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Abstract  This article explores the history of the Qingxi Ironworks in late Qing 
Guizhou. Instead of focusing on state-centered industrialization or technology 
transfer and scientific knowledge in Qing mining and coal enterprises, this study 
focuses on the individual ambitions and identity construction of two returned 
diplomats—Chen Jitong and Chen Mingyuan—who sought to claim authority 
over a mining interest in China’s southwest interior. By leveraging their 
knowledge of the West to serve as intermediaries between state and foreign 
commercial interests, these cosmopolitan yet marginalized elites sought to convert 
their foreign expertise and avowed commitment to “self-strengthening” into new 
forms of social and political capital. An examination of the personal networks and 
written accounts surrounding their entrepreneurial ventures sheds light on the 
opportunities and challenges experienced by a generation of “foreign affairs” 
experts in repositioning themselves within the transforming Qing polity through 
participation in industrialization projects. 
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On November 30, 1896, three French explorers attached to the Lyon Mission of 
Commercial Exploration in China, passing through the town of Bijie in 
northwestern Guizhou, were astonished to suddenly encounter two other 
Frenchmen—engineers “Marteau and Durand”—who, according to contem- 
poraneous newspapers in Shanghai, were making an investigation into the mines in 
the province. They also unexpectedly discovered that the Chinese official 
travelling with the Europeans was none other than a “General Tcheng-ki-tong, of 
Parisian fame.” The two groups of travelers conversed for a short while and shared 
a bottle of wine, before each setting on its own way. While neither party revealed 
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to each other many details of their respective expeditions, the Lyon explorers were 
astonished by this chance meeting “in the least visited province of China, nearly 
3000 kilometers from the coast.”1 

Or was it really a matter of coincidence? That one of the more aggressively 
colonial chambers of commerce in late nineteenth-century France had dispatched 
an exploratory mission to China almost immediately after the signing of the Treaty 
of Shimonoseki, opening up new opportunities for foreign access to Chinese 
concessions, certainly reflects the intensity and speed with which Western interests 
expanded in China after 1895.2 As for the Chinese general and French engineers 
in Guizhou, their presence points to an intriguing episode in the history of late 
Qing industrialization—the establishment, failure, and attempted revival of the 
Guizhou Mining and Ironworks Bureau at Qingxi County. A relatively minor 
enterprise compared to the Hanyang Ironworks, the Guizhou foundry has 
nevertheless featured in a number of standard histories of the late Qing 
Self-Strengthening period (1861−95), often presented as an example of a failed 
“official supervision, merchant management” (guandu shangban 官督商辦 ) 
enterprise that began as a promising endeavor in the 1880s but floundered due to 
difficulties in sustaining capital and lack of industrial expertise. In his influential 
survey history, Immanuel Hsü notably includes the Guizhou foundry among a 
short list of “major efforts” of mercantile self-strengthening enterprises, while 
Wellington Chan and Xia Dongyuan present this case as an example of how 
“official-merchant partnerships” were difficult to sustain when bureaucratic 
control and high transportation costs limited private merchant capital.3 What has 
not been emphasized in these accounts is that the Guizhou Ironworks subsequently 
became the center of revival efforts by two returned Qing diplomats and French 
merchants in the late 1890s. 

In focusing on the afterlife of a “Self-Strengthening” (ziqiang 自強) enterprise, 
this article engages recent studies that situate late Qing industrialization in the 
context of global histories of technology and state-making, in contrast to earlier 
narratives that have focused on the supposedly cultural or bureaucratic hindrances 
to modern enterprise.4 Shellen Wu has demonstrated that the circulation of 
                                                               
1  Chambre de commerce et d’industrie de Lyon, La mission lyonnaise d’exploration 
commerciale en Chine, 1895−1897, 245−47.  
2 Robert Lee, France and the Exploitation of China, 1885-1901, 175−76. On the colonial 
activities of the Lyon Chamber of Commerce, see Jean-François Klein, “Une culture impériale 
consulaire?,” 346−78.  
3 Immanuel Hsü, The Rise of Modern China, 287; Wellington K. K. Chan, Merchants, 
Mandarins, and Modern Enterprise in Late Ch’ing China, 87−88; Xia Dongyuan, Yangwu 
yundong shi, 286. 
4 The classic example is Albert Feuerwerker, China’s Early Industrialization: Sheng Hsuan-huai 
(1844−1916) and Mandarin Enterprise. 
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knowledge and engineering personnel, especially from Germany, allowed the late 
Qing state to join a modern international order that relied on resource extraction 
for state-building.5 Beginning with the late Qing period, Victor Seow and Grace 
Shen have shown that mining and geology were key building blocks in a modern 
Chinese culture of technocratic management and scientific communities.6 Jeff 
Hornibrook has explored the intricacies of shifting social relations as the late Qing 
state expanded its reach into local communities through mining operations in 
Pingxiang, Jiangxi.7 Most ambitiously, Stephen Halsey has argued that state- 
sponsored enterprises in the late Qing represented a turn in Chinese statecraft that 
valued sovereignty and state profit above all else and resulted in the construction of 
a “military fiscal-state” that would last well into the twentieth century.8 

While these revisionist studies have done much to show how industrialization 
invigorated the Chinese state and stimulated new fields of technological expertise, 
we still know relatively less about individual, non-state actors’ participation in 
these programs, especially those who found themselves sidelined by such 
centralizing ventures as the Hanyang Ironworks and the Hanyeping Coal Mines. 
An inquiry into late 1890s Guizhou yields three different narratives of a joint 
Franco-Chinese effort to take over and resuscitate the Qingxi Ironworks. A close 
reading of these accounts yields some insight into the transformation of certain elite 
identities through industrialization projects in the transition between the 
Self-Strengthening era and the post-1895 period.  

Between 1896 and 1899, the former Qing diplomats Chen Jitong 陳季同 
(1852−1907) and Chen Mingyuan 陳明遠 (?−1920) partnered with a French 
syndicate operating out of Shanghai to inquire into the possibility of re-opening 
the Qingxi Ironworks. They made two investigative trips to Guizhou and the 
surrounding regions, negotiating with local and provincial-level officials while 
appealing for state support, yet also running into opposition from powerful officials 
like Huguang governor-general Zhang Zhidong 張之洞  (1837−1909). Both 
Chens were poets and left writings about their schemes in classical verse as well as 
prose, first-person accounts which demonstrate their preoccupation with the motif 
of “self-strengthening” through mining, as well as changing perceptions of self and 
                                                               
5 Shellen Xiao Wu, Empires of Coal: Fueling China’s Entry into the Modern World Order, 
1860−1920. 
6 Victor Kian Giap Seow, “Carbon Technocracy: East Asian Energy Regimes and the Industrial 
Modern, 1900−1957”; Grace Yen Shen, Unearthing the Nation: Modern Geology and 
Nationalism in Republican China. 
7 Jeff Hornibrook, A Great Undertaking: Mechanization and Social Change in a Late Imperial 
Chinese Coalmining Community. 
8 Stephen R. Halsey, Quest for Power: European Imperialism and the Making of Chinese 
Statecraft. 
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others. These writings in turn reveal the aspirations of and difficulties faced by 
lower-level “foreign affairs experts” who sought to convert their overseas 
experience to social and economic capital in the new environment of heightened 
imperialism in the post-1895 era. These may be supplemented by another account, 
the travelogue of a French adventurer named Joseph Gervais (1863−1907), writing 
under the name of Alfred Raquez, who accompanied Chen Mingyuan and the 
French syndicate to Guizhou as a sort of “embedded journalist.”9 While Raquez 
trained a colonial eye on the mining venture, his meticulous narrative nevertheless 
offers many revealing details about the French operations in Shanghai and the 
interior.  

Examining these little-explored sources alongside archival material ranging from 
correspondence between Qing officials to reports in the French Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, this article shows that the story of the Guizhou mines was not 
simply a story of competing local and foreign interests in Chinese resources, but 
one of niche-seeking and identity construction on the part of a group of 
marginalized elites in the late Qing, as well as by at least one French travel writer. 
In taking this perspective, this article suggests a cultural approach to late Qing 
industrialization by emphasizing the fraught composition of human, rather than 
natural, resources. In other words, rather than technology transfer and scientific 
knowledge, I will spotlight a small cohort of Chinese transregional “entrepreneurs” 
who collaborated with and competed against both Qing provincial authorities and 
foreigners to claim authority over mining interests in China’s interior and thus a 
place in the industrialization programs more broadly.   

In his study of Chinese mining entrepreneurs in the late Qing, Tim Wright 
noted that in the period before 1903, when many Chinese firms cooperated with 
Western syndicates, Chinese mine owners “were in effect, if not necessarily in 
intention, mere front men for foreign interests.”10 This article takes seriously the 
“intentions” of the personalities involved in these enterprises and investigates the 
discursive strategies through which the Chinese individuals who collaborated with 
foreign interests portrayed their own agendas. By analyzing the self-representations 
of the Chinese and French figures who became involved in the Qingxi Ironworks, 
I show that the race for mining concessions in late Qing China was not always just 
a tale of competition for commercial profit and national rights, but also a platform 
on which individuals could claim status and authority as “self-strengthening” and 
“foreign affairs” experts through multiple networking and publishing channels.  

                                                               
9 William L. Gibson and Paul Bruthiaux, “Introduction,” in Alfred Raquez, The Land of 
Pagodas: A Classic Account of Travel in Hong Kong, Macao, Shanghai, Hubei, Hunan and 
Guizhou, xx. 
10 Tim Wright, Coal Mining in China’s Economy and Society, 1895−1937, 142. 
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Industrialization in Late Qing Guizhou 

In 1886, acting provincial governor Pan Wei 潘霨 (1815−94) memorialized the 
court to establish the Guizhou Ironworks and Mining Bureau (Guizhou jiqi 
kuangwu zongju 貴州機器礦務總局) in the prefecture of Zhenyuan 鎮遠 in 
southeastern Guizhou. This was a bold move at the time, not only as a relatively 
early example of Qing industrialization through official-merchant cooperation, but 
also because of the recent devastation of the region along the Guizhou-Hunan 
border as a result of the Taiping and Miao rebellions. 

A historically strategic transportation node along the Wuyang River, Zhenyuan 
had evolved by the Yuan period into a busy regional entrepôt between Hunan, 
Guizhou, and Yunnan, where travelling merchants and armies changed from land 
to water routes, forming vibrant local markets.11 An area heavily populated by 
Miao peoples, Zhenyuan became a center of political and ethnic pacification 
campaigns during the Ming, which installed a key garrison there in 1389. In 1413, 
when Guizhou became a province, a prefectural magistrate was also appointed to 
Zhenyuan.12 Henceforth Zhenyuan was a key administrative center for carrying 
out gaitu guiliu 改土歸流 policies, through which both the Ming and Qing 
gradually incorporated indigenous territory in Guizhou. Nevertheless, periodic 
resistance to Qing expansion broke out during the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, notably among the Zhongjia as well as the Miao.13 In 1858, at the 
height of Taiping wars and the “Miao Rebellion” (1854−73), rebels captured and 
held Zhenyuan for over a year.14 Another decade and a half of warfare resulted in 
the devastation of the local population and economy. After the Qing finally 
suppressed the rebellions, provincial officials pursued a determined policy of relief 
and recovery in Guizhou, allotting land for reclamation especially to Miao 
populations who had been displaced during the preceding wars or had voluntarily 
surrendered to Qing armies.15 As a recently-appointed acting governor invested in 
the economic recovery of the province, Pan Wei began formulating other plans to 
make use of the natural resources in Guizhou by connecting iron production in the 
interior to the coastal industrial enterprises. 

                                                               
11 Huang Baoqin and Huang Guiwu, Zhenyuan tongshi, 3−5. 
12 John E. Herman, Amid the Clouds and Mist: China’s Colonization of Guizhou, 1200−1700, 
97−101. 
13 On the Zhongjia uprisings in central and southwestern Guizhou, see Jodi Weinstein, Empire 
and Identity in Guizhou: Local Resistance to Qing Expansion.  
14 Robert D. Jenks, Insurgency and Social Disorder in Guizhou: The “Miao” Rebellion, 
1854−1873, 127. 
15 Huang and Huang, Zhenyuan tongshi, 222−24. 
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Pan Wei’s strategy for resource extraction and linking Guizhou to the coast 
stemmed from his personal experience as a maritime official. A career field 
administrator from Jiangsu, Pan had served in several posts in Shandong and Fujian, 
including a key term during the Qing defense of Taiwan against the Japanese in 
1874, during which he worked alongside officials and cadets of the Fuzhou Navy 
Yard, which relied on French expertise and technology for its shipbuilding and 
training programs.16 Before he arrived in Guizhou in 1885 as the top provincial 
administrator, Pan Wei also served as governor of Jiangxi and had prepared troops 
for logistical support during the Sino-French War in neighboring Fujian.17 Pan’s 
familiarity with late Qing industrialization and maritime defense may well explain 
why, when he memorialized the throne later that year for the approval of an 
Ironworks bureau in Guizhou, Pan explicitly made a case that iron produced in 
Guizhou could both contribute to the domestic manufacture of naval ships and 
bring prosperity to the relatively impoverished southwestern province. 18 
Modifying slightly the conventional scheme of “official supervision, merchant 
management,” Pan’s idea was to set up a joint official-merchant enterprise in 
which the Guizhou mining bureau would be managed by merchants, but 
provincial officials would also have a role in selling the iron produced to coastal 
cities through local branch offices (shangban guanxiao 商辦官銷). When the 
mining bureau was officially opened in April 1886, Pan Wei subsidized the 
enterprise with 200,000 taels from the provincial lijin coffers andraised 50,000 taels 
from merchants. 19  When further funds were needed, Pan also placed 
advertisements in treaty-port papers such as Shen bao to attract merchant 
investment. By spreading information in coastal communication networks, Pan 
ensured that, from the beginning, the Guizhou Ironworks would attract attention 
from coastal elites and possibly foreign interests in Shanghai. 

The technical operations in Guizhou also relied on a transnational network of 
foreign affairs experts and European equipment. Locating the site of the bureau 
close to the iron ores in the riverside county of Qingxi, Pan Wei appointed as its 
director his brother Pan Lu 潘露 (1827−90), an expectant circuit intendant who 
had worked at the arsenals in Shanghai and Nanjing. The brothers then hired three 
assistants, including Pan Wei’s son Zhijun 潘志俊 (1857−1919), who also served 
as a secretary in the Qing legation in London in the late 1880s, to go to England 
and purchase materials from the Tee-side Engine Company in Middlesborough. 

                                                               
16 Kong Xiangji, “Tongzhi jiaxu nian Riben qin-Tai shijian zai yanjiu,” 1−22. 
17 Gu Xia, “Pan Zhijun youpeng hanli qitong kaoshi,” 96. 
18 Zhongguo Shixuehui, ed., Yangwu yundong, vol. 7, 169−74.  
19 See Chan, Merchants, Mandarins, and Modern Enterprise in Late Ch’ing China, 86; Xia, 
Yangwu yundong shi, 283−84.  
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The plans for the Qingxi foundry were ambitious, as evidenced by the 12,607 
pounds spent on foreign equipment and the hiring of several English and French 
engineers for the enterprise, which required approximately 60 mou of land.20 
However, a host of issues soon ensued. Although it was originally established as a 
joint official-merchant enterprise, the Qingxi Ironworks had difficulty attracting 
merchant capital and ended up borrowing heavily from provincial public funds and 
later relying on a loan from a French bank. Meanwhile, when its high furnace 
finally went into operation in 1890, the production was beset by problems such as 
the explosion of its high furnaces and the sudden death of its director, Pan Lu. 
After a new director, Zeng Yanquan 曾彥銓, took over management, neither the 
mechanical nor financial troubles were ever resolved. By 1893, the Qingxi 
Ironworks had shut down and Pan Wei was transferred out of Guizhou.21  

Historians of late Qing industry and technology have offered various 
explanations for the failure of the Qingxi Ironworks. Most recently, Fang Yibing 
has argued that, in comparison to the contemporary Kamaishi Ironworks in Japan, 
the Qingxi enterprise suffered from a lack of information or industrial expertise 
and thus was a failure in technology transfer. Although original managers had 
connections to coastal self-strengthening projects and the Qingxi Ironworks also 
employed two young managers with overseas experience, the enterprise never 
imported significant Western technical expertise and ended up relying on poor 
selections of fuel material.22 

Yet there is an intriguing postscript to the story of the Guizhou enterprise. A 
few early twentieth-century works, including an influential account by the 
renowned Republican-era geologist Ding Wenjiang 丁文江, mention that in 1898 
the Qingxi Ironworks was leased out to an expectant circuit intendant named 
Chen Mingyuan, who received permission from the Zongli Yamen to take over 
the mines, but instead actually borrowed money from “Anglo-French” merchants 
and used the money to set up a company to mine cinnabar in a neighboring area, 
never reopening the facilities at Qingxi.23 A similar account appears in the 
Republican-era Guizhou provincial gazetteer and has apparently influenced later 
narratives of the Qingxi enterprise.24 

                                                               
20 Fang Yibing, “Shixi jindai xishi gangtie jishu xiang dongya zhuanyi de kaiduan,” 464−65.  
21 Chan, Merchants, Mandarins, and Modern Enterprise in Late Ch’ing China, 88. 
22 Fang, “Shixi jindai xishi gangtie jishu xiang dongya zhuanyi de kaiduan,” 467−68. 
23 Ding Wenjiang, Zhongguo guanban kuangye shilüe, 105.  
24 Guizhou tongzhi, qianshi zhi, 49b−51a. Ding’s account is repeated in Wu Huiyuan, “Pan 
Wei yu Guizhou Qingxi tiechang,” 86−92; as well as Chan, Merchants, Mandarins, and Modern 
Enterprise in Late Ch’ing China, 88. 
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Ding’s account immediately calls to mind the “scramble for concessions” that 
characterized the intensified imperialistic competition for mining and railway rights 
in late 1890s China. Yet his was not the only version of the story. A more 
complicated afterlife of the Guizhou mines emerges from the contemporaneous 
accounts of the Chinese would-be managers and the French travelers to Qingxi. I 
argue that these layered narratives invite a rethinking on a more personal level of 
the significance of Qing industrialization and European imperialism. In some 
instances, such as the case of the Qingxi Ironworks, the discursive reiteration of 
one’s dedication to “self-strengthening” could shift a Chinese entrepreneur’s 
reputation from that of a self-interested merchant or mediator for outside interests 
to a position as a recognized “foreign affairs” expert. Therefore the claim of access 
to privileged information, such as mining expertise or networks of foreign capital
—and the purveying of such information—could become a key resource in the 
construction of authoritative personas.  

The First Expedition to Qingxi 

The story of how two returned diplomats came to be involved in attempts to 
revive the Qingxi Ironworks using foreign capital is revealing of the overlapping 
nature of personal networks as well as cultural communities among 
self-strengthening officials and overseas personnel. As retold in his privately 
published memoir, Tan Qian 譚黔 (Speaking of Guizhou), Chen Mingyuan first 
learned of the Qingxi mines directly from retired governor Pan Wei. Chen, an 
expectant circuit intendant who had a seven-year stint as a secretary in the Qing 
legation in Japan, evidently had accumulated a minor reputation among Chinese 
and Japanese poets. Upon his departure from Japan, a groups of Japanese writers 
inscribed rhyming poems in his honor in a volume which also carried a generous 
preface by the famous journalist-reformer Wang Tao 王韜 (1828−97), himself a 
veteran of travel writing and poetry exchanges in Japan.25 It was along with Wang 
at a Shanghai wine party in 1893 that Chen, whose son was recently engaged to 
Pan Wei’s grandniece, heard about the failed efforts at Qingxi. According to Chen 
Mingyuan, Pan Wei lamented his disappointment at the outcome and proceeded 
to present photos and maps of the ironworks to Chen Mingyuan, hoping that the 
latter, who had “long experience overseas,” might intercede in some way to help 
revive the Guizhou Ironworks, perhaps by attaining support from the two 
influential governors-general, Li Hongzhang 李鴻章 (1823−1901) and Zhang 
                                                               
25 See Chen Mingyuan, ed., Hongyeguan huabie tu tici. Chen served as secretary between 1884 
and 1890. For details, see Dai Dongyang, Wan-Qing zhu-Ri shituan yu Jiawu zhanqian de 
Zhong-Ri guanxi, 408−11. 
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Zhidong.26 
In the winter of 1895, encouraged by Pan’s second son Pan Zinan and Zeng 

Yanquan, the second director of the ironworks, Chen Mingyuan committed to 
take on the task. He soon discussed this plan with another former Qing diplomat 
residing in Shanghai, Chen Jitong, apparently valuing Jitong’s familiarity with 
Westerners. Chen Jitong was one of the most colorful cross-cultural personalities 
of the late Qing period. A graduate of the Fuzhou Navy Yard, he had gone to 
France in 1877 along with the first official Qing study abroad mission to Europe. 
While most of the students enrolled in naval or mining schools in France and 
England, Chen studied international law and worked for many years as a secretary 
at the Qing legations in Berlin and Paris, where he became well known as a 
flamboyant writer and public speaker, authoring in French several well-received 
books about China and representing the Qing empire at a number of international 
congresses.27 After being accused of accumulating a personal debt and borrowing 
from French creditors on the Qing legation’s account, Chen was removed from his 
post and returned to China in 1891. A protégé of Li Hongzhang, Chen received 
some protection from Li and was eventually restored to his original title of 
expectant colonel and reincorporated into Li’s mufu after a notorious Austrian 
merchant paid Chen’s Parisian debts. His reputation damaged, Chen never was 
able to return to Europe and regain his status as a celebrity diplomat-writer and 
cultural mediator. Instead he tried to adapt to quickly changing political 
circumstances in 1890s China, assisting Li Hongzhang in Tianjin and, most 
spectacularly, joining the group of Qing elites and Taiwan gentry who established 
the short-lived Taiwan Republic in 1895, after the Qing government ceded the 
island to Japan as part of the settlement of Shimonoseki. When Li Hongzhang fell 
out of favor with the Qing court after the First Sino-Japanese War, some of his 
younger advisers also lost their positions, and Chen quietly returned to Shanghai.28 
Thus, not unlike Chen Mingyuan, Chen Jitong self-identified as a capable and 
experienced “foreign affairs” expert who found himself marginalized in the 
mid-1890s and was therefore in search of a new role in government service. He 
also still owed a personal debt to foreign lenders, a financial relationship that 
appeared to be known to some other Westerners, including the Austrian engineer 
and entrepreneur Émile de Marteau, one of the most active and ambitious 

                                                               
26 Chen Mingyuan, Tan Qian, 1a−1b. 
27 At least nine Fuzhou Navy Yard students had enrolled at mining schools and iron factories in 
France and Germany. For more on Chen Jitong’s career in Paris, see Ke Ren, “The 
Conférencier in the Purple Robe: Chen Jitong and Qing Cultural Diplomacy in Late 
Nineteenth-Century Paris,” 1−21.  
28 Ren, “Fin-de-Siècle Diplomat,” chap. 4.  
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European merchants in late Qing China.  
De Marteau, whose name was often transliterated as Daimade 戴瑪德 or 

Daimatuo 戴瑪陀, had previously served as an interim general manager of the 
Panama Canal project. Having come to China in the mid-1890s, de Marteau was 
in Shanghai as the director of two Parisian syndicates, the Société Générale 
d’Études Industrielles et de Travaux Publics, and the Société Française 
d’Explorations Minières, the latter of which was known in Chinese as the Huali 
Company (Huali gongsi 華利公司), with offices in Paris and on the Yangjingbang 
in Shanghai.29 As the face of these industrial interests, de Marteau simultaneously 
represented French capital, technology, and imperialism in China.  

While the signing of the Treaty of Shimonoseki of 1895 is commonly 
recognized as the turning point after which various Western powers engaged in the 
intense competition for concessions and rights in China, the French had been 
active in pursuing industrial interests in China at least since the Sino-French War 
of 1884−1885. As Robert Lee has shown, several French syndicates were formed 
in the late 1880s and early 1890s, with capital from the Shanghai branch of the 
Comptoir d’escompte de Paris and strong diplomatic backing from French 
consular officials in Tianjin to compete for contracts to sell industrial and military 
equipment to Li Hongzhang. In those years, the French had become Li’s top 
foreign supplier for his Self-Strengthening projects.30 Alongside these negotiations, 
French engineers also went to Tianjin to represent various syndicate interests, 
while the coterie of “foreign affairs” experts working under Li, such as Chen 
Jitong, played a role in securing these relationships. Indeed, correspondence 
between de Marteau, the Paris syndicates, and French diplomats in Shanghai show 
that the French syndicate had identified Chen as a Chinese go-between upon 
whom they could rely to negotiate mining and railroad contracts in such places as 
Sichuan, Guizhou, and Hanyang, probably in exchange for a stake in the 
Sino-French companies that would be set up and a personal commission that 
would help to repay his debts.31 

It is significant that the French syndicate had also set their eyes on the Hanyang 
Ironworks in the spring of 1896. They were apparently well aware that Zhang 
Zhidong had run into difficulties with that enterprise and had asked the 

                                                               
29 Raquez, In the Land of the Pagodas, 164−65; “Daimatuo zhi Sheng Xuanhuai wen,” 
document 039141, Sheng Xuanhuai Archives.  
30 Lee, France and the Exploitation of China, 1885−1901, 31−33. 
31 De Marteau to director of the Paris Syndicate of Industrial and Public Works in China, letter 
no. 49, March 26, 1896, Correspondance politique et commercial, 1896−1918, Chine 420. 
Mines (Chine central Kouei Tcheou, Hou Nan, Hou Pe, Ngan Hoei, Tchekiang, Fou Kien. 
1895−98), Archives de la Ministère des Affaires Étrangères.  
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entrepreneur-manager Sheng Xuanhuai to become the director of the Hanyang 
Ironworks.32 In March, Chen Jitong first approached Sheng through Zheng 
Guanying 鄭觀應 (1842−1922), the famous comprador-reformer who would 
become an official manager of the Hanyang enterprise, to make a case for 
extending a contract to de Marteau. Significantly, Chen made a plea for diverting 
contracts among different Western nationals, noting that the British had already 
gained railway concessions in Suzhou and Shanghai and it would be wise not to 
allow the Hanyang Ironworks to fall into British hands.33 A week later, Chen 
Jitong presented to Sheng a draft contact on behalf of de Marteau. The ambitious 
contract, drawn up by de Marteau and translated by Chen Jitong, essentially 
proposed a joint partnership between Zhang Zhidong, representing the Qing state, 
and the French syndicate for Industry and Public Works. Article three even 
suggested that half of the profits of the Hanyang Ironworks and its affiliated mines 
would go to the French, in exchange for a large investment of 210 million taels.34 
Sheng Xuanhuai and Zhang Zhidong apparently never accepted this proposal. Yet 
they did not immediately dismiss de Marteau and the French. While Sheng 
eventually recruited mostly German engineers for the Hanyang enterprise, as late as 
March 1897 he still entertained alternative proposals from de Marteau’s syndicate.35 

While the Hanyang proposal did not come to fruition, Chen Jitong and de 
Marteau began to make their way to Guizhou to survey the Qingxi Ironworks. 
Chen Jitong had introduced de Marteau to Chen Mingyuan as someone 
“knowledgeable about mining and capable of raising funds” (mingyu kuangwu, 
nengji juzi 明於礦務, 能集鉅資). De Marteau, in turn, requested that a trip be 
taken to Guizhou to survey the mines before a loan could be procured through the 
French company. After the arrival of mining engineers from France in the summer 
of 1896, Chen Jitong and de Marteau departed for Qingxi, where Chen Mingyuan 
and Pan Zhinan would later join them.36 

In an arduous journey that took nearly six months, they travelled through Hubei, 
Hunan, Guizhou, and Sichuan. Along the way, they encountered and negotiated 

                                                               
32 Hornibrook, A Great Undertaking, 75−76; Feuerwerker, China’s Early Industrialization. On 
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with local officials, Miao and other ethnic groups, as well as other foreigners. Some 
of the details of the trip are preserved in Chen Jitong’s extant poetry collection, 
Xue Jia Yin 學賈吟 (Chantings after Jia), a handwritten manuscript comprising 
354 poems, most of which Chen wrote during the expedition.37 While Chen 
remained somewhat reticent in these poems about the commercial details of the 
mission to Qingxi, they nevertheless reveal his observations of the shifting 
geopolitical context of the 1890s and serve as a means through which he carefully 
curated a self-image as a virtuous self-strengthener. In June 1896, Chen and de 
Marteau left Shanghai and headed upstream on the Yangzi River for Guizhou. 
While passing through Hankou, Chen expressed a cautious optimism that 
“Continuing on to Hunan and Guizhou / Perhaps I will reap something in the 
evening of my life.”38 

Yet heading into the relatively undeveloped southwestern regions was also 
perceived to be dangerous. Before Chen left Shanghai, family and friends had tried 
to persuade him not to go on the trip. It was commonly understood that the 
Hunanese did not like Westerners and thus disaster might result if he travelled 
there with the foreign engineers.39 Indeed, by Chen Mingyuan’s account, shortly 
after they entered Guizhou, a local military commander who “did not understand 
current affairs” (bu’an shishi 不諳時事) sought intervention from the prefect at 
Guiyang, who brought troops to Qingxi, ready to make trouble for the Westerners. 
In response, Chen Jitong explained that the foreign engineers were hired by the 
previous mine director, Zeng Yanquan, and compared them to doctors that one 
invited from afar if someone in the family was sick, asking the Guizhou officers 
whether it would be right to refuse the doctors entry and to insult them. 
Fortunately, Guiyang prefect Yan Shaoguang was open-minded about the matter 
and the danger of a conflict subsided. 40  This episode is notable for its 
characterization of coastal elites like Chen Jitong as the more knowledgeable 
intermediaries who wielded authority—as interlocutors for the foreign experts—
before the ignorant locals. 

Upon arrival at Qingxi, Chen Jitong became more determined to resolve the 
problems at the ironworks. In an early poem, he both summarizes the early history 
of the foundry and presents himself as a successor to the conscientious 
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official–managers who previously supervised the project: 
 

After wasting funds on tempering and molding,  
The nine ren [mounds] collapsed due to the lapse of one basket [of earth]. 
The funds no longer flow and the fountain is frequently dried up, 
The mountain spirits laugh and present empty treasures. 
Just as if one searched for iron everywhere in order to cast a metal file, 
[Director Zeng] has spent all of his energy in trying to repay a previous 
kindness. 
At last heaven will not fail one’s bitter persistence, 
Please witness the final maturation of this great enterprise.41 

  
While Chen Jitong and de Marteau were soon able to pinpoint the chief problem 
at the Qingxi Ironworks, they had trouble alleviating the situation. Apparently, the 
location of Qingxi, while close to the local supply of iron ores, was too far away 
from the nearest source of coal, which was necessary for iron production. The path 
to the closest source, Wanshui, was more than 300 li     away over mountains roads.42 
The transportation problems raised expenses and again deterred merchant 
investment. Chen and de Marteau then discovered that a river that had previously 
been used to ship iron from Qingxi to the port at Hankou passed through 
Qianyang county in Hunan. However, their proposed alternative plan to produce 
pig iron using charcoal in Qingxi and then ship it downstream to Qianyang for 
processing into wrought iron in order to lower costs was never realized due to lack 
of support from the provincial officials.43  

One strong source of resistance was the powerful Huguang governor-general 
Zhang Zhidong. A lengthy exchange between Zhang Zhidong and Hunan 
governor Chen Baozhen 陳寶箴 (1831−1900) in the spring of 1897 reveals the 
opposition of the Qing government to foreigners gaining concessions in the 
interior without state authorization. Apparently after leaving Guizhou, de Marteau 
and his French Society for the Mining Exploration set their eyes upon the rich lead 
ores found in Shuikoushan, located in Hengzhou prefecture in neighboring Hunan. 
In the interest of profiting from these deposits, de Marteau entered into a private 
contract with two Hunan Mining Bureau managers (weiyuan 委員), Ouyang 
Dong and Zhu Daolian, to purchase the black and white ores from Shuikoushan 
and ship them to Hankou at an estimated rate of 50,000 shi per year. The contract 
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also stipulated that the tariffs and lijin would be handled by the managers, while de 
Marteau would be responsible for other expenses upon weighing the ores at the 
Hankou port. Most remarkably, the contract, signed on March 20, 1897, with 
Chen Jitong as an intermediary (jianyi 見議), was verified by the French consul in 
Shanghai and carried the stamp of both the consulate and the Hunan mining 
bureau. 44  Upon learning of the details of this contract, Zhang Zhidong 
immediately deemed it illegitimate and wrote angrily to Hunan governor Chen 
Baozhen, who ordered Ouyang and Zhu to retract the contract and then stripped 
them of their positions.45  

This swift response was in line with Qing officials’ own agenda in Hunan. In the 
aftermath of the Sino-Japanese War, Hunan had to shoulder some of the 
indemnity to be paid to Japan. In a decision not unlike that made by Pan Wei in 
Guizhou a decade earlier, newly appointed provincial governor Chen Baozhen 
petitioned to establish the Hunan mining bureau to exploit local minerals. As 
Shellen Wu has pointed out, the “provincial leaders established their own 
monopoly over all mining rights within the province, and all who wished to 
receive a concession had to apply to the mining bureau for a license.”46 The two 
managers had issued a license and signed a private contract with de Marteau and 
company without permission from Chen Baozhen. Meanwhile, Zhang Zhidong 
had read the contract carefully and identified the specific articles which would have 
given de Marteau rights over other mines in Hunan. Zhang had apparently kept 
track of de Marteau and Chen Jitong’s comings and goings in Hankou and 
Guizhou, and perceived that not only did de Marteau and his Huali 華利 
(profiting from China) company have eyes on taking Chinese industrial rights, but 
also that their private partnership posed a direct challenge to his own authority and 
likely Qing state control over the Hanyang ironworks and its associated 
enterprises.47 Such staunch opposition from Zhang suggests that any attempt at 
private efforts to revive the Qingxi Ironworks, which was located near the border 
with Hunan without state support would be fruitless. This is a lesson that Chen 
Mingyuan would apply one year later.  

From Diplomat to Merchant 

The combination of the challenges posed by the natural environment and 
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opposition from provincial officials kept Chen Jitong from accomplishing much as 
a would-be industrialist, yet in spite of the unsuccessful business venture, the rest 
of the poetry Chen wrote during this trip yields fascinating reflections on 
Sino-Western relations, foreign affairs in the late Qing, and the nature of humanity. 
They also provide some telling insight into Chen Jitong’s personal ambition and 
the self-fashioning strategy he employed to rationalize his collaboration with the 
foreign merchants. The most representative and rich of these poems was a 
two-part piece titled “Song of Humans and Demons” (Ren gui yin 人鬼吟), 
inspired by his observations travelling alongside two French engineers: 

 
The roadside demons compete to catch a glimpse of the devil’s cart, 
The heads and faces of the demons and devils roar with laughter. 
Since ancient times markets have gathered at midday.   
Today, all under heaven are already one family. 
Why should it be strange that demons appear to be just like humans? 
When humans seem like demons they are most capable of enduring laments. 
Along the shore of the Zangke river in the Luodian kingdom, 
I travel between two devils and amidst a crowd of clamoring demons.48 

  
Xiaofei Tian has remarked that Chinese travel writers and diplomats in the 
nineteenth century routinely used poetry as a rhetorical device to come to terms 
with the foreign. They employed the Buddhist vocabulary of “heaven and hell” 
and such images of gui, or “demons, ghouls, or devils,” to portray foreign lands 
and peoples as somehow subhuman or non-human.49 In the nineteenth century, 
many Han Chinese writers and officials still considered the southwestern frontiers, 
populated by many ethnic groups such as the Nuoso (sometimes called Lolo) to be 
relatively undeveloped and primitive. 50  Thus Chen could, in a half-serious 
manner, describe both the Westerners and the indigenous onlookers as “demons.” 
Yet the poem was ultimately about transcending these categories. As Chen 
continues: 
 

Having lived half of my life next to demons, 
It is difficult to distinguish between humans and demons at critical moments. 
If demons have souls they can be employed, 
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But how can one be close to humans who are unfaithful? 
Having travelled throughout the demonic kingdoms in China and the West, 
I have frequently experienced the fickleness of human relationships. 
Don’t blame the demon when one brings ridicule upon oneself, 
When one looks down from above there are no humans.51 

  
Having spent a decade and a half in Europe and married a Western woman, Chen 
had realized that cultural differences can be exaggerated, and that personal 
accountability was the most important factor in relationships. Perhaps frustrated by 
the difficulties he had with some Chinese officials such as Zhang Zhidong and 
perhaps also condemning blind anti-foreignism on the part of the Chinese, Chen 
suggests here that self-examination is more important than blaming outsiders for 
the empire’s problems. Although this poem is marked by an ironic and plaintive 
voice, it also evokes the author’s cosmopolitan outlook. After all, if no one was 
human and everyone—the French, the Han Chinese, and the ethnic peoples of 
southwest China—could be a “demon,” then everyone was the same. But one 
could only reach this privileged perspective—the view “from above”—if one has 
traveled frequently and gained worldly experiences. Ultimately, this poem suggests 
a defiant self-assurance on Chen’s part in having reached a higher and more 
informed cross-cultural position. 

On other occasions, Chen’s optimism that “all under heaven are now one 
family” fades as he discloses his worries about Westerners’ activities in China. 
Confidence about cultural equivalence notwithstanding, Chen is also well-aware 
of the geopolitical realities of the moment. He expresses these concerns after 
encountering the three French travelers from the Lyon Mission for Commercial 
Exploration in China: 

 
Encountering each other unexpectedly in the land of demons, 
Recognizing fellow natives through strange tongues and strange clothes; 
Talking excitedly of home, they cannot run out of things to say, 
As they finish together a bottle of wine. 
In the straw hut hats and formal rituals are neglected, 
They have long roads ahead after going their separate ways. 
With so many foreigners coming and going in competition with one another, 
Who is to teach China self-strengthening?52 

  
In this case, Chen’s focus is not so much on the chance encounter with the French 
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explorers but on his own apprehension about the increasing number of foreigners 
in China in search of potential commercial opportunities. Ironically, this would of 
course also include de Marteau and company. Yet it is Chen’s final line that sheds 
most light on his personal ambitions. The implicit answer to the rhetorical 
question posed at the end of the poem is someone capable of negotiating with the 
foreigners, and even of using the foreigners for China’s benefit—that is—Chen 
himself.  

By posing as a virtuous Self-Strengthener who has devoted his experience and 
expertise to the completion of a state-sponsored industrialization project, Chen 
Jitong avoids acknowledging any personal stakes in the Guizhou Ironworks or his 
entanglement with the French syndicate. Yet at times, especially when comparing 
his present task to past experiences, he cannot help but to recognize the reality of 
his predicament. In a poem composed while passing through Qutang Gorge in 
Sichuan, Chen Jitong evoked a set of historical allusions: “In the past I rode the raft 
of the Marquis of Bowang (Bowang cha 博望槎) / Today I become a merchant of 
Qutang (Qutang gu 瞿塘賈 ).” 53  Elsewhere, he made a similar declaration: 
“Today a big-bellied merchant (dafu gu 大腹賈) in Guizhou / Yesteryear a junior 
traveler (xiao xingren 小行人) overseas.”54 Both xiao xingren, an envoy title 
borrowed from the Rites of Zhou, and the title “Marquis of Bowang,” which was 
held by the Han dynasty envoy Zhang Qian, evoke images of the well-travelled 
and resourceful diplomat. In contrast, the term “merchant of Qutang,” an allusion 
to a phrase from the poetry of the Tang poet Li Yi 李益 (750−830), recalls the 
image of an opportunistic businessman chasing profits.55 These lines are at once a 
playful commentary on the transformations he has experienced since returning to 
China from Europe as well as a bitter lament of a diplomat-poet who is frustrated 
that his talents could no longer be put to their best use. These sentiments would be 
articulated in a different way a few years later by Chen Mingyuan, who made a 
second and even more controversial attempt to reopen the Qingxi Ironworks.  

Chen Mingyuan’s Speaking of Guizhou 

In contrast to Chen Jitong’s poetry collection, Chen Mingyuan’s Tan Qian is a 
more straightforward work. Composed in 1900 for the purpose of dispelling 
suspicions of his activities in Guizhou, the short book consists of four sections: a 
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summary of his and Chen Jitong’s involvement in the Qingxi mines; an account of 
Chen and de Marteau’s takeover of a mercury mine in Wanshan in Eastern 
Guizhou; a set of reform proposals submitted to the Guizhou governor; and an 
open letter to “a friend in Guizhou” regarding the use of foreigners and foreign 
loans. Altogether, the account amounts to a brief history of the post-1895 mining 
expeditions to Guizhou, a defense of Chen Mingyuan’s alliance with the French 
syndicates, as well as a strategic self-recommendation. A closer look at this text 
illustrates not only the complex on-the-ground negotiations that took place 
between local officials, lineages, and foreigners around the Guizhou mines in the 
1890s, but also shows the author’s persistent rhetoric of pursuing 
“self-strengthening” to justify the use of foreign loans and expertise and to create 
for himself an authoritative role in these enterprises. 

According to Chen Mingyuan, while the first expedition to Qingxi led by Chen 
Jitong and de Marteau did not yield any concrete results, after the First 
Sino-Japanese War and the German takeover of Jiaozhou in 1897, members of the 
Zongli Yamen approached him to once again manage the abandoned Guizhou 
mines. In response, Chen delineated four conditions: to convert the 
official-managed bureau (guanju 官局) to a merchant-managed bureau (shangju 
商局); to hire foreign engineers and experts; to borrow foreign loans; and to 
proceed only with the official approval of the Zongli Yamen.56 Some studies note 
that he was apparently successful in gaining state permission and received an official 
lease on the Qingxi Ironworks on a five-year trial basis.57 Yet in Chen’s official 
proposal to Guizhou governor Wang Yuzao 王毓藻 (1837−1900), penned in May 
1899 and published in Tan Qian as well as reproduced later in the provincial 
gazetteer, he mentions having obtained a foreign loan for ten years. In the letter, 
Chen also notes that in late 1898, after a new Board of Railway and Mines was 
established by the Qing court and a new charter proclaiming that foreign 
merchants could purchase up to 70% of the stocks in railroad and mining 
enterprises, de Marteau immediately approached Chen to renegotiate the loan he 
had obtained into shares of the mines. Chen notes that he refused de Marteau, 
reasoning that while loans could be repaid, company shares would remain forever 
under the control of the foreigners, and thus China would lose the rights and 
profits of the mines (liquan jin gui wairen 利權盡歸外人 ). 58  While this 
presentation makes suggests Chen out to be an economic nationalist and de 
Marteau as amenable to reason, correspondence between the French Consul in 
Shanghai and the French Foreign Ministry, which included a full translation of the 
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Zongli Yamen edict to Chen Mingyuan, indicates that French imperial and 
commercial interests monitored the situation closely and were in constant 
correspondence with de Marteau, whose ambition was to gain a monopoly over all 
mining concessions in Guizhou.59 

Indeed, de Marteau’s syndicate was interested not only in the Qingxi Ironworks 
but also the Wanshan cinnabar and mercury mines in nearby Tongren, which had 
been mined mostly by the indigenous population. In Tan Qian, Chen Mingyuan 
presents an all-too-tidy narrative of how he and de Marteau, using Zongli Yamen 
credentials and with military protection from the local Qing garrison, marched 
into the Wanshan mine and negotiated with the local “mountain lords” (shanzhu 
山主). Chen and the foreign engineers first impressed the locals by demonstrating 
how much more efficient their mechanized procedures were for processing the 
minerals, and then, knowing that the locals had no way of purchasing the foreign 
equipment, signed a contract with the local leaders for access to the minerals in 
exchange for supplying machinery, in effect turning the local mining lineages into 
paid workers of the Guizhou bureau, now under control of Chen and de 
Marteau.60 What took place at Wanshan was essentially a variation of the process 
Jeff Hornibrook has illustrated in the case of the Pingxiang coal mines, in which 
the Qing state aggressively bought out the lineage trusts and “mountain lords” and 
relegated the local mining community to an inferior position. 61  The key 
difference in the Guizhou case is that Chen Mingyuan acted both in the name of 
the Zongli Yamen and for the interests of the Huali Company, the French 
syndicate led by Émile de Marteau, for the contract that was signed between Chen 
and company and de Marteau’s syndicate deliberately included access to both the 
Qingxi Ironworks as well as a number of Guizhou mines.62 

Chen Mingyuan’s self-narration, however, does not stop at a simple retelling of 
the expedition, for it also includes a long section titled “In Response to a Letter 
from a friend in Guizhou,” in which he defends his use of foreign loans in reviving 
the Qingxi Ironworks. In these passages, Chen assumes the position of an 
experienced diplomat familiar with foreign models. Not only has he toured the 
mining operations in Japan, but Chen was also well aware that international loans 
funded many of the mining enterprises in the West, such as in the case of the 
British in America and the French in Spain.63 Thus for Chen, the proper strategy 
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for a weakened China to pursue in the post-1895 period, with all kinds of foreign 
interests competing for advantage, was to adapt to the situation. Foreign loans for 
concessions would allow foreigners a share of the riches on the surface, while 
retaining rights for China in the long term (ming xu wairen fen fei, zhuan de zibao 
quanli 明許外人分肥, 轉得自保權利). Chen Mingyuan also argues that within ten 
years, a mining school could be set up in Guizhou, producing talented individuals 
capable of using Western technology, who would in turn attract Chinese 
investment and allow for the loans to be repaid and foreign engineers to be retired. 
He insists that this was the model pursued by Japan as it became more powerful 
during the Meiji reforms.64  

In building this argument, Chen Mingyuan was not only seeking to allay 
concerns about the Qingxi mines, but also making an elaborate point of 
highlighting his own knowledge of foreign affairs, gained through years of 
experience abroad. Indeed, Chen seems to have thought of himself as more than a 
“frontman” for the French syndicates. His publicly published letter to Guizhou 
governor Wang Yuzao also includes a four-item proposal for “self-strengthening” 
in Guizhou. His ideas included strategies for recruiting personnel for the new 
Military Academy that Wang had established in Guizhou in 1899; upgrading the 
provincial military; selecting managers for the foreign affairs bureau; and minting 
currency to correct copper-silver imbalances in the impoverished province. Chen 
also advised governor Wang to supply the provincial foreign affairs bureau 
(yangwu ju 洋務局) with a number of treaty-port newspapers to keep local 
officials informed and less susceptible to being cheated by foreigners.65  He 
mentions that he had been scanning the newspapers himself and noted the 
ambitions of the British to build a railroad in Yunnan and Guizhou. Once again 
Chen Mingyuan emphasizes the urgency of further self-strengthening, his own 
knowledge of the geopolitical situation, and even volunteers his own services 
beyond managing the mining bureau. This section in Tan Qian ends with a 
citation of laudatory comments from the governor for Chen’s striving for 
“self-strengthening” and keen opinions on current affairs. 

In proposing a “foreign affairs bureau” stocked with treaty-port newspapers that 
he could parse, Chen Mingyuan seems to have positioned himself as a conduit for 
the most up-to-date information that would be of service to an interior province 
such as Guizhou. He may have been angling for some form of government 
appointment in such a bureau, perhaps one that would be modelled upon the ad 
hoc bureaus set up in coastal cities such as Shanghai and Nanjing. But such an 
official posting never materialized for Chen Mingyuan. By 1905, he had been 
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impeached and had his mining rights terminated.66 Nevertheless, Tan Qian may 
have helped to preserve the image of a conscientious and enlightened reformer 
whose efforts at opening up Guizhou were constrained by foreigners as well as the 
conservatism of locals. Certainly this was the narrative that Chen Mingyuan 
himself seemed to emphasize when he bitterly showed maps of the Qingxi mines 
and his Tan Qian manuscript to Jiangnan poets and literati in Shanghai in later 
years.67 Some recent local histories that have made use of this source have also 
backed away from charging Chen with collusion with the French engineer- 
merchants and cheating the Qing government.68 By deploying a command of 
information—whether about treaty-port news, foreign and military affairs, or 
about the mines in the interior—Chen Mingyuan was able to position himself as 
an authority and negotiate social capital within several different networks.  

In the Land of the Pagodas 

In 1900, the Presse Orientale, a publishing venture administered by the Imprimerie 
Française and associated with L’Écho de Chine, the French newspaper of record in 
Shanghai, released a travelogue titled Au Pays des Pagodes: Notes de Voyage, 
Hongkong, Macao, Shanghai, Le Houpé, Le Hounan, Le Kouei-Tchéou (The 
land of pagodas: Notes of travel in Hong Kong, Macao, Shanghai, Hubei, Hunan, 
and Guizhou) by an author named Alfred Raquez. The book consisted of a series 
of journal articles that had been published earlier in the newspaper, and, according 
to an adulatory preface by none other than Chen Jitong, represented an honest 
traveler’s account that “captures public opinion, forestalls misjudgements, and 
resolves misunderstandings.” 69  Actually the work of a former lawyer and 
unapologetic colonial adventurer named Joseph Gervais, who had become 
acquainted with Émile de Marteau and Chen Jitong, a significant part of In the 
Land of the Pagodas was written as the author accompanied Chen Mingyuan and 
de Marteau’s expedition to Qingxi in 1898–99. 70  As such, it serves as an 
illuminating supplement to the narratives of Chen Jitong and Chen Mingyuan. 

As a travel journal recounting the journey of de Marteau and Chen Mingyuan’s 
group into the interior, Raquez’s account is full of arresting detail—told through a 
colonial gaze—of boat trips, banquets, landscapes, and encounters with local 
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populations (including the Miao tribes) that this group of engineers and merchants 
from Shanghai encountered as they made their way through the waterways from 
Shanghai and across the dangerous routes in Hunan to Qingxi. Yet the most 
remarkable section may be the chapters on Qingxi, in which the author, to whom 
de Marteau has shown the “archives” of the Guizhou Mining Bureau, recounts the 
history of the Ironworks.71 While most of the story is similar to that recovered 
from Chinese and archival sources, Raquez insists that it was indisputably the 
stubborn reluctance of the Guizhou managers not to use any foreign personnel that 
led to the initial failure of the foundry and that it is only by the good grace of the 
French syndicate that the Ironworks would be rescued. For all his initial 
enthusiasm about the operation, Raquez also reveals, toward the end of the book, 
that in 1899 a multinational Anglo-French Quicksilver Concession and Mining 
Company, headquartered in London and presided over by a German, had raised 
enough capital to wrest control of the mines in Qingxi and Wanshan from the 
French syndicate.72 While the colonial-minded Raquez laments the loss of “an 
entire province abutting our Tonkin colony,” this detail resolves the mystery of 
how the rights to the product of the Guizhou mines came to be passed on to an 
“Anglo-French company,” as noted in Ding Wenjiang’s account. It seems that this 
new foreign syndicate reaped the benefits of the briefly-revived Guizhou mines 
until the Qing state decided to revoke these rights in 1905. Meanwhile, Émile de 
Marteau and the French syndicates continued to participate in the “scramble for 
concessions,” entering, for instance, into another set of private contracts in Sichuan 
with a local expectant magistrate.73 His name became so notorious that it was 
frequently mentioned in provincial memorials pleading for more regulation of 
Sino-foreign mining operations.74  

Nevertheless, as we have seen, it was not the French engineer-merchant de 
Marteau, nor even Raquez, but the two returned diplomats Chen Jitong and Chen 
Mingyuan, who were able to compose and circulate their own accounts of the 
Qingxi Ironworks among Chinese elites. Indeed, the multiple versions of the story 
point to some degree of inherent instability in narratives about 
“self-strengthening,” which are revealing not only of national goals but also of 
individual agendas.  

Conclusion 

Among late Qing sources on mining, the 1906 tract Record of Chinese Mineral 
                                                               
71 Raquez, In the Land of the Pagodas, 373−93. 
72 Ibid., 476−78. 
73 Yang Yuncheng, “Lun Qingmo Sichuan waizi bankuang,” 138. 
74 Qingji waijiao shiliao, vol. 7, 3325. 
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Resources, compiled by then young overseas students Gu Lang 顧朗 and Zhou 
Shuren 周樹人 (who would later be known as the writer Lu Xun), has become an 
important example of early twentieth-century consciousness of the importance of 
mining and geology for China’s nation-building.75 This work, a broad survey of 
China’s vast mineral deposits as well as a nationalist plea for fellow Chinese to pay 
attention to their country’s natural resources, was inspired by its editors’ encounter 
with the writings of the German explorer Ferdinand von Richthofen. It also 
contained a brief yet powerful preface, penned by the renowned educator Ma 
Liang (Ma Xiangbo 馬相伯 ), who had been an assistant and adviser to Li 
Hongzhang in the 1880s. While Ma echoes the nationalist sentiments of the 
younger authors and laments the belated Chinese attention to minerals, he 
intriguingly traces the first serious late Qing government explorations to a period 
before Jiaozhou was taken by Germany to the moment that Zhili governor Li 
Hongzhang deputed none other than Chen Jitong to survey the mines in the 
region.76 In this scenario, Chen Jitong serves not personal or foreign interests, but 
acts as a representative of the industrializing Qing state. It is a more honorable 
image that accords with the self-imagined virtuous self-strengthening official that 
fills his poetry, but also one, if compared with the complex story of the Qingxi 
expeditions, that suggests the significance of paying closer attention to the personal 
narratives interwoven into the broader picture of late Qing enterprises. 

That Western nations and syndicates competed with one another to lay claim to 
Chinese mining and railroad rights after the First Sino-Japanese War ended in 1895 
is a familiar story in late Qing history. The French syndicate headed by de Marteau 
seems to be just one among many other foreign interests contracting with local 
governments for access to exploit China’s natural resources. In the intense race for 
concessions, provincial officials, local gentry-managers, and translocal 
entrepreneurs all collaborated with or competed against each other and foreign 
interests to gain control over these rights and resources. This occurred in the 
famous case of the Hanyang and Hanyeping enterprises, but also in Shanxi, Hunan, 
Manchuria, and Sichuan.77 In response, by 1907 the Qing state would issue a set 
of regulations clearly delineating territorial rights, and a wider rights recovery 
movement would grow by the end of the Qing.78  

                                                               
75 Wu, Empires of Coal, 64; Shen, Unearthing the Nation, 41−46. 
76 Gu Lang and Zhou Shuren, eds., Zhongguo kuangchan zhi, 2−3. 
77 For some other examples, see Joseph Lawson, “Mining, Bridges, Opium, and Guns: Chinese 
Investment and State Power in a Late Qing Frontier,” 376−77; Seow, “Carbon Technocracy,” 
34; and Madeleine Zelin, “Eastern Sichuan Coal Mines in the Late Qing,” 117. 
78 Wu, Empires of Coal, 134−45. See also Lee, “China’s Response to Foreign Investment in 
Her Mining Industry,” 55−76. 
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We know a good deal about the commercial bargains, geopolitical influence, 
and technological exchange that resulted from this process. And we are also 
beginning to better grasp the social changes that came about with these enterprises. 
Yet if we examine even more closely some of the personalities involved, we can 
see a somewhat different story, that of mining as a way for lower-level, expectant 
officials such as Chen Jitong or Chen Mingyuan to regain social capital and 
political status after having fallen to the sidelines of the late Qing polity. Having 
risen amidst the ad hoc bureaucracy at the height of the self-strengthening period, 
they continued to wield the language and framework of ziqiang to perform foreign 
expertise and to construct new authoritative roles for themselves, while navigating 
the complicated political and industrial terrain of the post-1895 period. Enterprises 
such as the Qingxi Ironworks may ultimately not have had a long life, but the 
sometimes-contradictory narratives surrounding their histories may still provide a 
window into the challenges and transformations experienced by a generation of 
cosmopolitan yet marginalized late Qing elites who sought to participate in the 
fitful process of continued industrialization in the face of imperialism for China’s 
benefit and for their own.  
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