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The Disaster Relief

Among the 178,000 pieces of the Sheng Xuanhuai Archives in Shanghai Library, there are about 20,000 pieces
relating to Charity Causes, especially those events to provide relief to people in the stricken areas in the late Qing and
early Republican China. These documents were not attached much importance in the past, mainly for two reasons:
Firstly, the charity cause has been ignored by the researchers for a long time; secondly, the Sheng Xuanhuai Archives
haven’t been wholly catalogued.

Sheng Xuanhuai himself and his sons and daughters actually laid great stress on social charities such as providing
relief for refugees. The Brief Biography of Sheng Xuanhuai, the forward to Collected Works of Yuzhai, stated that pro-
viding relief to people was Sheng’s main concentration besides industry and commerce. There were many paragraphs
in the Biography recording words and deeds of Sheng Xuanhuai in providing relief, which was not only the praise to
him, but also the honor of Sheng’s family. Nowadays, since the Sheng Archives preserved by Shanghai Library has
been completely catalogued and the data-base has been built, we can have a complete picture of the historical materials
of the social charity causes in the Archives.

Sheng Xuanhuai’s official career as Li Hongzhang’s friend advisor started from 1870 and lasted until the end of
Qing dynasty. During this period, China was not only caught by frequent domestic unrest and foreign invasion, but
also struck by repeated natural disasters. In particular, some of the disasters were extremely severe, such as the serious
famine of 1877-78 throughout Shanxi, Shandong, Zhili, Henan and other northern areas; the flooding of the Yellow
River at 1887 in Henan, Anhui and Jiangsu. As Sheng Xuanhuai participated in almost every relief work of these disas-
ters and very often being the one in charge, his Archives preserved the highly abundant materials about the disaster re-
lief of modern China.

In the early years of Guangxu reign, some merchants and gentlemen of southern Jiangsu, Shanghai and Zhejiang
started to initialize relief work when the Shanxi, Shaanxi, Hebei, Henan were suffering from the serious drought. This
was considered to be the beginning of China’s modern charitable famine relief, which later became not only a trend of
that time, but also played an important role in the relief work during late Qing dynasty. Sheng Xuanhuai was one of the
sponsors of the charitable famine relief, and had close relations with many social philanthropists in his time. For this
reason, Sheng Archives preserved a considerable number of historical materials of the charity organizations and charity
activities in modern China.

Sheng Xuanhuai was one of the founders and also the first president of the Red Cross Society of China. Sheng
Archives preserved a certain number of historical materials of the China’s Red Cross activities during its early years,
which is particularly precious.

In this book, we print more than 70 selected pieces. The contents are divided into five parts, namely: Historical
materials; Personages; Red Cross Society of China; Yizhuang and Shantang; Pictures and Maps. Most of these docu-
ments are first published. Although these are only a small part of archives regarding social charity in Sheng Archives,

it would be nevertheless advantageous to understand and research the relief activities for the poor in modern China .



Historical Materials

Message from the Zhili Bureau of Relief to Sheng Xuanhuai
Sheng Xuanhuai participated in the donation for the flood relief of Zhili
Province, in 1872. He himself donated 2,000 dan (1 dan is about 50kg) of
food and Li Hongzhang submitted request of reward to the Throne for incen-
tives of Sheng. This is the message from Zhili Bureau of Relief to Sheng in-

forming him the opinions of the Ministry of Official Personnel Affairs and

Ministry of Revenue about the reward.
March 1873
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Message from Li Hongzhang to Sheng Xuanhuai

During the Tongzhi and Guangxu’s reigns, successive
famines made the funds of disaster relief very inadequate,
therefore Li granted to lend some unused military funds to
the pawns in the regions south of Changjiang (Yangtze)
River, and provided their interests for disaster relief and
coastal defense. The document recorded the relevant histor-
ical facts accordingly.

September 1887
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