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Chapter 1: The Powder Keg

By the late 19th century, the Joseon Dynasty of Korea was a kingdom rotting from the inside out. 

The rigid, aristocratic elite, known as the yangban, controlled the land and the government. They viewed the peasantry as little more than livestock. To fund their lavish lifestyles and cover the immense debts of a functionally bankrupt government, the yangban imposed ruinous, constantly shifting taxes on the farmers. If a peasant could not pay, they were beaten, tortured, or sold into slavery. 

Adding to this domestic misery was the terrifying shadow of foreign imperialism. The Japanese Empire had forced Korea open and was aggressively extracting massive amounts of rice from the countryside to feed its own industrializing cities. The Korean peasants watched their harvests loaded onto foreign ships while their own children starved in the mud. 

To survive this psychological terror, the peasantry turned to a new religious movement called Donghak (Eastern Learning). Founded as a direct rejection of foreign influence, Donghak preached a radical, highly dangerous concept: that all human beings were equal in the eyes of Heaven. In a society strictly defined by bloodlines and aristocratic privilege, preaching equality was an act of treason. 



Chapter 2: The Architect

The rebellion required a spark, and it was provided by the horrific greed of a single man. In early 1894, the magistrate of Gobu county forced the local peasants to build a massive, useless reservoir. He then extorted heavy taxes from the peasants for the water they had just built the reservoir to hold, pocketing the money to enrich himself. When the desperate peasants sent a delegation to petition for relief, the magistrate had them brutally beaten.

The peasants had finally had enough. They turned to Jeon Bong-jun. 

Jeon was a local village leader and a Donghak teacher. Though he was a short, unassuming man—affectionately called "General Mung Bean" by his followers—he was a brilliant, highly capable strategist. He understood that a localized riot would quickly be crushed by the military. If they were going to strike the state, they had to mobilize the entire southern province. 



Chapter 3: The Ignition

In January 1894, Jeon Bong-jun circulated a manifesto. He called upon the peasantry to rise up, slaughter the corrupt magistrates, and drive the foreign imperialists into the sea. 

The response was staggering. The starving farmers of Gobu armed themselves with bamboo spears, farming sickles, and a handful of antique matchlock muskets. They stormed the magistrate's office, broke open the armory, destroyed the extortionate tax records, and distributed the hoarded rice back to the starving population. 

What the Joseon government assumed was a minor riot instantly exploded into a massive, highly organized revolution. Tens of thousands of peasants from across the southern provinces flocked to Jeon Bong-jun’s banner. 



Chapter 4: The Friction

The Joseon government in Seoul panicked and dispatched the regular army to crush the uprising. But the peasant army, fueled by religious fervor and absolute desperation, fought with a terrifying momentum. Despite lacking modern firearms, they utilized their massive numerical advantage and deep knowledge of the local terrain to ambush and rout the corrupt, poorly led government forces. 

In a staggering military victory, the peasant army marched on Jeonju, the heavily fortified capital of Jeolla Province. They successfully captured the fortress, effectively taking control of the entire southern half of the Korean peninsula. 

Terrified that the peasants would march on the capital of Seoul and overthrow the dynasty, King Gojong made a catastrophic tactical error. Rather than negotiate with his own starving citizens, he sent an urgent request to Qing China, asking for military intervention to crush the Donghak rebels. 



Chapter 5: The Aftermath

The King's request for Chinese troops triggered a massive geopolitical nightmare. The Japanese Empire, refusing to allow China to establish military control over Korea, immediately deployed its own heavily modernized army to the peninsula. The peasant rebellion had accidentally ignited the First Sino-Japanese War. 

Realizing that the Japanese were using the chaos to formally colonize Korea, Jeon Bong-jun rallied the Donghak army. They marched north, no longer fighting just the corrupt dynasty, but attempting to expel a massive, modernized foreign invader. 

In late 1894, the two forces collided at the Battle of Ugeumchi. The peasant army, armed primarily with bamboo spears and wearing paper amulets they believed would protect them from bullets, launched massive human-wave charges against the Japanese lines. 

The Japanese military did not fight with spears. They were equipped with modern artillery and rapid-fire Gatling guns. The battle was not a fight; it was a mechanized slaughter. The Japanese machine guns cut down the screaming peasants by the tens of thousands, completely annihilating the Donghak army. 

Jeon Bong-jun was betrayed by one of his own men, captured by the Japanese, and hanged in Seoul. The revolution was crushed, and Korea was placed firmly on the bloody path to absolute Japanese colonization. However, the Donghak revolution was not forgotten. It remains the foundational moment of modern Korean nationalism—the visceral moment the common people rose up simultaneously against domestic tyranny and foreign imperialism, armed with nothing but bamboo spears and the belief that they deserved to be free.
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