of intrigue against the threatening
backdrop of growing Japanese influence and interest in north
China, it is small wonder Russian strategy designed a cautious
but forward policy. This policy was threefold. For Moscow,
the most pressing need was military intervention to end the
civil war which had opened the door to Japanese infiltration.
Next, economic stabilization had to bolster the provincial
administration so as to remove the immediate cause of dis-
content. Finally, political developments would have to cope
with racial tensions and the deep-seated hostility to Chinese
rule which made Sinkiang’s nationality groups responsive to
foreign intrigue. Fortunately for Soviet Russia, this policy
coincided, almost to the letter, with the thinking of Sheng
Shih-ts’ai.

Following the mission to Moscow of Ch’en Te-li and Yao
Hsiung, the two emissaries returned to Urumchi in the fall of
1933, accompanied by a new Soviet consul general, Garegin
A. Apresoff.* Swiftly moving events required an on-the-spot
study to fill in the details of Moscow’s general strategy. Apres-
off’s earlier activities as Soviet consul in Meshed and his work
there with the Iranian Communist Party stood him in good
stead for coping with matters in Sinkiang.

Apresoff approached Sheng clandestinely, discussing condi-
tions for granting military and economic assistance. Perhaps
concerned about his reliability or to test the extent of his
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support, Apresoff then secretly offered similar support to one
of Sheng’s associates, provided he would overthrow Sheng.'®
Rebuffed, he settled on Sheng for the present, although, as will
be seen shortly, not without plans for exploiting other alterna-
tives later should Sheng prove difficult.

In January, 1934, Red troops and planes crossed the Chinese
border to smash Ma Chung-ying’s siege of Urumchi, and, in
conjunction with Sheng’s troops, drove Ma’s forces southward.
Discreetly garbed in uniforms without insignia or identifying
markings, the Red forces mixed with White Russian units
already in Sinkiang as “the Altai volunteers.” A Soviet emigré
later recounted Moscow’s intervention from his vantage point
as director of the department in charge of military deliveries
to foreign countries, “The Politburo ordered two brigades
of G.P.U. troops with air units of the Red Army to clear the
roads and liquidate the rebellion. Meanwhile, on the order of
the Politburo, we shipped a number of planes and bombs to
the borders of Sinkiang. There they were stuck for some time,
as the road to Urumchi . . . was blocked by the rebels. Finally,
the command of the Red Army Air Force operating there took
charge of this shipment. They ‘delivered’ our cargoes, consigned
to the governor, by dropping the bombs on the rebel forces
gathered round the capital, and by landing the planes right on
the airfield of the besieged fortress. I was instructed to send
the bill for the bombs, as well as the other goods, to the
governor.”’*

Although Moscow withdrew its forces after victory was
assured, it did not lose interest in the civil war. The Soviet
consul in Kashgar quietly granted refuge to the same Ma
Chung-ying, who only a short while before had fled under fire
from Russian planes. Ma, accompanied by his personal retinue
and a sizeable store of weath, crossed the Soviet border to
receive political asylum. Sheng Shih-ts’ai immediately demanded
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Ma’s extradition through Apresoff, but “the Soviet Government,
acting in the spirit of the Soviet constitution, did not find it
possible to accede to the request of the Sinkiang Provincial
Government.”*® Sheng’s protest was more than mere formality.
Ma'’s brother-in-law, Ma Hu-shan, took over the rebel forces
in southern Sinkiang, where Turki hostility to the provincial
government remained strong. By giving asylum to the cele-
brated Tungan warrior, Moscow held a powerful alternative
should circumstances call for another change in regime.

This sequestering of Ma highlighted the uncertainty plaguing
relations between Moscow and Urumchi. Foreigners in the
Sinkiang capital noted coolness between Apresoff and Sheng,
marked in countermanding of provincial orders on the part of
the Soviet consul general.® Later, the retiring Red troops ex-
changed their old cannon for new ones scheduled for Sheng.
His prompt accusations of bad faith by the Russians were
assuaged by Moscow’s discounting the price of the equipment.'”

On Stalin’s part, there was reason to placate feelings in
Sinkiang. The only alternative to Sheng Shih-ts’ai was Ma, yet
the latter’s suspected relations with Japanese agents made him
a less certain ally. As further evidence of Soviet support, Mos-
cow equipped “10,000 Sinkiang troops completely, from boots
to Kuomintang insignia . . . A commission headed by Stalin’s
brother-in-law, Svanidze, was sent to Sinkiang to draw up a
plan of reconstruction for the province.”’® The aforementioned
Soviet emigré noted that such largesse was not available to all
Chinese: “At this same time, 1935, Chiang Kai-shek addressed a
request to us through his air ministry for a delivery of airplanes.
I was instructed to refuse. Stalin did not want to strengthen
Chiang Kai-shek’s government.”?

Sheng had good cause for ambivalence about Soviet support,
in view of the precarious nature of his rule. The same military
intervention which had awarded him victory might turn against
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him should he prove hostile to Soviet interests. Nor could Nan-
king be relied upon for help, distant and divided as was the
central government. To be sure, relations with the capital had
improved somewhat when Huang Mu-sung finally recommended
acceptance of Sheng despite, or perhaps because of, Huang’s
witnessing the triple execution of his alleged ‘“‘co-plotters.”
Formal installation of both Acting Chairman Liu Wen-lung
as governor and Sheng as commander of the provincial armed
forces, or Tupan, came in September, 1933. Almost imme-
diately, however, Sheng charged Liu with “plotting” and
replaced him with Li Yung, senile but compliant. This move
won him no friends in Nanking, and symbolized the insecurity
which was to impel Sheng to repeated purges of the provincial
government in later years.

Within this framework, Moscow, Urumchi, and Nanking
played a circumspect, and at times confusing, game with
respect to the second aspect of Soviet penetration, economic
assistance. Rumors of an impending Russian loan to Sinkiang
prompted the Chinese Ambassador in Moscow, W. W. Yen,
to protest to the Narkomindel in October, 1933, asserting
Sheng’s lack of competence to conclude foreign agreements.?
It had been precisely such negotiations for which Sheng’s
predecessor, Chin Shu-jen, had been tried and sentenced by
Nanking only four months earlier. The following June, the
Wai-chiao Pu filed a similar protest with Ambassador D. V.
Bogomoloff, warning that any loan contracted by another
agency would be “invalid unless previously authorized by the
Central Government.”?

Sheng observed the fiction of Nanking’s authority by cabling,
in concert with Li Yung, to the Executive Yuan in July, 1934,
reporting negotiations with Soviet officials over the exchange
of Sinkiang produce for a five-year loan. He denied any political
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implications attended this move, and requested prompt ap-
proval for the projected agreement, although no text accom-
panied his report.?? The amount of the loan was stated as four
million gold rubles; negotiations the previous winter had men-
tioned three million. This increase, boosted in the end to five
million rubles, suggests that Sheng may have used his com-
munications to Nanking as a stall, bargaining with the Russians
for the highest amount possible despite his limited leverage.
Whatever his motivations, the fact remains that although he
exchanged cables with the central authorities for more than
eight months, at no time did he accede to their requests for a
copy of the loan agreement. On May 16, 1935, he signed the
Soviet draft without authorization from Nanking.

Soviet representatives maintained a firm position throughout,
dodging or delaying discussion in Moscow and Nanking. The
dispersal of political power in China had long afforded oppor-
tunity for dealing directly with local military leaders in viola-
tion of central authority. Thus, in 1923, Moscow had negotiated
with Sun Yat-sen’s regime in Canton, while offering recognition
to the government of Peking. In 1924 Soviet negotiators had
signed an agreement with Marshal Chang Tso-lin in Man-
churia concerning the Chinese Eastern Railway, in direct viola-
tion of a treaty concluded in Peking four months before.

Similarly, in Sinkiang, ample precedent existed in the nego-
tiations with both Yang Tseng-hsin and Chin Shu-jen to suggest
the course of events. Initially, the Narkomindel fell back on
an excuse employed in these earlier cases, dismissing Chinese
protests on the pretext that only local trade matters were
involved.?® Hoping to exploit differences within the Nanking
regime, Ambassador Bogomoloff visited Chiang Kai-shek in
search of ‘“understanding” among pro-Sheng circles.?* While
this bypassing of the Wai-chiao Pu initially weakened its posi-
tion, it did not have favorable results for the Russians. In
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heated discussions between the Russian ambassador and Chinese
officials, conflicting versions of Chiang’s views were exchanged.
Bogomoloff finally offered a threefold refusal of Wai-chiao
Pu demands for negotiation, insisting (1) no text had as yet
been agreed upon and therefore none could be forwarded to
Nanking, (2) negotiations had been initiated by the Sinkiang
authorities and not by Moscow, and (3) it was purely a local
affair concerning commercial problems.?®

Despite these subsurface tensions, appearances were pre-
served on all sides. When Sheng informed the central author-
ities of his final signature of the pact, he added a lengthy
defense in terms of Sinkiang’s economic plight. He praised the
nominal interest rates, the ease of payment, and the absence
of any political conditions.?® At least this was more co-operation
than Chin Shu-jen had shown Nanking in 1931. Chinese officials,
such as Ambassador Yen, for their part, consistently denied
all Japanese assertions of growing Soviet influence in Sinkiang,
claiming the province remained loyal and subservient to the
central government.”” Although Ambassador Yen may have
been discouraged by Moscow authorities from visiting the area,
as instructed by the Wai-chiao Pu in July, 1935, his military
attaché won Russian co-operation for the trip. Yen informed
a Japanese diplomat that this trip and the information gained
therein proved the absence of Soviet bad faith.?®

Yet, these formal appearances did not conform with reality.
The entry of Russian troops and aircraft into Chinese territory
without authorization from Nanking, as in Outer Mongolia in
1921, set a dangerous precedent in Sinkiang. Furthermore, the
provincial economy remained tied to a Soviet loan for five
years. Only the third form of Soviet penetration, political
influence, received little implementation at this time. Caution
in this area was dictated by the danger of offering Japan any
pretext for further advances into Central Asia, as well as by the
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risk of arousing nationalities that were suspicious of Russian
as well as of Chinese rule. Religious sensitivities in particular
demanded delicate handling of any pro-Soviet orientation. As
a final brake, Sheng himself may have been reluctant to destroy
all lines to Nanking, so long as his archrival, Ma Chung-ying,
remained alive by Soviet sanction.

Thus, while Red military and financial experts examined
Sinkiang’s needs during the summer of 1934, Sheng prominently
displayed Nationalist flags at victory celebrations in Urumchi.?®
To be sure, more than a thousand troops marched down the
streets in new uniforms with Soviet rifles, under banners in
Russian as well as in Chinese and Turki. Yet nowhere in
Sheng’s speeches did he praise Soviet assistance. On the surface,
at least, Sinkiang remained a loyal province of the Republic
of China.

Sheng’s propaganda did not coincide with that of the central
government, however. In part, his greater emphasis upon Jap-
anese imperialism stemmed naturally from the intense regional
loyalty expressed by all “Tungpei” or “Northeast” natives,
hailing from Manchuria. While the August 1, 1934, celebration
ostensibly focused on the defeat of Ma, slogans called for
“Down with Imperialism! Down with Japan!” This cry echoed
that of a more renowned Northeasterner, the famous “Young
Marshal” Chang Hsueh-liang, of Manchuria, who rankled
under Nanking’s failure to fight for his home province.

More significant were the hundreds of pamphlets which
rained upon Urumchi from newly acquired Soviet aircraft.
Their content differed sharply from Nanking policy in three
main themes, maximizing the Japanese threat, minimizing
central government strength, and interpreting world events in
terms of a crude Marxist analysis. As one pamphlet proclaimed:

The advance guard of imperialism has been defeated, but
imperialism itself still lives and is trying to overrun our
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Sinkiang in order to conquer the province and the whole of
China. In such circumstances the standard-bearers of imperial-
ism will fight against one another and then the new world war
will be in full swing. . . . Ma Chung-ying is our executioner, but
our real enemy is imperialism, especially the Japanese . . .

We must understand why imperialism attacks us. It is because
capitalism has turned into imperialism. To solve the insoluble
[sic] problem, the imperialists will fight among themselves and
the new world war will begin. . . . To make a new world war
impossible, and to exterminate all imperialists, we must fight
against them. When we have crushed them we shall have a
peaceful existence in our country, as in all the world.3°

It is doubtful that the various nationalities in Sinkiang felt
concern about a “new world war,” as these words implied.
Nevertheless, the Marxist approach to international events con-
tinued to dominate speeches and writings commemorating the
third anniversary of the fall of Mukden, September 18, 1934.
Here criticism of Nanking neared the surface:

The Government abandoned Manchuria without resistance and
allowed thirty millions of our countrymen to be crushed by the
imperialists. . . . But a war will break out between the imperialists
one fine day as a result of the unequal distribution of colonies.
. . . When all the different races of Sinkiang are welded together
into a firm whole, placed on the same level and treated in the
same way, it does not matter what secret conspiracies imperial-
ism directs against Sinkiang. We shall be able to crush them.
We must be resolutely on our guard every moment against the
imperialists and give them one answer only: that is, blood. Down
with imperialism!3!

Sheng gradually shifted to the left in his political propaganda.
By 1935 his “Six Great Policies” had supplemented his earlier
“Eight Points,” marking increased parallelism with Moscow.
Adopting a symbolic red six-pointed star, of obvious inspiration,
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Sheng proclaimed a foreign policy based on “pro-Sovietism”
and “anti-imperialism.” While his autobiography offers his
present defense of this policy, contemporary Sinkiang publica-
tions indicated more fully the degree to which he leaned toward
Moscow and away from Nanking.

A major statement of Sheng’s program appeared in May,
1935, printed in Alma-Ata under Soviet auspices.*? Entitled
“Major Duties of the Sinkiang Provincial Government,” it
outlined domestic and foreign policy. Declaring the world to
be divided between roughly one and a quarter billion “op-
pressed peoples” and two hundred and fifty million “oppres-
sors,” Sheng concluded that, “No single race can overthrow its
oppressor without support from the other oppressed races.”
Sinkiang fortunately enjoyed such support from the Soviet
Union, as evidenced by its agricultural assistance program, its
gradual financial stabilization, and its improvement of living
standards. Among the consequences of Soviet aid cited by
Sheng was ‘“protection of religion.”

After a detailed blueprint for developing industry and agri-
culture, Sheng emphasized Sinkiang’s isolation in the face of
Japanese aggression. His remedy was clear: “The Government
of the U.S.S.R. intends to check the aggressive ambitions of the
oppressors by supporting and protecting weak minority races
and thereby maintaining world peace. We desire to protect the
safety of the people and therefore request the Central Govern-
ment to have closer relations with the Soviet Union.” While
his program remained fixed within the larger context of loyalty
to Nanking, his loyalty appeared diluted by repeated protesta-
tions of Soviet innocence abroad.

This theme continued in his warning against the “conspiracy
to separate Sinkiang in its relations from Soviet Russia.” Ex-
plaining Russian interest in Sinkiang as motivated solely by
fear of Japanese aggression, Sheng concluded, “The fact that
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the Soviet Union has no political ambition can be clearly seen
in her relations with Iran, Afghanistan, and Turkey.” His
careful choice of Moslem countries aimed at stilling fears of
antireligious consequences stemming from a pro-Soviet orienta-
tion.

One point should be noted, however. Neither in this nor
in any other publications of the time did Sheng call for com-
munism in Sinkiang. As he explains in his memoirs, whatever
discussions may have taken place with Russian advisers about
the ultimate desirability of making Sinkiang into a model
Soviet republic, too radical policies in those years could only
have led to renewed civil war and chaos. This prudence was
to stand Sheng in good stead later, for it kept open the way
to reconciliation with the central government, a way Sheng
eventually chose.

In view of the evidence, it may be wondered whether Ambas-
sador Yen’s reassuring statements concerning Sinkiang’s loyalty
were given in good faith. An informed observer has claimed
that the visit by Yen’s military attaché to the province in 1935
was so severely restricted by Sheng as to preclude any valid
estimate of the situation.?® Even if the ambassador knew the
full extent of Soviet penetration, he had good reason to with-
hold this information. As he obliquely remarked in his conversa-
tions with the Japanese chargé d’affaires, Sakawa, “I know
that Japan would not feel pleased to see Sino-Soviet friendship
develop.”** By implication, Yen recognized Japan’s vested
interest in furthering rumors of Soviet influence in Urumchi.

Tokyo’s efforts to keep Moscow and Nanking divided, docu-
mented in well-informed dispatches from Nanking, made little
concrete progress. All that could be hoped for was playing upon
divisions within the central government so as to strengthen
anti-Soviet forces. Encouragement for this may have followed
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from an interview in November, 1934, wherein Councilor
Wakasugi pressed Chiang Kai-shek for an explanation of
Russian influence in Sinkiang.** Chiang conceded that, “The
situation in Sinkiang is an international problem in which
communization will cause serious effects on other nations. I
am trying to separate this district from Soviet influence, but
unfortunately my country is too occupied with Japanese rela-
tions.” With this thrust, Chiang reminded Wakasugi of how
“a Japanese army officer pressured the Chinese Government
to issue a visa for Sinkiang, only to be prevented from entering
by the Soviet Government, much to the embarrassment of our
Sinkiang policy.” He apparently was referring to the mission
blocked by both Sheng and Ma in 1933.

The only alternative for Japan lay with potential anti-Soviet
forces in Sinkiang itself. Tokyo increased its attention in this
direction as accurate reports on the progress of the Soviet loan
negotiations came into the Foreign Office in 1935.2° One avenue
of approach lay through Kabul. There Minister Masamoto
Kitada, previously in Cairo, and deeply interested in all aspects
of Islamic culture as well as of Central Asian politics, tapped
sources of information funneling into Afghanistan. In January
the Afghan foreign minister informed him that Soviet moves
in Sinkiang stemmed from spreading Moslem unrest in Russia,
proved by a flood of 600,000 refugees crossing into Afghanistan
during the previous five years.®” Although he felt Britain re-
luctant to support “an independent government of Moslems
in Sinkiang because it might instigate Moslems in India,”
Kitada noted the hopes of Afghan leaders that such a govern-
ment could be formed.

In May, Kitada forwarded an appeal from “a leader of a
Sinkiang nationalist movement and former head of the Kashgar
government,” which claimed that, “Moslems in the vast area
east of Kashgar to Hami have anti-Soviet, pro-Japanese senti-
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ment which may enable Japan to make an ideological drive
into Sinkiang. For this armed invasion is unnecessary. Such
an ideological drive might disturb the situation in Soviet
Turkistan, the weak point of Soviet Russia.”®® Almost simul-
taneously with this dispatch came approval from the Japanese
Foreign Office in support of an army-sponsored agent to attempt
entry into Sinkiang, via Tibet, through co-operation from the
Dalai Lama.?* As with other similar efforts, the agent was
apprehended soon after entering Chinghai province, and the
Foreign Office subsequently negotiated his release.*

Kitada’s informant, one Ahmed Tewfik Sherif Pasha, so
interested him that in June, 1935, the minister issued a certifi-
cate for Pasha to visit Japan “to study culture and religion.”*
That more significant results might follow was suggested by
Kitada’s accompanying dispatch, which claimed that Pasha
was “widely known in Turkey, Egypt, and India; went into
Sinkiang twice for the Moslem movement . . . and still has a
large influence in Sinkiang. Is highly respected by the Uighurs.”

A second Moslem leader visited Kitada’s office at this time,
identified as the Emir of Khotan.*?> Paralleling the proposal by
Pasha, the Emir submitted a detailed plan for establishing
an “Eastern Turkistan Republic” under Japanese sponsorship,
with arms and money to come from Tokyo. Preparation for this
called for “(1) anti-communist propaganda, (2) unifying the
Moslems, (3) enlightenment of the people, (4) working jointly
with other races, and (5) establishing Mahmud Sidjan as our
leader.” Following Japanese penetration, armed revolt would
“disturb the rear, assisting the advance of Japanese troops.”
The Emir’s ultimate goal was an “independent” Sinkiang, with
special economic and political privileges for Japan.

It is quite possible that Soviet authorities learned of these
clandestine contacts through their extensive intelligence net in
Asia. Double agents dotted the espionage systems of the Soviet
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Union, China, and Japan, affording likely access to such in-
formation. At the very least, the known record of Japanese
efforts to reach Sinkiang and the shadowy contacts between
Moslems and Tokyo’s representatives warranted intensified
Soviet attention to Sinkiang. At the most, this may have played
a role in the purges of the midthirties against Moslem groups
in the Soviet Union, designed as a safeguard, if not as deserved
punishment, against conspiracy with Japan.

Further study of the Foreign Office archives as well as of
army documents, particularly those of the chief of staff in
Tokyo, is necessary to trace the implementation of such
proposals as Kitada forwarded. It is unlikely that his dis-
patches went unnoticed, especially one optimistic prognosis
sent in mid-1935, entitled “Japan’s Spiritual Advance Into
Sinkiang.”*? Its compatibility with the enthusiasm current in
certain Japanese circles for a ‘“positive policy”’ on the mainland
warrants study of this document.

Kitada began by noting the prevalence of Moslem faith in
parts of “the Soviet Union, India, China, the Near East, and
the Dutch East Indies. Therefore Sinkiang will furnish a point
of advantage to Japan against Britain and the Soviet Union
if coalition with the Moslems is secured.” The most favorable
area for Japanese penetration was northeastern Sinkiang where,
according to Kitada, “the majority of the inhabitants are . . .
stubbornly anti-Soviet and anti-communist (Hami, Turfan,
and Kuchengtze districts). . . . Closer to Manchukuo, from
these districts we can have spiritual advancement and pre-
dominate over all Sinkiang.” The report saw no need to chal-
lenge British influence in the southern sector for the time
being, or to “touch on the problem of China’s sovereign rights.”
Instead of overt military action, Kitada advised construction
of a motor road from Manchuria to northern Sinkiang, facili-
tating contact with local groups.
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The Japanese diplomat was not blind to the strategic im-
plications of his advice, despite his emphasis on “spiritual”
and “ideological” tactics. In another note, he declared, “In
time of war, the Sinkiang situation might permit Japan to
disrupt the Turksib railway and might permit linking with
military preparation now under way in Singapore [sic] to
the disadvantage of either Russia or Britain. Examination
of the Sinkiang problem is believed necessary in considering
matters such as conclusion of a nonaggression pact with the
Soviet Union.”#*

Many obstacles lay in the path of Kitada’s proposal. The
Japanese government was by no means of one mind on foreign
policy at this time. Few military or civilian figures could be
found in Tokyo with Kitada’s depth of understanding and
access to information on Inner Asia. The gap between plan
and accomplishment is evident in the repeated frustrations of
Moslem leaders, on the one hand, pleading for assistance from
Japan. Such help was slim, when it was forthcoming at all. On
the other hand, Japanese efforts to break through the barriers
imposed by Moscow, Urumchi, and Nanking seldom won suc-
cess, as attested by dispatches from the field to Tokyo.

Thus, Tewfik Sherif Pasha’s trip “to study culture and reli-
gion” proved a failure. According to his final interview at the
Foreign Office, “My spending three months in Japan did not
bring any desired results, contrary to my expectations. I
understand that at present Japan is unable to do anything in
Central Asia, but Sinkiang remains the key to this area and I
still hope that Japan will be with us to solve the problem of
Moslem independence. Japan lacks two points in its continental
policy: (1) scientific research on Asia, and (2) private
diplomacy through merchants.”*® The Japanese spokesman
merely replied that his government had “no practical program
at present, although it has some interest in Sinkiang.”
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Meanwhile, in Moscow, General Ma Shao-wu, from Kashgar,
excited Japanese journalists by publicly extending an invita-
tion to visit Sinkiang.*®* Ambassador Yen promised to recom-
mend entry to the Urumchi authorities, and Soviet officials
disclaimed any objections. However, Sheng Shih-ts’ai’s refusal
to grant visas “because political unrest still exists” blocked still
another effort by Tokyo to acquire firsthand information. This
was interpreted by Japanese officials as the result of Russian
pressure. Similarly, in Nanking, talks between Bogomoloff and
Suma found the Soviet ambassador adamant in denying cause
for Japanese concern about Sinkiang, insisting the only Soviet
interest there to be “normal trade relations.”*?

Nor did Japanese efforts to smoke out Russian intentions
fare any better at the open level of official exchanges. Thus, in
January, 1935, Foreign Minister Hirota expressed anxiety over
“reports of the Sovietisation of Sinkiang.”** Within a week
Molotov took up the challenge, speaking to the Seventh All-
Union Congress of Soviets:

It remains for me to say a couple of words on the slanderous
rumours about the Sovietisation of Sinkiang. One is struck by
by the fact that special efforts to spread this slander against
the U.S.S.R. are being made in Japan, whose policy in relation
to China is known to everybody and cannot possibly be covered
up by the spreading of inventions. I consider it necessary to
emphasize the real Soviet policy towards China: the Soviet
Union considers as incompatible with its policy the seizure of
foreign territories, and is an absolute adherent of the inde-
pendence, integrity, and sovereignty of China over all her parts,
including Sinkiang.

Molotov’s words to the contrary notwithstanding, by the
end of 1936 local initiative from Sheng Shih-ts’ai and external
pressure coming largely from Japan had combined with Soviet
strategy to advance Russian influence in Sinkiang well along
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its triple path of military, economic, and political penetration.
That penetration fell far short of complete control. Neverthe-
less, it afforded Moscow unprecedented leverage over Sinkiang
affairs at relatively little cost, simultaneously excluding rival
influence from both Nanking and Tokyo. The chain of external
events, plus the added means of ideological penetration, found
the Soviet leaders extending their sphere of influence further
into inner China than had ever been achieved by their czarist
predecessors.
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The United Front Begins: 1937

A NEW ERA in Sino-Soviet relations began in 1937, when Jap-
anese troops, on July 7, attacked at Marco Polo bridge in an
“incident” which was to last more than eight years. In casting
the die for war, Tokyo triggered a chain of events which was
to throw Russia and China into a quasi-alliance of mutual
benefit, with the Soviet Union providing material aid for China
to use against Japan. On August 21 Chinese and Russian
representatives signed a nonaggression pact, which had far-
reaching military and economic consequences for beleaguered
China. And the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), in a declara-
tion of September 22, signaled acceptance of Chiang Kai-shek’s
terms for ending the civil war and for inauguration of a “united
front” against Japan.

Consistent with Soviet support for China, the suspension of
hostilities between Communist and Nationalist forces sought
to ensure unity in defense. Comparison of the external situa-
tion as it affected Sinkiang before 1937 makes clear the im-
portance of these developments for both Sheng and the province.

On the diplomatic front, China had proposed a nonaggression
pact to the Soviet Union as early as May 10, 1933.' Hoping
to block Soviet recognition of Manchukuo and to settle the
question of Moscow’s relations with the CCP, Nanking drafted
nine guarantees: (1) mutual respect of territorial sovereignty,
(2) renunciation of war and aggression as instruments of
policy, (3) a detailed definition of aggression, (4) no assistance

46
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to a third party attacking either of the signatories, (5) non-
recognition of the results of aggression, (6) nonintervention in
domestic affairs, (7) no hostile propaganda or agitation, and
(8) no support of organizations hostile to either side. As a
ninth and final proviso, the proposed treaty was to have no
effect on other agreements signed by both sides, referring to
the 1924 pact of recognition signed by Russia with the Peking
government.

Five months later a Soviet counterproposal sidestepped most
of these pledges, offering: (1) neutrality in case of third-party
aggression, (2) renunciation of aggression as an instrument of
policy, (3) nonparticipation in hostile alliances, whether polit-
ical, military, or economic, (4) no support for organizations
seeking overthrow of the signatories, and (5) settlement of all
conflicts by peaceful means. No further exchange followed,
Chinese negotiators being dissatisfied with Soviet refusal to
define aggression more fully and to pledge nonintervention in
China’s domestic affairs. In addition, they feared ambiguity in
the reworded pledge concerning aggressive third parties and
saw ‘“‘nonparticipation in hostile alliances” as a veiled effort
to tie China unconditionally and exclusively to the Soviet
Union.2

In subsequent years, Moscow avoided a clash with Tokyo,
while maintaining correct but distant relations with Nanking
by mutual consent. In 1935, in their sale of the Chinese Eastern
Railway, the Russians beat a careful retreat in the face of
Japan’s fait accompli in Manchuria. Chinese protests of the
illegality of the sale were of no avail. Similarly, in 1936 Chinese
criticism proved futile when Russia made known, by a formal
treaty, its guarantees to protect Outer Mongolia. Both actions
violated the Sino-Soviet pact of May, 1924, and both actions
frankly recognized Nanking’s lack of power to enforce authority
within its claimed limits of territorial sovereignty.
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Sinkiang, together with Outer Mongolia and Manchuria,
played a small but perceptible part in preventing a détente
between Russia and China. Considerable friction attended
Soviet extension of economic aid to Sheng Shih-ts’ai in open
flouting of Wai-chiao Pu protests. In November, 1935, Am-
bassador Bogomoloff complained to a Japanese official that
negotiations for a trade pact with China had dragged on for
six months, impeded in part by repeated Chinese demands
for cessation of Soviet activity in Sinkiang.®? Meanwhile, in
Moscow, Ambassador Yen won no favorable response from the
Soviet foreign minister, Litvinoff, to Yen’s request for a review
of all outstanding issues, including “discussion of spheres of
influence in Sinkiang and Mongolia . . . and readjustment of
the Sinkiang boundary.”*

Although effectively excluded from exercising its jurisdiction
in Sinkiang, Nanking kept a watchful eye on developments
there. Reports from the Chinese consul general in Novosibirsk,
for instance, provided a fairly accurate picture of increasing
Soviet influence during 1935-36. These reports also found their
way into the files of the Japanese Foreign Office, apparently
with the connivance of the Chinese consul.’

The Japanese attack at Marco Polo bridge in July, 1937,
brought fresh pressure on both parties to repair past relations.
The desperate bargaining power of the two sides, however, is
evident in comparing the new exchange of drafts with that of
1933, and, in turn, with the final agreement.® While the initia-
tive now seems to have come from the Soviet Union, the Russian
text differed only in part from that offered in 1933. It conceded
Chinese wording with respect to nonassistance to third-party
aggressors, and deleted the pledge forbidding participation in
pacts ‘“hostile” to the signatories. These concessions came
easily, in view of the changed circumstances. There was now
far less likelihood of Russia wishing to assist Japan against
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China, while China would now be bound not to seek an end to
hostilities by joining the anti-Comintern coalition.

Similarly, while Russia permitted inclusion of favorable
reference to previous treaties signed by both parties, it stead-
fastly refused all Chinese counterproposals relating to inter-
ference with internal affairs. Nanking officially interpreted the
previous treaty reference to preclude such interference as that
covered in Article 6 of the 1924 agreement. Moscow’s stickiness,
however, could only imply unwillingness to tie its hands on
either Sinkiang or the Chinese Communist Party. Events were
soon to prove the validity of this analysis.

At first glance, it would appear that China had gained little
by delaying acceptance of the Soviet draft offered four years
earlier. Actually, substantial changes were made in the final
version. In addition, secret pledges of Soviet economic and
military assistance made the pact palatable in a way that had
not been possible previously. It may have been these tangible
benefits which dissuaded Chinese negotiators from pressing the
Sinkiang issue at this time. On the one hand, far greater con-
cerns confronted them with the Japanese attack. On the other
hand, Sinkiang, regardless of its orientation, provided the
principal avenue of supply for China’s sole source of help. The
subsequent flow of Soviet planes, trucks, and ammunition
through the province, construction of military highways there,
and the training of Chinese pilots served not only to bolster
the war front but to stabilize the rear against Japanese pene-
tration.

Nevertheless, the pact left unsettled the question of Soviet
interference in a province clearly within Nanking’s jurisdiction.
It brought favorable consequences for China insofar as it
enabled central government authorities to move more freely in
Sinkiang, implementing transfer of Soviet material assistance.
However, it relieved Sheng of whatever embarrassment he may
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have felt in working with Soviet advisers. The presence of these
advisers in Urumchi now had official blessing, because they
were rendering support for China’s war effort. Any protests
from besieged Chungking would have even less leverage than
before the August agreement. In sum, Sinkiang increased in
importance but not in subservience to the Republic of China.

Military and political events in 1937 provided added proof
of continued Soviet penetration. Once again a coalition of
Tungan-Turki warriors raised the banner of revolt, this time
in southern Sinkiang. Under the leadership of General Ma Hu-
shan, brother-in-law of Ma Chung-ying, the rebellion had
begun late in 1936 and had fanned outward from Kashgar. As
the “Eastern Turkistan Republic” reappeared on the Sinkiang
scene, local leaders such as Mahmud Sidjan, Yollbars Khan,
and Khodja Niaz flocked to its colors. Sheng Shih-ts’ai faced
a fresh challenge, similar to that of 1933-34.

As before, both Sheng and his Soviet advisers attributed
the uprising to a mixture of Japanese and British intrigue.
Other sources, hostile to Sheng, explained the rebellion in terms
of rising Moslem resentment against Soviet influence. Whatever
the cause, the effect of the revolt was to create a crisis per-
mitting, if not necessitating, the return of Russian military
power to the province.

There is reason to believe that without this new intervention
Urumchi had little prospect of success in quelling the uprising.
According to Sheng, he commanded ‘“more than 10,000 infantry,
cavalry, and artillery troops, with more than ten planes and
one company of tanks and armored vehicles.”” Against him
stood perhaps 15,000 troops of recognized fighting ability,
weakened only by recurring friction between Tungan and
Turki.? Sheng claims that he did not even request help from
Nanking, so involved were Nationalist forces against Com-
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munist guerrillas. His only alternative, as he defined the situa-
tion, lay with the Soviet Union.

Thus, Red Army units moved across the border in May,
adding some 5,000 fresh troops as well as an air unit and an
armored regiment to the provincial garrison.® Between the
combined assault of the Soviet-Sheng forces and rising dissen-
tion within the rebel ranks, the revolt collapsed. By 1938 order
was restored. The participation of Russian military units in a
purely civil war within Chinese territory did not arouse official
protest from the central government at this time, faced as it
was with the more serious concern of a Japanese invasion.

Sheng has little to say concerning this affair in his auto-
biography. However, in an interview with the author, he ad-
mitted that Red Army intervention ‘“had received my agreement
previously.””’® Apresoff informed him that the “Kuei Hua
Chiin,” the term which had formerly applied to the White
Russian troops in Urumchi and was now used for the Soviet
forces, would remain in Sinkiang “indefinitely.” It appears
from Sheng’s account that while part of the intervention force
returned to Russia, a self-contained task force remained as
what was later known as the “Red Army Eighth Regiment,”
stationed at Hami. Uncertainty arises from the changed com-
position of the unit based at Hami and from its general associa-
tion, both in Chinese and Western analyses, with Sino-Soviet
co-operation against Japan. In support of Sheng’s version,
however, was a later Chungking protest against continued
presence of “uninvited” Red troops in Sinkiang, lodged in
1940 at a time of strained Sino-Soviet relations.!!

The garrisoning of Russian soldiers in the province, in con-
trast with their withdrawal in 1934, did serve to bolster a
vulnerable part of China against Japanese encroachment. Yet
Red intervention began well before the Japanese attack of
July, and particularly before the Sino-Soviet pact of August.
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As such, it did not serve to maintain Chinese control as opposed
to Japanese control, but rather to safeguard, and perhaps ex-
tend, a Soviet sphere of influence in this critical area.

Although no evidence has been uncovered linking Tokyo with
the Kashgar revolt, it was followed closely in Japanese reports.
Minister Kitada cabled from Kabul of rebel belief in Sinkiang
that “Japan would support Tungan and Turkish Moslems by
sending Inner Mongolian troops.”'? He concluded, “It is felt
that the Soviet Government adopted positive measures at this
time, feeling threatened by Japan’s advance into Inner Mon-
golia and probably into Sinkiang.” It may well have been only
Japan’s decision to strike at China proper which emptied that
advance of all immediate threat to Inner Asia. Added signs
of Soviet insecurity, according to Afghan analyses, appeared
in the sweeping purges of non-Russian groups in republics
bordering Sinkiang. Meanwhile, Kitada entertained fresh pleas
for assistance from the Emir of Khotan and Mahmud Sidjan,
the latter having fled Kashgar before advancing Red units.”

Nanking continued to be without political power in the area,
as demonstrated by its confessed inability to intercede on
behalf of foreigners detained by Sheng and by its referral of
protests to Soviet authorities.!* Dramatic proof of Moscow’s
political penetration came in the extension of Soviet police
controls and purges to Urumchi. In his memoirs, Sheng tells of
his execution of “Trotskyite-fascist conspirators” in the spring
of 1937, justified in terms of “evidence” produced at the
Moscow trials. Further proof of the Russian role was Sheng’s
admission, in an interview with the author, that “in order to
study the facts, the Soviet Government sent officers to Sinkiang
to take part in the investigation.” Among the victims was
Apresoff, subsequently recalled to Russia to be tried and
executed for “Trotskyite conspiracy.”

The evidence in support of Sheng’s allegations of interna-
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tional conspiracy is scanty. One report in the Japanese archives
described “anti-Soviet White Russians, Grunkov (Colonel)
and Medzhinin in Urumchi. . . . Army officer Ivanov is issuing
secret instructions from Semipalatinsk. Shevagin joined the
GPU in order to infiltrate its apparatus. Yusoff, Navieff, Nias-
vakiev, Harimov, and others are working to contact leaders
of Moslem movements.”?® However, this dispatch warned that
“the majority of White Russians . . . have compromised and
are working with the Red Russians because of religious differ-
ences between themselves and the Moslems.”

Whatever may have been the basis for Sheng’s suspicions,
one effect of the purge was to weaken his ability to resist Soviet
penetration. Leadership was already scarce in Sinkiang. A
purge decimated the ranks of those trained during the first
three years of his new regime. Most of those executed for
allegedly plotting with Germany and Japan were non-Chinese,
in marked contrast with Sheng’s rapid promotion of these
persons in accordance with his self-proclaimed nationality
policy. Thus, the purge may have served Sheng, as it did
Stalin, to destroy rival centers of potential power. In addition,
Sheng seems to have shared the Georgian dictator’s paranoid
tendencies. Seen in this light, the purge of 1937 appears as an
extension of Stalinism into Sinkiang, with Sheng acting as the
willing executioner of both policy and people.

One final aspect of Sinkiang’s relationship to Soviet strategy
in 1937 remains to be noted: relations with the Chinese Com-
munist Party. As one consequence of the ‘“united front” in
China, the CCP established a clandestine line of communication
with Moscow by way of Urumchi. At the same time introduc-
tion of CCP members into the provincial administration brought
a new element into the already complex picture of Sinkiang
politics.
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Prior to the Sino-Soviet pact and the parallel establishment
of CCP-KMT co-operation, the Chinese Communists played
no part in Sheng’s regime. In fact, Stalin seems to have kept
them ignorant of Soviet influence there. Chang Kuo-t’ao,
prominent in the CCP Politburo during this period, claims that
Sheng’s pro-Russian orientation became known only in 1936-
37.'* Chang apparently did not contemplate Sinkiang as an
alternative base of operations during the celebrated Long
March, arguing instead for Sikang and Szechwan during the
Moukung conference debating CCP strategy in July, 1935.'7
Sheng’s memoirs implicitly corroborate this impression of Mos-
cow’s monopoly of influence prior to 1937.

The relationship between the Russian and the Chinese Com-
munists at this point is an elusive one, clouded by struggles for
power within the CCP and by absence of evidence revealing the
positions of participants, and of Mao Tse-tung and Stalin in
particular. It seems certain, however, judging from the elliptical
references to the period made by later CCP historians, that
Mao’s ascendancy came without Stalin’s blessing, if not actually
against the Kremlin’s wishes.’® If this analysis is correct,
Stalin’s strategy with respect to Sinkiang takes on added in-
terest.

Certainly, Stalin did not advise the CCP to retreat into
Sinkiang in 1934-35, when pursued by Chiang Kai-shek’s forces.
Instead, he appears to have recommended a point in northwest
China, close to Russia and far from Chiang’s main bases.
This move had much in its favor. Sinkiang’s predominantly
non-Chinese population and its remoteness from China proper
did not enhance it to the CCP. However, more than strategic
logic may have dictated Stalin’s secretiveness concerning Sheng’s
pro-Soviet posture. By keeping the CCP out of the area, he
could enhance Russian Communist influence to the exclusion
of Chinese Communist influence. While there is no direct evi-



THE UNITED FRONT BEGINS 55§

dence on this point, later events provide indirect substantiation
for this hypothesis. ‘

If this were Stalin’s intent, formation of the ‘“united front”
on both an international and a domestic line in China changed
circumstances considerably. Now Sinkiang’s pivotal role in
Sino-Soviet communications precluded maintaining it as a closed
sphere of influence. Furthermore, a direct Moscow-Urumchi-
Yenan route served both Russian and Chinese Communist
interests. Late in 1937, for instance, Sheng forwarded money
from Moscow to Yenan. Mao Tse-tung acknowledged this
service in a profuse letter of thanks, sending a fur-lined coat
as a token of appreciation.’ This action, so soon after the Sino-
Soviet pact, underscored Soviet refusal to pledge noninterfer-
ence in China’s domestic affairs.

In addition, Moscow sent Chinese Communists from Russia
to act as Sheng’s advisers, including, among others, Mao Tse-
min, brother of Mao Tse-tung.?’ Their responsibility for such
matters as fiscal reform indicated Sheng’s willingness to cede
positions of power, which he had refused Nanking’s representa-
tives, to CCP members. In fact, Sheng’s drift leftward was
accelerated by the more favorable environment provided by the
“united front.” Yenan’s representative in Urumchi, Teng Fa,
cabled that Sheng now desired formal membership in the
CCP.2* Such prominent Communists as Ch’en Shao-yii (Wang
Ming), K’ang Sheng, and Jen Pi-shih visited the provincial
capital in 1937, traveling from Moscow to Yenan. According
to Sheng, they endorsed his application to become a full-
fledged party member.??

The importance of Sheng’s decision to join the CCP at this
time cannot be overstressed. First, as a logical consequence
of his previous ideological and political development, it signaled
his refusal to allow Kuomintang ascendancy in Sinkiang. While
continuing to give official obeisance to Chiang Kai-shek as
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titular leader of China, Sheng recognized Mao Tse-tung as his
desired superior.

Secondly, acceptance of Sheng as a subordinate in decisions
taken at Yenan necessarily lessened his subservience to Mos-
cow. This would have increased Chinese, as distinguished from
Russian, influence in Sinkiang. At the high level of generalized
slogans and oaths to international solidarity, this might appear
as a routine matter, logical enough given Sheng’s Chinese status.
At the practical level of politics, however, it carried implica-
tions which threatened to be disadvantageous for Moscow. The
appearance of CCP members in Urumchi, both as visitors and
as men of provincial authority, symbolized one way in which
Sinkiang might become less of a Russian sphere of influence,
thereby facilitating Chinese, albeit Communist, control over
its affairs. To anticipate somewhat, Sheng’s application for
membership in the CCP, apparently approved in Yenan, later
ran afoul of Stalin’s personal veto. Consistent with his previous
pattern, the Soviet dictator enrolled Sheng in the Russian
Communist Party.

Thus, 1937 brought new forces into play in Sinkiang and
altered the path of old ones. Rapprochement between the
Soviet Union and the Republic of China spotlighted Sinkiang
as a pipeline for valuable military and economic aid to Chung-
king. Simultaneously, a détente between Chiang Kai-shek and
Mao Tse-tung resulted in Nationalist sanction for Communist
activity. On the one hand, this freed Yenan from its blockaded
position as a rebel capital. On the other hand, it encouraged
Sheng Shih-ts’ai to seek membership in the Chinese Communist
Party.

Finally, revolt inside the province and fears of aggrandize-
ment outside it combined with Sheng’s sense of insecurity to
permit Soviet intervention on an expanded scale. Quantita-
tively, the size of Russian military forces and the duration of
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their stay surpassed in importance the intervention of 1934.
Qualitatively, the accompanying political purge of the provin-
cial administration, paralleling that in Moscow and assisted
by Stalin’s agents in Urumchi, signaled an extension of Russian
influence unparalleled in Sinkiang’s history. Behind the facade
of the “united front,” Soviet strategy continued to work to
the disadvantage of China.

Notes

1. Information pertaining to negotiation of the Sino-Soviet non-
aggression pact was obtained from unpublished archives made
available through the co-operation of the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of the Republic of China in Taipei, Taiwan, 1954-55.
Such data will be referred to hereafter as Wai-chiao Pu archives.
More specific citations are impossible, since only copies or para-
phrases of original documents were available, none with file
or code number.

2. This summary of negotiations is corroborated by information
given a Japanese diplomat by Chinese sources at the time; see
Documents, op. cit., Vol. 111, p. 1398.

3. Consul General Suma in Nanking reporting a conversation with
Bogomoloff of November 18, 1935, in Documents, op. cit., Vol.
V.

4. Ibid., Vol. V, intercepted telegram of Yen to the Wai-chiao Pu,
forwarded by the Japanese consul in Novosibirsk. Yen’s cable
perceptively commented, “It is suspected that Japan is inter-
cepting mail and telegrams between China and the Soviet
Union. . . . It is desirable to establish direct cable in order to
maintain secrecy. Soviet Government has given informal approval
but technical plan is yet to be made.”

5. Some of his dispatches may be found, in the original Chinese, in
the Tokyo archives. For a sample of his reporting, see Docu-
ments, op. cit., Vol. VI, Consul Kayanagi in Novosibirsk to the
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I0.

II.

Foreign Office, in January, 1936: “Mr. Li Fang, Chinese consul
general who came here in September 1935, has access to Sin-
kiang information. We came on very good terms and I owe him
much in obtaining information.” According to this report, Sheng
choked off Nanking’s sources of information by replacing Chinese
consuls in Tashkent, Alma-Ata, and Semipalatinsk, with loyal
appointees. One of his appointees, Kuang Lu, is here identified as
‘““a Soviet agent.” Subsequent independent evidence adds weight
to this statement. For another dispatch of July 10, 1936, from
the same Li Fang, see the official Wai-chiao Pu publication,
Soviet Economic Aggression, op. cit., pp. 138-39.

Wai-chiao Pu archives, op. cit. The Soviet draft came on August
5, 1937. The Chinese counterdraft of August 8 paralleled that of
1933. On August 12 Russian response rejected this iz toto, adding
only the reference to earlier treaties.

Interview with the author, May, 1954.

Hedin, The Silk Road, 0p. cit., pp. 300-301, based on ‘“Swedish
sources.”

Sheng interview, op. cit.

1bid. Sheng added that he did not request the crossing at this
particular time, nor did he request help from Nanking either,
“since the Central Government was still engaged with the Chu-
Mao Red Armies and help could not come quickly.”
Documents, op. cit., Vol. IX, intercepted telegram from the
Soviet ambassador in Chungking to the Narkomindel, October
10, 1940, relayed by the Japanese consul general in Harbin to
Foreign Minister Nomura. According to this telegram, the
Soviet representative rebuffed Nationalist protests over the pres-
ence of Soviet troops in Sinkiang by claiming that “the expedition
of Soviet troops was made in compliance with the direct request
of the Chinese Government.” Since the Sino-Soviet Nonaggres-
sion Pact had not been signed at the time of crossing, this seems
improbable. The note further explained the troop activity as
“solely to secure the safety of the supply route of war materials
to China and to support the local government in the promotion
of trade in accordance with the Sino-Soviet trade pact.” The
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protest specifically concerned the unit at Hami, usually identified
as having entered Sinkiang in 1938.

Documents, op. cit., Vol. VIII, Kitada via consul in Bombay to
Hirota, October 27, 1937; Kitada’s reports on south Sinkiang
were based in part upon information from the French consul
general who had visited the area.

Ibid., Kitada to Hirota, dispatches of August 24 and 31, and
September 7, 1937.

Ibid., Vol. VII, Japanese consul in Novosibirsk to Foreign
Minister Sato, May 31, 1937. According to information given
the Japanese consul by the German consul, a well-known German
explorer, Wilhelm Filfnel, was detained at Khotan, while holding
a Chinese visa. When the German Embassy at Nanking requested
action, “the Nanking Government gave the unusual reply that
Germany might better approach the Soviet Government for
release of the German scientist, because the influence of the
Chinese Government does not extend that far. The German
consul also stated that according to his information the Soviet
Union is sending 10,000 troops from Kazakhstan into Sinkiang.”
Documents, op. cit., Vol. V, consul general in Shanghai to the
Foreign Office, September 10, 1935. Spelling of Russian names is
based on Japanese transliteration and is quite likely erroneous.
Interview with Chang Kuo-t’ao in Hong Kong, August 1, 1955.
Chang said he did not learn of Sheng’s policies in detail until the
end of 1936.

According to Robert C. North, Moscow and Chinese Communists
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1953), p. 164, Chang
informed him in an earlier interview that “Moscow’s telegrams at
that time [1934] were routed through Sinkiang or Outer Mon-
golia.” However, Chang specifically denied this in a later dis-
cussion with the author. While recollection of things past suffers
with time, corroboration for the present analysis may be seen
in materials gathered shortly after the event in Edgar Snow’s
Red Star Over China (New York: Random House, 1944), pp.
212-13, and Agnes Smedley’s The Great Road (New York:
Monthly Review Press, 1956, p. 329.
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18.

19.

20.

21.

22,

For an analysis of Mao’s rise to power and his probable relations
with Stalin during this period, see Benjamin I. Schwartz,
Chinese Communism and the Rise of Mao (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1951), supplemented by his article, “On the
‘Originality’ of Mao Tse-tung,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 34, No. 1,
October, 1955.

Chang interview, 0p. ci¢. Rumor placed the amount as $300,000
CNG. This seems rather small, since the first Soviet loan to
the Republic of China concluded the same year came to $100,-
000,000 CNG, or about $50,000,000.

Ibid. Chang said this occurred in 1936, but he probably erred in
his recollection of the precise year. According to information
given Anna Louise Strong by Chinese Communists in Yenan in
1946, a number of CCP advisers went to Sinkiang in 1938 from
Yenan at the request of Sheng. Mao Tse-min was identified as
“in charge” of the group, although it is unclear from the context
whether he made the trip from Yenan or Moscow. His wife was
placed in charge of a middle school for girls and was interviewed
by Miss Strong in 1946. Notes from personal files of Anna Louise
Strong, examined in January, 1958.

Ibid. Sheng asserted that Ch’en Shao-yu (Wang Ming), K’ang
Sheng, and Teng Fa visited Urumchi “as early as the beginning
of our war of resistance” and learned of his desire to join the
CCP at that time; see his letter to Chiang Kai-shek of July 7,
1942, quoted in Soviet Economic Aggression, op. cit., pp. 67-68.
Although Sheng and Chang, interviewed independently, corrobo-
rated one another’s recollections, additional sources for checking
this period are not readily available. Most of the participants
have remained silent as either loyal Communists or Nationalists.
Chang Kuo-t’ao remembered several of Sheng’s visitors as having
reported him to be “ambitious and suspicious . . . unreliable.”
Ch’en Shao-yii, in particular, claimed that Sheng requested con-
siderable amounts of arms, money, and equipment from the
Soviet Union.



Sowet Influence Increases: 1938—4r

DuriNG THE NEXT few years Sinkiang occupied a paradoxical
position. On the one hand, it was the scene of intense activity
implementing Russia’s agreement to assist China in the war
with Japan. On the other hand, it fell increasingly under
Moscow’s economic and political influence, further removing
it from control by Chungking.

The province played a prominent role in sustaining Chinese
resistance against Japan. Measured in sheer numbers, the Soviet
aid is not impressive. However, the qualitative impact of Rus-
sian help, particularly in the air, afforded critical assistance
when China stood alone. A reliable Nationalist official later
recalled that Soviet deliveries of approximately two hundred
fighters “proved very helpful against the Japanese Zeroes . . .
Pilots to fly them were signed on an individual contract basis,
with the Soviet Union acting as guarantor.”’ Subsequently,
he claimed, the program fell short of expectations. Although
the pilots originally contracted to fly for six months’ combat,
this was pared down by Moscow first to three, and then to
one month. Since Chungking paid all transportation and salary
expenses, this rotation system proved expensive for China,
while giving Russian pilots valuable combat training.

The air route entered China by way of Sinkiang and the
northwest cities of Lanchow and Sian.? Approximately five
hundred Soviet pilots served as “volunteers” in China, flying

6r
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fighters and bombers in successful forays against the Imperial
Air Force. When losses rendered the initial shipment unusable,
additional deliveries were made to newly trained Chinese pilots,
schooled in Ili, northwest of Urumchi.® Whether because of
their inexperience, or because of increased Japanese familiarity
with Soviet aircraft, gained both in China and in the Nomonhan
affair of 1939, heavy losses were sustained in subsequent
engagements.* As a result, no further deliveries were accepted
by Chungking.

Of the 885 aircraft to arrive from Russia, almost all came
via Sinkiang.® To maintain them, Moscow provided an air-
plane assembly plant, disguised under the name of the “Agri-
cultural Implements Factory.” Although Chungking requested
construction in Kansu province, it was built instead in Urumchi,
on Soviet insistence. Heavy fortifications surrounded it, bol-
stered by a score of tanks and more than 1,500 troops.®
Additional Red soldiers at Hami, apparently remaining from the
May, 1937, intervention, guarded the 1,700-mile motor route
linking Russia with Lanchow via Hsinghsinghsia, on the
Kansu-Sinkiang border.

Chungking faced a dilemma with respect to these Russian
forces in Sinkiang. On the one hand, the benefit of Soviet aid
was manifest. An American journalist reported hundreds of
Red trucks, carrying ammunition, bombs, and guns, through
the mountain passes into Lanchow. Fuel for these convoys
traveled picturesquely, on the backs of two thousand camels.”
In 1940 a Chinese official claimed that, “China is now using
20,000 camels to carry military supplies across Chinese Turk-
istan from the Soviet Union.”®

On the other hand, the presence of these troops and tanks in
Sinkiang impeded assertion of Chungking’s authority. Although
the National Government had little direct information on con-
ditions in Urumchi, Dr. Sun Fo’s sojourn there in March, 1939,
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enroute to negotiations in Moscow for further loans and mili-
tary assistance, furnished fresh evidence of Soviet influence.’
He noted Sheng’s repeated visits to the Russian consulate
for consultations and, in subsequent discussions with Stalin,
raised the question of Moscow’s intentions in Sinkiang. Stalin
reassured Sun, recounting the familiar charges of Japanese
backing of Ma Chung-ying and of Soviet response to Sheng’s
appeal for assistance. Disclaiming any interests in the province
which might clash with Chungking, Stalin described all Soviet
activity there as “indirectly helping the Chinese Government.”

Yet such reassurances did not remove the grievance nor the
troops. Of minor interest at first, especially with more de-
manding problems on the military front, the matter became
of growing concern to Chinese officials as Russo-]Japanese rela-
tions improved after signing the Nazi-Soviet pact, in August,
1939. Official protests to Moscow called for settlement of the
matter in 1940, in vain. Not until Russian reverses in World
War II strained Soviet resources to the utmost, was Chungking
able to force withdrawal of Red units from Sinkiang.

To be sure, Russian interest in the strategic northwest com-
munications line served Chinese interests as well, insofar as it
acted to exclude Japanese penetration. Tokyo exploited all
avenues of approach, without success. In 1937 and 1938, Jap-
anese agents contacted Ma Pu-fang, nominally loyal to Chung-
king yet independent in his military control of Chinghai.!
His friendly but guarded reaction gave no promise of support
until Japan conquered Nationalist armies elsewhere and proved
itself ready to fight Russia. As a Foreign Office evaluation
remarked somewhat acidly, “Ma may not have too much en-
thusiasm for joining hands with Japan. He seems too pre-
occupied with securing his own province and his influence.
He will continue his ambiguous ‘non-separation, non-coalition’
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attitude toward Chungking and the Central Government will
tighten surveillance around him.”

Another approach came through Mahmud Sidjan, formerly
of the ill-fated “Eastern Turkistan Republic.” After finally
winning Tokyo’s confidence in early 1939,' he proceeded to
China the following year. There an extensive tour ended in
Suiyuan province in October, 1940.> His grandiose schemes
aimed at a pan-Moslem movement under the auspices of a
“Japan-Islam Society, recently established in Tokyo for cul-
tural and economic mutual enhancement between Japan and
Moslems.” In addition, he planned a “Sinkiang Uighur So-
ciety,” with headquarters in Tokyo and branches throughout
Inner Asia.

Japan’s efforts came to naught. Dispatches from Japanese
listening posts on the periphery of Sinkiang revealed a grow-
ing tone of bitterness and frustration, as reports of increased
Soviet influence filtered into Tokyo, seldom offset by firm
evidence of counter gains. Given the amount of attention
awarded Sinkiang and Moslem groups, the incidental instances
of infiltration appear surprisingly insignificant.

Thus, China had reason to question the degree to which
Soviet troops in Sinkiang were necessitated by the Japanese
threat. When a cooling of relations permitted official protest
over these forces in 1940, Chungking took the opportunity to
rebuff Moscow’s request to open a consulate in Lanchow.'®
While offering visas to Soviet officials for travel there, Chinese
authorities refused to sanction permanent Russian residence at
this important junction on the route from Sinkiang into China
proper.

In only one instance were Nationalist negotiators able to
win an extension of their power through Soviet co-operation
in Sinkiang. Discussion of joint operation of a Sino-Soviet air
line through the province began in 1938. Flights actually pre-
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ceded by five months the final pact, concluded in September,
1939.1* Under a Chinese chairman, a board of directors, based
in Alma-Ata, gave equal participation to both sides, while a
Russian general manager headed the company offices in
Urumchi. Capital was equally contributed, with no third party
participation permitted in either financing or operating the air
line. Chungking controlled operations from Hami to the war-
time capital, while Soviet pilots flew the Moscow-Alma-Ata-
Urumchi-Hami sections. In addition, the pact pledged maximum
training opportunities for Chinese pilots and technical personnel.
This agreement struck a more favorable balance for China
than similar “joint management” enterprises, and survived
subsequent friction over Soviet moves in Sinkiang.

Russian economic activity was not merely designed to assist
China against Japan, however. These years saw Soviet tactics
drive out British competition in Sinkiang both by fiat and by
special pricing. In 1938 Urumchi banned all trade with India,
ostensibly on grounds of British intrigue during the 1937 re-
volts.’®* Meanwhile, Russian goods in plentiful supply and at
cheap prices flooded the oases markets, although across the
border, the Soviet cities of Samarkand and Tashkent experi-
enced acute shortages of consumer goods.'

The major economic goal was not trade, but exploitation of
Sinkiang’s resources. Although Sheng is elusive on this matter,
it appears that Soviet geologists began surveys of the province
shortly after Red Army intervention in 1934. A large Russian
map in Sheng’s archives shows manganese, copper, lead, tin,
wolfram, oil, and other mineral deposits in Sinkiang. Drawn in
1935, the map indicated few of these resources then in produc-
tion, but many deposits were identified “on the basis of survey.”

A particularly rich cluster of minerals lay in the northwest
section of the province near the Soviet border, in the vicinity
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of Wusu. According to later Chinese Nationalist investigations,
Russian oil drilling began here in 1935, with daily production
of small amounts reported by 1939.'" Soviet sources claimed
‘““an oral agreement’”’ from Sheng authorized exploitation of the
Tushantze fields.'® Sheng’s silence on this point may stem from
the absence of revenue accruing to Urumchi from the Soviet
venture.

The full amount of Soviet exploitation may never be known,
since the provincial government had no access to production
facilities nor were any reports provided Sheng on output. In
view of Soviet assessment of annual capacity of the Tushantze
refinery as 50,000 tons of crude oil, it is possible that expected,
if not actual, output far exceeded Nationalist estimates made
later when the field was inoperative.’® Observers in Sinkiang
later claimed that production increased markedly after the
Nazi attack upon Russia of June, 1941, with constant truck
convoys traveling between the fields and the Soviet border.?’
In addition to oil, large amounts of tungsten came from well-
engineered mines located along the northwestern frontier, just
within the Chinese border. This provided sufficient amount to
enable a cutback in Soviet imports of the valuable material
from other parts of China. Yet none of the geological surveys
conducted by Russian teams was made available to Urumchi,
information on these operations coming only from rumor or
in surveys conducted from Chungking in 1943.

That exploitation of Sinkiang’s resources brought few returns
to the provincial government is attested by the so-called “Tin
Mines Agreement,” signed between Sheng and Soviet repre-
sentatives on November 26, 1940. This document, included in
the Appendices, merits analysis as an example of Soviet designs
for a closed sphere of political as well as economic influence.
Valid for fifty years, the agreement granted Moscow privileges
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in Sinkiang so extensive as to constitute a state within a state,
immune from control by Urumchi or the central government.

In Article One, the Soviet Union won ‘“‘exclusive rights for
the prospection, investigation and exploitation of tin and its
ancillary minerals.” With this monopoly came the right to
build all power lines, transportation media, and communications
networks necessary to the project, without interference from
outside authorities. In view of the paucity of provincial funds
for such facilities, this clause promised Russia virtual control
of principal roads, railroads, telegraph, and radio stations in
the area. Soviet personnel received unlimited entry privileges
and enjoyed unrestricted movement within Sinkiang. Land
was to be given the exploiting corporation, ‘“Sin-tin,” upon
demand “without delay,” and all persons residing there were
to be removed. Armed guards controlled by the corporation
closed the premises and activities from outside examination,
including that of the provincial police.

Economic provisions offered Russia extremely favorable
terms. All exports of produce were to be duty free, compensated
for only by a two per cent ad valorem charge. Rent for land
and facilities was to be paid in kind at the rate of five and six
per cent of production. This was then to be sold to the Soviet
Union at prevailing world prices. No share in net profits and
no participation in management was given either the provincial
or the central government. Moreover, Urumchi was expressly
forbidden to “inspect, supervise, investigate, or audit the
various operations of production, finance, and commerce of
‘Sin-tin’.” In return, Sinkiang was to receive all facilities with-
out compensation at the close of the fifty-year period. Prior
to that time, its only tangible reward, apart from the nominal
rent, would be the training of an unspecified number of local
citizens in the technical operation of the corporation. Nowhere
did the pact provide for consultation with the central govern-
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ment. It entered into effect upon signature by Sheng and his
Soviet negotiators.

Conflicting evidence attests to Sheng’s reaction at the time.
His autobiography asserts resistance to Soviet terms and
describes his subterfuge to keep open a legal loophole, in-
validating the agreement. Sheng had good cause to fear criticism
for accepting the pact, even under duress. For this reason, he
apparently kept it secret from his immediate associates, as well
as from Chungking. Its fifty-year duration and its unilateral
benefits to the Soviet Union exacted more onerous concessions
from a Chinese negotiator than at any time since Japan pressed
its famous “Twenty-One Demands” in World War 1.

Sheng’s defense of his actions, however, must be placed
against his political perspective of the time. It seems doubtful
that he settled on an exclusive Soviet orientation as early as
1935, as alleged in rumored treaties.?! Yet there is no reason
to question Sheng’s own account of his trip to Moscow, in 1938,
in pursuit of membership in the CCP, and his subsequent
acceptance of Stalin’s decision to enroll him in the Russian
Communist Party. That action sharply revealed the intentions
of both autocrats. For Stalin, it meant refusal to facilitate
Chinese encroachment, whether Nationalist or Communist,
upon a Russian sphere of influence. For Sheng, it signaled his
willingness to accept Soviet discipline, as clearly defined in
Party membership. That discipline ultimately was invoked
during negotiation of the 1940 pact.

Further evidence of his political stance came in Sheng’s
second major purge, shortly before signature of the ‘“Tin
Mines” agreement. His present account conforms neither with
explanations offered for the purge in 1940, nor with the logic
of events. There is little evidence that the alleged conspirators
were any more vulnerable to Soviet blandishments, his present
charge, than were their successors. Nor are accusations of “im-
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perialist-fascist plots,” made at the time, borne out by any
evidence of increasing Japanese pressure.

One probable cause of tension, however, is suggested in-
directly by Sheng’s memoirs. The atmosphere of intimidation
and insecurity which it reveals may have aroused resentment
against his rule. Further disillusionment among more idealis-
tically or radically inclined groups in Urumchi also may have
followed the Nazi-Soviet pact of 1939. This event led to a
visible downgrading of Japanese aggression in Sinkiang propa-
ganda, coupled with renewed emphasis on Great Britain as the
main imperialist threat. If such discontent occurred, Sheng’s
paranoia, feeding on doubts occasioned by these sources of
opposition, readily triggered a new wave of arrests and execu-
tions. As in 1937, his emasculated regime became ever more
dependent upon Soviet advisers and police controls.

Final proof of the political context within which Sheng
signed the 1940 contract comes with a review of slogans,
speeches, and articles appearing in Sinkiang before and after
the pact. Conveniently assembled in a “study guide” by Sheng
in January, 1942, these materials point up the degree to which
his political tie with Moscow excluded virtually all favorable
reference to Chungking.?? In view of his later protestations of
anti-Soviet attitude throughout this period, his contemporary
utterances merit examination in some detail.

A six-pointed red star dominating a map of Sinkiang on the
cover of this compilation set the tone of its contents. Numerous
quotations from Marx, Lenin, and Stalin opened the study,
asserting capitalism to be the root of imperialist conflict. Sheng
followed with an attack upon British policy, which aimed
“not to intervene against aggression but to actually help it.”
In contrast, the Soviet Union held the hope of oppressed nations
throughout the world:
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. . . At a time when the democratic countries adopt a policy
of neutrality and tolerance toward the fascist aggressive bloc’s
invasion of weak and small countries, when fascist bandits
actually plot war, when the great Chinese masses are engaged
in their mighty task of struggling for national liberation . . .
it is the Soviet Union which can protect the interests of weak
and small nations, can utilize every method to preserve world
peace, can actually help the Spanish and Chinese wars of re-
sistance, thereby helping other small nations in their fight for
liberation—the only fortress protecting world peace!23

This material, written one week after the Nazi-Soviet Pact
of 1939, evidenced a radical departure from the cautious refer-
ences to Russia which characterized earlier statements. Notice-
ably absent was any mention of Chiang Kai-shek or the
Nationalist government.

Not only did Sheng see the Soviet Union as beneficial to
lesser nations, but he called for assistance by ‘“small nations”
to build Soviet power, declaring Russia to be “the Fatherland
of the world proletariat . . . of the world peace camp for
colonies, semicolonies, and oppressed nations. . . . To strengthen
the Soviet Union is to strengthen the interests of weak and
small national revolutions.” Sheng described at length what
he termed the basic differences between the “new world” and
the “old world,” employing familiar “statistical comparisons”
to demonstrate the dynamic growth of socialism contrasted with
depression-ridden capitalism. For him, victory of the “new”
over the “old” was inevitable “because the Soviet economic
system is superior to the capitalist system.”

Addressing himself to political problems in Sinkiang, Sheng
took up first the question of Soviet forces stationed in Hami.
He addressed himself to challenges against their usefulness while
Japanese troops continued to advance throughout China:

Within the countries of the new world, the troops trained in
the Red Army are troops to reinforce Soviet power, to protect
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the peace not only of the Soviet Union but of the entire world,
to help the oppressed peoples and oppressed humanity struggling
for liberation to safeguard peaceful livelihood and to prepare
for world revolution. One day they will rise in sacrifice on the
field of battle with valor and glory, to defend peace, to protect
the workers’ fatherland, to protect security, to resist aggression
and to use war as a means of ending war.?*

Would these troops merely further Soviet ends, making Sin-
kiang a Communist satellite? Sheng countered this criticism:

. . . Taking the Soviet Union as our close friend and ally is
misunderstood among nationalities of economically backward
and culturally backward areas. Especially in semi-colonial and
semi-feudal China, old-fashioned and backward-thinking peo-
ple misunderstand this . . . as risking “communizing” and
“Bolshevizing” the situation (this happens in Sinkiang). But
this is misunderstanding and rumor. . . . In the past, Persia,
Afghanistan, and Turkey were all countries which received
Soviet help, just as Sinkiang’s pro-Soviet policy for the past
six years has received vasts amounts of Soviet spiritual and
material aid. But these countries, as with China’s Sinkiang, are
today still not “Red” or ‘“communist.” Recently all of China
adopted a pro-Soviet policy but we see no danger of it becoming
“Red” or “communist.” These things happen because of other
reasons and not from adoption of this policy—they come from
more basic causes than a pro-Soviet attitude!2°

As before, Sheng attempted to quell Moslem fears of anti-
religious persecution by reference to Islamic countries border-
ing Russia which had not suffered that fate.

One portion of the book, written in October, 1939, consisted
of a long panegyric to Lenin and Stalin and the significance
of the October Revolution. In this section, devoted primarily
to the problems of colonialism, nationality development, and
liberation movements, Sheng made no reference to Sun Yat-sen
or Chiang Kai-shek, to the vaunted Three People’s Principles
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of Sun, or to similar Nationalist figures and symbols. In writing
on China’s struggle against Japan, among the groups on his
united front honor role he again omitted any mention of
the Kuomintang.

This implicit shift of loyalty evoked a curious analysis of
the “greatest victories of the Soviet Union’s peace policy,”
evidencing Sheng’s admiration for Stalin’s sagacity. First on
his list was the Sino-Soviet nonaggression pact of August,
1937. Among the reasons for terming this a victory, Sheng
claimed that it “put down the backward thinking of Chinese
Russophobes and struck a heavy blow at the traitors and
Trotsky bandits who would divide China from Russia.” But
it was also a victory ‘“because it reduced Japan’s threatening
force against Russia and reinforced the power of the peace
camp centered in the Soviet Union.” Certainly this was to be
applauded from a Russian point of view. But Chinese interests
would have been better served by increasing Japanese involve-
ment with Russia, thereby lessening Japan’s pressure on China.
Sheng pursued precisely the opposite line of reasoning, regard-
less of its implications for China.

His citations for Russia’s foreign policy victories included
the Nazi-Soviet pact of August, 1939, for allegedly defeating
Anglo-French schemes to force war between Hitler and Stalin.
Sheng also applauded the “mutual assistance pacts” concluded
by the Soviet Union with the Baltic states, which purportedly
“saved them from danger and preserved their peace, and more-
over established a firm and peaceful frontier on the Soviet
northwestern borders.” As for the Nazi-Soviet partition of
Poland, this “helped the White Russian and Ukrainian peoples
inside the Polish border, saving them from falling under
German fascist oppression . . . bringing them over from the
dark camp of the old world to the bright new world.” This
invasion he praised as the “glorious mission of the great and
courageous Red Army.”’?¢
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It would be difficult to find a more full-throated approval of
Soviet policy, outside of official Russian pronouncements than
that penned by Sheng Shih-ts’ai. In 1940, he saw the struggle
as an imperialist war. Moscow deserved credit for having
managed to stay clear of the conflict, despite the plotting of
British and French capitalists. Soviet invasion and intimidation
of the “weak and small nations” of Eastern Europe and the
Baltic area was specifically condoned as “liberation.” The
Soviet-Finnish war had been instigated by Britain and France,
with United States connivance. Therefore, the peace between
Helsinki and Moscow was another “victory,” praised by Sheng
on April 12, 1940, because it defeated the imperialists’ scheme
to involve the Soviet Union in war. Similarly, in the Far East,
the three capitalist powers sought peace between China and
Japan, so as to free Japan for an anti-Soviet war. This would
simultaneously divert Japan from their colonies and weaken
the socialist homeland.?® Again, Sheng argued for Chinese
resistance against Japan in terms of its value to the Soviet
Union. At the very time he voiced this plea, the Trans-
Siberian railway carried strategic supplies between Berlin and
Tokyo. Simultaneously, Soviet shipments to China suffered
a marked decline.

Against this review of Stalin’s omniscient foreign policy,
Sheng painted a dark picture of ‘“defeatism, reaction, and
compromise’ in the highest Chinese circles.?® In addition to
the Wang Ching-wei ‘“‘puppet government” sponsored by Japan,
he also attacked “internal forces” tending toward surrender
policies. Without mentioning the Nationalists directly, he
condemned Chungking by lauding ‘“progressive” groups,
“friends of the Soviet Union,” and those “determined to fight.”
He concluded that defeatist elements were stronger in China
proper than in Sinkiang. Only in the ritualistic slogans issued
in commemoration of such events as the “April Uprising”’ and
the “Marco Polo Bridge Incident” did Sheng pay lip-service
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to the patriotic theme of “Unite KMT & CCP! Eliminate
Friction!” Even here, prominence was given to “Defend Per-
petual Friendship of China and Russia!” and ‘“Eliminate
Trotskyite Traitors!”

The one change of note came in June, 1941, with the Nazi
attack upon the Soviet Union. For Sheng, as for all who up to the
attack had faithfully followed the Soviet foreign policy line,
this immediately transformed the ‘imperialist war” into
a “war against fascism.” He demanded that Britain ‘‘use
land, sea, and air forces in their full power, particularly land
and sea power, to attack and threaten the German rear, cease-
lessly bombarding Germany, thereby allowing the Soviet Red
Army to smash to dust easily and quickly the German invading
force.”?® China likewise was to act valiantly in support of
Russia, as Sheng called for unity “against the diverse elements,
the defeatists, compromisers, etc.” The “counterattack” which
he outlined “must in foreign policy be pro-Soviet Union and
help the Soviet Union in its war against Germany . . . In
Sinkiang we must root out the counter-revolutionary remnants
. . . and help the Soviet Union to win victory in war.” His last
entry in this book, an editorial of November 7, 1941, hailed
Moscow’s dramatic defense against the Nazi siege and called
upon Britain and France to take all necessary steps immediately
to relieve the Russian front.%°

In view of this consistent and uncritical support for Moscow,
Sheng’s present defense of his signing the “Tin Mines” agree-
ment in 1940 carries little conviction. The pact underscored
the degree to which the sequence of events since 1934 had
transformed his regime into one which differed little from the
outright satellite state of Outer Mongolia. Red army units
remained in Sinkiang against the will of Chungking but not of
Urumchi. Soviet geologists surveyed the province’s resources
for exploitation and export to Russia, without permission from
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the central government but without opposition from the
provincial regime. Political agents from Moscow guided Sheng’s
propaganda line, while Soviet secret police ferreted out ‘“con-
spirators” and assisted him in periodic purges. Whatever inner
misgivings Sheng may have harbored as this process reached
its peak in 1940-41, not until Soviet victory appeared doubtful
did he move to establish Chinese-Nationalist authority in
Sinkiang.
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The following information was made available by Dr. William
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begun by Sheng, according to his introductory notes, in 1936,
and revised in February, 1938, perhaps as a result of the Japa-
nese attack on China. A second revision in November, 1939,
followed the Nazi-Soviet pact. His third revision of March, 1941,
may have resulted from the “Tin Mines Agreement” of Novem-
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clusions of the book.
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mittee, United States Senate, 82d Congress, 2d Session, 1952),
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SINKIANG’S POLITICAL history frustrates the analyst who, in
trying to reconstruct the course of events, must rely on the
residue of memoirs, documents, and impressionistic accounts.
To be sure, the main stream of action moves slowly through
discernible channels, transporting the fragile ship of state with
its assorted figures to varied destinations. Suddenly, however,
the current quickens. The rush and roar of treacherous rapids
surround the ship with a cloud of spray. Out of the ensuing
confusion the vessel emerges, minus some of its passengers.
None aboard can agree as to what precisely took place during
the desperate, hidden struggle for survival.

So one can trace the factors responsible for the overthrow
of Chin Shu-jen, for instance, but fail to fix with full certainty
the complex maneuvers which resulted in Sheng’s final winning
of control in 1933. Both the interplay within Sinkiang and the
intervention from Moscow and Nanking throw a curtain of
confusion and contradiction around the evidence offered from
various sources. Similarly, it is almost impossible to chart the
detailed sequence of events which somersaulted Sheng from
an apparently faithful servant of Stalin in January, 1942,
to a “younger brother” of Chiang Kai-shek in July of the
same year.

Certainly Sheng’s followers in Sinkiang had no forewarning
of his sudden switch of loyalty except, perhaps, for the sus-
pension in April of the recognized organ for radical propaganda,

79
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the Fan Ti Chan Hsien (Anti-Imperialist Front). Prior to this,
all utterances struck a consistent note, unmistakable in its
inspiration. Thus, in November, 1939, Sheng called for “chang-
ing the imperialist war to one of internal revolt, thereby carry-
ing out the proletarian revolution.”! In 1940 he reinterpreted
his “Six Great Policies” to provide a precise parallel with
Mao Tse-tung’s newly enunciated concept of ‘“Hsin min chu
chu yi,” or “New Democracy.”? The following year, Sheng
proposed “that the Soviet government institute a Soviet regime
in Sinkiang,” although later claiming “I really did not mean
it.”® Finally, in his memoirs he quotes a long letter from Mao
Tse-tung of February 4, 1942, expressing gratitude for recent
gifts from Urumchi, and discussing the problem of meeting
Sheng’s requests for additional CCP advisers.* None of this
betokened a casting off of subservience to Moscow.

His autobiography explains the cause of his switch of allegi-
ance as disillusionment with Soviet handling of the 1940 treaty,
and dismay at an alleged plot against his life which resulted in
the murder of his brother in March, 1942. Other evidence, how-
ever, admittedly fragmentary, indicates quite different motiva-
tions behind the change-over.

A review of events in 1941 is suggestive. In March Foreign
Minister Matsuoka met with Stalin and Molotov in Moscow.
On April 13 Russia and Japan signed a nonaggression pact,
with ominous forebodings for China. Were the two powers to
arrive at agreed spheres of influence, as had St. Petersburg and
Tokyo prior to World War I, it might seal the fate of both
Urumchi and Chungking. These circumstances may have
prompted Sheng to strengthen his credit with Stalin by sug-
gesting a “Soviet regime in Sinkiang,” as mentioned earlier.

Similarly, Chiang Kai-shek had cause to seek improvement
of Sino-Soviet relations by compromising on Sinkiang. Japanese
reports told of a high-level meeting on April 2 3, which appointed
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Sun Fo head of a “Committee for the Adjustment of Sino-Soviet
Relations.”® Sun allegedly ‘“‘approached the Soviet ambassador
to China and proposed Soviet cooperation in mining develop-
ment and highway construction. . . . It is believed that the
Soviets will request establishment of spheres of economic in-
fluence in China’s three western provinces.”

In May the same sources reported ‘“two representatives of
Sheng Shih-ts’ai” had visited Chungking “to discuss . . . the
proposal by the Soviet representative in Sinkiang.”® This
purportedly referred to a program of Sino-Soviet “co-operation”
in military, economic, and political developments, with con-
cessions for Russia paralleling those ceded in the 1940 “Tin
Mines” agreement. Discussions between Ambassador Panyush-
kin and Chiang Kai-shek were rumored in this Japanese dis-
patch.

Available Chinese sources throw no light on these rumors.
Sheng admits, however, that one of his brothers, Sheng Shih-yi,
visited Chungking prior to Sheng’s change-over in 1942.7
He may have figured in the foregoing negotiations. Their suc-
cessful conclusion would have relieved Sheng of the dilemma
of continued commitment to Chungking on the official level,
contradicted by consistent accession to Soviet pressure behind
the scenes. For Chiang, such a deal would have countered the
Stalin-Matsuoka agreement. Stalin, in turn, would have wel-
comed a legal recognition of the Soviet sphere of influence in
Sinkiang.

Whatever negotiations among representatives of Moscow,
Urumchi, and Chungking may have been contemplated or
actually in progress, their prospects of success disappeared
when Nazi armies crossed the Russian border on June 22, 1941.
This development provided reassurance on at least one count:
Russia was unlikely to make a deal with Japan at the expense
of China. The need for concessions in Sinkiang disappeared.
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The next question confronting Urumchi as well as Chung-
king was: what impact would the Nazi attack have upon Soviet
power? The answer was immediately forthcoming. As Soviet
forces reeled under the incessant onslaught of air and armored
might, Moscow’s resources became strained to the limit. In
October the Soviet embassy informed Chungking that all ship-
ments of military aid to China would cease.®

This discouraging news was almost immediately offset by the
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, guaranteeing full United
States participation in the Pacific war. For Chiang Kai-shek,
these events completely altered the picture as it had existed at
the time of the Stalin-Matsuoka pact. Russia could no longer
threaten China with serious co-operation with Japan. Nor could
Moscow supply any of Chungking’s needs, at least in the
immediate future. At the same time, Soviet commitment on the
German front reduced Red pressure on Sinkiang, while Amer-
ican commitment against Japan permitted an increase of
Nationalist pressure, not only in Sinkiang but against the
Chinese Communists as well. Such were the calculations of
Nationalist strategists, anticipating United States assistance.
They also could be confident of Japan’s ultimate defeat by
American forces, regardless of future Chinese participation
in the war.?

While 1941 ended with these promising developments for
Chiang Kai-shek, the future appeared less hopeful for Sheng
Shih-ts’ai. If Soviet support were to be drastically reduced, his
regime might be plagued with fresh revolts or with increased
Nationalist pressure or with both. Under these circumstances,
only a détente with Chungking offered a promising alternative.
That such a move involved long and careful negotiation is
evident from the sequence of events in 1942. In March General
Chu Shao-liang secretly visited Urumchi as Chiang Kai-shek’s
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emissary.!® In April Sheng stopped publication of the radical
journal of his “Anti-Imperialism Society.” As further proof of
his intent, Sheng executed another purge, in the same month,
arresting key figures in “progressive’” and Chinese Communist
groups. Among those imprisoned was Mao Tse-min, brother
of Mao Tse-tung.!* Yenan felt the blow, as a later CCP account
recalled, “In 1942, when war between the Soviet Union and
Germany was in a critical stage, bandit Sheng Shih-ts’ai openly
bared his anti-Soviet and anti-communist mien . . . to throw
many Soviet personnel and Chinese Communist Party person-
nel in Sinkiang into jail, involving over three hundred innocent
and progressive people. In spring of the same year, he again
made mass arrests of over one hundred Chinese Communists
in Sinkiang, including Chen T’an-chiu, Mao Tse-min, and
Lin Chi-lu.”*?

Sheng tells of this purge, but explains it in a wholly different
fashion and indicates only one set of arrests, not two. However,
his account corroborates that of the CCP, which noted that,
although arrests took place in the spring of 1942, intensive
interrogation by Nationalist authorities did not occur for six
months. No executions came until “autumn 1943.” Sheng’s
autobiography recounts Soviet protests on behalf of those still
imprisoned many months after their arrest. In addition, Sheng
claimed that Tu Chung-yiian’s “initial confession” placed Wang
Ching-Wei as the head of the conspiracy. However, in the final
version, Tu “confessed” that Chou En-lai had been the master-
mind of the plot.’® The changed allegations, both extracted
under coercion, indicate that Sheng saw fit to alter his account
of the purge at a later date. In this regard, it is of interest. that
the official version of Sheng Shih-ch’i’s death, attributing it to
Communist assassination, was not made public until December,
1942.

Thus, the purge signaled an initial willingness to collaborate
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with Chungking. However, it did not commit Sheng irrevocably,
should negotiations collapse. By accusing the purged of con-
spiracy with the Japanese puppet, Wang Ching-Wei, and by not
executing those arrested, he left the way open for retreat. This
alternative proved unnecessary. In May in a second visit by
General Chu, accompanied by the Minister of Economics,
Wong Wen-hao, the discussions were quietly continued. Finally,
an official delegation arrived with much fanfare on July g4,
headed by Chu and Wong, and including the Minister of Propa-
ganda, Liang Han-ts’ao, General Ho Ping-wu, and General
Mao Pang-ch’u, field commander of the Chinese Air Force.

Moscow was not prepared to relinquish its prize in Sinkiang
without a contest. The day before this notable mission from
Chungking flew to the provincial capital, the former Soviet
ambassador to Germany and vice-commissar of foreign affairs,
Dekanozov, presented Sheng with a proposal from Foreign
Commissar Molotov.'* It outlined a formal agreement for joint
operation of the Tushantze oil fields, then operating under oral
understanding without participation by Sinkiang authorities or
direct profit to the province.

This offer of practical benefit for further co-operation with
Moscow was accompanied by an unusual tone of blandishment
in Dekanozov’s opening remarks, contrasting sharply with the
atmosphere surrounding the 1940 negotiations, as reported by
Sheng. Moscow’s emissary noted “the worsening relations be-
tween Sinkiang and Soviet Russia and the unpleasant relations
between Marshal Stalin and your honorable self,” but dismissed
this as merely ‘“misunderstanding.” Sheng’s memoirs offer a
credible account of the subsequent exchange, during which a
combination of cajolery and threat failed to move him from a
position undoubtedly bolstered by knowledge of the forthcom-
ing delegation from Chungking.

Sheng’s new orientation was evident in his counterproposal
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to Molotov on July 17, suggesting that Nationalist authorities
be included in the discussions. By this time, conferences be-
tween Sheng and the July 4 delegation had undoubtedly worked
out the details of agreement between the two sides. Final
cementing of the détente came in the flight of Madame Chiang
Kai-shek to Urumchi on August 29, 1942, accompanied by the
Special Commissioner for Foreign Affairs, Chaucer H. Wu.
China’s first lady conveyed a personal letter to Sheng from the
Generalissimo, not only offering forgiveness for past deeds but
accepting full responsibility for their consequences.'® This
promised Sheng, in his future relations with the Nationalist
government, protection against unpleasant repercussions of the
past decade.

It should be remembered that this reconstruction of events is
certain only with respect to chronology. The motivations of
participants are inferred from fragmentary evidence and are
not confirmed by firsthand sources. Either discreet silence or
official explanation characterizes most discussions of these
negotiations. Nevertheless, the foregoing interpretation appears
plausible in terms of what is known of the persons involved,
and of Sheng Shih-ts’ai in particular.

One mystery may never be fully clarified. The account
offered in Sheng’s memoirs of his brother’s death is difficult to
square with Sheng Shih-ch’i’s acceptability to Soviet circles at
the time. He had recently returned to Sinkiang from military
training in Moscow, and had been named commander of the
motorized brigade in Urumchi. Had Moscow conspired in his
assassination, Molotov’s proposal to Sheng for joint manage-
ment of the Tushantze oil fields would have been doomed from
the start. Yet it was conveyed on the highest authority as a
serious effort to halt the rapprochement with Chungking. The
only alternative explanation is that Sheng Shih-ch’i protested
