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MIN HSIN CHU ( PRIVATE LETTER COURIERS)
JIANG YAO HUA CORRESPONDENCE
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Kiang Yao Hwa G T ##2E) was an ordinary merchant specializing in tea trade and probably had come
connection with animal oil trade as well. The collection unfolds with a 1902 () red band cover
from Shanghai, addressed to Kiang in Tunki town of Hweichow city via a store dealing with
merchandise from Peking. Kiang did not have a permanent address to receive mails but he
successfully solicited several business associates with shop premises to be his intermediaries to
receive mail items from other cities of China which he could pick up during his daily visit there.
Inconvenient though it may seem, Kiang was able to save operation expenses and he was also very
prudent to establish a wide network of intermediaries in an effort to minimize risks in the likelihood

that some of his clients might develop business relationship directly with some of them.
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Both the above covers 1 and 2 are dated (-8 1902), from Shanghai and Hangchow respectively,
addressed to Kiang in Tunki, carried by Ma Cheng Yuan Hweichow Letter Office Shanghai and
Hangchow branch offices. Cover No. 1 was addressed to Kiang care of a Peking goods store and No.2
to the 1%t tea dealer (FElHE). Kiang was on good terms with this tea dealer because the Shanghai
branch of the same tea dealer also acted as his intermediary during his expansion of business

activities in Shanghai a few years later.

Cover No. 3 dated (3201 1903) reveals many interesting aspects of Min Hsin Chu operations. It was
carried by Kiukiang Cheng Dai Yuan Letter Office with manuscript annotations on cover back : (a)
letter rate from Ningchow to Kiukiang had been paid, (b) please pay 700 men for the journey from
Kiukiang to Tunki and (c) dispatched from Kiukiang on 3™ month 16t day (5 days from date of
letter). The 214 tea dealer (FEEHH) acted as Kiang’s intermediary.



Co-operation between different Min Hsin Chu’s surfaced on the ensuing (FHfz 1904) cover

originating from Wu Peh (ZZ1}) addressed to Kiang at Tunki via the 1% tea dealer, the first leg from
Wu Peh to Shang Chi Kow was initially carried by Chuan Tai Shun (£Z=E%) Steamer Letter Office
and the second leg by Ma Cheng Yuan Hweichow Letter Office Shang Chi Kow branch.
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Manuscript annotations on cover back of No. 4 indicated (a) pay wine money of 30 men for the

journey from Chi Kow to Tunki and (b) add 24 men, perhaps additional fee was charged when a

second Min Hsin Chu was involved or alternatively to cover higher fee rate in respect of steamer

letter offices.
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Cover No. 5 carried by related
Chuan Tai Shun and Chuan
Shun Ietter Offices run by
different members of the same
family. The sender wrote down
date as 11t but manuscript
annotation by Min Hsin Chu
staff indicated that the Iletter

was actually handed in on 14th.

Cover No. 6 was carried by the

well established Lao Kung Li
Letter
branch with manuscript on
back the
payment of wine money by the

Office of Hweichow
cover

instructing

intermediary on behalf of

Kiang.

No.7

litl

Cover No. 7 originated from
Soochow and carried by Ma
Cheng Yuan Hweichow Letter
Office Soochow branch. Wine
money had been paid (by
sender) and the cover was
dated ( %% ) which could
indicate (3200 1903) or (-
1913).
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Two covers Nos. 8 and 9 both from Shanghai were addressed to Kiang via the 1%t tea dealer, the
former carried by two steamer letter offices of (FABH/Y) Shanghai and Wuhu branches, the latter by
Ma Cheng Yuan Hweichow Letter Office Shanghai branch. The arrival date 3™ month 2274 day was

written on cover back of No. 8 and by subtraction, the journey from Shanghai to Tunki took 16 days.
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Business associates in Shanghai continued to send letter Nos. 10 and 11 to Kiang in Tunki via the 1%
tea dealer GRIIHE), the former carried by the well established Lao Kung Li Letter Office (North) of
Shanghai which only took 8 days to reach Tunki (18 to 26!") and the latter was carried by another
well established Fook Ren Shing Letter Office which took 10 days to reach Tunki (17th to 27th).




A 31 tea dealer (GkFE2Y) acted as Kiang’s intermediary in receiving the 2 letters from Shanghai.
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Co-operation between two different Min Hsin Chu’s occurred on Cover No. 12 and even though two
letter offices had been involved, it only took 5 days to reach Tunki (11t to 16%). Ma Cheng Yuan
Letter Office had the resources to handle the letter all the way, but it chose to let smaller Min Hsin
Chu’s, in this case Tung Woo Hweichow Letter Office Hangchow branch, have a small slice of the
cake and the latter effected speedy delivery without fail. The instructional handstamp on cover back
announced that “on every alternate single days, Ma Cheng Yuan delivery band dispatches from the
letter office located at the Fisherman’s Wharf”. Cover No. 13 recorded another Tung Woo Letter
Office Shanghai branch located in Kiukiang Road of Shanghai city.
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Two letters from Kwa Chow (JILM|) and Hangchow were addressed to Kiang via (fg4=#1), the 4t tea
dealer, cover No. 14 was a registered item and the manuscript on cover back (54 {:7) indicated
that registration fee had been paid (by the sender) and the letter was carried by Chuen Chong Ren
Steamership Letter Office of Chinkiang. Since the letter was of some importance, Kiang wrote on
cover back : arrived 14" and replied 2274, Cover No. 15 recorded an unusual “nameplate” type

letter office handstamp of Chuen Tai Shun (Shun Kee) Hweichow Office Hangchow branch when it




was usual practice that the nameplate type handstamps had only been used by steamership letter
offices. Cover No. 16 was addressed to Kiang in Soochow, probably when he was visiting his son

there and an animal oil company (fE_KF5 7 H) acted as the intermediary.
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A change of address occurred when Kiang moved from Tunki to Si Kang Kow when (F1£45), the 5t
associate and GHE#E), the 6t associate acted as his intermediaries to receive two letters of some
significance. Cover No. 17 originated from Hangchow on 11t month 12t day and handled by Yun
Wo Letter Office of Hangchow, the manuscript annotation on cover back meant that cargo had been
loaded on 8™ (at Si Kang Kow) and arrived (at Hangchow) on 28™. Kiang’s only connection with
Peking was revealed by cover No. 18 when a medical box and jewelry weighing 2 taels was sent to
him via the 6™ associate which paid 44 men on Kiang’s behalf and apart this, the letter arrived on
24th 22 days after its dispatch on 2nd,

Riang took af rescdence cu Sthangbac areund (T

To start or expand business elsewhere, old connections and associates often prove invaluable assets
and Cover No. 19 dated (3%22,1911) was probably the first letter Kiang received when he took up
residence in Shanghai. This cover enclosed three books of counterfoils, reminding him of his clients
and their demands (types and quantities of tea). It was directed to (f: B [%), the 7t tea dealer and so
was Cover No. 20 from Hangchow which had been carried by Shun Shing Letter Office Hangchow

branch.

Kiang’s connections in Kwa Chow (JI\JI) continued to support him and three letters were directed
to OkZEJH) the 8t tea dealer. Two different handstamps of Taikoo Letter Office Wuhu branch and
Taikoo Steamership Letter Office Wuhu branch appear on cover No. 21. On the ensuing cover No.
22, the Chinkiang Yeh Dai Letter Office adopted the “nameplate” type handstamp and manuscript
note on cover back revealed that it only took 3 days to reach Shanghai from Chinkiang (2214 to 25th).
The reputable Foo Hing Ren Letter Office Chinkiang branch handled Cover No. 23.
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An intercalary 6" month occurred in 1911 and cover No. 19 posted on 6" month 27t day, arrived

on the 3 day of the intercalary 6™ month.
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Whilst in Shanghai, Kiang developed prolonged business relationship with (GkZ=5 2548, the 8t tea
dealer which acted as his intermediary in respect of 6 more letters, three of them originated from
Kiang’s home town in Tunki, the first two handled by Chuen Chong Ren Steamer Letter Officer of
Tunki and the third by Chuen Tai Shun Steamer Letter Office Tunki. All three covers were dated (%7
H) (chrysanthemum month) and on cover No.24, the character () gave some clue as to the year
which was probably (F4-,1906) or (A Jz,1916). Double framed Chueng Chong Ren Steamership
Letter Office handstamp appeared on cover No. 24, but on No. 25 also carried by the same office,
single frame handstamp had been used. Cover No. 26 was carried by Chuen Tai Shun Steamership
Letter Office Tunki branch which took 9 days to reach Shanghai (11th to 20th).

Three more covers delivered by the 8t tea dealer to Kiang originated from Kwa Chow, Ningpo and
Soochow, respectively carried by Chinkiang Woo Man Chong Letter Office (no. 27), Cheng Dai
Letter Office of Chekiang Ningpo (No.28) and Po Shun Letter Office of Soochow (No.29).



Cover No. 29 looked like a later period (late 1920’s to early 1930’s) and this serves to indicate a

close business relationship of ten to twenty years between Kiang and this tea dealer.
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The 9% tea dealer (ZNVEE) acted as Kiang’s intermediary in respect of 6 letters three of which,
being Nos. 30, 31 and 32 were all carried by Chuen Tai Shun Steamership Letter Offices of Tunki,
Shum Du and Hweichow. The journey from Shum Du to Shanghai took 7 days (6" to 13'h) and that
from Hweichow to Shanghai took 9 days (7" to 16th).
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During the turn of the century, the Chinese Imperial Post had not yet expanded to reach the remote
isolated corners of rural communities and Min Hsin Chu’s offered invaluable services in delivering
mail items to such difficult locations at minimal fee or often free of charge. Even though the Postal
Administration Head Office would like to take over all business deals handled by Min Hsin Chu’s as

evidenced by an attempt in 1905 to abolish the 50% concession on mail items carried by the official




postal system for the Min Hsin Chu’s but such attempt was totally unreasonable since the concession
was in fact for limited service of handling Min Hsin Chu mail items from one city to another and
post office staff was not required to deliver each and every letter to the recipient. Vehement protest
coupled with negotiations between Foreign post offices and Min Hsin Chu’s had forced the Chinese
Imperial Post to shelf this attempt. However if post office staff happens to seize Min Hsin Chu’s
carrying mail items other than through the official postal system, a penalty of twice the postage (for
“registered” Min Hsin Chu’s) or three times the postage (for “unregistered” Min Hsin Chu’s) was
applicable. Later in 1912 when Zhong Hwa Min Kuo was founded under the leadership of Dr. Sun
Yat Sen, postal system began to penetrate into rural communities when village letter boxes and letter
counters had been established and ultimately in 1932, all Min Hsin Chu’s had to abandon letter
carrying business, only remittance business with foreign residents could continue. There was a
period in late 1910’s to 1920’s when severe penalties had forced Min Hsin Chu’s to disguise their
handstamps by deleting the Chinese characters Letter Office and adopted two other characters i
which means letter document along with other ingenious methods, to make the handstamp look like
an innocent sender’s company seal, in an effort to evade penalty in case mail items happened to be

seized by official postal staff.
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On cover No. 33, two different types of “disguised” handstamps appear, the framed handstamp only
included a name and an address and the frameless handstamp looked like the sender’s company seal,
the cover was subsequently handled by Hip Tai Sum Letter Office of Lanchi. Ma Cheng Yuan
Hweichow and Tunki branch offices handled cover Nos. 34 and 35, and on cover No. 35 there is a
handstamp meaning “delivered to office on 15 instead of the 29th day written by the sender and the
letter arrived on 6. Min Hsin Chu staff’s attention to details was truly remarkable, many
handstamps and manuscript annotations to correct the date of delivery to Letter Office occurred in a

few items in this correspondence.

The 10th tea dealer ([£Z2E)) delivered 5 letters (Nos. 36-38, 44-45) to Kiang when he was in
Shanghai, three of them from his native town Tunki or Hweichow. A single Chinese character (JX)
on two covers indicate that these covers were either dated (JXE 1908) or (J¥4~ 1918). Cover No.
36 carried by Chuen Tai Shun Letter Office Tunki branch took 5 days (12t to 17'h) for the journey,
No. 37 carried by Ma Cheng Yuan Hweichow Letter Office Tunki branch also took 5 days (19t to
24th) and No. 38 was carried by Chuen Chong Ren Steamer Letter Office.
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Pirates sometimes robbed steamers of their goods and mail items when some intelligent Min Hsin
Chu engaged “official steamers” to carry cargo and mail items and they advertised themselves as
“official steamer letter office (E¥f{Z/m)”. A bill of lading was enclosed in cover No.39 which was
carried, together with the cargo, on Dai Sun Chong “official steamer letter office” of Hangchow and
addressed to Kiang via the 11t tea dealer (f84:#1) which happened to be the Shanghai branch
office of the 4t tea dealer. Cover No. 40 reveals another fact : the letter from Shangtung province
had to be delivered to the animal oil firm in Soochow and then redirected to Shanghai at the firm’s
discretion. This serves to indicate that Po Shun Letter Office of Shangtung province did not have

connection with other Min Hsin Chu’s to effect direct delivery of mail items all the way to Shanghai
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The 12t tea dealer GHlIEE) was the Shanghai branch office of the 1%t tea dealer, which continued to
act as intermediary to receive two letters for Kiang, cover No. 41 from Soochow, carried by Soochow
Hip Yuan Letter Office and cover No. 42 carried by Yu Shing Kang Steamer Letter Office of Tunki
with additional promotional handstamp on cover back “return letter hand over to original office to
avoid enquiry from sender” This effectively directed the recipient to hand over reply letter to the
same letter office, instead of the official post office or other letter offices. Cover No. 43 was sent to

the 13t tea dealer (KJFIEZAES) and the sender’s manuscript on cover front urgently requested




recipient to hand over return letter to the same band of letter office staff.
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A 10" tea dealer (/NMEFF) received two letters No

s. 44 and 45 from Hangchow and Soochow on

Kiang’s behalf the former by the well established Lin Yun Wo Letter Office Hangchow and the latter

by another well established Lao Chun Dai Letter Office of Soochow. The 14th tea dealer (1.
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only handled one letter No.46 from Hweichow, carried by Chueng Tai Kung Kee Shun Steamer Letter

Offices of Hweichow and Wuhu arriving Shanghai in 9 days (18" to 27th),

Cover No. 47 involved the 15 tea dealer GHfEZESEY), it originated from Hangchow and was
carried by Cheng Dai Letter Office Hangchow branch with year notation (P4 for N 1916).

Kiang’ s intermediaries
in Tunki 1902-1911

EHEE
pRse S
LA
R

AL E

Nl AN S e

1-2, 4-11
3

12-13
14-15

17

18

Kiang’ s intermediaries in Shanghai, 1911 to early 1930" s

7. AERE
8. AT
9. NIEFE
10.[£2R &

11. B4R
12. EIEE

19-20
21-29
30-35
36-38
44-45
39

41-42

13. RIREFER 43
14, TLARRES 46

15. HrbEZsiks 47




Rilang's sons Zen e and Fha “foe loved ln Seochow
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Kiang’s sons Ren Tse (7 elder) and Zha Tse (22 younger) both lived in Soochow and cover Nos.
48 and 49 originated from Kiang’s business associate in Tunki and from Kiang himself in Shanghai.
The Chinese character (3%) appeared on both covers to indicate the year (322 1911) or (3£ 1921).

These were respectively carried by Hip Shin Chong Steamer Letter Office Tunki and Hip Yuan Letter
Office Shanghai.
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Three letters Nos. 50,51,52 were addressed to Kiang’s elder son Ren Tse in Soochow, the first from
Kiang’s business associate in Tunki and the other two from Kiang himself. No.50 was dated (3% for
322 1911) carried by Ma Cheng Yuan (Bun Kee) Letter Office Hweichow with two additional
handstamps meaning “Letter Rate 100 men” and “reply letter to be handed to Ma Cheng Yuan
Hweichow letter Office of (address)”. Nos. 51 and 52 were both dated (£ for 1 1912) the
former carried by Chuen Shun (Hop Kee) Letter Office of Shanghai and the latter by Po Shun North
Office of Shanghai. On both covers the letter rate had been paid in full by Kiang, the sender.
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Individual couriers became quite popular at the turn of the 20t century and these individuals plied
the intricate waterways of Anhwei province, delivering letters and goods requested by their clients.
Cover No. 53 originated from Kiang’s brother in Tunki to Kiang’s elder son Ren Tse dated (B for B
J& 1904) and carried by (GH#f7k B) an inland courier. Kiang’s role as a loving father was revealed by
cover No. 54 when he sent new books and cloth shoes to his younger son Zha Tse in Soochow and
carried by a “waterway carrier” (FEIEIHIZKER(Z).

The receipt No. 55 was issued by Chuen Tai Shun (Kun Kee) Hweichow Letter Office Shanghai
branch which detailed the dates when Kiang sent 23 reply letters to his business associates or clients
in the year (3222 1911). For a period of around 100 days from 5t month 19t day to 7th month 3w
day (including the intercalary 6 month) at a total fee of $2.70.

The Kiang Yao Hwa correspondence is a genuine random sampling of Min Hsin Chu’s in Kiangsu,
Chekiang and Anhwei provinces during the period 1902 to early 1930s, recording over 70 different
and diversified Min Hsin Chu handstamps including steamer letter offices, individual couriers,
official steamer letter office etc and simultaneously exhibiting valuable data regarding time taken to
reach destinations, method of fee collection and co-operation among Min Hsin Chu’s. By the way,
did you notice the true identity of Kiang on cover Nos.25-26, 36-37 that he was only a cargo runner
of the 4 tea dealer (&4 FI7KE) T
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Cooperation between Min Shin Chu’s Jtems with ascedtained dates
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