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A Biographical Study on Tan Xueheng,
the Last Naval Minister of the Qing Empire

(Abstract)

Tam Ka-chai

Tan Xueheng (1871-1919) was undoubtedly one of the important figures in the
transitional period from the late Qing to Republican China. He was not only a key
leader to the rebuilding of the naval power of the Qing Empire after the catastrophic
defeat of the First Sino-Japanese War (1894—1895), but also a cabinet member who
co-signed as the Acting Naval Minister on the abdication edict of the last Qing em-
peror, so he had actively participated in the final phrase of the imperial system of
China. While many of his colleagues of the Imperial Navy and of the Qing cabinet
have been widely introduced and studied by modern scholars of the late Qing, Tan
almost disappeared in the narratives of the late Qing history as well as the specialized
history of the Qing navy. There is yet no comprehensive biography introducing this
significant but low-profiled player in this critical transitional period of Chinese his-
tory. Through a critical textual study of the naval archives of the late Qing and early
Republican periods, the local historical works of Guangdong, newspaper materials,
as well as the works of members of the Tan family, this paper reconstructs a more
complete picture of the life of Tan Xueheng, and, thus, demonstrates his underesti-
mated contributions to the rebuilding of the Chinese navy and his overlooked roles in
the termination of the Qing dynasty.

Keywords: Tan Xueheng late Qing navy  Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895)
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