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FEEXRBEELREIZEIR AR

In 1900, the French territory of Kwang-chow-wan (KCW) in Southwest China was placed
under the administration of the Government-General of Indochina in Hanoi and was also
linked to Indochina by the subsidised postal steamer Hué, a medium-sized 703-gross-ton
merchant vessel. The decisions were taken by Paul Doumer, Governor-General of Indochina
from 1897 to 1902, and one of the most ardent supporters of the expansion of French
influence in South China. The postal steamer line was operated from 1900 to 1910, and again
from 1913 to 1915 by the Tonkin Shipping Company (Compagnie de Navigation Tonkinoise)
based in Haiphong, the major port of Tonkin, northern Indochina. The Tonkin Shipping
Company was an affiliate of the French-Indochinese firm of Marty et d’Abbadie, founded in
1886, in which the Frenchmen Auguste Raphael Marty (1841-1914) and Jules d’ Abbadie
(1853-1904) were partners. The Tonkin Shipping Company’s main field of operation was the

greater Gulf of Tonkin region.
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The greater Gulf of Tonkin region stretching between northern French Indochina and the
Pearl River Delta was the maritime region of Southwest China which was, in around 1900,
thickly interconnected by a multitude of ships plying between four main ports: Haiphong, the
shipping hub of Tonkin, with its major rice exporting industry; Pakhoi and Hoihow, the open
Chinese ‘treaty ports’, mainly exporting vegetables and cattle to Hong Kong and South
China; and Hong Kong, the British crown colony at the mouth of the Pearl River with its
important international free port serving as an economic turnstile at the crossroads of
intercontinental and interregional shipping routes. KCW came to join these four main ports,
with the territory located half-way between Tonkin and Hong Kong, after was occupied by
French naval troops in 1898 and made an integral part of French Indochina in 1900.
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The paper argues as follows: A3CGHR& :
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The establishment of the subsidised postal steamer line, in 1900, was the result of
Governor-General Paul Doumer’s policies of placing the Territory under the direct
administration of French Indochina and of his political-military designs of installing
at KCW a naval base and coal depot for the French navy operating in East Asia. To
safeguard the regular transportation of mail, troops and cargoes, to and from KCW,
the Tonkin Shipping Company as operator of the postal steamer Hué received a
ten-year contract with a considerable subsidy. Both the subsidy and regular shipments
of passengers and goods made the line profitable for the shipowners. The picture was
very different on the further route between KCW and Hong Kong on which the Hué
faced strong competition from other ships resulting in little or no profits for the
Tonkin Shipping Company. The shipping depression beginning in 1901 negatively
contributed to the low earnings. The differences between both routes linking KCW
with the greater Gulf of Tonkin region show that the Tonkin Shipping Company was
only able to gain profits thanks to the subsidy and to the transportation of troops, and
thus depended heavily on the financial and logistical support of the

Government-General of Indochina.
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France’s political-military decision, in the wake of the Russo-Japanese War of

1904-05, to abandon her plans to establish a military base at KCW and to even
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relocate the major part of troops to Tonkin resulted in the sudden end of lucrative
business for the Tonkin Shipping Company which was no longer able to make profits
on the line. With more disaster striking the firm in 1904 (the loss of the steamer
Hoihao and the death of Jules d’ Abbadie), Marty, the remaining partner, repeatedly
pleaded to the Government-General of Indochina for extra support. He, however,
remained unsuccessful after French-Indochinese policymakers had relinquished
former designs on KCW and also faced severe constraints of the budget of Indochina.
With his ageing ships and lacking capital to renew his fleet in addition to strong
competition from other companies such as the Company of French East Asia
(Compagnie de I’Est Asiatique frangaise), Marty lost the battle for the new subsidy
contract. He was, however, able to regain the contract when the Company of French
East Asia neglected to call at the ports of Pakhoi and Hoihow and failed in offering
sufficient passenger and cargo services. The general improvement of the global
shipping market in 1911-12 further contributed to Marty’s view of adopting a fresh

approach towards the subsidised postal steamer line.
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Public discussions, made clear from the Tonkin press between 1908 and 1912, among

French communities of Tonkin and ports in the greater Gulf of Tonkin region, on the
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future design of the postal steamer line, signalled that the main focus of the line
required a shift from linking Haiphong, KCW and Hong Kong to more direct and
faster connections between Haiphong and Hong Kong. In the debate KCW played a
role as a political factor, a place where the French flag had to be upheld for prestige
and honour but not for economic reasons. With KCW’s strong commercial ties with
Hong Kong but to a much lesser extent with Indochina, the postal steamer line needed
to be readjusted to fit the needs of Indochina. For this purpose, the
Government-General was prepared to continue to pay a considerable subsidy to the
Tonkin Shipping Company which continued to call the port of KCW but only on a
biweekly basis while the main route between Haiphong and Hong Kong was operated
on a weekly basis. This change was a clear reflection of the declining importance of
KCW as a French territory located in China. In this way, the history of the postal
steamer line of the Tonkin Shipping Company mirrored shifting French designs on

KCW and also reflected the Territory’s slow economic development after 1900.

MR 1908 FE 1912 F ] , MEFAITHEMMERR , BRALIT R EMIZERER
BEOMEAHILHRNEERRERAREL TEZMGR | RIASHR
ZEDERBEEN. ENERFESME K BRELABHEEEZMERE
BiR. BEEMER. ALATR A BNERATZEBEREREG M |, EFIL
WEAREEL K MIELHREEEZE. ANEMNEREFE  LLHEMNX K HF
FRTHEEBRER  AHLHREEMKRELRBLENXAE. IXEE
FEMESEMREMELT  EERMNENALMKR—(FRE. A2 MILA
AAHBME—FHEMNE K MBHREELMETEMENAEE—VL. LHHAE
AR R T MR A EEEEELIMNEEL TR MERMELTMER
WMENEMMRCER  REZ T EAEHEMNEER 28 | FERHLLAEH

B 1900 F LAZRBIIEHE R REIEHITR.



The bulk of material used for this paper came from the French National Archives of Overseas
Territories (Aix-en-Provence, France) which houses records of the Government-General of
Indochina and a large collection of French newspapers published in French Indochina.
Important evidence was also found in the Political Archives of the German Foreign Office
(Berlin, Germany) which holds files of German consulates in China. Unpublished documents
from the British National Archives (Kew, Surrey, UK) and from the private Jebsen & Jessen

Historical Archives (Aabenraa, Denmark) shed further light on the case.
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