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The Yongjin Mines 湧金廠 in Fengqing 凤庆县三岔河乡涌金村 

Nanny Kim, draft May 2018 

Records and questions 

The Yongjin Mines are recorded in the handbook of the mining administration of Yunnan as identical 

with the former Lisiji Mines 立思基舊廠 and located southwest of Shunning city (modern Fengqing). 

They were formally opened in 1781 and fulfilled a tax quota of 560 liang.1  

The Shunning gazetteer of 1904 records 1800 as the year of the official opening and that the county 

government reported taxes of 298 liang in the year 1829.2 An account of events dated by cyclical years 

to 己亥 and 辛丑, and would fall on the years 1779 and 1881 or 1839 and 1841, is added. When the 

mines were prosperous, Cao 曹, the mine official of the Ningtai 甯臺 copper mines, put pressure on 

the prefect to have the silver mines closed. However, a man by the name of Xiong 熊生至(?) 

organized men of Jiangxi, Hunan and Sichuan to re-open the mines and had the site renamed 

Yongjing. Cao was against, and when he came to be in charge of the prefecture, he had them closed. 

The account ends that the ores were no longer abundant by then.3 It appears that the Ningtai Mine 

official was concerned about the workforce at his mine and therefor wanted to have the silver mine 

closed, as the latter which might have offered better conditions. According to the account, he was 

successful in having it largely closed down.4 

The provincial gazetteer of 1949 also gives the year 1800 as the opening of the mines and adds that 

they were abandoned in the mid-19th century civil wars. This entry also details that the Yongjin Mines 

were 5 to 6 day stages from the Ningtai Mines.5 

The records suggest a mine that was of some importance at the time when the original tax quota of 560 

liang was set, and the reported tax of 298 liang in 1829 suggests decreasing productivity.  

The story of the closure of the Lisiji Mines and immediate re-opening under a different name but in 

the following year is confusing. On the one hand, the account states that the mines were flourishing, 

yet only two years later the ore is stated to have been exhausted. The main information contained in 

the story is that at some point the mines were important enough to attract miners away from the 

Ningtai copper mines. The dating, however remains uncertain. No further records on the Ningtai mine 

official named Cao or Cao Kan could be located, which might have resolved the dating problem. 

While the later date is within the period of official operations, it would suggest a productivity in the 

late 1830s that was well above the tax quota recorded in the handbook of 1844. Moreover, in this case 

the mines would have been opened as Lisiji Mines in 1795 or 1800, which is odd. If the earlier date 

applies, the story would have taken place before the mines were officially opened, which is odder. In 

short, the Yongjin Mines we expect that the Yongjin Mines were important for a short time, which has 

to remain undefined. 

Fieldwork by Nanny Kim and Yang Yuda 杨煜达, with Li Qiang 李强, our driver (born 

1962, with 9 years experience in the mining industry), 5 February 2018 

Supported by: The Yongjin village government 

                                                      
1 Wu Qijun 1944, juan 2, 103. 
2 Xuxiu Shunning fuzhi 1904, juan 13, 28. 
3 Xuxiu Shunning fuzhi 1904, juan 13, 29. The text appears to be partly corrupt: 湧金厰原爲立恩基銀厰。正旺

時，有管甯臺厰員曹湛譖於上臺，遂封閉，己亥明年有潛山熊生至合江、楚、川三省走厰者，謀於白石

生，改名湧金山。聞於上臺請開而曹力阻之。辛丑曹兼管順甯，厰甫開而礦亦不旺。 
4  
5 Xinzuan Yunnan tongzhi 1949, juan 64, 2b. 
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Main informants: Mr Chen Shuwen 陈树文 (born 1972) and his father Mr. Chen Xingxiang 陈兴

祥 (born 1948) of Yongjin and Mr. Yang Minde 杨民德 (born 1965) of Yongjin 

The distance from Yunxian to Yongjin village is only 50 km, but the road was caught in the narrow 

valley of the Youdianhe 右甸河 and in a bad state. We set off at 8 am but took a good time to reach 

Sanchahe 三岔河 at 1200 on the Youdianhe, then climbed to Yongjincun at 1700 on a much better, 

but narrow road. We reached the village government towards 11 am. The official in charge, Mr Yang 

杨 was suspicious at first, but eventually accepted us as harmless and contacted Mr Chen 陈 who lives 

right next to the government building to show us around. According the Mr Yang, there were 

numerous old working up on the slope at about 1900 m, and the area of old slags was also some way 

further up, Place names in the vicinity were Changjie 厂街 (Mine Market), Caiyuanshan 菜园山 

(Vegetable garden), and Qincaiyuan 芹菜园 (Qincai Garden). 

Mr Chen Shuwen (born 1972) arrived back from Sanchahe just after noon and we set off. We decided 

to go up to Changjie first, as this was probably the center of the former mine. The administrative 

village center is at the lower end of the upper part of the valley, which widens and fans out with 

several small brooks from this point. Mr Chen directed us a short way further up the ridge, near a 

village that was Caiyuanshan. We walked into the bowel-shaped valley, crossed the stream of 

Caiyuanshan and an almost imperceptible ridge, then headed up towards Changjie. This village was 

now out of sight due to the steepness of the slope.  

In the narrowest part of the Changjie stream valley, still at least 80 m below the village, slags started 

in a thick layer filling the breadth of the bottom. To some extent, slags may have been piled up for 

selling or due to the contruction of basins used for irrigation. The banks were free of slags, showing 

that the slags down here had eroded from above. Ceramic poles were easily found. Coming up to the 

terraced fields below the village, the lower area was all covered in slags and only partly terraced. 

According to Mr Chen, slags had been sold for some time and fields re-terraced afterwards. It appears 

the Changjie village occupies the widest part of the valley and the mildest slope, in fact the only 

relatively accommodating spot in this as well as the adjacent valleys.  

The slag layer in existence is still quite thick. At the upper end, a relatively freshly cut bank of 2-4 m 

hadn’t reached the bottom. In the fields above, slags were only occasionally visible. As this might 

have been the effect of relatively recent terracing, the extent of the original slag dump is difficult to 

judge. According to Mr Chen, smelting in 1958 was on the same site (An inhabitant of the village later 

stated the same, while Mr Chen’s father said that smelting in 1958 was further down at the present 

administrative village). 

Yang Yuda found parts of a rather crude ceramic pipe, (unintentionally) glazed. The pipe had a regular 

round diameter of about 5 cm, the outer diameter including caked on substances was about 20 cm. 

We continued up into the village. There is an evidently once stepped road about 2 m wide at it’s lower 

end and leading though most of the village. Near the top end was a small improvised shed that turned 

out to be the recent revival of the old Main Temple 大庙. Mr Chen explained that the temple had been 

destroyed in 1954. Two women, an 85 year old grandmother and a relative in her 50s, were looking 

after the temple. We had a chat in the yard, unfortunately the grandmother was largely inaudible to 

me. The old temple used to be the Six-Provinces temple 六省庙, the a 寿佛寺. She had not heard 

about other temples around. 

From Changjie, Mr Chen took me to the mines that were in the area of Yongjin village, while Yuda 

went down to visit Mr Chen’s father.  

From the temple, we headed into a well-trodden path that gradually reached the next ridge to the north, 

crossed over it but kept northwards and upwards. Changjie is the highest village, the slopes above are 

forested. We entered an area that descended NE, initially mildly, and was curiously broken, with 

bumps and two streams running partly between walls 7 to 10 m apart, apparently tectonic ruptures. Mr 
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Chen first showed me remains of sheds or houses used by a forced labour camp set up in 1958. Next, 

he took me through a stretch of bush to workings a short way above. These descended steeply into the 

mountain in rocky walls to either side, in apparently natural clefts. The bottom of the small valley was 

covered in gangue.  

We continued northwards to the next stream, which began at a blocked up mine below a tea plantation 

that appears to reach right up to the top of the ridge. A short way below, we met Mr Yang Minde 杨民

德 (born 1965) Mr. Yang spoke very good Putonghua, and immediately claimed that he would be the 

person who knew most about the mines of Changjie, because he was from the village and because his 

father had been the smelting expert who directed the prisoners in their work, and also because he had 

helped an entrepreneur from Guangzhou who made preparations to restart mining a few years ago. The 

mining plans were eventually abandoned.  

He told me that the mines were run by the British after the burning of the Yuanmingyuan, and that the 

Chinese workers set up the temple, originally as a Six-Provinces temple, later as a Shoufosi 寿佛寺 

(Temple of the Hunanese). Most people hailed from Hunan. His own family did, and his ancestors 

would have come over 10 generations ago. From 1958 (or 1956?), the mines were again exploited for 

some 5 to 6 years. This exploitation used old discarded ores.  

Mr Chen took me down along the tiny stream and showed me numerous workings that were much like 

the first that we had seen. In almost all cases mines entered to both sides into the wall or the steep 

slope, descending steeply, at about 34 °, in most cases clearly in natural clefts. There were also some 

more standard-shaped entrances that were not in clefts. One of these ran level. Mr Chen said that all 

these workings were connected inside the mountain. The largest opening was in a large cleft about 10 

m in height, and up to 1 m wide.  

When I asked where the greatest numbers of workings were found, Mr Chen pointed along the creek 

and up the eastern slope, then considered the workings at 狮子洞垭口 (?), a slope north of Changjie 

and apparently belonging to the next village and said there might be as many there.  

Still in the forest, we returned to the ridge at a lower point, with a nice view of Daxueshan 大雪山 

(Snowy Mountain). Mr Chen said there occasionally actually was snow on this mountain.  

The valleys of the small streams were reduced to small rills as they reached the lower, very steep part 

of the slope, descending over 400 to 500 m to the bottom of a valley that ascended towards the Snowy 

Mountain. The opposite slope of this valley is steep throughout, worked into narrow terrasses to over 

half of its height. 

The terrain provided an obvious reason why the only smelting site of the area is at Changjie. 

We descended on the ridge right down to Yongjin village, caught up with Yuda and Li Qiang and left 

about 4 pm to return to Yunxian. 

In the meantime, Yuda had interviewed Mr. Chen Xingxiang. Mr. Chen had confirmed that the Six 

Provinces’ temple buildings in former times had been very large, with thick pillars and courtyards to 

each side of the main hall. He detailed that the slag dump at Changjie was left by historic mining. 

There were also slags down at the stream nearby, these had been carried down in 1958 and re-smelted 

for lead. At the time, two furnaces were set up that were about 2 m high. Workings were said to be 

extremely numerous, with the total of 1400 being brought up.  

Mr. Chen brought up the charcoal supply, telling Yuda that all the surrounding mountains had 

been cut bare, and that charcoal came from places such as Guodazhai 郭大寨 and Majie 马街, 

it was said from 60 or 100 km away. Other family members interjected that Guodazhai was 

very far away. Neither Mr. Chen nor anyone present could say, where Majie was. The 

charcoal issues appears to have been handed down and possibly shifted in the oral tradition. 
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Results 

The substantial slag area clearly documents exploitation over several decades at the very least. We 

consider the slag dump below Changjie as the product of Qing period smelting, with the possibility of 

small additions when exploitation or re-exploitation was continued as a village industry after the end 

of intensive mining around 1850. The great number of workings and the extent of the mining areas, of 

which I saw only the northern part, are even more extensive. The findings concerning the workings 

are, however, uncertain, as exploitation of historic gangue and mining by traditional means was 

continued while the forced labour camp was in existence. The overall scope of Qing period mining on 

the site is considerably greater than we expected on the basis of the records. 

 


