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~CONFIDENTIAL

PEKING AND ENVIRONS -

Introduction

Peking has heen the capital of China for most of the
past 700 years, but its political significance has never
been as strong as it is today. The origins of the city
date back much farther into history, possibly to
around 2,000 B.C. Much of Peking’s importance is
derived from its site; it was first a northern rampart
against outside invasion and later the fortified home of
the Imperial Court. The basic plan for Peking was
laid out by the Mongol (Yiian) Dynasty about 1268,
and the core of the present city, established during the
early Ming Dynasty, is situated approximately on the
ruins of the Mongol city. Peking had a long and
glorious reign as the Imperial Capital, but fell into
moderate disrepair after the demise of the Manchu
(Ch’ing) Dynasty in 1912. The present regime has
been engrossed in the revival of Peking—now at its
apex as the cultural, political, and communications
center of China.

Much of Peking today is new, but the old city
remains, and its splendid remnants provide the
Communist leaders of China with an impressive
backdrop for the display of their political and cultural
programs. The population has increased in the last 22
years from about 2 million to more than 7 million, and
the city has burst out of its original area to spread for
miles in every direction. Much of the population
increase is the result of the annexation of sizable tracts
located some distance from the built-up area. The city
is still in the throes of a construction boom, and the
formerly low silhouette of the city is now sporadically
disrupted by multistoried apartments, hotels, and

NOTE: This report is a revision of CIA/BGI GR 72-3, January
1972, and was produced by the Office of Geographic and

Cartographic Rescarch. Comments and questions may be directed
to Unless otherwise
indicatcd, the material In this report is SIFIED.
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office buildings. Open excavations, casual large piles
of building materials, and throngs of workers are
frequent sights in the area, and suburban industrial
smoke contributes to a small but growing pollution
problem.

Travelers have always been strongly attracted to
Peking. Marco Polo spent the latter part of the 13th
century here, when the city was known as Ta-tu or
Khanbalic, before returning to Europe to spread tales
of Peking’s fantastic beauty and richness. His
accounts appealed to the adventurers of that day, and
commercial interests began to look with fondness on
the potentially vast and untapped Chinese market.
Relations with the Chinese developed very slowly,
however, and by the conclusion of the Mongol
Dynasty in the 14th century, Chinese rulers had
begun to look with disfavor on the further expansion
of contacts with foreign countries. Although a few
foreigners managed to live or to travel in China, the
Capital City of the legendary Cathay was inaccessible
for most non-Chinese in the ensuing centuries.

The barriers restricting the entrance of foreigners
eventually weakened, and by the 19th century a
sizable body of non-Chinese were living in Peking. By
this time the Empire was in decay, and Peking’s
grandeur was deteriorating. Xenophobic inhabitants
cowered in the semi-seclusion behind the myriad
walls of the hu-t’ung (street or alley) compounds, and
the Emperor and his retinue remained hidden from
view in the Forbidden City. Foreigners were shocked
at the level of filth and poverty in Peking, but most of
them becamne fond of the city nonctheless, and in the
process learned to respect the Chinese with whom
they came in contact. Perhaps more than the Chinese,
who were mainly deprived of any contacts with the
court, the forcigners in Peking loved to revel in images
of the city’s past pageantry and splendor.
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In June 1879, President Grant visited Peking on a
round-the-world trip following his term of office.
Denied a visit with the Boy-Emperor or entrance to the
Forbidden City, the former President was received by
the Prince-regent in the Tartar City. Later, Grant
climbed the Tartar Wall, just south of the buildings
then being occupied by the American Legation, for a
better look at the gracefully sloping roofs of the
Forbidden City. Another former American President,
Herbert Hoover, became familiar with Peking while
he served in China as a mining engineer.

The shadow of seclusion that has largely hidden
Peking since 1949 has now lifted somewhat. Prior to
the visit of President Nixon in 1972, only a few
selected visitors were permitted to take tightly
regulated tours of the city, and those who were
accredited to the small diplomatic communities lived
an almost contemplative existence within their
compounds. Visits and travel by outsiders virtually
ceased during the Cultural Revolution (1966-67).
Since that time foreigners have been welcomed at an
unprecedented ratc. Travcl visas are much easier w
obtain than formerly, and a sprinkling of tourists are
now permitted to visit the city. Movement within
Peking is usually monitored and travel outside the city
is carefully controlled.

What do visitors see today in Peking? Certainly
somc of the splendor of the past is there, but the
destruction of the old city walls, the incongrious new
buildings and wide streets, and the blare of
revolutionary propaganda has eroded the charisma of
the city, which in these respects seems strangely shorn
of oriental mystery. Peking resembles any number of
other large Asian cities, but it has fewer shopping
centers, little night life, and a drabness that seems
almost manufactured, as many of the new buildings,
like modern antiques, appear old. But the city today is
cleansed of its filth, and many of the earthy street
smells of the past are gone. Beneath the revolutionary
facade, the regime has taken care to preserve whatever
does not directly clash with construction plans for the
city, and although some of the shrines, palaces, and
relics of yesterday have disappeared, most of those
that remain have been restored to their best state of
repair since the time of thc Manchu Dynasty.

The Geographic Sefting

Peking occupies a site on the northern edge of the
North China Plain, a few kilometers from the mostly

SONFIDENTIAL
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barren mountains that wall it in on the north and
west. An oddity among major-cities, it is not located
along a stream; the major river in the area, the Yung-
ting Ho, flows across the plain a few kilometers to the
west. The city occupies a slightly elevated portion of
the plain and is thus protected from the major floods
that have historically devastated large areas in this
part of China. The predominant soils of the area are
deep, fertile, and of loessial origin.

Although the climate of Peking is usually
considered healthful or invigorating because of its
changeability, tourists often complain that the
weather is too hot, cold, wet, or dusty. Nevertheless
the city enjoys nice spells, and if one stays long
enough, he will experience delightful weather. While

-Peking and Washington, D.C., arc at approximately

the same latitude, the former is hotter in summer,
colder in winter, and does not have-the equivalent of
the U.S. Capital’s usually long and pleasant spring
and autumn.

The longest season, winter, is dry and clear, with
little snowfall. Cold permeates the city, which
generally lacks central heating, and everyone bundles
into extra clothing, even when indoors. Temperatures
at this time of the year may drop below 0°F. The
ground and vegetation dry up, and by late winter,
brisk winds begin to swirl the Peking dust—fine
yellow loessial silt that seeps into everything. Spring
finally arrives in April, but dust storms are also most
likely to sweep out of Central Asia at this time of the
year. Dust control measures involving reforestation
and the planting of grasslands and shelter belts have
proven only partially successful, largely because of the
widespread nature of the storms. Locally, however,
some progress has been made by planting grass and
shrubbery and by paving streets.

A pleasant but short spring gives way quickly to hot -
weather, and the normal summer is characterized by
spells of oppressive heat interspersed with periods of
heavy rainfall. Temperatures in the summer
occasionally cxcced 100°F. Rainfall is usually
insignificant until June, but seasonal distributional
patterns and amounts are highly variable. Sometimes
the rains start later in summer; worse, in some years,
it hardly rains at all. Normally, however, the rains
begin in June and build up to a maximum in July,
when almost 40 percent of the total annual
precipitation occurs, much of it in downpours
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associated with violent thunderstorms. Most
foreigners living in Peking prior to 1949 made it a
habit to flee the city in early summer and to spend as
much time as possible on the cool wooded slopes of
the Western Hills.

Probably the best time of the year to visit Peking is
late September and early October, after the summer
rains lose their intensity. During this short and
pleasant period Peking remains green and cool, prior
to an abrupt transition into winter.

Overview of the City
General Plan

When the Communists assumed control of Peking
in 1949, the slightly tattered city was essentially the
same Imperial City that served the Ming and Manchu
Dynasties. Most of it was confined within an imposing
outer wall, pierced by only 13 gates and a few railroad
lines. Inside the walls, the city was divided into two
main sections—the Tartar City in the north, and the
Chinese City in the south. This division had its origin
during thc Mongol period. At that time the Chinese
were not permitted to live inside the walled city,
which was reserved for Mongol princes and officials.
This situation continued even after the Ming walls
were built. The Chinese town remained outside until

5
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1553, when Emperor Chia Ching* finally completed
the long-planned enclosure of the Chinese City.

The Tartar City contained three walled
enclosures—the Imperial City (Huang Ch’eng), the
Purple Forbidden City (Tzu-chin Ch’eng), and the
Legation Quarter. The Imperial City, the
housekeeping organ of the palace and the
Government, was located in the center of the Tartar
City and completely enclosed the Forbidden City, the
seat of the Emperor. High walls and a wide moat
further insulated the Forbidden City, even within the
Imperial City. The newest walled division within
Peking—the Legation Quarter—housed most of the
foreign legations and was built in 1901 after the Boxer
Uprising. The systems of walls are now mostly
destroyed, and the Forbidden City, referred to as the
Palace Museum, is the only unit that survives intact.

Suburban Expansion

The buildings and streets of the old city are in sharp
contrast with those in the newer suburbs, although

*Emperors in China had at least three names: a personal name, a
dynastic 1eign title, und a posthumous name. The personal name
was used before the ascendency, the reign title during the period of
rule, and the posthumous name after the death of the emperor.
Throughout this text, emperors arc referred to by their best known
name—the reign title—a common practice among western writers.
(See Appendix on Ming and Manchu Dynasties on page 43.)
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The history of Peking is the story of at least six
town sites designated by eight place names, and like
most old Chinese things, the city has its true origins
shrouded in the myths and legends of the distant past.
No onc can say when the sitc of Peking was first
occupied, but it seems reasonable to assume that the
area was settled about 2000 B.C.

Chi was the first known town on the site of modern
Pel . Located near the northwest corner of the old
walled city, it became the capital of the Yen state
under the Chou Dynasty in 723 B.C. Chi was destroyed
in 221 B.C. by Shih Huang Ti, founder of the Ch'in
Dynasty. The Peking area was of little importance
until 70 A.D., when a new city, about 3 miles south of
the site of Chi, was built under the Han Dynasty.
Called Yen-ching, it was the capital of the independ-
ent state of Yen. During the Three Kingdom Period
the name was changed to Yu-chou. The city was des-
troyed by the Khitan Tartars (Liao Dynasty) in 936,
and a larger city was built on the same site. The
new town was called Nan-ching (southern capital)
to distinguish it from a northern capital in Man-
churia, but the alternate name, Yen-ching (swallow
capital), was more commonly used.

The Liao were defeated in 1125 by the Chin (Golden)
Tartars, and Yen-ching underwent important modi-
fications. It eventually became the Chin capital,
acquired a new name, Chung-tu (central capital),
and was considerably enlarged.

The magnificence of Chung-tu disappenred in 1215
when it was destroyed by the marauding hordes of
Genghis Khan. In 1260, Kublai Khan became the
Mongol Emperor, and he ultimately moved his capi-
tal to Chung-tu. Some of the city was rebuilt, but
later abandoned as Kublai devised a grandiose plan
for a completely new city just to the north of the site

500756
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of Chung-tu. Work apparently began about 1288.
The new city was named Ta-tu (Great capital), or
Khanbalic (home of the Khan), and was declared to
be the capital of the Yuan Dynasty in 1272. This was
the first time that central control aver China was
exercised from what is now Peking, and it was Ta-tu
that greeted Marco Polo, who lived in the court of
Kublai Khan and later wrote vividly of the wonders
of the city.

The Mongols were overthrown by the Ming Dynasty
and driven from Ta-tu in 1368. The new dynasty
stayed in the south at Nanking, which served as its
capital, and changed the name of Ta-tu to Pei-p’ing
(nurlhern peace). Pei-p'ing became the seat of the
very ambitious Prince of Yen, the fourth son of the
founder of the Ming Dynasty. After the death of his
father, the prince usurped the throne and precipi-
tated a civil war for power, with the south divided
against his northern rule. After he defeated the south,
he beecame the Emperor Yung Lo in 1403, For a few
years he divided his time between Nanking and
Pei-p’ing, but eventually he decided to move the capi-
tal back to the north, and for this move, he began a
lengthy and comprehensive reconstruction program
in Pei-p’ing. By 1421 the program was well underway,
and Yung Lo moved into the new capital, which he
renamed Peking.

Peking was the Imperial Capital of China from 1421
until the end of the Manchu Dynasty in 1912, and it
scrved until 1928 as the capital of most of the country
under the Republic of China. Tn 1928 the Nationalists
changed the name of the city back to Pei-p'ing and
moved the capital to Nanking. Peking became the
seat of government again in 1949, when it was pro-
claimed capital of the People’s Republic of China.
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