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O BEIJING: ITS CHARACTERISTICS OF HISTORICAL

DEVELOPMENT AND TRANSFORMATION'

Introductory Remarks

Mr. President of the University of British Columbia,

First or all, allow me to express my deep gratitude to you, and to Mr.
Chairman and to all members of the Committee of the Cecil H. and Ida
Green Visiting Professorships. Thanks to all of you. It’s my great honor
to visit your beautiful country. And I feel especially happy to be here,
for Canada is the fatherland of the great internationalist, Dr. Norman
Bethune, of whom we Chinese people will always deeply cherish the
memory. Just forty years ago, Dr. Norman Bethune gave his whole life
to the cause of the liberation of the Chinese people. He made himself
an important bridge linking China and Canada, which has become the
symbol of the ever-lasting friendship between our two peoples. The cause
to which he had dedicated his own life has turned out to be victorious
in China; and the ideal for which he had worked hard has come to be
brought to fruition on the land where he had fought bravely. A new China
is forging ahead on a new long march towards her modernization, in
spite of all the interferences and obstacles from both inside and outside.
To attain our goal, we must learn from the West with modesty all their
advanced things. Of course, in this respect, there is quite a lot for us
to learn from your country. On the other hand, we must also conserve
all the valuable and useful items of the cultural legacy left to us by our
own ancestors. Thus in the course of forming our new socialist culture,
learning from our own past has been found even more significant and
complicated.

On this issue, I want to give a simple but concrete example. That is
how we are to build up our people’s capital in the new socialist era on the
basis of the ancient city of Beijing.

Today I am going to deal with my first topic: “The City of Beijing—A



Historical Perspective”.
Next time I'll come to my second topic: “The New Metropolitan

Planning of the City of Beijing"

The City of Beijing—A Historical Perspective

The city of Beijing has been the capital of the People’s Republic of
China for only thirty years. But her history can be traced back to remote
antiquity.
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® Part One: The Pioneers Who Opened Up Beijing Area

As early as half a million years ago, in the place now called Zhou-
koudian District, which is located in the southwestern suburbs of Beijing,
there lived Chinese ape-men, who are now well-known as “Beijing Man”.

In the caves inhabited by Beijing Man were excavated fossils of the
skulls and bones of primitive ape-men. Simple tools used by the primitive
ape-men and animal fossils were also found out there. These discoveries
have provided very important scientific basis for the study of the origin
and evolution of mankind. They are not only gems of China’s ancient
cultural legacy, but also rarities in the treasure-house of the world’s
culture.

Among these discoveries there are traces of fire used by Beijing
Man. In that vast and wild world, Beijing Man succeeded in starting
a fire and burning it into raging flames, and learned how to keep fire,
thus proclaiming the coming of the age when man would be free from
darkness and begin his early cultivation.

Beijing Man made its appearance at the initial stage of primitive
society and lived a gregarious life then. With the simplest tools made of
sticks and stone, they engaged themselves in fruit-gathering and hunting,
so as to keep themselves alive and breed and bring up their offspring.
For this purpose, they had to carry on arduous and tenacious struggles
against nature.

Hundreds of thousands of years passed and primitive society evolved
into its last stage. About 4,000 years ago, it happened that a few tiny
dwelling places began to emerge on the plain near the present-day city
of Beijing. This is one of the places where those practicing farming and
hunting first settled down. They no longer moved round in search of fruit
and wild animals as food. Having settled down there, they started to farm
and raise livestock as their chief means of life. These earliest settlers were
pioneers who opened up the Beijing Area.

With the rise of productivity, the quantitative increase of surplus



products, and the division of labour, there appeared private ownership
and a few exploiters who lived on other people’s labour. Then primitive
society began to disintegrate. At the same time slave society which was
the first society with class oppression in human history gradually came
into being.

The appearance of the earliest cities marked the formation of slave

society.
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® Part Two: Beijing’s Primitive Settlement—Ji & the Geographical
Features of the City of Ji

Over 3,000 years ago, when China was still in her early days of slave
society, Beijing’s primitive settlement came into existence. At that time,
China was basically dominated by the emperors of the Shang Dynasty.
In that period, written symbols were invented to keep a record of events.
The territory under the rule of the Shang Dynasty covered the area
which is now the central part of the North China Plain. The great plain
was made up of the alluvial soil left mainly by the Yellow River and some
other smaller rivers. So it is also called the Yellow River Alluvial Plain.
The central part of the great plain has generally been called “Zhongyuan”
(which means “The Central Plain”) in history. The Shang rulers founded
their capital on the Central Plain, and the primitive settlement in Beijing
was located far in a remote place to its north. But the Shang culture
which was chiefly characterized by fine bronze wares and was broadly
disseminated also found its way to this far-away place.

At the beginning of the eleventh century B.C., the rulers of the Zhou
Dynasty which first started in the highland areas of the middle reaches
of the Yellow River and later expanded towards the east, eventually
conquered the Shang Dynasty on the great plain. As a result, a more
developed country with slave-owning system was established. Beijing’s
primitive settlement was then becoming larger and larger at a high speed,
which was to turn into a famous principality called “Ji". And “Ji” is the
earliest name of Beijing found in historical records.

Records of the Grand Historian says that Zhouwuwang, the founder
of the Zhou Dynasty, for the first time enfeoffed the duke Zhaogong with
the “Ji” area, and this realm was known as “Yan Princedom”. Soon the realm
Yan became one of the most important states in the north under the rule
of the Zhou Dynasty. This state continued for more than 800 years.

Here arises a question we must pay special attention to, that is, how the

site of the city of Ji was selected. Or, let’s put it in more exact words: what



geographical features enabled the primitive settlement of Beijing to expand
rapidly and remain prosperous for such a long time without declining.

This is a very interesting question, which has long attracted the
attention of both Chinese and foreign geographers. There was scholarly
guessing as to the reasons why this spot was chosen and all these can
be ignored because we are now fortunate enough to have access to new
source material unearthed recently.

Here I cannot but refer to a world-famous scholar who is well-known
to the older generation of Canadian geographers. He is none other
than Professor Griffith Taylor, who was engaged in teaching at Toronto

University for some time.
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Before he came to Canada, Professor Taylor had taught at Chicago
University for a period of time. And he was elected President of the
Association of American Geographers in 1941. In his presidential address
delivered to the Association of American Geographers, Professor Taylor
talked about the selection of the earlier site of the city of Beijing, on the
basis of the result of his personal on-the-spot investigations and research
in Beijing. The main content of his presidential address made to the
Association of American Geographers was included into a book written
by him, which was entitled Urban Geography, one of his books dealing
with the study of site, evolution, pattern and classification in villages,
towns and cities. He devoted several pages to the discussion of the
geography of Beijing and paid special attention to the study of the origin
and evolution of the city.

On page 26 of the book (2nd ed., 5th imp., 1968), he says,

Pekin offers a fair example of a large city which has developed under
temperate conditions in a gigantic plain.... It is difficult to point to any
environmental factor which has led to Pekin’s dominance over most of
the towns in the deltaic deposits of the Huang-ho.... One would have
expected the chief northern city to have developed either in the centre
of the plain, or near the main river, or possibly at a good harbour on the

coast. Pekin fulfils none of these conditions.
In the following two pages, he raised his point of view:

It seems clear that a considerable human’ element is involved in the
choice of the site of Pekin. In early days necromancers ascribed to the
site a peculiarly fortunate character.... The magical and political factors
(briefly referred to earlier) led to the city’s birth, perhaps as far back as
723 B.C. At this time ‘Chi’ was the capital of the Yen kingdom, according
to the Encyclopedia Sinica. Given this start, no other city seems to have

arisen to compete with it... (pp. 27, 28)



Finally, he came to the conclusion:

It must be admitted that the choice of the site of Pekin is not due to any
marked environmental factors.... We may perhaps grant that Pekin—
situated in a vast region of uniform environment—is a good example to
suggest that the possibility theory does, under such conditions, explain

the facts of geographical distribution. (p. 29)
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Forty years have since passed. Over this period, especially since
the founding of the People’s Republic of China, there have frequently
been new archaeological finds and new results in scientific research,
which are of great help to the study of the original site of the city of
Beijing. It is a pity that Professor Taylor, a scholar so enthusiastic about
the study of the geography of the city of Beijing had passed away before
he could personally read these new materials. It would be unfair if we
should make a criticism of some of Professor Taylor’s theses by basing
ourselves on the newly-discovered materials. What we need to do is
to make full use of all the new concerning materials we have so far
grasped, and to make further investigations on the origin of the city of
Ji and its characteristics.

For this purpose, it is necessary to make some essential explanations
about the location of the city of Ji and its geographical features.

Firstly, the grounds of argument found in the special writings about
the exact location of the site of Ji City, written either in Chinese or in
other languages, were mostly insufficient and even unreliable. On the
basis of the new materials hitherto grasped, the original site of Ji City
can be located in the southwestern corner of the present-day Beijing city
proper, that is, in the vicinity of the present-day Kwang'an Gate (The Gate
of Extensive Peace).

Secondly, this original site is also situated in the southwestern corner
of a vast stretch of flat land, which is called the Beijing Plain. To the
west, north and northeast of the plain, there are continuous encircling
mountains, which remind people of a bay. Seeing this topographical
feature, people also name this plain “Beijing Bay”. This plain was
principally washed by two rivers, the Yongding River on the west, the
Chaobai River on the east, which had cut through the hills and found
their ways into the bay. Like the Yellow River, these two rivers are well-
known for their carrying large quantities of silt. The sand and mud

carried along by the two rivers gradually silted up the ancient bay and



