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Editor's preface: Taiwan and the offshore islands have long been areas of contention for China. For the U.S. sailors who may again be called to sail in the hazardous waters near the Taiwan Strait, understanding the historical context of the problem and the United States' role in the disputes is invaluable.

Four years ago, the People's Republic of China (PRC) fired ten missiles near Taiwan in an attempt to intimidate the people and leadership of Taiwan prior to its first presidential election. In response, the U.S. Navy ordered two carriers (the Independence [CV-62] and Nimitz [CVN-68]), two cruisers, four destroyers, two frigates, three submarines, and a handful of other support ships to waters near Taiwan. The United States' show of force enhanced U.S. ability to monitor major exercises by the People's Liberation Army (PLA), displayed U.S. intent to deter aggression, underscored the United States' deep and abiding interest in maintaining regional security, and reassured U.S. allies that we intended to remain engaged in the Asia-Pacific theater. 

In Taiwan's second presidential election in March of this year, the candidate with the strongest pro-independence credentials, Chen Shui-bian, was elected. China's greatest fear always has been |that such a man would rise to \power and pursue an agenda of total independence for Taiwan, a move China has vowed to crush with military force. At present, the new |president has moderated his stance regarding independence, and China has acted with restraint, but the temperature in the Taiwan Strait could |rise quickly.' As President Chen's fledgling administration begins to take wing, it would be useful to review the history of military conflict over Taiwan and the offshore islands. If past is prologue, we also owe it to the sailors who may have to sail in hazardous waters to reexamine how the United States came to have a role in the dispute-prone Taiwan Strait.

Historical Framework

_________________________________________________________________

As a territory, Taiwan was meaningless to Chinese leaders for almost five millennia. In the late 17th century, Taiwan served as a refuge for Ming loyalists who managed to escape from the conquering Manchus and the new Qing emperor. It took more than 40 years for the Qing to build |the necessary sea power to bring Taiwan to its knees. In 1683, a Qing admiral leading a fleet of 300 ships finally secured victory in a battle over the Penghu islands, located 30 nautical miles off Taiwan's southwest coast. Tai- wan surrendered three months later. This period in Chinese history has remarkable parallels with Taiwan's modern condition.

Like the Ming, in 1949 Chiang Kai-shek and his band of demoralized Nationalists (Kuomintang [KMT]) fled to island refuges to escape the blistering advances of Mao's Communist Army. To the KMT, Taiwan and a string of offshore islands between Shanghai and Hainan Island offered temporary sanctuary prior to counter offensives against the Communists. Chiang concentrated his forces in four major areas: Taiwan proper (200,000 troops), Hainan Island (100,000 troops), Zhoushan Island group (120,000 troops), and Quemoy Island (50,000 troops).2 Determined to wipe out the Nationalist remnants and buoyed by the easy victories of the preceding year, Mao's generals rapidly formulated plans to invade these KMT holdings. Their actions were guided by Mao Zedong's battle-proven tactics of "surprise attacks," "fast moves,"and "quick annihilation."3 Because the Communist forces lacked a navy and air force, the burden fell on resourceful Communist Army commanders to invent amphibious assault plans.

Given the proximity of Quemoy to the mainland coast (less than three miles) and the ease with which the Nationalists were ejected from their pocket of control around the nearby port of Xiamen, Quemoy was judged low-hanging fruit. It became the PLA's first significant island assault objective. Nine reduced-size KMT divisions totaling 50,000 troops clustered on the island. One night in late October 1949, Communist forces boarded 200 sailboats and junks and landed before dawn at high tide on Quemoy's shores. The junk fleet managed to spill three regiments of about 13,000 men on Quemoy, but the boats eventually were stranded by low tide and destroyed on the beaches by KMT ground and naval artillery fires. Bereft of a means to reinforce the initial assault wave, Communist commanders were forced to the listen to their troops screaming on the radios as they were encircled and destroyed over the next 58 hours.4
The shocking defeat on Quemoy—one of the worst of the civil war—was a defining moment for Mao because it shook the foundation of his military stratagems. Mao realized he needed to approach the problem of the off¬shore islands with special care.5 He urged patience in planning offshore island operations, ordered army commanders to engage in specialized amphibious training, and was involved in approving every subsequent offshore invasion. At the same time, Mao ordered the Central Military Commission, a body of the most senior PLA commanders, to accelerate the establishment of the new PLA Navy.

After several months of careful planning, Mao gave his consent for the resumption of attacks against KMT strongholds. In March 1950 the PLA conducted four small-scale landings on Hainan Island. On the heels of these landings, a PLA armada of 400 conscripted civilian sailboats and motor junks hauled 20,000 troops across the 20-mile strait. Judging the large island indefensible, the KMT abandoned Hainan. A month later, the KMT was forced to evacuate the Wanshan Islands near Hong Kong harbor and the Zhoushan Islands near Wenzhou. Wearied by years of struggle and suffering from low morale, KMT forces were rocked back on their heels.

In early June 1950, Mao announced that the Party's overarching tasks were the liberation of Taiwan and Tibet.According to a Central Military Commission plan approved that spring, the PLA would commit 800,000 troops to the Taiwan campaign—300,000 would form the first wave of attack, 200,000 the second, and the remaining 300,000 would act as a mobile reserve force. The PLA attack was to commence by summer 1951; however, the outbreak of the Korean conflict in late June 1950 quashed any hope of dealing the coup de grace to the KMT.

Illustration: General Chiang Kai-shek and his Nationalists fled to island refuges to escape Mao's Communist Army in 1949. The outbreak of the Korean War in 1950 stymied Mao's plans to rout them from Taiwan. The general is seen here visiting the USS Wasp (CVA-18) in October 1953.
Taiwan as a Cold War Pawn

__________________________________________________________________

The Korean War metamorphosed the PLA-KMT conflict from a civil war to a high-stakes global struggle between East and West. Determined to keep Communist ag-gression in check in the Pacific theater, and fearing the Chinese might seize Taiwan while the United States was engaged in Korea, President Harry Truman brought Chi--ang Kai-shek under the U.S. defense umbrella. General Douglas MacArthur signed a defense agreement with Chiang five weeks after North Korean troops crossed the 38th parallel. Soon after, a force of Seventh Fleet ships and patrol planes designated Task Force 72 began patrolling theTaiwan Strait.6 

Illustrations: In January 1955, after months of sporadic shelling of Quemoy and Matsu, Mao's forces seized an island in the Tachens, fueling tensions. The United States eventually moved six carriers into the area—including the Midway (CVA-41), seen here with the Twining (DD-540) replenishing from the Polaris (AF-11). Chiang Kai-shek abandoned the Tachens. Seventh Fleet ships evacuated civilians and Nationalist military personnel in February.

Premier Zhou Enlai admitted, "The situation has changed in the Taiwan Strait. America now stands in front of the [KMT] ... the schedule for attacking Taiwan is postponed."7 The Central Military Commission issued orders to the Fujian Provincial Military Command to shelve all offshore operations, including a plan to retake Que-moy. China's direct involvement in the Korean War in the fall of 1950, mainly a result of its genuine fear of a U.S.invasion of Chinese soil, relegated the east coast front opposite Taiwan to a rear area garrison. During the KoreanWar, the PLA engaged in only one small-scale operation involving the takeover of four small Taiwan-held islands near Wenzhou by five PLA battalions in May-June 1953.

The First Taiwan Strait Crisis

____________________________________________________________________

The Taiwan Strait crisis of 1954-55 was rooted in the deep suspicions and mutual distrust between China and the United States, which, to a large measure, grew out of the Korean conflict. An "interactive spiral of insecurity" ensued.8 China hoped for reduced tensions on its borders following the Korean Armistice in 1953 and Inchochina  settlement in 1954 but perceived that the United States was hell-bent on encircling China through a series of strategic alliances with its neighbors—South Korea, Japan, Pakistan, the Philippines, and Thailand.

Mao's deepest concern was the possibility of a U.S.-Taiwanese mutual defense treaty that would split Chinese territory along the lines of the formalized divisions of Korea and Indochina. PRC party leaders in July 1954 concluded that increased U.S. military aid and high-level visits to Taiwan over the previous year presaged a defense alliance that would legalize U.S. occupation of Taiwan and transform the island into a staging area for an invasion of the Chinese mainland by U.S.-backed KMT forces.9 Following Sun Tzu's maxim that the highest realization of warfare is to attack the enemy's plans, Mao decided controlled belligerence would best dramatize his political position and deter the emerging threat of a U.S.-Taiwanese military alliance. His aim was to demonstrate to the UnitedStates that any military alliance with Taiwan would lead_to war with China, which Mao judged the United States could not afford and was not prepared to fight.10
Mao's strategy manifested itself in calls for the liberation of Taiwan and, more pointedly, heavy shelling of the Quemoy and Matsu Island groups by two artillery regiments starting in early September 1954. He believed that shelling these islands would have high political payoff by calling attention to Chinese claims of sovereignty over Taiwan but was low risk because he could control the intensity of the bombardment to prevent wide-scale conflict. Meanwhile, the United States began a sober analysis of the situation. Washington had detected the buildup of PLA forces along the coast but knew the PLA could not conduct an invasion of Taiwan without air and sea control. No airfields or rail lines had been constructed in Fujian Province, and the PLA lacked air defenses to protect any supply lines from Nationalist air attacks. Equally important, the PLA lacked sealift. Even with sufficient lift. A transit across the strait during the fall, when sea states are highest, would have been folly. An invasion of Quemoy or Matsu islands close to the mainland coast, however, still was conceivable.

Illustration: Taiwan's new president, Chen Shui-bian, has moderated his pro-independence stance, but Beijing remains suspicious of his intentions
Washington's response to the shelling was sharp. The United States sent three attack carriers (the Essex [CVA-91, Wasp [CVA-18], and Boxer [CVA-21), a cruiser division, and three destroyer divisions." The central issue was American prestige, which hinged on the strength 

porter of the Arabs' anti-imperialist struggle by pinning down U.S. forces in the Far East.

Fortunately for the United States, by the time China decided to begin shelling Quemoy, the Lebanon crisis already had passed the acute stage. The experience of 1954-55 also had geared President Eisenhower and his cabinet to respond quickly. Within three weeks, five carriers (the Lexington, Hancock [CVA-19], Princeton [CVA-37], Midway, and Shangri-La [CVA-38]), three cruisers, about 40 destroyers, and seven attack submarines were fanned out around Taiwan.21 A sixth carrier (the Essex) was approaching from the south. U.S. fighters performed supersonic sprints down the Taiwan Strait, and U.S. destroyers escorted Taiwan re-supply ships to within three nautical miles of Quemoy. By early October, it was clear the resupply effort could be carried out under fire. The immediate crisis reached denouement six weeks after it started. To remind Taiwan a state of civil war still existed, however, the PLA shelled the offshore islands virtually every other day from 1958 to 1979 (until the United States finally abrogated the Mutual Defense Treaty with Taiwan).

Prospects for a Third Crisis

___________________________________________________________________

As Taiwan adjusts to a new administration this summer, the United States stands ready yet again to react to PRC truculence. However, short of an attempt by the new Taiwan president to modify the Taiwan constitution or declare independence outright, China will be loath to act belligerently. China knows hostilities against Taiwan would drive world opinion against Beijing and set back China's economic modernization plans. Battles Beijing will wage in the near term will be rhetorical ones aimed at pressuring Taipei to agree on a definition of "One China" and committing the new government to political reunification talks. As for the offshore islands, the only territory within its means to invade, China must realize they remain an important geographic link between the PRC and Taiwan. Today, they symbolize a bridge between the Beijing and Taipei governments. Their return to mainland control would only widen the chasm between two already differentiated societies. Taipei likewise might consider their loss a small price to pay for Taiwan independence.

__________________________________________________________________
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