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4 The Thirteen Hongs in Guangzhou

Preface [

International trade is a kind of economic activity that commodity ex-
change is conducted to help supply each other's needs among the various
countries and regions in the world. It can help to promote the mutual ex-
change in economies and cultures, and is hence beneficial to the common
development and progresses in these countries and regions.

Guangzhou has been an important foreign trade port in China from
the very beginning of its history. Wan You Wen Ku ( Universal Library ),
a book published in the 1930s by Commercial Publishing House, has the
following descriptions, “The trading ports that our country had in the an-
cient times include Shibo for marine trade and Quechang for land trade.
Only it is very difficult to conduct an exploration about the trading ports
before the Tang Dynasty since there were no specific departments respon-
sible for such kind of affairs at that time. Generally speaking, credible
locations that were most important and had most abundant business at that
time may include Guangzhou and Bashu (now, named Sichuan.)” A
brief history of Guangzhou , edited by Yang Wanxiu and Zhong Zhuoan,
also has the following introductory sections: “Guangzhou is the only city
where a Shiboshi (a department in charge of trade by ship) was set up
in the Tang Dynasty, -+ and played a particularly important role in the
foreign relationships in the Tang Dynasty.”  “In Kaibao’s 4th year
(A.D.971), a Shibosi (similar to Shiboshi) was initially established in
Guangzhou by the royal court of the Song Dynasty.” “There were no less
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than 50 foreign countries and regions that were involved in trade with
Guangzhou in the Song Dynasty.” Moreover, Wan You Wen Ku de-
scribes, “The trading ports in the Yuan Dynasty can be listed as follows:
7 cities where Shibosi was specifically established, they are Guangzhou,
Quanzhou, Shanghai, Ganpu, Wenzhou, Hangzhou, Qingyuan,
which were later incorporated into 3 ports, i.e., Guangzhou, Quanzhou
and Qingyuan.” “Foreign trade was also very flourishing in the Ming Dy-
nasty*-*--- In addition to cities such as Guangzhou, Quanzhou, Ningbo
and so on, Taicang and Zhapu also played an extremely important part in
foreign trade.” “Before the five ports were open for foreign trade in the
Qing Dynasty, there were four customs for trading. However, afier the
Qianlong's 22nd year (1757), the customs in Shanghai, Zhejiang, Fu-
jian were not permitted to be engaged in trading, and it was stipulated
that all foreign trade shall be under the unified control of a single port in
Guangdong.”

Abundant historical literature records the history of Guangzhou as a
foreign trade port on the marine “silk road” that connected the various
continents in the world. In particular, the history of the Thirteen Hongs
in Guangzhou, a district engaged in foreign trade in the Qing Dynasty,
constitutes the most undulating, most astonishing and most unforgettable
chapter. The Thirteen Hongs, originated in the early Qing Dynasty, was
the only foreign trade management organization that was officially licensed
in China in the 85 years from 1757 ~ 1842. The normal foreign trade
conducted in the Thirteen Hongs has once reached its splendid zenith in
history. Most of the Chinese paintings for export that are now treasured in
museuns in Europe and America and the ancient ceramics collected in the
various regions in the world are the material evidences of the splendid his-
tory of foreign trade in this period. However, the prosperous Thirteen
Hongs was terminated in unfortunate tragedy. The Opium War launched
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by the British ended the history of the Thirteen Hongs as the only trading
port in China, and pushed China into an even darker semi-feudal and se-
mi-colonial society. This is because that at the start of the history of the
Thirteen Hongs as the only trading port in China, the new bourgeois elite
in Europe and America has entered the industrial revolution period, and
the burgeoning capitalists in the west countries had pressing needs to ex-
pand the overseas markets. A lot of these capitalists, aiming to amass
capital and develop their own production, has tomn off their masks of hu-
manity, justice and virtue, howled publicly that gunboats be used to
open the trading markets of China. As a result, they output opium to
China in an undisguised manner. However, the Qing royal court, self-
regarded as a country of vast territory, underestimated the rapid develop-
ment of the capitalism. While the Qing court was taking justified actions
by striking resolutely the opium input, it neglected the requirements of
expanding normal foreign trade and hasn't relied upon the vast majority of
the masses for the war of resistance, which have led to its defeat during
the Opium War.

The Chinese people who have undergone the defeat of the Opium
War have since been exploring the road toward saving China and building
China into a powerful state, and finally succeeded in overthrowing the
ruling of the feudal monarchy at the beginning of the 20th century, in
choosing the socialist road in the middle of the 20th century, and in step-
ping on to a road of reforming and opening up to the outside, a road of
prosperity and a road of socialism with Chinese characteristics, in the late
20th century. Guangdong is the region that went a step earlier in reform-
ing and opening up to the outside world in China. Guuanzhou, the capi-
tal of Guangdong, has opened up many new “silk roads” , on the sea and
in air, that leads to the various parts of the world. As a result, the eco-

nomic and cultural exchange between Chinese people and people in for-
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eign countries has far outnumbered that in the era of the Thirteen Hongs .

At the beginning of the new century, China is going to be accessed
to the World Trade Organization (WTO), so the “silk road” will have
more of its opportunities. Under the new circumstances, a review of the
chapters about the history of the Thireen Hongs in the Qing Dynasty can
undoutedly help to promote the economic and cultural exchange between
China and foreign countries, can help to establish a truly justified busi-
ness relationship based on equality and mutual benefit among the countries
in the world, and can help to promote the common development of the
various countries. At present, the new century navigation project of the
reconstructing, 18th century trader “Gothenburg”, titled “linking to-
gether the civilizations in the five continents and spanning across the voy-
ages of four centuries” and jointly prepared by UNESCO and China Folk
Custom Photography Association, aims right to restore the splendor of the
history and to promote the economic and cultural exchange among the peo-
ple of the various countries.

A few years ago, the Historical and Cultural City Protection Com-
mittee of Guangzhou convened a special symposium dedicated to the Thir-
teen Hongs. With the support from CPC Liwan District Committee and
Liwan District Government, the Local Chronicles Editorial Committee of
Liwan District took the lead in holding two special symposiums on the
Thirteen Hongs in the Qing Dynasty. This year units such as the Peoples
Political Consultative Conference and the Cultural Bureau of Liwan Dis-
trict, etc. organized expert panel meetings for several times that aimed to
specifically discuss how to develop and utilize the historical and cultural
heritages of the Thirteen Hongs. This book is a compilation of the
achievements in historical research of the Thirteen Hongs made at the sev-
eral symposiums, together with several other papers with the consent of

the authors, that aim o help readers 1o have a deeper comprehension and
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understanding about the history of this historical trading port. As the
Thirteen Hongs in Guangzhou in the Qing Dynasty is a historical topic that
involves a variety of fields, the papers compiled in this book can only
represent the personal views of the various authors even though they are
the results of long-term individual research. Moreover, as the length for
each paper as provided by this book is rather limited, omissions and in-
appropriateness might be unavoidable. Consequenly, complements and
corrections from readers are kindly solicited, together with particular ad-
vices about how to push forward the economic and cultural exchange be-
tween China and foreign countries with the aid of the tremendous influence

of the historical brand of the Thirteen Hongs in the Qing Dynasty.

Liu Ping
Acting governor of Liwan District, Guangzhou City
August, 2001
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10 The Thirteen Hongs in Guangzhou

Preface [l

In the new Millennium, the book The Thirteen Hongs in
Guangzhouhas just been published.

The “Thirteen Hongs” in Guangzhou were government’s only li-
censed organizations for foreign trade and Guangzhou was the only trading
port in China for a period of eighty five years with a celebrated history.

The contemporary academics have differing opinions about the
“Thirteen Hongs”. From the view of the unified global economy, the
limitation of the “Thirteen Hongs” and one trading port may be restrictive
to economic development. In any event, the lesson here is still worthy of
our reminiscence and study.

History, however, cannot be explained by supposition based on
current opinion. At that time under special historical conditions, the
“Thirteen Hongs” was given special license to trade with foreign compa-
nies. Foreign traders carried out trade and their independent effort started
a cross fertilization of financial exchange. This is the main melody of the
history of the “Thirteen Hongs”. Naturally under this main melody,
there were bad and sour notes and these notes sometimes overpowered the
main melody. This is referring to the opium smuggling, and the opium
war. This book collected nearly twenty papers on the subject and this will
pave the way to a better understanding of the “Thirteen Hongs™ which
had created huge ripples in the history of the World at one stage.

We must learn from the past in order to create a better future. As a
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descendant of the traders in the “Thirteen Hongs” and especially as a
contributor to the development of modem society, I have read this book.
I sincerely hope that the friendly cross fertilization of the financial ex-
change be continued from generation to generation forever. In addition |
hope that the “Thirteen Hongs™ in Guangzhou can be re-established as a
new trading and tourist atiraction and once again made contribution to sino

foreign exchange.

Ronald C.Y.Poon

member, National Committee
CPPCC, China

August, 2001
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