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Remarks by Eugenie Buchan:  

I am delighted to be here this evening to talk about the question that Rana has set for us. Does 

World War II in China matter?  

In my view the answer is overwhelmingly yes because it changed the world in ways that we still 

live with today. But before I go any further I would like to apologise to Rana and Hans if I fail to 

give credit where credit is due for ideas or phrases that I have absorbed from your excellent 

works on this subject. But fortunately this is a conversation, not a peer reviewed article. 

So here are just some of the transformations that World War II in China precipitated:  

 First of all, the total defeat of Japan and that meant that Japan could no longer threaten 

the USSR or its other neighbours in Asia.  

o But, its surrender in 1945 did not mark the end of tensions between China and 

Japan. The Chinese feel that the Japanese never properly apologised for the disaster 

that they inflicted on China. As many have observed, the Chinese Communist party 

keeps alive the public memory of the anti-Japanese war to encourage nationalism at 

home and to support strategic objectives in the region, especially territorial claims 

against Japan and others in the South China Sea. So there is a great deal of 

unfinished business from World War II in China that may take several more decades 

to resolve. 
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 The war in China also led to political revolution: that is, the victory of the Chinese 

Communists over the Nationalists and the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 

October 1949. 

 Then there is the impact on the United States. It can be argued that the Japanese 

became so frustrated by Chinese resistance that towards the end of 1940 they began to 

secretly plan the great advance to the south starting with a pre-emptive strike on the US 

fleet in Hawaii. On 7 December 1941 the attack on Pearl Harbor gave President 

Roosevelt no choice but to go to war with Japan. Nearly four years later, the United 

States emerged as victor, abandoned its pre-war isolationism and began to exercise its 

influence over world affairs. So in my mind there is no question that Chinese resistance 

to Japan contributed significantly to the rise of the US as a superpower.  

 The war turned China into a major player on the world stage. This began in earnest in 

late December 1941 when Chiang kai-shek finally entered into a formal alliance with the 

United States and the British Empire against Japan. 

 Finally  the war set in train the slow collapse of western imperialism in Asia:  Japan’s 

seizure of British and Dutch territory in December 1941 shattered the confidence of 

Britain and her subjects in Imperial defense; Although western powers recovered their 

holdings after the war, nothing could reverse the trend towards nationalism and 

independence in their colonies  (apart from Hong Kong).   

So those are some of the reasons why World War II in China matters to this day.  But there’s 

another dimension that I would like to talk about and that has to do with innovation in the 

study of history.  
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The more we know about the war in China, the more it changes our view of World War II as a 

whole.  To some extent this is a matter of translation. There are many western military 

historians who are fluent in Russian, German or other European languages but relatively few 

have a command of mandarin. So in purely practical terms, the new generation of historians of 

modern China are opening a window on wartime China that was closed to western scholars for 

decades. And in doing so they are forcing us to think and write differently about World War II 

Just consider the timeline.  When did the global conflict begin and when did it end? For the 

British it is the invasion of Poland in September 1939.  For Americans, the attack on Pearl 

Harbor has always been seen as the trigger: anything that came before it has been nice to know 

but rarely need to know.  

Historians of Modern China are persuading us that the true point of departure for World War 2 

is the outbreak of war in China in the summer of 1937 when  Generalissimo Chiang kai-shek 

decided not to tolerate Japan’s latest incursion into North China but opt for resistance. 

 Most historians still mark the end of the global conflict in 1945 with the defeat of Germany and 

Japan but if we take China fully into consideration, that has to be rethought. As Hans has 

emphasised, the defeat of Japan did not end the war in China because ‘ China was at war not 

just with Japan but also with itself’  In his book he shows us how inseparable the civil war was 

from the anti-Japanese war, yet he does not end that story in 1949 with the triumph of 

communism. Instead he takes us up to the peace treaty between Japan and the Republic of 

China which Chiang signed in 1952.  Will others follow suit? Who knows. My point quite simply 

is that the study of war in China is making the chronology of World War II more elastic.  
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 And as the timeline lengthens, the scope widens of what historians need to cover in their 

accounts of the global conflict. For example, we have a much clearer picture of wartime 

diplomacy thanks to scholars who are making Chinese sources available in english, particularly 

extracts from Chiang’s diaries. We are seeing the actions of the United States, Britain and 

Russia through Chinese eyes and it is not always a pretty sight. There are many chapters of the 

history of World War II that need to be redrafted to reflect more thoroughly and accurately 

China’s response to its friends as well as its foes over the entire period of the war, that is from 

1937 until at least 1945.  

These may seem like sweeping statements but Rana, you asked us to look at the forest rather 

than the trees. So now if I can pursue the metaphor I will talk about one of the trees under this 

broad canopy.  By which I mean my book A few planes for China, birth of the Flying Tigers.  

First some background: the Flying Tigers were American pilots who fought the Japanese over 

Burma and Yunnan in the first six months after Pearl Harbor.  Their commander Claire Lee 

Chennault had been a loyal air adviser to Generalissimo Chiang kai shek and instructor to the 

Chinese Air Force since 1937. He called them the American Volunteer Group or AVG, but 

Chinese reporters called them flying tigers when they began to bring down enemy aircraft. 

According to Chennault’s log books, the AVG destroyed at least 206 enemy aircraft by the time 

they were disbanded in the summer of 1942.  Others have credited them with nearly 300 ‘kills’.  

Whatever the actual figures were, Chennault and the Flying tigers  did much to bolster morale 

in the first few shaky months of America’s war on Japan and ever since then they have been 

idolized as war heroes in China and the United States. 
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The American press found a way to explain why the AVG already happened to in the Far East 

before Pearl Harbor. In March 1942 the New York Times wrote ‘the Flying Tigers are volunteers, 

Americans who came to China before the outbreak of the Pacific war to fight in China’s lone 

battle against the Japanese aggression.’1  That in a nutshell became the backstory of the Flying 

tigers which has underpinned dozens of works about them including Chennault’s 1949 memoir 

Way of a Fighter:  they were privately contracted pilots who wanted to help the Chinese fight 

the Japanese even before the US and Japan were at war.   

I started to re-examine the origins of the Flying Tigers because so many accounts including 

Chennault’s  memoirs ceased to make sense in light of some new primary sources that came my 

way as well as other archival material.  The book offers chapter and verse about the motives of 

different players who privately organised  the AVG and the extremely cagey attitude of the US 

government towards this project.  But what really intrigued me was the interplay of strategic 

and diplomatic factors that ultimately shaped its operations. 

There had always been something wrong with this picture of the Flying Tigers as a strictly Sino-

American venture because, first of all the AVG never got to China before Pearl Harbor.   

In the summer of 1941, men and planes started to arrive in a piecemeal fashion at the port of 

Rangoon and thereafter they stayed in Burma.  In Way of a Fighter, Chennault was explicit that 

he decided to keep the AVG in Burma because Monsoon conditions in Yunnan had made it 

impossible for the group to train there. He persuaded a local RAF officer to lend him an air base 

that had a paved runway. 

                                              
1 New York Times, ‘Victories of A.V.G. Laid to Courage’ by Harrison Forman Mar15.1942, page 5 



6 
 

buchan 180604 

Over the past seventy years no-one seems to have queried Chennault’s claims: But consider the 

reverse situation, if a Chinese businessman were to turn up in California and negotiate a lease 

with the commandant of Edwards Air Force Base wtihout any superior authorisation. No it just 

could not have happened that way not then and not now.  

Burma was sovereign British territory and by the time Chennault and the volunteers arrived, 

they had already become an object of intense scrutiny by British officials on their own and in 

talks with the Chinese.  I argue that Sino-British coperation had a greater influence on the Flying 

Tigers than relations between the US and Chinese governments.  

 First of all the planes that the AVG eventually flew belonged to the British.  In January 1941, 

the Roosevelt Administration pressured them into selling a hundred of their Curtiss-Wright 

Tomahawks (also known as P-40s) to the Chinese. The British resented the loss of equipment 

that was destined for the Mediterranean campaign but in the end they did not make a fuss 

about it. 

But at exactly the same time in Chongqing, British and Chinese Army officers were beginning to 

talk about mutual defense. In February 1941 there were similar talks in Washington between 

British and Chinese representatives about the future defense role of the 100 Tomahawks which 

the Adminnistration had in effect robbed from Churchill to pay Chiang.  

 That may seem incongruous because many historians have assumed that Chiang distrusted the 

British and wanted nothing to do with them. But in 1941 the British and Chinese had a lot in 

common. They were both struggling for their survival; and they had neighbouring territory to 

defend, Yunnan and Burma connected by the Burma Road, China’s last supply line to the west.   
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By the late spring of 1941 the two sides had reached an understanding about mutual defense 

which depended on a few planes at their disposal .but they would only put their plans into 

action after a Japanese declaration of war on the British Empire. The key points were that  

 The British promised to send at least two RAF squadrons into Yunnan from Burma after 

war with Japan broke out;  

 Three squadrons would be formed from the hundred Tomahawks acquired by the 

Chinese. Both sides agreed that the operations of the 3 Tomahawk squadrons and 2 RAF 

squadrons would be coordinated to defend Burma and Yunnan.  

 And as British archives reveal,  by June 1941 both sides had decided to keep the AVG 

safe in Burma in order to avoid Japanese attack in China and to undergo full operational 

training .The British were especially eager that as soon as the Japanese declared war, 

the AVG squadrons would be in a fit state to score victories over the enemy.  As British 

records show, Chennault  knew that this was the case: on two occasions that summer he 

talked with British officials about the need to train the AVG in Burma and keep them 

safe from Japanese attack. After all they were rookies and most had never flown a 

Tomahawk.  

 From July 1941 onwards, the British did their utmost to get the AVG fit for purpose 

while the US government and especially the War Department dragged its feet on 

supplying the group with crucial materiel such as ammunition for their combat training. 

At various points between August and December 1941 Winston Churchill became 

directly invollved in steering resources towards the AVG in Burma when US officials 

were ready to give up on it. 
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If you read the book, I hope you’ll agree that it illustrates why we have to keep testing national 

narratives of World War II.  While researching and writing it, I was inspired by recent 

scholarship that  made me think outside the box about China’s relations with the west. As 

historians such as Rana and Hans continue to give us a proper account of the war in China, they 

ensuring that it becomes fully integrated into the international history of World War II.   


