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The Huangkuang Mines 黄鑛廠 in Midu District 弥渡县 

Nanny Kim, draft May 2018 

Records and questions 

The mines are recorded without any further information in the provincial gazetteer of 1949.1 They are 

thought to have been an important Ming period mine. 

Fieldwork by Nanny Kim, Yang Yuda 杨煜达 and Li Xuelong 李学龙, with Li Qiang 李

强, 31 January 2018 

Supported by: Prof. Li Xuelong 李学龙 of the Institute for ethnic Studies, Dali University, Mr. 

Bi Chaoyi 毕朝义, director of the Midu Museum, Ms. Li Xiaoling 李晓玲 of the County Museum 

of Midu, Mr. Mei 梅, mayor of Huangkuangchang village, xiao Shi 小施, Li Xuelong’s niece 

Main informants: Mr. Mei 梅, mayor of Huangkuangchang village, Mr Yang Shun 杨顺 (aged 63) of 

Huangkuangchang village 

The day before, when we had the opportunity to have a brief look at the pre-modern section of the 

Midu Museum, we was a small pile of ore or slag and two ceramic pipes of identified as objects found 

at the Huangkuanchang Mines. The ceramic objects had the dimensions of shatiao 沙条, but appeared 

to possess a narrow central hole. Director Bi Chaoyi 毕朝义 told us that these objects dated to before 

his time and that he had no further knowledge about them.  

When we arrived at the Midu Museum in the morning, Director Bi had decided to come with us. The 

site is only some 10 km from the city in the ranges to the SE of the district city. Director Bi, driving 

his own car, led us up the valley past Huangkuangchang 黄矿厂 and Zhufang 朱坊 village to the 

village government. Village Mayor Mei was waiting for us. In the first conversation Mr. Mei told us 

that all villages in this valley were Han, while the adjacent valleys were mostly Yi. We headed back a 

short way and across the flat valley bottom to Huangkuangchang village. Mr. Mei took us past the 

northern end of the village to the point where the valley bifurcates, stopping near operating and 

recently abandoned mines in the western slopes.  

Upon further inquiry, he told us that the old mines were in the partly rocky, partly forested eastern 

slope right across the valley, and that it was also called Shaizidong 筛子洞, an area up in the pine 

forest. He confirmed that this “sieve” consisted of well-like workings. He also told us that there was a 

Chaoyang Temple at the present top end of the village. The low, flat-topped ridge to the SE of the 

village was called yashan 衙山  (“Yamen hill”), there used to be remains of tiled buildings, but they 

were no longer very visible. Slags were also near the village. 

We decided to go to the temple first, then have a look at the slags and then split up, with Li Yunlong 

and Yuda going up to the Yashan and me to the workings.  

The temple is a recent reconstruction on the existing foundations and contains 3 stelea. The latest of 

these specifically mentions the mines and is available in a rubbing at the Midu Museum, but the others 

are not. Some remains of the former temple were pillar bases, the stairs to the main building, and some 

stone carvings. For some reason, the pillar bases of the present main building were just under 40 cm in 

diameter, while two in the side building were approaching 60 cm (diameter of the round surface for 

the wooden pillar, evidence of a far larger earlier structure). 

Li Xuelong copied the less easily legible part of the Kangxi period record of the rebuilding (or 

extension) of the temple, while Yuda and me went off to have a look at the slag area with director Bi 

and Mr Mei. Locals have sold slags and re-smelting has been practiced in 1958. Behind and around 
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the corner of the last, quite recent house of the village, the layer still visible in the cut along the 

building is quite thick. There were scattered slags in the fields but the extent of the slag area could not 

be established. There were no slags visible in the stream or its overgrown or built embankments. In an 

irrigation pit, slags forming an incoherent layer were visible about 0.5 m under the present field 

surface. According to Mr. Mei, the slag layer used to be about 1 m below the soil. 

There were still well visible layers in the bank of the driving track, with up to 3 visible layers 

distributed on a cut of 3 to 4 m high, with soil layers in between. While the layer at the corner of the 

last house was 1 m thick in its visible part; the layers in the embankment, which were below the level 

of the house,  were between 10 and 20 cm, with 50 cm or more of soil separating them. 

At 12 o’clock we drove down to Midu for lunch and returned without Mr Bi, who had other 

obligations in the afternoon.  

Back at Huangkuanchang village around 2 pm, we decided not to bother Mr. Mei again, as he had 

obviously told us what he knew. We asked the owner of the corner shop, Ms Peng 彭, who said that 

she could contact an acquaintance to show us the mines. In the meantime, Yuda and Li Xuelong went 

off to Guanshan, while me, Li Xiaoling and xiao Shi waited. We were asked into the courtyard, where 

3 old men were playing cards. We asked them about the history of the village, and they told us (as far 

as xiao Shi and me understood, Li Xiaolin was taking a nap in the car) that the village was entirely 

Han. There used to be 9 family names, but there were only 7 left now. There used to be a few Muslim 

Chinese, but they were no longer there since the time of the rioting [the mid-19th century civil wars]. 

The nine Han families would have been here for some 16 to 17 generations and hailed from 

Yingtianfu in Nanjing 南京应天府. The oldest grandfather, who is 83, also remembered a story about 

the founding of the mine, which we didn’t quite catch. Ms Peng interrupted and said that the stories of 

Huangkuangchang had been published. [《中国民间故事全书:云南·弥渡卷》?] He also stated that 

there used to be “stone horses and stone men” up at Yashan [statues along the road to a very stately 

yamen]. 

Our guide arrived: Mr Yang Shun 杨顺 (born 1954), who turned out not only perfectly understandable 

in terms of dialect but also most knowledgeable and helpful. He confirmed smelting activities in 1958 

and exploitation of ores since the Great Leap. We left the village by the same track as in the morning, 

and he pointed out one or two mines on the western slope right at the driving track, which are now 

blocked up, explaining that these were worked about 1958 to 1960. He directed the car to cross over 

and take a track that appeared to head up the next slope but actually doubled back to reach the partly 

wooded slope which we had seen in the morning. Mr Yang explained that there were several mine 

entrances, of which the Taijiandong 太监洞 (Eunuch’s mine) and the Sanchadong 三岔洞 (3-forked 

mine) were the largest.  

We stopped along the track at the bottom of the very steep, partly rocky slope, with Mr Yang 

indicating a pile of ore left from recent trial workings. He also directed up the slope and said that the 

Sanchadong was up there. He mentioned that he had seen 弥陀僧 that used to be easily dug up from 

the ground just behind the village, where new houses have now been built. He described it as a hard 

but brittle substance, which had only one use (which I didn’t catch). 

At the western corner of the road, we were overlooking the valley of Huangkuanchang and a relatively 

low and strangely broken watershed to the next northern valley. There was a deep sink in the top end 

of that valley with some pavilions and a large bridge built in modern-traditional style. Mr Yang told us 

that this area was being developed for tourism. He pointed to an area on the opposite western slope 

and explained that the Huizidong 回子洞 was there (apparently considerably above the recent lead 

mines).  

We continued a little way further up and found ourselves at the entrance of an abandoned open pit. Mr 

Yang explained that a Mr. Ma of Midu, who was Muslim Chinese, had exploited this site for 

manganese. The pit had opened a cleft in the mountain with walls of some 50 m. Mr Ma had started 
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the pit in 2004 and worked it very successfully for some years. After he left, a guy from Sichuan took 

over, but he went broke. The site would have been abandoned about 10 years ago. 

The northern wall of the first pit exposed numerous old workings, with a single also visible in the 

opposite southern wall. The second pit was partly filled with loose material, so that nothing further 

was visible. The working were mostly surprisingly large, almost rectangular in shape, apparently 

between 0.7 and 1 m wide and high. 

An elderly gentleman looking after his goats had been watching us from the top of the cliff and joined 

us as we left the pit. This was Mr Wang 王, born in 1951, also from Huangkuanchang, who had 

moved up here into an abandoned building left from the mining operation to tend to his bees and 

sheep. He came along to help us find the Shaizidong 筛子洞 that is actually on top of the ridge. 

Just around the corner from the open pit was the Taijiandong, in a small dell in the slope. The opening 

is slightly over 2 m wide and about 1.5 m high. It has caved in a short way in. Mr Yang related that he 

had a friend who at some point (before entrepreneur Ma arrived) intended to go into mining, and he 

had explored the old workings for and with him. In that context, he had been inside and said that the 

galleries used to enter the mountain relatively level, with many workings left and right, as well as pits 

and chimneys. There used to be large cavities inside the mountain. You could spend 3 hours walking 

through the Taijiandong or the Sanchadong. He had been into the Taijiandong three times. 

I took out a ceramic rod specimen and Mr Yang immediately identified it as a “furnace rod” 炉条, 

used for smelting silver. He explained that his father had still extracted silver, although he himself had 

not seen him doing it. For silver separation, the furnace rods were arranged inside the hearth. He also 

said that he had seen hollow furnace rods, it was said that these were used to enter branches into the 

melt in order to entice the silver to separate. 

Once we had seen the Taijiandong, Mr Yang and Mr Wang became very reluctant to continue for the 

Shaizidong. Only when we confirmed that we really wanted to see it and that we didn’t mind walking, 

they finally set out again. We followed our guides for short way on a vaguely visible path along the 

ridge into the pine forest, passing a pit that was much smaller than the one first visited. According to 

Mr Yang, this pit had also been exploited by entrepreneur Ma. Some 300 m along, they turned up 

towards the ridge and into the young pine forest. Mr Wang eventually hit the right spot, a relatively 

level part of the ridge, that is about 10-15 m wide here. The shafts were set close to each other, most 

only 4-8 m from the next, forming a cluster of about 10-12 now visible and still open shaft mines. Mr 

Wang explained that he didn’t take his goats here, so there was no need to block the them. Mr Yang 

explained that they had not been down these shafts. 

Our guides took us back down by a different route without providing a reason. We first followed the 

ridge uphill for a short while, then headed down the slope, which was slightly milder that where we 

had come up. I was confused to find two ruptures in the forest soil, almost like a step of around 1 m in 

height, clearly cut along the slope, as if the entire surface material had slid down. The explanation 

followed soon after the second step. A gap opened below our feet. At second sight, it consisted of two 

holes with a narrow ridge between. Mr Yang pointed to a fallen in chimney opening in the ridge, 

explaining that this was a ventilation working. The pits were roughly round, with rock walls all around 

and no opening. Mr Yang explained that entrepreneur Yang’s exploitation hit on the Taijiandong 

under here, and when they had taken out the pillars left by the historic miners, the cavities caved in. A 

third, even larger pit came into sight to the north. The highest probably has a diameter of under 10 m, 

the second of about 12, and the third approximately 15x25 m, with maximum depths over 10 m. The 

underground cavities must have been considerable. 

A short way on down the slope we came out near the Taijiandong.  

Both Mr Yang and Mr Wang confirmed that they had never seen slags on this slope or at its foot, but 

that the area to the north of the village was the only slag dump.  
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We left Mr Wang to his occupation and drove down. At the spot at the foot of the slope Mr Yang 

stopped again to show me the Sanchadong. We ended up clambering about the slope for a while 

between rocks, prickly pears, grassy patches and prickly bushes. We saw a recent trial mine that 

according to Mr Yang had been dug 2 years ago. He eventually found the Sanchadong, which turned 

out to have caved in as well, some 20 m into the mountain. The dimensions of the visited section were 

similar to the Taijiandong. I got rather scared on the slope and sent the two young women back down, 

who initially tried to follow. The route back down thankfully turned out to be easier. 

Mr Yang specified that 4 of the 9 original families （彭、杨、梅、王） were the earliest inhabitants 

and had come some 300 years ago, from 南京应天府六？哨后（？）. 

We headed back to the village at 4:50. Had to wait out a funeral procession for a woman in her fifties 

who had died of a sudden illness within a matter of days. Met up with Yuda and Li Xuelong, who had 

found foundations of extensive buildings on the top of the hill.  

We dropped Li Xiaoling off at Midu and continued directly to Dali. 
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Results 

The name Yashan and the stone statues reported for this site together with the extensive foundations, 

as well as the name Taijian dong (Eunuch’s Mine) support the interpretation that the main period of 

exploitation of the Huangkuang Mines was in the Ming period.  

The three Qing period stele inscriptions, however, suggest that the site had not been completely 

abandoned even by the early 19th century. While we need the full texts of the inscriptions to pursue this 

matter, we expect that the scale of exploitations was comparatively small.  

We expect that the shaft mines of Shaizidong on the top of the ridge are the oldest workings that 

entered the orebody from above.  

The three collapsed cavities of the Taijiandong, together with the workings cup open in the open pit 

that might belong to this mining system are evidence of exploitation on a considerable scale and over 

long periods of time.  

By comparison to the extensive workings, the slag area appears relatively small, while gangue dumps 

could hardly be made out. As most of the slags had been removed for re-smelting, the extent and the 

depth of the slag dump could not be established. In the almost level valley-bottom, the dump was 

exposed to erosion only by the stream. It would therefore have been largely unchanged by 1958, when 

re-exploitation began. During our quick survey, an estimate of the amount of slags was not possible. 

The statement of the three grandfathers that the oldest families of the village had moved from the 

Nanjiang area to Huangkuangchang between 16 and 17 generations ago would date the beginnings of 

the village to the mid- to late 16th century.2 It appears probably that this was indeed the period when 

intensive exploitation began. 

                                                      
2 The calculation assumes that the old gentlemen referred to 16 to 17 generations counting from their own and 

works with relatively short generations of only 22 years. 


