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Deforestation beyond the Great Wall of the Ming
Dynasty

CH’IU, Chung-lin *
Abstract

This article mainly discusses the background of the deforestation in the north of the
Great Wall of the Ming Dynasty. Firstly, soldiers often ventured beyond national defense
borders to collect firewood in order to meet the need of fuel used for daily living; secondly,
relatively large forces were often dispatched beyond the borders to chop down trees to meet
the repair needs of military camps and to carry out defense works (such as repairs of the
Great Wall); thirdly, soldiers were often sent beyond the borders to cut down trees or collect
firewood, and to have them transported back and sold to raise money to reward the nomadic
people that lived near the border areas. In addition, some officers also led troops beyond the
borders to protect the people, and they would chop down trees for building material and fuel.
However, there were also many officers, for personal gain, that compelled soldiers to go
beyond national defense lines to chop down trees and transport them back to the mainland
for sale. According to Ming Dynasty laws, venturing beyond the borders for the
aforementioned reasons was illegal, even if it was for official duty. In the 1570s, there was a
relative ease of tensions at the borders as trade became more regular between the Ming
Empire and the Mongols. Later, the Ming imperial court permitted border troops to go

beyond the borders to collect firewood each month and also allowed the dispatch of a large
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force for one logging session during each spring and autumn season. At the same time,
Mongol nomads also carried out logging activities in Inner Mongolia and they transported
and sold the timber to the Chinese at such regular trading posts as Xuanfu and Datong. After
1598, numerous timber trade markets emerged at the access points along the Songling
mountain range of the Liaoxi Corridor. Nomads chopped down the forests and transported
the timber to the trading posts via the Daling River and Xiaoling River. At the beginning of
the 17th century, there were also logging activities by the nomads in the nomadic region of
the Yanshan Mountain range in North Zhili. The timber was transported to the trading posts
at the various access points using the Luan River and the others. Overall, when compared to
the earlier periods, the extent of deforestation in the north of the Great Wall was greater in

the last 60 to 70 years of the Ming Dynasty.

Keyword: fuel, building material, repair of the Great Wall, rewarding of nomads,

timber trade, deforestation
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