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Population Growth, Deforestation and Fuel Substitution
in Ming Beijing
Chung-lin Ch’iu
Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

This article investigates why people of Beijing started to burn coal instead of logs after
the middle Ming Dynasty. The records of the city's population, illegal logging and the
government's fuel policy showed that Beijing's population boom, which resulted in a
stronger demand of cooking fuel and construction materials, had led to illegal logging.
Despite repeated prohibitions and arrests, the situation only worsened. In the early 16th
century, there were hardly any trees on the Yan Mountain north of Beijing. On the other
hand, to provide huge amounts of fuel for the Palace and offices, the government set up a
charcoal works on the northern Taihang Mountain, which is southwest of Beijing. In 1442,
57,000 tons firewood and charcoal were burned for official purposes. Even though the
quantity declined later, it still consumed 30,000 tons firewood and charcoal a year during
the middle of the 16th century. The excessive and indiscriminate logging led to the
depletion of forests nearby. Since then trips deep into the mountains for fuel-wood
gathering became essential.

After the middle of the 15th century, forests around Beijing disappeared due to
extensive logging. The prices of logs also went up. Therefore people started to use easily
available coal. Since the late 15th century, written accounts of coal mining in the mountain
west of Beijing were increasing. In the early Ming, Beijing's households burned logs. Since
then, more and more adopted coal burning especially during the late Ming. The city became
so dependent on West Mountain’s coal mine that any northern invasion that crossed the
Great Wall would cause a coal supply problem.

Fuel substitution in Beijing throughout the Ming Dynasty was a good example of
environmental change caused by urban development. After the loss of forests and the mass
consumption of coal, the city's environment also changed. Ever since the late Ming, coal-
burning-caused problems such as earth dumping and air pollution were worsening. These

problems were collectively contributed by all kinds of environmental changes. Evidently,
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the city of Beijing was suffering from the decay of its environment since the late 16th

century.

Keywords: Beijing, forests, fuel, coal, environmental changes
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