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Preface 

 

The events of 1860 in Beijing, when the British and French forces forced 

the Chinese emperor to leave the city, then looted and burned his summer 

palaces in retaliation for Chinese brutality against prisoners in the last 

stages of the Second Opium War, shocked the Koreans profoundly. They 

heard with dismay how the British and French, together with Russia, had 

imposed unequal treaties on China, which among other things allowed 

Christian missions to operate everywhere. The year 1866 then began with 

fear of foreigners growing stronger in the Korean government because of 

increasing pressure from Russia. Partly as a result of this anxiety, Korea 

decided to rid itself of the foreign Catholic missionaries from France, some 

of whom had been living there almost untroubled for a considerable time. 

Nine bishops and priests were accordingly arrested and executed in the 

spring that year, together with Koreans who had been hiding them. Three 

other French priests managed to escape detection and finally made their 

way to China, the first to escape being Fr. Ridel, who arrived there in June. 

News regarding the killing of the missionaries led the French chargé 

d’affaires, Henri de Bellonet (also spelled Bellonnet as in the Paris street 

named after him), and the rear-admiral in charge of the French navy 

stationed in the seas around China, Pierre-Gustave Roze, to decide that 

something should be done. The admiral had authority to intervene to protect 

French lives and interests in the region, so he resolved to go to Korea to 

demand an explanation and reparations from the government.  

While Rear-Admiral Roze’s preparations were underway, in 

August 1866, a German merchant named Ernst Oppert was able to find the 

mouth of the Hangang River and sail up to Seoul, intending to demand that 

Korea be opened for trade, although he had no authorization from any 

European government to do so. He failed and returned to Shanghai. Almost 

at the same time, another ship, the American-owned General Sherman, tried 

to sail up the Daedonggang River to Pyeongyang, apparently attempting to 

trade there. After it ran aground there was a confrontation which ended in 

violence, killing the entire crew. In September 1866, the French, more 

cautious, and still unsure of the location of Seoul and the mouth of the 

Hangang River which led to it, launched an initial surveying expedition and 

managed to come within sight of the walls of Seoul at what is now 

Hapjeong-dong. Realizing that it would take a much larger body of troops 

to capture Seoul than were available in the region, and that such an 

operation would require authorization from Paris, Roze decided to 

undertake a smaller expedition, limiting himself to an attack on the island 
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he called “Ganghwa” (Ganghwado Island) at the mouth of the Hangang 

River. He imitated the French and British troops who had pillaged then 

burned the imperial treasure houses of Beijing in 1860 by looting and then 

burning to the ground the royal palace, the library, and the government 

offices as he was leaving. 

This brief French expedition, known in Korea as the Byeongin-

yangyo, is the topic of this book. After the French withdrawal in November 

1866, which was interpreted by the Koreans as a great victory, the 

persecution of Catholics spread nationwide and became merciless, as 

people were killed without due trial. In 1868, Ernst Oppert returned to 

Korea with Fr. Féron, another of the missionaries who had escaped, and 

attempted to dig up the body of the regent’s father (the father of the 

Daewongun), hoping to use it as a pawn to blackmail the government into 

agreeing to open the country for trade. He failed and only reinforced the 

Korean rejection of everything foreign. 

In 1871, an American expedition that had set out to negotiate 

diplomatic and trading relations with Korea was fired at as it was passing 

Ganghwado Island, in accordance with the Korean government’s orders to 

drive away foreigners by force. After a series of failures in communication 

and misunderstandings, the Americans attacked the Gwangseongbo 

Fortress on Ganghwado Island and killed 243 Korean soldiers before sailing 

away, declaring that they had taken revenge for the killing of the crewmen 

aboard the General Sherman. That was not the task with which the mission 

had been charged. For the Korean government, the departure of the 

American ships was seen as another great victory. 

Finally, in September 1875, the Japanese sent a small ship with 

orders to survey the waters near Ganghwado Island without Korean 

permission. This was clearly designed to provoke an armed repost from the 

Koreans, which it did. The ship returned to Japan, reported they had been 

fired at, and early in 1876 the Japanese undertook an imitation of the 

gunboat diplomacy by which, in 1853 to 1854, Commodore Perry had 

prepared the ground for the first treaty with Japan. In February 1876, a 

powerful Japanese fleet arrived off Ganghwado Island demanding 

apologies, and after some discussions, the Treaty of Ganghwado Island was 

signed, granting the Japanese extraterritoriality and trading rights. In 1879, 

Korea and Japan established diplomatic relations. This opened the way, a 

few years later, to the Western powers.  

It is ironic that so many of these events took place on and around 

the peaceful island of Ganghwado. The year 2016 marked the 150th 

anniversary of the killing of the nine French missionaries and the resulting 

French expedition to Ganghwado Island. It also marked the 130th 
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anniversary of diplomatic relations between France and Korea. The French 

expedition was a highly ambiguous and unfortunate incident; although 

Rear-Admiral Roze was not seriously sanctioned, the French authorities 

saw with horror how easily it might have ended in disaster. They made it 

clear that there would be no further attempts to force the Korean 

government to apologize for killing the missionaries or to open to foreign 

trade. In 2011, the nearly 300 volumes of the Royal Protocols of the Joseon 

Dynasty, which had been taken by the French and deposited in the French 

National Library (where they vanished, forgotten and ignored for a century), 

were sent back to Korea on a renewable loan. Other objects taken at the 

same time remain unaccounted for.  

There has been relatively little interest in the expedition on either 

side beyond viewing it as a regrettable act of imperialistic hubris. Perhaps 

for that reason, the texts resulting from the expedition, whether official 

correspondence or individual accounts, have never been comprehensively 

compiled, let alone translated into English. Perhaps the fullest compilation 

of diplomatic correspondence is that made available online by the Northeast 

Asian History Foundation, which has been used for this volume. The most 

fully researched recent publication on the nineteenth-century French 

presence in the Far East is La Croix, La Baleine et le Canon by Pierre-

Emmanuel Roux, published by Le Cerf in 2012. The introduction to the 

present volume is based on this work. 

The French expedition was a short-term event which provoked 

varying responses. These are clearly seen in the pages which follow. 

Perhaps it is worth pointing especially to the article by Henri Zuber 

published in 1872. He simply refuses to relate the military aspects, which 

he deplored. Instead, he paints a vivid picture of life on the island as autumn 

advances and the inhabitants try to bring in their harvest despite the 

presence of armed foreigners. As a young naval officer destined to become 

a remarkable landscape artist, he was impressed by the great beauty of the 

Korean countryside. This volume is above all dedicated to his memory, as 

well as that of all the nameless and un-numbered Koreans who died under 

French fire, and the three French victims of a Korean ambush.  

 

Brother Anthony 
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Chronology of the Expedition 

 

Note:  

The French texts almost always use the spelling “Kang-hoa” for the name 

of the island and the town. The standard modern romanization would be 

“Ganghwado Island” and “Ganghwa” township. These spellings are 

normally used throughout the following texts. The dates below are not 

always quite certain, as different accounts give different dates. 

July 11, 1866, Admiral Roze, after a trip to Beijing, arrives back at 

Tientsin. News of the killing of nine French Catholic missionaries in Korea 

reaches him there, together with the report that Fr. Ridel has escaped and 

arrived in China. A few days later, Ridel arrives at Tientsin, still wearing 

Korean garments. 

Admiral Roze prepares to lead a naval expedition to Korea but there is 

a delay caused by disturbances in Cochinchina which seem to require his 

presence. He sets out but the matter is settled even before he arrives there, 

so he returns quickly. 

September 18, Admiral Roze sails from Chefoo to make an initial 

survey of the Korean coast and the river leading to the capital. He sails 

aboard the Primauguet, accompanied by the Déroulède and Tardif. 

October 3, the three ships return to Chefoo, the two smaller ones 

having reached a point on the Hangang River (Yanghwajin or Hapjeong-

dong) from where the walls surrounding Seoul were visible. The 

Primauguet, being too large, was unable to proceed upriver and returned to 

anchor near Ganghwado Island after striking a submerged rock. 

October 11, the full expedition sets sail from Chefoo. 

October 13, the ships anchor close to Woody Island (l’île Boisée, today 

known as Jakyakdo Island), to the South of Ganghwado Island, just off the 

coast to the south of Incheon. 

October 14, Admiral Roze with five ships sails up the Salt River (the 

strait separating Ganghwado Island from the mainland) and arrives at 

Gapgotjin, the village on the island’s coast from where a road leads to 

Ganghwa city. The French force lands there and occupies the village houses 

for their lodgings, the inhabitants having fled. 

October 16, the French forces enter Ganghwa city after a brief 

skirmish; the garrison and population flee. The following days are taken up 

with a search through the government storerooms, where a large quantity 

of silver is found. The Royal Protocols of the Joseon Dynasty and other 

precious objects are chosen to be sent back to France. The forces then 

undertake a systematic destruction of weapons and stocks of gunpowder in 
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the various nearby forts. 

October 21, a survey of the northern shore of Ganghwado Island is 

made. 

October 26, a reconnaissance party lands on the mainland side, close 

to the south gate in the wall of the Munsusanseong Fortress, which they 

thought marked the start of the road leading to Seoul. They are fired on by 

soldiers in hiding on top of the gate and three French sailors are killed. A 

brief exchange of fire kills a number of the Koreans and the others flee. The 

French open cannon fire at Korean forces seen emerging from behind the 

hills a mile or two away. They burn the pavilion topping the gate and the 

houses around it.  

After this, nothing of note happens for some time. 

November 8, there are reports of large numbers of Korean troops 

crossing onto Ganghwado Island at the level of Gwanseongbo Fortress. The 

French have meanwhile set about destroying all the Korean boats lying 

along the shores to prevent such crossings. 

November 9, a lightly-armed French force of about 120 set off on foot 

to reconnoiter the fortified Jeondeungsa Temple. It seems deserted, but as 

they approach the main gate, they come under heavy musket fire. Many are 

wounded, though none are killed, and they return to camp that evening. 

November 11, the French withdraw from Ganghwado Island after 

burning the palace and official buildings. All the ships are now anchored 

near Woody Island (near Incheon). 

November 16, Fathers Féron and Calais (the other surviving priests of 

the Korean mission) arrive on a French ship from China, having sailed 

across to China from Korea in October. 

November 18, the planned departure is delayed by a storm. 

November 21, the French ships set sail in different directions, some 

headed for Japan, others for China. 

 

 

Place Names:  

The early European explorers gave European names to the islands and bays 

they surveyed, having usually no access to Koreans who might have 

informed them of the native names. The following are the French names 

and their English translations most frequently encountered in the following 

pages, along with their Korean equivalents: 

 

Golfe du Prince Jérôme, Gulf of Prince Jérôme: Asanman Bay 

Archipel du Prince Impérial, Prince Impérial Islands: Deokjeokgundo 

Islands 
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Île Guérin, Island of Guérin: Daeijakdo Island 

Baie Caroline, Caroline Bay: Garorimman Bay 

Baie Déception, Deception Bay: Daehoman Bay 

Île Boisée, Woody Island: Jakyakdo Island 
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The Background and the First Steps 
 

The French Look toward Korea 

 

The French, following in the footsteps of the British, were fascinated by the 

prospect of opening China and the other lands of the region for trade. 

However, the first “relationship” between France and Korea came on 

September 9, 1831, when Pope Gregory XVI created the Vicariate 

Apostolic of Korea, separating Korea from the Diocese of Beijing, and 

entrusted it to the priests of the Paris Foreign Missions (Missions 

Étrangères de Paris, MEP) who had been present in Siam, Cochinchina and 

other parts of Southeast Asia since the late seventeenth century. It was 

extremely difficult to enter Korea by the overland route through Manchuria, 

where the frontier passed through almost deserted land and the crossing 

points were strongly guarded. Finally, Fr. Pierre Maubant entered Korea in 

1836, followed by Bishop Laurent Imbert and Fr. Jacques Chastan the next 

year. The three missionaries had to remain completely hidden, but in 1839, 

a renewed bout of anti-Catholic persecution led to their capture and 

martyrdom. News of their deaths only reached Beijing and the outside 

world in 1843.  

 Meanwhile, the French naval officer and explorer Jean-Baptiste 

Cécille arrived in China in 1841 on board the frigate Érigone, initially sent 

in the context of the First Opium War. He was an experienced explorer, who 

from 1837 until 1839 had circumnavigated the world as the commander of 

the corvette Héroïne. In December 1843 he was put in charge of the entire 

French China Seas station on board the Cléopâtre and was promoted to 

Rear-Admiral in June 1844. The French program of action involved 

attempts to establish some kind of diplomatic relationship or at least a naval 

base close to China, either in Cochinchina, Korea, or the Ryukyu Islands 

(Okinawa), if not Japan. The advantage of Cochinchina or Korea was the 

knowledge of those countries held by the French MEP priests stationed 

there, always assuming they survived.  

Cécille’s initial project seems to have been to open a French port 

in Korea or Japan, and early in 1842, he was preparing an expedition to start 

from Manila, headed for Korea. As interpreters, he had summoned a Korean 

seminarian who was studying at Macao, Andrew Kim Daegeon, and a priest 

of the MEP, Joseph-Ambroise Maistre, who hoped to enter Korea on his 

ship. In the end, other obligations prevented him from setting out, and his 

interpreters were dismissed. Andrew Kim returned to Macao and was 

ordained as a priest in Shanghai in August 1845. He arrived in Korea by sea 
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in mid-October 1845. In June the following year, he was arrested while 

surveying the coast near Seoul in search of a better landing point. Having 

been identified as a Catholic, he was executed in mid-September 1846. Fr. 

Maistre did not reach Korea until 1852. 

The execution of Andrew Kim was almost certainly a direct 

consequence of the attempt by Cécille to make Korea change its closed-

door policy, he having arrived off the west coast the month before with no 

less than three large battleships. Nearing the end of his service in the region, 

Cécille had finally set out in June 1846 to visit the Ryukyu Islands, Japan, 

and Korea, hoping to be able to establish a strong bond between at least one 

of those countries and France. He had long felt that Korea might prefer to 

break away from China and become a French protectorate. He first 

proposed a treaty of friendship to the leaders of the Ryukyu Islands but there 

seemed to be no interest. He headed for Nagasaki in July and was not even 

able to land there, but had to be content with sending off a letter to the 

authorities. On August 8, 1846, he landed on Oeyeondo Island, off the coast 

of Korea’s Chungcheong-do Province. He no longer felt able to even raise 

the question of trade or treaty. He simply prepared a letter addressed to the 

“prime minister” of Korea demanding an explanation for the execution of 

the three missionaries in 1839. The local magistrates refused to accept it 

and it was finally left on a rock.  

 Cécille indicated to the Koreans that he would return in a year’s 

time to receive the official reply to his letter. However, he left the region 

forever in March 1847, being succeeded by Édouard Lapierre, a fervent 

Catholic and friend of missionaries. In April 1847, Lapierre headed for Da 

Nang (Tourane) in Vietnam, where the archbishop had been arrested for a 

second time. There he destroyed several ships and killed perhaps a thousand 

Vietnamese, probably knowing that the archbishop had already been 

released. Paris blamed him, while the Cochinchina authorities launched 

renewed repression of the Catholics as a result of his brutality. In May, in 

response to a request he had made, the Chinese authorities refused to ask 

Korea to allow the Catholics to practice their faith freely. So when Lapierre 

set off on July 28 to collect the replies to Cécille’s letters in Korea and Japan, 

he was not optimistic. In addition, the charts he was using were even more 

inaccurate than he realized.  

The two ships, the Gloire and the Victorieuse, ran aground 

simultaneously in shallow waters and he ended up on shore, shipwrecked 

with more than 700 men, on Gogeumdo Island in Jeolla-do Province. Fr. 

Maistre was on board with another Korean seminarian, hoping to be able to 

enter Korea, but while the group was on shore they were so tightly watched 

that they had no chance of slipping away. Before being kindly rescued by 
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British ships, Lapierre in turn addressed a letter to the Korean authorities, 

inviting them to sign a treaty of friendship with France. But the Korean 

response was panic—at what seemed to be signs of increasing Western 

threats—and a hardening of anti-Catholic attitude. Interestingly, a reply was 

in fact sent to Lapierre from the Korean king, via the Ministry of Rites in 

Beijing, justifying the execution of the missionaries as criminals who had 

entered Korea determined to break its laws.  

 When the British rescued the crews of the Gloire and the 

Victorieuse soon after the shipwreck, they were unable to take with them 

the heavy metal objects such as cannons that the crews had saved from the 

wrecked ships. On leaving, the French sent the Korean government a letter 

saying that they had entrusted everything to the local authorities and 

promised to return soon to collect everything. The newly arrived French 

consul in Shanghai, Louis Charles de Montigny, made the recovery of these 

remaining objects a major basis for an aggressive policy, despite the 

warning addressed to Lapierre by the Korean government that no attempt 

should be made to retrieve what had been left behind.  

Louis Charles de Montigny (1805-1868) had arrived in Shanghai 

as the French consul in 1848 with the mission of establishing a French 

concession, although there were far less French residents there than British. 

His sense of shame at the loss of two ships the previous year slowly gave 

rise to an obsessive desire to see France punish Korea for the humiliation 

of the shipwreck and force the country to allow freedom of religion and 

trade, although he himself was not a religious believer. During the years 

that followed, he frequently urged the French government to act in this 

direction, but he was ignored and finally discredited. His experience of 

Korean administrators during the visit he made in 1851 to rescue the 

shipwrecked crew of the French whaler Narval seems to have convinced 

him that they could easily be persuaded to allow France to enter Korea. That 

ship was wrecked on the western coast of Bigeumdo Island off the west 

coast of Jeollanam-do Province. Finally, in 1852, a far more modest 

expedition confirmed that everything left from the Gloire and the 

Victorieuse had been taken by the Koreans.  

The European ships sailing the oceans were increasingly equipped 

with steam engines which required large quantities of high-quality coal. 

One important question was whether it would be possible to find such coal 

in the Far East. Chinese coal was still being extracted by primitive methods 

and was not of high enough quality. More broadly, the ships needed to be 

able to renew their stocks of fresh water and food frequently; hence one 

goal of explorations was to find ports suitable for such large ships and 

establish agreements allowing for the purchase of supplies. Korea 
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systematically replied that it could provide small quantities of food in an 

emergency but that there could be no question of accepting money in 

exchange for supplies. 

 By the 1850s, there were also many whaling ships sailing into the 

East Sea where Hamel had already reported the presence of whales. Most 

of the ships were American but a certain number came from France. The 

whales were caught and their blubber reduced to oil on board. Conditions 

on the whalers were usually extremely harsh, and crew members often tried 

to jump ship during port stops. The ships were eager to find places where 

they could stock up with essential supplies, and for a time there was interest 

in places along the east coast of Korea, which was safer than the west coast 

with its shoals and tides. The whale oil was mainly used in the home 

countries in lamps. Petroleum became a major industry in North America 

following the discovery of underground oil at Oil Creek, Pennsylvania, in 

1859. From that moment, whaling in the Far East of Asia declined. 

 In addition to trading interests, France was conscious of a duty to 

protect the French Catholic missionaries of Cochinchina (Vietnam), China, 

and Korea. From time to time, missionaries were threatened or martyred 

and it was agreed that French ships might be involved in punitive 

expeditions. French missionaries in Vietnam and Korea at times urged 

forceful military intervention, as did some diplomats stationed in China, but 

the French government was restricted by problems at home and unwilling 

to take risks. At the same time, experience quickly showed Paris that the 

priests and diplomats stationed locally often provided information which 

was far from exact in their eagerness to encourage intervention on behalf of 

the church. 

 

 

The Russian Threat 

 

By far the most important factor in the gradually increasing interest of 

England and France in Korea from about 1840 onwards was the growing 

activity of Russia in the region. There had long been open enmity between 

Russia and the two Western European powers. The London Straits 

Convention was concluded on July 13, 1841, between the great powers of 

Europe, led by England and France, banning Russian warships from using 

the Bosporus and Dardanelles, in order to keep Russia out of the 

Mediterranean. This eventually led to the Crimean War (1853-56). The 

French foreign ministry quickly realized that Russia was actively seeking 

to expand its influence in the Far East, hoping to gain access to Japan and 

to frustrate the attempts by Western powers to establish a foothold in China. 
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France therefore sent envoys to China in 1843 to negotiate an “unequal 

treaty” identical to that signed with the UK in Nanjing in August 1842, at 

the end of the First Opium War. The treaty between France and Qing China 

was signed in October 1844 as the Treaty of Whampoa, although for many 

years after that the French had almost no commercial interests in the region. 

The defense of Catholic missions was used as an additional motive for the 

French naval presence in the region, but the Russian question dominated 

everything, in fact. 

 The Russians were indeed very active in the region. After the 

appointment in 1847 of Nikolay Muravyov as governor-general of East 

Siberia, he gradually established Russian control over what had previously 

been considered as Chinese land along the Amur River, culminating in the 

Treaty of Aigun between Russia and China in 1858. Meanwhile, the 

Russians had already signed a treaty with Japan in 1855, only one year after 

the US. Further alarm among the British and French was caused by reports 

that, in April 1854, the Russians had attempted to obtain Korean permission 

to establish a base in the little group of Korean islands which Belcher had 

named Port Hamilton (Geomundo Island).  

The Second Opium War in China broke out in 1856, this time with 

the participation of France. In 1859, after the allies had withdrawn from 

strategic points, the Chinese refused to ratify the treaties they had made, so 

the British and French forces renewed hostilities in June 1860. On August 

21, the strongly fortified Taku Forts, which had previously been the scene 

of Western defeats, were taken. Tianjin was captured on August 23 and the 

Anglo-French forces marched inland toward Beijing. The Chinese Emperor 

Xianfeng dispatched ministers for peace talks, but the British envoy Harry 

Parkes was taken prisoner with his suite, half of whom were then killed by 

slow slicing. On October 6, 1860, the British and French entered Beijing. 

After Parkes and the surviving prisoners were freed on October 8, Lord 

Elgin ordered the Old and New Summer Palaces to be destroyed as a 

punishment for the cruel murder of the other prisoners, starting on October 

18. Beijing was not occupied; the Anglo-French army remained outside the 

city. The Emperor fled to Jehol.  

A twenty-seven-year-old Russian major general named Nikolay 

Pavlovich Ignatyev joined the British and French in Shanghai and proved 

to be most helpful with his maps. Ignatyev convinced the Chinese that only 

his support would cause the allies to leave the capital. The result was the 

Russo-Chinese Convention of Beijing of November 14, 1860. By this, all 

the land north of the Amur and east of the Ussuri was ceded to Russia. Thus, 

by pure diplomacy, the Russians took advantage of Chinese weakness and 

the strength of the other European powers to annex 350,000 square miles 



15 

(910,000 km2) of Chinese territory. Under the agreement, the Qing Empire 

ceded to the Russian Empire the territories east of the Ussuri River; the 

border between the Russian and Qing Empires included the lower course 

(the last 20 li) of the Tumen River as its southernmost section. The border 

between Russia and Korea then came into existence. This enormous loss of 

territory (and of face) happened without Chinese resistance simply because 

the Chinese authorities had no clear image of the geography involved. Once 

the extent of their loss came home to them they tried to renegotiate the 

Convention but in vain. 

In 1855, during the Crimean War, the French Vice-Admiral Guérin, 

working with the British, was ordered to conduct surveys of the coast of 

northeastern Korea and eastern Manchuria, in the course of which he 

discovered the harbor known as Haishenwai. In 1860 the Russians founded 

a settlement there, to be known as Vladivostok. At that time, the French 

were mainly concerned about finding a possible naval base from which they 

might contain the Russians, but nothing was decided. After the end of the 

war, Guérin set out to make a fuller survey of the Korean coast for two 

months, July and August of 1856. His report mainly stressed the importance 

of preventing Russia from taking control of Korea, to which he adds other 

possible benefits, such as the country’s reported mineral wealth. Opening 

the country for trade was clearly not a priority in his eyes. 

After this, the Russians continued to expand their presence in the 

Far East. The 1855 Treaty of Shimoda between Japan and Russia had 

granted Russia the northern half of Sakhalin; from 1861 onward, the 

Russians kept demanding the entire island. By 1865, the French and British 

had begun to fear that Russia was preparing to annex the whole northern 

half of Japan, where they were already settled in the port of Hakodate. From 

this time on, there was a clear tension between the naval forces present in 

the region and the government ministries back home. The British attempted 

in 1865 to 1866 to arrange the opening of Korea to British trade through the 

Chinese authorities; during the same period, Britain maintained naval 

pressure on Russia by regularly sending warships to the waters around 

Korea. At the same time, the French naval station for the China Seas 

relocated their main naval base from Shanghai to Yokohama in 1863 to 

1864 for similar reasons, despite the reluctance of Paris. 

 

 

The Catholic Church in China 

 

It would be important to know that the French diplomats in China were 

involved in struggles to protect Catholic missionaries there, prior to the 
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deaths in Korea in 1866. One major case involved the arrest and execution, 

by a newly-appointed Chinese magistrate, of Father Auguste Chapdelaine 

on February 25, 1856, in Yaoshan. The French chargé d'affaires in Macao, 

de Courcy, learned of the murder on July 17 and filed a vigorous protest on 

July 25 to the Chinese Imperial Viceroy Ye Mingchen. The viceroy 

responded that Father Chapdelaine had violated Chinese law by preaching 

Christianity in the interior (the 1844 treaty signed with France only 

permitted the propagation of Christianity in the treaty ports open to the 

French); he also claimed that many of his converts had already been 

arrested for acts of treason and that Father Chapdelaine's mission had 

nothing in common with the propagation of religion. Negotiations about 

reparations continued all through 1857 with the Chinese refusing to 

recognize any responsibility. The British and French then joined forces and 

occupied Canton (Guangzhou) in late 1857 at the start of the Second Opium 

War. The killing of Father Chapdelaine was cited by the French as the main 

motive for their participation. 

 The 1860s saw an increase in conflicts between the French 

Catholic missionaries and the Chinese authorities. Attacks on Catholic 

missionaries and missions in China occurred for a variety of reasons. Since 

the 1860 treaty had authorized Catholic missions throughout China, bishops, 

priests and sisters had set up establishments and conducted missions in 

ways that often had a most negative impact. Most of the attacks were of 

popular origin, rather than the result of official decisions, but there were 

also conflicts between the Chinese authorities and the missionaries 

regarding ownership of land and church buildings. The Western residents 

in China, especially the French diplomats, were increasingly frustrated by 

Chinese refusals to settle such questions and became convinced that 

“gunboat diplomacy” was needed, not only to impose treaties on unwilling 

governments, but also to frighten potential enemies of the church among 

the population at large. Since China’s provinces were mostly out of reach, 

it seemed that a salutary lesson might be given somewhere close by, such 

as Korea, from where news could easily reach China. From this perspective, 

as expressed later by Henri de Bellonet, the “lesson” to be given by Roze’s 

expedition was less to the Korean government than to Chinese anti-

Christian mobs and their defenders in the government. 

 

 

Korean Court Politics and the Catholic Church in Korea 

 

In the eighteenth century, the Catholic Church had arisen in Korea after 

contacts in 1784 between a Western priest in Beijing and a Korean whose 
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father was a member of the annual embassy, leading to the baptism of this 

scholar, who belonged to a group who had been studying books written in 

Chinese by Matteo Ricci and his companions. He returned to Korea and 

baptized others. This was during the reign of King Jeongjo (ruled 1776-

1800) and the early Catholic community flourished for a while, despite the 

execution of a number who followed the ruling from Rome that ancestral 

rites were forbidden to Chinese (and so also Korean) Catholics as “pagan 

superstition.” When Jeongjo died suddenly, his son King Sunjo was still 

only a child of eleven, so the widow of the previous king, Yeongjo, became 

regent. She and her clan were fiercely opposed to the group of enlightened 

scholars among whom Catholicism had spread. The first great persecution 

was launched, and many were killed including the first foreign priest, who 

was Chinese. One Catholic wrote a letter to the pope, describing the 

persecution and asking him to send European forces to Korea to overthrow 

the Korean ruler and his regime so that Catholics could practice their faith 

freely. He tried to have the letter smuggled out, written in tiny characters 

on silk; but it was intercepted, he was executed, and the conservative 

powers in the Korean court never forgot that Catholics had invited 

foreigners to enter Korea and overthrow the state. Once Sunjo came of age, 

he stopped the fierce persecution. The Catholic community continued to 

grow but was obliged to keep a very low profile. 

When Sunjo died in 1834, his son the crown prince was already 

dead, so the next king, the dead king’s grandson King Heonjong, was still 

only eight years old. His grandmother acted as regent and gave complete 

power to the Andong Kim clan, to the point where the king was not allowed 

to exercise any powers even after reaching his majority. The pope had 

entrusted the Catholic Church in Korea to the Paris Foreign Mission Society 

(Missions Étrangères de Paris), who were already active in Siam, 

Cochinchina, and China. In 1836, the first French missionary Father 

Philippe Maubant entered Korea, followed by two companions, but this was 

again a time of intensified persecution and the three were martyred in 1839. 

It took several years for this news to reach China and France. The French 

were not in a position at that time to take any measures against Korea, 

although the matter remained alive in the French diplomatic memory. In 

1846, the first Korean priest St. Andrew Kim Daegeon was executed less 

than a year after his return from studies in China. Cheoljong became the 

next King in 1849 at the age of nineteen after King Heonjong had died, aged 

only twenty-one, without leaving an heir. As a distant relative of King 

Yeongjo, the twenty-first king of Joseon, Cheoljong was selected for 

adoption by the dowager queen. His family had gone to live on Ganghwado 

Island, where they lived in extreme poverty; he was unable to read or write 
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as he had not mastered the Chinese characters, which of course left him 

completely under the control of his ministers.  

However, the Catholic Church enjoyed a time of relative peace 

under Cheoljong. French priests were smuggled in, sometimes after years 

of waiting; they had to remain hidden but traveled widely; a small seminary 

was established, and a printing press was set up to provide simple prayers 

and a catechism for the faithful. In Seoul, a number of very influential 

people from the court showed interest in the faith and the French priests 

began to wonder if better times were not at hand. They were not.  

When nine of the twelve French missionaries in Korea were 

executed early in 1866, the new king (originally named Yi Myeongbok, 

known posthumously as Gojong) was still a child, aged only fourteen, 

having been born in 1852. The previous king, Cheoljong, had died early in 

1863, again without leaving an heir. Yi Haeung, the father of Yi Myeongbok 

and soon to be the regent known as Daewongun, was a scholar of poor 

means born in 1821. He was the fourth son of Yi Chaejung, a distant 

member of the royal family as a direct descendant of King Injo (ruled 1623–

1649). His son was chosen to become the new king as the only suitable 

surviving male member of the Yi clan and closest by blood to the royal 

house. The rules of succession meant that he could only become king by 

being adopted by one of the three surviving dowager queens, Queen 

Sinjeong, mother of King Heonjong; Queen Myeongheon, King 

Heonjong’s wife; and Queen Cheorin, Cheoljong's wife. Queen Sinjeong, 

being the oldest, played the decisive role in the adoption, then charged the 

child’s father to act as regent in her place. Nothing had really prepared the 

Daewongun for such a role. Queen Sinjeong might have recognized that Yi 

Haeung would be strong enough to undertake some major changes in court 

politics, which he was. He was not, however, open to the reforming factions 

among which Catholicism had taken root. One question which clearly 

caused him deep anxiety was that of Russia’s ambitions.  

In August 1864, Bishop Berneux wrote to the headquarters of the 

Paris Foreign Missions in Paris. This letter is printed in Dallet’s Histoire 2, 

pages 501–503: 

 

The expectations we had conceived, that we would soon see 

religion free in Korea, have not been realized; we were even 

threatened with persecution aimed at our extermination. The King 

died in January, like almost all the kings of Korea, of excessive 

drinking and debauchery; nobody regretted his passing. He had a 

good heart, he loved his subjects; but he was too weak to overcome 
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the men who kept him under control, he closed his eyes to the abuses 

and corruptions of all kinds which reduced the people to unbearable 

misery. He died without children, and the supreme power has been 

devolved to a woman, the widow of one of the previous kings, 

Queen Cho, who on the day of her accession, adopted a child of 

twelve, the son of a prince of Korea. The regent entrusted the 

government of the kingdom to the father of the new king. This man 

is hostile neither to religion, that he knows to be good, nor to the 

missionaries, that he knows under some very good aspects; he 

knows that we are eight Europeans here, he has even spoken of the 

bishop in particular to a pagan mandarin with whom I have some 

relations. It was in connection with a letter from the Russians, who 

are asking to trade with Korea; he told that mandarin that if I could 

get rid of the Russians, he would grant religious freedom. I replied 

to the prince that, despite all my desire to be useful to the kingdom, 

being of a nation and of a religion different from those of the 

Russians, I could not have any influence over them; I added that I 

feared as much as anyone the danger which threatened the country 

from those men who, sooner or later, would find means to establish 

themselves on the territory of Korea; but that the continued refusal 

of the government to establish relations with any European power, 

a refusal which I refrained from blaming, left me no way to ward off 

a danger that it was nonetheless urgent to ward off. I do not know if 

this answer was reported to the prince. 

 His wife, the mother of the king, knows our religion, 

has learned some of the catechism, recites some prayers every day, 

and asked for thanksgiving Masses on the accession of her son to the 

throne. But, being of a naturally soft character, fearful, especially 

now, to compromise herself, she will be unable to render us any 

service, and I doubt if she will ever be baptized. The nurse of the 

king, who continues to reside in the palace, is a Christian; I confessed 

her this year. If she was educated and a little more capable, she could 

be quite useful, because young as he is, the king, when he wants 

something, finds no one, not even the queen regent, who dares 

contradict him; but his nurse is the most narrow-minded person I 
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know, a real log. It is said that she spoke to the king of religion and 

European missionaries, and the latter replied that he would be a 

Christian and would see the bishop; I do not believe it, she is not up 

to that. That is one side of the coin, now to see the reverse. 

The queen regent belongs to the Cho family, famous in 

Korea for their hatred of Christians. On taking office, she has 

removed from power the Kims, all-powerful in the last reign, who 

by letting everything go adrift were thus favorable to us, and has 

replaced them with men of such character as will take us against the 

most extreme measures. 

From this amalgam of people favorable and hostile, what 

can we expect? I do not know yet. At the third moon, several 

petitions to the government demanded that the kingdom should 

return to the purity of ancient customs, and that the Christian 

religion be destroyed to the very roots. The rumor spread 

simultaneously throughout the kingdom that a persecution would 

break out; the day was to be the fifteenth of the third moon: all the 

Europeans, all the catechists, all the somewhat influential Christians 

were to be arrested and put to death throughout the vicariate. It is 

even said that on the thirteenth, the order was given to come and 

take me in my house, known to the police, but was immediately 

revoked. This news, which I believe well-founded, spread great 

terror in the mission, and many catechumens, whose faith was still 

weak, recoiled faced with the danger. The good God who holds in 

his hands the heart of kings, however, averted the storm; the 

persecution did not happen, and I hope we will be pretty much in 

peace with the new government. 
 

By the start of 1866, three more priests had entered Korea. Dallet 

then reports the last days of freedom for the missionaries (pages 521–525): 

 

For several years, the Russians had been advancing in 

Tartary [Manchuria], to the great concern of Korea. By one 

annexation after another, they had arrived at the northern border of 

the province of Ham-Kieng [Hamgyeong], from which only a small 
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river separated them. In January 1866, a Russian ship appeared at 

Ouen-san [Wonsan], a commercial port on the East Sea, and from 

there sent to the Korean government a letter in which they 

demanded, in a rather peremptory way, freedom of trade and the 

right for Russian merchants to settle in Korea. At the same time, we 

are assured, some troops crossed the Ham-Kieng border to support 

this claim. Following Asian practice, they were fobbed off with 

words. They were assured that Korea, being a vassal of China, could 

not deal with any other nation without the Emperor's permission, 

and that a special envoy was immediately being sent to Beijing for 

this purpose. 

Meanwhile, the excitement was great at court, and the 

ministers did not conceal their perplexities. Some noblemen of Seoul, 

rather lukewarm Christians in fact, and whose families had been 

disgraced during the previous persecution, believed they could find 

in this approach by the Russians an excellent opportunity to obtain 

religious freedom for their fellow believers and to acquire at the 

same time a great reputation for skill and patriotism. They were 

Thomas Kim Keiho, Hong Pongtsiou Thomas, the master of the 

house which served as the usual residence at the Apostolic Vicar, 

and Antoine Ni. Together they composed a letter explaining that the 

only way to resist the Russians was to make an alliance with France 

and Britain, adding that nothing would be more easy by means of 

the European bishops present in Korea. This text, written with all the 

awkwardness that could be expected of people with such little 

education, was presented to the regent by the father-in-law of his 

daughter named Tio Kei-tsin-i. The regent read it and reread it, and 

then, without saying anything, put it under his thigh. (In Korea, 

people always sit on the ground, legs crossed.) This ominous silence 

terrified Thomas Kim, who immediately went to hide in the 

provinces. 

Two days after the flight of Thomas Kim, the nurse of the 

king, Martha Pak, went to the wife of the regent, who said: “Why are 

we still so inactive? The Russians are entering Korea, taking over the 

country, and the bishop, who, no doubt, could prevent this 
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misfortune, is going off to visit the provinces when we need him 

here so much. Have a new letter addressed to my husband; it will 

succeed, I assure you, and then immediately recall the bishop.” 

Martha ran and reported these words to Thomas Hong, who 

summoned the mandarin John Nam, explained the situation and 

begged him to compose a new letter. John Nam was a very educated 

Christian who had taught the Korean language to several 

missionaries, including Fr. Ridel. He was then residing in the palace, 

giving Chinese lessons to the son of a great man of the court. He 

agreed to draw up a new request, and went himself to present it to 

the regent, whom he found surrounded by five or six mandarins. 

The regent read the letter carefully and simply replied, “Vey well; go 

and speak to the minister.” The next day he called John Nam again 

and talked with him at length about the Christian religion. He 

recognized that everything in this doctrine was beautiful and true. 

“Only,” he added, “there is one thing I blame; why do you not make 

sacrifices to the dead?” Then, abruptly changing the topic: “Are you 

sure,” he said, “that the bishop can prevent the Russians from taking 

Korea? — Certainly,” replied John. — “Where is he? Is he in the 

capital? — No, he is absent for several days. — Oh! He must have 

gone to the province of Hoang-hai to visit Christians. — He is there 

indeed. — Well! Let him know that I should be glad to see him.” 

John Nam went out and told various people about the 

meeting he had just had. The rumor that the hour of religious 

freedom was at last going to sound spread everywhere. Christians, 

drunk with joy, were already talking about building a large church 

in Seoul, worthy of the kingdom's capital. Thomas Kim hurried back 

to Seoul and was much surprised that no one, after the desire of the 

regent, had yet gone to fetch the apostolic vicar and his coadjutor. 

He was told that there was no money for such long trips because 

they were both about six days' journey from the capital, Bishop 

Berneux to the north and Mgr. Daveluy to the south. Tio Kei-tsin-i, 

the stepfather of the regent, solved the problem; he provided seventy 

francs for the expenses of the trip, one of his chairs and two porters. 

Thomas Kim then went to warn Bishop Berneux; and Antoine Ni 
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went in search of Mgr. Daveluy. The latter arrived in Seoul on 

January 25, and Bishop Berneux four days later. On January 31, John 

Nam presented himself before the regent to inform him of the 

presence of bishops. He was received rather coldly, and before he 

could open his mouth, the regent said, “What, you're still here? I 

thought you were going down to the province to visit your father. 

— I have to go, indeed, Excellency, but I had to stay in the capital for 

the important matter that — Yes, yes,” interrupted the regent, “I 

know; but there is no hurry now, we will see that later. And since 

you're going to see your father, consult him a little on all this.” The 

father of John, named Augustin Nam, was an old man of eighty-four, 

a good Christian. On learning from the mouth of his son what had 

happened, he said, “You have done the work of a devoted subject, 

but it will certainly cost you your life. When you sign your death 

sentence, do not fail to erase any expression offensive to religion.” 

The welcome that the regent had given to John Nam 

inspired some concerns. Bishop Berneux, seeing that the interview 

was being deferred on the grounds of the approaching Korean New 

Year, regretted having unnecessarily interrupted his pastoral visit, 

and after a few days of rest, he went to give the sacraments in the 

Christian communities around Pou-pianget [Bupyeong] and In-

chien [Incheon]. He spent three days there and returned home on 

February 5. Bishop Daveluy, meanwhile, had returned to Nai-po, to 

resume his usual tasks. However, Bishop Berneux did not want to 

move far away from the capital, and from the fifth he only left his 

house to go two or three times to the house of the catechist Marc 

Tieng, five minutes away, to give confirmation and other sacraments 

to some neophytes from the northern provinces. He was waiting to 

see what would happen, and, despite everything, hope prevailed in 

his heart, as can be seen by the following letter he wrote to Fr. Féron 

on February 10. “I do not know if, in my last letter, I asked you to 

celebrate a Mass for the peace of the kingdom, and the successful 

conclusion of the business occupying all our minds. In case I did not 

do so, I ask you now. It is the king's mother,—do not tell anyone—

who wants each missionary to celebrate a Mass with these intentions. 
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Yes, there is an eel beneath the rock but it is in no hurry to come out. 

I was expecting an interview with the regent, immediately after my 

return, since I was urged to come back in a hurry; so far there is 

nothing yet. I think it will happen. But in any case, we have made a 

huge step towards freedom. Let us pray to the Lord and our good 

Mother to help me in these grave circumstances. Recommend the 

Christians to be very cautious.” 

Alas! At that very moment, his death, that of all his 

colleagues, and the final abolition of Christianity in Korea, had been 

resolved. The court, as we have noted, was almost entirely composed 

of bitter enemies of the Gospel. Several times, they had vainly asked 

that once again the edicts of persecution should be published. They 

were waiting for an opportunity, and they did not let it escape. There 

was no longer any question of the Russians; their ship was said to 

have withdrawn, their troops had recrossed the border, and the fear 

they had at first inspired had almost disappeared. On the other hand, 

the Korean embassy that had left for Beijing in December 1865 had 

just sent a letter which stated that the Chinese were putting to death 

the Europeans scattered across the empire. This letter arrived in 

Seoul in the last days of January; it was like oil poured on the flames. 

The four chief ministers began to disapprove highly of the approach 

of the regent vis-à-vis the bishops. “Hatred to Europeans!” They 

cried; “No alliance with them, or it is all over with the kingdom! 

Death to all the Western barbarians! Kill all Christians!” The regent 

reminded them of the Franco-British expedition to China, the danger 

to which they were exposing themselves, the potential invasion of 

Korea, etc. “No,” they replied, “all that is vain fear! Have we not 

already killed several of these Europeans? Whoever sought to 

avenge their death? What harm have we experienced?” They were 

referring to Bishop Imbert, Fathers Maubant and Chastan, martyred 

in 1839, perhaps also shipwrecked sailors who at various times were 

mercilessly massacred on the coasts. The regent, being alone in his 

opinion, was perhaps persuaded by their arguments and led on by 

their fanaticism, or perhaps he was forced to yield to the torrent, in 

order not to risk compromising his own authority and his position. 
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We will only know that later, when the missionaries are back in 

Korea and can collect more complete information on what happened 

at that time. Anyway, he yielded and signed the death warrants of 

all the bishops and priests from Europe and decreed the enforcement 

of the old laws of the kingdom against Christians. 
 

On March 10, 1866, Bishop Antoine Daveluy, one of the leaders of the 

French missionaries in Korea, wrote a final letter to Bishop Emmanuel 

Verrolles, the vicar apostolic (bishop) of Manchuria, to report the beginning 

of the persecution in which he was destined to die. Verrolles waited for more 

news to arrive and then, on June 28, wrote to Admiral Roze, who had been 

in charge of the French naval division in the China Sea since November 

1865. In actual fact, this letter only reached the Admiral long after the 

arrival from Korea of Father Ridel on July 7. Ridel met Admiral Roze just 

a few days later and told him everything he knew about the persecutions, 

so initiating the French expedition. Admiral Roze’s reply to Bishop 

Verrolles, acknowledging his letter and reassuring him that the French navy 

would do its duty, was only written on September 17, 1866, after his return 

from Cochinchina and just before his first departure for Korea. 
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Preliminaries 

 

1. June 28, 1866 (Bishop Verrolles to Admiral Roze) 

 

Notre Dame des Neiges, Leatong Province (China), June 28, 1866  

 

Lord Admiral, you are in the Far East for our compatriots, for 

our neophytes, for all of us, after God, the reason for our hope. 

Here is the news which has reached me from Korea. I will copy: 

“Korea, March 10, 1866 . . . we are under persecution. Mgr. Berneux, 

vicar apostolic of Korea, was taken on February 23, and since then, 

five others, Messrs. Pourthié, Petitnicolas, de Bretennières, Beaulieu, 

Dorie. All the others will be taken shortly; there is no escape. There 

is already talk of executing the six Europeans taken, and I think it 

will be so, despite their French-Chinese passports. Insult to France, 

insult to the Emperor of China. Anyway, fiat voluntas! . . . My turn 

will come too, and I pray to God to support me in the arena . . . They 

have ransacked the house of Mgr. Berneux where were stored the 

money and all the objects of the mission, a loss of nearly 100,000 

francs . . . Farewell . . . pray for me . . . 

† Antoine (Daveluy) Bishop Coadjutor of Korea.” 

 

The two Korean couriers who brought me this letter from Mgr. 

Daveluy waited a long time on the coast before they could put to sea, 

and they could not leave Korea until the seventeenth of this month 

(June). They affirm that Mgr. Berneux was beheaded on the twenty-

fourth day of the first moon—March 15—and the five missionaries 

taken with him followed on April 8; they report that Mgr. Daveluy 

was caught towards the end of April, and with him another three 

missionaries; that he was taken to the capital where the King, at the 

urging of his mother who is a catechumen, granting a reprieve, had 

sent him back to the mandarin who had captured him some thirty 

leagues from the capital. 

They add—and it is the natural outcome of such premises—that 

all the Christians were being pillaged, hunted, massacred; that they 
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are fleeing to the mountains where, destitute, having lost everything, 

they starve and . . . 

The current king aged fifteen was adopted by the mother of the 

late king; she surrounded her adopted son with great ministers, 

mandarins who are enemies of religion and of Europeans—because 

in these countries the two are one and the same; it is they especially 

that have caused these savage massacres of our compatriots and the 

Christians. And what shall we say to the French when they come to 

ask the reasons for all this, said one of them to the king's father—I 

will take care of it, he replied. 

Already, in September 1839, these same Koreans caused Mgr. 

Imbert, Fathers Chastan and Maubant to expire in torment. Since 

then, numb with fear, they were willing to work with us – at any 

price; then, attributing our indefinite abstention to either 

forgetfulness or weakness, their bloodthirsty instincts took over. 

Alas! In the presence of such acts, this wicked butchery, all 

discussion is superfluous. Admiral, you have understood 

everything; the minutes are counted; several of our co mpatriots are 

still in chains, under the murderers’ swords, and every day they 

await, they and their neophytes, the arrival . . . the appearance of our 

flag, this flag that has become, especially in recent years, so glorious 

in the Far East, but that the barbarians have just insulted once again, 

and dyed in French blood. 

I am, etc . . . 

 

PS  

In 1845, Admiral Cécile asked in a letter to the king of Korea the 

justification for the killing of our three compatriots. Soon, he said, he 

would be returning to find the answer. In 1847, Admiral Lapierre 

returned indeed, but his two ships, a frigate and a corvette, having 

been wrecked together, he began no negotiations and confined 

himself, too, in his letter to the same king of Korea, to repeating the 

words of Admiral Cécile that soon he would ask for the answer. 

Since then, the Virginie has come to these shores and, I believe, 

undertook hydrographic surveys for several months; but it 
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undertook no formal relationship with the Government. 

 
Much has been written about the extremely (and unrealistically) 

belligerent attitude of Henri de Bellonet, who was, from June 1865, the 

acting French chargé d’affaires in Beijing. He had already been engaged in 

disputes with the Chinese authorities about the French missionaries active 

in China. On hearing of the death of the French missionaries, he was 

determined to bring Korea to its knees. 

 

 

2. July 13, 1866 (Henri de Bellonet to Prince Kung) 

 

M. de Bellonet writes to Prince Kung 恭親王 Gōng Qīn Wáng (a half-

brother of the Chinese emperor and head of the Zongli Yamen, the Chinese 

Bureau for Foreign Affairs), as translated from the French by American 

diplomats stationed in China at the time. 

 

July 13, 1866. 

 

Sir: 

I grieve to bring officially to the knowledge of Your Imperial 

Highness a horrible outrage committed in the small kingdom of 

Korea, which formerly assumed the bonds of vassalage to the 

Chinese empire, but which this act of savage barbarity has forever 

separated from it. 

   In the course of the month of March last, the two French 

bishops who were evangelizing Korea, and with them nine 

missionaries, seven Korean priests, and a great multitude of 

Christians of both sexes and of every age, were massacred by order 

of the sovereign of that country. 

   The government of His Majesty cannot permit so bloody an 

outrage to be unpunished. The same day on which the king of Korea 

laid his hands upon my unhappy countrymen was the last of his 

reign; he himself proclaimed its end, which I in my turn solemnly 

declare today. In a few days, our military forces are to march to the 

conquest of Korea, and the emperor, my august sovereign, alone, has 

now the right and the power to dispose, according to his good 
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pleasure, of the country and of the vacant throne.  

   The Chinese government has declared to me many times that 

it has no authority or power over Korea; and it refused on this 

pretext to apply the Treaty of Tientsin to that country and give to 

our missionaries the passports which we have asked from it. We 

have taken note of these declarations, and we declare, now, that we 

do not recognize any authority whatever of the Chinese government 

over the kingdom of Korea 
 

 

3. July 13, 1866 (Henri de Bellonet to Admiral Roze) 

 

On the same day, Bellonet wrote to Admiral Roze: 

 

Beijing, July 13, 1866 

  

On receiving the news of the general massacre of Christians 

and missionaries in Korea, you will undoubtedly have thought, like 

me, that the slightest delay in the punishment of this bloody outrage 

could put in serious danger the 500 missionaries who evangelize 

China, as the contagion of example can be terrible in those countries 

of the Far East. 

I therefore do not hesitate, Mr. Rear-Admiral, to call upon 

the naval forces which you command; to put into your hands, under 

my responsibility, the task of taking a signal revenge for the attack 

to which two bishops and nine French missionaries have fallen 

victims, and to bid you to use every means in your power, without 

any more considering the requests which the consuls or the legation 

of His Majesty may have made to you, to begin as soon as possible 

hostilities against Korea. 

Bonds of suzerainty on the one hand, of vassality on the 

other, have long joined the empire of China and the kingdom of 

Korea. It was my duty to assure myself of their existence and of how 

far the suzerain power meant to take responsibility for the outrage 

that has been done to us. But the explanations exchanged with the 

Chinese government having made me realize that it had given up 
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claiming its rights, I have sent to Prince Kung the note of which you 

will find attached a copy, and in which I have declared officially the 

opening of hostilities, the final separation of Korea, the deposition 

of its king, and the exclusive right of the emperor our august 

sovereign to dispose at his own good pleasure of the country and the 

vacant throne. 

So you will please, Mr. Rear-Admiral, not deal with anyone, 

not recognize any authority in Korea until the capital, the deposed 

king and the regent, the mother of the late king, have been delivered 

into your hands. There is no longer any other power in Korea than 

that represented by His Majesty the Emperor of the French. 

   When you have later to reconstitute the power that 

our weapons are going to destroy, I think, Mr. Rear-Admiral, that 

you find like me that the courageous efforts that the father of the 

deposed king has always made in attempting to bring triumph to the 

cause of religion and civilization, naturally designate him to replace 

on the throne the unworthy people who occupy it. But I consider, 

and you will, no doubt, also consider as a prerequisite for the success 

as for the honor of our cause, for the future of civilization in the Far 

East, that the prince to whom will be entrusted the destiny of Korea, 

under the protectorate of His Majesty the Emperor of the French, 

should have made profession of the Christian religion, and from this 

point of view too, the friend and disciple of the venerable martyrs, 

the husband of one of their catechumens seems designated in 

advance and will not, I hope, hesitate to speak out openly. 

I have no doubt, Mr. Rear-Admiral, that you will punish in 

an exemplary manner all the servants of the destitute power that 

contributed to the killing of the missionaries and Christians. But in 

order for the atonement to be complete, so that it would strike 

especially popular opinion, I wish that the goods of all those 

condemned should be distributed to the families of their victims, 

and the royal treasury itself should contribute for a number of years, 

by paying half of the sum to this great act of justice and reparation. 

All the costs of the expedition, Mr. Rear-Admiral, like those 

of the subsequent occupation will necessarily be borne by the 
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Korean treasury and I see no better way to achieve this than to invite 

you to keep in your hands, until payment is complete, the income of 

the customs you will have to establish when, after the cessation of 

hostilities, you open the New Korea to the trade of all the nations.  
  

 

4. July 16, 1866 (Prince Kung to Henri de Bellonet) 

 

I have received the dispatch that the noble chargé d'affaires of France 

has done me the honor of sending, informing me of the murder of 

bishops, of missionaries, and of Christians which has just occurred 

in Korea, and which has motivated France to send troops, facts of 

which he felt compelled to inform me, Korea being considered one 

of China’s tributary countries, etc.  

I have noticed that the little country of Korea, relegated to the edge 

of the sea, has always faithfully fulfilled all the duties incumbent 

upon it. What reasons have today made it massacre Christians is 

something I do not know. 

But in notifying me of the reasons for which France is 

sending troops, the chargé d'affaires gives me clear proof of the 

importance he attaches to the good relationship between our two 

countries. 

Whenever two states turn to force, they endanger the very existence 

of the people. That is why, being warned, I cannot help intervening 

to separate the two parties in this circumstance. 

Even if it turns out that Korea has put to death individuals 

belonging to the Catholic religion, it is still legally possible to make 

a preliminary inquiry into the true motives which may have led to 

this massacre without therefore beginning hostilities, and this makes 

me invite you, after careful consideration, to come to a decision in 

this regard.     

  



32 

Extended Accounts of the Entire Expedition 
 

1. The Catholic Account of the Expedition (from Dallet’s Histoire) 

 

Fr. Ridel was invited to accompany the expedition as an interpreter, together 

with some of the Korean sailors who had come across with him, who knew 

the waters around Ganghwado Island and the entry to the Hangang River. 

Ridel’s account of the whole expedition, edited by Dallet, comes near the 

end of Dallet’s great History of the Korean Catholic Church (published in 

1874). It is marked by a certain critical distancing from the “official” French 

version, which had been designed to present the expedition in the most 

positive way possible. 

 From: Charles Dallet. Histoire de l’église de Corée: Deuxième partie 

(Volume 2), 572ff. 

 

 We left Fr. Ridel in Tientsin, where he had gone to inform 

Admiral Roze about the serious events of which Korea had been the 

theater. The admiral was about to rescue the two French 

missionaries still exposed to death when news of a revolt in lower 

Cochin forced him to take another direction. He promised Fr. Ridel 

that, on his return from Cochin, he would make a visit to Korea. The 

missionary returned to Chefoo, where he stayed until mid-August. 

At that time, the Koreans who had accompanied him asked to return 

to their country. He let eight go and, with the other three, went to 

Shanghai to await events. Three weeks later, he received Admiral 

Roze’s invitation to go to Chefoo to accompany him to Korea. He 

departed in haste, and on September 10, came aboard the frigate la 

Guèrrière. He himself will tell us, in detail, the story of this expedition. 

 

“It was decided that the corvette le Primauguet, the sloop le 

Déroulède, and the gunboat le Tardif should go to make an initial 

survey of the coast of Korea. The admiral took me as an interpreter 

for that first trip, with my three Koreans as pilots. Leaving Chefoo 

on the 18th, we were on the 20th among a group of islands of which 

the first were the Ferrières and Clifford Islands [present-day 

Gyeongnyeolbiyeoldo Islands]. We anchored in the Gulf of Prince 

Jérôme [Asanman Bay], near an island which was named Eugénie 
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[Ippado Island]. On the 21st, the admiral sent his aide on the 

Déroulède to explore the way to the capital; I accompanied him. 

Always guided by a Korean pilot who knew thoroughly all the 

nooks and crannies of the coast, we went to Woody Island [Jakyakdo 

Island], opposite the small town of Seung-tsiong, and from there by 

a very sharp turning we entered the strait that separates the island 

of Ganghwa from the continent. We anchored near the island, 

opposite the village of Kak-kot-si [Gapgot-ri]. There ended our 

mission. Some officers went ashore and were amazed at the 

appearance of the country. A large, very well cultivated plain 

covered with rice fields, many villages, and, a league to the 

northwest, mountains where the city of Ganghwa was located. We 

saw some well-positioned forts in the distance, some cannons, but 

not one soldier. The frightened population had fled at first, but a few 

brave individuals returned, others followed, and when we weighed 

anchor, people flocked to the shore to see this unique ship, without 

sails and without oars, ascending the very rapid current of these 

parts. 

The next day we joined the Primauguet and the Tardif. All 

were delighted with the observations made during the journey and 

especially to have ascertained that the channel was navigable for the 

fleet. The three ships immediately set out, but the Primauguet after 

deviating from the line indicated by the pilot, went on to the rocks. 

Fortunately, it did not suffer any serious damage, and only lost her 

false keel; it was decided to leave it at Woody Island. The 23rd was 

a Sunday and I celebrated Mass on board. It was the first time the 

Holy Sacrifice was offered in freedom in the kingdom of Korea. The 

two ships then headed for Seoul. At the end of the Strait of Ganghwa 

is the mouth of the river that passes a mile to the South of the capital. 

We had to go a distance of six or seven leagues. I was constantly on 

duty, translating to the Admiral the indications that the pilot gave 

me. Finally, on the 25th, in the evening, we arrived opposite the 

capital, to the amazement of an immense crowd that covered the 

banks of the river and the surrounding hills, to feast their eyes on 

this unprecedented spectacle: vessels moved by fire. 
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The Korean government tried to stop us. Junks were placed 

at a fairly narrow passage and they fired a cannon at us; a French 

shell in response sank two junks, and the others fled. A little further 

along, one or two batteries opened fire, but a few well-directed shots 

from our cannon and a shell, which exploded a few steps from the 

gunners, reduced all to silence. We stayed one day at Seoul, making 

soundings, measuring heights, drawing plans, plotting various 

directions, etc. I went on shore, hoping to meet some Christians and 

hear about my colleagues and the persecution, but nobody dared to 

approach us. We left the next day, and on the way down the river, 

we made new soundings and many observations. On Sunday, 

September 30, we reached the Primauguet and we were preparing to 

return to the Chinese coast when a boat came toward us. It was my 

pilot and one of the sailors who had taken me to Chefoo. I learned 

from them about the destruction of a European ship wrecked near 

Pieng-an [Pyeongyang] in August, the renewal of the persecution, 

the order to kill Christians in the provinces without reference to the 

capital, and searches directed against the priests. I communicated 

my concerns to the admiral, begging him to leave behind at least one 

of the ships, whose presence would intimidate the Korean 

government, while the departure of the whole fleet would certainly 

bring an intensification of the persecution. My requests were of no 

avail, and on October 3, we were back in the port of Chefoo. They 

made the final preparations, and we left a week later.” 
 

While Fr. Ridel returned to China with the ships, what became of 

the two missionaries left in Korea? The following letter from Fr. Féron will 

tell us. 

 

“Towards the end of September, Rear-Admiral Roze sent 

ships to survey the way to the capital. Fr. Calais had left me to go to 

the coast, where I had prepared a boat that was to transport him to 

China. Informed before me of the arrival of the French ships, he 

wrote to me to ask what he should do. Believing with everyone else 

that it was a definitive expedition that would give us freedom, I 
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immediately set out to join my colleague. I had to cover twelve 

leagues; along the way, I was recognized, pursued, and only escaped 

by a miracle. The boat was not yet ready; nevertheless, we threw 

ourselves into it and left the same day. We were delayed by lack of 

wind and then by a headwind, and it was not until the next day, in 

the evening, that we could reach the entrance to the channel, three 

miles long, that we had to take to reach the French ships. But, at the 

entrance of the channel was a city whose guards were very strict. 

The crew were scared; yet we convinced them to sail on. ‘Let’s go to 

our death!’ they said, and we arrived before the city. A Korean boat 

emerges from the straight. ‘Are not the barbarian vessels down 

there?’ our sailors ask, ‘We will be killed as we pass near them.’ ‘No, 

they left two days ago.’ We turn tail; but where are we to go? My 

first thought was to head for China: the weather was fine, the wind 

favorable, and we would arrive at Chefoo before the departure of 

the admiral. But the proposal made everyone shudder; the boat was 

so small, and the parts that composed it so badly joined! I did not 

dare to insist, and it was decided that we would go to some Christian 

neighborhood in search of news. Fr. Calais and I thought that the 

French had made a simple survey and that now the Admiral would 

soon come himself. We wanted that all the more since we considered 

it our duty to inform him of the Pieng-an disaster, that he might 

prevent its recurrence. 

When we landed, I had one of our Christians called secretly. 

He gave us the following news. The officers had just arrived to seize 

a Christian. As for the survey made by the cruiser, the people were 

not afraid; they even wanted the coming of the French. What they 

feared was their own government, the bands that were going to be 

organized on the pretext of defending the country. In fact, the terror 

was great in Seoul. During the few days that the French gunboats 

were in the river, not one load of rice or of wood had entered the 

capital; eight days more, and the people would have died of hunger. 

Everyone had fled; we were assured that seven thousand homes 

were empty. The Korean government had collected a large number 

of junks to form a fleet, one cannonball from a French gunboat was 
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enough to destroy two of these junks and put the rest to flight. The 

Korean artillery tried hard to fight back; but their projectiles could 

not reach halfway. This is all the information we could gather. 

It was already October 11 or 12, our position was becoming 

more and more critical, we had no alternative but to head for China. 

That very day, Admiral Roze left Chefoo for Korea. A headwind, 

which drove us to the north, prevented us from meeting him. For 

two days and two nights, we skirted the coast to the height of 

Shantung; but our boat was so frail, it would have been imprudent 

to head for the open sea, so we were happy to meet some Chinese 

boats that were engaged in smuggling, and arranged with one of 

them for us to be taken to Chefoo. I must omit the story of our 

journey, which was long and difficult, because of alternating flat 

calms and contrary winds. We arrived at Chefoo on October 26. We 

have just learned that the Primauguet is expected from Korea on 

November 5 to pick up mail. We hope to take advantage of its 

departure to return to our mission, which is all the dearer to us now 

we are exiles.” 
 

Now back to the expedition, and first we should give the official 

story that was published by the government. We read in Le Moniteur of 

December 27, 1866: 

 

“The Minister of the Navy and the Colonies has received 

from Rear-Admiral Roze, commander of the naval division of the 

China Seas, dispatches announcing the capture of Ganghwa, a 

fortified city in the north of the island of that name, at the mouth of 

the river on whose banks lies Seoul, the capital of Korea. Leaving 

Chefoo on October 11 with the frigate la Guerrière, the propeller-

driven corvettes le Laplace and le Primauguet, the sloops le Déroulède 

and le Kien-chan, the gunboats le Tardif and le Brethon, Rear-Admiral 

Roze anchored on October 13, with his division off Woody Island, 

eighteen miles from Ganghwa. The next day, the gunboats went up 

the Salt River [the Ganghwa Straits], towing boats that carried the 

landing parties from la Guerrière and the corvettes, and a detachment 

of marine riflemen from Yokohama. On landing, our sailors 
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occupied the heights without meeting any resistance and set up 

camp five kilometers from Ganghwa. On October 15, a survey was 

undertaken by a column commanded by frigate captain Count 

Osery; arriving near a fort that overlooks the city, they were greeted 

by substantial rifle-fire as well as shots from two small caliber 

cannons. After a few minutes’ battle, the fort was occupied, and the 

Koreans fled, leaving a flag in our hands. 

On the 16th, at eight o’clock in the morning, Rear-Admiral 

Roze, at the head of all his forces, appeared before the city that is 

surrounded by a crenelated wall four meters high. On coming 

within a hundred meters from the main gate, our troops were 

welcomed by a fairly brisk fusillade. But the wall was soon climbed 

to cries of “Vive l’Empereur!” and the enemy left us masters of the 

place. 

A large number of guns, more than ten thousand rifles, 

ammunition of many kinds were found in huge stores, and they 

demonstrate the importance of the role of Ganghwa, from the 

standpoint of the defense of the capital of Korea. Rear-Admiral Roze 

carefully inventoried the stores, of which he took possession on 

behalf of the state, and which also contained eighteen boxes filled 

with silver bullion and official archives. 

A proclamation to the inhabitants informed them of the 

purpose that the admiral had proposed in coming to chastise the 

Korean government and assured them of the most complete 

protection. 

The blockade of the river of Seoul, which was notified to 

the consuls of the European powers in China, and the occupation of 

Ganghwa, was sure to produce a deep impression on the Korean 

government. Indeed, the city of Ganghwa lies, as we have pointed 

out, at the mouth of the river leading to Seoul and controls the main 

route that trade for the capital is obliged to take, especially its 

supplies of rice. Thus, already on October 19, Rear-Admiral Roze 

received a letter from the king, to which he was quick to respond, 

indicating his demands in the name of the emperor’s government. 
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The telegram containing these details is dated October 22; 

on this date, Admiral Roze was still in the city of Ganghwa, where 

he was waiting for the interpreters [Chinese] he had asked our 

consul in Shanghai to send.” 

 
Le Moniteur of January 7, 1867, published a news report dated 

November 17, 1866: 

 

“Rear-Admiral Roze being anxious to ascertain the state of 

the country, a detachment commanded by Captain Olivier came out 

of Ganghwa and a few kilometers from the city came across many 

Koreans, holed up in a fortified pagoda; the enemy, who had at first 

launched an attack, was repulsed and hastened to return to its 

positions, leaving its dead behind. After a very lively exchange of 

fire, in which we lost no one, but which unfortunately cost us some 

wounded, the column returned the same evening to Ganghwa. 

A few days later, Rear-Admiral Roze, seeing that the 

Korean government did not pursue the opening in which he had 

been led to believe on receiving a letter from the king, decided to 

leave Ganghwa; the approach of winter was already being felt, and 

it was feared that all navigation along the Salt River would soon be 

discontinued; so he ordered the destruction of all the government 

institutions, and of the king’s palace, and our sailors returned on 

board the vessels anchored before Woody Island. 

The cases containing silver bullion, with a value of one 

hundred ninety-seven thousand francs, with manuscripts and books 

that can provide some interest for science, were sent back to Chang-

hai, from where they will be transported to France. 

Rear-Admiral Roze also announces that the two 

missionaries who had been left in Korea had come to join him, 

having managed to reach Chefoo. 

The destruction of Ganghwa, a major fortification in case of 

war, of its powder magazines and the public institutions that the city 

contained, was sure to prove to the Korean government that the 

killing of the French missionaries had not remained unpunished.” 
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This is the official version of the expedition to Korea. Now comes 

the much more detailed account of Fr. Ridel. It will inform us about the 

reality of the final confrontation near the pagoda, which is rather too veiled 

under the euphemisms of the government paper. 

 

“On Saturday, October 13, the fleet anchored near Woody 

Island. It was decided that we would first seize Ganghwa; so, on 

October 14, the two sloops and two gunboats, towing all the boats 

with the landing parties, sailed up the strait. The frigate and two 

corvettes, which were too deep in draft, remained at anchor. They 

landed near the village of Kak-kot-si, and the landing was effected 

without any need to fire a single shot; there were no enemies. With 

the approach of the French, almost all the inhabitants had fled; some, 

braver, had remained, but they were content to make great 

prostrations. We settled in the village. Two days later, we entered 

the city, which attempted some resistance. A few shots that killed 

three or four Koreans sent the rest fleeing; we broke down the gate 

with an ax. The town was almost deserted; troops immediately 

occupied the palace of the mandarin and the government stores. 

They found weapons galore, bows and arrows in very large 

numbers, iron swords that bend without breaking, helmets, 

breastplates of beautiful workmanship but excessively burdensome, 

about eighty copper and iron cannon of various calibers but in poor 

condition, a considerable amount of matchlock guns of all sizes. The 

copper cannons are loaded by way of a cavity near the breech, into 

which an iron cartridge case containing only the powder is 

introduced: we saw no carriages. Some guns are capable of several 

shots; they have several firing holes on the gun so that by firing each 

one sequentially, starting with that most adjacent to the mouth, it 

can fire a series of shots, which must be very dangerous. There were 

huge amounts of powder; some depots exploded, producing 

tremors similar to those of an earthquake. We also found rolls of 

cloth, wood of various species, copper vases, scissors, fans, brushes, 

very well tanned skins of cattle and pigs, beeswax, a vegetable wax 

which is harvested in the south of Korea, Chinese silk, copper ore, 
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alum, some poor quality porcelain, large supplies of dried fish, and 

more than one hundred eighty thousand silver francs’ worth of 

ingots which have the shape of pancakes. 

The library was very rich. Two or three thousand books 

printed in Chinese with many drawings, on fine paper, all well 

labeled, the very large majority bound with copper plates on covers 

of green or crimson silk. I noticed the ancient history of Korea in 

sixty volumes. What was more curious was a book made of marble 

slabs, folding like the panels of a screen on gilded brass hinges, very 

well polished with gold letters inlaid in the marble and each slab 

protected by a scarlet silk cushion; all placed in a nice chest of copper, 

which in turn was enclosed in a wooden box painted in red, with 

metal fittings of gilded copper. On being opened, these square 

tablets formed a volume of a dozen pages. They contain, in the 

words of some, the moral laws of the country, according to others, 

whose opinion is more likely, the favors granted to Korean kings by 

the emperor of China. The Koreans attach to it a very great price. In 

another chest, we found a marble turtle perfectly sculpted under the 

pedestal of which was the royal seal, the great seal that simple 

Koreans can never touch or even see, and possession of which was 

enough several times to transfer the royal authority and complete 

revolutions. The one I saw was new and seemed never to have 

served. 

Within the walls of the house of the mandarin is a royal 

palace, because it was in the Ganghwa Fortress that Korean kings 

took refuge in time of war. The location is on a small wooded hill 

overlooking the city, from where you can enjoy a magnificent view 

of the island, the sea, and the mainland. The island of Ganghwa is 

very fertile. Rice is harvested there, barley, tobacco, sorghum, corn, 

different species of turnips, Chinese cabbage, chestnuts, khaki, 

sweet acorns with which poor people make a kind of porridge, etc. 

The French remained in peaceful possession of the city, 

where no one disturbed them. The mass of the people were too 

scared to go there, and they could have only very little contact with 

them. In vain we tried to reassure them; they had no idea of such a 
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way of making war; they imagined that the victors, on seizing a 

country, necessarily had to put everything to fire and sword. 

Moreover, they repeated, “Why do you not go to the capital? What 

is making you stay here? You will end up with nothing. You want 

revenge for the massacres, and you punish poor people who are in 

no way the cause, who have not taken any part.” A Christian was 

able to reach me at night in Kak-kot-si camp. He told me that a large 

army had gathered from all the provinces of Korea, which 

manufactured weapons day and night, collecting all the iron, even 

the implements of husbandry, to make swords and pikes; several 

points along the coast, including the city of Tong-tsin, on the 

mainland opposite Ganghwa, were heavily guarded, and they had 

blocked the river by sinking a quantity of boats, a league 

downstream from Seoul. The admiral, on hearing these details, 

resolved to make a survey near Tong-tsin. 

One hundred and twenty men were sent to that effect; they 

reached the mainland opposite the Seoul Gate. This is the name of a 

stone arch, of ogival shape, topped by a Chinese pagoda-style roof, 

which stands at the head of the road to the capital. Around this gate, 

there is a village and a few fortifications. When the sailors tried to 

land, they unexpectedly came under gunfire that killed three of their 

men. They reached land, though, and made themselves masters of 

the place after killing some Koreans and putting the rest to flight. 

Then, deeming it imprudent to continue the expedition, they came 

back on board and remained on the alert. In the evening, part of the 

Korean army set about marching at the far end of the plain; but a 

few shells launched at the right moment, to their surprise, burst near 

their ranks. Amazed and frightened by the effect of these unknown 

weapons, they soon broke ranks and fled to the mountaintops. They 

then showed themselves on several occasions in a remote gorge two 

thousand meters away; but the cannon fire of the gunboats forced 

them to withdraw. By night they came to light campfires in different 

parts of the plain, and by day they set up dressed mannequins, to 

make us unnecessarily waste powder and shot. Often you could hear 

the sound of their guns; probably they were practicing shooting in 
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their camp, behind the mountains. We were told that they had made 

the guns on the model of those they had taken from on board the 

American schooner, burned by them with the crew a few months 

earlier, on the Pieng-an coast. The gunboats were stationed in 

different places, to prevent the movement of boats and keep the 

blockade of the river leading to the capital; a number of junks were 

burned; but the Koreans were able to pass in small boats by night. 

Meanwhile the persecution raged more than ever in the 

capital and in the provinces. The king’s father was so furious that he 

had written on the posts that are at the entrance to the palace, that 

all those who speak of making peace with the Europeans would be 

considered rebels and executed immediately. General Ni Kieng-ei 

sent to the admiral, on October 19, a long letter in which, after 

quoting several sentences of the ancient philosophers, he said that 

those who crossed the boundaries of another kingdom were worthy 

of death; that the Europeans had come to their land and had hidden, 

taking the clothes and speaking the language of the country in order 

to steal their wealth; that therefore it was right to put them to death; 

if we did not leave, we should fear that heaven would punish us 

soon, etc. The admiral said he had come in the name of Napoleon, 

ruler of the great empire of France; that His Majesty, whose 

solicitude extended over all his subjects, in whatever places they 

were, wanted them all to be safe and treated as becomes the citizens 

of a great empire; having learned that the Korean government had 

put to death nine Frenchman, he had to seek redress: therefore they 

should hand over to him the three ministers who had contributed 

the most to the death of the Frenchman, and send at the same time a 

plenipotentiary to lay the foundations of a treaty. Otherwise, he 

considered the Korean government responsible for all the evils that 

war would entail. This letter of the admiral remained unanswered. 

Koreans continued to gather on every point of the 

neighborhood. One day a Christian came to tell me that the day 

before, three hundred Koreans, tiger-hunters and skilled shooters, 

had crossed to the island, and the following night, another five 

hundred would arrive who would go join the others, and shut 
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themselves up in the Pagoda of Trieun-tong-sa [Jeondeungsa 

Temple] in the island of Ganghwa, three or four leagues south of the 

city. I hastened to warn the admiral. That very day, a whaler which 

was engaged in hydrography was attacked near the place where 

they had crossed. The admiral resolved to attack this pagoda and 

detached for that one hundred and sixty men. At his command, I 

accompanied the expedition both to guide the march and to serve as 

interpreter. We left at six in the morning. The vanguard went a few 

steps ahead of us; then came the commander at the head of his party 

and some luggage and horses which carried our lunch. We had no 

artillery, although the day before we had spoken of taking some 

small guns; I do not know why they changed their mind. We were 

going pretty slowly, resting every hour. Following the main road, 

which is very attractive, we passed a few hills, and soon caught sight 

of walls running along the top of the mountains. Along the road, 

almost all the houses were deserted. One resident told us that the 

day before there had been many soldiers at the pagoda. Indeed we 

saw some movement in the surroundings, and several men were 

climbing the mountain, heading towards the fortress; for this 

pagoda is actually a small stronghold ordinarily inhabited by 

soldier-monks. ([Note by Mr. Ridel] There are several species of 

Korean monks: the literate monks involved in the composition of 

books and studying the rites and ceremonies of the country, the 

mendicant monks, and soldier-monks whose occupation is to 

prepare and collect arms. It is they who make the powder, cast the 

guns and build, or at least oversee the construction of the fortress 

walls. In Korea, there was once a large number of Buddhist 

monasteries. I visited a number, all located at the top of the 

mountains or halfway up in quiet places, well wooded and difficult 

of access. It is only natural, given their position among the rocks, to 

make strongholds of them, so tradition reports that several served 

some great princesses, or even queens, who hid in them to avoid the 

calamities of war.) 

We could not see the pagoda itself because it is located in a 

ravine in the middle of a circle of mountains, whose summits are 
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lined with walls four meters high, built without cement, with large 

half-dressed stones piled on each other. One could only enter 

through one easy road; that is the one we followed after turning 

right to attack from the opposite side to that from which we came. It 

was half past eleven; some proposed to lunch, but it was thought 

that it would be easier to settle down in the pagoda and lunch in the 

same palace as Buddha. We left the highway to take the path leading 

to the pagoda. An armed Korean appeared close to us; two or three 

shots at random failed to reach him: three of our men started out in 

pursuit, but he had vanished. We were now only three or four 

hundred meters from the gate and we rested a moment. We had 

before us a thick solid wall, which closed the ravine and rose on both 

sides up the slopes of the mountain. The hewn stone doorway, with 

a semi-circular arched roof, had no doors, as is often the case. I 

considered very carefully what was going on inside. When we 

arrived, I heard some shouts; now all was silent as a desert. The 

signal was given to advance; a detachment turned to the right to 

climb the hill; the main body, preceded by the vanguard, headed 

straight for the gate. We were not a hundred yards away, and the 

vanguard was much closer, when suddenly firing was heard from 

the whole length of the wall. The shots mingled, succeeded one 

another without any interval; and bullets came flying in all 

directions, at our feet and over our heads. I turned and saw almost 

all were lying flat: everyone was hiding where he could find shelter 

and wait out the shooting; I did the same. 

Our soldiers retaliated with heavy fire while withdrawing 

to seek a more favorable position, but what could their bullets do 

against walls, and against these men of whom we could see only the 

heads? The surprise had confused our company; the commands of 

the leaders were not executed, and soon everyone found themselves 

some distance away, but still under fire from the enemy, whose 

bullets were still reaching us. Then the officers rallied their men, and 

they took up stations behind huts, fragments of rocks, piles of straw, 

to prevent any charge by the Koreans, while the injured were 
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transported to a hill a little way back. They were thirty-two and the 

injuries of some seemed quite serious. 

Our position was becoming embarrassing. By subtracting 

the wounded and those who were caring for them, there remained 

little more than eighty men capable of fighting. If the enemy tried to 

cut off our retreat, he might succeed or at least kill many of us. The 

men had not had lunch, and the horse that was carrying our meal 

had passed into the hands of the enemy. The doctor bandaged the 

wounded, stretchers were prepared to carry those who could not 

walk, and we finally reached the highway. Able-bodied men formed 

the rearguard to keep the enemy at a respectful distance. Three times 

the Koreans tried to get out, but with each attempt, they lost many 

men and eventually gave up the pursuit. Moreover, they were 

satisfied and mounted on the walls; they gave wild cheers and 

screams to congratulate themselves on their victory over the 

barbarians of the West. 

I do not want to pass any judgment on this matter. Perhaps, 

however, there had been some imprudence in sending one hundred 

and sixty men without a single cannon against a fortress that was 

known to contain at least eight hundred of the enemy. The first 

landing and the taking of Ganghwa had offered so little difficulty 

that we had gotten used to going to an attack as if it were a picnic. 

However, the resistance that we had met at the Seoul Gate might 

have provided food for thought. Fortunately, we did not have a 

single man killed; we returned slowly to the camp at Kak-kot-si, very 

sad and very tired. All showed admirable attention and love for the 

wounded, and I was moved to tears on seeing with what motherly 

affection these rough-hewn sailors cared for their companions. The 

admiral, who had a presentiment of some misfortune, came to meet 

us with some of his staff. He met us at half a league from the camp. 

He was much affected by this ill success and addressed a few words 

of encouragement to each of the injured. It was night when we 

arrived. 

The next day at eight in the morning, I learned that an 

immediate evacuation had been decided. The troops in the city of 
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Ganghwa set fire to it and withdrew to the camp near the shore. The 

city was burnt. Unfortunately, this sudden departure was much like 

a flight because it was not in anticipation of a speedy retreat that we 

had begun fortification works, both in the city and on hills near the 

camp. We wanted to take from Ganghwa a big bronze bell; it was 

halfway along, it remained there, and the Koreans must have taken 

it back as a trophy of their victory. The troops embarked at night, 

and in the morning at six o’clock, we were off. At the turn of the 

strait, several forts shot at us, and some balls fell on board but 

without hurting anyone. Our gunboats responded vigorously. A 

little further on we saw again the walls of the pagoda, which is only 

two kilometers from the shore. Our return was a big surprise for the 

frigate and corvettes. Many officers said we should have destroyed 

the pagoda by bombarding it from the shore; others maintained that 

it was impossible. In short, all experienced a painful disappointment 

and expressed their bitterness in relatively unmeasured terms. 

The next night, six Christian sailors came on board. They 

said that the persecution was more violent than ever and that the 

regent had solemnly sworn to exterminate all Christians, even 

women and children. On the fourteenth day of the ninth moon (the 

end of October), the catechist John Pak, a nobleman from Hoang-hai 

province, and the wife and son of François Ni, the companion of 

Mathieu Ni in the evangelization of the northern provinces, were 

executed in Seoul after suffering horrific tortures. Three days later, 

François Ni himself, betrayed by his brother who was still a pagan, 

had been killed, along with another Christian whose name they 

could not tell me. The regent, by unprecedented departure from the 

practices of the country, chose a new place of execution for the five 

victims. They had been taken to Iang-ha-tsin [Yanghwajin], on the 

banks of the river at the spot where the two French ships had 

anchored, opposite the capital, a month ago. “It is because of the 

Christians,” said the official proclamation, “that the barbarians came 

this far; it is because of them that the waters of our river have been 

polluted by ships from the West. Their blood must wash away this 

stain.” I also learned that at Iang-ha-tsin a camp of five hundred 
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soldiers had been set up, and they had been ordered, if they found a 

Christian among them, to kill him without a trial. 

I later had details of my two colleagues, Fathers Féron and 

Calais. During the first expedition, these same sailors had tried to 

bring them to our ships, but they arrived two days too late, and after 

wandering a long time among the islands, they had got onto a 

Chinese boat which had taken them to Chefoo. So there were no 

more missionaries in this poor land of Korea! I watched the coast; I 

could not take my eyes off it. When will we come back? And what 

ruins! What will become of our poor Christians? The regent, 

exasperated by the French attack, swollen at what he deems a 

brilliant triumph, will put everything to fire and sword. I spent 

many sad moments during the few days that we remained at anchor; 

my heart was embittered. The hope of soon seeing my colleagues 

encouraged me a little. They came in effect on the Laplace, which 

had been to Chefoo to collect mail. I cannot describe their grief when 

they knew the state of things. 

Leaving Korea, the fleet separated. The Guerrière and the 

Kien-chan went to Japan, the Laplace returned to Chefoo, the other 

four ships headed for Chang-hai. We ourselves were taken there on 

the Primauguet, where everyone including the commander and 

officers showed themselves full of complacency and cordial 

attention toward us. We brought ten Koreans, three that I had with 

me on leaving Chefoo, the one who had joined me in Ganghwa, and 

the six whom I have just mentioned. They are here, dressed in 

Chinese clothing, waiting for the right moment to return home, 

either alone, or with someone of us. The unexpected return of the 

expedition, after such a failure, has surprised everyone and excited 

the verve of the English newspapers. I will spare you their thoughts 

about it. They say and repeat that, for the safety of the Europeans in 

the Far East, and to restore the prestige of their arms, it is essential 

that the French return to Korea next spring with sufficient forces; 

otherwise, the English and the Americans talk about mounting an 

expedition themselves. What will happen? Pray, pray much for our 

unfortunate mission.” 
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2. Henri Jouan’s Account of the Expedition 

 

The first extended account of the whole expedition to be published was that 

written by Commandant Henri Jouan, a long-time friend of Admiral Roze, 

who had been one of the commanding officers during the expedition. 

Jouan’s account of the Ganghwado Island expedition has the advantage of 

being both detailed and sober. His statement near the end that the only 

purpose of the expedition had been to impress the Koreans by a show of 

French firepower corresponds to the position adopted by Roze when he was 

blamed after the expedition for not having attacked Seoul or done more to 

force the Korean government to sign a treaty opening the country to trade. 

The fact that this long text by a reliable eyewitness was only published 

several years after the events in the obscure journal of a regional academic 

society serves to remind us that no comprehensive, critical account of the 

1866 expedition was ever published in book form. 

 

“Episode of a Naval Station in the China Seas” by 

Commandant Henri Jouan. 

From Memoirs, National Academic Society of Cherbourg 

1871, 145ff. 

  

A major role of the navy in distant campaigns is to impose 

respect for the flag of France and protect our citizens abroad. It 

sometimes happens that this protection among half-barbarian 

peoples leads to warlike expeditions; thus two years ago, Rear-

Admiral Roze, commander of the naval division of the China Seas, 

was obliged to resort to the use of force in Korea, which had 

committed a great crime against humanity. The newspapers at the 

time took very little notice of this armed intervention, apart from 

considering it with a kind of dread. The spirit of the time was not 

attuned to distant expeditions, and the press, even the most 

moderate, seemed to fear that the country would be forced to engage 

in some adventurous campaign when events which might lead to 

serious complications were taking place in Europe. Le Moniteur 

tried to reassure minds by reporting, in a few lines, both the 

beginning and the end of the expedition, and the results produced 

by it. I think it deserved better; not that there were any great battles, 
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tales of which are still dear to the French, say what they will, but the 

expedition did open a breach in a country that, until then, was 

completely closed to contact with foreigners, when all its neighbors 

have been forced to open by the West. That was not done without 

difficulty: first, the unknown had to be dealt with.  

The military part of the business was the least difficult; the 

highest challenge was to overcome the obstacles that the local 

geography presented to navigation. Not that an armed struggle did 

not offer great difficulties. But the local geography obliged the large 

ships, which were the real strength of the naval division, to stop far 

from the points where they were to meet the enemy. That could only 

be done by a landing, and for that to be possible, an entire set of 

campaign materials had to be improvised. The services in charge of 

food, of ambulances, everything had to be created because, despite 

the progress made in the fleet in the organization of landing parties, 

the latter cannot act effectively unless they do not move far from the 

ships. It is in order to show all the obstacles that had to be overcome, 

and before which the commander did not recoil, that I have related 

in great detail the events that happened during the five-week period 

of this episode of our campaign. This account is hardly more than a 

journal written as the events unfolded, without art, without any 

other pretension than to be sincere. I hope that this confession will 

excuse its many imperfections, that the reader will be grateful to the 

author for trying to give an idea of this mysterious country, and that 

it will serve to highlight a glorious page in the career, already well-

filled, of an officer of whom everyone in our town has kept a good 

memory. 

  

Cherbourg, September 1868. 

  

I. 

  

July 11, 1866, in the evening, Rear-Admiral Roze, 

commander of the naval division of the China Sea, after a trip to 

Beijing, was back at Tientsin where the Déroulède was waiting for 
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him. This was the sloop that was destined to take him the next day 

on board the frigate la Guerrière anchored beyond the bar of Takou. 

The plan of the admiral was to travel to Nagasaki and on to 

Yokohama, but a communication from the consul of France in 

Tientsin came to overturn these projects. 

Mr. Dévéria, the consul, informed the admiral that the day 

before the ship from Chefoo had brought a French priest belonging 

to the Foreign Missions, bearing serious news. This priest, Father 

Ridel, was in Korea with eleven other French missionaries. On 

March 8, Bishop Berneux, head of the mission, Frs. Beaulieu, Dorie, 

and Ranfer de Bretenières had been put to death by order of the 

Korean government, under the walls of the capital; the eleventh of 

the same month, it was the turn of Frs. Pourthié and Petit Nicolas; 

on the thirtieth that of Bishop Daveluy, coadjutor of Mgr. Berneux, 

and Frs. Aumaitre and Huin. At the same time, a similar fate was 

shared by forty native Christians. (For details of these executions, 

see The Annals of the Propagation of the Faith, 1866, no. 229.) 

One of the three surviving missionaries, Father Ridel, was 

able to reach the west coast of Korea and escape with a few dedicated 

Christians on a boat that arrived in seven days at Chefoo, where he 

had been taken in by an English merchant, Mr. Fergusson. Father 

Ridel knew nothing of his colleagues who had taken a different 

direction in order to hide more easily and increase the chances of 

transmitting the news of these sad events to some port of China 

visited by Europeans. He went himself to Beijing to report to the 

Minister of France in China. Although China and Korea are now 

separate and distinct empires, he nevertheless reckoned that the 

intervention of the Chinese government, provoked by the 

representative of France, would be of great weight with the Korean 

government. In addition, the presence in Beijing, at that time, of the 

commander of our naval forces encouraged him to make the trip. 

Father Ridel was not long in arriving aboard the Déroulède. 

He was a man of thirty to thirty-five years, a priest from the diocese 

of Vannes. His strange Korean costume, which we did not recognize, 

his long white cloak, his straw sandals, his big hat of woven bamboo, 
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attracted all eyes. There was, however, in his appearance, something 

we felt was in contradiction with the necessity Europeans had to 

hide, or at least only show themselves in disguise: it was his long 

beard, while the natives only have a few bristles on their chin. 

Nevertheless, his stories, full of great simplicity and perfect good 

faith, awakened an interest in us because we knew nothing, or 

almost nothing about Korea, more closed to foreigners than was 

once Japan. Unfortunately, despite a stay of three years, forced to 

live in hiding, only choosing the darkest nights to travel, he could 

not tell us as much as we would have wanted. However, we learned 

the name of the capital of Korea, Séhoul, which is not found on any 

map. This city, located not far from the western coast, communicates 

with the Yellow Sea by a river that is easily navigated by the junks 

of the country. The Korean government was not unaware of the 

presence of the missionaries, but although the Christian religion was 

banned, as they lived hidden, only ministering in the deepest secret, 

they were not troubled until the appearance of some Russian 

warships on the northern coast of the kingdom changed these 

provisions. Having no idea of the most elementary notions of 

geography, the Korean government confuses all the Westerners; it 

went straight to the king's mind, he being, in himself, almost the 

entire government, that the missionaries had called in the foreigners. 

Russian pressure on the borders of the northeast, the story of the 

invasion of Europeans in China, Cochinchina, and Japan, inspired 

him with a barbaric resolution by which he meant to strike the 

invaders with terror: therefore the punishment of the missionaries 

was decided and soon accomplished. 

This act of brutality on the part of a government called 

civilized, of which nine Frenchmen were victims, could not go 

unpunished. It will be objected that these Frenchmen had blatantly 

violated the laws of the country, that in going to Korea to preach a 

forbidden doctrine, they knew what they were exposing themselves 

to, and that this determination, voluntary on their part, should not 

require the government of their homeland to engage in a potentially 

risky enterprise. I will not deny the strength and, to some extent, the 
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truth of these objections; but at the times we live in, when people-to-

people communications are becoming more common, is it possible 

for nations with a civilization different from ours, it is true, yet very 

advanced, to remain not only isolated from other nations, but even 

hostile to them? The bloody tragedy of the month of March, 1866, 

was not the only one; with the exception of a very small number, all 

the castaways that storms threw onto the coast of Korea were 

mercilessly massacred by the orders of a suspicious government. 

Demanding accounts of that government for the murder of our 

compatriots was not to claim satisfaction for France alone but for the 

whole of humanity and civilization. In any case, the events of Korea 

could not go unnoticed. The conduct of the commander-in-chief was 

clear: he should try to get in touch with the Korean government, 

demand compensation either by persuasion or, if necessary, by force, 

and if the forces at his disposal did not allow the latter, at least 

undertake a reconnaissance that would allow the French 

government to act later if it thought fit. 

The position of the capital in the vicinity of the western 

coast, near a river which might, perhaps, admit gunboats, indicated 

that this was the side to head for, if only to talk. The Koreans who 

had brought Father Ridel to Chefoo were seamen with experience of 

this part of the coast. Valuable information could be obtained from 

them and them alone; for the surveys of the western coast of Korea 

stopped at the Gulf of Prince Jérôme, whose approaches were 

explored by Vice-Admiral Guerin. He had not found the mouth of 

the river leading to Séhoul which he had been told was somewhere 

near there. A very serious grounding had prevented him from going 

further. It took the skill and daring of such a skilled sailor to dare 

engage with a large sailing frigate (the Virginie) in this maze of 

islands and shoals of all kinds, which extend as a barrier in front of 

the coast, in channels with rushing currents, where the difference in 

level between high tide and low water sometimes reaches eleven or 

twelve meters. It was among one of these still incompletely surveyed 

archipelagos that were lost, twenty years ago, two major French 

warships, the Gloire and the Victorieuse. From the northern region of 
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the Gulf of Prince Jérôme, from the point where the explorations of 

Admiral Guerin stopped, the best charts merely indicated the coast 

of the mainland as a straight line, most often simply marked by 

dotted lines. 

The difficulties of navigation, the prospect of escaping 

shipwreck only to perish under torture, made of these shores a just 

object of horror. Commerce, so enterprising in the seas of the Far 

East, had already tried, with a few small ships, to cross the barrier of 

shoals and rocks; but it was soon forced to abandon these attempts, 

faced with the systematic habit of isolation on the part of the 

inhabitants, who drove away all foreigners: even the Chinese 

themselves, who resemble Koreans in so many respects, were not 

admitted. However, an active smuggling trade occurred along the 

west coast, between junks from the Chinese province of Shan-Tong 

and Korean boats: it was by that means that our missionaries were 

able to enter the country. 

Only they might have been able to tell us about the 

country’s military resources; but I have already said above how, 

because of the way he had been forced to live, Father Ridel could 

teach us very little. According to him, a small number of soldiers, 

poorly armed with swords and a few old matchlock guns, composed 

the whole public force. All the artillery, which the government could 

muster, was reduced to a few rusty cannons without carriages, seen 

in the capital. The country was very healthy, especially in the season 

during which we were going to go in; an expedition would find, if 

not enough to live in abundance, at least enough to add to the 

provisions it brought with it, thanks to the livestock common in 

Korea. The walls of the capital and some other cities should not be a 

serious obstacle for European troops. That is pretty much all, with 

some details on the manners, the functioning of government and 

society, that we could learn. 

The only documents that we had were limited to a few 

abbreviated accounts of ancient voyages, such as the shipwreck of 

the Dutchman Henry Hamel [Hendrick Hamel] in the middle of the 

seventeenth century (History of the wreck of a Dutch ship on the 
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coast of the island Quelpaert, with the description of the Kingdom 

of Korea, translated from Flemish, Paris, 1670. The author, Henry 

Hamel, spent thirteen years in Korea. Almost everything that has 

been written since about this country has been copied from his 

account, and thus many facts have been spread abroad that are 

mistakes today; thus, in a highly esteemed work, we read that Korea 

depends on China. That is no longer the case. New inaccuracies have 

been added to the old. One can read that the country has been open 

to foreign trade since 1830—that is so far from the truth that, in 

September of 1866, everyone aboard an American schooner that was 

wrecked on the west coast was massacred—or the history of the 

conquest of Korea by the Japanese Emperor Taiko-Sama at the end 

of the sixteenth century—the Japanese took control of Korea in 1593: 

they have kept from this conquest only one port on the east coast, 

Fusan, where there is a small Japanese garrison. Christianity was 

preached for the first time at that time by Spanish priests who 

followed the conquerors. No traces remained by the time Gutzlaff 

visited: it was only introduced again a few years after that). 

The information scattered here and there in the accounts by 

missionaries published at different times, the voyage of Captain B. 

Hall in 1816, that of Dr. Gutzlaff, who tried to enter this mysterious 

land in 1832, were not in our possession. Regarding everything that 

had to do with the current state of the country, we were no more 

advanced than with regard to navigation. The admiral decided to go 

to Chefoo, find the boatmen of Fr. Ridel, gather there all the ships of 

the naval unit if necessary, and undertake a survey since the 

earliness of the season meant they could count on several months of 

good weather. 

 

But these projects were to be changed or at least postponed. 

Returning to the Guerrière on July 11, Admiral Roze found, together 

with the mail that had arrived from Europe the previous day, a letter 

from the governor of Cochinchina, containing very serious news. A 

formidable insurrection had broken out in our colony; for a while, 

the city of Saigon itself was threatened. The situation was so bad that 
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Vice-Admiral de la Grandière appealed to the naval division of 

China. These events put Korea in the background and, although it 

was hard for Admiral Roze to abandon a plan that could have 

provided him with an opportunity to distinguish himself in a 

glorious way, he was before all a man of duty, and he did not hesitate 

for a moment to accept the invitation of the governor of Cochin. 

Certainly, a journey from northern China to Saigon was not a very 

pleasant prospect in the middle of the southwest monsoon with the 

additional risk of the typhoons that sweep the seas at this time of the 

year. On July 13, the Guerrière anchored at Chefoo and left again on 

the sixteenth. Father Ridel remained there, with the invitation to 

come and make himself available to the commander-in-chief if he 

needed him. 

On the nineteenth, we were to the south of Shanghai, 

struggling against a fresh breeze, when we saw a steam corvette that 

was soon recognized as the Primauguet. Commander Bochet came on 

board the frigate. He had received the same news from Cochin as the 

admiral and he, not knowing when the admiral, whom he assumed 

to have already set sail for northern Japan, might receive them, had 

hastened, given the terms of the messages from M. de la Grandière, 

to leave for Saigon. Since the frigate was going, the presence of the 

Primauguet would no longer be as useful. Unwilling to leave the 

China station depleted, Admiral Roze sent it back to Shanghai. On 

the twenty-fourth, the Guerrière anchored at Hong Kong to take on 

coal and wait for the steamer from Saigon, which arrived on the 

thirtieth. Things were much better in Cochin; nevertheless, they 

were still counting on the frigate. On August 4, she arrived in Saigon. 

Calm had returned to the colony. Our presence was not 

really necessary; but it was agreed that the Guerrière should remain 

in Saigon until we had news of a column of 500 men that was starting 

out at five in the morning to disperse the remnants of the rebellion. 

This brought us to the fifteenth. This time was used to embark a 

fairly large amount of material that had come from France for the 

China station, and in anticipation of an expedition to Korea, a 

hundred rifles, ammunition, war rockets, saddles for mules, and 
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other objects that the colonial administration gladly made available 

to Admiral Roze. 

Leaving on August 16, the Guerrière was back in Hong Kong 

on the twentieth. People were beginning to be preoccupied about 

Korea in this city. The local press was talking about it in different 

ways; all its organs concluded that the French should go and avenge 

their compatriots. Some newspapers even expressed a desire to see 

an English expedition join us, to have a share in the profits that 

should be made: in any case, whether their wishes were fulfilled or 

not, they were happy that an opportunity should present itself of 

bringing out of its isolation a country that had 300 miles of coastline 

where English goods could find placement. Regardless of the Hong 

Kong newspapers’ comments, the Admiral prepared to depart 

immediately after the arrival of mail from Europe in order to take 

advantage of the rest of the fine weather, at least for a survey. 

Confidential instructions were sent to all the ships to meet at Chefoo, 

and to the administrative officer who lived in Wusung, to arrange 

shipments to Chefoo of the food and coal needed. 

The commander-in-chief disposed of the following forces: 

  

Ships                                                        

  Number of crew 

The Guerrière, propeller-driven frigate 

M. Olivier, captain     

 545 

The Primauguet, propeller-driven corvette   

  

M. Bochet, commander, stationed at Shanghai 

 198 

The Laplace, id. 

M. Amet, commander, stationed at Yokohama 

 192 

The Kien-Chan (1) paddle-wheel corvette 

M. Trêve, lieutenant, stationed at Yokohama 

 42 



58 

The Déroulède, id. 

M. Richy, lieutenant stationed at Chefoo  

 42 

The Le Brethon, gunboat Class 2 

M. Huchet Cintré, lieutenant, stationed at Hankao          

 52 

The Tardif, id. 

M. Chanoine, lieutenant, stationed at Ningpo                 

 51 

The Mirage, schooner 

M. de Chabannes, lieutenant, stationed at Chefoo  

(including the garrison of Kung-Tung station)         

 59 

The garrison of Yokohama, composed of marines 

under the command of M. de Thouars, lieutenant            

 279 

Total 1,460 

 

(1)   The Kien-Chan and the Déroulède were two small 

steamers purchased from business companies during the China 

expedition of 1860; in 1860, both were already in pretty poor 

condition. The hull of the second was of iron, which made it 

unsuited for navigation along the coast of Korea, where it was 

exposed at every moment to meet some unknown rock, to which the 

metal hull would have offered no resistance. Its armament consisted 

of just two small cannons with four-bore rifled barrels and an old 

howitzer without carrying power. The Kien-Chan, built of wood, was 

better armed, with two cannons with rifled barrels twelve bore and 

two of four bore, but the length of this vessel was a serious 

disadvantage in navigating the narrow and winding channels where 

it had to pass. This drawback was overcome, thanks to the skill of 

the captain. The two ships which could most be relied on, because 

of their special weapons, were the Le Brethon and the Tardif, each 

carrying a cannon with rifled barrel thirty bore and two with rifled 

barrels twelve bore. These two gunboats, newly built in Ning-po, 
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were already in bad shape. In addition, the low power of their 

engines was a great drawback with the tidal currents we 

encountered. The Mirage was a former little steamer which had been 

turned into a sailing schooner, good at most to navigate the Chefoo 

Bay and guard the position at Kung-Tung. Apart from the frigate 

and two corvettes, all the vessels making up the naval station in 

China, either because of their construction or their special 

destination, or by their poor condition, were unable to be at sea in 

bad weather. 

It was naturally necessary to deduct from this total the 

personnel needed to guard the various positions and a large number 

of non-values. 

The Laplace and the Kien-Chan had to bring to Chefoo all 

the camping materials that were in store in Yokohama, two cannon 

of four bore on mountain carriages, and part of the marines from the 

garrison. The French steamer coming from the north brought 

disturbing news for the realization of this part of the program. The 

Laplace, returning from Nagasaki, had run ashore in the Gulf of Yedo, 

on a rather dangerous point. Was it a minor accident or a shipwreck 

demanding lengthy repairs, maybe even a total loss? Details were 

lacking completely. It is easy to understand how, in the current 

circumstances, the loss of one of the best ships of the division would 

have been problematic for the commander-in-chief; the small Kien-

Chan could only take on a small part of the material and men 

requested from Yokohama. Let us say immediately that this 

grounding, which happened in very thick fog, had no adverse 

consequences; the Laplace was promptly removed from the shore 

with only insignificant damage, thanks to the dedication of its crew 

and the assistance of a British gunboat and the Italian corvette 

Magenta. 

We had the opportunity to see, in Hong Kong, Mr. Morrison, 

captain of the English steamer Rona belonging to the Jardine 

Matheson consortium. Mr. Morrison, having been sent to New-

Chwang, a Chinese port in the north of the Gulf of Pe-tehi-li, had 

been ordered to turn aside and spend a few days exploring the Gulf 
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of Prince Jérôme in an attempt to find the mouth of the river that, it 

was said, led to the capital of Korea. He was even told to leave some 

Chinese in the country to establish the beginnings of a counter. The 

Rona had visited three large bays of the Gulf. They had had 

communications with the residents, who had been accessible; but it 

was easy to recognize that the mandarins, despite their politeness, 

had only one fixed idea, which was to see the foreigners leave 

quickly, far from allowing any of them to stay. The English had been 

able, however, to disembark and walk around a little in the 

countryside without being challenged. The ground seemed well 

cultivated to them but naturally poor; cattle were very rare. They 

saw nothing that led them to believe that the people would be able 

to withstand an attack. Mr. Morrison had not found the river he 

sought, and a fairly serious grounding did not encourage him to 

continue. The Rona was a strong ship, too valuable to compromise 

in explorations of which the outcome was doubtful. Besides, the time 

that the captain had been given for this exploration had elapsed; so 

he continued on his way to New-Chwang. This happened at the time 

of the execution of the missionaries, but Mr. Morrison had not heard 

of it. 

It will be easy to understand with what interest we listened 

to the details that were given to us with the greatest kindness. We 

were promised much more precise information before long, Jardine 

Matheson having sent a small steamer, the Emperor, from Shanghai, 

to fully explore the Gulf of Prince Jérôme, a vessel ideally suited to 

this delicate navigation. It was excessively hot in Hong Kong, but 

that did not prevent our valiant Breton crew from working hard, day 

and night, loading coal and making other preparations; thus the 

Guerrière was ready several days before the arrival of the French 

steamer bringing news from Europe. On August 29, the frigate left 

Hong Kong, and despite a fresh breeze from the northeast, 

exceptional for the season, during the greater part of the journey, it 

anchored on September 6 in Chefoo, where the Déroulède and the 

Mirage were waiting. On the eighth, the Primauguet arrived from 

Swatow and on the twelfth, the Tardif, from Ningpo. (1) 
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(1) During our stay in Hong Kong, on the way from Chefoo 

to Saigon, the Admiral received from the captain of the French 

merchant ship Leon, news that a missionary, Father Tardy, who was 

established near Swatow, was having trouble with the inhabitants of 

a neighboring village who had attacked the village where he lived, 

whose entire population was Christian. Father Tardy owed his 

salvation to the intervention of the captains of the two French ships 

Leon and Bangkok who had sent their crews ashore armed. Orders 

had been sent to the Primauguet to come immediately to Swatow to 

see just what had happened because there was probably some 

exaggeration in all this; this assumption proved to be quite true 

Father Ridel and the Koreans returned from Shanghai at the 

same time by one of the steamers from the port. This steamer also 

brought a letter to the admiral from an Englishman, M. Oppert, who 

was on the Emperor during the visit that the little boat had recently 

made to Korea. He wrote that the Emperor had found a river, or 

rather a stretch of sea, leading to the mouth of the river by which we 

could go up to Séhoul. At the entrance of the inlet, there was suitable 

anchorage for vessels the size of the Guerrière. Oppert had drawn a 

map of the route followed by the Emperor, and he offered to give 

this map to the admiral, under certain conditions. I do not know 

exactly what he was told, but these conditions were unacceptable. 

The possession of this document could have been useful; but on the 

other hand, it would have been sad for the French navy that we had 

not been able to do without. In addition, the Koreans of Fr. Ridel, on 

being shown coarse maps of Korea, which had been sent by the same 

courier to the admiral by the minister of France in Beijing, perfectly 

recognized these Chinese daubs where cities and islands were 

represented by large rounds, regardless of shoals and even less of 

distances. The answers from our future pilots were far more accurate 

than those we had received from them two months before and 

agreed well with each other.  

 

On September 18, in splendid weather, the admiral set off 
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to make an initial survey on the Primauguet accompanied by the 

Déroulède and Tardif.  Besides Fr. Ridel and his people, the 

commander took with him MM. Humann, lieutenant, aide-de-camp, 

Desfossés, lieutenant, aide-de-camp, Marliave, aspirant 1st class, 

Benazé, lieutenant of the Guerrière, who had been in these parts 

before with Admiral Guerin, Foll, doctor second class, from the 

Kung-Tung post, Macé, the head helmsman of the frigate, and fifty-

four sailors, marines, helmsmen, etc. 

The Laplace and the Kien-Chan arrived on the twentieth, 

having passed through the inland East Sea, which allowed them to 

avoid a violent typhoon. They brought camping gear and 160 marine 

riflemen under the leadership of M. de Thouars, naval lieutenant. 

Father Cazaneuve, chaplain of the division, came back on board the 

Guerrière, to take up again the functions performed in recent months 

by Father Lala-Borderies, who moved to the Laplace. A Danish 

officer, Mr. Suenson, who also arrived by the same corvette, was put 

on the Guerrière, and subsequently attached to the General Staff. On 

October 1, the gunboat Le Brethon arrived from Hankao. This small 

ship was in rather poor shape: the crewmen set about repairing it 

with the means provided by other vessels. During the absence of the 

admiral, the crews were exercised on the beach of Kung-Tung, well-

adapted for that, practicing shooting at targets, marching with the 

equipment needed for an expedition lasting several days, camping, 

setting up tents, promptly preparing food, etc., all of them things 

outside the ordinary habits of warships. The chief of staff and the 

division quartermaster who had remained in Chefoo were busy 

collecting, with the local resources, and with all possible economy, 

some items of equipment required for land-based operations. The 

food and coal requested from Shanghai arrived on two commercial 

vessels chartered in that port. 

In the morning of October 3, the Primauguet, the Déroulède, 

and the Tardif returned. The two smaller ships had gone as far as 

Séhoul after many difficulties, not without being stranded several 

times. The Primauguet, trying to go with them, had run aground on 

a rock, but was not damaged; it seemed prudent to leave it at Woody 
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Island, five miles south of the island of Ganghwa. Sailing up Salt 

River, that is to say the inlet located to the east of Ganghwa, the two 

small steamers had turned up the Han-Kiang, or Imperial River, 

which flows toward the Southeast on average, and after twenty-six 

miles, they arrived at Séhoul, of which they could see the walls a 

league and a half away from the shore. 

When the little division arrived in the Gulf of Prince Jérôme, 

the Korean pilots recognized exactly where they were. They had, 

without hesitation, taken the ships to spend the night at anchor by 

an island which was named Eugénie Island; then the next day, after 

zigzagging among mudbanks and islands as far as Woody Island, 

the last anchorage they had indicated as capable of receiving large 

ships, although it was quite inconvenient; at high tide, it seemed to 

offer a fairly large area, but at low tide, it was hardly more than a 

narrow channel between huge mudbanks that linked the different 

islands to each other. Furthermore, it was cut in two by a shoal that 

the Guerrière could not cross without waiting until the tide had risen. 

The currents made navigation very difficult by their violence, and as 

almost always happens at the entrance of rivers, the high tide did 

not last; the change of direction of the current happened suddenly. 

North of the anchorage at Woody Island was the beginning of the 

Salt River, just inside the entrance of which the Primauguet had gone 

aground. While the Tardif and the Déroulède, onto which the admiral 

and Commander Bochet had transferred, sailed on past the east of 

Ganghwa, the officers of the corvette made a chart of the Woody 

Island anchorage. 

During their journey up to Séhoul, the two boats on several 

occasions had communications with the inhabitants along the banks, 

where some villages could be seen. The people flocked from all sides, 

attracted by the sight of the ships of the barbarians, advancing 

without sails or oars, and the Koreans, with their white clothes, their 

big hats, filling all the heights of the banks were no less curious a 

sight for the explorers. Some individuals, apparently of an official 

character, came aboard the Déroulède on behalf of the mandarins. 

Their manners were marked by the greatest politeness; they were 
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full of kindness; but through it all pierced one great concern: Who 

are you? Where are you going? What do you want? Go away! – That 

was always the main content of their speeches. In some of these 

various localities, beef, chicken, fruit, dried fish, were brought on 

board the vessels without anyone being willing to accept anything 

in exchange. Closer to Séhoul these good attitudes appeared to 

change; the way was blocked by junks. The admiral sent a message 

saying that he did not want to hurt anyone, but if they were not 

allowed free passage, they would open it by force, and as they did 

not respond, a cannon was fired into the group of junks, which 

quickly scattered. The two boats went back down again after staying 

overnight before Séhoul. As they were passing the island of 

Ganghwa, at the village of Kak-kot-si, they saw that the walls that 

line the shore almost everywhere in this part, were full of soldiers 

carrying flags, as seen among Chinese troops. Several shots were 

fired when the ships had already passed that point, but a volley from 

the riflemen on the Déroulède scattered these gatherings. 

M. Roze brought back a chart sufficient for future 

operations, of the Salt River and the Han Kiang, made by Messrs. 

Bochet, Humann, and Desfossés, on which was traced the winding 

course that could be followed by gunboats and sloops (the draught 

of which was, on average, 240 cm), sometimes on one side, then the 

other; the course of the Han Kiang being hardly more than a 

succession of pools where the water is deep enough at any time, but 

ships can only pass from one to another at certain times of the tide. 

We were even able to land at Kak-kot-si, the nearest point to the 

fortress of Ganghwa, which, it was said, was one of the bulwarks of 

Korea, and from the top of a hill, we gained an impression of this 

locality and the topography of the country. This reconnaissance was 

accomplished with great good fortune; but much was due to the skill 

of the officers who contributed to it. Fortunately, the grounding of 

the Primauguet and that of the Tardif, opposite Séhoul, where it found 

itself stranded at low tide perched on the middle of a rock, had not 

caused any damage. Shortly after his return, the admiral received a 

letter from Oppert, along with the map that had been discussed and 
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sailing directions. The Emperor had sailed up the western side of 

Ganghwa, to the north of the island, opposite the entrance of the Han 

Kiang, where it mingles its waters with the water of the sea, then 

stopped a little before the northern end of our Salt River, before a 

point that the English called Fort Point, from a battery that crowned 

it. On this map, the position indicated for Séhoul was completely 

problematic. This document could no longer be of great utility for 

us, although it was good to have, but it was fortunate that we did 

not have it before the departure of the three ships, because probably 

they would have followed in the footsteps of the Emperor and the 

route found by the admiral was shorter, more direct and easier. The 

anchorage indicated by Oppert as being suitable for the Guerrière 

was further from Ganghwa and seemed less favorable than that of 

Woody Island. 

People in Chefoo and Shanghai were beginning to worry 

about the fate of an American schooner, the General Sherman, which 

had left that port for Korea sometime before – to try to sell weapons 

and ammunition said gossips, who could be right. A rumor had 

arrived, it is unclear how, that she had gone aground on her way up 

the river leading to Pin-Yang in the north of the western part of 

Korea, and the mandarins of the place had burned her with all the 

crew inside. An English missionary, Rev. Thomas, known for his 

several visits to China, was on the ship and was said to have 

perished on this occasion. 

Deciding to try an attack on Ganghwa, the commander-in-

chief made known by an order the campaign plan that the view of 

the localities had suggested to him. Detailed drafting of the project 

was due in large part to Mr. Humann, his aide: everything was 

foreseen, so the execution was successful in every point. The forces 

we could land were divided into three small groups, under the 

command of Captain Olivier of the Guerrière, and composed as 

follows: 

First Corps - Landing company of the Guerrière, M. Hulot, 

Count d’Osery, captain, second-in-command of the Guerrière. (To 

which had been added twenty marine riflemen from the post of 
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Kung-Tung.) 

Second Corps - Companies of the Primauguet and Laplace, 

M. Bochet, captain, commander of the Primauguet. 

Third Corps. - Fusiliers from the garrison of Yokohama, M. 

de Thouars, lieutenant. 

To each of these divisions were attached two cannons with 

rifled barrels four bore on mountain carriages. A team of twenty-five 

sailors from the Guerrière, named the boarding party, under the 

command of Mr. Rat, ensign, was specifically designated to take care 

of the beach after the landing. M. de Chabannes, lieutenant, 

commanding the Mirage, was deputy to Commander Olivier, as an 

aide. 

The admiral took with him, besides the general staff, an 

escort of twenty men, boaters, helmsmen, etc. The administrative 

officer of the Guerrière was in charge of the food service for the small 

expeditionary force. The chief helmsman of the frigate, who had 

been part of the initial exploration, was on board the Le Brethon as a 

pilot. 

Including the crews of the four small vessels, which alone 

could sail up the Salt River, the total number of men intended to 

operate against the island of Ganghwa was approximately 900, 

including a number of non-values, as always. 

The Mirage was to remain alone in Chefoo, under the 

command of Mr. Biard, aspirant 1st Class. On the 4th and 5th of 

October, a northwesterly gale announced the approach of bad 

weather. This bad weather delayed our preparations; wind and 

rough seas prevented any communication with the city of Yentai 

from where we drew our supplies, and which is located at a great 

distance from our anchorage in Kung-Tung. On the 10th, a practice 

landing took place on this island, in order to ensure that everyone 

knew his position, that all the equipment loaded in the boats was 

properly installed and that the towing of the landing boats by the 

two sloops worked easily. Vice-Admiral King, commanding the 

English station in China, who had arrived the day before on the 

steamer the Adventure, attended the review. He was accompanied 
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by a young prince of the family of Orléans, the Duke of Alençon, 

who was traveling with him to Beijing. Needless to say, the good 

wishes of the august exile did not fail us. 

We loaded onto the Guerrière an old decked pinnace 

(pinnace no. 2) belonging to the establishment of Kung-Tung: 

another, much larger (pinnace no. 1.), also decked, was towed 

behind the Kien-Chan. The division had enough food to last until 

January 1 and sixty live oxen. 

On October 11, at five in the morning, the vessels under 

steam harnessed themselves to one other, as was prescribed, and, 

once out of the bay, made road in three columns favored by a calm 

weather, the best weather in the world. 

(We were very satisfied with a German merchant named 

Schmidt, established at Yeulai. Thinking there would be good profits 

to be made on board our ships, he asked to accompany the 

expedition, taking a complete assortment of goods. There was no 

way of lodging him on any of our ships, where every place was taken. 

He wanted, at all costs, to join us at his own risk, on a Chinese junk. 

Despite the obvious advantage that we would have had in supplies 

such as he proposed, especially if we had to spend the winter in 

Korea, we discouraged him from his plan which would have led, 

very probably, to his loss, but promised to send for him on the first 

occasion, if there was any advantage for him in joining us.) 

The good weather continued overnight. On the morning of 

October 12, there was a small incident that could have had serious 

consequences, depriving us of one of our best means of 

transportation. The larger pinnace, towed by the Kien-Chan, broke 

its rope and went adrift, then overturned: they had to stop to recover 

it, which the Kien-Chan did with great skill. The accident delayed 

the division for an hour and a half. 

At ten in the morning, the group of Ferrières Islands was 

announced. A very pronounced change in the color of the water at 

the approach of these arid islands made us afraid we might meet 

with shoals and forced the ship to veer a little to the south. About 

three o'clock in the afternoon, we were approaching land; we 
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released the towlines and advanced in single file, the Primauguet led 

with Tardif and Déroulède on its flanks, constantly making soundings 

and reporting the draught, the Laplace followed behind the 

Primauguet, the Guerrière then having the Le Brethon to its left. The 

Kien-Chan, delayed by the pinnace it was dragging, remained behind. 

(Before leaving Chefoo, all the vessels had prepared spare spars, so 

that they only had to drop them to serve as crutches in case of 

stranding.) 

We sailed over the yellow waters, muddy, turbulent, stirred 

up by eddying currents: at every moment, great muddy slabs rose 

to the surface. However, the lead always indicated ample depth. In 

the distance, many Korean boats could be seen. At sunset, the 

division passed close by the western tip of Fernande Island, the last 

land recognized by Admiral Guérin. It is a mountainous island of 

arid aspect; however, there is a beautiful pine forest that climbs 

along a ravine at the bottom of which, to the northeast of the island, 

we could see a fairly large village composed of small stone houses 

with thatched roofs. Some curious villagers, whom it was easy to 

recognize from afar by their completely white clothes, showed 

themselves on the hills. We passed three or four small boats: the 

boatmen did not seem to be impressed by any other feeling than a 

slightly anxious curiosity. 

The division anchored at six o'clock to the north of Eugénie 

Island. Some of the vessels had some difficulty, or hesitation, in 

finding a suitable anchorage, the bottom being very uneven. After a 

calm night, marked by a heavy dew, we set sail at daybreak, toward 

the north, always preceded by the Tardif, the Déroulède, and the 

Primauguet; the part taken by the captains of these ships during the 

initial exploration naturally meant that they should guide the others 

along these tortuous channels toward the anchorage of Woody 

Island, the base for our future operations. This island was so named 

because it is covered with pine woods, while the other islands are 

arid, only covered with scorched grass, while the bare rock pierces 

in many places. On another island, to the west of Woody Island, is 

the large village of Yen-Yong, whose surroundings were, at this 
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moment, covered with curious onlookers. 

The place of each vessel was marked on the plan of this 

narrow anchorage, and for greater convenience, the Primauguet left 

a small boat at the place that the Guerrière was to occupy, then 

another for the Laplace, before advancing all the way north. The 

position of the smaller vessels was subordinate to that of the larger 

ones. At eleven-thirty, all were at their posts, except the Kien-Chan 

which only arrived two hours later. 

During the afternoon and evening, we prepared to sail up 

the Salt River the next day, with the smaller ships carrying the 

landing party. The distance at which the ships lay from each other, 

the violence of the currents, rendered these preparations rather 

difficult. Our whalers also had great difficulty in stopping the junks 

on their way northward: in most cases, at the approach of our boats, 

they anchored near land and their crews abandoned them: some 

found means to escape through channels that were unknown to us. 

The commander of the Laplace remained to guard the 

Woody Island anchorage with his corvette and the Guerrière, on 

which there remained only reduced crews. The frigate had only two 

officers, Mr. Baron, lieutenant, and Mr. Baldwin, principal mechanic. 

Both vessels were to make bread, preparing shipments of food for 

the troops on land, in a word, meet the basic needs of the latter, once 

they were in Kak-kot-si, five leagues from Woody Island. 

Sunday, October 14, at 7 a.m., Admiral Roze raised his flag 

on the Déroulède and the advance began in the following order: 

 

1 The Tardif, with in addition to its own crew 50 riflemen 

from Yokohama (Third Corps) 

2. The Déroulède with the admiral, the general staff, 

Commandant Olivier, the rest of the Third Corps, and towing the 

embarkations Primauguet and Laplace with the Second Corps, 

Commandant Bochet. 

3. The Kien-Chan, towing pinnace no. 1 and the small ships 

from the Guerrière which held the First, Commandant d’Osery. 

4. The steam-driven boat from the Guerrière, towing pinnace 
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no. 2, loaded with reserve ammunition. 

5. The Le Brethon. 

 

The tide was nearly full when they arrived at the Salt River. 

To our left, therefore on the right bank, we saw the large village of 

Sirou, whose inhabitants were quietly watching us pass. The 

weather was heavy, stormy, very hot for the season. As we passed 

close to a point on the right bank, we saw some Koreans half-hidden 

in crevices of the rocks that were making signs: one of them even 

waved – carefully though – a small tricolor; he was recognized as 

one of the Christians who had come to Chefoo with Father Ridel, 

and who was able to return to his country. 

I have already said what prudence was needed to navigate 

in the narrow channel, full of rocks and sandbanks, where the tide 

sometimes causes real whirlpools and even rapids and cataracts. Six 

miles north of Sirou, the Salt River makes a very sharp double bend 

which is very difficult to pass. From there, and even lower, you 

could see on each point on the Ganghwa shore a circular fort; but 

nowhere was there any trace of guns or any means of resistance, just 

curious onlookers. Almost everywhere, a wall composed of large 

blocks, the arrangement of which recalled that of the cyclopean walls 

of Greece, and topped with a brick parapet and battlements, 

bordered the shore. 

At eleven o'clock, the Tardif and the Déroulède arrived at the 

village of Kak-kot-si, from where the road leads to the city of 

Ganghwa. The Kien-Chan had remained behind, having run 

aground on a shoal; there was no hope of moving it before the return 

of the tide. Both boats touched shore, Tardif upstream to the village 

where we saw only a few individuals fleeing. One old man came to 

stand in front of the ships, under a large tree, and withdrew only 

after prayers and gestures that seemed to be a curse against the 

barbarians. The 2nd and 3rd Corps landed, occupied the village and 

took control of the heights above it, without encountering any 

resistance; everyone had fled, with the exception of two or three old 

women who were looking after very small children. The Le Brethon 
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soon arrived, bringing the boats that the Kien-Chan had been towing, 

and they immediately unloaded their men. 

The admiral then landed. We noticed some defensive 

preparations: thus, on a small pier in ruins where we arrived, there 

were two big cannon in bronze, or rather two hollow cylinders 

simply placed on the ground and held aimed by pieces of wood 

driven into the ground on each side. In a kind of fortress were found 

some old cast-iron cannons, two small pieces in bronze with a 

moveable breech, a large number of matchlock rifles, bows, a large 

number of arrows, spears, bombs made of copper and boxes full of 

hardened powder; all this was destroyed immediately. The admiral 

looked around, then climbed on top of a wooded hill which is to the 

north of the village; there was a small house where we met an 

individual, aged about forty, who showed no fear, replying with 

great confidence to all that he was asked that he did not know what 

we wanted from him and that besides he did not concern himself 

with politics. 

The Salt River in front of the village of Kak-kot-si may be a 

half-mile or two-thirds of a mile wide when the tide is high; but at 

low tide, this space is narrowed considerably by the mud-banks 

which are uncovered. Both sides are lined with great beaches of 

black mud into which anyone walking almost everywhere plunges 

up to mid-leg. A crenelated wall stretches before Kak-kot-si; 

between it and the water, there is a more or less wide space, almost 

entirely occupied by houses and small gardens. The houses are poor 

hovels, rubble roughly linked with earth and covered with thatch. It 

would be hard to find anything dirtier or smellier than these cottages.  

Before the landing opens a large arched door; above the 

door, a guard post, with the roof pointed at the four corners, as seen 

in Chinese constructions. On taking the right-hand road, you enter 

a street that is the beginning of the road to the city. On the left, the 

houses are placed without any order, surrounded by small gardens 

planted with cabbage, and above all with turnips. Immediately 

behind the houses rise hills, the highest of which rises perhaps sixty 

meters, bare or only covered with grass, with a lone tree here and 
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there, on their sides. Along the wall to the left of the gate, you see, 

on a hillock, a fort three quarters destroyed: a little further a steep 

outcrop, a small cliff, where there are few houses better looking than 

the others, marks the end of the village on the south side. Some iron 

guns had simply been placed on this natural platform. At its foot 

runs a brook, its bed deeply sunk, going back into the country, 

perpendicular to the Salt River. There is a fairly large collection of 

houses on the southwestern and western slopes of the hills that 

circumscribe the village towards the sea. In these houses were 

lodged immediately the men of the Third Corps (fusiliers from 

Yokohama). The First Corps and the landing party settled in the 

houses near the gate toward the sea and those that extend further 

north. 

Commandant Bochet with the companies from the Laplace 

and Primauguet advanced directly along the road to Ganghwa and 

camped in a small wood and in a neighboring hamlet in order to 

counter any attack from that side. A post was established on the 

highest peak above Kak-kot-si, so it was impossible to reach us 

without the alarm being given. The road to the city starts, as has been 

said, to the right of the sea gate. After a few steps, it turns towards 

the west, along the foot of hills to one side and rice fields to the other, 

by which there was a well with excellent water. On the left, leaving 

the village, we see some funerary monuments constructed of large 

granite stones, standing on pedestals, worked and polished with a 

perfect finish and covered with inscriptions in Chinese characters. 

The road then climbs through a steep slope in a depression between 

two hills, then down into the plain. The steep slope was reduced by 

a trench, making this passage a narrow defile. It is to the right of this 

cut that a path goes up to the highest point of the village, where we 

found the philosopher very little interested in what was going on 

around him. The eastern slope of the hill drops to the side of the river 

by a steep slope, covered by a grove of pine trees growing close 

together. In a ravine on the slope, there was a pagoda containing 

strange idol, and a house much better constructed than the others, 

with a well-stocked powder magazine. From the top of the mountain 
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of the solitary man, one has a wide view of the surroundings. 

(As some feared an attack from the direction of the solitary 

man, favored by the wood in which forces could hide, a guard post 

was installed later, despite the considerable distance from the village, 

on the summit. Toward the end of our stay, as it was getting cold, 

the men of the garrison built a fireplace in the house, very well made, 

which must have greatly surprised the owner on his return home.) 

To the south could be seen the Salt River as far as the sharp 

turn, to the north, the entrance to the river leading to Séhoul, toward 

the west, a plain broken by hillocks and mounds, small hills covered 

with trees: rice fields occupied the lowest parts. This plain is 

bounded by hills and steep mountains with peaks that appear to be 

more than a thousand meters high limit the horizon in the distance. 

On the hills in the foreground, a little over a league from Kak-kot-si, 

appear the crenelated walls of the city of Ganghwa, an entrenched 

camp rather than a city, which stretch over a length of perhaps four 

to five kilometers, climbing the hills, dropping down to the bottoms 

of the ravines, following, in a word, all the undulations of an 

exceedingly rugged terrain. Toward the east, on the left bank of the 

Salt River, the horizon is bounded by high mountains that come to 

the edge of the sea just north of Kak-kot-si but, to the south, leave 

between them and the shore a plain a mile or so wide. Looking north, 

from the point where the ships were moored, the river turns sharply, 

so that we could see nothing beyond. Almost directly opposite on 

the left bank, therefore a bit further north than Kak-kot-si, is a large 

village, with a crenelated wall and a vaulted gate with a guard post 

above, like that of the other side; hence probably the name of the 

place: Moun-sou-sann-tann, word for word “door,” “sea,” 

“mountain,” “wall.” This is the road that ends at Séhoul: it starts by 

running along the sea, heading south away from the crenelated wall; 

then passing under a second monumental gate, which we called the 

Séhoul Gate, it runs obliquely eastward along the foot of the 

mountains at the end of the plain, and there we could see it climb a 

hill and disappear into a gorge that will play a major role in this story. 

This is the direction where lies the town of Dong-Dinh. 
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From the Séhoul Gate, the crenelated wall runs to the north, 

along the ridge of the mountain that is behind the village of Moun-

sou-sann-tann to a fort that crowns the summit, making the western 

slope of the mountain a vast fortified camp. Halfway up the hill, 

there is a great temple, which must have a perfect view of everything 

that happens in Kak-kot-si; it will also appear in this narrative. 

Between Moun-sou-sann-tann and the right bank, the 

distance is from 170 to 200 meters at most. Now it is time, after this 

description of the place, necessary for an understanding of what 

follows, to resume our narrative. The steam-driven boat, which had 

been sent to the Kien-Chan, returned with the happy news that the 

sloop had not been damaged, though it had run aground from end 

to end on a sandbar. The boat brought back food and some of the 

effects of the men of the First Corps. Rain, which had been 

threatening to fall since morning, began to fall in small drops, then 

became very abundant, which further increased the difficulties of 

settling in, to say nothing of the currents that hindered the relays of 

boats, and the inconvenience of landing at low tide. In addition, 

many men did not have their bags, which remained aboard the Kien-

Chan. Commandant Olivier, Dr. Cotholendy, and Father Cazaneuve 

settled in houses on the waterfront. 

Before nightfall, a person was brought on board the 

Déroulède who had been arrested in the village, carried in a closed 

chair similar to the Japanese norimon. He was a very obese old 

gentleman; therefore he had all the trouble in the world to get out of 

that box, just large enough for him, especially as he was none too 

confident. It was the first time, no doubt, that he saw Europeans. He 

introduced himself as the second mandarin of Ganghwa, and he 

came to see what we wanted. The approach of this old man, who had 

come escorted by just four or five people without weapons, was not 

without pride. We could not get much out of him. When we spoke 

about the murder of the missionaries, he replied that it was perfectly 

justified by the conduct of the latter. Why do these people, he said, 

come here, trying to pervert us with new, subversive doctrines, take 

away our women, seduce our daughters? After a few moments, he 
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was sent back. [The mandarin’s report to the Seoul government, 

recorded in the Joseon Wangjo Sillok, is much more detailed.] 

During the night the rain stopped and was replaced by a 

strong northwesterly wind. The weather must be very bad on the 

open sea. On the 16th, in the morning, the Kien-Chan came to anchor 

near the other ships. The Le Brethon and the steam-boat left for 

Woody Island taking the boats, of which we do not have an urgent 

need, and which it was very difficult to keep moored to the vessels 

without exposing them to accidents, because of the violent tidal 

currents. In the morning, two platoons went to visit a fort (Fort 

d’Osery) located in southern Kak-kot-si; they found no one there, 

but they brought back a number of small bronze cannon. In the 

afternoon, Commandant d’Osery, with part of the First Corps, led a 

reconnaissance in the direction of the city. Approaching a gate on 

the northeast side, he was greeted by a rather sharp fusillade from 

the guard post on top of the gate and the parapet. After an exchange 

of gunfire, some of our people climbed the wall from which the 

defenders, taken aback, fled. This skirmish won us a flag that was 

taken in the guard post: the person who had been carrying it lay 

beside it, seriously injured. M. d’Osery, having no orders, did not 

want to undertake anything in the city and came back before dark. 

The Commander-in-chief decided that the next day everyone, except 

for the guard needed for the camp, would march on Ganghwa. 

On October 16, at daybreak, the Tardif anchored to the north, 

facing the entrance of the Séhoul river to monitor the area and 

prevent any movement of junks. The Le Brethon and the steam-boat 

returned in the morning. The first, borne along on true rapids, had 

run aground hard on rocks: the steamboat, very low in the water and 

very heavy, had encountered a rough sea by the action of the wind 

and currents in the harbor of Woody Island, and it was with great 

difficulty that it was able to dock with the Guerrière. 

At half past eight in the morning, in beautiful weather, with 

a chilly temperature, the entire expeditionary force, with the 

mountain guns drawn along by human arms, set off. The path that 

leads to the city is two to three meters wide and well maintained. 
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Almost everywhere it runs through open country in the middle of 

cultivated fields; however, it crosses two or three small woods or it 

is enclosed below the neighboring land, especially near the city 

where it makes a very sharp bend: this place would be very suitable 

for an ambush. We saw here and there on the walls of the city a few 

small groups of Koreans, who looked more like curious and 

harmless citizens than soldiers. The vanguard had passed the bend 

and disappeared out of sight when a number of shots were heard: 

the scaling party was preparing to climb the wall that was before us 

when the admiral was told that that the vanguard was master of the 

gate. Just as we were entering the city walls, we saw a fairly large 

number of people fleeing into the countryside through another gate 

that lay in front of us. In the main street that the column was taking 

control of, we encountered only two or three poor devils; all the 

houses, as miserable as those of Kadodji, were closed up. 

The Second and Third Corps were left in charge of the lower 

city and the admiral, with the rest of the troops, headed for a group 

of large buildings, pagodas rising in an amphitheater, on the 

northern side, on the slopes of a hill covered behind them by a pine 

wood that went as far as the wall. It was obviously the official 

neighborhood, where the homes of mandarins were located. From 

there, the view stretched over the entire interior of the crenelated 

walls, which contained cultivated fields, hamlets and the big town 

we had just crossed, able to accommodate 3,000 to 4,000 people, or 

maybe five times more if the Koreans crowd together like the 

Chinese. This is what makes up the city, rather a vast entrenched 

camp, as I have already said, into the interior of which several 

fortified gates give access. 

The official district reminded us of the yamens of Chinese 

mandarins with their many outbuildings. The interior of the houses, 

which seemed to have been abandoned only a few moments before, 

was furnished with a certain luxury, cushions, silk hangings, and an 

apartment, which had been inhabited by women, offered us a full 

assortment of beautiful false hair plaits, and slippers worthy to serve 

as shoes for Cinderella. 
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One of the buildings contained a large library, with in 

addition to books, a certain number of curious objects, probably very 

valuable, judging by the way they were kept. They were marble 

tablets with golden inscriptions, small marble turtles, all carefully 

wrapped in silk bags, enclosed in double and triple boxes, with 

fragrant sachets to absorb shocks. The books were not to be despised. 

Much of the library consisted of large volumes, the size of our folio, 

with hardcovers and strengthened along the back with 

reinforcements of pierced bronze, with brass rings for hanging. 

There were also large maps, inscriptions, weird drawings. All these 

objects were sequestered to be inventoried and sent to France, if 

possible. 

Around the yamen, there were vast stores containing in 

abundance the most disparate objects: first, weapons in great 

quantities, maybe ten thousand matchlocks, most of them brand 

new, an equal number of swords, bows, arrows, perfectly worked 

leather quivers, iron helmets, a species of armor consisting of a large 

blue cotton blouse covered with overlapping plates made of highly 

durable leather held together by iron rivets, armguards and leg 

guards of the same metal, all enclosed in yellow leather cases, 

Chinese boots, masks in varnished sheet-metal: there was a weapon 

that must be terrible in close combat: it was a scourge, trimmed with 

iron spikes. Together with the weapons was combined abundant 

ammunition, especially lead bullets. In all that we were far from 

what we had been told in every possible tone, that the Korean people 

had no weapons; all seemed, instead, to indicate among this people 

a warrior instinct. The stores contained, in addition, supplies of all 

kinds: salted fish, alum, firewood, beautiful paper, thousands of fans, 

crates full of writing brushes, bales of Chinese nettle fabric, porcelain, 

beeswax, vegetable wax, a lot of pots and copper basins, copper 

ingots, etc., etc. Some objects in very large quantities intrigued us 

much: they resembled carpenters’ chisels fitted onto long iron rods. 

Father Ridel told us that these instruments were irons, of which one 

makes great use in the country where everyone is dressed in light 

white fabrics. In a store partly filled with rice and barley were found 
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nineteen boxes of pure silver bullion.  

Patrols were sent about the city to try to get their hands on 

some of the inhabitants: they ended up gathering quite a few, but 

among them, there was not a single person of authority. They were 

almost all from the common people, or, at most, the petty 

bourgeoisie. A proclamation was handed them translated into 

Korean by Fr. Ridel, which declared that, the war having been 

declared only against the government, peaceful people had nothing 

to fear for their lives and property, that each had only to go quietly 

about his business, etc. Unfortunately, we know that even with the 

most disciplined troops, it is always necessary to subtract something 

from these promises in a conquered country; but these poor people, 

who have preserved the tradition of the atrocities committed by the 

Japanese conquerors, all seemed happy to be let off so cheaply, and, 

like children, passing from fright to boundless joy, they departed 

dancing in the most grotesque manner. In their number, there were 

some Christians who revealed themselves by showing the small 

crosses they wore hung around their necks under their clothes.  

Commandant d’Osery was left in charge of the city with the 

First Corps lodged in the yamen; the rest took the road to Kak-kot-

si, where we were back before dark. This day had caused immense 

harm to the Korean government and had not cost us a scratch. (The 

only accident since the beginning of the expedition was probably 

caused by those who were its victims. Some men were busy 

throwing into the sea the bad hardened powder found at the pagoda 

of Kak-kot-si. A portion of this powder caught fire, no-one knows 

how, and a worker was badly burned.) 

If we had been able to transport to China all the booty 

available in Ganghwa in the government stores, no doubt the sale 

would have produced a very large sum. We contented ourselves 

with collecting some items that could be used on the ships of the 

division and putting under shelter the salted fish and other 

foodstuffs. The precious objects found in the library, and the crates 

of silver bullion, were brought to Kak-kot-si the next day, to be sent 

on board the Guerrière. The contents of the 19 crates of silver were 
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estimated at 200,000 francs. The transportation of these items gave 

rise to a grotesque scene. We requisitioned all the individuals we 

could find in the city; almost all were common people, accustomed 

to manual labor, who accepted with good grace what was required 

of them; but it was not the same with the few individuals of a higher 

social position, judging by their cleaner clothes and more delicate 

appearance; one especially, already old, sought to demonstrate, by 

all possible actions, how indignant he was to be employed in such 

work, in the company of low-class people, while he was obviously a 

gentleman; in turn, the low-class people, the proletarians, laughed 

heartily at his misfortune. They manifested a slight sense of satisfied 

revenge. An officer took pity on this poor man and sent him away; 

he did not wait to be told twice and ran as perhaps he had never run 

before, to the great delight of the others. On arrival at the beach, we 

paid these men who had been forced to work with rice from some 

junks that the Tardif had sent to Kak-kot-si, or with tobacco, of which 

we had found a store full near the shore. To see the eagerness with 

which the Koreans threw themselves on the latter commodity, one 

must wonder whether the sale of tobacco is not a government 

monopoly. 

We began to destroy the weapons, ammunition, all the 

objects that could be used in war, and many others too, and this was 

done so thoroughly that after a few days, curio collectors had 

difficulty in obtaining a gun, a sword or armor in good condition. 

In a private house in the city, cotton yarn made in England 

had been found, and one of those little folding mattresses, which the 

English and Americans often use when traveling today: it was 

almost new. Did these objects come perhaps from the General 

Sherman? 

We settled in gradually. The men were at ease in their 

lodgings. The small gardens provided good vegetables in 

abundance. This refreshing regime, together with the exercise that 

they took much more than on board ship, and the excellent 

temperatures we enjoyed, kept everyone healthy. The task force did 

not count a single sick member. Unfortunately, fresh meat would be 
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lacking. So far, we had lived on a few stray pigs, abandoned by their 

owners; chickens, quite numerous, had also provided some dishes, 

but these limited resources could not last long. We asked the 

inhabitants to sell us provisions, and to that end, Fr. Ridel 

distributed many proclamations around Ganghwa and the smaller 

villages. The farmers returned, but only to do what was necessary to 

prepare for the rice harvest, since the rice would soon be ripe. The 

officers, who were scouring the country around their billets, hunting 

wild pigeons and the abundant waterfowl, had regular contact with 

the locals, but it was in vain that they tried to obtain food by paying 

for it, as we found nothing. Despite the reluctance of the admiral, we 

were obliged to resort to a system of raids, sending out detachments 

to procure cattle, according to the summary proceedings of all 

conquerors, that is to say, taking away without further ceremony all 

that we saw. In the same way, we obtained some mules and some 

small horses, which were very useful for the daily supply of the 

garrison of Ganghwa.  

Commandant d’Osery set about establishing a state of 

defense. Part of the woodland that was behind the yamen was felled 

because it might have allowed the enemy to arrive without being 

seen: palisades, loopholes, banquettes, were established in the 

lowest places; after forty-eight hours, the yamen was able to 

withstand a powerful attack. Despite the proclamations, the 

inhabitants of the city, who had fled, did not return, except for 

people belonging to the lowest classes of society who took 

advantage of the inevitable chaos to loot and get drunk. Nobody 

remained idle. We established a plan of the city and the surrounding 

areas. For their part, Messrs. Humann, Desfossés, Suenson, and 

Marliave shared the thousand and one details of the mapping of the 

Salt River; the captain of the Tardif, that was anchored near the 

farthest point that had been reached by the English on the Emperor 

coming by the west, worked to complete the mapping of this part: 

its relations with the residents of a large village, opposite which it 

was at anchor, were excellent. We were well established in Kak-kot-

si and Ganghwa, but beyond that, we did not know what was 
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happening; we had no intelligence of anywhere else.  

The Christians with Fr. Ridel did not like much to leave the 

ships, afraid of being compromised with their compatriots. We had 

even dressed them roughly as sailors so that they would not be 

recognized from afar. Interpreters were lacking; despite his goodwill, 

Father Ridel could not be everywhere at once. Moreover, although 

he spoke fluent Korean, and he knew how to write it using the 

vulgar alphabet, the Chinese characters were unknown to him, and 

almost all the letters that came to the admiral were written with 

these. We were then obliged to have recourse to a Chinaman, a 

former pupil of the Jesuits in Shanghai, and currently the servant of 

an officer on the Le Brethon. Petrus translated, more or less well, 

whatever was submitted to him, into bad Latin which was then 

translated into French; there was a good chance that we would not 

have, after all this, the original sense of the text, especially as Petrus 

often acknowledged that he was not sure of having understood 

exactly.  

On the 19th, the admiral sent to Woody Island the Second 

Corps, whose presence no longer seemed necessary to him; 

Commandant Bochet had to take care of the mapping of Woody 

Island and the area around this anchorage. Just as the Kien-Chan was 

leaving, we saw, on the left bank, two individuals, one of whom was 

on horseback, and the other was waving a flag and making signs. A 

boat was sent at once that brought the rider aboard the Déroulède. He 

was a tall man whose appearance and costume reminded us of the 

musketeers of the seventeenth century; a large black felt hat with a 

red plume, a blue jacket with red and white sleeves, a necklace of 

large beads, large boots in which his feet were lost, they being tiny 

as with all Koreans, a sword at his side, or rather under the arm. He 

brought a large letter of more than one square meter and written in 

big Chinese characters. This letter was given at once to Petrus, who 

translated almost everything with ease; but toward the end he had 

doubts, and it was just the important passage, while the rest was 

simply a bunch of commonplaces. There was also uncertainty over 

who had signed the letter, but of course, it was from the government. 
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The author of the letter complained about the invasion of his country 

and, far from denying the murder of missionaries, said that nothing 

was more just. The response of the admiral, written in Chinese 

characters by Petrus, asked the Korean government for severe 

sanctions against the ministers who had ordered the killing of the 

French missionaries, making it responsible for the consequences that 

might result from a refusal. The parliamentary envoy was escorted 

back to the mainland, and we saw him take the road back to Séhoul.  

We were apparently being left very quiet, however, care 

was being taken of us; all our movements were monitored. Every 

night there were fires on the mountains of the interior of the island, 

which were answered by similar signals on the left bank. Above all, 

we saw a big fire lit at a temple to the south of Fort d’Osery, and 

around the main fire, other lamps were placed now in one way, now 

another; these were certainly signals. One day, we decided to burn 

down this temple and after that, we saw nothing. On October 21, the 

steamboat went to reconnoiter the northern part of the island of 

Ganghwa, with the chief of staff, the captain of the Déroulède and that 

of the Tardif who was picked up in passing. The Tardif was moored 

near Fort Point, the last place visited by the English. To go further, 

we had to take great precautions in crossing a rocky bar that blocked 

the channel. The tide was almost low, but as it rose considerably, it 

was certain that the gunboats could go through at mid-tide. 

Continuing, we found two villages; the first, fairly miserable in 

appearance, in a plain at the foot of a cliff, was called San-Tien-Po; 

the other, much larger, Sani-Po. There were a number of junks and 

boats beached on shore or at anchor near the shore. 

This village is halfway between San-Tien-Po and the 

northern tip of the island of Ganghwa, which the English had 

designated by the name Turn-about. Along the entire northern coast 

of Ganghwa, like that of the east, forts can be seen crowning all the 

capes: not one was armed. To the considerable projection of Turn-

about corresponds on the opposite side a large bay where we 

thought we could see several large villages; but the distance was too 

great, and the weather too foggy to allow us to distinguish details. 



83 

Elsewhere, the channel between Ganghwa and neighboring 

mainland may be two miles wide on average; it is cluttered with bars 

and shoals that force ships at times to sail close to the shore, 

sometimes to sail in the middle. Along the north coast, there was a 

continuous channel along which the boat returned, passing several 

villages, one of which must be an important commercial center 

judging by the number of junks that we saw in a small river parallel 

to the beach.  

One of the Koreans of Father Ridel guided the boat in all 

these tortuous passages with great confidence. During the day a 

report had reached the admiral, announcing that the Korean 

government had gathered considerable forces to dislodge us from 

Ganghwa. The gathering point of these troops was, it was said, on 

land located to the west of the island of Ganghwa, from which it is 

separated by a very narrow passage, about twelve miles from our 

anchorage. The next morning, the 22nd, the steam-boat departed to 

go and check what truth there might be in these rumors, with the 

same people and including the captain of the Le Brethon; it was good 

that the commanders of the gunboats and sloops should get an idea 

of these parts. Always guided by the small Korean pilot, the pinnace, 

after passing the tip of Turn-about, skirted closely the west coast of 

Ganghwa; a considerable number of errors in orientation could at 

once be recognized in the map made by Oppert. In this section, there 

are some good anchorages that the gunboats could reach safely, with 

some precautions. On the seaward side, we could see high hills, very 

jagged, but it was impossible to tell if they were islands or the 

mainland. The first assumption is more likely, it was easy to 

recognize the points to which the passengers of the Emperor had 

given names based on their appearance. The passage narrows to at 

most a mile wide (the English passage Barrier) between Ganghwa 

and the island of SSaun Tong (or Tsien-dong) and it is made 

narrower still by a rocky islet located in the middle, the English 

Barrier Rock. This rock seemed high as the tide was low; but on our 

return, it was almost covered. 

The officers and several armed men went ashore at the 
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projecting point of Ganghwa, and went as far as a very small village 

nearby (Inapo) whose inhabitants received them very well. The 

barbarians quietly began to picnic on the grass; these good farmers 

hastened to bring them fresh water and fruit. We bought some 

chickens that were pecking around for a few silver dollars cut in 

quarters: judging by the astonished expressions of the people, it is to 

be assumed that they had never seen silver coins. Outside the village, 

we found only a few crates of spoiled powder, placed in a hut wide 

open to the winds. The boat continued to head south, having before 

it a large island with a mountain, a very high peak (Shan-hé), and 

behind it a gulf which, if we properly understood the pilot, was the 

inlet that surrounds Ganghwa on the southern side. To the 

southwest, we could see a strange rock, an island, having exactly the 

appearance of a three-masted ship under sail; the English called it 

Ailsa Craig. It would have been interesting to sail on into the inlet 

and return to Kak-kot-si, having made the tour of Ganghwa; but the 

distance was unknown and the day was far advanced while a strong 

current stopped the little steamer in its tracks: it could barely be 

steered even when under full steam. We had to give up going further 

and fall back on the island of SSaun-Tong, but we saw only a 

deserted bay covered with brushwood, although the pilot had said 

that it was the residence of a high mandarin.  

On its way back, the boat stopped at Sani-Po, where there 

was a very large population who showed no fear, but only a great 

curiosity. The officers continued their walk in the countryside, 

where farmers were in full harvest, as far as a small wood which 

shaded a cemetery, and suddenly came across three or four women 

who fled shrieking; we had not yet had the opportunity to see any 

Korean women so close, but nothing could induce them to stop and 

come closer. In the crowd we recognized several individuals we had 

already seen in the city of Ganghwa; we gave them several copies of 

the proclamation of the admiral, inviting them to distribute them in 

neighboring villages. During the day a letter from a Christian in 

Ganghwa arrived aboard the Déroulède, telling what had already 

been said, that troops were to be gathered at SSaun-Tong and 
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launched against Ganghwa at Inapo, and moreover that we could 

expect landings at Sani-Po and San-Tien-Po.  

The next day, the 23rd, the Le Brethon went and anchored in 

front of the latter village. On the way past, the order was to be passed 

to the Tardif to move up to Sani-Po, and from time to time to push 

on as far as the other side of Turn-about. The two gunboats’ mission 

was to block the channel; it was said that the inhabitants of 

Ganghwado Island were crossing en masse to the north shore with 

large quantities of rice; the captains of the Le Brethon and Tardif were 

carriers of proclamations that navigation was prohibited, and that 

all the boats that tried to pass from one side to the other would be 

captured.  

On the 23rd, the Kien-Chan went to Woody Island to fetch 

supplies and bring back the landing party from the Primauguet 

under the command of the ship’s second-in-command, Lieutenant 

Laguerre; all the rumors suggested that this reinforcement would 

perhaps be useful. This constant coming and going between Kak-

kot-si and Woody Island, necessary for our supplies, allowed us to 

ensure that the Salt River was still open, that the forts along the coast 

were not being armed and that the sea bed was not being blocked by 

barriers, which would not have been easy to do with the currents so 

strong. The two gunboats had a thousand pains to overcome them 

to the north of Ganghwa and get to their post. Their mission was the 

most difficult to fulfill and they even had each to be lent a large 

pinnace, as their small boats were unable to fight against the tides. 

Moreover, the mists which had reigned for the last few days until 

nine or ten o'clock enabled many boats to pass without being seen. 

The days were still beautiful, even a little hot, but the mornings and 

nights were becoming cold. The health of the men was still excellent.  

We continued to conduct reconnoiters. Once, a small troop 

composed of the landing companies of the Déroulède, the Kien-Chan 

and Le Brethon, about 50 men under the command of M. Trêve, had 

gone over to the left bank: landing at Mounn-Sou-Sann-Tann, they 

had followed for a while the road to Séhoul; then, heading into the 

countryside to the left, they visited two villages where they met only 
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harmless peasants. The little troop had returned bringing back some 

horned beasts. The steamboat was used to supply the gunboats 

stationed in the north. This boat was of the greatest value during the 

entire expedition. For his part, the indefatigable Commander Bochet 

vigorously pursued his hydrographic surveys in which he had 

managed to interest, not only the few naval officers remaining under 

his command, but others who were completely foreign, by their 

functions, to this task. (The tides were a major obstacle to this work; 

it happened several times that boats remained stranded in the 

middle of the mud banks for several hours. We also had much 

difficulty in obtaining water. M. Bochet and M. Baron had wells dug 

in the vicinity of the ships.) The relations he had established with the 

people of the neighborhood were good; he could even, in the early 

days, purchase some fresh food, but day by day, the quantity they 

supplied decreased; that was obviously the result of orders from 

higher authorities. Moreover, the residents began to evacuate the 

villages en masse. M. Bochet wrote that the Guerrière was badly 

anchored; she had dragged her anchors during the fierce 

northwesterly winds that we had had and had found herself too 

close to a rocky point. (We had arranged the vessels for the bad 

weather of winter; from a high peak along the walls of Ganghwa, we 

could distinguish them in the anchorage of Woody Island, with their 

top-masts rigged, their yards brought in, etc.) Captain Olivier left on 

the 25th on the Kien-Chan to change its place closer to the Primauguet 

to the north of the anchorage. The Kien-Chan was also carrying the 

dispatches from the admiral that the Laplace was to take to Shanghai. 

Its departure was set for the 26th in the morning. Commandant 

Amel had orders to await the arrival of the French steamer in the 

port and to return to Korea, bringing back all the food it could in 

passing Chefoo. (We kept the four-bore cannon of the Laplace with 

its crew, a half-armed pinnace, and several officers of the ship who 

had been distributed among the different squadrons.) A junk loaded 

with rice, abandoned by her crew, had gone aground on a shoal near 

the left bank, abeam the Déroulède and ended up sinking; at low tide, 

peasants from the left bank came to collect the wet rice, and we let 
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them do it without interfering.  

Rumors were still rife about the imminent arrival of many 

troops who were to recapture Ganghwa, and although the reports of 

the captains of the gunboats kept announcing that nothing was 

moving in that direction, Inapo was always designated as their 

disembarkation point; at least, that is what resulted from the stories 

of our interpreters. We had no idea that the enemy was much closer 

to us. Everything seemed perfectly still on the left bank; the 

inhabitants were collecting the rice from the junk that had sunk and 

were beginning to reap that on the plain. It was decided that we 

would make a reconnaissance on that side, to spread some 

proclamations and see if there might be some way of buying some 

fresh provisions, for the region around Kak-kot-si was beginning to 

be completely impoverished. On October 26, at seven-thirty in the 

morning, the steamboat took in tow the pinnace of the Guerrière, and 

another boat carrying two platoons of the Third Corps, about 70 men, 

including the patron of the admiral and some members of his escort, 

under the command of M. de Thouars, lieutenant. Once everyone 

had disembarked, the boats were to return to Kak-kot-si, then come 

and bring back the landing party before dark. The chief of staff had 

joined the expedition, with the peaceful idea of examining the plants 

and stones in this part of the country where, on previous days, we 

had not found any obstacles to free circulation and everything 

seemed as quiet as usual. 

The boats had just reached the gate at Moun-sou-sann-tann, 

and as the tide was falling very fast, all possible precautions were 

taken not to let them go around. The small boat had already landed 

its troops, under the command of M. Chatel, aspirant first-class; the 

men were walking along carefully close to the wall to avoid wading 

through the mud; the larger pinnace was about to be emptied in turn, 

when all of a sudden we heard a faint detonation, so faint that we 

thought it was a percussion cap that had gone off by accident, when 

the truth quickly appeared; a sergeant of the company of fusilliers 

dropped dead in the pinnace. Almost immediately a sharp fusillade 

erupted, twenty-five paces away, from the gate and the battlements 
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along the wall. M. Chatel charged with his platoon, with bayonets 

fixed, and drove the defenders from the gate. The men in the pinnace 

were shooting, but it was not much use, the Koreans being perfectly 

sheltered behind the wall. They were allowed to go on shooting, 

while our men were busy keeping the boat afloat and coming ashore 

in order. Once our men had landed, as the gate was free, they took 

the defenders of the wall from behind, while they retreated to the 

nearby hills, still shooting. 

All this happened in much less time than it takes to tell. The 

two boats were kept afloat with the help of the steamboat whose 

captain and mechanic gave proof of the greatest composure. Three 

men from the small boat were injured, two slightly, but the third 

very seriously. The skipper of the pinnace from the Guerrière had 

been hit by the first shots, and fell into the water, mortally wounded. 

These two brave men died that same day. 

At the sound of the shooting, the admiral had come rushing, 

together with the commissioner of the division and his aides. He 

found the detachment chasing the Koreans, numbering perhaps 200, 

from hill to hill. On searching the village they found eight or ten 

corpses. One of those unfortunate fellows had been shot dead 

behind the wall, where he remained bravely shooting at the boats, 

while his companions had all fled. Many of them followed the road 

to Séhoul in the plain; the Déroulède scattered them with a few shots 

of its cannon in four bore, and they joined a large party which 

appeared at the gorge of Dong-Dinh. 

As we advanced along the road to reconnoiter the ground, 

the Koreans climbed onto the hills close to the gorge and began to 

shoot but at a distance of at least five times the range of their 

weapons; we could barely hear the gunshots and the somewhat 

louder explosions from their small cannon. Before returning to Kak-

kot-si, we set fire to the village so that it would offer no shelter for 

the enemy. We found abandoned in a house a small child who was 

brought aboard the Déroulède, where we also brought a young man 

caught in the countryside; but, as it was impossible to get anything 

out of him, he was sent back, charged with returning the child to its 
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parents. Throughout the day, the gorge of the end of the road was 

occupied by five or six hundred men; they were regular troops, or at 

least their uniformly blue clothes and large felt hats led us to 

suppose so, while the individuals with whom we had been dealing 

in the morning were wearing the white garments of peasants and 

townspeople. They may have been the inhabitants of Moun-sou-

sann-tann. Reserves of weapons and ammunition found in the 

hamlets and villages gave us to suppose that in some cases the 

population is mobilized for military service. 

An outpost had been set up by the Koreans on an outcrop 

nearer to us. At four-thirty in the afternoon, the main body of their 

troops advanced in good order along the road with the probable 

intention of occupying the village we had burned in the morning. In 

front was an individual mounted on a white horse and followed by 

people carrying flags. When this column arrived at about 1,800 

meters from us, a shell launched from the Déroulède cut it in two: 

some of the foot soldiers scattered and hurriedly gained the crests of 

the mountains, climbing up the steep slopes with the agility of goats. 

The vanguard continued on its way toward the village, intending to 

gain the shelter of the crenelated wall that borders the sea; but 

another shell came and sowed confusion in their midst; only a few 

individuals, the commander on horseback at their head, were able 

to reach Moun-sou-sann-tann, while the others sped away, sheltered 

by the wall that climbed along the ridge of the mountain, from the 

Séhoul gate to the fort on the summit. A few shots from cannon and 

rifles aimed at the village from Kak-kot-si soon emptied it 

completely, and before night we could see all the Koreans out of our 

reach on the top of the ridges; they cannot have been very 

comfortable during the night because the cold was beginning to be 

keen. 

The next morning, the 27th, the steam launch was sent to 

bring the Tardif orders to come back near us while we paid our last 

respects to the three who had died the day before. They were buried 

in a small field on a hill within Kak-kot-si. 

The Tardif anchored at noon and immediately fired a 
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twelve-gauge shell at the outpost on the left bank. This dispersed a 

group of Koreans sitting on the grass but almost immediately they 

returned, with great composure, and examined the effect produced 

by the projectile. The detonation brought out of the gorge a 

considerable number of soldiers hidden behind it and who thought 

themselves out of reach (maybe 2,200 or 2,400 meters away), when a 

30-gauge shell, exploding among them, made them all take shelter 

quickly; all day long, hardly three or four individuals appeared at 

the gorge. However, a few isolated men tried to reach Moun-sou-

sann-tann, but a few rifle-shots made them turn back. Finally, the 

following days, we installed a small guard post with a few men at 

the narrowest point of the river, to shoot at anything that showed 

itself in the village.  

In the afternoon, a detachment went to destroy a large store 

of weapons, three kilometers to the south of Kak-kot-si, and prepare 

to blow up a powder magazine, which contained several hundred 

cases. Around half past five, it blew up with a terrible noise, giving 

the ground and ships a jolt comparable to that of an earthquake. (A 

few days, later we blew up another magazine, also well-stocked, 

near Fort Point, and another in the city of Ganghwa.) During the 

evening we saw some lights at the gorge of Dong-Dinh. 

The Koreans probably assumed that we would attack them 

there; they fortified the pass and the road, cutting it by an earth 

barricade equipped with artillery. Every morning, we saw them 

practice shooting at mats placed in the road. On a high mountain, 

out of reach of our artillery, there was always a numerous 

detachment which could perfectly see what we were doing. 

The weather was becoming less beautiful; northwest winds 

were more frequent and brought with them a significant drop in 

temperatures. The water that we kept outdoors during the night in 

pots sheltered from the wind was often frozen in the morning. 

Sometimes raindrops, or showers, accompanied the westerly winds. 

This weather made it difficult to communicate with the ships 

anchored far off. It appeared that the gathering of troops on the left 

bank was known to or suspected by the little Korean pilot who was 
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on board the Tardif, as a letter from the captain of that gunboat on 

the 27th in the morning announced that the pilot had a mysterious 

air and wanted to go to confer with Father Ridel about a note found 

in a mandarin’s house near Sani-Po: when this letter arrived aboard 

the Déroulède, we knew what to make of it. 

Father Ridel communicated to the admiral information he 

had received from some Christians who had left Séhoul five or six 

days before and had been able to travel only at night. The Korean 

government had been taken by surprise; they did not believe that 

the French would return after their first appearance. The capture of 

Ganghwa had astonished the king and his ministers; but they were 

quick to recover from their fright and made substantial preparations. 

There was talk of at least 30,000 men ready to stop the invaders. Five 

or six thousand were to guard the capital; others were scattered 

across the region. There were 3,000 in Dong-Dinh; it was with some 

of those that we had had dealings the day before. Barrages had been 

set up at several points along the river, by sinking junks full of stones 

and sand; the banks were full of artillery. Junks moored together, 

great timber rafts and fire ships, which would be allowed to drift 

down the river; over two hundred skilled divers were ready to pierce 

the ships below the waterline. A fleet of eighty junks of war had 

gathered in the North, ready to come and attack, and with this attack, 

a new mandarin, appointed to Ganghwa, was to take over the island. 

And famine was, it was said, rife in the capital. 

What was true in all this? No doubt these rumors were 

marred by exaggeration; but what was quite certain was that they 

denoted strong military instincts in these people, and what we had 

seen of their capacity in fighting, and the prodigious number of 

weapons accumulated everywhere, confirmed this view. Marching 

on Séhoul, that some impatient folk had originally wanted and even 

advised, no longer seemed quite as simple as we had at first thought, 

not to mention the difficulty of feeding the expedition, and keeping 

the rear safe so as to ensure the return. All Korea, it was said, was 

against us, and no matter the superiority of our weapons and our 

discipline, that could not match the number of enemies. Be that as it 
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may, all was quiet around us; no one moved; the people seemed to 

be thinking of only one thing, the completion of the harvest. In the 

positions we occupied, we could defy a formidable attack; the 

constant trips to Woody Island showed us that so far there was no 

attempt to obstruct traffic on the Salt River.  

The admiral therefore took the wisest course, that of 

awaiting events. Perhaps the Korean government would accede to 

the proposals made to it? However, to avoid invasions from without 

or at least lessen the chances, we began to destroy all the junks and 

all the boats that were found in the surrounding region, although it 

pained the admiral to take this step which undoubtedly affected 

private individuals; but war has cruel necessities! The Le Brethon did 

not leave a single boat afloat from San-Tien-Po as far as in front of 

Ailsa Crag, burning further stocks of arms, and blowing up all the 

powder magazines. Some of the forts had been armed with small 

bronze cannon only a few days before. On the north bank of the 

channel, M. Cintré burned fifty junks and made the people destroy 

a large flatboat, some 30 to 40 meters long: not a soldier was met 

with on this side, only harmless people who watched their junks 

burn, impassively smoking their pipes. On October 29, the 

steamboat made a trip to the entrance of the river Séhoul with 

Messrs. Chanoine and Richy. With its four-bore cannon, it set fire to 

a few boats and dispersed a gathering of about 200 soldiers. The 

Kien-Chan returned from Woody Island in the morning: as we 

feared that the Koreans might have established defenses on the left 

bank at the great bend of the Salt River, a detachment was sent 

before daylight, to the point facing it, to check the route the Kien-

Chan would take, but came back having seen no trace of any enemies, 

and having burned a number of junks and stocks of weapons. In the 

evening, the Dong-Dinh gorge was illuminated by many fire bowls, 

among which we saw individuals moving, probably responsible for 

keeping them lit. This illumination was probably a signal 

corresponding to those made in our side: some shells launched by 

the Kien-Chan and Tardif soon made them stop.  

The 30th, in the morning, the steamboat went under the 
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command of the captain of the Déroulède to explore the northwest of 

Ganghwa. In the evening, the boat had not returned, and the whole 

night passed without any sign of it coming. It was likely that he had 

stopped on board of the Le Brethon, but with the enterprising, even 

adventurous character of Captain Richy, many assumptions were 

possible. Perhaps he had gone among the unknown islands that we 

had glimpsed in previous trips and had been surprised by the 

retreating tide? As it was there, it was said, that the forces that were 

to come upon us were gathered, we were not without some concern 

about the fate of the men in the ship: might they have been taken by 

surprise? In that case, the most horrible tortures would probably 

have been their lot. To put an end to the uncertainty, at daybreak, 

the chief of staff set out with twenty men from the Tardif to go by 

land to where the Le Brethon was berthed. On the way, he saw the 

boat coming back. The little party went to San Tien-Po, then returned 

in the evening after passing through the city. Everything was 

perfectly quiet on that side. 

The boat had gone up as far as Ailsa Crag and recognized a 

fairly large looking city on the island of SSaun-Tong. Many curious 

folk, perhaps soldiers, had assembled the moment the boat was 

approaching the city, but a shot from a cannon had quickly 

dispersed them. Nothing on that side seemed to indicate that troops 

were preparing to cross to Ganghwa. Not wanting to risk running 

aground during the night, M. Richy had gone aboard the Le Brethon. 

On November 6, in the afternoon, the Kien-Chan returning 

from Woody Island dispersed, with cannon-fire, a quite numerous 

gathering on the left bank near the bend. On the same date, Mr. 

Cintré wrote that all the inhabitants on his side were moving away. 

During the day, we saw almost no one; during the night they came 

back to remove their belongings. The people from the upper class, 

that is to say, those who had hats and clean clothes, had all 

disappeared several days before. 

On the 7th, with beautiful weather, M. Trêve, together with 

the men of the Déroulède, the Kien-Chan, and the Tardif, went to 

reconnoiter the region near the bend. He only returned at nightfall, 
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having found nothing. Mr. Trêve, leaving the waterfront, had 

advanced along a valley at the end of which there was a large pagoda 

with other buildings, but he himself had not gone that far. Nothing 

unusual had presented itself to the little troop, who had covered 

seven or eight leagues in the day. 

On November 8, Messrs. Humann, Suenson, and Marliave 

had left the Déroulède early with two boats to continue their mapping 

work, which went as far as the bend, that is to say, five or six miles 

from the anchorage. In the afternoon, the chief of staff, the captain 

of the Tardif, and two aspirants, with three sailors of the gunboat as 

escort, planned to go and see what was happening on that side while 

hunting along the way, where waterfowl was very abundant. They 

had arrived midway between Kak-kot-si and the bend, when rapid 

gunfire drew their attention. The detonations appeared to come 

from the left bank; it seemed likely that the two boats were being 

attacked. The walkers had met nobody in the countryside except one 

individual, just as they were leaving Kak-kot-si, whom they thought 

they recognized as one of the Christians recently arrived from 

Séhoul; this man gave them all kinds of signs of which they 

understood nothing but the sound of gunshots conjured up a crowd 

of peasants on the hills; there was something unusual in their 

attitude. The little band quickly made their way southward to see 

what had happened to the boats and lend a hand if needed, although 

they were few in number and poorly armed, having merely one 

revolver, three shotguns, and a rifle. The Koreans perched on the 

hills occasionally emitted cries which were answered from the left 

bank. Obviously, all the movements of the French were being 

reported. We saw the boats rowing hard against a strong ebb tide; 

we called to them and they came to land at a small hamlet where 

hunters were headed. 

Approaching the bend, towards the left bank, the two boats 

had been greeted by a sharp fusillade and shots from a gingole. 

Fortunately, no one was injured, and the bullets had not reached the 

oars because if the boats had been deprived of some of their means 

of propulsion, they would have been unable to resist the current that 
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was headed toward the bank where the enemies were. The troop, 

augmented by two armed men taken from the boats, was now out of 

danger and continued on its way, taking all the precautions required 

by a terrain that was well-adapted for ambushes, especially since the 

officers in the boats were not at all certain that they had not been 

shot at from both banks. The first fort at the bend was deserted; but 

opposite it, on the left bank, we could see 350 or 400 men in good 

order, with outposts in a small forest at the edge of the water and 

lookouts on the heights. There were also several pieces of artillery, 

small caliber arms, just put down on the ground. At that moment, a 

boat carrying eight people left the bank to come over to our side; we 

could not resist the temptation to fire two or three rifle shots, which 

was perhaps imprudent, in that the noise could give warning of the 

presence of the French party to any enemy troops that might have 

been nearby. The boat quickly turned back, and the soldiers 

stationed at the edge of the water, finding that the bullets were 

crossing the river, fell back on those on the interior.  

The little band returned to Kak-kot-si without interference, 

although it saw numerous groups on the road; they were unarmed 

peasants who withdrew at their approach. There were even a few 

women with them, something we had not seen before. In the evening, 

Father Ridel told the admiral some very important things which he 

had learned from the Christian previously mentioned. This 

individual had attempted to return to the mainland by the passage 

north of Ganghwa, but on this side, we had destroyed even the 

smallest boat; he had then come to Quan-Song (at the bend) to see if 

there he would have better luck. He reported (that is probably what 

he wanted to make clear to the chief of staff and his companions) 

that the previous night, hundreds of soldiers had crossed over to the 

island of Ganghwa at Quan-Song, that many others were expected, 

and the general rendezvous was at the temple of Tseu-Teun-Suh, the 

one M. Trêve had seen from afar the day before. On the 6th, M. 

Cintré wrote that on the north side of the island, all the villages were 

becoming more and more deserted. The admiral resolved to send a 

reconnaissance to that side, under the command of Mr. Olivier, for 
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whom Lieutenant Collier, second officer of the Déroulède, who had 

previously gone there with Mr. Trêve, would serve as guide; but 

instead of following the shoreline before heading inland, they were 

to cut across country, by which the distance was at most two leagues 

or two leagues and a half. 

On the 9th, the column set out at about eight o'clock in the 

morning; it consisted of the landing party of the Primauguet, 

commanded by Lieutenant Laguerre, a detachment of the Third 

Corps under the command of M. de Thouars, and counted some 120 

or 130 men. Two platoons of the Third Corps remained to guard the 

camp. About two o'clock in the afternoon, the admiral was informed 

that one of the mules that the column had taken with them had 

arrived alone back in the middle of the camp, still loaded with all the 

food it had been carrying. The animal had been wounded by two 

shots, and bullets had left their traces on the pack-saddle. This 

indicated that our people had encountered some kind of resistance. 

Throughout the afternoon, we saw on the left bank a large number 

of individuals carrying bags of rice, walking up along the walls to 

the fort that crowns the mountain above Moun-sou-san-tann. Sixty 

soldiers had come down to the temple which is halfway up the 

mountain and stayed sitting there quietly, talking and looking across 

at our side, when a twelve-bore shell, fired from Kak-kot-si, came 

despite the great distance and especially the elevation, exploded on 

one of the buildings of the temple and set it on fire; there was a wild 

stampede, those people had most certainly thought themselves out 

of reach. The day was drawing to a close and the column had still 

not returned. Something extraordinary was happening; all the 

hamlets of the plain were deserted, we could see no one, while on 

the previous days, everyone was going peacefully about their 

business. Had all the people gone to the rendezvous of which the 

spy had spoken? Finally, around four in the afternoon, we saw close 

to the city the column that was arriving in small squads, looking very 

weary. We soon learned what had happened; they were bringing 

back twenty-five injured men, including five officers, but they had 

had no one killed. Here is what had happened: 
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The pagoda of Tzeu-teun-sah was farther away than we had 

assumed since the troops only arrived there at about half past eleven. 

Instead of a simple temple, they had found a real stronghold that its 

very location alone would have rendered impregnable. Walls like 

those of Ganghwa enclosed a ravine bordered by steep escarpments, 

into which the only access was by a sunken road, dominated on all 

sides. No noise, no sign betrayed the presence of anyone at all; 

nevertheless, they had been advancing with the utmost caution 

when suddenly the head of the column was stopped by a hail of 

bullets and grapeshot. Several officers and men were injured by the 

first shots: M. de la Salle, midshipman, who was one of the furthest 

ahead, being hit in the leg and with a fractured right arm, almost fell 

into the hands of the Koreans who had made a sortie. He was 

rescued by dedicated men and the Koreans were forced back inside 

the shelter of their walls.  

Commander Olivier rallied his forces in a more 

advantageous position and they began to shoot at the fortress. The 

Koreans attempted several more sorties, but each time they came up 

against the little troop, admirable in their composure, and withdrew 

leaving behind many dead bodies. But the position was not tenable; 

the defenders of the pagoda were very numerous, nearly 3,000 if one 

believes the Korean versions about themselves, and judging from 

the speed with which their shots followed one another, it is likely 

each had several weapons loaded in advance. The retreat began, 

with a calm that impressed the enemy; they did not dare to venture 

out. The column returned without being molested, fortunately, 

because it would have been in a difficult position with the wounded, 

most of whom could not walk. They had to be carried nearly four 

leagues on improvised stretchers. The dedication and activity of M. 

Pindray, third class medical assistant, who accompanied the 

detachment, were above all praise in this circumstance. (The injured 

officers were Messrs. Delasalle, ensign, shattered right arm, several 

shots in the hand and leg, several bruises; de Chabannes, ensign, a 

bullet in the thigh; Suenson, lieutenant of the Danish navy, shot in 

the thigh, a slight leg injury; Lormier, lieutenant, wounded in the leg; 
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Collier, a shot in the ankle.) 

The Le Brethon, recalled the previous day, reached Kak-kot-

si and anchored at ten in the morning. In the opinion of Commander 

Olivier and the officers present at the affair, an attack with all our 

forces united on the Pagoda of Tzeu-teun-sah had very little chance 

of success. It would have taken almost a regular siege to overcome 

this fortress, the existence of which we had not suspected, we were 

so misinformed by our interpreters! Our mountain artillery would 

not be enough for us to breach the walls and, in any case, it would 

have been impossible, despite its relatively light weight, to pull it all 

the way there by hand. Moreover, if we had been able to capture this 

place, which was much stronger than Ganghwa, the manpower at 

the admiral’s disposition was not sufficient to occupy it and 

Ganghwa at the same time, and there was yet no way to give up one 

or the other, without the enemy settling in, and therefore being 

exposed to their attacks. Although it cost him dearly not to take 

revenge for the previous day, the admiral had the strength to resist 

the suggestions, the generous impatience of some of those around 

him. The rumors of the previous days seemed to be confirmed; 

numerous troops could from one moment to the other make us lose 

the advantages that we had gained. This was the response of the 

Korean government to the proposals of the commander-in-chief. The 

island of Ganghwa belonged to us no more; from the offensive, we 

were passing necessarily to the defensive. In addition, the navigation 

of the Salt River could be intercepted and at every journey to Woody 

Island, journeys necessary for our food supplies, we would have had 

no doubt to dispute the passage in a fight. The considerable harm 

we had done without significant losses on our side to the Korean 

government was a punishment, a lesson, the salutary effect of which 

should not be compromised. The evacuation of Ganghwa was 

decided. 

All the material, except the artillery that might be useful to 

protect our retreat, was loaded on board on the day of the 10th. The 

injured were all put aboard the Kien-Chan whose accommodation 

facilities offered a more favorable arrangement than the other ships. 
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In the afternoon, thick smoke rising from the direction of the city 

heralded the execution of orders given in the morning. The yamen 

and the official quarters had been set alight. Shortly after, the 

division of the commandant d’Osery returned to Kak-kot-si. 

The men began boarding at two in the morning of the 11th, 

and all was done with the greatest order, despite it being a very dark 

night, and the unfavorable circumstance of a low tide. Each division 

embarked in the pinnaces, one after the other, and until the last 

moment, numerous guard boats served to prevent an attack that 

could be expected because, despite all the precautions taken the 

previous day while we were loading the equipment, the enemy must 

have guessed at our intentions. The ships set sail at 6:30 a.m. The tide 

had another two hours to rise, a favorable circumstance for there not 

to be too much current, especially at the bend.  

Hardly had the ships left the anchorage when we saw the 

people of Kak-kot-si coming back to repossess their homes and most 

seemed astonished at the sight of the changes they had undergone. 

One thing that must have astonished them very much was an oven 

that had been built in one of the houses. The brick walls had 

supplied the materials. We had baked bread the day before or the 

day before that for the first time. The houses occupied by the officers 

had also undergone major improvements; they had been 

wallpapered, and especially cleaned as they had never been before. 

The descent took place in the following order: the Tardif, the 

Déroulède, the Kien-Chan with pinnace no. 2, the Le Brethon. 

Approaching the bend, the Tardif fired a cannon load of grapeshot 

at a large gathering on the left that the sun prevented us from seeing 

clearly. They responded by gunfire, and, just when we were passing 

near the closest point, they fired two large caliber cannon, but 

without touching us. The Déroulède, in turn, was welcomed by 

gunfire and grapeshot; each vessel was similarly hailed in its 

passage; but although the Koreans had returned to the attack with 

ardor, there was no one wounded on our side; however, the Tardif 

and the Le Brethon especially received many projectiles in their hulls 

and funnels. 
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Once we arrived at Woody Island each of the men was sent 

back to his own ship and maritime life began again. The wounded 

were all placed on board the Guerrière, the arrangements of which 

made it possible to install them more comfortably than elsewhere, 

and where the facilities for treatment were better. 

During the occupation of Ganghwa, the ships left at Woody 

Island had established relations with the inhabitants of the village of 

Yen-Yong, where they had been able to get some fresh provisions but 

in very small quantities. Every morning a boat was going to the 

shore where these provisions were left; they took them and left in 

their place a small amount of money. In the early days, we had great 

difficulty in getting them to accept any payment, the inhabitants 

were probably afraid of compromising with their government, 

which put little value, it seems, on the life of its citizens. On our 

return, alarmed at the number of vessels, they wrote a letter to the 

admiral asking him to reassure them; the provisions were slightly 

more abundant but still minimal, some vegetables and five or six fish; 

that was all that could be obtained each morning. 

On the 13th, Commandant Bochet went with the steamboat 

to take soundings of the bottom of the Salt River, going as far as the 

bend, unmolested. 

About eight in the evening, we saw a small junk heading 

for the Guerrière; as they were approaching, the men on board 

shouted: Chefoo! Chefoo! They were Christians who had set out 

three or four days before from the far end of Prince Jérôme Gulf. 

They brought a letter, already old (October 3), from the missionaries 

remaining in Korea. These gentlemen were aware of the survey 

made by the admiral at the end of September and informed him that 

they were coming to join him, recommending him to rely fully on 

the letter-bearers to know where they were hiding. Additional 

information said that the Fathers, after they had learned of the 

departure of the French ships, had been able to reach the sea, and 

that around the Peling-tao island, they had met up with junks 

belonging to Chinese smugglers, with which they had probably 

traveled to Chefoo, about the 6th day of the last moon, that is to say, 
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about October 14. 

On the 16th, the Laplace arrived from Shanghai, having on 

board those two missionaries and the two Chinese scholars who had 

been requested from Shanghai to serve as interpreters. Their 

presence and that of Fathers Féron and Calais, was useless now; but 

it was soon recognized how useful Father Féron would have been 

for the expedition, because of his knowledge of Korea and his 

energetic character. The three missionaries, the scholars and the 

Korean Christians, were put on board the Primauguet, which was to 

return to Shanghai. 

Commander Bochet made a few more mapping 

explorations with the Kien-Chan, near Eugenie Island. The admiral 

went to explore the arrival point of a road that was reported to lead 

directly to Séhoul, and along which no other obstacles were to be 

met except a small inlet. As a result of the respective positions of 

Séhoul and Woody Island, this road should be very short and, in the 

case of an expedition against the capital, its seaward end could be 

chosen as the landing point. Our movements were monitored with 

care, day and night we could see beacons on the mountains. 

The departure was set for the 18th, but the weather looked 

threatening; the wind was in the northwest, already very fresh, and 

the barometer was falling. It was to be feared that once outside we 

would meet high seas that might trouble the wounded, whose 

condition was, so far, as satisfactory as could be expected. The 

admiral went no further than Fernande Island, where the division 

cast anchor in the afternoon, opposite the large village in the 

northeastern part. While anchoring, the Kien-Chan broke one of its 

chains but was fortunate enough to recover it. The Laplace, anchored 

southernmost, was forced to change its anchorage because of the 

irregularities and poor quality of the bottom. The breeze freshened 

and in the night took on the proportions of a true northwesterly 

storm; however, although the anchorage was hardly sheltered on 

that side, the sea did not rise much, except for the flood tide which 

was strong enough to hold the ships athwart the wind. All in all, this 

is a poor anchorage, good at most during the summer. 
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In the following days the wind gradually calmed down and 

we could communicate with the village, but we had very little 

contact with the inhabitants, harmless peasants. By the 21st, fine 

weather had fully returned, a light northerly breeze, almost calm. In 

the morning, Commandant Rochet set out on the Kien-Chan to go 

and determine the position of one more reef and on his return the 

division set sail. The Laplace headed for Chefoo, taking back the 

men from the Kung-Tung post: the Primauguet, with in tow the 

Déroulède, Tardif, and Le Brethon headed for Shanghai. On October 24, 

the Guerrière and the Kien-Chan anchored in Nagasaki, having been 

favored almost all the time with calm seas, so that the wounded did 

not have to suffer too much. Some days later, the admiral learned 

with great satisfaction the arrival of the other ships at their 

respective destinations, and for him, it was one worry less to know 

that the three small ships had reached shelter, unable as they were 

to withstand the rough weather common at this time of the year. 

  

III. 

  

Our expedition was over. I have tried to tell all the 

vicissitudes of this affair, and for this reason: naturally, criticism was 

not lacking, especially from the press in Shanghai. Brave journalists, 

having no idea of the difficulties we encountered, and which the 

preceding account has, I think, sufficiently shown, would have liked 

us to have conquered the country, or at least brought back a trade 

treaty allowing people to flood Korea with the English cotton goods 

which are becoming difficult to trade in China. 

Such ideas could never even enter the mind of the 

commander-in-chief with the forces at his disposal. He only wanted 

one thing, to show the Korean government by an audacious attack 

that it could be reached; and the occupation of Ganghwa, one of the 

main strongholds of the country, the burning of the royal residence, 

the destruction of material worth several million francs, all 

accomplished without significant losses on our side, was irrefutable 

proof. Trying to do more with a handful of men in a kingdom that 
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has maybe fifteen million people would have been madness. It did 

not take us long to realize that all the information we had was as 

inaccurate as possible. We were told that Korea was a country 

completely without means of resistance, and at every step, on the 

contrary, we found signs of a warlike spirit; everywhere weapons 

and ammunition were stocked, so that even the most eager among 

us very soon recognized that an attack on Séhoul was impossible or 

at least very rash, incompatible with our means.  

In addition, winter was rapidly approaching, an enemy 

more formidable than the Koreans. If the Salt River were carrying ice 

floes or freezing, as we were led to believe, what would become of 

the ships? (In March 1867, the American corvette Wachusetts having 

tried to go to Pin-Yang to inquire about the burning of the General 

Sherman and the massacre of the crew of this ship, was forced to 

abandon the project; the entrance of the river was frozen solid and 

ice-floes, carried by the currents, made it a dangerous spot.) What 

would have been the condition of a small landing party, having no 

access to the sea, on a ruined island, where nothing could be found 

that would suffice to feed eight or nine hundred Europeans? Even if 

communications with the sea had been maintained, could we be sure 

that the ships sent to Shanghai to bring supplies would have been 

immune from accidents on their return, on these shores full of reefs 

and shoals that we had only just been able to spot by navigating 

during fine weather?  

To stay longer in Korea was to expose ourselves perhaps to 

a disaster, which might have engaged France in a remote enterprise; 

the commander knew he had no right to take such a responsibility, 

especially with the serious events that were then taking place in 

Europe. In the event that the French government wanted to make 

war on Korea, M. Roze came back with sure information; the road 

was open. He had had the honor of showing, for the first time, the 

flag of a civilized nation before a capital city of which we did not 

even know the name. After some of the most perilous navigations, 

constant travel in the midst of danger, they brought back safely all 

those vessels with only insignificant damage. Certainly, we enjoyed 
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a lot of good fortune, but luck was singularly aided by the talent of 

the captains. I think it would be hard to find a collection of officers 

more skillful and more sure of themselves.  

The Korean government felt the blow they had received. 

Twice, at the end of the year and at the beginning of the following 

year, it made indirect approaches to the admiral, through the 

Japanese authorities at Nagasaki, a port with which Korea has 

continuous relations, asking that the French should not return. (In 

October 1867, we saw in Hong Kong M. Oppert, who was mentioned 

above; he fully intended to go back to Korea and do business there. 

For this, he was in contact with the Korean government, and he 

hoped to succeed. In the spring of 1867, Fathers Féron, Calais, and 

Ridel were preparing to go back again, and they had received almost 

a promise that they would not be troubled. I even think they are 

there today.) These results were acquired without causing, so to 

speak, any expenses, thanks to the care and the economies of the 

administrative services, and if a decision of the emperor had not 

ordered that the silver bullion taken from Ganghwa be shared 

between the finders, this sum would have paid twenty times the 

expenditure incurred beyond the regular service of the naval 

division. The completely new geographical knowledge discovered 

by the expedition, the beautiful charts which are due to it and which 

will be lasting monuments, suffice to justify so minimal an outlay. It 

may not be out of place to state quickly at the end of this story, the 

few points we could verify directly and what we could learn through 

reliable information about this country that is still so little known. 
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3. A Medical Doctor’s Account of the Expedition 

 

E-J. Cheval was stationed on board the Primauguet as a doctor second class 

from 1865 until 1867. He returned to France the year after the Ganghwa 

expedition and submitted the detailed notes he had kept throughout his tour 

of duty in the Far East as the graduation thesis by which he became a fully 

qualified medical doctor. This was published in printed form already in 

1868, making it the first detailed account of the expedition to be published, 

but its purpose being only to serve as an academic thesis, it had no diffusion 

and no impact and remained virtually unnoticed. 

 From: Elisée-Julien Cheval (Médecin deuxième classe de la 

marine impériale). Relation médicale d'une campagne au Japon, en Chine 

et en Corée. Thèse présentée et publiquement soutenue à la faculté de 

médecine de Montpellier le 12 juin 1868 pour obtenir le grade de Docteur 

en Médecine. Boehm et fils: Montpellier, 1868. [Elisée-Julien Cheval 

(Doctor second class of the Imperial Navy). Medical account of a campaign 

in Japan, China and Korea. Thesis presented and publicly defended at the 

Montpellier Medical School June 12, 1868 for the Doctor of Medicine 

degree. Boehm and son: Montpellier, 1868.] 

 

Pages 54-72. 

The Korean Expedition 

 

Here, in a nutshell, are the causes that drove Admiral Roze to enter 

Korea.  

For twenty years, Catholic missionaries had entered the 

peninsula of Korea, a country which had hitherto remained 

unexplored and quite unknown to Europeans. The Korean 

government always showed itself very hostile to the entry of the 

missionaries, who, they said, disturbed the security of the country 

and its families and sowed seeds of rebellion. 

Like all the governments of the East, it wished to stay closed 

and impenetrable to any European element. Anyway, the 

missionaries set foot in the country and managed to make many 

proselytes. In 1846, the news of the conversions effected by 

missionaries worried the Korean government, which put to death 

one or two of those bold preachers of the Catholic faith. 
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It was in order to avenge these killings that the French 

government sent in 1847 to the coast of Korea, a frigate and a corvette, 

the Gloire and the Victorieuse, both of which were wrecked without 

being able to enter the country. In 1856, Admiral Guérin had been 

more fortunate: he anchored off the coast of Korea and identified a 

large bay which he called the Gulf of Prince Jérôme; but he could not 

contact the Korean government, which refused to deal with him.  

From that time, the French missionaries continued to preach 

the Catholic religion throughout Korea, surrounding themselves, 

however, with great precautions: they were forced to hide and live 

incognito. During this period of calm, the number of neophytes 

increased, and in 1866, when the government began to worry about 

the success of the missionaries, they counted fifteen to twenty 

thousand Christians, and they even had supporters at court. A 

bishop, Mgr. Berneux, even lived in Seoul, the capital of Korea. 

Nothing presaged the cruel executions that were to take place when, 

in January 1866, the Russians showed themselves on the northern 

coast of Korea (we know that the Russians have military facilities in 

Manchuria, not far from the frontier with Korea). 

The suspicious Seoul government was troubled by the 

presence of the Russians and sought ways to repel the audacious 

foreigners. In this difficult matter, it asked Bishop Berneux for ways 

to repel the Russians. Bishop Berneux saw only an ambush in this 

invitation to appear at court and refused for some time to respond 

to the call of the king. Meanwhile, the Russians went home, and calm 

was restored to the court of Seoul. The fear of the proximity of 

foreigners, and perhaps the hesitations of Mgr Berneux, angered the 

Korean government, which was alarmed at the influence of the 

missionaries and the growing number of their neophytes. An edict 

ordered to prosecute the Christians immediately and to kill all the 

missionaries. This order, emanating from a barbaric government, 

was carried out in the course of March and April of 1866. Only three 

missionaries escaped the ordeal; one of them, Father Ridel, who told 

me all these details, managed to leave Korea on a fishing boat 

manned by seven Koreans converted to Christianity and completely 
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devoted to the cause of the missionaries. Fortunately, he landed at 

Chefoo, from where he went to Beijing to tell our chargé d'affaires 

about the events. The admiral received in June the news of the 

murder of the missionaries, and he resolved to visit the Korean coast 

to study the matter. A trip to Saigon, where he was summoned by 

the government, made him delay until the month of September the 

execution of his projects. It was to this end that we were called in 

haste to Chefoo.  

From September 8 to 17, the Primauguet remained in the 

harbor, anchored off the island of Tong Kong, where the Chinese 

government has given us a small grant of land. The time was used 

in the preparations for the exploration that the admiral was about to 

undertake on the western coast of Korea. Father Ridel told us that 

the capital was built on a river that was said to have its mouth in the 

Gulf of Prince Jérôme. The Koreans who had accompanied him had 

often sailed up the river, and they were confident they could guide 

gunboats up it, if once shown its mouth; on the other hand, at the 

time when Admiral Guérin was anchored in the Gulf of Prince 

Jérôme, fishermen from the villages built along the bay assured him 

that the river that leads to the capital flowed into the Gulf of Prince 

Jérôme, and by happy chance, a station officer who had been part of 

the campaign of Admiral Guérin, had a detailed map of the Gulf of 

Prince Jérôme and the Ferrières Islands, which mark the entrance to 

the Gulf and are valuable points for landing. 

With all this information, Admiral Roze raised his flag aboard 

the Primauguet and went full of confidence, to undertake the 

exploration that was to allow us to discover the Seoul river and 

enable us to contact the government of Korea. 

We set off under steam on September 18; thirty-six hours after 

our departure from Chefoo we saw the Ferrières Islands and at five 

in the afternoon we anchored in the Gulf of Prince Jérôme, in front 

of a small island called Eugénie Island, which is situated at 37° 4 

north latitude and 124° 13 longitude. This island was taken as the 

starting point for all the maritime operations. At the sight of the land 

around the gulf, the Korean pilots recognized without hesitation the 
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mouth of the Salt River. 

 

Before going further, let us take a quick look over the Gulf of 

Prince Jérôme and the general constitution of the peninsula of Korea. 

The Gulf of Prince Jérôme is surrounded on the north, west, 

and south by a series of islands forming very tight archipelagoes as 

one approaches land. This belt of islands is general along the entire 

western coast of Korea, to the point that some geographers felt able 

to suggest, on the basis of reports by navigators, that Korea could be 

a series of archipelagos whose islands are separated by arms of the 

sea and united at low tide by mud banks. It is not so: this geological 

structure is unique to the archipelago in the middle of which runs 

the Salt River, as we shall soon see. The Korean peninsula, bathed to 

the east by the East Sea, and to the west by the Yellow Sea, is divided 

into two by a chain of very high mountains that runs down its entire 

length. 

The belt of islands and rocks that surround it on the west form, 

in some places, an inaccessible barrier to ships. In the midst of this 

unknown labyrinth, navigation is made difficult by rapid currents 

and tides of unknown property and heights. Not possessing that 

information, the Primauguet having moored in the channel of the Salt 

River, remained stranded at low tide. That day, September 23, the 

tide fell 10 meters, so that the ship, which had been anchored in 

water 14 meters deep, found itself stranded on mud in water only 

4m 50 deep. Korea contains very fertile valleys watered by rivers 

accessible to junks; the mountains are very rich in metal, copper, tin, 

and iron; the missionaries assured me that the metallurgical 

resources of Korea were considerable. 

 

Let us return to our starting point, Eugénie Island.  

On September 20, the admiral gave the captain of the 

Déroulède the order to take on board Fr. Ridel and one of the Koreans, 

a skilled pilot of the river; he helped avoid many uncertainties and 

enabled us to head directly for our goal. Ten years ago, Admiral 

Guérin, following indications of Koreans who had given him to 
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understand that Seoul lay to the east of the Gulf of Prince Jérôme, 

looked for the river leading to it in the direction of the southeast; 

Deception Bay, the name given to a cove near the Gulf, proves that 

he was mistaken in his quest. The entrance to the Salt River, so well 

named by the Koreans, is only a channel leading to the Seoul river 

itself; it is located to the north-northwest of the Eugénie Island 

anchorage; we had to pass between the Prince Impérial Islands to 

find the way leading to Seoul. The Déroulède advanced boldly in the 

midst of the archipelago of the Prince Impérial; after losing sight of 

Eugénie Island, we moved into an archipelago more tightly 

clustered than that we had just left, where the channel became 

increasingly narrow. Finally, we reached the large island of 

Ganghwa, which was 40 miles away from the Gulf of Prince Jérôme; 

the channel forming the Salt River offered very sufficient depths to 

allow a large vessel to penetrate further into the interior. However, 

the soundings were made too quickly to show with certainty how 

far the Primauguet could advance. This lack of precision almost cost 

us dearly.  

The archipelago that forms the bed of the Salt River has a 

special aspect; each island of the archipelago is formed of one or 

several small hills crowned with clumps of trees; huge mudflats 

connect all the islands at low tide. At high tide, the channel is no 

longer apparent, the ship seems to be sailing in a wide open sea, and 

all the islands are separated by channels that allow junks to navigate 

freely. On almost all the small islands exist villages built on 

mountainsides, sheltered from the northwest winds, which are the 

prevailing winds of winter. These winds, which have passed over 

the deserts of Mongolia, are very cold and sometimes very violent. 

The mud banks that connect the islands form true plains; they are 

watered by small arroyos accessible to boats; it is through these 

channels that the villages of the archipelago make exchanges and 

trade. Koreans often increase the territory of their villages by 

reclaiming the mud plains. The large island of Ganghwa, which will 

become famous in our military expedition, is the largest of this 

group of islands; having a circumference of 10 to 15 miles, it is, in its 
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greatest length, traversed by a mountain range with very high peaks. 

At the foot of these mountains are fertile plains, well watered and 

cultivated; it is set in the very middle of the Seoul river, which 

bifurcates just above it: one of the arms flowing south of Ganghwa 

forms the Salt River, which we explored; the other arm bathes the 

north side of the island. Ganghwado Island can be considered as the 

bulwark of Korea because it is covered with forts and redoubts. 

The sloop le Déroulède came back the day after it had left the 

Gulf of Prince Jérôme; the captain and the officers had collected a lot 

of information which was of great help. 

On September 23, the Primauguet, the Déroulède, and the 

gunboat Tardif went up the Salt River; the two gunboats led the way 

and gave the result of soundings to ensure the navigation of the 

corvette. We advanced up to twenty-five miles from Eugénie Island, 

near a small village that was joined to Ganghwa by a mud bank. At 

that moment, the Primauguet struck a submerged rocky ledge and 

remained stranded there for fifteen minutes. This fortunate 

stranding was a very welcome warning, valuable because it was later 

shown that it was impossible to go any further without 

compromising our vessel; the admiral ordered the Primauguet to go 

back; we had lost some of our false keel, but our ship retained all its 

seaworthiness. 

The same evening, we anchored in front of a small village 

called Siron, located on an island of the same name, which limited 

to the north the anchorage which had been chosen by the squadron. 

This anchorage was given the name of the harbor of Woody Island, 

Ile Boisée, because of the vicinity of an island covered with green 

trees which formed the southern limit. The Woody Island anchorage 

is oriented from north to south. It is surrounded by a belt of islands 

interconnected by mud banks. All these islands, inhabited and well 

cultivated, can provide very clean water. 

The same day as we left Siron (September 24) to come to the 

middle of the harbor of Woody Island, the admiral went on board 

the Déroulède to continue the exploration of the river and sail up to 

Seoul. The Korean pilot was to indicate the route. This investigation 
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lasted eight days; the Déroulède and the gunboat Tardif advanced 

without resistance, anchoring at night and when the tide no longer 

allowed them to sail on. 

On September 27, the admiral anchored before Seoul, to the 

astonishment of the Korean population. The government was 

alarmed at the presence of these two vessels and did not feel safe. It 

sent a message to the admiral to inquire about the reasons that had 

brought us to the walls of the capital. This envoy, who received only 

evasive answers, returned but slightly reassured. Meanwhile, the 

admiral, satisfied with the information he had gathered, decided to 

return to Woody Island, after completing an accurate sketch of the 

river and the astronomical observations necessary to reach more 

safely the walls of Seoul in the future. The journey down was less 

peaceful than the journey up had been. The frightened Koreans had 

established along the river armed positions with rifles and cannons 

to assault the ships that did not suffer from their misdirected shots. 

Our twelve and four-bore cannons, aimed accurately, promptly 

drove away the attackers. 

The admiral arrived in the harbor of Woody Island on 

September 30, after completing a very bold and fortunate 

exploration. The river that leads to Seoul is sinuous and filled with 

sandbars that are exposed at low tide and make it dangerous to 

navigate. The tide is felt right up to the capital, that is to say, thirty-

six miles from the island of Ganghwa, the point where the river 

actually starts. The river water becomes fresh at ten miles from the 

capital. The commander of the Primauguet, who accompanied the 

admiral and played a most glorious role in this exploration, assured 

me that it was of very good quality and very clean. Two men in the 

Déroulède were wounded during this little expedition with their own 

weapons: one of them had his leg fractured simply, and the second 

was burned in the eyes and in the face by a gunpowder explosion; 

he was treated aboard the Primauguet. 

 

Here are the circumstances in which he received his injury: 

This man, a first gunner, had just inserted the shot into a four-
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bore cannon when the head gunner responsible for aiming too 

hastily set fire to the primer and fired the shot. The servant, holding 

his ramrod, found himself too close to the mouth of the cannon at 

the time of the unexpected discharge and was violently thrown into 

the sea by the blast. The flame injured his face and eyes, they were 

burned over a large surface; gunpowder grains forced themselves 

under the eyelids and gave the impression at first inspection that the 

eyeballs were charred. A more careful exploration allowed us to 

realize that the accident was not serious. The burns to the 

conjunctiva and cheeks did not exceed the second degree, and the 

grains of gunpowder that obscured the visual field were simply 

implanted in the cornea and the whites of the eyes 

The patient was taken aboard the Primauguet, which provided 

more resources than the Déroulède. In eight days, under the sole 

influence of cold water, these seemingly serious burns were 

completely healed. 

The crew of the Primauguet enjoyed perfect health during the 

fortnight that the expedition lasted. 

The Primauguet, which remained anchored off Woody Island 

during the admiral’s exploration, worried deeply all the Koreans of 

the surrounding villages. They made frequent visits with their 

mandarins, who overwhelmed us with questions about our journey 

and our arrival in their country. But they always left dissatisfied with 

the information that we gave them. 

 

Koreans belong to the Mongolian race, they are especially 

close to the Tartar branch; their faces have flattened cheekbones; the 

eyelids are very slightly oblique, their skin is a little yellow in color, 

their hair jet black. The men wear their hair bound up on the top of 

the head, where it forms a kind of topknot similar to that of the 

inhabitants of Loo-choo. A horsehair headband around the forehead 

is used to fix their hair. A hat also made of horse-hair, with a very 

narrow crown, rests on the top of the head and serves to wrap the 

main body of their hair; this hat, with a very fine mesh, is held on by 

a chin strap. This bizarre headgear is not always used; mostly the 
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Koreans walk about bareheaded. Their clothing consists of large 

white or blue robes, according to rank, made of a cotton fabric that 

they make themselves; wide breeches of the same material are tied 

at the knees. Their legs are covered with socks of the same color as 

the other clothes. These white robes, padded with cotton, form the 

winter clothing. Koreans also make great use of skins and fur that 

they derive from their mountains and China. Rice-straw shoes 

complete their clothing. 

Koreans are medium sized and strongly built. They are 

remarkable for their agility: they excel at climbing the high 

mountains crisscrossed by trails, which they seem particularly fond 

of. I think these roads are used for regular communications between 

villages in the plains; the inhabitants of these villages, instead of 

walking around their mountains, prefer to follow the ridges to 

shorten the distance between them. The paths always lead to the 

summit of the highest peaks, which, as I have said, are crowned with 

clumps of trees. This feature greatly intrigued me when I arrived in 

Korea; so I hastened to ask the missionairies about the meaning of 

these crowns to the mountains. They assured me that these clumps 

of trees were a religious symbol and represented a refuge reserved 

to the spirit of the mountain which ensures the safety of each village. 

Koreans go to the top of the mountains to address their prayers to 

the genius that presides over their destinies. These are the only 

temples that Koreans raise to their deity. I was assured that, unlike 

Chinese and Japanese usage, pagodas there were very few. The one 

we encountered during our stay in Korea was located in the interior 

of Ganghwa and was very modest. 

Koreans are of a gentle nature; they lead a pastoral and 

patriarchal life. The suspicious government keeps them under 

constant supervision and robs them of all initiative; its main concern 

is to isolate them in their mountains. The Korean government has 

relations with China, which each year sends a deputation. Korean 

houses are narrow and full of smoke, roofed with rice straw. These 

homes are heated by flues built underground. 

The elegance of the houses of the mandarins forms a great 
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contrast to these cottages; they are spacious and well aired. The 

Koreans make great use of bronze vessels, whose sound is finer than 

that of our metal bells. Rice is the staple food for Koreans. As this 

food is absorbed only boiled, without having undergone 

fermentation like bread, it constitutes a less complete food than 

bread. Therefore the Koreans, like all peoples of the East, make great 

use of fermented foods that replace the alcoholic essences that 

fermentation and baking develop in bread. Thus, they make use of 

dried fish, partially fermented shellfish, and a large number of food 

plants that have previously been subjected to an initial fermentation. 

Cabbage, turnip, oilseed rape from which they derive a food oil, 

account for a large part of the Korean diet. They harvest on their 

mountains the famous gen-seng, which they sell on the border with 

China. The waters are of very good quality throughout Korea. Those 

we used at the anchorage of Woody Island, however, were 

inadequate with respect to their chemical qualities: they were a little 

sweet and contained an excess of calcareous materials. Game, such 

as pheasants, geese, ducks, etc., is very abundant in Korea. The 

missionaries assured us that tigers and bears were encountered in 

the interior. The climate of Korea is mostly temperate and healthy. 

Autumn and winter, although severe, are the most beautiful seasons 

of the year. Spring and summer are rainy, especially in May, June, 

and July; September and October are the best months of the year. 

Smallpox is very widespread in Korea, which certainly does 

not enjoy the benefits of vaccination: almost all the Koreans are 

marked with smallpox scars. If we are to judge the duration of their 

life from the large number of old people we met, we can deduce that 

the average life span is quite long among Koreans. The status of 

women is the same as everywhere in the East; they lead an interior 

life and are completely subject to male authority. At our appearance, 

all the women abandoned their villages and withdrew into the 

interior. 

 

Here ends our exploration, which was accomplished with 

rare happiness. On October 1, the admiral left Korea to return to 



115 

Chefoo where the whole squadron was to gather. In a week, the 

military expedition was prepared, and on October 11, the entire 

naval division, composed of seven ships that set off for Woody 

Island: the Guerrière, frigate; the Primauguet, the Laplace, corvettes the 

Tardif, Le Brethon, gunboats; the Kienchan and Déroulède, steam sloops. 

[. . .] 

On October 13, the squadron anchored at Woody Island and 

that very day the admiral decided that we would attempt an attack 

on the city of Ganghwa, located on the island of the same name. We 

knew for sure that Ganghwa was one of the strongholds of Korea, 

where a considerable quantity of war material was accumulated. 

Here is the plan of attack projected for the next day: 

A 600-men landing force would be posted under the 

command of a captain. The landing force from the Guerrière, 

comprising 250 men, would march under the orders of a commander. 

The landing companies from the Laplace and Primauguet would be 

commanded by Commander Bochet, and a detachment of marines 

from Japan and Chefoo would be commanded by a lieutenant. Two 

campaign cannons were to accompany each of the three columns. 

On October 14, all landing parties were embarked in small 

boats, which were taken in tow by the Kien-Chan and Déroulède; the 

Tardif led the way with its guns ready to fire on the forts defending 

the river; the Le Brethon protected them as they advanced. 

The medical service was very well installed. A central 

ambulance, headed by the principal doctor of the division, having 

under him a second-class doctor, followed the headquarters. A large 

box of medicines and dressing materials was intended to serve the 

general ambulance; two nurses were attached to the service. A 

second-class doctor, having under him a nurse, accompanied each 

column. 

I had prepared for my nurse a light and portable combat bag, 

which contained the items needed for initial dressings. I had 

adopted the model recommended by Chief Doctor Rochard in his 

instruction on the service of doctors in the fleet during campaigns. 

Two stretchers entrusted to six men were designed to 
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transport the wounded. The stretchers on the Primauguet were made 

simply and were very portable. They consisted of two dry, light 

bamboo, two meters and eighty centimeters in length, passing 

through the hems of a strong band of canvas one meter and eighty 

centimeters long and eighty centimeters wide; also two rods of 

bamboo housed in a slide made on one side of the two large 

bamboos served to underpin the canvas. This system of stretcher is 

recommended by its simplicity and lightness. 

The boats carrying the landing companies traveled fourteen 

miles up the river in the wake of the sloops: the Koreans, frightened 

by this military array, did not oppose any resistance. The landing 

was made unopposed before a large walled gate that rises on the 

right bank of the Salt River, opposite a similar gate built on the 

opposing bank. The gates gave access to an enclosure surrounded 

by very high walls and very well fortified. We took immediate 

possession of the fortified gate of Ganghwa and the mountains 

overlooking the river. The people, frightened, fled and spread the 

alarm in the city of Ganghwa, which we were to attack the next day. 

The general ambulance was established in a small house on the 

beach, within reach of the gunboats, anchored before the Ganghwa 

gate. 

The city of Ganghwa is located three kilometers from the gate 

we had occupied, in the midst of a rich and well cultivated plain; 

broad and high walls surround it completely. Two main gates facing 

north and south gave access to the city. The walls were crenelated 

and lined with small caliber guns in no state to be used. 

The city of Ganghwa was attacked on October 16 and fell 

without us having fired a shot; the inhabitants fled, abandoning 

everything they owned. The mandarin himself left his palace, which 

served as housing for one of the landing columns, which was 

stationed there until the evacuation of Ganghwa. 

The admiral went immediately to visit the area and take 

control of the storerooms that surrounded the city. These stores 

contained a large quantity of arms and armor in very poor condition. 

Barrels of gunpowder in bricks were piled up in the many forts near 
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Ganghwa; there were also considerable quantities of rifles, guns, and 

sabers, piled together amidst heaps of arrows, bows, and 

breastplates; all in a great state of disrepair. At each step we made in 

the countryside, we discovered a fortress and stocks of weapons that 

the admiral ordered to be blown up. The commander-in-chief left 

some of the troops encamped around the door where the landing 

had taken place. The Koreans, who were initially surprised by this 

sudden attack, seeing us establish a foothold in the country, quickly 

organized a defense. The forts that could not be monitored by our 

camps were armed, and within days, an army that spies estimated 

at 20,000 men was ready to fight. 

The Koreans have not always lived in a peace as profound as 

that in which we surprised them. They must have passed through a 

long military period: the plentiful supplies we found in Ganghwa 

are clear proof of that. The Chinese and Japanese histories do indeed 

mention many wars waged against Korea, and the northern Chinese 

still remember with terror Korean incursions into their territory. The 

speed with which the Koreans, caught unawares, organized the 

defense of their territory, clearly proves the warlike character of 

these people. 

On October 26, we nearly fell victim to an ambush that the 

Koreans had prepared for us behind the gate on the left bank of the 

Salt River, which, as I said earlier, was located opposite the 

Ganghwa gate on the other bank. The Korean army knew by spies 

that we were planning to make a sortie on the left bank; they lay in 

ambush behind the gate, and when fifty of our men were about to 

land, a discharge at point-blank range struck the three small boats 

carrying the landing party. Three men were killed instantly and two 

others lightly wounded in the arm and hand. The Koreans were 

quickly put to flight, and they were soon out of range of our bullets, 

through the power of their legs and the agility with which they 

reached the top of their mountains. 

The three fatal injuries received by three of our sailors were 

located in the large splanchnic cavities. A bullet pierced a head from 

one temple to another, a second entered the chest by the 
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supraclavicular region, the third went into the belly and provoked a 

hemorrhage of the aorta. 

The landing party from the Primauguet took no part in this 

landing. We would be making a great mistake if we judged the value 

of Korean weapons by the injuries which were received in the attack, 

where battle was joined so close at hand. I would rather say that 

Korean weapons, being very old, are of very inferior quality. 

In fact, the Koreans are armed with matchlock guns, which 

were used in Europe more than two hundred years ago. The caliber 

of these weapons ranges from five to eight millimeters; the barrel is 

polyhedral, finished in the mouth by a beading similar to that of our 

cannon. The butt, very small and very imperfect, does not allow the 

gun to be shouldered, and consequently, it must be difficult to aim 

it properly. Therefore the Koreans fight from behind the protection 

of their walls and they avoid fighting in the open. Their bullets are 

spherical and made of lead. The gunpowder that is used by the 

Koreans is doubtless the same as that which we found in such 

abundance in the stores that fell into our hands: it is in bricks and 

was made many years before; it has therefore lost much of its 

explosive power. 

The dilapidated state in which we found stores and fortresses 

proves that the weapons and war provisions used by the Koreans 

had lost almost all their qualities. The fortresses of the Koreans were 

armed with rampart guns, in all respects similar to the portable guns. 

The cannons arming the fortresses are of very small caliber. We have 

had no opportunity to see wounds made by cannonballs. The 

Koreans did not use the arrows or clubs that we found in such great 

quantities in their stores. In sum, the arms of Koreans are of 

mediocre worth, they have a limited scope; and only do serious 

injury at very small distances. 

 

The incident I will now describe, in which the landing party 

from the Primauguet took such a large part, will prove what I have 

just been saying. 

On November 9, the admiral ordered us to reconnoiter the 
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island and explore a fortress that was said to be armed. A column of 

150 men, seventy of them from the Primauguet, was designated for 

this. After three hours of walking, the fortress of Tchong-tung-sa 

stood before the little column. This fortress, which seemed 

unoccupied, had an imposing appearance. Built between two hills 

forming a very serious natural defense, it was surrounded by high 

walls spanning the two hills. An arched gate placed between two 

mountains in a narrow valley gave access into the fortress. When the 

sailors arrived in front of the redoubt, the gate was open and a 

profound silence reigned in the interior of the walls. They advanced 

without fear along the little sunken road leading to the gate, which 

they approached to within a distance of forty meters. At this moment 

the Koreans, who on this occasion gave proof of great strategic skill, 

showed themselves on the ramparts of the fortress and sent a hail of 

bullets pouring onto our small column. This first discharge put 

fifteen men out of action; it was followed by a second, as close as the 

first, which doubled the number of wounded. Meanwhile, our 

sailors went on the defensive and thought only of retreating, the only 

sensible thing left to do. From the beginning of the engagement, the 

ambulance was at work; it was located sixty meters away from the 

scene of the fighting, in the shelter of a small hillock. The column 

pulled back, protecting the wounded soon out of reach of the enemy, 

who remained in the shelter of the fortress. The Koreans did not 

pursue us, though the occasion was very favorable to them. Indeed, 

one-sixth of the column was out of action, it was necessary that 

uninjured men took care of transporting the injured. If the enemy 

had taken advantage of our distress, it is to be feared that it would 

have caused us great harm. 

Let us limit ourselves to our roles as doctors and coldly study 

the injuries that were received in that fight: thirty-six men were hit 

by the bullets of the enemy, no one was injured fatally, almost all the 

injuries were minor; among the thirty-six wounded, there were five 

officers, all ensigns. 

M. Lormier, belonging to the Primauguet, was one; Mr. Lasalle, 

ensign on the Laplace, was the most seriously affected: he received a 
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point-blank shot that crossed the right arm from side to side and 

fractured the humerus in the top third. The injury, which seriously 

compromised the limb of the officer, healed after three months of 

treatment. Two injuries to the knee and wrist, received by two sailors 

of the Guerrière, presented some gravity. Most of these injuries were 

to the limbs, especially the lower limbs, which were pierced in a 

transverse direction. Indeed, the enemy had fired from an elevated 

point and had made their shots converge towards the bottom of the 

valley, where our men offered their flank. I have studied in detail the 

wounds of the men from the Primauguet. 

The transport of the wounded was done without difficulty 

from Tchong-tung-sa to the gate of Ganghwa. The Koreans, still not 

assured despite their triumph, did not dare trouble our retreat. 

On the evening of November 9, the wounded belonging to the 

Primauguet were installed in the general ambulance, where we 

proceeded to a serious examination of all the wounds. Several 

bullets lodged under the skin were removed, then we waited 

overnight to complete the examination of the injuries that seemed 

deeper. The day after this incident, the admiral ordered the 

evacuation of Ganghwa, and on November 11, the wounded were 

moved and installed on board the Guerrière, which had been 

converted into a hospital. It was the only ship that was suited for this 

use: the lower deck of the Primauguet was not large enough nor 

sufficiently clear to house the fifteen men of our crew who had been 

injured in the Tchong-tung-sa incident. Of the fifteen injured, seven 

had to remain on board the Guerrière and the other eight were able 

to move to the Primauguet, which possessed enough room to house 

them. 

[. . .]This incident ended the expedition to Korea, which was brilliant 

as a maritime exploration, and whose military feats had very little 

impact. The division remained in Korea until November 21 in the 

interests of the wounded, who benefitted greatly from those ten 

days spent at anchor. On November 22, the ships of the division 

sailed from the Gulf of Prince Jérôme to the various points of China 

and Japan that the admiral designated. The Primauguet received 
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orders to return to its post in Shanghai to spend the winter. For the 

duration of the expedition to Korea, the general health aboard the 

Primauguet was of the most perfect . . . . 
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The Official Step-by-Step Record: Before the 

Expedition 
 

Before and during the expedition, Admiral Roze addressed a number of 

long official reports to the French Minister of the Navy and Colonies 

Prosper de Chasseloup-Laubat. The slowness of communications meant 

that the expedition took place without any reply being received from Paris. 

It had long been agreed that the naval commanders in the Far East could 

undertake limited actions to protect French interests or lives, in particular, 

those of the French missionaries in the region. 

 

 

1. July 10, 1866 (Admiral Roze to Prosper de Chasseloup-Laubat, 

Minister of the Navy and Colonies, Paris) 

 

On board the Guerrière, Tientsin, July 10, 1866  

 

Arriving back in Tientsin from Beijing, I found a French missionary, 

Father Ridel, who just arrived and brings news from Korea of the 

utmost gravity. Two bishops, seven missionary-priests, and a large 

number of native Christians have been massacred by order of the 

king of Korea. The persecution against the Christians is being carried 

out with the most odious rigor; two French missionaries are 

currently still being pursued and have so far owed their safety to the 

dedication of some of their co-religionists. Father Ridel left Korea on 

a native junk to bring us the news of these events, landed at Chefoo 

[now Yantai], where he left his Korean junk and hastened to Tientsin 

[Tianjin] by steamer with the thought of giving this information to 

the chargé d’affaires of France in Beijing. 

The junk that brought him to Chefoo was manned by some 

Korean Christians who possess, he tells me, nautical knowledge of 

the region, of which we have only very incomplete information and 

of which we possess no chart worthy of any confidence. 

In this situation, it seems to me to be necessary not to leave 

without a striking reparation for the barbaric attack of which our 

compatriots have been victims and the commission of which stems 
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from the royal will. But before deciding what I should do, I need to 

know as accurately as possible what means of action I can use, and 

that is why I am setting out immediately for Chefoo, taking Father 

Ridel with me; there I shall find the Korean Christians who have 

remained on the junk and they will inform me about the approaches 

to a coast hitherto so little visited. In any case, I will undertake 

nothing that might compromise the security of our ships or the 

government of the emperor. 

Here is the list of missionaries killed or rather executed, as 

received from Father Ridel: 

  

 Mgr. Berneux, Bishop of Capse, Apostolic Vicar of Korea; 

 Mr. Petit Nicolas, missionary; 

 Mr. Pourthié, missionary; 

 Mr. De Bretennières, missionary; 

 Mr. Dorie, missionary; 

 Mr. Beaulieu, missionary; 

 Mr. Daveluy, Bishop of Ancona, coadjutor of the Bishop of Capse; 

 Mr. Aumaître, missionary; 

 Mr. Huin, missionary. 

  

The first six were executed in Seoul, the capital of Korea, 

where they were living. The three others were executed in a village 

about thirty miles to the south of Seoul, and all were condemned by 

a royal sentence. 

Until last March, the presence of these missionaries had 

been more or less tolerated by the government of Korea, which left 

them free to fulfill their mission without however giving them any 

protection. But at that time, I do not know exactly the cause, the 

government of Korea conceived an increased hostility against 

Christians and the missionaries were accused of trying to open up 

access to Korea to foreigners; at least, that was the pretext that was 

given for their conviction and the King’s sentence was executed with 

a certain pomp, following the ceremonial reserved for nobles of the 

country who are sentenced to death. 



124 

Father Ridel, who has not lived in the capital of Korea and 

was living in a southern province, could not give me much detailed 

information about the cause of these deplorable events, whose 

authenticity is nonetheless fully established. I have asked him, 

however, for a report, not only on the facts he has declared, but on 

the constitution of a country that is still so unknown to Europeans, 

and I will hasten to communicate that to Your Excellency. 

At the moment, the king who reigns is a young man of 

fourteen years. He is directed by four ministers who have shown 

themselves to be the most bitter enemies of foreigners, and it is they 

who had the sentence given against our missionaries. 

   I am writing this letter very hastily in order to take 

advantage of the mail and before having gained all the information 

I wish to obtain. But I wanted to inform you as soon as possible of 

these events, of which so far I could learn only the substance and 

which might have come to your knowledge by a source other than 

myself. From Chefoo, I shall have the honor to send you a more 

detailed dispatch. 
 

 

 

2. July 28, 1866 (Admiral Roze to Prosper de Chasseloup-Laubat) 

 

On board the Guerrière, Hong Kong, July 28, 1866 

 

I recently had the honor of addressing you from Chefoo the 

information I could gather from Father Ridel concerning Korea. This 

information is necessarily vague and incomplete since the life of our 

missionaries, the precautions they are forced to take to avoid the 

pursuits of the mandarins, the obligation for them not to travel in 

general except by night and to live almost always hidden, are all 

reasons keeping them from knowing, as well as might be desired, a 

country which is, moreover, inclined to wrap itself in mystery. 

The information that I have conveyed to Your Excellency 

can therefore only offer very little detail and will undoubtedly be 

problematic concerning the current situation in Korea, its military 
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organization, or its civil constitution, and its commercial resources. 

Yet we have for the moment no other indications than those we have 

received from our missionaries. A reconnaissance of the coast by one 

or two gunboats might have instructed us on the access to these 

parts, the configuration of the shores, the navigation of the river near 

which is built the town of Seoul, capital of Korea. But when I told 

Father Ridel of my desire to make this reconnaissance, he urged me 

to abstain until it could be immediately followed by an 

expeditionary force capable of intimidating the Korean government. 

His fear was that the appearance on the shores of one or two 

ships would only redouble the persecution against Christians and 

be the pretext for new massacres. This reconnaissance, however, can 

still be made as soon as there is any question of an expedition and 

its main purpose will be to show our ships the way, to indicate the 

most suitable anchorage for vessels that cannot sail up the river, to 

make accurate surveys to facilitate the navigation of gunboats in the 

river of Seoul. 

  At Chefoo, I hastened to summon the Korean sailors who 

had brought Father Ridel. Some of these men seemed to me to be 

intelligent and they told me that they would be capable of guiding 

the Guerrière through the lines of reefs that surround the bay marked 

on our maps under the name Gulf of Prince Jérôme [Incheon Bay], 

and into which empties the river that leads to the capital of Korea. 

Your Excellency knows that the hydrography of these regions is 

quite incomplete and that we possess here no reliable chart. It is 

possible, however, that the Depot of charts and plans in Paris has a 

more precise document on the coast of Korea. I would be grateful, in 

this case, if they would kindly send it to me. 

But by having ourselves preceded by ships of a shallow 

draft and being helped by the information given by the Korean 

sailors, that navigation can be easily accomplished successfully. 

From all the assertions gathered from Father Ridel and the 

Korean sailors, it seems that: 
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1. A secure anchorage for a large number of ships, even 

those with the deepest draft, exists near the mouth of the Seoul River. 

Access to this anchorage through the reefs is quite possible and there 

is still ten meters of water at low tide. The sea rises and falls seven 

to eight meters, however, without there being strong currents; they 

are, in general, a mile and a half to two miles per hour. 

2. The river has no bar; it is about three cables wide. Its 

depth at low tide is four to five meters, only one shoal exists, nearly 

three to four downstream from the point nearest to the capital. There 

remains only one meter fifty centimeters at low tide; but at half-tide, 

navigation becomes free throughout the river. It freezes, in part, 

during the winter. 

3. The capital of Korea, Seoul, is about thirty miles up the 

river; it is five kilometers from the right bank. From there, the 

uneven terrain blocks the view; it is dominated by two hills, one to 

the west, the other to the south; two roads practicable for carts lead 

there. 

 

The city is surrounded by a continuous wall that is roughly 

circular in shape, of 6 to 7 meters in elevation by one or two meters 

thick. It is some 12-15 kilometers in circumference. Its population is 

80-100,000 souls; its military garrison consists of five thousand men 

armed in part with arquebuses, with arrows and spears; it has seven 

gates. 

The Korean pilots have seen no fortifications there and no 

guns. They think that the people of Korea are capable of fighting 

instincts. 

The distance at which the capital is located from the banks 

of the river prevents the ships from acting directly against it. To 

defeat it, a landing is therefore essential. Initial efforts would have 

to seek to capture the two hills overlooking the city to maintain 

possession of the two roads leading to it and ensure communication 

with the flotilla. Immediately, the two hills will have to be armed 

with small mountain cannon, at least six on each, to force the city to 
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surrender, and, if necessary, guns of a larger caliber will have to be 

transported there to demolish the walls and facilitate the assault. 

The information we have on the resisting forces of Korea is 

so vague, knowledge of the character of the inhabitants, that of their 

national spirit, the influence that authority may exercise over them 

are issues still so unknown that it is quite difficult, a priori, to fix the 

number of men required to undertake an expedition or even run 

raids. 

However, assuming that, expecting an attack against them, 

the Koreans have prepared by some defense work, both on land and 

on the river, I think a landing force of 1,200 to 1,500 marines would 

be enough to meet the contingencies of the defense. China's naval 

division can provide 600; so it would mean 600 or 900 marines 

would have to be sent from France by one of the Cochinchina 

transports. At the same time, there should be added a battery of 

eight four-bore rifled mountain cannon with their personnel; the 

China Division only has four. 

The temperature of the region in which the capital of Korea 

is located is very cold in winter; the river freezes in part. An 

expedition could be undertaken as early as April or May. This is the 

time when the change of the monsoon would facilitate the 

navigation of the transport that should come directly to Chefoo to 

bring the landing forces. It would be helpful to have two gunboats 

in addition to those of the Division in China, that has only the 

gunboats Tardif and Le Brethon and the sloops Déroulède and Kien-

chan. At least those six light vessels would be indispensable for the 

transport of men and to tow boats in the river. Cochinchina could 

lend two and the general rendezvous would be at Chefoo, from 

where we would all leave together for the coasts of Korea. 

Such is the information I have the honor to submit to Your 

Excellency while awaiting your orders and instructions. China's 

naval division would deem it glorious to have to avenge the blood 

of our missionaries who have died in Korea, and let me add how 

very proud and happy I would be to be judged worthy to fulfill such 

a beautiful mission. 
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3. August 8, 1866 (S. Wells Williams, American Chargé d’Affaires, 

Beijing, to the American Secretary of State, Washington) 

 

Peking, August 8, 1866 

 

Sir: 

It has been reported that a dreadful execution of two Roman 

Catholic bishops and nine priests, belonging to the mission in Corea, 

together with a large number of native Christians, took place in 

March last, attended by circumstances of great barbarity, and under 

the direct instigation of the highest authorities of that country. Three 

priests escaped arrest by hiding in the mountains; one of whom, 

named Ridel, afterward succeeded in escaping, in a shallop manned 

by this native friends and co-religionists, to Chifu. The other two are 

supposed to be still alive in their retreats. 

 The French admiral was at Chifu at the time and learned all the 

particulars of this affair from the refugee party. He has since 

determined to visit Corea at the head of all his available land and 

naval force and obtain satisfaction from what seems to have been an 

unnecessary outrage, for it was very easy for the Coreans to send the 

missionaries over their borders. He has already dispatched a 

gunboat or two to survey the coasts and channels leading up to the 

capital and has himself gone to Shanghai (and Saigon if necessary) 

to prepare his expedition and return in October. 

 The full account of the proceedings of the Corean authorities, and 

what previous acts aroused their fears, or stirred their anger, to 

suddenly resort to these severe measures to repress the new faith, 

will, I suppose, be known by and by; but enough has been done to 

furnish an excuse to the French authorities to interfere on the behalf 

of their countrymen living in Corea. It will probably result in 

opening and establishing the dominant influence of Christian 

nations throughout the entire globe, if nothing worse to the 

independence of the Corean peninsula. 
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 It is rumored there that the Coreans have applied to the Chinese 

for help to oppose the French, but they can receive no aid from the 

middle kingdom. 
  

 

 

4. August 23, 1866 (Admiral Roze to Prosper de Chasseloup-Laubat) 

 

On board the Guerrière, in Hong Kong, August 23, 1866 

  

Admiral de la Grandière having informed me that my presence was 

no longer useful in Cochinchina because of the sincerity and the 

peace enjoyed by the country once again, I left Saigon on 16 to go 

farther North; I have just reached Hong Kong where I have renewed 

my supply of fuel, and as soon as the mail arrives from Europe, 

which is expected around the 27, and that in the current 

circumstances may bring us news of great importance, I will set off 

to return to the center of my station. I loaded onto the Guerrière in 

Saigon the four guns from the Primauguet as well as a large quantity 

of ammunition and supply items for the vessels of the China station. 

On leaving Hong Kong, I plan to sail directly to Chefoo where the 

Primauguet will be ordered to go in order to take on board the load 

that I have for it; in addition, a time in this port will be very favorable 

for its crew after undergoing the hot weather of Shanghai. I will find, 

I hope, in Chefoo, Father Ridel and the Korean sailors that I left 

behind in my hurried departure for Saigon. I intend to profit from 

the sunny days of autumn, weather permitting, to go myself on the 

Primauguet accompanied by two gunboats to make an exploration of 

the coast of Korea in the Gulf of Prince Jérôme. I am impatient to 

know for myself these regions and see if access to the Seoul river is 

possible for our gunboats as the Korean sailors advanced. I will thus 

be able to judge the means that would be necessary to try a brief 

attack or to undertake an expedition later; but despite my immense 

desire to avenge the massacre of our missionaries, you can be 

assured that in the exploration I intend to make, I will act with the 

utmost care, ensuring for my navigation every chance of success. I 
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will take with me, of course, Father Ridel and those Korean sailors 

who will be most useful, and I have the firm confidence that this tour, 

led by myself, no matter what its nature, can only be favorable to the 

interests of the Christians in Korea and effectively serve the goal that 

I propose. 
 

 

 

5. September 7, 1866 (Admiral Roze to Henri de Bellonet) 

 

On board the Guerrière, Chefoo, September 7, 1866 

  

I have the honor of acknowledging receipt of your dispatch dated 

July 13, 1866. I have felt no less strongly than you the insult delivered 

to France and to civilization by the killing of nine of our missionaries 

in Korea, and you may rest assured that it took nothing less than 

imperative duties elsewhere to prevent me from going to the scene 

as soon as the odious fact was known to me, in order to exact a 

striking revenge. That being said, in order to avoid any 

misunderstanding or ambiguity, let me establish clearly our 

respective situations in this serious occurrence. 

From your extended stay in China and by the studies that 

you have made of the Far East, you have no doubt information about 

Korea that could be useful for me and maybe helpful for my projects. 

If, for the common good and in the interests of the arms of the 

emperor, you were good enough to communicate that to me, I would 

receive it with much gratitude and treat it as it deserves. But your 

intervention, purely unofficial, cannot go further without giving 

your diplomatic powers an extension that nothing demands and 

without removing from me at least an initiative and responsibility 

that I have the right to assume in full. 

Korea is, in fact, an entirely new country and remains closed, 

so far, to all European relations. If for a long time links of suzerainty 

have united it with China, those links, weakened by the years, have 

now completely ceased to exist: the response made by HIH Prince 

Kong to your note leaves no doubt in this regard. 
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On the other hand, it is well known that no diplomatic agent 

has ever been accredited to the court of Seoul. 

Therefore, the negotiations to be undertaken with that 

nation, the naval and military operations which may have to be 

undertaken, the nature and extent of reparations to be demanded for 

the past, the concessions and guarantees to be obtained for the future, 

all these are issues that I reserve for myself to appreciate alone, 

according to the state of minds and things, until I can receive 

instructions of our government. 

Admiral Rigault de Genouilly, in 1858, and Admiral 

Charner, in 1860, found themselves in the same situation vis-à-vis 

Cochinchina, the vassal status of which was and still is claimed by 

China. Nevertheless, they each acted on their own movement and 

led, on their own responsibility, that expedition which was far more 

considerable than that of which it is in question today. 

Please believe that in sending you this notification, I am not 

yielding to a vain susceptibility which has never been in my 

character. Like you, I have no other view than the honor of France, 

and this goal is one which we will attain more surely if each of us 

remains within the limits of his powers and rights. 

I have just arrived at Chefoo with the Guerrière. I intend to 

go personally, with one or two gunboats, to the coast of Korea to 

explore it and see what it may be possible for me to do. 

As soon as I have reached any resolution, I will hasten to 

acquaint you with it and likewise, I will consider it my duty to keep 

you informed of everything interesting that may happen if I decide 

to have recourse to force. 
 

 

 

6. September 7, 1866 (Admiral Roze to Prosper de Chasseloup-Laubat) 

 

On board the Guerrière, Chefoo, September 7, 1866 

  

As I had the honor to inform Your Excellency on August 23, from 

Hong Kong I made way to Chefoo, where I arrived yesterday. 
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The massacre of our missionaries has raised to the highest 

degree the public opinion in the various ports of China. The 

newspapers have made themselves the mouthpieces of this 

universal condemnation and, on all sides, people demand complete 

satisfaction. 

In a few days I expect to see the arrival here of the small 

ships that are part of my division and then I shall be able to put into 

effect the idea that I have already submitted to you, that is to say, to 

go personally to explore the coasts of Korea and judge whether an 

attack could be made both quickly and safely. Your Excellency may 

be assured that I will not undertake anything other than advisedly 

and that if the difficulties were too far beyond our strength I would 

await his instructions before acting. 

I received, a few days ago, a letter from the chargé d'affaires 

in Beijing in which he notifies me that, on his own initiative and 

without consulting me, he has officially declared the opening of 

hostilities against Korea, the deposition of the king, etc., etc. These 

premature measures were brought to the attention of the Beijing 

Cabinet, which will not, without doubt, have concealed them. The 

Koreans are therefore very probably aware of our intentions and 

they can profit from that to increase the difficulties of the attack. 

I do not attach to this fact more importance than is 

appropriate and, while regretting it, I hope to be able to ward off the 

evil consequences it might have. 

What particularly struck me most in this communication, of which 

Your Excellency will find enclosed a certified copy, is the attitude 

taken towards me by the chargé d'affaires of France. He not only 

demands the naval forces which I command but specifies and limits 

my actions, he determines, in advance, the consequences and results, 

in a word, he substitutes himself completely for me and, doubtless 

to put me more at my ease, M. Bellonet is kind enough to add that 

he is taking responsibility for it all. Such a way of considering his 

situation and mine seemed unacceptable and I had to reject it. 
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Korea is a completely new and independent country. It is certain 

that there no longer exists between it and China any link of vassalage: 

Prince Kung has said so himself. 

Accordingly, the diplomatic agent especially accredited to the 

Beijing Cabinet would be going beyond his attributions if he 

intervened in any way in the affairs of a country that has never had 

any representation abroad and which has also never admitted any 

foreign representative to itself. 

In these circumstances, it is the Commander of the naval forces at 

the scene, it seems to me at least, who has the right and the duty to 

take charge of events and give them the direction most proper to 

favor the interests of France. 

I wrote in this sense to M. de Bellonet in order to properly establish 

my position from the start and avoid any misunderstandings 

between us. 

Allow me, Sir, to hope that Your Excellency will share my opinion 

about this. In any case, I beg you to be fully convinced that in this 

circumstance, I have not been motivated by any personal feeling. 

When it is a matter of the service of the emperor, we may have only 

one motive, that of satisfying him, and I will never have any other. 
      

 

 

7. September 11, 1866 (Admiral Roze to Prosper de Chasseloup-

Laubat) 

 

On board the Guerrière, Chefoo, September 11, 1866 

 

I have the honor to inform you that the Primauguet arrived in 

Chefoo on the 8th of this month, returning from a trip it had made 

to Swatow, in the province of Kwan-tung, in the following 

circumstances: 

On my way to Saigon, I received on July 24, in Hong Kong, 

a letter from the captain of the French trading ship the Leon, in which 

he informed me that bloody brawls had arisen between two 

neighboring villages of Swatow. In one of these villages, named Oo-
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tau, lives a French missionary named Father Tardy. Highly 

impressed by the scenes of violence which he had just witnessed and 

fearing for his safety, this missionary had written to the captain of 

another French ship, theBankok, a letter signed with the words: A 

Man Sentenced to Death. Moreover, taking advantage of the 

disorder, marauders had broken into his house and stolen 300 

piastres. 

The affairs of France are managed currently in Swatow by 

the English Vice-Consul, Mr. Cooper, but I had received no 

communication from him about these matters. Based on the 

information from the captain of the Léon, I hastened to instruct the 

Primauguet to go and ascertain exactly what had happened there. 

As Your Excellency will see from the report of Commander 

Bochet enclosed, things were not as serious as one might have 

supposed. Old animosities had, indeed, put weapons into the hands 

of two villages, but it does not seem to have had anything to do with 

Europeans. 

The theft of which Father Tardy had been the victim was an 

isolated incident and had already been made good at the request of 

the English Vice-Consul and by the care of the Chinese authorities. 

Anyway, the appearance of the Primauguet was highly effective: it 

was more than 10 years since they had seen a French warship in the 

waters of Swatow, although our trade there has some activity. An 

average of twelve vessels from our nation are permanently coming 

and going between this port and the small neighboring ports. Sugar 

and cakes of fertilizer are the main export and import products. The 

Vice-Consul, Mr. Cooper, expressed the desire that our flag should 

be shown a little more often in those parts. I associate myself 

completely with his wish and I will give satisfaction to it as much as 

the resources I have will allow. 

 In the few days that the Primauguet remained at Swatow, 

Commander Bochet established good relations with the local 

authorities and reminded them, in the strongest terms, that France 

only wanted to live on good terms with China, but that they would 



135 

always find her ready to avenge the injuries or damage done to any 

of her children. 

The mandarin of the city proved highly deferential and full 

of willingness. He came on board in great pomp and gave 

assurances of the best dispositions toward us. 

I am delighted to have had the Primauguet make this trip 

because by witnessing to our vigilance, it cannot fail to reassure our 

nationals, both missionaries and traders. This trip had, moreover, 

the advantage of entering into my ideas about the repression of 

piracy and again, in this respect, the passage of a warship along the 

Formosa coast will not have been useless. 

As I said at the beginning, the Primauguet arrived on the 8th 

at Chefoo, where I had ordered it to go immediately after completing 

its mission. It is with this corvette that I intend to explore the coast 

of Korea, a plan I have had the honor to mention to Your Excellency 

on various occasions. I will, in addition, be accompanied by the 

Déroulède, which is here, and the gunboat Tardif, which I have 

summoned back from Ning-Po. 

This exploration has, for the moment, no other aim than to 

allow me to know a country about which there is no information and 

to inform me about ways of avenging, if possible, the massacre of 

our missionaries. But if, after examination, it is clear to me that an 

attack against Seoul could be made safely and quickly, it would cost 

me much, Mr. Minister, to delay and postpone a reparation that 

seems imperiously required by the dignity and the interests of 

France. 

   

With these thoughts, I have given the order for the Laplace, 

the Kien-chan and the Le Brethon to join me; I am also bringing 150 

fusiliers from Yokohama. In that way, I shall have all my means of 

action at hand and be able to act if the circumstances seem propitious. 

   Your Excellency can be confident that I will bring to my 

resolutions all the measure and the caution of which I am capable. If 

I come to an engagement, it will be because success seemed assured 
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and I have seen one more opportunity for the navy to show what she 

can do when the national interest is at stake. 

  News arriving a few days ago had made me fear that the Laplace 

could not answer my call; but I have just received a report from 

Commander Amet which has removed all anxiety in that respect. 

After an interesting journey through the Inland Sea with our 

minister, Mr. Léon Roches, the Laplace was returning to Yokohama 

on August 13 when she suddenly ran aground on the cape of Kanon-

Saki. Prompt assistance reached her from every quarter: the English 

and Italians offered their services with equal alacrity, the frigate of 

HM the King of Italy, the Magenta, in particular, showed a fraternal 

attitude on this occasion which I cannot praise too highly. I intend 

to send all my thanks to its honorable commander. 

In short, having been lightened as much as possible, the 

Laplace, powerfully aided by the Magenta, was refloated on the 

evening of the 14th and soon after that, she returned to her 

accustomed position in Yokohama Bay. 

 The report of Mr. Amet which I enclose will show you that 

the damage resulting from this grounding is almost zero, a portion 

of false keel ripped off, a broken yard on the topmast, a hawser lost, 

that is the sum total of an event that had inspired me with the most 

serious concerns and could have had much more serious 

consequences. 
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The Official Step-by-Step Record: During the 

Expedition 
 

1. October 5, 1866 (Admiral Roze to the Diplomats Stationed in China, 

etc.) 

 

His Excellency the Minister of the United States in Beijing, 

the Minister of France, 

the Minister of England, 

the Minister of Russia, 

the Minister of Prussia, 

the Minister of Spain, 

the Minister of Belgium, 

the Minister of Italy, 

the Minister of France in Yokohama, 

the Consul General of France in Shanghai, 

  

I have the honor to inform you that following the killing of nine 

French missionaries, ordered by the Korean government, I have 

decided to pursue, by all means in my power, the legitimate 

reparations to which we are entitled; for this purpose, I have 

declared the blockade of the Seoul River and I hasten to send you 

official notification. 

Your Excellency will find without doubt appropriate to bring it to 

the knowledge of your nationals. 

 

Signed: G. Roze. 

  

Notice of blockade of the river Seoul by the French naval squadron. 

  The undersigned, rear-admiral and commander-in-chief of 

the naval forces of His Majesty the Emperor of the French, in the 

China and Japan seas, in furtherance of the measures which have 

been deemed necessary in consequence of the murder of many 

French missionaries by the government of Corea, and by virtue of 
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the powers belonging to me as commander-in-chief, hereby declares, 

that after the 15th day of this month, the river Seoul, by all its 

entrances, will be held in a state of effective blockade by the naval 

forces under my command. 

  All vessels which shall attempt to violate this blockade will 

be treated according to international laws and the treaties in force 

with neutral powers. 

G. Rose 

Given on board the Guerrière, Chefoo roads, October 5, 1866. 
  

 

 

2. October 6, 1866 (Admiral Roze to Prosper de Chasseloup-Laubat) 

 

The Guerrière, bay of Chefoo, October 6, 1866 

 

In my dispatches dated 23 August and 7 September last, I had the 

honor to inform Your Excellency that I intended to undertake, if time 

permitted, an exploration of the coast of Korea which borders the 

capital. The echo that the massacre of our missionaries has had, the 

emotion that this serious event had caused among the people of the 

Far East, had made me consider as a necessity to try, with all our 

effort, ways of punishing a barbarian government which, sheltered 

by its absolute isolation, and in defiance of all the laws of humanity, 

had so odiously killed our compatriots. It was with this thought that, 

after leaving Saigon (where I had momentarily been called), I 

immediately took the resolution of gathering at Chefoo the vessels 

of the China Division, in order to put myself in a position to execute 

my project if circumstances gave me the opportunity. 

On September 18, at daybreak, I left Chefoo on the 

Primauguet that bore my flag and had taken in tow the sloop 

Déroulède and the gunboat Tardif, recently arrived from Ningpo. I 

had at my disposal only the chart that Rear-Admiral Guérin had 

established in 1856 on his excursions amidst the reefs of the Gulf of 

Prince Jérôme. It was the only document that I was able to consult, 

and I still did not know on which part of the coast was located the 
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mouth of the Han Kiang River, which leads to Séoul, the capital of 

Korea. The appearance of the coast, the active movement of the junks 

in the Gulf of Prince Jérôme, and stories of native sailors had given 

Admiral Guérin reasons to assume that the capital lay not far from 

where he was, and that the mouth of the Han Kiang must arrive at 

the end of a deep cove which he had marked the edge of the chart, 

without having had time to explore the whole. I had long shared this 

assumption, and, although I had with me a sailor of the country, a 

companion of Father Ridel, I was not able to learn from him in a clear 

manner where that passage lay about which I so much needed to 

know. Being in doubt about its true position, I decided to go first 

into the Gulf of Prince Jérôme, where I was guided by the excellent 

work of Rear-Admiral Guerin, of whose work I have been able to 

appreciate full accuracy, admiring the talent and boldness that this 

honorable admiral had deployed, so as to trace the sinuosities and 

important points in these difficult passages. 

On the 19th toward noon, I recognized the Ferriere Islands. 

I immediately gave orders to bypass them by a small distance, and 

at that moment, the towlines were dropped and the gunboats placed 

themselves in front of the Primauguet to guide it. We thus entered 

into the Gulf, leaving to our left the countless islands of the 

archipelago of the Prince Impérial. We headed for Fernande Island 

with usual precautions for navigations such as these; we left it on 

our right and, aided by the light of the moon, we were able to 

continue our journey even during the night, in search of an 

acceptable anchorage with a lesser draft than that found around us 

and which, for the greater part of our journey, was not less than fifty-

five meters. At midnight I cast anchor at thirty-eight meters with a 

gravel bottom, after passing Fernande Island by about five miles. 

 On the 20th at daybreak, we changed anchorage, and we 

were able to find a level bottom with a depth of fifteen to twenty 

meters at low tide, near an island that offered excellent shelter. I gave 

this island, whose name is not marked on the map of Admiral 

Guérin, the name of Eugénie in respectful remembrance of Our 

August Sovereign. 
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 Commander Bouchet, whose zeal is untiring, and to whom 

I had assigned as assistants Messrs Hermann and Desfossés, my 

aides de camp, together with all the officers of the Primauguet, 

undertook to coordinate all the bearings and nautical documents we 

had taken the day before, and completed soundings in order to make 

a chart as detailed as possible of that part of the gulf we had crossed. 

We set up a tide-scale on dry land in order to measure the movement 

of the waters that is so considerable among these islands; many 

sketches of the most salient points were drawn, and the work 

allocated to each of the officers and executed with great enthusiasm 

by all of them gave us the elements of a map that will partly 

complete that drawn by Admiral Guerin. That same day, September 

20, without losing any time, I sent the Déroulède off with the mission 

to find the mouth of the Han Kiang. Mr. Hermann, my aide de camp, 

crossed onto this vessel to assist Captain Richy in his new tasks; 

Father Ridel was given to him as interpreter, and the Korean sailor 

who had so far been of little use, recognized the island near which 

we were located, and undertook to guide the Déroulède in its new 

exploration. On the 21st, the Déroulède came back and they told me 

that they had succeeded in their mission. After passing around the 

northern part of the coast that touched that of Prince Jérôme, they 

had found a narrow inlet leading to the mouth of the river Seoul: 

they had found at the entrance to the channel an anchorage, quite 

spacious and perfectly safe, which could even host the Guerrière, an 

anchorage commanding one of the main ways of access to the river, 

and which had therefore the extreme importance of making us, if 

necessary, the masters of most of the commercial movement of Han 

Kiang. They had pushed their investigations as far as the island of 

Ganghwa, one of the four most fortified places and deemed the 

largest in Korea, which is about twenty miles from the entrance of 

the channel and faces the entrance of the Seoul River. This island is, 

indeed, furnished with forts on which, on our way, and especially 

on the way back, we saw a multitude of soldiers. During the 

expedition of the Déroulède, the Tardif, having reported fairly serious 

damage to its propeller, went aground on a beautiful sandy beach 
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opposite Eugénie Island; there, left high and dry by the tide that is 

not less than seven to eight meters, they completed repairs and 

returned the same evening to anchor with us. 

  The next day, September 22, very early, I set off on the 

Primauguet preceded by the Déroulède and Tardif. I left the Gulf of 

Prince Jérôme, and after a few hours’ navigation, accomplished with 

painstaking precautions, I arrived at the anchorage that had been 

reported to me by the captain of the Déroulède; I only lingered there 

the time it took to visit it and make sure, in fact, for myself, that the 

Guerrière would be perfectly safe there, then immediately went on 

up to the island of Ganghwa, taking the channel (called by us Salt 

River) which had been explored before by the Déroulède. The 

gunboats signaled the soundings to us and already we had gone two 

thirds of the way, when a substantive change in the bottom was 

immediately announced; the Primauguet suddenly stopped moving 

and tried to reverse, but no matter the haste used in the manoeuver, 

it could not reverse quickly enough to avoid striking a rocky reef 

which was about six meters underwater, a depth approximately 

equivalent to the draft of the corvette. The Primauguet remained 

motionless for a few moments, then, after a few minutes, the tide 

which was rising strongly floated it off again and allowed it to move 

away. However, although this grounding was slight, several pieces 

of the false keel had been torn away. The soundings announced by 

the gunboats proving to me that the bottom was too unequal, even 

at high tide, to risk the Primauguet there again, I gave the order to 

retrace our steps, to anchor a little further downstream near a village 

called Sirou, and that is where we spent the night. 

 The next day, September 23, I boarded the Déroulède and 

sent the Primauguet to the anchorage at the entrance to the canal, 

which from now on I shall refer to as the Woody Island anchorage, 

because of an island located at the entrance looking just like a grove 

of trees. The vessel received the mission to make a plan of it, to study 

the tides and make exact soundings. At the same time, I set off on 

the Déroulède, followed by the Tardif, with the intention of going as 

close as I could to Seoul. The tides were very strong and the currents 
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extremely violent. The conditions made navigation very difficult 

and required great precautions to avoid the many shoals that we 

would meet. The gunboats had to undergo a stranding of few 

minutes, carried away by rapids that at times paralyzed the effect of 

the rudder. Fortunately, the bottoms, which in this part were sandy, 

prevented any damage, and soon the gunboats were afloat again and 

could continue their journey by entering entirely into the Seoul River. 

The island of Ganghwa dominates the entrance and can be 

considered an outpost which completely controls the river whose 

course only begins, strictly speaking, at this point. Thus the natives 

call all the channel leading from Woody Island to Ganghwa the sea 

river, and from Ganghwa to Seoul, the earth river. Inspection of the 

sketches I have the honor to send will help you understand the 

general configuration of these parts better than any description that 

I could make. It was the first time that warships had shown their flag 

on these shores, and from that moment we could think that the 

mysterious veil that surrounded this country was going to be torn 

off, for the way to Seoul lay open before us. 

 That same day, around nine in the evening, we dropped 

anchor before a small village called Ptoué, near a beach that we 

thought very fine, with sufficient depth for us to remain afloat at low 

tide. The night was peaceful, our boatmen whom we had sent ashore 

to establish a tide-scale contacted the natives, who, like those we had 

seen so far, seemed gentle and sociable, but very fearful or rather 

reserved, and surely willing to consort with foreigners if their 

mandarins did not prevent them. Their curiosity is excessive: all 

along the passage of the gunboats sailing very near the shore, the 

crowd gathers, and groups climb the hills to enjoy the spectacle that 

strikes their eyes for the first time. 

On September 24, at nine in the morning, at the turning of 

the tide, we set sail again, and after taking the same precautions to 

ensure our navigation, we anchored near the village of Seuk-Kol, 

pleasantly situated amidst green groves; we had barely arrived there 

when a native boat set off from the shore and comes alongside. The 

Koreans, distrustful at first, quickly grow bolder, and ask 
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permission to come on board; they have the curiosity of children, 

they look everywhere, touching everything they see, take our 

binoculars and sunglasses, and try to see with them, with laughter 

and childlike joy. They seem gay but still very apprehensive of their 

mandarins; they respond quietly to our requests for exchanges, 

saying that they would willingly satisfy us if they were not watched 

by their mandarins. We ask to buy provisions, but for that they need 

permission; they go ashore with the request; they come back soon 

after and report that their mandarin will only consent if we consent 

to go away. Immediately I answer forcefully that we are accustomed 

to treating foreigners who visit us as friends and are eager to provide 

them what they need; I therefore demand that here they do the same 

to us; I add that if they show so little hospitality, I will treat them as 

enemies, and that I would have their mandarin removed. They 

hurry off to bring this response to their leader, and soon they come 

back with a full supply: an ox, a pig, poultry and vegetables in 

sufficient quantities for the crews of the two gunboats. A good 

discovery that we make at the same time is that the river water from 

this village is quite sweet and drinkable when the tide is ebbing. I 

give the natives piastres in payment for their provisions, but they 

refuse at first and do not seem to understand the value of money; on 

my insistence, they eventually agree on condition, however, that the 

mandarin will allow it. During the night, we set up a tide-scale on 

the shore; the currents are very strong, and the tide falls about six 

meters; all night, Koreans remain in large groups squatting on the 

beach watching us and light great fires; orders have evidently 

arrived from Seoul to watch us carefully. 

  On the 25th at 6 a.m., when the tide is favorable, we set off 

again to sail up the Han Kiang. The difficulties of navigation seem 

greater, the precautions are the same; the small boats take soundings 

in front to indicate the way; however, carried away by the current, 

the Déroulède cannot avoid a sandbar on which it remains stranded 

for half an hour; the tide being about to turn, I decide to retrace our 

steps and anchor where the water is eight meters deep. Unequal 

water depths are one of the biggest difficulties in navigating the 
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river; the tides being very strong, we can only anchor at places where 

we are still afloat at low tide, which is often very difficult. As always, 

along this new stretch, curious people settle on the hills and beaches 

to see us pass; along the course of the river, they seem very 

numerous and I think that most of these villages are surely much 

more populated than those in the interior. Several times native boats 

came alongside; a mandarin, probably sent by the government and 

arriving from Seoul, questions us in the same phrases as those we 

have been hearing since our departure from Woody Island. What are 

you here for? From what country are you? What are your projects? I 

invariably have Father Ridel reply to these questions. We are French, 

we go where we want and we want to see the country. The answers 

do not seem to satisfy the mandarins because their countenance 

reflects deep concern. However, towards evening, at our request, 

they bring us provisions, cattle, poultry, eggs, and vegetables, and 

they receive very well the price in dollars, although they do not seem 

to know that currency. 

  This halt is only three miles from the bank nearest to Seoul. 

On the 26th early in the morning, as we are leaving to continue our 

exploration, we notice a complete change in the overall appearance 

of the shore; the population that yesterday thronged the beaches and 

the hills has become invisible: the hills formerly crowned with 

curious crowds are completely deserted; not a single native is visible. 

Such an opposing contrast in the manners of the people must have a 

meaning and must be the effect of an order of the government. In 

addition, a large number of junks came during the night and moored 

across the route we must follow to reach the mooring for Seoul, 

certainly in order to form a boom to block our passage. Wishing at 

all costs to arrive in front of Seoul and not to suggest that I am 

yielding to the so often renewed injunctions of the mandarins, I 

inform these junks, by means of a native boat from a neighboring 

village, that I will give them an hour and a half to move away, and 

if after that time they have not obeyed my order, I will force a 

passage through their midst using cannon. At the same time, I 

intercept considerable loads of timber which it would be very easy 
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to sink by loading them with stones in a very narrow and difficult 

strait through which we must pass to go to Seoul. Soon after, I enter 

the same passage where we went aground the day before, but this 

time thanks to soundings taken with infinite care by Commander 

Bochet himself, we crossed it without accidents. The deadline I had 

set having expired and the junks making no move to depart, I 

immediately decide to execute my threat, convinced that they have 

surely been placed in my path by order of the government. I cross 

with my staff onto the Tardif that I had placed at our head, my 

standard is raised there, and I send some shots of thirty-bore cannon, 

well aimed, which provoke an indescribable confusion ahead of us. 

The crews of the junks flee hastily at the first shot onto the nearby 

shore. I can pass close to them all, and while I extend their line, a 

kind of projectile like a Congreve rocket is launched at us from each 

bank, landing at a considerable distance from us. Quite a few shots 

are equally fired at us; at once the twelve-bore cannon of the Tardif 

and the twelve and fourteen-bore guns of the Déroulède quickly fire 

some shells towards the place where the shots came from; the 

fusiliers at the same time also open fire with their muskets on the 

few native soldiers that they can see in that direction. But after a few 

moments, a great panic seizes those men, who flee rapidly and 

completely abandon the beach. I immediately order a cease-fire and 

we anchor off Seoul very quietly.  

This example will certainly have had a salutary effect by 

showing the power and reach of our guns. It was good to also ensure 

our prestige and to prove to the government of Korea, so confident 

so far in its isolation and in the position that nature had provided by 

surrounding it with such countless shoals, that it was no longer 

inviolable and was at the mercy of our shells. Thousands of natives 

invaded all the hills that dominate the banks and remained eagerly 

curious, constantly watching us. It was a huge crowd, such that it 

would have been very difficult to assess the number, and which, 

spread all across the countryside, gave by its invariably white 

clothes a most picturesque aspect to the landscape. A very large 

village extending along the right bank surrounds the road to the 
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capital; a similar village is located exactly opposite the first on the 

other side. The spirit of this population being completely unknown 

to me, it was not possible for me to send a reconnaissance to Seoul, 

which lies at the foot of a high mountain about eight kilometers from 

the nearest shore from where the view cannot reach. We could, 

however, distinguish part of its walls. But I did take all the 

soundings needed to complete a quite satisfactory sketch of the 

anchorage. The government did not send any mandarin to me, and 

for my part, the mission that I had given myself being limited for the 

moment to an exploration, I did not seek to engage with those 

mandarins who probably inhabit the large village near which we 

were anchored. The events of the morning were also likely to have 

imposed a large degree of reserve. I had the opportunity there, 

however, as in all the places where I stayed, to inform the population 

that we had not come to chastise; on the contrary, we were the 

friends of the people of Korea and that the French were known 

worldwide for their generosity and selflessness; but I have every 

reason to think that these people are very ignorant of geography, 

and hardly know the boundaries of Europe; for them, all the nations 

that are not China or Korea exist only in the darkness of their 

imagination. 

At the anchorage off Seoul, in the middle of the river, there 

is a rocky ledge where the Tardif remained firmly stranded 

throughout the day, in a position that gave me great concern. I hope 

that people did not notice it although the Tardif was forced to use 

props to support its sides. Towards evening the flood tide floated it 

off naturally and fortunately without any damage. These stranding 

accidents were to be very common in a navigation constantly 

accomplished in discovery, borne along as the two gunboats were 

by a swift current and not always able to steer according to the 

indications of the small boats that we never neglected to send on 

ahead of us to take soundings. Despite all these difficulties, this 

exploration was able to succeed without any misfortune to deplore, 

and the credit goes to the incessant zeal deployed by the officers I 

called to assist me. Commander Bochet of the Primauguet, whom I 
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had momentarily detached from his vessel to put him in charge of 

hydrographic work, fulfilled his mission with the intelligence and 

dedicated passion he is accustomed to put into the tasks with which 

he is entrusted. He was also perfectly assisted by Messrs. Hermann, 

Desfossés, my aides de camp, and M. de Marlione, first class aspirant, 

attached to my general staff, as well as all the officers of the 

Primauguet, the Déroulède, and the Tardif. Each of them in this 

campaign acquired rights to my gratitude and the high benevolence 

of Your Excellency. Messrs. Richy and Chanoine, captains of the 

Déroulède and the Tardif, controlled their ships with the aplomb and 

talent of consummate sailors; they never tired for a moment to try to 

overcome the almost incessant difficulties that arose before them. 

The crews, perfect as they always are in important circumstances, 

redoubled in strength and energy, and we are all pleased to have 

accomplished an exploration that can have such great results in the 

future and which is of such great interest to geography. 

After spending twenty-four hours anchored off Seoul, I 

ordered the return; we came back with the same precautions, 

anchoring at several other points where we could make observations 

of latitude and longitude, as well as triangulation work in order to 

determine as nearly as possible the exact positions and contours of 

the river. Thanks to this, we now have a very satisfactory chart for 

it. Finally, after many strandings and several days of an ever-

difficult navigation, we arrived on September 30 at the Woody 

Island anchorage. 

During my absence, although the Primauguet was moored at 

a depth of fourteen meters by high tide, it was left stranded at low 

tide on September 29; the sea had fallen by nine point five meters. It 

was, to be sure, one of the days of the spring tides of the equinox. 

The Primauguet was forced to use props but did not suffer in this 

new grounding. Having written very hastily a summary of the 

voyage so full of interest that I promised myself to make, I wish I 

could give Your Excellency detailed and accurate  information 

especially about the politics and constitution of the country which I 

have traveled through; but regarding that I am still as ignorant as in 
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the early days because, except for Father Ridel who is currently with 

me and who cannot know about a country in which he was 

consistently hidden, I have not seen anyone who could give me the 

information I wished to gain. I was told that on our appearance on 

these shores, the Christians would arise and come to us in crowds; I 

have not yet seen one and I do not even know in what part of Korea 

are the most important Christian communities. Father Ridel has not 

even found a way of informing the other two missionaries, who 

survived the massacre of their colleagues, of our arrival on these 

shores; yet, they would be useful for me as interpreters. The legation 

in Beijing wrote me that the King’s father was described by the 

Christian party as very much liked by the population, and likely to 

replace his son on the throne if a revolution broke out there as a 

result of our presence in Korea. For his part, Father Ridel assures me 

that father of the King is a despicable man who is associated with 

the three ministers most guilty of ordering the murder of the 

missionaries. In the midst of such conflicting opinions, it is difficult 

to know where the truth lies. So it would only be by a longer stay 

and especially through communications with influential men in the 

country that I could know what to think about this, but that would 

be very difficult, such is the excessive fear the government inspires 

in its subjects, for each of them trembles for fear of compromising 

himself by an indiscretion which he might pay for with his head. 

   My exploration being over as I wished and with complete 

success, I left on October 1 the Woody Island anchorage in the 

Primauguet followed by the two gunboats and arrived at Chefoo on 

October 3. 

You have seen by the account of our navigation how 

difficult it is to negotiate safely all the windings of the river in vessels 

with the draft of our gunboats that do not exceed two point two 

meters. We had much trouble in steering them alone and we could 

not avoid frequent strandings on the shoals of which we have sought 

to determine the location and extent on our chart but which shift 

frequently by the alluvium borne on the current. This difficulty 

would have been still greater if we had had to tow a number of boats 
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loaded with men, as would be required for several days if it was a 

matter of an expedition. That is why I do not think it is possible to 

attempt this kind of enterprise with only the means at my disposal 

and tow a landing force of about 500 men behind the four gunboats 

of my division, the Déroulède, Tardif, Le Brethon and Kien Chan. 

Sending these men would require the transport of considerable 

supplies of food and ammunition and the large army would have to 

act at a considerable distance, about eight kilometers from the 

gunboats moored on the shore. 

   Although I have always thought nautical operations to be 

the most difficult to perform, one touching on military questions 

also requires great care, especially as we are dealing with a people 

that we do not know yet and whose fighting instincts may be 

revealed on seeing foreigners setting foot on their homeland. From 

what I have seen, I think that to go to Seoul and obtain a sure result 

without running the uncertain risks of chance, it would be 

appropriate to have a large number of small collapsible gunboats 

like those of Cochinchina, at least six, plus six gunboats of the draft 

that I mentioned above, and about six to eight wooden steam 

launches such as those that were sent to Mexico. The largest of these 

gunboats, like the Tardif, could go up to Seoul alone and without 

having to tow through swift currents either junks or boats loaded 

with men. They would carry the supplies of food and ammunition, 

and I think a landing force of 1900 men, plus two batteries of six 

four-bore howitzers, would be sufficient to conquer Seoul, especially 

if we meant to settle there for the time necessary for influencing the 

country. Native junks and a number of flat barges, towed by 

steamboats and small gunboats, would be used to transport the 

personnel. I can only draw here a very quick overview of the ways 

that I think are necessary to undertake an expedition to Seoul; I 

could only see the nautical problems and I still have no information 

about the active forces of the country and its projects of resistance. 

  For the present, without engaging the government of the 

emperor in an enterprise that may not be certain, it seems necessary 

to strike the Korean government with terror and I am sure that the 
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appearance of the forces at my disposal, proving that its coasts are 

accessible to the largest vessels, will produce an effect guaranteed to 

prevent any future persecution against the Christians. I therefore 

intend to take advantage of the fine days still remaining in this 

season to go with the Guerrière and my other ships to the Woody 

Island anchorage. There I will be in reach of the island of Ganghwa, 

the occupation of which can be of great interest and which, as I had 

the honor of telling Your Excellency, can be considered by its 

important and fortified position as the key to Seoul. 

    

P. S. 

Being obliged to leave tomorrow or the day after tomorrow 

for Ganghwa, I thought it necessary to declare the blockade of the 

river Seoul during all the time I stay in the region. Accordingly, I 

have sent an official declaration to that effect to the representatives 

of the different nations resident in China. 
   

 

 

3. October 22, 1866 (Admiral Roze to Prosper de Chasseloup-Laubat) 

 

Admiral Roze writes to Prosper de Chasseloup-Laubat after the capture of 

Ganghwa city. 

 

On board the Déroulède, off Ganghwa, October 22, 1866 

 

 In my dispatch reporting to Your Excellency the results of 

the exploration on the coasts of Korea, I had the honor to inform you 

that my intention was to go to the Woody Island anchorage with the 

Guerrière and the other ships of my division. My goal was to strike 

as hard a blow as possible on Ganghwa Island, which is the most 

fortified place in Korea and which, by its geographical position, 

dominates the Seoul River. While returning from my exploration, 

passing this island, while my two gunboats were being carried along 

by a rapid ebb tide current, I had seen many Korean soldiers with 

their flags flying lining the walls that defend the access to the island 
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and the forts built on both banks of the Salt River. They even fired 

some cannon and rifles when we were already too far away to be 

able to answer them. These indices therefore gave me to assume, 

correctly, that the island of Ganghwa was a stronghold, following 

the information that I had been given, and I could therefore be 

satisfied that a rigorous attack on it was a way to humiliate the 

government of Korea, which hitherto, sheltered by its countless 

shoals, had counted on its invulnerability. 

As I reported to Your Excellency, I had recognized, in the 

exploration that led me to the bank nearest to Seoul, that it was not 

possible for me to attempt an attack against the capital with the 

simple means at my disposal, but a strike against Ganghwa seemed 

possible, despite the great difficulties of navigation offered by these 

parts that we were the first to visit. 

  Consequently, after having taken in Chefoo all the most 

minute arrangements to ensure the success of my projects, I left on 

October 11 with the Guerrière, Primauguet, Laplace, the sloops 

Déroulède and Kien-Chan, and the gunboats Tardif and Le Brethon. The 

Guerrière had in tow the Kien-chan and a decked boat from our 

occupation of Taku, which I intended to employ to transport our 

supplies in my journey from Woody Island to Ganghwa. The 

Primauguet was towing the Déroulède and Tardif; finally, the Laplace 

was dragged behind the Le Brethon. The next day, October 12, at 

around 6 p.m., I had the good fortune to lead my whole division to 

the Eugenie Island anchorage in the Gulf of Prince Jérôme. On 

October 13, without losing time, I had all my ships set sail for Woody 

Island, where we arrived around 11 a.m. I busied myself 

immediately with final preparations by a very detailed program. I 

had indicated the role that each should play in the landing operation, 

of which we had undertaken a rehearsal the day before our 

departure from Chefoo on the island of Kung-Tung in the presence 

of Admiral King who was with me on his return from Beijing and 

agreed to pass our companies in review with me.  

I had every confidence that everything would succeed 

perfectly. So on October 14 at 6:30 a.m., with a favorable tide, we left 
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Woody Island. The Tardif’s mission was to lead the way, the 

Déroulède where I had raised my flag came after, towing eight boats 

containing the landing companies from the Primauguet and Laplace. 

The Kien-Chan followed with five boats from the Guerrière carrying 

the companies from the frigate. Then came the steamship, towing 

two boats loaded with provisions and ammunition, and finally the 

Le Brethon brought up the rear, serving as rearguard and to rescue 

the small boats in case of accidents. Thus we traveled the eighteen 

miles of the Salt River that separated us from Ganghwa. As we 

approached the place, the forts were occupied by soldiers who 

appeared to be aiming their guns carefully, but none fired and we 

arrived about noon at the anchorage I had assigned to the vessels. 

The boats immediately cast off the towlines and the landing 

divisions leaped aground with remarkable speed; we had suffered 

no resistance. In its journey, the Kien-Chan ran aground on a shoal a 

short distance from its destination; this mishap forced it to entrust 

the boats it was towing to the Le Brethon, which brought them 

promptly to us. In an instant, the heights were occupied by our men, 

and perceiving no enemies close by, I busied myself immediately 

with lodging my whole force in the government sheds on the shore 

and the neighboring forts. This precaution was luckily taken in time, 

for scarcely were we an hour on shore when rain began to fall in 

torrents and the weather became very bad; but our men had already 

found shelter and all they had to do was install themselves. 

Although much bothered by the rain that continued to fall with the 

same persistence throughout the night and into the next day, all the 

services were perfectly organized on land and food distribution 

underwent no delay. The landing companies from the Guerrière 

forming the first column were under the command of Commander 

d’Osery, those from the Primauguet and the Laplace together were 

commanded by Commander Bochet and composed the second 

column; finally, a third column, formed by the 150 riflemen from the 

Yokohama detachment, was under the orders of Lieutenant Thouars. 

The three columns were placed under the supreme command of 

Captain Olivier of the Guerrière. 
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Having left Chefoo on October 11, on the morning of the 14th, I 

had the satisfaction of seeing all my landing companies well settled 

on the island of Ganghwa. The same evening, a low-ranking 

mandarin was brought to me and asked me what were my intentions. 

I answered him that, charged by the French emperor to look after 

the interests of his subjects in the Far East, I had come to punish the 

government of Korea which had ordered the massacre of our 

missionaries, and since the island of Ganghwa had fired at my ships 

a few days ago, I had that new offense to avenge. I dismissed him, 

telling him to communicate my resolution to the first mandarin of 

the island. It is very difficult in this country to be able to enter into 

relations with the mandarins of high rank because the leaders are 

the first to flee and thus leave a vacuum behind them. Thus official 

relations with the government are almost impossible and no one 

would undertake to bring it a communication which it might 

consider compromising. 

 The city of Ganghwa is five kilometers from the positions we 

were occupying on the edge of the Salt River. This town is located 

over a large area surrounded by high ground; the houses are not 

arranged regularly, they are scattered among clumps of trees. A wall, 

embattled, about four meters high, completely surrounds the city, 

passing along the ridges. Key points have circular forts flanking the 

walls. The gates are arched and topped by guardrooms in stone. 

 On the 15th, I ordered a reconnaissance of the city that was 

performed by a hundred men from the Guerrière under the 

command of Commander d’Osery. This column, after following the 

ridges that dominate the right side, approached a fort that defends 

one of the city gates. They were greeted by a brisk fire of musketry 

and two small-caliber cannon. Our men responded immediately, 

and after a few minutes’ battle, they climbed the wall and drove out 

the defenders. These fled, leaving a flag that was brought back to me. 

  Commander d’Osery, who had scaled the wall at the head 

of his men, could have entered the city, but having only had a 

mission of simple reconnaissance, he returned soon after to our 

camp. This superior officer, whose coolness and courage have been 
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noted in many previous circumstances, has shown in this new 

occasion his usual intelligence and firmness. His men assisted him 

with their usual enthusiasm; he particularly cited Ensign Fournie, 

who had been assigned to him to map out the ground and who, 

during the fighting, had continued to make sketches of the city 

amidst the bullets with the most perfect calm. He also noticed a few 

men of his party whose conduct was most worthy of praise, among 

others the boatswain Jounaux who had seized a flag whose Korean 

defender was lying wounded nearby. 

   On October 16, at eight-thirty in the morning I gathered 

my three columns and putting myself at their head, I led them to the 

main gate of the city. Arriving at a hundred meters, some shots were 

fired at us from the bastions overlooking the gate. The walls were 

immediately climbed to cries of “Long live the emperor,” and, in an 

instant the Korean soldiers were put to flight, leaving us masters of 

the place; many of their flags were taken and remained in our power. 

I shall have the honor of sending them to you as a trophy, which, 

though due to an easy success, is no less important. Our men were 

only too eager to meet an enemy more worthy of their valor. Not one 

mandarin, not a single soldier was left in the city which we had just 

taken. All had fled with the greatest precipitation and we could not 

even follow them. Hardly having entered this city where no 

European, doubtless, had ever yet penetrated, my first concern was 

to reassure the harmless residents and to prevent any kind of abuse 

against them. I had a proclamation read which was likely to restore 

their trust. The most severe discipline was indeed observed among 

sailors and we had no serious disorder to suppress. 

  I immediately walked through the city and went to the 

yamen of the first mandarin, an elegant building which was 

surrounded by all the store-rooms owned by the state and which 

alone constituted a second city within the first. The search I ordered 

gave us proof of the military importance of the place; we found 

many powder kegs, a large quantity of cannons and gingoles of iron 

and bronze, considerable storerooms filled with weapons and 

ammunition all kinds, more than ten thousand rifles, sabers in 
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quantity, and many bows and quivers with sets of armor excessively 

strange by their shape and variety. We had already discovered the 

day before three magazines full of powder and ammunition in the 

vicinity of our camp. Without a doubt Ganghwa the island must 

have been chosen by the Government of Seoul as the military 

bulwark of Korea. In one of the stores, we also found nineteen chests 

full of silver bullion; I appointed immediately a commission to count 

them, take regular possession, and transport them to our camp. The 

commission determined that there was a value of 195,217 francs. All 

these chests will be sent to your Excellency at the next opportunity. 

We also took possession of the state archives, and I recognized very 

curious works that can clarify many mysteries about Korean history, 

legends, and literature. I made an inventory in due order and I 

propose to address this valuable collection to Your Excellency who 

will undoubtedly judge useful to transmit it to the Imperial Library. 

None of these documents became the private property of anyone in 

the division, everything we have found that belonged to the state 

was carefully inventoried and noted down. I attached scrupulous 

importance to seeing that no diversion occurred and, besides, I must 

say, these sentiments are shared by all the personnel under me 

It remains for me, Mr. Minister, to recommend to Your 

Excellency the officers and sailors who, in the course of this 

expedition, have stood out among everyone by their services. I have 

the honor to address you on this subject various kinds of proposals 

which I beg Your Excellency to welcome favorably. 

 

Attached Documents: Inventory of various objects found in 

Ganghwa (Korea) 

 

Today, October 20, eighteen hundred and sixty-six, the landing 

forces of the Naval Division of China occupying the city of Ganghwa 

(Korea). 

We Jouan, Commander, Chief of Staff, and La Vieille, Deputy 

Commissioner, Division Commissioner. We are met in accordance 

with the orders of the Rear-Admiral, Commander in Chief, in the 
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yamen of the mandarin of the said town to collect items that could 

interest history, science, and the arts. 

After review of the various buildings composing this house, we 

have only found the following items that appeared likely to offer 

some interest; 

 

Item 

300 large bound volumes, 

9 small bound volumes, 

13 small volumes contained in a box of white wood, 

10 small volumes ______ Do. ______ 

8 small volumes ______ Do. ______ 

1 map of China, Korea, and Japan, 

1 celestial planisphere, 

7 scrolls containing various inscriptions, 

3 tablets in gray marble inscribed in Chinese characters, 

3 small boxes, each containing articulated white marble tablets 

with copper hinges, 

3 sets of warrior armor with helmet, 

1 mask. 

  

For lack of an interpreter, it was impossible to specify the nature 

of the various above works, but there is reason to believe they relate 

to the country's history, its literature, and its legends. As for the 

marble tablets, they would have, according to some information 

gathered at the scene, intended to perpetuate some memorable 

events. 

  All these objects were enclosed in crates before our eyes, as 

numbered, to be sent for disposal to His Excellency the Minister of 

the Navy, under orders from the Rear-Admiral Commander in Chief. 

 

 Ganghwa, October 22, 1866. 
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4. October 22, 1866 The Exchange of Messages (Admiral Roze to 

Prosper de Chasseloup-Laubat) 

 

Admiral Roze writes to Prosper de Chasseloup-Laubat about the official 

letter received from the Korean king and his reply 

 

On board the Déroulède, off Ganghwa, October 22, 1866 

 

I had the honor, in a special report dated this day, to inform 

Your Excellency of the maritime and military acts that accompanied 

the taking of Ganghwa. It remains for me to tell you the situation I 

find myself in a political point of view. 

The blockade of the Seoul river which, by stopping the 

many convoys of rice that take place at this time of the year, 

threatens to starve the capital, as well as the occupation of Ganghwa, 

must have seriously harmed the Korean government. This people, 

so cruel and so proud, have seen the barriers fall that seemed to 

separate it from the world, and it is too intelligent not to understand 

the full implications of our appearance on these shores. 

The mandarins of Ganghwa fled at our approach, and it is 

to be presumed that they went to Seoul to account for such a serious 

and unexpected event. 

Since my arrival, I had made vain efforts to contact the 

government when on the 19th in the morning, there appeared on the 

left bank of the river a horseman carrying a white flag, the flag of 

truce. He was a soldier of the royal militia who brought me a letter 

from the king, of which you will find attached a faithful translation. 

This letter, like all Eastern productions, begins with general 

considerations and species of philosophical aphorisms, contains, 

doubtless, nothing conclusive. But it seems marked in its general 

spirit with some humility. It is the work of a man who, feeling 

accused, justifies and defends himself. Taking into account the pride 

of the Eastern nations, this first opening made spontaneously and at 

a considerable distance from our guns, is an important fact which 

attests to the impression that we have produced and allows us, 

perhaps, to hope for a speedier conclusion than we had expected. I 
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answered immediately and I expect a new communication which 

will inform me, without doubt, of the response to my legitimate 

demands. We will know soon, I hope, where we stand. 

I could not march on Seoul, as I have said, with the small 

number of forces at my disposal and I have previously exposed to 

Your Excellency what are the means which seem to me necessary to 

conduct such an enterprise. What I now wish is that the Korean 

government, understanding its interests, will yield to my injunctions 

and make it unnecessary for us to go further. If I succeeded in 

concluding a treaty based on the immunities usual between civilized 

nations, the attack on Ganghwa would have yielded, without 

costing a man, a signal to trade and civilization. 

Whatever happens, the goal that I had set myself has been 

reached: to punish the murder of missionaries by destroying the 

most fortified place of the kingdom and showing the country that he 

was not invulnerable. 

Korea is a very rugged country; it is a whole succession of 

plains and mountains. These latter are usually arid and sparsely 

wooded, but the valleys are of prodigious fertility and cultivated 

with infinite care. In the hands of a less despotic government, 

agriculture alone would be enough to give such a country the 

greatest prosperity. It is said, on the other hand, that its mineral 

resources are as many as they are various: gold, copper, iron are 

found in abundance. On this last fact, I have only vague information, 

but some observations collected locally allow me to consider them 

as not too venturesome. 

The climate is of a salubrity that recalls the most famous 

parts of Europe, and according to some examples I saw with my own 

eyes, human existence attains a remarkable longevity. 

In a word, sir, the kingdom of Korea is an admirable country 

for which nature has done everything and only its institutions have 

blocked its development. 

Your Excellency knows that all attempts made to enter it so 

far have failed. Admiral Guérin came as far as the Gulf of Prince 

Jérôme and recently a ship of Jardines Company of Shanghai, went 
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a little further. Both confirmed the impossibility of establishing 

relations with the populace who, basing themselves on formal 

orders from their leaders, refused to provide any provisions. More 

recently, an American trading schooner, the General Sherman, having 

on board the Reverend Father Thomas of the Anglican Church, who 

had been recommended to me by our chargé d'affaires in Beijing, 

tried this difficult enterprise and apparently the ship, stopped in a 

river, was burned and everyone put to death. It is therefore we who 

have forced open this terrible country and who have discovered the 

way in. We can say without fear that Korea is now open, for no 

matter what may be its laws and prohibitions, it is impossible for it 

to escape the movement which its powerful neighbors, China and 

Japan, resisted in vain. All the honor for that belongs to France. 

 
 

The Chinese-character texts of the messages exchanged with the Korean 

authorities are reported in the Joseon Wangjo Sillok.  

 

A. Letter dated 9th moon, the 11th day, from the government of 

Seoul to the admiral commander in chief. Order to transmit this 

letter to the master of the European ships. 

 

  Whoever denies the divine law must die, anyone who rejects 

the law of his country deserves to be beheaded. Heaven created the 

peoples to obey reason. The kingdoms are separated by borders and 

safeguarded by laws. What should we obey? Justice, and without 

restriction. Any man who violates it is unworthy of forgiveness. 

Hence I conclude that we must put to death the man who rejects it, 

that we must decapitate whoever violates it. 

Always, in relations with neighbors, relief granted to 

travelers have been traditional; in our kingdom, we manifest even 

more benevolence, even more love. Often, in fact, it happens that 

navigators who ignore the position and names of countries land on 

our shores. The mandarins of our cities then receive orders to 

welcome them kindly, and they ask them if they come with good 
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and peaceful intentions, give food to the hungry, clothe the naked, 

care for the sick. It is even customary to give the last rites to the dying. 

This is the rule that has always been practiced in our kingdom 

without suffering any offense, and therefore Korea is for the whole 

world the kingdom of justice and civilization. But if there are men 

who come to seduce our subjects, enter clandestinely, change their 

clothes, study our language, corrupt our people, overturn our 

customs, the ancient law of the world wishes that they be put to 

death; such is the rule common to all kingdoms, all empires. Why 

then do you reproach me for having always observed it? Is it not 

enough that we do not ask you the reason that brings you here from 

distant countries? You, on the contrary, you occupy our ground as if 

it were your own, and by that fact alone, you odiously violate reason. 

When your ships recently sailed up the Imperial River, they 

were only one or two, the men who manned them did not exceed a 

thousand. If we had wanted to destroy them did we not have 

weapons? But out of kindness to travelers, we did not suffer that any 

should cause them harm, nor did we act against them with hostility. 

Thus, in crossing our borders, they took or received according to 

their will both oxen and chickens, coming and going by boat, they 

were questioned in peaceful terms; nay, they were attended without 

bothering them in any way. 

So you show yourselves ungrateful toward me while I am 

not so toward you. That was not enough, you needed to withdraw; 

your return now is unseemly; you upset our cities, you kill my 

people, you destroy my food and my cattle. Never have we seen 

heaven and the laws violated more gravely. 

As heaven pursues such men with its hatred, it is right that 

they should be put to death when taken! Moreover, it has been said 

that you want to spread your religion in my kingdom. That is a crime. 

Different books have their own proper sentences that present what 

is true and false. What does it matter that I follow my religion, you 

yours? 
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If it is reprehensible to deny one’s ancestors, why have you 

come to teach us to abandon our own to adopt foreign ones? If such 

men should not be put to death it would be better to deny heaven! 

I treat you as Yn and Tan treated the ungodly Ko-Pu and 

you rebel as Ngiên Yeoù did against Tcheou-Onen. Though I dare 

not compare myself to those illustrious kings, I confess that my 

generosity should not go unnoticed. 

You appear here now with a great army as if you were the 

instruments of the celestial justice, so come to the court, let us have 

interviews and we will decide whether to bring or send away the 

troops, to try victory or defeat. Do not flee, bow and obey. 

The fifth year of the reign of Tong-Tchy, 9th moon, the 11th 

day. 

Dispatch from Siam, military viceroy of the kingdom. 
 

B. The Reply of the admiral to the government of Seoul, dated October 18, 

1866 

 

I, the undersigned, vice-admiral, commander in chief of the 

French forces, inform the head of the government of Korea that, 

charged by the grand sovereign who rules France to protect his 

subjects in the Far East, he comes to demand redress for the murder 

of the French missionaries who were killed in the course of this year 

by order of the government. 

The French missionaries were men of peace and virtue and 

no human law could excuse the heinous crime that has taken their 

lives. 

A few years ago China was conquered by the great empire 

of France because it had to avenge a similar crime. 

The vice-admiral commander in chief is willing to use 

means of the utmost rigor against the government of Korea if the 

satisfaction he demands are not immediately granted. 

He demands: 

1. The severe punishment of the three ministers who took the 

largest share in the murder of the French missionaries. 
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2. The sending to him of an ambassador vested with full powers 

to lay together the foundations of a treaty; 

If the government of Korea wishes to avoid the misfortunes that 

threaten its country, it must yield to the above injunctions. 

Otherwise, the rear-admiral commander in chief makes the 

government of Korea responsible for all consequences that may 

result from the war. 
 

 

C. Unknown to the French, the following declaration was written by the 

Daewongun in response to this exchange.  

 

That people die and nations fall is the just course of heaven 

and earth in the past and present. Western barbarians have always 

attacked many other nations but for many centuries until now these 

enemies have not succeeded. However, ever since China allowed 

friendly relations some years ago, their trouble-making intentions 

have become even less predictable and they have undertaken 

vicious deeds everywhere and all have suffered. If our land alone 

has until now been spared, that is because the sage Kija of old has 

assisted from heaven by his virtue. In this situation, what we know 

is our etiquette and sense of right, and what we rely on is the union 

of many hearts. 

If the population and government begin to doubt or fear, everything 

will collapse and our nation’s history will disappear. I have firmly 

resolved three things in my heart; know what they are and follow 

me: 

First, if we cannot put up with hardship and establish friendly 

relations, we will have betrayed the nation. 

Second, if we are unable to resist their wicked deeds and permit 

them to trade, that will bring the nation to destruction. 

Third, if the enemy attacks the capital and people flee, that will be to 

endanger the nation. 
 

 

5. November 10, 1866 (Captain Olivier to Admiral Roze) 
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Report to Admiral Roze by Captain Olivier after the ambush at Jeondeung-

sa  

 

 

10 November 1866 

 

I have the honor to report to you on the reconnaissance that you 

instructed me to undertake on the day of 9 November. I was to visit 

the pagoda of Tchiong-tung-sa, located five leagues to the south-

southwest of the city of Ganghwa, and seen by the sailors of our 

gunboats in an exploration that they had made the previous day. I 

left at seven in the morning at the head of four platoons, two from 

Yokohama, and two from the Primauguet. I followed a broad 

highway through plains full of rice fields and some gorges between 

wooded hills, in a hilly country along a chain of high mountains 

whose main chain extends to the southwest. 

With the help of Father Ridel, I questioned the local people 

in the countryside in vain. The information which you have tried to 

obtain, admiral, since the beginning of the expedition has been 

useless or misleading, and the explorations that you have sent out 

every day in all directions to study the land we have occupied are 

the only way of finding anything out about it. 

After eighteen kilometers, we arrived at about eleven 

o'clock at the foot of the mountain range of Tchiong-tung-sa; it is a 

cluster of several rocky hills, the steepest slopes dominating the 

plains by eighty to one hundred meters. The summits of these hills 

have between them a sort of partly wooded valley, the two sides of 

which are heavily inclined toward the southeast. This valley, a mile 

or two in circumference, is the full extent of the site. It contains a 

pagoda, various stores with tiled roofs, and an inner wall cutting it 

across from the east to the west, thus protecting it against invasion. 

The outer fortifications consist, according to the system of the 

country, of a crenelated wall, all of the masonry over a meter thick, 

and about three meters high, very old and ruined in several places, 

following the ridges from one hill to another. This wall is 
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strengthened at each salient angle, that is to say at each hilltop, by a 

rectangle of solid masonry of the same height forming a platform for 

artillery, two gates are placed to the south, at the inside corners of 

the enclosure and at the most accessible part. 

No sign led me to suppose the presence of the enemy. 

However, I wanted to proceed with caution. I stopped a few 

hundred meters from the door at the southwest, out of reach as I 

supposed of Korean weapons, and sent two small detachments to 

climb the ridges in order to choose a passage and reconnoiter the 

inside. They had arrived just a few meters from the walls when 

suddenly a hail of projectiles fell on them. The walls were instantly 

garnished with Korean soldiers who each had beside them a supply 

of loaded guns in order to be able to fire continuously without 

interruption. At the same time, a large troop came charging out 

through the gate. We raced to the aid of our men and pushed back 

the enemy, who, far from waiting for us, fled to safety, leaving their 

dead on the road. But from every crenelation bullets and grapeshot 

came raining down on us with such intensity that it would have been 

to endanger my little band to keep this position and to fight against 

men entrenched behind the walls, in such unequal conditions. 

I took advantage of a dip in the ground that was five 

hundred meters from the points of attack to settle and continue the 

fight with better advantage, on account of the accuracy and range of 

our weapons. We gathered up our injured in the midst of the 

shooting and lodged them temporarily in a small hut, not far from 

us. 

The fight lasted for half an hour. Our men aimed calmly, 

were full of ardor, promptly executing all orders they received. I was 

happy to see their fine attitude. 

I had attained a double goal, having reconnoitered this 

important site and intimidated its garrison, which so far as we could 

estimate, according to various surveys, amounted to more than 

twelve hundred men. 

I was supposed to return that evening. We did not have 

food for the next day and we were eighteen kilometers from our 
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cantonments, having thirty wounded to carry. The men only had 

three or four packets of cartridges left, and they had to be saved for 

the return journey. I made the roll call, counted the weapons, and 

when I was sure I had not left anything between the enemy and 

ourselves, I first sent the wounded behind two hillocks located a 

thousand meters from the forts and then I occupied both hillocks. 

There we tried successfully a few shots from our rifles by our best 

marksmen. The Koreans on their side were firing too, but without 

reaching us. 

I instructed Mr. Thouars to arrange with his division the 

transport of the wounded. At one o'clock we were on our way. I 

lightened our flanks and had them stripped. We were nowhere 

troubled. The enemy had suffered great losses and learned that he 

could only compete with us from the shelter of his walls. 

We made a few short stops, essential for the care of our 

wounded, and at about six in the evening at nightfall, we reached 

our camp, where we found all the ambulance resources we needed. 

Our brave sailors had marched nearly forty kilometers in the one 

day, sustained a fight where they had acted valiantly, and all the 

way back had carried either the injured or two rifles. 

The Koreans must have used cannons of various calibers 

and long matchlock culverins with a range of up to 600 meters. Their 

shots appear to have been directed preferably at our officers, who 

were, it is true, in front. 

They showed some energy and a warrior instinct that I had 

not expected to meet with in them, according to the information 

provided by our missionaries. They were probably the best regular 

troops that had been sent from Seoul who had crossed the river by 

the many passages out of reach of our monitoring, for the island of 

Ganghwa has more than 45 miles of coastline, and almost all around 

is separated only by a narrow space from the mainland or successive 

islands leading to it. Tchiong-tung-sa is the main stronghold of 

Ganghwa, the head of the island which is itself the advanced 

military post of Korea and contained a considerable number of 

weapons and ammunition stores, that you had destroyed. It would 
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take a siege, with at least 500 men and a field artillery battery, for us 

to capture the citadel, and given the distance it is from Ganghwa, we 

would have to evacuate it immediately afterward. 

The presence of an enemy who so far has not appeared in 

large numbers requires that we establish a war system on the island, 

instead of a mere military occupation among populations that all our 

efforts have failed to bring to us. The simple reconnaissance that we 

have made so far must become real expeditions. The signals that are 

multiplying day and night on all heights, the troop movements that 

we see on the opposite shore, and the desertion by the inhabitants of 

the country, sufficiently prove that the Seoul government does not 

want to deal with us except in the capital in the presence of our 

bayonets. 

We could still stay a long time on the offensive, but on 

condition that we fully disarm all our ships, as we are now fifteen 

miles away, unable to contact them except at certain times of the tide 

by very narrow waterways that could easily be cut. 

I cannot begin to tell you, admiral, how very satisfied I was 

with the 150 men under my command. Let me cite Mr. Thouars, an 

officer of a rare energy, to whom I owe the prompt and intelligent 

organization of the transport of the wounded. MM Delasalle and 

Zuber, who in their enthusiasm reached as far as the ramparts, the 

first to be seriously injured. Mr. Laguerre who hastened to the aid of 

Mr. Delasalle. Mr. de Chabannes, full of daring, despite his knee 

injury. Quartermaster Nédellec, wounded in the arm while he was 

supporting Mr. de Chabannes and did not want to abandon him. Mr. 

Suenson, the Danish officer who deployed fine courage and who 

was wounded in the leg. Mr. Chatel encouraging his company with 

lots of enthusiasm. 

I finish my report. I have too many names to give you, 

admiral. I have the honor of addressing to you the proposals that 

you have asked me, on behalf of the officers and sailors who 

particularly distinguished themselves by their bravery, and I urge 

you to recommend them to the benevolence of the minister. I will 

add the list of the wounded that amounts to twenty-nine men, 
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including five officers. 

 
 

 

6. November 13, 1866 (Admiral Roze to Prosper de Chasseloup-Laubat) 

 

On November 13, Admiral Roze sent the official report of the deaths of the 

three sailors killed in action to the Minister of the Navy and Colonies: 

 

I have the honor of sending you a double copy of the death notices 

of: 

Goaziou, Paul-Marie, second class sergeant, 

Pallier, Gilber, second class quarter-master, 

Grosselin, Jean-Marie, sailor second class, 

All of whom died on October 26 last as a result of wounds received 

while facing the enemy at Ganghwa (Korea). I include the certificates 

required to establish the pension rights of the families of these sailors. 

Two of these brave fellows, Grosselin and Pallier, leave behind 

young children; the other was the mainstay of his elderly parents. I 

take the liberty of commending them to your care, hoping that you 

will grant them some help taken from the invalids’ fund while 

waiting for the pension application to be completed. 
   

 

7. November 15, 1866 (Admiral Roze to the Diplomats Previously 

Notified of the Blockade) 

 

Admiral Roze officially announces the lifting of the blockade of the 

Hangang River. 

 

On board the Guerrière, Woody Island anchorage (Korea), November 

15, 1866 

 

I have the honor to inform you that after having militarily occupied 

Ganghwa, one of the strongholds of Korea, and achieved the goal 

that I had set myself, I have decided that the blockade of the Seoul 

River which I had established, should be lifted from the 18th of this 
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month. 

I have the honor to transmit the official notification which I pray you 

to bring to the knowledge of (your or our) nationals. 

Signed: G. Roze 

 

Notification of cessation of the blockade of the Seoul River. 

We the undersigned rear admiral, commander of the naval forces of 

His Majesty the Emperor of the French in China and Japan, declare 

that the blockade of the Seoul River established by our statement of 

11 October, will be lifted from today. 
  

 

 

8. November 15, 1866 (Admiral Roze to the French Minister in Beijing 

and the Consul in Shanghai) 

 

On board the Guerrière, Woody Island anchorage (Korea), November 

15, 1866 

 

To the minister of France in Peking 

The French consul general in Shanghai 

 

I had the honor to inform you by special dispatch no. 392, that the 

landing forces of my division had taken on October 16 the city of 

Ganghwa, one of the most considerable strongholds in Korea. Since 

that day the city was militarily occupied by French forces. 

The government in Seoul made openings to me which have 

remained without results. Since the season is advancing, I have 

decided to withdraw on the 11th of this month after demolishing 

and destroying everything that belonged to the state, burning huge 

quantities of arms and ammunition. 

During my first exploration, I realized that it would be 

impossible for me to sail back to the capital because of the limited 

resources available to me, and from that moment I had adopted the 

idea of a simple attack on the coast. 

The many troops assembled by the king of Korea, the defensive 
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preparations that were reported to me, the warlike instincts of the 

people who cannot be called in question, have only confirmed me in 

my first feelings and I have made known to His Excellency the 

Minister of the Navy the forces that I consider essential to reach the 

heart of the country and bring it to deal with us. 

   The expedition that I have led, though modest, will have 

prepared a more serious one, if that is deemed necessary, and has 

made that possible by opening the way and by providing valuable 

information. It will have, moreover, deeply impressed the minds of 

the Korean nation by proving that its supposed invulnerability was 

only chimerical. Finally, the destruction of one of the bulwarks of 

Seoul and the significant losses we have imposed on the Korean 

government, by striking at its wealth and supply lines, cannot fail to 

make it more circumspect in the future. 

The goal that I proposed has been achieved completely and 

the murder of missionaries was avenged. 

It remains now for me to await the orders of the emperor 

and the reinforcements to be sent to me if the operations against that 

country must be continued. 

As I inform you by an official statement, I have decided that 

the blockade of the Seoul River should be lifted on the 18th of this 

month, the day we leave Korea to head for Japan. 

 

-----  

Allow me to call your attention to something that might occur; the 

government of Korea, fearing a new attack, could possibly apply to 

the Chinese government asking it for help with arms. You will surely 

think it useful to ensure, as much as possible, that such an agreement 

will not occur nor be executed. 

  
 

 

9. November 16, 1866 (Admiral Roze to the Captain of the Primauguet) 

 

On board the Guerrière, November 16, 1866 
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I have the honor to inform you that I hereby give the order to load 

on board the Primauguet nineteen boxes numbered one to nineteen 

and containing silver ingots estimated at a value of 197,231 francs 36 

centimes. 

Upon your arrival in Shanghai, you will contact the 

administration of shipping so that these boxes are transported to 

France by the first ship of this administration that leaves and that 

they are transmitted to the minister of the navy. 

You will make sure you receive a bill of lading which you 

will send in my name to His Excellency. 

I am also sending you another box containing marble objects 

having the same destination. You will do for that as I have just said 

for the boxes of silver and you will inform me of the date when 

everything leaves Shanghai. 
 

 

 

10. November 17, 1866 (Admiral Roze to Prosper de Chasseloup-

Laubat) 

 

Admiral Roze wrote nothing further to P. de Chasseloup-Laubat until the 

French were about to leave Korea. 

 

On board the Guerrière, Woody Island anchorage (Korea), November 

17, 1866 

 

As I have had the honor to write to Your Excellency, the goal that I 

set myself in landing at Ganghwa, destroying this place of war, the 

strongest in Korea, strictly blocking the river Seoul, was to punish 

and humiliate within the limits of the only means provided by my 

division, a government that, in the confidence of its impunity, had 

dared to massacre our missionaries. This goal is, in my view, 

completely attained and although the government has not followed 

up on the openings it addressed to me on my first appearance, it has 

nevertheless felt deeply the effects of the harsh treatment I have 
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inflicted on it. In thus taking the initiative in a military operation 

which fell within the prescriptions of my duties, my most constant 

concern was in no way to engage the government of the emperor. 

Thus the campaign that I have conducted in Korea has retained its 

essentially maritime character; it was accomplished with the sole 

resources of the naval division, with its landing parties and without 

costing the budget any additional expenditure. I venture to hope 

that these results will be judged favorably and will deserve the high 

approval of Your Excellency. 

  The island of Ganghwa, which is eighteen miles long and 

eight miles wide, is an area sufficiently large not to be able to be 

guarded and monitored in a comprehensive manner by the 

remaining manpower that I was able to gather and which numbered 

about 400 bayonets since the departure of the Laplace. Being unable 

to multiply the points of occupation that it would have been useful 

to maintain, I had to resolve myself to entrench ourselves as strongly 

as possible in our camps and reach points further off by frequently 

sending out reconnaissance columns. This measure was all the more 

necessary since information constantly failed me in Korea and I was 

able to convince myself how that which I had been given from the 

beginning was inexact. For this reason, I have never been able to 

learn the spirit of the people nor their sympathies, fears, or hopes. 

All the surrounding villages remained completely deserted as soon 

as we arrived and the residents who fled thus at our approach often 

appeared to harbor feelings of hostility towards us. I neglected 

nothing, however, to bring them to us, to prevent my men from 

molesting them and so to gain their confidence; I invited them many 

times to come and establish a market just outside our camp, giving 

them the assurance that everything they provided us with would be 

scrupulously paid for. But, perhaps by intimidation of their 

mandarins, or by a traditional distance against foreigners, they were 

consistently deaf to my calls and that is how we remained in 

complete isolation during our stay in Korea. 

   But I learned a few days after our arrival, from a Christian 

who had come from Seoul, that the appearance of our ships had 
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produced a great agitation in the capital and that the government 

had decreed immediately all kinds of measures to fight us. An army 

of 30,000 men was created and organized from the very first, a call 

was made for volunteers and a thousand answered that, junks were 

to be armed for war, to come and attack our ships. The making of 

fire-ships was ordered. Finally, a column of 2-3000 men was to 

gather on the island of Sonto, opposite the west coast of Ganghwa, 

with the mission to land there and march against us. I do not know 

if all these measures were conceived and implemented, but they 

were not surprising and it was a reason for me to envisage 

establishing ourselves even more strongly in our camps. However, I 

left the company of the Guerrière under the command of M. d’Osery 

in the city of Ganghwa, where they occupied the official government 

lodgings, among which is the King's palace, unoccupied for a long 

time, a very pretty residence that the sovereign has reserved for 

himself beside the yamen of the first mandarin of the island. This 

was three kilometers from our positions. 

  The coast opposite that which we had occupied and which 

in this part is separated by a distance of 500 meters was sometimes 

explored by small detachments of sailors who, at first, had never 

seen an enemy soldier. This is where the gate of Seoul is constructed; 

it dominates the start of the path which, following the river and 

some of its windings, leads to the capital. A similar gate which we 

had seen on our first exploration ends the road on the shore near 

Seoul. These gates are quite monumental structures, arch-shaped 

and topped with a roof like a Chinese pagoda. That opposite 

Ganghwa is surrounded by several houses, some of which are part 

of the estates of the government and the others belong to the people. 

Our detachments had landed there several times and had met there, 

as elsewhere, a complete absence of inhabitants. 

   On October 26 at about 7:30 in the morning, two platoons 

under the command of Lieutenant de Veau de Thouars were sent to 

investigate, as in the past, the area around the opposite beach. Our 

men were massed in the small boat of the Guerrière, towed by 

steamboat. These boats were about to dock at the pier, when a 
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discharge of musketry was fired from a distance of 15 to 20 meters 

by Korean soldiers hidden behind the houses and walls. While not 

expecting this welcome, our men retaliated immediately by lively 

rifle-fire and jumped ashore to immediately charge the enemy. Mr. 

Chatel, aspirant first class, was the first at their head; in diverting the 

weapon of a Korean soldier who was shooting at him, he was 

slightly wounded in the hand, but he could fire his gun at the soldier 

who was simultaneously pierced by the bayonet of one of our men. 

The enemies were pursued to the utmost. I hastened to the scene of 

battle, but we were already masters of the field when I landed and 

scattered Koreans were fleeing along the top of the mountains 

overlooking the shore. They had left many of their dead on the 

nearby roads. Unfortunately, this business, which does so much 

honor to the courage of our sailors, cost us three men killed in the 

boat and two wounded. In this encounter Aspirant Chatel 

distinguished himself by charging the first at the enemy so I have 

the honor to request from Your Excellency the cross of the Legion of 

Honour for this young officer, who has always been noted for his 

good services and who, in the current circumstance, received an 

injury while displaying valor. 

  After three hours of pursuits in the area, which was thus 

searched thoroughly, I called my men in and they re-embarked to 

join their camps. 

The Koreans we had just driven back formed the vanguard 

of a gathering of troops who had arrived the day before from Seoul 

and who, Father Ridel was told, numbered two to three thousand 

men. These troops had set up camp near the town of Dondinn 

located a few kilometers from the opposite bank and were hidden 

from us by hills. Often groups came to show themselves to us high 

up on the slopes; but when they came within distance, a well-aimed 

shell and a few shots from our rifles dispersed them immediately. 

  As I have already remarked to Your Excellency, the lack of 

correct information and the almost complete absence of interpreters 

were for me the source of great difficulties. Thus, having achieved 

with all desirable success the attack that I had planned on Ganghwa, 
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having rigorously blockaded Seoul just when the junks loaded with 

rice arrived from the southern provinces to feed the capital, and 

having thus done great harm to the government which, in this 

country, has established itself as the general distributor of almost all 

products, feeling already the approach of winter with frosts and 

strong winds, while also not wanting to absorb myself too 

completely in Korea at the expense of my other duties, I had formed 

a plan to evacuate as soon as possible the island of Ganghwa where 

no new interest could retain me. Just then, I learned from the 

captains of the gunboats that Korean troop reinforcements were 

scattered around us and their number was increasing daily. 

Although I had no fear of them, I reckoned that they might hinder 

me at the moment of the evacuation, so difficult an operation when 

it is a re-embarkation in an enemy country. 

A large body, I did not know the exact figure, had just 

landed on the island of Ganghwa at one of the points which, by its 

remoteness, had been able to evade our surveillance. This island, 

which has a long coastline, is in very easy communication and very 

close to the mainland on all points of its coast. That allowed a body 

of troops to land without our knowledge and without our having 

the opportunity to oppose it. Father Ridel learned in a very vague 

way that the gathering of soldiers who had just crossed to the island 

was to occupy a pagoda a few kilometers from our camp. Informed 

of this, I ordered Commander Olivier to take four platoons, a force 

of 150 men, and to reconnoiter the exact position of the pagoda. 

Generally speaking, the pagodas we had seen around us were 

surrounded by a low wall built rather in order to serve the prestige 

of those religious establishments, rather than with the intention of 

making them into fortified redoubts. There was reason to believe 

that it was the same for the one that had been indicated, of which we 

ignored the existence. Commander Olivier made a march of 

eighteen kilometers before arriving there, which was already a good 

distance away from our camps, and he was above all to come back 

the same evening. This obligation to return before nightfall was 
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essential so as not to deplete our position on the beach, which 

remained under the guard of only two platoons, about seventy men. 

  Commander Olivier found that the pagoda he had come to 

reconnoiter was located in an excessively fortified position and was 

surrounded by high, thick walls built on the ridges of very steep hills 

that defended it from all sides. Hearing no sound that would reveal 

the presence of an occupying force and not seeing anyone on the 

walls, he approached it with caution, however, to a distance of 300 

to 400 meters, then sent a detachment to reconnoiter more closely. 

He was even about to enter it when suddenly an excessively heavy 

fire was opened against this little band; this first discharge at such 

range hit many of our men, who were more or less injured. 

Commander Olivier immediately retreated and the fighting grew 

very lively, but our detachment, despite all its ardor and its valorous 

momentum, was forced to withdraw a few steps and take shelter 

behind irregularities in the ground from where to fire on enemies 

who remained perfectly entrenched behind the ramparts. It would 

have taken siege cannon to reduce this position, which in the eyes of 

the most competent officers present at this action was impregnable 

with the resources we disposed of. The four-bore howitzers we had 

would have been powerless against such walls and, moreover, we 

had no beasts of burden to carry them. Only the previous day we 

had tried to load one of these four-bore guns onto oxen but they, all 

very small and weak, had bent under the burden and could not have 

been used for this purpose over such a long distance. Therefore 

Commander Olivier had only taken musketry with him. 

After several minutes of such unequal combat, twenty-nine 

of our men were already wounded. That was a lot for such a small 

force. Only once did the enemy made a semblance of a sortie but it 

cost them dearly, and they rapidly withdrew into their defenses 

again. Commander Olivier took up a position at about 1,000 meters 

from the place; while continuing to fire on the Koreans, he prepared 

means of transport for the wounded. After about an hour devoted 

to that he set off back and reached camp in the evening in perfect 

order, after having covered thirty-six kilometers in the day, with his 
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little troop still ready to fight and bringing back with the wounded 

weapons of the latter, of which not one was mislaid; none of our men 

had been killed. The capacity of our men had certainly intimidated 

the enemy sufficiently to prevent them from making any aggressive 

response and to dissuade them from troubling their march back. In 

this affair, the aim of which had been simply a reconnaissance and 

which, by the natural force of circumstances, became a battle, each 

of our men did his duty nobly and conducted himself valiantly. The 

officers gave, as always, first of all, the example of zeal and courage 

at the head of their men and five of them were injured. While 

submitting to the eyes of Your Excellency the report of Commander 

Olivier, who praises so justly all the personnel I had placed under 

his command, I must point out to you the fine conduct of this senior 

officer, who showed the composure and courage which are habitual 

in his fine character. It is with a deep sense of justice, and I can say 

with admiration, that I have the honor to recommend to you those 

who distinguished themselves among all the rest and are so entitled 

to a reward. 

I will cite first and foremost Lieutenant de Thouars, a brave 

officer, a warrior, commanding with the greatest distinction the 

Yokohama detachment and whose services have been most helpful 

during our expedition, 

Mr. Delassalle, midshipman who deployed great valor in the 

attack on the fortress and who was very seriously injured as he 

charged among the first on the ramparts, 

Mr. de Chabannes, midshipman, who, full of enthusiasm and 

courage, was wounded by a shot, 

Mr. Suenson, Danish officer, whose services I had already 

appreciated and who received a serious wound while fighting 

among us, 

Mr. La Guerre, lieutenant, an officer energetic and resolute, in 

charge of the companies of the Primauguet, 

Mr. Chatel, aspirant 1st class, whose valor I have already 

mentioned in the attack of 26 October and who further distinguished 

himself in this final circumstance by his courage and dynamism, 
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the man known as Nédellec, sailor of the Primauguet who, seeing 

Mr. de Chabannes wounded, took him up in his arms under the 

heavy fire of the enemy and although wounded in turn by a shot in 

the arm, continued to carry him with heroic dedication. As 

Commander Olivier says in his report, all the names should be 

mentioned for every man has shown himself to be stout-hearted. 

  Despite my overwhelming desire to return myself to this 

stronghold, I could not follow up on this project whose execution 

was certainly not possible; I would have liked to draw the enemy 

out into open country, for of course, in those circumstances, they 

would not have resisted our attack, but I had the assurance that I 

would never make him decide to do so until numbers were his entire 

strength. However, I must add that the Korean people, who had 

been described to me from the beginning as a timid, fearful nation 

and quite foreign to the profession of arms, is not as despicable as 

people had said; I believe, on the contrary, that they are inclined to 

harbor warlike feelings and are far superior in many respects to the 

neighboring races of the Far East. The huge quantity of arms, 

ammunition of all kinds, the care with which these military items 

were kept, are sufficient proof that the national spirit has military 

inclinations. Koreans are a people of mountaineers; they have that 

agility and support long marches without fatigue; above all, they 

must have a great ability in guerilla warfare. But in this country, 

regarding the men as with all things, we had to discover everything 

as we went along and learn for ourselves what we could not know 

by prior information. Anyway, coming to Korea by an initiative that 

was justified by the nature of my duties, I was anxious not to let 

myself be drawn beyond the goal I wanted to achieve and above all 

not to engage the government of the emperor in an enterprise that 

might have contradicted its intentions and projects. The goal I had 

set myself was achieved on the day I struck a blow against the 

Korean government in Ganghwa and showed them that we had 

found the way to the heart of their country. This route can be 

followed when the time is deemed opportune by the government of 

the emperor, as Korea is no longer an unknown land. 



178 

The Isle of Ganghwa, as I have already said, is surrounded, 

for the most part, by the shores of the mainland and it is separated 

from it by a very short distance. The channel called the Salt River is 

formed on one side by the shores of this island and on the other by 

a multitude of small islands very close together and, in some places, 

by the continent itself. This canal is eighteen miles long. Towards the 

middle is a very sharp bend that makes it very difficult to pass; at 

low tide, it is completely impracticable. The current there is always 

very fast and reverses instantly from one tide to the other. When the 

tide is low, the current, following the uneven bottom, becomes a 

torrent; even a large ship can be at great risk. In almost their whole 

length the two shores, that of Ganghwa and the mainland, are only 

separated by a distance of 400 to 600 meters. During the night and at 

many points during the day, the enemy could communicate from 

one bank to the other without being seen by us. To prevent this, we 

would have had to occupy the two shores and the many forts and 

bunkers that defend them. This will be essential if later an expedition 

came to Korea. We found ourselves in the north of Ganghwa, 

separated from our ships by a canal of about twenty miles in length, 

the shores of which remained almost completely at the disposal of 

the enemy once they had resolved to concentrate their forces there. 

Toward Ganghwa the forts had all been disarmed by us, but as soon 

as we had abandoned them, the Koreans came and occupied them 

again, ready to move away when we came back, then return again. 

Although we had also destroyed all the junks that we had spotted in 

the canal, others might come by channels that were hidden from us. 

However, my main concern was certainly not in the number 

of enemies that might land on the island, nor in the number of 

cannon they had brought onto the opposite banks and distributed 

all along it; I was rather thinking of how easily they might close the 

passage by junks loaded with stones, which they might sink, and the 

possible consequences for us, preventing communication with 

Woody Island: by multiplying these obstacles, they might have left 

us unable to destroy them and our situation would have been highly 

embarrassed. These considerations, and especially my conviction 
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that I had reached the goal that led me to Korea, inspired in me the 

resolution to end my excursion in this country and to leave 

Ganghwa in order to return to our ships which I had left a month 

before with very reduced crews. So I embarked the landing 

companies on the two sloops and two gunboats and on the 11th I 

returned to the Woody Island anchorage, after completely 

destroying the king's palace and government establishments. I left 

with the satisfaction of having fulfilled all the points of the program 

that I have traced out in advance and without having engaged in any 

way the government of the emperor. 

In the midst of our war concerns, we have not neglected 

whatever could be of particular interest to the Navy: we continued 

without interruption our hydrographic work. The maps and plans 

that have been made with all desirable care will remain as 

documents of extreme interest and will assist, in the future, the 

navigation of these regions which had remained unexplored so far. 

This work, accomplished with perseverance and often not without 

danger, honors the officers who were charged with it. 

  To sum up, the appearance of our ships in Korea, the 

occupation of the island of Ganghwa, the destruction of that place of 

war, our encounters with the enemy, are all causes which cannot fail 

to produce a deep impression on the minds of the men of that 

government, and if the revenge they deserved for the massacre of 

our missionaries could not be as complete as it will one day be, 

Korea has seen at least for the first time its doors open to foreigners; 

it has felt that our arm may extend over it whenever France wishes 

and this fear alone, I am assured, will be such as to prevent the return 

of the crimes of which it has been guilty. 

 
   

 

11. November 17, 1866 (Admiral Roze to Prosper de Chasseloup-

Laubat) 

 

In addition to the official report above, Roze also wrote a shorter, personal 

letter to the minister, designed to stress the success of his expedition. 
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On board the Guerrière, November 17, 1866, Woody Island 

anchorage 

 

I wish to thank you profusely for the letter you deigned to 

address me and by which Your Excellency kindly approves the 

resolution that led me in Cochin. 

In responding to the call of Admiral de la Grandière, I 

merely accomplished a very natural duty, but I am happy and 

flattered at the same time by the testimony of high satisfaction that I 

receive from your kindness. When I arrived in Saigon, the 

insurgency was minor, my services could no longer be helpful there. 

I hastened to leave to return to the center of my station where new 

duties were calling me. Everyone was talking of nothing but the 

news brought from Korea where our missionaries had been put to 

death. The impact of this odious act had produced intense emotion 

among the foreigners residing in the Far East, and, under the power 

of these impressions, I thought it was my proper role to seek by 

every means in my power to punish a crime that had been 

committed within the radius of my command. I rightly considered 

myself as a satellite sent abroad by France to watch over her subjects 

and I regarded it as an obligation to at least make an attempt to 

inform the government of the emperor and give it the opportunity 

to avenge the blood of our missionaries when the moment might 

seem suitable. It was driven by these feelings that I made my first 

exploration and went as far as Seoul, whose geographical location 

was still unknown; from a maritime point of view, this exploration 

has not been worthless and I am confident that you have appreciated 

the results. 

   As I had the honor to write to Your Excellency in my official 

dispatches, my most constant concern was not to engage in anything 

the government of the emperor and to act with extreme caution to 

lead to completion the enterprise I had planned. 

In penetrating to the heart of Korea along the river whose 

access presents so many difficulties to navigation, I understood that 
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an attack against Seoul was impossible with only the means at my 

disposal, but as I took care to write to Your Excellency from the 

beginning, I could with my united forces strike the government of 

Korea, destroying the bulwark of its military power that I could 

reach on the isle of Ganghwa. I had in view nothing but a razzia and 

I proved by achieving it, that instructed by the government of the 

emperor to watch over the interests of his subjects, I understood the 

scope of the mission entrusted to me. 

My program has been achieved in every respect. Ganghwa, 

the strongest place in the kingdom, has been almost completely 

destroyed. The official institutions, including the dwelling of the 

king, were razed, and the government of Korea has seen that we 

managed to find the route that, at a given moment, might bring the 

French to Seoul. As I say in my official report, this work being 

accomplished and the purpose of my mission achieved, I left in my 

own time, without being forced by circumstances, and having 

completed the operation I had in view, i.e. a raid whose character 

was essentially maritime. 

   The information that had been given to me often disagreed 

with the reality, but I had learned to distrust it and I have 

consistently acted by being on my guard against inaccurate accounts 

which, in many similar circumstances and in other countries, had 

deceived the good faith of the expedition leaders. Indeed, to conquer 

a kingdom as large as Korea, it is not a few landing parties that 

would be required, but an army of three to four thousand soldiers. 

I can say in all sincerity, from the maritime perspective, our 

excursions in Korea have discovered a country hitherto unknown to 

mariners; from the military point of view, we have nothing but 

success, as even the reconnaissance undertaken by Commander 

Oliver to the fortress of Tchiong-tong-sa, despite the number of 

wounded we had there, has proven once again to the Koreans the 

valor of our sailors, for our enemies remained entrenched behind the 

walls that protected them and did not dare to compete in the open 

field with a troop whose number they had measured. They did not 

follow it on its return journey, which was merely a continuation of 
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the morning’s reconnaissance, and this little handful of men 

returned to our camp in the same order as it had set out. 

   So I can claim, with reason, that our razzia on Korea has 

succeeded in every way. The results cannot be doubted, and I 

withdrew when I found the moment right, having fully achieved my 

goal and without having engaged the government of the emperor in 

an enterprise the timing of which might not have seemed 

appropriate. 

We were able to undertake hydrographic surveys that will 

be valuable in the future and, thanks to the skill of our captains, we 

had the good fortune of not having to suffer any serious accident in 

these parts whose access had seemed impossible before us. So I have 

reason to flatter myself, Mr. Minister, that you will deign to 

appreciate the resolution I took in coming to Korea, and I would be 

most happy if you would grant my efforts the approval to which I 

attach such a price. 
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The Diplomatic Aftermath 
 

 

1. September 8, 1866 (Prosper de Chasseloup-Laubat to Admiral Roze) 

 

After receiving early in September the initial dispatch from Roze about the 

death of the missionaries in Korea, dated July 10, the minister wrote to him 

urging caution. 

 

I feel a very great hesitation concerning what you seem to 

want to do in Korea. 

Undoubtedly, the killing of these dedicated men who go out 

into the midst of unknown populations to bring the Cross together 

with the seeds of our civilization is a great misfortune. As 

missionaries of the most holy, the most liberal religion that has ever 

existed on earth, they are entitled to our respect, our admiration 

even, in many circumstances. 

But when, to avenge their death, we have to engage our 

country in adventures of which it is difficult to calculate the chances, 

then, my dear admiral, we are not allowed to merely obey those 

feelings which draw us on, and our duty is to realize the 

consequences that would result from a failure in the enterprise, no 

matter how legitimate, that we might undertake. 

I have read with great care the note which Father Ridel gave 

you. This account, simply made, and which, regarding what has 

been done, inspires confidence, is far, I confess, from inspiring in my 

mind as great an assurance when it comes to the expedition to be 

undertaken in order to sail up to the capital, Seoul. I cannot forget 

that we have lost ships on these little-known shores of Korea and 

when I see in that note that “the Korean pilots are convinced that 

they can bring the frigate to a sheltered anchorage where we could 

find ten meters of water at low tide, and that according to the report 

of these people, the tidal fall would be seven to eight meters.” I 

confess that I find this information very little worthy of inspiring an 

absolute confidence. I would say the same of the facilities presented 
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to sail up the river and “seize the persons who were the instigators 

of the murder of our missionaries.” 

When I see that Seoul is nine leagues from the proposed 

anchorage, that this capital is about a league distant from the shores 

of the river, I wonder if you have sufficient means to do what is 

required of you. 

With the best faith in the world, missionaries often see 

things the way they want. When Admiral Rigault de Genouilly went 

to Turan and then on to Saigon, he was far from having found the 

facilities and the adhesions that had been announced. Therefore we 

have to be on our guards against the information coming from men 

who have not been able to see for themselves the facts they tell us 

about from accounts made by people around them. 

So, if you could with certainty of success punish the murder 

of our missionaries; if, as in Simonoseki, you could find a point 

accessible to our ships without having to make a landing expedition, 

you should show your flag there and demand reparations, avenge 

the killings. But otherwise, my dear admiral, you should only 

undertake whatever you are absolutely certain to lead to a successful 

conclusion. 

To therefore prescribe in a formal way whatever you might 

meditate, the distance at which I am placed and my ignorance of the 

conditions do not allow me to appreciate sufficiently, so I can only 

invite you not to undertake anything that would be likely to engage 

us. Your responsibility, like my own, does not allow us to lead the 

government of the emperor into enterprises that require more forces 

than you have. 

 Now, as I have already had occasion to write to your 

predecessor for affairs in Japan, a maritime act, regardless of its 

extent, hardly ever leads to consequences other than those that the 

government may want to draw from it; but that is not true of any 

engagement which, in the interior of a country, might end in failure 

and leave behind it the obligation to avenge it with our arms. 

 I think, moreover, that the first mail will bring me new 

documents from you about all these things. 
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2. November 1, 1866 (Henri de Bellonet to Marquis de Moustier) 

 

The negotiations between China and Italy have been 

happily terminated by the signing of a treaty that gives subjects of 

King Victor Emmanuel the rights of the Most Favored Nation. The 

Chinese government, somewhat moved at our expedition in Korea, 

showed far more laisser-aller than it had done with the other powers, 

and the article which grants the minister of Italy the right of 

residence in Beijing provoked none of the impossibilities which 

usually welcome its presentation. 

Several indications also show me that this material fact of a 

military execution in Korea has made an impression on the Chinese 

government, making it take my complaints seriously. Orders have 

been sent everywhere where matters had been left in suspense, and 

the mandarins who once trusted in our weakness, now seem to be 

bestirring themselves to give us satisfaction. The Tsong-ly-ya-men 

has given me notice of the restitution of several churches, but I 

confess that before receiving confirmation of the good news from the 

Apostolic Vicars, I think I must entrench myself in an incredulity 

that is only too justified in view of the disappointments we have 

suffered over the past five years! What seems clear now is that it is 

possible to achieve everything in this country by sending a warship 

to the scene and I cannot too strongly urge the government of His 

Majesty to enter this path resolutely. 
 

 

3. November 6, 1866 (Prosper de Chasseloup-Laubat to Marquis de 

Moustier) 

 

The mails were very slow, but as soon as he received the dispatch from 

Roze dated September 7, indicating his plan of making an expedition to 

Korea, the Minister of the Navy and Colonies wrote to the foreign minister, 

anxious to keep him informed and because he was shocked by the extreme 

language of the diplomat Bellonet. 
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In a dispatch dated September 7, I communicated to 

Marquis Lavalette a report received from the Commander in Chief 

of our naval division of the China Seas, dated the previous July 10, 

containing information about the killing in Korea of two bishops and 

seven French missionaries. 

Today I have the honor to send herewith to Your Excellency 

a copy of a new report that Rear -Admiral Roze has sent me from 

Chefoo, dated September 7, and in which, while telling me of his 

project of an exploration of the coast of Korea, this officer indicates 

to me the attitude taken in this serious matter by the chargé d'affaires 

of France in Beijing. This report is accompanied, moreover, by copies 

of letters written on this topic by Mr. Bellonet to Prince Kong and to 

Rear-Admiral Roze, and of the response made by the latter. 

I cannot hide from you that the letters of Mr. Bellonet 

pronouncing the deposition of the king of Korea, and declaring that 

that country should be considered to have been placed under the 

protectorate of HM the Emperor, and finally in some way imposing 

in advance the conditions of the satisfaction to be demanded, seem 

to me to be extremely serious. 

 I will not linger over what may be more or less regular in 

the fact of the chargé d'affaires of France in Beijing giving such 

instructions to the rear-admiral, commander in chief China Seas and 

Japan division, when it is a matter of acts accomplished in a territory 

which he himself declares does not depend on the Chinese empire, 

but it is impossible for me not to be preoccupied about the effect 

these instructions could produce on the public in France and the 

governments that have not seen with indifference our success in 

Japan and our establishment in Cochinchina; it is impossible for me 

not to be preoccupied about the situation in which publicity given 

to these instructions might put our naval division which, by its 

composition and the few men it disposes of, may be powerless to 

obtain a serious satisfaction from the government of Korea. 

 When I was informed of the sad events that led to the 

murder of the missionaries, I spoke of them to the emperor, and I 
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had to inform His Majesty how difficult it would be for us to act 

without a deployment of forces that might lead us into a very serious 

enterprise. 

It was after this meeting with the emperor that I was led to 

write personally to Rear-Admiral Roze a dispatch of which I send 

you an extract. You will see how far it is from the dispatches from 

Mr. Bellonet. 

In any case, I would like to have your opinion on these 

things; it is important that our two departments should work in 

harmony. 

 
 

 

4. November 10, 1866 (Marquis de Moustier to Henri de Bellonet) 

 

Sir, I have received the dispatch which you did me the honor of 

addressing as no. 16 about the French missionaries killed in Korea, 

to which was attached the correspondence you exchanged with 

Admiral Roze. I saw with great surprise that you thought it possible, 

without any instructions that might authorize you to do so, engage 

to the point you have the responsibility of the legation that you head, 

proclaiming, of your private authority, the deposition of the king of 

Korea, solemnly declaring war on him and prescribing that the 

commander of our naval forces in the China sea should commence 

hostilities. I do not have to consider at present whether Korea is or 

is not a vassal of the Chinese empire; but in negatively deciding this 

issue in the so thoughtless communication that you sent to Prince 

Kong, you were yourself tracing in some sense the limits to your 

jurisdiction and you were removing by this reasoning from the 

Legation of HM in Beijing the right to intervene directly in the affairs 

of Korea. Without pausing any longer at this contradiction, and 

without seeking the reasons for your conduct, I have to completely 

disapprove of the course you have followed, and I ask you to 

consider as null and void the statements you made and orders you 

gave. Rear-Admiral Roze is equipped with instructions from the 
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Minister of the Navy which determine the character of the mission 

this gallant officer is charged with, and it is up to him to execute 

them under his own responsibility until I have agreed with my 

colleague about the new resolutions which we might have to take 

jointly. I remain convinced in advance that the admiral will reconcile 

the claims of the duties of humanity and the protection of our 

missionaries with the need not to draw France into a distant 

enterprise, that for now, he will limit himself to inform himself about 

the state of things and places, and finally that he will only have 

recourse to means of material intimidation if he feels certain of being 

able to measure accurately the scope of his operations and obtain an 

immediate result without engaging for the future the action of the 

Emperor’s government. 
 

 

 

5. The Conflict between Henri de Bellonet and Prince Kung in 

November 1866 

 

The increasingly strident exchange of correspondence between Prince 

Kung and M. de Bellonet, the French chargé d’affaires in Beijing, 

concerning the Korean affair, was finally sent by the angry Prince with a 

covering letter to all the foreign heads of mission on November 20, 1866. 

  

 The covering letter as sent by Prince Kung to the British Minister 

(translation by the British)  

 

November 20, 1866 

 

Ever since China and foreign nations exchanged the ratification of 

their Treaties, the Prince, in the management of all questions in 

which foreign countries have had a common interest with China, has 

in every instance acted with perfect good that friendly relations 

would be strengthened. 

In the summer of the present year hostilities broke out 

between France and Corea, and the Prince received first one and 

then another dispatch on the subject from M. de Bellonet (Chargé 
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d’Affaires of France). 

To these dispatches replies were at the time severally sent. 

The Prince’s object (in the replies) was, as an intermediary, to 

arrange the difficulty in the hope of preserving the lives of the 

subjects of both countries. The Prince was actuated by none but the 

best of motives ; he has read, therefore, with excessive grief a 

dispatch just received from M. de Bellonet in which (the Chargé 

d’Affaires gives expression to) certain suspicions he has hastily 

formed, based upon the one-sided statements of a menial attendant, 

and the totally groundless gossip of the streets and lanes. 

M. de Bellonet completely ignores the goodness of the 

Prince’s intentions, and even suspects (the Chinese Government) of 

a desire to favor and defend (Corea), and of having other designs 

besides. 

M. de Bellonet states distinctly in his dispatch that his 

information is based on rumor. Now a rumor is a statement destitute 

of proof, and that a person should be censured on statements 

destitute of proof (is a principle) the Prince can by no means 

acquiesce in. 

As China and the Powers (represented in Peking) are all in 

relations of amity and friendship with each other, the Prince 

herewith incloses, for the perusal of the British Minister, copies of 

the three French dispatches on this subject and of the three replies of 

the Yamên. His Highness has no doubt that when his Excellency 

reads them he will express a just opinion on the matter. [“Kung lun,” 

just opinion, may also imply a general and impartial discussion of 

the questions by all the Ministers]. 

The Prince is writing at the same time to the other foreign 

Ministers in Peking. 

A necessary communication addressed to Sir R. Alcock, K. C.B., &c. 

&c. 

Tung Chih, 5th year, 10th month, 14th day. 

 

Documents attached to the covering letter 
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A. July 13, 1866 (Bellonet to Prince Kung, see above)  

 

B. July 16, 1866 (Prince Kung to Bellonet, see above) 

 

C. October 6, 1866 (Bellonet sent Prince Kung a copy of Roze’s 

announcement of the blockade of the Hangang River, see above). 

 

D. November 4, 1866 (Prince Kong to Bellonet, translated by the 

American diplomats) 

On the 16th of July last I had the honor of replying to your dispatch 

respecting the murder of missionaries and others by the Coreans, 

and suggested the desirableness and propriety of first inquiring into 

the circumstances attending the affair, that hostilities might, if 

possible, be avoided; but up to the present time I have not been 

favored with an answer. I have, however, to acknowledge your 

dispatch of the 24th ultimo, in which you state as follows: 

  “The commander-in-chief of the French naval forces has 

sent me a notice of blockade (of which a copy is enclosed) of all the 

ports and rivers leading to the capital of Corea, on its western coasts, 

by the ships of his squadron; and as he will soon attack that country, 

he has for the present forbidden the vessels of all other nations from 

going there,” &c., &c. 

Your dispatch and the notice of blockade are entirely in 

accordance with the provisions of article XXXI of the treaty, and I 

have no wish to discuss their purport. But when two countries resort 

to arms it involves the lives of their people; and as Corea is a very 

secluded country, lying away from others, and keeping itself aloof 

by strict regulations, it is not improper to inquire, whether the 

French government has made any investigation into the 

circumstances connected with the Christians; and if not, whether 

such a mode is not desirable as a first step. There may not, after all, 

be an absolute necessity of a resort to hostilities, and thus human life 

on both sides will be preserved. On a review of the whole subject, I 

hope your excellency will also see it in the same light. 
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E. November 11, 1866 (Bellonet to Prince Kung) 

I regret that your Highness was not able to guess the reasons that 

forced me to remain silent after the offers you made to me in your 

communication of July 16. Since you insist on making me return to 

the subject, I think I have to explain the reasons for my conduct, 

begging you to remember that I avoided as much as possible making 

a communication so disagreeable to the Chinese Government. 

First, the massacre of the French missionaries is one of those 

unforgivable crimes that nothing can excuse. Therefore we attach no 

importance to knowing the reasons which drove the Koreans to 

commit this abominable crime. The fact is there, we only have to 

know it for those guilty of it to be punished in a striking manner; the 

ministers who gave the orders and the mandarins who had them 

executed, by the loss of their heads and the confiscation of their 

property which will be distributed to the families of their victims, 

the King, who has tolerated, commanded or even not prevented 

these acts, by the loss of his throne and perhaps worse still. 

I have already given the most precise instructions for the 

guilty mandarins of whom I have been able to obtain the names to 

be tried and executed as soon as they fall into our hands. As for the 

fate of the former King of Korea, it is now subject to the decision of 

the Emperor my august Sovereign. 

Secondly, I regret being forced to declare to Your Imperial 

Highness that the reports which have reached me during these five 

months and which have been sent to Paris, on the events in Korea, 

compel us to admit serious suspicions of complicity on the part of 

the Chinese Government. Several affirm that the Korean embassy 

that came last winter brought to Beijing the project of a massacre and 

took back a tacit authorization and the approval of some members 

of the Chinese government. The indication of that given to us as the 

Korean mission was passing through Lioatong was received lightly 

and considered as one of those popular rumors of which no notice 

should be taken. The events have betrayed our trust. The mystery 

which surrounded the three Korean Missions which have come in 

succession to Beijing since July, the sending of a Chinese ambassador 
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to Korea publicly announced in the Gazette, news of the 

mobilization of Tartar troops which have reached us from the other 

side of the Great Wall, this very insistence to find an excuse for the 

Koreans rather than show them the horror of their crime, all these 

things contrary to customs which unfortunately Your Highness is 

still ignorant of, will produce a bad impression in Europe and tend 

to make the conduct of the Chinese government be regarded with 

distrust. 

Since not everyone has the same reasons as I have to believe 

in the sincerity and goodwill of Your Imperial Highness, people 

would have found it strange, at least, that I should entrust the care 

of an investigation to those very people who would have had an 

interest in not discovering the truth. 

Thirdly, we have twice been the dupes of surveys conducted 

solely by the Chinese authorities, we will not begin again. The 

comedy witnesses at Sze-tchouen regarding the case of Tien-ching-

cheou and that which is still being shown in the matter of the murder 

of Father Mabileau have given us too harsh a lesson about the 

insolent way in which the provincial authorities have abused our 

confident fidelity, to prevent us from forgetting it for a long time. 

Your highness too can no longer doubt the manner in which 

many mandarins understand their duty to tell the truth to the 

Emperor, after the physical evidence that I presented to you lately, 

and you must understand that having had this evidence in hand 

since several months ago, and only waiting for an opportunity to 

make it known, it was difficult to enter cheerfully into a new inquiry 

that would inevitably have brought the same results. 

Fourthly, Your Imperial Highness is probably unaware that 

war, which for us is a pleasure which the French seek passionately, 

is far from being detrimental to the populations. We fight and seek 

to destroy the Government and its army, we do all the harm possible 

to it in its public and military establishments as in its Royal 

properties, but we respect the goods of the poor and the people gain 

by our presence. Our armies do not live like Chinese armies by 

pillaging the country they are crossing and mistreating the 
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inhabitants. On the contrary, our soldiers, well paid and well 

disciplined, make the peasants rich by buying their products and 

very quickly winning the friendship of peaceful populations. 

Besides, what Your Highness may not know is that the 

people of Korea, far from being hostile toward us, far from 

defending a government that oppresses and reduces them to misery, 

calls us its liberators. It is Koreans, and not Christian Koreans, who 

provided the only missionary who escaped the massacre with the 

means to bring us the news, saying: “Go and find the foreigners and 

return with them.” They know we do not make war on harmless 

people, that we are going to deliver them from all the petty tyrants 

who govern them, that we are going to give them freedom and 

wealth by opening the country to the trade and industry of all the 

nations; that we will establish order, justice, and prosperity. 

Therefore, I sincerely tell Your Highness that we will have for us all 

the people who will help us rather than hinder us, and it is they who 

will deliver to us the land, the authorities, and the Royal family, as 

soon as they see they can do so without danger. 

Finally, allow us to observe that the killing of the French 

missionaries was an outrage toward the Government of the Emperor, 

and that an outrage is not discussed, it is punished. 

 I believe, moreover, that this punishment will have great 

advantages for the Chinese Government. It will make the provincial 

authorities of China reflect on the disadvantages of too much 

heeding their personal passions without regard for the general 

interests of the empire, or new ideas that the foreigners represent 

and which they are ready to support with weapons if they cannot 

make them adopted otherwise. Our expedition in Korea may 

prevent a military intervention in China that the conciliatory efforts 

of Your Imperial Highness would probably not have prevented. 

 I must, in closing, observe to Your Highness that once 

military operations have begun as they have today, I have no power 

to stop them until we have achieved what we intended. Any attempt 

at conciliation will now be useless unless the former King of Korea 

surrenders to discretion and implores the clemency of the Emperor 
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our August Sovereign, trusting in his generosity. It is up to Your 

Imperial Highness to see if you can give this advice to the Korean 

Government. 

 

F. November 16, 1866 (Prince Kung to Bellonet, translated by the 

American diplomats in Beijing) 

I have the honor to acknowledge the receipt of your excellency’s 

dispatch of the 11th instant, in which you intimate, in general terms, 

that it is the intention of the Emperor’s government to screen and 

protect the Coreans—a most strange and surprising assertion! In my 

two former replies to your dispatches I simply observed that if the 

French and Coreans came to blow both countries must necessarily 

suffer injury. There certainly was no desire on my part to become the 

arbiter, or to interfere [in the quarrel], but I could hardly do 

otherwise than urge the propriety of getting at a full explanation of 

the affair, and with the laudable desire of thereby preserving the 

lives of the people of both countries. 

In the dispatch under reply, the story told by an official 

attendant of the Coreans, together with the gossip of market places-

things of which there is not the shadow of evidence-are all at once 

brought forward to cast suspicion on me, and obtain a sort of 

evidence by being put into words in your dispatch. Seeing that my 

laudable desire [to promote peace] does not meet your excellency’s 

views, but that, on the contrary, you make it a ground for suspecting 

me of other designs, I cannot but feel very highly dissatisfied. 

You remark in your dispatch that the Coreans have sent 

officers to Peking, and that China has dispatched her agents to Corea; 

but this practice is of very long standing, and no recent thing. The 

officers who came from thence, and ours who went thither the 

present year, came and went on affairs of ceremonial, and in 

accordance with long-established usage’ having no reference to the 

quarrel between France and Corea, they were not to be set aside or 

abrogated. 

The remark that you make that China is preparing troops to 

take part in the conflict is sufficiently answered by simply stating 
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that if his imperial majesty had decided to levy and prepare his 

forces, everybody would have heard or seen it. That there is nothing 

of the kind intended is so plain that it is needless to argue the point 

further; but its insertion in your dispatch indicates a design to avail 

yourself of such talk in order to implicate and embarrass others. You 

mention whence these rumors have come, and yet from such 

unproven reports you proceed to argue as if they were true. Is such 

a procedure compatible with friendly relations between nations? 

Sewing, therefore, that my efforts in the interests of peace do not at 

all meet your views, but that you rather make it an occasion of 

calumny, no room is left for any further discussion or arrangement 

of the matter’ but it seemed to be incumbent on me, in view of the 

friendly relations which should be maintained between our 

governments, to make a reply to your present communication. 

 

G. November 25, 1866 (Bellonet to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

Beijing. Translation by the American diplomats) 

I have already many times had occasion to say to your excellencies 

that your ignorance of diplomatic and international usages has 

caused you to take steps which have been wrongly interpreted in 

Europe. That which you have just done, in submitting our 

correspondence on the subject no objection to make to the Chinese 

government’s communicating my dispatches to my colleagues. This 

publication will be interpreted as a last effort in favor of Corea, and, 

consequently, will prove that I have not been wrong in writing what 

I have. But diplomatic usages demanded that in this case I should 

have been previously informed by the Chinese government, and that 

a copy of the circular addressed to my colleagues should have been 

sent to me. This has not been done, and I have a right to find fault. I, 

therefore, inform your excellency that I submit your proceedings to 

the appreciation of His Majesty’s government asking them if they do 

not think proper to demand satisfaction; and I confess that I do not 

exactly understand why, since the Chinese government believes that 

I seek to find fault, it has given me so good an occasion to satisfy my 

desire. 
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Since my dispatches regarding Corea are made public, I 

send to your excellencies the official copies in French required by the 

treaties, and with which I had thought it possible for me to dispense, 

on account of the departure of many of the employees of the legation. 

I have sent the same to all my colleagues; and as it seems to me, from 

the last dispatch of Prince Kung, that the Chinese government has 

comprehended neither the ideas which I expressed nor the 

sentiments which made me express them; I instructed Mr. Lemaire 

to explain each of my ideas to them word for word. 

I hope that this lesson will prove once for all to your 

excellencies the need of having European interpreters, by showing 

you the impossibility of speaking of political affairs while 

employing a language as imperfect as the Chinese. 

 

H. No date (Minister of Foreign Affairs to Bellonet) 

I have the honor to inform you that M. Lemaire, the interpreter of 

the Legation of France, brought me your letter of 25 Nov. with the 

original texts (of the previous correspondence). I have placed them 

one after the other. 

Truly, if the allegations that Your Excellency has put 

forward against this Government had been kept secret and if we had 

said nothing publicly to explain our views, it surely would have 

become a major subject of reproach against His Imperial Majesty's 

reputation. This is an obvious point and need not be discussed here, 

whether such an approach was likely to be harmful to you or not. 

We did not consider ourselves obliged to let you know of 

our intention (to communicate the dispatches) and then send them 

(as if you allowed it). 

Signed: Wausing and five other members of the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs 

 
 

6. November 27, 1866 (George F. Seward, US Consul in Shanghai, to 

William H. Seward, US Secretary of State) 
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US Consulate General, Shanghai, Nov. 27, 1866 

  

To His Excellency, Honorable William H. Seward, Secretary of State, 

Washington 

  

Sir: 

A considerable degree of attention has lately been drawn to Corea. 

Which has been the scene of the murder of two Romanist bishops 

and seven priests and probably of the crew of the American 

schooner General Sherman. With about twenty men, two of whom, 

passengers were British subjects and men of high standing. 

To avenge the murder of the missionaries, the French 

admiral undertook an expedition to Corea that has apparently 

resulted unfavorably. 

Instead of attempting a resume of these several matters I 

inclose to you slips cut from the public press of this port which 

contain substantially all the information that has been received. The 

slips marked with the plain letters are taken from the issues of the 

“Shanghai Recorder” and those followed by an X from those of the 

“North China Daily News” and the dates are noted. 

The slip marked “Y” contains, I think, the most authentic 

information that has been made public touching the French 

evacuation. 

This account however is unsatisfactory as it does not fully 

explain the motive which influenced the French Commander and 

leaves him as if he has withdrawn from a position deliberately taken 

upon the first appearance of trouble. 

My own idea is that the whole expedition was undertaken 

without authority from Paris and that the admiral uncertain as to the 

prospect of being supported caused him to take a step which must 

have been distasteful to him. 

I am inclined to suppose that the French government will, if 

it has not already, propose a joint expedition to Corea on the part of 

France, England, and the United States. There is perhaps no reason 

to hope for any immediate advantage to trade from opening Corea. 
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But doubtless a considerable traffic would grow up in the course of 

a few years. Corea is, however, so situated that the commerce of the 

Gulf of Petcheli of Eastern Siberia and Western Japan flows along the 

coasts and whether it would be of advantage to make a commercial 

treaty, or not, it certainly is desirable to require of the Coreans 

security for the kind treatment of shipwrecked persons. 
 

 

7. November 28, 1866 (Henri de Bellonet to Marquis de Moustier) 

 

Bellonet writes to Moustier, the French Minister of Foreign Affairs, soon 

after the end of the expedition 

 

Beijing, November 28, 1866 

 

As I had the honor to indicate to Your Excellency by a dispatch on 

July 30 last, the Chinese government tried to make us accept its 

mediation and replace a military action in Korea by an inquiry 

which, like all the surveys conducted by the Chinese, would have 

produced large profits for those charged with it, would have 

discovered excellent reasons to justify the massacre of our 

missionaries, and made all the evidence disappear that can show us 

one day the complicity (to me almost certain) of the court of Beijing, 

and especially would have reassured the mandarins engaged in this 

cunning and veiled persecution that is reported to us everywhere 

against the foreigners and the ideas they bring, demonstrating that 

a few words from the “Great Emperor charged by heaven to govern 

the universe” for the “barbarians” was enough to suspend their 

vengeance and bow “awed and respectful” before the supreme will 

of the master of nations. 

Naturally, I rejected, as I had announced my intention of 

doing to Your Excellency, a proposal that seemed ridiculous when 

our troops were occupying the island and the town of Ganghwa and 

which was made to me in response to the notification of the blockade. 

I even took the opportunity to write to the Chinese government what 

had been repeated to it twenty times, and that it did not want to 
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understand, that the information reaching me from all sides was 

bringing grave suspicions to weigh on it. 

The Chinese government had only one resource, and it 

attempted it—a call for the intervention of the other powers. Only 

instead of doing so frankly, it did it in the Chinese style, “by 

implication” under the ostensible pretext of defending itself against 

my suspicions. But on the one hand, I knew by the minister of Russia 

himself that he had asked the Tsong-ly-ya-men why it did not offer 

its mediation, I knew more or less accented advice had come from 

the legation of the Queen, and that discussions about Korea were 

being exchanged at that very moment between our two 

governments, while on the other hand the prince, without refuting 

any of my suspicions, merely limited himself to lamenting their 

injustice and pleading his good faith. But have we forgotten what 

country we are in, and was it not with the same phrases, the same 

protests that six years ago ambassadors and allied armies and those 

of our unfortunate compatriots who were the victims were lured 

into the ambush of Tong-tcheon. 

 I hastened to transmit to the representatives of the powers 

the French text of my dispatches, and I was able to assure myself of 

the very strong impression made on them by a language that 

deviates considerably from the peaceful expressions they believe 

themselves obliged to use, and the discovery that it was difficult to 

interfere in the case of Korea without the prior agreement of the 

government of His Majesty. 

As for the language itself, it has its raison d’être in the inutility of 

the efforts made diplomatically over the past four years to bring 

about a solution to our affairs, and its justification in the success 

which crowns its use. As I had the honor of explaining to Your 

Excellency in the dispatches of July 20 and 25, it was becoming 

indispensable “to put a stop to a too-long prolonged policy of 

conciliation.” In order for us to be taken seriously, since I had not yet 

received permission to use force, I wanted to try moral restraint yet 

without believing in “the strength of a dispatch on the Chinese 

government.” 
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I am forced to confess, sir, that my words have had more 

weight than I thought. What four years of diplomatic and courteous 

negotiations could not obtain, four months of violent, harsh, 

soldierly language, supported it is true by the distant echo of the 

cannon in Korea, have obtained. Viceroy Li, King of the South, who 

had so disdainfully rejected our claims and the orders of Beijing, has 

suddenly lost the trust he placed in the seven or eight hundred 

pieces of cannon with which he had adorned the walls of Nanking, 

and he has yielded. He has just returned the lands of the Church to 

the bishop, and settled with him the other religious issues in 

suspense. In Heo-nan and in Shensi, restitutions have also been 

made, it seems, but the Chinese government, that the affairs in Sse-

tchuen have made distrustful, required, before officially writing to 

the Legation, a satisfecit from the French bishops. Here the two cases 

I mentioned to Your Excellency are in full process of being settled, 

and I can say now, that except for the settlement of the Sse-tchuen 

affairs, I no longer need the assistance of the naval forces of His 

Majesty. 

    Your Excellency knows that in this country, mummified 

under the wrappings which surround it of a ritual that dates back 

four thousand years, never must bad news reach the emperor and 

make him think that everything is not for the best in the best of 

worlds. 

Hence this system of official lies which always presents the 

state of affairs as excellent and carefully conceals everything 

untoward that happens. Whence the undiluted satisfaction that the 

Prince Kung and his government enjoyed when he saw that the 

barbarians whose presence in Beijing he had been obliged to accept, 

were submitting themselves willingly thanks to the ignorance to 

which they were condemned, and were responding with a courteous 

submission to the vexations which were not spared. He did not 

understand that if the representatives of the foreign powers were so 

easily satisfied with words and promises, it was because the Civil 

War for the United States, the interests of English commerce which 

this war seriously undermined, and for France the prospect of a 
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European war, imposed on all of us a duty to avoid complications at 

all costs. He had not understood that this state of affairs was bound 

to have an end and that end had arrived, so that the impression 

produced by my last dispatches was profound and the information 

I received from the provinces on how the news of the first operations 

of Admiral Roze was received, has proved to me that I was right to 

adopt this grave determination. 

One thing remains yet to be obtained, and I hope that Your 

Excellency will give on this point clear instructions to the new 

minister of the emperor, and come to an agreement with the 

different Powers so that their representatives, acting in concert, 

impose their will on the Chinese government. I refer to the reception 

of the foreign ministers by the emperor of China, which we will 

never obtain through simple negotiations. The facts have proved 

how greatly Mr. Bruce and Mr. Bourboulon were mistaken in 

believing that the affair would be settled of itself, and what a mistake 

they have made in not insisting on an affirmative reply on the two 

occasions they were asked the question by Prince Kung. For me it is 

certain that it is to this systematic exclusion that we owe the 

contempt with which they treat us, that the prestige that still 

surrounds in China everything approaching the emperor will also 

apply to us, once we are received by him as the representatives of 

his equals, more than all the cannons of our squadrons and will only 

then allow us to peacefully lead China in the ways of civilization. 

   But I repeat again, this requires a prior agreement between 

the powers, and the firm intention not to allow any discussion of a 

formality that we consider indispensable to validate the entry into 

office of a foreign diplomat. The Chinese seem to me highly 

impressed, both for the present and for the future, and I do not doubt 

that next year will see the solution of this affair, if the European 

governments sincerely wish it. The emperor has begun to be old 

enough to want to see us, for it not to be ridiculous on our part to 

demand to be admitted before him. Prince Kung, the other princes, 

would not, I believe, apply great zeal to oppose our will once it is 

clearly expressed. The obstacles come from the mandarins, and will 
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be drawn from the rites. “How do you expect to accept,” said Ouen 

Siang, “that you should be sitting or standing in the presence of the 

emperor while we are on our knees?” Your Excellency may recall 

that in Persia we had to overcome the same difficulties and only the 

firm determination of Mr. Bourée triumphed over the opposition. 

Here it will be the same, it will be necessary to impose a solution that 

it is absolutely impossible to grant us with a good grace, and if Your 

Excellency permits I will repeat the words that one day Ouen Siang 

spoke to me in conversations about this: “The war would get us out 

of trouble.” 

      

P. S. December 2 

Admiral Roze informs me that he has evacuated from Korea. I 

do not know what may be the military reasons that could have 

decided him to re-embark immediately after being beaten, but I owe 

it to truth to protest against the conclusions he draws from his 

unfortunate expedition. It was not the Koreans but the Europeans 

who believed in the invulnerability of Korea; the destruction of a few 

storerooms and the looting of Ganghwa have produced no favorable 

effect on the government of the country, on the contrary, and the 

murder of our missionaries is so little avenged that all the Christians 

are being killed without exception. I do not know if the purpose of 

the admiral was only to undertake surveys in Korea, but as for the 

political goal, it has been absolutely missed. In Beijing, the Korean 

envoys are repeating in all the yamens that they have “beaten the 

admiral, killed some soldiers, and forced the rest to re-embark.” The 

effect is deplorable, and I would not be amazed this winter to see 

many missionaries and Christians slaughtered in remote provinces. 

I will try to fight against this dangerous eventuality by speaking 

loudly of a serious expedition for next spring. 
 

 

 

8. November 30, 1866 (Admiral Roze to Henri de Bellonet) 

 

On board the Guerrière, Nagasaki, November 30, 1866 
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I have the honor to inform Your Excellency that on the 18th instant, 

I left the Woody Island anchorage with the ships of the division. I 

sailed with all the usual precautions through the sandbanks and 

shoals that are scattered along the route from this anchorage to the 

Gulf of Prince Jérôme and we all passed through this difficult 

passage safely. The westerly breeze having arisen with violence and 

to protect the light vessels that it would have been imprudent to 

launch into the open sea with this kind of weather, I went to a 

mooring which had been indicated to me a few days earlier by the 

Kien-chan. This sloop which I had charged with completing our 

hydrographic surveys had discovered to the east of Fernande Island 

a suitable anchorage by the nature of the bottom and offering 

sufficient shelter against the winds from the West. There I led the 

ships of the division and although the sea was rough with quite high 

surf, we survived very well the efforts of the fierce breezes from the 

west and northwest which blew continuously for three days. 

On the morning of November 21, the breeze having fallen 

completely, and all the indications of the barometer and of the sea 

announcing a complete improvement in the weather, I took the 

opportunity to leave the Gulf of Prince Jérôme and definitively leave 

behind the coasts of Korea. I sent the Laplace to Tchéfoo in order to 

re-establish there, as in the past, the service of Kung-tung Island and 

take back two small boats that came from the occupation of Taku 

and which I had needed for the transport of food and ammunition 

to Woody Island in Ganghwa. The Primauguet made his way to 

Shanghai, escorting the Déroulède which remained stationed there, 

the Le Brethon which will go to resume its station at Han Kaw and 

the Tardif which will return to Ning-Po to continue monitoring this 

part of the coast and punishing pirates. Finally, I took the Kien-chan 

in tow behind the Guerrière and on the 24th of this month I arrived 

in Nagasaki. 

 I commanded the Laplace to join me in Nagasaki and I intend 

to put my flag on this vessel to visit the inland sea and then go to 
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Yokohama where I will send off the Guerrière through the Van 

Diemen Strait. 

  The relations between the new Taïcoun and the Prince of Nagato 

have not yet returned to the regular order, however, a two-month 

armistice has been concluded and it is hoped to arrive, before its 

expiry, at an arrangement that will end the civil war. 

 
 

 

9. December 8, 1866 (Henri de Bellonet to Admiral Roze) 

 

Beijing, December 8, 1866 

 

I received the letter you did me the honor to write to tell me that you 

had lifted the blockade of the Seoul River and completely evacuated 

from Korea. But that which was to tell me, it seems, the capture of 

Ganghwa never reached me. 

I do not have to discuss the military reasons which may 

have made you decide to take so suddenly and under such adverse 

circumstances a determination which I was far from expecting; but I 

cannot help regretting not having been enabled, by a few 

confidences from you, to prepare public opinion for this unfortunate 

outcome that has produced the most deplorable effect here. You do 

me the honor to say that the purpose that you intended was achieved: 

I have to believe it, especially since I do not know what could have 

been that purpose; but I have to protest to you, as I have to the 

government of the emperor, against the political consequences you 

draw from your operations. Far from striking the spirit of the Korean 

nation, as you are pleased to say, this precipitated withdrawal after 

a failure that you did not even try to repair, has exalted the pride of 

the court of Seoul. The Koreans are repeating in all the yamens of 

Beijing that “they have driven you out, and that if they had had a 

few more soldiers not one of our men could have re-embarked.” The 

killing of all Christians without exception has been decided, and I 

protest, in the name of truth, against the idea you seem to have that 
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the murder of our missionaries has been avenged. On the contrary, 

I consider the situation as the same as in 1859 after the disaster of 

Taku. 
 

 

 

10. December 11, 1866 (Navy Minister Prosper de Chasseloup-Laubat 

to Foreign Affairs Minister Marquis de Moustier) 

 

Paris, December 11, 1866 

  

I have the honor to transmit herewith a report that the commander 

in chief of our naval division of the China Seas sent me from Chefoo, 

on October 6, following an exploration he made on the coast of 

Korea. 

Despite the difficulties involved in this exploration, Rear-

Admiral Roze sailed up the Han Kiang as far as Seoul, capital of 

Korea, and was able to appreciate the means that should be used if 

an expedition were to be undertaken to avenge the massacre of our 

missionaries. 

Your Excellency probably thinks like me that in the current 

situation, we cannot commit the government of the Emperor in an 

expedition that would force us to send to those parts 1,500 or 2,000 

men, and would require substantial means of action in addition to 

the forces that make up the naval division of the China Seas. 

I would be obliged to you if, when you return to me the 

report in question, you would kindly let me know your opinion on 

this question and on the measures taken recently by Rear-Admiral 

Roze. 
 

 

 

11. December 12, 1866 (Anson Burlingame, US Minister to China, to 

William H. Seward,  US Secretary of State) 

 

Beijing, December 12, 1866 
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I have the honor to inform you that, on the 20th of November last, I 

had an interview with Prince Kung, at the Zongli Yamen, of more 

than ordinary interest. 

After the usual formalities and felicitations, the Prince 

dismissed, with the exception of his official suite, his attendants, and 

proceeded in a disturbed manner to speak of his relations with 

foreigners. He said they were excellent with all but the French, but 

that with these, in spite of all he could do, they were not such as he 

desired. The causes of irritation were their claims on account of their 

missionaries, and the nature of a correspondence touching affairs in 

Corea; that the missionaries, not content to spread their faith, to 

which there was no objection, were political agents, and undertook 

to absolve their Chinese converts from obligations to their own 

government, and that they were supported in their pretensions by 

their diplomatic representatives at Peking; that when he sought, on 

behalf of a kindred and once tributary people, (the Coreans), to 

secure, in the interests of peace, an investigation into facts, before 

proceeding to extremities, he had been charged with complicity with 

them, and his own people menaced with attack. 

I replied, as I had often done before, that I could not interfere 

between them and others, more than to proffer my good offices 

when they might serve to restore friendly relations. I urged the 

Prince strongly to instruct his officials in the provinces to treat the 

missionaries with the utmost kindness, so as to avoid all occasion for 

armed intervention. I said to him that my colleague, M. Berthemy, 

the French minister, now absent on leave, had said to Sir Frederick 

Bruce and myself that he did not, nor did his emperor, sustain any 

such pretensions as those mentioned by the Prince on the part of the 

missionaries ; that he had informed them that he, and the officials 

under him, alone represented the political and diplomatic power of 

France in China, and that I thought, with patience and caution, an 

amicable solution of their difficulties might be reached. 

With regard to Corea I said that, if the Prince had done no 

more than to proffer his friendly offices, I did not see that he had 

done more than his duty; and that, if such action called forth 
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menaces, he could rest strong in the consciousness of good 

intentions, and submit, with confidence, the correspondence to the 

impartial judgment of the civilized world. 

That very evening the dispatch marked A, covering a long 

correspondence with M. de Bellonet, French charge d’affaires, was 

sent to each one of the foreign legations, and I submit it (with the 

subsequent dispatches marked B) without one word of comment. 

 

 
 

12. December 13, 1866 (Rutherford Alcock to Lord Stanley) 

 

The British Minister in Beijing, Rutherford Alcock, writes to the Foreign 

Minister in London, Edward Henry Stanley, 15th Earl of Derby. 

 

Peking, December 13, 1866 

  

My Lord, 

The inclosed correspondence between the Prince of Kung, the 

ministers of the Zongli Yamen, and M. de Bellonet, the French 

chargé d’affaires, arising out of the Corean massacre of Roman 

Catholic missionaries and their converts, has been forwarded to all 

the legations by His Imperial Highness, as a protest, apparently, 

against the language of M. de Bellonet and the injurious charges 

conveyed in his letters to the prince accusing the Chinese 

government or certain of its members of complicity in the acts of the 

Coreans. 

 The prince, in his covering letter, after recapitulating the 

substance of M. de Bellonet’s correspondence, particularly refers to 

the absence of all proof of any foundation for the injurious charges, 

and appeals to the other representatives of treaty powers at Peking, 

inviting an expression of their opinion. 

 Neither I nor my colleagues, the representatives of America, 

Russia, and Prussia, have felt it expedient to take this course. 

Whatever judgment may be formed of the grave charges brought by 

M. de Bellonet or the language employed, any formal intervention 
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at the request of one party in a matter of dispute without the consent 

of the other would only serve to envenom the discussion. I have, 

however, had some conversation with the French chargé d’affaires 

on the subject, which satisfied me that he believed credit was to be 

attached to various rumors conveyed to him, through the 

missionaries or their converts chiefly, as to the complicity of the 

Chinese government. He conceived this was shown by indications 

of previous knowledge that a massacre of Romanist missionaries 

and their converts was contemplated, and he was determined to 

adhere to the line of policy which his letters indicate. 

 What that policy is, and how far it may be sanctioned or is 

likely to be carried out by the French government, are questions of 

such serious importance to the interests of all the other treaty powers 

that I deem it essential to put Your Lordship in possession of 

whatever tends to throw light upon them. 

 M. de Bellonet makes no secret of what his view is or the 

policy he advocates. He has often, in conversation with Mr. Wade 

and his colleagues, declared his conviction that the dismemberment 

of the era is inevitable: and he thinks that the sooner it takes place 

the better, because only then can any reconstruction on a better basis 

take place, for nothing is to be hoped from the existing dynasty and 

effete system. He has no scruple, therefore, in precipitating the event 

by insisting upon decisive progress and changes for which those at 

the head of affairs are wholly unprepared, and with little heed as to 

what may be the immediate consequences or danger to the 

Government and its rule over the provinces. Nor does he seem to 

regard with any fear the possible contingency of an indefinite period 

of anarchy consequent on the fall of the present government and 

dynasty. One or more of the European powers, with a handful of 

troops, and a few sub-lieutenants to perform the function of 

government in the provinces, might suffice, he conceives, to 

maintain order, recognize the whole system of government, and 

administer it over the empire, with its eighteen provinces, each 

larger and more populous than many European kingdoms. 
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 In close connection with these sweeping views for the 

regeneration of China—the first element of which is the destruction 

of all existing forms—note must be taken of a standing grievance in 

the perpetual contravention of treaties by the provincial authorities 

and the impossibility of obtaining redress from the central 

government. This applies, it is true, to all the treaty powers, but with 

France, the assumed protectorate of the Roman Catholic 

missionaries, scattered far and wide through the empire, with fixed 

habitations in the interior far away from all supervision of consuls, 

introduces an additional and exceptional class of grievances, 

bringing their own peculiar conditions of mutual wrong and 

irritation. Other governments have ever-recurring complaints of 

injury to their subjects in their material interests and feel in common 

the hopelessness of removing the grounds, as well as the weariness 

of vain efforts to obtaining redress by diplomatic means. M. de 

Bellonet does not stand alone, therefore, in his dissatisfaction at the 

folly of those who, instead of smoothing the way for the gradual 

progress of change by reasonable and safe concessions, treat it as if 

it could be permanently kept at bay, and meet it with an opposition 

of which the only effect can be to hurry it on too quickly and too far. 

But there is this essential difference, even as regards material wrongs, 

between the French representative at Peking and his colleagues. 

Delays and tergiversations prolonged from month to month and 

from year and year, have undoubtedly an exasperating effect on all; 

only with M. de Bellonet, as he wrote to me some time ago, -“For us 

Frenchmen, who are a little less patient than the Chinese, six months 

of silence are equivalent to a refusal”; whereas his colleagues, feeling 

that great material interests are at stake, and that a vast commerce is 

bound up with the maintenance of peaceable external relations and 

a fixed government within, are less disposed to regard delay as a 

refusal to do justice, and to peril all by prompt recourse to violence 

and coercion. The sense of responsibility, which sobers them and 

keeps in check all important impulses, is unfortunately wholly 

wanting in the case of the French, who have no large trade to injure 

or to risk, and no material interests of any real importance in China. 
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Their grievances are nearly all of a putative character, and 

exclusively due to the voluntarily assumed protectorate of Roman 

Catholic missionaries and their converts. I say of their converts 

advisedly; for it is impossible to doubt that these missionaries do in 

effect, if not avowedly, seek to establish under the ægis of France a 

veritable protectorate over the thousands of Chinese subjects whom 

they claim as converts. Not content with their own exemption from 

the jurisdiction of the Chinese authorities, under an exterritorial 

clause, which is in itself a source of constant humiliation to the 

country, they strive unceasingly to withdraw their converts and 

protégés from the legitimate authority of the territorial sovereign. 

Thus a struggle full of bitterness and hostile feeling is constantly 

maintained on both sides: the one trying to obtain a right of 

interference and protection over large classes of Chinese subjects 

and the other stoutly contesting an encroachment on their rightful 

authority by all means at their command—sometimes by craft, and 

at others by violence, according to their weakness or their strength, 

but always with a consciousness of right, and no question except as 

to a choice of means. The central government at Peking is probably 

more sensitive than the distant provincial authorities to the danger 

and responsibility of acts tending to embroil them with the great 

protecting powers so constantly invoked in aid by the Romanist 

missions. But who can doubt what it approves in secret of all 

resistance to the priestly domination sought to be established, to the 

subversion of all territorial sovereignty and independence of a 

foreign power? 

 This same battle, with some little modification in form, has 

been waged in our own and every Protestant country in Europe in 

times past and has not ceased even at the present day. It seems, 

indeed, to be inevitable wherever the two forces are in presence. It 

has been well and truly remarked, “among a people so careless of 

religion and religious faith as the Chinese, the attempt to inculcate a 

dozen new religions would be regarded with callous indifference 

did the missionaries confine themselves to the simple apostolical 

routine of proselytism. It is only when they awaken jealously by 
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mixing in matters temporal that they become objects of dislike and 

suspicion to the governing power.” 

 To this desire to obtain temporal influence as a means to 

spiritual ends, under the belief that the minds of people would be 

more easily swayed if political power were brought to the aid of 

argument, is to be traced the present danger to all peaceable 

relations. The Romanist missions think to strengthen their own 

cause, by showing that they have power to protect their converts 

from all action of their own authorities. That the latter should resist 

such attempts is in the nature of things, and unavoidable. To this 

and no other cause is to be attributed the extermination of 

Romanism in Japan nearly three centuries ago with the massacre of 

thousands of converts and the similar persecution and expulsion 

which took place about the same era, and later, in Chinese. The more 

recent massacres in Saigon, about which it was annexed, and in 

Corea, read very much like chapters out of the same book. 

 The Roman Catholic missions are provoking precisely the 

same results now, trusting to France to avert the catastrophe by 

drawing the sword in their defense, and revolutionizing the country 

if not conquering it. It cannot be a matter of surprise, therefore, that 

these grievances of missionaries, alleged spoliations and 

oppressions of their converts, and even acts of violence directed 

against their own persons, and occasionally costing a life, should 

meet with tardy recognition, and still more reluctant reproval or 

redress from the Government here. And it is precisely these cases 

that create the greatest exasperation at the French Legation, not the 

less that there is known to be a certain national pride in the 

protectorate assumed by France, and a very considerable party in 

that country who sympathize entirely with the aims and work the 

missionaries. It is said, I know not with what truth, that 7,000,000 

French subjects, exclusive of large numbers in Belgium, Italy, and 

Spain, subscribe funds to maintain the Romanist missionaries in 

China. 

 The prestige and honor of France, as the avowed protector of 

these pioneers of the Roman Church, are engaged to shield them ; 
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and armed with the consciousness of this, and their own zeal in the 

propagation of the faith, I fear it is too true that, in the spirit of the 

crusaders, they look more to the sword than the cross to remove all 

obstacles and make their way clear, quite willing themselves to incur 

all the risks of martyrdom in establishing a new order of thins more 

consonant with their hopes and aims. 

 It requires no accumulation of details and facts to show how 

pregnant with danger the operation of these causes must be 

throughout a vast empire like China, torn by civil dissensions, badly 

governed, under the weak administration of a child Emperor, and 

still further paralyzed by the ever-present fear of foreign aggression 

and forcible interference. 

 It is easy to understand, under such conditions, how, in the 

case of the priest murdered in Kuei-chow, five years ago, and 

another in Sze-chuen last year, no promise given with regard to the 

punishment of the guilty has been kept ; and, no less easy to 

comprehend, that each post brings a fresh crop of complaints and 

grievances, from every quarter, of missionaries on collision with 

local authorities, of persecutions directed against their isolated 

congregations, and of wrong and injury suffered by the one or the 

other. How far these may be well or ill-founded it must, in the 

majority of cases, be exceedingly difficult for the Chinese 

Government to ascertain, were they ever so well-disposed to arrive 

at the truth; and hardly less so for the French Representative at 

Peking, or to establish his conclusion upon satisfactory evidence. 

Where one party is eager to find or to make causes of offense, and 

the other equally ready to resent and resist pretensions, it may be 

safely concluded that the wrong is not always on one side. 

 Mr. Wade in the memorandum of a conversation with 

Wēnseang which I inclosed in my dispatch no. 7 of September 7 last, 

dwelt much upon the irritation felt by the French on account of the 

ill-treatment of the Romish missionaries, and on the natural increase 

of this irritation consequent on the Corean massacres; and even 

admitting the unreasonableness of the missionary complaints in 

many cases, the excusableness of anger where the Chinese 
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Government had behaved as in the cases already cited of two 

missionaries put to death, the Minister, without denying that some 

of the missionary complaints might be well-founded, obviously felt 

that little account was taken by the foreign Legations of all the 

deeper grounds of complaints his Government had against these 

fomenters of discord and subversive action ; and I think that it is 

only fair in reference to the endless complaints which find their way 

to Peking from the Roman Catholic missionaries of wrong and ill-

treatment in all parts of the empire, to call attention to the inclosed 

brief account of a journey of 900 miles by two English Protestant 

missionaries through the western provinces, so lately the scene of 

civil conflicts and disturbance. It is certainly a significant fact that in 

all this prolonged journey, extending over several weeks, in regions 

rarely visited by foreigners, they never once met with serious 

ground of complaints, and, when they had occasion to appeal to the 

local authorities, they invariably met with attention and civility. 

 It is not necessary, however, to assume that the Romanist 

missionaries have no bonâ fide ground of complaints. How far they 

provoke any injuries suffered by unwarrantable pretensions and 

usurpations of authority not properly attaching to their mission, is 

another thing. If it were a question of tolerance, even Protestant 

powers might be willing to incur some risk and damage in their 

material interests for an object so highly appreciated by all. But it is 

not tolerance which is denied them, but something quite different 

and thoroughly antagonistic. It is too much therefore to expect that 

Protestant nations, or Russia with its Greek Church, should submit 

to have all their interests imperiled in order that ultramontane 

doctrines and Papal rule should be established in China under a 

French Protectorate. That which France herself steadily resists at 

home cannot with any show of consistence be imposed on other 

nations, either by missionaries or her troops. Still less can England, 

America, or Prussia, all Protestant states which have maintained the 

opposite principle through centuries of war and effort, see with 

equanimity an enemy no longer able to find a resting-place in 

Europe make a safe lodgment in the Far East with the aid of French 
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bayonets, at the expense of every interest they possess in those 

regions. It is not a question of theology or the relative merits of 

Protestantism and Papacy. Whether the latter, cleared of some of its 

non-essentials and corruptions, might not exercise a more beneficial 

influence among Asiatic races, and be more readily accepted by 

them than any existing form of Protestantism, may fairly be 

considered a matter of opinion, in which most earnest and sincere 

believers in the divine origin and authority of Christianity may 

entertain different views. It is not the spiritual but the temporal 

bearing of ultramontane theories and operations which affects 

government. 

 And as regards this country more especially, apart even from 

the ulterior tendencies and schemes of the Romanist missions, there 

can be no doubt, I think, that when M. Lagréné, the first French 

minister in China, introduced a clause in his treaty stipulating for 

the restoration of all land or houses which, on the expulsion of the 

Roman Catholic missionaries at the beginning of the eighteenth 

century, were confiscated to the state as having belonged to the 

different missions all over the country, he planted the seed for 

plentiful and never-failing crops of contentions and heart-burning 

with the Chinese authorities, by which in the end I believe all the 

property they may acquire in virtue of the treaty will have been 

dearly purchased. But apart also from this fruitful source of ill blood 

and popular hostility, the special feature attaching to the Romanist 

pretensions lies in the fact that it is impossible for the Chinese 

government ever to satisfy them. To yield to their claims for 

authority, and a protectorate over Chinese subjects, would be for the 

emperor to abdicate in effect, and renounce the rights of sovereignty 

over his own people. Therefore, so long as a powerful foreign state 

like France undertakes to support these Romanist missions, and 

fight their battles, there can be neither peace nor security. 

 The grievances of other foreign powers, those more especially 

who have large commercial interests engaged, are of a very different 

type, and would seem to admit of far easier redress, although none 

can be obtained, or only of so tardy and imperfect a character that it 
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amounts almost to a total denial of justice. If there were any question 

of coercion and the policy of restoring to it, it would surely be in 

such cases that the strongest argument might be found where the 

wrong or injury is undeniable, and the benefit of any success would 

be common to all. 

 I happened lately to have occasion to refer to the 

correspondence of my predecessor Sir Frederic Bruce, in 1863, with 

the Prince Kung, and I could not help being struck with the 

stereotyped forms of complaint reiterated then for the twentieth 

time, year after year, and as applicable now as then without the 

alteration of a word. In a memorandum of the substance of 

observations addressed to the Prince of Kung by Sir Frederic Bruce 

on the 5th of June, 1863, the following passages occur, and are so 

entirely to the point that I cannot forbear quoting them as they stand: 

 “These expectations have not been realized. At several of the 

parts the treaty is daily broken in matters great and small, and the 

central government, if not unwilling, shows itself unable to enforce 

a better order of things. The orders sent by the Foreign Board when 

Sir Frederic Bruce complains are not carried out, either because the 

local authorities do not stand in awe of the Foreign Board, or because 

they do not believe that the Foreign Board issues them in earnest. 

 Questions of this sort have again and again been brought 

forward by Sir. F. Bruce. The Foreign Board has gone through the 

form of issuing instructions thereupon, but causes of complaint 

remain as they were, either because the local authorities do not fear 

or because the Foreign Board does not care. Seeing that none of the 

authorities whose conduct has been complained of have been 

punished or removed; that officials notoriously hostile to foreigners 

have been appointed to place where they have increased 

opportunity of indulging their anti-foreign tendencies, while in one 

or two instances, as at Canton, Newchwang, and Foochow, officials 

of friendly dispositions have been withdrawn, Sir F. Bruce is 

induced, however, reluctantly, to infer that if the imperial 

government be not adverse to foreign intercourse, it is, at all events, 

indisposed to do what is necessary to teach the people and local 
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authorities that China is sincerely desirous of friendly relations with 

foreign powers.” 

 And again, in a letter dated June 16 of the same year, Sir 

Frederic remarks: “Complaints are incessant from almost every port 

of entire indifference on the part of the authorities to the provisions 

of the treaties affecting transit duties, passports, the free 

employment of Chinese, the acquisition of building sites, and the 

recovery of debts.” 

 “I do not deem it worthwhile to go more into detail, because 

there is no case before me in the catalog of those still unsettled which 

could not have been disposed of without reference to the capital and 

which could not now be disposed of in a few days were the local 

authorities persuaded of the fact that the treaties form part of the law 

of the land, and that neglect or violation of their provisions will be 

denounced and punished as breaches of the law.” 

 This is, in fact, the summary of a whole series of dispatches, 

and were I to write as many more on the present state of our 

relations I could no more completely or accurately describe it. And 

this was more than three years ago. 

 The Government of the United States of America and of Great 

Britain are the most seriously aggrieved because their commerce and 

material interest of various kinds are so immeasurably greater than 

those of other nations in China. Russia has no doubt large territorial 

and commercial interest on the northern and western boundary, and, 

as I learn from its representative, they are not without grounds of 

complaints, aggravated by the same inertness or indisposition to do 

justice. But the greatest amount and multiplication of cases requiring 

redress fall necessarily to the share of Great Britain and America, 

from the greater magnitude of interests and more numerous points 

of contact with the Chinese. On them also, therefore, is laid in the 

present state of affairs the greatest burden of patience and 

forbearance. 

 And it is this long animosity which is made a subject of 

reproach to their representative by the French chargé d’affaires. 

Impatient of delay and eager to strike as the readiest means of 
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obtaining the satisfaction he despairs of otherwise securing, and 

strong in the belief that it is only by such action China can be either 

promptly or effectually shaken out of the rut of old prejudices and 

retrograde ways, he condemns all reliance on milder means as 

lamentable weakness as well as the worst policy. 

 To Great Britain more especially he disposed to attribute, by 

her willingness to add to the difficulties of the present government 

by any action calculated to weaken its power or influence with its 

own subjects, and her generally conciliatory spirit, the resistance 

which he meets with in all his efforts to obtain prompt redress; and 

he conceives our moral support to the existing government is not 

only a mistake but a main cause of an indisposition to change or 

progress, which all, nevertheless, are pressing upon it as necessary 

to its own security and advancement. That he should also attribute 

our caution or reluctance to force them on in the paths of innovation 

against their will and before they are satisfied of its prudence or 

wisdom, to an all-engrossing and sordid care for our own interests 

to the prejudice of all civilization or progress in this country, will 

hardly be a matter of surprise. Nor should I allude to it not that 

undoubtedly these opinions are communicated to his government, 

and whatever may be the degree of influence they may be calculated 

to exercise upon the French executive, it is only right that Her 

Majesty’s government should be in a position to act upon the 

knowledge of the views and motives attributed to them, as well as 

those maintained by the French Representative in support of a policy 

diametrically opposed to that which they desire to see followed in 

this country. 

 I can only say in conclusion that I consider the Romanist 

missions, and the action of the French in their support, the greatest 

danger to our interests in China and the continuance of good 

relations with either people or government; and no less certainly, in 

my opinion, the most serious impediment to any improvement in 

material civilization. It is impossible to follow the conversation with 

the Chinese Minister Wēnseang, the most intelligent and liberally-

disposed member of the Yamên for Foreign Affairs, and not see that 
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the one predominant idea which presented itself to his mind 

whenever railroads, telegraphs, or other European innovations were 

in question, was the fear of opening a door to further interference 

and dictation on the part of the French under pretext of vested 

interests. 

 M. de Bellonet may possibly believe that it would only require 

firmness and resolution on the part of the treaty powers, or even one 

of them if the others did not by their support and sympathy 

neutralize the effect, to compel the Chinese government to enter at 

once on a course of reform and innovation, and to render prompt 

justice in all cases of wrong inflicted on foreigners by the provincial 

authorities. He may think that, without any resource to arms, all the 

calamities with which the empire is threatened by the continuance 

of abuses and vain efforts to perpetuate a feeble and utterly corrupt 

administration might thus be averted to the great benefit of Chinese 

and foreigners alike. And if not, yet the best and safest policy would 

be to dictate, not to temporize, and, other means failing, to use 

coercion and put the whole empire under tutelage, as dependent 

states are in India. He has certainly so expressed himself on more 

than one occasion when speaking on the subject to me and to others. 

 That a French minister should deem such a system as France 

might establish an undoubted benefit again to any other nation is 

not perhaps unnatural; but the representatives of other powers may 

be excused if they place less implicit trust in a régime of sub-

lieutenants or prefects for the government of 400,000,000 of an 

Eastern race, whose language not twenty Frenchmen can either 

speak or understand. 

 There is no empire in the world with so vast a population or 

so entirely homogeneous in race, language, customs, and religion, 

and it may well seem strange that France, which in the recent 

declaration of her emperor proclaims the indisputable right of 

nationalities to form themselves in unity, should be the most active 

agent, by her representative here, for the disintegration or 

dismemberment of China as a means of advancing good 

government and civilization. 



219 

 But, as I have already remarked, the interests are too great for 

a hazardous or experimental policy; and the field of operations is on 

too vast a scale. We have nearly as strong reasons as the Chinese for 

being very slow in departing from the status quo, unsatisfactory as 

this may be; for any great change during the minority of the emperor, 

as I have already pointed out in a recent dispatch, is sure to be 

attended with equal risk to all material interest. It is much more 

difficult than many suppose to improve an Oriental government, 

owing to the badness of the instruments by which improvement is 

to be carried out. And this, if all others were wanting, is a strong 

argument in justification of their obstinate adherence to custom and 

routine in preference to innovation. 

 On the other hand, it is impossible to deny that great and 

tangible benefits accrue to foreign nations under existing treaties, 

however imperfectly in many instances their conditions are fulfilled. 

These advantage, it is quite true, are not without certain drawbacks; 

but it is impossible to maintain that the injury resulting is either very 

great in extent or serious in its bearing on the whole results. And the 

endeavor to remove them by the summary action advocated by the 

French representative in connection with views and aims of the 

Romanist missions in the interior would be simply to sacrifice a 

great and substantial good to escape a comparatively small evil and 

for at best a very doubtful future gain. It would be, above all, to 

abandon every hope of improvement in this generation or of 

progressive changes by more rational modes of proceeding. 

 This is the view equally entertained by my colleagues and 

myself, who see more to fear than to hope from any innovations 

forced upon either the people or the government by foreign 

influence. We are of the opinion that the more immediate result of 

any such attempts would be anarchy and revolution with the total 

destruction of a valuable and flourishing trade, which, 

notwithstanding all shortcomings of the existing government and 

many real and constantly recurring grounds of complaint, continues 

to prosper and increase. However small the hope of any rapid or 

spontaneous improvement, or poor the chances of progress either in 
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civilization or good government in the present aspect of affairs, we 

are satisfied they would be infinitely less under the pressure of 

foreign coercion or dictation, while the injurious effects to be 

anticipated are altogether incalculable. 

The one question, therefore, is, which policy shall prevail? If the 

Romanist missionaries in the interior and the French representative 

at Peking are allowed to pursue the course they deem best, it will 

very certainly not be a policy of forbearance or non-interference, but 

one of menace and coercion, leading rapidly to acts of war, and 

possibly to dismemberment. It rests with the other foreign powers 

to determine how far such action on the part of France is compatible 

with their common interests, or the preservation and enjoyment of 

treaty rights in China; and if judged to be adverse to both, by what 

means a more temperate and pacific line of conduct may be secured. 
 

 

 

 

13. January 15, 1867 (Admiral Roze to Prosper de Chasseloup-Laubat) 

 

On board the Guerrière, Yokohama, January 15, 1867 

 

Your Excellency now knows in detail the events that have just 

happened in Korea. In my various letters of August 23, September 

11, October 6, October 22, and November 17, 1866, I took care to 

inform you of my intentions, my goal, and later, the operations I 

directed against this country to fulfill what I considered a duty, as 

one of the obligations of my command. I hid nothing from you and 

in rereading my correspondence, I seem to have nothing to add to 

allow you to appreciate my conduct knowingly. So I would await 

with confidence the judgment of the emperor and your own, if a 

letter I have just received from our charge d'affaires in Beijing and 

which I am sending to you did not oblige me to return to these facts 

and to reject some impressions of which Mr. Bellonet has too readily 

made himself the echo. I would have abstained from mentioning this 

to Your Excellency if he had not told me that these impressions were 
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reproduced by him to the government of the emperor. Before 

examining that letter, whose tone and form cannot be explained, it 

is necessary to specify clearly the policy that the diplomatic agent 

wanted to impose on me from that which I thought myself obliged 

to follow. From this comparison, I have reason to believe, the reason 

will become clear,  if not the justification, for the bitterness of which 

I cannot help but complain. 

 The ideas of M. Bellonet are exposed in the dispatch he 

wrote to me on July 13 and that I communicated to Your Excellency 

the following September 7. The massacre of our missionaries had 

hardly been known than he pronounced the destitution of the king 

of Korea, and made the official notification of that to the cabinet of 

Beijing; he even took it upon himself to appoint his successor. I 

would say in passing that the choice was not happy because the 

successor so appointed was none other than the father of the 

reigning King, the author of the persecution, the irreconcilable 

enemy of Christians. The property of the royal family was to be 

confiscated, as well as that of the main mandarins, Seoul was to be 

taken and we should only leave it again after having brought the 

government to deal with us. Meanwhile, the customs should be 

confiscated upon our arrival, since it was a matter of paying all our 

expenses. It might have been difficult to find a customs in an isolated 

country without relations or trade with the outside, but I had to 

mention this detail to prove that nothing had been forgotten.  

This is a summary of the plan which was decided in the 

cabinet of the chargé d'affaires, made public, and then sent to me for 

execution. It was a formal declaration of war, an expedition against 

the whole country, with its good or bad chances, its complications, 

its risks, and M. Bellonet had at the same time, it is true, the goodness 

to inform me that he assumed full responsibility for these enterprises; 

but when it comes to operations of this importance, a commander in 

chief, as Your Excellency has taken care to tell me in instructions, has 

his own share of initiative and appreciation he is not allowed to 

abdicate. The killing of our compatriots moved me deeply. 

Whatever the respect and admiration I profess for our missionaries, 
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it was not the religious question that seemed to me in question, it 

was France herself, outraged in her children. To such a crime, what 

was needed was a sudden and striking vengeance; but if to obtain it 

I had to follow the chargé d'affaires to the point where he wanted to 

take me, I do not hesitate to declare that I would not have started 

anything before receiving instructions from Your Excellency. 

Fortunately, the goal could be achieved without going so fast or so 

far. Representing the arms of France, I had, I repeat, a duty to fulfill: 

to avenge the death of our citizens, but I had to stop at the strict 

limits of what I could do with the means at my disposal. To go 

beyond that would have been to go beyond my obligations and 

engage, perhaps, the policy of the emperor, something I should 

avoid at all costs. 

 The appearance of my whole division off the coast of Korea 

and the destruction of the first important point that I would find on 

my path seemed sufficient to achieve the goal I had in mind. After 

much thought, this was the program I had determined on, one which 

I am not afraid to say that I have fully achieved. It was far from there, 

no doubt, to the ambitious plans of the chargé d'affaires but I still 

congratulate myself today on having adopted the modest proposal 

of a purely maritime action which I engaged in my time and 

completed as I wished. 

Anyway, this difference of opinion was the origin of the 

division that has arisen between M. de Bellonet and my division, 

which I deplore and which now brings down on me assessments of 

which the form does not even have the merit of mitigating the insult. 

If these complaints were only aimed at me, strong in my conscience, 

I would not bother to dwell on them; but as they concern the truth 

and they might mislead public judgment, I have to fight them with 

all the energy I can muster. 

 In the letter he wrote to me and in which he informs me that 

he is protesting against my actions to his department, the chargé 

d'affaires wonders if the murder of missionaries has been avenged 

and replies, without hesitation, in the negative. If M. de Bellonet 

means that whatever satisfaction we have achieved, it will never 
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equal the loss of nine men of heart and virtue, I agree with him. But 

if he wishes to contest the severity of the lesson we have imposed on 

Korea and the effects that must be expected, that can only be 

attributed to his distance from the place and the biased information 

he must have received. The capture, occupation, and destruction of 

Ganghwa are facts that cannot be doubted. Is it true that they can be 

without results? Ganghwa was a major city, one of the bulwarks of 

Korea. Placed at the entrance of the river that leads to the capital, 

which is protected, its conservation concerned to the highest degree 

the security and honor of the country. Abundantly provided with 

supplies of all kinds of weapons and ammunition, with a royal 

residence and splendid official residences, it represented a value 

which it would be difficult to esteem the importance. By destroying 

it, we struck a blow against the Korean government in its strength, 

its prestige and its wealth. Merely seen from the material point of 

view, is that not a revenge capable of causing the person who has 

suffered it to reflect? From the moral point of view, the humiliation 

that is its consequence must surely reduce even the most intractable 

pride. Simply to ask these questions is to answer them, unless 

blinded by anger and passion. To say that Korea is defeated and 

subjected would probably go beyond the truth, but its destroyed 

walls, its overturned forts, its ruined palaces will long remain as a 

lesson that will prevent, I hope, the return of the cruel persecutions 

which have so often bloodied the country. 

 

To challenge the scope of such events, to refuse any kind of merit 

and value to my operations, that is, after all, an individual opinion 

about which I might leave it to time to do justice. But M. de Bellonet 

goes further and, indulging in insinuations that I refuse to qualify, 

suggests a failure that interests the arms of France. It is here, 

especially, that I protest with all my strength against such an 

appreciation and that I rise up with indignation against the feeling 

that has dictated it. From the beginning, my program was known to 

all: to strike a blow at any point and then withdraw; our re-

embarkation was neither rushed nor forced; it took place, no matter 
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what the chargé d'affaires says, freely and at the time I had set, apart 

from all preoccupations. We took Ganghwa on October 16 and from 

the very next day I was thinking of the return, convinced that my 

goal had been reached. If on reflection, I decided to postpone it for 

some time, that was because I thought it indispensable to explore the 

island, to obtain some information on the manners, the customs, the 

products, and the country's industry. It seemed, moreover, 

necessary to complete the hydrographic survey that had been 

undertaken from Woody Island to the Seoul River. Commerce, 

navigation and the enterprises that the future might bring were all 

interested in the accomplishment of this work. An incident that 

occurred on October 19 came to add one more reason for the 

adjournment. An emissary claiming to have been sent from Seoul 

brought me a letter from the king. This letter gave me hopes which 

were not realized and obliged me to await the effect of the answer 

that I had to give to it. Thus we reached the end of October and as I 

had received no further communication from the government and 

as winter was already being felt rigorously, I decided in an 

irrevocable manner that our departure would take place in the first 

days of November. We immediately began the destruction of all 

state property. More than 200 junks were sunk; we blew up the 

powder magazines and countless stores were burned, with all they 

contained. Soon there remained standing only the royal residence 

and the mandarin’s yamen that served as housing for some of our 

men and, for that reason, were only to be razed at the last moment.  

 It was at this point that I learned of the existence of a citadel 

of which no one had told me previously and which, it was said, was 

almost impregnable. It was asserted that a corps of indigenous 

soldiers had crossed the inlet, the previous days, and was lodged 

there. It was November 8 and we were ready to end the campaign. 

However, I wanted to know where I stood and so I decided that a 

final reconnaissance would be made in that direction. To this end, 

on the 9th in the morning, a column of 150 men set off under the 

command of Captain Olivier; they had no other mission than to 

reconnoiter the position, if it existed, and thus complete the details 
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of the fortifications of the country. I gave him a formal order to 

return the same evening. Around 11 a.m., the column came in sight 

of a fortress whose proportions exceeded what we had been told. If 

Your Excellency will refer to my report of November 17 you will find 

details that it is unnecessary to reproduce here. Commandant 

Olivier approached to within a distance of three to four hundred 

meters after taking the precautions ordered in such circumstances. 

Nothing gave any indication of the presence of the enemy and our 

men were preparing to enter the enclosure when a hail of bullets 

suddenly fell upon them. The walls decked themselves with soldiers 

as if by magic. The most truthful witnesses estimate their number to 

have been three thousand at least. At the same time, a considerable 

number came charging out. Briefly surprised by this unexpected 

attack, Commander Olivier’s little group reformed under the 

valorous impulse of its leader and drove the enemy back into its 

corner. 

 One hundred and fifty men fighting on open ground against 

3,000 and forcing them to go rushing back behind their walls, this is 

a spectacle that cannot be too much admired and of which we can 

be justly proud. However, our column did not retreat. Being unable 

to breach the walls, since they had no artillery, they chose a position 

and bravely continued to harass the garrison which filled the inner 

parapets. They hoped for a new sortie but it did not happen. Firmly 

convinced of their inferiority, the enemy intended only to fight from 

within the shelter of their ramparts. It was only after an hour of a 

bold resistance that we decided to abandon the place. Commander 

Olivier arranged all the details of the march and our small corp 

marched past, heads high, under the eyes of the Koreans in as much 

order as when they left camp; we did not leave a bayonet behind. 

 Was this affair the kind of thing that would alter my plans? 

I did not think so, I still do not think so. We had had, it was true, 

twenty-nine men wounded, all slightly; but the path along which the 

Koreans had made their sortie was literally covered with corpses 

and all our attempts to get them to engage were useless. True to my 

program, I completed the destruction of the official part of the city 
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of Ganghwa on November 10, and on November 11, each had taken 

up his usual position aboard ship. 

This is the true story of this encounter; M. de Bellonet is free to 

consider it as a failure. For any unprejudiced mind, it does the 

highest honor to our sailors and it attests once again their courage, 

while it proves the terror that we have been able to inspire in the 

Korean soldiers. 

 The honor of France, Mr. Minister, is dearer to me than my 

own reputation and if I had had the misfortune, as a certain person 

is not afraid to insinuate, to engage it in the most modest measure, 

no consideration would have prevented me from confessing that to 

you and begging Your Excellency to give me the means to wash 

away such an insult. But thanks be to God it is not so! . . . Far from 

being enraged, France must be satisfied; avenged and free in its 

action, it can stop there, or follow through the work that we have 

begun; but in this serious matter, it will have to be guided by its 

interests alone. 

 The exaggerations of the chargé d'affaires did not stop there 

and the comparison he makes between the day of June 29, 1859, in 

China and the day of November 9 in Korea is evidence of the 

mistakes passion leads us to commit when it is taken for counselor. 

In the disaster of June 25, the British lost 400 men and 3 ships. Forced 

to retreat and re-embark in haste under enemy fire, they left behind 

a quantity of arms and ammunition. There, certainly, the honor of 

Europe was at stake and unless they were to abandon all 

consideration and all influence in the Far East, it was necessary to 

strike a great blow. This is what decided the expedition by France 

and England in 1860. Is there any similarity to my situation? Not 

only have we lost neither ships nor men; but we have not had to 

deplore the slightest accident; I accomplished everything I wanted 

and realized all I had promised myself. Admiral Hope, blocked at 

the entrance to Peiho, was forced to withdraw after a bloody battle. 

In Korea, on the contrary, we have entered into the heart of the 

country, we maintained a garrison there for almost a month and we 

only left when it was no longer useful for us to stay. Again, Sir, can 
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you find any similarity between those dates brought together with 

such a hostile intention? As for the words M. Bellonet attributes to 

some Koreans in the Beijing yamen, he has certainly given them a 

greater importance than they deserve. It is to little know the mind of 

Eastern nations to require of them sincerity and the admission of a 

defeat. The European powers have not had any success in China that 

has not been the occasion for the official gazette to present the most 

incredible stories. Even after the signing of the Treaty of Beijing, 

everyone knows that the mandarins boasted they had charged us 

and that broadsheets distributed everywhere announced that to the 

various parts of the empire. 

  I firmly trust, Sir, that Your Excellency will appreciate all 

these recriminations at their just value and only judge me on the 

basis of truthful and completely disinterested reports. I could not 

follow M. Bellonet in a policy which seemed contrary to my duties, 

I indicated my remoteness from special relations which did not seem 

to me desirable. Several officious letters written to me by this 

diplomatic agent indicated attitudes and a mindset that did not suit 

my character; I only replied by unambiguous indications of 

indifference; these are, without doubt, his complaints against me. I 

am sorry for him that in such serious circumstances he allowed his 

sensitivities or personal rancor to prevail over the interests of justice 

and truth. As for me, painful though it is for me to talk about my 

actions, I repeat that my journey to Korea was followed by full 

success. Commanded by compelling circumstances, executed with 

infinitely reduced resources and completed within the limits of time 

and importance that I had traced out in advance, this expedition, I 

do not fear to say, however modest it may have been, has honored 

our navy. Through it, France has been the first to enter a country that 

has so far remained closed to the light, and if ever her interests bring 

her back there, she will only find their memories worthy of her and 

of which each of us is proud. 
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14. January 18, 1867 (Prosper de Chasseloup-Laubat to Admiral Roze) 

 

Paris, January 18, 1867 

 

When your dispatches informing me of the killing of the French 

missionaries in Korea and containing the story Father Ridel had 

given you reached me, I hastened by a letter from my hand, dated 

September 8, to inform you of the observations suggested by the 

project you told me of, to go to the shores of this country to obtain 

from the Korean government the satisfaction that we had a 

legitimate right to claim for the cruel act of which it was guilty. But, 

meanwhile, events had moved on, you had received from M. 

Bellonet, chargé d'affaires of France in Beijing, the invitation to 

avenge the murder of missionaries, and that diplomatic agent had 

even, by acts which I had not examined here, ordered the destitution 

of the king of Korea but, in replies to which I gave my full approval, 

you told M. Bellonet that since Korea is independent, according to 

his own statements, of the Beijing government, it was for the 

commander of the naval division alone to consider what the forces 

at his disposal allowed him to do to protect our nationals, and that 

therefore to you alone in those parts was given the care of deciding. 

 Nevertheless, invited to act by the chargé d'affaires in 

Beijing, moved undoubtedly by the accounts of Father Ridel, and 

having as commander in chief of the French naval forces in the Far 

East to protect all the subjects of the emperor and maintain the 

influence of our flag, you decided to travel to the coasts of Korea. 

After a navigation full of dangers, you arrived at the mouth of the 

Han Kiang, which you sailed up as far as Seoul. 

This reconnaissance, Admiral, is to your greatest honor; 

conducted with as much boldness as prudent intelligence, your 

navigation in an almost entirely unknown sea without charts, and 

on that river filled with shoals that no European ship had, so far as I 

know, ever sailed, finally your hydrographic work, all this deserves 

sincere praise, and I am glad to address them to you. 
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However, being incapable, with the resources at your 

disposal, of attempting anything serious against the Capital of Korea, 

which lay a few kilometers from the shores of the Han Kiang, you 

had to withdraw, and it would have been unwise to do otherwise. 

But once back in Chefoo, you gathered all your forces, you prepared 

for the expedition you were contemplating. So you took your ships 

by the anchorage off Woody Island and, after sailing up part of the 

Salt River, you sent out your landing parties, and by an attack as 

brilliant as fortunate, you took the city of Ganghwa. 

Thus far, Admiral, there is only good cause to be glad at all 

that you did; of course, when you set down your landing parties and 

headed for Ganghwa, you were moving away from your gunboats, 

and you could no longer be protected by their fire; but still, if you 

encountered an enemy who forced you to withdraw, you could 

regain the shore, and in this case even a success could not have had 

consequences that were too serious. 

  But when, after receiving the letter from the king, you see 

around you nothing but the void created by order of the Korean 

government, you stay twenty days on land, when you send 

reconnaissances over considerable distances, when a detachment of 

180 sailors, under the command of a captain, goes 18 kilometers to 

attack a walled pagoda and returns with thirty wounded, having 

traveled 36 kilometers in one day—I cannot, I must confess, help but 

express to you my regret that you moved thus far away from all the 

principles that the navy should observe, first in order not to commit 

the government of the emperor beyond what it intends to do, and 

then for the navy itself not to be exposed to particular 

miscalculations. 

If, instead of staying so long on land, the day after the 

capture of Ganghwa you had announced to the king of Korea that 

the city would be destroyed in the event that a day should pass 

without his having given you satisfaction; if, on seeing nothing 

coming, you had immediately operated the destruction you did 

realize later, and if after that you had re-embarked your companies, 

then you would have stupefied the whole of Korea and its 



230 

government, who would have thought itself constantly exposed to 

your attacks; you could even have proclaimed that you would come 

back whenever you wished and maybe offers would have been 

made if the following year they saw your ships come at the moment 

of the arrivals of rice, to blockade the Han Kiang. 

I fear, however, that your departure, made after the affair of 

the pagoda, when already many troops had managed to cross the 

Salt River, has singularly weakened the effect which the destruction 

of Ganghwa could produce. No doubt, there was no question of 

hesitating in the circumstances in which you found yourself as you 

had to leave Korea; but in the eyes of the populations of those 

countries and before the proclamations that the Korean government 

will not have failed to distribute, we must have seemed forced to 

retreat. 

The telegraphic dispatches that came from China through 

Russia, and which preceded by several weeks the arrival of the letter 

in which you announced the capture of Ganghwa and your second 

letter informing me that you had re-embarked your companies, 

presented the affair as a kind of failure of our influence. I do not 

think it can be so, but you will understand how different the 

situation would have been if you had not extended your stay ashore 

after your brilliant attack. 

Finally, my dear admiral, you will understand in what 

serious difficulties the government of the emperor would have been 

placed if the detachment of 180 marines sent 18 kilometers and 

which returned after being so ill-treated, had been destroyed, as 

might have happened in the middle an unknown country, filled 

with enemies that you yourself consider to be far from worthless. 

Anyway, the government of the emperor had been obliged, 

in a note that you will find in the Monitor of the 8th of this month, to 

give an account of all that has happened. You will notice that this 

article ends with these words, “the destruction of Ganghwa must 

have proved to the Korean government that the killing of French 

missionaries did not remain unpunished.” 
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This means, rear-admiral, that the government of the 

emperor does not believe itself obliged to go beyond, for the present, 

what you have done, and therefore there is nothing more for you to 

undertake until new instructions have traced the line of conduct you 

should follow. I also think that your first dispatches will give me 

new information about all these things. 

I send you the list of awards that the emperor has granted 

to your division. 
 

 

  

15. January 31, 1867 (Admiral Roze to Prosper de Chasseloup-Laubat)  

 

Admiral Roze was very unhappy about the way the press in China had 

written about his expedition. 

 

On board the Guerrière, Yokohama, January 31, 1867 

  

The details I have already given to Your Excellency on our excursion 

in Korea could not allow me to say anything more about the matter. 

But it may be useful to draw your attention to the language that the 

English press in China has constantly been using since our return, 

biased toward denigration and for a purpose that is easy grasp. 

Your Excellency has been told of the program I had fixed for 

myself after my exploration of the Seoul River. Having recognized 

the impossibility, with only the forces at my disposal, of going to 

take revenge in the capital of Korea for the murder of the 

missionaries, I conceived the idea of striking a blow at the 

government of that country on Ganghwado Island, the stronghold 

that I encountered on my way and which, by its importance as well 

as the military resources it contained, deserved my attention. There 

my plans stopped and the attack which I meditated remained in the 

less extensive but more certain circle of what was essentially a 

maritime operation. The plan was executed as I had conceived and 

the destruction of the establishments of Ganghwa is there to attest to 

that. 
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However, the foreign traders in China, who had hoped that 

a new country would soon be open to their greed, and who were 

awaiting the realization of this hope as the sure result of our 

expedition, were disappointed to learn that I had stopped at 

Ganghwa and, forgetting the higher motives which had dictated my 

determination, saw nothing but their disappointed interests. 

  Immediately the English press in Shanghai echoed their 

grievances and, driven in addition by that sad spirit of rivalry which 

has ever led it to denigrate anything that might bring some honor to 

France, the English press, I repeat, inveighed against the results of 

our enterprise and undertook by knowingly unjust insinuations to 

distort the facts with the very obvious intention to suggest that our 

task should be continued. 

  Your Excellency, I have the firm confidence, will not have 

been misled about the calculations of such a system that needlessly 

seeks to hide the true purpose in a self-interested desire. 

  Speculation has long had its eyes turned impatiently toward 

Korea; it awaited from it elements of the fortune it had vainly 

pursued. In the year of 1866 alone, the Emperor, a small steamer 

belonging to the English House of Jardines and Co. had approached 

the coast and returned without being able to establish relations with 

the people. Another ship, the General Shermann, flying the flag of the 

United States, followed it a few months later and, still more 

unfortunate, stopped at the entrance of a river located several miles 

to the north of Ganghwa; it was burned after going aground and 

soon afterwards, I have been assured, its entire crew was mercilessly 

put to death. These attempts were disastrous or remained 

unsuccessful and commerce was therefore waiting with a yet more 

burning desire, the opening of Korea by our arms. 

To begin with, the press, confident in its ulterior motives, had 

affected, with apparent disinterest, to speak only of the need to 

avenge the murder of the missionaries; but later, when it learned the 

speed of our operations and the limits I had imposed on myself, its 

fury knew no bounds and it could not conceal the true feeling that 

inspired its regrets. 
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But these vain clamors leave me calm and, strong in my 

conscience, I despise these malicious evaluations above which I try 

to raise myself. In another vein, some impatience could be expressed 

and some people interested to see religious freedom extend over 

Korea regretted, in conjunction with the men involved in 

commercial business, that this country had not been opened to their 

aspirations. I simply could not be party to the realization of such 

premature hopes; such progress is not conquered in a day. For 

nearly nine years now we have been in Japan under a treaty, our 

influence is growing rapidly, and yet proselytism is still formally 

prohibited. Besides, such was not my goal: I repeat, I only wanted 

one thing, to take clear revenge for the death of our nationals, 

without letting myself be carried away beyond what I could do and 

especially without engaging the government of the emperor in 

operations it might not judge opportune. But despite what people 

say, even under the religious aspect, the severe lesson that I have 

inflicted on the Korean government cannot only have positive 

consequences because it is obvious that it will dispose it, out of fear, 

toward more humane feelings and will prevent the return of the 

crimes of which it has been guilty. 

 Besides, I only left Ganghwa after being certain that the only 

two French priests who had remained in the country after Father 

Ridel had succeeded in leaving it and I am entitled to believe that 

the intimidation caused by our presence was not foreign to the ease 

of their escape. If some missionaries decide later to re-enter it, they 

will recognize for themselves, I am convinced, that their condition, 

far from having lost by our intervention, will have seriously gained. 

But I must say it again, the bitterness and regrets which are also to 

be seen on this side come both from a disappointment from which it 

did not depend on me to spare those who have experienced it, and 

from the need they have to encourage belief in the need for a new 

expedition. 

I will not dwell longer on recriminations of which the cause 

is obvious. I reject them as being devoid of sincerity and I firmly 

trust that Your Excellency will not be misled. Also, I do not doubt 
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that you will sanction with your high approval an enterprise which 

I accomplished under my own responsibility alone, it is true, but 

which, by satisfying that part of public opinion that is interested, 

leaves the government of the emperor absolutely free in its future 

actions. 

 
 

 

16. January 31, 1867 (Anson Burlingame to William H. Seward) 

 

Peking. Jan’y 31, 1867 

  

Sir: 

In the spring or early summer, the French will probably make a 

demonstration against Corea, which will result in a treaty and the 

opening of the country to commerce. Sir Rutherford Alcock, the 

British minister, informs me that he shall probably represent his 

country on that occasion and be present with the British admiral to 

look after British interests. Mr. Vlangaly, the Russian minister, 

agrees with me that our countries by contiguity and future prospects 

are as much interested in the questions involved as are the English 

and French. 

 We have therefore agreed to request from our respective 

governments full power to act as may be best for their interests. We 

shall strive to prevent bloodshed and to establish amicable relations 

with the Coreans who command by position one of the principal 

passes for our future trade. 

 The Chinese will be much pleased to have us present. We are on 

the spot and have full knowledge of the questions to be considered. 

Admiral Bell, who has sufficient force, will be in the gulf of Petcheli 

in the spring, and we can in a few hours go over to Corea. He has 

already sent Captain Shufeldt with the Wachusett to enquire for and 

bring away those who may possibly survive the massacre on board 

of the General Sherman. In the absence of a Russian war vessel, I have 
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taken the liberty to write Mr. Vlangaly, the Russian minister, to 

accept the United States’ hospitality, and go with me. 

 If you approve of this dispatch and confer the power requested, 

be so kind as to confide a telegram stating the facts to the Russian 

government to be communicated to me and also send one by the 

way of California; and at the same time give the necessary 

instructions to our naval officers in China. 

 It will be well to send a duplicate of your full dispatch in reply to 

this, as the mails are not certain between Shanghai and Peking. 

 
 

 

17. March 16, 1867 (Admiral Roze to Prosper de Chasseloup-Laubat) 

 

On board the Guerrière, Yokohama, March 16, 1867 

 

I have the honor to acknowledge receipt of the dispatch that you 

addressed to me dated January 18 and by which Your Excellency 

addresses comments to me that were suggested to him by my 

expedition to Korea. 

You deign to appreciate the motives which induced me to 

go to avenge the murder of our missionaries and approve how I 

understood in this regard the duties which, as commander of the 

naval division, imposed on me the obligation to protect our 

nationals placed within the range of my command. You are kind 

enough to praise my exploration of the Seoul River and also give 

your approval to the attack by which I captured the city of Ganghwa. 

These testimonies of satisfaction are infinitely precious to 

me and I thank Your Excellency. But from that moment you see with 

regret my extended stay in Ganghwa and think that I should have 

left Korea after the destruction of that place. You add that, after 

receiving the king's letter and seeing the void made around us by 

order of the Korean government, I was wrong to stay so long in the 

positions I held, and that by sending reconnaissance parties far away, 

I had ignored all the principles important for the navy to observe. 
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  I bow before these reproaches and I am painfully sensitive 

to what you say. By my previous dispatches, you are capable of 

judging my actions in full knowledge, and I have nothing to add to 

my previous reports to justify myself to you. 

I had the honor to explain to Your Excellency by what chain 

of circumstance events followed one another after my arrival in 

Ganghwa, and how I was brought to await the outcome of the 

negotiations which the government of Korea had initiated. When I 

arrived on the coasts of Korea, two missionaries who had escaped 

the massacre of their colleagues were still there and remained 

exposed to reprisals by the government that I had come to punish; it 

seemed to me that I should only leave after having used every means 

in my power to save them from the persecution of which they could 

be the object. This was one of the main reasons which induced me to 

postpone my departure; and, in fact, I had the satisfaction of 

knowing these two missionaries were safely out of reach before I left 

the coasts of Korea. In addition, the country where I was and which 

until then had been closed to navigation had to be explored; I 

thought it was important to extend my stay long enough there to 

better understand it and also make as full a hydrographic survey as 

possible. In this respect, my appearance in Korea has been profitable 

to geography, for we have brought back charts that will be of 

uncontestable utility. 

 On the one hand, everything made it my duty to try to take 

a striking revenge for the massacre of our compatriots, and on the 

other, I was dominated by the constant concern not to commit the 

government of the emperor. I tried to achieve this dual goal and I 

can say in all sincerity that the honor of the arms of France, which is 

even more important to me than my reputation, has been 

safeguarded in every way. I can repeat with conviction that the 

November 9 reconnaissance was not a failure; the column led so 

valiantly by Commander Olivier did not have the mission to seize 

the pagoda; it had to examine and report to me its position; the 

engagement that ensued is one of those events that happens so often 

in war and it also pays the greatest honor to our sailors. It could 



237 

therefore only add to our prestige, since the enemy after being 

pushed back three times with great loss of men, was contained 

within their walls and no longer came outside, while our small band 

proudly paraded before their eyes. 

 Prior to re-embarking our companies, I completed the work 

of destruction of the official establishments of the city, and it was not 

until the day after the flames had devoured this place, and had 

proclaimed to Korea that our vengeance was accomplished, that I 

evacuated our camps only a few kilometers away from a Korean 

army that did not dare to show itself and trouble our departure, 

always a rather delicate operation in enemy countries. 

So I cannot suppose that the results of my expedition can be 

regarded as having undermined our influence; on the contrary, I 

have the right to affirm that they have had a salutary effect upon the 

minds of the people and the government of Korea. 

It is not without a deep sense of sadness that I have told you 

of my actions, and in telling Your Excellency what is personal to me, 

I have used a language that my modest nature has not accustomed 

me; but I keep the firm hope that your kindness will continue toward 

me as in the past, and this confidence alone can bring a softening of 

the chagrin I feel at having failed to earn your full approval. 

 Before concluding this letter, please allow me to express my 

gratitude for the welcome that you have given my proposals in favor 

of such deserving personnel. On this occasion, I beg you to let me 

recommend to your full benevolence the worthy Commandant 

Olivier, my flag captain, whose excellent services I have so often 

indicated and who in the affair of the 9th conducted himself so 

brilliantly and courageously at the head of the column of which I 

had given him command. 

     
 

 

18. March 29, 1867 (Marquis de Moustier to Mr. Berthemy and 

William H. Seward) 

 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Paris, 29 March 1867 
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Sir: 

You did me the honor of informing me on the 3rd instant that, the 

government of the United States planning an expedition in order to 

avenge the burning of the American merchant vessel General 

Sherman and the murder of her crew by the inhabitants of Corea, Mr. 

Berthemy, the Secretary of State had enquired from you if we should 

be disposed to take part in it in order to obtain on our side a more 

complete satisfaction for the murder of our missionaries and to 

oblige the Coreans afterwards to accept a treaty similar to those 

made with China and Japan. 

 His Majesty’s naval forces in the month of October ultimo inflicted 

on that people a lesson of which we entertain the hope that they will 

keep the memory and which we look upon as a sufficient 

punishment, as you have moreover given it to understand and 

indicated beforehand in your conversation with Mr. Seward. This 

coup-de-main, for the expedition conducted by Admiral Roze 

possessed no other character, was executed in all conditions of 

opportunity that could be desirable, I mean, immediately after the 

guilt from which it had originated. It provided what we desired. Our 

interests in Asia being henceforth considered as safe, the only 

motive for an action in common would be therefore to affirm, by the 

union of both flags, the mutual and constant sympathy that draws 

towards each other the French and the American people. So our first 

impulse would have induced us to accept with the most cordial 

eagerness Mr. Seward’s proposal, which answers so well to all the 

most intimate of our feelings. But the government of the emperor 

has not only to take his impressions and his impulses into 

consideration. He has also to weigh with maturity the resolutions 

that could bring to account in a considerable measure his 

responsibility towards public opinion. The spirit in France is not at 

the present day in favor of enterprises whose distant object and 

undetermined character could not allow to specify from the 

beginning their extent and duration. His Majesty’s government does 

not therefore believe to be in measure of engaging himself in an 
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expedition of which the result could not be immediately obtained, 

which in the first moment would not perhaps be accepted with all 

the favor it does undoubtedly deserve. In a country where public 

opinion is of so great a weight in all matters, and with a Minister of 

so elevated a mind and so much practical sense as Mr. Seward, such 

considerations have the chance of being immediately understood. 

 We nevertheless appreciate the kind intention that has inspired 

Mr. Seward’s proposal and we look upon it as a testimony of 

cordiality for which I request you to present him my thanks. You 

will also please let him know that we wish for the good success of 

the intended expedition and state, if by punishing a barbarous deed, 

the arms of the United States succeed in accomplishing in those 

distant countries a new progress and bring civilization one step 

further, we will be the first to greet it with our applause. 

You are authorized to read this dispatch to the Secretary of State. 

 
 

 

19. May 6, 1867 (William H. Seward to Anson Burlingame) 

 

May 6, 1867 

 

Sir: 

Your dispatch of the 31st of January no. 127 has been received. In 

that communication, you state that in the spring or early summer the 

French will probably make a demonstration against Corea, which 

will result in a treaty and the opening of the country to commerce. 

In connection with that statement, you observe that Sir Rutherford 

Alcock, the British minister, informs you that he shall probably be 

required to represent his country on the occasion of the proposed 

expedition, together with a British Admiral, to look after British 

interests, and that Mr. Vlangaly, the Russian minister, agrees with 

you that it will be desirable that the United States and Russia be 

represented on that occasion by their representatives at Peking. 
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 Upon these grounds, you ask that Admiral Bell may be instructed 

to be present on the occasion anticipated, and you also ask 

instructions for yourself to attend, and you propose that the 

hospitalities of a vessel in Admiral Bell’s squadron be tendered on 

the same occasion to the Russian minister. 

 Finally, you ask that duplicate instructions on these points may be 

sent by telegraph. 

 We have reason to believe that the French government is not 

intending to make such a demonstration against Corea, at least in 

the next spring or summer, as you have supposed. On the contrary, 

we have grounds for supposing that the emperor’s government 

understands that the chastisement which was inflicted by a French 

expedition upon the Coreans last autumn will suffice at least for the 

present as a vindication for the wrongs which France has hitherto 

sustained in Corea. At the same time, we are satisfied that France, as 

well as the other Western powers, would cordially agree with the 

United States in desiring that the Corean peninsula should be open 

to social and commercial intercourse with all nations. 

 Under these impressions, the special instructions and powers 

which you have requested for your own participation in the 

conjectured proceeding of the French government are withheld. 
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Unofficial Individual Reports 
 

 

Henri Zuber’s Unpublished Day-by-Day Record 

 

This is an unpublished text which was transcribed many years ago (with 

omissions) from a notebook which seems to have been in the possession of 

Henri Zuber’s granddaughter, Jeanne Frey (1911-1993), by Henri Ernest 

Zuber (1901-1967), the father of the late Professor Roger Zuber, Professor 

at the Sorbonne. It is translated and published with the permission of 

Professor Zuber. The original seems to be a letter written in the form of a 

diary; it is probably addressed to a close friend or younger relative, the use 

of tu suggests that the intended recipient would not have been his parents. 

Unfortunately, the original which was transcribed cannot now be traced. 

  

Chefoo, September 12, 1866 

  

At the moment we are starting our expedition to Korea I must tell 

you the reasons for this campaign. 

Nine French missionaries have been murdered in Korea 

under the following circumstances: the Russians who, as is far too 

little known in Europe, are inclined to a complete invasion of the 

East, had sent an ambassador to the emperor of Korea to conclude a 

Treaty of Amity and Commerce. The emperor, before answering, 

had the idea of consulting the Catholic missionaries whose presence 

in his territories he suspected; by means of multiple promises, he 

drew them out of their secret hiding-place and brought them to his 

court. 

The missionaries advised him to refuse the treaty and, in 

case of difficulties, to address himself to France and England, 

countries which they represented as being the most disinterested 

among the world powers. The emperor suspected a ruse, and after 

sending away the Russians by promising to consult with the 

emperor of China, his suzerain, he beheaded nine missionaries. 

There remained a tenth in Korea, Father Ridel, who managed, 

thanks to the dedication of Korean neophytes, to reach Chefoo; from 
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there he went to Beijing and made his report to the minister of France. 

The minister wrote to the admiral, telling him that an expedition to 

Korea would be very timely and would correspond to the views of 

the French government. It may be remembered, indeed, that the 

emperor (Napoleon III) at the time of the occupation of Cochin, had 

regretted not being able to take control of a point in Korea. After 

some hesitation, Admiral Roze thought this possible, and that is 

when we were called to Chefoo. 

It is, alas, too easy to see that the moral value of this 

expedition is purely negative; it is just one more of those acts of theft 

that are only too common today. Indeed, we have no treaty with 

Korea which, until now, has remained outside the movement. The 

Christian religion is abhorred there; therefore the missionaries who 

venture into this country can foresee the fate that awaits them; 

politics has nothing to do with their business. 

Unfortunately, many people consider the missionary as a 

kind of diplomatic agent, and so distort the character of the apostolic 

institution. Passions are brought into play on both sides and the 

Christian idea gives way to this detestable policy of invasion that 

characterizes the European in the Far East. 

The force prepared for the expedition consists of: 

- 7 ships, 66 cannons 

- 725 men, about 800 with the officers, for the landing forces 

As for me, I command a section of the mountain artillery. 

We intend to immediately attack Seoul, the capital. They 

say this city is not far from the sea, but we cannot establish its 

position exactly to within 70 leagues. Father Ridel, having only lived 

by night in Korea, could provide only very general information; we 

have no map of the coasts that are most dangerous, which means 

that the ships will often be in danger. The latest project is to send the 

Primauguet with the admiral’s flag to explore the coast. When they 

have found the river that leads to Seoul, the other vessels will appear 

and the attack will take place. Our preparations are complete. 

Everything on board is prepared for a likely landing and in three 

days we will set sail. It appears that the Jardine company of Hong 
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Kong, having sent several merchant ships to Korea, has made a 

reasonably good map that it has promised to give the admiral on 

condition of secrecy, but that is hearsay. 

The expedition that is about to start astonishes us for two 

reasons: it is being done without the help of the English and what is 

more, officially unknown to them, which seems to me to be contrary 

to the procedure adopted by the two powers in the Far East. Admiral 

Roze is engaging French arms without consulting his government, 

at a time when European peace is so troubled. What if we were to be 

engaged in a war with Russia or England? We would be caught in a 

trap, as the Russians and the British in the Far East have forces far 

superior to our own. Finally, there is a consideration of another 

order that should have influenced the decisions. We know that the 

climate in Korea is very rigorous, that the month of October is 

already cold and that the temperature in the month of December is 

on average minus 12 degrees Celsius. In this Siberia, What will 

become of men accustomed to the sun of China? 

  

September 27, 1866 

 

At anchor in the river of Seoul. 

  

September 18 

 

The Primauguet, carrying the vice-admiral’s flag and towing the 

Tardif and the Déroulède left the harbor of Chefoo. Nothing new until 

noon on the 19th. Then we saw a group of islands marked on the 

French map under the name of Ferrières Islands (Admiral Guérin, 

during his campaign on the Virginie, sailed along the coast of Korea 

and left behind a few attempts at charts that have been of some use 

to us). After the Ferrières came the Prince Impérial Islands, but here 

the chart was much less explicit and the two ships we had been 

towing until then had to be sent ahead to scout. We anchored at 10 

p.m. after many twists and turns. 
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September 20 

  

The Déroulède was charged by the admiral to look for the entrance of 

the Seoul river. A difficult task indeed, since it was a matter of 

choosing between eight or ten estuaries, but much facilitated by the 

presence of Fr. Ridel and a Korean Christian who had accompanied 

the missionary during his escape. During the absence of the 

Déroulède, we made a survey of our anchorage and the surrounding 

areas. This task took us to several charming, completely deserted 

islands. The prettiest flowers, red dog-roses, jasmine, etc. grew 

freely, while the beaches were covered with oysters and other shell-

fish that were good to eat. Needless to say, our work did not prevent 

us from gathering enormous bouquets and eating our fill. 

 

21 evening 

 

The Déroulède returned after completing its mission with exceptional 

good fortune. Luck had enabled it to find at the very outset what it 

was searching for. It was resolved that on the next day the three 

ships would sail up the river as far as possible. 

 

22 morning 

 

We set sail and with our little escort leading the way, we engaged in 

the countless passes that lead to Seoul. On seeing us fight 

victoriously against currents that no junk could overcome, and so 

enter the interior of the country, the Koreans in their white robes 

gathered in groups on the hills and gazed, probably with a mixture 

of fear and admiration, at these fire-driven machines with such great 

power and such a new aspect to them. 

Everything was going as our leaders wished and already 

we were four or five leagues from the sea when the crew of the 

Primauguet felt a very strong impact, immediately followed by a 

great lean to port. The poor ship had struck a rock and her false keel, 

broken by the shock, rose wretchedly to the surface of the water. 
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Fortunately, the tide was rising: half an hour was enough to have the 

sloop afloat, but caution commanded that it should stop there; we 

anchored a little further down and it was decided that the 

Primauguet would wait to go further until the gunboats had sounded 

the river carefully. 

 

September 23 

 

The admiral raised his flag on the Déroulède and, accompanied by 

Commander Bochet, set off upriver, while we headed for an 

anchorage which seemed excellent. Our anchor fell to a depth of 15 

meters at high tide, and everyone thought of getting some rest, but 

at around 8:30 p.m. we found only seven meters of water—and we 

draw six! It was becoming worrisome. Immediately we prepared to 

move off but before the engine had enough pressure we were 

stranded and the only thing to be done was to prop up the ship. The 

yards were quickly set up as crutches, we drew in the topmasts and 

waited; at 9 o'clock there were no more than 4 meters along the side 

and you could see most of the copper. But then it was over: the water 

was rising. So the sea fell by 11 meters: it was really frightening! It is 

fair to say that we were at the equinox, at a syzygy, and near a lunar 

eclipse, all circumstances that determine the tides. Nevertheless, the 

highest tide at Brest, which is found to be considerable, is 7 meters. 

The Primauguet fortunately suffered no damage; it had 

encountered only mud and easily came afloat again; it was taken to 

a place of which the choice was determined by experience. 

 

September 24 

 

A senior Korean came alongside in a junk of miserable appearance; 

he was escorted by wretched-looking satellites in considerable 

numbers. We had part of the crew take up arms, placed sentinels 

everywhere, then brought the mandarin and his escort on board. 

After some greetings he began to examine with curiosity the 

cannons, guns, compasses, etc., then he presented to Mr. Laguerre, 
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acting commander, a rather poor fan along with a piece of paper 

covered with Chinese writing. A Chinese cook in the service of the 

general staff acted as our interpreter and translated into French the 

meaning of the Chinese characters traced by our visitors. They 

meant: 

“Why are you here? What are you doing in Korea? How 

many armed men have you on board? Do you need food? 

“You must go!” 

The answer was not long in coming. Here's what the 

Chinese wrote in his best hand: 

“We are here for our own pleasure. 

“We have come to watch the lunar eclipse that will take 

place tonight. We have on board 200 armed men and 12 guns that 

fire with remarkable accuracy. 

“We do not need food. We shall go when we deem it 

appropriate, but as long as you enjoin us to leave, we will stay.” 

This reply, so clear, so neat, however, did not seem to 

satisfy the mandarin; he nodded grimly and all the efforts that we 

made to show him the curious features of the ship failed to lighten 

his darkened features. He finally left, little reassured about the 

purity of our intentions. The lunar eclipse did not seem reason 

enough. 

Despite this, the next day they sent us presents, a bull, 

chickens, eggs, salted fish, fruit, and finally a dozen fans: definitely, 

the answer had its effect. The following day our relationship with 

the Koreans continued on the same footing. Even as I write there are 

a hundred on board, they are allowed to visit the deck but they are 

not allowed below. 

 

(Here a description of the costumes and manners in Korea) 

 

September 30, 1866 

 

There is news. We were very worried these last days about the 

gunboats, whose prolonged absence seemed ominous. They were 
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supposed to be back at the latest on the 26th and on the 29th we were 

still waiting. The admiral had left no instructions. Our relations with 

the natives began to grow tense; they ordered us to leave; more 

reason to stay, but their insolence did not allow us to receive them 

on board and our guns were ready to vomit shrapnel. It was decided 

that on October 1 we would head upriver, come what may, then this 

morning we saw smoke to the north, it was the gunboats! Here is 

what I learned about their expedition. 

All went well until the morning of the 25th, the population 

seemed quiet and just a few mandarins allowed themselves to make 

remarks: they were politely dismissed and things stayed as they 

were. But at a given moment, about 4 miles from Seoul, the river was 

found to be barred by junks tightly bound one to the other. We 

ordered these junks to give us free passage, giving them an hour to 

maneuver; this order was accompanied by a threat that had to be 

executed. At 11:00, firing began. Some 30-caliber shells were fired at 

the junks, which immediately cut their cables and fled. 

Meanwhile the natives assembled on the two banks fired 

many projectiles, most of which were lost somewhere; however, 

some fell near the gunboats without causing any damage; we 

responded with a hail of bullets and shells which soon dispersed our 

enemies. We then continued up the river all the way to Seoul. There 

a mandarin calling himself “the friend of the people” came begging 

the admiral to cease firing, assuring him that our bullets had caused 

great misfortune and that they would no longer seek to hinder our 

progress. We promised not to shoot so long as we were not attacked 

and began to descend the river, slowly enough to be able to make a 

chart. When they reached the level of a town called Ganghwa, the 

gunboats were greeted by a lively but not deadly fire; we replied 

while continuing to advance, but a serious accident brought grief to 

the Déroulède Two men were seriously injured by the accidental 

detonation of a cannon. One of these unfortunates was even thrown 

into the water by the force of the impact, but we were able to fish 

him out. These last events took place on the 30th at 9 a.m. At 11 a.m 

the Tardif and the Déroulède were at anchor beside us. 
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The maritime achievements of the gunboats were superb; 

the possibility of sailing up to Seoul is recognized, at least for small 

vessels; undoubtedly the Tardif and Déroulède ran aground several 

times, but these accidents had nothing surprising in a journey of 

exploration and the river remains easily navigable. 

On setting out, the admiral had published the following 

order: 

“Officers and Crew! 

A great crime has been committed in Korea: several of our 

missionary compatriots were horribly massacred by the orders of 

the government of that country. It is up to us, who have received the 

noble mission of showing everywhere our country’s flag, of striking 

down those who have committed similar crimes, and showing a 

barbarian government that the innocent blood of the children of 

France is forever sacred. So I am leading you to the shores of Korea. 

We will make our utmost efforts to reach the heart of this country 

and avenge the good men who have been put to death by those to 

whom they came to teach charity and truth. I have no need to appeal 

to your courage and dedication; I know them already; but in our just 

vengeance we will not confuse those who ordered the murder of our 

fellow citizens with the peaceful inhabitants who ask only to hold 

out a hand. We will prove ourselves worthy of France and our great 

sovereign whose magnanimous heart watches over her children 

wherever they are and drawing our inspiration from memories of 

the homeland we will march to the cry a thousand times repeated: 

Vive l’Empereur!” 

On his return, the admiral issued a second order: 

“The Rear-Admiral, Commander in Chief, hastens to 

express his appreciation to the commanders, officers and crew of the 

Primauguet, the Tardif, and the Déroulède as well as the officers of the 

general staff who accompanied him. 

In the difficult exploration we have just undertaken, each 

of us has displayed the zeal, the intelligence and those higher 

feelings of duty which are the best guarantees for success. Thanks to 

you, Korea is now open and you can be proud of the success you 
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have achieved. 

This order will be read to the crew and displayed at the foot 

of the mainmast. 

Signed Roze.” 

  

Chefoo, October 3 

 

On the day of his return the admiral, after some hesitation, decided 

that we would go to fetch the rest of the squadron in Chefoo before 

starting a serious attack. 

We have just learned from two Korean Christians that the 

crew of an American schooner, wrecked on the coast of Korea, was 

ruthlessly massacred. This story has reconciled me with our 

expedition, the official reason for which continues to seem to me no 

less iniquitous. 

  

October 13: Mooring off Woody Island 

 

Tomorrow is the day when our military operations against Korea 

begin with the attack against the forts of Ganghwa. Before I launch 

into new adventures I will give you an account of what has 

happened since I last wrote to you. 

On October 10, the day before we left, the admiral wished 

to undertake a final review of the expeditionary force. Consequently, 

at 6 a.m., landing companies with all their equipment were put 

ashore at the Island of Kung-Tung. The night before, an English 

vessel, flying the flag of a rear admiral, had anchored in the harbor: 

We were therefore not surprised to see Admiral King land on the 

same beach as us. Admiral Roze hastened to invite his English 

colleague to undertake the review of the sailors already in battle 

order. The presence of the Duke of Alençon, who sails aboard British 

ships as an amateur, lent to the visit a particular interest. This young 

prince, grandson of a French sovereign, must have felt strange 

emotions at the sight of these ranks from which he was forever 

excluded. Among the superior officers of the squadron many had 
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known his father, whose name will always be well received in the 

French navy, and were it not for their sense of duty, I do not know 

if they would have resisted the desire to give an expression of their 

sympathy to the innocent exile. 

In the morning of the 11th, the whole squadron set sail and 

at 12 at night we anchored near Eugénie Island. This morning we 

crossed the few miles that separated us from Woody Island and at 

present we are making our final preparations for tomorrow’s affair. 

The four small boats, Tardif, Déroulède, Kien-Chan, and Le Breton will 

sail up to Ganghwa in the order I have indicated. The first has to 

protect the next two as they tow the small boats Guerrière, Le 

Primauguet, and the Laplace. Le Breton’s mission is to protect our rear. 

Once they arrive before Ganghwa, the boats will drop their tows and 

row to shore to unload the landing parties. There is no denying that 

the plan is extremely bold, too bold if we were dealing with a serious 

enemy because we have to pass through the fire of ten forts before 

arriving at our destination, but with people as unskilled as the 

Koreans, it is in my opinion by far the best. 

 

October 14, at 6 a.m. 

 

Everything being ready, our four small ships came forward 

following the agreed plan. They were in full battle order, ready to 

cover with shrapnel both banks of the river at the first shot of the 

enemy. As for me, I commanded one of the boats towed by the 

Déroulède. We expected to hear a hail of bullets and balls come 

whistling over our heads. Imagine our surprise at finding all the 

forts quiet! The enemy was taken by surprise, fooled by our 

pretended flight. We saw many men dressed in white running about 

busily on shore, but no bullet, no arrow came through the air. So we 

arrived safely before Ganghwa; there a few brave men tried to point 

the guns of a fort at us, but the number of attackers inspired in them 

a salutary terror and they abandoned their bloody project to find a 

more assured salvation in flight. 

Soon there was nobody left on the bank but a mandarin 
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who tried to soften us by salaams and multiple prostrations and 

thereby avert the storm about to fall on his homeland. His entreaties 

were in vain. The 600 men of the expedition soon set foot on the soil 

of the island of Ganghwa and captured without resistance positions 

that a more vigilant enemy would have been able to defend for a 

long time. We settled immediately on the fortified hills at the foot of 

which extends the village that serves as the port to the city. 

(Here a description of the cantonment taken on shore by 

the troops) 

But I nearly forgot to mention a characteristic adventure: at 

the height of the rain, a palanquin escorted by a dozen satellites, 

wearing huge cones of oiled paper, presented itself to our outpost. 

We immediately took the palanquin and its entourage to 

Commander Bochet, who could not restrain a burst of laughter at 

the sight of the singular outfit, of which the attached sketch will give 

you an idea. The Koreans were not disconcerted; they laid down 

their burden with care and there emerged an old man who began to 

gesticulate while articulating some raucous sounds. Since it was 

impossible for us to understand the mandarin, we brought him to 

the admiral who, thanks to Father Ridel, was more fortunate than us. 

The old man in question told our leader such things and reasoned 

so tightly on the causes of our expedition, that we soon found 

ourselves with no answer. The admiral then became angry and 

threatened the mandarin, but the latter, always keeping calm, 

replied that he knew well enough the European laws, to know that 

a negotiator is always respected. He withdrew freely. 

The next day, the sun rising in an opal sky, found me 

perched on top of the hill. I was waiting impatiently for the moment 

when the fresh morning light would light up the landscape that 

stretched at my feet . . . . 

There was near me a pine forest so similar to that of Ferrette 

that tears came to my eyes. I went and sat down there and spent an 

hour recalling memories that date back at least two years. 

During the day, the third column undertook a reconnoiter 

to the south, where they discovered a huge stock of gunpowder and 
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a considerable stock of weapons, but no enemies. The first column 

was sent to Ganghwa; they were welcomed near the walls by a 

relatively intense burst of gunfire, and not having the order to attack, 

fell back to the encampment that had been guarded by the second 

column in the absence of the others. 

 

October 16  

 

The entire expedition, with the exception of two platoons, headed 

for Ganghwa, which was taken without serious resistance. Some 

inhabitants, braver than the others, got themselves killed trying to 

defend a gate that was soon broken down, allowing the three 

columns to pass. The town was completely deserted; seeing so many 

enemies coming, the Koreans, who already knew the dreadful effect 

of our weapons, had fled, carrying whatever was most valuable and 

closing the doors of their homes. The second column occupied a 

large mandarin’s dwelling, located on a hill to the south of the city. 

The third column was placed in the center of Ganghwa, finally the 

first settled in the official neighborhood. As the admiral had not 

taken any measure to prevent looting, indiscipline soon broke out 

everywhere . . . . Then I remembered a German saying, “welch eine 

Bestie liegt doch in uns” (“what a beast lies in us”), which I found 

singularly true. 

(Description of the city of Ganghwa). 

The women’s quarters are always well cared for; one can 

see silk cloths, tresses of hair, pots of rouge and ointments, and a 

thousand small items proving that female coquetry is exercised in 

Korea as elsewhere. Some specific indices, such as the shape of the 

clothes, and the shoes, seem even to reveal a great knowledge of the 

art of pleasing; for my part, I was struck by the charm of these small 

rooms which, without being luxurious, indicate elegant habits. 

It goes without saying that the mandarins’ homes do not 

leave much to be desired in terms of comfort. First they are built of 

stone. In the Japanese manner, the floors are covered with fine mats 

and the walls with wallpaper. Light wood or paper partitions 
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separate the apartments from one another. They are richly furnished. 

There are lacquers, bronzes, porcelains and silks galore. 

 

October 22 

 

I was forced to interrupt my letter to undertake a survey that I have 

just finished. We received news this evening from Ganghwa by the 

Kien-Chan, which came to pick up our landing party. It seems that 

after we left Ganghwa on the 18th, a senior military mandarin from 

Seoul asked to see the admiral. The interview seems not to have been 

very peaceful and the mandarin threatened to send against us an 

army of 13,000 men. We are ready and waiting, it goes without 

saying, and it is likely that 13,000 Koreans will not have much 

success with us . . . . 

 

October 23 

 

Instead of starting out on my surveying, I come back to Ganghwa 

with my section. I prefer this and I am eager to fire some good boxes 

of grape-shot at the 13,000 Koreans who are coming to us. 

(Henri Zuber here stopped writing his intended letter, but 

continued to keep a day-by-day diary which he tells us he later 

copied to form the continuation of the letter, once everything was 

over) 

 

November 20, 1866 At anchor off Fernande Island. 

 

I am neither dead nor injured, although I have received such a 

baptism of fire as I shall remember all my life, as what I am going to 

write will prove. As for the emotions so often described that are 

supposed to invade one on such an occasion, I must admit that I have 

not felt them. At the moment when, not 30 feet away, I saw the 

enemy guns being aimed at me, my heart tightened, it is true, as I 

sent you a mental farewell, but as soon as the first shot was fired, the 

most complete composure came over me and I enjoyed perfect 
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freedom of mind for the five or six minutes I remained alone 

exposed to the shots of a hundred enemies. Thanks to the wonderful 

shooting accuracy of the Korean gentlemen, not one of the 200 or 300 

bullets that were intended for me served its purpose. 

Our expedition is over and sadly over. At this point, all the 

ships are still together but as soon as the bad weather that has kept 

them anchored for two days has passed, they will disperse to regain 

their former stations. I will copy out for you verbatim the journal 

that I have been keeping since October 23. 

  

October 23 

 

We sail up the river without difficulty. On arriving at the port of 

Ganghwa the landing party from the Primauguet return to their 

former camp, but the artillery section that accompanies it and to 

which I am attached remains at the beach. My companion Chevalier 

and I install ourselves in a filthy room that does not bode well at first 

sight 

. 

October 24 

 

The day is spent doing a complete cleanout of our hut and getting a 

table, chairs, mats and paper to cover the walls blackened by smoke. 

 

October 25 

 

In a pagoda already devastated by the sailors, we found a large 

painting representing a Buddha surrounded by allegorical figures of 

incredible ugliness, but among these tormented faces some are so 

funny that we do not hesitate to decorate a wall with our booty. In 

actual fact, the oriental people abuse the facility they have to depict 

expressions: they sacrifice everything to it and art falls into 

caricature. 

Their gods alone, by a privilege of which it is easy to guess 

the range, possess traits of an unchanging stillness. 
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We can still see nothing of the enemy’s army which will 

soon, I think, appear. We are firmly expecting it, but there is no 

longer any question of taking the offensive and that is right. It is not 

with 500 men (the Laplace removed 100 men from our total force) that 

we are going to conquer eight or ten million people. After taking 

Ganghwa, the enemy being taken by surprise, an attack on Seoul, 

though excessively bold, would not have been too much of a risk. 

The admiral missed an opportunity that will never come again. It is 

to be deplored, as there is now no serious outcome to be hoped for. 

On reflection, we are even in a situation that leaves much to be 

desired. A flash of intelligence among the Koreans can destroy us. 

For example, they would only have to block the river by sinking 

some junks and dispatch an army to the island of Ganghwa, 

something very easy to do since our means do not allow us to 

monitor a large tract of country, and we would undergo an 

inevitable disaster. 

 

October 26  

 

Sad day. This morning as I was finishing my toilet, a sound of lively 

shooting drew me to the beach. Three of our small boats, carrying a 

division of 60 men, who were to undertake a reconnaissance on the 

other shore, had come under the fire of about 200 Koreans hidden in 

ambush behind a fortified gate and a few surrounding houses. In an 

instant five men, three mortally wounded, fell into the bottom of the 

boat. Meanwhile, the largest boat had landed. The men it was 

carrying rushed ashore and charged with bayonets fixed; soon 

twenty of the enemy were lying lifeless on the ground, the others 

fled in all directions, abandoning their weapons. We pursued them 

in vain, they ran like hares. The reconnaissance party continued to 

advance and came back to camp after having burned down the scene 

of the struggle. I cannot describe the emotion that seized me on 

seeing brought to land the dead and wounded. I will remember all 

my life long this sad spectacle, cursing war and its horrors. 

We had just won a success but a useless success, even a fatal 
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one, for twenty Koreans killed were not from a military point of view 

a sufficient compensation for our losses. It has at least been 

recognized that the Koreans are not as harmless as we thought. The 

soldiers of the regular army showed great bravery and almost all 

were killed at their posts. 

Around three in the afternoon a strong enemy column 

under the command of a mandarin on horseback advanced in good 

order from inside a gorge toward the beach located directly opposite 

us. My guns were immediately made ready and all steps were taken 

to receive in a suitable manner the enemies full of candor who were 

coming of their own free will to put themselves in our reach. We 

allowed them to come within 1,000 meters then a fine burst of 

cannon-fire threw terror into their ranks. They fled, but not without 

leaving several of their number on the ground. My last shell was 

fortunate enough to reach the mandarin, who pitifully tumbled from 

his horse. 

 

October 27 

 

We buried this morning the three victims of yesterday’s 

confrontation. The sad ceremony caused a general emotion. 

In the afternoon we blew up a huge stock of gunpowder 

south of Ganghwa. Nothing could be more imposing than such an 

explosion, which shook the ground for more than four leagues 

around . . . . 

A Korean vanguard of about 150 men showed up in the 

morning on the other side of the river about a league from us. A shell 

from the Tardif exploded right in the middle of those poor people, 

who certainly did not suspect that at that distance they were still 

within our range. 

Many men are harvesting their rice but we have not yet 

seen any women. We have to beware of these peasants with their 

more or less false facial expressions; one of them tried to set fire to 

our camp: he was shot, it goes without saying, but the example may 

not be enough. 
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October 28 

 

We continue to blow up powder magazines and burn the estates of 

the kingdom; a dark cloud of smoke has gathered above us and 

explosions follow one another relentlessly. 

5,000 Koreans are camping in a town seven or eight 

kilometers from the river. 

The local Christians tell us that in Seoul people are 

preparing 200 fire ships and a large number of junks destined to 

ferry troops to our island. These reports, of uncertain accuracy, 

deserve, however, to be taken into consideration . . . . 

While awaiting developments, the Tardif and Le Breton have 

been sent farther upriver to intercept any movement of junks. 

 

October 29 

 

Tonight our enemies devised a small chinoiserie doubtless intended 

to fill us with terror; the shore facing us was suddenly illuminated 

over a length of 200 or 300 meters. This show entertained us 

considerably and has not, I think, fulfilled the mission entrusted to 

it. 

 

October 30 

 

Distractions are not numerous and are reduced to hunting and 

archery. While hunting I made some very pretty walks . . . . 

I collected some observations about the lifestyle of the 

inhabitants. The Korean people seem to be exclusively farmers . . . . 

(Considerations about Korea). 

What proves best the primitive state of Korea is that in a 

town of 20,000 to 30,000 inhabitants there is not one store or at least 

not a single store-front display. This fact, combined with the 

uniformity of houses and costumes (all Koreans who are not noble 

or mandarins, wear uniformly white clothes), singularly diminishes 
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the interest of a country, which is otherwise very pretty. Education 

seems fairly widespread because it is rare to find a hut devoid of 

books. 

  

November 6 

 

During the last few days, we have had weather here that reminds 

me very much of autumn back in my beloved home country. The 

temperature is reduced by a strong southerly wind that chases 

violently across the sky big round clouds and blows away the last 

leaves . . . . 

If the Koreans do not consider us beaten, they are truly very 

modest. Since the events of October 26 we have not set foot on the 

other bank, with impunity we allowed the construction of defense 

works a few miles from us. It is now almost decided that we are 

leaving after the arrival of the Laplace, which will take place on the 

15th or 16th. We will all leave with very mixed feelings this ground 

that we were the first Europeans to tread, and which we will leave 

with only bad memories. 

 

November 10th 

 

On the 8th in the evening, we received a report that 300 Korean 

soldiers had come from the mainland and were entrenched in a 

strong position five miles to the south of Ganghwa. It was decided 

that a column would go the next day to attack this enemy. The 

landing company from the Primauguet and a division of the third 

column were designated and made their preparations accordingly. 

Under the command of M. de Lassalle, lieutenant, I had to 

accompany the expedition as an artillery officer, the artillery not 

being used that day. We set off, numbering 150 men with little 

ammunition. On the 9th at noon we found ourselves in front of the 

designated area. We could see no one behind the walls and the gates 

were open; so we might have thought there was a complete absence 

of enemies if the case of October 26 had not been there to make us 
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suspect a trick. The position is a hill whose average height is 400 

meters, topped by four peaks connected by crenelated walls about 

three meters high. With even a little defense, this position, which is 

a veritable fortress, would be impregnable for as small a force as ours, 

especially without artillery. Once the pack animals were concealed 

in a hut, Mr. Lassalle and I were sent with one section to attack a 

bastion located on one of the peaks, while the rest of the column 

entered a sloping ravine facing the gate. So I walked with Mr. 

Lassalle, followed at some distance by our section. We were walking 

in silence. Thirty paces from the bastion one of our men shouted to 

us: “Beware Gentlemen, you are being aimed at.” We raised our 

heads and saw twenty guns leveled at us. We barely had time to take 

cover before shots rang out and bullets whistled around us. At the 

same time, the walls were suddenly covered with people and a 

terrible burst of shooting surrounded them with a belt of white 

smoke. We beat a hasty retreat and returned down the hill under a 

hail of bullets and shot that produced in the air a far from 

harmonious whistling sound and sent earth flying around us. My 

poor chief received four injuries, including two very serious ones; as 

for me, not even my clothes were touched. After rejoining my section, 

I ordered them to fight back but it was a waste of cartridges and 

meant unnecessarily exposing ourselves, for what could we do 

against an enemy ten times more numerous and protected by thick 

walls? I soon understood that and I continued to retreat, protecting 

the animals that I had summoned, and joined the main column 

which, having advanced to within 50 paces from the gate without 

seeing anyone, had suddenly been horribly strafed and were 

retreating like us, withdrawing slowly and answering fire with fire. 

When the Koreans saw our retreat clearly underway, they 

climbed onto the parapets and gave a loud shout of triumph. Tears 

came to my eyes in rage. And without thinking I looked angrily at 

those 1,500 enemies, so proud of their victory. Yet they had done 

their duty, and why blame them? 

Had our aggression been so right? Had the population of 

the area been wrong to join the 300 soldiers to defend their property? 
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Certainly not. They attempted a sortie. That was all we needed in 

order to take our revenge. But they did not dare compete with us at 

such close quarters. 

As soon as we were out of range of their bullets, a roll call 

was made. 38 men, including five officers, were injured. One of those 

unfortunate fellows had received 11 bullets, many of them had their 

clothes riddled, but we had no deaths and not one weapon, other 

than a Defaucheux gun lost by chance by the train, fell into the hands 

of the enemy. There could be no question of renewing the attack and 

with our troops weakened by the obligation to divert 80 men to carry 

the wounded, simply regaining Ganghwa was a risky undertaking. 

Yet that was what we were forced to decide and we set off sadly, 

with only 30 men to protect the retreat, which fortunately was not 

troubled. 

We had undergone a defeat, honorable to tell the truth, but 

disastrous in every respect. Indeed, the enemy was going to be 

emboldened to the point of troubling us, maybe seriously; then the 

population of the island, seeing that we were not invincible, would 

become a new force to be counted with; finally, our sailors would 

grow somewhat discouraged. 

We cannot praise too highly the bravery of our sailors; they 

conducted themselves like old soldiers, and I could cite many who, 

though seriously injured, nonetheless continued to wield their 

weapons until the complete exhaustion of their strength. For sailors, 

unaccustomed to marching, to cover ten leagues in a day, fight, and 

then carry the injured for five hours without a single one falling 

behind, is a beautiful thing and shows great energy. 

The sun had set when we arrived. It would be impossible 

to tell the impression our return produced; they had expected to find 

us all or nearly all healthy and happy with success; instead, a quarter 

of the men and half of the officers returned wounded, the others 

were full of sorrow. Now the evacuation will begin without delay. 

 

November 11th 
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At 2 a.m. we started the embarkation in the deepest silence; the night 

was superb; not a cloud veiled the sky bright with myriads of stars, 

while the evening wind had completely fallen, leaving the water’s 

surface as polished as a mirror. A fire, no doubt started by chance, 

threw intermittent gleams on the beach and gave our movements a 

sinister air corresponding perfectly to our feelings. At half past five 

there was nothing left on the shore, the signal was given to set off 

and the four ships moved off just when the first gleam of daylight 

drew the abandoned village from the shadows. 

The enemy had not yet entered the forts nearest to 

Ganghwa but two leagues below the balls and bullets began their 

music. This time the Koreans did not have the advantage; 

disconcerted by the firing of our guns and our rifles, they shot quite 

badly and hit nobody; good luck also had something to do with it 

because a lot of projectiles landed on board. 

 

November 13th 

 

During the night, five Korean Christians came aboard La Guerrière 

seeking refuge from the persecution to which they are subject. They 

announced that by order of King Toulipatou XXVII, people were 

massacring mercilessly all the Christians, men, women and children. 

This news should not surprise us: it was to be expected as the 

inevitable consequence of our intervention. 

The outcome of our enterprise is a sad one; here it is: the 

death of three brave sailors, the mutilation of twenty others, the 

deaths of sixty Koreans, the total ruin of populations that were very 

peaceful until we came, a Korean St. Bartholomew’s Day, and finally 

the engagement of the French flag in a cause from which it did not 

emerge intact. 

 

November 16th 

 

The Laplace has just arrived and brought me three letters, what joy! 

The two missionaries that were believed lost were on board. After 
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many vicissitudes, they had managed to escape and gain the 

Chinese coast. 

We will leave tomorrow or the day after tomorrow for 

Shanghai. So farewell, land of Korea: I do not regret you! 
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Engravings of the 1866 French Expedition based on drawings by Henri 

Zuber 

 

 
그림 1  The French forces land at Gapgotjin (the only landing on the eastern side 

of Ganghwa Island) on October 14, 1866. 

 

 
그림 2  A 'mandarin' from Ganghwa township arrives in the afternoon of October 

14 in the rain to ask the French to leave, the French find the hats amusing. 
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그림 3  A sketch of Ganghwa township 

 

 
그림 4  Captain d'Osery leads a force to survey the approach to Ganghwa 

township on October 15, the Koreans fire on them without success. 

 



265 

 
그림 5  The attack against the East Gate and the capture of Ganghwa township 

on October 16. 

 

 
그림 6  The French take control of the Government office and the remains of the 

royal palace in Ganghwa on October 16. 
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그림 7  Ambush at the South Gate of the Munsu-sanseong fortress, opposite 

Gapgotjin, on October 26, when 3 French sailors were killed. 

 

 
그림 8  The French ships leave Gangwa on November 11, sailing past 

Gwangseong fort. 
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Henri Zuber’s “An Expedition in Korea” (1873)  

 

This account, published with illustrations from drawings by the author in 

Le Tour du monde illustré, 1873, T. XXV, p. 401 – 416, is above all notable 

for all that it does not relate. The military conflicts that ensued between the 

capture of Ganghwa and the departure of the French are not mentioned. 

Instead, we find only evocations of the natural landscape. The conclusion, 

in which Zuber shows himself to be very critical of the expedition and of 

the French colonial enterprise in general, is especially remarkable. 

 

Embarked on board the corvette Primauguet, commanded by 

Captain Bochet, a worthy, brave and indefatigable officer that the 

Navy has unfortunately since lost, I had the good fortune, rare today, 

to land on an unexplored coast and visit an almost unknown people. 

I propose to tell in what follows what I saw during this expedition. 

The reader will forgive me if I begin my tale with a general 

overview of the country of Korea, which has also played its part in 

the history of the world and where will be found no doubt, the key 

to many problems.  

 Korea is a large peninsula between the thirty-fourth and forty-

second parallels of latitude north, and the one hundred and twenty-

third and one hundred and twenty-seventh meridian of longitude 

east.  

It is bordered to the north by the river Hap-nok-Kang, which 

separates it from the Chinese province of Leao-Tong, and a 

mountain range called Paik-tu-san (Mount Summit White), east and 

south by the East Sea, and finally to the west by the Gulf of Pet-chi-

li or Yellow Sea. 

A high chain of mountains, from which five major rivers and a 

large number of smaller rivers emerge, generally directed toward 

the west, runs parallel to and a short distance from the east coast, 

giving birth to several important ramifications. These mountains, 

many of which are ancient volcanoes, have a very high elevation 

and—perhaps—a mantle of snow during the greater part of the year. 

Here, on this subject, is how an indigenous document describes the 



268 

mountain Paik-tu-san: 

“It is impossible to measure the height of Mount Paik-tu-san. A 

lake is at the top, the water is black and no one can measure its depth. 

There is snow and ice until the fourth month (the end of May). Its 

whiteness can be seen from afar and the top looks like a large white 

vase. It is jagged and like a vase whose opening is facing the sky. The 

crater is white on the outside and red with white veins inside. On 

the north side, a stream one meter deep emerges as a cascade and 

forms the source of the river Heuk-yeung (Black Dragon). Some 

three or four li (one thousand two hundred / six hundred meters) 

from the top of the mountain, the Heuk-yeung divides into two 

branches, one of which is the source of the river Hap-nok-kang 

(Green Duck).” 

The area of Korea is about two hundred and sixteen thousand 

square kilometers and the number of its inhabitants is estimated at 

eight or nine million. A census from 1793 gives the population of 

Korea as 7,342,341. The men were then numbering 3,596,860 and 

3,745,481 the number of women. The average population is about 

thirty-six persons per square kilometer, or half of what it is in France. 

But this population is, as in all mountainous countries, very 

unevenly distributed. Dense in large valleys, especially near the 

western coast, it is rare to the east and becomes almost zero in the 

northern provinces. In these latter, the lack of population is not due 

to the rigor of the climate, or the ingratitude of the soil which is 

rather fertile, but to a political act. Indeed, the Korean government 

in this region suppressed four cities and created a desert border 

intended to protect it against Tartar invasions. This barrier is neither 

more effective nor less singular than the Great Wall, the two are 

equal in absurdity. 

Although it lies between the same parallels as Asia Minor, Korea 

is far from enjoying as mild a climate. As in all the countries 

surrounding it, the temperatures are extreme. Summer is hot and 

rainy while winter is cold and dry. It is during this season that the 

northeast winds, which have passed over the frozen steppes of 

Mongolia, blow with greater violence. The most beautiful months of 
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the year are those of September, October, November, and December. 

Korea is today divided into eight provinces, with the following 

names:  

 

1. Kieung-kei-to.  

2. Tcheoung-tchieung-to.  

3. Tjieun-lo-to.  

4. Kieung-sang-to.  

5. Kang-ouen-to.  

6. Houng-hai-to.  

7. Ham-kieung-to.  

8. Pieung-an-to.  

 

Each of these provinces, very unequal in importance, is 

administered by a governor, a kind of prefect, who has under his 

command a number of mandarins proportionate to the cities of the 

province. 

The Korean government is an absolute hereditary monarchy. 

The king's council is composed of three higher ministers and of six 

lower ministers, each responsible for a department corresponding 

more or less to our own. The king recognizes the suzerainty of the 

Son of Heaven and pays or should pay him tribute. Each year, two 

embassies go to Beijing. The first fetches the calendar, it should be 

observed, does not honor Korean astronomers, and the second, 

which is supposed to arrive in the capital of China more or less on 

the first day of the Chinese New Year, brings the emperor the good 

wishes and presents from his vassal. Every year, a big market is held 

on the border in the small village of Foung-pien-men; Koreans bring 

beautiful furs, the famous root ginseng so desired by the Chinese, 

and other items that are exchanged against industrial products of 

the Celestial Empire. Trade of no significance is also exchanged with 

Japan. These are the only relationships that Korea maintains with its 

neighbors. It has not always been so, and this state of things has only 

existed since the seventeenth century or even later. It was only 

established after constant relationships, sometimes very peaceful, 
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sometimes hostile, with China and Japan. 

Thus Korea, thanks to its geographical position, has played the 

role of intermediary between the Celestial Empire and that of the 

Rising Sun, yet it does not seem to have profited sufficiently from it 

since its current state of civilization is far from being equal to that of 

its neighbors. 

It was in the first century before Christ that Koreans first 

established relations with the Japanese; the son of the king of Sin-ra, 

who reigned over the southern part of the peninsula, visited the 

mikado in person. In the following centuries, Korean embassies 

introduced successively to Nippon books of philosophy and science 

from China, many industries and some animals, including the horse. 

War broke out with China. In the year 12 AD, the Koreans were 

defeated by the Chinese emperor Sin-wang, and their prince was 

declared deposed from the throne, but twenty years later the 

kingdom was restored by the Emperor Kuang-wu-ti. Hostilities 

recommenced and then repeatedly the Koreans ravaged Leao-tong. 

The third century was full of setbacks for the peninsula. In the year 

200, during a civil war due to the rivalry of two brothers of royal race, 

the Japanese empress Zin-ko landed on the coast of the kingdom of 

Sin-ra, defeated the troops sent to stop her, and imposed a tribute. 

In 246, the Chinese, in turn, defeated the Koreans, who make their 

submission, and almost at the same time, the Japanese seized the 

entire southern part of the peninsula. In the following century, a 

man named Kao, from the country of Fu-yu, located in the northwest 

of the peninsula, usurps power and probably established the unified 

kingdom of Cho-sen (Far East), which then took the name of Kao-li, 

whence probably the name adopted for Korea in Europe. 

Possession of the throne was contested by Kao’s descendants, 

but his grandson finally gained the upper hand definitively. The 

fifth century was marked by no event of importance. Throughout it, 

relations between the Koreans and the Japanese were sometimes 

friendly, sometimes hostile; they frequently exchanged embassies. 

In 552, Buddhism was imported to Japan. Ten years later, wars 

resumed and continued for a long period, both with China and with 
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Japan, with alternating success and failure. In 663, Korea finally 

freed itself of the Japanese, and after that relations between the two 

countries lost much of their political importance. Finally in 637 

Korea was again invaded and subjected by the Chinese, and since 

that time, the country has been almost completely isolated from its 

neighbors and maintains only very limited relations with them, as 

was mentioned earlier. [We owe this historical overview to very 

obliging communications of our learned orientalist M. Leon de 

Rosny.] 

Korea is as yet known to Europeans only through Chinese books, 

the relationship of a shipwrecked Dutch sailor who underwent a 

year of captivity in the capital, and some short accounts of 

missionaries and sailors. It is to say that this country, once it is 

accessible to the maritime powers of the West, will offer a wide field 

to the scholarly investigations and explorations of travelers. Despite 

its favorable location from a strategic point of view, despite its 

salubrious climate, Korea has remained sheltered from European 

greed and outside political combinations. When part of Europe had 

their eyes on China and Japan, which had just opened to foreign 

trade, the name of the peninsula was not pronounced. Nobody, 

except perhaps the Russians, has considered moving into this 

mysterious land, still free of all contact with the barbarians. But if 

diplomacy was not interested in it, the same was not true of the 

Catholic mission, always in search of new countries where it can 

spread the faith. 

The first missionaries came to Korea in the year 1820 and lived 

quietly until 1839. That year was hard for the country, which was 

afflicted with famine, and for the mission, of which three members 

were killed. The missionary work continued nonetheless, with such 

success that in the following years, new persecutions were ordered 

against it. In 1847, the French government decided to intervene and 

sent the frigate and corvette Gloire and Victorieuse to Korea. 

Unfortunately, these two ships, equipped with insufficient 

information, were wrecked. The crews, equipped with arms and 

provisions, were able to take refuge on an island in the archipelago 
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of Ko-Koun. They waited there for the help that two brave officers 

were sent to seek in Shang-hai and were soon rescued by ships of the 

English fleet. 

In 1856, Admiral Guérin, commander of the Virginie, was more 

fortunate: he discovered the Gulf of Prince Jérôme and the 

archipelago of the Prince Impérial, but his search for a route leading 

to the Korean capital remained without result, and he had to leave 

the coasts of the peninsula without having obtained anything from 

the natives. I have seen for myself how much energy and skill it must 

have taken Admiral Guérin to make this expedition with a sailing 

vessel. Everything was in peace and nobody any longer thought of 

Korea when, in March 1866, it was learned in China that in the space 

of a month, nine missionaries had been put to death. This event 

followed a Russian attempt to establish a settlement on the east coast. 

The missionaries who survived have said that the Prince Regent, 

who is the father of the young king, the adopted son of Queen Tso, 

had, at the time of the arrival of the Russians, sent for Bishop 

Berneux. He wanted to consult him on the measures to be taken to 

remove the barbarians without causing a war. Then, after the 

Russians left of their own accord, the regent, completely reassured 

on that side and no longer needing the advice of the missionaries, 

had also resolved to get rid of them. 

On March 8th, MM. Berneux, de Bretennières, Dorie, Beaulieu 

were beheaded; on the 11th, it was the turn of MM. Petit-Nicolas and 

Bourthié, and finally on the 30th MM. Daveluy, Huin, Aumaître 

joined the list of European victims of this persecution, which was 

also aimed, but with less rigor, at the native converts. Three 

missionaries, MM. Feron, Calais and Ridel, all escaped. 

Mr. Ridel, who managed to reach the Chinese coast in a small 

boat manned by eleven neophytes, made known the sad news that 

we have just read. As soon as the commander of the naval division 

of the China Seas was informed of these facts, he decided on a 

military expedition. But a revolt in Cochin, which required the 

assistance of the Admiral’s frigate, delayed the expedition until 

September. It is of this small country, one of the least known of the 
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East, that I propose to instruct the readers. I will pass lightly over the 

military acts and rather pay particular attention to the geographical 

and scenic aspects. 

On September 12, 1866, the naval division of the China seas, 

commanded by Admiral Roze, was assembled in front of the small 

island of Kung-Tung, opposite the Chinese port of Che-foo. It was in 

a state of the highest activity, completing the loading of supplies and 

making final preparations. On the 18th, three ships of the division, 

the corvette Primauguet, under Commandant Bochet, with the flag of 

rear-admiral, the frigate Déroulède under Captain Richy, and the 

gunboat Tardif, under Captain Chanoine, set sail and headed for the 

coast of Korea. 

The admiral, before committing all his ships to uncertain 

dangers of navigation, wanted to obtain a precise notion of the 

difficulties he would have to overcome. The next day at noon, he 

recognized the Ferrières Islands, surveyed by Admiral Guerin, and 

in the evening, after having happily passed all the channels, they 

anchored in the Gulf of Prince Jérôme. A small barren and 

uninhabited island near the mooring was named after the Empress 

and served as the starting point for all subsequent maritime 

operations. 

The next day, the Déroulède, having on board Father Ridel and 

some Koreans who had accompanied the missionary to China, was 

sent in search of the mouth of the Han-kang River. Thanks to the 

natives, their mission was completed in a few hours. He returned on 

the evening of the 21st, equipped with the most valuable 

information. Before going further, it is necessary to take a quick look 

at the topography of this part of Korea. 

The Han-kang River takes its source in the high mountains of 

the east and flows generally in the direction of the northwest. The 

capital, Seoul, is located on the right bank, ten leagues from the 

mouth. Before emptying into the sea, the river is divided into two 

arms by the island of Ganghwa, with an area of four hundred square 

kilometers. One of the arms, inaccessible to European vessels, flows 

due west, the other, which the natives aptly call “Salt River” as the 
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water is completely brackish, runs from north to south. It ends in a 

series of archipelagos, covering the twelve miles between the island 

of Ganghwa Gulf of Prince Jérôme, which contain no less than a 

hundred and forty-two islands and islets. When you know that the 

tidal currents in these parts often reach a speed of seven miles an 

hour, you will easily appreciate the difficulties which navigation 

encounters. Fortunately, at low tide, a large number of these islands 

are connected by huge gray mudflats, a very sad sight, but allowing 

one to identify the channels. Thanks to these deposits from the river, 

one is less likely to get lost in this terrifying maritime labyrinth, but 

it is to be feared that access to the Han-kang will become 

increasingly difficult for ships of a certain size. 

On September 22, the three ships, guided by the Déroulède, 

engaged in the channel, heading north. From all sides, Koreans 

assembled on the hilltops and gazed, probably with a mixture of 

admiration and fear, at these powerful steamships, a sight so new to 

them, as they made their way upstream against a current which no 

junk would have dared to confront. A people that lives in voluntary 

isolation and draws from it an exaggerated idea of its own value, 

must make singular reflections when one of the wonders of 

European science unexpectedly appears. 

The view to our right was rather monotonous, as the arid, 

scorched mountains of the coast loomed against a sky of an 

admirable purity; to our left, a steady stream of islands rarely 

allowed a glimpse of the horizon. Occasionally a clump of trees 

crowned a hill; these small woods, sacred to the Koreans, are, 

according to legend, inhabited by spirits that protect the country. 

Hamlets, usually sheltered from the northwest winds, which blow 

furiously in winter, could be seen lining our route. Shortly after 

passing the last of these hamlets and already some way into the Salt 

River, the Primauguet grounded on a shoal of rocks and lost her false 

keel. This grounding, of no great importance, interrupted the 

exploration, which was resumed the next day, this time by the two 

smaller ships only. The corvette remained at anchor near a charming 

island, wooded from base to summit. 
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The Tardif and Déroulède arrived on the 25th before the port of 

Seoul without having been seriously troubled by the population. 

However, we had to overcome great obstacles, and strandings were 

not lacking. But the reward for all the efforts it took and the energy 

that was spent was a fine one; for the first time, European ships were 

anchored before the third capital of the Far East. 

Some junks that had to be dispersed by cannon fire tried to block 

the passage of our ships just as they were reaching their goal. 

Following this, a mandarin who was called “the People's Friend” 

brought aboard the Déroulède a message having no official character. 

The tone of this document seemed fairly typical, here is the 

translation: 

“Now that you have seen the river and mountains of this small, 

insignificant kingdom, have the goodness to go. All the people will 

be happy. However, if as you cast a last look at us, you were to 

remove all suspicion and doubt from our hearts, you would make 

us very happy. We dare a thousand times, ten thousand times, 

implore you, and we hope you will grant our prayer.” 

This humble petition suggested a great terror among the 

population, and probably among the government. We reassured the 

mandarin, and the ships only made a short stay there, during which 

they took bearings and soundings. It was almost impossible to see 

the city, distant from the shore by about three-quarters of a mile. But 

with the help of a plan that later fell into our hands, together with 

the stories of missionaries and the view of the island and the town 

of Ganghwa, it was easy for us to imagine the appearance of the 

capital city. 

Seoul is built at the foot of high mountains, which can be seen 

from far out at sea. A wall with nine gates completely surrounds the 

city, through which a small stream flows. The neighborhood, 

rectangular in shape, occupied by the royal palace and government 

buildings is separated from the rest of the city by a wall and a ditch. 

There alone can be found a little luxury; the city as such differs from 

the wretched Korean villages uniquely by its size. 

The Déroulède and the Tardif slowly made their way down-river, 



276 

continuing their operations and collecting hydrographic 

observations of all kinds. Finally, on September 30, the two ships 

joined the Primaguet, after having been shot at while passing 

Ganghwa. 

During those few days, the corvette, although it remained 

motionless, had also had her adventures. The evening after it had 

anchored in front of the wooded island, she found herself stranded 

on a sandbank. Knowing nothing of the tides, we had dropped 

anchor with a bottom of fifteen meters at high tide, convinced that 

we were perfectly safe. At low tide, there remained only four meters. 

The sea had dropped eleven meters, a huge amount, even at the 

equinox and with the moon in conjunction, as was the case. The 

danger was imminent. We immediately took steps to support the 

sides of the corvette, the yards were quickly installed as supporting 

legs, despite the darkness that made the operation difficult and 

dangerous and lent the scene quite a dramatic character. Thanks to 

the actions of the crew, already trained by a long campaign, in this 

emergency, the grounding had no serious consequences. The 

following high tide allowed the corvette, which looked rather 

pathetic with her rigging and masts bare, to change anchorage. We 

promised in the future to always anchor wisely. 

On the 25th, a large junk, roughly constructed and quite devoid 

of the elegant originality of Chinese ships, approached the 

Primauguet. It was occupied by a shaky old mandarin and forty men 

of the people. As we were not at open war, everyone was allowed to 

climb aboard, with some precautions. While the natives examined 

with naive curiosity the guns, ropes, compasses, and raved about the 

size of the masts, the mandarin conversed with our commander 

through a Chinese cook. The son of the Celestial Empire, expert at 

earning extra money on the side, knew French. He could therefore 

translate into his own language the words of our Commander and 

enable the mandarin to understand them by writing them down. 

The Chinese ideographic characters are understood by almost all the 

peoples of the Far East. With this system, five hundred million 

people, of various races and nationalities, speaking absolutely 
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different languages can understand each other. 

To return to the mandarin, after an initial exchange of 

compliments, he insisted on knowing why we had come to Korea. 

The reply was that we had only come to observe an eclipse of the 

moon which was, in fact, due to occur in a few days. He did not seem 

satisfied with this answer. We tried in vain to make him relax by 

taking him on a visit of the ship. The engine, however, did attract his 

attention, and he asked how many men it took to make it turn; we 

simply could not, despite commendable efforts, make him 

understand that compressed steam produces an enormous force, 

which effectively replaces human arms. Science is not always easy 

to popularize, even for mandarins. 

Every day, the Koreans returned, and, seeing that we did them 

no harm, they lost all shyness and revealed numerous gaps resulting 

from a neglected education. Their manners, indeed, are as far from 

the dignified and exquisite politeness of the Japanese as from 

Chinese subservience; they are coarse, inquisitive and very dirty. 

However, they had the good idea of giving us presents, among other 

things some huge fans worthy of Gargantua, and a bull that we had 

all the trouble in the world to hoist aboard. We tried to offer money 

in exchange for these gifts, but it was refused outright. It was during 

these few days at anchor that I had the best opportunity to examine 

our future enemies. I saw them every day, sometimes on board, 

sometimes on land, as they looked curiously and stared with a 

mixture of fear and greed at the instruments which I used for 

hydrographic surveys. 

Koreans form a particular branch of the Mongolian race. They 

most strongly resemble the Tartars; like them, they have flattened 

noses, high cheekbones, slightly slanted eyes, yellow skin, and very 

black hair. They are generally large and very strong. Their extreme 

agility is due to their habit of running in the mountains, something 

they are particularly fond of, and they often meet on top of hills. We 

had several proofs of this agility in the battles that took place later. 

Their character is gentle and their minds are but slightly cultivated, 

though almost all can read and write. They live very modestly, 
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feeding mainly on rice, which they grow in large quantities, with 

salted or dried fish. Their dress is, for the men of the people, 

uniformly composed of loose trousers tied above the ankle, and a 

long robe with wide sleeves and tight around the waist. These 

garments are made of white cotton, produced in the country. The 

hair of married men is drawn up onto the top of the head and twisted 

into a topknot which is held in place by a headband of very thin 

strips of bamboo, similar to horsehair. A large hat, also made of 

bamboo, rests on top of the head, which cannot fit into it, and is 

fastened with a ribbon under the chin; the young unmarried men 

have their hair woven in a long pigtail, like the Chinese, but they do 

not shave their heads. The shoes are sometimes of straw, sometimes 

of rope, they are finished at the front with a small pointed beak, of a 

rather graceful design. The mandarins and nobles alone have the 

right to wear color, and silk is also reserved for them. Women also 

use silk, especially for the short jackets with narrow sleeves that go 

over the dresses. The fair sex of Korea has the good sense not to 

mutilate their feet. The hairstyle they have adopted is not lacking in 

originality: it consists in separating the hair behind into two large 

tresses which are rolled turban-wise around the head. Pins, with 

heads of gold or enameled silver, hold the hair in place and decorate 

it. 

The condition of the women is happier in Korea than in China: 

they have a certain freedom, which it is claimed they also readily 

abuse. 

Buddhism is widespread in Korea, but temples are much rarer 

than in the neighboring countries. Throughout our stay, we saw two 

pagodas, very simple in appearance, while in China and Japan you 

cannot take a step without seeing a place of worship. 

The social organization of Korea seems to be a mixture of 

Chinese institutions and Japanese institutions. The hereditary 

nobility enjoy certain undeserved privileges, it seems, and the 

administrative and military hierarchy is recruited by examination. 

We do not know how these two institutions can walk side by side, 

but it seems, a priori, that this situation should give rise to many 
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conflicts. Wealth does not always accompany nobility; it is possible 

to find, they say, more than one descendant of ancient and illustrious 

race who has no other resource than a kind of brigandry, toward 

which people are very indulgent, since manual labor would 

absolutely dishonor a nobleman. Two parties which bear the names 

of Sipai and Piok-pai, and correspond in some very slight way, it 

goes without saying, to our Liberal and Conservative parties, fight 

constantly for influence. In recent years, the Piok-pai have had the 

upper hand. 

On October 3 in the morning, the three ships that had been 

detached from the squadron rejoined it at Che-foo, after a very bold 

and most successful exploration. Eight days later, the whole 

squadron consisting of seven ships set off and arrived on the 3rd [sic], 

without accident, at the small wooded island which was mentioned 

earlier. The final preparations were made. The next day, the four 

light vessels, pulling smaller boats carrying landing parties, entered 

the Salt River. For the second time, Koreans in white robes gathered 

on the hills; a great agitation prevailed among them, and with good 

reason. We only stopped at the village of Kak-kot-si, the port of 

Ganghwa, located close to the place where the Han Kang divides. 

The Salt River has an average width of one thousand meters. It 

is dotted with shoals and rocks, and forms several bends, one of 

which is sharp enough to present serious difficulties of navigation; 

the current is generally very strong. 

The western bank, which belongs to the island of Ganghwa, is 

lined from one end to the other by a crenelated wall flanked by small 

forts usually built on hillocks. Well defended, this passage would be 

very difficult to force. Moreover, thereafter, the large number of 

fortifications, gun-powder magazines and stocks of arms we saw on 

the island proved that it had played a significant role in the military 

history of Korea. The country's government has never been stingy 

when it came to defense. Thus the left bank of the Hap-nok-kang is 

covered with forts for fifty leagues. The same is true for the southeast 

coast facing Japan that has been for so long the scene of many bloody 

battles. 
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A mandarin tried to ward off the landing by imploring gestures, 

in vain, and it took place without meeting any resistance from the 

Koreans. They fled, abandoning their homes, their livestock and the 

greater part of their wealth. Shortly after the installation of the 

sailors in the village of Kak-kot-si a palanquin surrounded by a 

dozen men came to the outposts. They led the whole procession to 

the admiral. An old chief then emerged from the palanquin and 

spread himself in recriminations; he almost had to be driven away 

by force. I could not help laughing at the strange headgear adopted 

by the men of the escort to protect themselves from the rain that was 

falling in torrents. On top of their ordinary hat rested a huge cone of 

oiled paper, under which their head disappeared completely. If I 

had a moment of gaiety in front of this fashion, so new to me, I do 

not mean to blame it, because it seems very practical. When the 

weather is fine, you keep the cone of paper folded in a pocket, then 

when it rains, you spread it over your hat without more ado. This 

system is certainly simpler than ours. 

The houses, when we took possession of them, were 

unimaginably dirty; to make them habitable, it took work that 

recalled to our classical minds Hercules in the Augean stables. But 

we were not able at first to expel the very many parasites that live at 

the expense of the Koreans. During the first few nights we spent in 

the village, those invincible insects undertook to avenge their 

rightful owners. 

The village of Kak-kot-si occupies the base of a small cluster of 

hills, of which the side facing the river is covered with a very 

beautiful pine forest. At the very foot of the forest, in a most 

picturesque situation, rises a pagoda surrounded by warehouses 

that at the time of our arrival, contained powder and a large quantity 

of weapons. The pagoda was unremarkable externally and within 

no different from what we see in China: the same statue of Buddha 

in gilded wood, the same altar overloaded with ornaments of 

questionable taste, the same vases filled with huge artificial flowers, 

in a word, no clues that would suggest essential differences in 

worship. I found, however, in the temple an interesting object: it was 
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a large painting on silk measuring about two meters fifty 

centimeters on each side. In the center, a seated Buddha was 

represented seated in oriental style on a lotus flower, with a nimbus 

around his head, of a very pure type, a large circle framed the body, 

which was tastefully draped in a red robe exposing a part of the 

chest and all the right arm. Around this main figure were grouped 

symbolically the busts of some forty characters, also adorned with a 

nimbus and probably famous in the annals of Buddhism. The heads, 

some of which wore a kind of miter-shaped headdress, were painted 

with meticulous care and did not lack character. Their expressions 

were very varied, from extreme ferocity to extreme softness. In sum, 

this painting was one of the finest I have seen in the Far East. It 

would have been interesting to have some certain information about 

its provenance, for the scarcity and the coarseness of paintings and 

sculptures in Korea leads one to believe that art here is far from 

having reached the level of relative perfection found in the 

neighboring countries. Not far from the pagoda, the defensive wall 

along the shore is interrupted by a masonry gate, surmounted by a 

wooden pavilion serving as a guardroom. On the mainland opposite 

rises a similar construction surrounded by a few cottages. The two 

gates give passage to the road that connects the city of Seoul with 

Ganghwa. Apart from its layout, which leaves much to be desired in 

that it attacks obstacles too frankly, this road is not a bad one. It is 

good evidence that relations between the two towns are significant, 

which also reflects the extreme fertility of the island. 

From the top of the hill above Kak-kot-si, which we named the 

“mountain of the philosopher,” because a native braver than the 

others continued to live there despite our presence, the view was 

magnificent, especially in the morning. While the camp came alive 

and blue smoke rose straight into the air, beautiful fields of rice, 

wheat, corn and turnips, strewn with clumps of trees and hamlets, 

gradually emerged from the shadows. The divisions between the 

fields, consisting of small dikes oddly curved and entangled without 

any order, made the plain look like a children’s puzzle and relieved 

it of the monotony inspired by straight lines. Beyond the plain, we 



282 

could see the walls of Ganghwa, partially hidden by a rise in the 

ground. Finally, mountains with strongly accented outlines and 

misty valleys composed the background of the picture with a warm 

and pleasant tone. 

Kak-kot-si is surrounded by tombs; the hillside is almost 

covered with them. Most are simple unadorned tumuli, but inside 

small groves of oak and chestnut we often discovered larger tombs, 

covering the remains of mandarins or nobles. Koreans, like their 

neighbors of the Celestial Empire, have deep respect for graves. This 

respect for the repose of the dead, which in the end takes up a lot of 

ground, is doubly meritorious in a people so given to farming. Work 

in the fields seems to be in great honor among Koreans. Farms are 

numerous and well-appointed. I saw many and they were almost all 

well arranged. Four main thatched buildings of adobe are arranged 

around a courtyard, sometimes surrounded by a veranda sheltering 

the implements. Beside the gate are the mill, agricultural 

implements and stables containing cattle, donkeys and pigs of a 

particular breed. The main building at the back is reserved for the 

owners. It is divided into two or three rooms by partitions of hard 

paper stretched over a wooden frame. Windows, small and low, are 

also covered with paper. The kitchen is located at the end of this 

building, the hearth, of considerable size, holds large pots of bronze; 

the smoke, instead of escaping through a vertical chimney, passes 

through horizontal pipes that pass under the hard earth floor of the 

rooms and exits through a small chimney rising at the other end of 

the building. This arrangement, which is also found in the province 

of Pe-chi-li, is an economical means of heating that is quite efficient. 

We were glad of it for, once October came, the temperatures dropped 

as low as three degrees. 

The buildings along the sides contain the harvested grain, other 

supplies and space for weaving. Often, a second courtyard 

surrounded by a wall contains very large pots filled with various 

provisions, among which we mention particularly cabbage and 

turnips which have begun to ferment. Koreans, who, like most 

Oriental peoples, mainly eat rice cooked in water, feel the need to 
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season this bland food with fermented foods and condiments with 

very strong tastes; chili is consumed in great quantities. Rapeseed oil, 

which is found in abundance in all the houses, serves both for 

lighting and the preparation of food, which does not help make 

Korean cuisine very attractive for Europeans. 

On October 16 the town of Ganghwa was taken, despite the 

many banners with vibrant colors that adorned the walls and were 

intended to fill us with terror. Some soldiers were killed at their 

posts, but most of the inhabitants had fled and no woman had 

remained in the city. Only old men, perhaps rightly counting on the 

prestige of their white hair or maybe unable to flee, were still in the 

city that had been terrified by the approach of the barbarians. The 

first glimpse of Ganghwa surprised and charmed me with its 

originality; thatched roofs washed by the rain shone like silver in the 

sun and contrasted sharply with the reds of the public buildings and 

the colors of fields and trees. Mountains, arid but very beautifully 

shaped, stood out against the blue sky with warm, delicate tones 

while on the other side, appeared the dark blue horizon of the sea 

The town counts fifteen or twenty thousand inhabitants. The 

walls, four to five meters high, extend for over eight kilometers. In 

the interior of the enclosure is, in addition to the town itself, a fairly 

large area of cultivated land that would allow people to eat during 

a long siege. The northern part of the enclosure, which is on a steep 

slope, is occupied by the yamen of the governor and the government 

buildings. 

The yamen dominates the rest; it consists of several buildings 

separated from one other and separated by really English-style 

gardens, decorated with small pavilions. The buildings are elegant 

and of very pleasant appearance; curved roofs of gray, varnished 

tiles replace the thatch of the poor; wood, decorated and painted in 

red, takes the place of adobe and the foundations are of beautiful 

stone, while the interior is decorated with paintings and sculptures; 

mats of extreme delicacy and exquisite workmanship cover the 

floors. Furniture is rare and does not correspond to what we would 

expect to find in a palace; however, we noticed an abundance of 
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objects and vases of the finest bronze. Cleanliness was here, if not 

perfect, at least passable. 

Below the yamen, a series of long buildings, some built of stone 

and others of wood, served as government stores. It is impossible to 

enumerate all they contained at the time they were taken. In addition 

to a huge quantity of weapons, breech-loading guns, matchlocks, 

spears, axes, bows, armor; in addition to gunpowder and the candles 

which seem to be a monopoly, irons, etc., we found many books and 

a huge supply of paper. Most of the books, some of which are 

adorned with remarkable paintings, are now in the National Library 

in Paris. They are almost all written in Chinese characters, although 

the Korean language has a specific notation, which forms a true 

alphabet, a feature that is not found in any other country in the Far 

East. As for the mulberry paper, which in Korea as in Japan serves 

an infinite number of uses, it was of an extraordinarily beautiful and 

strong quality. One could, by twisting a small strip of it, produce a 

strong thread. The huge amount of things necessary for life found in 

these stores suggests that the government is the largest merchant in 

the country, which certainly does not benefit the people. 

In the middle of the city opens a large square, beyond which is 

a sort of covered market. A jumble of narrow streets lined with huts 

of uniform appearance extends all around the square. What stands 

out above all is the lack of shops. None of these strongly colored 

hanging signs that give Chinese streets so lively and pleasant a look, 

none of these floating fabrics covered with large characters, such as 

we see in Japan. Here everything is dull; every door resembles the 

next and a stranger can find no landmark to guide him in the maze. 

All the houses look sad, which is depressing; as in the countryside, 

they are built of mud and thatched, but they are dilapidated and 

dirty. Life, having deserted the streets, has taken refuge inside: there, 

indeed, there are storerooms, workshops and apartments pleasing 

in appearance. The rooms reserved for women are the object of 

special care, some are real boudoirs: we could see lacquer furniture, 

fine mats, screens decorated with paintings, pieces of cloth, pots of 

face-cream and make-up, and finally—shall I say it?—false hair. 
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Nothing was lacking to prove that feminine coquetry is flourishing 

in the peninsula. 

A fact that one cannot help but admire throughout the Far East, 

one which does not flatter our self-esteem, is the presence of books 

in even the poorest homes. Those who cannot read are very rare and 

incur the scorn of their fellow citizens. We would have a lot of people 

to despise in France if public opinion against the illiterate were as 

severe here. 

Ganghwa is completely devoid of serious industry. We saw a 

few looms for weaving cotton but so few in number that they must 

barely be sufficient for the needs of the inhabitants. 

South of the town, a mandarin’s house, built on a low hill, 

attracted my attention by its beautiful location and the luxury of its 

apartments. Silk, furs, lacquers, bronzes, porcelains, in a word all the 

objects so desired by Europeans filled this house, the wealth of 

which contrasted painfully with the uniform poverty of the cottages 

of the ordinary people. Should we conclude from this contrast that 

the ordinary Korean mortal has little right, or at least little power to 

achieve wealth? I am all the more inclined to believe it is so since the 

stories of missionaries confirm this assumption, and what is 

happening in the Middle Kingdom is very likely to occur also in 

Korea. Greed is the dominant fault of mandarins. 

An immense number of bronze vessels, of the most charming 

color and with an incomparable sound, were to be found 

everywhere in the town, the most miserable huts possessed some. 

These vases, some of which were very large, almost all in the form 

of bowls, serve an infinite number of uses. The profusion of such rare 

material shows that Korea has great mineral wealth. If with the aid 

of only the very primitive metallurgical processes probably used by 

the natives it is possible to produce such an amount of metal at a 

price affordable for everyone, the ore must be wonderfully rich and 

abundant. Thus it seems certain that in the commercial relationships 

that are bound to be established one day between the European 

nations and the people of Korea, the export of metals will hold a high 

place. 
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On October 18, a high mandarin of the Seoul court presented the 

Commander in Chief with a letter from the king. I transcribe the 

translation of this document, which does not seem completely 

devoid of common sense, but where the king is rather inclined to 

flatter himself: 

 

Whoever denies the divine law must die. 

Whoever denies the law of his country deserves to be beheaded. 

Heaven has created people so that they obey reason. 

The country is separated by borders and protected by law. 

 

Who should we obey? Justice, without any restriction. The man 

who violates it does not deserve forgiveness. I conclude that we 

must remove whoever denies it, decapitate whoever violates it. 

In all ages, relations with neighbors and assistance given to 

travelers were traditional. In our kingdom, we show even more 

thoughtfulness and kindness. Often sailors knowing nothing of the 

situation or name of our country reach our shores. Then the 

mandarins of our cities receive orders to welcome them with 

kindness. We ask if they come with peaceful intentions; we give food 

to the hungry, clothes to the naked, and heal the sick. This is the rule 

that has been followed in our kingdom, without ever suffering any 

infraction. Therefore, Korea is, in the eyes of everyone, a realm of 

justice and civilization. But if there are men who come to seduce our 

subjects, enter the country secretly, change their clothes and study 

our language, men who demoralize our people and overturn our 

morals, then the ancient law of the world requires that they be put 

them to death. Such is the rule for all realms, for all empires. So why 

do you make such a fuss since we have always observed it? Is it not 

enough that we do not ask the reasons which brought you here from 

distant countries? 

You establish yourselves on our soil as if it were yours, and in so 

doing you violate reason in a horrible way. When your ships sailed 

up the imperial river some time ago, there were only two of them, 

the men on them were not more than a thousand. If we had wanted 
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to destroy them, did we not have weapons? But because of the 

kindness and respect that we owe to foreigners, we did not allow 

anyone to do them wrong or show them hostility. 

Thus, crossing our borders, they took or accepted as they wished 

cattle or chickens, they came and went in boats, they were 

questioned in polite terms. They were given gifts without being 

troubled in any way. Therefore, you show yourselves ungrateful 

toward us, whilst I am not so toward you. As if that were not enough, 

you were obliged to sail away, and your return is unseemly. This 

time you loot my cities, you kill my people, you destroy my property 

and my livestock. We have never seen heaven and its laws violated 

in a more serious manner. In addition, it is said that you want to 

spread your religion in my kingdom. This is wrong. Different books 

have their own various special expressions that present what is true 

and false. What harm is there if I follow my religion, and you yours? 

If it is reprehensible to deny one’s ancestors, why have you come to 

teach us to abandon our own and take foreigner ones? If men who 

teach such things should not be put to death, we would do better to 

deny Heaven. 

I treat you as Yu and Tan treated the impious Kopey and you 

rebel like Nysean-yean toward Tcheou-ouen. Though I dare not 

compare myself to these famous kings, nonetheless my 

magnanimity cannot be ignored. 

You now show yourself here with a large army, as if you were 

the instrument of divine justice. Come to the court, let us have an 

interview, and we will decide if it will be necessary to raise troops 

or send them home, to attempt victory or defeat. Do not run away: 

bow down and obey! 

The fifth year of the reign of Tung-tchy, the ninth moon, the 

eleventh day. 

 

In writing this letter, the regent had forgotten the shots fired 

against the Tardif and Déroulède; he had also forgotten a much more 

serious fact: the massacre of the crew of an innocent American 

schooner, which had occurred a few months before. 
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The bearer of the royal message was very well turned out. He 

was richly dressed in silk; a large felt hat trimmed with peacock 

feathers and held in place by a sort of rosary of resinous balls 

alternately black and white, covered his head; his face was quite 

distinguished. Funnel boots, as worn in the reign of Louis XIII, and 

a large long-handled sword, completed this costume, which was 

really very elegant. The too great familiarity with which this person 

treated a young sailor drew a very sharp correction and proved at 

the same time that good education is decidedly not a Korean 

characteristic, even in the higher classes. 

After the departure of the mandarin, who brought his master an 

unfavorable response, several engagements took place with the 

Korean troops. They conducted themselves well, giving proof of 

military skill and some courage. In these battles we could see that 

bows, spears and clubs, although found in large quantities in the 

stores of Ganghwa, are no longer in use and have been completely 

replaced by the matchlock. This weapon, ending in a butt too small 

to support on the shoulder, is difficult to handle; the one shooting 

must have a parapet, an embrasure, or in open country, the shoulder 

of another man to support his weapon and give it a proper direction. 

Korean guns are far from being threatening, and if their shots reach 

the goal, it is quite by accident. Some soldiers were wearing armor. 

Composed of an iron helmet with a red plume, the arms and thighs 

protected by chainmail, and finally a large doubled garment made 

of overlapping pieces of boiled leather joined by large nails, these 

coats of armor are unable to withstand bullets. 

The landing corps occupied Ganghwa and Kak-kot-si until 

November 11. The leisure time left to us after our service was 

generally devoted to hunting. Game is respected by the natives, who 

do not care much to eat it, and it is, therefore, very abundant. 

Pheasants, geese, wild ducks, teals, plovers, pigeons, etc., followed 

one another on our tables, little accustomed to such luxury. Furred 

game is, it seems, quite rare and I do not think that during our stay 

a single hare was sighted. In the mountains of the east there are 

wolves, foxes, bears, and tigers whose skins are very famous in 
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China. Skilled hunters, despite the imperfection of their weapons, 

carry on a successful war with these ferocious animals, whose 

remains mainly feed the export trade. 

I will long remember with pleasure these excursions on the 

island of Ganghwa. The weather was always splendid, the air was 

lightly charged with mist, and a beautiful light flooded across the 

fields and woods, where the breeze carried away the yellow leaves. 

Nothing else very new offered itself to my eyes; the houses were all 

alike, the people too, at least on the outside, and I was not able to 

penetrate their character, which seems gentle. These poor people, 

once they had recovered from the first terror inspired by our landing, 

gradually resumed their agricultural work; when we encountered 

them busy cutting rice or piling it in great stacks, they prostrated 

themselves as we passed; if we entered an inhabited house, we were 

quickly offered caquis, a fruit very abundant in Japan and Korea, 

with the taste of figs, and the appearance of a small apple, and 

excellent fresh water with the same display of deep, over-deep 

respect. It was easy to see, indeed, that these expressions were due 

to fear. While telling ourselves that we should take into account a 

difference of customs and not be surprised by these genuflections 

that were probably offered to any mandarin, we could not help but 

be painfully affected by such servility. 

On November 22nd, the squadron of China and Japan finally left 

the coast of Korea and each ship returned to its particular station. 

The result we had hoped for the expedition had not been achieved, 

and a renewal of persecution against the Christians coincided with 

the departure of the squadron, and the Korean government 

broadcast a declaration rejecting and cursing any attempt to 

compromise with the European invasion. We could see that we had 

not been fortunate enough to make ourselves loved during our stay. 

Too often Europe shows itself for the first time to foreign nations 

with a character of violence and despotic pretensions. So long as a 

country has not been blessed with electric telegraphs and the 

principles of its civilization differ from ours, we feel authorized to 

violate at its expense all the rules of human rights. It is especially 
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painful to be brought to shed blood in the name of pure and lofty 

doctrines which, by their nature, should never require the use of that 

sad and questionable means of persuasion known as force. 

Come what may, in the present state of affairs Korea cannot long 

delay opening, voluntarily or under duress, to Western trade. Its 

position between two countries whose relations extend further every 

day and that seem to have finally abandoned the system of exclusion 

make it almost a necessity. It is difficult for those of delicate feelings 

with a taste for art and variety not to experience first and foremost, 

before any other reflection, a certain regret on seeing European 

influences of every kind penetrating everywhere. Surely civilization 

and science have everything to gain, but at the same time the 

character of the people disappears and their originality is lost. Are 

not Japanese nobles already dressing up in trousers and coats! 

There is, no doubt, still a long way to go before uniformity reigns 

on earth, and unexplored lands are still numerous enough to fulfill 

all the desires of travelers. So let us leave aside these vain regrets of 

men of imagination and express a hope that France, renouncing too 

disinterested a role, will take a larger share of the European 

commercial movement which tends every day to spread further over 

the world. 
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G. Pradier’s “Korea of Forty Years Ago, Reminiscences of a Naval 

Officer” 

 

The text that follows was translated and annotated by Daniel Kane and is 

taken from: “A Forgotten Firsthand Account of the Pyŏng’in yangyo (1866): 

An Annotated Translation of the Narrative of G. Pradier,” by Daniel C. 

Kane. Seoul Journal of Korean Studies 21, no. 1 (2008): 51-85 (the 

translation of Pradier’s text starts on page 61). The notes are by Kane. 

 This text was first published under the title, “La Corée il y a 

quarante ans” and appeared in two parts in consecutive issues of La Revue 

hebdomadaire (Paris) of 14 and 21 January 1905. The author identifies 

himself as “G. Pradier, retired ship’s captain” and says he was still only an 

“aspirant” (midshipman) during the expedition but became an “enseigne” 

just as it ended. He should probably be identified with Georges Élie Pradier, 

who was a year younger than Zuber. He says in another article about his 

experiences in Japan, published in Le Correspondant in July 1904, that he 

had lost all his records in a fire and could only write from memory. The 

story of a meeting with the King of Korea during the visit to Seoul clearly 

derives from a misunderstanding, since he was not involved in the initial 

survey up the Han River. Occasionally he gets a date slightly wrong, 

especially that of the Cheongdeung-sa battle that he was clearly part of, and 

it is strange that he does not mention the death of three sailors during the 

landing at the Seoul Gate on October 29. His anecdotal memories of small 

incidents make pleasant reading. 

 

We were moored at Takou1 in the month of June, 1866 when 

Admiral Roze,2 Commander of the Naval Division of the China and 

Japan Seas, received word that two priests and three French 

missionaries had just been massacred in Korea. The news was 

                                            
1 Taku (Pinyin: Dagu), or the Taku Forts, referred to a fortified port complex 

southeast of Tianjin, Shandong province, China. It was also the primary port for 

the French navy in China. 
2 Pierre-Gustave Roze (1812-1882). His actual rank at this time was Rear 

Admiral. From 1865 to 1867 he served as Commander of the French Second 

Empire’s Far Eastern Squadron (Station Navale des Mers de Chine). In fact, the 

correspondence of Roze and the letters of Father Ridel indicate that Ridel brought 

news of the execution of two priests (évêques), seven missionaries, and a large 

number of native converts. Roze to Naval Ministry (6 October 1866), Choe, Han-

Pul kwan’gye, 277; Piacentini, Mgr Ridel, 108. 
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brought to him by the R. P. Ridel,3 who had been fortunate enough 

to escape along with a dozen Koreans aboard a junk. Thereupon 

Admiral Roze immediately informed the Naval Minister, Count 

Chasseloup-Laubat.4  

In the meantime we were summoned in all haste to the aid 

of Cochin China, then threatened by insurrection. Admiral Roze 

ordered the vessels of his division to rendezvous at Chéfou5 on 10 

September, and then set forth for Saigon with the frigate la Guerrière, 

upon which I embarked as a Midshipman First Class. By the time we 

arrived all was pacified, but the governor, Admiral La Grandière,6 

sensed that new disturbances, even then secretly being planned in 

western Cochin China, could flare up at any moment; he also 

required all of his resources to subdue three western provinces, 

which would be seized by our forces the following year and whose 

annexation to France would assure for a time the tranquility of our 

colony.  

We took advantage of our time in Saigon to take on the 

necessary provisions, such as coal and munitions, and we found 

ourselves prepared when, towards the end of August, Admiral Roze 

received orders to proceed to Korea to make a show of force in order 

to obtain reparations for the massacre of our missionaries.7  

The entire division was reunited at Chéfou on 10 September. 

The Laplace had been sent from Yokohama with two hundred marine 

riflemen of the Montagne Battalion. 8  These, combined with the 

                                            
3 The Reverend Father (Révérend Père) Felix-Claire Ridel (1830-1884). 
4 Napoléon Samuel Prosper, marquis de Chasseloup-Laubat (1805-1873) was the 

godson of Napoleon I and Josephine. From 1861 to 1867 he served as Napoleon 

III’s Minister of the Navy and Colonies. 
5 Zhifu. An important port in northern Shandong province at what is today 

Yantai. 
6 Pierre-Paul-Marie de la Grandière (1807-1876). At the time he was a rear 

admiral and from 1863-1868, the French governor of Cochin China. 
7 These orders came from Henri de Bellonet, French chargé d’affaires in Peking, 

and not the French government authorities in Paris. 
8 Referring to the French naval headquarters in Yokohama. The French 

concession there, situated on a choice piece of land on a small mountain 

overlooking Yokohama, came to be called simply “La Montagne française” by its 
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naval companies of our own division, would allow us to form two 

battalions of a total of five hundred seventy-three men, two artillery 

batteries of four cannons apiece, one company of marines 

[abordeurs], and one battery of rocketeers [fuséens].  

While we drilled our men in marching and firing, on 18 

September the admiral set off for Korea aboard the corvette 

Primauguet, commanded by Bochet, with the dispatch boat Déroulède 

and gunboat second-class Tardiff in tow. He brought with him Father 

Ridel and the natives, one of whom served as a pilot and to point out 

the southern approach, without knowledge of which it would be 

hopeless to proceed.  

Father Ridel served as interpreter. Following the custom of 

missionaries in the Far East, who from their arrival dress in the 

manner native to the area where they are proselytizing, he was 

garbed in the Korean style, entirely in white. Only the soldiers [of 

Korea] sport colorful uniforms. All others wear a long and full shirt 

extending to the knees. Their pants resemble those of the Zouaves,9 

only larger and falling lower on the foot. Their sleeves and shoes 

resemble those of the Chinese. Their hairstyles are singular. The men 

tie their hair into a very tight and vertical braid, which they keep 

pulled up very smartly atop their heads by a headband made of 

horsehair. This hairdo is then covered with a tall black hat in the 

shape of a truncated cone with large straight brims fashioned of 

horsehair or fine bamboo. The material was such that its 

transparency allowed one to see the small topknot – our men were 

fond of calling these hairdos ‘flytraps.’ The headgear was very 

fragile and placed delicately on the head where it was held in place 

by two black cords fastened beneath the chin. It served as adornment 

as well as to protect the vertical queue which adorned the top of the 

forehead.  

The women were dressed somewhat like the men and 

distinguishable by their hair alone, which instead of being pulled 

                                            
occupants. Pradier alludes to it again at the end of his account. 
9 Referring to certain infantry regiments of the French army identifiable by their 

trousers, which hung loosely and ballooned out around the calves. 
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atop the head was gathered at the back of the neck into a sort of bun 

that was then concealed beneath a small black cover.  

On the evening of the 19th the three ships anchored off Île 

Eugénie, one of the most important islands of the Prince Imperial 

Archipelago10. The night spent at this anchorage, during an equinox 

tide, provided some idea of the navigational difficulties these 

regions presented. Currents reached speeds of five and a half knots 

while the sea during the great syzygy tide 11  attained depths of 

seventeen meters. In other words, a five-story house accessible at 

low tide would vanish completely beneath the waters at high tide. 

Thus one is forced to spend the night at one’s post, boilers 

pressurized, and engines ready to run. The veering of the extremely 

violent eddies and tides turned the small ships on their anchors 

threatening to snap their chains.  

The following day, the disembarkation of the Déroulède and 

Tardiff was fraught with difficulty from the outset. Equipped only 

with windlasses, it took some time for them to hoist their anchors. 

Following two hours of steaming the vessels arrived before the Île 

Boisée12 at the entrance to the Han River, the river of Seoul.13 The 

Han River and its tributaries stretch from the Korean coast in the east 

to the island of Ganghwa,14  whose numerous fortifications guard 

the approach to the capital, in the west. The Île Boisée’s southern 

                                            
10 The Prince Imperial Archipelago being a French appellation of the string of 

islands stretching roughly from Taebu-do 大阜島 in the east to Tŏkchŏk-do 德

積島 in western Kyŏnggi Province. 
11 Syzygy refers to the alignment of three or more celestial bodies. By syzygy, or 

equinox, tide is meant the tide occurring when the sun and moon are in alignment 

and characterized by extremes of high and low tidal flow. 
12 The names figuring in this account were provided us either by Father Ridel or 

the Korean pilot [author’s note]. 
13 The Île Boisée (“wooded isle”) refers to the erstwhile island of Chagyakto 芍

藥島, now joined through land reclamation to the larger Yŏngjongdo 永宗島 

(home of Incheon International Airport). The river Pradier refers to here as the 

Han River is actually the narrow strait separating the Korean coast and Kanghwa 

Island. It is also referred to by period Western accounts as the Rivière Salée (salty 

river). The actual mouth of the Han River is reached a few paragraphs on. 
14 Kanghwa Island. 
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coast presented a most singular appearance: high and sheer cliffs 

interspersed with very low-lying shores that the rising tide covered 

completely. The unoccupied bluffs, which might have served to 

defend the anchorages of the Île Boisée, were sufficient evidence that 

its shores were unapproachable. Nature proved a sufficient defense 

against their use. The tides completely change the appearance of the 

region. The five or six mile wide estuary at high tide is reduced at 

low tide to one and a half miles at most.  

The admiral’s flagship Déroulède, accompanied by the Tardiff, 

left the Primauguet to advance up the Han River. The small gunboat 

led the way, carrying aboard the commander Bochet along with the 

pilot Father Ridel, and indicated the course by signaling depth 

readings. Numerous banks made the entrance difficult, but the 

further we advanced the more evident the river channel became, as 

indicated by the disposition of the water, despite the fact that its 

width varied and its course described numerous meanderings. 

Seven miles from its mouth the river narrowed to form a very 

dangerous elbow strewn with rocks around which the waters boiled 

furiously like rapids. This passage was very delicate; the navigation 

of such a violent current demanded utmost care and speed. At this 

point only eight meters separated the embankment from midstream. 

Two well-situated forts occupied the summits of the opposite banks, 

guarding the narrow channel. Scuttled junks would have rendered 

the passage impassable. Fortunately, the Koreans had not thought 

of this very basic defense.  

After passing the elbow the river gradually widened and 

navigation became easier. Its fairly high banks are crowned by small 

forts three or four meters in height. These small defensive structures, 

which are generally found at every promontory, are linked by a two-

meter high crenelated wall that extends the length of either bank.  

The city of Ganghwa is not situated along the shore of the 

Han River but in the interior. It is defended by three forts in a 

triangular formation situated near a promontory so that they 

command the river both up and downstream. The Koreans say it 
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comprises one of the country’s four eminent spots.15  Besides the 

area near these three forts, access to the city was barred from the 

river by a monumental gate, to which had recently been attached 

two crenelated walls three meters high. On the opposite bank a 

similar gate was locked from within to block the approach to Seoul. 

These gates have a large flag draped below their platforms; on the 

Ganghwa gate stood several mandarins and armed soldiers.  

After passing these forts without detecting any sign of 

hostility on the part of the Koreans, the Tardiff and Déroulède found 

themselves in waters of considerable depth and breadth. Continuing 

on, they arrived at the mouth of the Han River. On their left was the 

Northern Pass, or Emperor’s Pass, a vast five-mile bay, but very 

encumbered by sandbanks and navigable only by junks. The 

Southern Pass they had seized was really the only one that would 

permit gunboats entrance to the river of Seoul.  

Forced to anchor each evening, it took five days for our two 

vessels to reach the capital, in the course of which they foundered 

several times on sandbanks but without suffering any serious 

damage. Arriving several miles from the village of Sukkol16, on the 

river’s left bank, a large number of junks and chains of logs were 

spotted in the middle of the river blocking our passage. Father Ridel 

                                            
15 Perhaps an allusion to the “four fortresses” of Kyŏnggi-do that defended the 

capital, each headed by a commander (yusu 留守). The others were located in 

Suwŏn 水原, Kaesŏng 開城, and Kwangju 廣州. 
16 What village this refers to is unclear. The period map Taedong yo˘jido 大東與

地圖 has a village named Sokkot 石串 located at the approximate location 

Pradier indicates here, about fifteen kilometers from Seoul and on the left bank of 

the Han River (as one heads upriver towards Seoul, as the expedition was doing 

here). However, period French charts record a village named Sak Kol located just 

southeast of Kimp’o on the southern (or right as one heads upriver) bank of the 

Han River. See the map included in Rostaing, “Notes sur une récente 

exploration.” In this latter case, one possibility for its identity could be Singok 新

谷. However, it bears noting that Pradier here is recounting a portion of the 

expedition in which he did not participate and for this reason may have 

mistakenly identified the location as on the left bank. Kim Chŏngho, Taedong 

yŏjido (Complete map of the Great East), (Seoul: Kyŏngsŏng Cheguk Taehak 

Pŏbakpu, 1936), sheet 13. 
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and the pilot made signals for them to approach closer from the 

banks, but as they gave either no sign of understanding or 

willingness to comply, several rifle shots were fired just in front of 

the foremost figure. No sooner had we done this then their crews 

abandoned their crafts and fled into the interior. Our two vessels, 

forced to halt at sunset, spent the night at anchor without being 

molested.  

The next day at dawn we saw hundreds of junks, along with 

chains of logs, which seemed to block the route downriver from 

Seoul. The admiral dispatched Lieutenant Commander H.,17 along 

with Father Ridel, to inform the authorities of a large village located 

about 600 meters above the right bank that if the channel were not 

cleared within the hour we would clear the route ourselves at the 

ends of our cannon. Because the junks had not budged at the end of 

an hour, the Tardiff fired a random artillery shell about 2000 meters. 

With our telescopes we witnessed some very active movement 

aboard the Korean boats. Our two vessels lifted anchor and 

continued their progress upriver. Approaching, we recognized that 

the junks had shifted, leaving a gap between them sufficient to allow 

our passage. The Tardiff and Déroulède passed alongside all these 

boats, whose crews all appeared terrified, and came to anchor 150 

meters from the outskirts of Seoul, in front of the imperial palace.  

It is impossible to convey a sense of the panic the populace 

felt upon seeing our two vessels armed with cannon, which seemed 

such formidable machines alongside their junks. The fear-stricken 

residents ran in all directions, calling out for help, while the imperial 

guard, arranged in battle order before the palace gates, stood ready 

to defend the entrance.  

Dispatched as a spokesperson, Father Ridel obtained an 

audience with the sovereign. The admiral immediately descended 

                                            
17 Due to the figure’s later prominence, Pradier does not provide his full name, a 

convention often adhered to in period memoirs. It almost certainly refers to 

Edgar-Eugène Humann (1838-1914), who in 1892 would be appointed to the 

same position Roze held in 1866: Commander of the French Far Eastern Division 

(Division navale d’Extrême-Orient). 
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with his chief of staff and escorted by forty marines armed with rifles 

and revolvers. Reproaching the emperor for the death of our 

missionaries, the admiral demanded extravagant reparations. 

Obtaining only vague promises in response, he then declared his 

intention to return with more vessels and many more troops, 

vowing vengeance for the atrocities committed. Was this really the 

emperor, this motionless figure seated at the back of a darkened hall 

upon a dais encompassed in silk that partially concealed him from 

the eyes of the profane? We will never know. Leaving the palace with 

his escort, the admiral returned aboard the Déroulède and the two 

vessels then cast off for the return voyage down river.18 

We marveled at the results of such audacity: with only two 

small vessels of but seventy men each we had gone and threatened 

a sovereign of tens of millions in his very palace. What is more, to do 

so at the end of a nearly sixty mile journey up a narrow, winding 

river encumbered by banks and rocky promontories with extremely 

violent currents and defended by very well placed fortifications. Yet 

our ships had encountered no serious resistance to speak of. At our 

final anchorage before Seoul, however, we were fired upon by a 

large cannon. The projectile resembled a round bullet traversed by 

an arrow (we had never before seen the likes of it). It fell a short 

distance from the Tardiff. Our gunmen responded immediately with 

a very strong volley that sent a mob of Koreans to flight, panic-

stricken by the murderous effect of our artillery.  

The return journey was accomplished as uneventfully as the 

                                            
18 By other French accounts, on 25 September the French vessels Tardiff and 

Déroulède reached a point on the Han River within sight of the walls of Seoul. 

The following day a Korean emissary brought a message aboard the Déroulède in 

effect asking the French to leave peacefully. The French vessels made some 

soundings and then departed back downriver the same day. Roze to Naval 

Minister (6 October 1866), Choe, Han-Pul kwan’gye, 291 et passim. See also, 

Frey, “L’Expédition de Corée,” 216-217; Piacentini, Mgr Ridel, 113; Zuber, “Une 

expédition en Corée,” 406. The incongruity of Pradier’s version with all other 

accounts aside, even had the French ships reached the region of Seoul on the Han 

River they would still have been nearly two miles distant from the royal residence 

at Kyo˘ngbok Palace, hardly “in front of it.” 
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journey out, and much more rapidly. There was reason to fear the 

Koreans might have blocked our way with a line of junks, or that the 

forts of Ganghwa might harass our passage, but there was nothing 

of the sort. Only after our vessels had passed the village did the forts 

at the channel entrance fire upon them. But by the time they opened 

fire the Déroulède, which brought up the rear, had already passed 

beyond the range of their missiles.  

Admiral Roze returned to Chéfou and immediately issued 

orders to embark for Korea. The naval division consisted of the 

frigate Guerrière (the admiral’s flagship), commanded by Captain 

Marius Ollivier;19 the corvettes Primauget, commanded by Bochet, 

and Laplace, commanded by Amet; the paddle-wheel sloops Kien-

Chan, commanded by Trêves,20 and Déroulède, commanded by Richy; 

and finally, the two small gunboats Tardiff, commanded by 

Chanoine, and Brethon, commanded by Huchet de Cintré. We took 

along as well several junks, including that of Father Ridel and the 

Korean Catholics, who speaking a bit of French came to serve us as 

both guides and interpreters.  

On 12 October the admiral led the division to anchor at the 

Île Boisée facing the entrance to the Han River, the river of Seoul. 

The expeditionary force then boarded the four smallest vessels and 

the divisional launching dinghies. At the head was the Tardiff, 

followed by the Déroulède flying the admiral’s flag, with the Kien-

Chan and Brethon bringing up the rear. The gunboats had complete 

freedom of movement, while the sloops towed the launches and 

dinghies of the larger vessels moored at the Île Boisée, their 

dimensions and draught making it impossible for them to enter the 

river.  

All went well until we were ten miles from Ganghwa, the 

place decided upon for the landing, at which point the Kien-Chan 

was unable to follow. Obliged as it was to navigate by a hastily 

                                            
19 Most sources record the spelling, Olivier. 
20 Other sources record, Trève. Jouan, “L’Expédition de Corée en 1866,” 156 et 

passim; Piacentini, Mgr Ridel, 122. 
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drawn map, it quit the channel and became grounded, the rapidity 

of the sea’s tide making it impossible to extricate itself. The frigate 

captain d’Osery, second in command aboard the Guerrière, had the 

towropes released and gave them to the Brethon with orders to leave 

Kien-Chan and continue its advance alone. By the time we had 

anchored before Ganghwa the Tardiff and Déroulède had already 

opened fire to clear the bank. Our men had already seized the village 

on the beach, sending into flight the few Koreans who had occupied 

the gate and three forts that protected the village. The troops were 

installed in the buildings of the village, which was situated on a 

small hill dominating the plain. Our vessels, anchored in a line and 

commanding both the river and the opposite bank, were free from 

the fear of surprise attack.  

From the hill’s heights, and the slopes where the Yokohama 

Battalion was encamped, one enjoyed an expansive view of the land. 

Fairly high mountains framed the western horizon. To the right one 

made out the Northern Channel or Channel of the Emperor (also 

called Scia-tung) .21 Finally, on the plains below the countryside was 

strewn with hamlets and copses of trees through which wound an 

extended road five meters in breadth and leading to the city of 

Ganghwa, whose far-off dwellings were just visible behind an 

enclosing wall. The terrain was dry, and unlike in China or Japan, 

rice was not the only crop: one saw much sorghum and corn as well.  

On 15 October a reconnaissance mission to Ganghwa led by 

the frigate captain d’Orsery22 encountered rifle fire 300 meters from 

the city walls. The commander had his men take cover and assume 

firing positions, and with only his self exposed, he had them open 

                                            
21 Referring to the sea channel between the islands of Poru˘mdo 乶音島 and 

Chumundo 注文島, and which provided a northern approach to Kanghwa and 

the Han River Estuary. This passage was explored by Ernst Oppert earlier in 1866 

aboard the small steamer Emperor, thus the sobriquet. The meaning of Scia-tung 

is not known. 
22 Other sources record, d’Osery. Jouan, “L’Expédition de Corée en 1866,” 166 

et passim; Roze to Naval Minister (22 October 1866), Choe, Han-Pul kwan’gye 

319 et passim; Frey, “L’Expédition de Corée,” 122. Later Pradier also records 

d’Osery. 



301 

fire. Two Koreans were killed and many more wounded. 23  The 

firing and advancing continued until not a single enemy was to be 

seen. A few sailors scaled the walls and the commander was able to 

personally reconnoiter the city and familiarize himself with its 

defenses. Having no further orders, he had his men withdraw, 

wishing to leave to the admiral the honor of capturing the city he 

could have seized with a single company of sailors from the 

Guerrière.  

That same day several platoons of soldiers from other units 

roamed unmolested about the countryside. Upon their approach 

white clad figures fled as fast as they could in all directions.24They 

brought back provisions and a dozen or so cows.  

In the early morning hours of 16 October the advance on the 

city commenced in the following order: in the vanguard came the 

marines commanded by Ensign Lassalle;25 these were followed by 

the admiral and his escort, the first column commanded by d’Osery, 

the second column commanded by Lieutenant T., the third column 

commanded by Lieutenant Laguerre, and finally the rearguard 

comprised of companies of marines from the smaller vessels. 

Batteries of four pieces and artillerymen each followed their 

respective corps.  

                                            
23 This conforms with the Korean record. Ilso˘ngnok, Month 9, Day 8 (16 

October 1866). 
24 Things were not quite so quiet. In fact, the Korean record cites an encounter 

between several dozen French soldiers and a local Korean official, Kim Chae-

ho˘n 金在獻. Captured along the road, Kim was led to a house in Kapkot where 

the French, working without an interpreter, attempted unsuccessfully to 

communicate before taking him briefly aboard one of the French ships anchored 

off the coast, where he was questioned in Korean, most likely by Father Ridel 

assisted by a Korean Christian. Ilso˘ngnok, Month 9, Day 8 (16 October 1866). 

Pradier is not alone in neglecting to mention this encounter, of which he was 

likely ignorant. It is only to be found in the account of Frey, who mentions that it 

was Ridel who questioned the Korean official, though interestingly, it is not 

mentioned in the letters of Ridel as compiled by Piacentini. Frey, “L’Expédition 

de Corée,” 224. 
25 Elsewhere Pradier records ‘Lasalle.’ Frey records ‘Lassalle.’ Frey, 

“L’Expédition de Corée,” 231. 
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The troops arrived within 500 meters of the town without 

encountering the enemy. Captain Marius Olivier, commander of the 

landing corps, then deployed the three columns while the artillery 

opened fire on the main gate and the walls. The charge was sounded. 

The men threw themselves into the assault, scaling the walls while 

the Korean captains, swords in hand, attempted in vain to rally their 

troops. Many were killed and the remainder fled without offering 

resistance or even taking their flags, which were soon in our hands. 

Our men found the place abandoned, at most only a hundred 

remained in a city whose dimensions could sustain thirty-five to 

forty thousand souls.  

The first corps was installed in the yamen of the mandarin 

governor. The second spent the entire day scouring the inner city, 

encountering none of the enemy save for a small number of 

inoffensive and frightened inhabitants. The third conducted a 

reconnaissance outside the walls. In the villages, which had not been 

entirely abandoned, were seen only a few elderly, whom the 

Koreans had abandoned so as not to be encumbered in their flight. 

The men, almost all of them drunk, followed us with piteous cries. 

The women stooped to the ground and greeted us in the fashion of 

the country, rubbing together their extended hands.  

Next to the yamen a number of large and well-built 

storehouses contained all the provisions required for a campaign. 

The inventory was curious: quite primitive weapons by the 

thousands; armor with iron helmets; large swords with tempered 

blades of poor quality and enclosed in frayed sleeves; crossbows; 

innumerable barbed arrows; truncheons; spiked flails; small iron 

tridents meant to wound horses and those on foot; rifles with fuses 

and leather cartridges. In other storehouses were found heaps of 

fans and writing brushes, wax candles, and alum, and finally, iron 

cooking pots, very solid paper cups for eating rice; sacks of barley, 

rice, salted cod, and an immense quantity of dried fish. Most 

important was the discovery of one storehouse with cases containing 

saucer-shaped slabs of silver. Our men, who took to playing games 

of quoits with them, were asked by an officer where they had found 
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them.  

“Ah, lieutenant,” replied one of the sailors, “they’re zinc. 

Some boxes in the back of the warehouse are filled with them.”  

The officer examined two of these discs and discovered 

them in fact to be silver. There were roughly 300,000 francs worth of 

them. The admiral forwarded this treasure to the Naval Minister to 

help defray the cost of the expedition, but the government later 

declared it to be booty seized from the enemy, and as such should 

be divided among the officers and soldiers of the expeditionary 

fleet.26  

We took from the yamen an entire library as well as marble 

tablets with gold inscriptions. According to Father Ridel, these latter 

constituted a history of the country. For two hundred and fifty years 

the Koreans had experienced no serious warfare. This explained the 

large stores of antiquated armaments.  

Commander d’Osery took control of the city and installed 

the large part of the embarking party either in the yamen or in some 

large homes situated on a hill dominating the surrounding 

countryside. The alpine battalion, the marines, and the gunners 

lodged in the village at the beach, where the admiral installed 

himself in a yatki27 with his staff.  

A barn was cleared out and refitted; decorated with foliage 

and pennants and fitted with the altar from la Guerrière, the frigate 

chaplain then conducted Sunday mass there while Father Ridel did 

the same in the city of Ganghwa.  

The admiral assisted at this mass, surrounded by his staff 

                                            
26 In his official dispatch to the Naval Ministry, Roze gives the figure of 887 

discs of silver weighing 887 kilograms with an estimated value of 197,231FRF 

(equivalent in 2006 to approximately US$495,000). According to Roze, 

immediately following the inventory, “all the cases were reclosed, sealed, 

secured, and numbered and carried aboard the Guerrière for transport to the 

Ministry of the Navy and Colonies [Naval Ministry].” Roze to Naval Minister (16 

October 1866), Choe, 355. This putative division of the spoils described by 

Pradier is not found in any other account and whether it actually came to pass is 

unknown. 
27 Meaning unknown. 
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and all the officers, who arrived in no particular order and of their 

own accord. An armed guard, led by a midshipman, and arranged 

on the right and left of the altar, presented arms and kneeled during 

the elevation, while drummers and buglers sounded in the fields. 

Sailors filled the improvised chapel, those finding no more room 

standing in the doorway, just as in their own village, heads 

uncovered and solemn. The same crowds appeared in Ganghwa at 

the small chapel of Father Ridel.  

Our crews were largely Breton sailors, all of whom were 

devout, while even those from other provinces were far from being 

skeptics. By that time a few religious practices had become standard 

aboard ship.  

Each day a brief prayer, the Lord’s Prayer with the Hail 

Mary, was said before the crew during morning inspection and the 

evening clearing of the decks. The men listened in silence with heads 

uncovered. Mass was celebrated Sunday aboard the admiral’s ship 

while a chaplain conducted it aboard the other vessels by turn. On 

Good Friday the yardarms became crosses, flags were flown at half-

mast, while a cannon was fired hourly. At a ship’s launching the port 

chaplain came to consecrate the vessel, beseeching God to protect it 

in tempest and war.  

The new inventions and innumerable contraptions that now 

fill our vessels have necessitated the presence of specialists, able 

workers for the most part originating from the hinterland, who have 

changed all of this. Prayer and religious ceremony have been 

suppressed in order not to offend the beliefs of those who possess 

none. Chaplains have been reduced in number, and soon they will 

be done away with altogether, removing with them the possibility 

of last rites for those who desire them, as well as the supreme 

consolation of their loved ones, mothers, and wives of knowing 

those they cherished had seen their sufferings soothed and been able 

to die as Christians.  

On the evening of 17 October we set fire to all state 

storehouses after having removed from them all that might be of use. 

At the same time we ignited three small powder kegs we had 



305 

positioned against the city’s exterior walls. The detonations could be 

heard in the capital. With the perception of these incendiary lights 

the emperor received as well the assurance that the admiral had kept 

his promise.  

After such a reprisal it would have been wise had we 

satisfied ourselves with this lesson and disembarked. The admiral 

wished to continue on and bombard Seoul, but he learned from the 

Korean Christians that the way upriver had been blocked by scuttled 

junks, obliging our vessels to remain anchored at Ganghwa. 28 

Unable to demonstrate a show of force before the capital, and not 

wishing to return empty handed, the admiral desired at the very 

least to return with a map of the country. No hydrographic surveys 

had yet been taken, yet they were indispensable if one were to 

produce a sound chart of the river and the environs of the Île Boisée.  

The expeditionary corps was divided into hydrographical 

and topographical brigades. Each day some officers set off with one 

of the small cannon and an armed dinghy to make soundings or 

observations, while others, escorted by an armed detachment, 

conducted reconnaissance of the terrain.  

One morning while ascending the river the commander of 

the Tardiff was astounded when his ship ceased advancing though 

its propeller continued to turn. Despite the extreme current the 

engines labored to pull the vessel upstream. Soundings were made 

and river bottom was found all about. The engines were cut. But 

rather than drifting the vessel remained lodged in place. In the 

                                            
28 Based upon the official records this is highly doubtful. Roze was clear even 

before departing for Kanghwa on the second punitive phase that the Han River 

was far too treacherous to permit its approach by French steamships and he had 

no intention of trying. Further, even had he succeeded in ascending the Han River 

as far as the outer limits of Seoul, the distance of the walled capital from the river 

would have made it far beyond the range of the French guns. It bears repeating 

that Pradier was never part of the exploratory mission that had proceeded some 

way up the Han River and would have based his concept of the situation of the 

Korean capital entirely on hearsay. From the outset of the punitive expedition 

Roze stated that his aim was only to strike a coup de main at Kanghwa, “the key 

to Seoul.” Roze to Naval Minister (6 October 1866), Choe, Han-Pul kwan’gye, 

318. 
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ebbing tide the vessel’s center had run aground on a protruding rock. 

Fearing the vessel would capsize in the low tide, the ship’s gear was 

redistributed to create an equilibrium and the crew was prohibited 

from moving about. The sea descended well below the keel and 

throughout the low tide the Tardiff sat balanced on the rock. It was 

necessary to await high tide, when to our extreme good fortune the 

sea refloated the vessel so that it was able to return that same 

evening to its anchorage at Ganghwa. This episode gives an idea of 

the navigational dangers of those parts, where a good chart is 

indispensable. Our officers now comprehended the urgency of the 

matter, and everyone else as well labored with the greatest ardor.  

During the six weeks we remained in Korea I was sent out 

on a daily reconnaissance of the region around the city of Ganghwa. 

I set off with a detachment of forty men and while conducting a 

survey with compass of our route I was also responsible for 

obtaining cows, pigs, chickens, eggs, fruit, vegetables, and other 

provisions. The admiral, however, had given strict orders to take 

nothing without reimbursement. Therefore, before setting out the 

commissar provided us with piastras or Chinese taels cut in half and 

we would then calculate how many pieces of such silver should be 

given in exchange for the provisions we came upon in the villages. 

Whenever we seized a cow or other animal in the countryside we 

estimated its value and then, in cases where the owner did not 

answer our calls, left a number of piastras or taels representing its 

value on the ground in the vicinity where we had taken it. These 

amounts were left to the estimations of each detachment 

commander, and I must avow that, generally speaking, we did not 

come across many expensive provisions in that country.  

The undulating countryside resembled that of Japan 

without rivaling it in beauty. The city of Ganghwa was surrounded 

by immense paddy fields interspersed with wooded hills where 

pheasant and pigeon abounded. Near the end of our stay the cold 

arrived with brisk effect. All the rice paddies became covered with 

wild black geese that were apparently not hunted, for they never fled 

at our approach. Our men with their shoulder slung rifles were 



307 

sorely tempted as they marched along the embankments of these 

fields. What a slaughter would have resulted had a platoon fired into 

these densely packed flocks! Unfortunately, a formal order had been 

issued: in order not to frighten those peaceable Koreans still 

sheltered in their villages, we were forbidden from firing a single 

round.  

The day of our disembarking on Ganghwa we had seized a 

large junk loaded with rice.29  The ship’s master, whom we called 

“the seagoing captain” [le capitaine au long cours], was kept in our 

custody for three or four days. We thought this man might provide 

us with needed intelligence for navigating the river. However, 

despite promises of silver, Father Ridel was unable to make use of 

him. We eventually released him but throughout our stay on 

Ganghwa he lingered in the vicinity, most likely to keep a watchful 

eye on his junk, the separation from which no doubt caused him 

great heartache.  

When in the course of our expeditions we came upon 

provisions we requisitioned Koreans from the villages to serve as 

porters. These people were not at all happy about our taking their 

animals, even with reimbursement, and even less with being forced 

to carry the loads to our camp. In general they demonstrated much 

indolence, I might even say resistance, so that it was often necessary 

to resort to the bamboo to make them obey.  

The Koreans, without resembling the Chinese entirely, 

share some of their customs. In the Celestial Empire the coolies, 

more physically able servants, usually do not work without the 

inducement of the rod. They were no doubt raised on such principles, 

for often our better servants would demand in their language, “Me 

no work if you no give bamboo.” Well, if they were asking for it we 

had less scruples about giving it to them. It was the same with the 

                                            
29 Other French accounts do not mention the seizure of Korean rice shipments 

per se, though Kanghwa’s strategic location as the highway to Seoul was a 

putative reason for its choice as French target. The Korean record, however, does 

record the French seizure of rice shipments (choso˘n 漕船). Ilso˘ngnok, Month 9, 

Day 13 (21 October 1866). 
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Koreans. This being said, never in the course of our expedition did 

one of our men commit an inhumane act. Yes, from time to time 

when obliged they struck the shoulders of surly porters, but they 

administered only the force necessary, never overdoing it.  

The first time I was sent on reconnaissance I came across our 

“seagoing captain” in a village. During the brief period he had been 

detained in our camp he was befriended by us midshipmen, who 

treated him practically as a colleague. One evening when Father 

Ridel had a free moment we asked him to have the Korean captain 

recount to us stories of his journeys. He was tall and well-built and 

when I found him in the village I called him over, placed a length of 

bamboo in his hand and informed him through gestures that I was 

placing him in charge of our Korean porters. At first this role seemed 

a bit repugnant to him. But as we did not oblige him to carry 

anything he resigned himself to his task and ended by guiding the 

convoy fairly well. Arriving back at camp, to demonstrate my 

complete satisfaction I had him given biscuits and after shaking him 

by the hand let him go. The following day another midshipman who 

did not know him discovered him in another village. Observing this 

hardy fellow who seemed not to possess the air of savagery of the 

others, he pointed him out to his men to have him carry a pig 

corresponding to his size and strength. The “seagoing captain” 

scoffed at this but was forced to do so nonetheless. But when he was 

struck slightly on the shoulders he cried out in the only French he 

had learned during his brief sojourn in our camp, “Ah! Ça pas bon! 

Ça pas bon!” Hearing this Korean speaking French, our men thought 

he was perhaps an acquaintance of Father Ridel and treated him 

with consideration, even humoring him with friendly slaps on the 

shoulder. Throughout all this he continued to carry his burden, 

though with evident reluctance. It would seem that it was his junk 

that kept him so harshly detained in our vicinity, for nearly every 

day we came across him in the neighboring countryside and he 

ended up lugging pigs, though I wouldn’t say graciously, at least in 

such a manner that we were never obliged to resort to the bamboo. 

After our departure he must have been reunited with his junk, and 



309 

one hopes the joy of reassuming his command allowed him to 

promptly forget his former vicissitudes.  

One morning I was sent to search a village where a 

mandarin had been spotted by our spies. Father Ridel, 

accompanying my platoon, gave us the signal and we set off in 

search of him. Before arriving at the village we observed several 

groups of Koreans fleeing in various directions. I divided up the 

squadrons and sent them in pursuit, with orders to find the 

mandarin and bring him to me. At the end of an hour several of the 

squadrons had returned without success when I noticed a group of 

men emerging from behind a copse of bamboo. They seemed to be 

having difficulties walking. We went out to meet them and as we 

approached the Quartermaster Leguen, the squadron leader, raised 

his cap in the air crying out merrily, “We have them, monsieur P. 

We’ve captured the mandarin!” They had him all right, but in what 

a state! They had lashed his hands and feet together, passed a length 

of bamboo between his bindings, and were carrying him like calf. 

After releasing the poor man I harshly reprimanded Leguen.  

“But monsieur P., you ordered we bring him to you. I tell 

you he struggled awfully when we recognized him so we were 

obliged to tie him up. He then squirmed about like a worm and 

absolutely refused to walk. We were as polite as could be, we 

explained to him that we meant no harm, but he could not 

understand. Since you’d ordered he be brought to you we had no 

choice but to bind him. If we hadn’t he’d still be out there. His 

companions began to growl when they saw we’d tied him up, so that 

I was obliged to order my men to fix bayonets to prevent them from 

coming to his rescue while Polèz and I brought him here.”  

Once released and standing, I attempted in my turn to 

convince the mandarin to accompany us. But it was futile. At first I 

pitied him, but seeing him fall to his knees, hands clasped and 

overcome with terror, choked by tears and sobs, I grew indignant of 

his shameless and degrading demeanor. No Japanese, Annamite, or 

Chinese officer would ever maintain such a humiliating deportment. 

They would kill themselves before allowing themselves to be 
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captured, or if they did fall into our hands they would certainly have 

demonstrated a certain dignity before their captor. What would 

become of the Korean soldiers if they were led by such as this?  

Seeing we were about to bind him again, he resolved to walk 

to our camp, where I placed him in the hands of the picket 

commander at headquarters.  

Several evenings later, around eleven o’clock, the Koreans 

ignited large fires in a village near a promontory along the riverbank 

about a league and a half downriver from our encampment. This 

was met with an almost immediate response by fires ignited on the 

opposite bank. From one bank to the other signals were made using 

lanterns that could be maneuvered horizontally or vertically.  

One evening while on fatigue duty in camp the admiral 

summoned me and gave me orders to go and determine just what 

was going on at the promontory where the signals had been made.  

“It is imperative I be informed of the schemes of these 

Koreans corresponding with one another in the night,” he told me. 

“If there are not many people in the village seize them without ill-

treatment. Bring to me every living being you find there. Naturally 

you will respect any temple found near the bank, but I want you to 

put to the torch any hay bales or stores of flammable material near 

the riverbank.”  

At nine o’clock I set off with a platoon of eighty sailors with 

fixed bayonets and weapons loaded, and with their scabbards 

secured in their belts so as not make any noise. The 

noncommissioned officers and riflemen first class were equipped 

with pieces of rope and wax candles taken from the storehouses of 

Ganghwa. Before arriving at the first dwellings I deployed my men 

in extended order in order to encircle the village. I waited until 

midnight, thinking the Koreans would attempt to signal as they had 

the previous night and that we could then surprise them in the act. 

All was silent, deserted. I gave orders to slowly advance, proceeding 

hut by hut until we reached the parapets. The men then entered the 

houses one by one. They were entirely empty, not a soul to be seen. 

What’s more, no flame appeared on the opposite bank. The entire 
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village was searched until only the temple remained. I sent the 

Second Mate Prigent with ten men, reminding them not to disturb 

anything and to take nothing.  

While this was going on we discovered next to the parapet 

haystacks and piles of dry wood certainly used to kindle signal fires 

to communicate with the opposite bank. I was making arrangements 

to set these aflame before our departure when I heard cries issuing 

from the temple. I assembled some sailors and entered the temple. 

There I found a group of our men restraining two figures in white 

who were flustering about in distress at the foot of a large Buddha 

statue raised upon an altar at the back of the temple. I advanced. 

They were two Koreans floundering about like creatures possessed 

and letting out cries of fear and grief. One of the two appeared rather 

elderly and to be covered in blood as he stood buttressed against the 

altar, ready to fend off any attack. I called off the men and demanded 

an explanation of Prigent.  

“I’m telling you, monsieur P., we found them like this, 

crouched behind their god, and so completely packed together and 

well-hidden that it was only by chance I discovered them when I 

kicked a bundle and felt it move. Then Malgorn, Le Bras, and I, we 

stooped down and dragged them out. We wanted to get a look at 

their faces, but they kicked and screamed and clawed at us. The old 

one, you see her over there, well Monsieur P., she bit me to the bone 

(he then showed me a seriously injured thumb). I swear I had no 

intention of hurting her but she’d gotten the better of me and left me 

no choice. In order to get her to let go my hand I had to rough her 

up a bit. But it wasn’t much, and it sure didn’t calm her down any, 

Monsieur P. As for the other, the younger one, she wasn’t any easier. 

She’s a real pest, one can just see it in the eyes she makes.”  

“And these two Koreans, you’re sure they’re women?” I 

asked.  

“Yes sir,” Prigent replied. “They’re women.”  

I confess I was much less certain. These two creatures 

stretched out on the ground beneath the large statue of serene 

Buddha, dressed in garments of white now dirty and torn, and 
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illuminated only by the pale light cast by the candles of four or five 

of our men. There appeared to be nothing human about them.  

“Yes, lieutenant, yes, they’re women. You can tell by their 

hairdos. I’m sure of it,” remarked Castagnié, a small bowsprit 

topman, as he held his candle to their faces, all the while watchful of 

their teeth and nails.  

Against such a categorical assertion it was futile to argue 

and I was obliged to acquiesce.  

“You will bring back every human being found in the 

village,” the admiral had told me. I had to carry out my charge. 

During our brief visit to the temple we noticed four or five banners 

or tabards tied to bamboo poles. They suited our purpose nicely. 

Within the blink of an eye we had wrapped the two women in the 

banners and covered their faces. Despite their cries and contortions 

we managed to bind them up tightly and carry them out of the 

temple.  

Kervella, the second mate of the second section, arrived to 

report there were no more people in the village and that all our men 

were present and accounted for.  

“The monks were probably frightened off,” he told me. 

“These people can see in the dark like cats. They must have seen our 

approach and taken off, abandoning the temple to these two women.”  

I had the haystacks set afire, reassembled the men, and 

made ready to return to camp.  

The two Korean women were let loose. I wanted to have 

them walk with us on our return march. They had calmed down a 

bit after recognizing I was in charge and that they had not been 

molested further since my arrival. I attempted, like a native of 

Marseilles, to make it known through gestures that they were not 

going to be killed, but that they had to walk with us. To encourage 

them Prigent even offered them some sapeques that had been 

gathered from the floor of a hut. But nothing worked. They 

remained huddled together like terrified animals, absolutely 

refusing to get up.  

“Well then, we’ll have to secure them again and carry them. 
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We can untie them again once underway. I see no other way. Go get 

those banners again.”  

When the two women saw we intended to tie them up again 

they began to struggle, making good use of their teeth and nails.  

Castagnié had just received a good scratch on the hand and 

was about to punish the guilty party when I seized his arm and 

attempted to calm him down.  

“Yes lieutenant, you’re right. It’s wrong for me to want to 

hit her. But still, looking at these two you have to admit Monsieur P., 

these nuns aren’t the friendliest types.”  

These two unfortunates, who had probably awoken too late 

only to find the village surrounded, had not had time to flee and so 

took refuge in the temple. The moment our men discovered them on 

their guard in the temple that night it seemed as if they must be nuns 

attached to the temple.  

For nuns, as Castagnié remarked, they were not very 

friendly and we made untold efforts getting them tied up again and 

carrying them to camp, where we finally arrived at four in the 

morning. I reported on my mission to the senior duty officer and 

handed the two women over to him. After having guided my 

platoon back to camp I went to rest up in the officers’ hut, where I 

found a nice warm spot on some straw, the house being heated, as 

all homes in Korea, by a fire lit underneath which warms up the 

entire interior.  

At eight o’clock I reported to headquarters, where I learned 

that Father Ridel had conducted an extended interrogation of the 

two captives. The older one swore to being a hundred-twenty and 

the other one sixty. That’s all we could get out of them . . . that’s it, 

and that same evening we released them, after having given them 

some clothes found in some of the huts and a few sapeques, which 

this time they accepted.  

Not far from camp, maybe about three kilometers, there was 

a house isolated amidst the countryside that did not resemble the 

other structures of the country. Its walls of mud and straw were 

capped by an enormous roof of red tiles that protected the interior 
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from rain and snow. It had no windows and only one small door 

secured by an enormous Chinese padlock.  

An officer passing by this house with his detachment of 

soldiers wished to see what the house held and so busted open the 

padlock with a rifle buttstroke administered by one of his soldiers. 

The door was opened. It ended up being a powder magazine. Held 

within were approximately 150 tons of powder in sacks and barrels. 

A small passageway leading to its center allowed one access to the 

sacks, which were arranged in good order, as in a well kept store. It 

was urgent that this supply be destroyed immediately and the 

admiral gave orders to Monsieur de T., commander of the Mountain 

Battalion, to blow up the magazine.  

Commander de T. took with him a Monsieur Lasalle, an 

ensign from the vessel Laplace, as well as two riflemen. They brought 

a bucket of soil, a length of cannon fuse, and matches. Arriving at 

the powder magazine around ten in the morning, they entered the 

passageway and opened up a sack of the gunpowder and spread its 

contents evenly on the floor so as to form a bed of priming powder. 

They then exited the magazine to ignite the fuse, which they had 

placed in the bucket with one end in front and the remainder 

running through the bucket’s side and then down so that its other 

end rested on the ground. They then placed the bucket so that one 

end of the fuse rested on the bed of priming powder. They then 

returned to camp.  

After having burned up to the side of the bucket the fuse 

should have dropped off to ignite the primer and then blown up the 

magazine. From the time of ignition it was estimated it would take 

around two hours for the detonation to occur. The entire operation 

should have been accomplished by 12:30 at the latest. The magazine 

was surrounded by sentries placed at a good distance to prevent 

anyone from approaching it. But by 2:30 in the afternoon still 

nothing had happened.  

Commander de T., thinking the fuse had gone out, arrived 

excitably in the camp. Passing my hut he inquired whether I had a 

small yellow fuse such as served to light cigarettes.  
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“Yes, commander. How many do you need?”  

“One meter should suffice. We’re going with Lasalle to 

switch it with the cannon fuse we placed there this morning and 

which has gone out,” the commander told me. “Want to come with 

us?”  

“Yes, commander, with pleasure.” The three of us then set 

off.  

Arriving at the magazine, the commander entered first only 

to hastily remerge saying,  

“The fuse is still burning. Let’s get the h— out of here!”  

The cannon fuse had continued to burn outside the bucket, 

but due to its rigidity it rested on the ground very close to the 

exterior walls. The slightest breath of air would have been enough 

to let drop a spark, while the merest shaking of the ground would 

have sufficed to make it drop upon the priming powder . . . .  

We had already begun running to get away as quickly as 

possible when the commander turned to me,  

“Where’s Lasalle?”  

We thought maybe he had not heard the commander, and 

being quite nearsighted might also not perceive the danger and risk 

walking in the passageway, causing the fuse to drop off.  

We quickly returned to avert this when we saw him coming 

out the door, carrying the glowing fuse in his open hands so as not 

to let it drop to the ground.  

“I saw the ignited fuse,” he said. “But it was so close to 

dropping that it might have done so before we had the chance to 

clear out, so I went and snatched it up.”  

It was truly a close call and without our comrade’s act of 

sangfroid the whole thing might very well have gone up before we 

could have found cover.  

The cigarette fuse was then set in place just like the previous 

fuse and at four o’clock a fearsome explosion rocked the earth well 

beyond the camp, shaking doors, windows, and all of the paper 

squares that served as windows, on Ganghwa and the beach.  

A gigantic cloud of black smoke of prodigious height, 
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carried by the wind from Seoul, informed the emperor that we were 

continuing the work of avenging our missionaries. Following the 

detonation of the powder magazine the admiral received letters 

from the emperor bidding us depart. Otherwise, an army of the best 

tiger hunters would come to fight us and compel our departure. 

What’s more, he would dispatch his best divers to attack our vessels. 

Armed with drills, they would dive beneath the water to penetrate 

the sides of our ships. The admiral responded that he would depart 

at his own pleasure and only after completing his survey.  

Winter was fast approaching and though our huts were 

heated underneath, at night we were beginning to suffer bitterly 

from cold, having very imperfectly covered the holes in our 

windows. The officers were able to share some of the furniture from 

the yamen, but the poor midshipmen were obliged to sleep on straw, 

biscuit boxes doubling as chairs and using footlockers for our 

changes of uniform.  

Having seen some modest pieces of furniture in the 

abandoned homes of a large village about half a league from our 

camp, we resolved to go and retrieve them. One night around ten 

o’clock six of us midshipmen, along with our servants, departed 

camp for this village, which we knew still had some inhabitants. Our 

strategy was clear. Absorbed in our task, we were pondering how 

we might carry off the remnant furniture when we suddenly found 

ourselves surrounded by some fifty Koreans. These tall and sturdy 

fellows, well put together, had descended upon us as silent as 

shadows. Their long white costumes gave them the aspect of night 

phantoms. Recovering from our initial shock, we responded with 

audacity in turn. Threatening them with our bamboo poles and 

revolvers, we forced them to carry our load back to our camp on 

their shoulders. In our youthful impetuosity we had overlooked 

nothing save this: the password. How were we to reenter camp? 

Surely the sentries would sound the alarm once they spotted this line 

of men in white. We would be liable for severe reprimands, harsh 

punishment even, since the admiral had not approved the raid. So 

delicate was our situation that we took council. It was decided that 
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one of us should advance alone to notify the commander of the 

guard of our escapade. Fortunately, the commander ended up being 

an ensign who was an old schoolmate. He recognized our 

predicament and was understanding. He authorized the baggage 

transport to advance as far as the frontline, not allowing them to 

penetrate our defenses. We couldn’t have asked for more. The 

midshipman returned and notified us of the plan and the party 

resumed its march, the Koreans carrying their humble furniture as 

far as the point agreed upon. We then dismissed them with the offer 

of some sapeques upon which they eagerly ran home. With the help 

of a few men from the guard detail we finished our work and by four 

in the morning were settled fairly comfortably in our hut.  

The Koreans are tall, robust, agile as mountain goats, and 

timid as rabbits; they lack all initiative. Having taken us by surprise 

while we were moving out the furniture, they might easily have 

massacred us before we had the chance to draw our revolvers in 

defense. But we overcame them by our countenance, by showing 

them we feared nothing and that their superior numbers, rather than 

being a hindrance to our plans actually helped them. For, as 

incredible as it may seem, we forced them, the burgled, to aid their 

own burglars. Strictly speaking, however, it was only a requisition, 

a loan, for upon our departure they found their property intact, even 

smartened up.  

We had been in Korea nearly two months. We had gathered 

all the necessary data and information to compose nautical charts of 

the river and of Ganghwa Island. Our larger vessels were dragging 

at their anchors at the Île Boisée. We could no longer afford to linger 

in these regions.  

For some time flares had been launched nightly from the 

river’s upper banks during high tide. It was necessary that all our 

equipment be packed and aboard landing crafts ready to embark 

and escape this menace. If the Koreans were to set adrift several 

flaming junks tied together we might find ourselves in an extremely 

vulnerable position.  

What’s more, soldiers in ever increasing numbers were 
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gathering to march and perform maneuvers on the opposite bank in 

plain view of our vessels. Though two or three artillery rounds 

would promptly disperse them, nevertheless, we could not dream of 

seizing Korea with the paltry means at our disposal. Therefore, the 

admiral made the decision to depart.  

Orders had gone out for the disembarkation of troops when 

we learned through spies that the fortified temple of Kung-tong-Sa,30 

located five leagues from our encampment, contained a good 

quantity of war goods. The admiral wished to destroy these as a 

form of reprisal. The officer Trèves,31 sent to reconnoiter, entered the 

temple without finding any trace of occupants and made a quick 

sketch map of the place. That same evening the chief of staff made 

arrangements to dispatch a column of three hundred men 

commanded by Marius Ollivier to set fire to Kung-tong-Sa.  

The column departed at seven in the morning on November 

13, arriving before the temple around eleven. The gates were open 

wide and not a soul was to be seen within. We marched by platoon 

in column formation, our left and right flanks covered by the 

marines. We were advancing without resistance when all at once the 

walls bristled with enemy soldiers who from 150 meters covered us 

in a very brisk fire. Armed with muskets, the Korean front rank 

soldiers fired their weapons and then let them drop while men 

placed behind them handed them a new one, which they 

immediately fired at us without even shouldering it. They could not 

have fired more rapidly had they been armed with repeating rifles.  

Our wounded numbered thirty and our men immediately 

broke ranks leaving only the officers in line, of whom five were 

injured. Fortunately we were able to quickly rally our troops and a 

well-directed platoon fire was able to stop the Koreans, who, 

amassed at the main gate, seemed on the point of making a sortie . . . . 

They remained prudently behind their walls. We had the good 

fortune of gathering up all of our wounded without being harassed 

                                            
30 Chŏndŭng-sa 傳燈寺. 
31 Other sources record ‘Trève.’ Earlier Pradier recorded ‘Trêves.’ 
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by an enemy awed by our murderous fire originating from a 

distance well beyond the range of their primitive arms.  

We had had numerous amusing encounters while 

conducting our hydrographical surveys. The Koreans had made 

numerous attempts to prevent us from making landfall, but we had 

successfully repulsed them and they never succeeded in 

interrupting our work.  

After an expedition that had thus far been so successful it 

was very agonizing to depart following such an unfortunate surprise, 

but it was vital above all to avoid being iced in (according to the 

Korean pilot the river froze up to ten miles from the Île Boisée).  

“The seizure of the standards of Ganghwa is evidence of the 

valor of our arms,” wrote the admiral to the Korean emperor. “In 

destroying your storehouses and armaments we have avenged our 

missionaries. We take with us a map of your country to facilitate a 

return with more formidable forces if the least offense is ever again 

visited upon our nationals.”  

The admiral was much distressed by the defeat at the temple. 

We were fortunate to suffer only one officer gravely wounded: 

Lasalle (he was a long time recuperating and returned to France to 

learn of his nomination as a Knight of the Legion of Honor). The 

other casualties were not significant . . . .32  On any account, the 

results obtained were significant and the Korean expedition became 

one of the finest pages in the career of Admiral Roze.  

Two days later, on 15 November, after having set fire to the 

city, the entire expeditionary force departed Ganghwa and 

assembled at the anchorage of the Île Boisée, from whence the 

vessels rejoined their respective bases in China or Japan. The admiral 

proceeded to Yokohama. The post from France arrived informing me 

of my promotion to the rank of ensign. Directly thereafter I 

embarked aboard the “Guerrière annexe,” an administrative term 

used to denote the French mountain where we kept our marine 

                                            
32 In his report Roze reported three dead. Roze to Naval Minister (17 November 

1866), Choe, Han-Pul kwan’gye, 334, 337. 
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battalion.  

It was with deep regret that I took leave of my comrades. 

The trials that we suffered together throughout the campaign had 

strengthened the bonds of affection between us and I was leaving 

them in what was certainly a less than brilliant position materially 

speaking, whereas I was going on to live in relative opulence.  

I spent two and a half years in Japan, during which time I 

assisted in the revolution, the fall of the Taicoum, and the triumph 

of the emperor.33  

Since that era the Koreans have made little progress in the 

art of war. They possess a small and insignificant army uniformed 

in the Japanese fashion and trained by the Japanese, but they share 

none of their neighbor’s military aptitude. The Koreans are farmers 

and fishers, nothing else. That country’s commerce and industry are 

in the hands of the Japanese.  

As the true master of Korea, Japan dictates its orders from 

Seoul, and they are obeyed. In 1895, the Japanese Mikado acted in 

the same manner. By the Treaty of Shimonoseki it gave up Korea as 

well as Port Arthur in exchange for Formosa, the Pescadores, and an 

indemnity that has yet to be fully paid.  

Will the European powers and the United States contradict 

past actions by now recognizing the supremacy of the Mikado over 

Korea? This would encourage the Japanese to dream of new 

conquests, to give themselves over to continuous attacks against 

their neighbors. Dazzled and fascinated by the glory of victory, they 

will believe all is permissible and will wreak chaos in China and 

amongst all the peoples of Asia.  

The Koreans realize that their country is the stake of the 

present war. Incapable of resistance, of any effort to take the side of 

either of the belligerents, they will submit, impassive, to the will of 

the victor.  

The Russians will most certainly triumph because they 

possess the necessary forces. Their sole desire will be to guarantee 

                                            
33 The taisho-gun or more commonly, sho-gun. 
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freedom of movement between Vladivostok and Port Arthur by land 

and sea.  

Supposing, however, that the Japanese triumph, would they 

not then wish to impose military service upon a nation that has 

absolutely no penchant for it? They will cripple the Koreans with 

taxes, impose customs duties on the importation of all manner of 

European products, and squeeze the country in every way in order 

to extricate revenue. Korea understands this, she knows what awaits 

her. Fearing to fall under the Japanese yoke, its sympathies lie 

increasingly with Russia. The only solution is a European guarantee 

of Korea’s independence and neutrality and with it the security of 

Russia’s possessions in Manchuria and the free circulation of its 

vessels, and for Japan the free expansion of its population.  

The Russians are greatly at fault for their failure to deploy 

sufficient naval forces to the Far East. For reasons of economy or lack 

of foresight they have neglected work on their railway, delayed by 

Lake Baikal.34 Finally, they are unprepared for war. They have failed 

to train their army and naval squadrons with continual maneuvers.  

As General von Gossler so eloquently stated at the opening 

of the Reichstag in 1899, “Neither a state’s greatness nor ingenuity, 

neither enthusiasm nor fanaticism, are substitutes for careful 

preparations made in peacetime.”  

What a lesson for the Russians! Should they not lament their 

phlegmatic nonchalance, a result of their overconfidence that peace 

would be maintained!  

We ought, at the very least, to learn from this lesson by 

ceaselessly training our own army and navy for the prospect of a 

war we may not at all desire, but which we will be forced to accept.  

Not a second is to be wasted if we wish to protect those 

magnificent possessions in Indochina that we spent so many years 

conquering and for which we have made so many sacrifices of every 

                                            
34 Lake Baikal proved a formidable and time-consuming engineering obstacle to 

the completion of the Trans Siberian railway 
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sort. Let us make a vigorous effort and complete our network of 

railways so we can move our troops directly to wherever we are 

menaced. Let us significantly reinforce our army and fleet to protect 

our coasts. The Japanese, who find their population exploding at a 

menacing rate, covet this grain basket. We must prevent them from 

realizing such dreams.  

The war preoccupies and concerns all of Europe but France 

in particular. Our interests in Indochina oblige us to complete our 

possessions’ defenses as quickly as possible. We cannot shrink from 

any sacrifice to protect our magnificent colony from the belligerence 

of our neighbors, the yellow races that surround us.  

 

G. Pradier, Captain (retired)  
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The Letter Written by Eugène Masson 

 

Quarter-Master Eugène Masson was a mechanician on board the gunship 

Tardif. A member of his family, Jean-Pierre Calais, found this letter in his 

family papers and made it available online. It is translated here with his 

permission. 

 

Ning-Po, December 15, 1866 

 

My dear parents, 

I am replying to your letter dated October 6, which gave me real 

pleasure. 

 

(much of the first page is illegible) 

. . . recalled by the admiral for a new war newly declared in 

Korea. 

I should tell you that Korea is a still almost unknown country. It 

is located to the north of China and forms a spit of land jutting into 

the sea, directed toward Japan. The people of this country do not 

want to have any relationship with other powers, not even with 

China and Japan which are their neighbors, they do not suffer a 

stranger to set foot on their territory. Despite this, twelve French 

missionaries had introduced themselves there, they took their 

clothing and studied their language, they had already been there for 

a number of years and the king of that country had come to tolerate 

them, when last March the fantasy suddenly took him to put them 

all to death, but he could only arrest nine, two fled into the 

mountains, the third escaped on a small boat with a few Christians 

already converted to our religion, and arrived in Chefoo after seven 

days at sea, where the missionary reported to the French authorities 

how they had been treated. 

 After learning these facts, it was a matter of going to find the 

gentlemen of Korean to teach them that they had no right to treat 

our compatriots in that manner. 



324 

But before going to wage war on them, it was first important 

to know the country, to sound their river to see how far up we could 

take our ships. To this end, we set out at the beginning of September 

with two gunboats, Tardif and Déroulède and a corvette Primauguet. 

After a good journey across we anchored at the entrance of the 

Sehoul River that leads to the capital of this kingdom; the corvette 

remained at the entrance to the river while the other two small 

vessels set off up the river, sounding and drawing up plans. 

I leave you to imagine the astonishment of the inhabitants 

of those shores to see these ships go sailing up the river all by 

themselves, because as you can imagine, they have no idea about 

what steam is. During our trip, we acted like children from the moon, 

but once we had arrived at some distance from the capital, they 

probably found that the children from the moon were penetrating 

too far into their interior. They blocked the river before us with thirty 

large ships, but we had arrived too close to the goal to turn back, so 

we opened a passage through these large ships with cannon fire, 

which did not take long, then continuing our course as far as just in 

front of where the ships had been, they fired at us a huge arrow 

piercing a cannonball. We stopped at once to deal with this new 

enemy, and we began to fire until the beach was completely cleared. 

 And then we went on up to Seoul, our goal was achieved, 

we knew the river, the next day we left to set fire to the city that had 

shot at us and we came back down the river. But the king of that 

country had sent orders to block our way. When we were going back 

past Ganghwa all the forts of the city fired on us, but they are clumsy, 

with bad weapons that they do not know how to use, so none of their 

projectiles could reach us and we passed before them proudly and 

by evening we were moored at Woody Island, next to the corvette, 

and we left the next day for Chefoo to join the naval division. 

You cannot imagine how many people there are in this 

country, the coast was literally covered with them. Men and women 

are dressed in white so that you can distinguish them from far away, 

the women have their hair in pigtails that fall behind their backs; like 

the Chinese, the men have the top of their heads shaved and the hair 
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around the head is brought together on top and forms a little tassel, 

very short, that they fold down over their brows. The costumes of 

the men and women are absolutely the same, only the kind of 

hairstyle differs between them . . . . 

. . . Once we had mapped Korea, we set off with all the naval 

division, but this time we did not pretend to be moon children, but 

were Frenchmen come to avenge the death of their compatriots. 

Our forces consisted of a frigate, two corvettes and four 

gunboats, which could make about six hundred men for the landing. 

On arriving at Woody Island, the frigate and two corvettes remained 

moored there because only small ships can go up the river. We 

towed their landing parties in small boats, went up the river with 

four gunboats and presented ourselves before Ganghwa, which is 

one of their best fortified cities. They did not attempt resistance, our 

sailors landed and at once took up positions on land; the following 

days they penetrated inland and drove the Koreans from their 

positions, even before we got within range of their cannons. 

Meanwhile gunboats blockaded the coast and bombarded the forts 

and towns on the opposite shore. In the various reconnaissances that 

we undertook, we had fifty wounded, including five officers, and 

three dead. We found powder, cannons, guns, and arrows in 

prodigious quantities; we also found twenty-three boxes of silver 

bullion and some full of gold, wherever we passed was set on fire 

because the king does not want to submit and threatens death to any 

of us he might take. 

We have left Korea to come and spend the winter in China 

because we really are not enough to occupy all that power; it is likely 

that if the king has not submitted by next spring, we will return with 

superior forces which will be sent from France. 

We are currently in our Ning-Po station and I hope every 

day for the transport which will arrive for sure this month, so I think 

I shall be in France by the end of February. 

I end my letter here for the night has come, and I especially 

hope that it does not scare you because you know that I do not leave 

my machine so therefore I do not risk receiving an unexpected 
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gunshot especially in Ning-Po, where I have had beautiful weather 

of which I do not deprive myself even now. 

I end my letter by embracing you with all my heart. I am for 

life your son. 
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The Distorted Accounts Published by l’Illustration in January 1867 

 

Very early in 1867, the popular weekly magazine, L‘Illustration, journal 

universel, published two accounts of Korea, the first claiming to be the text 

of a letter written on October 22 and sent from Ganghwa just after the 

capture of the town. The second is a more general account of Korea. They 

are the first reports of the expedition in the popular press, and both are 

characterized by extreme inaccuracy. The first seems to depend very largely 

on the terse accounts of the capture of Ganghwa published in the official 

journal, le Moniteur, on December 28 and 29, 1866. The first of these has 

been quoted previously, in the extract from Dallet’s Histoire, while the 

second is the source of the strange explanation that the entire expedition 

had been organized to punish Korea for its acts of piracy. It is, indeed, very 

odd that le Moniteur or the sources of its texts, the Ministries of Foreign 

Affairs and of the Navy, do not anywhere indicate that the expedition was 

designed to be a response to the killing of the nine French missionaries. 

Presumably, the October 22 date used for the “letter” published in 

L’Illustration is taken from the December 29 paragraph in le Moniteur. 

There is no need to suppose that the magazine had any other more direct 

source. The misunderstanding regarding the location of the General 

Sherman incident must also derive from very early newspaper reports.  

 

The Moniteur’s second text, published on December 29, says: 

 

The Department of Foreign Affairs has received in the latest courrier 

from the Far East a dispatch from Shanghai, dated November 6, 

confirming in all points the information related to the capture of 

Ganghwa, addressed on October 22 to the minister of the navy by 

Rear-Admiral Roze, commander of the naval division of the China 

Seas, and included in the Moniteur of yesterday. Mr. Brennier de 

Montmorand, consul general of France in Shanghai, announced that 

the French colony has welcomed with great satisfaction the news of 

the successful conclusion of the expedition of Rear-Admiral Roze in 

the kingdom of Korea, the first effect of which will be to put an end 

to the frequent acts of piracy that European trade had to fear in these 

parts.” 
 

Finally, the Moniteur of January 7, 1867, published a third report, dated 17 
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November 1866, which mentions for the first time the incident at 

Cheondeung-sa and the murder of the missionaries as the reason for the 

expedition: 

 

“Vice-Admiral Roze being anxious to ascertain the state of the 

country, a detachment, commanded by Captain Olivier, came out of 

Ganghwa and a few kilometers from the city came across many 

Koreans, holed up in a fortified pagoda; the enemy, who had at first 

launched an attack, was repulsed and hastened to return to its 

positions, leaving its dead behind. After a very lively exchange of 

fire, in which we lost no one, but which unfortunately cost us some 

wounded, the column returned the same evening to Ganghwa. 

A few days later, Vice-Admiral Roze, seeing that the 

Korean government did not pursue the opening in which he had 

been led to believe on receiving a letter from the king, decided to 

leave Ganghwa; the approach of winter was already being felt, and 

it was feared that all navigation along the Salt River would soon be 

discontinued; so he ordered the destruction of all the government 

institutions, and of the king’s palace, and our sailors returned on 

board the vessels anchored before Woody Island. 

The cases containing silver bullion, with a value of one 

hundred ninety-seven thousand francs, with manuscripts and books 

that can provide some interest for science, were sent back to Chang-

hai, from where they will be transported to France. 

Vice-Admiral Roze also announces that the two 

missionaries who had been left in Korea had come to join him, 

having managed to reach Chefoo. 

The destruction of Ganghwa, a major fortification in case of 

war, of its powder magazines and the public institutions that the city 

contained, was sure to prove to the Korean government that the 

killing of the French missionaries had not remained unpunished. 

 

The main interest of the articles in L’Illustration is that they are 

accompanied by several dramatic engravings of events in Ganghwa 

based on drawings attributed to “M. H. Juber, adjoint de marine à 
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bord du Primauguet.” A third article, published on February 9 (page 

84) with a drawing of Korean weapons, ends with a note correcting 

that mis-spelling to Zuber. It would be very interesting to know how 

those drawings had already reached a magazine in France at a time 

when the artist was still stationed in the Far East. 

 
 

L’Illustration page 36 

Saturday, January 19, 1867 

 

From Korea 

 

Ganghwa, Korea, October 22, 1866. To the Director: 

 

Knowing that the Illustration wishes its readers to be aware of all the 

interesting events that may happen, even at the other end of the 

world, I do not hesitate to send you this letter from a country further 

from France than China and Japan although it has with those more 

than one relationship in resemblance, neighborhood and even 

kinship. 

Until now, Europeans have hardly known Korea except as 

a name. Apart from a few priests of the Missions, who would ever 

have had the idea of coming to these distant lands? Even for sailors, 

landing in these regions remained almost completely a dead letter. 

The country was as hermetically sealed as China and Japan were 

before our last and glorious expeditions. Accordingly, our trade was 

zero because exchanges can hardly occur where there is not at least 

the appearance of security in transactions, and merchant ships no 

longer venture where warships do not go. 

For their part, the Koreans were not content to stay at home. 

They came out, on the contrary, on better-built junks, far better 

equipped and rigged for the sea than the Chinese junks. Their acts 

of piracy recalled by their audacity those of which the seas of 

Malaysia are the daily theater. All the eastern seaboard of China had 

reasons to complain about these depredations. The trade of 
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Shanghai and Ning-Po suffered cruelly. What was more serious was 

that the Korean pirates attacked in preference ships from Europe or 

America. Let me recall a single fact. On August 9, an American 

schooner, the General Sherman, had left Chefoo under the command 

of Captain Preston. On board were a Chinese pilot and two 

Englishmen, Messrs. Hogarth and Thomas, better known for his 

philological science than as a minister of the Holy Gospel. Arriving 

in the waters of the Kang-Kiang river, which leads to Sayoul. capital 

and residence of the king, the ship was attacked by Korean junks, 

surrounded and captured by force. Despite the protests of Mr. 

Thomas, the officers and passengers were strapped to their bunks in 

the cabin and, after looting everything, the Koreans withdrew, 

setting fire to the schooner, and cruelly killed in the flames all who 

were on board. This appalling act is all the more atrocious in that to 

this day the Koreans had been content to plunder and devastate, 

witness what happened last June to the Surprise, commanded by 

Captain Carlin, who still sails in the area of Shanghai. 

 Such acts of piracy demanded a signal reparation, and Rear-

Admiral Roze, who commands our naval station on the coasts of 

China, determined to obtain it. 

For this purpose, he left Chefoo with the corvette Primauguet, 

the sloop Déroulède. and the gunboat Tardif, to reconnoiter the Kang-

Kiang river, which he reached on September 22. Despite serious 

navigational difficulties, which led to the grounding for a moment 

of the Déroulède, promptly repaired, the admiral was able to pass the 

island of Ganghwa, which commands the mouth of the river, and 

continue on to within three miles from Sayoul, the capital of Korea. 

To say that this armed excursion did not spread anxiety in the 

country would be lacking in accuracy. However, since we did not 

engage in any act of hostility, they brought us, for a fee, of course, 

provisions and fresh food as we went up the river. But when we 

wanted to go back down, we found the route blocked by a 

considerable number of junks that refused to give way. A few shots 

from our cannon rid us of these stubborn importunities that hid 

hostile traps, and once the reconnaissance was done, we returned to 
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Chefoo to prepare the expedition which has brought into our hands 

the important city of Ganghwa. 

As I think I have told you, this city is built on an island 

which controls the mouth of the river. It is the vital repository for the 

entire trade of Korea. Through it pass above all the huge quantities 

of rice, a commodity as essential in all these countries of the Far East 

as wheat is in our Europe. It is in Ganghwa that are first landed and 

recorded all the overseas goods that then circulate throughout the 

Korean kingdom. So by taking this city, we struck a sensitive and 

decisive blow. Rear-Admiral Roze had with him the frigate Guerrière, 

the corvettes Laplace and Primauguet, the sloops Déroulède and Kien 

Chan, the gunboats Tardif and Le Brethon. The frigate and the 

corvettes began to land their landing parties, and a detachment of 

marine fusiliers from Yokahama, while the gunboats clustered 

together to protect with their guns the attack on the fort overlooking 

the city. Count d’Osery, frigate captain, led that first column. 

Despite the defenses of the Koreans, he seized the fort on October 15, 

and on October 16 in the morning the admiral, at the head of all his 

forces, took the place, that could not be protected by a thick wall four 

meters high and a well-fed fire of musketry. I do not speak of the 

archers who were on the walls: our sailors had little fear of their 

arrows. 

 Where we met serious resistance was in front of the 

governor's palace. But the impulse was given, and within hours our 

flag was flying at all four corners of the city. We were masters of the 

mouth of the Kang Kiang and all we had to do was to go back to Say-

oul. But we had not come to make conquests. Our goal was to 

demand fair compensation. After the forceful blow that we had just 

struck, negotiations alone were to complete the work of the navy. 

But let me add that in addition to the cannons, guns in large numbers, 

ammunition, and supplies of all kinds that have fallen into our 

hands, we found in Ganghwa twenty boxes full of silver which will 

more than fully cover the cost of this rapid expedition. 
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L’Illustration page 56 

January 26, 1867 

 

The Korean Expedition 

 

For a long time in the European imaginations, under the names of 

China and Japan were confused at least all the countries of the Far 

East. It is now necessary that we get into the habit of putting more 

precision, clarity, and accuracy in our ideas and the notions that fuel 

them. Besides anything else, the distant expeditions entrusted to our 

sailors and our soldiers will always have this advantage. Korea is a 

vast peninsula that borders on Manchuria, the Yellow Sea, the East 

Sea, and almost on China, from which it is only separated by an inlet 

of the sea. By its population, it lies midway between the Chinese 

strictly speaking and the Manchu Tartars. The Korean belongs to the 

yellow race; however, one would find quite noticeable differences 

between him and the Malaysian, the true type of this race, which if 

we counted correctly, would be the largest of those which cover our 

globe. Moreover, he has all its characteristic defects. He is stingy, 

greedy, cruel, and only shows some bravery when he thinks himself 

quite certain to be the strongest.  

As in all the countries of the Far East, in Korea, the sovereign 

authority is placed in the hands of a king who reigns, governs and 

administers despotically. Formerly, the prince recognized the 

suzerainty of the Beijing court and Jehol. Today, if he continues to 

pay a small annual tribute, it is by pure indulgence. For, like all his 

fellows, he lives perfectly independently, and does not let slip any 

opportunity to show it. If we needed to support our assertion by 

evidence, we would find it precisely in the facts that led to the 

expedition of Admiral Roze. Since 1854 or 1855, Korea was 

considered to be open to European trade. The French, Dutch, British, 

and Americans sent their ships into these waters, and merely 

demanded to see the seas, which prior to that had been almost 

completely closed, become hospitable with the multiplication of 

exchange counters and factories. Our flag floating over the walls of 
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Beijing, our armed visits to the ports of Japan, brought precisely and 

fortunately this result. Well, it is since that time that Korean piracy 

has shown itself more and more audacious and cruel. We become 

friends and allies of the Chinese and Japanese; this is the time that 

the Koreans choose to give a recrudescence of activities to their 

hostile feelings. And according to all the correspondents, all this is 

the work of the prince, who wishes to remain in fierce isolation and 

never have to account to anyone for any use or misuse made of the 

authority he has. Until now, Korea is little known and has never 

been studied in depth.  

Meanwhile, English ships have long traveled all these seas 

and given British names to the various groups of islands that make 

up the vast archipelago of Korea. There are the Amhurst, Clifford, 

Broughton, and James Hall. When we want to have some specific 

details about the country and the customs of the inhabitants, they 

must be sought in the collection of letters written by the apostolic 

missionaries. These men, whose fearlessness can never be praised 

highly enough, have many institutions across the country, and 

despite persecutions, they have never ceased to make propaganda 

and to increase the flock of their proselytes. It is in these letters that 

we find that Korea is one of the most fertile countries in the world. 

Silk especially is harvested abundantly, and it is of a more beautiful 

grain and more solid even than that of China. This and very varied 

species of wood and spices are said to be the main subject of trade 

with Europeans. As for industry, there are no Korean workshops 

where workers and artists can compete with those of Ning-pu and 

Guangzhou. The best and most sought-after artisans all come from 

the Celestial Empire. And it is easy to recognize them, simply by 

their language. Because, although of the same family, the Korean 

language is not at all Chinese. It is somewhere between that spoken 

in Shanghai and that of Manchuria. So that to be sure to understand 

and be understood, in transactions of any kind, it is always good to 

have with you an interpreter, even when you have lived in the Far 

East for many years. The manners and habits of the Koreans are 

much like those of the Chinese northern provinces. But if you came 
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direct from Guangzhou or Hong Kong to Ganghwa or Say-oul, you 

would be quite disoriented, just as if you had come from Amsterdam 

or Naples. The Korean feeds mainly on rice. When the harvest of the 

country is not sufficient, it is imported from China, and even from 

Singapore and Pulo Penang. The men of the people drink 

abundantly a kind of spirits made of grain with which they grow 

drunk; but opium smokers are rarely seen. In short, if we want to 

enter freely as far as the limits of northern Asia, it is necessary that 

Korea no longer remain inhospitable, and European trade will find 

resources in this country. 
 

 

 

The Earliest Published Account of Admiral Roze’s Survey of the 

Hangang River 

 

Bulletin de la Société de géographie (Paris) Tome XIII of the 5th series 

(January to June 1867) pages 210-225 February 

 

Note on a recent exploration of the Hang-Kyang in Korea 

By Viscount Tristan de Rostaing35 

 

In one of the previous meetings of the Central Commission, on the 

occasion of a recent exploration made in this country, the question 

of Korea was incidentally raised and you kindly did me the honor of 

appointing me to present a note on this subject. I now ask your 

permission to present briefly the facts I could gather. 

I do not think I can better respond to your wishes than by 

simply bringing before you the account of the reconnaissance of the 

                                            
35 Born in 1831, Viscount Tristan de Rostaing entered the navy in 1848, 

aged 17, and spent three years in La Réunion. He then joined the staff of 

the Ministry of the Navy, where from 1852 he worked in the cabinet of the 

minister. Elected secretary-adjunct of the Central Commission of the 

Société de Géographie in 1867, he prepared and delivered this note based 

in part on reports sent by Admiral Roze to the Minister. He died suddenly 

of meningitis in June 1868. 
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Hang-Kyang recently made by Rear-Admiral Roze, completing his 

summary by using information collected by some others before him, 

particularly by Rear-Admiral Guérin, who, at two different 

times(2),36 had the opportunity to conduct hydrographic work on 

the coast of Korea. 

      This work may seem very incomplete, and it might have 

been possible, by perusing previous publications, 37  to find the 

elements for a presentation offering a more comprehensive account 

and therefore more attractive, but I have concerned myself only with 

gathering facts that are new, as far as possible, and having an 

undeniable authenticity. Now, Korea is a country that has remained 

to this day virtually closed to Europeans with the exception of a 

Dutch castaway,38 who left us an account not absolutely devoid of 

interest of the time he was forced to spend there, and Catholic 

missionaries, almost all of whom were killed while seeking to 

introduce the Gospel; otherwise I know of no traveler who entered 

it until the day Rear-Admiral Roze went bringing the French flag to 

the gates of Seoul. So we have very little information on Korea, and 

most of the information which we do have has come secondhand 

from China or Japan.39 We may be permitted to note in passing that 

if the honor of having been the first to penetrate into the interior of 

the country goes to a French sailor, it is also one of our compatriots, 

Lapérouse, 40  who first surveyed its coasts; he was followed by 

Brougthon, 41  Maxwell and Basil Hall, 42  followed by Belcher, 

Admiral Poutiatine, and Commandant Rocquemaurel; finally, Rear-

                                            
36 1847, 1855 to 1856. 
37 See the work of MM. Siebold, Klaproth, Callery, McCarthy, and the 

Annals of the Propagation of the Faith, volumes VI, IX, XI, XII, XIII, 

XVI, XVIII, XIX, XX, XXIII, XXV, XXVI, XXVIII, etc. 
38 Henri Hamel Gorcum, belonging to the Dutch ship Hawk, 1653. 
39 The Japanese writers Mogami Toknaï and Rinsifié and the Chinese 

book of geography Tai-Thsing-Thoung-Tchi. 
40 1787. 
41 1797. 
42 1816. 
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Admiral Guérin undertook, on July 1856, with the frigate Virginie, 

the perilous reconnaissance of the coast dotted with islands and 

reefs. It is to this officer that we owe the most complete hydrographic 

information on Korea. The Russians, whose progress in the Far East 

has been constant and has become so rapid in recent years, have 

taken note of Korea on several occasions; they have even published 

an excellent portulan of the east coast, a translation of which is one 

of the collection of documents published by the Department of the 

Navy. This work was produced after a journey of exploration, led by 

Admiral Poutiatine and executed by the frigate Pallas. That was done 

at the same time that the Russian Asian company was being 

established on the Amur River, of which Russia had come into 

possession under the treaties of Aigun and Tientsin, concluded with 

China in 1858; a new treaty, the ratifications of which were 

exchanged on November 14, 1860, has since increased the limits of 

Russia and for eternity, the treaty says, as far as 42° latitude on the 

shores of the sea, i.e., to the Ching-hsing or Tumen river, the Tu-

Man-Kang on Siebold’s map. The mouth of this river, which limits 

Korea to the northeast separating it from Manchuria, just as the Ori-

Kang or Jala Kiang encloses it to the northwest, is about 42° 19' 

latitude and 128° 15' east longitude. It was surveyed in 1862 by 

Commandant Rocquemaurel with the corvette Capricieuse. Later, in 

1855, Mr. Guérin passed through the same area seeking Russian 

ships; he could not, despite his attempts, establish relations with the 

population. The Pallas and its crew were less happy still; rifle shots 

were exchanged between the Russians and Koreans, some of the 

latter were killed. The Russians were not discouraged, they 

reappeared in January 1866 and asked the court in Seoul via the 

mandarins of the coast for a land grant near Cape Duroch or 

Petchourof, located south of the Gulf of Broughton, between the 38th 

and the 39th degree. 

      The pretensions of the Russians appear to have caused great 

excitement in the Seoul court; it is even possible to think that they 

were not absolutely foreign to the search for, then the killing of nine 

missionaries who were put to death on March 8, 11, and 30 last year. 
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It was after this event that Admiral Roze undertook the survey and 

the expedition of which we know the result. Here we have only to 

deal with geographical issues, so I will speak only of the survey. 

      The current ruler of Korea is named Touy-Tchy, he is in the 

fifth year of his reign; he is a child of royal blood, but was not 

destined to ascend the throne; he was adopted, although he had an 

older brother, by the previous king, who died without children. 

Power lies in the hands of a Regency Council which seems 

dominated more by Tso, the mother of the last king, than by the 

father of the current king himself, who, however, belongs to the 

powerful Kim family, represented on the board by several of its 

members. The Korean government, independent today of that of 

China, has always practiced that policy of exclusion that the 

governments of the Far East find so difficult to rid themselves of; this 

feeling does not seem to be part of the natural character of the 

inhabitants; it is a race of mountaineers, they have that agility, a 

disposition to endure fatigue and long walks; they are prone to 

warlike feelings, and are in that far superior to their neighbors, but 

they are broken by servitude and they bend to the demands of a 

power represented by a real aristocracy, mandarins, and police 

officers who have repressed, until now, their instinctive sociability. 

      Their relations with foreigners would be zero if they did not 

attend, on the Northern border, the important market of Ken-Wen, 

and if every year a deputation did not go to Beijing to undertake a 

mission, which is commercial rather than political. They also appear 

to have some relationship with the Japanese in the south, at least. As 

for relations with the Russians, we have just seen what they have 

been, but it is possible to foresee, and a member of the Geographical 

Society43 has recently given us a glimpse of what they will become. 

It is said that the Russians have already seized Suzzima, the Japanese 

island closest to Korea, where it seems they have even built gun 

batteries. 

It was with only the vaguest information that Admiral Roze 

                                            
43 M. Casimir Delamarre. 
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set out to undertake the survey of the Hang-Kyang, sailing up it to a 

distance from the sea of about thirty miles, to reach the capital, 

which is given different names. D'Anville calls it King-ki-Tao, which 

is none other than the name of the province; Kim’s map designates 

it as Aniang or Seoul; Siebold calls it Kjong and places beside that 

the name Sjoür, which is the burial place of kings and from which 

Sior or Seoul probably derives. Finally, others give this city the name 

of Hang-Yang-Tching or simply Hang-Yang, and King-sse. 

Since the voyage of Admiral Guérin, two other attempts to 

enter into relations with western Korea should be mentioned: a ship 

of the house of Jardines in Shanghai advanced further than others 

had done yet, but it could only confirm the inability to establish 

contact with the people, who refused even, based on the most formal 

orders, to provide any provisions. More recently, an American 

trading vessel, the schooner General Sherman, having on board the 

Reverend Father Thomas of the Anglican Church, attempted the 

same enterprise, but it is thought that this ship, having stopped in a 

river, was burned and its whole crew was killed. So it was a matter 

of opening the doors of Korea, as was so successfully done for China 

in the Peiho in 1858. 

      Rear-Admiral Roze left Chefoo on September 18, 1866, at 

daybreak, on the corvette Primauguet, with the two small steamers 

Tardif and Déroulède; he had no document to guide him other than 

the maps and nautical directions published by the Dépôt général de la 

marine from the work of Roquemaurel and Guérin; these maps, 

accurate in the details they contain but very incomplete, only show 

the curves and the most important headlands in these difficult 

waters. He knew that the Hang-Kyang passed near Seoul, but he did 

not know where he could find the mouth of the river, the work of 

Rear-Admiral Guérin, suddenly interrupted, having left that point 

undecided. When he visited Yong-hin Bay (Yong-Shan in Chinese) 

in the Gulf of Broughton or Gulf of Korea, on the East Sea, that 

Broughton, and after him Commandant Roquemaurel with the 

corvette Capricieuse, had already surveyed, the information gathered 

from Koreans made Guérin assume that a deep river which flows 
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into the bay, and which seemed to be flowing from east to west for 

up to six miles from its mouth, could well go up as far as Seoul, the 

capital of all Korea, which maybe could be reached by water. Seoul 

is generally designated in the country by the word capital (Kjong on 

Siebold’s map), and this same designation is reflected in the name of 

the province, on the coast of which was Martin Kjong-Kjong-to. It 

would have been sufficient to avoid a confusion which is easily 

explained by glancing at any of the maps of d’Anville, Siebold, or 

Andrew Kim;44  despite the imperfections, the same inaccuracy in 

the plotting of the coast, these maps deserve some confidence. I will 

say, to mention just one example, that d'Anville, who uses the 

Beijing meridian, places the capital of Korea at 10° 48'. Beijing being 

114° 12', Seoul is thus placed at 125 degrees, which is about its 

position; Siebold’s map is a copy of the best Japanese map, and we 

know that these maps are, from the same point of view, of a fairly 

high accuracy. Anyway, this imprecise information left Admiral 

Guerin undecided on the capital’s position, and when, on entering 

the Yellow Sea after doubling the peninsula, he went up the west 

coast, and after passing the Amherst islands and the Korean 

archipelago, he discovered the Gulf of Prince Jérôme, it prevented 

him from saying that the Hang-Kyang flows down directly from 

Seoul. Visiting the Gulf of Prince Jérôme, there appeared in the 

southeast, he said, “a large channel ten miles deep with an average 

length of one mile. At this distance, the lands come yet closer 

together, and all the signs indicated a considerable river. Many 

villages, all highly populated, very well-cultivated land, junks at 

anchor in all the coves, at the backs of which these villages are 

located, and before the last of them, four junks, the most 

considerable in size we had seen, of 130 to 150 tons, were awaiting 

the turn of the tide to advance into the interior, finally two mountain 

ranges, one to the north, whose steep slopes seemed to form the right 

                                            
44 Andrew Kim Hai-Kim, of whose map the Society's Bulletin has 

published a reduced-scale version, thanks to the care of M. Malte-Brun, 

who was a Korean priest martyred in 1847. 
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bank, the other to the south, separated by a vast plain, indicated the 

direction and extent of this river basin. The direction of this river 

appears to be, from the northern mountains and from sailing up it, 

first to the southeast and then to the east; a Korean sailor asked about 

the direction of Seoul, indicated on the compass E. N.-E. The 

presence of the mandarins who followed us from our anchorage at 

Caroline Bay, their sudden arrival from the capital from which they 

admitted they had set out, and the province of which they assured 

us that we had reached, the crowd that gathered within a few hours, 

all these facts together give great weight to this opinion, that this 

river comes very near Seoul.” 

Admiral Guérin did not continue his exploration any farther; 

if circumstances had allowed him to go further north, he would have 

found the true mouth of the Hang-Kyang. In the absence of precise 

information on the real position of a point it mattered greatly to him 

to know, Mr. Roze resolved to go first to the Gulf of Prince Jérôme. 

After crossing the gulfs of Petchili, passing that of Leatong and 

crossing the Yellow Sea, he recognized on September 19 at about 

noon the Ferrière Islands, which he passed at a small distance, 

leaving them to the north; so he entered the Gulf of Prince Jérôme, 

having to his left the countless islands of the archipelago of the 

Prince Impérial; he then headed for Fernande Island taking all the 

precautions usual for a navigation such as this; he left the island to 

the south on his right and was able, aided by the light of the moon, 

to anchor some five miles beyond with a safe bottom. 

     The next day, at daybreak, he took up a better position near 

an island that offered excellent shelter, whose name is not marked 

on the map of Admiral Guérin and to which, he said, “I gave the 

name Eugénie, in respectful memory of our august sovereign lady”; 

a day was enough for him to reconnoiter the surroundings and the 

route he had to follow. 

      To move from Eugénie Island to the Woody Island 

anchorage, which can be reached in a very few hours, one must leave 

the Gulf of Prince Jérôme and head almost directly north; one leaves 

to the left Marolles Island, and there one arrives at the entrance to a 
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narrow inlet of the sea which the natives call Sea River, which leads 

to the mouth of the river of Seoul, to which they give the name Land 

River. Admiral Roze anchored on September 22 in this inlet of the 

sea, near a village called Sirou; he set off again the next morning 

accompanied by the Déroulède and Tardif, with the intention of going 

as close as he could to Seoul; the very strong tides, very strong 

currents required the greatest precautions to avoid the many shoals 

of which the river is full. The Sea River or Salty River is formed on 

one side by the shores of the island of Ganghwa, and the other by a 

multitude of small islands very close together, and in some places 

by the mainland itself. The channel is eighteen to twenty miles in 

length; in the middle is a very sharp bend that makes this a very 

difficult passage; at low tide, it is completely impractical; the current 

is always very fast and instantly reverses from one tide to the other. 

When the tide is low, the current, following the slope of the bottom, 

becomes a torrent; even a large ship can be in serious danger. Almost 

all the way along, the banks on both sides, that of Ganghwa and the 

mainland, are only separated by a distance of 400 to 600 meters; they 

are lined with forts from end to end. 

      The island of Ganghwa, which by its geographical position 

overlooks the river and can be considered an outpost, is eighteen 

miles long and eight miles wide; it is surrounded in its greatest 

extent to the north and east by the shores of the mainland, from 

which it is everywhere separated by only a short distance. To the 

west lies the island of Sonto (d'Anville’s Tseyang-tao and probably 

Tsa-jon-to on Siebold’s map). The city, one of the most fortified 

places in Korea, is located in the northern part of the island; it covers 

a large area surrounded with hills; the houses are not arranged 

regularly, they are scattered among clumps of trees; a crenelated 

wall about four meters high completely surrounds it, passing over 

the ridges; the summits have circular forts flanking the walls; the 

gates are vaulted and surmounted by stone guardhouses. The 

yamen of the first mandarin, standing near a palace belonging to the 

king, a very pretty residence but long unoccupied, is a very elegant 

building, surrounded by all the storerooms belonging to the State 
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which, in themselves, formed a second city in the first. The Monitor 

has reported on the circumstances in which these stores ceased to 

exist; proof of the military importance of the place, said the official 

journal, lies in the many gunpowder magazines that were found 

there, in the amount of guns and gingols in iron and bronze, in the 

stores filled with weapons and ammunition of all kinds, and 

containing over 10,000 rifles, quantities of swords, arrows, quiver, 

suits of armor bizarre in their form and their variety, and it adds: 

“This island seems to have been chosen to be the bulwark of Korea.” 

We know that they found there around 200,000 francs in the silver 

ingots used as money in the country, archives, a collection of 340 

volumes printed in Chinese characters, a map of China, Korea, and 

Japan, a celestial planisphere, seven rolls and several tablets in white 

and gray marble with inscriptions. These documents, which are now 

in France, will, we hope, provide valuable information on 

everything that relates to Korea. Mr. Roze noted, on the opposite 

bank to Ganghwa and a few kilometers away, a city named Dondinn; 

he also reported in the SSE of the island a walled pagoda Tchiong-

Tung-sa, which will be the “Küstenwache” marked on the chart of 

Siebold with the name Tsjong-Kai. Here is the description that was 

made: “One encounters a cluster of several rocky hills, with the 

steepest slopes, Mani-san according to Siebold, dominating the plain 

by 80 to 100 meters. The various summits of these hills leave between 

them a sort of partly wooded valley, the two sides of which are 

steeply inclined toward the southeast. This valley, a kilometer and a 

half to two kilometers around, represents the extent of the site, 

which contains together with the pagoda, storerooms with tiled 

roofs and an inner wall, cutting across from east to west, and 

designed to protect against attack. The outer fortifications consist, 

according to the system of the country, of a crenelated wall, all of 

masonry, more than one meter thick and about 3 meters high, very 

ancient and shattered in several places, following the ridges from 

one hill to another. This wall is reinforced at each projecting angle, 

that is to say at each summit, with a massive square of the same 

height in masonry forming a platform for artillery; two gates are 
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placed to the south, on the inside of the enclosure and at the most 

accessible place.” 

On the shore opposite Ganghwa can be found the Seoul gate; 

it dominates the start of the road that, following the river in some of 

its windings, leads to the capital. A similar gate closes the road on 

the shore toward Seoul. These gates are quite monumental 

structures, arched and topped with a roof like a Chinese pagoda. The 

one opposite Ganghwa is surrounded by several houses, some of 

which are part of the domain of the government, the others belong 

to the people. 

On September 23, at five in the evening, the ships anchored 

at the small village of Potoné, perhaps the Pongtek marked on Kim’s 

map, with a sufficient draught; sailors sent to land to establish a tidal 

scale communicated with the natives, who showed themselves, like 

everyone we had met previously, gentle and sociable, but very 

fearful or rather reserved, and quite willing to consort with 

foreigners if their mandarins did not prevent them; their curiosity is 

excessive: all along the passage of the gunboats which sailed very 

near the banks, crowds gathered and clustered on the hills to enjoy 

the spectacle, which struck their eyes for the first time.  

On September 24, at five in the morning, at the turn of the 

tide, the gunboats set sail again and, after passing Kim-pao, 

Siebold’s Kum-po, anchored off the village of Seuk-Kol, pleasantly 

situated amidst lush greenery. There, the distrustful Koreans soon 

began to grow bolder and asked permission to come on board. They 

showed a naive curiosity, looking at everything, touching 

everything, taking glasses and binoculars, trying to see through 

them with laughter and childlike joy, appearing gay but still very 

apprehensive regarding their mandarins. It was difficult to get them 

to accept, in exchange for some food, some coins, of which they 

seemed not to know the value. During the night they erected a tidal 

scale on shore; the currents are very strong, the tidemarks by about 

six meters. Throughout the night, the Koreans remained in a large 

group, squatting on the beach to watch. 

On September 25, at six o'clock, when the tide was favorable, 
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the gunboats set off; the difficulties of navigation multiplied, 

unequal water depths being the greatest; the tide was very strong, 

one can only anchor in places where the ships will still be afloat at 

low tide, which is often very difficult. As always, along this new 

stretch, shorter than the previous ones, the curious people settled on 

the hills and on the beaches, in considerable numbers, to see the 

ships pass; several native craft came to accost them again. The point 

where they stopped was three miles from the bank nearest to Seoul. 

On September 26 early in the morning, they set off to continue their 

exploration, and after crossing a narrow and difficult passage, they 

anchored opposite Seoul. The heights overlooking the shore were 

invaded by thousands of natives; they formed a huge crowd of 

which it would have been very difficult to assess the number and 

which, spread across the countryside, gave by their clothes, 

invariably white, a most picturesque aspect to the landscape. A very 

large village which extends along the right bank lines the road to the 

capital; a similar village is located directly opposite the first, on the 

other side. Seoul, which communicates with the river by two roads, 

lies at the foot of a high mountain, about six kilometers away. But 

this city is hidden by a small mound, Mok-mir-san (Namsan), that 

dominates it, and one can only distinguish part of the walls that 

surround it. This circular wall, which is not less than twelve to fifteen 

kilometers around and some two meters thick, and rises from six to 

seven meters, may contain a population of 80,000 to 100,000 people; 

the houses are small and poorly built, some streets are wide; the 

others, very narrow and winding, are cluttered with filth that makes 

circulation difficult. The king's palace, the homes of princes and 

ministers are concentrated in the northern part of the city, which is 

opposite to the hill I mentioned above. 

 After spending twenty-four hours at the Seoul anchorage, 

Admiral Roze came down the river, and after three days of perilous 

navigation through the shoals and rocks, he returned to the 

anchorage off Woody Island, and on October 3 he was back in 

Chefoo. Throughout the duration of this short but fruitful 

exploration off the coast of Korea, the naval officers continued to 
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carry out hydrographic work; maps and charts were made with all 

desirable care; in the river they made observations of latitude and 

longitude, as well as triangulation work to determine, as best as 

possible, the exact positions and contours of the river of which we 

have today, thanks to such care, a very satisfactory map, 

autographed by the Dépôt de la marine, and of which we have 

prepared a reduced replica to accompany this notice. 
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Text from the Joseon Wangjo Sillok  

 

This report from the official state records describes in some detail the 

meeting between a Korean official and the French admiral, the day before 

the capture of Ganghwa, reported more briefly by Jouan and Zuber. 

 

From Joseon Wangjo Sillok, Volume 3, the third year of Gojong, the 

8th day of the 9th month   

A report from Yi In-gi, chief magistrate of Ganghwa 

 

On the seventh day of this month, early in the afternoon, those 

people attacked the eastern wall, firing their guns, and two of our 

people were killed or injured. Our guards being unable to stop them, 

the villains broke through the wall, crossed it and entered the town. 

After looking around they withdrew again. The situation having 

already reached the point of desperation, I temporarily transferred 

the two royal portraits from the Jangnyeong-jeon hall to Baekryeon-

sa temple located outside the town’s west gate. Charged with 

guarding the nation’s frontiers, I had been unable to protect them 

from the depredations of these villains: I thus await my punishment 

with a fearful, humble heart. He was instructed, “Do not await 

punishment.” He then continued: “I sent an expedited report about 

the foreigners’ landfall and scaling of the hills. But seeing that their 

ships remained at anchor and they seemed intent on spending the 

night there, I decided to send the town’s gyeongryeok Kim Jae-heon 

to make inquiries. On returning he reported: “I went out to 

investigate but they stopped me midway, where they were 

occupying cottages along the roadside at Danghyeon hill. I therefore 

wrote down my questions and showed that to them but they waved 

their hands and showed that they did not understand. They took me 

to the farmhouse by the Sea Gate at Gapgotjin where there were 

hundreds of them gathered, carrying swords and guns. So I wrote, 

asking “You have come many thousand leagues through wind and 

waves, are none of you sick?” They did not reply. So I wrote and 

showed them again, “There is no knowing what country you are 
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from but for what reason have you come here?” They did not reply. 

They sent what we had written together with something they wrote 

to the ships, their writing is not like ours. Soon after they asked us 

to board one of their ships, which we did, following them, and there 

we found countless more foreigners as we entered a room on the 

second level of the ship. The room was brightly lit by lamps and 

candles; one foreigner was sitting in the middle, with another 

wearing our nation’s dress sitting on a chair beside him who asked 

in our language, “Are you the chief magistrate of Ganghwa?” I 

replied, “No, I am a local official,” at which he asked, “Who has sent 

you?” I replied, “I have come as an official sent to gather information 

about you.” He then asked, “For what reasons were nine westerners 

killed in this country in the spring this year?” To that I replied, 

“Indeed, that happened this spring. Your countrymen hid in the 

cities, violated the women, stole possessions and money, and 

secretly plotted treason, so that according to the laws of the land 

they could not avoid being found guilty of capital crimes, so they 

were executed. If people from our country were to enter your land 

and perform such illegal acts, surely you would execute them, too.” 

They replied, “Now we will kill you.” I replied, “I am not afraid to 

die. But nobody ever saw a case where a gentleman sent to obtain 

information was murdered. You should quickly turn your ships 

around and go away.” At that, with swords drawn, they urged me 

to leave, so reluctantly I returned to shore and reached the seaward 

gate of the camp. But a great crowd of fearsome men waving guns 

and swords blocked the path, demanding food. I showed them a 

written message promising to give them three oxen but they were 

not satisfied and refused to let me pass. At that, thinking that we 

should be kind to people far from their homes, I was compelled to 

write that we would give them five oxen, five pigs, and around fifty 

chickens, at which they let me pass. Three of their ships are at anchor 

off Gapgotjin, while on ten small boats they are landing where they 

will, robbing the inhabitants throughout the area. The shape, funnels, 

and engines of the ships are like the ships which previously came by, 

and there seem to be several hundred men on board. Meanwhile, the 
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governor of the Gwangseongbo fort, Kim Jun-mo, reported, “Of the 

foreigners’ four ships, three have gone past, the remaining one ship 

is anchored off Sa-o-seo in Tongjin, opposite this fort.” 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Biographies of Major Figures 

 

Rear-Admiral Roze 

 

Pierre-Gustave Roze (November 28, 1812 – November 1883) was born in 

Toulon, France. In November 1826 he entered the Angoulême Naval 

College and when that was closed he transferred to the Brest Naval School. 

Appointed 2nd class midshipman in October 1827, he served in the 

Mediterranean campaign. Becoming a midshipman 1st class in July 1829, 

he participated in the expedition to Algiers. He was promoted lieutenant in 

January 1832, served in the Atlantic and at Toulon (1834-1835). Moving to 

the Mediterranean in February 1836, in January 1837 he took part in the 

expedition to Mexico in the division of Admiral Baudin. Appointed Chief 

of Staff of the Levant division in August 1844, he became the adjutant of 

admiral Parseval-Deschênes in Toulon in September 1847. 

Named Commander in December 1848, in November 1852 he 

received the command of the steam corvette Titan with which he took part 

the following year in operations on the coast of Kabylia. From August 1855 

he held the functions of flag captain and chief of staff of Admiral Jacquinot, 

commanding the division of the Levant. Promoted Captain in November 

1856, he took part in operations in the Mediterranean. In February 1862 he 

was appointed Superior Commander of the French naval forces in the Gulf 

of Mexico and in June served as commander of the naval division of Mexico. 

Appointed Rear-Admiral (contre-amiral) in July 1862, in January 

1865 he was appointed to be governor of Cochinchina and Commander of 

the naval division. In November 1865 he was appointed commander of the 

naval division of the China Seas with flag on board the Guerrière. After the 

campaign in Korea in later 1866, Roze and his squadron returned to Japan 

where he participated in the reception of the first French Military Mission 

to Japan (1867-1868) in the port of Yokohama on 13 January 1867. 

Appointed a member of the Board of the Admiralty in 1868, promoted Vice-
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Admiral in May 1869, in June Roze was appointed maritime prefect of 

Cherbourg. 

During the war with Prussia in 1870, he organized the defense of 

the Carentan lines that effectively barred the Cotentin road and saved the 

region from invasion. Returning to the Board of the Admiralty in June 1871, 

in September 1875 he received the command of the Mediterranean fleet. 

Named Vice Chairman of the Board of the Admiralty in October 1876, he 

left active service in November 1877 and died in Paris in November 1883. 

 

 

Henri Jouan 

 

Born in Tréauville, Cherbourg, January 25, 1821, Henri Jouan died in 

Cherbourg on June 17, 1907. Son of General Jouan, governor of Cherbourg, 

he entered the Naval School in 1836 and served on the ship that brought the 

body of Napoléon back to France. In 1847 he was promoted lieutenant de 

vaisseau and was stationed for three years in La Réunion, then spent 6 years 

in Polynesia, including the Iles Marquises. There he continued the interest 

he had already manifested in La Réunion, in studying the anthropology, 

flora, and fauna of distant lands. In 1857 he was awarded the Cross of the 

Légion d’Honneur for services rendered. In 1863, still in Nouvelle 

Calédonie, he was promoted capitaine de frégate and ordered back to 

France. Rear-Admiral Roze, commandant of the naval division in the China 

Seas, had known him at the start of his career and arranged for him to be 

appointed his chef d’ état-major. As such he participated in the 1866 

expedition to Korea. In 1873 he was promoted capitaine de vaisseau and in 

1876 he was put in charge of the Division des équipages of the fleet and he 

was always much liked by the simple sailors.  

He had joined the Société nationale académique de Cherbourg in 

1858, and after retiring from active service was its president for over 20 

years. He became blind in his last years. The list of his publications 

comprises 166 items, both scientific and popular, on topics covering the 

places he had knowledge of, from Cherbourg to Polynesia. 

 

 

Jean Baptiste Étienne Constant Hulot, Comte d'Osery.  

 

Born August 19, 1821, in Demouville (Calvados), died August 22, 1878, in 

Cheverny (Loir-et-Cher), the count d’Osery was a member of a 

distinguished military family. His father had lost his right arm at the battle 

of Austerlitz and an uncle, a naval captain, died in action fighting the Dutch. 
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He entered the Naval School in 1837 and served in the Mediterranean 

squadron as 2nd class aspirant before moving to La Réunion. From there, 

now 1st class aspirant, he sailed into the Pacific and took part in the 

pacification campaign in Tahiti. Seriously wounded on April 12, 1846, at 

the battle of Tapuna, he was made knight of the Légion d’Honeur. He then 

served in the Mediterranean during the 1848 Italian campaign and was 

promoted lieutenant in 1850. After the outbreak of the Crimean War he was 

active first at Gallipoli, then in the Baltic Sea. After that, he was made 

Commander of the steamship Prégent and set out for Saigon in what is now 

Vietnam, where he served under Admiral Rigault de Genouilly. 

Transferring to the gunboat Avalanche, he was present at the capture of 

Saigon in February 1859 and the battle in the Bay of Touranne in May. On 

August 21, 1860, during the renewed Opium War, Avalanche was involved 

in the capture of the Takou forts which opened the way to Beijing. Early in 

1861, he was again engaged in operations near Saigon. Promoted officer of 

the Légion d’Honeur in April 1859, he was promoted to the rank of frigate 

captain in November 1860.  

 After a short time in France, in November 1861 he was sent to the 

Gulf of Mexico. After that, he was in charge of the Grandville station in 

France for a time before he was appointed second-in-command of the 

frigate Guerrière in the China Seas station under Rear-Admiral Roze. He 

thus played a major role in the Korean expedition. As a result of his 

performance there, he was promoted to the rank of ship’s captain. In 1870 

he set out for New Caledonia but his health was no longer good enough and 

he had to return to France. Returning to active service in 1875, he was given 

charge of the Levant station in 1876. In June 1878 he was appointed rear-

admiral but died only two months later at home. 

 

 

Claude Henri Marie de Bellonet 

 

Born in 1831 and dying in 1881, the life of Henri de Bellonet is very poorly 

documented. He was a member of the French diplomatic service, posted as 

an attaché and secretary to Naples, Brussels, and Rio de Janeiro, then as 

secretary in Teheran in 1860. In 1862 he was sent to Beijing as secretary 

2nd class but in June 1865 he became chargé d’affaires par interim 

following the departure of the Minister, Jules Berthemy. He was replaced 

by Charles de Lallemand who arrived in May 1867. Following the 

reprimand he received for his conduct during the events in Korea in 1866, 

Bellonet was sent to Stockholm as secretary 2nd class, then to Washington, 

before finally becoming minister plenipotentiary in Peru. 
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Félix-Clair Ridel 

 

Born in 1830 at Chantenay-sur-Loire, Bishop Ridel died on June 20, 1884, 

in Vannes (Morbihan). He was ordained priest on December 19, 1857, 

served in his home diocese for a time, then joined the Paris Foreign Mission 

in July 1859. On July 25, 1860 he set off for Korea, which he was able to 

enter clandestinely on March 31, 1861. After studying the Korean language, 

he spent most of his time in the southern regions. He was able to escape to 

China when the persecution of 1866 began and inform the French 

authorities of the death of the nine missionaries. After accompanying Rear-

Admiral Roze on his expedition, he waited in China to be able to return to 

Korea. On April 27, 1869, he was appointed to be the new bishop (Vicar 

Apostolic) for Korea. He traveled to Rome for the Vatican Council and was 

consecrated bishop there on June 5, 1870. Returning to Manchuria, he 

settled in the mission station of Tcha-keou (known in French as Notre-

Dame des Neiges) close to the Korean border. Finally, in September 1877, 

he was able to re-enter the country, but was arrested in January 1878 and 

sent back into China a few months later, thanks to diplomatic efforts in 

Beijing. He composed a grammar and dictionary of Korean which were 

published in Yokohama between 1880 and 1881. In 1882, during a visit to 

Japan, he became paralyzed and had to be sent back to France, where he 

died. 

 

 

Jean Henri Zuber 

 

Born 24 June 1844 in Rixheim, Alsace, into the Zuber family who were 

owners of a factory producing a celebrated brand of painted wallpaper, 

Henri Zuber studied in Strasbourg then Paris, before entering Brest Naval 

School in 1861. There he met the painter of seascapes Étienne Mayer, 

becoming his pupil from 1862 until 1863. Having received the rank of 

aspirant, he embarked on the Montebello, then in 1864 he joined the frigate 

Thémis which was to escort the Emperor Maximilien from Austria to 

Mexico. In January 1865 he embarked on the corvette Primauguet which 

was on its way to join the naval division of the China seas, a part of the 

French naval forces in the Far East based in Saïgon, whose Commander-in-

chief at the time was Admiral and Governor of Indochina, Pierre-Paul de 

La Grandière. During the long journey, Zuber made notes on and drawings 

of the places visited, reaching Saïgon in November 1865. From there the 
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ship moved to Hong Kong before ending up in Yokohama in Japan where 

the Primauguet joined the French squadron. 

On 8 June 1866, the Primauguet received orders to set out for 

Shanghaï, where, under the command of Rear-Admiral Roze, the French 

expedition against Korea was being prepared. This was carried out in two 

stages between 12 September and 12 November. Given his training, the 

young ensign Zuber participated mainly in the surveying and mapping of 

the coastline of Ganghwa Island as well as the Han River, prepared a plan 

of the anchorage near l'île Boisée (Woody Island), and later prepared a map 

of the entire Korean peninsula using local documents found during the 

expedition. After this, he returned to France via Java, Sydney, and New 

Caledonia. His notebooks are filled with drawings, sketches, and 

caricatures. All through the long campaign, Zuber produced many 

watercolors, particularly in China and Japan. 

On reaching France in 1868, Zuber resigned from the Navy and 

entered the studio of the Swiss painter Charles Gleyre, determined to make 

a career as an artist and illustrator. He was admitted to the Salon des artistes 

français in 1869. In 1870-1871, Zuber was mobilized during the war with 

Prussia; he saw action in the defense of Paris and the battles at Mont-

Valérien. He was demobilized in March 1871 and, Alsace having become 

German, opted for France and settled in Paris. On 20 July 1871, he married 

Madeleine Oppermann. They had 4 children. He set up a studio in the rue 

de Vaugirard in Paris in 1872.  

In 1873 he published a narrative based on his participation in the 

expedition to Korea in 1866 in the illustrated magazine Le Tour du Monde 

produced by Hachette, a celebrated periodical dedicated to voyages and 

discoveries. Zuber is almost the first French writer to produce an account 

of Korea accompanied by images drawn directly in situ. Instead of 

descriptions of the military action that he was intimately involved in, he 

gives the priority to the ordinary Koreans he saw, so deferential and 

childlike, and the magnificent autumn landscapes.  

He moved south to Menton and Cannes on account of his wife's 

poor health but she died at Cannes in 1881. Remaining alone in the Midi, 

he mastered the techniques of watercolors. This brought him to the notice 

of English admirers. In 1883, Henri Zuber married Hélène Risler, with 

whom he had another 3 children. He was admitted to the Société des 

aquarellistes français where he exposed paintings regularly each year. He 

moved his studio to 19 rue Vavin; the building that housed his studio still 

exists today. In 1897 he became a member of the jury of the Salon des 

artistes français. In 1906 he was promoted to the grade of officer in the order 

of the Légion d'Honneur. In 1909 Jean-Henri Zuber died after an operation 
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for a stomach ulcer he had been suffering from since 1883.  

 

 

Elisée-Julien Cheval 

 

Elisée-Julien Cheval was born on Thursday, February 4, 1841, in La Gacilly 

(Morbihan). He served as doctor second class of the Imperial Navy, before 

becoming a doctor of medicine on submitting his notes taken during the 

expedition to the Far East as his graduation thesis; then he continued to 

serve as a principal doctor of the Navy. Made Chevalier, Légion d’Honneur, 

June 17, 1876, an award he only received on June 23, 1879, at the hands of 

the Director of the Naval Health Service, Pierre-Alexandre Gourrier. 

Married June 12, 1869, in Brest Marie Modeste Sophie Broumische (1846-

1914). They had two daughters. He died in Hyères, Monday, March 12, 

1883, aged 42, still quite a young man. 

The Primauguet, with Cheval on board as doctor second class, set 

out from Brest on March 5, 1865, headed for China. As the ship was 

rounding the Cape of Good Hope it was blown onto the coast where it 

remained stranded for forty-eight hours but was then able to continue its 

journey. It was in the Far East until August 1867 when it returned to Brest 

via Cape Horn. Cheval and Zuber were on board the same ship. 

 

 

Justin Napoléon Samuel Prosper de Chasseloup-Laubat 

 

The 4th Marquis of Chasseloup-Laubat was born on May 29, 1805, in 

Alessandria, Department of Marengo, and died on March 29, 1873, in Paris. 

He became a civil servant and from 1828 worked at the Conseil d'État. In 

1836, he was appointed as an assistant to Jean-Jacques Baude, Royal 

commissary in Algeria, working at Algiers and Tunis. On 3 September 1837, 

he was elected deputy of Charente-Inférieure, his home region, and he 

continued to be elected in the following elections. From April 10 to October 

26, 1851, he briefly served a first time as Minister of Marine under the 

Presidency of Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte. He stayed a deputy until 1859, 

when he became a minister. On 25 May 1862, he was appointed a Senator 

of the Empire, a position he retained until the fall of the Empire in 1870. 

He became Minister of the Navy and the Colonies in November 1860 and 

held that position for an exceptionally long period (1860-1867), making 

him a key figure of French early colonial expansion. During his tenure as 

Minister of the Navy and the Colonies, he modernized the French navy. 

Chasseloup-Laubat was recalled to the government on 17 July 1869, as 
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Minister-President of the Conseil d'État. After the fall of Napoléon III, 

Chasseloup-Laubat was elected as Deputy of Charante-Inférieure in the 

new National Assembly on 8 February 1871. He died two years later. 

 

 

Marquis de Moustier 

 

Lionel Désiré-Marie-René-François, Marquis de Moustier, was born in 

Paris on 23 August 1817. He was elected to represent the department of 

Doubs on 13 May 1849. On 10 March 1853 Lionel de Moustier was 

appointed minister plenipotentiary in Berlin, then in November 1859, he 

was appointed Ambassador at the court of Austria. On 28 August 1861 he 

was appointed Ambassador in Constantinople. On September 1, 1866, de 

Moustier replaced Édouard Drouyn de Lhuys as Minister of Foreign Affairs 

and the questions arising from de Bellonet’s role in the expedition against 

Korea reached him at the end of that year. With failing health, he left office 

in December 1868, and on 17 December 1868 was appointed senator. He 

died on February 5, 1869. 

 

 

Charles Dallet 

 

Claude Charles Dallet was born in Langres (Haute-Marne) on October 18, 

1829. A student of the minor and major seminaries in his hometown, he 

entered the Seminary of the Foreign Missions Society (MEP) on October 5, 

1850. He was ordained priest on June 5 and on August 20, 1852, he left for 

Mysore (India) where he worked very actively. Chosen in 1858 to be 

director of the Seminary in Paris, he refused. In 1859, suffering from 

epilepsy, he returned to France. In 1863, he left to return to Mysore but fell 

ill there and returned to France in 1867. In 1871, he traveled in the Americas, 

collecting funds for the Seminary which was suffering from the effects of 

the Franco-Prussian war and the Commune. It was at his initiative that the 

Chinese and Japanese museum of Laval University in Quebec City was 

established. In 1872 and 1873, while still in Quebec, he organized and 

revised the manuscripts sent from Korea by Bishop Daveluy, and in 1874 

published the results of this work, under the title Histoire de l'Eglise de 

Corée (History of the Church in Korea), with a lengthy preface describing 

Korea which he composed himself on the basis of the missionaries’ reports. 

He left France in February 1877, intent on collecting additional documents 

in order to write a complete history of the MEP. He went to Japan and 

Manchuria, stayed in Beijing, spent some time in Cochinchina (Southern 
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Vietnam) and then went to Tonkin (Northern Vietnam). He died of 

dysentery on 25 April 1878 in Ke So (Western Tonkin), where he was buried. 

 

 

G. Pradier 

 

The identity of G. Pradier, Capitaine de vaisseau en retraite is uncertain, 

there being no mention of a G. Pradier in any of the other records or reports 

of the expedition. However, a few months before publishing his text about 

the Korean expedition, the same writer had published an article “Le Japon 

il y a quarante ans” in July 1904, in the review Le Correpondant. These two 

articles provide almost all that is known about him. It is very likely that he 

is the same person as the Georges Élie Pradier who is listed among those 

who attended the French Naval School: born January 17, 1843, in Lorient 

(Morbihan), he died April 27, 1912, in Paris. He relates in the first of the 

two articles that he arrived in Japan early in 1863 to join the French naval 

force in the Far East on board the Guerrière as aspirant de première classe 

and was promoted enseigne on returning to Japan from Korea late in 1866. 

The Naval School record indicates that his promotion to enseigne was dated 

September 1, 1866. He became capitaine de vaisseau on January 6, 1891 

after serving as commandant supérieur of the French naval establishments 

in the Gulf of Guinea. His career ended with a series of important positions 

when he was based in Brest. He was the son of César Charles Joseph Pradier 

(1811-1875) who joined the navy in 1827 and rose to be capitaine de 

vaisseau in August 1867, having served as chief administrator in the Gabon 

1860-1. In the war of 1870, he was general in charge of Saône-et-Loire. He 

had married Césarine Beauchemin. 

 


