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Gunboat diplomacy:  

The river gunboat flotillas of the great powers 

stationed in China 

Abstract 

Yao, Kaiyang  

Taking advantage of the inland waterway navigation rights granted by unequal 

treaties, the merchant ships and industries of the great powers ventured deep into 

China's interior along the rivers. Due to the weak administrative power and rampant 

banditry in China at the time, security was not guaranteed, giving these countries an 

excuse to send shallow-draft gunboats to patrol China's inland waterways. These 

shallow-draft gunboats were very distinctive and represented the most direct 

impression that ordinary Chinese people had of gunboat diplomacy at the time. 

China has the world's most prosperous inland waterway system, mainly along 

three rivers: the Yangtze River, the Pearl River, and the Songhua River, and their 

tributaries. The upper reaches of the Yangtze River reach Chongqing. The largest 

numbers of shallow-draft gunboats stationed in China were from Britain, Japan, and 

the United States, followed by France, Germany, and Russia. Germany and Russia 

withdrew after World War I. Italy and Portugal (Macau) also maintained a presence. 

This article will describe the specifications, history, and major events of each 

shallow-draft gunboat stationed in China, arranged chronologically by country, and 

includes numerous photographs and illustrations, making it a valuable resource for the 

study of gunboat diplomacy. 

Keywords: Gunboat diplomacy, River gunboats, Yangtze patrol, inland 

waterway navigation rights, unequal treaties 
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ҳȳ Yangtze Patrol 

òYangtze Patrolò̢òYangtzeò

̢

̢ òYangtze Patrolò
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̫ Yangtze Patrol FlotillaòШYangPatò

̢ òYangtze Patrolò
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̪ ̫ Sikiang Patrol, West River 

Patrol ̪ ̢̫ Wuchow

300

̢ ̪

̫ South China Patrol Force̢ 

 
1926 ̢ş James R. Holmes, 

Misfit Ships on Chinaôs Great River, U.S., Naval History, Vol.33, No.6, Annapolis: Naval Institute, 2016, 

https://www.usni.org/magazines/naval-history-magazine/2019/december/misfit-ships-chinas-great-

river 
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òHMS Kinshaò 

òPS Pioneer ò ̢4òHMS Kinshaò William 

Denny 1899 Blackwood & GordonCastle Yard
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 Shanghai Engineering, Shipbuilding & Dock Co.

̢ 

616 192 180 10 ̡

6.5 ̡ 30 ̢ William Denny & Bros, Dumbarton

Twin Compound Diagonal Steam Engine

I.H.P1200 14̢ 14

30 90̢ 

 

 
ñHMS Kinshaò

̢

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/ 

File:HMS_Kinsha_in_Chungking.jpg 

19006 Ŀ

Capt. Samuel Plant

òPS Pioneer ò

65

̢190011

òHMS KinshaòШ

2 12 8

̢5 

òHMS KinshaòШ 19213

̦ ̢ ̪

̫ ̧

òHMS Kinshaò ̢ 

 

ɦ Ḙ ɧɎH.M.S. Kinshaɏ ֤ɦԒ ɧɎPioneerɏȲӦ ố

öӴ ԒӢɎArchibald Littleɏ ∂ Ȳӣὑ ᴂϱ ᾼ

ӣ ȴ ᴂ ὔеҨ Ϛ ȲἏΌὑừὕế П

 
5  Scottish Built Ships, The History of Shipbuilding in Scotland, 

https://www.clydeships.co.uk/view.php?ref=2489#v2026.05.27 
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6  ñA WELL-KNOWN SHIP. Interesting History of His Majesty's Sloop Kinsha.ò, The Straits Times 

, 18 March 1921, p.3 
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ɎGeo. B. Hartford. D.S.O.ɏȲּ GöHö ю ɎG. 

H. Borrett, C.B.ɏᾼ ȴּᾼҏ ḥצԉᴶ Ғ ԈȴּЛϚứ

Ὂ ȴֽὨҠѿ Ғԉᴶ ԈȲ ּᾼϢ ȸɦЛ ḆḂ
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╥ּ ֯ᾼֿ֤Ȳ ẃ ╥ɦ ᴥḘ Пᾈɧȴ7 

 
òPS Pioneerò ̢ University of Bristol. CP-s075 

 

 
7  ñA WELL-KNOWN SHIP. Interesting History of His Majesty's Sloop Kinsha.ò, The Straits Times 

, 18 March 1921, p.3 
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̪ ̫ ̪

̫ 8 ̪ ̫ 1914 Yarrow & 

Company, LimitedòHMS Kinshaò

̢ 

 

HMS Robin ῀Ḇ ȳHMS Nightingale ỏ ȳHMS 

Sandpiper ȳHMS Snipe  

òHeronò  

òHMS Heronò

̢ ñHMS Nightingaleò189710 20 ò HMS 

Sandpiperò 18977 2 ñHMS Robinò18984

̢ ò HMS Sandpiperò18989 15

òGlen Turretò P&O

10 1 ̢9 

85 107 9 ̡ 20

̡ 2 240 9 ̢

1 6 6-pounder QF̡5 303 ̢ 25

̢ 

ñHMS Nightingaleò

̪ ̫

/

̢10 

 
8  ş̦ ̧̨ ̩ 1937 ̢ 
9  "Naval & Military Intelligence." The Times (London, England), 16 Sept. 1898, p. 5. 
10  Roger Branfill-Cook, River Gunboats: An Illustrated Encyclopaedia, Roger Branfill-Cook Ŀ 
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ñHMS Nightingaleò ̢ş  

 

ñHMS Robinò̡ò HMS SandpiperòòHMS Snipeò

̪ ̫ West River Flotilla

̢ò HMS Sandpiperò1900

11 9 19073 13

̢òHMS SnipeòòHMS Nightingaleò̢ 

1914

1919 ̢ 1914

̢ 

1919

òHMS Snipeò ñHMS Nightingale191911 10 ò HMS 

Sandpiperò 192010 18 ñHMS Robinò19299 ̢

 
Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 2016. 
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1914

ñHMS Robinò10̢ 

 
ñHMS Robinò̢ ş ƍaval History and Heritage Command, NH 83023 

 

òMacauò̢

1897Yarrow 1933Thornycroft

̢ 

 

HMS Woodcock Ѻ  ȳHMS Woodlark 

John I. Thornycroft & Company"HMS 

Woodcock"

18996 "HMS Woodcock"

Farnham & Co shipyard 189812

̢"HMS Woodlark"1899

5 11 ̢11 

 
11 ̪ ϕ ϒ ϯϱ ̫JACAR(Japan 

Center for Asian Historical Records)Ref.B11092375600̡  

(3.6.3.11_001)(Diplomatic Archives of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs) 



 

  Maritime Culture Journal 

 

ΞΝ 

 

150 145 ̡ 24 ̡ 2

Compound IHP550 13 2
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"HMS Woodlark"̢  

 

 
"HMS Woodlark"̢  
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"HMS Woodcock"̢ Naval History and Heritage Command, NH 68987 

 

1914 1917

"HMS Woodcock" 12 17

̪ ̫ SS Shang Tung̢12 

"HMS Woodcock"19283 "HMS Woodlark"19287

̢ 

 

HMS Moorhen ȳHMS Teal Ѭ  

" Teal" "HMS 

Moorhen"19018 1 "HMS Teal"19015 18 ̢

180 145 ̡ 24 ̡ 2

IHP550 13̢ 2 6 ̡4 ̢ 

 
12 Paul Money,  ñHMS WOODCOCK ï December 1917 to December 1919, China Station (Yangtze 

River) ò, Royal Navy Log Books of the World War 1 Era,Шhttps://www.naval-history.net/OWShips-

WW1-11-HMS_Woodcock.htm .Ш 2026.05.28 
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191112 14 "HMS Teal" ̢ 19148
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Moorhen"191810 17 1933 ̢"HMS Teal"

1931 ̢ 

"HMS Moorhen" ̪ ̫

19228 9 ̪ ̫

̢ 

 
"HMS Moorhen"̢ş  
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HMS Widgeon Ѭ   

"HMS Widgeon" 19044

16 190411 18 ̢

195 165 ̡ 24 ̡ 2

IHP550 13 2 6 ̡4 

37 ̢ 
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"HMS Widgeon"̢  

 

 
"HMS Widgeon" "HMS Suffolk" ̢

 

 

"HMS Widgeon" 19148

191710 1 ̢"HMS 

Widgeon" 19269 ̪ ̫
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HMS Bee ȳHMS Gnat ȳHMS MothȳHMS 

Mantis ȳHMS Cicala ȳHMS Ladybird ȳ

HMS Tarantula ȳHMS Scarab ӧ ȳHMS 

Cockchafer   ІȳHMS Aphis ȳHMS Cricket 

ȳHMS Glowworm ѭ  

̪ ̫ Insect class

Ailsa, Barclay Curle, Lobnitz, Sunderland, Wood, Skinner & Co, 

̢

̪ ̫(large China gunboats) 

̢ 12 3 ̢ 

 
̪ ̫ Insect class̢  

 

625 635 237 6 ̡ 36

̡ 4 2 Yarrow 2

̡ 2,000 ̢ 55 2 BL 6
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Mk VII̡2 12 ̡6 .303 ̢

1  QF 2òPom-Pomò ̡1Ĭ QF 3 ̡.303

̡ 20mm ̢ 

3

̢

4

̢ 

 

ñHMS MantisòWilliam Doxford & Sons19159 14 ̢ 

HMS AphisòAilsa Shipbuilding Company, Troon, Scotland19159

15 ̢ 

òHMS ScarabòWood, Skinner & Co, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK1915

10 7 ̢ 

ñHMS MothòSunderland Shipbuilding Company 191510 9

̢ 

ñHMS GnatòLobnitz & Company191512 3 ̢ 

ñHMS LadybirdòWood, Skinner & Co, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK

191512 8 ̢ 

ñHMS Bee eò Ailsa Shipbuilding Company, Troon, Scotland1915

12 8 ̢ 

ñHMS Cockchaferò Barclay Curle191512 17 ̢ 

ñHMS CricketòBarclay Curle191512 17 ̢ 

ñHMS Cicalaò Barclay Curle191512 19 ̢ 

ñHMS Glowwormò Barclay Curle1916 2 5 ̢ 

ñHMS LadybirdòLobnitz & Company19164 12 ̢ 
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"HMS Gnat"1920̢  

 



 

  Maritime Culture Journal 

 

ΞΦ 

 

 
"HMS Mantis" ̢  

 

 
"HMS Cicala"̢  

 

òШHMS Glowwormò

òШHMS Cicalaò̡ òШHMS Mothò òШHMS Tarantulaò òШHMS 

Aphisò̡  ñHMS Cricketò̡  ñHMS Beeò̡ òШHMS Cockchaferò̡ òШHMS 

Ladybirdò ̡ òШHMS Mantisò ñHMS Beeò 1927

Rear Admiral,Yangtze, RAY) 6

̢ ò HMS 

Scorpion ñ ñHMS Beeò 1939 ̢ 
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"HMS Mantis"̢  
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"HMS Scarab"̢  

6

̢

̡

̢ 

"HMS Cockchafer"19269 ̪ ̫

̪ ̫ ̢ 

 

"HMS Cockchafer" ̪ ̢̫
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"HMS Aphis"̢  

 
"HMS Moth"̢  

 

"HMS Moth"ò HMS Cicalaò 194112

12 12

̢ 19427 1 "HMS Moth"

̪ ̫ ̢ 



 

  Maritime Culture Journal 

 

ΟΟ 

 

òHMS Cicalaò 12 21

òMTB09ò West Lamma Channel̢ 

 

HMS NessusȳHMS Faulknor  

1925

̢ òHMS Faulknorò òPo-Onò ȹ 1925

10 1928 ̢òHMS Faulknorò

126 3 ̢òHMS Nessusò 150 3

1926 1929̢ 

 
"HMS Faulknor "̢ River Gunboats: China 

https://www.navtechlife.com/Images%20level%203/84%20River%20Gunboats/small_Faulkner.jpg 

 

̢

Royal Museums Greenwich

1926òHMS Nessusò

̢

̢ ̪ ̫ ̪ ̫
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̢ òHMS Nessusò J.A.H. 

Hunter̢ 

 
"HMS Nessus "̢ River Gunboats: China 

https://www.navtechlife.com/Images%20level%203/84%20River%20Gunboats/small_Faulkner.jpg 

 

HMS Peterel ȳHMS Gannet  

ñHMS Peterelò "HMS Gannet"

̢ñHMS Peterelò 19277 18 "HMS Gannet"192711

10 19281 ̢ 

310 177 ̡ 29 ̡ 3.2 ̢

Yarrow 4 Parsons 2,250 

16 55̢ 2 3 ̡8 ̢

turbine
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"HMS Peterel" ̢  

 

 

 
"HMS Peterel"

 

 

 

ñHMS Peterelò 

̪ ̫

1933

̢  
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"HMS Gannet" ̢ş  

19378

ñHMS Peterelò

̢194112 8

ñHMS Peterelò ̢

ñHMS Peterelò ̢ 

ñHMS Gannetò 1941 19423

̪ ̢̫

̢ 

 

HMS Seamew ̡HMS Tern  

ñTernò ñHMS Ternò ñHMS Seamewò ̢

̢ñHMS Ternò 19278 29 ñHMS Seamewò 19281

16 19284 1

1928 ̢
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"HMS Seamew" ̢  

 

ñTernò 168 ̡ 27 ̡ 4 3

1,370 1,020

14̢ 2 3 QF 20 cwt ̡

8 .303 ̢ 
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19356 3 "HMS Tern" òHMS SEAMENò̢ Naval 

History and Heritage Command, NH 50910 

 

194110 ñHMS Seamewò

19478 18 ̢ñHMS Ternò

194112 19 Deep Water Bay̢ 

 

 

HMS Falcon  

ñHMS Falconò 1931

5 8 ̢ ñHMS Peterelò 372 150

̡ 28.7 ̡ 5 ̢ Parsons

2,250 1,680 15 55̢

1 3.7 1 Nordenfelt QF6 ̢10

̢ 

ñHMS Falconò ̢

ñHMS Falconò ̪ ̢̫  

 
"HMS Falcon" ̪ ̢̫ ş
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"HMS Falcon"̢ ş  

 

 
"HMS Falcon"̢ ş Royal Navy official photographer - 

http://media.iwm.org.uk/iwm/mediaLib//18/media-18692/large.jpg This photograph FL 3356 comes 

from the collections of the Imperial War Museums. 

ñHMS Falconò 19413

̢19423 ñHMS 
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Falconò ̪ ̢̫

̢ 

 

HMS Sandpiper ȳHMS Robin ῀Ḇ  

1933 "HMS 

Sandpiper " ş 1897 Heron 

19336 6 ñHMS Robinò 19343 7 7

23 ̢ 1936

̢"HMS Sandpiper " 1934 ñHMS Robinò

̢ 

 
"HMS Robin" ̢ John Swire & Sons Ltd, 

https://hpcbristol.net/visual/Sw08-113 
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"HMS Robin" ̢

 

 

 
"HMS Sandpiper"̢  

 

185 160 ̡ 30 ̡ 2 2

IHP600 11 1 3.7

̡1 6 8 Lewis gun̢

̢ 
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2

̢

100 ̢ 1920

1930

̢ 

 

"HMS Sandpiper"1942

̪

̫ 1949

1970 ̢ ñHMS Robinò

194112 25

̢ 

 

 

 

"HMS Sandpiper"̢

 

 

HMS Dragonfly ȳHMS Grasshopper ȳHMS 

Mosquito ІȳHMS Locust ȳHMS Scorpion І 

"HMS Dragonfly " Vosper Thornycroft, Yarrow 

Shipbuilders,  J S White 5 ̢ "HMS Dragonfly 

" 193712 ̡19396 ̢"ШHMS Grasshopper " 193811

̡1940 5 ̢"HMS Musquito " 193811 ̡1940 4

̢"HMS Locust " 193712 ̡1940 6 ̢ 4

̢ "HMS Scorpion " 1937 ̡1938 11 ̢ 
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185 197 ̡ 33 ̡ 5 

2 3,800 2,800 

kW 17 2 4 ̡ 3.7 Mark V

8 74̢ 

"HMS Dragonfly "1939 1941

1942  2  14 "HMS Dragonfly ""HMS Locust "

Pulau Posik and Pulau 

Rusuk Buaja ̢ 

 
"HMS Dragonfly"̢  

 

ṶԈ 

 
̪ ̫  ̢ş  
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19268 29 ̪ ̫ SS Wanliu

3

1 ̡ 1 ̡ 56 56 5500 85000̢

8 ̪ ̫

òHMS Cockchaferò ( ) ̢ 8 30

̪ ̫ SS Wantung̡̪ ̫ SS Wanhsien

̢9 4 24

̪ ̫ ̢ 

 
̪ ̫ "HMS Kiawo "̢ https://www.naval-

history.net/WW1xMemoir-Wanhsein.htm 

 

6 ̪

̫ 1925

1,310̪ ̫ SS Kiawo òШHMS Mantisò

 QF 2òPom-Pomò ̪ ̫

̢ ̪ ̫ òHMS Kiawoò̢

(Commander Frederick Campbell Darley, R.N.)̪
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̫

̢ 

9 5 1300 òHMS Kiawoò

òHMS Widgeonò ̡òHMS Cockchaferò ̪ ̫

̢1700òHMS Kiawoò 20 ̪ ̫ 2

̢1800 ̪

̫  1900òHMS 

Kiawoò 21̡ 20 ̢ 

 
òHMS WidgeonòòHMS Cockchaferò ̢

https://www.naval-history.net/WW1xMemoir-Wanhsein.htm 

 

òHMS Kiawoò  òHMS Widgeonò òHMS Cockchaferò

3 300

604̡ 398

̪ ̢̫ 9 23

̪ ̡̫̪ ̫ ̢ 
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̪ ̫

̪ ̫ ̢13 

 
̢ş  

 

̢ 1926

̢

̪ ̫ ̪ ̫ ̪

̢̫  

1900 ̢19271 4

1 6 ̢

 
13  ñCaptain ALBERT ROBERT WILLIAMSON OBE, DSC, Merchant Navy, his career, and the 

WANHSIEN INCIDENT in China, September 1926ò Naval History Net,Шhttps://www.naval-

history.net/WW1xMemoir-Wanhsein.htm2026.05.29  
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3 24̪ ̫ ̢ ̨

̩ ̢ 

 

ḛHMS Peterel  

1937 3

̢1939

̢ 1941

òHMS Peterelò

̢òHMS 

Peterelò 21 19

̢ 62 Ŀ

Stephen Polkinghorn

̢ 

194112 8

òUSS Wakeò òHMS Peterelò̢ òHMS Peterelò

̢

ò Get off my bloody ship!òШ

̪ ̡̫ ̪ ̫

òHMS Peterelò

̢ 6 12

òSS Marizionò ̢ 
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194112 8 òHMS Peterelò ̢ş  

 

 
194112 8 "HMS Peterel" ̪ ̫ ̢

 

 

3

Ŀ James Cuming

Ludmila

̢ 

òHMS PeterelòJ. G. Ballard̪ ̫ Empire 

of the Sun òHMS Peterelò
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̢14 · Steven Spielberg

̢ 

 

 

̡ ̡

̡

̢ 

 
19423 17 ̢ş  

 

19423 ̡

ñHMS Gannetò̪ ̡̫  ñHMS Falconò̪ ̡̫  ñHMS Sandpipeò

̪ ̡̫ ñUSS Tutuilaò̪ ̫ ̢

̡

̢ ̦ ̧

̢ 

Ốϡѣ ṽ ҅ Ȳ Єṿ ♅ȲṳԒ∟ ύỪ

эЂ ҅ ẗȲѿ òFALCONòȲòGANNETò

 
14  J. G. Ballard , Empire of the Sun, London: Victor Gollancz Ltd, 1984, pp.25-33. 
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цòSANDPIPERò Ϯ ȴϭּר ύỪ ᵌ М ẗ רּ

òTUTULAò ὑϮѣϫгѡҿҢ Ӑ Ȳṳ ύỪ

֝פּ ֢ ӻ֢ ӦȲ ὑӐ(ϫϝ)ѡ֯ ᾅӘ

ᴩ ן ȴה òFALCONòѬ 372ȲḂ֤

Ȳ òGANNETòѬ 310ȲḂ֤ ЍȲּר òTUTU 

LAò Ѭ ?Ḃּ֤ר ȴẔ֯ ḘПҫϚ  ñSANDPIPERò

Ѭ 185ȲӼ Ḃ֤ן ȴ ♆ ᵎ ᵛҒ Ȳ

ṳ Ϥ ϡ ҵȲ ȴ15 

 
̪ ̫ USS Tutuila̢  

 

̨ ̩

̪ ̫ ̪ ̫ 13

̡ ̢ ̪ ̫

13 ̢16
 

 
15 ̦ ð ̧̨ ̩ 002-080200-

00297-015 
16 ş̦ ̧ 31 1 23 ̨

̩ 771.4/4453.3̢̦ ̧ 31 3 13 ̨
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̢ş  

רּ   

1874

òUSS Ashuelotò

̢

YangPat̢  

1900

̢

6 ̢

191912 25

Yangtze River flotillaòYANGPATò ̪ ̫ River 

Rats ̢ 

1920

̪ ̫(South China patrol)òUSS Helenaò, ñUSS Pampangaò̢

̪ ̫ (Yangtze Kiang patrol)òUSS Wilmington (

 
̢̩̦ ̧ 31 2 17 ̨ ̩

2659̨̢ ̩ 36 23̢ ̦

̧̨ ̩ 9 9 89-190̢̨ ̩ 149-150̢
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), ñUSS Elcano, ñUSS Villalobosò, ñUSS Quirosò, ñUSS Palosò, ñUSS Monocacyò

̢ 

 

USS Ashuelot  

ñUSS Ashuelotò ò Mohongoò Donald McKay

18657 22 18664 4 ̢ 1,370

1,392 225 ̡ 35 ̡ 9 ̡

8 ̢ 159 4 8

Dahlgren̡2 60 Parrott̡2 24 ̡2 20 Parrott

̢

̢ 

   
ñUSS Ashuelotò ̢   US Naval History and Heritage Command 

photo # NH 43838 

 

ñUSS Ashuelotò 18671 15

4 Rear Admiral Henry 

H. Bell Charles W. Le Gendre

̪ ̫ Rover Incident̢ ñUSS Ashuelotò
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1870 ̪ ̫

ò General Shermanò ̢ 

18745 ñUSS Ashuelotò

Edmund Matthews 8

ñUSS Ashuelotò̢

̪ ̫

̢ 

1879ñUSS Ashuelotò Ulysses Simpson Grant

̢ ̡ ̡ ̡

̢ ̪ ̫

the ironmonger's hope

1880̢  

   
òUSS Ashuelotò ̢ş  

 

18832 17 ñUSS Ashuelotò

East Lamock Island


