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FOREWORD 

Dr. Ying-wan Cheng's case study of the origin of the modem Chinese 

post office illustrates a number of themes that characterized China's struggle 

for modernization in the late nineteenth century. First of all, there was a well 
established old order which met the needs of the Chinese state and people on 

a pre-modem basis. The state had its long established official post, a far flung 

network of post stations on major routes over which horse relays carried couriers 

with official communications, as well as personages, and goods. Among the 

urban populace there had grown up a system of private letter companies or 

hongs which sent mail to distant places and charged fees according to the dis­

tance and difficulty of the service. Because so much of the society's needs could 

be handled under this well developed old system, there was less incentive for 

the modern kind of centralized and pervasive postal service. 
A second characteristic feature of the modernization problem was the 

presence of the foreigner. Under extraterritoriality foreign post offices were 

established in the treaty ports to serve the foreign community. These were 

set up on a national basis in each case-British, American, Japanese, et al.­

and expanded as the foreign element in the treaty ports expanded, beyond 

Chinese control. In this way the modernizing sector of China in the treaty 

ports saw a foreign growth distinct from the old order. 

In the third place there was a Chinese response to the stimulus of foreign 

example in the treaty ports. As trade increased, the needs of the Chinese 

merchant community caused a proliferation of the traditional private letter 

hongs that sent mail in the old unofficial way. In other words, the impetus 

for modernization was by no means confined to the foreigner, but also 

appeared among the Chinese commercial class. 

Finally, the creation of the modem Chinese post office was achieved 

through the channels of the Chinese government but with distinct foreign 

assistance. In this case the foreign element was represented chiefly by 

Robert Hart, Inspector General of the Imperial Maritime Customs Service. 

He early used his 'commissioners of Customs at the treaty ports to inaugurate 
postal services. By patient effort decade after decade he overcame the vested 

interests that stood in the way of the modern post office. Who can say 

whether Hart and the Customs were "foreign" or "Chinese"? The Customs 



collected China's revenues on foreign trade under the direction of the Tsungli 

Yam en at Peking. The foreign commissioners of Customs were part of the 
Chinese bureaucracy. Only after the disasters of 1895 and 1900 did the 

Customs have to become an agent for paying foreign bond holders and in­

demnities, and even then it remained an agent of the Chinese government. 

Here we see the anomaly of China's late nineteenth century efforts at 

modernization: foreignizing elements within the Chinese government tried 

to foster modernization, principally by imitation of the West, but since this 

was a period of foreign aggression pursued .within the framework of the unequal 

treaties, there was an inevitable Chinese distaste for all things foreign. Thus 

the vested interests of China's old order were reenforced by a proto-nationalistic 

spirit of noncooperation and anti-Westernization. 

Summary characterizations of this sort can be put forth at this time only 

as hypotheses, not as proved generalizations. We are still in the process of 

building up the body of case studies upon which such generalizations may 
rest. Dr. Cheng is herself well qualified to contribute to this growing corpus 

of studies. Her father was a judge on the Permanent Court of International 

Justice and served as Chinese ambassador to Britain 1946-1950, and her early 

life abroad gave her an intimate view of the problems of adjustment between 

China and the West. The present volume has been developed from her Ph.D. 

dissertation at Radcliffe College. 

John K. Fairbank 

May 1970 
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Chapter I 

THE PROBLEMS OF MODERNIZING 

POSTAL COMMUNICATION 

After 1860 the Ch'ing government, humiliated by its recent flight from 

Peking and apprehensive of the implementation of the Tientsin Treaties and 

the Peking Conventions (1858-1860), began to consider the means of 

strengthening China against further foreign aggression. l In response to the 

request of the Grand Council for suggestions, many high officials proposed 

political and military reforms, while a few with progressive outlooks advocated 

the adoption of Western technology which was believed to be the source of 
wealth and power of Western nations. In the decades following the 1860s 

the "self-strengthening" movement began to gain ground. 2 Governors-general 

like Tseng Kuo-fan and Tso Tsung-t'ang established arsenals and shipyards 

and began other modernization projects in their provinces with the approval 

of the throne. In Peking the T'ung-wen kuan, a college for interpreters, was 

established, and in the seventies students were sent abroad to study. After 

much hesitation the Ch'ing government adopted steamships, railroads, and 

the telegraph, created a new navy, and drilled new army units in Western 

methods. However, none of the advocates of reform even mentioned the pos­

sibility of modernizing China's postal system at this time. It was more than a 
quarter of a century after Sir Robert Hart (1835-1911) of the Chinese 

Imperial Maritime Customs3 first suggested it to the Tsungli Yamen in 1861 

that China established a national post office along Western lines. 4 

The Modernization of Postal Services in the West 

Prior to the 1840s postal communication in Western countries was 

generally unsatisfactory; facilities were unevenly distributed, postage rates 

were expensive, and speed was not always a primary consideration. 5 Thousands 

of witnesses testified before the House of Commons Select Committee on 

Postage in 1837 that rates in England were exorbitant.6 Payment was usually 

collected from the recipient, and many poor folk could not afford to pay for 
letters. With the advance of industrialization, the expansion of trade, and 
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greater mobility, the volume of correspondence increased, but high postage 

rates led to widespread evasion of payment resulting in severe loss of revenue 

to the treasury. The committee reported that the high postal rates were 

"extremely injurious to all classes," interfering with "their progress in moral 

and intellectual improvement," and "their physical welfare." In addition, the 

high rates produced a "most serious injury to commerce, and consequently, 

to national prosperity.,,7 After much agitation, reform came dramatically 

in 1840 when Great Britain adopted Sir Rowland Hill's proposal for a low 

uniform postage rate-a penny for all of Britain. 8 The Penny Black, the first 

adhesive stamp ever used for prepayment of mail articles, revolutionized 

postal practices throughout the world and subsequently brought about the 

development of philatelic interest, which has gladdened the hearts of genera­

tions of collectors, young and old. Greater efficiency in communication and 

an increased volume of mail marked the British experiment even before it was 

completed. Other countries followed the British example and effected similar 

reforms.9 

The modernization of postal services entailed the following changes: 

postal transmission came to be looked upon as a civilizing agent in the flow 

of knowledge and ideas as well as of news and commodities; postal administra­

tion came directly under government monopoly and management as a public 

service; postal practices were completely revolutionized, including the 

adoption of a low and uniform postage rate based on weight (instead of on 
the number of sheets), the prepayment of postage by means of adhesive stamps, 

and the employment of the best means available for speedy transmission and 

distribution of mail. 10 

Simultaneous advances in steam and rail transportation as well as in 

social philosophy in the mid-nineteenth century not only gave impetus to 

postal reforms but also accou!1ted for their success to a large extent. In the 

West, a convenient, safe, speedy, and economical postal service had come to 

be recognized as indispensable to civilized life, and it behooved the government 

to provide such a service. Most governments lost no time in adopting the 

postal reforms outlined above, because once reform was under way, the service 

yielded a profit, and the more efficient the service, the greater the profit. The 

formation of the Universal Postal Union in 1874 crowned the reform efforts 

in the West, and the uniform practices and arrangements greatly facilitated the 
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international exchange of mail. It was wonderful to think that a little piece of 

gummed paper attached to one's letter would carry it to any comer of the 

world at a small cost, and that one could drop a letter at any time of the day 

or night into a mailbox on any street (another innovation of the 1 840s), and 

know that it would reach its destination. 

Postal Communication and Transportation in Nineteenth-Century China 

The Chinese official postal system, dating back to centuries before the 
Christian era, was highly developed and sophisticated. It transmitted documents 
and government properties and provided accommodations and traveling 

facilities for civil and military personnel on official business. Although the 

system was very efficient by pre-modem standards, it had become increasingly 

inadequate by the late Ch'ing period. Besides, the official postal system 

served exclusively the needs of the government; postal service for private 

individuals varied with the locale. A city-dweller could enjoy the lUxury of 

having his mail delivered or picked up by a courier at his house or his place 

of business and transmitted safely to any part of China at reasonable cost 

by commercial letter agencies, (min) hSin-chu, called hongs by Westerners. 

For those living in the interior or in certain rural areas, however, courier 

facilities were either infrequent or non-existent. Very often letters were sent 

by special messengers or were entrusted to muleteers, chair-bearers, travelers 

and the like because couriers and letter agencies tended to operate only in large 

towns and along routes where there was a sufficient volume of commercial 

correspondence to make it profitable . . 

Problems of communication in China were intensified by the lack of 

good roads and the vast distances to be covered. Roads generally followed 

the natural topography and converged on Peking. With the exception of the 

eastern and central plains, a good portion of the north, the west, and the 

southwest were difficult for travel. 11 In the Yellow River valley, south of 

the Great Wall, many roads were made of pounded earth and the usual means 
of conveyance were sedan chairs, springless carts, horses, and mules. Some 

roads were subject to floods in late summer and early autumn. Often in 

Shansi and Shensi cartwheels made such deep ruts that the sides of the roads 

rose like banks, and the movement of vehicles became exceedingly slow when 

traffic was heavy. 12 Traveling in Manchuria was equally difficult. A Westerner 
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observed that good roads were few and far between: "In summer, during the 

rains, mud made communication almost impossible. In winter, for four months, 

the ground was frozen like iron, so that communication was easier. But very 

often riverbeds, dry save during the rains, were the only cart roads, and so 

rocky were they that carts travelled in companies to render mutual help on 

the journey. Moreover, they travelled in company for mutual protection of 

brigands.,,13 The northern coast had some good harbors, but from November 

to March many were icebound. Until icebreakers were introduced toward the 

end of the century shipping was usually at a standstill during those months. 

In the Yangtze River valley and in the south, where roads were generally 

narrower, wheelbarrows and chairs were used for transportation and luggage 

was carried by porters. Except in Fukien, which was hilly, the excellent 

waterways afforded cheap and convenient transportation. In the west and 

southwest, which were mountainous for the most part, there were few good 

roads. In Szechwan the hardships of travel were proverbial; rapids in the upper 

Yangtze River and steep mountains made navigation dangerous. Transporta­

tion in Kweichow and Yunnan was not any better; remoteness from large 
trade centers and seaports and the scarcity of traffic accounted chiefly for 

the poor condition of the roads there. In the north and northwest caravans 

continued to use the ancient trade routes. Camels and horses were the chief 

means of conveyance in the desert. Occasionally dog-sleighs were used in these 

parts in winter and rafts made of blown-up buffalo skins sewn together were 

used in summer. Travel in these regions was arduous at best, and particularly 

hazardous during the severe winters. 

There were many navigable waterways besides the Yangtze. Most of 

China's rivers ran from west to east; the Grand Canal was the only major 

waterway connecting the north and the south, from Peking fo Hangchow. 

The canal was very popular, even though it had gradually fallen into disrepair. 

The average Chinese traveler preferred to travel on inland waters rather than 

expose himself to the perils of the high seas. Furthermore, compared to 

land travel, a boat journey generally meant less discomfort. 

Foreign steamers had been plying the South China Sea coast for some 

years before 1860, and after that date they went as far north as Newchuang 

and some of the inland rivers. In 1872 a government-sponsored Chinese 

steamship company was formed. After 1884 railroads began to make their 
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appearance in China, and by the end of the nineteenth century Peking could 

be put in touch with several major cities in China in a fraction of the time 

required by the mounted couriers. Although most improvements in transporta­

tion were limited to the coastal provinces and the Yangtze valley, and in­

numerable places in the interior remained inaccessible except by rather 

primitive means, the progress made in the last quarter of the century did make 

a substantial difference in travel and communication for most areas in China 

proper. The Ch'ing imperial government, however, ignored these changes and 

continued to transport its personnel and transmit its documents by the centuries­

old method. The swift mounted couriers who at top speed might cover as 

much as 250 miles in twenty-four hours 14 could never hope to compete with 

railroads or steamships where these were available. 

The discrepancies between the Chinese and Western postal systems were 

quite evident in the sixties. Postal reform in the West was at its peak in the 

mid-nineteenth century. Country after country looked up to Britain for the 

spectacular success of its penny postage reform and modelled their own 

postal system along the same lines. IS In order for China to become a modem 

nation, capable of maintaining peace and order at home and of conducting 

friendly relations and fruitful commercial relations with other nations, an 

Englishman like Sir Robert Hart could hardly consider anything more basic 

and practical than the adoption of an up-to-date postal system whose benefits 

had been amply demonstrated in Western countries. 

The Problem of Postal Modernization in China 

The Yamen ministers had been told many times about the various 

benefits of the Western postal system: the convenience to the public and to 

trade, and increased revenue for the treasury. For China, furthermore, it 

became a question of sovereignty to have a national postal service, since 

foreign powers were beginning to encroach on the right to administer the 

post. After Hart first proposed the modernization of the post in 1861 he 

approached the Yamen repeatedly (in 1876, 1885, and 1892) about establishing 

a post office, but thirty-six years were to elapse before the post office 

materialized. Meanwhile, after the war with England and France and the 

Taiping rebellion, the good feeling and unity prevailing in China in the early 

years of the T'ung-chih restoration (1861-1874) were replaced by an uneasy 
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atmosphere and a precarious balance of power between factions at court. 

The decline of imperial prestige and the lack of leadership from the throne led 

to a considerable degree of political decentralization and moral deterioration 

in public life. The foreign powers dropped their cooperative policy toward 

China and began to exploit her weaknesses and try to obtain concessions 

and advantages for themselves, stripping China of her dependencies and 

converting them into colonies. Increased contact with the West brought rapid 

changes in China; various forces were at work corroding old ideas, institutions, 

and the social order. Postal communication, which affected both the govern­

ment and the people alike, was no exception. 
While the Yamen vacillated, the task of creating a modem postal system 

for China became increasingly difficult. Toward the end of the century there 

were no less than half a dozen postal systems in China, namely, (I) the Chinese 

Official Post comprising the I-chan (mounted courier service) and the P'u (foot 

courier service); (2) the dispatch bureaus (wen-pao chu), ftrst organized by 

the Tsungli Yamen to handle correspondence with Chinese envoys abroad, 

and similar bureaus established by high provincial officials for their own 

dispatches; (3) the (min) hSin-chu, commercial letter agencies operated by 

Chinese merchants for the public; (4) foreign postal agencies established in 

treaty ports and patronized by Westerners in China; (5) local or municipal 

posts, operated by municipal councils and organized by Westerners in the 

foreign settlements of the treaty ports; (6) the Customs Post, which evolved 

from the Maritime Customs service for the transmission of diplomatic cor­

respondence between Peking and Chinkiang during the winter months into a 

regular postal service for the general public in the treaty ports. By the time 

the imperial government was ready to assume full responsibility for a unifted 

national postal system for all China, it had to contend with the vested interests 

of its own people as well as of foreigners and their governments. 

Postal service in China between 1860 and 1896 must be viewed in the 

context of China's political, economic, and cultural developments. Why did 

the Chinese ministers take so long to initiate the necessary and worth-while 
post office project? What were the Chinese postal systems like and how did 

they operate? To what extent were traditional institutions affected by the 

impact of the West? What were the problems of modernizing the Chinese 

postal services? What role did Sir Robert Hart and other Westerners in Chinese 
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government service play in the process of modernization? To what extent 

does the problem of postal reform reflect the general condition in China in 

the late Ch'ing period? These are some of the questions to be examined in 

the course of this study. 



Chapter II 

THE CH'ING OFFICIAL POST 

The premodern Chinese postal system was often referred to as the i or 

i-chan , even though, strictly speaking, the I-chan was only a part of the official 

post. However, the I-chan was so important that the term was often used to 

denote the entire official postal system. The character i written with the 

horse radical implies "transmission by couriers on horseback," and chan means 

"station," but i and i-chan are interchangeable, and both words can be used 

to designate either the institution of postal transmission by mounted couriers 

or the post stations. 

The general word for "post" isyu or yu-cheng (lit. , "postal administration"). 

According to the earliest Chinese etymological dictionary, the Shuo-wen chieh-tzu 

(c. A.D. 100), yu means literally "the buildings through which correspondence 

is relayed throughout the country as far as the borders.,,1 Confucius employed 

the terms chih and y u for "post" ; a number of other terms were also used in 

his time.2 As the frontiers expanded after the founding of the Han empire 

(206 B.C. - A.D. 220), the mounted courier system also extended, and the 

term i was adopted to denote the official postal system. The term yu on the 

other hand was never really supplanted ; in the Ta-Ch 'ing hui-tien all postal 

matters were classified under the heading of yu-cheng. 

The Ch'ing Official Post was the end product of a system developed and 

perfected over two thousand years, and it bore the stamp of antiquity. At 

least a millennium before the Christian era, postal transmission was already 

well organized in China.3 In the Chou dynasty (1122-249 B.C.) highways were 

lined with post houses that were used for military purposes, official missions, 

and diplomatic conferences. Food and lodging were provided along the high­

ways ; the former every ten Ii (one Ii is over one-third of a mile) and the latter 

every thirty Ii. Supplies for the post houses were stored at depots stationed 

fifty Ii apart.4 Toward the end of the Chou dynasty, when the feudal states 

began to achieve independence from the central government, each state 

developed its own postal system. Diplomatic contacts were continuous-envoys 

and messengers traveled back and forth between the states-and summit 
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conferences occurred no less frequently than warfare. Facilities for meals and 

lodging as well as means of transportation were available in every state. Two 

features thus distinguish the Chinese traditional postal system: the official 

post existed primarily for the administrative, military, and diplomatic needs of the 

government, and travel facilities formed an integral part of the postal service. 

Speed was stressed in the Chou postal system. Confucius was said to 

have remarked that "the persuasive influence of virtue spreads even faster 

than the transmission of royal orders by relay and postal stages.,,5 The efficiency 

of the Chou post must have been a well known fact for him to use it as an 

illustration. The Tso-chuan makes numerous references to the swiftness of 

postal services in the late Chou period. For instance, when one of Ch'u's 

satellite states, Yung, took advantage of the famine in Ch'u to rebel and stir 

up the barbarians to attack Ch'u, Ch'u decided to attack Yung. Although 

Ch'u was a much larger state it was defeated seven times. The prince of Ch'u 

then traveled by post-chariot (jih) to meet the army at Lin-p'in. Traveling 

much faster than usual and without attracting any notice, he was able to 

surprise the enemy, and subsequently conquered Yung and pacified all the 

barbarians.6 

Another feature of the traditional postal system was its military 

character. Beginning in the T'ang dynasty (618-907), the official post 

was placed under the control of the Board of War. At that time there were 

as many as 1,630 i-chan, of which 260 were boat-stations and 86 supplied 

both horses and boats. 7 Elaborate postal regulations and laws were formulated . 

The practice of placing the postal system under military control was continued 

down to the end of the Ch'ing dynasty. During the Sung dynasty 

(960-1280) soldiers replaced civilians as couriers.8 Because of the importance 

attached to official correspondence, no Chinese government extended the use 

of its postal system to the people. The I-chan, not unlike the Pony Express 

in America, was reserved for important affairs of state, while all other postal 

matters were left to the P'u. Taxes and articles commanded for imperial use 

were also transported through the i-chan. The T'ang emperor, Ming-huang 

(712-750), was reputed to have used the courier system to send for fresh 

lichees from thousands of miles away- possibly Szechwan- to satisfy the 

whims of his favorite, Yang Kuei-fei. As the poet Tu Mu remarked: "A single 

horseman in the red dust/ and the young Consort laughs,/ but no one knows if 
it is the/lichees which come.,,9 
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For centuries the postal system remained largely as it had existed in 

ancient times. Even the Mongols with their vast empires across Asia merely 

extended the system without altering its structure. 

The Organization of the Ch'ing Official Post 

In line with tradition, the Ch'ing Official Post served the triple function 

of postal transmission, transportation, and travel service. Main post routes 

radiated from Peking, connecting it with all provincial capitals where resided 

the governors-general, governors, commissioners, and commanders-in-chiefIO 

(see map and table 1). Subsidiary post routes formed numerous networks 

around each district. Along the five main routes, at intervals of about 100 li, 

were post stations (i) with horses and other facilities, 11 and on subsidiary 

routes, at intervals of approximately fifteen to twenty-five Ii, were foot-courier 
stations (P'u). 12. In Shengking the post stations were also called i, but in 

Inner and Outer Mongolia and in Sinkiang (before it became a province in 

1884) the stations were variously known as chan, t 'ang, t'ai, or t 'ai-chan. They were 

all military postal stations and were managed by the local military authorities. 

In the northwest there had been a few stations known as so that were used 

chiefly for the transportation of government properties, but by the mid-nineteenth 

century they were abolished. 13 

The Ch'ing Official Post was a colossal structure with a varying number 

of postal stations at different times during the dynasty. According to the 

Kuang-hsu edition of the Ta-Ch'ing hui-tien, the I-chan had 1,956 stations 

covering some 80,000 Ii of post routes (see table 2), while the P'u had from 

several hundred to over a thousand stations in each province. Both systems 

were manned by tens of thousands of people 14 (see table 3). 

Central Administration 

The Ch'ing Official Post, like its predecessors, was controlled by the 

Board of War. 15 The board was responsible for general policy and exercised 

supervisory authority over postal operation. Decisions relating to the installa­

tion or abolition of certain postal stations, the increase or decrease of quotas 

for horses at each station, expenses allowed for horses and personnel and 

other such matters were all made by the Board of War, subject to the final 

approval of the emperor. Specifically the Remount Department (Che-chia 
ch'ing-li ssu) of the Board of War was responsible for the postal service. 
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Table 1 

Main Post Routes of the I-chan 

Distance from Peking to provincial capitals 
Direction Destination al)d other cities (Ii) 

by land 

Northeast Shengking 1,460 
Kirin 2,245 
Heilungkiang 3,317 

North and 
Northwest Mongolia lehol 450 

Suiyuan 1,145 
Urga 2,880 
Uliassutai 4,960 
Kobdo 6,280 

East Shangtung Tsinan 930 
Anhwei Anking 2,624 
Kiangsi Nanchang 3,184 
Kwangtung Canton 5,604 
Kiangsu Nanking 2,319 

Soochow 2,743 
Chekiang Hangchow 3,133 
Fukien Foochow 4,848 

Central Chihli Paoting 330 
Honan Kaifeng 1,495 
Hupeh Wuchang 2,690 
Hunan Changsha 3,590 
Kwangsi Kweilin 4,654 
Yunnan Yunnanfu 5,910 
Kweichow Kweiyang 4,755 

West Shansi Taiyunfu 1,150 
Shensi Sianfu 2,540 
Kansu Lanchou 4,009 
Szechwan Chengtu 4,750 
Sinkiang Tihua (north route) 8,639 

(south route) 8,869 
IIi (by i-chan) 10,214 

(by ('ai-chan) 9,245 
Kashgar 11 ,951 

Tibet Lhasa 10,920 
(via Sining) 8,189 

.. 
Sources: Ta·Ch 'inghui-tien, Kuang-hsu ed., ~':l1b-q. 

Ta-Ch 'ing hui·tien shih·Ii, Kuang-hsu ed .. chuan 688, 689. 
*3,421 Ii given by Ta-ch'ing hui·tien shih·Ii, 688: 3b. 

by water 

• 
3,441 
4,081 

2,861 
3,141 
3,531 

4,321 
5,081 



Table 2 

Number of Postal Stations 

Figures according to the Figures according to the 
Chia-ch 'ing hui-tien Kuang-hsu hui-tien 

Provinces and regions I,chan I chan I,chan I chan 

Board of War, Central station 1 1 
Chihli 185 186 
Shen! dng 29 29 
Kirin 38 38 
Heilungkiang 36 44 
Shangtung 139 139 
Shansi 125 125 
Honan 120 120 
Kiangsu 40 40 
Anhwei 81 81 
Kiangsi 47 47 
Fukien 68 68 
Chekiang 59 59 
Hupeh 71 70 
Hunan 62 62* 
Shensi 129 130 
Kansu (including t 'ang and so) 331** 184 
Szechwan 65 65 
Kwangtung 10 19 
Kwangsi 19 19 
Yunnan 81 81 
Kweichow 23 23 
Sinkiang 160 

Separate total 770 915 74 625 1,074 82 
Grand total 1,759 1,781 

.-
w 



Figures according to the 
Chia·ch 'ing hui-tien 

Figures according to the 
Kuang·hllU hui-tien 

Provinces and regions I,chan I chan I,chan I chan 

a. Mongo~ stations under adjutants of the 
Ufan yuan at: 
Hsi-feng k'ou 
Ku-pei k'ou 
Tu-shih k'ou 
Sha-hu k'ou . 

b. Military postal stations in Mongolia under Military 
It.-governor of the Altai military post road, 
(military It.-governor of Chahar) 
Senior deputy-governor of the marches (the military 
governor of U1iassutai) 
Imperial agent at Urga 
Imperial agent at Kobdo 

c. Military postal stations in Sinkiang under: 
Military governor of lli 
Imperial agent at Tarbagatai 
Military It.-governor of Urumchi 
Imperial agents at : Barkol 

Total 
Grand total 

Turfan 
Karashar 
Kuche 
Ush 
Aksu 
Yarkand 
Khoten 
Kashgar 

2,064 

16 
10 
6 

11 

44 

39 
25 
22 

12 
10 
27 

8 
8 
8 

10 
3 

18 
15 

7 
6 

305 
1,956 

Sources: Ta-Ch 'i'!$ hui-tien, Chia-ch'ing ed., 39: 18; Kuang-hs~' ed., 51: 2; Ta-Ch'ing hui-tien shih-Ii, Kuang-h~' ed., ch~'an 655-658. 
·The Kuang-hsu edition of the Ta-Ch 'ing hui-tien gives the fIgUres 52, but there are 62 according to the Ta-Ch 'ing hui-tien shih-Ii. 

--Including t 'ang. 

16 
10 
6 

13 

44 

39 
25 
22 

175 

-~ 
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Table 3 

I-chan Quotas of Postmen, Horses, Other Animals, and Vehicles 

Post- Oxen, mules Post-
Provinces Postmen horses donkeys Carts boats 

Hui-t'ung-kuan 400 690 150 
Chihli 10,470 7,094* (D) 277 163 
Shengking 980 
Kirin 850 (0) 850 
Heilungkiang 10 692 (0) 873 100 
Shantung 7,491 2,554 (0) 156 
Shansi 4,565 3,480 
Honan 4,798 3,771 
Kiangsu 4,509 1,650 51 
Anhwei 2,077 1,515 42 
Kiangsi 2,904 768 26 
Fukien 4,018 18 
Chekiang 7,141 100 53 
Hupeh 5,052 2,470 64 
Hunan 3,238 1,443 
Shensi 4,360 3,264 
Kansu 4,272 6,525 (0) 525 675 
Szechwan 772 Yz 763 11 
Kwangtung 920 244 
Kwangsi 280 46 
Yunnan 1,674 508 
Kweichow 2,680 1,160 

Total 71,631 40,277 2,681 1,088 555 

.. .. 
Source: To-Ch 'ing hui-tien shih Ii, Kuang-hsu ed_, chuan 690 (on attendants), 694 (on horses), 
695 (on carts and boats). 
*Including mules 
(D) Donkeys 
(0) Oxen 
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The Remount Department had two sub-offices; the Express Dispatch 

Office (Chieh-pao ch'u), which received and dispatched important documents, 

and the Central Office (Hui-t'ung kuan), which furnished horses for couriers 

from its main station, the Huang-hua 1. 16 Forty mounted couriers or express 

riders were available for transmitting documents to the next station out of 

Peking.17 Under the Remount Department there were sixteen superintendents 

of the post (t'i-t'ang kuan) who represented the provinces and supervised the 

transmission of ordinary documents between Peking and the provinces by 

foot couriers. They also supervised the compilation and printing of the Peking 

Gazette (T'ang-pao or Ching-pao), consisting of imperial edicts and other 

documents, and dispatch of the same to provincial authorities. Sixteen counter­

parts of the superintendents of the post resided in the provincial capitals. IS 

Local Administration 

Except for the main station in Peking, which was run by the Central 

Office of the Remount Department of the Board of War, all i-chan and p'u 

came directly under the control of local seal-holding magistrates-mostly 

district (hsien) magistrates, some sub-prefectural (chou) and department 

(t'ing) magistrates. The judicial commissioner (an-ch 'a shih) of the province 

was concurrently responsible for the postal service. However, as the superior 

officers of the province, the governor-general and the governor were presumably 

accountable for its satisfactory operation. In the early part of the Ch'ing dynasty 

postmasters (i-ch 'eng) were assigned to some of the stations, but the position 

was seldom fllied in the second half of the nineteenth century. 19 Therefore, 

for all practical purposes, the postal stations were managed by the district 

magistrates. 

In regions governed directly by military authorities postal stations came 

under military control. In Shengking the stations were administered by the 

Shengking Board of War under an inspector (chien-tu) and a deputy inspector. 20 

In Kirin and Heilungkiang the stations were placed under the control of 

military governors. In Inner Mongolia the four adjutants (chang-ching) of the 

Court of Dependencies (Li-fan yuan) at the four passes (Hsi-feng k'ou, 

Tu-shili k'ou, Sha-hu k'ou, and Ku-pei k 'ou) administered forty-five stations 

among them, while in Outer Mongolia, 130 stations were controlled by the 

military lieutenant-governor of Chahar (also known as the military lieutentant­

governor of the Altai military post road), the military governor of Uliassutai, 
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and the imperial agents (ta-ch 'en) at Urga and Kobdo (see table 2).21 The 

132 military postal stations in Sinkiang which were under various military 

authorities came under civilian rule after Sinkiang became a province. Because 

Peking was so far from Sinkiang, Mongolia, and Manchuria, ordinary dispatches 

were carried along with the more urgent ones by mounted couriers; in such 

cases the ordinary documents were sent in batches. 22 

With the exception of the stations in Manchuria, t'ai-chan often served 

as places of exile for those convicted of public offence, that is, of malfeasance 

in office. To redeem themselves, these men paid from thirty-three to forty­

four taels a month for the upkeep of the stations for a term of three years. 23 

Frequently the offender was recalled before the end of the three-year term. 24 

Failure to pay the fine might result in flogging and exile to even more remote 

areas. However, in the case of an official above the rank of a district magistrate 

or first captain who was genuinely poor and unable to pay, the appeal for 

leniency would be reviewed by the emperor himself. 25 

The P'u 

The foot-courier system was a postal service for local communication, 

communication between districts, and the transmission of documents to other 

provinces and to the imperial capital. In Ta-hsing, one of the 139 districts in 

Chihli, there were ten p'u located at: the district seat Chao-yang, Hsi-liu, 

Cheng-yang, Hung-men, Huang-ts'un, Hsia-ma, Pai-ts'un, Ch'ing·yun, and 

An-ting. Induding the head postman there were thirty postmen. From the 

station in the district seat eastward it was 10 li to Chao-yang p 'u, 8 li to 

Hsi-liu, and 18 li to Ta-huang p'u in T'ung-chou. From the station in the 

district seat southward it was 10 li to Cheng-yangp'u, 30 li to Hung-menp'u, 

from Hung-men p'u to Shih-ch'iao p 'u of Wan-p'ing district. Also southward: 

10 li to Huang-ts'un p 'u, IS Ii to T'ien-kung p'u in Wan-p'ing district. South­

east from Cheng-yangp'u it was 15li to Hsia-map'u, 28li to Pai-ts'un 

p'u, 22 Ii to Ch'ing-yun p'u, and 81i to Ch'ao-ch'u p'u ofWan-p'ing 

district. 26 

Chihli had a total of 847 p 'u with 3,312 men employed as senior postmen 

(P'u-ssu) and postmen (p'u-ping). Shensi, a province somewhat on the periphery, 

had only 553 p'u and 1,885 postmen, while Hunan, which was the midpoint 

between north and south China and the gateway to Yunnan and Kweichow, 
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had as many as 1,222 p 'u and 6,544 postmen. Some districts in Hunan had 

as many as 150 stations, while those in Chihli never had more than ten each. 27 

It is interesting to compare the ratio between the number of i-chan and p'u 

in each province. In the western provinces both kinds of stations were scarce, 

but in Chihli, where all the main roads converged, the smaller number of p'u 

was compensated for by a larger number of i, in fact, the largest number in 

all the provinces (see table 2). 

Postmen or couriers for the P'u were selected from able-bodied adult 

males whose land tax amounted to one to two tan of rice a year. "They should 
be young and strong and must render their service personally." 28 The Ta-Ch 'ing 

Iii-Ii stipulated that there was to be one senior postman and four postmen at 

each station, but the number sometimes varied according to local needs. 

Marco Polo's description of the Chinese couriers in the thirteenth 

century still fits their counterparts in the nineteenth: 

They wear girdles round their waist, to which several small bells 
are attached, in order that their coming may be perceived at a distance; 
as they run only three miles, that is from one of these foot-stations 
to another next adjoining, the noise serves notice of their approach, 
and preparation is accordingly made by fresh courier to proceed with 
the packet instantly upon the arrival of the former. 29 

Instead of the girdle of bells the Ch'ing courier could use a hand bell. The 

regulations in the Ta-Ch'ing Iii-Ii, however, cautioned against using the bell 

at night for fear of arousing wild animals such as wolves or tigers. Every 

courier was to be equipped with oiled-cloth wrappers and wooden boards for 

keeping the documents from becoming soiled and wrinkled, a raincoat and hat, 

a tasselled spear and baton to protect himself, and a receipt book for the 

document. At each station there were to be among other things a time-piece 

and two registration books. Postmen were to be on duty at all times, and at 
night the station was to be brightly lit . When a dispatch arrived the time of 

arrival was registered and any abnormality of the document, if discovered at 

the time, was also to be noted before the document was forwarded to the next 

station. 30 The courier was to proceed at the average rate of 300 li per day 
(twenty-four hours), which meant about 12.5 li (c. 3.5 miles) per hour. 

The distance between stations was between ten to fifteen Ii or thirty Ii at the 

most. Time limits for transmission of documents between Peking and various 
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cities in the provinces were fixed by law (see table 4). If a courier was forty­

five minutes late he was given twenty strokes of the bamboo; if he was an 

hour and three-quarters late his penalty was doubled. The maximum punishment, 

however, was fifty strokes. The same penalty applied to having the cover of 

the document rubbed (twenty strokes) or damaged (forty strokes). Should the 

document be opened, concealed, or lost, the courier would be given sixty 

strokes with a heavy bamboo cane. If the document in question was a military 

dispatch, he would receive between 100 and 300 strokes. If more than ten 

documents were damaged within a month, the head postmen would be given 
forty strokes. 31 

It is difficult to tell whether the regulations were observed to the last 

letter in the latter part of the Ch'ing dynasty. By and large the service seemed 

to have run smoothly. Since only routine or local documents were transmitted 

through the P'u, the system did not attract as much attention from the censors 

and from the emperor as did the I-chan. Between 1850 and 1896, except for 

an edict in 1885, there had been no injunction against the P'u; it was seldom 

singled out for reprimand as was the I-chan. However, granted that the documents 

were delivered according to schedule, a glance at the timetable will suffice to 

show how obsolete the system had become by the latter part of the nineteenth 

century, especially for transmission over long distances. 32 For example, a 

letter from Peking to Canton sent partly by steamer via Tientsin could arrive 

in a fortnight, whereas sent overland via the P'u, it would take about fifty-six 

days. 

The I-chan 

Postal Transmission 

In order to evaluate the I-chan, it is necessary to examine the postal 

regulations and see if the performance of the system measured up to these 

regulations. The term i-chan has been translated by Brunnert and Hagelstrom 

as "military post,"33 and indeed, the operation of the I-chan was intended to 

be on a military basis so that official correspondence would be speedily and 

safely delivered. According to the Ta-Ch'ing hui-tien the I-chan was reserved 

for the transmission of important documents between Peking and the provinces 

and vice versa. 34 These included imperial edicts or court letters from the 

Grand Council sometimes containing edicts or imperial endorsements to memorials. 
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The P'u System in Changsha, Hunan 

Direction from Changsha 

East (to borders of Liuyang) 

North (to borders of Hsiangyin) 

Northeast (to borders of P'ingkiang) 

West (to borders of Ninghsiang) 

South (to border of Shanhua) 

Intervening foot-courier 
stations (approximately 
10 Ii apart) 

1. Tung-t'un p'ut 
2. Yang-lin p'ut 
3. Ting-chia p'ut 
4. Huang-hua p'ut 
5. Chang-chia p'ut 

6. Ch'en-chia p'ut 
7. P'ing-t'ou p'ut 
8. Ch'ing-shui p'ut 
9. Ch'iao-t'ou p'ut 

10. Ku-ts'ung p'ut 
11. Jen-chia p'ut 

Ya-tz'u p'u* 
Pai-mau p'u* 
Ch'ih-shih p'u* 
Mau-t'ang p'u* 
Ch'eng-lin p'u* 
Hsin-an p'u* 
Ma-an p'u* 
Ch'ing-shan p'u* 
Sai-t'ou p'u* 
Fu-lin p'u* 
Ts'ung-lin p'u* 
Chu-sha p'u* 
Niu-chiao p'u* 

(no fIxed stations) 

tThe numbers correspond to those in the map. 
*Stations not included in the offfIciaJ quota 

Distance 
(Ii) 

55 

90 

118 

2 
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Table 4 

Transmission of Documents Between Peking and Other Important Cities 

Destination Time Limit (days) 
Routes Provinces Cities By foot courier By mounted courier 

Northeast Shengking Mukden (15) 8 
Kirin Kirin (20) 12 
Heilungkiang Tsitsihar (40) 18 

North Mongolia Kalgan 4 4 
lehol 5 4 
Urga (48) 
Uliassutai (83) 
Kobdo (105) 

East Chihli Tientsin 4 3 
Shantung Tsinan 9 5 
Kiangsu Nanking 23 13 days 8 hrs. 

Chinkiang 23 13 
Soochow 27 14 

Chekiang Hangchow 30 17 
Fukien Foochow 48 27 
Anhwei Anking 25 15 
Kiangsi Nanchang 32 18 
Kwangtung Canton 56 32 

Central Chihli Paoting 4 3 
Honan Kaifeng 15 8 days 14 hrs. 
Hupeh Wuchang 28 14 days 12 hrs. 
Hunan Changsha 37 18 days 18 hrs. 
Kwangsi Kweilin 55 23 days 23 hrs. 
Kweichow Kweiyang 49 28 
Yunnan Yunnanfu 60 40 

West Shansi Taiyuan 12 6 
Shensi Sianfu 25 13 
Kansu Lanchow 41 17 
Sinkiang Tihua 82 36 days 15~ hrs. 

IIi (193) 43 
Szechwan Chengtu 48 24 
Tibet Lhasa 

.. .. 
Sources: Ta-Ch 'ing hui-tien, Kuang-hsu ed., 51 : 12b, 6?: Db-IS . Ta-Ch 'ing hui-tien shih·Ii, Kuang-hsu 
ed. , 700:1-4, 8b-ll. John K. Fairbank and Teng Ssu-yu , "On the Transmission ofCh'ing Documents," 
Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies, 4.1 : 23-35 (May 1939). 
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Government offices in Peking other than the Grand Council were allowed to 

use the I-chan only for matters of extreme urgency; ordinary documents were 

to be forwarded by the P'u. The use of the I-chan by provincial officials was 

also restricted. They were to employ their own couriers and defray their 

expenses. Their couriers, however, were entitled to the use of two horses at 

each station (usually two men were sent together for important documents) 

if the memorials to be presented had to do with the birthday of the emperor 

(or the dowager empresses), military or financial matters, recommendations 

for vacant posts, or impeachment. 35 In such cases the couriers were given 

express tallies (huo-p 'ai) issued by the Board of War for identification and 

specification as to the number of horses required at the stations en route. The 

higher officials were allotted a certain number of tallies each year-from twenty 

for most governors-general down to two a year for the salt commissioner; only 

the judicial commissioner had unlimited use of the I-chan in connection with 

postal matters. The number of tallies used each year was reported to the 

Board of War. The board also required each province to report periodically 

the number of documents received from Peking and the number dispatched 

by the I-chan. 

To ensure prompt delivery, time limits specified down to quarter hours 

were fixed for postal transmission between Peking and the important cities 

in the provinces where the higher civilian and military officials resided (see 

table 4). According to the degree of urgency, documents were transmitted 

at rates of 300 Ii up to 800 Ii per twenty-four hours. The maximum rate 'was 

seldom used, but imperial commands to "memoralize at the rate of 600 Ii per 

day" were frequently given. 36 Penalty for delay or for tampering with 

documents was severe; a courier might be flogged with the bamboo, dismissed, 

or exiled, and the official who shared the responsibility might be demoted, 

transferred, dismissed, or have his salary withheld. In cases involving military 

dispatches, the courier would be tried by martial law. 37 His superior, the 

district or department magistrate, would also be held responsible. 38 

Postal transmission by the I-chan was fairly satisfactory, even though 

the system itself gradually became more and more inadequate in the latter 

half of the nineteenth century. This deterioration was partly due to circumstances 

beyond the control of the I-chan and partly due to abuses within the system. 

Most complaints against the I-chan arose during the late 1850s and early 1860s 
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when the Taiping rebellion and the temporary occupation of Peking and the 

exile of the court to J ehol seriously disrupted the functoning of the postal 

system. Even military dispatches sent at the express rate of 600 Ii per day 

were delayed from a few days up to thirty days. On one occasion in 1861 the 

Hsien-feng Emperor (r. 1851-1861), exasperated, asked the Board of War to 

have the provincial authorities investigate the delays. His edict thundered: 

The governors-general, governors, and judicial commissioners have 
been extremely lax in the performance of their duties, their indolence 
being habitual and deep-rooted. After our severe reprimands, if they 
are still careless and negligent, they should be brought to justice and 
deserve no clemency. 39 

Extensive investigations were repeatedly made. In the same year the Board 

of Civil Appointments was ordered to get the names of governors and judicial 

commissioners of Hupeh, Hunan, and Shantung, and to deliberate on the 

punishment to be meted out to them for failure to maintain satisfactory postal 
service in their provinces. 40 

When Tseng Kuo-fan (1811-1872) was encamped at Ch'i-men in 

southern Anhwei in 1860, he asked his brothers at Anking to send all important 

correspondence by one of the Hunan Braves and leave only relatively unimportant 

messages to be transmitted through the I-chan.41 

Some allowance may be made for the I-chan, however, for many postal 

stables were burnt or destroyed, and horses were killed or captured by the 

Taiping rebels.42 Moreover, re-routing the dispatches to Jehol added four 

days to the normal journey to Peking. Attempts were made by both the imperial 

and local authorities to restore postal communication as quickly as possible. 

For instance, in 1858 Hu Lin-yi (1812-1861), the governor of Hupeh, was 

allowed to replace post horses locally instead of getting replacements from 

official depots in the north.43 Several p 'u in Shansi and Hupeh were changed 

into i to expedite postal transmission. 44 Prompted by a memorial from Yang 

Ping-chang, a sub-expositor in the Hanlin Academy, the emperor issued an 

edict instructing local-authorities to fill up any shortages in the fixed number 

of horses at each station within one month. 45 After the court returned to 

Peking under the T'ung-chih Emperor (r. 1862-1874), the I-chan was still far 

from satisfactory. Edicts were issued again and again to remind the provincial 

officials of previous injunctions by the late emperor on postal matters.46 The 
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Board of War was asked to check each document upon arrival for the distance 

covered and the time taken in transit. In case of delay, the governors-general 

and governors were to be notified immediately so that they might investigate 

every station through which the document had passed and have the culprits 

impeached and punished. At the same time, these officials were asked not to 

strain the I-chan service, but to observe scrupulously the regulations in force. 47 

After the mid-l 860s the postal service was more or less normal again. It was 

not until 1894 and 1895, during the Sino-Japanese War, that Peking again 

complained about the delay in transmitting military dispatches. 48 

How reliable was the I-chan service? In Peking any document to be 

forwarded by the I-chan was first inspected and stamped by the Remount 

Department, which then issued an express warrant (huo-p 'iao) in the name of 

the Board of War.49 The document was then sent to the Express Dispatch 

Office where it was put under cover, sealed, placed between wooden boards, 

wrapped in silk, and sealed again at the seams. For greater security some 

documents were put in dispatch boxes, which were assigned to certain governors­

general and governors, and other high provincial officials. Keys were usually 

sent in advance to those who were not important enough to have a regular 

dispatch box. The properly sealed document was then ready to be taken to 

the Central Station where it was forwarded to the first station along the 

appropriate route out of Peking for relay to its destination. 50 Documents 

going to Peking were accompanied by a waybill (p 'ai-tan) which registered 

the exact time of arrival at each station and any abnormality observed at the 

time. 51 After they arrived at Peking, the documents were sent to the Express 

Dispatch Office and then forwarded to Tsou-shih ch'u (Chancery of memorials 

to the emperor), a division of the imperial household. "This iatter examined 

memorials to see if they were in proper form, and if so, handed them over to 

the Grand Council for presentation to the emperor." 52 

After 1860 the most astonishing case of irregularity recorded was the 

leakage of a secret memorial presented by the Tsungli Yamen on May 14, 1874, 

dealing with coastal defense during the Taiwan crisis. The Yamen officials 

maintained that they had taken every precaution to keep the matter secret, 

but the text of the memorial was published in a Shanghai newspaper. 53 In the 

same year a memorial by Shen Pao-chen (1820-1879) also appeared in a Chinese 

daily in Hong Kong. 54 Even toward the end of that year, notwithstanding 
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intensive investigation, it was still a mystery how the newspapers had obtained 

the texts of the memorials. Occasionally there was evidence that documents 

were being tampered with en route. When a case of tampering was reported 

to the throne, investigation was carried out in every station that had handled 

the document, and the culprit and his superior were duly punished. 55 

From the cases cited above, the I-chan did not seem to have always 

measured up to expectation, particularly in wartime, when its services were 

needed most. However, it would be rash to infer from these isolated instances 

that the system was neither safe nor speedy, just as it would be naive to 

assume that all was well in the absence of recorded complaints. 

In their detailed study, "On the Transmission of Ch'ing Documents," 

Professors Fairbank and Teng remarked: "The performance of the postal 

service in the period 1842-60 measures up, to a surprising degree, to the 

standards set in the regulations in force during the whole of the nineteenth 

century. Documents were transmitted faster than we might have supposed."56 

They found that documents could be transmitted between Canton and Peking 

(5,604 Ii) in fifteen days, at the rate of 375 Ii a day, and between Nanking 

and Peking (2,319 Ii) in five days at 440 Ii a day (or in the record time of 

three days).57 In both cases the documents arrived well within the time 

limits-thirty-two days for Canton and thirteen days and eight hours for 

Nanking by mounted couriers (see table 4). There is no reason to suppose 

that postal transmission via the I-chan in the decades after 1860 compared 

with the period 1842-1860, fell much below the prescribed standards. The 

Peking government continued to rely heavily on the I-chan system throughout 

the century. As official correspondence rose in volume, horses were added to 

several stations in the Tientsin area in 1875 and 1878. 58 

Travel Service 

In addition to postal transmission the I-chan also transported government 

funds and properties, escorted prisoners, and provided accommodation and 

transportation for couriers and officials on special missions. It was largely a 

result of the travel services that the I-chan became corrupt in the late 

Ch'ing period . 

According to the Ta-Ch 'ing hui-tien the travel services of the I-chan were 

restricted to the use of persons on special missions, such as examiners going to 
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preside at the triennial examinations in the provincial capitals, generals going 

to war, tribute bearers, graduates of Yunnan, Kweichow, and Sinkiang coming 

to or returning from Peking for the metropolitan examination, widows of 
garrison officers who died on duty, and special messengers. 59 An identification 

certificate (k 'an-ho) issued by the Board of War entitled the holder to obtain 

at the post-stations, according to his rank and the nature of his business, a 

certain number of porters, horses, vehicles, or boats. 60 The law prescribed 

strict punishment for those who dared to demand more than the prescribed 

number of men or animals or demanded animals of better qUality. 61 In the 

case of couriers and individuals, express tallies were issued instead of indentifica­

tion certificates. 

Itineraries and times of arrival were predetermined by government 

regulations. An official usually followed the prescribed route, journeying day 

after day, from station to station, covering an average of 100 Ii per day except 

in hilly regions like Fukien where it was necessary to slow down. Because of 
the vast distances to be covered and the traveling conditions, some of the 

journeys took very long. In the nineteenth century it usually took fifty days 

to travel from Peking to Canton, but in 1861 it took Shen Kuei-fen (1817-1881), 

the imperial examiner, eighty-five days to make the journey because the war 

made a detour necessary.62 (In normal circumstances detours were not 

permitted.) In 1875 it took another examiner, Ch'u Hung-chi, who later became 

a grand councilor, sixteen days just to go from Peking to Kaifeng in the 

neighboring province ; his journey from Peking to Foochow in 1891 took no 

less than fifty-seven days. 63 T'ao Mo, a general well known for his pacification 

of the northwest, traveled nearly four months in 1891 to take up his appointment 

as governor of Sinkiang. Prior to this journey he was commanded to leave his 

post in Sianfu for an audience in Peking; consequently, he spent over half of 

that year on the road, covering a total of 11 ,233 Ii. 64 

Most travelers began their day's journey at dawn and spent the night at 

post houses or inns designated for I-chan travelers in the less frequented areas. 

Marco Polo described the post houses he saw in Yuan China as "large and 

handsome buildings, having several well furnished apartments, hung with silk, 

and provided with everything suitable to persons of rank ." 65 Six-hundred-odd 

years after this was written conditions were quite different , at least from the 

point of view of certain Chinese officials. Among the I-chan stations, some 
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buildings were "spacious" and comfortable, and new ones were occasionally 

built, but many were "small, dilapidated, and dirty." Even in the metropolitan 

province of Chihli, many post houses, including those on the first stage from 

Peking, left much to be desired. 66 One examiner stayed at a post house 

near the Chihli-Shansi border and found the building quite big but in disrepair. 

The roof leaked and the tiles fell down in the heavy rain. 67 

In the absence of organized systems of public transport and the lack of 

amenities in inns, land travel was cumbersome. An official usually rode in a 

sedan-chair, accompanied by four or five servants and baggage in half a dozen 

carts, pack-horses, or mules; in the south and southwest, where carts were 

useless, baggage was carried by porters on foot . The baggage included clothes 

and books as well as bedding and cooking utensils. Examiners generally 

traveled in pairs, a chief examiner and the assistant chief examiner; thus they 

had twice as many servants, and double the amount of baggage. 68 Many 

officials complained in their diaries about the cunning of chair-bearers, cart-

. drivers, porters and the like who were usually hired at each station. Sometimes 

departures were held up because of wrangling over wages and cart rentals. 

One of Shen Kuei-fen's experiences on his way to Canton gives a glimpse of 

the nature of I-chan travel and the problems faced by both the travelers and 

the post stations. 

When Shen and his party reached Nanyang in southern Honan, he 

wanted to continue his jonrney to the prefectural city the following day, but 

was advised by the magistrate's servants to proceed to Li-ho for lunch and 

find lodging at Wa-tien instead. He later discovered that the prefectural city 

was off the main route for those going south, and to stay there he had to cross 

and recross a river. In switching the post station from the prefectural city to 

Li-ho and having lunch served there, the district was not only thinking of the 

convenience of the travelers but was also saving expenses for itself. This was, 

however, not made clear to Shen at the outset.69 Heavy rain during the night 

made the roads very muddy, and the next day a detour was necessary, adding 

.. twenty to thirty li to the journey. It turned out that the other road was not 

much better. Shen noted in his diary: 

Both men and horses were repeatedly in danger of stumbling-one 
. pack-horse fell into the water, and my bedding was entirely drenched. 
After thirty li we refreshed ourselves at Li-ho; it was already after noon. 
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Wai-tien was still sixty li away; we could not possibly get there [by night­
fall.] Since we could not stay at Li-ho, not only because the house was 
too small, but also because the Nien rebels appear frequently at Nanyang, 
and there have been alarms at night, we turned reluctantly toward the 
prefectural city ... It was not easy to cross the White River as there were 
few boats ... The magistrate's servants did nothing to help. We waited 
in the sedan-chairs by the river for two hours, and when the luggage had 
all been taken over, it was already dusk. The district magistrate came to 
call ... I was a little out of sorts today. The magistrate also felt bad and 
apologized.70 

Although Shen felt somewhat better about the incident afterwards, he 

wished the magistrate's servants had told him about the conditions of the 

roads or had prepared accommodations for him and his entourage at the 

prefectural city in the first place; it would have spared the tired travelers much 

unnecessary bother and fatigue. "But," he added, "how can one expect such 

thoughtfulness from these people?"71 

The Management of Post Stations 

Shen Kuei-fen's experience was not typical, for most examiners reported 

that they were able to reach their destination without much trouble, in spite 

of the restrictions and the mode of travel. Shen's remark about "these people" 

points to a real weakness in the management of the post stations. The magistrate 
usually assigned his personal servants to supervise the post-stations; one of 

them was appointed specifically to tend to all traveling missions. He alerted 

the magistrate of the approaching party, supervised the preparations for the 

party's reception, and provided accommodation and transportation to the 

next station the following morning. 72 

The magistrate's personal servants were not government employees, but 

their names and vitae were reported and registered at the superior yam en. 

Although they had no special qualifications except the ability to read and 

familiarity with yam en routines, they were often assigned to official jobs 

and helped the magistrate to supervise the clerks and runners. 73 The runners, 

unlike the servants who followed the magistrate from post to post, were 

natives of the district employed to perform menial tasks in the yamen. Some 

served as guards for escort duty, others as couriers, or as "swift hands," that 

is, grooms and foot messengers. 74 As a class the reputation of the runners was 
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not enviable; many of them used their position in the government to line their 

pockets. 75 Since personal servants and yamen runners received very low pay, 

they lived on perquisites, the "customary fees," 76 and many did not hesitate 

to manipulate the funds they handled. Some servants were known to have 

deducted sums from the runners' wages, 77 and the runners would regain 

their losses from something else. Once the clerks, runners, and personal 

servants collaborated in malpractice, it was very difficult for the magistrate 

to check them. The post stations with funds for wages and miscellaneous items 

such as fodder, medication for horses, wages for temporary porters, cart 

rentals, and so forth were practically open to corruption. Of course, there 

were servants whose behavior was exemplary. When Shen Kuei-fen was in 

Kwangtung he offered the governor's servant four silver dollars to bring him 

some documents (he gave the same amount to the clerk for copying them). 

The servant refused to take the money. When he was offered a piece of 

material for a gown and a small knife, he likewise refused. Finally, he accepted 

only a fan and a pair of scrolls with Shen's calligraphy. 78 In spite of their lowly 

status, personal servants often acquired polished manners through contact with 

officials. Many took great pride in their work; it was not unusual for some of 

them to serve a family for two or even three generations, and the faithful 
servant is a familiar figure in Chinese history and folklore. Lack of integrity 

on the part of the servant reflected not only on the servant's character, but 

also on that of his master. 

Although the magistrate was personally responsible for the postal service 

in his district , his part in actual management was nominal. Whenever a high 

official traveling on a mission for the emperor or on his way to the capital 

happened to stop at a provincial capital the high provincial authorities from 

the governor-general down to the magistrate all paid their respects to the 

emperor in the person of the official before greeting each other.79 All district 

magistrates were required by etiquette to welcome or bid farewell to officials 

of higher rank who arrived at or passed by their district. 80 Should the post 

station be too far from the district seat, the magistrate would send at least a 

messenger. The traveling officials often returned the calls. If a magistrate were 

specially attentive, he migl:1t give an elaborate dinner, or provide some other 

refreshment on the way, or send guards to escort the party through the district. 
Such meetings sometimes served to better communications between the capital 
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and the provinces, but most encounters were purely ceremonial. On the much­

traveled routes the magistrates were quite weary of such customs;81 some 
thought of them as a waste of time and energy,82 but no one seemed to have 

suggested any changes. 

Many stations did not have the official quota of horses as prescribed by 

the Ta-Ch 'ing hui-tien, and it was usual to hire horses, carts, and porters as 

they were needed. Sometimes in the name of corvee the common people were 

pressed into service as couriers and their animals or vehicles commandeered by 

the post stations with little or no reimbursement. 83 To curb abuses and to 

lighten the people's burden, some provinces organized "men and horse bureaus" 

maintained by contributions from the people. Some of these bureaus developed 

as a result of the war against the Taiping rebels, 84 but when the war was over 

many bureaus remained, and the extra taxes levied for their support became 

an unnecessary burden. In 1877 the governor-general of Szechwan, Ting 
Pao-chen (1820-1886), abolished most of the bureaus in his province except 

those on busy roads. 85 When Chang Chih-tung (1837-1909) became governor 

of Shansi in 1882 he reduced the corvee in more than 100 departments and 

districts as part of his general effort to clean up the administration86-something 

of an Augean stable! He asked the judicial commissioner to see that enough 

good horses were purchased by the local governments to make up the quota 

and to improve postal service in general. He also warned the officials that if 

any documents were delayed or private property violated through lack of 

horses, he would impeach them. 87 Chang also ordered financial reports in 

arrears to be cleared and monthly reports to be submitted by the districts: 

How many carts and horses were used during the month and for . 
what purposes? What was the amount commuted for traveling officials 
or messengers? How much was paid for horses and vehicles? To whom 
was this paid? How much was spent? How much was left from last 
month's allowance? Where is the money now?88 

Before Chang could follow through with this program of reform, however, 

he was made governor-general of K wangtung and Kwangsi early in 1884, only 

two years after he had been posted to Shansi. 89 

There were probably other officials who tried to clean up the administra­

tion and increase the efficiency of the postal system. However, since both 
the P'u and the I-chan were under the same local governments and were very 
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much a part of local administration, any reform of the Ch'ing Official Post 

would have amounted to a general civil service reform involving 1,303 districts.90 

with nearly two thousand horse-stations and tens of thousands of foot-courier 

stations, not counting those in Mongolia and the border regions. Furthermore, 

the Ch'ing officials were there to administer the laws and to function within 

the established framework. In the late nineteenth century the political atmosphere 

was such that with the exception of a few high officials who had the prestige 

and the courage to withstand opposition and slander and who were energetic 

enough to initiate drastic reforms and projects, the greater part of the 

bureaucracy was inclined to "let sleeping dogs lie." 

Postal Expenses 

While modernized postal services in the West were yielding revenue 

to the treasury, the Chinese Official Post constituted a sizable item in govern­

ment expenditure. The I-chan alone cost the Ch'ing government nearly 2 

million taels a year out of a total budget of 30 to 40 million taels (70 to 80 

million taels in the last two decades of the nineteenth century). TIs. 1,959,870 

were allocated to the I-chan according to the Ta-Ch'ing hui-tien but financial 

difficulties in the l880s and 1 890s necessitated some retrenchment in spending.91 

Nevertheless, in the decade 1885-1896 I-chan expenditure at its lowest was 
no less than TIs. 1,565,169 (1885).92 

While I-chan expenses were especially allocated by the Board of Revenue, 

the expenses of the P'u and the cost of repairing and replacing post-boats came 
out of the local government's regular expenses.93 The provincial officials, 

particularly the governors-general and governors, regularly sent two express 

couriers to Peking once a month. Although these couriers used the facilities 

of the I-chan they were paid by the provincial government. Sometimes other 

officials also utilized their services. 94 If all other postal expenses in the empire 

were added to I-chan expenses the total expenditure might well be 3 million 

taels a year as alleged by the critics of the I-chan system. 95 



Table 5 

I-chan Quotas and Expenses (in Taels) 

Quotas 
1818 1899 Actual 

Original Misc. Original Misc. expenses 
Province quota sums* quota sums 1893 

Board of treasury 157,218,863 
Chihli 403,401 7,664 412,464 7,664 5,707.34304 

1,868 1,864 
6,380 6,380 

955 963 
Shengking (no specific quota) 2,664 (no specific quota) 2,664 27,443.999 
Fengtien 6,753.494 
Kirin 510 4,365 510 4,365 75,607.1166 
Heilungkiang 1,000 2,808 1,000 2,808 18,681.563 

5,000 5,000 
Shantung 155,476 20,447 141,675 20,447 151,358.315 
Shansi 105,831 75,645 105,831 75,645 191,939.426* 
Honan 275,768 287,075 282,388.605 
Kiangsu 152,170 152,170 99,031.459 
Anhwei 104,474 104,474 63,720.729 
Kiangsi 109,997 109,997 69,371.400 
Fukien 65,605 65,605 29,315.420 
Chekiang 63,714 63,714 64,226.182 
Hupeh 97,634 97,634 114,293.078 
Hunan 93,489 93,489 62,227.47 
Shensi 142,181 155,033 191,939.426** 
Kansu 43,695 6,552 47,521 144,097.367 

1,305 w 
w 



Table 5 (Continued) 

Quotas 
1818 1899 Actual 

Original Misc. Original Misc. expenses 
Province quota sums· quota sums 1893 

Szechwan (no specific quota) 34,784.8248 
Kwangtung 5,549 5,549 10,428.447 
Kwangsi 9,869 9,869 3,461.3 
Yunnan (no specific quota) 
Kweichow (no specific quota) 61,316.624 
Sinkiang 106,260 

Totals 1,830,363 136,958 1,959,870 127,800 1,830,905.89464 

.. 
Source: Quotas for 1818, To-Ch 'ing hui-tien, Chia-ch'ing ed., 39:20b-21 b. Quotas for 1899, To-Ch 'ing hui-tien, Kuang-hsu 
ed., 51 :4-5_ 

For expenses, see Li Hsi-sheng, ed., Kuong-hsu k'uoi-chi-lu (Shanghai, 1896), 3:11. 

* Allowances for purchase of carts, horses, or other animals, and money commuted from rice, beans and wheat. 
**There is apparently some mistake in one of these two figures given by Li Hsi-sheng_ The present tabulation does not 

add up to the total amount of expenses indicated_ 

w 

""" 



Table 6 

Additional I-chan Quotas and Expenses (in Kind) 

Quotas 
Province 1818 1899 

Chihli Rice 284 tan Rice 286 tan 
Beans 3,556 tan Beans 3,525 tan 
Hay 21,300 bundles Hay 21 ,300 bundles 

Kansu Rice 7 ,628 tan Wheat 543 tan 
Beans 1,090 tan 
Hay 33,120 bundles Hay 19,542 bundles 

Sinkiang Flour 486,540 catties* 

Anhwei** Grain 15,404 tan Grain 15,404 tan 
Wheat 22 tan Wheat 22 tan 
Beans 9 tan Beans 9 tan 

Sources: Quotas for 1818, Ta-Ch 'ins hui-tien , Chia-ch 'ing ed., 39: 20b-21 b. Quotas for 
1899, Ta-Ch 'ing hui-tien, Kuang-hsu ed., 51 :4-5. 
*Equivalent to 4,550 tan of wheat. 
**Income from ma-l 'ien (fields for horses) 

Table 7 

Annual I-chan Expenses, 1885-1894 

Year Total I-chan expenditures (TIs.) 

Kuang-hsu 11 (1885) 1,565,169.00 
12 (1886) 1,576,339.28 

*13 (1887) 1,682,455 .25 
14 (1888) 1,579,364.00 
15 (1889) 1,710,956.874 

*16 (1890) 1,849,277.860 
17 (1891) 1,734,709.40 

*18 (1892) 1,819,391.40 
19 (1893) 1,830,905 .894 
20 (1894) 1,759,948.41 

.. .. .. 
Source: Liu Yueh-yun, camp., Kuang-hsu hui-chi-p 'iao (N.p., 1901), 1:3-4b. 

*Intercalary years 

35 
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The Need for Modernization 

Notwithstanding some shortcomings and abuses, the Ch'ing Official 

Post continued to render important service to the end of the century. Some 

of the cases presented in the foregoing discussion might have conveyed a 

one-sided impression, but it is to be remembered that an institution is more 

likely to receive attention when things are going wrong rather than when all 

is well. What eventually made the system obsolete in the light of advances 

in postal administration in the West was the introduction of steamships and 

railroads in China. But the real defects of the system were not apparent to 
the Chinese officials until industrialization sufficiently changed the socio-economic 

conditions in China. 
A number of issues can be raised with regard to the Ch'ing Official 

Post, particularly the I-chan: (l) Relating to management. Was it wise not to 

have a postal officer in charge of the postal stations but pile the administrative 

work onto the multifarious duties of the local magistrate and leave the 

supervision to the judicial commisioners who had other responsibilities? (2) 

Relating to methods of transmission. Why was no use made of steamers and 

new means of transportation? Why were the roads not improved? (3) Relating 

to organization. Was the travel service, which was so complicated and expensive, 

really necessary? (4) Relating to aims. Should the Official Post merely serve 

the government and not benefit the whole nation? Was it not desirable for 

China to adopt a national postal system yielding revenue to the treasury 

rather than retain a limited postal system which cost the government over 2 

million taels a year? 

It is quite likely that these issues were hinted at by Sir Robert Hart 

when he first proposed the establishment of a modern post office for China 

in 1861. Although Hart did not criticize the I-chan when he mentioned the 

proposal to the Tsungli Yamen officials, the very virtue of a modern post 

office showed up pointedly the need for modernization in the Chinese postal 

system. However, the traditional postal system was neither modified nor 

changed in the least until the end of the nineteenth century. Most Chinese 

officials believed that the I-chan was by far the best postal system that ever 

existed, if the regulations were only conscientiously observed. 



Chapter III 

THE LETTER AGENCIES 

As late as the nineteenth century private letters were usually entrusted 

to friends, acquaintances, special messengers, travelers, chair-bearers, cart­

drivers, or muleteers for delivery.! In large cities mail was delivered by regular 

couriers or letter shops, (min) hsin-chu (lit., "[people's] letter agencies"). 

It is not clear how the letter-carrying business originated. It is possible 

that individuals who acted as couriers along certain routes2 ended up by set-

ting up shop with assistants and letter carriers. It is possible too that commercial 

firms that delivered letters for their clients along with their own correspondence 

eventually developed the service into a sideline. According to one account the 

hsin-chu came into being in the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), when high officials 

were in the habit of attaching to themselves a number of personal advisers and 

corresponding secretaries who moved with them from post to post. Many of 

these secretaries were prolific writers; they corresponded regularly with their 

families and friends, especially those friends who occupied similar positions in . 

other parts of the country. The first private letter agencies were said to have 

originated in Ningpo, the seaport of Shaohing in Chekiang, where most of 

these secretaries came from. 3 

The Organization and Operation of the "Hsin-chu" 

Whatever their origin might be, by the 1860s the hsin-chu had long 

since become established in various parts of China. Indeed their heyday began 

shortly after 1860 and continued almost until the end of the Ch'ing dynasty.4 

Although postal merchants made no conscious efforts to organize a nation­

wide postal system, many networks of postal agencies sprang up around 

treaty ports and large cities, including those in Manchuria; some also had con­

nections overseas. Generally speaking each agency or group of agencies operated 

along particular routes within specific regions-the northeast, the Yellow River 

valley, the Yangtze valley, the southeast, and the southwest-with cities, 

especially treaty ports, as distributing centers. The following description gives 

some idea of the division of spheres south of the Yangtze and the importance 

of Shanghai in particular: 
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The distinguishing feature of Shanghai hongs is to be found in their 
importance as head or central offices of almost all the large establish­
ments which operated on the coast north of Amoy and Swatow and 
throughout the Yangtze Valley. In the extreme south and overlapping 
into the sphere which Shanghai hongs claim, the big Canton houses have 
the lion's share of the business; also in the west some of the Hankow 
hongs independent of Shanghai carry on the bulk of distributing. Some 
of the firms here [Shanghai] have, however, branches in Hankow and 
Canton, and control distirbution beyond those points; but most depend 
upon agencies in these places to extend their system. 5 

The spheres were not rigidly separated. For instance, while some Shanghai 

hsin-chu had branches in Hankow,6 some Hankow firms had branches in both 

Shanghai and Chungking. In addition, the Hankow firms had numerous 

branches and agents in the interior of Hupeh and Hunan. Chungking served as ,. 
an entrepot for relaying mail between the western provinces-Szechwan, Yunnan, 

Kweichow, Kansu-and the rest of the country. In other regions similar postal 

chains were formed between cities so that most important towns were provided 

with some sort of postal facility. 

No statistics on the total number of hsin-chu are available; one author 

estimated that there were several thousand in the latter part of the Ch'ing 

dynasty.7 In twenty-four treaty ports alone some three hundred agencies were 

registered with the Chinese government between 1896 and 1901.8 The number 

of hsin-chu in each city varied from twelve to thirty in river ports like Chinkiang, 

Hankow, and Chungking, to seventy or eighty in coastal ports like Canton and 

Shanghai.9 There was a good deal of specialization among agencies in each 

city. Some engaged in postal transmission between the ports and large cities; 

some confined their operation to the interior; others undertook to forward 

mail not only in China but also to certain places abroad. 

An agency might be owned by one person or several partners. Its staff 

normally consisted of a manager, a bookkeeper, a cook, and one or two runners 

and letter carriers. Large firms sometimes employed as many as ten or fifteen 

men. The clerical staff often had a financial interest in the business; some were 

partners, others received a percentage of the earnings in lieu of or in addition 

to their wages. l 0 On the whole their operating expenses were kept to a minimum. 11 
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Table 8 

Number of Hsin-chii in Treaty Ports 

1892-1901 
Treaty Ports 1882-1891 Registered Unregistered Headquarters 

Amoy 23 30 
Canton 79 
Chefoo 5 7 0 Shanghai 
Chinkiang 18 1 
Chungking 16 7 Hankow (3) 

Chungking (13) 
Foochow 8 19 
Hangchow 20 10 
Hankow 27 17 
Ichang 3 6 0 Hankow 
Kiukiang 14 18 1 Hankow, Shanghai 
Kiungchow 1 3 0 
Lungchow 0 0 0 private, individual 

couriers 
Mengtsz 0 0 0 
Nanking 17 
Newchwang 15 0 
Ningpo 15(?) 15 Shanghai, Ningpo 
Pakhoi 2 0 
Shanghai 46 25 
Shasi 8 
Soochow 30-40 
Swatow 19 
Szemao 0 0 0 
Tainan 
Tamsui 
Tientsin 14 
Wenchow 9 7 
Wuhu 15 17 0 Shanghai 
Wuchow 6 0 
Yatung 0 0 0 
Yochow 4 Changsha 

Known total 175 395 27 

Source: Decennial Reports, 1882-1891 (Shanghai: Inspectorate General of Customs, 1893); Decennial 
Reports, 1892-1901 (Shanghai: Inspectorate General of Customs, 1906). 

o DefInitely known as having none. 
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Table 9 

Places Served by Hsin-chu in Chungking 

Places served by Chungking agencies 

Szechwan 
Chengtu and 48 principal 
cities and trading centers 

Kweichow 
Kweiyang 
Tsunyi 

Yunnan 
Laoyatan 
Chaotung 
Tungchwan 

Kansu 
Tsinchow (Chinchow) 
Lanchow 

Shensi 
Yanghsien 
Kiangkowchen 
Loyang 
Sian 
Sanyuan 

Places served by Hankow agencies in Chungking 

Szechwan 
Chungking 
Fuchow 
Wanhsien 
Yunyang 
Kweichow 
Wushan 

Hupeh 
Ichang 
Shasi 
Hankow 
Fancheng 
Laohokow 
Siangyang 
Wuchang 
Wusueh 

Hunan 
Tsingshih 
Yochow 
Changteh 
Siangtan 

Kiangsi 
Nanchang 
Kiukiang 
Hukow 
Chingtehchen 

Anhwei 
Anking 
Wuhu 

Chihli 
Peking 
Tientsin 

All principal towns in Shantung, Shansi, 
Fukien, Kwangtung, Kwangsi and Honan. 

Source : Decennial Reports. 1882·1891. pp. 117-118. 
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Most hsin-chu undertook to transmit not only letters but also bank 

drafts, valuables, and parcels. Working either on their own or in conjunction 

with other agencies, some of them forwarded merchandise and baggage and 

supplied chairs, porters, and pack-animals for travelers. 12 A Chinese gentle­

man 13 told the writer that in 1908, when he was still a child, his mother died 

and he was sent to join his father who was then in Hunan. He was placed in 

care of a hSin-chu, and traveled from Ningpo to Changsha in the company of 

one of its employees on the run of the Yangtze line. Ch'i Ju-shan, a well 

known playwright, recalled how the letter agencies used to run errands for 

their customers; for example, buying a hat or a summer outfit. 14 

There was no uniform tariff; postal rates were set according to local 

conditions, following a graduated scale. The rates were based chiefly on the 

type of letter or parcel, the distance to be covered, the accessibility of the 
destination, the volume of postal business for that locality, and the competition 

among agencies for the same route. Very often considerations of accessibility 

outweighed distances; for the same amount letters could be carried two or 

three times as far along the coast or to a place easily reached by boat than 

they could be carried overland. Since letters were charged per cover rather 

than per sheet or by weight, a slight difference in weight was immaterial. 

Many hsin-chu set a fixed tariff for places they ordinarily served and left the 

rates for other destinations to be agreed upon or bargained for at the time of 

posting. Agencies in the same locality usually made similar charges for similar 

services and often arrived at a common tariff. 

Letters were classified as ordinary letters, letters containing drafts, and 

letters containing valuables. Rates for ordinary letters ranged from 10 to 400 

copper cash (the exchange rate of cash and silver tael or dollar varied from · 

time to time and from region to region); it was between 1,700 and 1,500 cash 

per tael, 1,500 cash per tael being more common toward the end of the 

century. 15 Four hundred cash was about the highest fee charged by most 

postal establishments; it was enough to carry a letter over several hundred to 

a thousand miles. For letters containing drafts, coins, or valuables, the value 

of the contents and the risk involved were added determinants in setting the 

fee. For letters containing drafts the rates usually ranged from one tenth of 

one per cent to one per cent of the face value of the draft,or so many cash per 
11s. 1,000 (see tables 7 and 8). For letters containing silver pieces or coins the 
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Table 10 

Hsin-chu Rates in Kiukiang, 1891 

Ordinary letters Letters enclosing 
and small parcels dollars Letters enclosing checks 

Destination (cash) (cash per dollar) (cash per Tis. 1,000) 

Shanghai 50 10-12 700 
Hankow 
Chinkiang 30-40 5-6 400-600 
Wuhu 
Chian 
Kanchow 
Hokowchen 100-120 15-20 1 ,000-1 ,200 
Iyanghsien 
Kweiki 
Changshuchen 
Chingtehchen 
laochow 40-60 12-12 700-800 
Loping 
Poyang 
Nanchang 30-40 10-12 600 
Wuchengchen 20-30 5-6 600 

Source: Decennial Reports, 1882-1891, p. 226. 

risk involved was greater, hence the fees ranged from one half of one per cent 

to four per cent of the money or valuable forwarded. 

The rate for parceis was about sixty cash per catty (1.33 Ibs.) for delivery 

within the province, 200 cash for other destinations if carried by water, and 
160 to 240 cash if carried overland. 16 Letters and parcels could be registered 

or insured for an extra fee; in case of loss, the customer was compensated. A 

description of the contents and a statement of their value were both written 

on the cover of the letter or parcel, which was usually sealed in front of the 
clerk of the agency. For urgent matters a special messenger could be dispatched 
at the client's expense. IS To indicate express speed, one or all four comers of 

the envelope was sometimes burnt and feathers were stuck in the holes-signi­

fying "post-haste at flying speed." , 



Destination 

Shanghai 
Hankow 
Chinkiang 
Wuhu 
Nanking 
Soochow 
Ningpo 
Hangchow 
Wenchow 
Yochow 
Shasi 
Ichang 
Chungking 
Kiaochow 
Chefoo 
Tientsin 
Newchwang 
Peking 
Foochow 
Amoy 
Swatow 
Canton 
Samshui 
Wuchow 

Table 11 

Hsin-chii Rates in Kiukiang, 1901 

Ordinary letters Letters enclosing 
and small parcels dollars 

(cash) (cash per dollars) 

20-50 12-12 

20-40 5-6 

50-100 10-20 

200 20-40 

Source: Decennial Reports, 1892·1901, 1,358-359. 
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Letters enclosing checks 
(cash per Tis. 1,000) 

400 

200 

c. 600 

c. l,OOO 

By and large the hsin-chu were modest establishments, unless they handled 

a sizable remittance account. Chiefly owing to this last factor, their financial 

situation varied considerably. Generally speaking, many letter agencies enjoyed 

a thriving business at their main offices, but not all their branch offices did as 

well. Nevertheless, the branches were maintained for the over-all operation of 

the firm. 19 For example, in the 1880s the larger agencies in Hankow netted a 
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profit of some 11s. 2,000 a year, 20 while branch offices of some Ningpo 

agencies in Swatow considered $100 (Mexican or Spanish) as a year's fair 

profit. 21 On the other hand, if the sixteen letter agencies in Chungking 

handled between them a yearly remittance of 11s. 3,000,000, as reported in 

1891, 22 and if the postal rates for drafts varied from one tenth of one per 

cent to one per cent of their face value, each agency might make a profit 

ranging from 11s. 200 to 11s. 2,000. 

The letter agencies used every available means of transmission, supplying 

special service where it was needed and using the slower channels where economy 

was the first object. 23 Mail was usually carried by foot couriers who covered 

an average of three miles an hour; 24 in special circumstances mounted 

couriers were employed and relays of men and horses were provided on some 

routes. 25 Whenever possible water transportation was used. Many agencies 

in large towns along the Yangtze had small post boats of their own. In Chunking 

the boats had a capacity of about ten picul, capable of carrying a crew of one or 

two and a courier and his bags. 26 In Chekiang there were paddle-boats. 

After 1860, when steamers were available not only along the coast but also 

in inland waters, the agencies quickly utilized their services. New agencies calling 

themselves lun-ch 'uan hsin-chu (steamship letter agencies) were organizedP Mail 

bags were usually entrusted to the ship's comprador for a monthly consideration, 

but several hsin-chu in one locality sometimes sent along a common courier and 

shared the expense. When a streamer arrived in port, carriers from various agencies 

would come on board to take the bags. Quite often the mail was sorted out then 

and there, and local letters were delivered immediately. 

To avoid unfair competition and to advance their common interest, 

hsin-chii often worked together. A good example is provided by the letter 

agencies of Kiukiang in Kiangsi where the letter-carrying business was highly 

developed. 28 In 1891 there were fourteen agencies in Kiukiang, all of them 

branches of hsin-chu in Shanghai, Hankow, and other large cities. 29 Through 

their main offices they were in communication with every province in China 

by one means or another. While all fourteen agencies desired regular connec­

tion with most of the important cities in Kiangsi, they did not maintain con­

tact with all of them individually. Instead, each agency had its special route 

and connections. The fourteen arranged a schedule, whereby on fixed dates 

each agency took its turn at dispatching couriers to carry the mailbags for all 

of them along a certain route. Thus maximum efficiency was achieved with 
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minimum cost. During the tea season, one of the agencies would provide a 

special courier service between Kiukiang and I-ning-chou, a tea center, with 

scheduled dates of departure and arrival. 30 

When there was sufficient demand for regular service in an area, an agency 

in the neighborhood would appoint a representative there; when the volume 

of business warranted a branch office, one would be established. In this man- .. 

ner postal agencies appeared in many of Kiangsi's large villages. An agency 

would refuse to handle mail destined for a town within the province that was 

covered by another agency, but all would accept letters for any destination 

outside the province. Such letters were carried to the terminus of the agency's 

line where another agency would take over and stamp the letters with the time 

of arrival with a wooden chop. Postage was either prepaid in part or collected 
in full by the delivering agency. 31 

Similar cooperation existed to some extent among hsin-chu in other parts 

of the country, exchanging letters and forwarding them for each other at fixed 

rates. 32 In Wenchow and Swatow some agencies even worked collectively, 

charging the same rates and dividing the profit pro rata at the end of each 
year. 33 

The Popularity of the Hsin-cho 

The Chinese public thought highly of the services rendered by the hsin­

chu, which operated above all with a flexibility that fitted in well with popu­

lar customs and business usages. For instance, the agencies kept flexible hours, 

frequently remaining open until midnight. They usually sent couriers to busi­

ness houses to collect their correspondence. Since many firms preferred to 
write their letters in the evening, when the day's business was over, collections 

were made as close to the time of dispatch as possible for the convenience of 

the customers. 
The hsin-chu method of payment also had wide appeal. It was customary 

for the sender and the recipient each to pay half of the postage, although in 

some places the entire fee was payable on delivery, and the half payment in 

advance was waived. Regular patrons often had a passbook in which the 

number ofletters sent each time was entered and stamped by the agency. 

Accounts could be settled monthly or at the time of the three major festivals 

of the year-New Year, the Fifth day of the Fifth Moon, and the Fifteenth 
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Day of the Eighth Moon. Some business flnns found it more convenient to 

arrange with an agency for the conveyance of their mail at a flxed sum per 

annum. It was not unusual that the relationship between the hsin-chu and 

their clients rested more or less on a personal basis. In the circumstances, 

the regular postage rates were reduced for favorite customers, and personal 

letters of the employees of business fInns or important customers were 

carried free of charge. In short, the agencies tried their best to meet the re­

quirements of their clients and, in face of keen competition, offered all kinds 

of inducements to retain their patronage. 

In the opinion of all who had ever used their service, one outstanding 

virtue of the hsin-chu was their reliability. There was no question but that 

mail entrusted to them was safe. "It rarely happened that any matter of value 

goes astray through the inattention or dishonesty of the couriers or their 

principals," wrote Commissioner Cecil Bowra of the Chinese Maritime Customs. 34 

Even in circumstances that involved a certain amount of danger, such as going 

through the Yangtze rapids, accidents were said to be rare. Another commis­

sioner in Ichang reported in 1891 as follows: 

As far as can be ascertained, letters are never lost except through an 
accident to a boat, and that occurs very rarely indeed. For instance the 
Ho-ch'ang postal agency is said to have employed 4,000 post-boats during 
the last 15 years, and only three boats with mail have, it is said, been 
lost during the period. 35 

Great care was taken to safeguard articles of mail . When transported by 

water, they were w~apped in oiled paper and packed in waterproof materials 

or in tins. In conveying large amounts of silver and other valuables, the hsin­

chu often worked with the escort-agencies (piao-chu) that provided anned 

escort or convoy against robbery. 36 

As the century advanced, the reputation of the hsin-chu was greatly 

enhanced by the improvements they made in their services. C. Lenox Simpson, 

Commissioner of Customs at Amoy, summed up popular opinion in the 

Decennial Reports of 1901 as follows: 

The excellent manner in which these establishments are carried on 
has become proverbial to all of those who have come into contact with 
them and their methods. Letters may be sent to any points of China, 
through anyone of them, with perfect security, and gold and silver, 
as well as drafts and other valuable documents, entrusted to them 



under insurance. In case of loss-a rare occurrence-payment is made 
under circumstances in which it might often be evaded. 37 

New Developments After J 860 

Remittance Banks 
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The period after 1860, especially the last quarter of the nineteenth cen- . 

tury, witnessed the beginnings of industrialization and modernization in China 

as well as the growth of foreign trade and increasing contact with the West. The 

hsin-chu seized every opportunity to increase their business and adapt their 

operations to changing conditions, especially in the area of their relations with 

the native banks, the vernacular press, and overseas Chinese. 
The old-style remittance banks (p'iao-chuang, lit., "draft banks") were 

among the most important commercial firms which patronized the hsin-chu. 

These banks, which had existed before 1800, began to flourish in the late Ch'ing 

period. 38 Many of them had as much capital as hundreds of thousands of 

taels. Some of them became fiscal agents of the national and provincial treasuries. 

By the 1880s they were found in most important cities in China, and some 

extended their operations to Moscow, Kobe, Osaka, and places in Southeast 

Asia. 39 Since their main business was the transfer of funds, the banks en-

gaged in a considerable amount of correspondence. Whenever a sum of money 

was transferred by draft or bank order, by letter of credit or letter of advice, 

the remitting bank sent written notice for payment to its branch or agent 

where the money was being transmitted. The hsin-chu delivered practically 

all bank mail, including letters containing silver. 40 The close relations be­

tween the banks and the hsin-chu can be demonstrated by the fact that when 

a hsin-chu was temporarily short of funds and could not meet the needs of its 

own remittance service, the banks would frequently come to its assistance.41 

After 1860 more and more Chinese moved to Southeast Asia, Australia, 

and the Americas to engage in trade or to work on plantations, mines, or rail­

roads. Since China did not have a national postal system for public use, post 

offices in foreign countries could not forward any mail to the interior or to vil­

lages in China without sending it through an intermediary in the treaty ports, 
and the Chinese emigrants were usually not conversant enough with the 

foreign language to address envelopes or fiB out forms for remittance. They 

therefore sent letters and money home to their families through their "headman"-
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a clan leader or someone who had brought them overseas. The headman packed 

all the letters in a bundle and sent them through the foreign post office to a 

letter merchant or hsin-chu at Amoy or Swatow, since the majority of over­

seas Chinese were natives of Fukien or Kwangtung. The agent or agency would 

then distribute the letters, many of them containing money, to recipients in 

the surrounding villages. 42 Postal fees varied according to the locality; for 

letters containing money postage ranged from approximately 2 to J per cent 

to 3 to 4 per cent or more of the value of the money remitted. 43 

Gazettes and Newspapers 

The Peking Gazette (Ch 'ing-pao or T'ang-pao) was compiled by the 

superintendents of posts who represented the provincial governments in the 

Board of War. The gazette contained selections from the court circular, Kung­

mun-ch 'ao, on court activities, appointments, audiences, as well as edicts, 

rescripts, and memorials, and was dispatched by relays via the P'u to various 

yamen in the provinces. 44 With tacit official sanction some commercial fIrms 

made reprints of the gazette or compiled similar versions, and sold them in 

and out of the capital at great pront. 45 The hsin-chu helped to distribute the 

reprints throughout the country, and several agencies were established in 

Liang-hsiang, some sixty li southwest of Peking, to speed up the relays. The 

reprints, known as Liang-hsiang pao, often reached their destinations before 

the offIcial Peking Gazette did, and were often bought by the officials them­

selves. In Peking a 'monthly subscription cost only 200 cash, but in the provinces 

a hsin-chu would ask as much as 2,000 to 5,000 cash a month. 46 

After the fIrst Chinese daily newspaper, Chung-wai hsin-pao (China and 

foreign news daily), was published in Hong Kong in 1858, 47 a number of other 

Chinese dailies were published in Hong Kong, Canton, Shanghai, and Hankow. 48 

When these papers fIrst appeared, there was some difficulty selling them, 49 

and the hsin-chu were induced to help with the distribution. Shen pao, one 

of the earliest Chinese newspapers in Shanghai, offered a 25 per cent commis­

sion to anyone who would buy one or two hundred copies per day with the 

unsold copies returnable free of charge; the paper was sold for eight cash per 

copy locally and for ten out of town. 50 Many hsin-chu not only undertook to 
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transmit newspapers from one city to another but eventually acted as news 

agents, selling papers and collecting subscriptions. 51 The profit might seem 

rather small at the beginning, but the Sino-French War (1884-1885) gave ver­

nacular newspapers a tremendous boost, and thereafter sales increased signifi­

cantly and steadily. 52 It was reported in Chinkiang that "what in 1881 was 

the exception became a rule in 1891, that all good families in Chinkiang as 

well as in the interior, that is, for every intelligent adult to take a glance at 

the Chinese daily newspaper brought from Shanghai." 53 

Although transportation in China was far from modernized and travel in 

many parts of the country was still very difficult, the introduction of steam­

ships and railroads greatly facilitated communications between a number of 

large cities and many treaty ports where the hsin-chu received the bulk of 

their business. Together with some of the new business opportunities, the 

improvement of transportation enabled the hsin-chu to operate with in­

creasing efficiency. They were able to deliver their mail with greater speed, 

regularity, and frequency and at much lower cost toward the end of the 

nineteenth century. 

An Appraisal of the Hsin-chO 

Was the Chinese public well served by the hsin-chu? Were national in­

terests well served by a commercial postal service? Was there any need for a 

national postal system as in Western countries? For as much as it was demon­

strated that the Chinese public was quite satisfied with services of the hsin­

chu, there were also many drawbacks to the system. 

In spite of the excellent service rendered by the hSin-chu, they were 

essentially private commercial firms aiming at profit rather than public service. 

They tended to operate only in large towns where they could expect a prof­

itable business. Many places in the interior had no postal facilities, not even 

a courier. 54 Moreover, notwithstanding the great progress they made, in 

places other than those frequently served or easily accessible, the postage 

rates were still high and delivery was slow. Finally, although some agencies 

in Amoy and Swatow had connections overseas, in the absence of a national 

postal system it was not feasible to arrange any international exchange of 

mail. 
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China defimtely needed a national postal service along Western lines in 

order that every one in the nation could enjoy the fruits of civilization through 

proper communication. Paradoxically, however, the existence of an efficient 

commercial service such as the hsin-chu blinded the Ch'ing officials to the 

necessity of postal modernization and postponed the establishment of a 

modem post office for over three decades. While the officials procrastinated, 

the hSin-chu developed and prospered, and their vested interests presented 

great obstacles to progress. 



Chapter IV 

FOREIGN POSTAL ESTABLISHMENTS IN CHINA (1834-1896) 

Today a postal service usually implies a governmental institution, but in 

nineteenth-century China, an anomaly existed whereby any foreign govern­

ment, community, or individual could establish a postal service. The Ch'ing 

government was not aware of the fact that foreign postal establishments on 

Chinese soil encroached on its sovereignty and deprived it of a source of 

revenue. Since it assumed no responsibility for the postal communication of 

the Chinese people, it felt no more obliged to provide postal facilities for 

foreigners in China. Consequently, to meet their own needs, Westerners in 

China began to organize postal services of some kind for themselves. The 

British were the fIrst and were soon followed by other nationalities. Gradually 

more and more foreign postal agencies were established in China for reasons 

of convenience, profit, or national prestige, but until their unbridled growth 

seriously threatened the modernization of the Chinese postal system, the 

Ch'ing government took no notice of them whatsoever. 

Lack of Postal Facilities for Foreign Mail 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century foreign trade was confIned to 

Canton and foreign residence to Macao and, during the trading season, to 

Canton. In 1836 there were 307 adult male foreign residents in Canton-

only 213 of them were non-Asiatic, representing forty-four Western fIrms. 1 

Postal facilities were almost non-existent. Foreigners had to rely on ships of 

their own company or those of other fIrms for mail. However, if a letter ar­

rived in China by any ship other than one belonging to the addressee's own 

fIrm , it was not to be delivered until after the ship's departure, "lest news of com­

mercial value should be brought to the detriment of the fIrm to which the 

ship was consigned." 2 Sometimes a letter was delayed for a month or two or 

even three months. As for outgoing mail for other parts of the world, most 

ships leaving China were willing to carry letters for anyone who wished to 

avail himself of their service,3 but the letters might be subject to delay on the 

other end in the same manner as the incoming mail. 
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Between 1818 and 1833 an average of fifty-six British and thirty-seven 

American ships visited China yearly; the number of ships of other nationalities 

was negligible.4 Since the British held the largest share of the China trade, they 

took the initiative in organizing the postal establishments. When the monopoly 

of the East India Company ended in 1834, Lord Napier arrived at Canton as the 

chief superintendent of British trade. On his advice the British Chamber of Com­

merce in Canton undertook to improve its postal arrangements and established 

some kind of post office in Canton. A few years later it purchased a number of 

boats for transmission of mail between Canton and Macao.s 

During the Opium War in 1840 the Earl of Auckland, governor-general of 

India, made arrangements for ships sailing between India and China to convey 

mail for the British troops, and at the same time appointed a postmaster in 

charge of the mail at Macao.6 When the British formally occupied Hong Kong 

on January 26, 1841, Captain Elliot proceeded to organize a government for 

the island, 7 but apparently no post office was established until Sir Henry 

Pottinger arrived in August to replace Elliot as the sole British plenipotentiary, 

minister-extraordinary, and chief superintendent of trade. 8 The Hong Kong 
Post Office was officially opened to the public on April 15, 1842.9 For a while, 

until transmission by steamer was organized, the service was completely free 

for both letters and parcels. 10 When Hong Kong became a British Crown Colony 

in April 1843, this post office came under the jurisdiction of the British post­

master' general in London. 11 The informal atmosphere of the Hong Kong Post 

Office in its early years was described by the noted Sinologue, the Reverend 

James Legge: 

I used to walk to the Post Office whenever there was any arrival in 
the harbour by which I might expect a letter.lf there were any letters 
for me I got them; and then the postmaster would say, "Here are letters 
also for so-and-so, and so-and-so, and so-and-so in your neighborhood. 
Please oblige me by taking them with you, and sending your coolie on 
with them." 12 

British Packet-Agencies and the P. & O. Mail Service. 1842-1860 

During 1843 and 1844, in accordance with the Nanking Treaty of 1842, 

British consuls took up residence in the five treaty ports newly opened to 

foreign trade and residence: Canton, Shanghai, Foochow, Ningpo, and Amoy. 
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To facilitate the transmission of official dispatches and general communica­

tion between Europe and China, the British postmaster-general, then Lord 

Lowther, suggested that the consuls act as mail agents. 13 By paying the re­

quired postage anyone could have his mail sent to the consulate, which under­

took to transmit letters to British consulates in other treaty ports or to Hong 

Kong, and from there to be forwarded to Europe or elsewhere. Similarly, 

British postal agencies were established in Shanghai, Ningpo, Foochow, and 

Amoy. Including the agency previously established in Canton in 1834, Britain 

now had five postal establishments in China. Since mail was transported by 

packet steamers, these establishments were called packet-agencies. 

The British authorities paid considerable attention to mail matters for 

dispatches from Canton to London had taken four to six months via the 

Cape of Good Hope before the shorter overland route via the Suez Isthmus 

was adopted in 1835. 14 Even then mail to China by a combination of steamer 
and clipper ship took two to three months. 15 In 1844 the average time taken for 

thirteen mails from London to reach Hong Kong was eighty-four days. 16 Since 

there was no direct mail service from England to China, the mail was at the mercy 

of sailing schedules, and delays were often caused by poor connections or stopovers 

in India and ports in Southeast Asia. After 1842, with new opportunities for com­

mercial expansion offered by the Nanking Treaty, it was imperative to speed up 

postal communications. 

Iil1845, with a subsidy from the British government, the Peninsular and 

Oriental Steam Navigation Company inaugurated a monthly steamer mail service 

directly from Southampton to Hong KongP Since mail from London reached 

Southampton in a few hours, this meant direct service from London to Hong Kong. 

The mail traveled over water and land-by steamer from Southampton to Alexandria, 

by van (later by rail) across Egypt, by steamer again from Suez to Ceylon, and 

from Ceylon to Hong Kong. 

A new era began with the arrival in Hong Kong of the wooden paddle­

steamer, the Lady Mary Wood, on August 13, 1845, carrying the first direct 

mail from London in just fifty-five days. 18 The s~rvice was so successful that 

the British communities persistently petitioned the company to extend it to 

Canton and Shanghai. It was pointed out that monsoons often delayed the 

mail for as much as three weeks after its arrival in Hong Kong and such un­

certainty was injurious to trade. 19 Finally, in August 1850, faster steamer ser­

vice was extended to Shanghai by the P. & O. Co. which also sent smaller 
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vessels to Macao and Canton. 20 In 1853 P. & O. steamers were sailing from 

Southampton fortnightly, and the time required for the trip was greatly 

shortened. 21 In 1860 mail from London was reaching Hong Kong in forty­

three to forty-six days and Shanghai in approximately fifty days. 22 

The British authorities also maintained a monthly overland courier service 

between Canton and the British consulates in Amoy and Foochow. A round 

trip between Canton and Foochow took thirty-two to thirty-four days over-

land, but only a few days by sea. High costs prevented extension of the service 

to Shanghai. Since transportation by water was by far the cheapest method of 

postal transmission, the overland service was discontinued some time after 1850. 23 

Foreign Mail Lines and Foreign Post Offices, 1860-1896 

By the terms of the Tientsin treaties and the Peking Convention (1858-

1860) China agreed to open eleven more ports to trade; these were situated 

not just along the coast, but midway up the Yangtze-New chuang, Tengchow 

(later replaced by Chefoo), Hankow, Kiukiang, Chinkiang, Taiwanfu, Tamsui, 

Swatow, Kiungchow, Nanking, and Tientsin. The number of Westerners in 

China in 1859 was nearly double the figure for 1855,24 and after peace was 

restored in 1860 traders and missionaries came in ever increasing numbers. A 

sixth British packet-agency was opened in 1861 in Swatow. 25 In the same 

year the volume of mail of the British agency in Shanghai warranted its sep­

aration from the British consulate, and the packet-agency became a full-fledged 

post office. The British postal authorities in London who were in control of all 

of the agencies made a survey in 1867 and reported that the agency in Shanghai 

was the only one of the six to do any considerable business; consequently no 

more agencies were opened for some time. 26 In fact, the British opened only 

three more in the next thirty years-at Hankow in 1872, Kiungchow in 1873, 

and Tientsin in 1882. The 1867 survey also led the British postmaster general 

to relinquish control of the packet-agencies in China and place them under the 

Hong Kong postmaster general in 1868. 27 

The Hong Kong postal authorities were quite active even before they as­

sumed control of all the British packet-agencies in China. In 1861 they arranged 

for British and French steamers to alternate in conveying the mail from Shanghai 

to the northern ports. 28 They also tried to secure for the British-subsidized 

P. & O. mail boats the monopoly of the run from Hong Kong to Shanghai. Ad-
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hering to the concept of a state monopoly of postal services, they also tried to 

eliminate what they considered the "illegal" or "irregular" conveyance of let­

ters to and from Hong Kong by private steamers. 29 However, British mer­

chants in Shanghai continued to send letters outside of the "regular mail," 

since ships of various companies left daily for Hong Kong and often made 

. better connections than the fortnightly P. & O. mail steamers. 30 

After 1860 the British postal establishments began to encounter compe­

tition from other nations when several steamship lines with government financial 

supports extended mail services to China. The inauguration of a French steamer 

service to China by the Compagnie Messageries Imperiales in 1862 (renamed the 

Messageries Maritimes in 1871) 31 was followed in 1867 by the introduction 

of the Pacific Mail Steamship Company's monthly service from San Francisco 

to Hong Kong. The first trip of the Pacific Mail Line's steamer Colorado took 

. thirty days eleven hours and ten minutes, including detention at Yokohama. 32 

This line was soon in keen competition with mail lines from Southampton and 

Marseilles plying the Suez route, offering a cheaper and faster service. 33 In 

1872 the United States Congress, which had sanctioned the subsidy for the 

Pacific Mail Line, became convinced of the growing political and commercial 

importance of communications between the United States and China and 

authorized a fortnightly instead of monthly service of the line to the Far 

East. 34 In 1875 the Japanese Mitsubishi Steamship Company bought the 

Yokoh~ma-Shanghai branch of the Pacific Mail,35 and in 1885 Germany, a 

late-comer in overseas expansion, also had direct steamer mail service to China 

through the Nordeutscher Lloyd Company. 36 

As each of these foreign shipping lines was extended to Chinese waters, 

a postal agency was established under the respective foreign consulate in 

Shanghai, the terminus of various lines and the most important of all the 

treaty ports. 37 A French postal agency was opened in Shanghai in 1862, an 

American agency in 1867, a Japanese agency in 1876, and a German agency 

in 1886 (see table II). Japan also opened eight branch offices in other ports, 

but for lack of business all eight were closed down in 1881. For a brief period 

Japan, Great Britain, France, and Germany each had a postal agency in Tientsin, 

but the Japanese and British agencies were discontinued in 1881 and 1890 re­
spectively. 38 
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Table 12 

Foreign Postal Establishments in China up to 1896 with Dates of Establishment 

Local 
or 

Location British Russian French American Japanese German private 

Canton 1834 
Shanghai 1843 1862 1867 1876 1886 1864 
Ningpo 1843 1865 (agent) 1876* 
Foochow 1844 1876* 1895 
Amoy 1844 1896 1895 
Swatow 1861 
Chefoo 1876* 1892 1894 
Chinkiang 1876* 1894 
Tientsin 1882-1890** 1889 1876* 1889 
Kiukiang 1876* 1894 
Hankow 1872 1876* 1877 
Kiungchow 1873 
Newchwang 1876* 
Wuhu 1894 
Ichang 1894 
Chungking 1896 1893 
Soochow 1896 
Hangchow 1896 
Shasi 1896 
Nanking 1896 

Peking 1859(?) 
Whampoa 1858(9)-1863 

*These branch offices were closed in 1881 and, with the exception of the office in Ningpo, reopened 
between 1896 and 1905. 

**Reopened in 1906 under the management of the China Engineering and Mining Company. 

Source: G. T. Bishop, C.S. Morton, and W. Sayers, Hongkong and the Treaty Ports: Postal History and 
Postal Markings, rev. H.E. Lobdell and A.E. Hopkins (London: The Postal History Society, 1949), 
appendices, pp. 165-174. 

The treaty ports are arranged more or less according to the date of their actual opening. See Stanley 
F. Wright, Hart and the Chinese Customs (Belfast: William Mullen & Son, for Queen's University, 
Belfast, 1950), appendix 3, pp. 89+895. 
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Local Posts in Foreign Settlements 

As Chinese cities were opened for trade, a certain area in each city was 

set aside for foreign residence and business purposes. These areas, known as 

settlements or concessions-such as the International Settlement (originally 

British) and the French Concession in Shanghai, were held singly or jointly 

by one or more foreign powers. 39 Such areas were almost entirely free from 

Chinese jurisdiction, and the foreign residents in the settlements enjoyed 

extraterritoriality. They also enjoyed the privilege of self-government, organiz­

ing a municipal council, and maintaining their own police, fire, sanitation, and 

public works departments. Chinese living in the settlements also came under 

the control of the municipal council. Since the Chinese government provided 

no public postal service, some of the municipal councils organized their own 

postal services and even issued stamps. 

The Shanghai Municipal Council was the first among foreign communities 

in China to organize a postal service, the Shanghai Local Post, which opened in 

1864. The following year stamps were issued, but the subscription system, 

which contracted the Local Post to carry mail for a firm or an individual at a 

fixed sum per annum, was also in force. The Hong Kong Post Office sought an 

agreement with the Shanghai Local Post whereby the latter would deal with 

all local and neighborhood mail but leave all mail for southern ports to the 

British packet-agency in Shanghai. 40 The agreement, however, did not seem 

to have worked for very long. The Local Post took advantage of free transport 

of mailbags by foreign coastal or river steamers and soon established branches 

in Ningpo, Foochow, Amoy, Chefoo, Hankow, and other Yangtze ports. By 

1892 the Shanghai Local Post had become a thriving institution, so prosperous 

and efficient that it even entertained the idea of joining the Universal Postal 

Union, although it was not a national post. 41 

Encouraged by its progress and prosperity, the Shanghai Local Post dis­

continued the subscription system in January 1893 and issued stamps that 

were compulsory not only for local letters, but also for letters sent through the 

Local Post for delivery in other treaty ports. 42 The Shanghai Local Post printed 

over its own stamps the name of the port to which the letter was going and put 

on a surcharge, often twice the value of the stamp. This provoked much oppo­

sition from its customers and from municipal councils in foreign settlements of 

other treaty ports. Some of these councils retaliated by taking over the branches 
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of the Shanghai Local Post in their territories; others organized their own posts 

and issued their own staml's. Up to this time it seemed that the foreign settle­

ment in Hankow was the only one besides the one in Shanghai to have a local 

post, but as a result of the aggressive move of the Shanghai Local Post, other 

local posts sprang up in Chefoo, Chungking, Chinkiang, Wuhu, and Ichang 

between 1893 and 1894. 43 Others probably sprang up around the same time 

in Foochow, Amoy, Nanking and Kiukiang (see table II). 

Many municipal councils in foreign settlements soon discovered that their 

local posts produced handsome revenue for them through the normal postal 

business as well as through the sale of stamps. Adhesive stamps, which came 

into use for the first time in 1840 in England as a means of prepayment, had 

become collectors' items. For instance, when the municipal council of Kiukiang 

issued 100,000 half-cent stamps for its local post in 1894, applications for 

150,000 were received (one speculator wanted 95,000). When a second lot 

was issued, it also sold rapidly. Enormous profits were reaped by stamp dealers, 

private buyers, and speculators. In less than three months after the first issue 

was printed, the half-cent stamps were being offered for sale at ten cents a 

apiece. 44 

Stamps of this type are known to stamp-collectors as the "Treaty Port 

Local." Some municipal councils were not above exploiting this easy source 

of revenue by bringing out new issues frequently. The frequency of new is­

sues soon brought ridicule and severe stricture for the local posts from many 

philatelic journals and collectors. However, no criticism could deter collectors 

from continuing to buy new stamps or speculators from exploiting this newly 

discovered source of weaIth.45 

With steamers of all nations calling regularly at major ports, trans-oceanic 

mail lines developed fast and direct postal communication between Western 

countries and the treaty ports and big towns in China. In the interior, however, 

private couriers and native hsin-chu were still used to transport correspondence 

and parcels to and from the nearest river or seaport. 46 Therefore, in spite of 

the large number of foreign postal establishments set up in China during the 

nineteenth century, the problem of foreign mail had yet to be solved. 
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The Peking-Kiakhta Overland Service 

While the Chinese government appeared to ignore what was happening 

in the foreign settlements of the treaty ports, it was apprehensive of any 

foreign power establishing a postal agency in the interior. The Tientsin Treaty 

with Russia, concluded on June 13, 1858, established a regular monthly ser­

vice 47 between Peking and Kiakhta for the transmission of correspondence 

between the Chinese and Russian governments and for the convenience of the 

Russian Ecclesiastical Mission in Peking, which was established by the Treaty 

of Kiakhta in 1772. 48 · In addition, a parcel post service was to operate four 

times a year between the two cities. Transmission of mail and parcels was to 

be undertaken by the t'ai-chan, but the two governments were to share ex­

penses. 

Article 12 of the Additional Treaty of Peking negotiated with Russia in 

1860 reaffIrmed and further elaborated the original agreement. The Chinese 

offIcials wanted to make the terms of the overland service more specific. 49 

The Chinese text contained the following clause concerning the postal com­

munications of Russian merchants trading at the frontier: 

If the Russian merchants, in sending letters, articles, and boxes for 
their business affairs, wish to hire men themselves and make separate 
regulations they shall be allowed to do so after having fully reported 
in advance to the local authorities and having obtained their permis­
sions thus saving the government from paying the expenses. 50 

The Tientsin Treaty stipulated that of its three texts-Manchu, Chinese, and 

Russian-the Manchu text was to be regarded as authoritative, 51 but the 

Additional Treaty of Peking signed in Russian and Chinese did not stipulate 

which of the two versions was authoritative. Considerable diffIculty subsequently 

arose from the ambiguous nature of the article just quoted. 

In 1861 Russian offIcials at Kiakhta notified Chinese frontier authorities 

that twenty Russian merchants were on their way to China and requested that 

their application for various facilities and specifically for permission "to es­

tablish postal stations" be granted. To the Chinese offIcials establishing postal 

stations seemed totally different from "hiring men" at their own expense to 

transmit letters and articles; they feared for one thing that permission for 

Russians to establish postal stations would lead to the erection of buildings and 

interference with the preservation of pastures and the nomadic life of the 
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Mongolians. Furthermore, the Russian merchants had requested that a Russian 

merchant be permitted to reside at Urga and that trading be carried on at 

Peking instead of at the frontier. The Chinese imperial agent (K'u-lun pan-shih 

ta-ch'en) together with the assistant agent at Urga memorialized that these 

requests were in conflict with the terms of the treat~ and suggested that the 

Tsungli Yamen discuss the requests with the Russian envoy in Peking, Major 
Ignatiev. 52 

Debates on the interpretation of the treaty took place between Chinese 

and Russian officials both at the frontier and in Peking. 53 Each side argued 

from the text in its own language; meanwhile, the party of 20 merchants, 20 

priests, 215 camels, 7 horses, and 13 carts was on its way to Kalgan with the 

intention of proceeding to Peking. 54 While the discussion dragged on, the 

Tsungli Yamen, headed by Prince Kung, began to question whether the Russian 

demands were inspired by misconstruction of the treaty or whether parts of 

the treaty had been actually and deliberately mistranslated by the Russian in­

terpreter during the treaty negotiations. 55 The Yamen had no idea that the 

Russian text contained the word posta, which could be taken to mean "the 

establishment of a postal service." 56 The Chinese government was adamant in 

its refusal to grant the requests of the Russian merchants, who were eventually 

persuaded to trade in Tientsin with the concession of a reduced tariff, and the 

matter of postal stations was dropped. 57 In 1863, however, the Russian mer­

chants' guild established, chiefly for its own members, a fortnightly mail ser­

vice between Kiakhta and Peking with connections to other cities in Mongolia, 

especially Uliassutai and Kobdo. The mail was carried along with the caravan 

from Kiakhta to Urga, and by soldiers of the Mongolian banner army from 

thence to Kalgan. After Kalgan the Russians used the services of the Chinese 

hsin-chii for transmission to Peking and Tientsin. In 1870 the Russian govern­

ment took over this private service and replaced it with its own postal agencies 

in Urga, Kalgan, and Tientsin, and began to use stamps. It seems that the Rus­

sian postal service was not formalized until a later date. G.T. Bishop maintained 

• that Russia opened "post offices" in Kuldja (IIi), Tarbagatai, Urumchi, and 

Urga in 1899. In 1896, after the completion of the Trans-Siberian Railroad, 

a sea route for mail was opened between Vladivostock and Chinese ports, and 

Russian postal agencies were established in Shanghai, Chefoo, and Hankow. 58 
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According to the Additional Treaty of Peking, letters were to be sent 

from Peking and Kiakhta once a month from each end via the t'ai-chan, and 

parcels every other month from Kiahkta to Peking and once every three months 

from Peking to Kiakhta. No restriction was imposed, however, on diplomatic 

correspondence- exchange of mail between the Russian Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs or the governor of East Siberia on the one hand and the Tsungli Yamen 

or the Li-fan yUan (Court of Dependencies) on the other. Moreover, for very 

important matters, both the Russian government and the Russian envoy in 

Peking were allowed to send specially designated Russina couriers through 

Chinese territories, but the Chinese government was to be informed twenty­

four hours in advance of the courier's pending departure from Peking or his 

intended entry at the Chinese frontier. 59 

Not long after the conclusion of the agreement for the overland service, 

friction arose. The imperial agent at Urga, who had jurisdiction over the post 

route with its twenty-five stations between Kiakhta and Peking, requested in 

a memorial that the Russian minister in Peking be notified of the violations 

to the terms of the treaty. It was reported that notwithstanding the stipulation 

for a monthly service, in the first five months of 1861, more than ten mails 

were dispatched from Russia to Peking. 60 Moreover, Russian officials and 

messengers who traveled the post route were said to have little consideration 

for the men and animals placed at their disposal by the Chinese post stations. 

• 

Recently the Russians have traveled back and forth continuously, , 
availing themselves of the facilities of the post stations . . . whether 
it is an official or a soldier who travels, all of them ride in carts and 
carry baggage. Every time they pass through, one or two hundred 
animals and more than ten carts are used ; generally traveling day 
and night they cover five or six stations a day [against the normal 
rate of three stages a day] ... Furthennore, whenever the Russian 
couriers pass through, they all claim to have urgent business so as to 
have a pretext for riding posthaste, which obviously strains the I-chan 
services. 61 

The Chinese authorities insisted upon strict observance of aU the treaty 

specifications, such as those governing the number and weight of parcels, the 

route of the couriers, and the proper procedure for dispatch. They were dis­

turbed when they learned that a member of the Russian Ecclesiastical Mission 

had sent a parcel privately without notifying the proper Chinese officials. 62 
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Moreover, despite entreaties to the contrary, Russian couriers were not al­

lowed to travel in China without escort, lest they linger on the way or spy 

on the countryside. 63 Much of the uneasiness on the part of the Chinese, 
especially that of the local authorities in Mongolia and Manchuria, stemmed 

from the fear that Russia harbored secret designs on Chinese territory. 64 

It is interesting to compare the vigilance of the Chinese officials toward 

Russian couriers and their indifference toward foreign postal establishments 

in the treaty ports, even though the latter were not based on any treaty 

agreement. For many years the foreign post offices were allowed to carry on 

their business undisturbed and no action was taken to check their growth. 



Chapter V 

THE ORIGIN AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE CUSTOMS POST 

Sir Robert Hart first came to China in 1854 and served in the British 

consular service before he joined the Chinese Maritime Customs in 1858.1 

He succeeded H.N. Lay as the inspector-general of Customs in 1863, and for 

half a century he not only headed the vast Customs service, but also advised 

the Chinese government on a wide range of matters dealing with foreign 

countries. He won the confidence of the Yamen ministers through his tact 

and personality, his fluency in the Chinese language, and his thorough knowl­

edge of treaty obligations. 2 Imbued with the Victorian belief in progress, Hart 

was convinced that China's salvation lay in reform and modernization along 

the lines of the technically advanced nations of the West. Since the Customs 

was assigned the job of handling the legation mail, Hart suggested to the Yamen 

as early as 1861 that China establish a national post office along Western 

lines.3 He did not seem to have any definite plan in mind; presumably the 

British model could be easily adapted for China. By the mid-nineteenth cen­
tury the benefits of the penny postage and other British postal reforms were 

fully evident and sucessfully emulated by other countries. At twenty-six 

Hart was "brimful of what he believed were progressive ideas, and he was 

so charged with youthful enthusiasm and energy, and self-confidence that he 

felt himself fit to tackle any problem," as Commissioner Stanley Wright later 

remarked.4 In the early 1 860s, however, when the Chinese government was 

still faced with the problems created by the aftermath of the war and the 

Taiping and Nien rebellions, Hart's proposal for a national post office did not 

make much impression on Chinese officials. 

The Tsungli Yam en, the Customs, and the Legation Mail 

One of the major gains for the West from the Arrow War of 1858-1860 

was the right to maintain permanent representatives in Peking who were to 

enjoy the privileges usually extended to diplomats in the West. Diplomatic 

correspondence became one of the privileges mentioned in the Tientsin 

treaties. 5 The Russian treaty of June 13, 1858, established the Peking-Kiahkta 

Overland Service and regulations for Russian couriers going through Chinese 
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territories; the American treaty of June 18, 1858, gave the American diplomats 

the privilege of forwarding official documents addressed to the Chinese govern­

ment in Peking via the Chinese Official Post.6 The French treaty of June 27, 

1858, mentioned the inviolability of letters and effects of French representa­

tives in China, while the British treaty demanded protection of the same. By 

the extension of the most-favored-nation clause, Article 4 of the British treaty 

was inserted, in identical or similar terms, in treaties subsequently made be­

tween China and other nations.7 The text of Article 4 stipulates that: 

Her Majesty's Representative .. . shall . .. have full liberty to send 
and receive his correspondence to and from any point -on the sea coast 
that he may select; and his letters and effects shall be held sacred and 
inviolable. He may employ for their transmission special couriers who 
shall meet with the same protection and facilities for travelling as the 
persons employed in carrying dispatches for the Imperial Government 
and generally he shall enjoy the same privileges as are accorded to of­
ficers of the same rank by the usage and consent of Western nations. 8 

Since the British already had several postal agencies in China it is not clear 

whether they were contemplating opening additional ones in the newly opened 

ports, but Shanghai soon witnessed the establishment of a French postal agency 

in 1862 and an American agency in 1867. 9 

Legation Mail and the Winter Overland Service 

During most of the year it was a relatively simple matter for the foreign 

legations in Peking to receive or dispatch their mail via Tientsin, the nearest 

port, for transmission by steamer to other parts. But from about December to 

March the approaches to Tientsin harbor were icebound and mail had to be 

transmitted overland via Chinkiang to Shanghai for transmission abroad or to 

other ports. In the early 1860s the 778-mile route between Peking and Chinkiang 

was still beleaguered from time to time by the Nien rebels. The Tsungli Yam en, 

which was opened in 1861 to handle all foreign affairs, lO undertook to convey 

diplomatic correspondence for the legations using government couriers; the 

correspondence of the Chinese Maritime Customs Inspectorate and its inter­

national staff 11 was also carried along with the legation mail. 12 In 1863 when 

the Inspectorate was transferred from Shanghai to Peking and the inspector 

general was asked to reside in Peking permanently, the task of collecting and 

making up the mail for dispatch was entrusted by the Yamen to the Customs. 13 
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At first the Customs handed the mail bags to the Yamen for transmission by 

government couriers, but some time later the Customs engaged couriers of its 

own. 14 This led to the creation of postal departments at the Inspectorate in 

Peking and in the Customs house at Chinkiang. 15 

The winter months in North China were regarded by foreign residents in 

China as a dead season, when no letter or newspaper arrived by steamer from 

the outside world; hence the regular Peking-Chinkiang service was greatly wel­

comed. Couriers rode on donkeys or mules and usually covered part of the 

distance-between Yangchow and Chinkiang, and when the wind was favorable 

also between Yangchow and Ch'ing-chiang-p'u-by boat on the Grand Canal. 16 

Except for occasional hitches, such as when mail bags were stolen by bandits, 

or when men and animals fell into ditches during the rainy season, the service 

worked very well.17 In 1870 the Customs commissioner at Chinkiang, Henry 

c.J. Kopsch, reported with great satisfaction: 

The fourth season of the overland transport of mails of Peking opened 
on the 25th December and closed on the 25th February.18 During the 
period 9 mails were dispatched by this office and 8 received, the journeys 
being accomplished with very creditable punctuality. The average time 
occupied by the couriers in travelling to Peking was 10 days, but it has 
occasionally been performed in 80. days, or at the rate of 91 Y2 miles a 
day.19 

Possibly because the winter s~rvice had so inspired him, Kopsch later became 

one of the most ardent advocates for a modern post office for China. 

After 1865, when the Customs assumed full responsibility for legation 

mail, the service was not confined to the winter months. Quasi-postal depart­

ments were established in the Customs at Tientsin and other ports to handle 

foreign mail during the open season for steamer service, 20 and a regular 

weekly courier service was inaugurated between Peking and Tientsin. A mail 

notice of 1867 shows that the mail from Peking to Tientsin was made up 

every Thursday at noon, and the mail from Tientsin for Peking every Saturday 

at two in the afternoon. However, any mail arriving in Tientsin from Europe 

or America during the first part of the week, if handed to the Customs com­

missioner, was forwarded to Peking by special courier. 21 

In the beginning the service operated largely on a subscription basis. 

Thirty taels per season entitled a subscriber to send a bag weighing up to three 

catties (about four pounds) in each outgoing mail from Peking. Extra costs 
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were divided among subscribers at the end of the season on December IS. Rates 

for forwarding letters of non-subscribers were as follows : letters weighing up 

to an ounce, four candarins or tael cents (TIs. 0.04); between one and four 

ounces, twenty cents; between four and eight ounces, fifty cents; each news­

paper, two candarins. 22 

This mail service was available primarily for the use of the diplomatic, 

consular, and Customs personnel and their families-foreigners residing in 

China in an official or semi-official capacity. Because of the difficulty of 

transmitting the mal in winter the benefits of the Peking (Tientsin)-Chinkiang 

overland service were extended to the general foreign community in Tientsin 

after January 1868 only on a limited basis. Mail bags limited to ten pounds 

capacity were addressed to an agent of the Tientsin community in Shanghai 

for distribution and were transported by the Customs couriers. 23 

The Ch 'ing Government and the Self-Strengthening Movement 

From 1861 to 1884 the head of the Tsungli Yamen and the Grand Council 

was the emperor's uncle, I-hsin, Prince Kung (1833-1898). The prince enjoyed 

great popularity among foreigners and Chinese alike for his role in the peace 

negotiations in 1860, for his charm and ability, and, above all, for the full con­

fidence placed in him by the regents, the empresses dowager, Tz'u-an and 

Tz'u-hsi. 24 With the support of a number of brilliant officials Kung was able 

to restore the prestige of the imperial government, even showing some promise 

for a glorious restoration and a new era. Many Chinese scholars considered the 

situation in 1860 as unprecedented in the last 3,000 years of Chinese history. 25 

Many Westerners also urged China to change and modernize. 26 Prince Kung 

and some of his colleagues in the Yamen through frequent contacts with West­

erners gradually c.ame to accept the idea that China must strengthen herself 

by adopting Western technology and methods for the sake of self-preservation. 

In 1865, two years after Hart became inspector-general, a memorandum en­

titled "The Spectator's View" was presented to the Yamen with suggestions 

for introducing railroads, steam navigation, and the telegraph as means of im­

proving conditions for foreign trade and foreign relations. 27 In 1866 the British 

minister, Sir Rutherford Alcock, also addressed a memorandum to the Yamen; 

it was drafted by Thomas Wade, then Chinese secretary at the British legation. 28 

The Yamen ministers sent out to the governors-general and governors a circular 
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request for comments on the memoranda and their views on the impending 

treaty revision. Most replies emphasized the urgency of political and military 

reforms; some advocated the adoption of Western arms and technology.29 A 

number of high officials in the provinces-the governors-general Tseng Kuo-fan, 

Tso Tsung-t'ang, Li Hung-chang, and several others-persistently and energet­

ically pursued an enlightened and progressive policy and, with the Yamen's 

support and imperial sanction, initiated a variety of projects such as arsenals, 

shipyards, colleges for interpreters, and sending students abroad. 30 The 

T'ung-chih reign (1862-1874) witnessed a considerable amount of restoration 

and modernization, but among the modes of modern communication only the 

steamship was accepted. Although today a national post office seems to be 

taken for granted as an indispensable part of modern society, a post office 

was not even mentioned for official consideration as were the railroads and 

the telegraph. Although neither memorandum made any special reference to 

postal reforms both Hart and Wade had constantly urged China to modernize 

her means of communication. As Hart came to know and understand Chinese 

politics and Chinese society better, he became increasingly aware of the obstacles 

which had to be overcome before China could have a national postal system. He 

was not eager to assume the task until he had clear support from the Chinese 

government, yet he did not miss an opportunity to renew his proposal. 

There are a number of reasons why Prince Kung and his colleagues may 

have ignored Hart's proposal for a post office. First, by premodern standards 

the I-chan and the hsin-chu seemed to meet adequately the communication 

needs of the government and the people. The Yamen officials saw no immedi­

ate necessity to reform the old systems even though they were told that the 

new system had been yielding handsome revenues in Western countries and 

was generally beneficial to the people. 

Second, ideologically speaking, the self-strengthening movement in the 

sixties and early seventies focused primarily on political and military matters; 

economic enterprises were only a secondary consideration. At that time the 

post office idea waS not widely known and none of the advocates of reform 

had yet paid any attention to the subject. 

Third, the ultra-conservative forces in Peking with backing from high per­

sonages blindly opposed any suggestion for change. For instance, when Grand 

Secretary Wo-jen made a fuss over the appointment of a professor of astronomy 
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and mathematics at the T'ung-wen kuan because the man was a foreigner, 

public opinion was so influenced that for a time applications for admission to 

the T'ung-wen kuan sharply decreased. 31 The reactionaries would have suc­

ceeded in suspending the shipbuilding project in Fukien had not Tso Tsung-t'ang 

and Li Hung-chang pleaded vigorously against such a move. Prince Kung and his 

colleagues were accused of being subservient to foreigners, and Kung's half 

brother, I-huan, Prince Ch'un, even sent a secret memorial denouncing the 

foreign policy of Kung and his colleagues and deploring the amount of power 

in their hands. 32 The Yam en ministers often felt frustrated and had to be very . 
circumspect in their actions, concentrating their efforts on urgent problems. 

Besides opposition from the reactionaries, there were other obstacles. Sick in 

heart and body, Wen-hsiang (1818-1876), Pring Kung's ablest and closest 

colleague, analyzed the situation as he saw it in 1874: 

There is no one who does not talk about self-strengthening, but in 
over ten years little has been accomplished. The causes lie in the fact 
that those who despise and disregard foreign affairs rely on empty words, 
having nothing practical [to offer], [and] those accustomed to the 
peace are anxious that nothing happens for fear of arousing suspicion. 
There may be some people who devote themselves to the careful study 
of current affairs, but owing to the lack of funds, nothing can be a­
chieved or developed. 33 

Lastly, the personal antagonism between Empress Dowager Tz'u-hsi and Prince 
~ 

Kung stifled whatever initiative the latter might have had regarding moderni­

zation. In 1865, after the danger from rebellions and foreign wars seemed to 

have passed, the empress dowager, who had relied so heavily on Kung for her 

ascent to power in 1860, began to fear Kung's growing popularity and to be­

come irritated at ~is outspoken manner. She decided to crush him. On the 

pretext of an impeachment brought by a minor official, Prince Kung was 

promptly relieved of all his offices and stripped of his honors by an imperial 

decree which Tz'u-hsi herself drafted. The charges were not substantiated, and 

the severe punishment caused astonishment and consternation to all. Princes, 

imperial clansmen, and high officials immediately petitioned the throne on 

Kung's behalf; public opinion was unanimously and strongly on the prince's 

side. Since Kung was highly esteemed by the foreign powers and since a change 

of top personnel in the Yamen might affect China's position, the empress dow­

ager finally revoked her decision and reinstated the prince in all his offices, but 
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th(;! title of "prince counselor," bestowed on him in 1861, was never restored. 34 

On the surface the empress dowager maintained a cordial relationship with Prince 

Kung, but her feelings toward him became increasingly hostile. 

In 1874 Prince Kung suffered another humiliation. The behavior of the 

young emperor, who had just come of age the previous year, began to cause 

alarm. He spent more time supervising the rebuilding of the Summer Palace 

than in his studies and state affairs. He was also said to have made visits in­

cognito to the city with eunuchs. Since no remonstrance from his tutors or 

high officials produced any effect, Prince Kung addressed a memorial to the 

emperor in which he emphasized the impoverished state of the country, the 

need for economy, and the emperor's sacred duties. 35 After a stormy aud­

ience, during which other princes and officials joined in the exhortation, Prince 

Kung was degraded and his case handed over to the Imperial Clan Court. The 

emperor would have liked to reduce his uncle to a commoner if Wen-hsiang 

had not interceded persistently. When the emperor summarily dismissed Prince 

Kung, and several other princes and officials, including Prince Ch'un, the em­

presses dowager intervened in haste. Tearfully they consoled Prince Kung, say­

ing, "For the last ten years if not for Prince Kung, how could [we] have [seen] 

days like these. His majesty is young and inexperienced; let yesterday's edict 

be withdrawn." 36 

As a result of this episode, work on the Summer Palace, which was be­

coming more and more expensive, was suspended ; instead, minor repairs were 

to be made on the imperial gardens. Tz'u-hsi, who was just as enthusiastic about 

the Summer Palace as was the emperor, probably resented the suspension. 37 

As much as she realized the necessity of keeping Prince Kung in office, her 

coolness toward him gradually turned into hatred unabated by time.38 

The death of Emperor Mu-tsung in 1874 brought a child cousin to the 

throne and the return of the empresses dowager to the regency. In 1881, when 

the senior empress dowager, Tz'u-an, died, Tz'u-hsi became practically the sole 

ruler of China until her death in 1908. Kung continued to lead the Grand Coun­

cil and the Yamen, but a subtle change had come over the once energetic and 

courageous man. He appeared to be vacillating and devoid of initiative, and his 

health began to fail. When the crisis over Annam developed in 1882-1883, he 

was absent from his office for almost six months. His failure to formulate a con­

structive policy led to his dismissal in 1884, but his spirit seemed to have been 
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broken long before. 39 In the circumstances, the Yam en was very reluctant 

to take on extra responsibilities unless faced with urgent need for action. 

The Margary Affair and Hart 's Proposal in 1876 

An opportunity for China to establish a modem post office occurred 

during the negotiations over the Margary Affair. In February 1875 A.R. 

Margary, a British consular officer in China, was selected by Sir Thomas Wade, 

the British minister, to act as interpreter for a British expedition exploring the 

possibility of a trade route from Burma to Yunnan. Margary traveled with a 

passport from the Tsungli Yam en, and all went well until he was killed while 

recrossing the frontier into Yunnan. 40 The governor-general of Yunnan and 

Kweichow maintained that it was the act of savages, but Wade insisted that the 

attack was premeditated and that the local authorities had at least connived at 

it. He complained bitterly to the Yam en about the unfriendliness of the Chinese 

officials toward foreigners. The Margary incident was to him merely a symptom 

of China's " exclusivist policy" which must be abandoned if satisfactory rela­

tions with other powers were to be maintained. Wade seized the opportunity 

afforded by the incident to revise once and for all the diplomatic and commer­

cial regulations governing relations between Britain and China, including the 

inland tariff, likin, trade regulations, audiences, and relations between Chinese 

and foreign officials. 41 Negotiations took place in Peking between Wade and 

the Yamen ministers and between Wade and Li Hung-chang, the governor­

general of Chihli and superintendent of trade for the northern ports, whenever 

WadewasinTientsin. The issues became more and more involved as the talks 

continued from the spring of 1875 into the early summer of 1876.42 Wade 

threatened to withdraw his legation, 43 and a British squadron was at hand in 

Chinese waters. 44 

Finally, in June 1876, Wade left for Shanghai, declaring that there was 

little hope for a settlement. Hart , who had assisted in the negotiations, per­

suaded the Yamen to send him after Wade. 45 Before his departure from 

Peking Hart discussed with the Yamen ministers the concessions that China 

was willing to make with regard to the Margary Affair and to foreign trade. 

He suggested to them that Wade might be pleased if the Chinese government 

declared her intention to establish a mint and a post office to show her sin­

cerity in improving foreign relations, because Wade had been hoping that China 
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would modernize both for her own good as well as for producing conditions 

favorable to trade. 46 After consulting with Li Hung-chang, the Yarnen ap­

proved Hart's suggestion and asked him to work out the details with Li in 

Tientsin. 47 The specific proposals regarding the mint and the post office were 

embodied in the Yamen's memorial concerning the progress of the negotia­

tions. Li recorded his conversation with Hart on July 10, 1876, as follows: 

Hart: "Would the establishment of a post office be feasible?" 
Li: "[Since] there are already many Chinese letter agencies in the 

different ports and the postage is cheap, there may not be much 
business [for the post office.] ." 

Hart : "I am planning to establish these offices in the treaty ports to 
transmit letters for the people. For instance, the cost of send-
ing a letter, charged according to weight , from Peking or Tientsin 
to Hong Kong will be as little as twenty cash to seventy, eighty, 
or a hundred cash. But money and merchandise will not be for­
warded. The Chinese hsin-chu in various places will be left un­
disturbed. " 

Li: "This can be left to the management of the inspector-general ... " 
[Li agreed with Hart that the post office would be beneficial 
to China and yield a revenue for the government, but he did 
not see why Sir Thomas Wade would be interested in such a 
project.] 

Hart : "In case His Excellency Wade does not like some of my sug­
gestions, I am trying to present several possibilities. The post 
office and the mint would facilitate transactions between China 
and other countries and benefit foreign trade.,,48 

Li agreed to the establishment of the mint only in principle; he wanted more 

time for careful stlldy and deliberation. He was willing for Hart to go ahead 

with the plans for a post office as long as the existing postal systems were left 
undisturbed. 

As a result of Hart's mediation Wade agreed to meet with Li Hung-chang 

at the summer resort of Chefoo. Li was then appointed imperial commissioner 

with plenary power for the negotiations. Meanwhile, for some unknown reason, 
Wade had a falling out with Hart, although only less than a year before that he 

had paid warm tribute to Hart for the latter's invaluable service in the nego­

tiations. 49 By the time they gathered at Chefoo in August 1876 the two were 

"merely on bowing terms." 50 To Li's surprise Wade did not bring up during 
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the discussion, which lasted several days, any of Hart's proposals relating to 

the mint or to the post office. Consequently, neither project was mentioned 

in the Chefoo Convention concluded in September 1876. Only after the agree­

ment was drafted did Wade approach Li for a letter conftrming China's in­

tention to open a mint and a post office, but Li did not comply with this re­

quest because it lay beyond the scope of the agreement. 51 

In his report to the British foreign secretary, Wade remarked: "I will 

say that I half regret the loss of opportunity. Neither the mint nor a postal 

service, however, appeared to me to ftnd a ftt place in any of the three sec­

tions of my Agreement.,,52 It was generally believed that Wade was not in 

favor of more power being 'placed in the hands of the inspector-general of the 

Customs; 53 Some years later, Hart referred to the incident saying that the 
national post office project was "excluded by a conspiracy of silence.,,5 4 

The Customs Post 

After the Margary crisis Hart decided to do what he could within his 

power to establish a national post office along Western lines. Since the Customs 

had been handling correspondence for the foreign legations after 1863 and postal 

departments had been established in several ports for some time, it seemed best 

to expand the existing postal operation into a regular postal service pending the 

decision of the Chinese government to establish a national post office. In the 

spring of 1878 Hart instructed the Customs commissioner in Tientsin, Gustave 

Detring (1842-1913) 55 to begin the experiment in Tientsin, Peking, and the 

three ports of Newchuang, Chefoo, and Shanghai with a view to future expan­

sion. On March 23·the mounted courier service between Tientsin and Peking, 

hitherto running several times a week, began a daily run. 56 Detring informed 

Li Hung-chang that the Customs postal service would be opened to the public 
on May 1 of that year. 57 

The governor-general's blessing was important, and through his influence 

it was arranged that ships of the China Merchants Steam Navigation Com­

pany opened in 1872 were to carry the Customs mail free of charge. Li also 

ordered the commanders of Chinese warships in northern ports to report their 

departures to the Customs so that mail could be dispatched with them. 

From December to February (March for Newchuang) practically all mail 

was forwarded overland. The existing winter service between Tientsin and 
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Peking-Tientsin 
Tientsin-Chinkiang 
Tientsin-Newchuang 
Tientsin-Chefoo 
Chinkiang-Chefoo 
Chinkiang-Shanghai 

Table 13 

Schedule of the Winter Overland Service 

Transit Time (days) 

1 
9 
8 

12 
12 

1* 

Frequency 

daily 
3 times/week 
weekly 
weekly 
weekly 
daily 

Source : Report of the Chinese Post Office 1921; Shanghai: Ministry of Communication, 
Directorate General of Posts, 1922), p: 105. 

*Actually about eighteen hours. See letter of Father Em. Becker to Father Hammon, 
Aug. 28, 1899, Chine et Ceylan, 1.4:300 (1898-1900). 
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Chinkiang was extended from twice a week to thrice a week. Branch services 

were established, northward to Newchuang via Shanhaikuan, eastward to 

Chefoo via Tsinan. In the north Tientsin was linked by daily service to Peking; 

in the south Chinkiang was linked by steamer to Shanghai. 58 

Distribution and delivery varied according to local conditions so as to 

keep expenses to a minimum. For instance, residents of Peking who had agents 

in Tientsin would receive their mail through their agents; the Customs Post 

would forward mail only for those who had no agents in Tientsin.59 At 

Chefoo letters had to be called for at the Customs house. 60 On the other 

hand, in Shanghai, where the municipal council maintained a Local Post, ar­

rangements were made for the latter to distribute the Customs mail gratuitous­

ly. In return the Customs postal departments acted as agents for the Local 

Post in areas where the latter had none of its own.61 

Chinese-language mail was entrusted to native letter agencies. To differ­

entiate them from the regular agencies they were called "Chinese and foreign 

letter agencies" (Hua-yang shu-hsin kuan). They collected and distributed 
mail, but left transmission to the Customs. They charged their own tariffs, 

retained the postage, paid their own staff, and remained financially independ­
ent of the Customs. 62 
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Table 14 

Postage Rates of the Customs Post 

Kind of mail 

A. Domestic 

letters (~ oz. or under) 

newspapers (1 oz. or under) 

B. Overseas 

letters 

Destination 

Peking 
All treaty ports· 
Pakhoi 
Kiungchow 

Hong Kong 
Korea 
Japan 
U.S.A. (via Japan) 
Europe (most countries) 
Central America ( 
South America 

Source: Report of the Chinese Post Office 1921, appendix B, p. 106. 

*Except Pakhoi and Kiungchow. 

Postage 
(candarins) 

3 
3 
6 
6 

3-4 

6 
6 
6 
6 
9 

22 
22 

The Customs Post issued its own stamps. The first issue in 1878 consist-

ed of three denominations: one candarin (green), three candarin (brownish-red), 

and five candarin (orange), all bearing the design of an imperial dragon among 

clouds. 63 Postage was charged by weight and a more or less uniform rate was 

adopted· for domestic mail. Senders of letters to places outside China were en­

couraged to affix the necessary amount of foreign stamps for transmission a­

broad. Customs stamps were required only for inland postage. 64 

The four issues of stamps in the decade (1878, 1882, 1883, and 1885) 

were all of the same denominations and generally of the same design. In 1894, 

in honor of Empress Tz'u-hsi's sixtieth birthday, nine different stamps were 

designed, bearing symbols of longevity and happiness-the character shou, 
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the five bats, the immortelle, peonies-as well as the imperial dragon and char­

acteristic Chinese designs such as the trigram, the junk on the Yangtze, and the 

carp, the messenger fish.65 The set was created with considerable ingenuity and 

care. Hart had hoped thus to arouse interest in the modern postal service. Un­

fortunately, the war with Japan overshadowed events, including the birthday 

celebrations and the special issue of stamps. 66 

Li Hung-chang, who had hitherto shown a mild interest in the post of­

fice, became quite enthusiatic. A few months after the experiment began in 

Tientsin he reported to the Yamen that he had observed so far no ill effects 

and no interference with the I-chan or hsin-chu. Li thought that the Japanese 

minister's charges that the "high postage rates" and the "inefficiency" of the 

Customs postal service was motivated by the fear of China having her own 

post office and barring foreign powers from establishing additional postal 

agencies in China. Li also forwarded to the Yamen a letter from Ho Ju-chang, 

the Chinese minister to Japan, supporting the post office project. As much as 

Li seemed to be fully committed to the idea of a national post office, he did 

not really understand the nature of such an undertaking. He concluded the 

report to the Yam en as follows: 

In my opinion, for the present it may be desirable that the inspector­
general be allowed to manage [the postal work], then in the future when 
some results are achieved and expansion becomes advisable, the Yamen 
may decide for the local authorities or persons specially appointed to 
carry on the work along the lines of the present regulations. Perhaps, on 
Inspector-General Hart's return, you may want to confer with him and 
ask the superintendents of trade of the northern and southern ports, 
for reasons of proximity, to supervise the project. I await your decision. 67 

The Customs postal service proved to be regular and convenient. Indeed 

it seemed so sl\ccessful even in 1878 that China was formally invited to join 

the Universal Postal Union. Hart also discussed with the British and French 

authorities the possibility of withdrawing their postal agencies in China and 

the future of local posts in foreign settlements, but no further step was taken 

at that time as the Chinese government was not ready to assume full responsi­

bility for a national post. 68 Nevertheless, encouraged by the results of the 

postal experiment, Hart announced on December 22, 1879, that he had de­

cided on its continuation and gradual extension to other ports. He appointed 

Commissioner Detring at Tientsin to act concurrently as commissioner for 
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postal matters with the responsibility of regulating the work of postal depart­

ments in other ports. 69 The Customs Post was formally established and desig­

nated in Chinese as the Haikuan Po-ssu-ta shu-hsin-kuan (Post Office of the 

Maritime Customs). Both foreign and Chinese mail were to be handled alike. 

Relations with the Chinese native letter agencies, the Hua-yang shu-hsin-kuan, 

were severed, but some of their staff were absorbed into the Customs postal 
departments. 70 

From the beginning Hart stressed strict economy, He was particularly 

gratified that the Customs commissioners succeeded in managing the Post in 

addition to their regular duties without detriment to the efficiency of the 

revenue service or increase of current expenditure. 71 The Customs afforded 

the postal departments all the resources at its disposal. With the exception of 

couriers and letter-carriers, relatively few extra employees were taken on for 

postal work. In 1879 forty-two couriers were maintained for the main line of 

the Tientsin-Chinkiang overland service, and the three-month run cost less 

than Tis. 1,500. 72 Even some twenty years after the inauguration of the 

Customs Post, in 1896, the postal staff at the central office in Tientsin con­

sisted of one foreign officer, one Chinese clerk, two handymen, seven letter­

carriers and three couriers. 73 

Although the Chinese government had allocated no special funds for the 

work, after December 1879 when the continuation of the Customs postal 

operation was decided upon, the postal departments kept separate accounts 

from the rest of the Customs. Only salaries and wages of those taken on speci­

fically for postal work were entered in the postal accounts. Moreover, not only 

were all receipts and expenses of the postal departments recorded in a cash 
book-with vouchers in duplicate for every item of expenditure exceeding 

Haikuan TIs. 4 (six dollars), but quarterly returns were also made to the 

central office. 74 Western bookkeeping methods were introduced into the 

postal ~ervice as they were for the Customs, and every attempt was made to 

eliminate graft and dishonesty. 

The amount of business that passed through the Customs Post was lim­

ited. The Chinese public either did not know of the Post's existence, or, in 

spite of it, preferred to continue their patronage of the native hsin-chu. Most 

patrons of the Customs Post were Westerners who appreciated specially the 

winter overland service. In the large treaty ports such as Shanghai or Hankow 
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the .Customs Post encountered competition from foreign postal agencies 

(Tientsin being the exception); in the quieter ports the letter-carrying busi­

ness was hardly profitable. For instance, around 1890 there were 200 to 370 

foreign nationals in and around Chefoo (pop. 32,000). Only 2,000 to 3,000 

letters a year passed through the Customs Post, a large portion of which came 

from the Shanghai Local Post for distribution. Most residents used the Customs 

Post for important letters only, because they could send letters by any steamer 

at the port free of charge, even though there might be risk of delay or loss. On 

the whole more stamps were sold to summer visitors in Chefoo than to resi­

dents. The sale of stamps had risen from about Haikuan TIs. 276 in 1883 to 

TIs. 462 in 1891, while the salaries of the postal staff averaged TIs. 800 a 

year. 75 As late at 1891 the sale of stamps in Newchuang was only half of 

that in Chefoo. 76 

In spite of various difficulties the Customs Post was extended to ports 

north of Fukien in 1882 and gradually to other ports whenever it became 

feasible to do so. The Customs experiment was a significant step toward the 

adoption of a modernized national postal system. New postal principles and 

practices such as a uniform postage based on weight, prepayment by adhesive 

stamps, and distinction between letters and printed matter paved the way for 

a national post office. The chief credit should go to Sir Robert Hart in making 

this modest beginning without much extra cost to the government or dislo­

cation of the existing postal services. He was careful to leave vested interests 

untouched, lest strong opposition hinder progress of the Customs Post. Hart's 

contribution is the more remarkable considering his onerous duties as chief of 

the expanding Customs service and advisor to the Yam en in so many trans­

actions and negotiations with foreign countries. 



Chapter VI 

, A TIEMPTS TO CREATE A NATIONAL POST OFFICE 

Almost twenty years elapsed between the formal establishment of the 
Customs Post and that of the Imperial Post Office. During this time, while 
the confused political situation retarded modernization, diplomatic and mil­
itary reverses aroused considerable intellectual ferment and interest in reform 
which the government could not ignore. Public attention was finally 
drawn to the need for a new postal system; in the meantime, several postal 
innovations, including the Customs Post, pointed the way toward the creation 
of a new institution. 

After the dismissal of Prince Kung in 1884 all the Yamen ministers were 
eventually replaced. I-k'uang, Prince Ch'ing (1836-1916), became the leading 

member of the Tsungli Yamen; Prince Ch'un became the head of the Grand 
Council, and by special decree, was to be consulted on all important affairs. 
Henceforth the Tsungli Yamen and the Grand Council were no longer headed 
by the same person. 

Prince Ch'un, who was generally regarded as a "bitter foe of foreigners 
and foreign ways," and members of the new government, most of whom were 

of the same persuasion, surprised the world by their friendliness toward for­
eign representatives and their interest in reform. They were hailed by the 

North China Herald as "really progressive men," and foreign legations report­
edly found them "a great improvement on the old lot."i After peace was con­
cluded with France in 1885, the ministers relaxed once more, and the same 
paper reported that the policy of the government seemed to be going in the 
opposite direction of what was earlier expected by the world, and the "golden 
dream of reform" had vanished. 2 

With few exceptions the Yam en ministers were still fairly conservative, 
but they were not entirely unaffected by the changes of the time. The self­
strengthening program eventually broke down many prejudices; closer con­
tacts with the West, exchange of diplomatic missions, sending students abroad, 
translation of Western works, together with the growth of newspapers brought 

new ideas and knowledge to an ever-widening circle of people. The conven­
iences of steamships, railways, and the telegraph replaced fear of Western 



techniques with appreciation; the clamor for modernization was gradually 
heard over the voice of its opponents. 
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Th,e new attitude among the literati may be illustrated by Prince Ch'un's 
enthusiasm for the new navy and his support for industrialization projects 

initiated by Li Hung-chang, Chang Chih-tung, and several other prominent 
governors-general. China's defeat at the hands of France in 1884-1885 stimu- · 

lated discussions on reform throughout the country. Even if the Chinese min­

isters were not ready to take active measures, they were willing at least to con­

sider proposals that claimed to render China "strong and prosperous." It was 

in this atmosphere that the proposal for a national post office was presented 

again and again to the Y amen officials. 

The Wen-pao-chu 

As time passed the Ch'ing Official Post could not meet all the needs that 

arose with the new situation, and temporary measures were taken; the wen­

pao-chu (bureaus for official dispatches) were a case in point. 

The Margary Affair, which led indirectly to the formal inauguration of 

the Customs Post, also brought about two other developments-permanent 
Chinese representation abroad and the creation of a bureau for official dis­

patches. At the end of 1876 China sent a mission to England to express re­
gret for the death of Margary. This became the fIrst permanent diplomatic 
mission abroad, and in 1877 the envoy to England, Kuo Sung-t'ao, (1818-

1891),3 was appointed concurrently minister to France. Since the I-chan 
only handled documents within China, Kuo arranged with an officer of the 

China Merchants Steam Navigation Company to supervise the transmission 
of his correspondence.4 Major Huang Hui-ho, who had studied in England for 

several years, was chosen for the task, and an office known as the wen-pao-chu 

was attached to the shipping company in Shanghai. 

Following the establishment of a legation in England, legations were set 

up in France, Germany, the United States, Peru, Spain, Japan, and other 

countries.5 Each minister made his own arrangements for transmitting cor­

respondence, resulting in confusion and waste.6 Finally, consultation between 

the Tsungli Yamen, the superintendents of trade for the northern and southern 

ports, and the envoys abroad led to the organization of the Central Bureau for 

Official Dispatches (Wen-pao tsung-chii) in 1878. The office was located in 
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Shanghai and was to supervise all outgoing and incoming mail for all the 

Chinese diplomatic missions that shared the expenses of the bureau.7 Major 

Huang co~tinued to head the office, and his two assistants were chosen from 

among the officers working for the other envoys.8 To facilitate the transmis­

sion of documents between Peking and Shanghai, a sub-office was established 

in Tientsin.9 

The central bureau was attached to the China Merchants Steam Naviga­

tion Company, and its organization was based on the regulations that Kuo 

Sung-t'ao had originally formulated: 10 

(I) All documents must be registered, giving origin, dates of ar­
rival or dispatch, the name of the steamer on which they were sent, 
and other details. Should any article be lost, the sender was to be 
notified immediately. 

(2) Only the head of the bureau, Major Huang, was allowed to have 
clerks and letter-carriers. 

(3) Exact accounts were to be rendered and receipts were to be ob­
tained for telegraph and postal fees paid. 

(4) The bureau was to furnish Chinese newspapers from Shanghai to 
all the legations abroad and make accurate reports of important events 
not mentioned in the paper. 

(5) Letters and packages to families of members of the different le­
gations would go free if enclosed in diplomatic bags; otherwise, postage 
would be charged to the individual or family concerned. In special cir­
cumstances the bureau was authorized to pay postage due for redirection 
to or from inland China up to 1,000 cash per cover for private mail. 11 

The wen-pao-chu proved to be satisfactory and the personnel efficient. 

In 1881 Major Huang and his colleagues were recommended for promotion by 

Li Hung-chang and-the superintendent of trade for the southern ports for having 

given complete satisfaction in their performance. 12 The efficiency of the 

Shanghai and Tientsin wen-pao-chu inspired many high officials to establish 

similar bureaus for their own documents and telegraphs. Such bureaus ap-

. peared in Hankow, Canton, Foochow, Amoy, Swatow, Kiungchow, Tainan, 

and other cities where steamer service was available. 13 The bureau's main 

duty was to supervise delivery and dispatch; transmission was entrusted either 

to the China Merchants Steam Navigation Company for domestic circulation, 
. or to foreign postal agencies or ~hipping companies for circulation abroad. 14 
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The bureau often cooperated with the Customs Post and let the latter dispatch 

its mail. 15 The advantage of these bureaus over the I-chan was quickly recog­

nized, and wen-pao-chu continued to be installed in different parts of the 

country until almost the end of the dynasty. 

In the last part of the nineteenth century, some of the I-chan postal 
functions were assumed by the wen-pao-chu or the telegraph offices. 

Desuetude or infrequent usage caused further neglect and accelerated the de­

terioration of the service. Local authorities made no attempt to modify the 

ancient methods of transmission, and the Board of War gave no thought to im­

proving the service. Postal laws became inoperative, notwithstanding efforts 

from above to enforce them. For example, many provinces failed year after 

year to submit their annual fmancial reports on the I-chan to Peking even 

though edicts were repeatedly issued commanding governors-general and 

governors to do so. 16 The Board of War, which audited accounts, had no 

jurisdiction over the local magistrates in the management of I-chan funds. It 

could merely memorialize and seek support from the governors-general and 

governors. In 1894 an imperial decree instructed the Board of War to circu­

late a notice to all these officials to reform the I-chan service. 17 

But "reform" at that time was understood to mean little more than a 

stricter observance of the laws and regUlations, tighter control and supervi­

sion by superior officials over their subordinates, the elimination or reduction 

of corruption, and possibly the purchase of a few good horses for the stations; 

it called for no innovation and little change. There was nothing basically dif­

ferent in the travel service provided by the I-chan at the beginning and at 

the end of the century. Officials traveling on special missions at government 

expenses followed the same itineraries. 

In 1891 Ch'u Hung-chi left Peking to preside over the triennial examina­

tion in Fukien, following the eastern I-chan route through Chihli, Shantung, 

Kiangsu, and Chekiang. He found that some stations used mechanized boats 

to tow native crafts on the canal and rivers,18 but the journey from Yang chow 

to Foochow, most of it overland, took thirty-four days. At the end of the ex­

amination he was appointed education commissioner in Szechwan and was able 

to travel more freely, without conforming to the prescribed route. He covered 

the same distance by steamer in less than a week. 19 In 1901 Lu P'ei-fen and 

Hua Hsueh-lan, examiners for the Kweichow examination, left Peking on June 
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30 and arrived at Kweiyang on September 10, having traveled seventy-three 

days with twelve days of stopovers. They managed to shorten their trip from 

Peking to Paoting from four days to one by taking the train, but they rode in 

sedan-chairs through Chihli and Honan and changed to boats in Hupeh and 

Hunan. If they had gone by steamer via Shanghai and the Yangtze, they could 

have traveled in greater comfort and reached their destination in half the time.20 

While the I-chan system had remained much the same, the quality of the 

service had altered considerably by the last decade of the century. Although 

ch'ii Hung-chi had noted in 1891 that some post houses on the most traveled 

routes were in disrepair and wrangles over cart rentals often delayed his de­

partures, and that he had endured some discomforts, there was by and large 

no unpleasantness in his relations with the local officials. 21 In 1894, however, 

when Yen Hsiu, the education commissioner for K weichow, journeyed from 

Peking to K weiyang to take up his appointment, and in 1896, on his way 

back to Peking, he was appalled at the corruption and petty annoyances he 

encountered at the postal stations. 22 Whe~ Hua Hsiieh-lan and Lii P'ei-fen 

traveled the same route a few years later, the situation was even worse. 

After the Boxer rebellion there seemed to be a perceptible diminution 

of the prestige of the imperial court and of officials from Peking, and a cor­

responding lowering of morale on the part of local officials. The I-chan sta­

tions reflected sadly the general state of affairs. Hua recorded more fully 

than most examiners who kept diaries in similar circumstances the various 

incidents on his journey. The unpleasantness must have made a deep impres­

sion on him. Owing to the shortage of horses or porters, he and Lii often had 

their departures delayed, and their lodgings frequently left much to be desired. 

At one station in Kweichow, they arrived behind schedule and were served a 

meal prepared two days before. 23 It is interesting to note that as much as 

Hua and Lii had conducted themselves correctly, their servants were not above 

asking "gift money" from local governments. Even though he knew it was an 

evil practice, Hua did nothing to stop it. 24 

On their return trip to Peking Hua and Lii decided that it would be more 

satisfactory for them to ask the I-chan stations to commute their services into 

money, and for them to look after their own transportation. However, this in­

volved negotiations with local magistrates for the sums commuted, and more 

than once Hua and Lii found themselves in rather embarrassing situations. 25 
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Traveling was a very complicated affair. Hua rode in a sedan-chair attended 

by five servants on horseback. They set out from Peking across the northern 

plains with eight porters, eight horses, and two or three carts. Carts were not 

suitable for traveling in the south, so the luggage had to be carried. In Hupeh 

Hua and Lii and their attendants had 70 men serving as chair-bearers and 

porters, and in Kweichow 135 men. On their return trip they had as many as 

212 men and ten pack-animals in northwest Hunan, and their combined bag­

gage was carried in thirty to sixty loads. 26 To compound their difficulties, 

they found that when they reached the north that the court was also return­

ing to Peking from its exile, and all available carts, horses, ponies, and men 

were pressed into service. 27 

If the I-chan service gradually deteriorated in China proper, conditions 

of post stations in Sinkiang and Mongolia were much worse. It was not very 

clear whether local governments were always quite scrupulous in observing 

the postal regulations and in keeping up the facilities at the stations, but there 

is abundant evidence that many travelers abused their privileges. In 1890 the 

military governor of Uliassutai was impeached for allowing his retinue to 

"plunder" the stations on his way to take up his post. 28 K'uei-pin, the lieu­

tenant military governor of the Altai post road, was asked to make a report 

on the general conditions of the ('ai-chan . It was found that the new military 

governor and his household had used as many as eighty-eight to a hundred 

camels-thirty to forty was the usual number for a high official; his subal­

tern, Chi-t'ung, who came to meet him together with the governor's servants, 

extorted money, horses, and sheep from the stations by intimidation and 

even physical violence. Sometimes they wanted the animals commuted into 

money payment, and netted on this trip some 3,000 to 4,000 taels. They were . 
said to have taken money from merchants and in return to have included them 

in the governor's household so that they could enjoy the facilities of the of­

ficial postal stations, but evidence for these charges was difficult to obtain. 

The military governor of Uliassutai was subsequently removed from office, 

the money and goods confiscated, the subaltern sentenced to hard labor in 

Sinkiang, and fourteen others were also convicted. 29 

K'uei-pin also memoralized that the Mongolian postal stations were very 

much abused by officials and garrisons that traveled back and forth along these 

routes. Local stations were often pressured for money and animals. The worst 
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abuses were to utilize the services of the stations for all kinds of errands. This 

became a heavy burden on the people and a drain on the economy of Mongolia. 30 

Domestic and Foreign Postal Agencies 

The commercial letter agencies, unlike the official postal system bound 

by tradition and government statutes, were much more flexible and quick to 

seize the many opportunities offered by improved transportation facilities to 

transmit their mail by steamer and railroad whenever possible. During the 1880s 

railroads gradually extended from Tientsin and Peking eastward to Shanhai­

kuan and Manchuria and southward to Nanking and Shanghai. Business for 

the (min) hsin-chu flourished considerably with improved transmission, and 

many of them were able to reduce their rates, adopting almost a low uniform 

postage (see rates for Kiukiang agencies in 1891 and 190 I in tables 9 and 10). 

As a group the letter agencies were becoming a force to be reckoned with. 

The foreign postal establishments too became increasingly active. In 

1885 Germany joined the other nations in extending her mail line to China. 

The letter-carrying business in China was indeed a "free-for-all." Local posts 

of foreign settlements mushroomed and issued stamps almost indiscriminately. 

It was the extraordinary activities of the foreign postal establishments that 

prompted Hart and many other Customs officials to push forward the project 

for a Chinese national post office before the situation became too chaotic. 

During the last quarter of the nineteenth century China had seven or 

eight types of postal service, namely, the Ch'ing Official Post consisting of 

the I-chan, the t'ai-chan, and the P'u, the hSin-chu, the Customs Post, the 

central and provincial bureaus for official dispatches, the postal agencies es­

tablished by ~oreign governments in the treaty ports, and the local posts es­

tablished by municipal councils in foreign settlements-each independent of 

the other. Although postal services had multiplied, many places in the interior, 

such as Yunnan and Kweichow, were still in need of adequate postal facilities. 

Another decade was yet to pass before the attempts to create a national post 

office were successful. . 

The Taiwan Post Office, 1888-1895 

The post office established in Taiwan by its energetic governor Liu Ming­

ch'uan (1836-1896) was an interesting example of indigenous reform efforts. 
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The island became a separate province in 1887, and Liu's program of mod­

ernization included a railway from Taipei to Keelung, telegraph lines from 

north to south, cables to Fukien and the Pescadores, and a steamship line be­

tween Taiwan, the China mainland, India, and the South Seas. 31 Under Liu's 

auspices the Taiwan Post Office was established on March 22, 1888. Some 

fifty stations of the existing I-chan system were reorganized, each under a 

postal clerk, and the whole system under a circuit intendant. 32 

The post office operated along Western lines; postage was based on weight 

and distance and prepayment made by means of stamps. There were two kinds 

of stamps: Taiwan stamps (Taiwan yu-p 'iao) for franking official dispatches 

and commercial postal stamps (yu-cheng shang-p 'iao) for public use. At first 

the stamps were printed locally on thin Chinese paper with blank spaces for 

the date, the weight, and the postage, but they were not adhesive. Each stamp 

had a tab with a number and was not sold previous to posting. This made 

every letter practically a registered article. Mail was delivered by foot-carriers 

twice a day, except to mountain passes or places difficult to reach.33 

During its first year the Taiwan Post Office compared favorably with 

the I-chan in efficiency and economy. There was no delay or loss of official 

documents, according to the go,:ernor's report, and expenses for the year 

1888-1889 came to about TIs. 10,000 against TIs. 15,000 to Tis. 16,000 for 

the years before the reform. 34 The experiment was shortlived, however, for 

in 1895 Taiwan was ceded to Japan. 

Li Kuei's Proposal, 1885 

In 1885 the proposal for the establishment of a national post office was 

formally presented to the Tsungli Yamen through the regular channel of 

Chinese officialdom. 35 Three individuals who were in favor of introducing 

a Western postal system to China happened to be living in Ningpo at the same 

time, namely, Hsueh Fu-ch'eng (1838-1894), intendant of the Ningpo and 

Shaohing circuit,36 Commissioner Henry Kopsch, an Englishman who had 

previously supervised the Customs winter overland service between Chinkiang 

and Tientsin, 37 and Li Kuei, a writer in the Ningpo Customs who had joined 

the service in 1865 and had accompanied the Chinese mission to the Centen­

nial Exhibition at Philadelphia in 1876. In 1885 Li presented Hsueh Fu-ch'eng 

. with a proposal for the establishment of a national post office and furnished 
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him with a translation of postal regulations at Hong Kong for reference. 38 

His proposal is no longer available, but it is said to have mentioned that let­

ters from Chinese merchants and laborers overseas were sometimes held up 

for ten years for lack of postal arrangements between China and foreign 
countries. 39 

Hsiieh, who had hinted in one of his essays at the eventual replacement 

of the I-chan by the modem postal system when railways spread in China, took 

up Li's proposal seriously and consulted Henry Kopsch on the subject. 40 

Kopsch subsequently drew up a memorandum which, together with Li's pro­

posal, was presented by Hsiieh to Tseng Kuo-ch'tlan (1824-1890), the gov­

ernor-general of Liang-Kiang and concurrently superintendent of trade for 
the southern ports. 41 

In his memorandum Kopsch set forth the reasons for wanting a Chinese 

post office, outlining the plan for its administration and citing the beneficial 

effe~ts of the British Post Office to support his case. Owing to the lack of 

postal facilities, he said, other nations had established post offices in Chinese 

treaty ports-. If this state of affairs were allowed to continue China's national 

prestige would be affected, for foreign countries considered the speedy trans­

mission of mail for the people a· duty of the government. Therefore, to bring 

about the withdrawal of foreign post offices, China should without further 

delay establish her own post office, and to win the confidence of other coun­

tries, the postal service must be very efficiently handled by those knowledge­

able in the subject. He suggested that at the start the new institution might be 

attached to the Maritime Customs in the treaty ports, where Westerners were 

already on the staff and where the Chinese knew foreign languages. As for 

foreign mail, arrangements would have to be made with Hong Kong and Japan 

for forwarding it both ways. Kopsch also described briefly the success of the 

British postal system and its money order and postal savings services which 

were particularly helpful to workers and the poorer people. He claimed that 

Britain's postal revenue in 1884 was the equivalent of TIs. 31,924,900, but 

the expenses were only TIs. 18,854,000. 42 This memorandum inspired many 

others in the decade following 1885. 

Tseng received favorably Li's proposal and Kopsch's memorandum and 

forwarded them to the Tsungli Yamen for consideration. Without committing 

itself the Yamen turned the matter over to Sir Robert Hart and the Shanghai 
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Customs superintendent for further study; their findings were to be referred 

back to the superintendents of trade for the northern and southern ports, Li 

Hung-chang and Tseng Kuo-ch'uan respectively, for co~sideration. 43 Mean­

while, Kopsch had traveled to Hong Kong to sound out the British authorities 

on the withdrawal of their packet agency in Shanghai. In the spring of 1890, 

almost five years after Li Kuei submitted his proposal, Hart was informed by 

the Tsungli Yamen that it was satisfied with his plan insofar as it seemed not 

to interfere with the livelihood of the people or to disturb the hsin-chu. As 

a preliminary step toward the establishment of the post office the Yamen 

authorized the Customs Post to expand to all treaty ports, but no imperial 

sanction could be obtained until some progress had been made. 44 

What happened during those five years? Apparently, whenever the proj­

ect was brought up for discussion the Chinese officials raised the question of 

the livelihood of the Chinese people. 45 It was generally known that mass 

unemployment resulted from the decision of the Ming government to reduce 

the number of postmen (i-tsu) in the official courier service for reasons of 

economy in 1629. In Shensi drought and famine had so aggravated the plight 

of the unemployed that many of them joined the rebels or roving bandits. 46 

Historians generally agree that the ranks of the bandits were swelled by des­

titute postmen and others who had depended on occasional employment in 

the I-chan for a living-Li Tzu-ch'eng, one of the rebel leaders, was a forIl)er 

postman 47 -but whether this actually hastened the downfall of the Ming has 

been differently interpreted. 46 Since rebellions and banditry continued into 

the latter half of the nineteenth centry, it was quite likely that the Ch'ing 

government was wary of repeating the mistake of the Ming government. 48 

If a national post office on Western lines was established, over seventy thou­

sand I-chan employees and almost an equal number of hsin-chu employees 

would be affected. 

In 1886 Kopsch was transferred to Shanghai. He had envisaged the de­

velopment of the Customs Post into a national post office with a special of­

fice at Shanghai. In 1891 the report of his successor at Ningpo, 49 Commis­

sioner H.F. Merrill, revealed some of the serious difficulties in such an under­

taking: 

With much patient labour and study during the years 1884-6, Mr. 
Kopsch drew up in detail plans embracing the establishment and ad-
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ministration of a national post office with all the functions of the fully 
developed post office of the day, the absorption of the work of the var­
ious Foreign post offices now existing in China, the recognition abroad 
of China's postage stamps, and the ultimate admission of China into 
the Postal Union if deemed advisable. These plans, which were approved 
by high Chinese authorities, encountered some opposition amongst the 
Foreign mercantile community in Shanghai, and this and the pressure of 
more urgent business caused them to be laid aside for the time being. 50 

The foreign mercantile community, accustomed to its privileged position 

in Shanghai-with its own municipal council and police force, independent of 

Chinese government jurisdiction-would naturally be reluctant to see any of 

its privileges curtailed. Opposition to the suggestion that its own local post be 

suppressed is conceivable, especially at a time when the post office business 

was thriving. 51 Moreover, doubts not necessarily well-founded as to the ef­

ficiency and reliability of a C~nese institution and its adequacy to meet for­
eign needs were often raised as a p_art of the objection. 

Meanwhile, urgent business such as the question of likin, the suppression 

of smuggling through Hong Kong and Macao, the negotiations with Britain 

over the Burmese and Tibetan borders, and the increasingly strained relations 

with Japan over Korea preempted the Yamen's attention. Since 1885 Li . 
Hung-chang, one of the principal supporters of the postal scheme, had also 

devoted much of his time and energy to the building of a modem navy. 52 

As much as Hart wanted to see China modernized, he had learned to be 

patient. By this time, as head of an enormous administration and the Yamen's 

most experienced and trusted advisor in foreign affairs, he was involved not 

only in diplomatic negotiations concerning trade and the Customs, but also in 

many other matters such as securing a British instructor for the northern squad­

ron of the new navy.53 When Kopsch reminded him of the postal project, he 

replied that he did not want China to enter the Postal Union until the work 

could be properly carried on; and he was in no hurry to make any advance un­

til he was relatively free to devote adequate attention to the matter.54 Thus, 

for a variety of reasons the postal system remained as it was before, except that 

the Customs Post was to be expanded to all the treaty ports, which would have 

happened with or without formal authorization from the Chinese officials. 
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Hart's Plan, 1892 

Pleas for the establishment of a post office were frequently renewed. The 

Ningpo and the Shanghai Customs superintendents continued to submit re­

ports to the Tsungli Yamen on the activities of the foreign postal agencies, 

which, according to the superintendents, thrived on the pretext that the Cus­

toms Post had no national status. Toward the end of 1892 Hart urged the 

Yamen ministers once again to hasten the establishment of an imperial post 

office; in view of the difficulties already experienced by the Customs Post, he 

warned them that further delay in instituting an official post would lead to 

other complications. 55 The immediate cause which prompted Hart's action 

was the widely discussed project of the Shanghai Municipal Council. Since 

the Local Post in Shanghai was so prosperous and so efficient, it was suggested 

that the municipal council should negotiate for its admission as a member of 

the Universal Postal Union. "If a step of this sort was actually being taken it 
would be a further encroachment on China's sovereign rights, and would have 
a p,ernicious effect on the development of the Chinese Post Office ... " 56 

Hart therefore instructed his agent in London, James Duncan Campbell, to 
proceed to Berne and to inform the Postal Union at its headquarters that 

"Shanghai was not a free city but a Chinese port and had no legal status en­
titling it to be recognized as having power to negotiate or enter the Postal 
Union." 57 It was discovered, however, that the municipal council's intended 

action was not known in Berne. The Swiss Foreign Office gave its assurance that 

in the event an application should come to the Swiss Federal Council from the 

Shanghai authorities, no decision would be made without referring to the 
Chinese government through the inspector-general of Customs. 58 

To encourage the Tsungli Yam en to lay the proposal for a national post 

office before the throne, Hart presented a plan for the administration of the 

institution. According to the plan, post offices would fIrst be established in 

cities along the coast and the Yangtze, then gradually extended inland. It was 

estimated that in six or seven years no town or large village in the empire would 

be without a branch of the Imperial Post Office. He also suggested that a 
European postal superintendent be appointed at each provincial capital and 

a European postmaster at each prefectural city, "assisted, at fIrst, by English­

educated Chinese clerks," while trained Chinese be put in charge of district 
and smaller post offices. 59 
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The Yarnen officials were more or less convinced by then of the neces­
sity of a national post office and wanted to see it established, but they could 
not adopt the plan Hart presented.60 At the end of March 1893 Hart wrote to 
Kopsch, who had been eagerly waiting for news of the Yarnen's decision, that 
"The Yarn en has retreated into its shell re postal extension and its 'go-ahead!' 
is again postponed." 61 Neither Hart nor the Yamen gave an explanation, but 

two obstacles apparently stood in the way, the question of personnel and 

fmance. 
If Hart's plan were carried out, over 300 Westerners 62 would have to be 

engaged as postmasters by the national post office because there were in the 

18 provinces 185 prefectures (ju), 72 departments (chou), 45 subprefectures 
(t'ing), and 1,303 districts (hsien).63 Many Chinese feared that such a large 

number of Westerners would increase foreign influence in Chinese administra­
tive machinery. 64 The higher officers of the Maritime Customs were all 

Westerners, but the Customs had to deal with foreign merchants and were 
confmed to the treaty ports. As much as it was in the Chinese tradition to 
employ foreigners in government service-"to borrow talents from other 
countries," to let them control an institution with such vast ramifications as 
the post office was evidently a different matter. Furthermore, the employ­
ment of a large number of Westerners who had to be paid much higher sala­
ri~s than the natives made the postal project a very expensive undertaking. 

The lack of experts in the matter of postal reform was often lamented 
by the high officials.65 Aside from Li Kuei there were apparently not many 
Chinese who were conversant with the intricacies of the Western postal sys­
tem, and the Yarnen relied entirely on Hart and his subordinates to devise a 
plan and to carry it out. Although Hart was eminently qualified to take on 
such responsibility he had enough work dealing with the Customs, and his 
services were frequently required for various diplomatic negotiations which 
might or might not have to do with trade. To keep himself informed of events 

at every port he required that every Customs commissioner write him a fort­
nightly semi-official letter in addition to official dispatches. Hart himself 
wrote back almost as often, giving advice, encouragement, or warning-what­

ever was necessary even to the last detail. He knew what went on in each 

area and was concerned with the families and welfare of his staff. He even de­
clined the appointment to be British minister in Peking in order to continue 
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his service with the Chinese Customs.He was obliged to postpone his home 
leave more than once. 66 Overworked and in need of a vacation, he was in 
his den from "dawn until dusk" and seldom went out of his house. 67 The 
only relaxation he knew was probably his weekly at-homes on the lawn of 
his spacious garden with facilities for tennis and dancing to a Chinese band 
playing the latest European music. 68 

From 1875 to 1895 the fmancial situation of the Ch'ing government 
showed increasing signs of strain. Although the total national income was 

much higher compared with that of the frrst half of the century, expenditures 
had also grown in greater proportion and at a faster rate. 69 The fall in the ex­

change value of silver further aggravated Chinese governmental fmances, for 
large sums were being spent on imports of arms, ammunitions, ships, and ma­
chinery.70 In the last decade of the nineteenth century foreign loans were 

frequently obtained for carrying out industrialization projects. At the same 
time the extravagance of the imperial court went on unchecked after the 
pliable Prince Ch'un came to power. 71 While the needs of the government 

multiplied, the taxable resources were limited; the chief sources of revenue 
were the land tax, the salt tax, the maritime customs duties, and likin, but an 
increase of the last two items was restricted by treaties.72 The situation grew 
worse as the century advanced. Owing to the depleted reserves in the treasury 
every emergency, such as the Sino-French War of 1884 and floods in the Yel­
low River, made it necessary to raise extra funds through new devices, but the 
results generally fell far short of expectations. 73 The imperial government de­
pended to a certain extent on the provinces for extra funds as well as for the 
remittance of land taxes, but the provincial governments not only often let 
regular taxes fall in arrears, but also were not particularly cooperative about 
raising new revenues. 74 

In the circumstances it is doubtful whether money could be secured for 
the post office, which was by no means considered a priority project. The 
I-chan service was being used less and less in several provinces, but the funds 
allowed for local expenditure still fIgured in the books because the officials 
could easily fmd some other use for the money. Any attempt to reallocate 
these funds for a new postal service not under the direct control of the local 

authorities would most likely encounter strong resistance. 
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When Hart made his suggestion about the post office to the Yamen in 

the winter of 1892-1893, he was fully aware of the many problems involved. 

Furthermore, he realized that the more difficult problems were probably 

more apparent to himself than to others, since he would be the person to 

carry out the plans. However, he was willing to give it a try. The Yarnen min­

isters were much more cautious. The government was spending vast sums on 

armaments and on the navy, and the interest in the postal project which Hart 

and others and tried to kindle was soon extinguished by fiscal and other prac­

tical difficulties. Before the postal project was shelved once more Hart wrote 

to Kopsch saying, "I am in no hurry, being more than ever alive to the ex­

pediency of only going where I can go safely.,,75 He admitted that the time 

was not yet ripe. On looking back to the occasion, Commissioner Stanley 

Wright remarked, "Had this Imperial Edict been issued in 1893, had it ... 

made no fmancial provision for the establishing and upkeep of the national 

Post Office, Hart would have found himself confronted with the old problem 

of how to make bricks without any straw." 76 

Renewal of Pleas, 1893 

In January 1893 the Shanghai Local Post boldly ordered the use of 

Local Post stamps compulsory for local mail as well as for mail in transit to 

other treaty ports. A high surcharge was often imposed on these stamps. In 

indignation, European residents in half a dozen ports formed committees to 

create post offices of their own in the settlements. The Hankow Local Post, 

which originated in 1877, was the fITst to issue its own stamps in May 1893; 
other local posts followed suit. 77 

Kopsch reported these activities to Hart, who had since learned that the 

Shanghai Local Post would not be admitted as a member of the Universal 

Postal Union. Since the Yam en was still reluctant to assume the responsibility 

for creating a post office, Hart wrote to Kopsch on June 28, 1893, saying, 

"The important thing is to get letters safely and quickly carried, and if China 

does not care to vindicate her dignity, it does not matter who carries."78 

It appeared that Kopsch had meanwhile succeeded in persuading the 

superintendent of the Shanghai Customs, Nieh Ch'i-kuei, to make a move. 

Nieh sent a petition to the governor-general of Liang-Kiang, Liu K'un-i (1830-

1902), to take up the postal project. Sometime between June and July 1893 
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the Tsungli Yamen received communications from Li Hung-chang and Liu 

with Nieh's report of the Shanghai Municipal Post and its plan to establish 
branches at different ports, and they both urged that prompt action be taken 
about the much discussed national post office. In August 1893 Kopsch also 

sent Nieh a translation of the regulations of the Universal Postal Union to be 
forwarded to the Yamen for reference. 79 

Since the postal project had been brought to their attention many times 

and endorsed by two such senior statesmen as Li and Liu, the Yamen ministers 

could not very well put it aside without a good reason, and Hart was again 
asked to "consider, report, and propose." 80 Hart was elated. He wired Kopsch 

immediately to find out what the rates were for the conveyance of mail and 
the contribution to the Universal Postal Union 81 and asked his agent in Lon­

don to proceed once more to Berne to ascertain what steps China had to take 

in order to enter the Union. 82 By December 1893 Campbell had gathered the 

necessary information. The procedure for joining the Union was quite simple: 

The T!mngli Yarnen should address a demande d'ahesion in an official note 

to the Swiss Federal Council and inform the Union of the date on which the 

Chinese Post Office was to be established and the Union regulations were to 

come into effect. It was pointed out, however, that "entrance into the Postal 

Union was politically a neutral action and it would not in any sense imply a 
suppression for the foreign post offices then functioning in China." 83 

No record of Hart's plan is available. Evidently the wiser for his past ex­

periences, he said that he kept many of the postal problems to himself lest 

they should revive the Yamen's reluctance to proceed and thus postpone ac­
tion again, perhaps indefmitely.84 To increase the chances of having his plan 
accepted, he aimed at a "simple beginning and modest development." He was 
not in favor of the suggestion that experts from the British Post Office be en­
gaged to help with the undertaking on the ground that newcomers lacked the 

necessary knowledge of the needs and conditions in China for which allowance 
had to be made. 85 

The Yamen seemed to have approved his proposal in general, but before 

presenting it to the throne, had it circulated among the ~overnors-general and 

governors for their opinions and comments-a current practice then for impor­

tant matters. 86 In the spring of 1894, before the comments had all come in, 

the Korean crisis developed and war with Japan seemed imminent. 87 The 
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situation steadily worsened until hostility broke out on August 1. In the cir­
cumstances the post office project was the last thing that the Yamen could 
consider. 88 Here ended the fifth fonnal attempt-the last of three in a decade­
to establish a modem post office in China. 



Chapter VII 

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE IMPERIAL POST OFFICE 

Agitation for Postal Reform 

Since 1860 a small but increasing number of Chinese officials and schol­
arswere seriously concerned with the problem of modernization and the pos­
sibility of adopting Western technology for China's needs. Apart from Tseng 
Kuo-fan, Li Hung-chang, Tso Tsung-t'ang, and a number of high officials who 
were well known for their views and their modernization projects there was 
Feng Kuei-fen (1800-1874), a scholar who was associated with Tseng and Li 

in the suppression of the Taiping rebels. He was one of the ftrst to write about 
the desirability of acquiring Western learning. He wrote so much on the sub­
ject that an essay entitled "Ts'ai I-chan i" (On the abolition of the I-chan) was 
mistakenly attributed to his pen.1 Actually it was not until after the instal­
lation of the telegraph in 1881 that any public notice was taken of the West­
ern postal system, and not until after the mid-l 880s that essays on postal re­
form began to appear. 2 Cheng Kuan-ying,3 a scholarly merchant who had 
traveled abroad, and the famous Baptist missionary Timothy Richard4 de­

scribed the workings of the Western postal service, and upheld the British 
post office as a particularly successful example of modernization. 

The arguments in favor of adopting a Western postal system for China 
were as follows: China would have a new source of revenue; she would not 
have to spend large sums annually on the I-chan and the Official Post. She 
would also have a legitimate reason for asking the foreign powers to with-

draw their post offices from China, and thus vindicate her national dignity. 
It was pointed out by some essayists that in the West the state had come to 
assume the duty of providing postal facilities for the people, and Cheng Kuan­
ying, who had seen Western post offices in operation, emphasized the special 
role of postal communication in enlightening the people, one of the basic needs 
for China to become "prosperous and strong.,,5 He advocated strongly that a 
post office organized along Western lines be established even before the I-chan 
was abolished. He said that since the development of steamships, railroads, and 
the telegraph the I-chan had lost much of its importance, and in time it would 
be superseded entirely by the new methods of communication.6 
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Among Chinese writers who wrote on postal reforms Cheng seemed to 

be one of the very few who really understood the nature and the organization 

of the Western postal system. The various plans suggested by the others re­

flected the influence of the then current formula of "government supervision 
and merchant management.,,7 Some authors suggested that the I-chan adopt 

Western postal practices; others proposed the establishment of a semi-official 
institution to be attached to the existing telegraph or steamship offices. In the 
years immediately preceding the establishment of the Imperial Post Office in 

1896, discussion on postal reform frequently appeared in Chinese newspapers 

which by then had begun to exercise an appreciable influence on the literati. 8 

If the Sino-Japanese War had interrupted the planning for the national 

post office in 1894, it also had the salutary effect of hastening its establish­

ment. The shock of the defeat was in many ways more humiliating and defi­

nitely more widely felt than the British and French occupation of Peking in 

1860 or other wars in the century; the self-strengthening movement over a 

generation proved to be a failure in comparison with the Meiji reforms in 

Japan, China's erstwhile pupil. The advocates of modernization and Westerni­

zation were vindicated, and change became the order of the day.9 On the 

crest of the wave of agitation for reforms, the postal reform project was final­

ly completed and placed before the emperor with a request for sanction. 

In August 1895, four months after the conclusion of the war, Hart drew 

the attention of the Tsungli Yamen once more to the plan for the post office!O 

At that time Prince Kung was reinstated as the leading minister in the Grand 

Council and the Yamen, and Li Hung-tsao (1820-1897) and Weng T'ung-ho 
(1830-1904), who had been appointed to the Grand Council with Prince 

Kung, also became members of the Tsungli Yamen. In his position as one of 
the emperor's tutors, Weng was very influential. He had been interested in 

progressive ideas since the late 1 880s, and China's defeat convinced him that 
changes in the old order were urgently needed. Prompted by patriotic feeings 
as well as by personal ambition, he had tried to interest Emperor Te-tsung 

(Kuang-hsu, 1875-1908) in reforms and to identify himself, at least for a 
while, with the cause of modernization. 11 Li Hung-tsao was generally con­

sidered a conservative, but he had always allied himself with Prince Kung and 

seemed to have followed the latter's policy on the whole. Hart recorded one 

of his interviews at the Yamen on the subject of postal reform as follows: 
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I had a long talk with the new Ministers last Friday-Weng T'ung-ho 
and Li Hung-tsao, and they gave me quite a lecture on the unsuitability 
of proposals that are not feasible. "Anyone can-everyone does-make 
proposals," they say, "but we have to work them; their part is easy 
enough-ours is quite another thing!" 12 

It took the Yamen several months to work out the problems with Hart. 

Moreover, delay in replies from the high provincial authorities and the un­

certainty of the political situation had also prolonged the process of delibera­

tion.13 It is not clear who else in the Yam en besides Weng and Li took an ac­

tive part in the preparation of the postal project, but at least two eminent 

elder statesmen were now seriously and conscientious!y taking the project in 

hand, with a genuine desire to carry it through. With their combined effort, 

experience, and caution, and Hart's knowledge of the modern postal system in 

the West and his intention of adapting Western methods to Chinese conditions, 

they were able to produce eventually a plan practical enough to ensure its 

adoption. 

Chang Chih-tung's Memorial 

In Liu K'un-i's absence14 Kopsch had been seeing Chang Chih-tung who 

was then acting governor-general of Liang-Kiang. Hart believed that if Chang 

were able to take up the postal project he would probably be able to put it 

through because he enjoyed great prestige at the time, but Hart preferred to 

see the imperial government assume the responsibility. 15 When Kopsch 

conferred with Chang in Nanking in September 1895 he acquainted him with 

the various preparations and plans already made for the national post office 

and pressed him to hasten its establishment. 16 In his former position as gov­

ernor-general of Liang-Kuang (Kwangtung and Kwangsi) and then of Hu­

Kuang (Hunan and Hupeh), Chang had initiated new schools, mines, mints, 

textile mills, ironworks, railways, arsenals, and a host of other modernization 

projects. He must have been rather surprised that his attention had not been 

drawn to the postal reform project before this. On December 27, 1895, he 

presented a memorial proposing the initiation of three practical measures, one 

of which was the institution of a national post office modeled after the West­
ern system. I? 

In the memorial Chang summarized all the efforts that had been made 

for the establishment of a post office since Li Kuei presented his proposal in 
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1885, and he repeated all the arguments that had been put forward in support 

of such an institution. In conclusion he requested that orders be given to in­

struct Hart to complete the 'Plans and carry them out. On January 3, 1896, 

Chang received an imperial rescript stating that the postal project was already 

under consideration by the Yarnen and that progress was underway. 18 

In 1895 the judicial commissioner of Kwangsi, Hu YU-fen, had also mem­

orialized on the desirability of a post office and the abolition of the I-chan. He 

claimed that the government spent three million taels every year on the I-chan 

in addition to the large sums spent by the high provincial officials for postal 

transmission when the I-chan no longer served its original purpose. Except in 

a few provinces, officials traveled by steamer whenever possible and asked 
that the traveling expenses be commuted into money payment. While praising 

the conveniences of the Western postal system, Hu summarized the current 

views and plans and suggested that special officers be attached to the offices 

of the China Merchants Steam Navigation Company, the telegraph, or the 

railroad,to take charge of both official and private mail, first in the treaty 

ports and railroad stops, then, in conjunction with the hsin-chu, throughout 

the rest of the country. 19 Hu's plan may have been pragmatic, but it was 

certainly not in keeping with the practices of postal transmission in the West. 

The Memorial of March 20, 1896 

Finally, on March 20, 1896 (Kuang-hsll 22.2.7), the Tsungli Yamen pre­

sented the famous memorial requesting that imperial sanction be given for the 

establishment of a national post office along Western lines. 20 The memorial 

pointed out the merits of a Western postal system and the advantages which 

China would derive from a modem post office. It explained that in the West 

the postal service was headed by a high ranking minister and benefited both 

the state and the people. On the subject of revenue, the memorial said that 

in 1892 "the United States Post Office alone received an annual income a­

mounting to $64,209,490, and Chang Chih-tung's estimate of British postal 

revenue at 30 to 40 million taels was only approximate .. . Western postal 

administrations complemented the telegraph service and utilized trains and 

steamers for transportation. Recently France had organized a company, and 

all ten steamers were named mail boats . .. " The report went on to say that 

some sixty nations had joined the Postal Union, and their membership en-
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titled them to exchange mail speedily, regularly, and safely at very cheap rates 

over vast distances. There were several million Chinese living in San Francisco, 

Hawaii, Singapore, Penang, Cuba, Peru, and other places overseas, and they 

would no longer have difficulty communicating with their families if China 

became a member of the Union. In the future, the Yamen ministers pointed 

out, China might have her own vessels carrying mail and native goods abroad. 

The memorial also mentioned that the post office project was discussed 

with the inspector-general of Customs in 1876 during the Margary Affair, 

long before 1885, as Chang had reported in his memorial. It then traced the 

origins of the Customs Post and all the plans and suggestions for moderniza­

tion made during the two previous decades, the increasing number of foreign 

post offices in China, and the difficulty of expanding the Customs Post with­

out giving it national status. 

The completed plan in the form of forty-four articles was prepared 

by Hart in consultation with the Yamen over a period of six months. The 

ministers presented it with the following recommendations: 

(1) After long and extensive inquiries, they had come to the conclusion that 

the post office project should be seriously considered and immediately under­

taken. (2) The plan presented was the result of many years of careful study, 

experience, and deliberation. It would not interfere with the livelihood of the 

people. Since details of the plan were still subject to revision and additions 

when required by circumstances, any ill effects could be quickly eliminated. 

(3) For the above reasons a national post office should be established by ex­

tending the Customs Post from the treaty ports inland, eventually covering 

the entire country. (4) Management of the post office should be entrusted to 

Hart, while the Yamen would continue to be generally responsible. 

An imperial decree granting the request in the memorial was issued the 

same day the memorial was presented. The Imperial Post Office (Yu-cheng 

chii) came into being on March 20, 1896. 

The Regulations of the Imperial Post Office 

The forty-four articles in Hart's plan come under four headings: postal 

transmission between treaty ports, between treaty ports and inland areas, be­

tween treaty ports and foreign countries, and general postal regUlations. The 

terms were purposely kept general and simple in order to be easily intelligible 
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to the public as well as to the postal staff. The post office would call for few 

changes in the existing postal arrangements except a gradual extension of the 

Customs Post. The management of the post office would remain much the 

same as that of the Customs Post except that over-all direction which had been 

in the hands of the commissioner in Tientsin since 1879 would be transferred 

to the statistical secretary in Shanghai who held concurrently the title of Postal 
Secretary. 21 

It was hoped that the authority of the Imperial Post Office would be 

established, even though the principle of government monopoly could only 

be partially asserted at the time. No mention was made of the Ch'ing Official 

Post, the I-chan, the P'u, or the wen-pao-chu. There was to be little interfer­

ence with those people whose livelihood depended on the letter-carrying busi­

ness, but some restrictions were imposed on the hSin-chu, bringing them in 

line with the national institution. They were to register with the Imperial 

Post Office where there was a branch established or to be established, and in 

these localities no commercial firm or individual except the registered agencies 

could engage in postal business. Furthermore, the agencies were not allowed to 

send their mail by steamer. Only the Imperial Post Office and the registered 

letter agencies could enjoy the privilege. Apart from these restrictions, the 

letter agencies would continue as usual, with the Post Office handing over to 

them some of its mail for distribution in the interior. The letter agencies were 

allowed to charge their own fees and their business increased considerably as 

a consequence of the arrangement. As for postal communication with other 

countries, the Imperial Post Office would continue to send mail abroad through 

the foreign agencies in China, and in all the transactions observe rates and 

regulations of the Universal Postal Union. 

The Chinese public knew almost nothing or very little about the Western 

postal system and many viewed the proposed Imperial Post Office with some 

misgiving. The following comments by a group of officials of the Board of 

Revenue probably represent a sizable section of public opinion on the innovation: 

A: It is simply unheard of that the government should organize a post 
office to transmit letters for the people • .. 

B: I suppose there is no reason why [the government] should not do so. 
C: At present there are mounted couriers in every province; why does 

a post office have to be established? [And] there are letter agencies to 
forward letters for the people; this is sufficient. Why should the govern-



ment establish a post office to compete with the people? Moreover, 
it is doubtful whether the government can compete with them. 

D: Anyhow, it is undignified for the government [to engage in 
trade] in opening a letter office. 22 

Such being the reaction of an educated group, it is small wonder that the 
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Yamen ministers had procrastinated so long before adopting the postal reform 

project. The imperial decree, however, was received with general acclaim in the 

press, and the opening of the Imperial Post Office was awaited with enthusiasm. 23 



Chapter VIII 

RETARDATION OF MODERNIZATION AND ITS CONSEQUENCES 

The history of postal communication in China and the attempts at postal 

modernization between the years 1860-1896 reflects certain aspects of the con­

temporary Chinese society undergoing transfonnation in the process of contact 

with Western nations and some of the effects of those contacts. It shows in par­

ticular the sophistication and stability of the traditional institutions in China, 
the serious deficiency of knowledge and understanding of the literati about the 
world outside China, and the lack of strong incentive for institutional refonn in 

mid-nineteenth-century China. Furthennore, this study examines the divers ef­
fects of China's contact with the West-the stimulation and disruption of na­
tive economic life and institutions, the introduction of Western "know-how" 
and assistance, and most important of all, the gradual awakening of the Chinese 

people to change and modernization. 
The Ch'ing Official Post, particularly the I-chan, was considered by most 

Chinese to be the most efficient system for postal transmission and travel ever 

devised by man and perfected over centuries of experience. On the whole the 

I-chan of the nineteenth century met the requirements of a pre-modem society 
and continued to render important service in many areas for some time after 

the establishment of the Imperial Post Office. The same applies to the com­

mercialletter agencies; they enjoyed the confidence of the people long after 

the Post Office offered a cheaper and sometimes a faster service. In spite of 

the stability of the Ch'ing Official Post, changing conditions after 1860 under­

mined its effectiveness. No provision was made for the I-chan or the P'u to 

handle new postal needs such as diplomatic correspondence and mail from 
abroad. The task was entrusted to organizations better equipped than the na­

tive institutions or to new institutions, namely, the Customs Post and the wen­

pao-chu. These were merely expedients, however, for in doing so the govern­

ment inadvertently reduced the importance of the traditional post, eventually 
neglecting it at a time when refonn was most needed, when the coming of 

steamships and railroads called for the replacement of man and animal power 

to speed up the service. Many officials simply by-passed the I-chan, causing 

the service to deteriorate further. Western impact had just the opposite effect 
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on the hsin-chu, which were flexible enough to utilize the new modes of trans­

portation and flourished as a result of increased trade and general activity, eco­

nomic or otherwise, in the treaty ports and the big cities. Ironically, the very 

stability and relative efficiency of the I-chan and the hsin-chu blinded the 

Chinese officials to the need for postal reform. Even after they had agreed to 

consider the postal project that Hart and others had presented, they were half­

hearted and their attention was frequently distracted by seemingly more urgent 

matters. Hart reminisced that several Yamen ministers, governors-general, and 

Customs officials had had occasion to administer the postal project, but "dif­

ferences of opinion at the capital and in the provinces and changes from time 

to time not only in the occupants of the official posts most concerned, but in 

the earlier and later views of those officials themselves, have combined to dis­

courage effort and delay action until now." 1 

There were obviously many problems, one of which was the very nature of 

the modem postal service-a unified national postal system serving both the 

government and the people, handling both domestic and foreign mail in ac­

cordance with international postal rules. Since the I-chan and the P'u formed 

an integral part of the Ch'ing governmental structure, postal reform would 

affect local governments throughout the empire. Since the Western postal 

system was so different in principle and practice from the Chinese, an entirely 

new institution would have to be created. Unlike the railroad and the telegraph, 

the postal project could not be adopted piecemeal, and only the imperial gov­

ernment in Peking could handle it. The Yarn en ministers were unwilling to as­

sume the responsibility especially toward foreign powers until they were able 

to fulfIll their obligations. They were afraid of opposition from vested interests 

which might vitiate their efforts entirely and they were reluctant to compete 

with the people who might lose their livelihood if the traditional systems were 

abolished;2 there was also a shortage of funds and trained personnel. These 

were real and major problems, but if the ministers were determined to have a 

post office the obstacles were not insurmountable. 

What were the consequences of the delay in creating a modem post office 

for China? In the first place, by postponing the establishment of monopoly on 

postal services the Chinese government gave the agencies the opportunity to 

grow and multiply, thus creating many problems for itself later when it decided 

to assume control. 3 For some years after 1896 the hsin-chu were allowed to 
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carry on their business under special government regulations. They were not 

allowed to open branches in areas where the Imperial Post Office already 

existed, but by the latter years of the century they had become so powerful 

and numerous that they resisted control even though their days were num­

bered. It was only with great difficulty that the hsin-chu were finally sup­

pressed in 1935.4 Equally stiff competition came from the foreign post of­

fices in China. By 1896 these establishments had doubled in number since 

1861.5 Foreign powers refused to give up their privileges and during the 

scramble for concessions, opened more post offices in China.6 Only after 

much effort was the Chinese government able to secure a promise at the 

Washington Conference that these offices be withdrawn from Chinese soil 

by January 1923.1 

The merits of the Post Office were recognized not long after its estab­

lishment, and several governors-general and governors urged Hart to extend 

its services to their provinces. By 1903 "there were almost a thousand post 

offices great and small scattered over the Empire and they were extending 

and expanding every month," as Hart proudly wrote a friend in England. 8 

Just before the end of the dynasty the I-chan, which had by then outlived its 

usefulness, was abolished. In less than a quarter of a century after its inaugu­

ration the Post Office became a self-sustaining public service par excellence. 9 

The serious regard for correspondence, official or private, and the tradition of 

efficiency and trustworthiness in postal transmission stood the Chinese staff 

well in the new institution. Yet, the successful metamorphosis from an ancient 

to a modern institution owed much to the experience gathered from the Cus­

toms Post. 
The Chinese Post Office adopted the most up-ta-date postal methods 

especially those of the British Post Office, modified to suit conditions in China. 

Since the Post Office was nurtured by the Customs, where the British civil 

service system had proved satisfactory, the latter was carried over to the postal 

service when it became independent of the Customs in 1911 . 10 The Chinese 

Post Office became a model of efficiency and probity and was held up for other 

government institutions to emulate. 

Without Sir Robert Hart's vision of progress for China and his persistence 

the establishment of a modern postal system might have been postponed for 

an even longer time. Even if a post office had been established, it might have 
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had quite a different history, or it might have shared the fate of stunted 

growth of the steamship company and the railroads. Hart's unique position 

and his long tenure at the Maritime Customs, which provided him with com­

petent personnel, facilities, and resources, enabled him to work out long 

range plans for the Post Office and lay a ftnn foundation for the infant in­

stitution before he retired. 11 He and the many Customs commissioners who 

worked in the Chinese civil service provided excellent examples of coopera­

tion between East and West. 

In retrospect, if postal communication in China had been modernized 

two or three decades before 1896, it could not have failed to help to promote 

trade and industry, facilitate the flow of knowledge and ideas, reduce regional 

barriers and affect people's attitude toward change, and in some ways hasten 
the much needed refonn and modernization in Chinese society in general. 

The same may be said of other existing institutions. Unfortunately, in the 

absence of strong leadership at the helm of government, court intrigues and 

corruption became rampant. Those who wished to undertake refonn were 

frequently frustrated and their initiative stifled. Modernization projects in 

the late Ch'ing period tended to be sporadic and fragmentary, poorly planned 

and hastily undertaken. The hopes built up during the period of national self­

strengthening were shattered by the war of 1894-1895. The series of events 

which followed-internal conflicts and disturbances and foreign aggression­

not only further impaired the power and prestige of the Ch'ing government 

but also increased its difficulties. The second wave of refonn at the beginning 

of the present century came too late and the well-established modem insti­

tutions were too few in number to influence the fmal fate of the dynasty, even 

though in the last analysis much still depended on political factors. 
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Abbreviations Used in the Notes 

BPP British Parliamentary Papers. 

CHYK Chung-ho yueh-k'an. 

CKHP Huang ch 'ao chang-ku hui-pien. 

CTLT Huang-ch'ao cheng-tien lei-ts'uan. 

CTS: YCP Chiao-t'ung shih: Yu-cheng pien. 

HJAS Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies. 

HT Ta-Ch'ing hui-tien 

HTSL Ta-Ch'ing hui-tien shih-Ii. 

IWSM Ch 'ou-pan i-wu shih-mo. 

NCH North China Herald. 

WCSL Ch 'ing-chi wai-chiao shih-liao. 

WHTK Ch'ing-ch'ao hsu wen-hsien t'ung-k'ao. 
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