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THE HISTORY OF THE HMONC (MEO) 

Jean Mottin 



FOREWORD 
I must first make a confession to the Hmong. Before coming 

to Asia I did not know about them, nor did I even know that there 
were people by the name of "Hmong" living in this world. It was only 
when I came to Thailand that I heard about them as people originally 
from China, and in love with the mountains. Doubtless they will easily 
forgive me as apart from their people in Laos, very few know about 
the French and where my Country is. The Hmong, as the French. are 
very poor in geography. 

I was then posted at Lomsak, Phetchabun Province, with 
mission to visit Khek Noi, a small Hmong village, in the reserved 
forest on the way to Phitsanulok. I at once felt the desire to know more 
about the history of the people in order to know them better and I asked 
them, but soon realized that the Hmong are as poor in history as in 
geography, even in their own, probably due to the fact that having no 
writing they have kept no records of their past. I then looked for books, 
but the task was not easy, for, though the Hmong are better and better 
known, very little has been published concerning. them so far. In 
addition good research would require to have free access to libraries 
in China. I nevertheless found some articles, and my notes becoming 
more complete I decided to compile them into the present booklet. 

I did so for two reasons : first, in order that the Hmong may 
know about their history and the great feats of their ancestors. As you 
will see their past is most thrilling indeed and worth reading about it. 
This is why this English version has first been preceeded by a Thai one 
more accessible to them, But then I was asked to do it for outsiders as 
well, that we too may come to know this small people, sooftentalked 
of, but so little understood, 

As I was still writing, s friend of mine who knows the Hmong 
well told me : "I hope this history of yours will turn out good, if not 

the Hmong will never believe it. They do not know their history, but 



still have the highest ideas about it." Well, as it is I hope the Hmong 
will believe me and love those lines, for in spite of the drawbacks that 
their forefathers often had to suffer, it se:ms to me that they still have 
good reasons to be proud of their past. Though they are but a small 
people, the Hmong still prove to be great men. What particularly 
strikes me is to see how this small race has always manged to survive 
though they often had to face much more powerful nations. Let us 
consider, for example, that the Chinese were 250 times more numerous 
than they, and yet never found their way to swallow them. The Hmong 
hardly number 3 million ; they have never possessed a country of their 
own, they have never got a king worthy of this name, and yet they 
have passed through the ages remaining what they have always wished 
to be, that is to say : free men with a right to live in this world as 
Hmong. Who would not admire them for that ? 

I do hope that these few pages will not be the last ones, and 
that their history will still go on for a long time, as glorious as in the 
past. The Hmong living in Thailand must be faithful to the Couctry 
which has so graciously accepted them and loves them. This is what I 
do not cease repeating to them.Yet, on the other hand, they must not 
feel ashamed remain what they are. They have big shortcomings, as 
we all have, but they also enjoy great qualities, and thei~dress their 
feasts, their customs are so beautiful that we do not see why they 
should do away with them. The patrimony that their forefathers have 
passed on to them, sometimes at  the price of their lives, they now have 
the duty to preserve. 

Before closing, I also wish to thank Rev. sister Mary Gemma 
Feeney very much for the kind help she gave me in the translation of 
those notes from the French. Her English is certainly the best and could 
truly be said the King's English as in fact she used to be a teacher to 
the King of this Country when he was still a young child. I know that 
she too loves the Efrnong. 

J. Mottin 
Khek Noi, 
Nov. 1978 



CONTENTS 

NAME ................................................................................... 3 
.................. MIAO.YA0. A VERY DISTINCT ETHNIC GROUP 4 

.................................................... GROUPS AND SUB-GROUPS 5 
............................................ GEOGRAPHICAL DISSEMINATION 7 

DEMOGRAPfiIC SITUATION ................................................... 11 
HISTORY ..................................................................................... 13 
. IN CHINA 

The Miao before the Chinese .......................................... 15 
................................... First contacts with the Chinese 16 

.................. Under the direct authority of the local Lords 17 
A shared administration ................................................ 19 

.................................. The Kwei-chow : a den of bandits 21 
............................ ... A people frowning a t  Chinese rule = 26 

...................................... Reforms. revolts. emigrations 30 
.............................. !Jnder the Chinese People's Republic 39 

.................................................................. . IN VIETNAM 42 
.......................................................................... - IN LAOS 47 

- IN THAILAND ................................. .. ......................... 55 



Khek N o i  vil lage in Thung Saleng National Park (alt. 725m) ' 1 '  

A Wl~ite b o n g  group; not ice  the girls' pants and turban 

F I F -  



.. I 
Li Mbi and family. m# p P i $  LI'I 22 /id 70 * 

I - Mother and son 

I 
- 



traditional white skirt. I 
White bong ladies ver m a r  various turbans according t o  origin( 



o w  men paying respects t o  their elders. 



Man offering a c h i c k  t o  the house s p i r i t .  
- - -  

Shaman looking for the lost soul of a sick person. 



- mi Yi and her sider Ma. 

. - .  Jew Fr?{th an4 a P p W  Haw*: family- . , -,,, - , ; ,, , .-I I .; ', : . ,i U 4 ',<::- 



Gr-n Hmwlg ; notiee Che lady's dark blue skirt. I , . I  

Young ladies waiting for young men to invitc them 



BOYS and girls playing ball on New Year's day. 

''Flowst" receiving tho ball, 



Mother carrying her baby on her back. ,  . ., % - : I ,  

Young ladies (Notice their dress and skirts: 
- . -- --r -- . r 



- - Two G.H. girb (sid--' wid- ' 
- - - --. .-.-= - =.'=A 



. - .  . > - -  . - . . . . 

Taking little brother t o  the  f i e l d s .  

Collecting mountain rice sumetimcs in ~ovehbei 



Hen blowing pipe and beating drum t o  accompahy 

a dead women's soul t o  the ance~tors'kinsrdom. 



NAME 

The term Meo generally used in Thai, Laotian, Vietnamese, 

English, and French is actually the deformed pronunciation of the word 
"Miao" which the Chinese have for a long time given to that race, and 

which is now officially used by the Government of Red China, country 

which includes in the interior sf its frontiers the source and the major 

part of these people. 

The origin of the name is still an enigma. In Chinese it is 
written which represents "grass" or "vegetation" above a "field" 
or a "rice field" ( 8 3 )  It therefore signifies "growing shoots" or "green 
harvest". 

Qualified people have tried to see an explanation to such a 
name. Some suppose that the Chinese wished to speask of "the inhabi- 
tants of the fields", "the sons of the soil", in other words meaning 
"the aboriginals". But this is a very free interpretation as it is not 
understood so by the Chinese. Others, therefore, prefer to establish a 
comparaison with an old district of the He-nan Province, called by 
the same name, and it is a fact that, in the olden days, people were 
easily given the name of tbe region from which they came. But in 
addition to the fact that this still remains to be proved, we must still 
find out which of the two gave its name to the other. Still others have, 
for one reason or another, seen in the name a comparaison with the 
miaul of a cat, and this is the interpretation that people hold on in Laos 
or Thaiiand at least when translating by "meow which means "ca:", 
even though it is not the same tone. But this interpretation remains 
again a mere supposition, as the word "mlao", iT really the "miaul of 
a cat", should be preceeded by the classificator used for cats ( $). In 
other words we can see no reason which might have motivated the 
Chinese to designate these people by that name. 

Whatever explanation we may find, the term "Miao-Meow 
is not the name by which this ethnic group has chosen to designate 



itself. In truth, as strange as that may seem to be, taken at least in its 
entirety, it has no name of its owu. The present name has been imposed 
to them from outside, and it is in no way acceptable to them as it is, 
like any name imposed on a minority, impregnated with a certain 
pejorative shade. 

In Vietnam, Laos, and Thailand, these people call themselves 
by the name of "Hmong" , and prefer to be called by this name. The term, 
yet, must be properly understood. It cannot be applied to the whole 
ethnic group of the Miao which, as we shall see later, is divided into 
subsidiary groups of which the Hmong are only one. "Hmong" and 
"Miao" therefore are not synonymous. Nevertheless, as the "Miao" 
of these southern countries are effectively all "Hmong", we do not see 
why this name should be refused to them, since it is theirs and pleases 
them. 

MIAO-YAO, A QUITE DISTINCT GROUP 

The ethnic group of the Miao - since in its general sense it 
must be designated by a name - is one of the easiest to identify. It 
constitutes, with the Yao, one of the 5 great families of the Asian 
languages, and it is well known that the criterion of linguistics is one 
of the most decisive to make out human groups. 

These families are distinguished thus : 
- Si no-Tibetan, including the Chinese, Tibeto-Burman, and Karen 

languages. 
- Thai. 
- Austro-Asiatic, including Vietnamese, and Khmer. 
- Austreo nesian, including Malay, Cham, and Jarai. 
- Finally, the Miao Yao family, with 3 Miao and 4 Yao languages. 

In ancient times, the Miao and the Yao, linguistically related, 
must have been co-existent somewhere in the basin of the Yang-tze 
River. The Chinese have associated their names by calling them 
alternatively "Man", " ~ i a o " ,  or "Miao-Man", in the sense of "non- 
Chinese". However their latter manner of life seems to have separated 



them. The Miao moved towards the West in dipsersed groups of 
wandering nomads (see illustration page 8). Falling back on themselves, 
they became isolated in the mountains, and did not mix with the other 
races. Relatively speaking their speech was little influenced by the 
languages surrounding them, and inversely their tongue had no impact 
on those around them. The Yao, on the contrary, moved more directly 
towards the South. but did not scatter so widely (see same illustration). 
More sedentary, they had less difficulty in mixing with their neighbours, 
sometimes even to the point of giving up their own language, or on the 
contrary influencing strongly the local languages. 

GROUPS AND SUB-GROUPS 

Even if the Miao form a quite distinct ethnical group, 
nevertheless they are not completeiy homogenous. 

They first form several groups the exact number of which 
varies accord~ng LO which group is questioned. According to Morechand 
the Miao are formed of 4 distinct groups which are in order of their 
imljortance : the Hmong, the Hmu, the Mong, and the Hmao. According 
to Lemoine they form only 3 groups : the Hmong, the Hmu, and the 
Kho Hsiong. In any case their names are definitively theirs. It is thus 
that ihey have named themselves between themselves. The signification 
of these names however we do not know. According to Mr Yang Dao, 
himself a Hmong, "Hmong" signifies "freeman" just like the word 
"Thai", but he does not justifies his interpretation and nobody else 
amongst the Hmong seems to  know about it. The Hmu, the Mong, and 
the Hmao live exclusive1y in China, and MorCchand admits that 
practically nothing is known of the Mong and the .Hmao, to the point 
that even the transcription of their name is not sure. It is then above 
all by the Hmong that the Miao are known to us. 

According to Morechand, the Hmong in their turn divide 
into 3 sub-groups, known as : the White Hmong, the Green Hmong, 
and the Black Hmong. However this is also contested by Lemoine who 
thinks that the Black Hmong are in reality the Hmu. 



This question of names seems to vary considerably indeed, 
sometimes without rhyme or reason. It is thus that the Green Hmong 
of Thailand have at least 3 other nicknames, which does not please 
them at all. The White Hmong surname them the Striped Hmong on 
account of the women's skirts which are more or less coloured in rays. 
In the region of Chiang Mai yet another name for them is the Blue 
Hmong, which seems more close to the truth. The Green Hmong, 
according to Mr. Person, call themselves Green only because they 
confound green and blue of which they use shades which are very close. 
Thus the Hmong say that the sky is green. Finally, as if that did not 
suffice for general confusion, the Thai call them the Black Hmong, 
seemingly without any reason, for, on the whole, they are less "black" 
than the others. Actually there are no Black Hmong in Tha~land. But 
as we may already have guessed, all these names have been given on 
account of the characteristic colours of the clothes of each group, those 
of the women in particular. 

In times so recent that it can still be seen occasionally, the 
White Hmong women wore a pleated skirt falling to the knees, while 
their legs were cncased in puttees enclosing the ankles up to the knees 
in thick rolls. Today they don't find the skirt very practical, and the 
material being very cheap, they prefer to wear large black or blue 
trousers of Chinese fashion. They encircle their waist with a coloured 
sash, most often red, the end hanging in front like aprons, being 
rectangular in shape and embroidered. The "sailor-collar" of the 
corsage is large and rich. Lastly, the head is enveloped in a blue or 
black turban adorned differently according to the source of their origin. 
The men are only distinguished by their loose black trousers the bottom 
of which does not descend very low. 

The women of the Green Hmong have remained faihful to 
the skirt, but its colour is a sombre blue, ornamented with laboriously 
executed patterns done in wax, and with a motif lovingly embroidered 
on the lower part. The belt is red and the aprons mostly black as 
amongst the White Hmong, but the corsage has a collar about 4 fingers 
narrower, with curved edges. In addition to this they do not wear a 



turban, but a fine band, ornamented with red pompoms, wound round 
an enormous chignon. The men wear the same kind of trousers as the 
White Hmong, but the bottom of the trousers nearly touches the ground, 
like those of the Arabs, so that one can ask oneself if there is not 
question of a skirt drawn in round the ankles. They often wear a black 
satin toque with a red pompom on the top as the Chinese used to have. 

As to the Black Hmong, they are unknown in Thailand, and 
are so few in Laos that it is difficult to find them. This may be due to 
the fact that feeling very isolated they have adopted not only the 
costume, but also the language of the White or Green Hmong, which 
has made them still more difficult to distinguish. 

A characteristic trait of all these people is that the different 
groups avoid mixing. 

If by chance they live together, the village divides into 

different localities. Many even regard the others as dangerous enemies, 

and sometimes relate horrifying stories about them. For example the 

White Hmong sometimes speak of the Green Hmong as being ichuman 

and capable of the greatest cruelties even to the extent of nourishing 

themselves on the flesh of little children they have stolen. 

GEOGRAPHICAL DISSEMINATION 

Originally coming from the basin of the Yang-tzc - at least 
so far as one can know with certitude - the Miao a t  first migrated 
towards the West in the mountainous and rugged regions of Kwei-chow 
and the neighbouring provinces : Hu-nan, Kwang-si. Yun-nan, Sze- 
chwan. It is in Kwci-chow that the closest points of likeness are to be 
found among the different dialects of the Miao, which seems to point 
to a second important centre of implantation. But since then, in a 
recent movement of immigration, certain groups have once again begun 
to seek their fortune further South, not only in Yun-nan and Kwang 
-si, but also in the mountainous regions of Vietnam and Laos, and 
lastly in Thailand. 
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Looking now at a map it could be seen that the Miao are 
situated in a zone limited on the North by the Yang-tze, on the East 
by the 110 th meridian, on the West by the Burmese frontier which 
they have never crossed or very little, while to the South they have 
spread to the North of Vietnam, Laos, and Thailand, extreme southern 
point of their advance. However, although all are included in the same 

zone, yet the different ethnic groups are not intermingled and each has 
taken a different direction. 

The Hmong are to be found in the North -East, near Quinan, 
with perhaps a slight deviation towards Libo. The Hmu, nearer to the 
centre of their dissemination, are to be found to the East of Kwei-chow 
and in Yun-nan. The Hmong, alSo closer to the centre of their break- 
up near the West of Kwei-chow, moved either towards the South 
reaching Vietnam, Laos, and Thailand, or to the West towards Yun- 
nan. As to the Hmao, they settled to the North of Kun-ming. 

This accepted, what strikes one at once is the extreme 
dispersion of all these people. The maps do not give a clear idea of the 
way in which they are scattered, and 'the marks which indicate their 
positions are deceptive, as those people are always on the move. In 
truth, impoverishment of the soil, misunderstandings, epidemics, fear of 
spirits and wars, oblige them to emigrate unceasingly. It is never a case 
of having to do with thickly populated areas ... One of the characteristics 
of these groups of people is that they never form urban centres. If a 
few groups of houses are to be seen, these are grouped without any 
plan, without any streets. 

Except for private houses, no buildings exist which are 
specially destined for common use. For example. no communal house 
for the reunions of the notables of the village are to be seen, nor for 
religious ceremonies. Left free in immense natural surroundings difficult 
ot access. these people never take root, but come and go as their 
necessities demand. 

However this brief geographical sketch in latitude would not 
be complete if no mention was made of their repartition in altitude. 
This fact has struck many observers. Surrounded as they are by the 



mountainous aspect of these regions, the different ethnic groups are to 

be found established at  very different but precise heights. Thus the 

Thai, the Lao, and the Vietnamese are allergic to the mountains and 

live only in the vaIleys. Above 50 meters live the Karens, the Kha, or 

the Black Thai. Above 400 meters live the Yao, and the Lolo. And 

finally a t  the highest altitudes for the people of these regions, between 

1,000 and 2,000 meters if it is possible, live the Hmong. Seek among 

the highest and most inaccessible mountains and there you will find 

them, for it is there they flnd themselves at  home ! 

Many have sought the explanation of this phenomenon, and 

some have tried to explain it by the fact that the Hmoug coming the 

last to these domains had to be satisfied with the highest lands not yet 

populated; But that does not explain why the Kha who were the first 

occupants of the land had to fail back on the lower slopes. It is 

impossible to think that the Hmong were not capable of chasing out 

the older proprietors because they are excellents fighters and the better 

armed among the people of the minorities, Without doubt, the reason 

lies in their past. 



DEMOGRAPHIC SITUATION 
The demographic situation of the Miao is difficult to estimate with exacti- 

tude. We will be satisfied by giving the opinion of those who were especially interested 
in this problem, but the variants underline clearIy that these estimates must be received 
with caution. 

Lemoine 
1972 

1 60.000 

1,700,000 

Yang Dao 
1972 

250,000 
300,000 

Official 
Statistics 

2,740,000 
219,514 
145,000 
58,000 

(55,000) 

3,162,514 

MorCchand 
1968 

2,6 80,000 
220,000 
60,000 

5,OQO 

I 
2,965,000 

1,2 8 5,000 
900,000 
440,000 
1 1 0,000 

29,000 
26,000 

Lebar 
1964 

2,500,000 CHINA 
VIETNAM 
LAOS 
THAILAND 

TOTAL 

HMONG 
AMUB 
MONG 
HMAO 

In Thailand 
GREEN HMONG 
WHITE HMONG 

b 

1 

3. Young 
1962 

45,800 

26,600 
19,2r10 



- Gordon Young, in "The Hill Tribes of Northern Thailand", 1962. 
- Lebar, in "Ethnic groups of mainland South-East Asia", page 65. 
- Morkchand, in "Le Chamanisme des Hmong" ; but the figure he 

gives for the Hmong population in Laos only stands for the single 
Province of Xieng Khouang before 1960. Besides he has corrected 
himself in "The Many Languages and Cultures of the Laos" where he 
gives the figure as 300,000. The figure he gives for Thailand is 
manifestly lower than the reality. 

- Lemoine, in "Un village Hmong du Haut Laos", C.N.R.S. 
- Yang Dao, in his' thesis "DifficultCs du dkveloppement econornique 

et social des populations Hmong du Laos", 1972. 
- Official statistics of China, in "Pre'cis sur Ics Iangues des minoritis 

Chinoises" of 1953. The dictionary of the New China, Hsin Houa 
Tsen Tien, estimates them at 2,5 10,000. 

- Official statistics of North Vietnam in a census of 1960. 
- Official statistics of Thailand given by the Tribal Research Centre 

of Chiang Mai, In November 1970 (58,000), and an unpublished report 
of American experts in 1973 (55,000). 
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IN CHINA 

The Miao before the Chinese 

Basing himself on the originality of their physical traits, 
their religious beliefs, and their language', Fr. Savina felt himself 
warranted in separating the Miao from all other ethnic groups of Asia, 
and to situate their origin somewhere in Mesopotamia. 

It is true the Miao have a rather fair skin, nearly white. 
Their hair easily becomes reddish to the point that certains adults, but 
above all the children, are light compiexioned. Equaliy, listening to 
their legends, one is forced to admit their surprising similitude with the 
Babylonians narratives concerning the creation of the world. These 
people too speak not only of a unique God, but of the creation of the 
world, the creation of the first man, the creation of an original couple, 
of the first sin, of a deluge, of. a "tower of Babel", of the confusion of 
tongues, and the hope of the coming of a savior. 

Relying besides on certain other traditions E'r. Savina makes 
the Miao pass by the far North before finally entering China. There is, 
in truth, allusions to a region "behind the back of China", "which was 
covered with snow and ice, and where the days and the nights lasted 
for six months alternately". "The trees were rare and very small, and 
the peopie were clothed in furs". 

All these accounts are truly very troubling indeed, as it is 
impossible to find out where the Miao brought them from. Yet, none of 
them is sufficient a proof, and we should avoid making any too hasty 
deductions. Other nations, even as far as in America, have like legends 
regarding the origin of the world, without having passed by 
Mesopotamia. 

Alas ! this is about all we can learn of the Miao from 
thenselves. They have no books, no monuments, nor are they interested 
in history, not even their own. Outside these legends coming from a 



very far off time, nothing else of their traditions is known except for 
the fact that they have lived for a very long time in contact with the 
Chinese, who have left a very strong mark on them. 

It is then to the history of China that we must go if we want 
to get some information about them. It is with China to begin with, 
that we can really associate them. 

Of their pre-history only one thing is certain, that is that the 
Miao were in China before the Chinese, for it is the latter themselves 

who indicate the presence of the Miao in the land, which they, the 
Chinese, were gradually infiltrating, and which was to become their own 
country. 

First contacts with the Chinese ( 3  rd. cent. B.C.) 

The Chinese of antiquity would have left the Great Plain 
between Loyang and Taishan about the 3 rd. millenary before Christ. 
They would have gone up the valley of the Wei river to the West, 
reached the Shandong to the East, and the Han and the Huaihe in the 
South during the 2nd. millenary. They must have reached the banks of 
the Yang-tze during the first half of the 1 st millenary, and finally 
infiltrated the southern regions. rather rapidly to begin with between 
the 3rd cent. B.C. and the 3rd cent. A.D., but more slowly in the 
ensuing period. 

This progress, actually, was made in different ways. For 
while they became the masters of the North at the price of fierce 
battles, they assimilated the South by a long d ~ a w n  out type of osmosis, 
which on one side gave impetus to the "chinisation" when it was 
accepted by the local population, but on the other hand forced other 
groups reluctant to accept chinese civilisation to keep on their own in 
more distant and less favoured districts. It was that slow but smooth 
progression toward$ the South which rather affected the Miao. 

The first Chinese writings wh'ich mention them date from 
about the 3 rd. cent. B C. They speak of the "Sam Miao" that is to say 
the "3 Miao", but the expression must be understood in a more generai 
plural and translated by "the Miao". Allusion is made there to a 



relatively precise ethnic group. Nevertheless after that time up to the 
10 th cent. A.D. no more mention is made of the "Miao" as such. Instead 
we are told about the "Man", term which in fact designates all the 
"non-Chinese" populations. We must wait tili the 10 th cent, to find 
again mention of the "Miao", and it first seem to refer really to our 
"3 Miao" of previous times. But then to complicate things still more, 
between the 1 7  th and i8 th'cent. this same Miao word took a broader 
sense in its turn to include all the non-Chinese populations of  he South 
-West, our Miao being the most well known of them. Sometimes it is 
true, the two words are found together in expressions such as "Miao- 
Man" or "Ma,n-Miao". That is to say the Chinese were more or less 
slow in discovering with whom they were dealing. 

However that might be, the first texts localised them in the 
basin of the Yang-tze, which however they left before the beginning 
of our era to go South-West right down to what actually is the Kwei- 
chow Province. 

They were already mountaineers. They had no political 
ambition and only desired to live independently. Even though there was 
no question of pitched battles, the first contacts -.vere not exempt from 
friction, and in 47 A.D., in Hu-nan, for example, for the first time a 
rising was indicated which was only pacified two years later. 

Thus from the beginning the Chinese realized that this small 
people would not let itself be assimilated easily, but the Miao also 
learned that the new invaders would give them no quater when an 
occasion presented itseif. 

Under the direct authority of the local lords 
( J rd cent. B.C. - 15 th A.D.) 

The progress or the Chinese in the South, and particularly in 
the South-West, was so slow that the most recent studies tend to point 
out that they did not attain their actual limits until quite a recent epoch. 
Actually in the. 18 th cent. A.D. the Empire was less than one third of 
what it is today, and 80 to 90 % of the Yun-nan/~wei-chow plateau 
in particular was still inaccessible to its officials. 



There was therefore a great deal oT independence in those 
regions, and a large part of them was still controlled by small local 
chiefs, who according to their good fortune could even raise their 
territories into temporary kingdoms. As they were very vulnerable 
however, those free "kingdoms" had often to join together into loose 
federations composed of different tribes, still independent one from the 
other, and which even if they had to join momentarily to fight a 
common enemy, would never accept the predominance of any other 
ethnic group. 

Facing these local Lords the Chinese at once took an attitude 
more diplomatic than military. Instead of trying to fight them and take 
their domains, which they felt they could not allow themselves to do, 
they sought to utilize them. The Kings were submitted, but they were 
not removed from office. They kept their hereditary titles, and were 
responsible for the local administration They had only to pay tribute. 
In brief, they were practically in the same situation as the heads of the 
Districts of the Empire. 

Certain names of these so-called Kingdoms in the region of 
Kwei-chow have come down to us. That of Zang Ze. for example, in 
thc 7 th cent. B.C. ; that of Chu in the Wes!, in the 4 th cent.. B.C. ; or 
that of Ye Long, in the South-West, whose King, Zhu Wang by name 
or "the Bamboo King, was so called as he had been rescued when very 
small by a young girl from a barnboo floating along a river. We are 
told that he enjoyed a certain kind of cult given him by the Miao of 
Hu-nan. 

The emissaries who came carrying the tribute of grain, cloth, 
horses, corn, and wax to the Emperor, have been described by the 
Chinese as being very savage : "with hair tangled, black faces, dressed 
in the skins of tigers, and with the tail of a tiger fixed in their hair as 
a kind of ornament". 

Perhaps there were some Miao amongst them, but it is not 
sure as they are not mentioned any more. If due to bad cir~umstances 
they were forced to take part in some fighting, they certainly did their 
utmost to by-pass those Kingdoms which rose and fell around them. 
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A shared administration ( 15 th - 17 th cent.) 

At the end of the 1 2  th cent. the Chinese suddenly pushed 

themselves very hard towards the South and the South-Easl. To  the 

South they set up expeditions against Vietnam in 1285, and Java in 

1292. In the South-East they opened war against the state of Dali, 

ruined the place, and seized the mhole of the Yun-nan region which 

was definitively annexed to the Empire in 1253. They then drew Further 

into Burma where they took Pagan in 1287. 

The annexion of Yun-nan then obliged them to cut a more 

direct and more practical road than the old one running through the 

Sze-chwan Province, and this of course drew their attention to  he massif 

of Kwei-chow which was still shared between the 3 Provinces of Yun- 

nan, Sze-chwan, and Hu- kwang. 

THE SOUTH-EAST UNDER TEE YUAN 
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Military zones were first created. They were called "Wei" 

or "Suo"according to their importance, and on them depended the 

administrative divisions called "Jun" or "Yi". 

Then, little by little, the old lords were pushed away. Instead 

Chinese officials were placed at the head of the military zones, while 

the administration of the civil divisions was left to the care of the 

local inhabitants, as it was still impossible to go deep into those 

wild areas. People had to pay taxes and satisfy the demands of military 

service, but could arrange their differences between themselves. 
The non submission of the last great lords was the pretext 

for their definite ruin and ror the formation of the Kwei-chow Province. 

In 1413 the Emperor had two chiefs of the military regions executed, 

and their lands were confiscated to form the new Province. Its 

THE KWEI-CHOW UNDER THE M I N G  



administration was then to be shared by three different ofl'ices called 

"the Three Si", that is to say: the Office of Admillistration properly 

speaking, the Office of Supervision which was to control the officials 

and serve as a Court of Appeal, and finally the Military Office. 

In addition the new Province was divided into 3 Prefectures 

or "Fu", 4 Sub-prefectures or "Zhou", and 75 Cantons or "Zhang- 
k wang- si". 

The Ming did all they could to ameliorate the system used 
by their predecessors. All the administrative units under the FU 
continued to employ local chiefs, and it is from that time that mention 
is made of the "Tu Si" designating the officials belonging i:, the military 
hierarchy, and the "Tu Kwan" designating the native officials bc!onging 
to the civil hierarchy. Their offices were hereditary and could even be 
transmitted to women. They had absolute authority and the central 
government made no attempt to find out how the iocal power was 
established as long as peace was maintained and all dues paid. But the 
chief had to justify his title, foresee who would be his successor, and 
mark the limits of his territory, matters which could give pretext to 
intervention. The successors were bound to have a certain Chinese culture, 
and with this end in view the children were urged to attend the school 
of the Province or even those of the Capital. lndeed every effort was 
made to make these "savages" visit the Empire, especially those who 
came to pay tribute to the Emperor, that they might admire what the 
Chinese had done, and by contact become familiar with them. 

The Kwei-chow : a den of bandits 

How then did the new Province look 7 

It is important to have a correct idea about i t  as it has been 
on their geographical surroundings that  he attitude of the Miao kas 
depended a lot. They would never have had the history we know of if 
they had lived in the plains. 



At that time the region is alresdy immense, \\-ell in proportion 

with the scale of China, and i t  has increased rapidij. ~hrough the 

centuries, having today a lenght of 600 kilometres, and a breadth of 

400, thus being equal in area to one-half the size of Thailand. 

It is bounded on the North by the Sze-ch\van and the Hu- 

kwang, and on the South by the Yun-nan and the Kjvang-si 13ro\.inces. 

KWEI-CHOW FORESTS 

?'he whole of it is made up of' a vast mountainous area haking 

an average altitude of 800 metres, but forming, however, two distinct 

parts. One consists of high mountains which are the prolongation of 

the Yun-nan ranges on the West, with an average height of 1,400 to 



2,000 metres, and peaks of 3,000 metres. The rest consists of a lower 
plateau with an altitude of 600 to 1,000 metres. The large streams of 
water thus have their original source coming from the West and from 
there flow either to the North-East or to the South. 

However the relief is cut by a central pass crossing the whole 
Province from East to West thus looking, according to a writer, like 
"the body of a bee with two bulges, one to the North the other to the 
South, and a medial "squeeze". 

This pass was con?rolled mid-way by Kwei-yang, capital 
of the Province, alike compared to "the chest of a man whose arms 
would be made by the direction of the roads with their sub-prefectures 

and garrisons". It was just this pass that attracted the attention of the 

Emperors desiring as they did to find a way of communication going 

touards the west. 

The soil being chalky the relief is very irregular. Far from 

forming an even plateau the mountains make it look very wild. Their 

slopes are abrupt and their summits terminate in rocks "sharp like 
swords" or "pointed like the claws of a wolf". One risks being lost in 
their winding labyrinths. 

The valleys are so shut in and so deep, that it is nearly 

impossible to cross them directly and a traveller must take the little 
paths running along the slopes thus lengh tening his route indefinitely. 
Mountain streams sink abruptly into subterranean passages, thus forming 

caves or grottos sometimes very deep. And these are to be found 
everywhere. 

To this rugged relief is added a severe and unhealthy climate. 

From one district to another, from one day to another, there are very 

great variations of temperature. It snows, it rains, the wind blows ! The 

humidity is intense and brings with it malaria and all kinds of fevers. 

So the Province has a bad reputation, and one often hears the old 

proverb : "At Kwei-chow one cannot find a single tenant with more 



than 3sq feet of level land, the sun never shines for more than 3 days 

running, and one can never find 3 cents in the pocket of any 

inhabitant". The Chinese themselves still do not hold the Province in 

esteem, and this is why it has never been densely populated. 

~ l t h o r / ~ h  the land is elevated the Province on the whole is 
very irregularly booded. .To  the West and in the centre the mountains 

are generally bare. But to the East there are two immense forests 

renowned for their riches. They extend one to the North, the other to 

the South, to regions of a lower altitude, where the sharp summits of 
the mountains give way to a more rounded relief. 

Many different varieties of trees are found here : conifers, 

cedars Tong treks from the seeds of which oil is extracted, oak trees, 

Japanese cedars used for cabinet making, lacquer trees, Chu trees from 
the pith of which paper is made, and Nan Mu trees which are special 
to those regions and very precious ; they were used at  least since the 

beginning of the Ming, in the construction of imperial buiidings.. . . , 
and many other species, never forgetting the humble bamboo ! 

All this timber was more and more in demand. The trees were 
fell by the local inhabitants, and transported, sometimes very far, by 
water ways. 

We have already mentioned the imperial road. This was very 
useful indeed, though still in rather poor condition. Till the end of the 
last century at least, this main road was not more than 2,50 metres 
broad. As other ways of this importance it was paved with large but 

irregular stones about 15 to 60 centin~etres broad. In the slopes those 

would rather look like large steps, which were so slippery dur~ng the 

rainy season that trabellers had to put on wild grass shoes. 

Besides this main road there was pratically nothing else but 
small Miao paths running without any plan, crossing one another at 
random. and so ivinding indeed that they cou!d be said "as twisted as 
the intestins of a goat", or "as tangled as a bunch of hair" No use to 



say that they were not safe at all, and a Chinese traveller would never 
dare go alone by them. 

Bridges were of two kinds. Some were made of stone, with 
semi-circular arches, the reflexion of which in the water would make 
them look like the reflexion of as many moons. Some were narrow 
flying bridges hanging on huge chains with thick planks put across to 
make the way. 

Travellers usually went on foot, but high ranking civil 
servants would often use small mountain horses, which were noted fur 
their strength. They changed the horses at different stages when on a 
long journey. Travelling chairs also were used. These were carried by 
as many as 8 coolies, but other men helped them when the slopes were 
too steep and pulled the chair with ropes. 

It is easy to understand that such routes were never safe. 
Many of the travellers, who on setting out were well off, found 
themselves stripped of everything before the end of the journey . In the 
matter of brigandage the Miao as well as the Chinese rivalled one 
another in audacity and astuteness. But it is equally easy to understand 
that the Province became a sort of impenetrable fortress for the people 
who lived in it. All its formation fidvoured this : its mountains, its 
forests, and also its multiple caves which were so many dens for the rebels 
as well as hide-outs for their supplies and cattle. The Chinese were po- 
werless to disiodge them. Even some outlaws came from far away to take 
refuge thcrc. In the year 1681, for instance, Gencral Hwang Ming was 
defeated and fled there with a hundered of his men fur fear of the Em- 
peror's anger. They lived there in safety for 20 years. The same, in 1682, 
another defeated General, General Ma Bao, h-d to flee to Yun - nan across 
the south-eastern forests. On his way, the Miao confiscated his weapons, 
but let him go alive. General Hwang Ming, who was somewhere about, 
taught then the Miao how to use these weapons, and the famous flint 
rifle of the Miao seems to have originated from this incident. 

The road leading ro the Miao was well kcown in China by 
all those looking for some kind of shelter, and the last one to have 
escaped by it has probably been the most celebrated of them all, Mao 
Tse Tung himself. We shall speak of it again later. 



A people frowning at chinese rule 
We have seen that due to want of direct knowledge the 

Chinese had first been satisfied to call all the non-chinese by the 
generic name of "Man". Not uritil [he end of the 10 th cent. did they 
begin to distinguish between the different trib:s, and even then there 
was much confusion. There was a tendency to name them after the 
region they lived in, by the name of their leader, or according to the 
colour of their garments. 

True enough these tribes were divided into so many groups 
and sub-groups that even today we are not sure to know them all. 

In the 18 th cent. "Miao Albums", or skelches depicting the 
minorities of Kwei-chow, have left us the description of 99 different 

KWEI-CHOW MINORITIES 

Position of some of Ihe minorities 
living in h-wei-chow in the 1 8 t h  century. 



groups of them. But some look so similar and are designated by SO 

slightly different names that one may wonder whether they do not refer 
to the same people. 

In 1962, the Institute of Ethnology in Peking, for its part, 
numbered only 52 of them, the best known being the Lolo or Yi, the 
Zhong, the Gelao, the Yao, the Dong, and of course our Miao forming 
the most important group of them all. 

How numerous were they actually ? 
In the middle of the 18 th cent. the total population of Kwei 

-chow was reckoned at 3 million inhabitant., with about 56% of 
non -Chinese. A hundred years later this pcrcentage was inverted after 
the slaughter and the migrations following the great insurrections, and 
the non-Chinese were not more than 45 %. But in 1965 their number 
had risen again to 60 %. 

Amongst them perhaps  he Miao numbered about 700,OOii ? 
They were spread all over  he Province, but with two main 

groups : one in the North-East along the Hu-nan frontiers and beyond, 
and one in the South-East. As it can easily be seen they were feeling 
attracted by the forests. They were practically non-existent to the 
North of the capital. 

The Chinese distinguished them into two groups, namely : the 
"Ripe" or "Green Miao", and the "Green" or "C'ncooked Miao", 
according to whether or not thcy were submissive to the government. 
These terms prevailed till World -War I. 

They lived perched on the mountains or on high plateaus in 
fortified villages called "zhai" surrounded by stockades which could be 
many kilometres in circumference. Inside the enclosure there was 
always a spring or a pool to irrigate the fields, and a large storehouse 
for stocking cereals. As to the houses they were made of interlacing 
leaves, and the roofs of wooden tiles or thatch. On entering a house, to 
the right there was a big bed which served for all, and on the bed a 
big stove for heating, unless the stove was dug in the ground in the 
middle of the room. 

For the Miao the village was their single political unit, 
because unlike other groups they had no hereditary chiefs, nor even a 
chief for their clan. The chief of the village was not elected. but he 



imposed l~imbelf b! his personality, especially if he knew the Chinese 
language. I t  \ \as o n l ~  \ then t h e  were recognized as chiefs by the 
Chinese authorities that some of the leaders would extend their 
influence over the surrounding iillages. They could then raise taxes in 
kind to maintain a small army. and it was this food that filled the 
storehouses already mentioned. Like other officials they often exceeded 
their rights. 

Although they tried to have rice fields on the plateaus or in 
the valleys, the lMiao traditionally p: actised farming by burning down 
the forests. After making a clearing in the forest, they burned the wood 
and planted in the ashes. and this cycle recurred about every three 
years. They had buffaloes, but they did not use then1 for the work of 
ploughing. which they carried out by hand. They planted rice, maize, 
sesame, millet, wheat, beans, tea, cotton, and hemp. Rice was not 
necessarily their most important crop. Maize. introduced in the 17 th 
ceniury, had been a great success everywhere with the "Green Miao", 
who, a t  times, could grow nothing else. As to opium, it was yet 
unknown, and did not appear before the 19 th century. 

In addition to those cullures, the Miao wele also breeding 
buffaloes, horses, pigs, sheep, hens, and ducks, so that they were 
entirely self-supporting. The buffaloes were offered in sacrifice or for 
barter, and the soldiers covered the skins with pieces of metal and used 
them as a breast-plate. As for the horses they were renowned not only 
in Kwei-chow but outside the Province as weli. They were small but 
wiry, and were in much demand as tributes for the imperial army. 
Therefore it was not unusual for one family to possess a dozen. 

These people did not only plunder the forest. In fact they 
also helped to exploit it, and even worked to replant it. They would cut 
down the trees on a mountain and then roll the logs into a river 
running through their country. The Chinese dealer down the valley 
would received them, gather them into a raft, and take them to some 
town. The trees of these regions werz very fine, and with their wood 
the most beautiful coffins of the Empire were made. Liu-zhou had got 
a name for this kind of work, and it was from there that the Chinese 
saying had come : "Eat in Kwank-&ow, but die in Liu-zhou" 



The Miao were also making themselves all the objects they 
needed for their work and for hunting. We will only mention here theii 
very famous blunderbuss, and their knife. 

At the time of his birth a boy received as a present the 
weight of iron necessary for making a big knife which he would always 
carry with him after his adolescence. This knife was lovingly forged, 
and reforged several times during the youth of the child, and to test it 
a man would place himself along a road and wait for a buffalo to 
pass by. Then he would brandish the knife and if the blade was 
sufficiently good the beast could have its neck cut through before it 
had time to feel anything. 

Pictzwes of Hmong men and women in Kwei-chow, 
at the very beginning of this century. 

Both men and wornen wore heavy ciothing as the climate was 
very cold. The women wore a skirt bnt some began to change it to 
the more practical Chinese trousers (unless, perhaps, pressure had been 
put on them by the government). Their embroideries were so beautiful 
that the Chineses reproduced them in their art albums, offered them as 
presents, or even presented them among the number of objects given in 



tribute to the Court. Their jewellery was made of massive silver, perhaps 
due to the fact that the Province possessed several mines of this metal, 
which therefore was easy to find. 

The feasts seemed to have been more varied that they arc 
nowadays, but the most famous of them was already the celebration of 
the New Year. This did not coincide with the Chinese New Year, but 
was taking place during the third month of the winter. Boys and girls 
threw a plaited bamboo ball covered with fine silk to one another, or 
danced around a pole called "the spirit pole". These games were 
actually just a pretext for courtship. The young people were looking for 
a match, but the boy did not marry the girl until she had brought a 
child into the world. They also drank alcoholwhich had been carefully 
prepared. After having made it, the young girls would filter it and pour 
it into jars which they sealed with clay. They then would sink these 
jars in the mud of a shallow pond, and draw them out when the water 
rose. 

But those people were a mystery to the Chinese. Not that 
they altogether despised them, on the contrary, they ~sometirnes 
recognized in them values equal to their own, and were inclined to think 
that the Miao were simply Chinese who had remained in a state of 
barbarism. But they just could not understand how those people could 
be so attached to their forests, live isolated and independent, without 
organization or law, and despised the Chinese civilization, which, to 
them, was the only way to guarantee order and happiness. 

Out of patience with them they wished to win them back. 

Reforms, revolts, emigrations (1 8 th and 19 th cent.) 

For too long the fire had been smouldering under the ashes. 
The system of administration employed up to this time had 

given rise to many abuses. Assured of the heredity of their office, made 
too strong with their absolute power, the Tu Si after making a pretence 
of submission to every new Emperor, actually brought a reign of disorder 
and terror. If someone did not please them they had him tied up and 



executed without trial. In addition the family of the victim had to pay 
an indemnity called "the tax for soiling the knife". They also went so 
far as to draw in advance ten times the amount of taxes they themselves 
had to pay to the Chinese authorities, a m  they were themselves at the 
head of the brigands demanding ransom in a neighbour's territory ! 

Under the Ming practically not a single year had passed 
without troubles surging up from one side or the other, to such an 
extent that at the end of the 16 th century the Chinese had built to the 
West of Hu-nan a big wall 150 kilometres long and 3 metres high to 
protect their land from the Miao incursions. 

Weakened for a time by the divisions i.uide the Empire after 
the fall OF the Ming, the Emperors could do nothing. But as soon as 
order was restored, and becauie of the continual demands of the 
governors, a reform called "Gai tu gui lui" was introduced at the 
beginning of the 18 th century. Among other things it was stipulated 
that theTu Si rebels had to be subdued by any means. and all their 
goods seized for the benefit of the Empire. All private settlements of 
accounts were henceforth forbidden, and on that account all arms were 
confiscated. It was also forbidden to the Miao to sacrifice buffaloes, 
because these customs impoverished them and incited them to plunder. 
Finally the men had to have their hair cut short and to dress inChinese 
clothes. 

This reform seemed clearly in favour of the common people ; 
but do they always see the difference between the essential and the 
accidental ? Could they understand? What picture had they about those 
so-called "reformers"? The Chinese were in fact coming in larger and 
larger number in tbeir Province. They always took the best lands, and 
as soon as they had gained some more fields they were at once taking 
more and more advantage on the local population little prepared to 
defend itself The taxes received from the people were an injustice to 
them as they did not get any advantage in return. In addition those 
taxes were far too heavy for small land owners. These people knew 
nothing of the art of speculation in commerce. They took loans at 5 % 
per month, fell into debt, and found themselves dispossessed in no time, 
and if by chance they tried to resist,the Chinese "destroyed their houses, 
killed the men, and reduced their wives and children to slavery". 



No, in truth, this reform made no impression on them. But 
the Chinese were determined to impose it on them, and the occasion to 
do so was very soon given to them by the inhabitants themselves. 

The wars for the reform lasted 8 full years, from 1725 to 1733. 
In 1725, in the Ding-fan and Kwang-shun region to the south 

of Kwei-yang, the Zhong carried on a scandalous commerce with 
Chinese or Miao captives, and their leader, A Jin by name, proclaimed 
himself King of the Miao. He was arrested and executed. 

In 1727 Miao brigands were reported to behiddenin the very 
heart of the forests in the South-East. Prince Ortai, then Governor of 
the Province, at  once had those responsible arrested. But this local 
incident was immediatly taken as a pretext to clear the region definitively. 

KWEI-CHOW 

Expeditions of the Han from 1724 t o  1730. 



In 1728 Prince Ortai put the matter in the hands of Generai 
Zhang Kwang Si, asklng him to be responsible for the attack. As the 

Miao held the two eastern rivers and as it was necessary to have a route 

opened for vital supplies, Generai Zhang Kwang Si decided to attack 

from the West even though it was further off. Leaving Kwei-yang hc 
first reached Du-yun, imperial town, then Ba-zhai which was taken 

by surprised and at once surrounded by fortifications. The following 

year he reached Qing-jiang and made his troups cross the river at night. 
Those who resisted were massacred, their boats confiscated, and posts 
were established to control the traffic along the river. In 1730 he 
continued his route into the direction of Li-ping and Gu-zhou. There 

the Miao had built up an army of 10,000 men, equiped with guns and 

canons on the model of those which Ma Bao had left them fifty years 

before. But they were crushed, and with the arms of the vanquished 
Ortai built an iron pillar of 3.30 metres in height on an island in the 

river to the south of Kwei-chow. 
The re-form then had to be taken seriously. It had already 

subdued all the South, but the Miao of other regions were to start new 

revolts. 

The first rising took place from 1734 to 1737. 
In 1734 the Miao rose up from the forest of the South-East, 

in the region situated between Qing-jiang and Tai-gong, and blocked 
the route. Then in the space of a month they took possession of Qing- 

jiang, Zhen-yuan, Kai-li where they massacred one thousand of the 

inhabitants, Ghong-an-jiang where they destroyed all the houses on 

the banks of the river, Huang-ping, Yu-qing, and Si-zhou. This sudden 

reversal of the situation can probably be explained by the fact that the 

Miao had acted so rapidly that the Chinese had no time to interfere. 
But the situation was nonetheless very precarious. 



First ~ i s i l z g  of the Mino froln 1734 to  1737. 

Peking now gave orders to call up all the troops of Kwei-chow 
as well as those of the surrounding Provinces, and the Chinese disposed 
of three fronts facing Tai--gong, Qing-jiang, and Ba-zhai. The Miao, 
terrified by the turn events had taken, surrendered, but some were 
immediatly executed, with the effect that this arose in others the desire 
to renew the struggle. Many of them after killing their wifes and 
children once more faced tbe imperial army, and they in fact succeeded 
in blocking their supply route. 

Furious, the Emperor dismissed the Governor, and this was 
replaced by Zhang Kwang Si himself. He then attacked the Miao 
separately, and cornered them on the plaieaus where, in their turn, they 



found themselves without supplies. When at  the end of the year, they 
finally came out, the Chinese were waiting to massacre them. 

The repression was terrible. According to one report 12,024 
villages were burnt, 388 only spared; 17,000 Miao were killed in action ; 
27,000 were taken prisoners of which half were executed ; 46,000 guns 
were seized, and all the lands of the vanquished given away to the 
Chinese soldiers. 

For 50 years nothing more heard of the Miao. 

The second rising took place from 1795 to 1806. 
Suddenly the Miao appeared on the frontier of Kwzi-chow, 

Hu-nan, Sze-chwan, and took back several villages at the same time, 
so it seemed as if there had been a conspiracy. In addition it was 

Second rising of the Miao f ~ o n z  1795 t o  1906. 



whispered that the principal leaders had taken a blood oath to chase out 
the Chinese. Song-tao, Zheng-da-ying, Zhen-gan near to Feng-huang, 
and the region of Qian-zhou took up arms nearly at the same time, 

and in 15 days the Miao under the command of Wu Ba Yue took 
successively Yong-sui, Qian-zhou, Zhen-qi, and Pu - shi, which 
remained a legendary victory as the Miao were convinced they would 

be able to make it up to Peking. 

The Chinese, once again, called up the troups of Kwei-chow 
and the surrounding Provinces, and within t~7o  months they partially 

re-established the situation in Song-tao and in the region of Yong-sui, 
systemati~ally burning all the villages. 

The war continued however, for the Miao resisted with fury. 
Wu Ba Yue proclaimed himself King in Ping-long near to Qian-zhou. 
He was captured the following month by the treason of a chief who had 
surrendered to the Emperor, but his two sons, Wu Ting Li and Wu 
Ting Yi, continued the resistance. 

Attack of Bao-nzu-shan, near Song-tao, zvhere Wzl Ting Li 
had retired and was captured in 1796. 



In 1796, General Ming Liang was sent in command. After 
having taken back Ping-long, he returned to Kwci-chow in the region 

of Bao-mu-shan, near Song-tao, where Wu Ting Li had retired. Wu 

Ting Li was captured, and the foilowing year the revolt drew to an end. 
There were just a few outbreaks in 1801 at Song-tao, in 1802 at Yong 

-sui where Long Lui Sheng had proclaimed himself "King of Heaven", 

and once more at Yong-sui in 1804. 

The rising was again repressed without mercy, and Fu Nai, 
the official in charge orcarryingit out, became most notorious among 

the Miao. A great number of fortified towers were erected, in the one 
region of Feng Huang alone the number rose to 987, and the old wall 

which had been built under the Ming was re-constructed. 
Such overwhelming defeats must necessarily have caused a 

crisis of despair among the Miao, and caused at  least certain of them 
to do what they had never felt the need to do for nearly two thousand 
years, that is : to go and seek their fortune elsewhere ! If we keep in 
mind that they new number nearly three million in China and about 
half a million outside China, then it can be understood that one-seventh 
of their number preferred to migrate during the 19 th century, not 
including those which migrated withiti the limits of China. These 
events, however, did not affect them all without distinction, for, as we 
will see further on, among the Miao in general it is only the Hmong 
we find in other countries. Among all the members of their race it was 
seemingly they who were the most affected. 

From 1800 on, they descended towards the South, a direction 
which has always been familiar to them as well as to the other 
migrating populations of South-East Asia. They perhaps first thought 
to be able to settle down in Yun-nan or in Kwang-si; but there the 
same troubles started all over again. In 1853, for example, in Yun-nan, 
"a rather serious rebellion of the Mohammedans in union with the 
Miao" was noted, and there were many others. The greater number of 
them, [herefore, continued to travel southwards to settle in Vietnam, in 
Laos, and finally as far as Thailand. 





These migrations have continued practically up to our times, 
but they have been carried out a very different way. At the beginning, 
in 1800 and 1860 specially, they were relatively important and people 
had to fight their way through. In 1800, for example, a witness saw 
"a group of 5000,,6000 Miao of all classes, with women, children, and 
domestic animals, arriving all together, fighting with anyone trying to 
oppose them, installing themselves by force on the land which they 

found suitable, and spreading themselves over Yun-nan and other 

regions around that Province". These migrations still continue in our 

days, for the borders are so slack in these countries that it is difficult 
to stop them, but they are less important and any way very peaceful. 

Under the Chinese People's Republic 
The events which convulsed China during the first half of the 

20th century relegated the affairs of the Miao to a very unimportant 
place among the troubles of the Chinese. But one event seems to show 
clearly that they remained as independent and firm in any rebellion 
against authority as ever. Here indeed is what Madame Han Suyin says 
in her book "Le d6luge du matin" about the great march of Mao Tse 
Tung : 

"The march (of the Reds) continued. and they arrived a t  
Kwang-si, in the region of the Miao, a national minority. "Chief of the - 

Squad, where are we now 7'' "I do not know, comrade. Find someqie 
who knows." I saw a young man and hurried towards him, but he did 
not understand me. I tried all kinds of words : the Red Army, Soviet, 
Communist Party. . . I called him "cousin" in three dialects. . . He 
shook his head. At last I said to myself : "This is it ! We have come 
out of China. We are in a foreign country where they do not even 
know Chinese !" The soldiers really thought that the Miao were 
strangers. They had never seen them before. President Mao then gave 
us some explanations about the national minorities, regarding the Miao, 
and how to respect their customs. After that we spoke to them by 
gestures," (page 3 10) 



"The extra guns were distributed among the villagers who 
came joyously towards the Red Army. In spite of its losses it remained 
celebrated and loved. Mao forbadethe troops to borrow anything from 
the Miao, not even doors to sleep on, as this was the custom in the 
villages of the Han." (page 3 12) 

"The Miao served as guides to the Red Army, and showed 
them the defiles by which they should pass." (page 179) 

"The national minorities were a discovery for Mao. He studied 
their ways, their customs, and gave orders to his soldiers to make no 
reprisals against them even if they were attacked by these despoiled and 
distrustful people. Moved by their sickly state of health, one of the 
first measures he took after his triumph in 1949, was to send the 
American doctor. Ma Aitch (George Haten), to establish a sanitary 
programme for the ethnic minorities." (page 348) 

If we may smile at  the idea that the first concern of Mao Tse 
Tung was the amelioration of the sanitory conditions of the Miao, it is 
nevertheless not less true that as soon as they came into power the 
Communists showed great interest in the minorities. The Consultative 
Conference of Peking held September 1949 consecrated an entire 
chapter to them. Article 50 of this chapter VI stipulates in particular 
that "regional independence would be exercised in those zones where 
the minorities would formed compact blocks" Article 52 affirms the 
national minorities "would have the right to join the Peoples of their 
Army of Liberation". And Article 53 reassures them "of the protection 
customs, traditions, and beliefs, and of the developement of their 
dialects and tongues". 

After some trials the Constitution of 1954 put into practice 
the formation of these zones. As anticipated, they were established in 
proportion to the importance of the minority groups, and Article 53 
marked them out as follows : "At the top we have the autonomous 
region, divided into autonomous wards (chou) and autonomous districts 
(hsieu). These last are divided in their turn into autonomous cantons 
(hsiang)". In 1968 there existed 5 autonomous regions, 29 chous, and 65 
hsieus. 



Unhappily we know little more as no foreign observer has 
ever been admitted to these regions. 

Concerning the Miao proper, we however know that they 
have of'ficialy been recognized under this name, and that two dictionar- 
ies have been published for them in 1958 : a Hmong-Chinese dictionary 
and a Hmu-Chinesc dictionary written in Roman characters as they have 
no alphabet of their own. 
N.B. The Chinese Dynasties and their dates 

- Hla .......................................... (1989-1558) B.C. 
- Yin or Chang ........................... (1 558- 1051) 
- Tcheou .................................... (1051-249) 

..................... - Fighting Kingdoms ( 5  th - 2 nd) 
- Ts'in (big wall) ........................ ( 3 rd) 
- Han .......................................... (202 B.C.-220 A.D) 

............ - Period of the 3 kingdoms (220-280) A.D. 

............ - Period of the 6 dynaslies (3 rd-4th) 
- Dynasty of the Wei in the North (5 th-535) 

...... - Dynasty Leang in the South (502-557) 
....................................... - Souei (589-61 8) 
....................................... - T'ang (6 1 8 -906) 

- Period of the 5 dynasties ............ (907-960) 
....................................... - Song (960- 1280) 

........................ - Yuan (Mongols) (1 280- 1368) 
......... - Ming (Capital in Peking) (1 368- 1644) 

.................. - T'sing (Manchu) (1 644- 19 12) 
................................. - Republic ( 1 9 1 1 - 1 949) 

Sun Yat Sen 
Yuan Che K'ai 
Tchang Kai Chek 

- The Chinese People's Republic. (1949- ) 



IN VIETNAM 

The Hmong (being the only group among the Miao to have 
ventured outside China they can now be called by their own name), the 
Hmong began to enter Vietnam at the very beginning of the 19 th 
century. Then their flow to that country went on rather steadily, with 
two high peaks however : in 1800 and 1860. They inflitrated mostly by 
the region of Dong Van, Yen Minh, and Quan Ba, then turned in the 
direction of the hilly regions of the West : Lao Cay, Chopa . . . and 

along the border of Laos : Lai Chau, Dien Bien Phu . . . While some 

continued their migration forward, others would settle here and there 

on the way. 
There too the invaders had to open their way arms in hands, 

and sometimes showed themselves merciless. One official said : "I saw 
a Meo take my son by the feet and break his spine against the posts of 
my hut." 

1860 saw an attempt to penetrate no longer into the mountains 
of the West, but into the plains of the South. According to a rsgort of 
that time. after the troubles which broke out in Yun-nan "a horde 
crossed the border in the direction of the delta. They overcame the 
troops of the mandarin ordered to stop them, with the effect that the 
mandarin, in his shame, had to commit suicide. Then the invaders 
continued on their way up to Phu Yen Binh in the .area of Hanoi, 
committing all sorts of atrocities as they went, massacring men, women, 
and children . . ." But this invasion on too Annamile a territory was 
finally repuIsed by a charge of elephants. 

Even when settled in district, the Hmong often rebelled, 
provoked it is true by an administration o f~en  lacking comprehension. 
The most notable of these revolts lasted for three years, from July 1918 
to March 1921. and caused immense repercussion not only in Vietnam 
itself, but as we shall see later, in Laos as well, up to Luang Prabang. 



It was called "the war of the Sorcerers" or "the war of the Insane" 
by the French author: ties on account of the leaders. "The Insane" indeed 
was a certain Pa Chay, of the Veu clan. Originally coming from Tonkin, 
he had taken refuge in Laos where he stirred up a revolt to establish a 
kingdom of his own, the capital of which would have been Dien Bien 
Phu. He thought himself to be inspired and used to climb a tree to 
receive his orders directly from Heaven. According to the Hmong 
themselves he would have been fairly moderate if left to himself, but he 
was led to excesses by his partisans. He was finally betrayed and killed 
either by the Kha or by one of his own followers. 

Nevertheless, in the end these revolts bore fruit. The 
Government began to think more about the problems of the minorities, 
and recognized certain responsabilities towards the communal 
districts and cantons. Peace was re-established and a reciprocal esteem 
was created, so much so that when the Japanese occupation took place 
(1 941-1 945), and later in the war with the Viet Minh (1946-1 954) very 
few of the Hmong sided with the adversaries. 

During the struggle for independence indeed, the French as 
well as the Viet Minh usedall their ingenuity to convert the hill tribes' 
and the Hmong for one, to their cause, realizing that if a war broke 
out in the mountains it could not be won without the help of the 
populations inhabiting them. 

The French incorporated some in their famous "Groupements 
Mixtcs de Commandos ACroportes" (G.M.C.A.). They were trained at 
Cap St. Jacques by General Trinquier, to be later dropped on the moun- 
tains where they were to organize guerrilla. They proved to be specially 
efficacious at Pha Long and Lao Cay along the Sino-Vietnamese border, 
where, from April 1952, a dynamic Hmong chief, Cho Quang Lo by 
name, at the head of 2,000 partisans, disorganised the vital supplies of 
the Viet Minh coming from China. But they also distinguished 
themselves at the evacuation of Cao Bang Dong Khe in 1950, in taking 
the famous "plaine des jarres", Xieng Khouang, and Son La in Laos 
in 1953, with Touby Ly Foung at their head, and at the evacuation of 
Dien Bien Phu in 1954, where young Lieutenant Vang Pao, who later 



became famous, participated with 300 of his men in the escape of 76 
fellow soldiers. 

The Viet Minh on their side did not remained inactive. From 
the beginning they had promised the hill tribes more than the French 
had ever given them, and in the North-West they played upon the 
rivalries which had always opposed the Thai faithfuI to France, against 
the Hmong who detested the Thai. 

On their coming into power the Viet Minh showed themselves 
faithful to their promises. 

I 

Zones I and 2= administered by the 

minorities themselves. 

Zone 3 = first administered by 

the Hmong, then by the 

Vietnames due to the 

lack of interest of the 

local people. 

The Constitution of 1960 confirmed the creation of autonomous 
zones based on the Chinese model. There were three zones for a time, 
but seeing the lack of interest of the Hmong, they were reduced to two : 
one in the North-West, at first called "Thai-Meow but later "Tay- 
Bac" ; the other in the North-East, called "Viet-Bac", comprising 
respectively 3 and 6 Provinces covering more than one half of North- 










































