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There Were No Thirteen Hongs in Canton in the Ming
Dynasty: A Study on the Origin of Thirteen Hongs

Kaijian TANG

Abstract: This article offers a detailed examination of the diverse perspectives concerning the origins of the
thirteen #ongs in Canton during the Ming dynasty and introduces a novel interpretation of this topic. The author
posits that the reason for the historical discrepancies and debates regarding the origin of the thirteen hongs
stems from researchers selectively using evidence that supports their preconceived notions while disregarding
conflicting data. Historically, no comprehensive and systematic collection and verification of information from
the Ming to the Qing dynasties about the thirteen zongs have been undertaken, leading to incorrect conclusions
that they originated during the Ming period. Drawing on an extensive and systematic review of both Chinese
and Western archives and literature related to economic and cultural exchanges between the East and the West
from the 16th to the 19th centuries, the author arrives at several key conclusions: (a) the Ya hang, Gang ji, and
Lan tou (commission agents and middlemen) that emerged in the Ming dynasty served merely as agents for
foreign merchants and should not be equated with the hong merchants in the Qing dynasty; (b) the “36 hongs”
identified during the Ming dynasty cannot be considered as precursors to the thirteen songs; (c) there is no
substantial evidence in existing Chinese and Western documentary archives to support the existence of thirteen
hongs during the Ming dynasty; (d) although Liang Tinglan’s Yue Hai Guan Zhi (Records of the Canton
Customs) mentions that “following the practice of the Ming dynasty, they were named Thirteen Aongs”, this
reference pertains only to the use of Ya hang for maritime trade, not to an established practice of thirteen hongs
in the Ming dynasty. In conclusion, the concept of thirteen songs did not exist during the Ming dynasty.
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