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Introduction

The Lé dynasty was established in 1428 in northern Vietnam following independence from Chinese
occupation in the early fifteenth century. Usurped by the Mac in 1527, the Lé throne was restored in 1532 and
the Red River delta was regained from the Mac in 1592. In the early seventeenth century, the conflict between
the Trinh family and the Nguyén family escalated within the Lé dynasty. In northern Vietnam, the Trinh family—
called Chuda Trinh (Trinh Lords)—usurped the authority of the L& emperor and established its own court, Virong
phu (FEJF). The Nguyén family, which had already established its base in central Vietnam in the late sixteenth
century, began to establish its own independent kingdom. As a result, the Lé dynasty was bifurcated.

During “The Age of Commerce” (1450-1680), international trade in East and Southeast Asia flourished.
In the case of northern Vietnam, from the 1600s to the 1630s, Japanese! and Portuguese? merchants sailed to
northern Vietnam in order to procure silk products and ceramic wares for the Japanese market. After the Japanese
government adopted its closed-door policy in the 1630s, however, the Dutch became major traders between Japan
and northern Vietnam.®> From the latter half of the 1640s, Chinese merchants took a dominant role in this trade.
Northern Vietnam’s role in international trade peaked from the 1660s to the 1680s, when Chinese products such
as textiles and ceramics were not exported to the international market because of the restrictive maritime policies
imposed by the Qing rulers. However, after the Qing lifted restrictions on coastal and offshore trade in 1684,
northern Vietnam lost its position in commercial traffic (lioka, 2010: 49-58; 2011: 120-132).

Because of the aforementioned thriving international trade, urbanization progressed in northern
Vietnam (Nguyén Thanh Nh&, 2013: 214-246); in fact, in the contemporary capital of Thing Long, handicraft
artisans and merchants assembled from surrounding areas, which led to the development of a market network
and, ultimately, a new commercial district (Chen Chinh-ho, 1970; Nguyén Thtra Hy, 1983; Sakurai, 2012).
Furthemore, thriving maritime trade lead to the development of a riverine commercial city, Ph Hién, located on
the left bank of the Red River. Phé Hién played an intermediate role in the riverine traffic network from Tongking
Gulf to Thiang Long, and Chinese and European merchants settled there from the late seventeenth to the early
eighteenth centuries (Abe, 2013; P4 Thi Thiy Lan, 2015).

During the eighteenth century, Anthony Ried’s “Chinese century” thesis focused on the inflow of
Chinese laborers into Southeast Asia through the first half of the nineteenth century, particularly their mining
labor in Southwest China and mainland Southeast Asia (Reid, 1997; 2004). In northern Vietnam, as many
previous studies have noted, large numbers of Chinese laborers worked at dozens of mines in the northern upland
during the eighteenth century (Wada, 1961; Phan Huy Lé, 1963; Suzuki, 1975). Their large-scale mining
activities there became a significant supplement to the state coffers during this period (Vi BPuong Luén, 2014,
35-39).

1 Under the shuin-sen (red seal vessels) system from 1604 to 1635, Japanese merchants played a pivotal role in commercial
exchanges between Vietnam and Japan (Iwao, 1985: 347-357; Nagazumi, 2001: 152-169).

2 After 1626, when the Macao-northern Vietnam route was inaugurated by Jesuit missionaries, the Portuguese in Macao
maintained regular trade with northern Vietnam until the late 1660s (George Bryan Souza, 1986: 119).

3 On Dutch commercial activities in northern Vietnam, see Hoang Anh Tuan’s work (2007).
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Some scholars considered these phenomena to be factors in contemporary economic growth (Woodside,
1997; Lieberman, 2003, 435-440; Nguyén Thanh Nh3, 2013); however, problems remain that have not yet been
analyzed. First, although most scholars have focused on such famous commercial centers as Thang Long and Phé
Hién, few have examined the economic situation of other regions. Second, although countless researchers have
discussed maritime trade during the seventeenth century, few have highlighted the importance of contemporary
inland trade in northern Vietnam.

In order to overcome these problems, above all, focus is needed on the economic situation of other non-
notorious regions to accurately estimate the importance of maritime and/or inland trade for each region. Therefore,
this article analyzes the economic situation of the Lang Son region, located at the eastern end of northern Vietnam,
and the influence of the inland commercial traffic between northern Vietnam and Guangxi in China, which
previous studies have not yet analyzed. In this article, | focus on the formation of market towns, called phé (J&),
in the Lang Son region during the late seventeenth century. Although some researchers have also discussed to
pha as trading posts in the Sino-Vietnamese border area (Li Tana, 2012: 67-75; Vii Buong Luén, 2014: 38) during
the eighteenth century, they have not yet focused on the geographical characteristics of the specific region(s) and
the background to the formation of phéd within a local historical context.

1. The Formation of Market Towns in the Lang Son Region

1.1 Geographical Characteristics of the Lang Son Region

The Lang Son region is located at the eastern end of northern Vietnam, bordering China’s Guangxi
province. Ethnic minorities (today called the Tay and Nung people) make up the majority of the population in
this region. The Lé dynasty relied on a number of hereditary chiefs to lead its administration (Ito, 2003: 43-48;
Nguyén Quang Huynh (chu bién), 2011). Its border zone with Guangxi is a mountainous area, characterized by
continual yet private traffic (Hasuda, 2005). The Ky Cling River (#£57L), which connects to the Zuo River (£
{T) in Guangxi, played a key role in the riverine traffic network in the region. In addition, the Lang Son region
was located on the tributary route to China during the Ming-Qing period. Tributary envoys to China passed
through the region and entered Guangxi via Tran Nam pass (Tran Nam Quan [£5% ]), which is today’s Hitu
Nghi pass. In 1721, a postal road from Thing Long to Tran Nam pass was built along this route (Chen [ed.],
1986: 1050). Such geographical conditions indicate the importance of present-day Lang Son city’s central arca
where riverine traffic and the postal road intersect. The first market town in the Lang Son region was also
established in this area.

1.2 Formation of Ky Lira Market

The first market town in the Lang Son region recorded in Vietnamese sources is Ky Lira market (pho
Ky Lua [BE%EJE]). According to Lich Triéu Tap Ky (FERA#E#C, “Miscellaneous Records of Successive
Dynasties™), the order of Trinh Cwong (4 ##), promulgated in 1717, designated Ky Lira market as one of five
market towns where foreign merchants were permitted to trade. Furthermore, this order referred to “those who
have already resided for a long time” at these five market towns, which indicates that foreign merchants, mainly
Chinese, resided at Ky Ltra market since the previous century (LTTK, vol.1).

Later sources record that a contemporary provincial official named Than Cong Tai (F/2°}") opened
Ky Lura market (BNNTC, 41, 32b; BTPDCL, 11, 16b-17a). According to the Vietnamese chronicle Dgi Viét su:
ky toan thu (SRR 422, “The Complete Annals of Dai Viét”), Than Cong Tai was granted the title of Han
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Qudn Cong (FEALZY) in 1665 (Chen (ed.), 1986: 981) and was said to govern Lang Son province without staying
in this region (BNNTC, 41, 32b).

In present-day Lang Son city, there remains an inscription of T6n Sy Phy Bi (52RT4CA#),% engraved
when a shrine was built to commemorate Than Céng Tai in 1683. This inscription has four sides, the front and
back of which detail how the Td Phu shrine was founded by Chinese merchants and the indigenous chiefs of the
Lang Son region. One of the inscriptions reads as follows:

Thén Cong Tai was granted the title of Dispatched Grand Defender of the Northern Circuit, Vice
Commissioner-in-Chief of the Chief Military Commission of the East, and Han Commandery Duke.
His family records are registered in Nhu Thiét commune, Yén Diing prefecture, Lang Giang province
(today in Nhu Thiét village, Hong Thai commune, Viét Yén prefecture, Bic Giang province). [We
engrave this inscription] about holding ceremonies and burning incense for him. Now, Phién Tudng
and Phu Dbao (both are hereditary chiefs), officials, and civilians in Lang Son region in the Northern
Circuit, merchants from thirteen provinces in the Upper State (China) and [residents at] seven units,
having respect [for Than C6ng Tai], built the inscription and the shrine to show special respect ... and
purchased fields to retain incense. Every year, we will cultivate these fields to hold ceremonies.®

Thus, hereditary chiefs in the region, Chinese merchants, and residents from seven districts (phuong, 1) built a
shrine to commemorate Than Céng Tai and purchased fields to retain incense. The names of those involved in
building the shrine are engraved on the left and right sides of Tén Su Phyu Bi. As for local hereditary chiefs, those
worthy of note are the Nguyén Pinh family in Thoat Lang prefecture (e.g., Nguyén Pinh Ké [FriE#E]), the
Nguyén Dinh family in Van Uyén prefecture (e.g., Nguyén Dinh Bao [BriE=E]), and the Vi family in Loc Binh
prefecture (e.g., Vi Duc Thang [ fEB;] and Vi Phic An [&#&%2]).6 It is likely that several influential
hereditary chiefs in the Lang Son region were involved in building the shrine for Than Cong Tai.

In addition to the hereditary chiefs, the names of Chinese merchants from thirteen provinces in the
Upper State were also engraved on the left side of T6n Sw Phu Bi. This indicates that they also were involved in
building the shrine for Than Céng Tai. Meanwhile, the front side of Tén Si Phu Bi states the following:

He died at 64, at an auspicious time on the eleventh of August, [1683], and was given the title of Left
Commissioner-in-Chief. [During his lifetime] he had great achievement for the royal family (the Lé
court). He assisted [the L& emperor] and gained [the Lé emperor’s] affection, as a result of which he
was dispatched to [Vuong pht] and granted the post of Grand Defender of the Northern Circuit. He
paid attention to consoling people and endeavored to abolish troublesome and cruel [regulations?],
leading officials and people in the whole of [the Northern Circuit] to be afraid of his strictness and glad

4 This inscription remains inside Ta Phu shrine in Hoang Van Thu district of Lang Son city. In March 2013 and December 2014,
I visited Ta Pha shrine in order to conduct a survey of this inscription. The height of this epitaph is 208 cm, and the length and
the width are 75 cm each. Some local documents from present-day Lang Son province also introduce the Vietnamese translation
and the original text of this inscription; however, there are some errors in their texts, and—uwhat is worse—these documents only
introduce three of the four sides of the inscription (S¢ Vin hoa Théng tin Lang Son, 2012: 195-198; Uy ban Nhan dan thi x4
Lang Son & S& Vin héa Théng tin Thé thao tinh Lang Son, 1993: 22-27).

5 The original text is as follows: “Z&Z=]LIE 87 B W EAVE A E R AERA R AT, BERIN LB R, BFE
TiEKE, ZRAGEF RS INER - 65 - FRE LB+ =808 ARE Y%, AU, BESLHEAEm ., ZREE
oo, WmEEL BREAK EFEPHE, R, 7

6 On their genealogies and achievements in Lang Son region, see Nguyén Quang Huynh (chu bién), 2011.
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of his virtue. Merchants from all directions made a fortune at markets and hoped to open their stores
on streets because of [Than Cong Tai’s] guidance and protection. ’

This inscription refers to commercial development as one of Than Céng Tai’s primary achievements;
thanks to him, “merchants from all directions” made a fortune. If that was the case, the reason why these
hereditary chiefs and Chinese merchants built the shrine for Than Céng Tai might have been that they benefitted
from their commercial activities at Ky Lira market. As such, it is clear that Chinese merchants were engaged in
trading activity at Ky Lira market during the late seventeenth century.

On his way to Beijing during the 1740s, Nguyén Tong Khué (r522E)8 recorded that Ky Lira market
“is filled with houses and stores, and is a center of precious goods from Guangdong and Guangxi,” which
indicates the existence of permanent stores (SHTV, 9a). It is likely that Ky Liura market continued to thrive from
its formation in the late seventeenth century through the middle eighteenth century.

2. Inland Trade between Northern Vietnam and Guangxi during the Late Seventeenth Century
2.1 The Lang Son Region

Where inland trade is concerned, the late seventeenth century is also the period when Chinese
merchants expanded their activities via Guangxi to the Lang Son region. The following engraving on an iron bell
(cast in 1697), which remains at Thanh pagoda,® informs that the pagoda was originally a benevolent location
for the Chinese (Thgp Tam Tinh Hgi Quan [+ =44 2fiE]), inside of which they enshrined Saintly Emperor Guan
(Quan Thanh Pé Quan [F5277 E1):

We collected funds to cast a bell. The bell weighs more than six hundred kins. We respectfully placed
[the bell] in front of the temple in memory of Saintly Emperor Guan in the benevolent association for
the Chinese from thirteen provinces to enshrine eternally.*°

An inscription, Dién Khanh Ty By Ky (JEBE<£f45C),1 from 1796 at Thanh pagoda, also mentions that
they used to worship Saintly Emperor Guan at Dién Khanh pagoda (which refers to what is now called Thanh
pagoda).

Dién Khanh pagoda is located outside the northern gate of Poan Castle, called Hwong Lam pagoda in
the past. Now, we changed its name to Dién Khéanh. ... In old days, because [this area was] crowded
with merchants and full of commodities, they constructed this pagoda together, worshiping Saintly

7 The original text written in classical Chinese is as follows: ... 4£ )\ H +— A HEpam#&, FAEZESHURE., s 2 E0E
Who BEFIIK. WAL HFETERF, RARIGERTE, OfFehil, BLEwr, BEE RBEE R, SHE, B
WA T, R, WHEE R, 7

8 He was dispatched to the Qing dynasty at the end of 1741 (Chen, 1986, 1109).

9 The Hannom Institute made rubbings of this epigraph (No. 16172). In March 2013 and December 2014, | visited Thanh pagoda
in order to conduct a survey on this bell.

10 The original text written in the classical Chinese is as follows: “ Z:f#uk## % 10, EPREER AL T =4 S48 FH 2w B B
A, kg, 7

1 In March 2013 and December 2014, | visited Thanh pagoda in order to conduct a survey of this inscription. The height of this
inscription is 104 cm; the width is 64.5 cm; and the thickness is 16 cm. The Hannom Institute made rubbings of this epigraph as
well (No. 16170-16171).
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Emperor Quan. I discover that in old days, they cast the iron bell in Dinh Stru year. [This was] 125
years ago, but it still remains today. 2

When the iron bell was cast during the late seventeenth century, Chinese merchants resided and/or
engaged in business in the Lang Son region.

2.2 Guangxi

At the end of the Ming period, in Guangxi—where the majority of natives concentrated on agriculture
who rarely engaged in commercial activity resided (Tsukada, 2000: 203)—merchants settled in only some
principal cities. From the early-to-mid-Qing period, however, they expanded from the eastern part of Guangxi
and the coastal area of the Xi river (Xi Jiang [V571]) to the western part of Guangxi (Tsukada, 2000: 187-240).
According to recent discoveries by Chinese researchers utilizing local epigraphs, Chinese merchants from
outlying provinces, mainly Guangdong, expanded their activities along the Xi River and built benevolent
associations (i.e., pagodas) at important points for riverine traffic (Teng Langhua, 2011: 115-161; Hou Xuanijie,
2011: 173-183). For example, in Longzhou (§E/11), Yuedong huiguan (¥ H <), the association for those from
Guangdong, was built in 1707, and Lianghu huiguan (i< £F), the association for those from Hebei and Henan,
was built in 1814 (Teng Langhua, 2011: 267-268, 277-278). As such, the late seventeenth through the eighteenth
century was the period during which the trading activities of Chinese merchants from outlying provinces,
particularly Guangdong, expanded into Guangxi. The presence of settled Chinese merchants in the Lang Son
region during the seventeenth century is considered to be an extension of this phenomenon; in fact, in the Cao
Bing region, the temple in memory of Saintly Emperor Guan was also established in 1678 (CBTL, 48b), which
indicates the expansion of the riverine activities of Chinese merchants during the late seventeenth century.

Chinese merchants expanded their activities along an inland routes via Guangxi to the Lang Son region
in the late seventeenth century, when Ky Lua market was first opened. In the Lang Son region, a market town
was established against the background of the development of inland trade between northern Vietnam and China
during the late seventeenth century.

Concluding Remarks

In this article, | investigate the economic situation of the Lang Son region, focusing the influence of
the inland commercial traffic between northern Vietnam and Guangxi in China. In the late seventeenth century,
Chinese merchants expanded their activities along inland routes via Guangxi to the Lang Son region, leading to
the establishment of benevolent associations (e.g., pagodas) and temples in memory of Saintly Emperor Guan
for the Chinese. Against the background of the development of Sino-Vietnamese inland trade, Ky Lira market
was opened in the area where riverine traffic (Ky Cung River) and overland traffic (postal road) intersected. The
remarkable presence of Chinese merchants in the Lang Son region in the late seventeenth century is a fact often
overlooked by historians dealing with this time and place, and one deserving of greater attention.

12 The original text written in the classical Chinese is as follows: “#EBE<F, TEEIRALFTZ4b, HHRENRTF, SR, ...
BRI A R, W, MBI SE, SORRREE R, K. EEEERE T . RS —E I, S
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