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SunSet empireS4

Introduction

To starve to death is a very small matter. 
To lose one’s integrity, however, is a very 
serious matter.

—Ch’eng I, Reflections of Things on Hand

take a Step Back
The Chinese meant for the phrase, “May you live 

in interesting times,” to serve as a curse. The people 
of 19th-century Asia must have keenly felt the cruel 
irony of this as centuries of advanced thought so 
clearly spelled their doom, especially in light of the 
events that gripped their world. In the span of mere 
decades, cultures that once marked their existence by 
millennia underwent so many watershed events that 
some are still recovering from the experience. That 
Asia emerged from this period of forced participation 
in Western empire-building with any cultural identity 
left whatsoever is a testament to its singular will, a will 
tempered by colonial dominance and brutality. What 
the British, Germans, Spanish, Portuguese, French and 
Americans did to the region is unacceptable by modern 
standards, but any claim Asia was entirely innocent in 
matters regarding its own fate is too shortsighted — at 
least for the purposes of this book.

Sunset Empires is part of the history of the World 
of Darkness; therefore nobody gets to play the part 
of the wholly innocent victim. Everyone takes a role 
in setting the course of the Victorian Age; everyone 
must eventually pay the piper. This book serves as a 
historical setting, covering the 19th century almost in 

its entirety, but it also serves as a vehicle to involve 
characters in one of Asia’s most trying times. Why 
discuss the Opium Wars when characters can take part 
in them? Why mention Japan’s rapid modernization if 
characters can’t join the internecine fighting dividing 
the Japanese uji? 

caveat: it’S only hiStory
If fortune indeed favors the bold… then Asia was 

doomed to fall. 
Sunset Empires is driven by historical — and entirely 

mortal — events. The Kuei-jin are not the movers 
and shakers of this period… neither are the Kin-jin, 
the hengeyokai, or any other shen for that matter. The 
truth hurts, but by the time of the Victorian Era, the 
Kuei-jin are no longer dominant: they simply haven’t 
realized it yet. This is a pivotal moment in the history 
of the Kuei-jin, when they realize they are little more 
than flotsam in a storm of conflicting mortal interests. 
The world around them is changing with every 19th-
century minute, and there is little the Quincunx or 
other various undead courts can do about it. It is their 
first lesson in humility since the fall from Wan Xian, 
and it is a bitter pill to swallow.

This is a time of mortals; of mortal history, mortal 
agendas and mortal machinations. The shen are only 
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IntroductIon 5

along for the ride. Asia undergoes widespread sociological, 
geographical and religious change, all because of mortal 
intervention. For Kuei-jin, it is a shift from a mystical, 
tradition-based society in which they control and wield 
power — sometimes openly — to a mortal society 
beyond their reach. Humanity’s pursuit of technology 
far outstrips the Kuei-jin’s capacity to keep up with it, 
a lesson the Kin-jin learned some time ago. In fact, if 
the Kin-jin survive this period more easily, it is because 
they’ve learned to hide within whatever society rules the 
day. As long as they still have the nights, the vampires 
are happy. For Kuei-jin, however, being relegated to the 
deepest shadows is little more than exile.

With the arrival of the Europeans on Asia’s shores, 
the Kuei-jin mistakenly believe the Kin-jin hold all the 
cards (or, in this instance, the colonials in their thrall), 
and that allying or negotiating with them will solve all 
the Kuei-jin’s  problems. They believe the Kin-jin are 
as open in their nature as the Kuei-jin are with Asian 
society. For this reason, the Kin-jin remain safe at first; 
the Kuei-jin believe that targeting the Western undead 
will have an immediate and negative political impact. It 
is not, however, a true measure of safety. Some Kuei-jin 
simply don’t care about the ramifications of their actions 
and slaughter Western vampires for the pure satisfaction 
of it. Still, uncertainty works in the Cainites’ favor for 
now, and they know it.

Finally, the Kuei-jin embody a third axiom… that 
history is written by the winners. They may blame the 
Kin-jin for invading their homelands, but many Kuei-jin 
are just as guilty. Cathayans allowed Kin-jin to settle in 
their cities, used them to further personal agendas and 
even entrusted them to act as middle-men with the world 
at large. Kuei-jin of the twentieth century may treat the 
presence of Kin-jin as a plague that descended upon 
them, but Cainites existed in Asia for far longer than 
most ancestors would care to admit… and they existed 
because the Kuei-jin allowed them that luxury.

the philoSophy BehinD  
SunSet eMpireS 

To understand the changes ripping Asia apart, one 
must understand the forces behind them. For this reason, 
Sunset Empires is more of a socio-historical book than 
pure setting. Mortal history takes precedence, followed by 
supernatural history, because each event builds upon the 
one before to change the face of Asia. To understand the 
changes, one must understand the event; to understand 
the event, one must understand its impact on mortal 
society… especially when the changes unfold over the 
course of a century. 

Unfortunately, the trouble with history is that it’s 
often passive, good only for filling in cracks and free 
minutes on long bus rides. Sunset Empires, however, 
strives to change this by making history the vehicle for 
action. Every event has two or more participating factions, 

and Storytellers are encouraged to draw characters into 
one of those groups. Allow them to witness, participate 
in and even steer history in a different course than the 
one intended. Just because the text mentions one faction 
or another doesn’t exclude the wu or coterie; in fact, it 
provides Storytellers with an open window through which 
the characters can be pulled. 

If the book mentions the Prince of Manila and his 
campaign to overthrow the Ashirra of the Sulu Sultanate, 
then the Prince probably uses agents such as the Kindred 
characters for his missions. If a section touches upon the 
collapse of the Flame Court, then the characters may try 
to stop all hell from breaking loose — or be among the 
first to help tear the court down. In fact, portions of the 
book leave certain people nameless. Who is the Prince 
of Manila? Well, until there’s a Philippines by Night, 
he remains a tabula rasa: the Storyteller’s character. Only 
those individuals who are canon or have a serious part 
to play in the 21st century have names. This creates a 
more fluid history for this book; a necessary adjustment 
in order to allow characters and Storytellers leeway in 
changing the universe’s chronology (fairly important 
since the modern era is just a stone’s throw away).

Sunset Empires is unique as a setting in that it 
is a transition point between eras. For Europeans, the 
Victorian Age is a period when the West is an active 
participant in world events: a period of stability and 
prosperity. For Asia, however, the Victorian Age is 
synonymous with upheaval. It is rarely stable, rarely 
prosperous (save for Japan and Siam) and a victim of 
world events rather than a catalyst. 

Sunset Empires serves as a bridge between what 
Asia was and what she becomes. The Asia of the 
past is best exemplified by Blood & Silk, which is a 
worthwhile companion book to this one. The Asia of 
tomorrow is what rests in the pages of Kindred of the 
East. The Dharmas, Abilities, Backgrounds, Disciplines, 
and so forth of this era are largely the same as those 
in the two aforementioned books, save for a few noted 
exceptions. Traditionalists and the forces of status 
quo best emulate the information presented in Blood 
& Silk, while those Kuei-jin hellbent on overtaking 
the West are representational of the information in 
Kindred of the East. 

how to uSe thiS Book
Before launching into a chapter by chapter synopsis, 

it is important to note that any event taking place prior to 
the 19th century is described in the past tense. Anything 
occurring post-1800, however, is written in the present 
tense regardless of decade to impart the sense that events 
unfold as the reader reads them.

chapter By chapter
Chapter One: China revisits the Middle Kingdom 

during her greatest turmoil. As China unravels and spirals 
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SunSet empireS6

out of control, it loses territory to foreign countries and 
prestige in the eyes of its own citizens. This chapter 
offers an overview of the Five August Courts during 
this turbulent period and invaluable information on the 
Quincunx’s hierarchy.

Chapter Two: India touches upon the fabled 
subcontinent and the events birthing the celebrated 
British Raj, including the Great Mutiny. There’s also 
information on the basic structure of Victorian Indian 
cities to help Storytellers build their own regional settings.  

Chapter Three: Japan deals with one of the only 
Asian countries to successfully adapt to the new world. 
This chapter illustrates Japan’s ability to remake itself from 
a traditional Asian nation to the only regional superpower 
to defeat a European country in war. Storytellers may also 
find the discussion on uji houses, politics and hierarchy 
especially useful.

Chapter Four: Southeast Asia touches upon the 
myriad scattered islands and countries of the Golden 
Courts, as well as the campaigns to tame these wild 
domains. From the warlike and tribal Burmese, to France’s 
invasion of Indochina, to the Europe-savvy Siam, the 
region is rich in history, adventure and danger.  

Chapter Five: Character Creation summarizes the 
character creation process with an eye toward keeping 
it true to the spirit of the era. It also incorporates 
information offered in Victorian Age: Vampire and 
Kindred of the East, as well as offering new P’o archetypes 
and martial arts. 

Chapter Six: Storytelling Sunset Empires finally 
compiles all the previous information together by 
discussing historical events and potential character roles 
during such notable milestones as the Great Mutiny, the 
Opium Wars and the Boxer Rebellions. This section is 
the only one reserved exclusively for the Storyteller.

lexicon
Note that the country listed in parentheses is where 

the term found usage, not necessarily the country that 
developed its usage (like compradors being attributed to 
China, as opposed to the Europeans who used the term 
on the Chinese).  

Ashirra: (India & Southeast Asia) Cainites of 
Islamic extraction who first arrived in the region with 
Muslim merchants. 

Bao: (China) In a mortal sense, meaning “reciprocity,” 
a system by which Chinese men and women balance 
favor for favor and privilege for privilege to avoid feeling 
obligated toward someone.

Bakufu: (Japan) Meaning “camp office,” a system of 
government whereby the power rests in the Shogunate’s 
hands and not the Emperor.

Benraku: (Japan) Puppet theater where black-clad 
individuals manipulate puppets on stage while the 

audience ignores their presence. Also, an organization 
within the Thousand Whispers. 

Cohong: (China) System of trade established by 
Chinese government that gave foreign trade rights to 
merchants called hongs. Western traders could only deal 
with hongs, who in turn could dictate prices for imports 
and exports.  

Compradors: (China) Men hired by Western 
companies to act as go-betweens with Chinese trading 
partners.

Daimyo: (Japan) A house leader; these senior gaki 
are of ancestor rank.

Guanxi: (China) In a mortal sense, a network of 
personal relationships allowing someone to maintain 
bao with others, as well as a guide dictating proper social 
behavior.

Jianmin: (China) Meaning “demeaned people,” this 
rank of society performs the lowliest jobs and services.

Kami: (Japan) Nature spirits central to the Shinto 
faith.

Muyou: (China) Private secretaries and personal 
aides to magistrates who oversee multiple districts.

Resident: (Asia) A polite term for watchdog; the 
colonial regimes assigned local governments a resident 
or diplomatic agent to “supervise and advise” foreign 
courts. Residents, in fact, ruled from behind the scenes… 
if they survived. 

Sadhus: (India) A Hindu holy man; Indian mages 
also use this term as a collective description. 

Taipan: (China) Kin-jin princes of the foreign 
quarters built in Chinese cities. Many such quarters 
remained protected by European extraterritorial treaties 
with the local government.

Trimira: (India) Tremere who go “native,” adopting 
the mannerisms and customs of the locals.

Ukiyo-e: (Japan) A school of beautiful and elegant 
wood block prints meaning “The Floating World;” the 
Bishamon use it to describe their rule, which they hope 
exemplifies the will of Heaven.

Varna: (India) The Hindi word for caste, which 
consists of brahmins, kshatriyas, vaisyas, sudras and dalits.

Xianzhi: (China) A magistrate; these officials are 
the only Qing bureaucrats actually governing the people 
of China, rather than other officials.

Yamen: (China) The lowest level of the local 
government, these individuals work as tax collectors, 
runners, policemen or prison guards.

Zaibatsu: (Japan) “Financial clique,” or a type of 
private company. The Japanese government develops 
new enterprises before giving them to zaibatsu to manage, 
thereby tying the government’s success with that of the 
company.
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CHAPTER ONE: 
CHINA

The Jiaqing emperor has good reason to be content; 
the Western calendar marks the start of the 19th century 
and the Qing dynasty is still in its most prosperous era. 
Jiaqing assumed power in 1799, after the death of his 
father, the Qianlong emperor. Tribute flows into the 
coffers of the Forbidden City from lands as distant as 
Siam. A robust and efficient bureaucracy watches over 
millions of peasants working in flooded rice fields. Great 
storehouses are common sights in Chinese cities as a means 
of dealing with the incredible surplus of trade goods, 
enough to dwarf the volume within Europe. Peculiar 
white-skinned foreigners from the West are amusing 
curiosities in Beijing and Canton.

Unfortunately, tribute arriving from the small nations 
bordering China cannot match the sums the imperial 
government spends maintaining order. The great imperial 
bureaucracy is clearly beginning to show the effects of 
wide-scale corruption. Although peasants produce finished 
goods in large numbers, there are still millions who can’t 
afford porcelain dishes or a silk robe… and the true nature 
of the white-skinned foreigners is about to emerge. By the 
end of the 19th century, China ceases to be the Center of 
the World and instead is repeatedly humbled by foreign 
powers and unsure of its continued existence.

hiStory
the Dawn oF the 19th century

The Qing Empire begins the century in a position 
of strength over the Europeans. The balance of trade 
clearly favors China, something the Qing are disinclined 

to change. The British are in a particularly poor position. 
They import raw materials such as cotton and wood into 
China from their holdings in India. In return, the Chinese 
sell the British expensive luxury goods like porcelain, 
silk and tea. It costs the British more to buy the Chinese 
goods than their returns with the sale of Indian cotton. 
British silver pours into China and only trickles back out.

The greatest impediments to favorable British goods 
exchanges are the harsh restrictions placed on trade with 
Europe. These restrictions include geographic limits on 
where Europeans may live and mercantile regulations on 
who can actually trade with foreigners.

The Portuguese colony of Macao is the only city where 
Europeans may settle. Located at the mouth of the Pearl 
River estuary, Macao was established in 1553. The Portuguese 
traders paid tribute every four years to the Chinese for trading 
rights while China, who never recognized Portuguese claims 
of regional sovereignty, controlled Macao. When British 
and French traders first arrived, the city of Macao was the 
only place they were allowed to settle, thus keeping all the 
foreigners neatly contained. Eventually, British traders built 
a settlement dubbed “The Thirteen Factories” further up 
the estuary on the outskirts of Canton.

Living in the shadow of massive Qing empire, the 
Europeans initially had little choice but to agree to the 
Qing’s trade restrictions. The Qing saw no difference 
between these barbarians huddling in Macao and any 
others paying tribute to the emperor. To accommodate 
the peculiar requirements of trade with the barbarians 
(and to further limit their influence), China later created 
a system of trade called the cohong. 

Sam
ple 

file



Chapter One: China 9

placed upon them. A steady stream of complaints flowed 
back to London along with pleas for help. In 1793, 
the British government sent Lord George Macartney 
to Beijing to meet with the Qianlong emperor. By 
normalizing relations between the two nations, the British 
hoped to open China up to British trade. 

The infamous meeting between Macartney and the 
Qianlong emperor set the tone of China and Britain’s 
relationship for the next century. Macartney entered 
the magnificent Forbidden City, and was received 
into the presence of the Son of Heaven. The British 
ambassador refused to prostrate himself before the 
emperor as was traditional, however, and instead 
simply dropped to one knee as was customary with 
the British monarch. 

tiMeline
1553  The Portuguese lease the port of Macao as a trading base.
1757  The British build “The Thirteen Factories” settlement on the outskirts of Canton.
1757  The Qing institute the cohong trade system that limits European contact with China. 
1793  The British send Lord George Macartney to Beijing to meet with the Qianlong Emperor, with
  disastrous results.
1800  China bans opium but the British continue exporting it from India.
1802  Britain occupies Macao during the French Revolution.
1808  Britain occupies Macao a second time.
1839  Lin Zexu lays siege to “The Thirteen Factories,” seizes stockpiled opium and expels the British
  first to Macao, then later to Hong Kong Island.
1839  First Opium War
1840  The Qing seek a peaceful solution to the war, but are unsuccessful. Fighting resumes again
  in 1841.
1842  The Qing sign the humiliating Treaty of Nanjing, which opens China to foreign trade 
  and influence.
1844  France signs the Franco-Chinese Treaty and the United States ratifies the Treaty of Wangxia.
1850–1868  The Nian and Muslim Rebellions
1851  China’s population reaches 200 million.
1851–1864 The Taiping Rebellion
1853  Nanjing becomes the capital for the Society for the Worship of God.
1856–1858  The Second Opium War
1856–1860  The Arrow War
1858  Treaties of Tianjin
1862  Empress Dowager Cixi becomes regent.
1865  Creation of the Shanghai arsenal factory.
1870–1890  The Self-Strengthening Movement
1890  Telegraph networks now link most cities.
1894–1895  The Sino-Japanese War
1895  The Qing institute the Hundred Days of Reforms, an effort to eliminate corruption inherent
  in the civil service examination system. The initiative fails. 
1895  Empress Dowager Cixi stages a palace coup to retain power.
1898  China leases the New Territories to Britain for 99 years.
1899–1900  The Boxer Rebellion

Trade with Europe was almost insignificant compared 
to the staggering volume of regular commerce within 
the empire. The imperial court granted the cohong 
exclusive rights to conduct business with the Europeans. 
The British, Portuguese, French, and Americans were 
only authorized to deal with these particular merchants. 
These hong merchants were responsible for collecting 
imperial tariffs on imported goods and for establishing 
prices for imports and exports. The hong merchants 
became fabulously wealthy from their monopoly. Excess 
tariffs and control of market prices ensured that the hong 
merchants accumulated fantastic fortunes, to the envy 
of their peers and the chagrin of Europe.

As the 19th century approached, the British became 
increasingly frustrated with the prohibitive restrictions 
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SunSet empireS10

In Qing eyes, the British were simply another 
barbarian nation somewhere across the ocean, 
like Siam. Scandalized, Qianlong bureaucrats and 
advisors immediately categorized all British citizens as 
backward barbarians. This is an important distinction 
in the eyes of the Qing, as it sets the entire tone for 
future dealings. 

As barbarians, China expected the British to present 
tribute to the emperor in return for the privilege of trading 
with China. Only civilized nations can exchange gifts 
and act as equals. by losing that distinction, the British 
were relegated to the status of ignorant savages in the eyes 
of the Chinese empire. The Qing therefore interpreted 
Macartney’s gifts to the emperor as fitting tribute, but 
nothing more. 

The imperial court considered the matter closed, 
and Qianlong commented that the British couldn’t 
possibly have anything that China needed. Later, the 
Jiaqing emperor sent the British monarch an apology 
for this incident. His letter and accompanying gifts were 
discovered in a forgotten storeroom in London in the 
1880s, all unopened.

The unanswered question, however, is why did the 
Qianlong emperor dismiss the British, smugly assured that 
China was supreme among the world’s nations? Partly 
because China was, in its own way, at the pinnacle of 
regional, economic and technological innovation. The 
Chinese understood water-powered machines intimately 
and used them to husk rice, pulp fibers and crush sugar 
cane. Farming and water transportation, the absolute 
cornerstones of the Chinese economy, had progressed 
as far as possible without such devices as the steam 
engine. This invention might have been worthwhile to 
China, except that the one thing China did not lack was 
manpower. Why develop machines to replace people 
when internal migration was relatively easy and a vast 
pool of manpower existed? The Qing empire operated at 
the highest level of output for the present technology. 
The raw materials and conditions to fuel an industrial 
revolution simply weren’t available.

Another reason for the brush-off stemmed from 
China’s traditional ambivalence toward outsiders. 
China’s history is replete with foreign conquerors. 
The Qing themselves were Manchus from the 
northeast corner of China who had conquered the 
Han Chinese, the overwhelming regional ethnic 
majority. Admittedly, some members of the imperial 
court were clearly fascinated with the West’s science 
and technology, which they encountered through 
Jesuit missionaries. The Qianlong emperor’s assertion 
that the West could offer China nothing arose from 
traditional pressures, however, and was designed to 
reinforce the dearly held notion of innate Chinese 
superiority over all other cultures. This unswerving 
adherence to tradition would prove to be the single 
greatest contributor to China’s impending woes.

the calM BeFore the StorM
Frustration mounts for the British and other 

Europeans while the century’s first decades pass. The 
West senses the unimaginable profits that the world’s 
largest market offers. British sailors traveling past 
Shanghai confirm that its port activity is equal to that of 
London. Reports of British smugglers braving the Qing 
bans on foreign trade contain tales of towns producing 
mountains of fine porcelain and rivers of exquisite silk. 
One such smuggler, Robert Fortune, earns wealth and 
notoriety as a “botanical spy,” stealing different types 
of tea plants that the British cannot grow in India. 
With the market for cotton declining, the British grow 
desperate to replace their lucrative interests. Opium 
becomes that product, imported and sold throughout 
China at a significant profit. 

In China, opium addiction is at near-epidemic 
proportions for the first half of the 19th century. Although 
opium was outlawed years ago by imperial decree, the 
authorities never enforced the ban. Regional opium 
production is considerable, but European-manufactured 
opium is of higher quality, and therefore in greater 
demand. Additionally, opium addiction isn’t confined 
to any particular strata of society; bureaucrat and beggar 
alike waste years in smoky opium dens. Officials in the 
imperial bureaucracy realize opium is a problem, but 
can’t decide on how to resolve the issue. Some believe 
legalization is the solution, but they eventually lose the 
debate to the traditionalists; the Chinese decide upon a 
campaign of eradication.

For the British, opium is a financial godsend — one 
they have no intention of giving up. In 1800, opium 
is banned again by imperial decree, but the British 
continue selling it illegally without regard for the Chinese 
government’s declaration. By 1825, the opium trade 
generates so much revenue for the British that they can 
afford to liberally purchase Chinese goods. They have 
silver to spare, after all, even exporting the metal itself 
out of China. Troubled by the growing crisis, the emperor 
dispatches Lin Zexu to Canton to eliminate the opium 
problem. Lin launches a vigorous crackdown on opium 
users and smugglers in 1839. 

In anticipation of potential (and much sought after) 
legalization, the British had been stockpiling opium in 
Canton. As part of his attempts to eradicate the opium 
trade, Lin seizes these reserves, which he destroys by 
diluting them in water and flushing the water into the 
river. The authorities detain 350 foreign traders for several 
days and blockade the Thirteen Factories. 

To add insult to injury, Lin expels the British from 
the district, forcing them to flee to Macao. The furious 
British traders meet with Lin to demand some form of 
recompense. Lin, however, instead asks them to cease 
trading in opium. When they refuse, Lin chases the 
British from Macao. They finally settle on the island 
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Chapter One: China 11

of Hong Kong, despite strong local resistance to their 
presence. Regardless of the hostile local climate, the 
British continue smuggling and use their illicit revenues 
to buying tea from American companies.

The tense situation comes to a head in July 1839, 
when British sailors kill a Chinese man in Kowloon, 
the town across the bay from Hong Kong. The British 
refuse to surrender the men to Chinese officials. 
China responds by sending several war junks to the 
area to force the surrender, to which the British 
navy replies by firing on the Chinese ships. The First 
Opium War begins.

the FirSt opiuM war (1839-1842)
The First Opium War is fought primarily on the sea. 

Although the Qing have more ships than the British, their 
junks are antiquated, with less maneuverability and fewer 
guns. Both sides employ rockets to start crippling fires 
aboard enemy vessels, but the British crews are seasoned 
veterans from skirmishes with faster and deadlier French 
and Spanish ships. The war junks are simply outmatched, 
enabling the British to blockade Canton and Ningbo, and 
eventually sail along China’s northern coast to Tianjin, the 
port closest to Beijing, in late summer of 1840. Stunned by 
their defeats, the Qing negotiate for a British withdrawal 
to Canton while they seek a resolution to the war. Both 
sides later reject this agreement and the British resume 
their attacks on Canton, bombarding and occupying a 
portion of the city in 1841.

By now, the British steamships arrive in Canton. 
These warships are flat-bottomed, so they can sail up 
rivers to engage Chinese troops. They also feature 
compartmentalized hulls, allowing them to withstand 
more damage. They cement British dominance of the 
seas and allow for ground assaults against Canton. 

On land, the Chinese outnumber British forces just 
as they did on the sea, sometimes by significant odds. 
Simple military logic seems to favor the overwhelming 
Chinese numbers, but the British soldiers are far better 
trained and equipped than the Chinese. All British 
soldiers carry percussion lock muskets, which are quite 
resistant to the rain and wind. They fight with discipline 
and employ field artillery, a type of unit the Chinese have 
never before seen.

Most of the troops stationed in Canton are members 
of the militia-like Army of the Green Standard, which 
is composed almost entirely of Han Chinese. They are 
poorly trained and poorly directed, since their principle 
duties include guarding imperial buildings and serving 
as a public labor force. They carry bows, swords, poles, 
chainmail, crossbows and matchlock muskets — far 
cruder firearms than the British models. Despite inventing 
gunpowder, the Chinese didn’t refine it; the powder used 
by the Chinese troops is of very low quality. Cannons 
also defend the city, but are equally hampered by low-
quality gunpowder.

Even with their overwhelming technological edge, 
the British soldiers and marines don’t defeat the Chinese 
without effort. The British retreat from some battles 
and, despite, the size of British cannons, Canton’s stout 
walls shrug off most shots. Still, what remains impressive 
about the British victory is what they accomplish despite 
their small numbers. The British rarely field more than 
a thousand men in any given battle and yet manage to 
capture and hold a section of Canton. The Chinese 
should overwhelm the British by sheer superiority of 
numbers, but doesn’t. Still, the Jiaqing emperor realizes 
he must placate these foreign barbarians until China 
regains its footing. To that end, he signs the Treaty of 
Nanjing in 1842, granting unheard-of trade concessions 
for the British.

Britain’s primary concern is expanding trade with 
China, which has a vast economy beyond the hills of 
Canton. The clear intent behind the Treaty of Nanjing 
is to make trade with China as easy as possible for 
British subjects. While the treaty doesn’t open China 
completely, it is a groundbreaking step forward. The 
treaty establishes five “treaty ports” — Canton, Xiamen, 
Fuzhou, Ningbo, and Shanghai — that are open to British 
merchants; British negotiators struggle to add cities along 
the Yangtze that would unlock the interior, but to no 
avail. Of these five treaty ports, Shanghai eventually 
emerges as the most friendly to foreign influence. Britain 
also secures “most-favored nation” status with the Qing, 
automatically granting them any subsequent Chinese 
rights or concessions to any other nation. The Chinese 
must also pay a large indemnity of several million taels 
for losses to hong merchants and the destruction of 
British opium.

China dismantles the cohong system, giving the 
British consuls and merchants the right to deal directly 
with Qing officials. This is an incredible concession in the 
minds of the Qing bureaucrats; how can these uncouth 
barbarians expect to speak and negotiate with the refined 
and educated officials of the central government?

Britain receives Hong Kong Island in perpetuity, 
though British officials in England are furious at the 
negotiators in China for this concession. As an island, 
Hong Kong is nearly worthless, a barren rock with a 
mediocre port. Kowloon is a better prize, since it provides 
arable land that can reduce British dependence on food 
imports. Kowloon also provides access to the mainland 
itself and could serve as an excellent base from which to 
launch future military assaults if they become necessary. 
The negotiators, however, are reluctant to abandon the 
substantial settlement on Hong Kong (following the 
expulsion from Macao), and so chose Hong Kong as their 
base of operations.

The most significant concession in the Treaty of 
Nanjing is the establishment of extraterritoriality, 
which exempts British subjects from Chinese criminal 
or civil laws — with exception to cases involving  
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opium smuggling. This concept is a holdover from 
British dealings with Turkey and other Muslim 
countries, and proves a massive blow to Qing prestige. 
This weakens the Qing in the eyes of the Han Chinese, 
who recognized the power the British must possess to 
force the compromise.

Other nations secure arrangements similar to the 
Treaty of Nanjing in 1844, with France signing the 
Franco-Chinese Treaty and the United States ratifying 
the Treaty of Wangxia. Neither nation goes to war with 
China. The Qing are still reeling from the First Opium 
War and are concerned about the implications of British 
technological and scientific superiority. They sign the 
American and French treaties in order to avoid any 
future disasters.

SwiFt ocean-StriDinG BanDitS
The greatest thorn in the British Admiralty’s side during the First Opium War isn’t the imperial 

navy, but a pirate fleet plaguing the Canton region called the Swift Ocean-Striding Bandits. The Bandits 
are a Scarlet Screen for a Thrashing Dragon disciple named Yao Wei. With years of experience fighting 
and harassing European trading vessels and warships, Yao Wei’s loyalty to the Flame Court and the 
Quincunx is unquestioned.

At the start of the 19th century, the pirate lord Ching Yih consolidates many independent pirates 
under his banner, marshaling a force of 600 ships of six squadrons with each named after a different 
color. Ching Yih dies suddenly in a typhoon in 1807, but his wife, Ching Shih, assumes control of the 
pirate fleet. 

The fleet grows tremendously during her tenure, swelling to nearly 800 junks and 1000 smaller ships. 
She institutes a series of rules that were unheard of for the time, such as requiring her permission for any 
pirate to go ashore, and loot gained by one ship is partially distributed to all other crews. She also forbids 
the abuse or rape of women, though the pirates can still sell them as slaves or take them as concubines. 

Ching Shih’s success creates friction with jealous lieutenants, leading to a brutal battle between her 
Red Squadron and the Black Squadron, commanded by Kwo Po Tai. The pirate fleet splinters afterward. 
Kwo PoTai, along with the Black Squadron, pledges loyalty to the Qing government as privateers. Ching 
Shih retires after the battle, but her lover, Chang Pou, takes the rest of Red Squadron and hunts down 
the renegade Green and Yellow Squadrons. 

The Green and Yellow Squadrons are unfocused, losing a few skirmishes to both the Red Squadron 
and the new British steamships that appear. The Quincunx, however, recognizes the value of a pair 
of battle-hardened pirate fleets and dispatches Yao Wei to establish control of the Green and Yellow 
Squadrons. 

Yao Wei is a talented and powerful Wan Kuei for one so young, and has little difficulty assuming 
control of the fleets. She has a strong grasp of Jade Shintai and runs across the waves to enemy ships in 
hidden coves in order to sabotage them. Her supernatural vandalism and reconnaissance, along with 
superior numbers, allows Yao to gain most of the few naval victories against the British navy during 
the First Opium War.

Yao Wei becomes extremely wealthy during and after the Opium War. She establishes a hidden 
base in the islands of the South China Sea, off the coast of Hainan. Like many of the area’s islands, 
Yao’s base is an impressive pillar of stone rising high from the water, dotted with vegetation along the 
sides and top. She hides dozens of stolen cannon in small caves dotting the island’s steep walls, hidden 
by foliage and netting. Reefs protect the approach to the island, but there are several anchorages within 
easy rowing distance from shore. Inside the island is a large network of natural and artificial caves storing 
the plunder from dozens of European trading ships. Yao Wei maintains a hidden lair under the waterline 
in a cave accessible only by a very long swim and steep climb. 

the taipinG reBellion  
(1851-1864)

The First Opium War’s cost reduces the imperial 
coffers significantly, especially when combined with the 
reparations to the British. Unable to rely on imperial funds 
to supplement the province’s administrations, governors 
must impose new taxes to cover costs. The famines that 
haunted China’s history return throughout the country 
at this time as well, sparking great migrations of Chinese 
peasants searching desperately for work and food. Bandit 
attacks also intensify as people grow more desperate. 

Into this impoverished scene comes Hong Xiuquan, 
a member of the Hakka ethnic minority who had failed 
the civil service exams. He lived in poverty to the north 
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In 1859, Hong Ren-gan, the Taiping prime minister, 
drafts an elaborate modernization proposal inspired in 
part by Hong Kong Westerners. The proposal includes 
the creation of central banks, railroads, post offices and 
a secret police, and suggests that votes be cast by ballot 
and inventors be allowed to patent inventions. Alcohol 
would be prohibited, as would geomancy, since it often 
interferes with mining prospects. By this time, however, 
the Taiping are beginning to falter. Hong Ren-gan’s 
proposal is never implemented.

The fall of the Taiping has little to do with the 
Qing. At the start of the rebellion, Western merchants 
competed to provide weapons and supplies to the Taiping. 
Indifferent to China’s internal politics, the British and 
American traders simply capitalized on an opportunity. 
What eventually worries the West (and costs the Taiping 
its support) is the Taiping philosophy.

 Although Taiping beliefs start as a Christian 
philosophy, they change over the years into something 
beyond fundamentalism... almost beyond recognizable 
Christian tenets. Initially, Western Christians feel a 
vague kinship with the fledgling Chinese flock and their 
desire to build God’s domain inside China. By the 1860s, 
however, popular Western sentiment turns against the 
Taiping as they garner a reputation as unpredictable and 
difficult trading partners. 

Unlike conditions in Canton before the First Opium 
War, Western influence in China now encompasses a 
much larger area. Still, most Europeans realize that Taiping 
poses a greater threat to their interests than the Qing. 
In response, the British, French and Americans throw 
their weight behind the Xianfeng emperor, believing it 
is preferable to have a weak enemy controlling China 
than a strong one.

Unfortunately, the Qing seem to inevitably rely on 
unusual, shortsighted and ultimately self-destructive 
measures to ensure their empire’s continuation. Unable 
to respond to the Taiping on a national military level, 
they institute a broad commercial tax called the likin. 
Provincial governors collect the likin tax to fund their 
armies in fighting the spread of the Taiping. While this 
tactic proves quite successful in keeping the Taiping in 
check, it grants unprecedented power and control to 
the provincial governors. Once the Taiping Rebellion 
ends, these governors keep the likin tax and their new 
provincial armies strong, thus forever diminishing the 
imperial court’s central authority. The Qing never again 
holds complete control over its own military.

Still, it requires a combination of both internal and 
external forces to put an end to the Taiping Rebellion. 
From the outside, the Qing and the provincial governors 
slowly crush the Taiping using military force with the 
subtle backing of the Europeans. From the inside, the 
Taiping model of centralized wealth proves too tempting 
for the vast majority of Taiping officials, leading to 
widespread corruption. Back-biting and internal squabbles 

of Canton without much hope of changing his situation. 
His destiny changes, however, when he becomes ill and 
receives several visions that identify him as the younger 
brother of Jesus Christ. According to his visions, it is 
Hong’s sacred duty to rid China of the demons threatening 
it and to establish a Heavenly Kingdom that will govern 
all in fairness and glory.

The core of Hong’s philosophy is a blend of Old 
Testament Christianity, utopian collectivism and 
idealized Confucianism. Hong proposes communities 
where all wealth flows into a central coffer, from which 
wise and respected officials would redistribute it to the 
citizens. The demons plaguing China are a result of old 
religious traditions spawning evil. Buddhist and Taoist 
temples are symbols of China’s spiritual corruption, and 
only God’s word is legitimate. Theater, gambling, alcohol 
and prostitution are all sinful, and members cannot own 
slaves. The Society of God-Worshipers’ philosophy strikes 
a chord with the disenfranchised Hakka minorities in 
southern China as well as with thousands of starving 
Chinese from across the land. 

Hong builds his cadre of followers in the first 
few years after his visions, called the Society of God-
Worshipers. He baptizes thousands of men and women 
who flock to his banner (though he personally was 
unbaptized). Many of the dispossessed join the Society’s 
ranks, even drawing from among the bandits roaming 
the countryside. It is not long before the Society has 
grown so large that even the financially strapped Qing 
officials take notice. 

The government launches an attack against the 
Society in 1851 that is successfully repulsed by Hong’s 
followers. Hong, casting the hated Manchu as the demons 
God ordered him to vanquish, renames the Society to 
“The Taiping Tianguo,” or “Heavenly Kingdom of Eternal 
Peace.” Hong then leads his forces northward to battle 
against the Qing.

The Qing empire cannot mount a solid resistance to 
the Taiping. Hong’s armies sweep toward the Yangtze, 
their ranks swelling after each victory. Upon reaching the 
Yangtze, Hong turns his army east, traveling down the 
river. They sack hundreds of temples and capture dozens 
of cities on their way to Nanjing, which they attack with 
750,000 troops organized into male and female divisions. 
In 1853, the Taiping rename Nanjing, calling it Tien-
ching, their “Heavenly Capital.” 

The Taiping follow through on their radical 
communal ideas. They consolidate lands under their 
control, redistributing them equally among all citizens. 
They collect all the food and goods of the towns, 
distributing them according to need. The Taiping institute 
very progressive ideas regarding the rights of women, 
granting them the right to own land and to divorce their 
husbands. They even abolish the Manchu practice of 
female foot binding. 
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weaken the Taiping just as the Qing gain strength, 
but the rebellion’s defeat is due in no small part to the 
actions of a unique mercenary unit dubbed the “Ever 
Victorious Army.” Although under Chinese control, the 
Ever Victorious Army contains Western mercenaries and 
officers who use Western military tactics and weapons 
to inflict significant defeats upon the Taiping. Led 
by famous commanders like British officer “Chinese” 
Gordon and American Frederick Townsend Ward, the 
Ever Victorious Army is crucial in routing the Taiping’s 
attempted capture of Shanghai in 1860. Hong Xiuquan, 
the “Heavenly King,” commits suicide in Nanjing just 
before its fall to Qing forces in 1864.

the arrow war  
(1856-1860)

Also known as the Second Opium War and the Anglo-
French War, the Arrow War unfolds during the middle 
of the Taiping Rebellion. Unlike the First Opium War, 
this conflict is less of a war and more of an opportunistic 
power grab by the British and French. The war is named 
for the Arrow, a Chinese-owned ship registered in Hong 
Kong, under British colors. Despite flying the British flag, 
Chinese officials capture the Arrow in 1856 on charges 
that it is a pirate ship and imprison its crew. As a final 
insult, the officials unceremoniously lower and discard 
British flag she flew.

The incident becomes the match that lights the 
powder keg of growing British resentment toward the 
Chinese since the Treaty of Nanjing. The Chinese have 
been lax in implementing some of the treaty’s conditions. 
Western traders are still forbidden to enter and work in 
Canton, despite its status as one of the five treaty ports, 
and there are also countless incidents involving the 
accidental punishment of British citizens by Chinese 
judges despite the provisions of extraterritoriality. The 
seizure of the Arrow is the excuse the British need to 
launch a new military campaign against China and 
rectify the situation.

Similarly, it does not take the French long to recognize 
the opportunity that a brief war with China might provide. 
In 1856, a French missionary in central China had been 
tortured and executed along with some of his followers. 
Like the Arrow, the French use this incident to deplore 
the actions of Chinese officials, joining the British 
offensive. The assembled British and French fleet sails to 
Tianjin, the northern port serving Beijing, but the few 
naval skirmishes against the Chinese prove eye opening. 

The Chinese were not idle following their 
overwhelming naval defeats in the First Opium War. 
By the time of the Arrow War, Chinese ships showed 
dramatic improvements in both construction and 
tactics even though they were still without steamships. 
In the battle of Bei Ha, the Chinese use Western field 
artillery and intersecting fields of fire to decimate the 
foreign forces, handing the British their worst defeat 

ever in China. Still, when the European fleet arrives at 
Tianjin, the Qing sue for peace and agree to the Treaties 
of Tianjin in 1858. 

The Treaties of Tianjin dramatically spread Europe’s 
influence and power within China, penalizing the Middle 
Kingdom with crippling indemnities to defray the British 
and French costs. All Europeans bearing valid passports 
can travel freely throughout China; Christian missionaries 
receive imperial protection, and British ships may now 
pursue Chinese pirates into any port, not just treaty 
ports. Six new treaty ports emerge, four of them along 
the Yangtze river for use following the Taiping Rebellion, 
granting Westerners their long-coveted access to China’s 
internal markets. Most importantly, foreign envoys are 
stationed in Beijing, allowing for quicker access to the 
Imperial Court. 

Unfortunately, when the Qing fail to ratify the treaties 
in the next year, Britain sends envoys to expedite the 
process. Those envoys are, in turn, executed. Hostilities 
resume, with Lord Elgin and Baron Gros leading the 
British and French forces against Beijing. Qing officials 
flee the capital before the Western army arrives, the 
emperor among them. 

In reprisal for the murder of the British negotiators, 
the European army loots and sacks the emperor’s Summer 
Palace, shocking the entire nation. One of the most 
important symbols of imperial rule is annihilated, and 
the Qing prestige, already suffering from defeat in the 
First Opium War, is thus dealt another serious blow. 
Under these conditions, the Qing agree to the Peking 
Convention, a supplement to the Treaty of Tianjin in 
which they agree to abide by that treaty’s conditions. The 
British also use the Peking Convention to impose more 
penalties… more indemnity, 10 extra treaty ports and 
the imperial protection granted to missionaries extended 
to traders as well. 

The most significant provision, however, is the 
legalization of opium.

the nian anD MuSliM reBellionS 
(1850-1868)

The revelation of Qing weakness following the First 
Opium War resound across China. Rebellious elements 
that previously confined themselves to skirmishes with 
imperial forces explode into full-scale war. Although 
smaller than the Taiping Rebellion, the Nian and Muslim 
Rebellions prove a drain on Qing military and economic 
resources, postponing victory against the Taiping for 
many years. 

The nian are gangs of bandits and malcontents 
plaguing the northern provinces of Shangdong, Henan 
and Anhui. Composed mostly of military deserters, 
peasants and others from the lower classes, they stage 
raids across northern China with relative impunity. 
When the Taiping begin their march in the south, the 
nian begin launching more overt strikes against the Qing, 

Sam
ple 

file


