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Mining, Bridges, Opium, and Guns: Chinese
Investment and State Power in a Late Qing
Frontier

Abstract In the last three decades of its rule, the Qing government attempted to
establish Chinese-style administration in many of the empire’s non-Han
territories, and, in conjunction with non-government actors, foster land
cultivation, Han migration, Chinese education, and industries such as mining.
This paper investigates these processes in Liangshan, in upland Southwest China.
Here, attempts to establish Chinese administration came only in 1907, after a
period of substantial private and state investment in mining, transport
infrastructure, and, to a lesser extent, land cultivation. Government officials often
assumed that such things would aid the political integration in China, but as this
paper argues, the consequences were more complicated than that. Although better
transport simplified the logistics of government military campaigns, increased
commercial activity in the region also allowed its indigenes to acquire firearms
for the first time.
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Introduction

In the last three decades of its rule, the Qing government made determined
efforts to assert greater control over non-Han areas of the empire where
indigenous leadership and law had hitherto exercised substantial autonomy. In
1884 Xinjiang was made into a province in an attempt to bring indigenous
society under the control of Han or Manchu officials and the hierarchical
administrative structure that governed China (referred to as junxian #BE, or
“commandery/county” in Chinese). Taiwan followed in 1887, then Fengtian, Jilin,
and Heilongjiang in 1907. County bureaucracy was established in Kham from
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1906, after the overthrow of Tibetan leaders by an imperial commissioner who
recommended the establishment of Xikang province in the region (but Qing
dynastic rule ended before his proposal reached the court).

As James Millward argues, there was an “implicit critique of the Manchu
model of empire” in the writings of scholars Gong Zizhen and Wei Yuan, who in
the early- and mid-nineteenth century were both forerunners in arguing for more
extensive Chinese colonization of Xinjiang.! It was not the case that the Manchu
model of empire did not involve substantial economic change in non-Han regions:
Qing rule in Xinjiang had depended on tuntian #H, state managed farming
colonies that aimed to boost food available for garrisons, and the Qing state made
substantial investments in mining and transport infrastructure in the Southwest in
the eighteenth century.2 However, in many non-Han areas social and economic
transformation was also muted by quarantine policies. Han people were
prohibited from settling in the Tarim Basin in Xinjiang between 1760 and 1830.3
Policy on Han settlement in non-Han lands in the Southwest and in Taiwan
changed often, but often included similar prohibitions. Han were banned from
bringing their families to Taiwan in the years 1684-1732, 1740-46, 1748-60,
and 1761-88.* These sorts of policies were abandoned in the colonialism of the
empire’s last decades, in favour of the active promotion of Han migration,
investment, and education in non-Han lands.>

Officials assumed that such developmental policies would aid the political
integration of these regions with chinese central gorernment and allow the state
and investors to make a profit. Their reasoning was not wholly unsound, but

1 James A. Millward, Beyond the Pass: Economy, Ethnicity, and Empire in Qing Central Asia,
1759-1864, 244.

2 On the Qing tuntian colonies in Xinjiang, Mongolia and Gansu, see Peter C. Perdue, China
Marches West: The Qing Conquest of Central Eurasia, 324-58.

3 James A. Millward, Eurasian Crossroads: A History of Xinjiang, 104.

4 John Robert Shepherd, Statecraft and Political Economy on the Taiwan Frontier, 1600-1800,
143. On similar fluctuations in policy regarding the Miao lands, see Donald S. Sutton,
“Ethnicity and the Miao Frontier in the Eighteenth Century.”

5 On Kham, see Wang Xiuyu, China’s Last Imperial Frontier: Late Qing Expansion in
Sichuan’s Tibetan Borderlands, 179-237; Scott Relyea, “Gazing at the Tibetan Plateau:
Sovereignty and Chinese State Expansion in the Early Twentieth Cenutry,” 358-434; and
Elliot Sperling, “The Chinese Venture in K’am, 1904-11, and the Role of Chao Erh-feng.” On
Mongolia, see Justin Tighe, Constructing Suiyuan: The Politics of Northwestern Territory and
Development in Early Twentieth Century China, 100-113. On Manchuria, see James
Reardon-Anderson, “Land Use and Society in Manchuria and Inner Mongolia during the Qing
Dynasty,” 516-21; On Xinjiang, see Millward, Eurasian Crossroads, 142-53; Peter Lavelle,
“Cultivating Empire: Zuo Zongtang’s Agriculture, Environment, and Reconstruction in the
Late-Qing,” 53-58.
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economic change had broader consequences, often either unintended, or
unrelated, to government attempts to exercise greater control, and sometimes
even harmful to it. In Xinjiang, registered land under cultivation declined
between the 1880s and 1900, and the largest demographic shift was the
settlement of northern Xinjiang by the Uighur, some of whom moved with
government assistance.® In parts of the Southwest, as this paper will show,
increased trade that resulted from investment in mining and infrastructure
allowed indigenous peoples to acquire more and better weapons.

This paper analyses intended and unintended consequences of late Qing
expansion in one region of the upland Southwest that has so far been relatively
neglected in historical scholarship: Liangshan 3%, the mountainous home of
various peoples now mostly subsumed under the Communist-era minzu K&
classification Yi #. Like many other regions of the Yunnan-Guizhou plateau,
Liangshan was subject to claims of sovereignty by the Ming and Qing empires,
though mostly not ruled directly by either. Only townships and villages near the
road that went from Ya’an through Hanyuan, Yuexi, Xichang, then south to
Yunnan were under the direct authority of the regular Chinese junxian
administration system. At various times throughout the Qing era, officials had
proposed establishing junxian government throughout Liangshan, but none of
these proposals were pursued in a sustained manner until the twentieth century.
In the 1830s, the governor-general of Sichuan, OSan (Eshan 3B1L) argued against
eliminating the tusi £3] (“native administrators”), commenting that without them,
there would be no “authority” (tongshuai #=) at all, implicitly pouring cold
water on the idea that county administration might be a viable alternative.” In
the 1860s, the provincial military commander (tidu $2%&), Zhou Dawu AEiER
had also proposed a new county government in areas of Liangshan, but this too
did not happen.

Before the Communist ethnic classification project, Chinese sources usually
referred to the indigenous people of Liangshan as Yi 3 (a generic term for the
non-Han of the broader southern periphery). In Greater Liangshan, that is east of
Xichang and Mianning, the dominant group were and are the Nuosu, referred to
in Chinese sources with some variant of Luoluo #1#%, sometimes written with the
“animal” radical 4 , in place of that for “human 1 .” Chinese officials described
the Nuosu with a mixture of dread, due to their reputation for violence and
slave-raiding, and derision due to their neglect or ignorance of the Qing offenses

6 Millward, Eurasian Crossroads, 151-52.
7 Yang Minghong, “Lun Qingdai Liangshan Yiqu de tusi zhidu yu gaitu guiliu,” 93.
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against the Nuosu. One stock description, common from the Daoguang reign to
the end of the Republican Period was that the “Yi have the character of dogs and
goats, who fear power but do not cherish virtue” (quan yang zhi xing, bu huai de
er wei wei R¥EZ#, FREMER)—here in the words of Li Xingyuan Z £,
then the provincial judge of Shaanxi, whose attention to Liangshan was the result
of the opium brought from Yunnan, through Sichuan, to Shaanxi.?

Neither periodic Qing campaigns against the Nuosu, nor the Chinese
settlement of the fringes of Liangshan in the eighteenth century altered the basic
structure of the Nuosu society or brought it under the control of the Qing state. It
was—and to a large extent still is—clan-based and centred on patrilineal lineages
called cyvi. Members of elite clans are often able to recite genealogies stretching
back sixty generations; and even people from non-elite clans “can spiel off ten to
thirty generations.”® The other fundamental organizing principle of Nuosu
society was caste, a feature that also continues to be significant for the Nuosu.
Every cyvi has a caste identity: principally nzymo, nuoho or quho. The former
two castes are the elites, comprising somewhere between 5 and 10 percent of the
Nuosu population in the late nineteenth century. In addition to people who are
members of a cyvi lineage, there were slaves without a lineage identity—though
over several generations they might become part of a quho cyvi. There was no
Nuosu state or overarching political order, though some nzymo served as agents
of the Qing state, as tusi, or in various other lesser positions, whose holders were
paid by the Qing state but enjoyed substantial autonomy. By the end of the Qing
dynasty at least 638 Nuosu were employed by the county governments of Leibo,
Ebian, Mabian, Pingshan, and Zhaojue, at a total cost of 9,721 taels of silver per
year.10

In the 1870s the British diplomat Edward Baber travelled through the strip of
Chinese and mixed settlement along the road through Liangshan from Sichuan to
Yunnan. He gave an account of a quiet, sparsely populated land:

Here and there a patch of maize was passed, but nine-tenths of the flat grew
nothing but weeds and wild flowers. The stillness of the place was most
impressive. Chinese valleys are usually full of sound; but here there is no
running water to attract small birds, and no branch for the cicada to perch on;

8 Li Xingyuan, Li Xingyuan riji, 1:107.

9 See Stevan Harrell, Ways of Being Ethnic in Southwest China, 91.

10 Du Mingyi, “E Ma Lei Ping bianwu cha biao ce,” 418-20; “Zhaojue xianzhi,” vol. 69, 299
[3:40a-42b]. The development of such arrangements is the subject of chapter two of my
forthcoming monograph.
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the crows, so populous elsewhere find no provender, and there is no voice of
domestic animals.

The fringes of Liangshan underwent significant transformation in the years after
Baber’s visit and before the fall of the Qing. Provincial and local government and
local gentry invested substantial sums in the region, chiefly in mining, but also in
land reclamation and transport infrastructure. Local elites, sometimes under the
direction of county magistrates, built and maintained large numbers of new
bridges and better roads.

Political and Economic Change in Late-Qing Liangshan

Despite the absence of Chinese county administration in most areas of Liangshan,
there was a significant Chinese economic expansion in certain parts in the last
three decades of Qing rule. This usually involved cooperation between the state
and private entrepreneurs. Mining ventures were the most significant form of
investment and were perhaps spurred to some degree by several British and
French companies’ interest in the possibility of opening mines in Sichuan. In
1896, Lu Chuanlin Be{E7%, the governor-general of Sichuan, working with Song
Yuren R&1=, a well-known Sichuanese merchant and reformist, developed a
plan for a joint government-private venture (guan-shang he ban B4 i)
enterprise at Maha &, for which the government and private merchants would
each contribute 150,000 taels of silver. The initiative was Sichuan-based, but
there were significant national and international connections: Li Hongzhang Z=
Y8 E, one of the senior statesmen of Qing reform, dispatched Tong Sing-kow
B3R, a Cantonese mining engineer who in 1887 was the first Chinese graduate
from California’s University of the Pacific, to make a survey of mineral deposits
around Mianning &2.12 There was a quartz mine at Maha already, but the new
investment funded, among other things, the purchase of machinery from the
United States.'® For crushing ore, the mine operators bought a Huntingdon
stamp mill with 80 stamps, driven by 40 overshot waterwheels.** In 1900, the
site was visited by a party from the British-owned Eastern Pioneer Company,

11 E. Collborne Baber, Travels and Researches in Western China, 64.

2 Yang Yuncheng, “Lun Qingmo Sichuan wai zi ban kuang,” 136.

13 See attachment to Lu Chuanlin, “Zou wei yixianchou jie wei pi renhuan Ying De jie
kuanyinshu,” 18.9.1897, Junjichu archives, National Palace Museum, Taipei, 408011500.

14 R. Logan Jack, The Back Blocks of China: A Narrative of Experiences among the Chinese,
Sifans, Lolos, Tibetans, Shans and Kachins between Shanghai and the Irrawadi, 101-2.
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which wished to establish its own mining concession there. One of the
company’s employees, the geologist R. Logan Jack drew up an agreement with
Tong Sing-kow, though it was rejected by the new Sichuan governor-general
Kui-jun Z1#.15> Despite the huge investment in the mines at Maha, in 1904 the
gazette Sichuan guanbao P8)I|%& %R noted that they had suffered a huge loss.
Probably for this reason, the managers reached a new agreement with agents for
the Eastern Pioneer Company for a joint operation managed by a newly formed
Anglo-Chinese Szechwan Company—though Cen Chunxuan % & {8, the
governor-general of Sichuan made his ratification of it conditional on the British
formally cancelling the earlier agreement brokered by Jack and Tong, which they
refused to do.’

Minerals surveys were extensive, and the Bureau of Mining employed foreign
and foreign-trained geologists throughout the 1900s.2® Nor was Mianning the
only place in Liangshan where the government and private investors opened
mining enterprises. In 1899, the province paid the Guabie 5! tusi (of Na
ethnicity) 3,000 taels for rights to open a gold mine at Wali 322 on the Yalong
River in Western Liangshan.'® Annual tax income from the Wali mine during the
1900s averaged around one thousand taels, peaking at 1,458 taels in 1905. The
historian Ren Xinjian {E#7% estimates its total yield, including illegally sold
gold, to have been over 20,000 liang (i.e., 740 kilograms) per year, while another
source indicates 80-90 liang per day (29,000-32,000 per year, 1,073-1,184
kg).% Nuggets from the mine were exhibited at the 1915 Panama-Pacific
International Exposition in San Francisco.?! New copper and silver mines were
also opened in Yuexi ## county.??

These were some of the most significant mining enterprises in the empire. In
his summary history of “China’s hard trek to modernization,” economic historian
Wang Jingyu SE#UE concentrates his discussion of mining on the operation that
Li Hongzhang initiated at Mohe J&3 in Manchuria.?® In 1889 Li mustered a sum

15 Yang Yuncheng, “Lun Qingmo Sichuan.”

16 “Sichuan Ning Ya Kuangwuju Kaiban Zhangcheng,” 5b.

7 Yang Yuncheng, “Lun Qingmo Sichuan,” 136; C. Y. Hsieh and M. C. Chu, Foreign Interest
in the Mining Industry in China, 13.

18 Ren Xinjian, “Jindai Sichuan Zangqu de huangjin kaifa,” 38.

19 Ibid., 45.

20 «zhili Kangqu yijian shu,” 404; Ren Xinjian, “Jindai Sichuan Zangqu de huangjin kaifa,”
45-46.

2L Ren Xinjian, “Jindai Sichuan Zang qu de huangjin kaifa,” 46.

22 “Zhili Kang qu yijian shu,” 404.

23 \Wang Jingyu, “Zhongguo xiandaihua zhengcheng de jiannan bashe (shang),” 5-6.
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of 200,000 taels from government and private merchants; only two-thirds of the
amount assembled by Lu Chuanlin and Song Yuren for the mines at Maha.?*

Imported equipment and large amounts of capital made mining ventures the
most striking form of investment in Liangshan in the 1890s and 1900s, but
minerals were not the region’s only object of interest to outsiders. Samuel Pollard
(1864-1915), a British missionary who spent time in Liangshan in the years
immediately before and after the 1911 revolution commented that:

Over and over again | have heard the Chinese talk of an El Dorado existing
in Nosuland. They call this mythical place Wan Tan Ping—the ten thousand
piculs plain. They also have a saying: “If you only open up Wan Tan Ping /
The whole word will no more see hungry men.”?®

Inspired by such sentiments, the late-Qing saw the founding of private “land
cultivation societies” (kenzhi she 2B%E4t). A long article in Sichuan Frontier
Quarterly (Chuanbian jikan) chronicled the founding of one such society.?® In
1906, Peng Jinmen %P9, a native of Chongging returned to Sichuan from his
studies in Japan. According to one of his associates, schools in Chongging
competed to recruit him as a teacher, but “whenever he talked about his
aspirations for his life, frontier settlement was the only thing that came up.”?’
Peng and his associates established the Batang Land Cultivation Company,
which recruited settlers for land development schemes in Batang, in Kham. The
schemes were a disaster for the company, for reasons that are unclear, but
probably had to do with the immense difficulties of getting settlers to Batang,
which was separated from Chengdu by 460 kilometers and some of the most
difficult terrain in the empire. The company responded by choosing a new site,
on the fringes of Nuosu territory, and rechristening themselves the
Le[shan]-Ping[shan] Land Cultivation Society. Aided by the government, the
society formed a small but well-armed paramilitary body to deal with Nuosu and
bandits. Zhou Xiaohuai 1%, the superintendent of economic development
(quanyedao #b%3&) in Chengdu issued the society 40 Mausers and 8,000 rounds
of ammunition even before the provincial government had ratified the society’s

2 1bid., 5.

% Samuel Pollard, In Unknown China: A Record of the Observations, Adventures and
Experiences of a Pioneer Missionary during a Prolonged Sojourn Amongst the Wild and
Unknown Nosu Tribe of Western China, 135-36.

% Yang Gengguang, “Sichuan Le-Ping kenwu gongshe nian yu nian lai zhi jingguo.”

27 1bid., 1-2.
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registration. 2

With the opening of mines and the establishment of the land cultivation
societies, Han populations that had fallen in the mid-nineteenth-century began to
rise again. Leibo’s &% Han population had shrunk from 29,721 households in
1814 to only 11,381 households in 1888, but by 1916, households on the county
registers climbed to 16,837.2° Some of the fluctuations in Qing population
registers were due to variation in the quality of the census, rather than the
numbers of people, but counts in both 1888 and 1891 had both put the population
under 12,000 households, while all later counts until 1917 were higher.

The developments of the late-nineteenth century required, or were predicated
on, improvements in transport infrastructure. To what extent the mining industry
was the cause of better transport infrastructure, and to what extent better
transport prompted the growth of mining is uncertain—but it is clear that
improvements did occur. Bridges are the kind of infrastructure that is recorded
best in Qing sources, which usually offer little useful information on the quality
of roads in general. In Hanyuan JZEJR county on the northern edge of Liangshan,
with a population estimated at 122,970 in 1939, at least 19 new bridges were
built between 1875 and 1912 (not including older bridges that were repaired or
rebuilt).>® This count comes from the Republican-period county gazetteer’s list
of bridges (most of which were undated—and therefore probably older or
smaller), but it cannot have been complete because another part of the same
gazetteer describes a road building initiative launched by the magistrate and
gentry in 1906, which saw the construction of 11 bridges, and 73 li of new road,
at a total cost of 3,000 jin %.3! In Yuexi county (population estimated at 53,495
in 1905), at least 12 new bridges were built between 1867 and 1906 (8 of these
between the years 1890 and 1906), and 4 older bridges were repaired in the same
time.®? In 1891, Leibo, on the eastern fringe of Liangshan, got new stone
bridges—the first new bridge construction there since 1812.%® Seven new
bridges were built in Ebian i#3% during the Guangxu reign.3* New and rebuilt
bridges often involved technological improvements: durable stone bridges, or
steel swing bridges, rather than the wooden bridges that were often destroyed by

N

8 Ibid., 6-7.

2 Chongging Zhongguo yinhang diaocha zuzhi, “Leibo diaocha,” 105-9.
30 “Hanyuan xian zhi,” jiaotong zhi: 4a—7a.

3L 1bid., 1b, 4a-7a.

32 “Yuexi ting zhi,” 2: 8: 5a-b.

33 “Leibo ting zhi,” 10:1a-3a.

34 “Epjan xian zhi,” 2: 11-12.
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floods.

In addition to the new bridges, in 1899 officials in Ningyuan and Yuexi
established a public ferry on the Dadu K& River, at a key access point to the
Jianchang region.®® The ferry was funded by lijin & customs taxes from Lugu
and Yuexi, and the supposed to be free for travellers. Commercialization and
accompanying improvements to transport infrastructure also made inroads in
places that were far from county administration seats; 120 li southwest of the
Leibo county seat, a new village market opened also with an accompanying ferry
service to “ease the way for travellers.”3®

Yanyuan, to the west of the Anning River valley was different in that it
underwent a bout of bridge construction in the middle of the nineteenth century,
if there was more in the late Qing, it mostly happened after 1894. The county
gazetteer of that year lists 17 new bridges built between 1821 and 1860, and only
five from 1861 onwards.®” This divergence from the other counties is intriguing,
particularly as most parts of the Southwest experienced decline in the middle
decades of the nineteenth century.

The history of Liangshan’s roads cannot be told as a well-established chronicle
with dates for specific road openings and improvements, partly because much of
the new transport infrastructure was built (and rebuilt) by local elites. Gazetteers
indicate that state involvement was often limited to a county magistrate’s raising
of funds for initial bridge construction, after which “gentry and people” (shen
min # &) maintained them, or rebuilt them completely when they were damaged
or destroyed by floods, which happened frequently. In some cases the magistrates
played no role at all, and in only a couple of cases were any higher level
authorities involved; for example, in 1909 Zhao Erxun #i B &, the
governor-general of Sichuan initiated the construction of a new road across
Liangshan to connect Leibo and Xichang; while in Yuexi a few bridges were
built by forces under the command of Zhou Dawu REiEE, who led large-scale
campaigns in Liangshan during the Tongzhi reign.®® These cases aside, the fin de
siécle Qing state did not so much invest in transport infrastructure, as the Qing
state had in the eighteenth century in the Southwest; its role was largely limited
to magistrates raising subscriptions from local gentry.3® Sources rarely indicate

35 “Yuexi ting zhi,” 2: 8: 5a-h.

3 “Leibo ting zhi,” 10: 1a-3a.

37 “Yanyuan xian zhi,” “yudijingiao.”

% Yang Minghong, “Lun Qingdai Liangshan Yiqu de tusi zhidu yu gaitu guiliu,” 94; Zeng
Zhaolun, Da Liang Shan Yiqu kaocha ji, 72-73.

39 Benedict, Bubonic Plague, 29; Giersch, “Borderlands Business,” 48. Nanny Kim also
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bridge-builders’ ethnicities. It seems unlikely that late-Qing gazetteers would
consider Nuosu who did not speak Chinese to be shenshi ##=, but bicultural
leaders from the large para-bureaucratic world of “native officialdom” (the tusi
+ &, tugianhu £ F F, tudusi £ #8 &, and so on) sometimes played an
important role.

Although the efforts of the Qing state were an important component of the
major mining enterprises of the 1890s and 1900s, the viability of those
enterprises depended on basic infrastructure that was in many cases not built by
the state. Even though government played a significant role in economic
development and modernization in the late Qing, more detailed and quantitative
research may show that the government investments and initiatives were really
only the crest of a much bigger wave.

Finally, in 1909 the Qing government began a campaign to overthrow the tusi
and bring Liangshan fully under the control of Chinese officials and the junxian
system of administration, a process they called gaitu-guiliu X+ & #. The
late-Qing campaigns to do the same in Kham, which preceded the efforts in
Liangshan by three years, are relatively well known thanks to the work of Xiuyu
Wang, Scott Relyea, and Elliot Sperling.*° What has not been pointed out in this
scholarship is that the campaigns in Kham were only one part of a broader
mission to put all of Sichuan’s non-Han territory more firmly under Chinese
control. Kham consumed more government attention and funds, but in some
plans for gaitu-guiliu drawn up in the middle of the decade, Kham did not have
the focus it later assumed. In 1905 Yin Kechang #% &, a member of the Grand
Secretariat proposed the establishment of a new “Jianchang province” Z&%#&,
which would include the Sichuanese prefectures of Yazhou 74 (the nominal
boundaries of which included the Kham chieftaincies), Ningyuan (including most
of Liangshan), Jiading =& (present day Leshan #&iL, which also included the
eastern fringes of Liangshan), and Qiongzhou IB# (a Han-populated region
west of Chengdu), as well as large areas of Yunnan province, including Lijiang
FEYT.41 In 1906, the court promoted the Jianchang circuit intendant, Zhao Erfeng
e (1845-1911) to the newly created position of imperial commissioner for
frontier affairs in Sichuan and Yunnan (Chuan Dian bianwudachen J1I7Ei& 7% K

argues that in the nineteenth century “private contributors took over”; Kim, “Privatizing the
Network: Private Contributions and Road Infrastructure in Late Imperial China,” 84.

40 Wang, China’s Last Imperial Frontier; Relyea, “Gazing at the Tibetan Plateau”; Sperling,
“The Chinese Venture in K’am.”

41 Li Xizhu, “Shilun Qingmo xinzheng shigi zhengqu gaige de jige wenti,” 119.
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f): Zhao was tasked with overseeing all the frontier territory in Yunnan and
Sichuan, not just Kham. Although Kham was his focus in the years immediately
after his appointment, he also formulated a plan for a new province that included
areas of Yunnan, and wrote about the need to eventually spread gaitu-guiliu to
Liangshan.*?

In 1909 the Killing of the British adventurer John Brooke by a group of Nuosu
in a dispute over pay brought the attention of the Sichuan government back to
Liangshan.*® Zhao Erxun, the governor-general of Sichuan and Zhao Erfeng’s
brother, dispatched an expedition against the Nuosu deemed responsible. Having
inflicted defeats on Nuosu in a campaign that ended with the establishment of
Zhaojue county in the middle of Liangshan, Zhao Erxun ordered the construction
of a fortress at Zhaojue at a cost of more than 20,500 taels.** The next year,
there were more campaigns in the south of Ningyuan, accompanied by the
establishment of more Chinese county administration and a resolution from Zhao
Erxun to “abolish Yi [that is, Nuosu] slavery,” and thoroughly reform Nuosu
society.*

It is impossible to know how successful Zhao Erxun’s state-building efforts
would have been had there been more time. His commanders’ ability to inflict
death on Nuosu communities was not, by itself, proof that the new county
administration could have effectively governed Liangshan. Qing commanders in
the 1830s had also been able to raid Nuosu communities and kill or capture
Nuosu leaders, but had nonetheless doubted the viability of Chinese county
administration in the region. The signs were not positive for Zhao Erxun.
Travelling in Liangshan in 1908, W. N. Fergusson thought government
campaigns against the Nuosu were a “farce.”“ “Much money has been
squandered and many lives lost.” 47 In 1908, the government raised a
paramilitary force of 3,000 to accompany 400 soldiers on a campaign that set out

42 Yang Minghong, “Lun Qingdai Liangshan Yiqu,” 94; Wu Guangyao, “Xizang gailiu ben
weiji,” in Zhao Xinyu, Qin Heping, and Wang Chuan eds., Kangqu Zangzu shehui zhenxi
ziliao jiyao (shang), 56.

43 The death of Brooke has been mentioned by many sources and many of them are very
unreliable and often get even Brooke’s name wrong. The best account was written by his
travelling companion, based (according to the writer) on the report of someone who was with
Brooke when he died. W.N. Fergusson, Adventure, Sport and Travel on the Tibetan Steppes,
293-314.

4 Chang Longging, Lei Ma E Ping diaocha ji, 14.

4 Yang Minghong, “Lun Qingdai Liangshan Yiqu,” 94.

46 Fergusson, Adventure, 294.

47 1bid.
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from Xichang.”® As Fergusson heard it, “they had [...] been some time in the
interior [of Liangshan], and had no heads to send out to their superiors to prove
their great achievements, [...] to fill up this blank they caught some of the slaves
of a friendly tribe, cut off their heads and sent these.”*°

Fergusson’s account put the blame for Qing defeat on the Qing force, rather
than the Nuosu ability to resist. But this must be judged in light of the
interpretative frameworks that are likely to have influenced his evaluation. He
shared the views—widespread among Western observers—that the Qing was a
decrepit empire, and that Chinese people were ineffective soldiers.®® It was an
explanation shaped by the racist interpretive lenses of his era. While a less
prejudiced view could highlight Nuosu strength rather than Chinese failure, his
observation of Chinese state weakness in Liangshan seems to have been accurate
enough.

Mining, Trade, War, and the Nuosu

Late-Qing officials who promoted Chinese investment in the frontiers usually
assumed that it would help consolidate Qing political control. A larger economic
base would have been advantageous to whichever leaders were able to tax it,
though it was not guaranteed that this would be the Chinese provincial or
national state, as the chaos of the Republican period demonstrated. Better
transport infrastructure also simplified the logistics of Qing campaigns. In the
first decade of the twentieth century, governors complained less often about
logistical difficulties than their predecessors in the early- and mid-nineteenth
century. The sources used by this study do not allow a calculation of the real cost
per-mile of supply lines at any time period under consideration, but it is
reasonable to hypothesize that they declined somewhat. However, economic
change also resulted in the greater commercialization of Nuosu society, allowing
them to acquire firearms, and thereby reducing the technological gap between
them and their Qing opponents.

Evidence on the impact of development on the Nuosu is sparse, but some
points are reasonably clear. Firstly, some Nuosu worked in the mines, or as
porters or woodcutters for the mines or for merchants doing business relating to

4 Ibid., 299.
4 Ibid., 298.
%0 Ibid., 295.
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the mines.>! Despite this, many Nuosu did not welcome the opening of new
mines in their territory. In 1906 Vicomte D’Ollone (1868-1925), a French
military officer sent by his country’s Ministry of War to map Tibet and Yunnan,
found that:

If we would solemnly assure him [the Nuosu chief] that our object was not
the discovery of mines—a discovery the Lolos [i.e. the Nuosu] fear above all
things, since the precious metals provoke invasion—we had only to go
forward; all his kin would extend us a hearty welcome. 5

Samuel Pollard wrote about the same sentiment:

I have known and been shown places where aboriginals have professed to
have discovered gold and silver but have hidden their knowledge from the
Chinese lest their neighbourhood should be flooded with an influx of miners
and all the discomfort that such a rush means to peaceful families living
nearby.>?

However, the growth of mining, and the accompanying development of
transport infrastructure also facilitated more indigenous participation in
long-distance trade. Trade between Liangshan communities and the Sichuan
Basin had existed in the early- and mid-nineteenth century, but trade in one of the
most valuable products, the “wax insect” (la chong #{#&, Coccus pela), whose
wax was used to coat candles, entered steep decline from around the 1870s with
the introduction of kerosene. Alexander Hosie, a British diplomat who travelled
widely in Sichuan in the 1890s and 1900s wrote that:

Since the introduction of kerosene oil into China and its almost universal use
in the remotest provinces of the Empire, the demand for white wax has
declined considerably [...] Not many years ago [...] ten thousand porters
were required to carry the scales [containing insects] from the Chien-ch’ang
[Jianchang] valley [...], and in 1884 we find that a thousand porters are able
to transport the Chien-ch’ang supply. In many homesteads in Ssu-ch’uan
[Sichuan], where candles were formerly the only lights, kerosene has been

51 Jack, The Back Blocks, 102.

52 \ficomte D’Ollone, In Forbidden China: The D’Ollone Mission, 1906-1909:
China-Tibet-Mongolia, 38.

53 Samuel Pollard, In Unknown China, 136.
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introduced. [...] The value, like the demand, has also declined. Not many
years ago it was quoted at double the prices realized at present.5

Even in the 1870s, Edward Baber had been dismissive of the amount of trade
in the region: “For all commercial purposes Chien-ch’ang [an old name for
Ningyuan prefecture, though Baber seems to have used it to describe the Anning
#Z 2 River valley]® may be regarded as a mere road from Yunnan to northern
Ssu-ch’uan.”%

Because of the surge of investment in mining and transport infrastructure,
however, Nuosu participation in long distance trade did not decline with the wax
trade. Rather, it seems to have increased. The best evidence of this is that they
were able to acquire more firearms, prized weapons that one European traveller
noted the Nuosu “love to make a parade of,” and another in the Republican
period said they “were hell-bent on obtaining.”®” This began to happen in the
1890s, and is difficult to explain on any grounds other than a general increase in
trade around this time due to Chinese commercial expansion in the region.

Nuosu bought guns, as well as silver, by growing and selling opium.*® Some
historians have argued that it was the Qing crackdown on opium cultivation in
the Sichuan Basin in the late 1900s that brought both opium and guns to
Liangshan.%® These claims are mistaken. The crackdown certainly increased the
value of Liangshan poppies, and allowed the Nuosu to buy more guns, but opium
had been grown in the mountains for a long time, as is made clear in Qing
officials” writings in the 1840s and Baber’s travels in the 1870s.5° The crop was
probably introduced in the 1830s, when opium was brought through the region
from Yunnan on the way to markets farther north and east. However, in times of
ineffective prohibition in the Sichuan Basin, opium was not a particularly
profitable crop. Alan Baumler comments “when the lowlands were producing
opium in bulk, exporting from remote areas was not worthwhile.”8! This is a

54 Alexander Hosie, Three Years in Western China: A Narrative of Three Journeys in
Ssu-chuan, Kuei-chow, and Yun-nan, 200-201.

5 As the seat of Ningyuan Prefecture, Xichang was also sometimes called Jianchang.

56 Baber, Travels and Researches in Western China, 89.

57 D’Ollone, In Forbidden China, 96; Peter Goullart, Princes of the Black Bone: Life in the
Tibetan Borderland, 136.

%8 Ann Maxwell Hill, “Captives, Kin, and Slaves in Xiao Liangshan,” 1038.

59 Zhou Yongming, Anti-Drug Crusades in Twentieth Century China: Nationalism, History,
and State Building, 151; Hill, “Captives,” 1038.

0 Qin Heping, “Yapian zai xinan diqu de chuanbo ji gi zhongzhi mianji kao ding,” 14; Baber,
Travels and Researches.

61 Alan Baumler, The Chinese and Opium under the Republic, 218.
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slight exaggeration; Baumler is no doubt correct in so far as it would not have
been worthwhile for merchants from Chengdu to go to Liangshan to buy opium
if they could buy it in the Sichuan Basin, but for poor growers in the mountains
with little or nothing else to export, growing opium for market towns on the
basin’s edge was worthwhile, if not a route to riches.

Chinese generals who fought the Nuosu usually recorded the weapons (as well
as people and animals) that they captured from Nuosu villages. For most of the
nineteenth century, such lists were made up only of bows, swords and spears. In
1877, Baber found that the Nuosu on the Western fringe of Liangshan had “bows
which it takes three men to draw, but no muskets.”®? The Nuosu weapons
improved in the 1890s and 1900s, a trend that set in before the Qing crackdown
on opium in Sichuan increased the value of their poppies. Even in the 1870s,
guns had begun to make an appearance on the eastern fringes of Liangshan: In
1877 Ding Baozhen, the acting governor-general of Sichuan, reported that in a
campaign against the Nuosu in Mabian 5538, the government forces had captured
a wall gun (taigiang) in amongst the usual array of blades and bows.%® In the
late-nineteenth century, Chinese sources began to refer to a weapon they called a
“giant pao M .” ¢ Qing documents used this term for a range of
cannon—including the sorts of cannon imported from Europe during the Ming
dynasty, as well as artillery used by the Qing forces in the mid nineteenth century,
so it is unclear what exactly the Nuosu had acquired.®® Whatever it was, Chinese
reports from the early- and mid-nineteenth century do not mention it, which
points to it being a late-nineteenth century introduction.

Firearms began to appear more frequently in the 1900s, though still before the
crackdown on opium became effective in Sichuan. In the 1908-9 opium growing
season new anti-opium measures resulted in decreases in poppy cultivation in
some parts of the Sichuan Basin, but there were no changes or even increases in
others, and it was not until 1910 that there was an unambiguous decline in opium
production in the basin and therefore there is no reason to suspect that the

62 E. Colborne Baber, Travels and Researches, 71.

6 Qiu Jie, Jindai Zhongguo minjian wugi, 110. Qiu makes a small mistake here (in an
otherwise superb book), wrongly locating Mabian in Yunnan. It is possible that there is a
hamlet in Yunnan with that name, but the original memorial just says “Mabian”; given that it
was written by the acting governor general of Sichuan, we may assume that it refers to Mabian
Subprefecture (ting) in Sichuan, see Zhu Shoupeng, ed., Guangxu chao dong hua lu, 1: 470.

64 See Liu Bingzhang, “Zou bao jiaoban Jianchang zhenshu Yi zhi die huo sheng,” Junjichu
archive, National Palace Museum, wxbh: 129974.

% Luo Bingzhang, “Luo Wenzhonggong ziding nianpu,” 171[21a]. Luo Bingzhang and Liu
Bingzhang were different individuals.
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demand for Liangshan poppies rose significantly before then.®® Yet in 1901, the
governor-general of Sichuan, Kui-jun, reported that Nuosu enemies of Qing
forces were using foreign guns—some of which Kui-jun thought were “lost”
Qing guns, though he did not indicate how they had been lost, and elsewhere he
wrote that local militias on the fringes of Liangshan also had such weapons.®” R.
Logan Jack met a tusi who owned Winchester rifles in 1900.%8 Judging from the
place they met, this was probably the Guabie tusi, the Na leader to whom the
Qing had paid 3,000 taels for the right to open a mine in 1899; evidence that
some of the mining money armed Liangshan’s indigenous peoples.

Accordingto Xi-liang # R, the governor-general of Sichuan between 1903 and
1907, bandits on Sichuan’s borders with ‘Yunnan, a region close to
Liangshan—had already “privately purchased a large number of modern guns
(xinshigiang #7=48).”%° When D’Ollone visited Liangshan in 1906, he met
Nuosu with muskets and rifles, though he noted that “cartridges were extremely
expensive, the trade in weapons being prohibited in the Empire.”’® D’Ollone
gave the general impression that although guns were still rare enough to be costly,
trade in them had become routine. He wrote that the Nuosu bartered among
themselves “but accept silver from the Chinese, in order that they may purchase
firearms when they have saved a sufficient sum.”’* Describing conflicts that
happened in 1908, W. N. Fergusson commented that the Nuosu were as well
armed or better than the Chinese militiamen who were sent against them, who
had “muzzle-loading fuse guns, bamboo poles with iron heads which they call
lances, and old swords.””> Breech-loading rifles (called kuai-giang 1R#&, “fast
guns” on account of the fact that this sort of weapon is quicker to load) appeared
at the latest in 1909, though they were still used alongside bows.” A group of
120 Nuosu who surrendered (to a Nuosu chieftain allied to the Qing) in 1909
handed over two 9-round rifles (jiuxiang 71.2), two single-shot rifles (danxiang
BE) and 12 muzzle-loading muskets.”*

6 Judith Wyman, “Opium and the State in Late-Qing Sichuan,” 219.

67 Zhongguo diyi lishi dang’anguan ed., Qingdai huangdi yupi Yi shi zhendang, 1549, 1551,
1553.

8 Jack, In the Back Blocks, 123. Jack was west of the Yalong River in the area of Yanyuan,
and wrote that the tusi’s name was “Poo Ta and his official name was Chi King Liong.” The
place name Jack recorded as “Kua Pit” might be related to “Gua-bie.”

69 Qiu Jie, Jindai Zhongguo minjian wugi, 110.

0D "Ollone, In Forbidden China, 96.

" Ibid., 38.

2 W.N. Fergusson, Adventure, Sport and Travel on the Tibetan Steppes, 295.

73 Zhongguo diyi lishi dang’anguan ed., Qingdai huangdi yupi Yi shi zhendang, 1624.

" Ibid., 1608.
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Some of the weapons Nuosu used in 1910 and 1911 could have been
purchased with the windfall profits that accrued to opium growers due to the
successful opium prohibition in the Sichuanese lowlands in those years. But Qing
records from this times made such frequent mention of the Nuosu having guns
that it seems likely they were quite widespread even before 1910.7> A report of a
1910 expedition recorded: “At Lutie Bridge several hundred Yi swarmed
together to resist. Bullets and rocks fell on us like rain, and the yong braved death
in order to advance.”’® By 1911, even in Zhaojue in the centre of Liangshan an
unknown gunpowder weapon that the Chinese just called a pao 4 (cannon or
rocket) was common enough that the Nuosu had to be prohibited from bringing it
into town.”” None of these sources remark that there was a sudden leap in
firearm use among the Nuosu around 1910 as the Nuosu opium became more
valuable. Moreover, unlike Republican Period sources, which routinely
complained about soldiers and officers exchanging guns for opium, and earlier
Qing sources which tended to blame most frontier problems on “deviant Han”
(Hanjian 3#E#F), reports from the 1900s did not connect Nuosu use of firearms
with opium smugglers. The Nuosu must have been able to acquire more firearms
thanks to the two seasons of effective suppression of opium cultivation in the
Sichuan Basin, but it is clear that they had guns before then. The most likely
explanation is that they arrived there as a result of the more general expansion of
trade and investment in the region in the 1890s and 1900s.

In addition to guns, there is other fragmentary evidence that the economy of
the indigenous people of Liangshan became more commercialized in the final
decades of the Qing. According to one Republican Period source, in the late Qing,
Yi landowners (it is not certain that these particular “Yi” were Nuosu, as the
writer referred to a more mixed region west of Xichang), whose land had been
rented to Han often resorted to jia ya #n#, literally “increasing the
deposit/tenancy fee,””® in exchange for which the tenants got a rent reduction.™
It is not clear why Yi wanted more money: one writer interprets it as a result of
their “pride and extravagance,” but it is more reasonable to see it as a sign that

s Zhao Erxun, “Zou bao jiaoban Xichang Huili jiaojie,” 1910, Junjichu archive, National
Palace Museum, Taipei, wxbh: 181690; Zhongguo diyi lishi dang’anguan ed., Qingdai
huangdi yupi Yi shi zhendang, 1674.

76 Zhongguo diyi lishi dang’anguan ed., Qingdai huangdi yupi Yi shi zhendang, 1680.

7 “Zhaojue xianzhi,” 38a.

8 1t is not always clear whether ya # should be thought of as a refundable deposit or a tenancy
fee.

8 Fu Zhenyuan, “Liang Yan hongzhao di zhi neirong ji gi jiejue zhi tujing,” 44.
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the Yi economy was becoming more commercialized.® If the Yi wanted more
cash, it was probably because there were more things to buy.

Despite the fact that many Nuosu resented new mining ventures, there is less
indication that they objected to the new transport infrastructure. There is a
substantial literature that highlights the way that transport infrastructure
underpins state control over territory.8 What is less acknowledged is that
difficult terrain and poor transport infrastructure not only limits state-building
projects; it can also limit the capacity of rebels to resist, or to mount raids on
lowland communities. Some nineteenth century Chinese sources hinted at this. In
the 1830s, O3an, the governor-general of Sichuan, wrote that the “wild Yi are
unfamiliar with the routes to the Chinese heartland, and depend upon deviant
Han or the settled Yi (shu Yi #3) of the borderlands to guide them out of their
lairs.”82 Gazetteers, official communications, and the Republican Period journals
routinely listed killings, pillaging and kidnappings allegedly committed by the
Nuosu, but in all the sources used by this study there are no accusations that the
Nuosu ever destroyed any bridges or roads. The one infrastructure-related
offense that a Qing commander blamed on the Nuosu was “blocking roads with
rocks” (and that was in a memorial from the 1830s). In the chaos of the late
1910s that resulted from the general disorder in Sichuan following the province’s
occupation by Yunnanese forces, Nuosu attacked mines and forced their closure.
But even in this turbulent era there are no accusations that Nuosu destroyed
bridges or roads. Absence of evidence is not evidence of absence, but it would be
surprising if it happened often but completely unnoticed by the Chinese sources
that blame the Nuosu for many other kinds of destruction.

Conclusion

Beginning either with their loose incorporation into the Mongol empire or with
the subsequent Ming conquest, the highlands on the southwest periphery of the
Chinese world were shaped by four interconnected transformative processes,
which occurred with significant variation across time and space, proceeding
neither evenly nor inexorably.® These were: 1) demographic change brought on

80 1bid., 44.

81 See James Scott, The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast
Asia, 11.

82 Zhongguo diyi lishi dang’anguan, Qingdai huangdi yupi Yi shi zhendang, 960.

83 The Mongol incursion into what later became known as the Yun-Gui Plateau did not herald
the onset of all these processes at once, and there was certainly trade between this region and
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by migration from central China; 2) environmental change, including the felling
of forests, the replacement of forest and swidden agriculture with permanent
agriculture, the rise and fall of mining operations, the construction of bridges,
and roads, and modification of rivers; 3) transformation of the political
relationship between indigenous leadership and imperial bureaucracy—tending
to mean the tighter incorporation of the former within or under the latter; 4)
increase in the volume of trade, both among local communities, and across long
distances.84

Many historians have regarded one or other of these processes as preceding
and causing the others, as much as they acknowledge that it was reinforced by
other transformations that it helped to cause. One of the earliest Western scholars
of Chinese expansion into the south, Herold Weins, argued that the consolidation
of the imperial bureaucracies’ control over the south tended to happen only after
the settlement of the region by Chinese who had gone there independently.® As
John Herman points out, there is a “benign quality” to Herold Weins’ view, and
in his own study of Guizhou in Yuan, Ming, and early Qing times, Herman
reverses the lines of causation: “it was the security the Ming military presence
had painstakingly established since the 1380s that convinced [Han migrants] that
it was safe to settle in the southwest.”® Yet Herman’s work also shows the
importance of economic and demographic changes for the further consolidation
of Ming political control: the Ming state had more authority over civilian rank
tusi than military rank tusi, and the former were “usually formed in areas where
the economic infrastructure was productive enough to support a large
bureaucratic staff and Han Chinese in-migrants had established sizable
settlements.”®” This raises the question of whether economic transformation
might not have been necessary for the closer political incorporation of the
non-Han regions of the Southwest after all (though as the development of

China before the arrival of the Mongols. Yet the Mongol conquest seems to me to be the point
at which a slow integration of this region with China began. Conversely, had it not been for the
Mongol invasion, a scenario in which the plateau remained outside the China-based states
becomes more plausible.

84 Of all these processes, trade was the most ancient. Still there seem to have been two periods
of acceleration. C. Patterson Giersch comments: “The earliest exchanges date to periods before
the Common Era, though more significant trade occurred in the tenth through thirteenth
centuries. [...] In terms of organizations and volume, however, these earlier periods of trade do
not compare to the eighteenth century.” Giersch, “Borderlands Business,” 47.

8 Herold Weins, Han Chinese Expansion in South China.

86 John E. Herman, Amid Clouds and Mist: China’s Colonization of Guizhou, 142, 223.

87 Herman, “The Cant of Conquest: Tusi Offices and China’s Political Incorporation of the
Southwest Frontier,” 136.
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transport infrastructure before the late-nineteenth century owed a lot to state
investment, answering this question affirmatively does not undermine Herman’s
stress on the significance of the state). Late-Qing officials also believed that
economic growth would facilitate integration with China and strengthen Chinese
administration.

However, the history of late-Qing Liangshan shows that economic change had
a complicated relationship with the subjugation of non-Chinese peoples. It is not
clear that Zhao Erxun’s efforts to establish county government in Liangshan after
1909 were more likely to be successful thanks to the mines, roads, bridges, and
commercial expansion of the previous two decades. Although the logistics of
Qing campaigns became easier, all the evidence suggests that it was the
expansion of trade in the 1890s and 1900s that it gave the Nuosu access to
firearms, which made them equally difficult for the Qing to rule as their
ancestors had been.

The incorporation of Liangshan within a Chinese political system did not
occur until the 1950s, though the nature of leadership—both Nuosu and
Chinese—was transformed considerably before then. Other than having more
time, the Communist forces were superior in a number of ways to Zhao Erxun’s:
they had more men and money, better weapons, more elaborate political
organizations, and they had trucks and an air force.® The latter two factors show
that the deployment of new technology and infrastructure can be important. In
this case, unlike the roads of the nineteenth century, the new developments
offered no real advantages to the Nuosu. Other than this, the formation of a
political order in Liangshan in which Chinese provincial and national leadership
had much more authority over Nuosu communities was the result of political
decisions and organization. That there was substantial economic and
infrastructural change in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries does
not, in my view, require an interpretation that sees such changes as leading to, or
greatly assisting political transformation.
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