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The defining marker of border construction in the twenty-first century has been 
the “reinforcement and fortification of borders” through the construction of 
walls, barriers, and fences.1 Buttressing borders through massive physical mate-
rials has been part of the long history of the modern era in hardening bound
aries to build and enforce territorial sovereignty for states and maintain their 
control of flows and movements. Border construction has been a complex geo
graphical process for the order and reordering of natural bodies through the de-
tailed mapping of bodies of land and water and the human-led placement and 
stabilization of material barriers. Yet, disruptions and cracks have always ap-
peared within any fortification, regardless of its scale or degree, and these de-
velopments have unsettled border landscapes to produce different forms of 
openings for the movement of goods, ideas, human bodies, and nonhuman life.

These simultaneous ebbs and flows of movement have become even more vis
ible through the happenings along the Yalu River between North Korea and 
China. Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, there were reports of 
the North Korean government building “hundreds of kilometers of new or up-
graded border fences, walls and guard posts,” with the intention of “tighten[ing] 
the flow of information and goods into the country, keep foreign elements out 
and its people in.”2 At the same time these reports were published, news agen-
cies also provided accounts of a rise in smuggling operations along the Yalu. A 
built environment of lax security has allowed for a smuggling trade market of 
minerals—such as coal, aluminum, and copper—medicinal herbs, and livestock 
between China and North Korea.3 In the midst of this vibrant exchange of goods, 
different plants have grown wildly and animal species have continued to move 
back and forth along the border, including the wild fauna of the region such as 
deer, foxes, birds, wolves, and fish. The human and nonhuman movements across 
the river have attested to the emergence of unplanned happenings and worlds at 
the fortified border.

As Joseph Seeley’s Border of Water and Ice masterfully shows, unplanned hap-
penings and worlds along the Yalu River have been seen, experienced, and en-
countered from the premodern to the modern period despite several state efforts 
to harden borders. The book specifically investigates these unplanned happen-
ings and worlds and their relationship to state drives to control and reinforce 
borders through a study of Japanese imperialism along the Yalu River from the 
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late nineteenth century into the twentieth century. Border of Water and Ice is a 
layered story of the turmoil and challenges of building a stable political order 
and secure border along the Yalu River in the face of “the fluid motion of peoples, 
goods, water, ice, sediment, and other human and nonhuman elements.” At the 
center of the story, Border of Water and Ice employs the concept of “liquid geog-
raphies” to make visible and sense of the tension, conflict, violence, and contra-
dictions that emerge between Chinese political forces; Japanese authorities in 
Korea, Manchuria, and Japan; and the flora and fauna in the Yalu region. It in-
troduces a transnational, multispecies framework for tracing and interpreting 
the formation and dynamics of borderlands and the agents behind them. In line 
of recent works in the fields of science and technology studies (STS) and New 
Materialism, Border of Water and Ice is a platform to rethink and expand the 
concept of agency because it shows how different agents—human and nonhuman 
bodies and nonhuman matter—overlapped and interacted to create the material 
conditions of the Yalu area. These different agents formed and became forces of 
change through their webs of interactions and interconnections and not before; 
the arrangement of a specific context determined the production, nature, scale, 
and degree of agency. Hence, Seeley’s detailed study demonstrates that agency 
does not just belong to and reside in humans but is a process of change that 
involves nonhumans through entanglements with human bodies and forces.

In covering agency in border-making, Border of Water and Ice persuasively 
reminds readers about the vital necessity to connect the environment and the 
overall nonhuman world to the study of the construction of an imperium and 
political order and boundaries. Regardless of the amount of force used by 
Japanese imperial forces in Korea and Manchuria to dominate and control the 
Yalu region for the empire, nonhuman elements, including different aspects of 
seasonal weather, continuously disrupted carefully calculated plans and unset-
tled their execution in the material world. The contingency of the nonhuman 
world produced unexpected outcomes and forced Japanese authorities into un-
easy situations that derailed their carefully made plans. Japanese authorities held 
immense resources and exercised extensive powers, but the water and ice of the 
Yalu River showed the limits of those powers. Border of Water and Ice leaves read-
ers with effective tools and platforms to unravel the complexities of making 
and sustaining borders and the limits and difficulties of planning, creating, and 
sustaining empires.

—Albert L. Park
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Japanese-language words have been transliterated according to the modified 
Hepburn system, Korean-language words according to the McCune-Reischauer 
system, and pinyin for Chinese. Exceptions are made for well-known toponyms 
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of the major Sino-Korean border city renamed Dandong in 1965. There are just 
a few exceptions to this, such as occasionally using Seoul to describe the Korean 
capital rather than Keijō/Kyŏngsŏng, the city’s official name under Japanese rule. 
All translations from the Japanese, Korean, and Chinese, unless otherwise noted, 
are my own.
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Navigating the Yalu River on a raft of timber and twine was not for the faint of 
heart. Throughout the early twentieth century, rafters piloted logs cut from up-
stream forests to processing plants downstream. Cutting rapids with churning 
plumes of whitewater threatened to impale them on sharp rocks. With skill and 
a well-timed prayer to the “water gods,” most hoped to make it past the rapids 
and onto more placid parts of the river’s course.1

In addition to natural obstacles, timber rafters had to be wary of the river’s 
human dangers. Today the Yalu River forms part of the border between the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (North Korea) and People’s Republic of 
China. During the early twentieth century, the Yalu was a border between colo-
nial Korea, annexed by the Japanese Empire in 1910, and the northeastern re-
gion of China historically known as Manchuria—also a target of Japanese 
expansionism.

On May 29, 1935, a Korean timber raftsman was piloting his craft near the 
town of Yongyŏn. Having passed the Yalu’s upstream rapids, the raftsman likely 
anticipated a restful end to his weary journey. But his voyage was suddenly in-
terrupted when an anti-Japanese militia based in Manchuria stormed the river-
bank and began exchanging shots with colonial Korean border police on the 
opposite side. For fifty minutes bullets flew between imperial Japanese agents 
and their opponents, transforming the Yalu’s surface into a maelstrom of blood 
and water. As reported in a Korean newspaper, the timber rafter was heavily in-
jured in the ensuing melee.2

INTRODUCTION
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The Yalu River’s dangers were hardly limited to the warmer months when 
timber rafts plied its surface. Colonial police portrayed the frozen wintertime 
Yalu River border as a pathway freely traversed by smugglers and anti-Japanese 
rebels. But those who did cross the Yalu in winter spoke of a landscape far more 
treacherous than convenient. In 1933, Yi Ok-hyun (Yi Okhyŏn) traveled north 
across the Yalu border so that her husband, a Korean independence activist 
blacklisted by Japanese authorities, could find work in Manchuria. After an ini-
tial attempt to cross the border by rail was hindered by Japanese border police, 
Yi decided instead to traverse the frozen Yalu on foot. Years later Yi recalled the 
following:

A passerby took us to a spot along the riverbank where  people got to 
Manchuria by walking across the frozen Yalu River. A path stretched 
ahead of us, beaten down through the snow, exposing the slippery, 
treacherous ice. Lights blinking on the far shore guided us. I had on 
cotton socks, my feet  were b itter cold, but somehow they did not freeze. 
I was terrified that the ice would crack beneath us.3

Yi lived through this ordeal, but the trauma of this icy crossing would survive 
for many decades to come.

The following account places these life-and-death experiences with water, ice, 
and violence along the Yalu River border in a larger historical frame. With the 
Japanese annexation of Korea, the Yalu River became part of the longest formal, 
non-maritime border of the Japanese Empire. The Yalu border was a pivotal site 
for shoring imperial control over Japanese-occupied Korea and for projecting 
imperial power further into Manchuria.

Drawing on primary sources in Japanese, Korean, Chinese, and English, this 
book analyzes how Japanese border agents attempted to harness the fluid move-
ments of bodies, goods, water, and ice across the Yalu River border. These sea-
sonally contingent human and nonhuman mobilities, which I call the Yalu’s 
liquid geographies, defined the limits of Japanese imperial expansion in North-
east Asia. Colonial police and customs officials tried to make this strategic river 
border, with its seasonal patterns of receding, flooding, freezing, and thawing, 
into a selectively permeable membrane that would allow certain goods and 
people to pass while blocking others. Japanese engineers also tried to channel 
flows of water and ice to productive ends by building infrastructure such as 
bridges, embankments, and dams. These various forms of Yalu border-making 
succeeded in promoting Japan’s wider political and economic power in the Sino-
Korean borderland and beyond. But the unpredictable movements of summer-
time floods, wintertime ice, timber cutters, anti-Japanese guerrillas, smugglers, 
and other human and nonhuman borderland actors also repeatedly spilled 
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outside the bounds set by Japanese colonial regimes until the ultimate collapse 
of the Japanese Empire in 1945.

By emphasizing the tenuous, environmentally contingent nature of imperial 
border governance, this story bears critical lessons not only for East Asian his-
tory but also for how we understand border-making processes globally. This book 
argues that nonhuman environments play an active role in border creation and 
maintenance. Environments are more than static backdrops to interhuman dra-
mas. A more-than-human history of the colonial Yalu River border also dem-
onstrates the importance of considering how border-making and frontier state 
formation unfold across different seasons, as well as years, decades, and centu-
ries. In the case of the Yalu River, a distinct seasonal cycle of water and ice shaped 
the actions of both border crossers and the state agents who endeavored to po-
lice their mobility, with violent consequences for all involved.

The Yalu as River, as Border
The Yalu River (Chinese: Yalu Jiang; Korean: Amnokkang; Japanese: Ōryokkō) 
begins as a trickling stream and ends as one of Northeast Asia’s major waterways. 
The longest river on the Korean Peninsula, the Yalu has multiple major tributaries 
and is almost twice as long as its longest counterpart in Japan, Shinano-gawa. On 
a map it is easy enough to trace the river’s serpentine course from its headwaters 
on the slopes of Mt. Paektu/Changbai (2,500 meters above sea level) to its wide, 
gaping mouth at the Yellow Sea some 803 kilometers to the west.

Of course, the river is far more than a cartographic abstraction. Throughout 
the Yalu’s history, most locals knew the river through their livelihoods and labor.4 
The experience of the Yalu River for a fisherman on its wide, sandy delta was 
quite different from the hunter or timber cutter who crossed a much narrower 
river that carved deep mountain canyons further upstream. Others, like the 
aforementioned timber rafters, directly witnessed the Yalu’s transformation from 
narrow and swift upstream rivulet to wide downstream river. Because of the riv-
er’s relatively shallow depths and steep gradient from its mountain headwaters 
to oceanic mouth, in its middle and upper spans the Yalu is impassable to larger 
boats outside of shallow-bottomed craft like timber rafts. The region around the 
Yalu River is also characterized by a continental climate with extreme seasonal 
variations in temperature and precipitation. Frigid temperatures cause much of 
the river to freeze in the winter, while summers are marked by intense heat as 
well as seasonal floods caused by monsoonal climate patterns.5 Throughout the 
Yalu’s history, human life and politics have had to adjust to these seasonal 
variations.
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For centuries, the Yalu held symbolic significance for state-builders in what 
is now China and Korea. The river flowed centrally through early Northeast 
Asian polities such as Koguryŏ (first-century BCE–668 CE), a proto-Korean state 
that controlled parts of what is now northern Korea as well as northeast China. 
Koguryŏ erected several major monuments along the Yalu’s banks, including 
several royal tombs as well as the King Kwanggaet’o Stele, a stone monolith that 
detailed the accomplishments and conquests of the Koguryŏ king Kwanggaet’o 
(whose name literally means “Expanding the Domain”; r. 391–413).6 The Yalu 
also flowed through the center of the Koguryŏ successor state Parhae (698–926). 
The earliest textual references to the name Yalu/Amnok stem from around this 
period, using Chinese characters meaning “duck-green.” The exact etymologi-
cal origins of the name are debated, including whether it was an allusion to the 
color of the river’s water, derives from a Jurchen/Manchu language term for 
boundary, or is a transliteration of an even older term of unknown meaning.7

By the tenth century the Yalu came to assume the border status that it would 
hold for centuries following. In 936 CE the Korean Peninsula came under the 
unified rule of the Koryŏ dynasty (918–1392). The southern part of the Yalu River 
served as a boundary between Koryŏ and various political entities in Manchuria, 
including the Khitan Liao dynasty and Jurchen Jin dynasty. The Khitans and Ju-
rchens would periodically cross the river to raid Koryŏ, thus also marking the 
beginning of the river’s status in Korean history as a site of existential anxiety 
about unwanted border crossers. But Koryŏ soldiers also fought back against the 
northern invaders, and by the fourteenth century successive conquests and mili-
tary campaigns brought most of the river’s southern bank under Koryŏ control.8

The significance of the Yalu border to premodern Korean history is further 
cemented by its role in the origins of Korea’s last royal dynasty. The Chosŏn dy-
nasty (1392–1910) began with an act of mutiny on the Yalu’s banks. In 1388 the 
Koryŏ king dispatched military leader Yi Sŏnggye to take part in a punitive mis-
sion against the recently founded Ming dynasty in China. But after traveling 
north from the Koryŏ capital of Kaesŏng and reaching Wihwa Island in the 
middle of the Yalu, Yi abandoned his original mission and instead returned to 
Kaesŏng, where, with the help of powerful allies among the Koryŏ bureaucracy, 
he overthrew the ruling monarch and began the process of creating a new king-
dom. By the late 1400s Yi’s successors would complete the conquest of the Yalu’s 
southern banks as well as those of the neighboring Tumen River, giving Korea 
the approximate northern boundaries that would define it until the present.9

During the Chosŏn dynasty the Yalu was known as a rugged frontier periph-
ery home to bandits, ginseng poachers, timber cutters, and wild animals. This 
frontier status was not a simple consequence of the region’s mountainous topog-
raphy or geographic distance from the Chosŏn capital of Hansŏng (modern-day 
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Seoul). Rather, it was the deliberate result of borderland policies enacted by rulers 
in Chosŏn Korea and premodern China. In 1459 the Chosŏn court closed the up-
per Yalu to settlement. This region became known as the “four closed counties”—a 
buffer zone between Chosŏn and the Jurchen “barbarians” to the north.10 Settle-
ment on the Chosŏn bank of the Yalu was restricted to the river’s lower reaches, 
where the walled city of Ŭiju remained a critical border entrepot throughout the 
dynasty’s history.

Similar policies meant to dissuade people from settling along the Yalu’s banks 
were also enacted by the Qing (1644–1912), China’s last imperial dynasty. The 
Qing dynasty was the creation of the Manchu people, successors of the Jurchen 
tribal confederation that previously ruled north of the Yalu. Following the Man-
chu conquest of the Ming dynasty, Qing leaders gained control of China proper, 
but they never forgot their Manchurian origins. Geomantic discourses promul-
gated by the Qing court highlighted the centrality of Mt. Paektu/Changbai, the 
location of the Yalu’s headwaters, in the dynasty’s imperial landscape.11

The upper Yalu River basin was also a key source of wild ginseng, a valuable 
medicinal herb whose trade helped fuel the dynasty’s rise. Thus, in an effort to 
preserve their sacred ancestral homeland from the polluting influence of Han 
Chinese and Korean settlement, as well as to protect the lucrative ginseng mono
poly from outside poachers, Qing rulers “sealed off” (fengjin) a circumscribed 
portion of territory abutting the Yalu River. Qing and Chosŏn officials on either 
side of the border enacted various strict punishments, including death, for ille-
gal border crossings. But as scholars of Qing-era frontier policies have shown, 
fengjin was more aspiration than achievement.12 Indeed, the threat of punish-
ment failed to dissuade waves of Korean and Chinese migrants lured by the 
region’s rich natural resources—especially ginseng, furs, and timber.13

Illicit border crossers encountered a dynamic landscape that shifted with the 
seasons. With the passing of the year, ginseng grew and ripened, while the Yalu 
border also froze over and thawed, receded and flooded. As a result, a distinc-
tive seasonal cycle governed the actions of both furtive border crossers and those 
defending against them. In Kanggye, a key area of ginseng production, Chosŏn 
guard posts were most heavily staffed against Manchurian ginseng poachers dur-
ing the summer ginseng-harvesting season, while Korean ginseng poachers 
also traveled north across the Yalu to harvest wild ginseng that grew on the slopes 
of Mt. Paektu/Changbai.14 During these same summer months monsoonal rains 
would engorge the river’s banks, resulting in frequent flooding.15

Flooding and ginseng poachers together proved a constant administrative 
headache along the summertime border, but officials were also concerned about 
the winter, when hunters crossed the frozen Yalu River to pursue their quarry. 
Not only did hunters ignore border regulations, but much like ginseng poachers 
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during the summer, they also created semi-permanent camps in further violation 
of frontier prohibitions and despite Chosŏn complaints to the Qing court.16 Pro-
hibitions against long-term settlement and illegal border crossings clearly did not 
work, no matter what the season.

The already limited ability of Chosŏn and Qing officials to police the Yalu bor-
der collapsed even further in the nineteenth century. Centuries of overharvest-
ing made wild ginseng and fur-bearing animals increasingly rare by this period. 
But the Yalu region was still rich in timber, a sylvan effect of enforced isolation 
eagerly exploited by timber cutters. It also abounded in another increasingly pre-
cious resource—land. Population pressures in both Qing China and Chosŏn 
Korea caused more and more people to move to the border region and establish 
permanent agricultural communities. Despite continued prohibitions, settle-
ment still occurred—often with the full knowledge of local officials. When 
Chosŏn officials traveled to the Yalu border on an official expedition in 1872, 
they found Korean migrant communities eking out a hardscrabble existence 
from the land while defending themselves from corrupt military officials as well 
as bandits.17

Bandits were a perennially troublesome feature of the nineteenth-century 
Yalu border for migrants and state officials alike. Popularly known as “mounted 
bandits” (Chinese: mazei; Korean: majŏk, though the actual use of horses was 
not universal among these groups), these brigands took advantage of the rug-
ged terrain and absence of strong local authority to prey on frontier communi-
ties. At the same time, they occasionally formed client-patron relationships with 
local landowners, and the Qing state was not above occasionally drawing offi-
cials from the bandit ranks.18

With nineteenth-century changes to the Yalu frontier’s socioeconomic com-
position also came a shift in the seasonal cycles of unsanctioned border crossings. 
Early modern officials were well aware that the river was easier to cross in winter. 
In the winter of 1636, Qing invaders crossed the frozen Yalu River border to 
launch a successful invasion of the Chosŏn state. Traditionally, however, con-
cerns about summertime ginseng poachers weighed heavier than worries about 
rarer wintertime invasions. This changed in the nineteenth century. As agricul-
tural settlers and bandits took the place of ginseng poachers, these new groups 
were all too eager to take advantage of the frozen river border’s accessibility.

Writing in 1860, one Chosŏn border official explained that “winter defense 
(tongbang) had now become more anxious than summer defense,” and recom-
mended that the number of sentries guarding the border during the winter be 
increased.19 Authorities north of the Yalu also worried that newly arrived Ko-
rean migrants would use the frozen river for subversive purposes. As one Chosŏn 
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official wrote in an 1872 report, Korean migrants in one community had their 
guns taken away from them at the beginning of winter, only to be returned at 
the very end of winter as the river unfroze.20 These concerns about how the sea-
sonally changing river environment affected border security would continue 
well into the modern period.

As illegal migration grew, nineteenth-century Qing and Chosŏn authorities 
reconsidered their former prohibitions. With state ginseng monopolies no lon-
ger as lucrative as they once were, increased settlement along with timber har-
vesting could mean greater tax revenue for cash-strapped dynasties in Korea and 
China. The cultivation of lands along the border also provided relief to popula-
tions affected by various natural and human disasters, including famine in 
Chosŏn Korea or the disastrous Taiping Rebellion (1850–1864) in Qing China. 
Chosŏn officials began officially opening up the “Four Closed Counties,” and by 
the 1870s Qing authorities created counties (xian) in Andong and Tonghua 
on the northern bank of the Yalu.21 Cross-border trade expanded accordingly, 
with the Qing and Chosŏn courts concluding a new trade agreement in 1883 
that authorized the creation of border customs stations to monitor this trade 
and crack down on smuggling (which had long flourished in the region).22

Foreign imperialism was also a decisive factor that drove Qing and Chosŏn 
officials to encourage settlement of the Yalu River basin. Preoccupied with the 
violence of the Taiping Rebellion and other internal uprisings, the Qing state 
was unable to stem increasing Russian encroachment into Manchuria, which 
grew more robust by the mid-late nineteenth century. The 1858 Treaty of Aigun 
saw the Qing cede large swaths of its imperial territory to the Russian Empire, 
and by the 1890s the Russian Empire also used strong-arm tactics to force the 
Qing court to cede major Manchurian railway concessions.23

The late nineteenth century also saw the entrance of a disruptive new element 
into the politics of the region: imperial Japan. After Japanese leaders embarked on 
ambitious modernizing programs at home following the 1868 Meiji Restoration, 
the Yalu River basin emerged as an important frontier of the country’s imperial 
expansion into Korea and Manchuria. Following decisive victories against the 
Qing during the Sino-Japanese War (1894–1895) and imperial Russia in the Russo-
Japanese War (1904–1905), Japan not only gained railway concessions in southern 
Manchuria but also cemented control in Korea. In 1905 the Yalu River and neigh-
boring Tumen River became the northern boundary of the newly formed Japanese 
protectorate of Korea. With the official Japanese annexation of Korea in 1910 there 
was no longer any doubt as to Japan’s political stake in the region. Not only was 
Korea Japan’s largest formal colony, but its northern border was also a key gateway 
for projecting power into Manchuria.



8	 Introduction

With imperial Japan’s victories against the Qing and Russia, the Sino-Korean 
border at the Yalu and neighboring Tumen River became part of the Japanese 
Empire’s longest, as well as economically and militarily most significant, terres-
trial border. In the eyes of Japanese observers, colonization of the Yalu River 
basin transformed the country’s geopolitical imagination. Writing in 1941, one 
Japanese geographer argued that prior to the late nineteenth century ordinary 
Japanese had “strikingly no conception of borders”—a virtue of the Japanese ar-
chipelago’s separation from surrounding countries by miles of ocean.24 The ap-
pearance of the new imperial border with China thus marked a milestone in the 
country’s transformation from an isolated “island nation” to a global power able 
to project its influence far outside the archipelago. This statement ignored, of 
course, a more complex premodern history of Japanese frontier expansion to and 
fluid territorial boundaries along spaces such as Ezochi (later Hokkaido) and 
Ryukyu (Okinawa).25 But the imperial conceit of the “island nation” becoming 
a continental power was alluring, explaining how the Yalu became a symboli-
cally as well as strategically significant periphery for Japanese imperialists.

The seasonal dangers of this fractious riparian borderland would not dis
appear under Japanese rule. Indeed, throughout this new imperial era the Yalu 
would remain a dynamic landscape marked by distinct seasonal cycles. It would 
also take on new meanings as a site of both heady imperial ambition and pro-
found imperial anxiety. Rather than sealing off the Yalu boundary, as the early 
modern Chosŏn and Qing had tried to do, the Japanese government completed 
the first permanent railroad bridge across the Yalu in 1911. This bridge linked 
Japanese-built railways in northern Korea and Manchuria and the frontier 
boomtowns of Andong (modern-day Dandong) and Sinŭiju, which became the 
most important cities along the border.

As part of a broader campaign to strengthen control over Korea and extend 
influence into southern Manchuria, the Government-General of Korea encour-
aged trade as well as the migration of Koreans across the river border. By the 
mid-1930s, millions of yen worth of goods traveled across the border annually, 
while the number of people who made daily journeys across the railroad bridge 
exceeded ten thousand.26 But despite the best efforts of imperial Japanese cus-
toms and police officials to limit exactly who and what could cross this border 
of water and ice, the heavily militarized border with China was a space where 
smugglers, bandits, and anti-colonial rebels openly and violently clashed with 
Japanese authority. Local Korean and Chinese farmers and itinerate woodcut-
ters protested over issues like limits on access to forests or the trafficking of 
homegrown opium, while at the same time ice, shifting riverbeds, and other 
features of the Yalu River’s ecology continued to defy efforts to control the 
region.
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Even after Japan occupied Manchuria and created the puppet state of Man-
chukuo in 1932, the process of assimilating and controlling the Yalu border 
would remain fraught up to the Japanese Empire’s collapse in 1945. Before the 
Japanese takeover of Manchuria in 1931, state authority along the Yalu was frac-
tured between the colonial government in Korea, Japanese railway concessions 
in Manchuria, and various Chinese regimes including the Qing and later Zhang 
Zuolin’s Fengtian Clique. Following the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in 1931 
and the creation of the puppet state of Manchukuo, the Yalu River was putatively 
transformed from an international border into an intraimperial boundary. Yet 
despite the official rhetoric of “Korean-Manchurian unity,” Japanese imperial-
ists’ insistence on Manchukuo’s “sovereign” status provided ample fodder for bu-
reaucratic infighting and cross-border tensions. Even as the overall goals of the 
Japanese Empire demanded the economic and political integration of Manchu-
kuo and colonial Korea, disputes over smuggling regulation, fishing rights, and 
other issues underscored the persistence of border conflicts that originally pre-
dated 1931. Such tensions were only exacerbated by the difficulty of dividing the 
Yalu border’s fluid and seasonally contingent topography into discrete Korean 
and Manchurian zones.

Liquid Geographies
This book proposes the concept of liquid geographies to narrate how the fluid 
motion of peoples, goods, water, ice, sediment, and other human and nonhu-
man elements of the Yalu borderland together shaped the politics of the colo-
nial Sino-Korean border. The use of “liquid” evokes not only the physical 
properties of the Yalu’s riparian environment but also the fluid mobility of the 
different groups of people that variously upheld or challenged the political 
boundary haphazardly imposed on the Yalu’s surface. The plural term “geogra-
phies” emphasizes the multiple ways the river border was constituted and expe-
rienced across different sites and temporal frames. The physical topography of 
the river varied dramatically depending on location upstream or downstream. 
It also changed according to the season, with the springtime “thawing season,” 
summertime monsoonal flooding, and wintertime “icebound season” being 
particularly salient moments of riverine transformation.

Liquid geographies describe not only the fundamental characteristics of the 
Yalu environment but also the process and ambitions of imperial border-making. 
Imperial Japanese border police, military, and customs officials encouraged liq-
uid cross-border flows of people and goods as a means of extending the reach of 
imperial authority beyond this boundary. Officials’ projection of power along 
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and beyond the Yalu hinged on their own ability to move fluidly across this space. 
At the same time, they attempted, through surveillance and violence, to con-
strain the liquid movements of other border crossers within officially proscribed 
channels. This included keeping out so-called rebellious Koreans or other people 
and illicit goods that threatened imperial control. Border river infrastructure 
such as bridges, embankments, and dams were also key in trying to channel and 
contain flows of people, goods, water, and ice in ways that serviced the goals of 
imperial expansion.

Building on recent environmental humanities scholarship, this book draws 
attention to the ways human societies and politics are created by the dynamic 
interactions between human actors and nonhuman entities. In narrating “more-
than-human” histories predicated on “relational views of the world,” scholars 
have shown that the older Man vs. Nature binary of Enlightenment-era thought 
is insufficient for understanding the world around us.27 Rivers have proven to 
be particularly salient sites for breaking down these barriers, as shown by schol-
arship such as Richard White’s study of the Columbia River as an “organic ma-
chine” and Sarah Pritchard’s work on the “envirotech” nexus between ecological 
and technological systems on the Rhone River.28 Dilip da Cunha’s study of the 
Ganges also reminds us that the idea of the “river” itself is a human construc-
tion rooted in the artificiality of a clear line between water and land.29 I am en-
gaged in a similar project of narrating a “more-than-human” history of the Yalu 
River, but with a specific emphasis on how interactions between people, water, 
and land shaped the river’s politics as border. Rather than treating the Yalu River 
border as a creation of individual historical actors (human or nonhuman), the 
concept of liquid geographies foregrounds their complex and dense interrela-
tionships. Through their interlacing movements, multiethnic human actors such 
as colonial police, smugglers, anti-Japanese guerrillas, opium growers, fisher-
men, timber cutters, and nonhuman “actors” (a term reflecting their dynamic 
role in shaping human action)30 such as animals, plants, mountains, sediment, 
water, and ice together constituted the animating force of the border.

Previous border studies have largely highlighted human actors’ mobility as 
the primary mechanism for defining state boundaries. Scholars have shown how 
political borders are not straightforward lines on a map but multi-sited, “com-
plex social institutions” articulated through interpersonal encounters between 
mobile border crossers and state agents.31 These encounters between mobile 
human agents are as important to border construction and maintenance as phys-
ical infrastructure like walls, gates, or boundary markers. Border studies schol-
arship also emphasizes, much as this book does, how borders serve as tools of 
inclusion as well as exclusion that promote the circulation of goods and peoples 
as much as they serve as barriers for entry.32
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These studies provide a valuable theoretical and empirical basis for any schol-
arly treatment of borders, yet the following narrative joins other recent works 
of environmental border history in pushing border studies scholarship toward 
a greater embrace of nonhuman stories and mobilities.33 As Xavier Oliveras-
Gonzalez notes in a recent study of the Rio Grande border between the United 
States and Mexico, a persistent “anthropocentrism” pervades border studies, 
treating physical landscapes as mere backdrops rather than dynamic central ac-
tors in border histories.34 In terms of how border regimes are constructed and 
physically experienced, a state border is more than the sum of its human parts. 
Rivers, forests, mountains, deserts, and other environments act in concert with 
human actors as challenges to the rationalizing impulses of state control while 
adhering to their own seasonal rhythms. This is as much true for the Yalu River, 
with its seasonal patterns of water and ice, as it is for other arcifinious frontiers 
such as the US-Mexico border, where migrants and wall-builders alike confront 
a bewildering array of desert, mountain, and riparian landscapes that can sud-
denly flood during the rainy season, or the Mekong River bordering multiple 
Southeast Asian states, with its extreme seasonal variations of monsoon rain and 
drought.35

Understanding imperial Japanese efforts to channel the liquid geographies 
of the Yalu border for their benefit demands special attention to the role of sea-
sonal change in shaping imperial border creation and maintenance, a process I 
call seasonal border-making. The logic and rhythms of borderland life and state 
surveillance along the Yalu were compelled to adapt to the river’s seasonal cy-
cles of springtime thawing, summertime monsoonal flooding, and wintertime 
freezing. Smugglers, timber cutters, fishermen, anti-Japanese guerrillas, and 
other border crossers encountered the Yalu border not only as checkpoints and 
watch towers but also as a landscape that literally shifted underfoot with changes 
in the weather and the freezing and unfreezing of the river. Seasonal changes in 
the river affected the permeability of the border to river crossers, such as during 
the wintertime “icebound season” when the frozen river was easier to cross and 
Japanese police and customs officials accordingly posted more border agents 
along the river’s frozen reaches. Yet accumulative human activities also had the 
power to transform the riverine environment over time and shape these seasonal 
rhythms. For example, the felling of timber upstream could, and did, exacer-
bate flooding downstream, while the Japanese-led construction of the massive 
Sup’ung Dam (1937–1944) altered water temperatures in ways that prevented 
parts of the river from freezing over in the winter.

This focus on the seasonality of the Yalu’s liquid geographies and border-
making joins other environmental histories in highlighting weather and cli-
mate as important drivers of historical change. Most works of the growing 
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subfield of climate history take a longue durée view of climate’s effects, examin-
ing how long-term variations in average temperatures shaped human societies 
and civilizations over time.36 But just as important to historical actors as these 
macroclimatic changes were the micro-effects of seasonal weather patterns. Sea-
sonal change was an essential aspect of historical lived experience, and yet con-
ventional historical narratives often resemble the climate-controlled spaces 
where many modern historians write their works. As one scholar writes in a re-
cent history of winter in colonial New England, there is a pressing need to ad-
dress historians’ “uneven attention to all twelve months of the year.”37 Sensitivity 
to seasonality illuminates the visceral experiences of historical daily life and ebbs 
and flows of state power in regions like the Yalu. Recapturing this seasonal con-
tingency has become all the more important as anthropogenic climate change 
prompts contemporary concerns about water, ice, and shifting weather patterns 
worldwide.

Transnational Histories of East Asia
Much like a river gathering water and sediment from multiple sources along its 
long course, this book gathers inspiration from multiple scholarly literatures, in-
cluding transnational histories of Manchuria, Korea, and the Japanese Empire. 
It joins other recent scholarship in narrating a multilingual, multinational story 
of Northeast Asia’s past that resists the traditional tripartite division between 
“Chinese,” “Japanese,” and “Korean” national histories. In the case of Manchu-
ria, scholars are increasingly drawing on multilingual archives to show how this 
multiethnic frontier and “cradle of conflict,” situated at the seeming periphery 
of competing Chinese, Russian, Japanese, and Korean states, was very much cen-
tral to the modern development of all these competing polities.38 Environmen-
tal approaches have also been prominent in recent studies of the region’s 
history, showing that Manchuria’s politics cannot be separated from its moun-
tains, forests, plains, and rivers.39

This book extends such ecological sensitivity to an analysis of the modern 
Sino-Korean border, with attendant ramifications for how we understand the ex-
ercise of state power in colonial Korea. Scholars of the Korean past have looked 
with increased interest toward the twentieth-century history of the peninsula’s 
northern borderland. Groundbreaking multilingual studies have contributed 
important perspectives about the role of border-crossing human actors, includ-
ing Japanese police, Chinese “mounted bandits,” and Korean migrants, in ar-
ticulating conceptions of sovereignty and territoriality along the Tumen River 
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border in particular.40 This book builds on these insights while also foreground-
ing the nonhuman forces of Sino-Korean border-making through a focus on 
the Yalu, the largest of the two Sino-Korean border rivers. In doing so, it shows 
that states’ articulations of sovereignty and territoriality and the visceral, every-
day experiences of border crossers were intertwined with the Yalu’s geophysical 
environment. A focus on the Yalu borderland also invites scholars of colonial 
Korean history more broadly to glean insights that are only possible when mov-
ing beyond a previous “urban bias” toward spaces like Keijō/Seoul.41 When con-
sidering colonial state-society relationships from the peninsula’s northern 
periphery, for example, the ideological hegemony and moral suasion central to 
the influential “colonial modernity” framework seem far less salient.42 What be-
comes quickly evident instead is the everyday violence behind imperial efforts 
to coerce the Yalu’s human and nonhuman flows into sanctioned channels.

This book also joins newly emerging studies of frontiers, borders, and border-
making in the Japanese Empire in shedding light on the profound intraimperial 
tensions engendered at empires’ edges. Whether examining marine borderlands 
like those between Taiwan, Okinawa, and the South Chinese littoral, or terres-
trial frontiers in places like Manchukuo and Inner Mongolia, new scholarship 
on Japan’s colonial empire has increasingly foregrounded its “frayed edges and 
fluid interstices” as critical sites for articulating imperial power.43 Much as 
this book does in its examination of the Yalu River boundary, these scholars 
have shown how imperial borders acted as “gateways” for Japanese expansion 
that facilitated the movements of certain individual people and goods while si
multaneously constraining the movements of others.44 This scholarship has 
also shown how borders were sites of competition not just between imperial 
Japan and neighboring countries, but also between different Japanese colonial 
regimes and agencies.

In a similar vein, this book reveals profound intraimperial discord between 
Japanese-controlled regimes in Korea and Manchuria that belied the official rhe
toric of “Manchurian-Korean unity” that predominated after the Japanese 
takeover of Manchuria in 1931. Prior studies have noted overlaps between 
Japanese imperial projects in Korea and Manchuria, but few have focused on 
Manchurian-Korean border environments as sites for both sustaining these proj
ects and exposing their internal contradictions.45 The seasonally inflected pat-
terns of Yalu border violence and surveillance that existed prior to Japanese 
occupation of Manchuria persisted for years afterward, as local residents and 
colonial regimes in Korea and Manchuria alike mobilized the intraimperial bor-
der of water and ice to zealously guard their own conflicting interests.
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Sources and Chapter Outline
Over the past several decades, flows of migration, colonization, decolonization, 
war, and bureaucratic procedure have deposited Yalu-related materials into li-
braries and archives throughout East Asia and across the Pacific. The story told 
here is drawn from documents in four languages (Japanese, Korean, Chinese, 
and English) housed in archives and libraries throughout Japan, South Korea, 
mainland China, Taiwan, and the United States. These sources include official 
documents produced by the Government-General of Korea and Chinese regimes 
in control of the northern bank of the river until 1931, as well as the records of 
the Manchukuo puppet-state created afterward. I also draw on accounts of bor-
der raids, smuggling, and other aspects of Yalu politics that featured promi-
nently in Korean, Chinese, and Japanese newspapers, magazines, and fiction 
published throughout this period. Finally, I use surviving private diaries of bor-
der officials as well as published oral histories for documenting the more elusive 
seasonal patterns of local life and the impacts of border engineering and surveil-
lance. Such records, especially those of former Korean and Chinese residents of 
the Yalu River basin, provide an important counterpoint to the self-aggrandizing 
archive of officials who tried to erase local voices and violently impose their own 
sense of order on a recalcitrant landscape.

The book’s narrative chronologically traces the evolving interaction between 
Japanese colonial expansion and the Yalu’s liquid geographies. Decades of 
Japanese imperial border-making along the Yalu resulted in an increasingly far-
reaching surveillance apparatus and profound transformations in the river 
border’s social and natural ecosystems, but it also invoked fierce resistance from 
local populations and a continually challenging river environment until the em-
pire’s collapse in 1945.

The first two chapters analyze the origins of imperial Japanese efforts to chan-
nel the Yalu’s liquid geographies, especially during the period of the Japanese 
protectorate of Korea (1905–1910), and the seasonality of these same campaigns. 
While the Korean Empire retained its nominal independence during this pe-
riod, control of its foreign affairs (and increasingly its internal governance as 
well) was ceded to imperial Japan, which meant that Korea’s northern border 
with Qing-dynasty China was now a matter of Japanese statecraft and interest. 
Chapter 1 shows how the wintertime harvesting of reeds on newly formed river 
islands, the springtime movements of fish populations, and scattering of fallen 
logs by summertime floods posed both opportunity and obstacle to Japan’s 
border-making efforts during the protectorate era. By analyzing disputes over 
these different river resources, the chapter shows how a variety of local human 
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and nonhuman actors reacted to Japan’s attempts to push the outer limits of its 
emergent empire in ways that defined imperial power in the border region for 
years afterward.

Chapter 2 examines a key infrastructural aspect of early imperial efforts to 
channel the liquid movements of peoples and goods across the Yalu River: bridge 
construction. Japanese military engineers battled the Yalu’s seasonally variable 
lows and highs and wintertime ice to erect temporary bridges across the river to 
transport troops and supplies during the Sino-Japanese War and Russo-Japanese 
War. These bridge construction efforts culminated in the completion of an iron 
bridge linking colonial rail lines in Korea and Manchuria. Begun during the pro-
tectorate period in 1909 and finished in 1911, one year after the official Japanese 
annexation of Korea, this railway bridge had to overcome significant challenges 
from human and nonhuman borderland actors to become a keystone of impe-
rial border-making for decades afterward.

Chapters 3 and 4 examine the work of colonial border police and customs 
agents to control flows of peoples and goods across the Yalu during the 1910s–
1930s. As these chapters show, the post-annexation Yalu River border was de-
fined by seasonally inflected patterns of violence and surveillance that persisted 
even after Japanese forces occupied Manchuria in 1931. Chapter 3 focuses on the 
seasonality of border policing against so-called bandits (Japanese: hizoku), a 
broad term that included traditional brigand groups as well as anti-Japanese 
guerrillas. From the 1910s until the 1931 Manchurian Incident, anti-Japanese dis-
sidents made thousands of raids across the Yalu during the late spring and 
summer, periods known locally as the “thawing season” and “flourishing season.” 
Japanese officials’ aggressive policing of rebels during this same period, which 
included frequent trespassing into Chinese territory, incited the alarm of Chi-
nese officials on the opposite side of the border. Following the creation of Man-
chukuo, the wintertime “icebound season” emerged as the greatest threat to 
Yalu border security in the eyes of Japanese officials trying to control the frozen 
river crossings of a reinvigorated anti-Japanese guerrilla movement.

Chapter 4 engages with another critical type of mobility that helped define 
the Yalu’s liquid geographies—the movement of illicit goods and money. Smug-
glers used boats during the spring through fall or crossed the river on sledges or 
on foot during the winter, a time of particular flourishing for the contraband 
trade. Repeated pleas by Chinese officials on the northern bank of the Yalu prior 
to 1931 for Japanese help cracking down on bootleggers fell on the deaf ears of 
Japanese authorities, who exploited the border’s liquidity to weaken Chinese sov-
ereignty while enriching the Japanese merchants who profited from smuggling. 
But after Japanese-controlled Manchukuo officials seized the Yalu customs in 
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1932, tensions erupted between Manchukuo authorities and Japanese authori-
ties in Korea reluctant to prosecute illegal cross-border exchange as seasonal pat-
terns of border smuggling continued.

The fifth and last chapter focus on construction of the Sup’ung Dam, second 
largest in the world at the time of its completion, as a culminating effort to 
make the river border’s liquid geographies work for, and not against, imperial 
expansion. Harnessing the Yalu River’s energy and motion to power Japanese-
built factories and industrial sites throughout Korea and northeast Asia, the dam 
was part of a broader attempt to reshape the Yalu into a politically stable indus-
trial corridor at the height of World War II in Asia (1937–1945). In contrast to 
the early years of the Japanese occupation of Manchuria that saw persistent bor-
der conflict, the outbreak of full-scale war with China in 1937 led to increased 
cooperation between authorities in Manchukuo and colonial Korea on a number 
of fronts, including smuggling enforcement, “bandit” suppression, and construc-
tion of the dam. Yet despite the rhetoric of “Manchurian-Korean unity,” border 
tensions never truly disappeared, as continued regional rivalries and Japan’s own 
insistence on maintaining some semblance of Manchukuo sovereignty under-
mined cross-border cooperation. Meanwhile, the mercurial nature of the Yalu 
and its peoples continued to subvert Japan’s imperial aims as smuggling increased 
in intensity and floods and ice challenged hydroelectric projects even as dam 
construction forever altered the river’s seasonal cycles.

The final chapter is followed by a brief reflection on the legacies of the colo-
nial Yalu River in the post-1945 period and the contest for regional supremacy 
between American and Chinese forces during the “longest winter” of the Ko-
rean War. For both Japanese imperialists and their American successors, the pos-
sibilities and perils of empire-building were glaringly exposed at the Yalu River 
border.
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In a 1908 preface to his book Yalu River: The Manchurian-Korean Border Situa-
tion (Ōryokkō: Man-Kan kokkyō jijō), Japanese Army major Ōsaki Mineto pro-
claimed that the “waters of the Yalu” were “intimately connected” to the growth 
of Japanese national power. Mineto’s book sought to address lingering “insuf-
ficient knowledge” about the Yalu River border between Qing-dynasty Manchu-
ria and Korea, which had become a protectorate of the Japanese Empire in 
1905. Japanese troops had just waged two bloody wars, the Sino-Japanese War 
(1894–1895) and Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905), to establish Japan’s presence 
in a border region Mineto described as the “inner sanctum” of Korea and stra-
tegic “gateway” to the rest of the Asian continent. Black-and-white photographs 
accompanying Mineto’s account showed the border towns of Andong and 
Sinŭiju, products of wartime railway construction, swelling with newly arrived 
Japanese settlers and Korean and Chinese migrants. Mineto’s account also fea-
tured two images of the Yalu River that intersected these borderland boomtowns. 
The first was of the frozen river during the wintertime “icebound season,” com-
plete with sledges plying its frozen surface. The second was of ice breaking along 
the Yalu during the “thawing season” (see figure 1.1). As these images of the sea-
sonally changing river attested, the “waters of the Yalu” were far more than just a 
static, unchanging line dividing the territorial maps of Manchuria and Korea.1

Japanese efforts during the Korean protectorate era (1905–1910) to channel 
the human and nonhuman mobilities of the Yalu River border—what I call the 
Yalu’s liquid geographies—defined imperial power in the region for years after-
ward. While Japanese intervention in Sino-Korean border politics was ostensibly 
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on behalf of the nominally  independent Korean Empire (Taehan cheguk), in prac-
tice t hese eforts w ere crucial to demarcating a new imperial J apanese border, one 
 later formalized by the annexation of K orea in 1910. This chapter’s three case 
studies show how J apanese officials tried to delineate the Yalu border in such a 
way that harnessed river- borne flows of nonhuman and  human actors for the 
benefit of imperial expansion. First,  Japanese authorities intervened in ongoing 
Sino- Korean sovereignty disputes over Yalu River islands— islands that had 
emerged only d ecades  earlier due to river flooding and sedimentation—by trying 
to control the harvest of reeds on the islands of Hwangch’op’yŏng. Second, 
 Japanese imperialists sought to drive Chinese fishermen from the river and mo-
nopolize access to the lower Yalu’s fisheries. Third and fi nally, J apanese tried to 
strengthen their emerging mono poly over the borderland timber industry by cre-
ating new rules for the dredging of timber scattered by Yalu floods. Th ese epi-
sodes of imperial border- making followed the seasonal cycles of the river, from 
the wintertime harvesting of reeds on river islands during the “icebound period,” 
to the springtime harvesting of Yalu icefish, to the summertime floods that regu-
larly disrupted the Yalu timber industry.

FIgUre 1.1. “Scene of the Ice Thawing on the Yalu River.” 

Source: Ōsaki Mineto, Ōryokkō: Man- Kan kokkyō jijō (Tokyo: Maruzen, 1910).

The unruly dynamism of the Yalu’s liquid geographies gave space for  Japanese 
to insert themselves into the region, yet it also invited r esistance from t hose who 
contested  these new attempts at imperial boundary- drawing. Korean and Chi-
nese reed harvesters, timbermen, fishermen, and other members of local fron-
tier society w ere mobilized to shore up Japan’s  political and economic control 
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over Korea and project it further into Manchuria. But these same mobile cross-
border actors also could, and did, resist Japanese attempts to control their live-
lihoods. An additional complicating factor for border diplomacy was the vigilante 
activity of Japanese “continental adventurers” (tairiku rōnin), who pushed pro-
tectorate officials toward greater intervention by forming alliances with local col-
laborators along the border but also carried their own competing agendas. Also 
involved in these border encounters were the riparian dynamics of the Yalu it-
self, which set the stage for moments of violent confrontation and helped define 
their outcomes.

Sediment, Reeds, and the Origins  
of a Territorial Dispute
From 1906 to 1908 two small reed-covered islands in the Yalu River delta, col-
lectively named Hwangch’op’yŏng (Chinese: Huangcaoping, literally “field of yel-
low grass”), became the site of a violent territorial dispute between the Qing 
and Japanese empires. Studies of Sino-Korean border politics in the protector-
ate era typically focus on the Tumen River border and the “Kando question,” 
drawing attention to the 1909 agreement that saw Japanese officials forfeiting 
Korean claims to the lands north of the Tumen (Kando) in exchange for railroad 
concessions linking Korea to Manchuria.2 Irridentist Korean nationalists still be-
moan the Korean loss of territorial claims to Kando as part of a larger loss of 
sovereignty under Japanese rule.3 But as the following case of Hwangch’op’yŏng 
suggests, protectorate officials’ strategic calculus meant pressing some territo-
rial claims along the Sino-Korean border just as they were forfeiting others. 
Hwangch’op’yŏng, now known as Hwanggumpyong and firmly under the sover-
eignty of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (North Korea), would pos-
sibly be Chinese territory today had it not been for the actions of Japanese 
imperial agents during the protectorate period. Japan’s imperial intervention, 
part of a larger campaign to control the Yalu’s liquid geographies, would trans-
form marshy Hwangch’op’yŏng from an area of previously disputed Sino-
Korean sovereignty (see figure 1.2) into one controlled by the Japanese colonial 
regime in Korea.

Explanation for how these reed-covered islands came to be a Sino-Japanese 
battleground must first be sought in the seasonally shifting, sedimentary land-
scape of the Yalu River. Like all rivers, the Yalu collects and carries eroded sedi-
ment from its upper reaches and deposits it further downstream. Much of this 
sediment ends up in the river’s lower delta, where it forms numerous sandbars 
and river islands. Sedimentation occurs year-round, though the amount of 
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sediment in the river can also be afected by seasonal variations in climate and 
precipitation. The greatest amount of sedimentation along the Yalu occurs in 
the summertime months and coincides with monsoonal rains and flooding 
that erode the river’s banks at greater rates.4 Sedimentation in the river can also 
be afected by  human activities. By the late nineteenth to early twentieth centu-
ries, the harvesting of the upper Yalu River basin’s rich timber stands by newly 
arrived mi grants was exacerbating erosion and sending an ever- increasing 
amount of silt and sediment into the river and further downstream.5

FIgUre 1.2.  Japanese sketch of lower Yalu River delta showing islands 
marked as “Greater Hwangch’op’yŏng” and “Lesser Hwangch’op’yŏng” in 
center, 1907. Larger characters on left of map read “Qing” while t hose on right 
read “Korea.”

Source: Japan Center for Asian Historical Rec ords (Holding Institution: Diplomatic Archives of the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of Japan), Ref. B03041223900.
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Small river islets and submerged sandbars in the Yalu delta where this sedi-
ment accumulated grew in size over time and became more prominent river 
islands. The largest, and most contested, of the river islands to emerge in the 
Yalu delta was Hwangch’op’yŏng. Hwangch’op’yŏng was technically com-
posed of two closely adjoining islands known as So-Hwangch’op’yŏng (Lesser 
Hwangch’op’yŏng) and Tae-Hwangch’op’yŏng (Greater Hwangch’op’yŏng), 
though official discourse typically grouped the two together under one term.6 
Testimony from local Korean and Chinese residents stated that the islands first 
began featuring more prominently above the river’s surface around the 1860s–
1870s.7 Even then Greater Hwangch’op’yŏng would continue to disappear at high 
tide. It was only after significant flooding in 1888 that it became a fixed feature 
of the Yalu’s above-water landscape.8

Hwangch’op’yŏng’s emergence coincided with local Korean and Chinese of-
ficials’ evolving attitudes toward river island sovereignty. Prior to the late nine-
teenth century, when the Qing dynasty proscribed settlement along the northern 
bank of the Yalu River, river islands were more troublesome as potential hide-
outs for illicit border-crossers than as sites of contested sovereignty.9 The island 
of Sindo at the Yalu’s mouth, for example, was from an early point inhabited by 
Koreans and traditionally considered within Korean jurisdiction.10 At repeated 
points throughout the Chosŏn dynasty, Chinese migrants traveled to the island 
to engage in fishing or to harvest timber from prohibited regions elsewhere along 
the border.11 In response to repeated Korean entreaties, in 1803 the Qing em-
peror Jiaqing issued an official proclamation banning Chinese travel to the is-
land. The Qing ruler also promised to punish officials who negligently permitted 
border crossings to happen.12 Korean officials would cite this edict in later ne-
gotiations over Hwangch’op’yŏng as evidence of the Qing court recognizing their 
control over the river and its islands. The original circumstances behind the 
proclamation, however, demonstrated that the Qing authorities were more in-
terested in preserving peace between the two countries than asserting sover-
eignty claims to spaces within the Yalu River.

Attitudes toward the Yalu River islands changed in the wake of nineteenth-
century foreign invasions and mass migration to the region. On the Chinese side 
of the river, the threat of Russian and Japanese invasion caused Qing authori-
ties to reverse their former isolationist policies and actively encourage Han Chi-
nese colonization of the region.13 As Han settlers from the Shandong Peninsula 
and other parts of northern China poured into the Manchurian frontier, the 
Qing government officially incorporated the areas north of the Yalu into coun-
ties beginning in the 1870s. Meanwhile, imperialist threats from the West and 
Japan encouraged the ruling Taewŏn’gun in Korea to station additional troops 
on Sindo in 1868 as part of a larger bid to improve Chosŏn’s coastal and border 
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defenses. In order to fund the increased military presence along the lower Yalu, 
Chosŏn officials declared the river islands surrounding Sindo to be “public lands” 
and the property of the Chosŏn government, with taxes and tenant revenue from 
these islands helping to sustain Chosŏn border defense.14

Hwangch’op’yŏng’s emergence just as the Qing and Chosŏn governments re-
vised their frontier policies led to clashes over the islands’ sovereignty. Espe-
cially at stake in this debate was the question of who would be allowed to control 
the reeds that grew in abundance on the islands’ marshy surface. These reeds, 
which grew throughout the Yalu estuary, were grouped by contemporaries into 
two varieties: tianshuiru (freshwater reed) and yanshuiru (saltwater reed). Their 
durable bark was valued for use in a number of products—including baskets, 
shoes, roofing material, fuel, and material for straw mats.15

Like other aspects of the Yalu border environment, reeds had their own sea-
sonal cycle. Reeds flourished in the salty and marshy wetlands of the Yalu delta 
during the hot summer months, growing several meters tall by the time they 
reached maturity in autumn. By October the tall reed stalks started to dry and 
become ready for cutting and use, but most harvesting actually occurred in the 
winter during the “icebound period.” Given the typically marshy and muddy 
conditions of the Yalu wetlands, it was far easier for reed cutters to move around 
and work when the ground was covered in ice and snow.16

In 1872 Chosŏn officials declared Hwangch’op’yŏng’s reeds to be state prop-
erty, charging license fees to Korean harvesters to fund new military installa-
tions on Sindo. But in 1883 Qing officials protested, claiming that Koreans were 
illegally crossing the border by harvesting reeds on the islands.17 In 1896 the Chi-
nese governor of Dongbiandao (“Eastern Circuit”—a political unit encompass-
ing the region along the northern bank of the Yalu) authorized a group of 
businessmen led by local Chinese resident Wang Choushan to plant and har-
vest reeds on Hwangch’op’yŏng. In exchange, Wang was to pay an annual tax of 
1,200 diao on his island holdings.18 Chinese reed cultivators working on the is-
lands encountered the fierce opposition of local Koreans, however, and the for-
mer sandbar once again became the subject of diplomatic debate. In negotiations 
with the Qing, Korean officials claimed that the islands fell under the jurisdic-
tion of Sindo, pointing to the 1803 imperial proclamation preventing illicit bor-
der crossings on Sindo as evidence of Korea’s long-standing control over 
Hwangch’op’yŏng and other islands in the Yalu delta. Qing diplomats countered 
these claims by arguing that Wang had been granted legal authorization to col-
lect the islands’ reeds. Qing officials also cited a 1779 Qing gazetteer, the Shengjing 
tongzhi, which stated that Korea’s territory began to the south and east of the 
Yalu, suggesting that the river itself, including its islands, fell completely under 
Chinese jurisdiction.19
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Attempts to conclusively resolve the Hwangch’op’yŏng issue were postponed 
by the outbreak of the Russo-Japanese War. In November 1904, only months 
after this imperial contest between Russia and Japan brought bloodshed directly 
to the Yalu’s banks and other parts of Korea and Manchuria, the Japanese am-
bassador to the Qing court urged the Qing and Chosŏn governments to delay 
discussion of ongoing territorial issues until after the war’s end.20 Korean offi-
cials forged ahead with their attempts to resolve the issue, even going as far as 
to send an unsuccessful diplomatic mission to the lower Yalu in May 1905. But 
the sovereignty question remained unresolved until after the war’s end, when 
Japanese officials decided to intervene in the long-standing dispute for the ben-
efit of their own expanding empire.21

The actions of Korean collaborators provided a convenient pretext for Japan’s 
initial involvement in the Hwangch’op’yŏng conflict. Whereas many in Korea 
saw the signing of the December  1905 Japan-Korea Protectorate Treaty as a 
damning loss of national sovereignty, others, especially along Korea’s northern 
border region, saw a chance to enlist Japanese military power for their own 
profit.22 In May  1906, An Kyŏngha, a Korean resident of the border town of 
Yongamp’o, received permission to harvest reeds on Hwangch’op’yŏng from the 
Korean Nongsanggongbu (Ministry of Agriculture, Commerce, and Industry). 
Collaborating with An were two Japanese settlers, Mine Hachirō and Kitamura 
Keisuke, who together organized the Ch’ŏksik Hyŏphui (Colonization Associa-
tion).23 By November 10 the Ch’ŏksik Hyŏphui contracted with a local Japanese 
businessman, Kondō Seikei, to lead a group of Korean laborers to Hwangch’op’yŏng 
to harvest reeds growing on the islands. This action fueled protests from Qing 
authorities, who claimed that Kondō had forcibly stolen the reeds from their 
original Chinese cultivators. The initial response by Japanese authorities was to 
mitigate potential conflict by suppressing the Ch’ŏksik Hyŏphui’s claims and 
putting an end to Kondō’s unilateral reed harvest.24 But the attitudes of Japanese 
authorities soon shifted as they saw a chance to intercede to Japan’s benefit in this 
long-simmering border dispute.

A few days later, on November 15, Kwŏn Chunghyŏn, the pro-Japanese head 
of the Ministry of Agriculture, Commerce, and Industry that originally autho-
rized the Ch’ŏksik Hyŏphui’s claims, raised the issue of Hwangch’op’yŏng in a 
high-level meeting between Korean cabinet ministers and the Japanese resident-
general, Itō Hirobumi. Kwŏn explained that these “small islands in the middle of 
the Yalu River” were originally Korean territory, but due to Korea’s “weakness” the 
islands had been occupied by the Qing. Kwŏn then asked for Itō’s help intervening 
in the dispute. Itō responded affirmatively by requesting that Kwŏn send him ma-
terials buttressing Korea’s claim to the islands. He also promised to have the 
Japanese consul in Andong, Okabe Saburō, appointed to an additional position as 
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resident of the Korean border city of Sinŭiju, which would allow him to negotiate 
on Korea’s behalf in the dispute.25

Itō’s decision to authorize Japanese intervention in the Hwangch’op’yŏng dis-
pute reflected a growing consensus among Japanese authorities that these 
small, marshy islands held the key to controlling flows of river traffic, and thereby, 
the Yalu River border. Between May and August 1906, Narita Sei, a Japanese mil-
itary officer stationed in Andong, conducted a thorough survey of the lower 
Yalu delta that was later sent to Tsuruhara Sadakichi, general affairs secretary 
of the residency general in Seoul.26 Included in Narita’s report was a history of 
the Hwangch’op’yŏng territorial dispute.27 In an addendum to his report, Nar-
ita elucidated the difficulties facing attempts to resolve the border island issue 
while simultaneously offering a new interpretation of Hwangch’op’yŏng’s signifi-
cance beyond just reeds. Narita noted that Hwangch’op’yŏng’s close proximity to 
the Chinese bank split the river in such a way that all river traffic was compelled 
to travel on the east side of the islands. If the islands could successfully be brought 
under Korean control, then a significant portion of the lower Yalu River shipping 
route would also fall within the control of Korea, and by extension, officials in the 
Japanese protectorate government. “The issue of Hwangch’op’yŏng sovereignty 
may seem unimportant,” Narita explained, “but as it is connected to the question 
of Korea’s potential possession of the lower Yalu river route, I believe that it must 
be quickly resolved.”28

Just a month later, Narita’s conclusions were echoed in a telegraph from An-
dong consul Okabe to Japanese foreign minister Hayashi Tadasu that was also 
sent to Resident-General Itō. Although Hwangch’op’yŏng seemed to be “little 
more than an uninhabited, reed-covered sandbank,” Okabe similarly argued it 
held the key to controlling the lower Yalu River route. With an eye toward future 
trade opportunities and the extension of Japanese imperial hegemony along the 
river, Okabe stated: “I believe these small islands bear immense value to our 
empire.”29

With the upper echelons of the protectorate government united behind the 
need to intervene in the Hwangch’op’yŏng dispute, the question now became one 
of appropriate tactics. The bulk of this decision-making fell to Andong consul 
Okabe, the person initially suggested by Itō as a suitable intermediary in the dis-
pute.30 In a November 16, 1906, telegraph to General Affairs secretary Tsuru-
hara, Okabe offered his assessment of the Hwangch’op’yŏng situation and the 
most appropriate means for Japanese authorities to respond. According to Ok-
abe, Chinese “precedent” to ownership of the islands’ reeds, though “regretta-
ble,” had to be recognized as stronger than preexisting Korean claims to the 
islands. Okabe thus suggested that the sovereignty issue be momentarily set aside 
while he tried to purchase the rights to the islands’ reeds from Chinese 
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interest-holders. If local Chinese could first be convinced to relinquish their 
claim to the islands’ reeds, Okabe reasoned, then the bargaining position of 
Korea (and by extension Japan) in future sovereignty disputes would be con-
siderably strengthened.31

Okabe’s initial attempts to convince Chinese stakeholders to sell their claims 
to Hwangch’op’yŏng’s reeds met with little success.32 By December, Okabe iden-
tified a joint-stock company with thirty-four local stockholders as main claim-
ants to the islands’ reeds. Realizing that it would be difficult to convince each of 
the stockholders to sell their shares on an individual basis, Okabe focused his 
efforts on persuading the company’s general manager, Sun Jingtang. Sun, a lo-
cal landowner who had already invested thousands of yen into the islands’ reeds, 
rebuffed Okabe’s offer, declaring that not only was Hwangch’op’yŏng Chinese 
territory, but Koreans and Japanese had no business interfering in the islands’ 
management.33 In Okabe’s eyes, Sun’s obstinance was not just an act of individ-
ual resistance but a direct response to pressure from the Qing state. In later 
correspondence with Tsuruhara, Okabe blamed the unwillingness of Sun and 
other stockholders to sell their claim to the islands’ reeds on Chinese authori-
ties’ determination to prevail in the ongoing sovereignty dispute.34

Wintertime Vio lence and  
the Dispute’s Resolution
Unable to achieve his desired resolution of the Hwangch’op’yŏng issue through 
more peaceful means, Okabe turned instead to violence. The timing of this de-
cision coincided with the arrival of winter, the prime harvesting season for reeds 
and a time when the normally uninhabited islands would be traversed by hun-
dreds of reed gatherers. The coming of winter also meant Hwangch’op’yŏng’s in-
creased accessibility to the Korean and Chinese sides of the now-frozen Yalu 
River, as well as a ready supply of local labor during what was otherwise an ag-
ricultural slack-season. With conditions ripe for confrontation, Okabe recruited 
the help of local Japanese to forcibly drive Chinese reed harvesters from the is-
lands. When these Japanese arrived at Hwangch’op’yŏng at the head of a group 
of nearly a hundred Korean laborers, however, they were soon repelled by a de-
termined force of approximately three hundred scythe-wielding Chinese reed 
harvesters.35

Rebuffed in his initial attempt to forcibly settle the Hwangch’op’yŏng ques-
tion, Okabe tried to once again drive out Chinese reed harvesters by recruiting 
the help of local Japanese settlers Nonaka Yūichi and Shibata Rinjirō. Nonaka 
and Shibata had previous experience organizing armed bandits to fight against 
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Russian forces during the Russo-Japanese War.36 Shibata’s additional member-
ship in the Genyōsha league of violent ultranationalists marked them both as 
“continental adventurers” (tairiku rōnin), a term applied to a loosely associated 
group of Japanese Pan-Asianists, entrepreneurs, spies, and agent provocateurs 
who variously supported both revolutionary movements in Asia and the advance 
of Japanese colonialism on the continent. Eiko Siniawer groups such adventur-
ers among the “violence specialists” who she argues formed a “deeply rooted ele
ment of modern Japanese political life,” especially during the Meiji period as the 
use of formal and informal violence went hand in hand with Japan’s imperial ex-
pansion in Korea and Manchuria.37 As Okabe’s recruitment of Shibata and 
Nonaka shows, such “violence specialists” were also a volatile component of Sino-
Japanese competition over the Yalu River basin. Invading Hwangch’op’yŏng with 
a combined force of approximately one hundred Korean laborers at their com-
mand, Shibata and Nonaka tried to forcibly turn the tide of the ongoing dispute. 
Chinese reed harvesters proved once again successful at repelling such advances, 
however. The Japanese-Korean force met the fierce resistance of Chinese reed har-
vesters, who had armed themselves this time with firearms as well as scythes.38

The successful Chinese repulsion of two waves of militia violence led Okabe 
to make a final appeal to the Japanese military. On surreptitious orders from 
Okabe, troops stationed in the Japanese concession in Andong, ceded to Japanese 
forces after their victory in the Russo-Japanese War, decided to engage in out-
door “field exercises” on Hwangch’op’yŏng. In reality, the “field exercises” were 
little more than an excuse to occupy the islands by force. With two autocannons 
in tow, the garrison destroyed eighteen Chinese reed harvesters’ huts, allowing 
Korean harvesters to follow and access the islands’ reeds in their wake. When 
part of this garrison traveled from the islands to the home of Sun Jintang, how-
ever, he calmly rebuffed the force of Japanese threat. According to a later report 
by Okabe, Sun asked the assembled troops why they had come, and that “if they 
had come for the islands, I am already an old man of sixty. . . . ​Even if I die, I 
will not let the islands fall into the hands of another.”39

When successive violent raids failed to convince Sun and other stakeholders 
to relinquish their claims to the islands, Okabe at last resorted to imprisoning 
Sun and meeting with the other reed cultivators on a one-by-one basis. After a 
violent argument erupted between Sun and local Japanese and Koreans claim-
ing access to the islands’ reeds, Okabe used this as a pretense to pressure local 
Chinese officials to imprison Sun. With Sun behind bars, Okabe unsuccessfully 
tried to convince the other stake-holders to sell their claims to the islands’ reeds.40 
In the meantime, Nonaka and Shibata purchased thirty junks, which they used 
to collect reeds gathered by the Chinese laborers and move them to the Korean 
side of the river.41
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The forceful actions of Okabe and his Korean and Japanese collaborators 
caused understandable alarm for Chinese authorities and diplomats. Telegrams 
from officials in Manchuria to the Qing Foreign Ministry identified the ill-
defined Sino-Korean border in particular as the source of the repeated violence. 
In a July 12, 1907, telegram, Andong officials argued that the threat of violence 
would be unending until the island sovereignty question was settled and the Yalu 
border definitively defined.42 Yet Japanese authorities were reluctant to agree to 
Qing demands to clearly define the border until they could shore up their own 
claims to Hwangch’op’yŏng. In a June 1907 telegram to Seoul, Japanese ambas-
sador to the Qing court Abe Moritarō suggested delaying negotiations until after 
local Japanese authorities settled greater numbers of Koreans on the islands or 
undertook other means to strengthen their bargaining position.43

As the thorny question of border demarcation remained unresolved, local Qing 
officials began to press for more immediate, practical compromises on the issue of 
Hwangch’op’yŏng’s lucrative reed harvest. On April 23, 1907, representatives from 
the Andong governor and Japanese consul in Andong met on Hwangch’op’yŏng 
and agreed to split the remaining proceeds from the reed harvest. The Andong 
governor also raised the possibility of continued joint administration of the is-
lands in another meeting with Japanese officials nearly six months later.44

In his detailed Japanese-language study of the Hwangch’op’yŏng dispute, Yi 
Chusŏn points to such compromises to express doubt as to whether Qing au-
thorities regarded the question of Hwangch’op’yŏng sovereignty as ultimately 
important to their strategic interests.45 Analysis of Qing correspondence, how-
ever, suggests that the proposal for joint administration was born more out of 
pragmatic calculation than indifference. In their own correspondence local of-
ficials recognized that the island dispute was a “major international issue” (wei 
guoji yi da wenti).46 But at the same time, Qing administrators expressed greater 
concern over protecting the livelihood of local reed harvesters threatened by 
Japanese and Korean violence than enforcing Chinese territorial claims.47 The 
Qing state, which would collapse only a few years later and give way to the short-
lived Republic of China, was also beset with a number of external and internal 
crises that necessitated uncomfortable compromises with Japanese power. Rather 
than reading the Qing approach to Hwangch’op’yŏng as evidence of disengage-
ment, it might be more accurate to describe it as a calculated concession in the 
face of a powerful rival.

While the Andong governor called for joint administration of Hwangch’op’yŏng, 
Japanese consul Okabe continued to plot means by which the (ostensibly) Ko-
rean claim to Hwangch’op’yŏng could be strengthened. One step was to find new 
local collaborators. An Kyŏngha’s Chŏksik Hyŏphui helped initiate Japanese inter-
vention in the island dispute, but they were deemed less than reliable after they 
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expressed a willingness to negotiate with Chinese stakeholders.48 Okabe instead 
turned to representatives from the Ilchinhoe, a pro-Japanese Korean reformist 
organization with strong ties to the Sino-Korean border region. Although tradi-
tional assessments of the Ilchinhoe stress its collusion with Japanese power and 
active support for colonization, recent revisionist scholarship by Yumi Moon 
also highlights the organization’s populist agenda, which included campaigns to 
resist taxation and organize new tenant relationships on “public lands.”49 
Hwangch’op’yŏng’s status as public land formerly claimed by the Korean royal 
family helped attract the Ilchinhoe’s interest in this dispute. In addition, Yi 
Chusŏn speculates that the appointment of Ilchinhoe head Song Pyŏngjun as 
minister of agriculture, commerce, and industry influenced the choice of Ilchin-
hoe as Okabe’s local collaborators.50

In July 1907 an agreement on Hwangch’op’yŏng reed harvesting was drafted 
between Ilchinhoe representative Kim Chintae and Japanese continental adven-
turer Shibata Rinjirō.51 This contract called for the joint investment of 12,000 
yen into the settlement of Hwangch’op’yŏng by Koreans who would engage in 
rice agriculture, fishing, and the collection of stray floating timber from logging 
sites upstream. This plan outlined not only the Korean colonization of the is-
lands to help settle the long-standing sovereignty question but also the ecologi-
cal transformation of Hwangch’op’yŏng through the construction of irrigation 
ditches, levees, and other infrastructure necessary to accommodate rice culti-
vation.52 Ilchinhoe resentment at the unequal terms of the agreement, however, 
which specified that 8,000 of the 12,000 yen in starting capital would be provided 
by Ilchinhoe members while designating Shibata the primary contract-holder, 
led its signers to later renegotiate the terms.53 In a November 12 Seoul-based 
conference between Okabe, Shibata, Ilchinhoe chief Yi Yonggu, and Ilchinhoe 
advisor Uchida Ryōhei, a more equal contract was agreed upon by the two sides, 
though the absence of any Chinese negotiators from the bargaining table re-
mained salient.54

The fate of Hwangch’op’yŏng colonization would be settled in an unexpected 
way, however, by a diplomatic about-face that followed Okabe’s temporary de-
parture from his post as Andong consul. Soon after his meeting with the Ilchin-
hoe in Seoul, Okabe left Korea to briefly return to Japan. Further planning for 
Hwangch’op’yŏng fell in the interim to the Andong vice-consul and other 
Japanese officials in Andong and Sinŭiju, who together attempted a new break-
through in negotiations for the islands’ control.55 Their plan, ultimately endorsed 
by Okabe as well, called for neither the involvement of the Ilchinhoe nor the vio-
lent occupation of the islands. It also did not involve the joint administration 
suggested by the Qing, as the Japanese goal of achieving hegemony over the Yalu 
River route remained constant. Instead, these officials sought to recognize the 
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Qing desire for access to the islands’ valuable reeds while extracting an implicit 
recognition of Korean sovereignty by having the primary Chinese stakeholders 
pay an annual tax to local Korean authorities.56 At a February 1908 meeting be-
tween Chinese claimants and Japanese officials, an agreement was reached to 
have Chinese stakeholders pay the Korean protectorate government an annual 
sum of 2,000 yen in exchange for ten years of uninhibited access to the islands’ 
reeds.57 This decision was further reaffirmed in a July meeting with the gover-
nor of Andong, who agreed that joint administration of the islands was no lon-
ger necessary under the terms of this new agreement.58

In exchange for temporarily forfeiting Korean claims to the islands’ reeds, 
Japanese authorities secured implicit Qing recognition of the Korean claim to 
sovereignty over Hwangch’op’yŏng. Thus ended several decades of tense and vi-
olent disputes over the pair of river islands since their first appearance in the 
sandy Yalu delta—at least for a moment. Following the formal Japanese coloni-
zation of Korea in 1910 and the fall of the Qing dynasty in 1912, the issue of 
Hwangch’op’yŏng sovereignty would periodically resurface as a point of tension 
in Sino-Japanese relations. Heightening these tensions was the steady narrowing 
of the river channel separating the islands from the Chinese bank through in-
creased sedimentation. In 1926 Japanese officials in the region even reported an 
alleged “scheme” by local Chinese to artificially fill in the remaining gap with 
stones, thus conjoining the islands to the Chinese side of the river and negating 
Japanese claims to the territory.59 In response to these and other concerns, co-
lonial officials in Korea began exercising more direct control over the harvest-
ing of the island’s reeds in 1928. The Hwangch’op’yŏng question would remain 
in flux until 1962, when any and all doubts about sovereignty were officially re-
solved by a treaty between the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (North 
Korea) and the People’s Republic of China that officially recognized Korean con-
trol of the islands—a diplomatic victory for local Korean interests that must be 
seen at least partially as a legacy of Japan’s imperial intervention.60

Even though Japanese officials were unable to monopolize access to the is-
land’s reeds, the brandishing of violence during the winter of 1906–1907, when 
reeds dried out for harvesting and the frozen river bridged the gap between the 
island and riverbank communities, helped secure implicit recognition of their 
larger sovereignty claims. Intervention in the Hwangch’op’yŏng dispute, osten-
sibly done in the name of the Korean government, was a key aspect of the pro-
tectorate government’s efforts to control the Yalu River trade route and channel 
the border’s liquid geographies. But as the following sections show, control-
ling the border during this period involved more than just river islands or reed 
harvesters.
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Disputes over Yalu Fishing Rights  
and Springtime Harvests
Humans were not the only organisms whose seasonally contingent cross-border 
mobilities mattered to Qing-Japanese imperial competition along the Yalu River. 
For millennia the river has been home to dozens of fish species. The first com-
prehensive fish survey of the Yalu River, conducted by Japanese colonial officials 
in 1938, documented some seventy-four species total whose scaly bodies inhab-
ited the different lengths of the river.61 After the creation of a Japanese protec-
torate over Korea in 1905, the aggressive policing of Japanese and Korean fishing 
rights in the Yalu became an important means for Japan to challenge China’s 
sovereignty along the Sino-Korean border. While imperial Japan’s pursuit of ma-
rine fisheries has received greater scholarly attention, the case of the Yalu shows 
that Japan’s piscatorial colonialism also extended into the riparian arteries of 
its growing continental empire.62

Compared to river island disputes that reached their violent apex in winter, 
fishery disputes were primarily a springtime phenomenon. The fish populations 
of greatest commercial significance had long been two species that thrived in 
the saline waters of the lower Yalu estuary, shrimp and icefish (Salangidae). Ice-
fish, a thin, translucent fish native to freshwater environments throughout East 
and Southeast Asia, were considered a particularly notable “specialty product” 
of the river. Yalu icefish were valued for their size, which was larger than in many 
other parts of Northeast Asia. They were also harvested in greatest numbers dur-
ing the early spring, when they would travel upstream to spawn, which lent 
them the moniker “cherry blossom icefish.”63 During this time fishermen from 
all over Korea’s northwestern provinces would congregate on an eight li (roughly 
thirty kilometer) stretch of the Yalu near the river’s mouth at the Yellow Sea. Pe-
riod accounts reported, with perhaps only slight exaggeration, that the fishing 
boats during this few weeks period were “as thick as a forest.”64

In 1908 Japanese protectorate officials pressed the Korean government to ac-
cept their proposal for a new “Korea Fisheries Law” that would go into effect on 
April 1, 1909. One of the primary provisions of the new law was an extensive 
licensing system that would prevent unauthorized fishing within Korean territo-
rial waters. Done in the name of “protecting” Korean fishery resources, the new 
law in practice accelerated exploitation of Korean fisheries by making it easier for 
ambitious Japanese entrepreneurs to gain licensed access to Korean fisheries. The 
provisions against unlicensed fishing also empowered Japanese colonial officials 
to more aggressively guard against “poaching” by third-party entities, which in 
the Yalu border region meant Chinese fishermen in particular.65
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Competing Chinese and Japanese claims to jurisdiction over the Yalu icefish 
harvest led to increased diplomatic tensions soon after the proclamation of the 
new fisheries law in spring 1909. In May 1909 Japanese officials in Andong and 
Sinŭiju pursued the case of six Korean fishermen whom they claimed had been 
“illegally” extorted by Chinese fisheries officials.66 According to police inter-
views, the six fishermen were harvesting icefish from the lower Yalu when they 
were approached by three Chinese, one in uniform and two in ordinary dress, 
identifying themselves as representatives of the Andong branch of the Fengtian 
Fisheries Bureau. The Chinese officials then asked the fishermen to pay taxes for 
their right to fish in the river. While some of the fishermen agreed to pay taxes 
on the spot, others refused. Those who refused were then taken to the Andong 
Fisheries Bureau branch and compelled to pay the tax by force.

To the Japanese colonial officials monitoring this case, the actions of the Chi-
nese officials were an egregious offense against Korean fishermen operating in 
Korean territorial waters. To the Qing, however, the tax collection was an ac-
ceptable administrative step in a border zone where the location of the interna-
tional boundary line was itself fluid and ambiguous. When interrogated by 
Japanese police about the rationale behind his actions, the accused Chinese fish-
eries official replied that he had simply been told to collect taxes on “all Korean 
fishermen” operating along the Yalu, admitting that there was no clear prece
dent for defined Chinese or Korean fishing districts within the river.67

The differing responses to this issue revealed a fundamental conflict in Qing 
and Japanese sovereignty claims over the Yalu estuary, with both sides wanting 
to control access to the river’s fisheries. The advantage in this dispute ultimately 
belonged to the Japanese, who, as was the case with river islands, proved will-
ing to back up their claims with greater force. As part of a larger push to enforce 
the 1908 Korean Fisheries Law, the Japanese government deployed naval torpedo 
ships to Korean coastal waters to intimidate Chinese fishermen.68 It also con-
ducted extensive surveys into Chinese “poaching” in the lower Yalu and nearby 
coastal islands.69

Chinese observers, including Qing officials, responded to these new devel-
opments with alarm. Newspapers and magazines as far away as Shanghai began 
publishing articles in spring 1909 highlighting the Japanese seizure of the Yalu 
fisheries and the corresponding loss of Chinese “sovereignty” (zhuquan).70 Chi-
nese officials in Manchuria launched an investigation into the matter after one 
such article in the Beijing ribao (Beijing daily) claimed that Korean and Japanese 
fishermen on the Yalu now outnumbered their Chinese counterparts seven to 
three. In a telegraph to the Qing Foreign Ministry, members of the survey team 
described how it was simply impossible for Chinese fishermen working along 
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the border to avoid straying into Korean waters (which were nebulously defined 
to begin with) and being harassed by Japanese colonial officials. Furthermore, 
protectorate officials’ vigilance in limiting access to parts of the river near the 
Korean bank meant that even Chinese fishermen who had previously operated 
with the full consent of Korean officials were now cut off from prior sources of 
income. These included one Mr. Zhao, a Chinese shrimp harvester who oper-
ated in Korean coastal waters near the Yalu and had long paid rents on his boats. 
Japanese warships were also traveling to the region and disturbing Chinese 
fishermen, all of which led the author of the telegraph to express dissatisfaction 
at the “extremely unfair” (shu bu ping) nature of border relations.71

The fluid cross-border movements of fish and fishermen alike provided an 
avenue for enterprising officials in the protectorate to bolster their sovereignty 
over the Yalu River border. Yet just as fish beneath the river’s surface moved ir-
respective of national boundaries, fishermen would also exploit gaps in colonial 
border governance to show that the dual-edged nature of “poaching” as an issue 
that could harm as well as help imperial interests. Even after the official Japanese 
annexation of Korea in 1910, the issue of poaching in the Yalu fisheries remained 
a difficult one for regimes on both sides of the river. A May 7, 1916, article in the 
Maeil sinbo, a Korean-language mouthpiece of the colonial government, related 
how the Sinŭiju police station was intensifying its efforts to crack down on ris-
ing numbers of “poachers” during the springtime icefish harvest.72 Meanwhile, 
Chinese government reports continued to complain about Japanese and Korean 
violation of Chinese sovereignty in the Yalu estuary.73 The patrolling of the po-
rous border proved a continued challenge for regional authorities, with spring-
time fishing just one battlefront in this larger border conflict.

Liquid Geographies of the  
Yalu Timber Industry
Within a few months of protectorate authorities enforcing new anti-poaching 
laws in the Yalu River delta, other border conflicts were erupting along the Yalu’s 
upper reaches. This time, however, the items of competition were not springtime 
fisheries or reeds harvested in the icy cold Yalu winter but fallen logs thrown into 
disarray by late spring and summertime Yalu flooding.

The extensive forests of the upper Yalu River basin comprised a rich and hotly 
contested prize in the imperialist politics of early twentieth-century Northeast 
Asia. The expansive stands of pine, fir, and other trees that awed travelers to the 
region were a direct legacy of centuries of Qing isolationist policy that sought to 
restrict migration to the region.74 But while early modern empire-building had 
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encouraged the forests’ growth, modern imperial regimes’ insatiable appetite for 
natural resources led to their rapid exploitation.

A conflict over Yalu timber known as the “Yalu River Crisis” was one of the 
original casus belli of the Russo-Japanese War leading to the creation of the Ko-
rean protectorate. In 1896 the Qing empire, recently defeated by Japan in the 
Sino-Japanese War, sought to check Japanese expansion in northeast China by 
allowing Russia to build an extension of the Trans-Siberian Railroad across Man-
churia.75 That same year, the Korean monarch Kojong fled to the Russian embassy 
in Seoul following the Japanese assassination of his wife Queen Min. Grateful 
for Russian protection but also compelled to heed his protectors’ demands, Ko-
jong began granting a number of key economic concessions to Russian politi-
cians and businessmen. Among the concessions Kojong granted was the rights 
to rich stands of virginal timber along the upper reaches of the Yalu and Tumen 
River basins to Russian businessman Y.  I. Briner.76 The Russian government 
quickly purchased this concession from Briner, seeing the region both as a 
source of valuable timber for railway construction and a foothold for securing 
Russian power in Korea.77 This purchase attracted immediate attention from 
Japanese leaders, who not only feared this threat to Japan’s position in Korea but 
were also beginning to express similar interest in the Yalu’s sylvan bounty.78 No 
sooner had Japanese forces driven Russian troops from the region during the 
Russo-Japanese War than they began asserting their own monopoly over local 
timber-felling.79

After the end of the Russo-Japanese War, Japanese leadership moved quickly 
to solidify control over the Yalu’s forests. In 1908 an unequal Sino-Japanese treaty 
created the quasi-governmental Yalu River Timber Company (C: Yalu jiang 
caimu gongsi; J: Ōryokkō Saiboku Kōshi). Five percent of the company’s profits 
would be paid as a direct royalty to the Qing government, while the company’s 
leadership would ostensibly be in the hands of the local Qing governor and two 
directors, one Japanese and the other Chinese.80 On paper, such provisions al-
lowed for equal Sino-Japanese control of the company’s management. In reality, 
however, the Yalu River Timber Company remained a largely Japanese-managed 
operation run by government-selected directors under the oversight of the 
Japanese consul in Andong.81 Similar unequal arrangements were made to con-
trol forests on the Korean side of the Yalu. In 1907 the protectorate government 
created the Forest Management Bureau (J: Eirinshō; K: Yŏnglimch’ang). This 
constituted a network of field offices and processing stations created to oversee 
the direct management of national forestlands (kokuyūrin).82 As was the case 
with the Yalu River Timber Company, the Forest Management Bureau was pre-
sented as a collaborative transnational operation: in this case between the 
Japanese protectorate leadership and the Korean government, which retained 
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nominal control over domestic afairs. In real ity, both the Forest Management 
Bureau and the Yalu River Timber Com pany w ere a means of strengthening 
Japan’s timber hegemony over the Sino- Korean borderland.

The daily lived experience and  actual success of the Yalu timber industry  were 
tied to the river’s annual seasonal cycle.  Running like a pulsing artery through 
the sylvan heart of the Sino- Korean borderland, the Yalu River fulfilled a criti-
cal role in the local timber industry as a means of transport. During peak timber- 
harvesting season in the winter, timber cutters would transport fallen logs by 
sledge over the frozen earth and stockpile them near the banks of the Yalu and 
its vari ous tributaries. With the thawing of the river in the spring, t hese logs 
would then be tied up into large rafts and floated downstream to the major trad-
ing ports of Andong and Sinŭiju at the mouth of the river (see figure 1.3). The 
springtime melting of ice along the early twentieth- century Yalu River border 
brought not only the icefish harvests discussed  earlier but also the beginning of 
this near- constant flow of timber rafts from the logging regions of the upper Yalu 
River.

FIgUre 1.3. Timber  rafters  pilot their craft down the Yalu River. 

Source: Hantō no suiryoku (Keijō [Seoul]: Chōsen Sanrinkai, 1926). Image courtesy of the Seoul Museum  
of History.

The Yalu River’s role in the local timber industry was indispensable, but the 
river’s friendliness to this commerce was also susceptible to sudden variations 
in the region’s seasonal climate. If the ice on the river melted too early, or if too 
 little rain fell during the spring,  water levels would be too low to allow the 
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floating of log rafts, thus crippling the timber trade for that year. Conversely, an 
overabundance of rain, which was common during the summer due to mon-
soonal rain patterns, had the threatening potential of breaking apart and scat-
tering already assembled timber rafts and log stockpiles.83 The seasonal 
precarity of the Yalu’s lumber economy is captured in the words of a con
temporary British trade report: “An unlooked-for thaw in the early spring, a 
dry, early summer, with a consequent insufficient supply of water in the upper 
reaches to float the rafts down, and floods in July or August are all varying 
unknown quantities with which to be reckoned in any lumber district; but the 
Yalu seems particularly well endowed in this respect.”84 There was also the 
problem of treacherous rapids. Despite Japanese attempts to remove boulders, 
build levees, and otherwise improve the river course, timber rafters still ap-
pealed to the “water gods” for help traversing the river’s turbulent waters.85

Just as the Yalu River’s flow was necessary to the timber industry but also sub-
ject to precarious and unpredictable shifts over time, local Chinese timber cut-
ters were necessary parts of Japan’s cross-border timber monopoly, but their 
mobile actions could also cut against timber imperialism. Since the late nine-
teenth century, migrant seasonal laborers from the Shandong Peninsula, most 
of them single men, provided the back-breaking labor necessary to harvest the 
upper Yalu’s rich timber reserves. This work was typically done by crews of five 
to eight contract timbermen, known locally as muba, working under the direc-
tion of a foreman (batou).86 The border-crossing proclivities of muba and their 
hard-edged resistance to outside control led to recurrent confrontations between 
timbermen and border officials. During the late nineteenth century, Chinese 
lumberers frequently crossed over the Yalu border to collect timber scattered by 
floods or even harvest trees from Korean forest stands. This incited the anger of 
Korean officials, who labeled the offenders mokpi or “timber bandits.”87 Japanese 
officials also adopted the term “timber bandit” to castigate Chinese woodcut-
ters for their hard-edged resistance to the Japanese monopoly over the Yalu tim-
ber industry.88

As reliant as Japanese agents were on migrant woodcutters for providing 
much of the labor to exploit the upper Yalu’s forests, these same laborers were 
not always eager to play by the rules imperial authorities set. Starting in 1906, 
when the logging monopoly was still under the control of a “military-use tim-
ber garrison” first created by Japanese military officials during the Russo-
Japanese War, a coalition of Chinese timber cutters began launching armed 
attacks against Japanese timber raftsmen. After one high-profile attack in spring 
1906, when a group of muba allegedly fired upon a Japanese raftsman and seized 
his raft, Japanese military officials responded by demanding a hefty reparation 
of 25,000 yen from Qing administrators and assurances that logging operations 
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would be protected from future attack. After repeated negotiations, Qing offi-
cials reluctantly supplied the sum demanded.89 This incident would hardly be 
the last case of muba violence, however, against Japanese timber raftsmen.

1909 Yalu Flooding and Muba R esistance
In 1909 the determined resistance of Chinese timber fellers, the disruptive hy-
drology of the Yalu River, and the sylvan ambitions of imperial Japan collided 
with particularly explosive consequences around the issue of dredging scattered 
timber. In April 1909 the newly created Yalu River Timber Company inked an 
agreement with the Korean protectorate’s Forest Management Bureau regard-
ing the disposal of fallen logs that were scattered by the river’s frequent late spring 
and summer floods. The new agreement sought to strengthen Japanese control 
over the regional logging industry by dictating that all scattered timber that 
floated over to the Korean side of the river should be collected by the Forest Man-
agement Bureau, while scattered wood on the Chinese side of the river belonged 
to the Yalu River Timber Company.90 While the new regulations ostensibly al-
lowed for independent timbermen to reclaim fallen logs that had brands or other 
clear marks of ownership once they had been gathered, the process was more 
bureaucratic than the previously laissez-faire system of fallen log reclamation. 
In addition, the routine levying of fees for the cost of organizing these logs and 
transporting them to designated holding sites before they could be reclaimed 
further engendered timber cutters’ resentment.91 As a result, the question of 
collecting logs scattered by floods became a touchstone for mounting muba 
resistance to the Japanese lumber monopoly.

Flooding in late May 1909 provided the final catalyst for this latent rage to 
detonate. On May 31, 1909, two Chinese timbermen crossed the upper Yalu River 
near Chunggangjin to collect timber that had been scattered by heavy rains only 
a few days earlier.92 They were promptly met by Japanese military police—a 
prominent fixture of the border region since the Japanese dissolution of the Ko-
rean Army two years earlier. Reports differ on the events that followed. Japanese 
military police officials claimed that one of the two timber cutters was arrested 
but escaped soon after, while Chinese officials claimed that the arrested lumberer, 
Wang Bingtai, was tortured and held indefinitely by Japanese authorities.93

On June 10, nearly two weeks after Wang’s arrest, a group of Chinese timber 
cutters attacked and kidnapped six Japanese rafters employed by the Forest Man-
agement Bureau. These rafters were contract employees from traditional 
Japanese logging regions like Kiso and Yoshino, recruited for their expertise in 
Japanese-style rafting techniques by foresters who deemed Chinese timber rafts 
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too cumbersome and slow.94 The Japanese timber rafters were traveling down-
stream on rafts made from scattered logs that had floated over to the Korean side 
of the river when they were attacked by Chinese timbermen armed with guns 
and polearms.95 A few days later, Chinese timber cutters also destroyed a branch 
office of the Yalu River Timber Company at Mao’ershan and kidnapped six more 
timber rafters. After tense exchanges between Japanese and Chinese authorities, 
the governor of the Chinese border county of Linjiang helped negotiate the re-
lease of the Japanese timbermen.96 By targeting both the Japanese timbermen 
employed by the Forest Management Bureau and the Yalu River Timber Com
pany, Chinese timbermen demonstrated their resentment at these twin entities 
of Japanese lumber hegemony along the Yalu.

The outbreak of violence along the upper Yalu provoked accusatory exchanges 
between Chinese and Japanese officials as well as finger-pointing within the 
Japanese protectorate bureaucracy. Chinese officials identified the violence as a 
predictable consequence of long-standing muba animosity toward Japanese tim-
ber imperialism. A July 5 telegram from the viceroy of the Three Eastern Prov-
inces (the late Qing administrative name for Manchuria) to the Qing foreign 
ministry explained that the capture of Japanese timbermen was “all due” to the 
Forest Management Bureau’s charging of fees to dredge and collect Chinese-
felled timber as well as their arrest of Wang.97 Such violence was not entirely 
unanticipated. As early as January 1909, an American diplomat in Andong 
quoted a Chinese Yalu River Timber Company official who predicted “serious 
disturbances” and “armed resistance” from Chinese timbermen with the arrival 
of the rafting season.98 This idea of official foreknowledge became a sticking point 
for Japanese officials, some of whom claimed that local Qing police and county 
officials were encouraging, if not directly instigating, the muba violence for their 
own benefit.99

Among Japanese officials in Korea, internal reports chided the Forest Man-
agement Bureau and Yalu River Timber Company for their overly aggressive pur-
suit of scattered timber. A June 14, 1909, report by one Japanese police official 
further identified the Forest Management Bureau’s practice of drilling holes in 
scattered logs as another source of muba resentment, a criticism also raised by 
Chinese authorities. Japanese raftsmen drilled these holes in order to tie logs to-
gether and float them downstream to designated collection sites. But in the eyes 
of Chinese muba, the allegedly careless drilling of these holes irrevocably de-
stroyed the resale value of this timber.100 A July 7 Japanese military police report 
called for a return to “previous custom” that would allow for the unregulated 
collection of scattered timber as a means of quelling muba violence, a step that if 
followed would have threatened forestry officials’ Yalu timber monopoly.101 In the 
meantime, large numbers of Japanese military police and troops were deployed 
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to the upper Yalu in the name of protecting Japanese interests—a move that am-
plified preexisting tensions along the border.102

Japanese forestry officials themselves vehemently denied their own culpabil-
ity in the outbreak of violence. A June 26 telegram from Forest Management 
Bureau chief Tokio Zenzaburō to Japanese Resident General Sone Arasuke de-
fended the actions of his subordinates by explaining that modifications to scat-
tered logs were necessary in order to float them downstream during the warmer 
months of the year, and that Chinese timbermen for their part had stolen over 
15,000 shaku (roughly equivalent to 450,000 feet) of scattered timber from the 
Forest Management Bureau over the course of the previous year. Furthermore, 
Tokio argued that there was “no specific evidence” to support the Chinese ac-
count linking Wang’s detention by Japanese authorities to the outbreak of 
violence, claiming that this was merely a “pretense” invented by Chinese offi-
cials to conceal their own negligence.103

Further large-scale flooding and Chinese timber cutters’ lingering dissatis-
faction ignited another wave of violence along the Yalu later that summer. On 
July 31, 1909, the Seoul-based Hwangsŏng sinmun (Capital Gazette) reported suc-
cessive days of heavy rain along the Sino-Korean border region, which was a 
common enough occurrence that time of the year along the Yalu.104 Around two 
weeks later, on August 15, a small group of Chinese lumberers fired upon Ko-
rean timbermen near Cho’san County and stole their rafts. Two days afterward, 
Chinese lumberers on a raft bearing the insignia of the Mushang gonsuo, a muba 
trade guild, captured a raft and tools belonging to a Japanese Forest Manage-
ment Bureau technician and a fellow Korean employee. Confrontation between 
the parties resulted in heavy injuries, with the Forest Management Bureau claim-
ing that both men had been cruelly bound and beaten after they tried to reclaim 
the raft.105

As repeated confrontations occurred between timbermen along the Yalu 
River border, sensationalized reporting on the ongoing violence appeared in 
media outlets throughout China, Japan, and Korea. Such coverage reflected the 
ethnic biases of these media organs, with the Chinese press offering a more sym-
pathetic portrayal of the Chinese timbermen’s plight while Japanese media and 
censored Korean newspapers stressed their uncontrolled violence. A June 20, 
1909, article in the Shanghai-based Shen bao, for example, reported the hard-
ships and poverty that muba were enduring under the Yalu River Timber Com
pany monopoly as reasons for their protest.106 In contrast, an August 22 article 
in the Japan Times noted that Chinese timbermen were “acting in an outrageous 
manner,” while a report published two days earlier in the Hwangsŏng sinmun 
described how the “extreme violence” of timbermen was “causing widespread 
fear” among the local population.107 Reports of “riots” along the Yalu River even 
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reached the pages of the London-based Times, demonstrating the extent to which 
Yalu timber politics reverberated on a larger stage.108

The divergent attitudes displayed in these media reports closely mirrored 
those held by Japanese and Chinese officials in negotiations over scattered logs. 
A July 14, 1909, telegram from Manchurian Viceroy Xiliang to the Qing foreign 
ministry emphasized the need to protect the livelihoods of Chinese timbermen 
while resisting the “bullying” of the Forest Management Bureau.109 Meanwhile, 
in an August 25 piece of correspondence with the resident general, Andong con-
sul Okabe stated disparagingly that the muba were little more than “timber 
bandits” threatening the peace and stability of the border region.110

Noticeably absent from high-level discussions and media reports were the 
voices of Chinese timbermen themselves. When muba were discussed, it was of-
ten in collective terms that emphasized their large numbers (nearly 20,000 ac-
cording to more sensationalized reports) and volatility rather than their 
individual role in the complex social ecology of the Yalu River border.111 Illiter-
ate and impoverished, these timber fellers used collective violence and protest 
as one of the limited range of “weapons of the weak” available to them in the 
face of Japanese timber imperialism.112

The obstinate resistance of Chinese timbermen eventually compelled Japanese 
officials to renegotiate the timber raft issue. The first set of negotiations took place 
after the earliest wave of June attacks. A July 6 agreement between the Japanese 
consul at Andong, the governor of Dongbiandao, and the Yalu River Timber 
Company put a one-year moratorium on the latter’s monopoly over lumber sales 
on the Chinese side of the river. While this addressed ongoing resentment over 
the Yalu River Timber Company’s actions, noticeably absent from this agree-
ment was any discussion of the flooded timber question, which had wider, cross-
border dimensions.113 In the wake of additional outbreaks of violence in August 
1909, the same group of officials and representatives from the Yalu River Timber 
Company concluded an additional agreement with the Forest Management Bu-
reau on the collection of scattered logs on August 29, 1909. This agreement clari-
fied the procedures by which individual Chinese timbermen could reclaim logs 
dredged by the Yalu River Timber Company or Forest Management Bureau. 
Japanese officials also agreed to hire more Chinese timbermen to float timber 
rafts down the river.114

While new negotiations over flooded timber did not ultimately unseat 
Japanese control over the Yalu timber industry, they demonstrated that the de-
fining of new borders of Japanese power in the Sino-Korean borderland would 
not go unchallenged. Just as had been the case with Hwangch’op’yŏng negotia-
tions, Japanese imperial officials modified their initial ambitions in the face of 
fierce local resistance. The question of scattered timber would remain a source 
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of cross-border tension in subsequent years, as seasonal flooding and the 
resistance of Chinese timbermen continued to move the liquid geographies of 
the Yalu River to the forefront of Sino-Japanese diplomacy.

With the conclusion of the Japan-Korea Annexation Treaty on August 22, 1910, 
the Yalu and neighboring Tumen River became a formal border of the Japanese 
Empire. In terms of border administration, however, the treaty did little more 
than formalize a colonial boundary that had been constructed over the preced-
ing Korean protectorate period (1905–1910). As this chapter has shown, protec-
torate officials intervened at multiple occasions in disputes over access to the 
natural resources of the Yalu borderland. While ostensibly done on behalf of 
the nominally independent Korean government, the real intention was to shore 
up Japanese control over the Korean Peninsula and use the Yalu River border as 
a stage for increasing Japanese economic and political power into Manchuria. 
This attempt to mobilize the liquid geographies of the Yalu border had clear 
limits. Japanese officials encountered serious challenges from local popula-
tions, officials on the Chinese side of the border, internal disagreements, and 
the Yalu River itself, which posed obstacles as well as opportunities to imperial 
border-making by flooding, depositing sediment, and providing a home to 
boundary-crossing fish populations. The result was a series of violent confron-
tations and compromises that showed the unstable nature of Japanese gover-
nance along this imperial frontier.

The construction of the Yalu River Railway Bridge from 1909 to 1911, cov-
ered in the following chapter, further illustrates how Japanese officials tried to 
make the Sino-Korean border a gateway for the flows of people and goods rein-
forcing Japanese imperial expansion in Korea and Manchuria. But these in-
frastructural aspirations would first have to face the seasonally protean Yalu 
River.
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Fin di siècle Japanese imperialists attempting to bridge the Yalu River came face-
to-face on multiple occasions with the river’s capricious nature. Japanese troops 
first crossed the river using temporary pontoon bridges during the Sino-Japanese 
War. Ten years later, Japanese military engineers were tasked with bridging the 
Yalu once again during the Russo-Japanese War. The river they encountered in 
spring 1904, however, was very different from that in autumn 1894. As one 
Japanese official related to a foreign military observer:

“We thought at first the reconnaissance would have been easy, as we 
crossed the river at the same place in 1894, but the changes had been 
too  great. Our carefully prepared map was useless, as channels had 
changed; spots where fords had existed required bridging, and points 
out of range of the right bank  were now within range of it, so our  labour 
and money had been wasted.”1

Seven years later, Japanese engineers completed a permanent steel bridge across 
the Yalu River, linking imperial railways in northern Korea and southern Man-
churia. Here too engineers faced challenges from the seasonally changing river. 
An account of the bridge’s construction related how engineers had faced “great 
depth, strong tidal flows, terrible floods, and ice—a truly uncommon conjunc-
tion of difficulties.”2

This chapter analyzes bridge construction as a key aspect of imperial border 
creation and early managing of the Yalu River’s human and nonhuman mobili-
ties, or liquid geographies. The chapter begins by examining earlier military river 
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crossings and temporary bridges built during the Sino- and Russo-Japanese 
Wars. The remainder of the narrative then focuses on construction of the Yalu 
River Railway Bridge, which officially commenced in 1909, while Korea was still 
a Japanese protectorate. The bridge’s completion came in 1911, one year after the 
official Japanese annexation of Korea. It was one of the most important pieces 
of infrastructure along the Yalu border and, along with the protectorate-era im-
perial interventions detailed in the previous chapter, defined imperial power in 
the region for years afterward.

For Japanese colonizers seeking to not only cement control over Korea but 
also project power into Manchuria, bridge construction was an essential means 
of moving troops and supplies—the building blocks of empire—across the natu
ral obstacle of the river. By providing a regulated, spatially fixed means of pas-
sage and transport over an otherwise dynamic and seasonally changing 
landscape, imperial boosters even claimed that the 1911 railway bridge “obliter-
ated” the border itself.3 Bridge construction transformed the borderland by fos-
tering the creation of new settlements along the river, spurring further 
cross-border trade (not all of it licit), and giving military planners a strategic, if 
costly, pathway for the empire’s “northern advance.”

Of course, as the stories that opened this chapter highlight, bridging the Yalu 
River was never a straightforward proposition. Colonial bridge construction fol-
lowed in the bloody wake of successive military campaigns, diplomatic con-
frontations, and the large-scale mobilization of manpower in the form of Japanese 
soldiers as well as Japanese, Chinese, and Korean laborers. Additionally, the Yalu 
River itself challenged Japanese efforts by seasonally flooding, freezing over, un-
freezing, and shifting its course. In this way, bridge construction was charac-
teristic of imperial Japan’s larger imbrication in the Yalu River border’s liquid 
geographies. When properly channeled, the mobile cross-border flow of people 
and goods ensured that the Sino-Korean political boundary was no practical 
boundary to Japanese military and economic ambitions. Nonetheless, the mo-
bilities of borderland human and nonhuman actors and their seasonal cycles did 
not always behave in ways that suited the colonialist agenda.

Autumn 1894 and the  Japanese Military 
Bridging of the Yalu
Japanese attempts to bridge the Yalu River began with temporary military bridges 
constructed during the Sino-Japanese War (1894–1895). As part of their bloody 
campaign against Qing China for regional supremacy, Japanese bridge builders 
mobilized physical and human resources in a battle with the river and Qing 



	B ridging the Yalu	 43

soldiers. Bridges allowed Japanese to transport troops and supplies across the 
Yalu in a more spatially fixed and reliable way than other methods of crossing, 
including the use of ferry boats. But the makeshift nature of these military 
bridges also rendered them susceptible to seasonal transformations in the river’s 
surface. The physical presence of these bridges would ultimately be fleeting. Yet 
they provided knowledge about and experience with the Yalu River environ-
ment that Japanese military engineers would try (unsuccessfully) to mobilize in 
later military campaigns.

Growing tensions between the Japanese Meiji state and the Qing court over 
a number of issues, including competition for hegemony in Korea, culminated 
in the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War in July 1894. Only months after Chi-
nese media had proclaimed the need to punish Japanese “arrogance” in Korea, 
Qing leaders found themselves pushed from Korea to the Sino-Korean border 
after a series of military defeats.4 Following the fall of the Qing garrison at the 
strategic northern city of Pyŏngyang in mid-September, Qing soldiers withdrew 
to the Yalu’s northern bank, where troops under the command of Qing general 
Song Qing quickly began constructing earthen walls and other fortifications 
against the expected Japanese advance.5 In anticipation of a potential Japanese 
attempt to cross the river, Qing generals also ordered the removal of boats that 
could be used to ferry troops.6

The Qing retreat to the Yalu came during a time of autumnal transition, when 
the hot, humid days of summer were replaced with rapidly dropping tempera-
tures and water levels in the river were also retreating from their summertime 
highs. By November, the river would begin freezing over, a process that typi-
cally started at the river’s narrowest, uppermost reaches and gradually moved 
downstream. All of these environmental factors weighed on Qing strategists, 
who worried that the Yalu was not a reliable barrier against Japanese invasion.7 
Should the river freeze over, the icy Yalu could provide Japanese forces a ready 
footpath to Qing fortifications. The length of the river also made it difficult to 
defend. While certain parts of the Yalu were deep, its neighboring tributary the 
Ai River was shallow and easily forded.8 Qing military commander Song Qing 
ultimately headquartered the bulk of the Qing forces in Jiuliancheng, a lower 
Yalu fortress town across from the Korean walled city of Ŭiju. In anticipation of 
a Japanese river crossing, a further contingent of Qing troops was stationed near 
Sugujin, fifteen kilometers upstream. An advanced guard was also dispatched 
to Hushan, a Chinese mountain fortress directly across the easily fordable Ai 
River.9

The Yalu River near Ŭiju posed its own unique set of topographical consid-
erations to advancing Japanese soldiers. As the river neared its mouth at the Yel-
low Sea just thirty miles downstream, it split into multiple channels intersected 
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by numerous small river islands. It was at this point that the Ai River also joined 
the Yalu’s course. The transport of Japanese troops and supplies across the shift-
ing banks of the delta required the construction of multiple bridges as well as 
the fording of smaller rivulets. On the morning of October 24, an advance force 
of Japanese troops secretly crossed the river near Sugujin and ambushed Chi-
nese troops.10 With Qing forces distracted by this attack, construction of pon-
toon bridges to bring the bulk of Japanese troops across the river began that same 
day.

As described in the report of military engineer Yabuki Shūichi, building pon-
toon bridges across the Yalu River required military engineers to partially sub-
merge themselves in the Yalu’s frigid autumnal waters.11 The stockpiling of 
materials to construct the bridges began under the cover of darkness on the 
evening of October 23. By the next morning, Yabuki received orders to build two 
separate bridges. The first spanned a short, twenty-meter-wide arm of the river 
and was completed in only an hour.12 Construction of the second began at 8:00 
p.m., as the Japanese sought to make darkness their ally against Qing detection. 
Japanese soldiers encountered a serious obstacle when the iron boats they had 
brought to use as supports for their pontoon bridge were discovered to have 
warped over weeks of transport across the Korean interior. The added difficulty 
of lashing these warped boats together delayed the completion of the bridge until 
6:00 a.m., two hours after the deadline originally set by Japanese military com-
manders.13 Yet even with the delay and cold, Japanese soldiers completed the 
bridge and overwhelmed the Qing force at Hushan. When they arrived at the 
walled city of Jiuliancheng, they found that it had already been abandoned by 
Qing forces, who had fled further northward.14

While official reports like those penned by Yabuki stressed the ability of sol-
diers to overcome environmental challenges in orderly (if slightly delayed) fash-
ion, later Japanese-language accounts highlighted the dangers and volatility of 
the Yalu River crossing. One story of the Yalu crossing reprinted in numerous 
unofficial war histories and newspapers as far afield as Aspen, Colorado, was the 
drowning of Private Mihara Kunitarō.15 As the story went, Mihara was a young 
soldier and “commoner” (heimin) from rural Tokushima prefecture. As military 
engineers prepared to bridge the Yalu, there was a call for soldiers to help measure 
the width of the river channel by swimming across the frigid water and laying a 
rope on the other bank. Courageously volunteering to complete the task, Mi-
hara began the arduous swim across the river, all while trying to avoid the watch-
ful eyes and ears of nearby Qing guards. By the time he reached roughly half 
the distance of the river channel, however, the frigidness of the water and the 
unexpectedly strong pull of the current sapped his strength. Unwilling to call 
for help lest his cries betray the position of his comrades, Mihara was quietly 



	B ridging the Yalu	 45

subsumed by the river’s flowing current.16 Inspired by Mihara’s devotion, an on-
looking sergeant, Miyake Heikichi, volunteered to complete the task and suc-
cessfully swam across the river, allowing J apanese military forces to complete 
the pontoon bridge and lead their forces to victory in what became known as 
the B attle of Jiuliancheng. Woodblock prints from the period depict the stoic Mi-
yake tying a rope to his chest and braving the river’s frigid  water out of patriotic 
duty and in memory of his fallen comrade (see figure 2.1).

FIgUre 2.1. Woodblock print depicting Sergeant Miyake Heikichi’s crossing 
of the Yalu River. 

Source: Migita Toshihide, Ōryokkō ni Miyake gunsō no gōtan (Sergeant Miyake’s Courage at the Yalu River), 
1895, Prince ton University Art Museum Collection. Image courtesy of Prince ton University Art Museum.

Narratives of Private Mihara’s tragic death stand in stark contrast with tamer 
official accounts of the Yalu crossing. Yabuki’s report does not mention  either 
Mihara or Miyake by name, while a contemporaneous account by a fellow 
 Japanese officer lists zero deaths and only one injury incurred during bridge con-
struction.17 W hether Mihara’s story was an embellishment of  actual events or 
official accounts felt compelled to downplay unnecessary loss of life is uncertain. 
This story highlights, however, many of the obstacles facing military engineers 
in their attempt to construct pontoon bridges across the Yalu, including the frigid 
temperatures of the late autumn river.

Once completed, pontoon bridges across the Yalu provided a valuable mili-
tary transport route for  Japanese forces penetrating further into the Manchu-
rian interior. Over the course of the war, approximately 154,000 J apanese and 
numerous Korean and Chinese laborers w ere mobilized to transport food, cloth-
ing, armaments, and other supplies from bases in Japan and K orea to the 
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battlefront.18 Goods moving from occupied positions in Korea to battlefields 
in Manchuria inevitably flowed across the Yalu River, where bridges hastily 
built in the heat of battle were modified, supplemented, and otherwise refur-
bished to serve as conduits for military supplies.19 Yet the makeshift nature of 
these military bridges posed other logistical challenges to the maintenance of 
Japanese supply lines across the Yalu’s seasonally changing landscape.

Unlike the permanent metal structures that transported later travelers across 
the river, pontoon bridges floated precariously at the waterline. Thus, when 
winter carved the Yalu’s surface into a craggy landscape of floating ice, it would 
take additional effort to ensure that the bridges were not destroyed. A series of 
articles published in the Asahi shinbun, a major Japanese newspaper, relayed to 
metropolitan readers the struggles of soldiers to clear ice from the Yalu bridges.20 
Based on the report of Sixth Army Division military engineer Imasawa Yoshio, 
one article described how ice began appearing on the Yalu in late November, put-
ting pressure on the pontoons and causing some of them to break and float 
away. Soldiers were stationed all across the bridges, making repairs and break-
ing up the large blocks of ice. Iron anchors and chains were used to strengthen 
the structure of these bridges. To install these anchors and perform other nec-
essary repairs, soldiers entered the frozen river, which, the newspaper recorded, 
caused them to lose sensation in their limbs. As one article stated, the Yalu was 
but one of the many continental rivers Japanese soldiers had forded over the 
course of the conflict, and other rivers brought additional geographic chal-
lenges.21 But the uniqueness of the Yalu lay in its role as the boundary between 
two strategic zones of new-found Japanese imperial interest, Korea and Man-
churia. Japanese Army planners were intent on using bridges to ensure that this 
political boundary would not be a practical boundary to their own military am-
bition. Military bridges gave Japanese authorities a reliable method of trans-
porting military supplies across the border, making them necessary to maintain 
even at the cost of great human effort.

Spring 1904, Useless Maps,  
and a Second Military Crossing
The bridging of the Yalu River during the Sino-Japanese War had effects that 
outlasted war’s end and the removal of these temporary bridges. As Korea be-
came firmly enmeshed in Japan’s growing sphere of informal empire, the Yalu 
assumed further strategic importance. Nevertheless, the weakening of Qing 
power did invite a new imperial contender into the region—imperial Russia. 
Japanese leaders were alarmed by Russia’s rapid expansion into Manchuria and 
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northern Korea. This included the opening of a Russian timber concession along 
the Yalu River, which sparked the so-called Yalu River Crisis that saw the two 
empires move closer to open conflict. On February 8, 1904, three hours before 
Japan’s official declaration of war was received by the Russian government, 
Japanese naval forces launched a surprise attack on Port Arthur, a strategic and 
heavily fortified Russian port on the Liaodong Peninsula in southern Manchu-
ria. In the immediate weeks following the declaration of war, Japanese military 
leaders feared a Russian occupation of northern Korea.22 Russian leaders decided 
instead, however, to concentrate their troops, much as Qing military forces had 
done a decade earlier, along the northern bank of the Yalu.

Ten years later, Japanese soldiers returned to the banks of the Yalu River in a 
pitched battle against imperial Russia. Russian troops under the command of 
General Mikhail Zasulich quickly abandoned a lumber camp on the Korean side 
of the lower Yalu and split into two contingents: one stationed at Andong, where 
Zasulich expected Japanese forces to make the river crossing, and another at Ji-
uliancheng, the same walled fortress where Song Qing’s army had defended 
against a Japanese advance ten years earlier. Zasulich’s orders from chief Russian 
military commander Aleksey Kuropatkin were to avoid making a decisive mili-
tary stand at the Yalu, holding the Russian position only as long as it took to 
assess the size of the Japanese advance and inflict significant losses.23

Japanese strategy during the first months of the war mirrored that of the 
earlier Sino-Japanese War. Not content to simply solidify Japan’s position on the 
Korean Peninsula, Japanese military leaders also sought to secure a foothold in 
southern Manchuria, particularly the Liaodong Peninsula, which had been oc-
cupied by Japanese during the Sino-Japanese War but later abandoned after a 
“Triple Intervention” of diplomatic pressure from Russia, France, and Germany. 
To accomplish this, Japanese leaders decided that the First Army would cross 
the Yalu from Korea to engage with Zasulich’s troops, while the Second Army 
would land at the Liaodong Peninsula to begin a siege of the Russian stronghold 
at Port Arthur, a two-prong strategy also used during the Sino-Japanese War. 
Echoes of the earlier conflict were also seen in the decision to cross the Yalu not 
at Andong, where Russian forces were expecting a crossing to occur, but in the 
supposedly familiar riparian landscape near Jiuliancheng.24

Japanese military engineers soon realized, however, that the Yalu River they 
confronted in April 1904 had little in common with the river bridged by Japanese 
forces in late October only a decade earlier. As contemporary reports noted, 
springtime runoff from melting ice upstream raised water levels higher than 
those encountered a decade earlier in late autumn. Natural shifts in the river 
channel over the years as well as seasonal fluctuations frustrated engineers’ at-
tempts to capitalize on previously acquired experiences.25 Such frustrations were 
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encapsulated in the remarks to foreign military observers shared in the intro-
duction to this chapter, where one Japanese military officer noted that a map pre-
pared on carefully gathered intelligence from ten years earlier was now 
“useless.”26 As a result of unforeseen changes in the river’s topography, military 
engineers found they had insufficient supplies to build the necessary bridges. In 
this respect, however, they received unwitting help from their enemies. In the 
lumber camp abandoned earlier by retreating Russian forces, Japanese soldiers 
found anvils and forges, which helped make up for their material deficiencies.27

In the space of just ten years the riparian topography of the Yalu River had 
changed dramatically, necessitating an entirely different approach to bridging 
the river than before. After gathering critical information about Russian defenses 
from repeated scouting missions, Japanese troops quickly occupied two river is-
lands between the Korean and Chinese banks of the Yalu.28 Once these two 
islands were in Japanese possession, military engineers began surveying the 
channels between the islands and the main banks for bridge construction. The 
construction of a first bridge spanning the gap between the island of Kŏmjŏngdo 
and the Korean bank of the Yalu began on April 26.29 The bridge soon came 
under heavy artillery fire from Russian forces, who relentlessly pounded at the 
engineers who worked on the bridge over the next few days. As a result of this 
barrage, the 258-yard-long trestle bridge took some forty-five hours to complete, 
and three Japanese military engineers died in the process. Once finished, how-
ever, the bridge was never actually used to transport troops across the river. The 
whole process was a strategic diversion—while Russians expended their ammu-
nition on this dummy bridge and gave away the position of their guns, other 
Japanese military engineers stockpiled materials for the bridges that would ac-
tually be used by the First Army to cross the Yalu.30

Between April 27 and April 30, a total of nine additional bridges were built 
across the various channels of the Yalu and neighboring Ai River (figure 2.2).31 
The majority of these were trestle bridges composed of fir trunks bound together 
with straw rope and bolted together with iron nails and supported by wooden 
trestles that were sunk into the river bottom. The largest of the nine bridges, 
which spanned the main Yalu channel at 380 yards long, utilized fifty-foot-long 
pontoon boats that were transported by ship to northern Korea as well as thirty-
foot–long boats procured locally.32 During the bridging process, a small flotilla 
of Japanese naval gunboats traveled up the river from its mouth at the Yellow 
Sea to provide support for the First Army advance by bombing Russian posi-
tions downstream.33

Once constructed, these bridges seemingly promised a stable path across the 
river. Yet while nails, planks, and boats had reduced the volatility of the river’s 
flowing surface, the life-death contingency of crossing a river in the heat of battle 
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remained. For  Japanese soldiers preparing to cross over  these newly constructed 
bridges, the Yalu River was an unavoidable reminder of the foreignness and dan-
ger of the  wartime landscape they encountered. “I was taken aback by how 
large the Yalu River truly was,” recorded officer Jimon Tarō in his journal. “At 
the same time, I was frightened by the thought of how we  were supposed to cross 
that large river right in front of the en emy.”34 The immensity of the landscape 
and the scale of the conflict was also expressed in the diaries of military doctor 
Mizokami Sadao: “The landscape was so continental. It was the first time I truly 
realized that we  Japanese  were simply frogs in a well.”35

FIgUre 2.2. Detail from J apanese map showing the sites (marked by x- like 
lines) where the First Army crossed the Yalu River. 

Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_the_Battle_of_Yalu_River.jpg.

Although the Yalu’s unpredictability presented a significant environmental 
barrier to advancing J apanese troops, in other re spects they enjoyed tangible ad-
vantages over defending R ussian forces. The J apanese troops led by First Army 
commander Kuroki Tamemoto easily outnumbered the  Russian troops  under 
Zasulich’s command, which  were spread all over the Yalu’s Chinese bank.36 On 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_the_Battle_of_Yalu_River.jpg
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April 30 the First Army officially crossed the Yalu River, quickly overwhelming 
the outnumbered and outgunned Russian defending forces.

Five thousand Russian soldiers and two thousand Japanese soldiers were 
killed or injured during the Battle of the Yalu River.37 Civilian populations along 
the river were also hard-hit by the violent repercussions of this battle. While Chi-
nese and Korean governments had both officially declared their neutrality in 
the conflict, they were powerless to shield their subjects from the fallout of im-
perialist war waged on their soil. The Russian military exercised effective con-
trol over northeast China since first stationing troops there in 1901 to protect 
Russian rail lines and had begun moving into northern Korea by 1903. Only days 
after the declaration of war, Japanese forces swiftly moved to invade and occupy 
Korea. As one Seoul-based Korean newspaper related, Russian troops torched 
Korean farmers’ homes and stole livestock, clothes, and other goods in their re-
treat across the Yalu from the Japanese.38 Similar brutalities were also perpe-
trated by Japanese soldiers. Traveling through the war-ravaged landscape of 
northern Korea and the Yalu River delta, famous American author and Russo-
Japanese war correspondent Jack London wrote:

Northern K orea was a desolate land when the J apanese passed through. 
Villages and towns w ere deserted. The fields lay untouched.  There was 
no ploughing nor sowing, no green  things growing. . . .  I rode down 
upon the sandy islands of the Yalu. For weeks  these islands had been 
the dread between- the- lines of two fighting armies. The air above had 
been rent by screaming projectiles. The echoes of the final  battle had 
scarcely died away. The trains of  Japanese wounded and  Japanese 
dead  were trailing by.39

The spring 1904 military crossing of the Yalu was part of a longer, violent 
process of Japanese imperial expansion in Korea and Manchuria in which this 
seasonally protean boundary played a key part. In the wake of the Russo-Japanese 
Battle of the Yalu River (Ōryokkō kaisen) Japanese colonial engineers would set 
aside pontoon bridges and “useless maps” and begin plans for a more perma-
nent, all-weather bridge to facilitate Japan’s increased colonial presence in North-
east Asia.

Planning a Railway Bridge and the  
River Border Environment
For military planners seeking a quick, efficient, and all-weather military supply 
route into the Manchurian interior, the hastily built trestle and pontoon bridges 
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of a former period failed to provide a sufficiently stable channel of transport 
across the seasonally variable Yalu River. Just months after the battle’s end, the 
Japanese military began drawing plans for an iron railroad bridge across the river 
border. This bridge would link newly built Japanese railroad routes in southern 
Manchuria and Korea, weaving these regions further into the fabric of overseas 
empire.40

The push for a more permanent and predictable means of passage across the 
river accelerated after Japan coerced the Korean court into signing the Japan-
Korea Protectorate Treaty in December 1905. With the conclusion of this treaty, 
the ruling Korean Empire nominally maintained its sovereignty, but in practice 
all decisions regarding foreign affairs, and eventually all domestic administrative 
and military decisions, were made by the Japanese.41 The creation of the Korean 
protectorate made the Yalu into a literal edge of empire, and as the expansionist 
logic of empire dictated, solidifying the imperial border meant being able to effi-
ciently and quickly transport goods and people across it. Such a strategic calculus 
had little tolerance for the uncertainties of wind, currents, shifting riverbanks, 
and seasonal flows of water and ice.

Construction of the Yalu River Railway Bridge, completed in 1911, signaled 
Japanese imperialists’ even more protracted commitment to surmounting the 
Yalu’s natural barriers than the military bridges that preceded it. Challenges en-
countered by bridge builders included diplomatic protests from Western pow-
ers, ice, floods, the task of mobilizing massive amounts of international labor 
and expertise, and the deployment of new pneumatic caisson technologies to 
transport workers below the river’s surface. Once completed, the bridge was 
hailed by Japanese commentators as a critical “link between Europe and Asia” 
that allowed for continuous rail travel from the tip of the Korean Peninsula to 
Europe through Manchuria and Siberia, as well as a monument to the accom-
plishments of their burgeoning continental empire.42 At the same time it was 
decried by anti-colonial nationalists as another means of perpetuating Japanese 
exploitation and violence in the region.43

Railways were integral to the projection of Japanese imperial power into Korea 
and southern Manchuria.44 Colonial railways readily served the dyad of Japanese 
commercial and military interests Peter Duus has described as “the abacus and 
the sword,” though it was ultimately the “sword” that provided the greatest im-
petus for the construction of steel railway lines over the Yalu.45 Japanese rail-
way construction in Korea began in 1903 with work on a rail line between Pusan 
on the southern coast and the Korean capital of Seoul. Spurred by the wartime 
need to quickly transport troops and supplies to the warfront, beginning in 1904 
the Japanese Imperial Army’s Provincial Military Railroad Department over-
saw the completion of this rail line as well as the construction of an additional 
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route linking Seoul to the Yalu border. In Manchuria, Japanese engineers also 
built a light rail connecting Andong on the Chinese side of the Yalu with previ-
ously constructed Russian railway routes at Fengtian (Shenyang).46

Elite military planners in Japan saw a railroad route through Korea, across 
the Yalu River, and into Manchuria as imperative to Japan’s national survival. 
These military planners included figures such as Yamagata Aritomo, the former 
samurai and Meiji oligarch who commanded the First Army troops that crossed 
the Yalu during the Sino-Japanese War, and Terauchi Masatake, an army gen-
eral who later became the first governor-general of Korea. Following the Japanese 
military’s close victory in the Russo-Japanese War, these strategists remained 
convinced that Russia was planning a revenge campaign. In a 1907 army mani-
festo circulated among elite government officials, Yamagata and others advocated 
a “northern advance” (hokushin) approach to national defense.47 This plan called 
for the strengthening of Japanese positions in northern Manchuria in case of a 
Russian counterattack. Essential to this plan, they argued, was the completion 
of a unified railway line across Korea and Manchuria that could quickly trans-
port troops to continental battlefields.48

Begun while the Russo-Japanese War was still raging, Japanese engineers’ 
plans for a railroad bridge over the Yalu River continued in the following years 
as a matter of perceived military necessity. Surveys for the bridge site took place 
in June 1904, as summer reached the Yalu and the war’s frontlines moved else-
where. The location eventually chosen by military surveyors was several miles 
downstream of Jiuliancheng, the site where previous military bridges had been 
built and where Russian and Japanese artillery fire had reverberated just two 
months earlier.49 Here the river converged into one main channel rather than 
the delta-like configuration of multiple channels and river islands that charac-
terized the river near Ŭiju and Jiuliancheng. The decision to build the bridge here 
consequentially reshaped the social geography of the lower Yalu.

Japanese colonists following in the wake of railway construction built infra-
structure to channel the river’s surging flow, engorged especially during mon-
soonal summertime rains, away from newly built borderland boomtowns. On 
the Korean side of the river, the frontier town that sprung around the terminus 
of a new railway line to Seoul was dubbed Sinŭiju or “New Ŭiju.” Built entirely 
on the Yalu’s marshy floodplain, this new colonial city was made possible by also 
building a large embankment to shield the town against the Yalu’s periodically 
rising water levels.50 Although the levee’s protection would prove less than per-
fect, Sinŭiju soon superseded Ŭiju as provincial capital and the economically 
most important city in surrounding North P’yŏngan Province.51

Directly across the river a new Japanese settlement was also forming in close 
proximity to the Chinese city of Andong, and like Sinŭju, the Japanese settlement 
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at Andong featured a large embankment to protect it against seasonal flooding. 
According to a 1931 Chinese-language Andong County gazetteer, Japanese mili-
tary authorities coerced Andong city officials into allowing the sale of land near 
the riverbank to house the settlement. Chinese farmers initially refused to yield 
their land, until they were coerced to do so at gunpoint by Japanese soldiers.52 
Japanese accounts of the settlement’s creation told an entirely different story of 
grateful Chinese authorities “granting” the Japanese military land after Japanese 
improved the city’s roads.53 Regardless of the settlement’s disputed origins, it 
would acquire important status as a rail terminus. Following the end of the 
Russo-Japanese War and the withdrawal of occupying Japanese military forces, 
treaties with the Qing government cemented this settlement’s status as a treaty 
port and zone of Japanese extraterritorial privilege in China. Its Japanese popula-
tion also grew rapidly—from 850 immediately before the Russo-Japanese War to 
5,922 by September 1906.54 The growth of colonial settlements at Sinŭiju and An-
dong added a new element to the already volatile, multiethnic mix of peoples at 
the Yalu River border.

It was between these newly formed colonial enclaves at Sinŭiju and Andong 
that bridge construction was to take place. As railway projects created new nodes 
and lines of Japanese imperial power, preparations were made for a railroad 
bridge that linked them over the Yalu River’s shifting liquid surface. Beginning 
in February 1905, military engineers undertook systematic surveys of the riv-
er’s depth and discharge.55

Surveys of the Yalu River for railway bridge construction confirmed what had 
already been sensed over the course of two previous military crossings, namely 
the seasonal volatility of the river’s flow and shifts in the riverbed. In April 1905 
engineers conducted boring tests at five different points along the riverbed. The 
use of a boring machine on the riverbank posed little difficulty, but as engineers 
moved into the middle of the river, the depth of the water and strength of the 
current forced them to use two Japanese cargo boats tied together to stabilize 
the machine. These tests determined that a rock stratum, which had to be reached 
to provide stability for the bridge’s foundations, lay 72–85 feet below shifting suc-
cessive layers of water, sand, and gravel.56

Other tests to measure tidal action, temperature variation, and levels of pre-
vious floods further highlighted the climatic and physical obstacles to bridge 
construction. As Japanese engineers recorded, the temperature variation be-
tween winter and summer along the Yalu could be as great as 140–150 degrees 
Fahrenheit. The differences in river height during high and low tides was also 
determined to be between twelve and seventeen feet, a figure determined only 
after tidal markers installed by the Japanese were initially destroyed by river ice 
in December 1905 and subsequently reinstalled.57 The freezing of the river for 
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three or four months of the year was a regular occurrence, closing the river to 
waterborne traffic and opening it instead to horse and ox-drawn sleds and pe-
destrian traffic. But even in this time of seeming fixedness of the river’s surface, 
surveyors recorded the maximum daily movement of the river’s icy surface at 
7.2 feet.58 Ice was very much a mobile part of the border’s liquid geographies.

After these initial surveys, plans for the Yalu River Railway Bridge submit-
ted by the Japanese Army to the Minister of State in July 1905 called for six 
300-foot-long sections and six 200-foot-long sections. These sections would be 
supported by twelve masonry and concrete piers for a combined length of ap-
proximately 3,000 feet. The planned budget for this bridge was approximately 
2.33 million yen, a hardly insignificant sum when imperial coffers were already 
strained by expensive overseas military campaigns.59 Yet the alacrity with which 
the Japanese cabinet approved these plans in October 1905 illustrates Japan’s 
deeply held fears of another Russian military invasion.60 Blueprints for the 
bridge’s design, completed between 1905 and 1906, drew on international as well 
as Japanese expertise. For design of the bridge’s steel trusses, the Japanese pro-
tectorate government in Korea solicited the help of a Philadelphia-based Amer-
ican railway engineer.61 Plans for the bridge also included eight-foot-wide 
pedestrian pathways on both sides of the steel trusses, which were explicitly de-
signed to accommodate artillery during wartime.62

Despite engineers’ careful anticipation of the Yalu River’s environmental vari-
ability, their plans failed to account for the turbulent international politics of 
the border. In 1903, one year before the outbreak of the Russo-Japanese War, 
American officials in Beijing concluded a treaty with the Qing court that autho-
rized the opening of Andong as a foreign treaty port.63 Due to the war’s outbreak, 
the first American consul in Andong, Charles J. Arnall, did not actually assume 
his post until 1906. Arnall was a committed advocate for the American princi
ple of “Open Door” access to trade in China, which soon led him into conflict 
with Japanese authorities over their plans to build a railroad bridge spanning 
the Yalu River.64 Arnall feared that the fixed nature of the bridge downstream 
from Andong would sever the city’s access to the sea. This would harm the eco-
nomic fortunes of the newly opened treaty port, or worse, leave its foreign trade 
entirely in Japanese hands. British diplomats also shared Arnall’s fears about the 
deleterious impact of bridge construction, as they had a stake in ensuring that 
Chinese importers of British goods had ready access to the newly opened treaty 
port.

Anglo-American protests over Japanese plans for the Yalu River Railway 
Bridge show competing logics regarding the region’s liquid geographies and 
managing cross-border flows of peoples and goods. For American and British 
diplomats, the river’s accessibility to large ocean-going vessels was of greatest 
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perceived value, whereas J apanese prioritized intersecting the river with railways 
to link  Japanese colonial proj ects in  Korea and Manchuria (the bridge would also 
not hurt the lucrative Japanese- controlled timber industry, as timber rafts could 
still travel downstream  under the bridge). Anglo- American diplomats’ ultimate 
suggestion to J apanese authorities was to alter plans for the bridge to include a 
section that would swing open to river traffic.65 This opening section of the bridge 
would provide a literal “open door” to the upper Yalu, allowing ships to peri-
odically pass through while preserving the functionality of the bridge as a means 
of rail transport. J apanese officials w ere initially reluctant to accommodate 
Anglo- American requests on the issue. American officials criticized  Japanese 
diplomats’ perceived capriciousness, quoting them as alternatively stating “on 
the one hand, that t here was not enough upstream traffic to warrant the extra 
expenditure on a draw- bridge and, on the other, ‘that the passage of junks would 
require it to be open too much of the time.’ ”66

FIgUre 2.3.  Japanese postcard depicting the completed Yalu River Railway 
Bridge with opening section. 

Image courtesy of Skillman Library at Lafayette College Digital Scholarship  Services, East Asia Image 
Collection, https:// ldr.lafayette.edu/concern/images/jw827c61n.
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giving in to a foolish request on the part of the foreigners merely to save an ar-
gument.”68 In the terse wording of a contemporary Japanese cabinet document, 
the changes were made for “diplomatic considerations” (gaikō jō no jijō).69 This 
would not be the first time that diplomatic conflict followed in the wake of Yalu 
bridge construction, as a dispute later broke out between Japan and the Qing 
government over the bridge and river sovereignty.70

Fresh reminders of the challenges of the river environment, including sea-
sonal flooding, came once construction of the Yalu River Railway Bridge offi-
cially began in August  1909. With modified blueprints in hand, Japanese 
engineers from the Railroad Bureau of the Japanese protectorate government in 
Korea officially supervised the project. One of these engineers was a young Tokyo 
University graduate named Koike Shin’ichi, whose detailed diary of his time on 
the project provides a rare, individualized window onto the construction process. 
As described in Koike’s journal, the lead-up to the start of construction was 
hardly smooth. Engineers encountered repeated challenges from the wind and 
river waves, which hampered depth surveys.71 There was also the flooding char-
acteristic of the monsoonal Yalu summer. Just a few days before construction was 
set to start, Koike recorded that everything was “in commotion” (oosawagi) as 
rising waters threatened the construction site, and even after construction began 
markers on the Chinese bank had to be replaced due to flooding.72 In addition to 
these larger environmental challenges to the bridge project, Koike’s diary men-
tions personal grievances with “stinky” Chinese food and ungrateful bosses, 
though Koike was relatively well-off in comparison to most of the bridge site 
workers, as will soon be discussed.73


Engineers liked Koike supervised the Yalu bridge project, but the actual task of 
assembling the bridge fell to the thousands of Chinese, Korean, and Japanese 
workers who came to know the seasonal variability of the Yalu River environ-
ment intimately through their own sweat and labor.74 On August 1, 1909, work-
ers began moving materials to a selected site along the Korean side of the 
riverbank. But work on the first set of bridge foundations could not start until 
August  20 due to previously mentioned seasonal flooding. Once the rain-
engorged waters receded, construction commenced on the first six foundation 
piers (“pier” here referring to a support for the end of adjacent spans in the con-
text of bridge construction).75

Preparation of bridge foundations relied on the use of a new technology for 
Japanese engineers: pneumatic caissons. These were sealed, watertight retaining 
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structures used to penetrate below the Yalu River’s muddy riverbed and were en-
tered by means of a pressurized air lock. First pioneered by early nineteenth-
century French civil engineers, the use of pneumatic caissons was ubiquitous in 
many of the great bridge engineering projects of the nineteenth century, includ-
ing the famous Brooklyn Bridge completed in 1883. The Yalu River bridge project 
represented only the second time that Japanese engineers had ever used fixed 
pneumatic caissons for bridge construction. Their first attempt was during the 
building of a smaller railroad bridge over the Ch’ŏngchŏn River in Korea, an ex-
perience that was seen as an important trial run for the subsequent Yalu River 
project.76 As a result of the novelty of this particular technology, Japanese engi-
neers turned once again, as they had in the case of the design of the bridge’s steel 
trusses, to foreign expertise. This time the outside assistance came not from a 
Western source but from a Chinese contractor named Yang Guodong, who over-
saw the procurement of laborers to work on these caissons.77 While pneumatic 
caisson technology was novel in the context of Japanese civil engineering, Chi-
nese engineering projects had been employing such technology for over a 
decade.78 According to Japanese engineers’ reports of the Yalu River Railway 
Bridge construction, among the previous examples of pneumatic caisson use they 
consulted was the 1907–1908 construction of the Liao River Railway Bridge by 
the Sino-British Imperial Railways of North China.79 It was likely in light of this 
experience that Japanese engineers relied on Yang’s help, a presence that sub-
verted later Japanese depictions of the bridge as a purely Japanese technical 
accomplishment.80

Bridge construction reports give detailed accounts of the Chinese workers 
who descended into the airtight caissons and labored under the shifting, muddy 
banks of the river (see figure 2.4). As reports related, two “gangs” of 8–20 labor-
ers worked together in one caisson, filling large buckets with mud and sand that 
was then lifted through an airtight lock back up to the surface of the water. These 
gangs alternated eight-hour shifts that rotated at 6:00 a.m., 2:00 p.m., and 10:00 
p.m., working an average of twelve excruciating hours a day, shoveling and lifting 
soil.81 Once enough soil within the caisson had been excavated, it was then filled 
with concrete to provide foundational strength for the bridge pier.82

A pervasive orientalism in the language of surviving Japanese reports por-
trays caisson workers as anthropomorphic machines whose labor power needed 
to be tempered by Japanese overseers’ superior methods of management and con-
cern for hygiene. In his detailed discussion of Japanese imperial exploitation of 
Chinese coolie labor, Mark Driscoll notes the rampant and inherently self-
serving personification of Chinese laborers as “superhumanly strong workers, 
subhumanly stupid individuals, and doglike in their willingness to obey Japanese 
colonizers and their Chinese bosses alike.”83 Similar stereotypes also permeate 
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reports of Yalu River bridge construction. Regarding the se lection of caisson la-
borers, J apanese reports stated that they w ere a “special class” that was “accus-
tomed” to the hard work within the caisson. The head coolie was “carefully 
selected, as his ability had a  great influence on the pro gress of the work.”84

FIgUre 2.4. Photo graph from an official bridge construction report. According 
to the original caption, “This picture shows caisson work being conducted forty 
feet below the surface of the  water.” 

Source: Chōsen Sōtokufu Tetsudōkyoku, Ōryokkō kyōryō kōji hōkoku (Keijō [Seoul]: Chōsen Sōtokufu, 1912), 
118.

A perennial concern for overseers was a condition they called “caisson dis-
ease,” which resulted from variations in air pressure between the surface of the 
river and inside the caisson. Typical symptoms included ear pain, difficulty hear-
ing, and increased fatigue.85 To guard against this,  Japanese overseers regulated 
the types of workers employed in the caissons. They  were to be less than twenty- 
five years old, as young er bodies w ere said to be more “elastic” and thus allowed 
for better blood circulation in the pressurized environment of the caisson. When 
outbreaks of “caisson disease” still occurred,  Japanese overseers blamed them 
on the workers themselves rather than their working conditions. “Chinese coo-
lies,” reports concluded, w ere “indiferent to the concept of hygiene (eisei) and 
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cared little about their health, being the kind of race that refuses to acknowl-
edge anything else in the face of money.”86 More likely, Japanese stipulations for 
caisson laborers, which included prohibitions against being “weak or fatigued” 
in addition to twelve-hour work days, incentivized these workers to simply ig-
nore symptoms of discomfort resulting from air pressure until they became 
serious.87

The private sources of Japanese engineers indicate the very real physical dan-
gers that accompanied caisson work. In an October 26, 1909, diary entry, engi-
neer Koike Shin’ichi described leading two Japanese customs officials on a tour 
of the bridge construction site. Koike’s curious guests expressed interest in en-
tering one of the caissons to see ongoing foundation work. Upon entering the 
air lock, however, the visiting officials complained about ear pain caused by the 
change in air pressure. Finally, after one of the officials began “turning pale 
white,” their descent into the caisson was quickly abandoned.88

The ultimate reward for Chinese laborers engaged in this dangerous work, 
one that Japanese customs officials were unable to withstand for even a few sec-
onds, was a ten-hour wage of 0.55 yen, only slightly greater than the rate paid 
for normal unskilled laborers on the construction site.89 In addition, discipline 
was enforced by the seven overseers and an interpreter who regularly alternated 
roles in directly supervising the excavation work within the caisson.90 While only 
a minority of workers employed on the Yalu bridge construction site shared the 
experience of working below the river’s surface in narrow iron chambers, the 
back-breaking and poorly remunerated nature of their work can be said to be 
typical of the majority of laborers on the site.

Seasons of Bridge Construction  
and the Bridge’s Completion
Work stoppages for the wintertime icebound season and summertime flooding 
were a perennial feature of bridge construction. After the completion of the foun-
dations for the first six piers in December 1909 by means of pneumatic cais-
sons, the freezing of the river halted bridge construction.91 As engineers later 
noted, while completion of the Yalu River Railway Bridge would technically take 
slightly over two years, the climate allowed for active construction to occur only 
sixteen months of this period.92 Although the completed railroad bridge pro-
vided year-round transport across the river, its construction was firmly tied to 
the traditional seasonal cycles of life and activity along the river.

At the same time that winter obstructed bridge construction, diplomatic ten-
sions were once again mounting over Japanese authorities’ boundary-crossing 
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intentions. Much like earlier Anglo-American protests, this Sino-Japanese con-
flict saw competing empires displaying competing logics when it came to bridge 
construction and the border’s liquid geographies. Qing authorities expressed vo-
cal concern over what they deemed an obvious threat to their sovereignty over 
the river’s northern bank. As a telegraph sent to the governor-general of the Three 
Eastern Provinces expressed, bridge construction was a matter that “sorely af-
fected” Qing border defense, especially as the river had traditionally been a natu
ral “moat” between China and Korea.93

The last thing Qing rulers wanted was for the only all-weather passage for 
the flow of people and goods across the river to be under unilateral Japanese con-
trol. Soon after construction began in August 1909, the Qing court sent a peti-
tion asking that construction be stopped until a formal diplomatic agreement 
could be reached between the two countries. Qing officials also requested that 
Japanese authorities immediately remove a survey marker that had been 
erected on the Chinese side of the Yalu.94 Japanese officials responded by claim-
ing that bridge construction was permitted under earlier unequal treaties. Qing 
officials were unconvinced, and an initial round of negotiations fell through after 
both sides were unable to reach an agreement.95 Finally, in March 1910, just as 
the ice over the frozen Yalu was beginning to thaw and break loose, Qing and 
Japanese diplomats reached an agreement that allowed for bridge construction 
to continue. As part of the terms specified by the agreement, customs inspec-
tions for incoming rail traffic were to be conducted on both the Chinese and Ko-
rean sides of the Yalu. In addition, the Qing government was given the option 
of purchasing the side of the bridge in the Chinese half of the river in fifteen years 
along with the rest of the Fengtian-Andong line (though, quite tellingly, Japanese 
control of the bridge would never actually be ceded until after 1945).96

Construction resumed in spring 1910, following the thaw in Sino-Japanese 
diplomatic tensions and Yalu River ice, but the Yalu’s seasonal variations contin-
ued to determine the pace of the construction work. Excavation of each of the 
twelve foundation piers in the middle of the riverbed proceeded until Novem-
ber 1910, with pauses for a few months during the summer flooding season.97 
During this process, materials were moved by hand trolley, junk, and tow boat to 
each of the floating “caisson islands” of wood scaffolding erected during the 
process of foundation excavation.98 Wintertime brought another cessation in 
construction, during which preparations began for erection of the large steel 
trusses, imported from the United States, that provided the main framework for 
the bridge. Truss installation entailed the creation of large wooden frameworks 
that could be used to hold each 200-foot or 300-foot span in place until construc-
tion had advanced enough for it to support itself. The material of choice for these 
timber frameworks was pine trees harvested from the dense forests of the upper 
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Yalu River basin.99 Standing on these timber frameworks, laborers lifted the giant 
steel beams into place for the bridge trusses and riveted them together. Riveting 
gangs were typically composed of small groups of Japanese and Korean black-
smiths who used a pneumatic riveter also imported from the United States as well 
as a larger number of temporarily employed Chinese and Korean laborers.100

Whether or not the workers laboring on the bridge had any awareness of the 
larger ecological consequences of their actions, the harvesting of timber from 
the upper Yalu River basin to build their frameworks and scaffolds was inextri-
cably linked to the summer floods that threatened to wash away these same tem-
porary structures. The most dramatic of these floods occurred on July 19, 1911, 
when intense rains caused the river level to rise seventeen feet and swept away 
one of the steel trusses into the river. Although the wooden framework was 
quickly rebuilt and parts of the steel truss recovered downstream, other steel 
parts had to be ordered from Japan to rebuild the washed-out section.101 Engi-
neering reports portrayed these floods as unavoidable natural features of the riv-
erine environment, but as observers in the region such as the compilers of 
Chinese local gazetteers later noted, they had undoubted anthropogenic char-
acteristics. Deforestation in the upper Yalu River basin caused increased amounts 
of eroded soil and rainfall to drain into the river, exacerbating the effect of floods 
downstream.102 As the case of flooding demonstrates, Yalu bridge construction 
and forestry were integrated together in a system of resource extraction that re-
made the natural ecology of the river basin at the same time bridge construc-
tion was reconfiguring the region’s social and commercial geographies.

Completion of the Yalu River Railway Bridge entailed significant financial 
costs as well as labor and even loss of life. Technically speaking, the project was 
accomplished significantly under budget—a feat that Japanese reports claimed, 
in self-congratulatory tone, reflected “the excellent plans made by the engineers 
concerned” (although unspoken factors such as exploitative colonial labor also 
played a substantial role in achieving these savings).103 When compared to other 
railroad bridges built in colonial Korea, however, the Yalu River project was not 
cheap. Such an observation bears true even when accounting for the Yalu’s sta-
tus as the largest river on the peninsula. For example, the Japanese-built rail-
road bridge over the Ch’ŏngch’ŏn River stretched a total of 2,582 feet, or 
82 percent of the total length of the Yalu bridge, but only cost 52 percent as much, 
at 894,738 yen.104 Engineers attributed the greater cost of the Yalu bridge to the 
swinging section, a concession to Anglo-American diplomatic pressure, as well 
as the pedestrian pathways abutting the bridge, a concession to the concerns of 
Japanese military strategists.105 There were also human costs of bridge construc-
tion, including the death of a laborer who was struck in the head by a falling 
timber beam while disassembling the framework on one of the steel trusses.106
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Japanese promoters of the bridge in Korea marked its completion with a gran-
diose “opening ceremony” (kaitsūshiki) that brought colonial dignitaries to the 
frontier railroad town of Sinŭiju on the Korean side of the river. Presiding over 
the ceremony was Terauchi Masatake, then serving as the first governor-general 
of the Japanese colony of Korea. Terauchi’s prominent presence at the ceremony 
reflected not only his personal investment in this strategic lifeline to Manchu-
ria but also the Japanese annexation of Korea just one year prior. Bridge build-
ing had begun in 1909 under the auspices of the Japanese protectorate government 
in Korea and the ostensible sovereignty of the Korean government. According 
to one report, the Korean monarch even visited the construction site in Janu-
ary 1910 to supervise ongoing efforts.107 But the reality even during this period 
was that the Yalu River Railway Bridge was a thoroughly Japanese initiative, 
and with the pretense of Korean sovereignty over the peninsula obliterated by 
1911, Japanese attendees at the event in Sinŭiju were hailing it as a landmark of 
Japanese imperial engineering. Speeches at the opening ceremony by Terauchi, 
chief bridge engineer Yamada Kamechi, and chief of the Railway Bureau of the 
Government-General of Korea Ōya Gondaira were followed by the distribution 
of prizes to the main contractors and cheers of “banzai” to the Meiji emperor.108 
Providing additional entertainment to the mostly male assemblage were fifty 
Korean female entertainers, or kisaeng, specially sent from Seoul by rail for the 
occasion.109

Obstacles to the bridge’s construction were acknowledged in triumphant re-
ports that buttressed growing Japanese nationalism but also downplayed the very 
real costs of trying to overcome the seasonally variable river. In the words of one 
overview published and translated into English by the Railway Bureau of the 
Government-General of Korea, “The successful completion of the bridge, the 
mission of which is to assist in facilitating communication between Europe and 
Asia, has amply demonstrated our technical ability to the world.” As the publi-
cation of this translated report demonstrates, pride over the bridge’s completion 
was proclaimed to a global as well as regional audience. This report noted the 
environmental challenges of the river that Japanese engineers had overcome: 
“great depth, strong tidal flows, terrible floods, and ice.” But it also purposefully 
masked the transnational expertise, technology, and labor that went into bridge 
construction. Construction of the Yalu River Railway Bridge would have been 
impossible without exploited laborers that dealt most directly with the season-
ally changing river environment, or the importation of Western technology and 
bridge design expertise. 110

The spanning of the Yalu River with a permanent railroad bridge also inevi-
tably affected the international politics of the border and its liquid geographies. 
With evident pride, engineer Koike Shin’ichi remarked in his journal how the 



	B ridging the Yalu	 63

bridge had “dismantled” the old Sino-Korean boundary.111 A Japanese settler 
magazine in Korea proclaimed that the bridge metaphorically “obliterated” the 
“long channel” that historically separated the two regions. These sources spoke 
to boosters’ ambition of the Yalu River no longer posing a practical boundary to 
Japanese expansionism.112 But the political boundary at the Yalu did not actu-
ally disappear, as subsequent Sino-Japanese negotiations over bridge traffic show. 
Just two days after the opening ceremony, Japanese and Chinese diplomats inked 
the last of a series of important agreements concerning the transit of goods across 
the bridge. The treaty allowed for the inspection of goods by customs officials 
on both sides of the river while reaffirming Chinese sovereignty over the western 
half of the river.113 In theory the Yalu River was a space of bilateral negotiation, 
but as later chapters show, Japanese colonizers aggressively and unilaterally tried 
to channel liquid cross-border flows of people and goods for their own benefit.

The Yalu River Railway Bridge marked the culmination of repeated Japanese 
military efforts to bridge the fluid Sino-Korean boundary that stretched from 
1894 until 1911, after Japan’s formal annexation of Korea. The steel passage 
across the river became a stable, all-weather means of transport across an envi-
ronment that otherwise unpredictably swelled and receded, froze and unfroze 
with the seasons. Unlike previous military bridges that floated precariously at 
the water’s surface, the railroad bridge transported travelers above the river, of-
fering them an elevated view of the landscape contested by successive ranks of 
Chinese, Russian, and Japanese engineers, soldiers, and laborers. Featured on 
Japanese postcards, travel books, and photograph collections of Korea and 
Manchuria, it also became one of the most prominent aesthetic symbols of the 
Japanese presence along this frontier edge of empire.114 Such genteel souvenirs 
belied the violence and labor necessary for erecting this overpass.

Threads of steel, cement, and commerce wove the Yalu River firmly into the 
fabric of Japan’s overseas empire. Following the bridge’s completion, the num-
ber of people and amount of goods that traveled by rail across the Yalu increased 
exponentially. According to Japanese reports, the value of cross-border trade en-
tering Sinŭiju more than doubled in two years, from 1.89 million yen in 1911 to 
4.04 million yen by 1913.115 Increased trade and traffic along the Korean-
Manchurian rail route was fostered and incentivized by imperial policies. A 
1913 agreement between the Government-General of Korea and the fledgling 
Republic of China led to the reduction of customs rates on goods traveling by 
rail between Korea and Manchuria by nearly one-third.116 This agreement was 
vigorously promoted by Governor-General Terauchi, who campaigned for unit-
ing the formal Japanese colony of Korea with Japanese economic interests in 
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Manchuria.117 In 1910 a single train made an average of 7.4 one-way journeys be-
tween Seoul and Sinŭiju each day, but by 1917, there were on average 12.3 daily 
trips.118

Yet, as important as the railroad bridge was to regional trade and colonial 
ambition, it represented only one small channel of imperial control amid a dense 
network of seasonally contingent human and nonhuman mobilities, or liquid 
geographies, that comprised the Yalu borderland and border water. Boat traffic 
continued to be an important means of transport across a river whose water 
levels variably swelled and lowered. Moreover, with the freezing over of the river 
each winter, sledges, carts, and pedestrians could also engage in what colonial 
police viewed as a subversive “freedom” of movement on the river’s surface.119 
Smuggling also flourished along the five-hundred-mile border. As police reports 
noted, many smugglers simply avoided the heavily guarded railroad bridge be-
tween Andong and Sinŭiju, plying their trade instead along less monitored parts 
of the river.120 Following the Japanese annexation of Korea in 1910, opponents of 
the new colonial regime also fled en masse to Manchuria, where they made pe-
riodic cross-border raids on Japanese outposts in Korea.

As will be analyzed in the next two chapters, Japanese efforts to police anti-
Japanese guerrillas and smugglers reinforced the importance of the Yalu River 
border as boundary long after boosters claimed the bridge had “obliterated” it. 
Rather than actually “obliterating” the border, imperial authorities tried to make 
it into a selectively permeable barrier that would allow some goods and peoples 
to pass in seemingly boundary-less fashion while blocking others. But these ef-
forts were not always successful, as they still needed to grapple with the season-
ally changing mobilities of the human and nonhuman environment.
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The freezing Yalu River provoked an annual crisis for officials on the Chinese-
Korean border. To some border authorities, wintertime surveillance constituted 
the “real work of border patrol,” especially as the former “moat” around Korea 
became a pathway for anti-Japanese rebels.1 Guerrilla leader and later president 
of North Korea Kim Il-sung recounted Japanese colonial police so desperate to 
block guerrillas’ advances that they “dragged people out to noisily break the ice 
on the Yalu every night.”2 Exaggerated as Kim’s story may be, administrators’ 
anxieties about the frozen Yalu and the heightened mobility it supposedly al-
lowed on the river’s surface were real. Prior to the Japanese occupation of Man-
churia in 1931, Chinese border officials on the Yalu’s northern bank also worried 
that the frozen river “posed no obstacle” to Korean independence activists and, 
more menacingly, border-trespassing Japanese police.3 Anxieties of seasonal 
border-making also extended beyond winter. As one Japanese official explained, 
“Spring, summer, fall, and winter, there is not a single day where one can stretch 
out and rest.”4

As previous chapters have shown, from an early point Japanese officials en-
deavored to make the seasonally changing river border permeable to peoples and 
goods that buttressed imperial aims, whether through the attempted monopo-
lizing of access to river-borne natural resources during the protectorate period 
(1905–1910) or completion of the Yalu River Railway Bridge in 1911. But perme-
ability was a double-edged sword. For Japanese border agents, channeling the 
Yalu’s liquid geographies also entailed containing the fluid mobilities of actors 
deemed antithetical to imperial aims. This included the policing of smugglers 
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and illicit commodities (covered in chapter 4) and the surveillance of anti-
Japanese activists.

For decades after the Japanese annexation of Korea in 1910, the policing of 
so-called bandits (a broad umbrella term including both traditional brigands and 
anti-Japanese guerrillas) was inexorably shaped by the seasonal rhythms of the 
Yalu River borderland. Scholars like Matsuda Toshihiko and Erik Esselstrom 
have helpfully noted the general importance of the Sino-Korean boundary to im-
perial policing, yet these previous studies pay little attention to the physical 
landscapes of border surveillance.5 Even if the ice and cold of Yalu winters or 
the heat and floods of its summers are absent from these histories, they are ev-
erywhere in the historical writings left by border officials, anti-Japanese rebels, 
ordinary border residents, and other period reports. These records show that the 
cyclical thawing, flooding, and freezing of the river fundamentally framed 
the cross-border mobilities of both border agents and those who sought to evade 
them. The seasonal presence (or lack thereof) of plant cover, food supplies, and 
snow on the mountainous and forested banks of the upper Yalu also had trans-
formative impacts on the guerrilla war waged between colonial officials and anti-
Japanese activists.

The following narrative moves both chronologically from approximately 1910 
until the mid-1930s and seasonally from spring to winter. It begins by highlight-
ing how border agents responded to the arrival of spring and the thawing of the 
frozen river, a period known locally as the “thawing season” (K: haebinggi, C: 
jiedongqi, J: kaihyōki). Spring promised initial relief to border officials as large 
chunks of liberated ice impeded border crossings. Yet the opening of the river 
to waterborne traffic soon necessitated twenty-four-hour surveillance of the nu-
merous timber rafts, “propeller boats,” and other vessels that plied their way up 
and down the river’s course. The flowing river proved an unreliable barrier 
against armed political dissidents, Manchurian “mounted bandits” (K: majŏk, 
C: mazei, J: bazoku), and others who chipped away at competing Sino-Japanese 
claims to the border region. By summertime, heavy monsoonal rains trans-
formed the river into a treacherous torrent, while at the same time the abun-
dant foliage of the “flourishing season” (K: pŏnmugi, C: fanmaoqi, J: hanmoki) 
provided extensive cover for anti-Japanese forces on the river’s banks. The pur-
suit of anti-Japanese rebels, however, also presented an opportunity for Japanese 
police to expand their influence across the border in ways that frustrated local 
Chinese officials.

The chapter’s sections on the springtime thawing season and summertime 
flourishing season focus primarily on events and sources from the 1910s and 
1920s. Although border attacks occurred all throughout the year, it was 
the spring through fall months, especially summer, that became identified by 



	 Seasons of Yalu River Border Policing	 67

border officials as the time of greatest seasonal threat during this period. These 
seasonal dynamics changed, however, as a result of the September  18, 1931, 
Manchurian Incident and Japanese occupation of Northeast China. Events after 
1931 led border officials to place greater emphasis on the threats of the “icebound 
season” (K: kyŏlbinggi, C: jiedongqi, J: keppyōki), when the frozen Yalu afforded 
a readily accessible pathway for reinvigorated anti-Japanese resistance. As ana-
lyzed later in the chapter, the early-middle 1930s saw multiple border attacks by 
guerrillas and retaliatory “bandit suppression” campaigns by officials during this 
season. Colonial Korean authorities both cooperated and clashed with Manchu-
kuo officials over how to police the seasonally changing intraimperial bound-
ary. And even as Japanese police and military officials themselves used the frozen 
river and snowy riverbanks to track down rebels, their writings repeatedly high-
lighted anxieties about the particular dangers of the icy Yalu corridor.

Spring and the Thawing of the Yalu Ice
Springtime along the colonial Yalu River was typically a time of relief for Japanese 
border officials as warming temperatures caused the Yalu’s thick ice to dissipate. 
The exact timing of the “thawing season” varied by year and by region. In 
Yongamp’o, located at the mouth of the river near the Yellow Sea, the ice began 
melting as early as mid-March, whereas upstream it might not thaw until late 
April.6 As described by Japanese policeman Yoshimura Yoshizō, the joys of 
the “blissful spring” (ureshii haru) could only be known by people who lived in 
the region.7 As another border policeman noted, the most cheerful time for bor-
der patrol was not New Year’s (shōgatsu) or Obon, the typical days of greatest 
festivity in the Japanese calendar. Rather, it was the brief, “festival-like” three- or 
four-day period at the beginning of the thaw when floating chunks of ice stopped 
the movements of anti-Japanese guerrillas and smugglers across the border.8

Colonial officials did not always greet the coming of spring in such romantic 
terms. This was especially the case in 1919 following Korea’s March First 
Independence Movement and the anti-Japanese May Fourth Movement in 
China. After Japanese officials’ brutal suppression of Korean “Righteous Army” 
(ŭibyŏng) independence fighters during the protectorate period (1905–1910), an 
illusory peace seemed to prevail over the Korean side of the Yalu River. Chinese 
“mounted bandits” roamed on the Manchurian side of the border, where a vac-
uum of leadership after the 1912 collapse of the Qing empire provided fertile con-
ditions for their activities.9 But Japanese military police (kenpei) largely kept 
this violence from spilling over into Korea. The strategies used to successfully 
fight “mounted bandits,” as well as eradicate an incipient Korean resistance 
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movement, included the surveillance of Korean migrant communities in Man-
churia. Colonial rulers in Korea claimed imperial subjecthood for Korean mi
grants as a way of stretching Japan’s territorial ambitions and trying to police 
the growing Korean nationalist movement in exile.10 Such strong-armed tactics 
only exacerbated, however, preexisting Korean discontent with Japanese rule 
along the border and elsewhere.11

Simmering Korean dissatisfaction with the brutality of Japanese colonial rule 
led to the 1919 outbreak of the March First Korean Independence Movement. 
Now recognized as a watershed moment in the emergence of Korean anticolo-
nial nationalism, the movement began as a series of nonviolent protests in the 
colonial capital of Seoul. By the end of the month, the protests had enveloped 
the entire peninsula and beyond. Seasonal metaphors permeated the movement’s 
discourse, with a “declaration of independence” drafted by leading Korean activ-
ists declaring that “a new spring has arrived prompting the myriad forms of life to 
come to life again. The past was a time of freezing ice and snow, stifling the breath 
of life; the present is a time of mild breezes and warm sunshine, reinvigorating the 
spirit.”12 Japanese authorities unnerved by the sight of over a million Koreans tak-
ing to the streets and shouting pro-independence slogans unleashed a brutal wave 
of violence that resulted in thousands of deaths and even more arrests.13 In re-
sponse to Japanese suppression, scores of Korean nationalists fled north of the 
Yalu and joined forces with the Korean resistance movement in southern Man-
churia to begin armed cross-border raids against Japanese outposts.14

The Spring of 1919 also saw the May Fourth Movement in China grow out of 
a series of student protests against Japanese imperial expansion into a widespread 
social and cultural movement. As anti-Japanese sentiment rose throughout the 
country, Chinese authorities began sympathizing with Korean independence 
movements in Manchuria and elsewhere.15

This burst of anti-Japanese sentiment and borderland violence unnerved 
Japanese authorities, who began committing increased manpower and resources 
to policing the Yalu border.16 It also coincided with the thawing of the Yalu River, 
marking the beginning of what came to be a distinctive seasonal cycle of border 
security. An April 6, 1920, telegram sent to top Japanese military officials warned 
that with the unfreezing of the Yalu, Korean independence groups would likely 
attempt to smuggle weapons into the Chinese border city of Andong. The docu-
ment thus called for increased surveillance of river traffic.17 Japanese naval ships 
were also dispatched to the mouth of the Yalu to monitor for signs of “rebellious 
Korean” activity.18

The intensity of Japanese attempts to suppress the armed Korean independence 
movement alarmed observers on the Chinese bank of the Yalu. By this time Man-
churia was under the control of Zhang Zuolin, a warlord of humble bandit 
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origins who began ruling the region after an initial period of unrest following 
the collapse of the Qing dynasty in 1912. In his interactions with the Japanese, 
Zhang sought technical and military support for his Fengtian clique in ex-
change for protecting Japan’s extensive Manchurian railway concessions. At the 
same time, Zhang’s regime was determined to hold further Japanese expansion 
at bay.19 Officials in the Yalu-bordering counties of Andong, Kuandian, Ji’an, 
Linjiang, and Changbai had long been urged to “exercise caution” when dealing 
with local Korean migrants, Japanese settlers, and Japanese officials on the Ya-
lu’s opposite bank.20 But such calls took on greater urgency in the wake of the 
March First Movement, as Japanese naval ships moved with impunity near 
Andong and Japanese police began crossing the river at will to pursue alleged 
Korean independence fighters.21

As accumulated ice slowly retreated from the Yalu’s surface, the surveillance 
of boat traffic became a prominent concern for Chinese and Japanese border 
officials alike. Period sources spoke unfavorably of the river’s accessibility to wa-
terborne traffic due to its shallow flow and numerous rapids.22 Despite these limi-
tations, the Yalu’s position as a strategic conduit between Korea and Manchuria 
encouraged a thriving river trade. Means of river transport included junks, sam-
pans, canoes, sailboats, timber rafts, and “propeller boats.”23 Responsibility for 
policing river traffic on the Chinese side of the border was split between the Yalu-
Hun River Waterfront Police, an agency created by the Qing in 1909 to monitor 
the Yalu and its tributary the Hun River, and officials from various border coun-
ties. With spring’s arrival, these officials relayed to superiors detailed information 
about ice-melting patterns and the estimated starting date for waterborne traf-
fic.24 Japanese authorities circulated similar information on the Korean side of 
the river, where the day-to-day work of border surveillance fell primarily to po-
lice units from the provinces of North P’yŏngan and South Hamgyŏng.25

Timber rafts and “propeller boats” were two particularly distinctive forms of 
river transport that also served as ready targets for “bandit” groups and anti-
Japanese dissidents.26 Floated downstream from the richly forested upper Yalu, 
these log rafts were a perennial feature of the Yalu cultural landscape.27 Popular 
songs like the Japanese “Ōryokkō bushi” (Yalu River melody) romanticized the 
springtime journeys of raftsmen in the wake of the Yalu’s melting ice.28 Yet the 
song’s peaceful nature belied the actual dangers of timber rafting. As discussed 
in chapter 1, Japanese rafters were targeted during the protectorate period by dis-
gruntled Chinese timbermen. And as reminders of Japan’s colonial presence 
along the border, raft pilots remained targets years later as raids by anti-Japanese 
dissidents and bandits rocked the border region. On June 7, 1924, for example, 
a Japanese rafter named Matsumi Kumajirō was shot and killed by six “bandits” 
on the Yalu River near Ch’osan County.29 Non-Japanese raftsmen occasionally 
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fell victim to border violence as well, as was the case on May 29, 1928, when four 
Korean raftsmen were shot and killed by Chinese “mounted bandits” near the 
upper Yalu city of Hyesanjin.30

While timber rafts represented one precarious aspect of Yalu River transpor-
tation, another was the “propeller boat” (puropera fune). Propeller boats were 
shallow-bottomed passenger boats equipped with airplane-like propellers that 
sat above the water to help navigate the Yalu’s shallow depths.31 The use of pro-
peller boats began on the Korean side of the river in 1922 as a joint venture be-
tween the Korean colonial government and Sinŭiju-based Japanese timber 
entrepreneur Tada Eikichi.32 In exchange for government-general subsidies, the 
propeller boats, operated by Tada’s Yalu River Transport Company (Ōryokkō Yu-
sen Kōshi), were used to deliver mail and provide regular passenger service 
along an officially designated route that stretched from Sinŭiju to Singalp’a at 
the Yalu’s upper reaches.33

Propeller boats provided the quickest and most reliable means of transport 
on the river until the completion of railroad routes along the upper Yalu in the 
late 1930s. This made them indispensable to border administration and devel-
opment but also convenient targets for “bandit” attacks. On May 25, 1928, “ban-
dits” dressed like Chinese officials raided a propeller boat near the Korean 
county of Chasŏng, killing two passengers and kidnapping a military officer, 
Lieutenant Wakabayashi, who was also on board.34 A combined force of border 
policemen and Japanese troops from as far afield as the colonial capital of Keijō 
failed to recover the kidnapped officer. They did, however, incite protests from 
local Chinese authorities, who themselves mobilized thousands of troops and 
offered a reward of 200,000 yuan for information about Wakabayashi’s where-
abouts before he was ultimately found dead.35

Propeller boats’ susceptibility to attack became especially clear with the at-
tempted assassination of Governor-General of Korea Saitō Makoto in spring 
1924. On May 19, a group of Korean independence fighters fired on Saitō and 
an accompanying party of colonial bureaucrats, border policemen, and news-
paper journalists as they traveled upstream via propeller boat as part of a “bor-
der inspection tour. ”36 The rebels’ bullets grazed the earlobes of two Japanese 
policemen, causing them to topple into the river, while other policemen began 
firing off a volley of return fire in the direction of the Chinese riverbank. The 
attackers, thought by police at the time to be about ten in number, immediately 
fled before they could be positively identified by pursuing Japanese officials.37 
In the wake of the attack, Japanese colonial authorities telegraphed Chinese gov-
ernor of Dongbiandao Wang Shuncun to demand increased security on the re-
mainder of the governor-general’s intended route.38 Wang issued an official 
apology for the attack, but Wang Yubin (not related), chief of the Chinese county 
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of Ji’an where the attack had allegedly taken place, claimed that Japanese authori-
ties had fabricated the whole event in order to trespass into Chinese territory.39 
For many Chinese observers, the cross-border mobility of Japanese imperialists 
posed a far greater threat to local stability than Korean dissidents.

As the Yalu ice retreated, local Chinese bandits and Korean guerrillas not only 
attacked river boat traffic but also crossed the river to raid Japanese police and 
forestry stations as well as threaten wealthy landlords and alleged pro-Japanese 
collaborators.40 Officials in colonial Korea recorded some 1,652 “incidents” of 
border violence in 1920 alone.41 Bandits and anti-Japanese fighters often used 
small junks or simple dugout canoes to cross the border under the cover of night-
time darkness.42 These groups also commandeered other river-going vessels. As 
an American missionary traveling along the Yalu in 1926 noted, colonial officials 
required all river-going traffic to dock at night near border police stations out of 
fear that Korean independence fighters “might seize the boat[s] and use [them] 
to transport men or ammunition from the Chinese side.”43

To guard against cross-border attacks, Japanese placed police stations and 
substations at nearly every ri (approximately 2.4 miles) along the Sino-Korean 
border, with four to ten policemen stationed at each of these outposts.44 By 1923 
the total number of police officials along the Sino-Korean border was 2,344, two-
thirds of whom were ethnically Japanese and the remaining one-third Korean, 
and border police numbers only continued to grow as efforts to crack down on 
anti-Japanese resistance escalated.45 While these remote frontier stations were 
typically built from preexisting Korean-style structures (see figure 3.1), they were 
also fortified with fences, ditches, and sometimes watchtowers built with forci-
bly mobilized local labor. Additional fences were also sometimes built at ferry 
crossings and key checkpoints along the border.46 Traveling on the Yalu in 1933, 
German geographer Hermann Lautensach described border police stations as 
resembling “small fortresses.”47 Underscoring the militarized nature of the bor-
der, Japanese troops stationed near the border “frontline” also provided key sup-
port for border surveillance operations in addition to regular police units.48 The 
intended effect was to project an image of control over the militarized border 
landscape, though this display of strength belied the challenges of containing 
fluid human mobilities across an approximately 800-kilometer-long river.

Summertime Vio lence, Floods,  
and the “Flourishing Season”
As seen by officials, the need for multiple lines of well-staffed border police was 
especially keen during the warm summer months.49 Officials referred to this 
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period as the “flourishing season”— a time when vegetation cover along the 
Yalu River was at its fullest and food supplies  were most readily available.50 The 
accessibility of food and hiding places was especially impor tant for anti- 
Japanese fighters, who lived a precarious existence between periodic raids and 
avoiding capture and death at the hands of  Japanese authorities. One former 
Korean resident of the Yalu region sympathetically recalled the ragged appear-
ance of guerrilla fighters who visited his home as a child:

Their appearance . . .  was completely dif er ent from what I had 
 imagined. . . . W earing oxcart overalls and with their hair tied up with 
cotton towels, they looked completely like countryside farmers. I ex-
pected that i ndependence fighters, even if their clothes  were not that 
fancy, would at least have a pistol strapped to their waist, but they did 
not even have an old- style hunting r ifle let alone a pistol.51

FIgUre 3.1. Colonial Korean border police outpost near the upper Yalu River, 
1923. 

Source: Keisanchin Keisatsusho, Ōryokkō jōryū chihō shashinchō (Osaka: Kuwata Kōjō, 1924). Image courtesy 
of the Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections Library at the University of V irginia.

Such poverty regularly compelled anti- Japanese guerrillas to rely on help from 
local communities along the border. Korean villa gers sometimes aided guerrillas 
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of their own volition, providing food and shelter or information about local po-
lice movements.52 Yet cooperation with anti-Japanese guerrillas came with severe 
risks. In August 1924, for example, colonial police surrounded the homes of villa
gers accused of harboring insurgents in Hwach’ang township, North P’yŏngan 
Province, and set them on fire, killing most of the occupants inside.53

In addition to such human violence, another unique challenge of summer-
time border security was the monsoonal rains that brought heavy floods to the 
region. The summer months of June through August saw higher levels of pre-
cipitation than any other time of the year.54 The flooding during this annual 
rainy season, exacerbated by heavy logging and deforestation along the upper 
Yalu, posed unique obstacles to border security.55 Riverside patrols assumed an 
added layer of risk as roads used to navigate between watch points were fre-
quently washed out. If one was not careful, wrote Japanese police officer Mizuno 
Takusaburō, they would find themselves swept away into the river’s roaring cur-
rent, where it was “doubtful that one could stay afloat forever.”56 Such warnings 
about the volatility of the summertime river were based on actual experience. 
After repeated heavy rains in August 1928, three military police were crossing 
a bridge over a small Yalu tributary not far from the border when the bridge was 
swept away, drowning one of them in the process.57 In an earlier incident on Au-
gust 27, 1921, four policemen were riding a raft while patrolling the Yalu near 
Huch’ang when the raft overturned, drowning one of the policemen who was 
unable to swim his way out.58

Floods could destroy outposts on both sides of the river with unmatchable 
force. This was discovered by Chinese officials from the Yalu-Hun River Water-
front Police in 1923, when summertime flooding destroyed two of their river-
front patrol stations.59 Of course, anti-Japanese guerrillas and residents of local 
border communities were just as vulnerable to the dangers of Yalu flooding as 
Chinese and Japanese policemen. But in the pages of popular newspapers and 
police memoirs, guerrillas and “bandits” seemed impervious to such natural di-
sasters. An August  26, 1923, article in the Tianjin-based Chinese newspaper 
Yishi bao described Korean guerrillas carrying out raids amid the chaos of mas-
sive flooding that year.60

Summertime, especially late summer, was also prime harvesting time for an-
other destabilizing fixture of the Sino-Korean border region—opium. As a cash 
crop, opium helped many communities along the border survive. This was es-
pecially true for impoverished Korean migrant villages in the remote Changbai 
region along the Chinese side of the upper Yalu. But illicit opium cultivation also 
contributed to the instability of the border region, especially when opium har-
vesters became the targets of local “mounted bandit” groups.61 Separate articles 
in the August 20 and August 23, 1928, editions of the Tonga ilbo (East Asia Daily) 
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describe bandits raiding Korean migrant villages in Changbai and kidnapping 
villagers as well as absconding with copious supplies of stolen opium. Attacks 
specifically timed to the “opium harvesting season” left local villagers in their 
wake “greatly disturbed.”62 Locally stationed Chinese soldiers managed to se-
cure the release of fifty kidnapped villagers and kill a bandit informant, though 
the fate of the bandits themselves was left unclear.63

A more mundane but no less noticeable feature of summertime Yalu border 
security was the intense heat and humidity. The range between lowest winter and 
highest summer temperatures in Chunggangjin on the Korean side of the upper 
Yalu River was a dramatic 81.6 degrees Celsius.64 It is little surprise, then, that 
Japanese colonial media such as the popular “Northern Korea Border Patrol 
Song,” written in 1928, mentioned “boiling” summer temperatures reaching 
nearly 40 degrees Celsius along with the frozen river and winter nights of less than 
-40 degrees Celsius.65 Writing about his experience standing watch over summer-
time ferries, police officer Mizuno complained about the sweat that “drenched my 
whole body” as he stood on the shade-less river bank. One could not escape the 
heat by drinking from the river, however, lest the dirty water induce multiple har-
ried trips to the toilet.66

Police records attest to the potent combination of environmental and human 
factors that made summertime a dangerous period for Yalu River border secu-
rity. Records of border raids and other high-profile incidents between 1920 and 
1927 published by the Police Affairs Bureau of the Government-General of Korea 
shows that approximately 43 percent, or nearly half of the total border incidents 
for the year, occurred during the four-month period between June and Septem-
ber (see figure 3.2). August in particular was dangerous, with nearly 13 percent 
of attacks taking place during this month alone.67 Records of North P’yŏngan 
Province police fatalities from 1910 to 1936 also show August to be the deadli-
est month for those stationed on the border, with nearly a quarter of total fatali-
ties (see figure 3.3).68

Such statistical observations are borne out in individual media accounts of 
summertime border violence. Throughout the early 1920s, newspapers in Korea, 
Japan, and China carried numerous reports of Korean guerrillas crossing the 
flowing Yalu to raise funds, “punish” wealthy Korean landlords and Japanese 
collaborators, distribute anti-Japanese pamphlets, and attack Japanese police or 
forestry stations.69 Guerrilla activity also occurred along the nearby Tumen 
River, though the occupation of Kando by Japanese police and military officials 
in October 1920 compelled most armed Japanese resistance groups to shift their 
focus to the Yalu and the northwestern Korean provinces of North P’yŏngan and 
South Hamgyŏng, where the Japanese presence was far less concentrated and 



FIgUre 3.2. Line chart,  organized by month, showing the number of incidents 
along the Yalu River border recorded by colonial Korean police authorities 
between 1920 and 1927. Note the highest number of incidents in July and 
August. 

Source: Chōsen Sōtokufu Keimukyoku, Kōtō keisatsu kankei nenpyō.

FIgUre 3.3. Line chart,  organized by month, showing the number of fatalities 
among border police in the colonial Korean border province of North P’yŏngan 
between 1910 and 1936. 

Source: Kosako Shintarō, Kokkyō no hana (Shingishū [Sinŭiju]: Shingishū Insatsu Kabushiki Kaisha, 1936), 
5–18.
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the geography more remote.70 By 1924–1925, as one border official later recol-
lected, summertime attacks seemed to be occurring “on a daily basis.”71 On Au-
gust  7, 1924, a group of Korean independence fighters set fire to a Forest 
Management Bureau office near Huch’ang before retreating into a nearby for-
est. Just two days later, five Japanese police officers were returning from the open-
ing of a gold-mining office in Ch’angsŏng, North P’yŏngan Province, when 
they were ambushed by Korean independence fighters, who killed four of the 
policemen and seriously injured the fifth.72 The unexpected nature of this attack 
was similar to that of another raid a year later. On August 28, 1925, anti-Japanese 
guerrillas raided Yangsan in the border county of Sakchu, shooting two local 
Koreans and burning down their homes after they attempted to report the guer-
rillas’ presence to nearby police. The next day seven police officials from the 
Yangsan station formed a search group to pursue the guerrillas, leaving just one 
officer behind to guard the police station. Later that day the guerrilla fighters 
attacked the station, killing the wife of one police officer and the wife and adopted 
daughter of another.73

The dramatic deaths of Japanese police wives during the Yangsan attack cap-
tivated the Japanese popular imagination in reports reiterating the seasonal 
dangers of the Yalu River border. A 1929 article in the popular magazine Kingu, 
for example, narrated the life of one victim, Kiyoko, who worked as a textile fac-
tory worker before marrying and moving to Korea. The article stated that 
Kiyoko had originally been invited to return to Japan immediately before the at-
tack, but had stoically refused to do so until after the summer, the most danger-
ous time for border security, had passed.74 The linking of seasonal border 
violence to police wives’ valiant sacrifice was found in other sources as well. 
One 1929 Japanese collection of vignettes on life along the Yalu border con-
tained an illustration of a border policeman and his wife along with a poem 
narrated from the wife’s perspective:

When the green leaves flourish
The bandits thrive as well
You w ill take your gun
I  will take up my sword
Ah . . .
In life or death, our fates are intertwined.

This poem’s seasonal reference to “flourishing green leaves” reinforced the 
dangers of the “flourishing season” while valorizing the masculine virtue of colo-
nial policemen.75 But ethnically Japanese border police wives were far from the 
only female victims of summertime border violence. The merciless “bandit sup-
pression” tactics of colonial police themselves inflicted untold hardship on local 
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Korean and Chinese women. In August 1924, for example, the Korean nationalist 
newspaper Tonga ilbo ran a series of articles accusing Japanese and ethnically 
Korean policemen in Kanggye County, North P’yŏngan Province, of raping local 
Korean women under the pretense of conducting “investigations.” The same 
women were then threatened by police after they tried to report these crimes.76

Responses to the seasonal violence that rocked the Yalu region during the 
early 1920s reached beyond the domestic to the diplomatic, contributing to 
mounting cross-border tensions between Japanese and Chinese officials. Chi-
nese diplomats stationed in Sinŭiju complained how every spring and summer 
anti-Japanese rebels “exploited the lush and dense mountain forests” to make 
cross-border raids, which Japanese police then used as an excuse to “suppress 
Korean dissidents” and trespass onto Chinese soil.77 At first, the attitude of Chi-
nese observers toward anti-Japanese activists was sympathetic, in large part 
due to their own concerns about Japan’s expansion into Manchuria and the rise 
of anti-Japanese nationalism in the wake of the May Fourth Movement.78 Within 
a few years, however, attitudes shifted as the number of Korean migrants grew 
and Chinese officials became increasingly worried about Japanese suppression 
of the Korean independence movement becoming a pretense for further expan-
sion into Manchuria.

In June 1925 an accord was finally struck between Mitsuya Miyamatsu, head 
of the Government-General of Korea’s Police Affairs Bureau, and Yu Zhen, po-
lice chief of Zhang Zuolin’s Fengtian regime. Known later as the “Mitsuya Agree-
ment,” this 1925 agreement promised that Chinese officials would arrest 
dissident Koreans and turn them over to authorities in colonial Korea. Most 
importantly for Chinese negotiators, a clause was also included stating that both 
sides would refrain from crossing the river into each other’s territory.79 The com-
mencement of greater Sino-Japanese cooperation on the policing of “rebellious 
Koreans” had devastating consequences for anti-Japanese guerrillas along the 
border. Guerrilla groups were already reeling from years of Japanese suppres-
sion as well as fierce factional politics and infighting that split the anti-Japanese 
insurgency.80 As a result, the total number of border “incidents” dropped pre-
cipitously from 270  in 1925 to 69  in 1926, becoming almost nonexistent by 
the end of the decade.81

Despite the successful blow to Korean guerrillas dealt by the Mitsuya Agree-
ment, Sino-Japanese tensions over the policing of the river border continued, 
often coming to a head during the warm and humid Yalu summer. On July 9, 
1925, Chinese officials from the Yalu-Hun River Waterfront Police began build-
ing an outpost on a river island near the upper Yalu county of Changbai to help 
patrol a nearby ferry crossing. Japanese policemen on the Korean side protested 
this construction by claiming that the island was actually Korean territory. 
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Chinese officials refused to tear down the half-completed building, defending 
their actions by saying that they were unaware of the island’s disputed status. 
Ultimately the Japanese police chief in Hyesanjin took matters into his own 
hands by ordering the unilateral destruction of the wooden outpost.82

In such ways Chinese border officials’ plans for “summer defense” (xia fang) 
were continuously frustrated by a determined Japanese police presence on the 
opposite side of the border. One detailed plan for “summer defense” in Andong 
described the city as “an important confluence point between land and water” 
and suggested mobilizing manpower from a variety of local administrative 
offices, including the Yalu-Hun River Waterfront Police and Andong city po-
lice, to police the region.83 In a 1930 report, Yalu-Hun River Waterfront Police 
chief Luan Yunkuai gave additional suggestions for combating Japanese police 
who used “bandit” border crossings as an excuse to “destroy the public order” 
on the Chinese side of the river. These included increasing the overall number 
of Chinese border police, connecting remote police stations with telephone 
wires, and undertaking regular patrols of the river using propeller boats.84

Measures undertaken by Chinese officials to reassert their border sovereignty 
worked to limit Japanese control over the Yalu border, but only for a time. Even-
tually, events on the eve of the autumn equinox of 1931 would irrevocably alter 
the preexisting regional balance of power.

The Brief Yalu Autumn
After long summers of searing temperatures, high humidity, riverside raids, and 
heated diplomatic tensions, the general consensus among Japanese border po-
lice about the Yalu autumn was that it was far too brief. “It is usually said that a 
single falling leaf heralds the coming of autumn,” remarked police officer Yamada 
Ainosuke, “but in the northern borders of Korea that does not apply. If a single leaf 
falls, then winter is known to be coming.”85 Such observations were not divorced 
from reality. According to data collected by a Government-General of Korea 
weather observation station in Chunggangjin along the upper Yalu, average maxi-
mum temperatures during the period 1925–1930 were 22.5 degrees Celsius in Sep-
tember versus 2.7 degrees Celsius in November, when ice often first started to 
appear on the river’s surface.86 As a result of the season’s brevity, discussion of au-
tumn among border officials tended to focus on preparation for the upcoming 
“icebound season,” including the strengthening of police station fortifications.87

For others, the Yalu autumn (however brief) presented another possible win
dow for furtive border crossings. In the late autumn of 1919, Korean revolutionary 
activist Yi Tusan decided to leave Korea and flee for the Chinese metropolis of 



	 Seasons of Yalu River Border Policing	 79

Shanghai, where many Korean independence activists were gathering in the wake 
of the failed March First independence protests. In a later memoir Yi recalled tak-
ing a train from southern Korea to the Yalu River border. Fearing the heavy police 
presence in Sinŭiju, Yi and a fellow traveler disembarked from a small rural sta-
tion outside the border city and proceeded to travel in disguise through the tall 
autumn grass to the river border. Night was approaching once they reached the 
Yalu and attempted to cross it by boat, only to be greeted by gunshots from the 
Korean side of the border as they crossed over.88 Whether the gunshots actually 
occurred or were a later embellishment, Yi was probably right to avoid the train. 
From 1919 to 1922 all Korean travelers across the border were required to show 
border agents a “travel certification” (ryokō shōmei) signed by Japanese police in 
their hometown. It would have been impossible for an independence activist like 
Yi to secure such papers.89 Measures instituted even after the abolition of this 
“travel certification” requirement were similarly repressive, including full-body 
searches and interrogations of border crossers.90 But Yi and other anti-Japanese 
activists continued to find ways to successfully penetrate border defenses.

On the eve of the autumn equinox of 1931, however, a key set of events occurred 
that radically altered the Yalu’s political landscape. At 10:00 a.m. on September 18, 
1931, Japanese military officers with the Kwantung Army staged a railway explo-
sion outside the Manchurian capital of Mukden (Fengtian), which they then used 
as a pretext to occupy the city and begin their planned conquest of Northeast 
China. Less than twenty-four hours later, Japanese military garrisons had already 
occupied Andong as well as other major cities in southern Manchuria.91 Military 
units stationed in Korea also hastily crossed the Sino-Korean border to help with 
the invasion and subsequent occupation, which would be cemented months later 
with the creation of the Japanese puppet state of Manchukuo.92

In response to the Japanese takeover of Manchuria, later known as the “Man-
churian Incident,” the Yalu River frontier once again erupted into what one 
Japanese policeman called a “state of war” (senji jōtai).93 Within China, Zhang 
Xueliang’s support of Chinese Nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek’s decision to 
not resist the Japanese invasion sparked popular outrage and support for vari
ous Manchurian rebel groups.94 Such groups included multiethnic Chinese and 
Korean Communist-led militias such as the Northeast People’s Revolutionary 
Army (formed in 1933), which three years later became the Northeast United 
Anti-Japanese Army.95 Older outlaw groups such as the Shandong-based “Big 
Sword Society” also utilized the political upheaval to expand their activities while 
occasionally allying with Communists and other guerrilla groups.96

The chaos of this border violence came to be closely entwined with the Yalu’s 
wintertime topography. Since the 1920s, cross-border media reports on wintertime 
border security had emphasized the extreme measures undertaken to police the 
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Yalu ice. For instance, in January 1922, a notice published in the Korean-language 
newspaper Tonga ilbo informed its readers that anyone traveling on the frozen riv-
er’s surface outside permitted daylight hours would be shot immediately.97 But at 
the same time, official and popular discussion of Yalu border security also devoted 
significant attention to the spring “thawing season” and raids during the summer 
“flourishing season.” It was not until after the 1931 Manchurian Incident that a pro-
liferation of high-profile attacks, among other factors, caused official anxieties to 
focus overwhelmingly on the winter.

Wintertime Policing and Vio lence  
along the Freezing Yalu
The appearance of floating ice heralded the imminent icebound season, which 
covered the Yalu’s surface in a thick layer of ice for almost one-third of the year.98 
The river’s freezing carried multiple meanings and uses to those who lived along 
its banks. As detailed in chapter 1, for those Chinese, Japanese, and Korean work-
ers in the Yalu timber industry, winter allowed newly felled timber to be easily 
transported by sledge over the now-frozen earth to the river, where it was stacked 
to be floated downstream in the spring. The frozen river was also a valuable 
source of fresh ice, which local residents cut and stored for use in the warm sum-
mer months.99 For many, moreover, the frozen Yalu brought new recreational 
opportunities. Ice skating was a popular sport in the frigid climes of northern 
Korea and southern Manchuria, where large sections of the river near the cities 
of Andong and Sinŭiju were converted into outdoor skating rinks and skating 
competitions were held with some regularity. As former Japanese and Korean 
residents of Sinŭiju later remembered, the region produced champion speed skat-
ers recognized throughout the empire.100

For border police on guard against cross-border “invasion,” however, the frozen 
river was less a place for recreation or commerce than a dangerous threat to their 
work. According to an internal document of the North P’yŏngan Province Police 
Affairs Bureau, the Yalu River served as a strategic “moat” around Korea during the 
spring, summer, and autumn months. But with the coming of winter this natural 
fortification disappeared (see figure 3.4). A subversive “freedom” of access was now 
allowed on the river’s icy surface, which became a convenient corridor for smug-
glers, “bandits,” and other groups whose activities threatened imperial control.101

Winter was a double-edged sword for Japanese border officials in the aftermath 
of the 1931 Manchurian invasion. So-called bandit suppression campaigns in 
Manchukuo aimed at crushing guerrilla resistance were often carried out in the 
winter, when, as one former Japanese soldier recalled in an oral account, the fresh 
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snow exposed the footprints of retreating guerrillas.102 At the same time, colonial 
police in  Korea feared that retreating Manchurian guerrillas in desperate need of 
supplies would exploit the frozen river’s accessibility to make raids into K orea.103 
As ethnically Korean border policeman Ch’oe Kiju wrote in 1933, so- called ban-
dits incited by the Manchurian Incident “would not miss the chance to run amok 
with the coming of the icebound- season.”104 Whereas summer was the statistically 
most deadly time for colonial Korean border security in the 1920s, the years 1932–
1933 saw over half of so- called bandit invasions into the Korean border province 
of North P’yŏngan occur during the winter months of December– March.105

FIgUre 3.4. Image of wintertime border policing from a commemorative 
photo  album. The original caption reads “inspection of travelers on the ice,” 
while the sign in the photo graph shows “regulations for traveling on the ice,” 
including a proscription against nighttime border crossings. 

Source: Heian Hokudō Keisatsubu, Kokkyō no mamori (Shingishū [Sinŭiju]: Heian Hokudō Keisatsubu, 1933), 27.

Concerns about frozen river crossings w ere most prominent among officials in 
colonial K orea. A concentrated police presence and d ecades of authoritarian colo-
nial rule in  Korea made the threat of “bandits” crossing into Manchukuo from 
Korea virtually nonexistent.106 By contrast, the mountainous and heavi ly for-
ested frontier of southern Manchuria, with rampant rural poverty on both sides 
of the border, had long provided favorable conditions for bandit and dissident ac-
tivity. Colonial officials’ amplified concerns about the Yalu winter manifested 
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themselves in a variety of settings. Documents sent by the Government-General of 
Korea to the Ministry of Colonial Affairs in Tokyo cited the specific dangers of the 
frozen Yalu and the increased “freedom” of movement on its surface in a plea for 
more financial resources and manpower.107 The tenor of official police publications 
also shifted to reflect greater fears about the wintertime Yalu. A 1925 edition of the 
Overview of Police Operations in Korea (Chōsen keisatsu gaiyō), published annu-
ally by the Government-General of Korea, noted that border attacks generally de-
creased during the winter season.108 But beginning with the 1931 edition, mentions 
of the “icebound season” highlighted it as “the most important time for police 
surveillance,” a theme repeated thereafter.109

While the frozen Yalu had long been a staging ground for illicit cross-border 
activity, three episodes illustrate the factors that led officials to consider winter par-
ticularly dangerous after the Manchurian Incident: the “T’osŏng Incident” of 1934, 
the “Tonghŭng Incident” of 1935, and a raid on Taegil in March  1936 (see fig-
ure 3.5). Just before midnight on January 22, 1934, approximately 140 anti-Japanese 
guerrillas launched a raid on a Japanese police box in the village of T’osŏng near the 
Yalu River. To escape detection, the group split up into smaller contingents of three 
to five people to reduce the crunching under their shoes as they traversed the snow 
piled up on the river’s ice. They were first noticed by two local Korean villagers con-
ducting night-time river patrols as members of a police-organized “self-defense 
corps.” By the time these villagers could contact a Japanese officer on patrol, the 
guerrillas had already reached the eastern entrance of the village. Hurriedly grab-
bing machine guns, the five officers stationed at the police box engaged with the 
guerrillas in a battle that ultimately left six villagers and one guerrilla dead before 
the anti-Japanese force fled back across the river into Manchuria.110

On February 13 of the next year, ethnically Korean Communist leader Yi 
Honggwang led approximately two hundred members of the Northeast People’s 
Revolutionary Army across the frozen Yalu to attack the Korean village of 
Tonghŭng. Records of female “comrades” in Yi’s band also shows how women 
were implicated in the seasonal politics of this border as more than just victims 
of border violence.111 According to one Chinese source, Yi’s attack began with a 
rallying speech about “striking down the enemy” and “winning back our home-
land.”112 The guerrillas did not retreat until after burning several houses, kid-
napping villagers, and engaging in an intense gunfight with colonial police that 
lasted nearly two hours.113 The wintertime attack on Tonghŭng prompted 
speculation in the Korean-language media of a second raid by Communist-led 
forces. Such an attack did indeed occur during the winter of 1935–1936. Some 
150 anti-Japanese guerrillas crossed the frozen Yalu before dawn on March 25 
to raid a police substation at Taegil, shooting and killing two policemen and tak-
ing all of the weapons in the station’s armory.114



FIgUre 3.5. Map of major icebound season “bandit” raids along the Yalu 
River, 1934–1936.
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One way border officials responded to dramatic wintertime raids was by de-
ploying technologies such as airplanes and telephone wires—all-weather tools 
also useful in other seasons of border surveillance. Airplanes were first used for 
border security in February 1935 after the North P’yŏngan Province Police Af-
fairs Bureau purchased two Salmson 2–type biplanes for reconnaissance pur-
poses. As a contemporary newspaper noted, the use of aircraft for policing was 
a first not only in Korea but in the entire Japanese Empire.115 Airplanes afforded 
a previously inaccessible birds-eye view of the region, allowing border officials 
to trace the movements of “bandits” and smugglers and spot their “hideouts” 
more effectively. Telephone technology further diminished the Yalu River bor-
der’s spatial challenges. The installation of telephone wires to connect remote 
police outposts on the Yalu was a priority of officials throughout the 1930s, and 
villagers living in riverside communities were often forcibly mobilized to help 
build telephone poles.116 As Daqing Yang has previously shown, the expansion 
of Japan’s telecommunications network was essential for maintaining control in 
Korea and elsewhere in the empire.117 But as quickly as border officials installed 
these wires to strengthen their regulatory reach over the river, anti-Japanese activ-
ists cut them down. When guerrillas attacked the Taegil substation on March 25, 
1936, they first snipped the station’s telephone wires before crossing the frozen 
river.118 Kim Il-sung’s autobiography also describes how guerrillas appropriated 
telephone parts for other purposes, including extracting the sulfur from tele-
phone insulators for use in gunpowder production.119

While the use of technologies such as telephones and airplanes was critical 
to the border security apparatus, the actual day-to-day work of wintertime river 
patrol still relied on a massive mobilization of human labor. Police officers in 
colonial Korea often moved from nearby locations in the northern provinces to 
other stations and substations on the river “frontline” (daiissen) each winter. As 
figure 3.6 demonstrates, for most years during the period 1931–1940, the num-
ber of police on the border consistently rose in the winter months.120

In addition to buttressing their own numbers, colonial police forcibly mobi-
lized local civilian populations to carry out wintertime riverside patrol. In vil-
lages along the Korean side of the Yalu River, colonial authorities began mobilizing 
local residents—primarily young men—to form rural “self-defense corps” “ (J: jik-
eidan, K: chagyŏngdan) since soon after the outbreak of the March First Move-
ment.121 By February 1938 the total membership in “self-defense corps” had grown 
to 16,932, more than seven times the number of full-time colonial police on the 
Korean side of the Manchurian-Korean border in March of the same year 
(2,407).122 Members of the “self-defense corps” were expected to carry out basic 
river patrol duties under the supervision of local police and were armed only with 
clubs while rotating hourly patrol shifts of the frozen border river until sunrise.123 
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The memoir of one Korean corpsman who grew up in the border county of Sakchu 
recalled how “one to two village residents w ere called up e very  evening to keep 
guard during the night  under the banner of ‘border security.’ If the sound of a 
barking dog or something similar was heard across the frozen ice . . . w e had to 
stare and watch with an intensity that pierced the frozen darkness.”124 Self-defense
corps members often paid a heavy price for their connection to colonial authority, 
such as during the March 1936 Taegil raid when one “self- defense corps” member, 
a Korean villa ger named Pak Killok, was killed by a guerrilla bullet.125

FIgUre 3.6. The number of border police stationed along the Korean side of 
the Manchurian- Korean border, 1931–1940. Note the obvious peaks around 
the winter months of December and March and lower numbers around June 
and September. Numbers are unfortunately missing for December 1937. 

Sources: Chōsen Sōtokufu Keimukyoku, “Kokkyō Dai ichi, nisen keisatsu haichihyō, Shi Shōwa go- nen ji 
Shōwajūichi- nen (1930–1936),” National Archives of K orea; Chōsen Sōtokufu Keimukyoku, Kokkyō Dai issen, 
“Dai nisen keisatsukan haichi kankei,” Shi Shōwa jūni- nen ji Shōwa jūshichi- nen (1937–1942),” National 
Archives of  Korea.

   

Manchukuo officials also mobilized local populations against “bandits” on 
the other side of the Yalu River border. Th ese eforts included o rganizing locals 
into “self- defense groups” (J: jieidan, C: ziweituan) that resembled  those in K orea 
(except the fact that they w ere allowed to actually carry firearms). Manchukuo 
authorities also implemented a baojia (J: hokō) system of collective responsibility 
for local security that was based on traditional Chinese pre ce dents as well as 
 Japanese pacification policy in colonial Taiwan.126 U nder this policy, allegations 
of colluding with guerrilla fighters could lead to violent reprisals not only against 
individuals but against entire communities. To further discourage local support 
of anti- Japanese guerrilla movements, Manchukuo officials wrested peasants 
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from their land and gathered them into closely guarded “collective hamlets” 
(J: shūdan buraku), where they were forced to display identification papers upon 
entering and leaving. This policy inflicted unprecedented hardship as deadly dis-
ease spread rampantly in the cramped collective villages and farmers were forced 
to abandon much of their farmland in the name of “bandit suppression.”127

Humans were not the only organisms mobilized in the fight for control of the 
Yalu River border, nor were they the only ones to endure its winters. Dogs were 
raised at border police and customs stations for use as patrol animals.128 These ca-
nines accompanied border police and custom officers on riverside patrols for 
smugglers and “bandits,” with their ferocity in fulfilling their assigned roles in-
spiring fear among observers in border communities. With characteristic bra-
vado, one police officer declared that all it took was a single dog bark and cry of 
“who are you!” (nuguyo) in Korean to stop many guerrillas from making the bor-
der crossing.129 Yet when faced with the depths of the Yalu winter, border officials 
wrote sympathetically of their station dogs “refusing to eat” until they had been 
sufficiently warmed, the cold nights draining them until “they had little energy to 
bark.”130

Carrier pigeons were another animal both essential to Yalu River border pa-
trol and susceptible to its climatic extremes. Carrier pigeons were widely used to 
relay messages between police substations in remote locations such as river is-
lands. They were also used by border police for cross-border “searches” (naisa) 
and “bandit suppression” in the Manchurian frontier.131 Accounts published by 
border officials contain numerous expressions of gratitude to these birds, and 
border police stations were often equipped with pigeon shacks in the event that 
their services were needed. Used most often during the summer months, the 
release of pigeons was often stopped in the winter due to climatic concerns. Care 
had to be taken that pigeons did not freeze to death during the most severe of 
Yalu winter nights, when temperatures would drop to -40 degrees Celsius or 
lower.132 In a 1936 article for the metropolitan newsmagazine Asahi gurafu, bor-
der policeman Noritake Kazuo included a list of animals—120 dogs, 194 chick-
ens, 2 ducks, and 4 pigs and cows—that froze to death in the area supervised by 
the Tonghŭng border police station in the winter of 1935–1936.133 Such figures 
confirm Aaron Skabelund’s observation that Japanese imperial expansion, in-
cluding Yalu border security, truly entailed the mobilization of “all creatures 
great and small.”134

As in years past, government-general officials’ success in patrolling the Yalu 
River during the 1930s often hinged on successful cooperation with authorities on 
the “opposite bank” (taigan). While such cooperation was significantly easier fol-
lowing the Japanese takeover of Manchuria, bureaucratic rivalries and differing 
priorities between colonial governments in Korea and Manchuria meant that it 
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was by no means automatic. After the hasty participation of the Korea-based 
Chōsen Army in the Manchurian Incident, the first official meeting about border 
security between the Government-General of Korea and the newly created Man-
chukuo government did not take place until January 15, 1933, nearly a year and a 
half later.135 Manchukuo authorities also complained about colonial Korean po-
licemen’s border trespassing in a manner similar to their Chinese predecessors. 
Such disputes were cited in a 1937 agreement between police officials in North 
P’yŏngan Province, which noted the “friction and discord” caused by “lack of con-
tact” between authorities on opposing sides of the river. This same agreement also 
described the icebound season as the most urgent time for cross-border coopera-
tion, showing how conflicts over border policing were linked to entrenched sea-
sonal anxieties.136

Suppression of guerrilla groups in their hideouts north of the Yalu ultimately 
mattered far more to Manchukuo authorities than the policing of the river it-
self. This was made evident in December 1934, when the Manchukuo gov-
ernment decided to remove some 200 policemen from the Yalu-Hun River 
Waterfront Police in the middle of the icebound season, cutting the overall size 
of the force in half.137 For authorities in colonial Korea, this decision seemed to 
confirm that they bore the brunt of Yalu border security. When asked by a news-
paper reporter about the potential effects of this move, an official from North 
P’yŏngan Province replied that while “it was difficult to say it would not affect 
their operations, we in North P’yŏngan haven’t really been able to rely on them 
for much help [in the past].”138

Even with these tensions, during the river’s icebound season Japanese military 
and police officials from both sides of the border continued to launch coordinated 
and brutal counter-insurgency campaigns against Manchurian guerrillas. Winter 
was the typical season for “bandit suppression” campaigns, which mobilized 
thousands of troops and policemen from across Manchukuo and Korea and often 
destroyed whole villages accused of harboring rebels. The choice of winter for 
counterinsurgency campaigns was motivated by a number of factors, including 
the scarcity of supplies for anti-Japanese guerrillas, which was hoped to induce 
their quick surrender, and the ability to track insurgents’ footprints in the freshly 
fallen snow. In a 2009 interview recalling his participation in Yalu “bandit-
suppression” campaigns, former Japanese soldier Takamura Eizō cited such expla-
nations while declaring that summertime counterinsurgency “simply didn’t 
work.” Takamura also punctuated his recollections with exclamations about the 
border region’s cold: “I was so shocked when I went by just how cold, so cold it was. 
Thirty below. God was it fierce!”139

The correspondence of Communist guerrilla leaders confirms that winter was 
indeed a time of considerable hardship. Even as border police writings described 
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the icebound season as a prime moment for “bandit” attack, guerrilla leaders 
first had to convince their comrades that operating in the winter at all was a good 
idea. In a letter circulated to Communist guerrilla leaders throughout North-
east China, one Chinese commander argued that despite the extreme cold and 
a lack of material resources when compared to the summer, “we must oppose 
the tendency to say ‘we cannot engage in guerrilla attacks during the winter.’ ”140 
Other guerrilla leaders’ writings are also filled with concerns about a lack of 
warm clothes and other supplies necessary to pass the harsh Manchurian win-
ter, a desperation that may have motivated them to carry out further raids.141 In 
an interview allegedly given to a Korean villager captured by his guerrilla forces, 
Manchurian guerrilla leader and later North Korean president Kim Il-sung be-
moaned the plight of his troops: “I’m a person with blood, with tears, with a 
soul, but here we are spending the cold winter wandering around like this.”142 
Frostbite was unsurprisingly a major enemy of guerrilla groups in the region in 
addition to Japanese military and police patrols.143

Better-equipped and -funded than their guerrilla counterparts, Japanese bor-
der police nonetheless had their own complaints about the experience of the 
bitterly cold wintertime Yalu. In a 1936 commemorative album entitled Border 
Security (Kokkyō keibi), Japanese police chief Morinishi Takejirō described his 
experience weathering the coldest temperatures ever recorded on the Korean 
Peninsula, –43.6 Celsius (–46.48 Fahrenheit), at the Chunggangjin police sta-
tion on January 12, 1931.144 “It’s impossible for me to describe in words the cold 
of –43.6 Celsius,” wrote Morinishi. “Even though the fire of the ondol145 is lit and 
the bottom of my futon is hot to the point of burning, the top of my futon is as 
cold as ice.” Hair washed with warm water would immediately freeze, and if one 
were to run his fingers through his hair it would easily break off. The eating of 
raw fish or sashimi was done “with bellies flat against the ondol-heated floor,” 
lest the essentially frozen fish be digested improperly.146

As a feminine antidote to portrayals of male border police suffering alone 
along the frigid, frozen Yalu, Japanese publications sympathetic to the border po-
licing effort highlighted policemen’s wives’ responsibility for protecting the wel-
coming warmth of border officials’ homes, both figuratively and literally. A police 
wife interviewed by a Japanese settler newspaper in Korea described caring for 
her husband’s frostbite wounds after he returned from wintertime counterinsur-
gency campaigns, while in a 1934 article in the popular women’s magazine Shufu 
no tomo (Housewife’s friend) police wife Kuromitsu Yoshiko described the “tre-
mendous” costs required to fuel the ondol underground heater of their home as 
one of their family’s major expenses.147 Noticeably absent from these accounts of 
imperial domesticity along the frozen Yalu were the voices of Korean wives of 
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ethnically Korean border policeman. Korean- language media also hardly men-
tioned  these  women— preferring to focus instead, when pos si ble, on the plight of 
 those Korean w omen victimized by the colonial security regime. What does sur-
vive in the archive are haunting images like figure 3.7, a wintertime photog raph 
from a 1933 border police photo a lbum that shows a cold- looking Korean border 
police wife and her J apanese counterpart surrounded by thickly bundled male 
policemen stationed at one remote police outpost.

FIgUre 3.7. Border police and  family members. 

Source: Heian Hokudō Keisatsubu, Kokkyō no mamori (Shingishū [Sinŭiju]: Heian Hokudō Keisatsubu, 1933), 52.

In a bid for sympathy and greater resources, border officials’ experiences with 
the wintertime Yalu  were narrated in special radio broadcasts,148 a “Northern 
 Korea border security” commemorative edition of the photo newsmagazine 
Asahi gurafu,149 and even on the silver screen. Produced by major Tokyo film 
studio Toho Co. Ltd,, the 1943 film Suicide Squad at the Watchtower (Bōrō no 
kesshitai) was set in a remote Korean village on the upper reaches of the Yalu.150 
During the summer and fall the village is an idyllic place where residents live in 
relative peace  under  Japanese colonial rule. Suspense builds, however, as winter 
approaches and what sounds like r ifle shots emanate from the river’s direction. 
The sound is actually that of the Yalu River freezing over, which portends the 
coming of the “bandits” who live across the border.151 The film thus reflected a 
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well-entrenched vision of the Yalu as a riparian border where seasonal flows of 
ice were as dangerous as cross-border “bandits.”152

The cross-border movements of anti-Japanese dissidents and Manchurian 
“mounted bandits” across the alternatively flowing or frozen Yalu River were a 
recurring feature of Sino-Korean border politics in the decades following the 
Japanese annexation of Korea. As an integral aspect of the imperial border’s liquid 
geographies, the mobilities of these human actors interlocked with the seasonally 
changing movement of water, ice, and other nonhuman elements of the border to 
present both opportunity and obstacle to imperial border-making efforts.

For Japanese border agents trying to police the fluid mobilities of border 
crossers, the thawing of ice and resulting upsurge in riverboat traffic, the intense 
summertime heat, humidity, and river flooding, and cold, frozen pathways of 
winter each posed different considerations and resulted in an intensive mobili-
zation of physical and human resources. As this chapter has shown, the signifi-
cance attached to different seasons also evolved over time in response to different 
major political crises within the broader Manchuria-Korea region. Prior to the 
Japanese occupation of Manchuria, colonial Korean border police used the cross-
border activities of Korean nationalists, which grew most intense during the 
summer “flourishing season,” as an excuse to cross the Yalu River at will and 
weaken Chinese sovereignty in the process. But anti-Japanese guerrillas also suc-
ceeded in penetrating border defenses and threatening the overall stability of 
colonial rule along the border by launching numerous deadly raids against river 
traffic and local police outposts.

Following the Japanese occupation of Manchuria, the accessibility of the fro-
zen river and ability to track guerrillas along snowy riverbanks made winter an 
ideal time for “bandit suppression.” Yet the same iced-over Yalu was also a ready 
pathway for opponents of imperial rule, who made several large-scale attacks 
across the frozen river in the early to mid-1930s. This in combination with the 
Yalu’s frigid temperatures also made border agents regard the “icebound season” 
with feelings of dread. Icy cross-border tensions also surfaced between colonial 
officials in Korea and Manchukuo, who sometimes viewed each other with suspi-
cion even as they generally cooperated to further broader goals of imperial expan-
sion. These intraimperial tensions over how best to police the dynamic liquid 
geographies of the Yalu boundary would manifest even more dramatically in the 
case of smuggling, the subject of the following chapter. Encouraging the mobility 
of capital and commodities across the Sino-Korean border was a perennial goal of 
Japanese border-making, but as was the case with other border mobilities, violent 
consequences ensued when these flows spilled outside officially-set channels.



91

Violent encounters with customs officials were nothing new for Yalu River smug-
glers. But for even the most battle-hardened, the morning of August 4, 1936, 
was especially deadly. At around 10:00 a.m., Manchukuo customs officials in An-
dong received word that three sampans manned by nearly one hundred Korean 
smugglers were operating in nearby waters. Hours later, customs officials were 
in hot pursuit, chasing the bootleggers as they attempted to flee to safety on the 
Korean side of the river. As one of the Koreans’ vessels escaped, the other two 
became locked in battle with customs officials’ motorboats. Smugglers pelted 
customs officials with stones and beat them with clubs, while customs officers, 
according to one source, threatened smugglers with gunshots and knives. By the 
end, embattled smugglers leapt into the murky, rain-engorged waters of the sum-
mertime Yalu in a last-ditch attempt to escape. Twenty-five of them drowned. 
Popular Korean-language media responded to customs “cruelty” with outrage. 
Meanwhile colonial officials in Korea condemned Manchukuo customs officers’ 
intrusion into their administrative territory, though the fluid boundary line be-
tween Korean and Manchurian sides of the river had always been near-impossible 
to define in practice.1

The movements of smugglers and flows of illicit commodities were a funda-
mental aspect of the Yalu River border’s liquid geographies.2 Following the 
Japanese annexation of Korea, most cross-border smuggling took place in a cir-
cumscribed riparian space adjacent to the Japanese railway concession in An-
dong.3 Even within this limited stretch, smugglers moved among and between 
the competing administrative claims of the Japanese colonial government in 
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Korea, various regimes, both Chinese and Japanese-controlled, on the Chinese 
side of the river, and the South Manchuria Railway Company, which adminis-
tered the Andong railway concession until its dissolution in 1937. Smuggling was 
shaped both by these fractured, competing, and ill-defined zones of political sov-
ereignty and the seasonally changing environment of the river itself. Smugglers 
proved adept at navigating across the river by boat in the spring through autumn 
months, utilizing their knowledge of riverine topography and the fractured sov-
ereignty of the river shore. Winter was no obstacle either, as official sources 
anxiously noted smugglers rushing to move goods across the frozen river.

Like the surveillance of political dissidents and “bandits” covered in the pre-
vious chapter, the policing of smugglers’ mobilities across the seasonally chang-
ing river environment illustrated the strengths and limits of the colonial border 
regime. This chapter narrates how Japanese imperial officials in Korea and Man-
churia attempted to channel and contain the liquid geographies of Yalu River 
smuggling in ways that benefited the regional expansion of Japanese power from 
the 1910s until the mid-1930s. Smuggling’s grunt work was done primarily by 
impoverished ethnic Koreans in the border cities of Sinŭiju and Andong, who 
came to know the flowing or frozen environment of the Yalu River intimately 
through their labors. These smugglers also acted as inadvertent foot soldiers of 
Japanese economic expansion by engaging in frequent violent encounters with 
Chinese customs officials. In many cases Japanese colonial officials and Japanese 
merchants on both sides of the border stood to benefit from smuggling, espe-
cially pre-1931 when the movement of illicit goods from colonial Korea to Man-
churia weakened Chinese sovereignty. But as much as smugglers’ pursuit of profit 
and seasonally contingent cross-border mobilities could work in favor of Japanese 
expansion, they also displayed the limits of the imperial border regime, espe-
cially as they collided against competing agendas of different Japanese colonial 
regimes that emerged after the Japanese takeover of Manchuria in 1931.

Manchukuo officials clashed with their counterparts in Korea and the An-
dong railway concession over the smuggling issue. While scholars have discussed 
discursive efforts to establish Manchukuo’s alleged autonomy and “sovereignty,” 
few have analyzed how Manchukuo’s distinct status in the empire was embod-
ied through daily local practices like customs enforcement on the border with 
colonial Korea.4 Manchukuo customs officials’ increasingly aggressive efforts to 
bolster the economic stability of the newly created Japanese client state through 
customs tax collection brought them into direct conflict with Japanese officials 
in Andong and colonial Korea who had long benefited from smuggling. Smug-
gling enforcement was also an act of seasonal border-making, as wintertime was 
an especially active time for illicit trade, but the warmer months also saw dra-
matic confrontations between smugglers and Manchukuo customs agents on the 
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watery surface of the Yalu. The alternatively watery and icy landscapes of Yalu 
smuggling were imagined in gendered terms that distinguished the sympathetic 
female smuggler from the organized “gang”-like activities of the male smuggler. 
With intensifying enforcement, the scale of these illicit economies finally began 
to retreat, though even these belated effects would prove illusory in the long term.

The Origins of Smuggling along  
the Colonial Yalu Border
Smuggling was a problem (or, depending on one’s perspective, opportunity) as 
old as the border itself.5 By the early twentieth century, illicit flows of cross-Yalu 
commerce took on new meaning as Japanese empire-builders tried to channel 
these liquid geographies for their own benefit.

The 1907 creation of a Japanese extraterritorial settlement and railway con-
cession in Andong, immediately across the river from the new railroad city of 
Sinŭiju in protectorate-era Korea, provided an ideal legal haven for bootleggers’ 
activities. As a result of treaties concluded between the Qing state and Japan in 
the wake of the Russo-Japanese War, the policing of the Japanese settlement in 
Andong was under the jurisdiction of the governor-general of the Kwantung 
Leased Territory in Dalian rather than Chinese officials.6 The Chinese Maritime 
Customs Service, a foreign-managed product of Western gunboat imperialism 
that oversaw Chinese customs revenue collection, ostensibly maintained an of-
ficial outpost near the Andong railway station.7 This gave Chinese customs of-
ficials an administrative toehold in the settlement, but they were otherwise 
powerless to use weapons, issue citations, or perform their duties without the 
cooperation of concession police. Such an arrangement proved a perennial source 
of frustration for customs officials on the Chinese bank of the Yalu, who de-
scribed the Japanese settlement in one 1916 report as the beating “heart” of 
Yalu smuggling operations.8

The illicit economy based around the Sinŭiju-Andong corridor expanded fur-
ther after the completion of the Yalu River Railway Bridge in 1911. The bridge, 
which channeled flows of goods across the seasonally variable river, also encour-
aged a rising tide of illicit trade. Just as the scale of legal trade across this rail 
route grew, so did smugglers’ activities. While stories of individual smugglers 
trafficking goods such as salt and currency splashed across newspaper headlines,9 
early records from the Chinese Maritime Customs Service in Andong show that 
corporate customs evasion by Japanese merchants operating for the newly 
opened South Manchuria Railway Company (SMRC) was just as, if not more, 
pervasive than other forms of smuggling. In 1914 a full 69.8 percent of customs 
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violations recorded in Andong were by Japanese merchants, many of them con-
tracted by the SMRC, who falsely reported the amount or value of their goods. 
Statistics such as this show that even after a special one-third reduction in cus-
toms rates on goods traveling over the Yalu via rail was negotiated between the 
Chinese and Japanese governments in 1913, attempts to defraud the Chinese cus-
toms remained rampant.10 And while the pull of the China market resulted in 
most contraband traveling north across the Yalu, smuggled goods flowed the 
other way as well. A July 15, 1922, article in the Korean-language Tonga ilbo (East 
Asia Daily) reported that 125 cases of smuggling had been recorded in Sinŭiju 
so far that month, an increase of nearly 60  percent over the previous year’s 
figures.11

Smugglers took advantage of the infrastructure built by Japanese imperial-
ists to facilitate trade across the river, including the Yalu River Railway Bridge. 
As previously mentioned, transporting goods by rail and then misstating their 
amount or value was one common tactic for merchants seeking to fatten their 
profit margin at the expense of customs officials.12 In addition, some individuals 
attempted to smuggle undeclared goods within passengers’ luggage.13 To com-
bat this, Japanese and Chinese officials began joint inspections of travelers’ goods 
at the Andong railway station soon after the railway bridge’s completion.14 The 
level of inspection was deep and invasive enough to cause inconvenience, if not 
outright embarrassment for ordinary travelers making the cross-border journey. 
In her 1928 account of an SMRC-sponsored journey through Manchuria, 
Japanese poet Yosano Akiko related how Japanese schoolchildren returning to 
Japan from a Manchurian sightseeing trip were forced to leave out their open 
bags for customs inspection, revealing to passers-by knapsacks stuffed with sev-
eral cartons of Western and Chinese-made cigarettes. Unsure whether the ciga-
rettes were intended as family souvenirs or placed there by a teacher eager to 
supplement his meager salary, Yosano nonetheless expressed disgust at a Japanese 
customs bureaucracy seemingly devoid of “empathy or human kindness.”15

The railroad bridge also offered smuggling opportunities on the eight-foot-
wide pedestrian pathways that abutted the railway tracks on either side. Every 
day a motley assortment of students, laborers, peddlers, and others jostled their 
way across the paths on rickshaws, bicycles, and by foot to their destinations on 
either side of the river.16 During the spring through autumn months, foot traffic 
typically peaked immediately before and after times when the central portion 
of the bridge swung open to boat traffic and pedestrians were not allowed on 
the bridge. Taking advantage of these bottleneck periods, smugglers attempted 
to meld into the crowd and evade the suspicion of onlooking customs officials. 
In other cases, smugglers on rickshaws or bicycles would rush quickly across to 
the safety of accomplices elsewhere in Sinŭiju or Andong, or most violently, split 
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into two groups, one of which would engage customs officials while the other 
group blasted past.17 The most daring would even leap onto or from passing trains 
or catch goods thrown out of train windows.18

The only nonaquatic means of crossing the river most months of the year, the 
railroad bridge was a convenient enough target for smugglers, but the density of 
police and customs surveillance ultimately made it a less attractive venue for 
large-scale smuggling than the fluid surface of the Yalu itself. For much of its 
history smuggling on the colonial Yalu River border was primarily river borne, 
which made the rhythms of these contraband flows inextricably bound to the 
annual cycles of the river environment.

Seasonal Environments of Yalu River 
Smuggling and Smugglers’ Identities
By the mid-1920s, smuggling on the Yalu River came to assume the specific en-
vironmental characteristics that would define its place in the regional economy 
for years to come. The spatial politics of the Yalu’s illicit economy was, to use a 
Dickensian phrase, a “tale of two cities,” Andong and Sinŭiju (figure 4.1). While 
the anti-Japanese guerrilla raids discussed in the previous chapter occurred all 
along the border, the bulk of Yalu smuggling occurred in a relatively circum-
scribed stretch of river adjacent to two particular sites: the Yalu River Railway 
Bridge and the district of Liudaogou in the Andong railway concession.

For goods traveling across the river from Sinŭiju to Andong, the main destina-
tion was a marshy corner of the Japanese concession known as Liudaogou. Liuda-
ogou’s propitious siting as a smuggling entrepôt was described in the following 
terms by a Western commissioner of the Chinese Maritime Customs Service:

Liutaokou [sic] is a desolate expanse of foreshore situated in nearly the 
extreme corner of the  Japanese settlement limits. Its facilities for smug-
gling are  these: It is a very lonely spot, far from the town and from any 
probability of interference. It is cut of from approach by our patrols, 
except by a very long detour, by a broad creek which  running obliquely 
into the main river just above Liutaokou, scours a deep channel right 
 under the bank  there permitting comparatively deep drought native 
boats to approach close to the shore. A village of the roughest type of 
Coreans [sic] adjoins this foreshore. Some of the  houses are said to be 
godowns for storing the goods brought across from Shingishu [sic]. The 
railway yards with their ware houses are within easy reach. The Cus-
toms H ouse is nearly two miles away.”19
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As this description of Liudaogou shows, the liquid geographies of Yalu smug-
gling extended not just to the main channel of the Yalu but also to the numer-
ous small creeks abutting the river and extending into places like Liudaogou. In 
the spring through autumn months, such streams allowed nimble smugglers’ 
boats to approach safety while preventing access to larger customs surveillance 
vessels.20 For the smuggler seeking to evade customs detection, an intimate 
knowledge of the Yalu’s riparian topography was thus an essential survival tool. 
Chinese customs officials repeatedly encouraged merchants to take their trade 
across the bridge as an antismuggling preventative  measure, showing the degree 
to which the river environment was seen as hostile to their control.21

FIgUre 4.1.  Japanese map of the twin border cities of Andong (upper left) 
and Sinŭiju (lower right) intersected by the Yalu River. 

Source: Kaizōsha, ed., Nihon chiri taikei 12- kan: Chōsen hen (Tokyo: Kaizōsha, 1930).

A 1921 report by the Andong customs office noted that Liudaogou was 
“considered a dangerous place for a Customs Officer to try and function, 
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especially at night.” As evidence, the same report cited an incident two years 
prior on October 2, 1919, in which an ethnically Korean tidewaiter (an officer 
who boarded and inspected incoming ships) named Y. P. Kim had been seized 
by smugglers in their boat, only managing to escape by jumping into the frigid 
river and swimming to shore.22 Considering that the Yalu typically froze over 
by late November, water temperatures at this autumnal time of year would have 
been cold indeed. Appeals for help from the Japanese concession police, the 
same report noted, had largely been in vain.

In addition to the serrated topography of the Yalu shoreline, the river’s sea-
sonal variations also fundamentally shaped the flow of smuggled goods between 
the Andong and Sinŭiju shorelines. The methodically kept diaries of Roy Max-
well Talbot, a US national employed by the Chinese Maritime Customs Service 
as commissioner of Andong customs, carefully describe the effects of seasonal 
change on smuggling operations. Talbot embraced the initial arrival of the win-
tertime icebound season, when floating chunks of ice in the river impeded the 
regular flow of cross-border traffic. Writing in a frustrated tone after ice failed 
to materialize one evening in late November, the commissioner explained: “Con-
tinuous mild when I want ice in river to stop the smuggling temporarily at 
least. It is getting on my nerves now.”23 But once ice on the river froze completely, 
Talbot found himself consumed by the burst of smuggling activity that fol-
lowed. By the springtime thawing of the ice, Talbot’s diary welcomed the end of 
the anarchic accessibility of the frozen river. “Ice on river becomes unsafe. All 
smuggling on ice consequentially ceases. Feel that it will never be as bad again 
as we contain it better by water.”24

From an administrative standpoint, winter was easily the most difficult sea-
son of all for smuggling regulation—a fact borne out in both qualitative and 
quantitative evidence from the period. A December 18, 1923, article in the Tonga 
ilbo described how both Chinese and Japanese officials were intensifying searches 
of handheld goods in response to the new “freedom” of movement offered by 
the river’s frozen surface.25 A report by the Andong customs commissioner a 
few months later detailed how since the freezing over of the river there “had not 
been a single night when rice smuggling had not occurred.” All throughout that 
winter, the report detailed, large groups of mostly Korean smugglers hired by 
Japanese merchants in Andong had been transporting sacks of grain across the 
river ice to Korea. When confronted by Chinese officials, the bootleggers would 
retaliate by throwing stones and otherwise resisting arrest.26 Talbot’s own di-
ary recounts an episode one January evening where he and other customs offi-
cers encountered hundreds of Korean smugglers standing around fifty to sixty 
loaded sledges atop the Yalu ice, waiting for an opportune movement for the 
goods to be quickly rushed ashore and onto safety. “Our small patrol,” Talbot 
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writes, “was powerless to cope with them.”27 Talbot also claimed that smug-
glers w ere plied with sake to make themselves “warm” and “courageous” dur-
ing the  bitter cold winter nights.28 Courage was certainly needed, not only for 
pos si ble confrontations with officials but also for braving a frigid pathway that 
occasionally cracked open and plunged smugglers to an icy death.29

In terms of quantitative evidence for the regulatory challenges of the “ice-
bound season,” a statistical analy sis of smuggling enforcement data gathered and 
compiled from reports produced by the Andong customs office over a nearly 
two- decade period (1912–1930) shows that the three- month period from Janu-
ary to March had noticeably lower citations than the remainder of the year (see 
figure 4.2).30 Such data could indicate a wintertime decline in the amount of 
smuggling. However, when paired with qualitative evidence like t hose sources 
discussed previously, the statistics suggest that the fewer citations w ere due to 
the overall decreased efficacy of the wintertime customs rather than smugglers’ 
unwillingness to brave the cold.

FIgUre 4.2. Line chart showing data for smuggling citations by Chinese 
customs officials in Andong. The data is o rganized into four three- month quar-
ters, roughly corresponding with annual seasons, and draws on data reported 
between 1912 and 1930 (except for 1929, for which data is inconsistent). 

Source: Zhongguo bianjiang shi di yanjiu zhongxin, Dongbei bianjiang dang’an xuanji, (Guilin: Guangxi shifan daxue 
chubanshe, 2007), v. 60:235–281, 436–508; 61:136–219, 376–424; 62:1–76, 181–266, 372–440; 63:1–58, 
189–227, 353–405; 64:1–44, 227–254, 359–391; 66:384–412; 67:261–317; 68:118–177; 69:116–174.

By pi loting boats in the spring through autumn months or riding sledges 
across the frozen wintertime Yalu, smugglers became intimately acquainted with 
the river’s seasonal transformations. But who w ere t hese smugglers that did b attle 
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with the river as well as customs officials? As the value of goods traded across 
the Yalu steadily grew, Koreans gradually became the dominant ethnic group 
among Manchurian-Korean border smugglers. Whereas ethnic Koreans made 
up only 4.3  percent of smugglers caught in Andong during the year 1914 
(Japanese, by contrast, made up nearly 80 percent), by a decade later (1924) that 
percentage had grown to approximately 45.2 percent, or nearly half of all smug-
gling citations. At the end of the 1920s, Koreans made up two-thirds of those 
cited for smuggling.31 This phenomenon of growing Korean participation in 
smuggling encouraged an official image of Koreans as inherently lawless and 
prone to illicit trade. Chinese customs authorities spoke with alarm of the in-
creasing number of Korean “ruffians” (baotu), many of them employed by 
Japanese merchants in the Andong concession, who regularly transported grain, 
salt, and other goods across the river.32 Cattle were even occasionally smuggled 
to avoid border controls for veterinary disease.33 In the racist words of one Amer-
ican commissioner: “By nature a Korean takes to smuggling like a duck to 
water.”34 Across the river, a similar perception of Sinŭiju developed as a smug-
gler’s haven and an unruly frontier city. ‘What thing is most plentiful in Sinŭiju?” 
a 1923 article in the Korean magazine Kaebyŏk rhetorically asked its readers. 
“Grain? Cargo? Fish? No. Then maybe sorghum wine? . . . ​No, it is none of those 
things. It is smugglers.”35

Blaming smuggling on Koreans’ ethnicity was easier than dealing with the 
systemic factors that fueled Korean participation in this illicit trade. One major 
issue was economic disenfranchisement. Even relatively elite Koreans in the bor-
der city of Sinŭiju complained about their exclusion from the city’s most profit-
able industry, timber processing, which was overwhelmingly in the hands of 
Japanese settler capitalists.36 Another factor encouraging Korean participation 
in Yalu smuggling was widespread rural poverty under colonial rule and the sub-
sequent migration of ethnic Koreans to Andong and other cities in southern 
Manchuria, where they enjoyed extraterritorial status as subjects of the Japanese 
Empire. Whereas only 50 Koreans lived in the Andong railway concession in 
1908, by 1917 that number had grown to 1,843, expanding further by 1929 to 
8,102 of 58,440 settlement residents (approximately 14 percent).37 These Korean 
residents frequently acted as brokers between Japanese and Chinese merchants 
in Andong and Sinŭiju. Participation in the illicit (though hardly underground) 
economy penetrated all levels of Korean migrant society, with marginalized, 
lower-class Koreans doing the dangerous day-to-day labor of transporting goods 
while elites provided capital and negotiated with Japanese and Chinese mer-
chants for further investment.38

Of course, widespread Korean involvement in smuggling would have been 
unimaginable without the protection offered by Japanese police authorities in 
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the railway concession. As a result of the Chinese Maritime Customs Service’s 
inability to carry weapons in the Andong railway concession, gangs of smug-
glers took to throwing stones, wielding clubs, and otherwise openly resisting ar-
rest when confronted by customs representatives. A report sent by the Andong 
customs to the governor of Fengtian Province related how even large groups of 
twenty customs agents had been attacked by well over a hundred stone-throwing 
Korean grain smugglers. The report’s author then accused Japanese concession 
police of providing “implicit protection” for smugglers’ activities by refusing to 
intervene.39 In another case, Chinese customs officers approached the Japanese 
police for help confiscating smuggled goods that had recently arrived from the 
Korean side of the river. Not only did the police refuse, but one Chinese cus-
toms officer allegedly heard the smugglers using the police station telephone to 
tell the owner of the goods that the goods had landed safely.40 Whether or not 
Japanese police actually let smugglers avail themselves of police station tele-
phones, Japanese officials and settlers alike thought they had much to lose and 
little to gain by aiding Chinese customs enforcement, as the following episode 
from the winter of 1930–1931 shows.

Sino- Japanese Diplomatic Tensions  
and a Wintertime Crackdown
By the late 1920s, Sino-Japanese conflicts over the issue of Yalu River smuggling 
were escalating in a manner that mirrored mounting tensions between the two 
countries. The successful unification of China under the Nationalist regime of 
Chiang Kai-Shek in 1927, after over a decade of divisive warlord politics, also 
brought portentous changes to the Chinese Maritime Customs Service. One key 
change was the new Nationalist regime’s recovery of tariff autonomy. Not only 
was the Customs Service staffed at its highest levels by foreigners, but the Qing 
and later Republican governments had been compelled by Western powers to 
maintain customs duties at an artificially low rate. Seeking a source of revenue 
to support their long-term state-building goals, the new Nationalist government 
successfully concluded negotiations to regain control over customs rates in 
1928.41 Just months later, on February 1, 1929, Nationalist leaders dramatically 
raised customs rates on goods traveling into the country.

While the increase in customs taxes did generate significant revenue for the 
Nationalist state, it also added dangerous fuel to the already volatile issue of Yalu 
River smuggling. Faced with the dramatic escalation of cross-border smuggling 
and a mandate to increase customs revenues for the new Nationalist government, 
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Customs Service officials unsuccessfully tried to seek help from Japanese author-
ities. Internal documents from the Japanese Foreign Ministry show the agen-
cy’s consular representatives in Andong trying to intercede on behalf of the 
Chinese Customs Service to secure help from Japanese police officials in Sinŭiju 
and Dalian, only to back away in response to opposition from Japanese mer-
chants in the Andong and Fengtian Chambers of Commerce. In May 1929, for 
example, the Foreign Ministry convinced the Andong concession police to help 
“preserve international trust” by devoting more personnel and police boats to 
smuggling patrol.42 By late June, concession police had recovered ten thousand 
pieces of luggage and 3,000 yen in lost customs fees.43 Yet after Japanese mer-
chants in Andong complained about the threat to their livelihood and even be-
gan mobilizing disgruntled Korean smugglers to threaten the Andong consul, 
the intensity of Japanese officials’ desires to aid the Chinese Customs Service 
quickly cooled.44 Not only did smuggling regulation threaten an-all-too lucrative 
source of income for the local Japanese settler economy, but officials also cited a 
potential security threat from thousands of unemployed Koreans.45

Japanese authorities’ unwillingness to help Chinese customs officials had vi-
olent consequences. In one May 1930 incident, customs officers engaged three 
sampans filled with approximately 10,000 yen worth of clothing. The Korean 
smugglers on board first resisted attempts to confiscate the materials. Accounts 
differ of what occurred afterward, with Chinese officials claiming that the flee-
ing smugglers all leapt into the river and escaped, while the Japanese Foreign 
Ministry claimed that one of the smugglers was beaten on the forehead severely 
before falling in the river and drowning.46 The next day, a large group of enraged 
Koreans brought the body of the alleged victim to a Customs Service station. 
Laying their comrade’s body down in front of the station doors, they then be-
gan breaking windows, smashing doors, and otherwise wrecking the station 
while the frightened customs officials on duty fled for safety. Accounts also di-
verge here in regard to the police response: the Chinese account claimed that 
the Japanese police did “nothing” to stop the violence, while the Japanese For-
eign Ministry report claimed otherwise.47

Such violence, along with the repeated entreaties of the Chinese Maritime 
Customs Service and the powerful Western interests backing them, compelled 
Japanese authorities to once again consider adopting a hardline stance toward 
smuggling enforcement. In January 1931, Kwantung Leased Territory officials 
issued the sternest set of regulations to date on smuggling. Colonial officials in 
Korea indicated their support of these measures, with Sinŭiju police authorities 
promising to add one extra policeman to every customs and police substation 
along the river in addition to requiring licenses (menkyo) for transporting goods 
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across the winter ice.48 Across the river Andong police officials met with local 
merchants and chambers of commerce to warn them about smuggling while also 
imposing stricter surveillance of the Yalu shoreline.49

It is not coincidental that the timing of these new regulations came with the 
arrival of the wintertime icebound season, a time in the year conventionally con-
sidered more difficult for smuggling enforcement. Japanese sources themselves 
noted the freezing over of the river and the commencement of traffic atop the 
ice as key factors giving urgency to their actions.50

Despite the challenges of ice and cold, by all accounts this newest regulatory 
push enjoyed promising initial success. On February 12 the North P’yŏngan 
Province police chief relayed to superiors in Seoul that the amount of goods ar-
riving at Sinŭiju station had decreased by a dramatic 60 percent since the new 
regulations were issued.51 Chinese customs records also show a sharp uptick in 
the number of smuggling citations, the number of citations for January–March 
being nearly double that of the previous year’s figure for the same period.52 The 
same factors that undermined previous regulatory attempts, however, soon chal-
lenged this crackdown. Japanese merchants in the Andong concession loudly 
protested the new measures, claiming that they not only hurt business interests 
but also damaged Japan’s international reputation. Merchants complained about 
alleged inequity in the application of this regulation, stating that Japanese busi-
nesses were uniquely targeted while “corrupt” Chinese officials and merchants 
were profiting from the less stringent enforcement outside the concession.53

Regulation also failed to address the systemic issues fueling participation in 
the illicit economy, including a lack of economic opportunities for Koreans liv-
ing along the Yalu River border. Estimates for the number of Koreans employed 
full-time in the smuggling trade varied; conservative estimates placed the fig-
ure around one thousand, while others claimed double that number in Sinŭiju 
and the Andong concession.54 In response to the January 1931 crackdown, Ko-
reans in Andong and Sinŭiju involved in smuggling, including members of one 
laborers’ association that represented over 250 Korean members, began making 
requests to local Japanese authorities for help being placed in other local indus-
tries. Japanese officials responded by temporarily employing some Korean smug-
glers in timber-processing plants or as street cleaners, but these opportunities 
failed to expand to the needed scale as Japanese organizations continued to ex-
hibit a strong preference for cheaper Chinese workers.55 It is no surprise then 
that many Koreans turned to the underground economy, where they encoun-
tered a more favorable reception from Japanese settler capital as smugglers.

The fate of this short-lived wintertime crackdown validated Chinese claims 
of Japanese border officials’ complicity in cross-border smuggling. Even as For-
eign Ministry diplomats pushed for greater cooperation with Chinese officials, 
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Japanese border police in colonial Korea and the Andong railway concession 
quickly backed down in the face of pressure from local Japanese merchants. Their 
implicit allowance of this commerce would persist even after the Japanese oc-
cupation of Manchuria, which would result in fractious intraimperial clashes 
over how best to manage the liquid geographies of Yalu smuggling.

Smuggling in the Era of the  
Manchukuo Customs
When Japanese troops occupied the city of Andong on the morning of Septem-
ber 19, 1931, the foreign-managed Customs Service was the only official institu-
tion they spared. Its fate, as well as that of other Customs Service offices in 
Manchuria, were left temporarily unresolved. Hundreds of miles away in the city 
of Shanghai, Roy Maxwell Talbot, a long-time American employee of the Mari-
time Customs Service, ruminated in his diary on the possible consequences of 
the Japanese occupation for his career. Talbot had been notified only days earlier 
of his new position as deputy commissioner of the Andong customs office, an 
eagerly anticipated promotion that led him to excitedly write “Deputy Commis-
sioner! ☺” with a caricatured smiling face next to it in his journal entry for that 
day. After reading news of the Manchurian Incident, however, Talbot more anx-
iously wrote: “My paper says the Japanese have occupied Moukden [sic] & dis-
armed the Chinese! What a business! This will probably interfere with my 
appointment at Antung?”56

Not only did the Japanese occupation “interfere” (to put it mildly) with Tal-
bot’s appointment as commissioner, but after a drawn-out process of failed ne-
gotiations and then outright force, Japanese authorities remade the Andong 
customs into a bureaucratic arm of the newly established Manchukuo govern-
ment. As a result of the Customs Service’s strong ties to the West, Japanese lead-
ers were initially reluctant to directly seize it and risk further alienating already 
strained Western support for their actions in Manchuria.57 But even as Chinese 
and Western outrage mounted, imperial officials quickly realized the Customs 
Service’s value as a revenue source for their Manchukuo state-building project. 
For months following the Manchurian Incident the Andong customs office ex-
isted in a strange limbo, with Chinese customs officials attempting to prosecute 
their duties and secure whatever help they could from Japanese police while at 
the same time preparing for a takeover that was increasingly inevitable.58 On De-
cember 17 Talbot wrote in his journal: “Much talk these days about the Japanese 
taking over the Customs. Very possible. There is no doubt in my mind that they 
intend to absorb Manchuria as they did Korea.”59 By March  12 Talbot was 
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issued his first demand to hand over the Customs Service office. Refusing to do 
so without express orders from his superiors in Shanghai, Talbot was finally re-
moved from his position by force on June 28, and a new Japanese director was 
installed.60

In theory, the Japanese takeover of the Andong customs office simplified the 
“smuggling question” by making it a matter of pure colonial policy instead of 
Sino-Japanese diplomacy. Indeed, by early 1932 Japanese police and military of-
ficials had already begun to take over enforcement duties on the Yalu River 
with gusto, leading one newspaper to declare that a bloody new “era of terror” 
was marking the end of previously open smuggling.61 Yet such sensational dec-
larations proved premature. Just as there had never been such a thing as a unified 
colonial policy on Manchuria and Korea before the Manchurian Incident, offi-
cials from the newly created Manchukuo state soon clashed with those from 
the Government-General of Korea and Kwantung Leased Territory over the best 
direction for smuggling regulation. Manchukuo customs officials continued to 
grapple with many of the same issues that had plagued their Chinese predecessors, 
including a growing demand for illicit goods among Japanese merchants, a shift-
ing riparian environment, the extraterritorial status of the Andong concession, 
and unwilling cooperation from authorities on the Korean side of the river.

The chaos following the Manchurian Incident provided fertile conditions for 
smuggling. Roy Talbot estimated the total loss of revenue for the Andong customs 
for the year 1931 to be nearly one million yen, a significant sum during a time 
when overall legal imports were down due to the ongoing global economic depres-
sion.62 In a March 30, 1932, diary entry Talbot wrote that an estimated 50,000 yen 
worth of goods made its way across the Yalu ice in a single night.63 Even after the 
stabilization of the Manchukuo customs office by late 1932, smuggling continued 
to grow due to Japanese investment in Manchukuo and the rapid economic 
growth that followed. Much of this traffic was in goods like shoes, cloth, opium, 
and precious metals.64 There was also the oft-smuggled salt, which remained sub-
ject to government monopoly in both Korea and Manchuria. According to one 
police official, by 1934 the loss of income due to salt smuggling along the Yalu 
River for the Andong customs office was a staggering 1.78 million yen.65

As was the case prior to the Manchurian Incident, the majority of Yalu smug-
glers in the border cities of Andong and Sinŭiju were ethnic Koreans. Former 
Korean residents of Sinŭiju recalled decades later how smugglers dominated the 
local economy during the early to mid-1930s. Rather than being condemned by 
fellow Koreans, these smugglers were reportedly viewed positively for their contri-
butions to the economic recovery of depression-era Sinŭiju.66 An example of this 
can be found in the life and career of Sinŭiju resident and Korean “smuggling 
boss” Han Munhwan. Born in 1896, Han was listed as a “grain merchant” in a 
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1928 newspaper article about Sinŭiju commercial activity.67 His name and the ad-
dress of his Sinŭiju storefront also appeared prominently in an advertisement 
printed in a 1931 local Korean-language gazetteer, suggesting a degree of respect-
ability and active participation within Sinŭiju’s small but vibrant Korean bour-
geois society.68 Just a year later, however, Han was arrested by colonial police for 
gold smuggling, eventually serving three months in prison for his crimes.69 That 
same year, an article published in the Dalian-based Japanese magazine Shin tenchi 
listed Han and his associates in the “Samsŏngho” trading company as some of the 
most notorious “smuggling bosses” along the Manchurian-Korean border.70

Han’s tempestuous relationship with Japanese imperial authority is reveal-
ing of how Korean participation in smuggling was in part a response to ram-
pant economic and political marginalization in Korean border communities. 
Han’s 1932 arrest was not his first brush with the law. In 1921 Han had been 
arrested and spent a year in prison for his alleged involvement with the Korean 
independence movement along the border.71 Han was thus one of many notable 
Koreans along the border who threw their support behind the anti-Japanese 
resistance movement in the wake of the March First protests. Whether or not 
Han’s 1930s-era smuggling was also linked to the resistance movement (as is un-
clear from surviving sources), it is clear that Han had long functioned at the 
margins of colonial law. Nonetheless, Han’s activities as a smuggler, or even the 
time spent in prison, do not seem to have diminished his prestige among fellow 
Koreans in Sinŭiju. Throughout the 1930s, Korean-language newspapers like 
the Tonga ilbo reported favorably on Han’s donation of large sums to different 
civic causes in Sinŭiju as well as his prominent participation in different civic 
organizations. This suggests smuggling bosses were hardly pariahs in their own 
border community, but rather important patrons and, as occasion required, em-
ployers.72 Figures like Han provided important sources of authority outside of 
the confines of the colonial state in the ordering of the Yalu’s liquid geographies 
of illicit commerce.

Korean smugglers who worked for smuggling bosses like Han Munhwan 
made the journey across the Yalu River individually or in large “gangs” (gyangu) 
of as many as a hundred or more members, a distinction often made in gendered 
terms. In a round-table discussion dedicated to the smuggling issue, Andong 
Chamber of Commerce director Iino Shōtarō differentiated between “masculine 
smuggling” and “feminine smuggling” along the border. The former, Iino ex-
plained, consisted of mostly male gangs of smugglers who would violently en-
gage customs officials whenever approached. “Feminine smuggling,” by contrast, 
consisted of individual acts of customs subversion by mostly female smugglers 
that were allegedly regarded as less threatening by officials and often went un-
punished.73 In a 1934 article on smuggling, Sinŭiju police chief Nakamura Mika 
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expressed sympathy for the older female smugglers who braved the frigid winter 
cold to carry small loads of salt across the Yalu nightly during the icebound sea-
son. “When one thinks of their suffering, is it not natural and human enough 
that the hand of regulation is reluctant to prosecute them?”74 Yet the reality of 
customs’ officials unrelenting gaze belied such claims of genteel pity. Korean-
language newspapers carried multiple articles describing male officials’ violent 
abuse of female border-crossers. In one case customs officials in Ŭiju brutally 
beat the stomach of a pregnant woman accused of hiding smuggled goods.75

The persecuted female Korean smuggler, driven by desperate poverty to 
gamble her life on the border, became a stock figure in 1930s Korean fiction. A 
1933 story in the literary magazine Samch’ŏlli (Three-thousand Li) narrated a 
fictional first-person account of a poor woman in Sinŭiju forced to smuggle 
alcohol and silk goods by her abusive husband. The story climaxes when a cus-
toms official nearly discovers the illicit goods the woman has hidden away under 
her clothing, only to stop when the protagonist complains of suffering from a 
“gynecological disease” (buinbyŏng).76 Another 1934 short story published in the 
women’s journal Sin kajŏng (New Family) told the story of a single mother who 
takes up salt smuggling to feed her young son and daughter after her husband, 
a cloth smuggler, dies trying to evade customs officials (see figure 4.3).77 The most 
well-known story in this genre, however, is feminist writer Kang Kyŏngae’s 1934 
short story “Salt” (Sogŭm), also published in Sin kajŏng. “Salt” tells the story of 
a poor Korean migrant to Manchuria who begins smuggling salt across the bor-
der after losing her husband to Communist guerrillas and two children to dis-
ease. While technically set along the Tumen River boundary, the narrative 
presented, including a description (censored at the time) of the protagonists’ 
resistance to arrest, would have been familiar to many who lived along the neigh-
boring Yalu as well.78

In contrast to Korean-language media portrayals of Korean women as vic-
tims of the customs regime, some Japanese-language publications sensationally 
portrayed these same women as skillful and calculating criminals. The author 
of a 1936 article for the Japanese settler magazine Mansen (Manchuria and 
Korea) described women who regularly stuffed large silver coins in their vagi-
nas and then attempted to walk nonchalantly across the Yalu River Railway 
Bridge. The known “customs record,” the article proclaimed in lurid tone, was 
an attempted seventy-seven coins smuggled in this manner, though the “aver-
age” was between thirty-five and fifty. Of course, the article reassured its Japanese 
readers, Japanese women had never been discovered engaging in such degrad-
ing acts (though Japanese women were also not likely subjected to the same in-
vasive inspections as their Korean counterparts).79
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FIgUre 4.3. Illustration of female Korean smugglers n ervously making the 
border crossing. 

Source: Ch’oe Chŏnggŏn, “Milsu sangsŭpja,” Sin kajŏng, August 1934, 16. Image courtesy of Hyundammungo 
Foundation.

Continuity and Change in the Seasonal 
Environments of Smuggling
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news reporting in colonial  Korea. A 1933 Tonga ilbo article related how smug-
glers waited for the Yalu River to freeze just as eagerly “as the Christians wait 
for the coming of their Redeemer.”80 In a November 29, 1935, piece, the same 
newspaper described Sinŭiju officials’ n ervousness in the face of the upcoming 
winter. Surging silver prices in Japan led an estimated 9,000–10,000  people to 
smuggle silver currency between Andong and Sinŭiju that year (a figure that, if 
true, would have been equivalent to roughly 17  percent of Sinŭiju’s total popu-
lation at the time81), and that number was only expected to increase during the 
“icebound season.”82

Writings by colonial  Korea and Manchukuo customs officials displayed an 
acute awareness of the heightened dangers of the frozen Yalu. Published in mul-
tiple editions throughout the 1930s, the Sinŭiju custom office’s booklet An In-
troduction to Sinŭiju Harbor (Shingishū minato ippan) described the icebound 
season as one in which smuggling was “especially” active, with smugglers mov-
ing “freely” between opposite sides of the riverbank. Specific solutions outlined 
in the booklet included the installation of more telephone lines and the construc-
tion of special surveillance huts atop the Yalu ice (see figure 4.4).83

FIgUre 4.4. Border officials pose in front of a surveillance hut built on top of 
the Yalu River ice. 

Source: “Apkang ŭi milsuch’ul kamsi,” Maeil sinbo, February 5, 1933.

Like the policemen discussed in chapter 3, J apanese customs officials imple-
mented a variety of m easures to manage the icebound season. The Andong cus-
toms office doubled the number of nighttime staf patrolling critical crossing 
points during the winter.84 It also took steps to rapidly increase its overall 
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manpower. The seizure of the office in 1932 precipitated the mass expulsion of 
Western and Chinese customs workers hostile to the Japanese takeover. While 
some Japanese and local Chinese employees of the Maritime Customs Service 
willingly stayed with the new regime, other replacements for lost personnel 
were hired from Japan.85 Still faced with a perceived manpower shortage, espe-
cially in the face of expanding smuggling operations, the Manchukuo Customs 
implemented annual exams to hire more officials, adding more than 280 in 1932, 
as well as 260 in 1933 and 130 in 1934, a significant percentage of whom were 
stationed in Andong. Additional customs agents were brought over from Japan. 
In 1933 the Andong customs office also opened new branch offices at strategic 
points along the upper Yalu, specifically in Linjiang, Ji’an, and Changkuan-
hekou.86 The results of this expansion were significant. While the Andong branch 
of the Maritime Customs Service employed 134 workers at the beginning of 
1932—a number that dropped to 36 immediately following the Japanese takeover 
of the office later that year—by 1942 this number had reached 537. Slightly over 
half of these employees were Japanese, and the remainder were ethnically Korean 
or Chinese.87

As was the case for the policing of anti-Japanese guerrillas, wintertime smug-
gling enforcement also entailed the mobilization of animal labor. In Novem-
ber 1934 the Tonga ilbo reported that eight “heartless” German Shepherd dogs 
had been imported for use by the Andong customs office from the Manchukuo 
Army, a first in the agency’s history. Published immediately before the onset of 
winter, the article predicted a “bloody confrontation” between these dogs and 
smugglers on the frozen Yalu.88 This article attracted the attention of colonial 
censors, who no doubt objected not only to the article’s sympathetic portrayal 
of smugglers who “put their lives on the line” to “feed their families,” but also to 
its negative depiction of guard dogs as demonic specters of the harsh Yalu 
winter rather than suffering and sympathetic imperial servants.89 Fears about 
customs dogs’ ferocity were not unwarranted. These dogs fulfilled their re-
sponsibilities with deadly efficacy, as was likely the case in January 1936 when a 
frozen corpse covered in dog-bite wounds was found atop the Yalu ice.90 But 
they were also not immune to the allure of bribery. One participant in a 1943 
roundtable on Yalu River smuggling, for example, related how smugglers occa-
sionally tried to feed police dogs and then use them for their own purposes (such 
dogs were no more venal than their human overseers, including seven Japanese 
and Korean policemen arrested in 1934 in Andong for taking bribes from cloth 
smugglers).91

Of course, the policing of Manchukuo-era Yalu smuggling went beyond the 
icebound season. As a March 1934 article in the Tonga ilbo reported, while the 
Yalu’s ice had retreated that spring, the problem of smuggling had not. Customs 
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officials on both sides of the Yalu were “gravely considering” methods of sup-
pressing this illicit trade, the article related, including the purchase of four high-
speed boats for use in Sinŭiju and the erection of searchlights on the Manchurian 
side of the river.92 Even with these technologies, however, the constantly shifting 
geography of the riparian border made prosecution difficult. Because most smug-
gling took place at night, it was frequently impossible for officials to determine 
where exactly a smuggling crime had been committed. Using small wooden boats 
to transport their wares across the river, smugglers exploited the ambiguity of the 
Korean-Manchurian border on the Yalu to their profit and advantage.93

Smuggling was even harder to control along the upper reaches of the Yalu, 
where the river was much narrower and thus easier to cross at any time of the 
year. While the bulk of border trade (licit and illicit) occurred between the twin 
cities of Andong and Sinŭiju, the amount of smuggled goods making their way 
across the narrow reaches of the upper Yalu was enough to attract the ire of 
Manchukuo customs officials. Among the officials dispatched to newly built 
branches of the Manchukuo customs stations along the upper Yalu was the Ko-
rean Ŏm Sŭnghwan. Ŏm later recounted his experience working at the Chang-
bai branch office of the Andong customs in an account serialized in the South 
Korean newspaper Chungang ilbo. As one of ten Koreans employed by the An-
dong office, Ŏm explained that he was chosen to lead smuggling enforcement at 
the new Changbai substation because “I knew Chinese.” While Ŏm’s Chinese 
fluency was considered a valuable asset for work in the region, Changbai was in 
fact one of the more culturally Korean areas of the Yalu’s Manchurian bank, with 
some 70 percent of the population ethnically Korean. This ethnic affinity encour-
aged cultural integration between Changbai and the Korean side of the river, as 
well as economic integration through smuggling. The flourishing of smuggling 
in the region was also encouraged geographically by the narrow and easily tra-
versable width of the border river. As Ŏm later recounted, after arriving at the 
Changbai branch office he and his three subordinates found it “impossible” to 
control smuggling due to the narrowness of the Yalu near its headwaters.94

Along the upper Yalu River border where customs employees like Ŏm were 
few and far between, colonial border police enforced trade regulations through 
their intrusive full-body searches of border crossers. In addition to searching for 
smuggled goods, police inspected border crossers regularly for weapons, illicit 
propaganda, or other indications of anti-Japanese rebel activity. In 1936 Korean 
journalist Yang Ilch’ŏn described the impact of such body searches on the daily 
lives of border residents as part of a multi-part travelogue of his journeys along 
the Yalu border published in the Tonga ilbo: “The border! A very short distance 
of water is like the difference between heaven and earth in people’s lives. Goods 
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that cross the river, even just one needle, are subject to customs tax, and people 
who cross the rivers are subjected to an aggressive body search.”95

Smuggling, Manchukuo-Colonial Korea
Border Tensions, and River Vio lence

     

Even while rampant smuggling vexed police and customs officials along the up-
per Yalu River, the bulk of illicit border trade remained concentrated along the 
Andong-Sinŭiju corridor, where tensions were heating up between Manchukuo 
and Korean customs officials over the ill-defined Yalu border. Much to the cha-
grin of their counterparts in the colonial Korean bureaucracy, Manchukuo cus-
toms officials began responding to the border’s murky ambiguity by ignoring it 
altogether. During the Maritime Customs Service era, the sovereignty of the 
liquid channel between Andong and Sinŭiju had often been in question. While 
Chinese officials claimed that the border ran through the middle of the river at 
its deepest point (a point that was impossible to define in practice), Japanese of-
ficials in Andong often claimed that the boundaries of the railway concession 
extended beyond the shoreline to the middle of the river abutting the settlement. 
Such a claim, as was pointed out by exasperated Maritime Customs Service of-
ficials, created an impenetrable “pipe line” of Japanese riparian sovereignty be-
tween China and Korea.96 Yet while Maritime Customs Service employees could 
only weakly challenge this monopoly, Manchukuo customs officials asserted 
their presence on the river much more forcefully due to the backing of the Kwan-
tung Army.

Unable to fully police smuggling in the Andong railway concession (which 
remained independent of Manchukuo until December 1937), Manchukuo offi-
cials began aggressively pursuing smugglers on the waterfront. This led to more 
violent confrontations with smugglers. It also amplified friction between the An-
dong customs and colonial officials in Sinŭiju. In a January 1935 article on smug-
gling, Sinŭiju police chief Nakamura Mika identified the Manchukuo customs 
officers’ frequent “invasion” of colonial Korea’s territorial waters on the Yalu as a 
growing threat to regional security.97 The previous chapter noted colonial Korean 
police exasperation with Manchukuo authorities’ disinterest in policing the bor-
der against “bandits.” Smuggling enforcement presented an opposite situation, 
where Manchukuo authorities’ aggressiveness earned the ire of Korean officials 
who stood to gain more from the generally northward-bound illicit trade.

Tensions between Manchukuo and colonial Korea climaxed in the late spring 
and summer of 1936 over a string of deadly skirmishes between smugglers and 
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Manchukuo customs officials on the Korean side of the Yalu. On May 23 Man-
chukuo customs officers approached a group of forty-five Korean smugglers 
crossing the river by boat. A scuffle quickly ensued, which resulted in the smug-
glers’ vessel flipping over and throwing its occupants into the river. Nine of the 
smugglers on board drowned as a result. Reporting on this incident days later, 
the Tonga ilbo printed the full names of each of the alleged victims while accus-
ing Manchukuo officials of “murder.”98 Then on August 4, as discussed in the 
introduction to this chapter, a similarly deadly event occurred as twenty-five Ko-
rean smugglers drowned following a battle with Manchukuo customs officials. 
This incident incited a similarly vociferous response from the vernacular press 
in colonial Korea, though Manchurian papers were understandably more 
measured in their own coverage of such events.99

Rather than earning the rebuke of colonial censors, strongly worded accusa-
tions of Manchukuo “atrocities” in Korean newspapers were tolerated, and even 
encouraged, by colonial officials. Claims about Manchukuo authorities’ “tyr-
anny” were repeated in the Maeil sinbo (Daily News), an official mouthpiece of 
the Government-General of Korea. The Maeil sinbo nonetheless deflected the 
blame from the Manchukuo Customs in general to the specific actions of a few 
rogue customs agents, calling for their swift punishment after prompt negotia-
tions between officials on both sides of the river.100

The mounting tensions over Yalu River smuggling created an open rift in 
the policies and rhetoric of Manchurian-Korean integration then being pro-
moted by top Japanese officials. Beginning in the mid-1930s, Governor-General 
Minami Jirō (a former commander of the Kwantung Army) saw Manchuria’s 
rapid industrialization under the aegis of the Japanese military as a chance to 
advance the industrial development and militarization of the Korean Penin-
sula. According to this strategic vision, Manchuria and Korea would together 
act as a “supply base” for further Japanese expansion on the continent. With 
such top-level pressure to improve Manchurian-Korean relations, it was not 
long before officials in Andong and Sinŭiju would attempt to put aside their 
differences. An October 22 meeting between Japanese authorities in the An-
dong concession and those from the Manchukuo customs office agreed to im-
plement drastic measures such as a complete nighttime ban on boat traffic.101 In 
November, Sinŭiju officials also announced their intention to more aggres-
sively pursue the smuggling issue. Abandoning the “passive” approach tradi-
tionally adopted by Sinŭiju authorities, by late 1936 customs and police officials 
were raiding the merchant houses of notorious smugglers and seizing the cargo 
of boats deemed to be smugglers’ vessels. Popular media reported how such 
measures were “striking fear” in the hearts of the thousands of smugglers who 
called Sinŭiju home.102
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The timing of these measures—immediately before the onset of the winter-
time icebound season—was also indicative of how climate, as much as intraim-
perial infighting, helped shape the Yalu River’s illicit economies. By 1937 colonial 
officials achieved some success in their efforts to reduce the number of smug-
gling incidents on the Yalu, though in the face of wartime economic disruptions 
and encroaching winter ice these results ultimately proved elusive. As regula-
tion intensified, officials on both sides of the border also cooperated in direct-
ing smugglers’ labor toward civil engineering projects and other “legitimate 
occupations.” The respite brought by these measures was brief, however. Follow-
ing the outbreak of the Second Sino-Japanese War in 1937, the cessation of con-
struction projects in the face of the approaching icebound season and rising 
commodity prices in Manchukuo reinvigorated cross-border smuggling. Despite 
increased cooperation between cross-border officials, the smuggling issue re-
mained unresolved.103

Much like “bandit” and guerrilla activity, smuggling assumed a distinctive sea-
sonal bent as merchants took advantage of the frozen wintertime border to evade 
officials’ disciplinary gaze. Once the ice retreated, smugglers (overwhelmingly 
Korean by the late 1920s) quickly switched to transporting goods over the river 
by boat or, less frequently, by rail and foot across the Yalu River Railway Bridge. 
But as this chapter has demonstrated, navigating the seasonal riverscape of the 
Yalu was just one part of a smuggler’s job. In all instances, the ability to navigate 
between different zones of sovereignty was also an essential factor behind smug-
glers’ success. Colonial officials in Korea often refused to prosecute goods head-
ing toward southern Manchuria, the destination of most contraband on the Yalu, 
while Chinese customs officials were unable to operate freely in the Japanese rail-
way concession. Both factors were a source of constant frustration for the Chi-
nese customs office in Andong, and such disputes continued long after the 1931 
Manchurian Incident and the Japanese takeover of the Andong office in 1932.

Rather than discouraging smuggling, the creation of Manchukuo led to an 
unprecedented outburst of smuggling activity. After seizing control of the Andong 
customs office, Manchukuo authorities attempted to buttress the new state’s fi-
nances by aggressively policing smuggling. However, such efforts were frustrated 
by the rapid expansion of smuggling of gold, silver, salt, cloth, and other goods. 
Like their earlier counterparts in the Chinese Maritime Customs Service, the 
Manchukuo customs also encountered a freezing and shifting river that readily 
defied attempts at border demarcation and set a volatile stage for smugglers’ ex-
ploits and debates with officials in colonial Korea and the Andong concession 
about river sovereignty.
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The Yalu’s illicit economy remained relatively unwieldy until Japanese author-
ities began implementing various measures after 1937 to more thoroughly as-
similate the Yalu border. These measures included the abolition of Japanese 
extraterritoriality in Manchukuo and the corresponding dissolution of the An-
dong railway settlement in December 1937. They also included the industrial de-
velopment of the Yalu corridor and construction of the massive Sup’ung Dam 
between 1937 and 1945, discussed in the following chapter. Together, these 
changes radically reshaped the liquid geographies of Yalu smuggling and life 
along the river in general. But even with these changes, the prevalence of smug-
gling between Andong and Sinŭiju continued to defy official expectation and 
define imperial border-making efforts.



115

Prior to the 1940s, the freezing of the Yalu was a regular occurrence. The ques-
tion was never if the river would freeze over, but when. During the winter of 
1941–1942, however, the icebound season for a significant portion of the lower 
Yalu River was a full month and a half shorter than the previous yearly aver-
age.1 In subsequent winters, the lower Yalu would not freeze over at all.2

The source of this profound transformation in the Yalu’s seasonal cycles was 
the Sup’ung Dam, second largest in the world at the time of its completion in 
1944. Japanese engineers intended for this to be the first of seven projected dams 
along the Yalu, which together would harness the river’s flow to provide hydro-
electricity for imperial industrial projects in Manchukuo and Korea. Begun in 
1937, construction of the dam occurred as Japan waged all-out war in China and 
later Southeast Asia and the Pacific. Earlier scholarship by Hirose Teizō and 
Aaron Stephen Moore has demonstrated the massive scale of this undertaking 
and how it legitimated colonial exploitation through a technocratic discourse 
of “Scientific Japan.”3 The Sup’ung Dam ultimately required 850,000 tons of con-
crete and millions of hours of manpower to complete.4 It also displaced thou-
sands of local Koreans and Chinese and contributed to the disappearance of 
timber rafts from the lower Yalu, as well as winter ice. In the eyes of border po-
liceman and writer Noritake Kazuo, the Yalu was no longer the free-flowing 
river of the past, but an electricity-generating “lake.”5

This chapter specifically focuses on how Sup’ung Dam construction repre-
sented the intensification, and ultimate culmination, of long-standing imperial 

5

DAM CONSTRUCTION AND 
“MANCHURIAN-KOREAN UNITY”  
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efforts to channel the Yalu River border’s liquid geographies. Under the banner 
of “Manchurian-Korean unity” (Mansen ichinyo), officials in Manchukuo and 
colonial Korea worked collaboratively to transform the Yalu into an “economic 
river” (keizai kasen) that served an empire expanding rapidly into China, South-
east Asia, and the Pacific.6 This did not entail the erasure of the formal political 
boundary between Korea and Manchukuo, as some scholars have supposed.7 
Rather, the border was used as a resource for imperial expansion as Japan’s mil-
itary adventurism pushed the empire’s frontiers far beyond Northeast Asia. 
Wartime infrastructural and border policing projects sought to harmonize re-
lations between Korea and Manchukuo and ensure that the human and nonhu-
man mobilities of the river border flowed in productive and profitable ways. Just 
as the Sup’ung Dam channeled the Yalu River’s roaring current into currents of 
exploitable hydroelectric power, new harbors, bridges, railways, and other in-
dustrial infrastructure—alongside anti-Japanese “bandit” suppression cam-
paigns and crackdowns on Yalu River trade—attempted to channel the dynamic 
cross-border movements of peoples, goods, water, and ice for the empire’s 
benefit.

Completion of the Sup’ung Dam and successes on other border-making fronts 
caused Japanese propagandists to exult about their “conquest of nature” and the 
obliteration of remaining barriers the Yalu posed to imperial expansion. Yet the 
seasonally changing river, and the mobile actors who traversed its surface, con-
tinued to behave in ways that belied Japanese narratives of conquest. The process 
of reengineering the Yalu border to fit the ideological and material aims of 
“Manchurian-Korean unity” was undercut by a combination of local human and 
nonhuman resistance and the internal contradictions of Japanese policy. Infra-
structural projects like the Sup’ung Dam met significant challenges from the Ya-
lu’s summertime floods. When it came to border surveillance, Chinese and 
Korean guerrilla fighters continued to launch raids on Japanese border posts 
until their violent suppression by Japanese police and military forces, while 
smugglers continuously subverted the border regime by evading customs fees. 
Administrative tensions between Korea and Manchukuo also manifested over 
debates about local fishing rights and competing industrial projects. Japan’s in-
sistence on maintaining the Manchukuo-Korean political boundary helped con-
tribute to the longevity of these divisions as local bureaucrats defended the 
interests of stakeholders on respective sides of the border. Amid these challenges 
and imperial overreach in the Asia-Pacific, the project of “conquering” the Yalu 
proved ultimately unsustainable, even as the Sup’ung Dam irrevocably altered 
the river’s environment.
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Creating “Manchurian- Korean Unity” 
through Yalu Development
As documented in chapters 3 and 4, the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in 1931 
did little to dissipate the long-standing tensions that had developed along the 
Yalu River border. Like the thick ice that clung to the river into the early spring, 
it would take more than a flash of heat from the Kwantung Army’s guns to melt 
the frosty distrust that had characterized cross-Yalu relations. Border police in 
Korea worried about the sudden escalation of anti-Japanese guerrilla raids, while 
customs officers felt threatened by the increasingly assertive intrusion of Man-
chukuo customs boats into their territorial waters.8 Colonial officials across the 
Korean Peninsula also worried about the sudden attention and resources from 
the Tokyo government being devoted to the new client state. As Louise Young 
has convincingly argued, Manchukuo became the “jewel in the crown” of the 
Japanese Empire after 1931.9 In the jealous eyes of some Japanese settlers and of-
ficials in Korea, Manchukuo’s new position as prized “centerpiece” of the 
Japanese imperium necessarily diminished Korea’s former status as the largest 
and most important colony.10 Even as migrants flocked to the region for new eco-
nomic opportunities (both real and imagined) and the allure of new markets 
caused businessmen in Korea to more eagerly embrace the new Japanese pres-
ence, it was not until 1936 that the real groundwork for regional political and 
economic integration was laid out, with the fluid and seasonally changing Yalu 
River at center.11

The impetus for greater Korean-Manchurian cohesion came from both larger 
imperial pressures and the personal initiative of the new governor-general of 
Korea, Minami Jirō. With tensions between Japan and China mounting, senior 
figures in the Japanese Army felt the need to mold Korea and Manchuria into a 
unified “military supply base.”12 Among those was former Kwantung Army com-
mander Minami, whose appointment to the position of governor-general of 
Korea in August 1936 was immediately perceived by the colonial Korean press 
as an “opportunity” to “deepen relations” between Korea and Manchukuo.13 In 
keeping with these expectations, Minami exploited his deep personal connec-
tions to Manchukuo’s Kwantung Army leaders to bring colonial Korean policy 
more in line with the client state’s plans for industrialization. On October 29, 
1936, Minami met with his successor as Kwantung Army commander-in-chief, 
Ueda Kenkichi, at the Japanese consulate in Tumen along the northeast Sino-
Korean border. Also accompanying them to discuss matters of joint security and 
Manchurian-Korean border policing were the chief of the Kwantung Army mil-
itary police and the head of the Government-General of Korea (GGK) Police 
Bureau. Scholars have argued that the phrase “Manchurian-Korean unity” and 
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its political agenda first arose at this meeting, subsequently known as the Tu-
men Conference.14

Among the items discussed at the 1936 Tumen Conference and subsequent 
meetings was the need for Manchukuo and colonial Korean officials to work to-
gether to develop the Yalu River by better harnessing its liquid flows of people, 
goods, and water.15 This collaborative effort would include new, jointly built in-
frastructure such as bridges as well as hydroelectric dams. Bridges would create 
more corridors for containing flows of commodities and border-crossers across 
the Yalu, while dams would channel the Yalu’s watery current to provide elec-
tricity for industrial projects in Korea and Manchukuo. Korean-Manchurian col-
laboration would also involve intensified policing of the river border to achieve 
political and economic stability in what had long been a volatile frontier. In their 
own separate meeting at the Tumen Conference, Kwantung Army and GGK po-
lice officials agreed to cooperate further on issues of border policing against 
“bandits” and smugglers. It would take further wrangling at the local level to re-
alize these ambitions, but the Tumen meeting provided a significant verbal com-
mitment to ending the tensions that had developed around border enforcement.

It was not long before the rhetoric of “Manchurian-Korean Unity” and the 
resulting Tumen Conference led to more concrete agreements on collaborative 
reengineering of the Yalu River border. On December 10, 1936, less than two 
months after the Tumen meeting, officials from Manchukuo and colonial Korea 
met in the Manchukuo capital of Shinkyō (Changchun) to ink the “Memoran-
dum Concerning Bridges on the Yalu and Tumen Rivers.” As detailed in chap-
ter  2, bridge construction had long been considered integral to the goal of 
solidifying imperial control in the region. With the original 1911 railroad bridge 
serving as a critical conduit of trade and surveillance since its completion decades 
earlier, Japanese officials now sensed the opportunity to build multiple new 
bridges across the border while ostensibly avoiding the diplomatic rancor that 
characterized the earlier project. The December 1936 memorandum specifically 
called for the construction of fourteen bridges across the Yalu and neighboring 
Tumen River, with eight to be built by the Manchukuo regime and six by the 
Government-General of Korea.16

A month after the completion of the bridge agreement, a meeting between 
the administrative director-general of Korea and the head of the Manchukuo 
Transportation Bureau yielded the “Memorandum on the Formation of a Joint 
Manchurian-Korean Technical Committee on the Yalu River.”17 This new joint 
committee sought to address what had long been a thorny issue in cross-border 
relations: namely the colonial Korean government’s monopolistic management 
of the Yalu River trade route, which included the maintenance of buoys and other 
aids for river navigation as well as periodic hydrographic surveys of the river’s 
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mouth. Like other aspects of Yalu border-making, river route maintenance was 
a seasonal act. The freezing of the Yalu necessitated the removal of river buoys 
in the winter, while summer flooding could alter the river’s course and thus 
require that navigational markers be relocated. A plan for joint Manchurian-
Korean management of the river was first drafted in 1932 by the South Manchuria 
Railway Company.18 This plan initially received support from the Japanese Im-
perial Navy but was later rejected by Governor-General of Korea Ugaki Kazush-
ige. The colonial Korean government had ignored earlier Chinese petitions for 
joint river management prior to 1931, and it had little intention of relinquishing 
its monopoly in this new era of border relations.19 It was only after protracted 
negotiation, and assurances by Manchukuo officials that they would not chal-
lenge the Korean government’s claim to Hwanch’op’yŏng and other river islands, 
that agreements were made that put in place the chain of events leading to the 
creation of the Joint Committee.20

While Japanese officials in Manchukuo and colonial Korea had to overcome 
mutual distrust to achieve agreements on Yalu waterway management, they 
readily united around the need to monopolize cross-border trade and commod-
ity flows by muscling out foreign competition. One of the most significant for-
eign competitors for Japanese merchants in Andong was a British merchant 
named George Shaw. Shaw was a multinational figure who capitalized on his 
unique cultural identity and Western extraterritorial privilege in ways that cut 
against the Japanese imperial project. Born to an Irish father and Japanese 
mother in the southern Chinese treaty port of Fuzhou, Shaw moved to Andong 
following its opening as a treaty port and found success as a ship owner and 
proxy for the UK-based Swire Trading Company.21 Not only did Shaw irk 
Japanese rivals by successfully driving business away from Japanese-owned trad-
ing companies in Andong and Sinŭiju, but he also provoked Japanese authori-
ties by allegedly harboring Korean anti-Japanese guerrillas in his Andong office.22 
Furthermore, Shaw repeatedly refused to comply with Japanese regulations that 
stipulated the hiring of Japanese boat pilots to take ships around Korean river 
islands when traveling upstream to Andong, preferring to use his own hired Chi-
nese pilots instead.23 After repeatedly failing to outcompete him, Japanese au-
thorities in Manchukuo eventually bought out much of Shaw’s shipping interests 
and turned them over to the quasi-governmental Daan (Great Peace) Steam-
ship Company in 1935, though Japanese officials would not succeed in com-
pletely driving him out of the region until 1938.24 Such measures illustrated the 
dramatic lengths to which Japanese authorities tried to manipulate the Yalu’s 
trade flows for their own benefit.

Plans to monopolize flows of riparian commerce were followed by even more 
radical ambitions to dam the river, thereby converting its powerful, flowing 
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current into currents of hydroelectricity. The dream of harnessing the river’s 
energy had been held by imperial planners and promoters in the region long 
before the era of “Manchurian-Korean unity.” Engineers from the South 
Manchuria Railway Company (SMRC) conducted multiple surveys of the 
Yalu between 1922–1928, collecting data on the river’s current and possible sites 
for future dam projects while avoiding attacks from Korean guerrillas. In 1923 
SMRC officials also secured a concession from Manchurian warlord Zhang 
Zuolin for a proposed Sino-Japanese hydroelectric company that would struc-
turally resemble the Yalu River Timber Company created a decade and a half 
earlier.25 Not to be outdone by their Manchurian counterparts, officials from 
Korea conducted their own hydroelectric surveys of the Yalu. The Government-
General of Korea’s Communications Bureau (Teishinkyoku) first measured the 
streamflow of the Yalu as part of its larger Second Hydropower Study (1921–
1929) of rivers throughout the Korean Peninsula, followed by even more de-
tailed surveys of the river in 1936.26

The importance of harnessing the Yalu’s volatile current to broader goals of 
borderland pacification was clear for early dam proponents. In a 1923 report, 
Japanese technician Kurihara Chūzō expounded the benefits of a proposed Yalu 
dam for regional stability and “border security” through increased industrial-
ization.27 But it was precisely factors like continued political instability and cross-
border tensions that postponed the realization of these plans until August 1937, 
when a memorandum on the hydroelectric development of the Yalu River was 
drawn up between the Manchukuo and Japanese governments. After debate 
among technicians in Manchukuo and colonial Korea, the decision was made 
to build the first of seven proposed dams along the river at Sup’ung-dong, a site 
located some forty miles upstream from Sinŭiju.28 Construction would be di-
rected by separate Manchukuo and Japanese corporations collectively referred 
to as the Yalu River Hydropower Company (Ōryokkō Suiryoku Hatsuden Ka-
bushiki Kaisha), though in reality both entities shared the same management 
and personnel. The founding capital for the Yalu River Hydropower Company 
was set at one hundred million yen. The Manchukuo government supplied half 
of this amount, while the other half was raised from a group of private and quasi-
governmental organs in colonial Korea that included the Bank of Korea and 
Noguchi Jun’s Chōsen Nitrogenous Fertilizer Company, which planned to use 
the electricity to power new chemical fertilizer plants.29

The Sup’ung Dam was conceived by imperial technocrats as centerpiece of a 
new Yalu River “industrial belt” that would include not only the Sup’ung Dam 
but also six additional dams, bridges, grand harbor projects at the mouth of the 
river, and mineral exploitation of the upper Yalu.30 Such industrialization would 
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be the harbinger of a new regional order based on cross-border cooperation in 
the spirit of “Manchurian-Korean unity.” Japanese bureaucrats in Korea and 
Manchukuo were hardly alone in thinking grandiosely about dams during this 
period. As Christopher Sneddon argues, large dams became the ultimate sym-
bols of technical “modernization” in the twentieth century, embraced by power
ful countries across the globe.31 Promoters of the US Grand Coulee Dam 
heralded it as the harbinger of a “new kind of civilization,”32 while the Soviet 
ideologue Leon Trotsky called for dams to “give lights to cities, to drive facto-
ries, and to enrich ploughland.”33 The Sup’ung Dam project thus did not emerge 
in isolation, but was a local manifestation of a worldwide trend toward highly 
intensive forms of hydraulic engineering. Japanese engineers themselves learned 
from this global dam-building expertise, touring major dam sites in the United 
States during the 1930s and eventually ordering the Sup’ung Dam’s turbines from 
engineering firms in the United States and Germany.34

The Sup’ung Dam project drew on transnational expertise and material, but 
rather than inspire peaceful global coexistence, the Sup’ung Dam was instead 
mobilized to further Japanese imperial conquest. Once completed, hydroelec-
tricity generated by channeling the Yalu’s powerful liquid current would go on 
to power the industrial transformation of Korea and Manchukuo into ostensi-
bly united “military supply bases” for bloody campaigns in China, and after 1941, 
the greater Asia-Pacific.35

Challenges to “Manchurian- Korean Unity” 
and Yalu River Development
The fluid human and nonhuman mobilities, or liquid geographies, of the Yalu 
border region had long been a vital, but also perennially troublesome, element 
of Japanese expansion into Korea and Manchuria. This dynamic continued 
throughout the process of Yalu industrialization and the creation of a border re-
gime of “Manchurian-Korean unity.” Persistent raids by anti-Japanese guerril-
las, lingering rivalries between local populations and governments on both sides 
of the river, and dramatic summertime floods all revealed ways in which the 
fluid, and seasonally variant, movements of human and nonhuman actors spilled 
outside the channels set by Japanese border officials.

Skirmishes with anti-Japanese guerrillas continued even as imperial planners 
made grand plans to develop the frontier river. The Northeastern United Anti-
Japanese Army (Dongbei kang Ri lianjun), formed under the aegis of the Chi-
nese Communist Party as an alliance of previous guerrilla groups, was one major 
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group that defied Japanese border development.36 The same year that construc-
tion of the Sup’ung Dam began, a raid by two hundred guerrilla fighters under 
lianjun commander Kim Il-sung shook the confidence of border police officials 
in Korea. The June 3, 1937, attack on the upper Yalu town of Poch’ŏnbo succeeded 
in destroying local government offices as well as setting fire to a Japanese police 
box, the local elementary school, and post office. Altogether, Kim’s forces occu-
pied the town for a full day before retreating into Manchuria.37 Preparation for 
the attack began days earlier as Kim’s forces established contact with anti-
Japanese activists on the Korean side of the river and later constructed a raft 
bridge across the flowing summertime Yalu. As was later related in Kim’s auto-
biography, “a strange tension” gripped his “entire body” as he and his forces made 
their way across the river, which he was surprised to find less heavily patrolled 
than he had expected.38 The temporary success of Kim’s guerrillas at Poch’ŏnbo 
drew comparisons by colonial police to earlier wintertime attacks like the 
Tonghŭng Incident of 1935 (discussed in chapter 3), and as a result, renewed ef-
forts were made to strengthen the security apparatus around the Yalu.39 Mem-
ory of the successful Poch’ŏnbo raid would also form an eventual cornerstone 
of Kim’s cult of personality as ruler of North Korea.

“Bandit suppression” accelerated amid the pressing need to secure the Sup’ung 
Dam and other new industrial projects under the new regime of “Manchurian-
Korean unity.” After high-level police and military officials from colonial Korea 
and Manchukuo met during the October 1936 Tumen Conference, both sides 
agreed to provide greater support and increase mutual communication during 
bandit suppression campaigns timed primarily for the fall and winter.40

Seasonal patterns of border security continued to define Japanese counter-
insurgency efforts. In a 1940 report to Communist officials, Chinese guerrilla 
leader Wang Zhengmin described how Japanese police and military utilized the 
summer months to conduct reconnaissance missions and distribute soldiers 
throughout the geographically remote forest and mountain regions preferred by 
guerrilla forces.41 The most intensive anti-guerrilla suppression campaigns then 
took place during the late fall and winter, when climatic and material conditions 
posed greatest difficulties for guerrilla fighters and their paths were exposed by 
the freshly fallen snow.42 These border suppression campaigns yielded some sig-
nificant results, including the capture and execution of “bandit” leader Wang 
Fengge in March 1937.43 Yet the newly formed Northeast Anti-Japanese United 
Army continued to actively resist Japanese military and industrial campaigns 
in the region. A 1939 report published by the Manchukuo province of Tonghua, 
which included the upper Yalu counties of Changbai and Linjiang, detailed how 
nearly a thousand “Communist bandits” still operated within the province’s 
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boundaries. The majority of these “bandits,” the same report explained, were eth-
nic Koreans who participated in anti-Japanese guerrilla activities during the 
1920s. These groups now comprised a multiethnic body led by figures such as 
the Koreans Kim Il-sung and Ch’oe Hyŏn, and Chinese guerrilla leader Yang 
Jingyu.44

Amid “bandit” suppression and other forms of seasonal border-making, early 
construction of the Sup’ung Dam took place under intense surveillance and a 
prominent police presence. Japanese engineer Satō Toshihiko later recalled be-
ing accompanied by five machine-gun-wielding border policemen on an initial 
Yalu dam site survey conducted by propeller boat.45 Once work began, border 
police were mobilized not only to continually patrol the massive construction 
site against possible attack or infiltration but also to monitor the movements of 
the more than seventy thousand Korean and Chinese villagers displaced by the 
dam’s construction.46 The same security measures were undertaken for other 
Yalu industrial projects. The Dongbiandao Development Company (Tōhendo 
Kabushiki Kaisha), a quasi-governmental Manchukuo corporation founded in 
1938 to exploit mineral resources along the upper Yalu River basin, hired a pri-
vate police force from Japanese border police and soldiers experienced in “ban-
dit suppression,” establishing a direct personnel link between border pacification 
efforts and regional industrialization.47

Despite cooperative efforts to subjugate unruly guerrillas and tame the river, 
massive infrastructure projects like the Sup’ung Dam exposed persistent in-
traimperial tensions along the Yalu’s banks. No matter how diligently imperial 
boosters proclaimed the need for “Manchurian-Korean unity,” the border’s con-
tinued existence, buttressed by imperial Japan’s insistence on Manchukuo sov-
ereignty, served as a flash point for long-held regional rivalries.

Competing local interests on the border were especially clear when it came 
to the twin ice-free harbor projects of Dadong and Tasa-do. For decades pro-
moters of regional development on both sides of the border had bemoaned the 
Yalu’s insufficiencies as a channel for waterborne trade. These included the riv-
er’s shallow depth and its dramatic seasonal variability, especially flooding in 
the summer and the layer of thick ice that covered the river for almost a third of 
the year.48 Larger marine ships bound for the railway boomtowns of Andong and 
Sinŭiju had to stop and unload their wares at ports located far away at the riv-
er’s mouth. Thus, in the eyes of local officials, the region’s further development 
would require the construction of new harbors at these spots at the river’s mouth 
that did not freeze over in winter. Among the locations considered for new har-
bor construction were two small Korean islands near the mouth of the river col-
lectively referred to as Tasa-do. Tasa-do’s value as an ice-free port that could be 
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readily linked by railway to Sinŭiju was first recognized by Japanese officials in 
1904 during the Russo-Japanese War.49 Despite repeated surveys and private at-
tempts to develop the harbor, however, it was not until 1935 that construction 
of the full-fledged railway link began under the quasi-governmental Tasa-do 
Railway Company.50 Construction of the harbor itself proceeded in three stages, 
with the first beginning in 1927 and later phases commencing in 1936 and 1938. 
Each stage of construction brought greater ambition and heftier budgets, with 
projected expenditures growing from half a million yen in 1927 to thirteen mil-
lion yen by 1938.51

While Tasa-do was originally conceived as the primary port of call for future 
Yalu development,52 by 1937 officials and entrepreneurs in the city of Andong 
were pushing for their own ice-free harbor on the Chinese side of the river’s 
mouth. Plans for the “Dadong” (Great East) harbor project called for a massive 
industrial port city that would house over four hundred thousand people and 
feature dozens of factories powered by cheap Yalu electricity.53 Once construc-
tion began in 1939, the project’s proponents were all too eager to denigrate the 
value of the Tasa-do harbor while highlighting Dadong’s advantages. A Janu-
ary 1940 series of articles in one Manchurian newspaper criticized Tasa-do’s lack 
of facilities for industrial development while maintaining that “development of 
Dongbiandao should of course take place through Dadong.”54 Meanwhile, a 
June 1940 article in a Korea-based newspaper pointed out multiple flaws in the 
Dadong plan while stating that Yalu development “must still rely on Tasa-do.”55 
Despite multiple proclamations by top-level Japanese authorities that both har-
bors were necessary for the Yalu’s development, regional loyalties demonstrated 
the persistence of border divisions in the era of “Manchuria-Korea unity.”56

Cross-border rivalries were also evident in debates over Yalu fishing rights 
and access to the springtime icefish harvest. As discussed in chapter 1, these 
feuds first emerged in the Protectorate period (1905–1910), when Japanese offi-
cials aggressively expelled Chinese fishermen from the Yalu’s fishing grounds. 
A 1935 South Manchuria Railway Company study complained that little had 
changed since then, as officials in colonial Korea continued to pursue “monop-
olistic” fishing policies.57 Even into the late 1930s and the era of “Manchurian-
Korean unity” local officials in North P’yŏngan Province and Andong Province 
repeatedly failed to reach a compromise on the issue. Adding urgency to these 
debates were dramatic declines in springtime icefish harvests due to overfishing 
and pollution caused by runoff from the Sup’ung Dam construction site and 
other new industrial sites. In June 1938, major newspapers in Korea reported that 
whereas the annual icefish catch typically amounted to 25,000–30,000 kan (or 
roughly 93,000–112,000 kilograms), as of late May 1938 fishermen had only har-
vested 4,000 kan, a fraction of the yearly average. As fish populations plummeted, 
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competition intensified for this underwater resource.58 Just when both parties fi-
nally seemed to be reaching a consensus in September 1940, however, talks col-
lapsed again due to what one Korean newspaper called the “fickle attitudes” of 
Manchukuo officials and the concerted pleas of Korean and J apanese fishermen 
“willing to die” before they yielded their three- decade- long control of the lower 
Yalu’s icefish fishery.59

Maps  were also mobilized by the participants of this fiery debate. When North 
P’yŏngan and Andong officials reconvened to discuss the fisheries issue in spring 
1941, the Andong del e ga tion tried to refute colonial  Korea’s claims to almost all 
of the river’s fishing rights by explaining how even official J apanese Army maps 
drew the border between Manchukuo and K orea in the m iddle of the river.60 As 
such arguments demonstrated, as long as the border’s existence was reified on 
official maps it would remain a point of division and contention between  Korea 
and Manchukuo (See figure 5.1). 

FIgUre 5.1. Detail from 1939 map of Manchukuo produced by the  Japanese 
Army. The map shows much of the lower Yalu River as being on the Manchukuo 
side of the borderline (drawn with crosses). 

Source: Dai Nippon Teikoku Rikuchi Sokuryōbu, Manshūkoku yochizu: hyakumanbun no ichi, 1939, available 
at https:// searchworks.stanford.edu/view/9684408.

By April 8, 1941, both sides eventually came to 
an agreement that allowed for a l imited number of licensed Chinese fishermen 
to harvest icefish in the lower Yalu— a first since 1909.61

https://searchworks.stanford.edu/view/9684408
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Summer Floods and the Seasonality  
of Dam Construction
While rivalries centered around cartographically reinforced bound aries between 
 Korea and Manchuria challenged eforts to build “Manchurian- Korean unity,” the 
Yalu River itself remained a formidable obstacle to border industrialization. This 
became evident in the construction of the Sup’ung Dam, which  Japanese engi-
neers increasingly framed as an attempt to “conquer nature” (daishizen o seifuku 
shi) and subjugate the river.62 “Conquering” the river through dam construction 
involved mobilizing hundreds of thousands of Chinese, Korean, and  Japanese 
workers, some of whom  were prisoners and forced laborers, from all across Japan’s 
empire.63 It also meant displacing approximately 70,000 Korean and Chinese 
farmers from the dam site, who w ere given only minimal reimbursement for their 
lost land before being sent to locations as far away as northern Manchuria.64

Even as the considerable  labor resources and disciplinary tools of the  Japanese 
Empire  were marshaled for the Sup’ung proj ect, the river had its own way of 
seemingly fighting back. Annual summertime floods posed the most intracta-
ble prob lem for dam construction. In 1938 torrential floods of 20,000 cubic me-
ters per second destroyed ongoing work, while floods continued to delay dam 
construction the following summers (see figure 5.2).65 

FIgUre 5.2. A June 1940 flood destroyed a construction bridge in front of 
the Sup’ung Dam. 

Source: Chōsen Ōryokkō Suiryoku Hatsudensha, Suihō kensetsu kinen shashinchō (Sakju: Chōsen Ōryokkō 
Suiryoku Hatsuden Kabushiki Kaisha, 1943).

Altogether, such damage 
pushed back the dam’s final completion by two years.66
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The power of the Yalu’s torrential floods humbled the engineers who super-
vised dam construction. In a memoir, Japanese engineer Satō Toshihiko recalled 
meeting a senior colleague who had worked on the 1911 Yalu River Railway 
Bridge. When the latter remarked how “crazy” it was to try to dam the powerful 
Yalu River, Satō countered by explaining how construction plans for the dam had 
already made careful allowances for the river’ natural force. Most of the pouring 
of concrete for the structure would take place during the winter when the river’s 
current was at its weakest, Satō explained. In the summer, construction would 
mostly cease as powerful floods would be allowed to wash over the site. Although 
this plan managed to convince the skeptical bridge builder, in practice accom-
modating the Yalu’s seasonal variability was more of a challenge.67 Later in his 
memoir Satō recounted how a 20-meter tall and 1.5-meter thick concrete block 
was suddenly washed away one day without a trace during a summer flood. “This 
made me realize the incredible power of water,” Satō remarked.68

The intensity of the Yalu’s summer floods was tied to decades of human in-
terference in the forested ecosystems of the upper Yalu watershed. The link be-
tween deforestation, soil erosion, and flooding was well-understood among 
foresters and state officials throughout East Asia. In his study of Japanese colo-
nial forestry in Korea, David Fedman describes how colonial foresters often re-
peated the four-character phrase chisan chisui (tame the mountains, tame the 
waters) in their injunctions to colonized Koreans to plant trees.69 At the same 
time, revered “founder of modern China” and first president of the Republic of 
China Sun Yatsen similarly urged his government to adopt afforestation meth-
ods to combat rampant flooding.70 Despite such rhetoric, the sheer size of the 
Yalu’s forests, protected for centuries by Qing isolationist policy and their re-
moteness, led many to ignore the flooding problem while assuming that the re-
gion’s timber resources were uniquely “limitless.”71 Logging of the rich stands 
of timber along the upper Yalu River Basin accelerated following Japanese ex-
pansion into the region and the 1908 creation of the Sino-Japanese Yalu River 
Timber Company. By the 1930s, dozens of timber processing facilities were op-
erating in the twin border cities of Sinŭiju and Andong.72 Timber-felling grew 
more rapid following the outbreak of the Second Sino-Japanese War in 1937, as 
the Japanese state mobilized forestry resources throughout the empire to fuel 
the war effort. By 1942 total forest cover in northern Korea had fallen to just 
68  percent of its 1927 level, while forest cover in Manchuria also declined 
precipitously.73

In addition to the mass extraction of timber sponsored by the colonial state, the 
activity of swidden farmers, known in Korea as “fire-field farmers” (K: hwajŏnmin), 
also hastened Yalu forest degradation and flooding. Like slash-and-burn agri-
culturalists in other parts of the world, these farmers subsisted on marginal 
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mountainous lands by burning down forests (often state-owned) and harvesting 
crops in the resulting open land. In the eyes of Japanese officials, slash-and-burn 
agriculturalists not only subverted the imperial state’s command over forest re-
sources but also posed a larger security threat along the Manchurian-Korean bor-
der.74 Among fire-field farmers, many of them former tenant farmers driven by 
poverty to this hardscrabble existence, illicit practices like salt and tobacco smug-
gling, as well as opium cultivation, were a way of life and necessary means of sur-
vival.75 The various measures undertaken by Japanese officials to sedentarize these 
slash-and-burn agriculturalists included resettlement programs as well as strict 
punishments for those who violated the state’s forestry laws. Despite these measures, 
the numbers of hwajŏnmin continued to climb. As of 1936 over 300,000 families 
were engaged in such marginal farming, a 300 percent increase since 1916.76

As the Yalu’s forests were slowly depleted, observers near and far ruminated 
on the link between timber-felling and the region’s floods. In his 1943 book about 
Manchurian forests, forestry science expert Murayama Jōzō bemoaned the “na-
ked red earth” along the upper Yalu caused by timber overharvesting that be-
gan in the late Qing period and continued under the Yalu River Timber 
Company.77 When dramatic floods hit the region earlier in 1935, Korean intel-
lectual Yun Ch’iho commented in his diary, “The conscienceless and heartless 
cutting down of the forests on the mountains from which the Yalu receives its 
mighty volume of water must be largely responsible for this fearful flood.”78 As 
such observations indicate, engineers trying to dam the Yalu amid powerful 
summer floods were realizing the results of decades of intensive timber-cutting. 
The same problems also affected other industrial projects along the river. In Au-
gust 1940, for example, rising river levels caused an estimated 750,000 yen of 
damage to factories being constructed near the Dadong harbor site.79

In addition to summertime floods, other recurring disasters at the Sup’ung 
Dam construction site included fires, landslides, and deadly falls. In Decem-
ber 1939, for instance, landslides took the lives of seven laborers and seriously 
injured five others.80 Such “accidents” were exacerbated by unsafe work condi-
tions, which included twelve-hour work shifts under the unrelenting surveillance 
of Japanese police and overseers. Estimates of the total number of worker deaths 
during construction, many of them caused by accidents as well as the commu-
nicable diseases that spread rapidly in the cramped workers’ quarters, range from 
a few hundred to several thousand.81

The inhumane conditions for workers at Yalu industrial sites laboring through 
the region’s cycles of hot and cold, flowing water and ice are captured in the recol-
lections of Zhou Hongzuo, a laborer at the Dadong harbor project interviewed 
decades later by a local historian in Northeast China.82 As Zhou recounts, laborers 
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at the Dadong site subsisted on a meager diet of cornbread and pickled radish 
while working under pickax-armed foremen who would violently strike any work-
ers seen slacking off on the job. The same kinds of communicable diseases that 
ravaged workers at the Sup’ung Dam site also afflicted Dadong workers, though 
Japanese overseers took few measures other than to isolate the sickest in “quaran-
tine rooms” (gelifang). As Zhou recalled, “once someone was sent to the quaran-
tine room, we knew they were done for.” Laborers also bore the brunt of the Yalu’s 
climatic extremes. Workers trying to escape the hot summer sun would wrap the 
underside of empty cement bags around their arms, a desperate tactic that resulted 
in “their arms being covered with scars.” The intense heat alternated with heavy 
summer rains, which added to the workers’ hardships by flooding the construc-
tion site. Once winter approached, workers would then tie empty cement bags 
around their bare feet to alleviate the pain of working the frozen earth. The bodies 
of workers who died the same season were thrown into the river to flow into the 
ocean.83

The suffering of ordinary laborers was downplayed, however, in Japanese re-
ports that stressed Japanese engineers’ own exertion and ingenuity in the face 
of seemingly insurmountable challenges from the river environment. Overview 
of the Construction of the Sup’ung Dam (Suihō hatsudenjo kōji taikan), published 
in 1942, contained transcripts of interviews with several leading Japanese engi-
neers on the project. These engineers and project overseers were quite eager to 
detail the natural challenges to dam construction and the ways in which they 
were skillfully overcome. Far less often mentioned was the back-breaking labor 
needed to move the tons of dirt and concrete that ended up blocking the river’s 
flow.84 In their focus on Japanese triumphalism, reports like the Overview of the 
Construction of the Sup’ung Dam also only briefly acknowledged the role of 
the many Koreans and Chinese involved with the dam project, whether as 
skilled engineers, contractors, clerks, or as day laborers. The Overview gives a 
multipage table of contractors involved in the dam’s construction but lists only 
twenty-five identifiably Korean and Chinese names. It also neglects to include 
any names of the thousands of day laborers who toiled on the project, the vast 
majority of whom were non-Japanese.85

The Yalu Conquered(?)
The Sup’ung Dam’s promoters saw its completion as a definitive symbol of their 
“conquest of nature” and successful integration of the Sino-Korean border. Impe-
rial engineers and officials greeted the first successful transmission of electricity 
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from recently imported German turbines at the Sup’ung Dam with considerable 
fanfare. At a special “transmission of electricity ceremony” in August 1941, presi-
dent of the Yalu River Hydropower Company Noguchi Jun declared that the dam 
showed the “greatness of our country” and the “fulfillment of Japanese-
Manchukuo unity,” while Governor-General Minami proclaimed “the conquest 
of nature by human might.”86

“Conquering” the Yalu entailed not only the channeling of the river’s flow into 
electric currents but also the shortening and, eventually, erasure of the winter-
time icebound season. For years, the ice had been one of the most distinctive 
features of the Yalu’s seasonal topography. But beginning in early 1941, just as 
the dam’s initial phase of construction was nearing completion, observers no-
ticed that part of a two-kilometer stretch of the river below the dam had failed 
to freeze over despite temperatures plunging to thirty degrees below Celsius. The 
explanation for this strange phenomenon proposed by one contemporary news-
paper was rising water temperatures caused by the movement of the river’s 
water through the dam’s water gates and turbines.87 While this might have played 
a factor, water stored at the bottom of the massive Sup’ung reservoir was also 
insulated against changes in surface temperature. Once released downstream, 
it caused the lower stretches of the river to become comparatively colder in the 
summer and warmer in the winter. The following winter (1941–1942), the same 
phenomenon occurred on a wider scale as the frozen-over period for the en-
tire stretch of river from the Sup’ung Dam to the Yalu’s mouth was shortened by 
over a month.88 In subsequent winters, the river below the dam would not 
freeze over at all.89

By lessening the dramatic effects of the icebound season, dam construction 
made the river’s seasonal cycle more congenial to the aims of the colonial state. 
The frozen paths across the border that had bedeviled customs officials and po-
lice officials for decades no longer existed along the lower Yalu. Police deploy-
ment statistics showed a possible effect of the declining seasonal threat as officials 
no longer bolstered police numbers during the winter after 1940.90 It seemed to 
many that Japanese technology had finally conquered this colonial frontier. The 
disappearance of the winter ice did cause some to reflect with wistful nostalgia 
on the passing of an earlier era. In his 1943 book Ōryokkō (The Yalu River), 
Japanese writer and former border police officer Noritake Kazuo remarked how 
dam construction had robbed the Yalu of its free-flowing essence by turning it 
into an electricity-producing “lake.”91 But other observers were more optimis-
tic. For instance, the authors of the 1942 Antō sangyō keizai gaikan (Summary 
of Andong’s Economy and Industry) argued that the shortened icebound sea-
son and division of the river into “lakes” as a result of dam construction would 
significantly aid river transport and regional development.92
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In addition to the disappearance of the lower Yalu’s ice, Japanese officials’ op-
timism in the wake of dam construction was inspired by an increasingly stable 
security situation around the Manchurian-Korean border. Successive joint coun-
terinsurgency campaigns by Japanese and Manchukuo soldiers and police offi-
cers, which included brutal “scorched-earth” tactics aimed at alienating popular 
support for guerrillas, seemed to have dealt the final blow to the fierce insur-
gency that had challenged Japanese hegemony for decades. “Bandit suppression” 
had been a goal of Manchukuo security forces ever since the creation of the cli-
ent state. It was not until after the Japanese invasion of mainland China reached 
a stalemate in 1938, however, that military forces in Manchuria devoted their 
full attention to the remaining guerrilla resistance. Beginning in October 1939, 
a massive combined Japanese and Manchukuo Army force of 75,000 troops 
launched simultaneous counterinsurgency campaigns in the Manchukuo prov-
inces of Jilin, Jiandao, and Tonghua.93 On February 23, 1940, influential Com-
munist guerrilla leader Yang Jingyu, commander of the First Route Army of the 
Northeast Anti-Japanese United Army, was killed in a gunfight with Manchu-
kuo policemen.94 Kim Il-sung and Ch’oe Hyŏn managed to escape such a fate 
only by fleeing to the Soviet Union later that year.95 Just as the ice of the lower 
Yalu was fading into memory, wintertime border raids appear to have ended as 
well. By 1944 Government-General of Korea propagandists confidently stated 
that the history of “banditry” in the region had been relegated to the watery 
depths of the new Sup’ung Reservoir.96

In the wake of dam completion and guerrilla pacification came grand schemes 
to develop the Sup’ung Reservoir as the “world’s number-one fish hatchery.”97 
Pollution from dam construction had an initially detrimental effect on the riv-
er’s fish populations. Suggestions to install a fish ladder on the Sup’ung Dam to 
help fish travel over the massive concrete barrier were also refused by dam en-
gineers, who believed that the costs of ladder installation and maintenance out-
weighed any potential economic benefit.98 Instead, officials on both sides of the 
border began promoting the idea of farming fish in the Sup’ung Reservoir, which 
they predicted would increase the value of the Yalu’s annual yield from 60,000–
70,000 yen to 3–4 million yen.99 In July 1941 fisheries officials in colonial Korea 
and Manchukuo announced plans to build hatcheries on the reservoir that would 
raise salmon, pond loach, eels, and various types of carp, with a total projected 
budget of one million yen.100 Wartime scarcity meant that these plans were later 
scaled back.101 Yet despite such limitations, by October 1943 fishery technicians 
had already moved thirty million sweetfish eggs from an aquacultural facility 
in the nearby Ch’ŏngch’ŏn River to the Sup’ung Reservoir. The results were “en-
couraging,” officials reported, and provided the basis for additional aquacultural 
experiments the following year.102
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Completion of the Sup’ung Dam also ignited ambitions to turn the reservoir 
into a tourist hotspot. In her study of tourism in the Japanese colonial empire, 
Kate McDonald argues that Japanese officials actively promoted travel as a means 
of “legitim[izing] imperial claims to colonized land.”103 Before 1940, tourist 
guidebooks produced by the South Manchuria Railway Company or the 
Government-General of Korea’s Railway Bureau typically only mentioned the 
Yalu River border region as part of a brief stop in Andong or Sinŭiju on the rail-
way route from Korea to Manchuria.104 While such guides often highlighted the 
railway bridge or historic Russo-Japanese War sites in Andong’s immediate vi-
cinity, travel further up the frontier Yalu would have been dangerous and less 
likely for the well-heeled Japanese tourists reading these publications. But as 
“bandit suppression” and Yalu industrialization picked up speed, local boosters 
promoted a new image for the formerly contested border region. An article in 
the Sinŭiju Chamber of Commerce’s monthly newsletter titled “The Value of the 
Sup’ung Dam for Tourism” argued that the dam and reservoir offered opportu-
nities for new types of recreational sport fishing and boating. The Sup’ung Dam 
was additionally only a two-and-half-hour drive from Sinŭiju, putting it in closer 
proximity to major rail lines than more remotely located large dams in the coun-
tryside of the Japanese archipelago.105 Such writings show how the Yalu was 
being reimagined and transformed from a remote and dangerous colonial pe-
riphery to a sedate stop on a tourist itinerary.

A Contested and Incomplete Conquest
Completion of the Sup’ung Dam brought with it imperial Japanese optimism that 
unruly elements of the Yalu’s liquid geographies had finally been tamed and con-
tained, especially as the subjugation of anti-Japanese guerrillas also spelled the 
end of previous seasonal cycles of border violence. Yet while officials and engi-
neers proudly declared the dam a hallmark of “Scientific Japan,” not all local 
stakeholders saw the accompanying transformation of the Yalu River in rosy 
terms.106 Among the disenchanted were the poorly remunerated laborers whose 
“sacrifice” was hardly acknowledged by dam proponents. There were also the 
poor Korean and Chinese farmers forcibly displaced to make way for the mas-
sive new Sup’ung reservoir. Compelled to sell their homes at the artificially low 
prices set by Japanese officials before being relocated to new settlements hun-
dreds of miles away, these forced migrants and their mournful plight caught the 
imagination of local writers. In a series of articles for the Korean-language 
Mansŏn ilbo, journalist Kang Ikhyŏn followed these farmers (while under heavy 
police surveillance) as they prepared to abandon their homes. While Kang 
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himself was generally supportive of Japanese plans for the region, he ruminated 
on the fate of these migrants in the face of colonial policy and their nostalgic 
attachment to a landscape that would soon disappear: “For those villagers 
forced to leave behind their beloved hometowns, land, familiar mountains and 
rivers, and their friends and family only to enter relocation groups and start 
their lives anew, can you really expect them to understand the policy of ‘con-
structing a New Asia’? For them it is simply the greatest disaster of their lives.”107

Even privileged Japanese timber merchants in the Yalu border cities of Sinŭiju 
and Andong saw the dam’s completion as an all-out attack on their way of life, 
as the region’s traditionally most profitable industry was predicated on using the 
river’s unimpeded flow to transport timber. Since the dam’s construction was 
first announced in 1937, timber merchants in these cities aggressively lobbied 
dam engineers for measures that would allow timber rafts to continue to float 
downstream. As discussed in previous chapters, timber rafts—commemorated 
in popular songs such as the “Ōryokkō bushi” (Yalu River melody)—were a ver-
itable economic lifeline for the downstream “timber cities” of Andong and 
Sinŭiju, with their annual presence on the springtime Yalu numbering well into 
the thousands. Dam engineers’ inability to accommodate the movement of tim-
ber rafts and imperial planners’ unwillingness to forsake larger plans to indus-
trialize the region signaled that the electricity-producing “economic river” had 
replaced the “timber river” of old.108 As a result, the heart of the Yalu’s lumber 
processing industry was compelled to move from Andong and Sinŭiju to the up-
per Yalu cities of Manp’ojin and Ji’an.

Dam construction also severed a river route that had long been a source of 
profit for local boatmen. In order to stem protests from river boat captains, the 
Yalu River Hydropower Company simply purchased most river transportation 
companies and brought them under its monopoly (much as the Daan Steam-
ship Company had done earlier with shipping interests near Andong).109 Yet the 
sundering of the river by the newly completed dam still dealt a crushing blow to 
boat captains’ livelihoods. Decades later, one Chinese boatman recalled that 
while the Sup’ung Dam “contributed to the industrial development of the north-
east,” it had “completely severed river transit, and brought significant inconve
nience to the river transportation business.”110

Efforts to monopolize river transit extended to the suppression of smuggling. 
After flourishing for years in the uneven spaces of riparian sovereignty along 
the Andong-Sinŭiju corridor, smugglers’ activities receded for a brief period after 
1937. Increased cooperation between customs and police authorities in Andong 
and Sinŭiju was one major factor that helped contain smuggling, especially when 
cross-border officials collaborated on such measures as banning nighttime river 
traffic.111 Another decisive factor was the December 1937 abolition of Japanese 
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extraterritoriality in Manchukuo. The extraterritorial status of the Japanese rail-
way settlement in Andong had long provided a safe haven for smugglers and 
their sponsors. By the mid-1930s, however, calls mounted to abolish extrater-
ritoriality and bring railway settlements under the legal jurisdiction of the Man-
chukuo regime. The legal privileges enjoyed by concession residents exposed 
the hypocrisy behind the Manchukuo nation-building project, but more impor-
tantly Japanese authorities also saw residents’ exemption from Manchukuo 
taxes as a major fiscal liability amid the Kwantung Army’s capital-intensive com-
mitment to Manchukuo’s heavy industrialization.112 The disappearance of the 
Andong settlement, along with newly lowered customs rates, seemed to end the 
spectacle of large smuggling “gangs” making their way across the Yalu between 
Andong and Sinŭiju. Whereas Andong customs officials prosecuted a total of 
2,982 smuggling incidents in 1936 and 1,518 in 1937, by 1938 the number dropped 
to a mere 169.113

The late 1930s decline in smuggling proved short-lived, however, as the move-
ments of smugglers and illicit goods once again spilled outside the channels for 
river trade set by border officials. The Japanese military’s increased demand for 
materials to fuel its ongoing war in China led the colonial Korean and Manchu-
kuo governments to implement increasingly strict economic controls. These 
included the rationing and setting of officially mandated prices on basic com-
modities to curb inflation following the outbreak of the Asia-Pacific War in 
December 1941.114 But even with the creation of special “economic police” (keizai 
keisatsu) to enforce these regulations, growing demand for increasingly scarce 
basic commodities and a desire to circumvent wartime rationing encouraged 
smuggling and other forms of illicit trade to flourish. From a low of only 69 per-
sons cited for smuggling in Andong in 1938, the number jumped to 310 in 1939 
and 603 by 1942.115

Part of this flourishing illicit trade was a thriving traffic in opium. As dis-
cussed in chapter 3, opium was a significant cash crop for border residents, in-
cluding impoverished Korean “fire-field” farmers. Indeed, as one period article 
claimed, opium was second only to rice in terms of importance and value to mi
grant Korean communities in Manchuria.116 Manchukuo authorities initially 
allowed cultivators to grow opium poppies in the border counties of Linjiang 
and Changbai to supply the Manchukuo state’s lucrative official opium mono
poly. Some of this opium was even allegedly smuggled across the Yalu in timber 
rafts drilled with holes to hide smugglers’ goods.117 Opium was also widely grown 
on the Korean side of the Yalu, as the GGK permitted legal opium cultivation in 
the border provinces of South and North Hamgyŏng to supply its own opium 
monopoly.118 But by 1936 Manchukuo authorities, increasingly concerned that 
the sale of border opium was being used to fund anti-Japanese guerrilla groups, 
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issued an ultimatum banning all opium cultivation in the region.119 As a result, 
smuggled Korean-grown opium, already known on the Manchurian side of the 
river for being “high-quality,” gained even more market share.120 One of the mul-
tiple routes by which Korean opium made its way into southern Manchuria was 
by the Yalu River itself, as opium traveled downstream from cultivation areas 
in South Hamgyŏng to major consumption centers like the lower Yalu border 
city of Andong. A 1941 article published in a Japanese military police (kenpei) 
periodical described how Manchukuo authorities were aware of the smuggling 
issue in the mid-1930s but were too busy with guerrilla suppression to devote 
much attention to it. But as insurgent strength diminished by the end of the 
decade, Manchukuo officials began addressing the issue with greater urgency. 
The article’s author speculated that completion of the Sup’ung Dam would alter 
the river-borne opium trade, though reports of continued smuggling suggests 
that the dam was a rather inadequate obstacle to opium marketeering.121

Smuggling in opium and other illicit goods continued even as the shorten-
ing, and eventual disappearance, of the lower Yalu’s icebound season affected 
the traditional dynamics of wintertime smuggling. After the delayed onset of 
the icebound season in 1941–1942 due to dam construction, there was a reported 
“sudden spike” in the number of smuggling incidents in the Andong-Sinŭiju re-
gion once the river froze. Police estimated that an average of fifty incidents oc-
curred daily as smugglers took advantage of the river ice and a dramatic rise of 
wartime commodity prices in Manchukuo.122 The following winters there was 
no ice for smugglers to traverse. As a result, many took their illicit trade instead 
to railway cars traveling across the Yalu River Railway Bridge. Smugglers had to 
be more subtle and less brazen than in previous years, but a rise in black markets 
to counteract wartime commodity controls provided sufficient economic incen-
tive for smuggling to continue.123 Troubles with smuggling beguiled Japanese of-
ficials along the Andong-Sinŭiju corridor even as river engineering and border 
regulation efforts elsewhere met with increased success. One history of the Man-
chukuo police force noted that since 1940, Andong had become the de facto capi-
tal of black-market activities in Manchukuo.124

Amid these ongoing border issues, special meetings between Japanese repre-
sentatives in Andong and Sinŭiju sought to address the lingering tensions behind 
“Manchurian-Korean unity.” On November 14, 1941, and again on March 22, 
1942, the Andong and Sinŭiju Chambers of Commerce held discussion forums 
featuring local officials and businessmen from both border cities. While the 
stated goal of the gatherings was to help integrate the bifurcated cross-border 
economy and bring it more “in line” with national policy, the discussion quickly 
turned to a laundry list of outstanding grievances against the wartime border 
regime.
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As stated by one attendee of these meetings, “Manchurian-Korean unity is 
far easier said than done.”125 Many complained about escalating price differences 
between Andong and Sinŭiju, a major factor behind the smuggling resurgence. 
As Andong Chamber of Commerce president Senoguchi Fujitarō explained, 
while earlier “free-trade” policies had kept commodity prices on both sides of 
the border more or less equal, after the implementation of price controls in Korea 
the cost of goods in Sinŭiju was more similar to the southern Korean port city 
of Pusan than Andong. Meanwhile, in Andong prices reflected the planning of 
officials in the far-off Manchukuo capital of Shinkyō rather than local circum-
stances.126 The implications of government-set prices were dramatic for those 
living along the Yalu River border. Whereas fifteen kilograms of rice cost 4.30 
yen in Sinŭiju, for example, the same amount cost 5.96 yen in Andong, a differ-
ence of approximately 38.6 percent.127 Little wonder that an illicit trade in rice 
and other goods thrived along the river. As a November 1940 article in the 
Mansŏn ilbo declared, “One just has to cross the Yalu and they can earn nine 
yen of profit on one sŏk of rice.”128 The temptation was also great for railway work-
ers and officials along the border to engage in corrupt speculation. On Decem-
ber 14, 1942, a twenty-year old Japanese employee of a customs office in Manp’ojin 
was arrested along with another young Japanese railroad assistant conductor for 
impersonating customs agents, capturing contraband from smugglers, and then 
selling these goods on the black market for exorbitant prices.129

Another source of frustration for attendees at the November 1941 Andong 
and Sinŭiju economic discussion forum was the failed promise of hydroelectric 
development and other Yalu industrialization projects to improve life along the 
border. Not only had the dam severed Andong and Sinŭiju’s access to waterborne 
timber rafts, the traditional economic lifeblood of the two cities, but the prom-
ise of cheap and plentiful hydroelectricity for industrial development had also 
run aground on wartime realities. As detailed by Aaron S. Moore, the Yalu River 
Hydropower Company and the Government-General of Korea received permis-
sion from the Manchukuo government in 1941 to raise the electricity rate from 
the originally agreed eight rin per kilowatt-hour to one sen one rin per kilowatt-
hour.130 The cost hike, which came after construction expenses expanded due to 
summertime floods and the higher cost of wartime materials, caused industrial 
promoters in Andong and Sinŭiju to worry that the increased price for electric-
ity would pose an undue “shock” for factories in the region.131

In addition to the higher cost of electricity, wartime material shortages were 
hampering grand schemes to turn the Yalu River into a unified Manchurian-
Korean “industrial belt.” This was evident in the case of the ongoing harbor 
construction projects at the river’s mouth. At the 1941 Andong and Sinŭiju eco-
nomic discussion forum, a government civil engineer based in Sinŭiju noted 
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that the recently completed cargo unloading docks at the Tasa-do harbor were 
only 30 percent of their original projected size, while a representative of a ship-
ping company called the current facilities at Tasa-do “extremely insufficient.”132 
The pace of construction at the Dadong harbor project was also slowing due to 
wartime material shortages. As one 1944 publication by the Manchukuo gov-
ernment’s Bureau of Transportation euphemistically noted, it was “difficult to 
be optimistic” about the project’s timely completion.133 These infrastructural 
projects required massive inflows of resources such as concrete, steel, and fuel 
from other parts of Japan’s wartime empire. But as the needs of wartime mobi-
lization diverted these flows of goods elsewhere, the ambitions of Japanese 
colonizers to further transform and channel the liquid geographies of the Yalu 
border began to collapse.

A Collapsing Imperial Border Regime
Japan’s declining fortunes in its prolonged war with the United States and other 
Allied powers dealt the final blow to the hubris-filled imperial project of “con-
quering nature” and fulfilling “Manchurian-Korean unity” at the Yalu. Succes-
sive Japanese defeats in the battles of Midway (1942) and Guadalcanal (1942–1943) 
translated into increasingly desperate attempts to provision Japan’s overextended 
wartime empire—an empire that, in the euphoric rush of initial post–Pearl Har-
bor victories, had ballooned dramatically.134 As critical materials were diverted 
to the battlefront, Japanese engineers and officials along the Manchurian-Korean 
border attempted to adapt by modifying existing plans for river engineering proj
ects, a decision that came with its own deadly consequences.

Following completion of the Sup’ung Dam, engineers from the Yalu River Hy-
droelectric Company turned their attention to two new dam projects at Un-
bong and Ŭiju, both of which were ultimately left unfinished due to Japan’s 
imperial collapse. The Unbong Dam, which began construction in July 1942, was 
located near the upper Yalu River border cities of Manp’ojin and Ji’an. These for-
merly remote cities on opposite sides of the border were linked by a new railway 
route completed in 1939, and with the completion of the Unbong Dam Japanese 
engineers hoped that cheap electricity could further drive the region’s industrial 
transformation.135 Yet from the start, construction was hampered not only by 
material shortages but also by Japanese engineers’ own pride and miscalcula-
tion. In his memoir, Japanese engineer Satō Toshihiko recalled how he and his 
colleagues felt overconfident coming off the successful Sup’ung project, and as a 
result, decided to use a simple suspension bridge for work on the dam’s body 
rather than a sturdier structure like the one used at Sup’ung. This plan failed to 
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anticipate strong winds in the narrow river valley where the project was taking 
place, and the bridge had to be replaced.136 While completion of the dam was 
originally set for 1948, it was only about 30 percent complete at the time of Japan’s 
defeat in 1945.137

The Ŭiju Dam project, begun at the same time along the lower portion of the 
river, also saw delays and material shortages, with deadly consequences for on-
site workers. As detailed in Satō’s memoir, the upper portion of the airtight cais-
sons used in the dam’s foundation work were built of wood due to the difficulties 
of procuring steel. The lack of a back-up electrical generator to power the cais-
sons’ air-pressure regulating compressor also meant that when an unexpected 
power outage occurred at the dam site, water quickly flooded into the chamber, 
drowning all of the workers laboring inside.138 Such nightmarish working con-
ditions ended only with Japan’s defeat, which left the Ŭiju Dam just 20 percent 
complete.139

The realities of impending imperial collapse caused Japanese officials to even 
begin dismantling some of the regulatory infrastructure of the Korea-
Manchukuo border. The celebration greeting the first transmission of electric-
ity from the Sup’ung Dam in August 1941 inspired booster hyperbole about the 
“eradication” of the Sino-Korean border.140 These statements echoed claims from 
three decades earlier about the border’s disappearance with the completion of 
the Yalu River Railway Bridge. But the idea of actually eliminating the police 
and customs inspections that reified the border’s existence was not under 
discussion—until the exigencies of war caused Japanese leaders to decide other
wise. First, in 1943 Manchukuo customs officials granted customs tax exemptions 
for goods destined for use on the Unbong and Ŭiju dam construction sites. Of-
ficial explanations for the new exemptions cited the importance of both border 
engineering projects to Korea and Manchukuo.141 Finally, in July 1944 officials 
from the Government-General of Korea, Manchukuo, and the South Man-
churia Railway Company abolished customs taxes altogether on goods traveling 
across the Manchurian-Korean border. Officials stressed that this was only a 
temporary measure to expedite cross-border transport that would be removed 
within one year following Japanese victory in the Asian-Pacific war. Imperial 
officials’ reluctance to cede the border’s utility for channeling flows of goods 
and peoples is evident in the fact that it took until 1944 for such a law to be 
passed. And while custom taxes were abolished, border inspections continued 
as part of an ultimately unsuccessful effort to limit the outflow of hard cur-
rency from Manchukuo.142

As symbolized by the appearance of American B-29 bombers in the skies 
above the Yalu River in February 1945, the hoped-for wartime victory that would 
cement Japanese power in the region and across the Asia-Pacific never came. As 
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difficult as it was to defend the Yalu border on the ground, the aerial Manchurian-
Korean boundary was even more difficult to secure. The river itself was never 
bombed during World War II, but by 1945 American pilots en route from bomb-
ing raids in the Manchurian interior crossed the boundary line with impunity 
as the limited aircraft resources of the Japanese military were diverted else-
where.143 Japanese military officials also looked with increased concern to the 
Soviet-Manchukuo border as Soviet leaders mulled declaring war on Japan, a 
decision finally made on August 9, 1945. The subsequent Soviet occupation of 
Manchuria and northern Korea, combined with the Japanese surrender to the 
Allied forces on August 15, spelled the abrupt end of the Japanese Empire.

As the rapid collapse of the Japanese imperial project demonstrates, the “con-
quest” of the Yalu River’s “nature” and reengineering of its border to serve wartime 
aims proved an unsustainable ambition. On the one hand, industrial projects like 
the Sup’ung Dam did transform the Yalu environment, overcoming floods, ice, 
and other challenges to make the river more amenable to imperial control. Pro-
motion of “Manchurian-Korean unity” also encouraged successful cross-border 
cooperation on issues like river management and anti-guerrilla counterinsur-
gency campaigns. The violent guerrilla resistance that had challenged Japanese 
rule in the region for decades was destroyed by 1941, and for a fleeting time the 
border region no longer seemed to pose any overt challenge to Japanese rule.

But even prior to the ultimate dissolution of the Japanese Empire in 1945, the 
lingering tensions underlying the rhetoric of “Manchurian-Korean unity” were 
clear. Illicit trade continued to thrive, and regional rivalries between local gov-
ernments along the border persisted. Finally, the subjugation of the Yalu River 
itself required a level of material commitment that was difficult to sustain dur-
ing wartime. The flooding of the Ŭiju Dam caisson and other incidents like it 
revealed the “power of water” (mizu no chikara): a foundational and oft-subversive 
element of the region’s liquid geographies that would continue to confront post-
1945 regimes that emerged in the wake of Japan’s surrender.
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Border police pursuing contraband-carrying smugglers across a frozen river. Il-
licit border crossers drowning in a murky river after their boat capsizes. Floods 
threatening border policing infrastructure. These could well be stories from the 
early twentieth-century Yalu River. But they are in fact from twenty-first-century 
news reports about the St. Lawrence River bordering the United States and Can-
ada and the Rio Grande River bordering the United States and Mexico.1

I mention these stories from the northern and southern peripheries of the 
United States, where I currently reside, as a way of highlighting how this book ad-
dresses key themes common to the bordering experience across time and space. 
The fraught intersections of mobile border crossers, seasonally changing riparian 
environments, and state-led attempts to channel these liquid geographies can be 
found in many different contexts beyond the early twentieth-century Yalu. Ac-
cording to a recent United Nations report, there are 286 river basins worldwide 
that cross multiple national boundaries.2 Besides rivers, forests, mountains, des-
erts, and other types of environments act in concert with human actors to chal-
lenge the rationalizing impulses of state control and boundary-drawing.

The colonial Yalu River boundary offers a compelling case study for under-
standing the challenge border environments present to modern states due to its 
dynamic flows of water and ice as well as people and goods. Far from being a 
sealed-off edge of empire, the Yalu River was a strategically vital conduit for flows 
of people and goods integral to Japanese expansion. By encouraging trade and 
the movement of multiethnic imperial subjects across the river, colonial officials 
attempted to project power north into Manchuria as well as cement control over 
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Korea. But flows of people and commodities could, and did, spill outside of the 
regulatory channels enforced by colonial police and customs officials. The Ya-
lu’s seasonal patterns of water and ice further shaped the mobility of border 
crossers, including colonial officials, to provide opportunities and obstacles for 
the expansion of imperial power. The dynamics of seasonal border-making were 
not constant. Rather, they changed over time, especially as imperial engineers 
reengineered the river environment to channel human and nonhuman flows for 
self-serving ends. When, on the eve of Japan’s imperial collapse, ice no longer 
formed on the lower Yalu River due to the Sup’ung Dam’s completion, it pre-
saged an era in which the loss of ice due to climate change and other effects of 
industrialization would have dramatic consequences not just for boundary-
making, but for human society and politics in general.

In our contemporary era, neoliberal political regimes are ever-reliant on 
cross-border commerce and migration to sustain economic and political expan-
sion. They also construct walls and fences and checkpoints to keep “undesirable 
elements” out. Yet just as imperial Japan’s efforts to maintain its selectively 
permeable membrane at the Yalu collided with the physical realities of life along 
this seasonally changing riparian border, contemporary states are finding their 
efforts to channel the mobilities of human actors complicated by the flowing riv-
ers, mountains, deserts, and other dynamic environments where political bor-
derlines are drawn. As numerous commentators have pointed out in the case of 
the US-Mexico border, proposals to strengthen river borders by building fences 
or other physical fortifications betray a lack of common-sense knowledge about 
how rivers flood, shift course, and otherwise function as dynamic environments.3 
Climate change also poses new challenges to border policing in the form of in-
creased flooding along river borders, rising sea levels along ambiguous marine 
boundaries, or as a factor behind economic displacement driving cross-border 
migration. The link between expanding fossil-fuel use and global climate change 
blurs the already fuzzy distinctions between human agency and nonhuman 
power in the creation and contesting of state boundaries.4

Drawing insights from ecology, environmental historians and scholars in the 
environmental humanities have long pushed us to see history not as the creation 
of discrete human actors but as the product of complex relationships between 
humans and the nonhuman environment. As spaces “where land and water 
meet,” to quote Nancy Langston, rivers and riparian zones have proven to be par-
ticularly rich sites for this kind of inquiry.5 Whether by examining the “Yellow 
River–Hebei complex” in premodern China, “riparian relations” in modern Ja-
pan, or the “organic machine” of North America’s Columbia River, to name a 
few examples, historians of river environments have tried to bridge persistent 
artificial distinctions between human-made systems and the nonhuman world.6
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By focusing on what I call the Yalu’s liquid geographies, this book has ap-
plied similar insights to the history of political boundaries and border-making. 
Only recently have scholars begun to interrogate the anthropocentrism of 
conventional border studies and think through borders as more-than-human 
spaces. Borders are haphazardly imposed on all types of physical landscapes, 
but much as river studies have yielded tremendous analytical fruit in the field 
of environmental history, rivers can be key sites for considering how human 
and nonhuman flows intersect to define political boundaries.7 This book has 
narrated the history of the Yalu River border through the interconnected and 
seasonally changing movements of water and ice, as well as human actors, 
yielding a fuller picture of how this strategically significant boundary was 
constituted and experienced.

While revealing key insights into the nature of borders, the story of the colo-
nial Yalu also provides meaningful interventions in the historiography of East 
Asia. It joins recent studies of Manchuria in foregrounding how the mountains, 
forests, and rivers of this transnational frontier were central to the development 
of Northeast Asia as a whole. It also pushes historians of Korea to look beyond 
the colony’s urban spaces and toward the peninsula’s northern periphery for un-
derstanding the violent workings of colonial power. And when it comes to his-
tories of the Japanese Empire, this examination of the Manchurian-Korean 
boundary provides new insight into the internal tensions of Japan’s imperial ex-
pansion into Northeast Asia. Following the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in 
1931 and the creation of the puppet state of Manchukuo a year later, the Yalu 
River was putatively transformed from an international border into an intraim-
perial boundary. But even amid official proclamations of “Manchurian-Korean 
unity” the border between Manchukuo and Korea remained a site of tension and 
conflict. Disputes over smuggling regulation, fishing rights, border policing, and 
other cross-border issues showed that cooperation between colonial regimes in 
Korea and Manchukuo was not a given, but rather a protracted and contentious 
process that frequently ran aground on local rivalries and bureaucratic divisions 
along their shared border that lasted all the way until imperial collapse in 1945.

Epilogue: The Yalu’s Postcolonial  
Liquid Geographies
In 1949 Korean author Kim Mansŏn published a semi-autobiographical short 
story about the experience of crossing the Yalu border immediately after Japan’s 
surrender. “Yalu River” depicts a Korean migrant to Manchuria, Wŏnsik, and 
his efforts to cross the Yalu and return home to Korea amid the tumult of 



	C onclusion	 143

imperial collapse. Wŏnsik’s travails represented the very real plight of the many 
thousands of Korean migrants who were relocated to Manchuria to work as 
agricultural laborers and factory workers during World War II, only to try to 
journey back to Korea once Japan surrendered and its colonial empire fell apart. 
Traveling with Wŏnsik’s family on a crowded train from northern Manchuria 
are hundreds of fellow Korean refugees. After the train is forced to stop in the 
border city of Andong, Wŏnsik joins the other refugees in nervously heading 
for a nearby ferry crossing. “If only I can cross the river and set foot in Sinŭiju, 
then all of my worries will disappear,” Wŏnsik thinks to himself. It is not until 
he finally reaches the Korean side of the river that “his heart was put at ease.”8 
For both the fictional Wŏnsik and his real-life compatriots, the act of Yalu bor-
der crossing, fraught as it was, symbolized the shaking off of colonial displace-
ment and the earnest hope of building new, better postcolonial futures in their 
ancestral homelands. The liquidity of the border to these refugee flows would 
soon be affected, however, by events outside their control.

The politics and porosity of the postcolonial Yalu shifted with larger conflicts 
in the region. With the Japanese defeat and imperial retreat in 1945 came two 
new occupying powers on the Korean Peninsula—both firmly committed to an 
ideology of anticolonialism, but often neocolonial in their own foreign policy. 
As part of a “trusteeship” agreement negotiated in the waning days of World 
War II, the Soviet Union occupied the northern half of Korea from the southern 
banks of the Yalu to the 38th Parallel, while the United States occupied the pen-
insula’s southern half. The Soviet occupation of northern Korea lasted until 1948, 
during which occupation authorities oversaw the installation of anti-Japanese 
guerrilla Kim Il-sung as supreme leader and the remaking of the country into a 
bastion of socialist “revolution.”9 Meanwhile, on the Chinese side of the Yalu, 
Manchuria became a battleground between competing Chinese Communist and 
Nationalist armies in the Chinese Civil War (1945–1949) following a year-long 
occupation by the Soviet Union.

Whereas the constant cross-border flow of peoples and goods formed an 
important part of Japanese imperial policy, Soviet and Chinese forces adopted 
comparatively stricter restrictions on civilian river traffic. As one former Japanese 
settler repatriated from the region recollected, the arrival of Soviet troops saw 
the end of the distinctive “propeller boats” that had previously plied the river’s 
course.10 While propeller boats and other river vessels had been integral to Ja-
pan’s project of welding together Korea and Manchuria, the postcolonial era 
viewed this bustling river-borne commerce as a potential security threat.

Amid the raging Chinese Civil War, officials in Soviet-occupied North Korea 
sought to channel the Yalu’s human flows in ways that aided Chinese Communist 
allies while hindering Chinese Nationalist troops. In June 1946 Soviet occupying 
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forces allowed Communist soldiers fleeing Nationalist offensives in the border 
cities of Andong and Tonghua to cross the river and take refuge in northern 
Korea.11 At the same time officials in occupied North Korea opened the border to 
Chinese Communists, they vigorously policed “illegal” border crossings by Na-
tionalist forces. As was the case before 1945, these efforts to channel the Yalu’s 
liquid geographies were inherently seasonal in nature. During the winter of 1946–
1947, for example, North Korean officials engaged in seasonal border-making 
counted more than two dozen border raids by Chinese Nationalists, including a 
group of soldiers who allegedly kidnapped a young Korean student on the surface 
of the frozen upper Yalu.12

Chinese Nationalists, who briefly controlled parts of the Yalu River basin 
from 1946 to 1947, attempted to fortify their own faltering influence in the re-
gion by reasserting claims to the disputed Hwangch’op’yŏng river islands. Na-
tionalist forces accused officials in North Korea of using the islands to harbor 
Chinese Communist rebels.13 Such protests did little to solidify Chinese claims 
to the islands, however, which remained under the control of Soviet-occupied 
North Korea until 1948 and the newly created Democratic People’s Republic of 
Korea afterward. It also did little to reverse the eventuality of Nationalist 
defeat in the Chinese Civil War. By June 1947 Communist forces succeeded in 
driving Nationalist troops out of the border city of Andong, and by 1949 the 
northern bank of the Yalu became part of the newly created People’s Republic 
of China (PRC).

The tumultuous conflicts that racked the postcolonial Yalu saw little break 
with the outbreak of the Korean War (1950–1953), which thrust the river directly 
to the center of Cold War geopolitics. The Korean War initially began as a civil 
war initiated by the new North Korean regime to reunify the peninsula. But 
events beyond Korea resulted in it becoming a proxy conflict for the global Cold 
War. Seeing its commitment to “containing” international Communism threat-
ened, the United States intervened in Korea under the banner of a United 
Nations–authorized “police action.” After achieving quick victory over North 
Korean forces in an ambitious amphibious attack on the Korean city of Inch’ŏn, 
the UN commander Douglas MacArthur pushed for an ill-fated “march to the 
Yalu” that he imagined would eradicate the Communist presence on the entire 
peninsula.14 In a euphoric and hubris-filled string of post-Inch’ŏn victories, UN 
forces reached the border in a matter of weeks. South Korean troops accompany-
ing UN forces even sent a canteen full of “Yalu water” to South Korean president 
Syngman Rhee. This event continues to be commemorated in South Korea, 
with a canteen bearing the words “Yalu water” (Amnokkang su) proudly dis-
placed in the War Memorial of Korea museum in Seoul.15 But what MacArthur, 
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Rhee, and ordinary soldiers failed to anticipate was the psychology of Chinese 
officials across the Yalu’s waters.

The UN march to the Yalu’s southern bank alarmed Mao Zedong and other 
leaders of the newly formed PRC. Determined to both aid their Communist ally 
North Korea and protect their own vulnerable periphery, Chinese leaders be-
gan deploying thousands of “volunteer” troops across the Yalu in October 1950. 
After weeks of surreptitiously sending scouts and supplies to the Korean War 
frontline, PRC leader Mao Zedong openly proclaimed the mobilization of a 
“People’s Volunteer Army” to support North Korea. From this point until the 
conflict’s end in 1953, the Chinese effort to turn the tide of the Korean War 
started first at the Yalu River. As the most popular Chinese propaganda song of 
the Korean War proclaimed, “Valiantly, militantly, [we] cross the Yalu River! To 
protect peace and defend the motherland.”16

Just five years after the end of World War II, the Yalu River’s seasonal dynam-
ics and Japanese-built infrastructure were shaping battles between new re-
gional hegemons. US troops arriving near the Yalu border were rapidly overcome 
not only by attacking Chinese troops but also by an early, harsh winter. In the 
words of a New York Times reporter, the frigid cold “caused more trouble to our 
troops than did enemy action.”17 Meanwhile Chinese troops attempting to main-
tain critical bridge routes across the Yalu were challenged by unrelenting US air 
raids. American bombers destroyed the original Yalu River Railway Bridge com-
pleted by the Japanese in 1911. Built to Japanese fanfare decades earlier as a 
symbol of the “obliteration” of the Yalu’s natural barriers, the 1911 bridge itself 
was now obliterated. American bombers also severely damaged, but failed to de-
stroy, a neighboring bridge completed in 1942.18 That bridge, built by the 
Japanese during the height of the Asia-Pacific War, featured an “air-raid resis-
tant” double-diagonal truss bridge design that proved remarkably durable under 
repeated American attacks. American military officials in occupied Japan even 
tried to recruit one of the bridge’s designers, former Government-General of 
Korea engineer Oda Yanosuke, to help destroy it. Rather than accepting the of-
fer, Oda refused, citing his own distaste for war born of his World War II expe-
rience. According to Oda’s memoir, this led one American officer to ruefully joke 
that Oda would soon be receiving a prize from the Soviet Union for his inde-
structible bridge design.19

The imminent onset of the Yalu winter could have obviated the need for such 
bridges, but the effects of the Japanese-built Sup’ung Dam meant that the Yalu’s 
ice no longer provided a reliable cross-border pathway. While much of the up-
per Yalu remained frozen in the winter and thus conveniently accessible to Chi-
nese supply lines, Chinese engineers were compelled to maintain temporary 
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bridges across the still- flowing parts of the lower river even in the depths of win-
ter. One of the most iconic images of China’s involvement in the Korean War 
shows a line of troops using a makeshift bridge to cross the lower Yalu near An-
dong in the midst of a snow- covered landscape. Since 1951 this photog raph 
(figure 6.1) has become the definitive image of the Chinese Yalu crossing, hav-
ing been frequently reproduced in textbooks, news articles, documentaries, and 
other media about the Korean War.20 But what most viewers miss about this im-
age is the environmental transformation displayed u nder the soldiers’ feet.

FIgUre 6.1. Chinese troops near Andong cross the Yalu River into  Korea. 

Source: “Zhongguo renmin zhiyuanjun zhange,” Jiefangjun huabao, April 1951.

If the photo had been taken only a  decade  earlier, a thick layer of ice would 
have covered the Yalu and  there would have been no need for a temporary bridge 
like the one seen in the photog raph. The lack of ice, despite the obvious freezing 
temperatures, was the direct result of the Japanese- built Sup’ung Dam further 
upriver. The winter of 1950–1951 in northern K orea was famously cold— a fact 
attested by the common depictions of snow and ice in Korean War media and 
in the title of the  popular American Korean War history, The Coldest Winter.21 
Large portions of the lower Yalu River that had not frozen over in the years a fter 
the Sup’ung Dam’s completion iced over once again. Yet t here remained places 
where, even in February, Chinese soldiers could not rely on the help of the river 
ice to cross over. To the Chinese soldiers who walked solemnly across this pon-
toon bridge in February  1951,  there was no guarantee that their “valiant,” 
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“militant” march across the Yalu would not be interrupted by UN fire. If such 
an attack had occurred, they would have almost certainly plunged into the 
frigid, flowing waters of the Yalu below.

Decades after the Korean War, the Yalu remains a heavily militarized and sea-
sonally variable boundary between China and North Korea. Disastrous floods 
exacerbated by rampant deforestation struck the region in August 2010, result-
ing in thousands of evacuations.22 Meanwhile, the unsanctioned movement of 
peoples and goods continues to thrive in this seasonally changing frontier space. 
Recent attempts to close the border against the fearful plague of COVID-19 col-
lided with the liquid mobilities of borderland communities. Border trade severely 
decreased amid the “excessive” and often violent vigilance of border police. 
Nonetheless, smuggling operations persisted with the tacit cooperation of local 
residents and other border authorities.23 Stories also abound of defectors and 
smugglers making the wintertime crossing from North Korea into China across 
the frozen upper Yalu.24 To this day, the Yalu border’s destiny continues to be 
shaped by the movements of people, water, and ice.
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